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Abstract

Findings from three field-tests of parents’ ratings of early childhood intervention practice guides are reported.
Results from the first field-test were used to inform changes to the practice guides in the second field-test, and
results from the second field-test were used to inform changes to the practice guides in the third field-test.
Parents’ judgments of the practice guide designs and their social validity appraisals of the practice guide
intervention activities and child outcomes were correlated with parent-informed improvements in the
intervention materials. The results add to the knowledge base in terms of how parent-informed improvements to
the practice guides are related to product design judgments and the social validity appraisals of the importance
and acceptability of early childhood intervention materials.

Keywords: early childhood intervention, parent practice guides, product design judgments, social validity
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1. Introduction

Early childhood intervention includes the learning experiences and opportunities used with infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers to promote and enhance the children’s development (Dunst & Espe-Sherwindt, 2017; Groark,
Eidelman, Maude, & Kaczmarek, 2011; Guralnick, 2016; McWilliam, 2015). Early childhood intervention
practitioners often support and strengthen parents’ and other primary caregivers’ abilities to use these
experiences and opportunities to promote the learning and development of their young children (e.g., Acar &
Akamoglu, 2014; Bernheimer & Keogh, 1995; Friedman, Woods, & Salisbury, 2012). There is, however,
considerable variability in the extent to which parents use the experiences and opportunities as early childhood
intervention practices with their children (Halgunseth, 2009; Korfmacher et al., 2008; Roggman et al., 2016).

Among the many reasons parents use or do not use early childhood intervention practices with their children are
their beliefs about the importance and acceