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Abstract

This paper utilizes Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological framework of human development to discuss the experience of three families taking part in an inter-generational learning program. The program, ABC1, consists of four components: early childhood education, parent educational goals, parenting classes, and home visits. Through interviews, relevant intake and survey questionnaire data, and observations made at the ABC center and in the families’ homes, certain perceived benefits of the program emerged. Mothers described benefits in childcare, their own education, and their family relationships. The program is inter-generational and impacts families on multiple levels; hence, Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model is used as a theoretical framework in which to organize perceived benefits identified by the mothers and to include research relevant to the perceived benefits voiced by ABC program mothers. This paper answers the call for communication scholars to consider the intersection between families and institutions while extending the use of an ecological framework to a qualitative investigation of families’ experiences in an inter-generational learning program.  

The Ecology of ABC: An Application Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development to an Inter-Generational Learning Program (ABC)


Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Ecological Model has been used as a framework for investigating a wide range of topics. The appeal of an ecological model is its focus on multiple levels of importance and on the impact of the interactions between those levels in creating a more holistic view of a phenomenon. This paper applies the ecological model in an attempt to analyze the perceived program benefits of a new inter-generational program, ABC. This program includes an early childhood education program for infants and toddlers, home visits, parenting classes, and support for parents to pursue their educational goals.  The program was designed to promote children’s health, development, and school readiness as well as parents’ educational goals and understanding of child development. 

Using Brofenbrenner’s ecological model as a lens, this paper explores the experiences of three families participating in the ABC program. The analysis is motivated by both applied and theoretical goals.  At an applied level, the research hopes to highlight the experience of program families as well as present these experiences in a way that will allow for easy distribution among local stakeholders as well as those interested in emulating the program in other communities.  At a theoretical level, the analysis attempts to extend prior theory and research. Although ecological models have been applied to a wide variety of issues and interventions, we show how it can be used to organize and make sense of parents’ positive experiences with the ABC program and tie those experiences to otherwise seemingly unconnected research literatures in communication, child development, and related fields. In light of these goals, subsequent sections provide background about the ABC program and Brofenbrenner’s ecological model and then describe the research participants, methods, and findings.
The ABC Program and Evaluation Study
The ABC program was established to meet two major community needs. First, children were increasingly unprepared for kindergarten, and second, there was a lack of quality early education programs. Four program components emerged to address these needs: early childhood education, parent educational goals, parenting classes, and home visits. The childcare component of the ABC program is modeled on the best practices of Early Head Start and head start. The childcare component offers half-day services to infants and toddlers ages 6 weeks to 3 years. The home visiting component of the program involves a home visitor going to the families’ homes about once a month to do assessments and offer support and information to the families. At the time of this research, the parenting classes had not yet begun.   
In addition to these components, those involved with the grant included a research component to evaluate the program and tell the story of the families involved in the program.

The research component is a longitudinal study meant to chart the children throughout their school aged years and to note how the ABC program may impact community development. 


The research team established four goals. First, the research needed to establish who was participating in ABC. Second, it was important that the research helped give insight into what parents and staff liked about the program as well as offer their suggestions for improvement. Third, the research was to assess the short and long-term impact of the program. Lastly, the research would help tell the story of the ABC program and its families to the community. This paper represents an early analysis of the experience of three program families and includes a variety of data which are outlined in the method section. Before turning to methods, it is important to clarify the framework that is used to analyze program benefits

Ecological Models

By its very design, the ABC program attempts to impact child development on multiple levels. ABC program objectives focus on the child, parent(s), and connections between the family and community to facilitate children’s learning and health along with parent’s learning and understanding of child development. Any analysis of a program with such a multi-faceted approach must utilize framework that can provide feedback on multiple levels. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development offers such a framework.


Bronfenbrenner (1977) proposes a framework for understanding human development that has continued to resonate in research. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework attempts to place human development within a series of interconnected systems. The different systems range from those that a human interacts with directly (microsystem) to overarching principles that direct the society in which a human lives (macrosystem). Bronfenbrenner (1977) explains the microsystem as the relationship between an individual and the individual’s environment in an immediate setting such as a school or home. The focus of this level is on the activities individuals engage in as they respond to a particular setting. The mesosystem is a system of Microsystems. In other words, the mesosystem is the relationship between different salient settings in an individual’s life. An exosystem does not contain an individual but rather contains the settings in which a person is found. Thus, the exosystem is responsible for indirect influences on an individual. Abram, Theberge, and Karan (2005) provide a further clarification of the exosystem level, stating “the model then broadens to focus on how the individual child and his or her microsystem are affected by those ‘settings’ that, although perhaps not directly involving the child, have an impact on his or her life” (p. 285). All of the other systems provide concrete spaces for the operationalization of the macrosystem level. The macrosystem level contains broad patterns of what a particular society or culture values such as education. A summary of the definitions of the systems in the ecological framework and the research applications housed within each system in this paper are presented in Table 1.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological framework has been applied to a variety of contexts including externalizing behavior in early childhood (Stacks, 2005), connections between externalizing behaviors and other problem behaviors in Head Start Children (Harden et al., 2000) and the effects of poverty and other relevant influences on child development and family functioning (Jack, 2000). Ecological approaches also have been used to analyze school-based intervention programs aimed at identifying and preventing adolescent problem behavior by focusing on interactions between families and schools (e.g., Black, 1995; Dishion & Kavanagh, 2000).

Howie (1999) evaluates four different approaches to the study of special educational needs, including Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model. Howie notes that while the model is a “demanding paradigm in which to work” it “encourages the understanding of wider cultural and socio-economic factors” as well as the child’s “unique educational needs” (Evaluation/Morals section, para. 1). The ecological framework has been applied to needs assessments for particular at-risk groups and corresponding interventions, including child maltreatment (Belsky, 1993), teenage mothers (Suner, Nakamura, Caufield, 2003), children with special educational needs (Sontag, 1996), counseling immigrant women (Cronister, Yahushko, 2005), and child depression (Abrams, Theberge, Karan, 2005).

Although Jack (2000) highlights the ways in which an ecological framework emphasizes the balance of stresses families face and the support available to families, this paper extends prior research by providing a qualitative case study of families’ own perceptions of the benefits afforded to them by the ABC program. Other scholars have noted the usefulness of the ecological framework for understanding complex relationships between families and larger societal institutions and communication scholars are well suited to address these issues. According to Craig & White (2006) “it is essential we attend to the ways boundaries between families and institutions are experienced and produced in interactions among family members, organizations, and communities” (p. 460). This paper uses the context of an inter-generational learning center to explore the interactions between three families, the institution of the ABC program, and related community agencies assisting program families.
Although many scholars have used an ecological framework, the focus is not often on qualitative methodologies or on capturing the participants’ experiences in their own words. One example of a qualitative investigation can be found by Fink and Fowler (1997) who conducted an investigation of the placement of a public special education early childhood classroom into a private childcare facility and identified the planning, communication, and decision-making across program boundaries. This paper adds to a relatively small number of studies utilizing an ecological framework and qualitative methods and focuses on the families’ perceived benefits from the ABC program. Although mothers were asked for suggestions on how the program could be improved, their feedback regarding the program was overwhelmingly positive and framed by program mothers in terms of benefits. In an effort to provide an accurate account of the mothers’ feedback on the program, this paper explores the program benefits in an ecological framework while applying relevant research.  Utilizing Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological framework of human development, we will identify perceived benefits at each level in the model and discuss how those perceived benefits exemplify or extend existing research. The guiding research questions are “What are the perceived benefits of the program identified by program families?” "How do the perceived benefits reflect the ecological emphasis of the ABC program and reveal the multiple levels of pathways at which the program impacts children, parents, and families?" and "How do the case studies illustrate and extend our understanding of the intersection between families and institutions?"
Method
Participants


The ABC program currently is serving approximately 10 families, and eventually it will expand to a total of 16 families.  This paper focuses on three of the families participating in the ABC program who consented to participate in an evaluation research project. A brief description of each family follows.

Family 1.  Ellen, 26, is a Caucasian mother of 20 month old Sean and 4 year old Roger. Sean is in the ABC program and Roger is in a Head Start classroom in the community. Sean has been enrolled in the ABC program for three and a half months. Ellen heard about the ABC program from one of Roger’s teachers at Head Start. Ellen is engaged to Hank, a 25-year old who is Sean’s father but not Roger’s father. Ellen, Hank, Roger, and Sean live together in a rented house. English is the primary language of each parent and the language spoken at home. Ellen is working part-time as a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) at a Veteran’s home and is attending classes to get a technical certificate and become a Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN).  Ellen has completed several courses at a community college. Hank has a GED and works full-time at a fast food chain restaurant. Hank is a recovering drug addict. Ellen has been struggling for several months to enroll the family on Hank’s health insurance. Ellen reports a history of child maltreatment in her own family of origin and is committed to making sure her children do not have the same experience. Ellen is seeing a counselor and believes therapy will help her become a better mother. 

Family 2.  Amy, 17, is a Caucasian female living with her mother, grandparents, and 4-month-old son, Joe. English is the primary language spoken in the home. Amy has moved at least 13 times in her life, but enjoys living in the area because of the support group she has formed. Amy is in the process of finishing high school via an alternative high school program. When Amy graduates, she wants to start a RN program, and continue her education at a local college. In addition to getting a job, Amy has discussed her hopes of someday getting an apartment in order to become more independent. 

Amy discovered the ABC program when one of the teachers at her alternative school mentioned that ABC was in the same building. Amy sometimes had difficulties finding a babysitter in the mornings when she needed to be at school, and as a result, either had to bring Joe to school with her, or, more often, was forced to stay home. At the time of the study Amy had been in the program for one month.

Family 3. Teresa and Juan, both 25 years old, moved to the United States from Mexico in 2004 to find profitable work and soon after gave birth to a daughter, Carmen. Juan, with an education of “9th grade or less,”2 found a job in landscaping. Teresa, a high school graduate, found a job at a local fast food restaurant within a week of her arrival to the United States. Teresa and Juan live in an apartment within walking distance of ABC with Carmen, who is now 20 months old.


Teresa and Juan are both primarily Spanish-speakers, although Teresa attends English classes at AdultEd, an adult learning program housed in the same building as ABC. AdultEd is also where Teresa was notified of the existence of ABC. At the time of this study, Carmen had been involved with ABC for about three months. As Carmen begins to verbalize, she exhibits language development in English and Spanish, and Teresa worries that Carmen’s knowledge of English will create a communication barrier between her and her daughter. This concern, along with the fact that Teresa does not always trust rough translations that others provide, have led Teresa to pursue English classes at AdultEd, and ABC allows her to pursue this opportunity.  Along with the capacity of ABC to open up AdultEd as a resource for Teresa, home visits will focus on budgeting issues in accordance with Teresa’s desire to buy a house.

Procedures 
Researchers were enrolled in a graduate-level course entitled “Community Evaluation Research.” In accordance with the requirements of the course, each researcher was responsible for gathering multiple types of data with one ABC program family. Through immersion in the qualitative data collection process, each researcher was able to provide insight into the experience of his or her particular family. Specifically, researchers conducted interviews, field observations, and home visit observations to acquire the data for this paper. Researchers then collaborated with the intent to develop a paper that would highlight similarities and differences in the experiences of their program families with the ABC program.

Interviews. Each researcher conducted a one-hour, semi-structured interview with the mother of his or her designated program family utilizing a standardized schedule of questions while probing with follow-up questions about topics personally relevant to each mother. The interview guide can be found in Appendix A. Each interview took place at least one month after a family’s entry into the ABC program. A translator was used for the Spanish-speaking family. Each researcher transcribed the interview with his or her family and noted themes relevant to parents’ experience with the ABC program. Researchers then collaborated to determine similarities and differences for the three families.
 Field Observations. Each researcher conducted at least two ninety-minute field observations at the ABC facility. The first interview focused on gaining a general understanding of the program, including the classroom environment, teachers, and children. The second interview gave each researcher an opportunity to focus their attention on observations of their designated child engaged in the ABC environment. Field notes were taken during or directly following each visit, transcribed, and analyzed by the research team to help capture the children’s experiences in the ABC program. 
Home Visit Observations. Each researcher accompanied the ABC field worker on one home visit. The home visits focused on different topics for the three families and researchers were able to observe different types of home visits. For example, two researchers observed an administration of the Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment (HOME), which is administered approximately every six months for the purpose of getting a sense of what life is like for the child at home (Caldwell & Bradley, 1984). One researcher observed a home visit that was a standard consultation focusing on issues specific to that family, including referrals to outside agencies, provision of educational materials, and discussion of significant family issues.   

Demographic information.  Participants provided background and demographic information on intake forms when they enrolled in the ABC program.  When consenting to participate in the evaluation study, families gave the researchers access to these forms. 

Results

The ecological model provides a useful theoretical framework for analysis of ABC, because it accommodates evaluation of the program on the many levels on which it attempts to affect change. Additionally, the ecological model is useful for organizing and incorporating more specific research of interest that may otherwise appear disparate and unrelated to readers. Utilizing the ecological framework will allow this piece to tie-in relevant prior research in the field of child development and apply it within the context of three families’ experience of ABC.

Microsystem

The microsystem refers to how a child is embedded within an immediate environment such as a day care setting. Mothers in the childcare program perceived several program benefits that can be best understood in the microsystem level. Specifically, mothers highlight children’s social interaction with peers at the childcare center, learning facilitators provided at the center, and tangible developmental outcomes as program benefits. Each of these benefits exemplifies the relationship between the individual children and the environment of the childcare setting.

The mothers voice satisfaction with the quality of care at the childcare classroom. Ellen appreciates the benefits of certain aspects of the program. When asked what she liked about the ABC program, Ellen responded, “I- I really like the fact that they’re actually learning something.” She notes liking how the teachers play with the kids and how there is an emphasis on learning. She likes the group activity the head teacher does when the teacher sits the kids in a group and reads them a story and does an activity. In addition to this sense of satisfaction, mothers acknowledge the importance of parenting quality in addition to their praise about the childcare program. 
Belsky (2006) reports results from a longitudinal study examining the effects of quality, type, and quantity of childcare on child outcomes. Among the findings, Belsky notes that the quality care and exposure to centre-based care predicts greater cognitive-linguistic functioning in school-aged children. Belsky also acknowledges the pervasive importance of quality parenting to children’s social and cognitive development. The findings articulated by Belsky are echoed in mothers’ reports of program benefits and their satisfaction with some aspects of the program and simultaneous acknowledgement that their own parenting is also important.
One of the perceived benefits of the child care program identified by program parents is how the program facilitates children’s development. Parents note developmental benefits which include the acquisition or enhancement of social skills, language skills, counting skills, and general cognitive development. Case (1996) identifies three factors that influence the development of children’s conceptual structures and notes Piaget’s influence on the identification of those factors. These factors are maturation, social experience, and children’s curiosities and desires to master their domains. Benefits of the ABC program echo the importance of those three factors. When asked what her daughter likes about the program, through a translator Teresa responds “I think that she likes…that she comes here…that she’s with other kids.” The interviewer then asked “Are there other times besides ABC that she is with other kids?” to which Teresa replied “No.” Thus, the ABC program provides a social experience for Teresa’s daughter, Carmen. When asked what she liked about the childcare provided by ABC, Ellen responded “I’m glad that he gets to come here and have social interaction with other children” and goes on to say “I, above all things I think being able to communicate and interact with other people is important and I think that it’s something they need to learn when they’re itty bitty rather than later on.” Ellen recognizes the importance of Sean interacting with children other than his older brother and believes Sean is benefiting from the social experiences the ABC program permits..


Some of the benefits of the children’s interaction with the childcare environment transfer to the children’s experiences at home. In response to the question “How do you help your children learn?” Ellen identifies her satisfaction with the program and how it is improving her son’s counting skills as she responds:

Mom: We jump on the bed

Interviewer: Yeah

Mom: Or off the table onto the couch and we count 

Interviewer: Oh good

Mom: And they’re only allowed to jump when I count to five or- and Sean’s so cute because he goes “One, Two, Five!” and he jumps

Interviewer: (laughs)

Mom: And I think the ABC program had a lot to do with that because he wasn’t doing any of that before 

Interviewer: Hmm

Mom: And now he says “One, Two, Five!” I think he’s already as smart as Roger was 6 months ago

Ellen goes on to estimate that the number of words Sean can articulate has tripled since he started the program. Observations in the classroom reveal an emphasis on counting and word identification illustrated by classroom teachers. For example, when the teachers were helping the children make shapes with clay, the shapes were then put in a line and counted. Additionally, if a child mislabels a particular object (e.g., “I like play dough” when the substance is actually clay) classroom teachers correct the child to facilitate word recognition. Ellen’s observations exemplify Belsky’s (2006) finding that quality care can facilitate cognitive-linguistic development.

Observations of home visits and scores on the HOME Inventory (Caldwell & Bradley, 1984) indicate that two of the families lack learning facilitators in the home environment of the child. The child care classroom provides a setting and an opportunity for children to play with toys geared at development that are not available in their homes. For example, the classroom contains a science and discovery tub that enables children to engage in messy, exploratory play with substances ranging from water and snow to sand. Other learning facilitators include balls for muscle activities, push and pull toys, role-playing toys, mobiles for infants, and simple and complex eye-hand coordination toys. The presence of these types of toys, in combination with other important items on the HOME Inventory have been linked to later cognitive and language development in children (Caldwell & Bradley, n.d.). 

The benefits mothers recognize at the microsystem level reflect a beneficial relationship between their children and the immediate childcare setting. The social, cognitive, and language benefits result from children’s interaction with peers, learning facilitators, and program staff in the childcare setting. Within this microsystem, the interaction with the setting includes the children’s experience with the physical setting and their experience with the people in those settings. Research related to child development and childcare acknowledges and emphasizes the program benefits identified by parents at the microsystem level.
Mesosystem

At the mesosystem level in Bronfrenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model of human development, the focus shifts from the interaction between an individual and the individual’s environment to the interactions between individuals’ experiences in multiple settings (See Table 1). For the families in this program, an informative interaction between two settings happens as the home visitor enters families’ homes and as families receive parenting advice from program staff. The relationships program mothers have with significant others in their lives and the quality of those relationships impacts the mothers as individuals and as parents. 
Mothers benefit from witnessing how the teachers interact with their children because the mothers are welcome in the classroom at any time. Amy, who attends an alternative high school in the same building, vocalizes her satisfaction with being able to come into the classroom in the following exchange:

Mom: I like that its like, I can come in any time, like while I’m in school and they’re watching him, like I could eat lunch there if I wanted to

Interviewer: Are there any specific examples of where you come in and you’re like oh, this is really nice?

Mom:  Um, like when I get out of class I’ll come over and he’ll be like sleeping or sitting there eating or something like that and …that’s really nice that they focus on all their children and not just like one 

One of the benefits perceived by Amy exemplifies the interaction between the parent and the childcare setting. This interaction enables parents to observe the practices of classroom teachers and to build a relationship with those teachers. Amy appreciates that the childcare is located in the same building as her alternative high school.

The home visitor enters families’ homes and offers advice about a range of parenting topics including potty training and discipline strategies. The presence of the home visitor brings the program into the home and mothers perceive benefits including advice and empathic listening. When asked about the types of topics covered during home visits, mothers note that the home visitor asks them how things are going at home and if they have any concerns about their children who are in the program. The home visitor also uses the home visits to address any issues that may be taking place at the ABC program in the parents’ home environments. For example, when Sean was absent from the program without explanation, the home visitor inquired about the situation and reminded Ellen and Hank about the procedures for calling in if Sean was unable to attend care. Another way the program reaches out to the home is through newsletters and reminders sent home with parents at the end of the day. These reminders will tell parents about topics such as program closings for holidays or if a child is running low on diapers and the parent needs to send more diapers to the program the following day.


The mothers identify some program benefits surrounding parenting that result from interactions with program teachers and the home visitor that occur either in the classroom or at home. When asked what she has learned about parenting from the ABC program, Ellen responds, “I don’t know. I- I feel like I’ve had a lot more patience since the boys have been coming here.”  Amy identifies concrete parenting advice offered by a classroom teacher regarding the proper use of a diaper rash cream. Amy indicates that she trusts the advice of the teacher because the teacher is experienced and is a mother herself. When asked if she has learned anything about parenting from the program. Amy responds:

Mom: [The teacher], sh- or yeah [the teacher], she’s experienced, she already has kids of her own.

When Amy takes the advice of the classroom teacher and practices it at home, two settings are interacting to improve the quality of life for both the mother and the child. Although the parents note ways in which advice has helped them at home, there are other topics the parents would like to see covered in parenting classes. Parents would like to discuss issues such as how to deal with your kids when you are tired, stress management, and communicating with significant others as well as with children. Initial interactions between program classroom and home environments help facilitate additional fields of inquiry that may be covered in the parenting class component of the program in the future.

Program mothers differ in the extent to which their children’s father or other male father figures are important people in their lives. For Ellen, who is engaged to Sean’s father, Hank, she sees her relationship with Hank as both a stress reliever and a stressor. Ellen is happy when Hank comes home from work to help share in the child care responsibilities but complains about the quality of the communication between them. Ellen believes the parenting classes should focus, in part, on how to communicate with a partner in addition to how to communicate with a child. Teresa reports not having adult interaction other than with the program teachers and close family members. Teresa recognizes these adult relationships as desirable and credits the program for making them possible. Amy does not have a close relationship with her child’s father. At the time of her interview, she had not been in contact with him for several weeks. Amy does have a relationship with the father’s parents, however, and welcomes their care of her son on weekends which allows her to resume the activities of a teenager that would not be possible otherwise. 

Although the three mothers in this case study differ in marital status, each mother acknowledges the importance of adult attachment relationships in her own way. Ellen, who is engaged to Hank, credits the program in her ability to maintain her relationship with Hank which is important to her in the following interview excerpt:

M: If- If it wasn’t for these programs, I don’t- I don’t know, it would probably be pretty bad. 
I: Um hmm
M. Um- I’m pretty sure that J and I wouldn’t be together anymore.

Ellen appreciates how quality child care for Sean has relieved some of the stress in her relationship with Hank. Teresa welcomes the interaction with other adults that the ABC program provides her and acknowledges feeling some dissatisfaction with the level of adult interaction she experiences in other settings. The mothers’ acknowledgement of the importance of adult relationships and the program’s role in the health and maintenance of those relationships exemplifies findings that suggest securely attached adult relationships impact parenting quality. Specifically, an adult’s perception of her attachment relationships influences the attachment relationship she has with her child (Posada, Waters, Crowell, & Lay, 1995). Posada and colleagues (1995) maintain that a mother who perceives herself to have secure attachment relationships with significant others in her life is more likely to have a child who is securely attached. 


Secure attachment has been linked to a host of positive child outcomes. Mother-child attachment classification at 1 and 2 years of age has been linked to child outcomes in school. Specifically, attachment security at 1 and 2 years of age determined by the Strange Situation predicted less teacher-child negativity in kindergarten (r = -.30) (Vondra, Shaw, Swearingen, Cohen, & Owens, 1999). When compared to children with insecure attachment, children with secure attachment form more positive and supportive relationships with teachers and peers (Sroufe, Carlson, & Shulman, 1993; Sroufe & Egeland, 1991) whereas children who are less secure are more aggressive and less socially competent in kindergarten (Schmidt, Demulder, & Denham, 2002). Securely attaching children have more advanced memory processes (Belsky, 1996; Kirsch & Cassidy, 1997), and are better in problem-solving situations (Matas, Arend, & Sroufe, 1978).

Several program benefits highlight the interactions between settings at the mesosystem level. Mothers benefit from coming in to the ABC classroom and from advice offered by classroom teachers in that setting. Mothers also benefit from the program coming into their homes when the home visitor schedules visits. Lastly, mothers benefit from how the program encourages healthy adult relationships which interact with how mothers parent their children.
Exosystem


At the exosystem level, the focus broadens to include the multitude of a child’s mesosystems as well as broad social structures as the child interacts with them on a “concrete local level” (p. 515) (See Table 1). These structures may not contain the child, yet they still impact the child’s development. ABC works to impact each child’s exosystem by offering referrals to other agencies and establishing a system of social support that might not otherwise exist.


The home visiting component of ABC has an emphasis on referring families to other organizations that can help fulfill specific needs. In many cases, these organizations impact the child without ever coming into direct contact with the child. The agencies or larger structures of society interact with the parent but that interaction and possible benefits from the interaction may positively impact the immediate settings of the child.


Wall and colleagues (2005) indicate, “low-income families underutilize early intervention services” (p. 228). One recommendation that Wall and colleagues offer, co-location of services, can be noted as an initial strength of the ABC program expressed by the three mothers featured in this analysis. Amy is able to attend an alternative high school program. For Teresa and Amy, having ABC and AdultEd in the same building allows them to utilize both programs. Accounts offered by the three mothers in these families suggest ABC helps connect families to outside services.    


Ellen was connected with a therapist to provide counseling sessions. Along with the referral, ABC is helping to fund these counseling sessions. A portion of her interview indicates her hope that this referral will have a large impact:  

Interviewer:  “Good. Is there anything that the ABC program is doing to help you reach your educational goals do you think?”

Mom:  Um, (the home vistor’s) been workin’, I, I really-They do try to, to make things easier. Um, (the home visitor) set me up with the counselor-
Interviewer: Hm hmm
Mom: To talk to
Interviewer: Hm hmm
Mom: And I haven’t seen her in several weeks now because I missed my last appointment and I had to wait two weeks to get another one.
Interviewer:  Ok.
Mom:  So. (laughs) It hasn’t really helped much yet (laughs).
Interviewer:  Hmm.
Mom: But um, the counseling is-I imagine it’s going to do a wonder.
Counseling will provide an exosystemic setting that, while not directly involving the child, will have a significant impact on the child’s development. A later portion of the interview makes this connection directly. Ellen states, “I just want to be a better mom. And, the counseling I’m sure will help.”


Ellen was also referred to a source of healthcare for her family. After missing a Medicaid deadline, Ellen’s family was left without health insurance. Soon after, the family became sick and needed medical care. ABC’s home visitor was able to connect the family with a health care provider that provided services and charged fees based on a sliding scale of income with families with less income paying less for medical care. ABC’s referral provided a bridge between the family and a much needed larger institutional organization.  


In addition to referrals to outside agencies, ABC provides social support for parents.  Corcoran (1999) places social support within the mesosystem. This is appropriate for her work, because the social support refers to direct social support received by adolescent mothers. For this analysis, social support, is an exosystemic issue, because the child does not benefit directly from the support but rather vicariously through the social support that the mother receives.


Belsky (1984) emphasizes the connection between social support and parenting.  He states, “that parenting appears to be positively associated with social support should not be surprising” (p. 87). He continues to describe the three functions of social support as it relates to parenting by saying, “in line with the extensive literature on social support, it is likely that, in the case of parenting, social support functions in three general ways: (1) by providing emotional support, (2) by providing instrumental assistance, and (3) by providing social expectations” (Belsky, 1984, p. 87). ABC fulfills all of these three general categories of social support in a variety of ways.
First, ABC provides emotional support for participating mothers. For example, Teresa has a limited number of contacts in the city because of only immigrating here two years ago.  She has daily contact with the ABC teachers in which to exchange parenting advice or other social needs as they pertain to her and her child. Teresa knows that the teachers are additional figures in Carmen’s life that care for her development.  Additionally, parenting classes provide a setting for connection between parents. Although parenting classes are just beginning, the situation is anticipated to be such that parents will be able to express frustration and gain feedback from each other. Secondly, as discussed previously, ABC provides instrumental assistance in relation to referrals. Finally, ABC provides parents with healthy expectations. The “Ages and Stages Questionnaire” (ASQ) (Squires, Katzev, & Jenkins, 2002) is administered at the beginning of a family’s participation in ABC. This questionnaire assesses a child’s development and is also utilized by the home visitor as a platform to discuss appropriate and realistic child development expectations with each parent. Some of the sections on this questionnaire are dedicated to the child’s social development and low scores on those sections can help parents identify problem areas.
In addition to the general connection between social support and healthy parenting (Belsky, 1984), Holloway, Sawako, and Yoko (2005) find a connection between social support and parenting efficacy. That is, a positive connection has been found between social support and a parent’s perceived ability to affect change in his or her environment. Holloway and colleagues (2005) state, “those who feel satisfied with their social support are likely to experience a sense of confidence and emotional well-being stemming from their knowledge that friends and family members are ‘on their side’” (p. 63). Teresa does not have family members in the city but the ABC program provides social support that could lead to increased efficacy for Teresa and other mothers in the program.

On an exosystemic level, ABC families identify referrals and social support as important aspects of ABC. By connecting families with outside agencies, ABC children are indirectly impacted by the services which their families are able to receive. Through social support, healthy parenting practices are developed as well as a heightened degree of parental efficacy. ABC children benefit from the program’s referrals and nurturing of parental social support.

Macrosystem

At the macrosystem level in Bronfrenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model of human development, focus broadens to an even greater degree (See Table 1). The macro level of the ecological model concerns itself with the broad themes, cultures, and policies surrounding a person, or “the individual’s ethnicity and culture: his/her larger social and political organization, belief system and lifestyle” (Marion, n.d.). Considering education on a macro level brings to the table a societal belief of education being a way out of generational poverty. The ABC Grant’s Executive Summary states that reducing barriers to kindergarten readiness is a critical educational priority. In the report Enduring Poverty and the Conditions of Childhood: Lifecourse and Intergenerational Poverty Transmissions, Harper, Marcus, and Moore (2003) discuss multiple factors that can help children escape poverty. Harper and colleagues suggest that education is one such factor. Harper and colleagues state, “at a macro-level, there is strong evidence supporting the widespread belief in education as a way out of poverty” (Harper et al., 2003, p. 545). Harper and colleagues go on to suggest that a parent’s education has a lot to do with how the child performs. Therefore, the education of the child alone may not be enough. According to Harper and colleagues (2003), “despite the strong potential of education to break poverty cycles … there is generally a high association between parents’ and children’s levels of education, suggesting that overall there may be less mobility through education than popular belief implies” (p. 545).  This research suggests that in order for children to succeed in their education it is important to take into account their parent’s schooling.

The education components of the ABC program benefit both the child and parent in each family. While the development of each child is monitored, so are the educational goals of each parent. All three moms express hopes of continuing their education, which, according to Harper and colleagues (2003) will be beneficial for their children. The authors suggest the children will benefit from the parents pursuing education because parents with more education would want their kids to be educated, and they would also be able to afford the education.

Pursing education goals can be challenging for a parent of a young child like Amy. Finding the time to do the work is difficult enough, but finding care for a child in order to attend classes presents its own difficulties. The ABC program helps provide quality childcare, and requires parents to have educational goals while discussing their goals and attempting to help the parents achieve those goals.

Teresa is a native Spanish speaker, and it is her goal to learn English. Teresa works at McDonalds with others who speak Spanish, but she wants to learn English in order to truly understand people. One particular interview excerpt highlights this fact.

Translator:  She wants to speak English so that when she talks to people who speak English, she knows actually what they’re saying …because when people translate for her, she’s not actually sure they are really telling her what they are saying… because she can’t understand them directly.

Teresa is happy that she has somewhere to take her daughter so that she can go to school, this way, she can continue to learn English. Teresa’s happiness with her ability to go to school is exemplified by the following interview excerpt: 

Translator: She says that she can go to school knowing that her daughter is safe and that she is content and that like she has fun in the program. Without ABC, she said, she wouldn’t be going to her Adult ED classes.

Ellen is pursuing an LPN program that she hopes to complete next December. Ellen has gone to college off and on for nine years, but with childcare, she may have an opportunity for more continuity. Ellen explains her situation in the following interview excerpt:

Mom: “I wouldn’t be in school right now without ABC. Well, uh- I may be in school right now but there’s no way, not even a glimmer hope that I would be in there next semester.” 
Now, however, Ellen is able to plan for her next semester of classes, which will be easier to attend once ABC becomes a full-day program.

Amy hopes to pursue an RN degree because, in her words, “it’s like an actual career, not just a part-time thing.” According to the Harper, Marcus, and Moore (2003), this further education, along with the potential for a better salary, will likely leave Amy with a desire for Joe to also pursue educational goals. In addition, she will have the funds to ensure that she can afford to pay for her son’s education. Before Amy can complete an RN program, she must finish her alternative high school program. Her classes are in the morning, and before ABC she had difficulty finding people to watch Joe. Now, Amy has the chance to attain her career goals and in turn, Joe has a better chance at having a good education. Education fits into the macro level in the sense that it is valued in general by society. As a result of this value, education is also generally thought to be a way out of poverty. The ABC program seems to follow suggestions made by Harper and colleagues (2003) that both the parents’ and the children’s education are important.  

Discussion


The purpose of this analysis is to highlight the experience of three participating families within the ABC program. The multi-faceted nature of the program’s goals makes Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological framework of human development useful for organizing the multiple sources of data, including semi-standardized interviews, demographic data, and HOME evaluations. The framework provides grounds for the inclusion of relevant child development literature, attachment literature, literature on social support, and literature on poverty and education. Perceived program benefits can be observed along each level of the ecological framework along with evidence of the interaction between families and institutions including the ABC program, social support agencies, and education as a societal institution.  
At the microsystem level, parents identified children’s enhanced language skills as a benefit of the program. This program benefit identified by the parents exemplifies Belsky’s (2006) finding from a longitudinal study which linked quality care with cognitive-linguistic development. The experience of the mothers and their identification of language development as a benefit of the program concretize Belsky’s finding by attributing the language acquisition to their children’s interactions with program staff, other children, and the classroom setting. At the mesosystem level, one of the perceived benefits was the interaction between adult program mothers and other adults and the program mothers’ relationship with their children. According to Ellen, the ABC program improved her relationship with Hank. The improved quality of that significant other relationship can translate into improved parent-child interactions. Thus, the ABC program is improving relationships directly and indirectly and the institution of the ABC program is interacting with the family in multiple ways.
At the exosystem level, this analysis suggests that parents perceive referrals to outside agencies as a significant benefit of ABC. Research suggests this function of ABC is of vital importance to the families involved. Wall and colleagues (2005) maintain that low-income families do not take full advantage of early intervention services. ABC, through referrals to outside agencies, helps connect program families with other institutions or organizations that can help meet needs outside of those which the program is designed to handle. Institutions such as mental health agencies interaction with families and are not direct settings experienced by the child but they do play a role in developing an ecology suited for healthy development. At the macrosystem level, program parents stress the important role of the ABC program in helping them achieve their educational goals. Ellen, Amy, and Teresa all indicated how their educational attainment was tied to ABC. Research has tied educational attainment to a family’s ability to break the cycle of poverty. By allowing parents to pursue educational goals, ABC affects change on the macrosystem level by helping parents and families break the cycle of poverty and gain access to education for their children. 


This paper utilized Bronfrenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model of human development as a framework to present perceived benefits identified by program mothers at each level of development. Relevant research was presented to branch the mother’s perceptions with research findings. The program benefits range from child development outcomes to improved relationships, referrals, and opportunities for educational attainment. This paper presented the experience of three program families in the context of an ecological model and analyzed and discussed the ways in which perceived benefits exemplified or expanded existing research and highlighted the intersection between families and institutions.
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Footnotes

1 Names have been changed to protect the identities of those involved.

2 Survey data restricted participant responses to specific ranges, such as “9th grade or less.”

Table 1

Level


Definition




Research Application

Microsystem

“A microsystem is the complex of 

Importance of… 

relations between the developing 

Peer interaction

person and environment in an 

High quality child care

immediate setting containing that 

Varied learning materials

person (e.g., home, school, 

workplace, etc.)” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 514)

Mesosystem

“A mesosystem comprises the 

Advice-giving in multiple 

interrelations among major settings 

contexts

containing the developing person at 

Attachment theory
a particular point in his or her life…

stated succinctly, a mesosystem 

is a system of microsystems” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 515).

Exosystem

“An exosystem is an extension of 

Social service referrals

the  mesosystem embracing other

Social support


specific social structures, both

formal and informal, that do not 

themselves contain the developing

person but impinge upon or encompass

the immediate settings in which that

person is found, and thereby influence,

delimit, or even determine what goes on

there” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 515).

Macrosystem

“A macrosystem refers to the overarching
Cyclical poverty




institutional patterns of the culture or 
Educational goal-




or subculture, such as the economic, 

setting



social, educational, legal, and political 




systems, of which micro-, meso-, and exo-




systems are the concrete manifestations” 




(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 515).
Appendix A
Schedule of Questions for Interviews with ABC Parents

Opening Questions

1. How long have you been in the ABC care program?

2. If I understand correctly, _____ is your daughter/son – how old is s/he?

3. Do you have any other children?  How old are they?  

4. How did you find out about ABC?

Parenting Practices

1. What do you like about being a mom?  Please give specific examples                                                                                       (fun/rewarding parts being a parent)

2. What’s tough about being a mom? Please give specific examples (issues about interacting with kids, other adults, other demands – ask “how do you respond when that happens”)

Education – these questions ask about experiences with school/education

1. What was grade/high school like for you?  What did you like about them?  Not like?  (probe for examples/reasons)

2. What are your educational goals now?  Why have you chosen these goals?  What are your plans for reaching these goals?  How is the ABC program helping you reach these goals?  What things make it hard to accomplish these goals?  Is there anything that could help with this (tie back to ABC if possible)

3. How do you help your child learn?  (Probe for examples – pointing out things to child and naming them, reading with child, take child places so they’ll see things they haven’t seen before)

4. Do you have any concerns do you have about your child being ready for school?  What are you doing to help prepare your child for school?  (if the parent has older children, see what experiences they’ve had with the older kids too)

ABC program

1. What do you like about the do you like about the child care provided by the ABC program?  Provide examples?

2. What do you not like about the child care provided by the ABC program?  

3. What sorts of things did you talk about during the home visit(s)?  What do you find to be helpful about the home visits (probe for examples – see about links to community)?  Is there anything about the home visits you would change to be more helpful (content, relevance to you)

4. Do you feel like you’ve learned anything about parenting from the ABC program – e.g., teachers in childcare, home visitor, etc?  If so, what have you learned?  Provide examples

5. What makes it difficult for you to participate in these programs? (child care, home visits, educational goals)?  Provide examples?  Is there anything that could help with this?  (tie back to ABC)

6. What suggestions do you have for the ABC program (childcare, home visits, educational goals, future parenting classes)

Assimilation/Language Barrier (if relevant)

1. Where were you born?  How old were you when you moved to (name of town)?  What factors caused you to move?  

2. Where do you work?  Where does your husband work?  How does primarily speaking Spanish affect your work?  How does primarily speaking Spanish affect your husband’s work?

3. What do you like about living in (name of town)?

4. What do you like less about living in (name of town)?

5. Have you experienced any specific difficulties while living in (name of town)? (probe for examples)

6. Have you experienced any direct racism while in (name of town)? If you are comfortable, describe the experience.

7. Has the ABC program helped these difficulties in any way?  How so? 

Clearinghouse closing question

Is there anything else you hoped to talk to me about that I didn’t ask?

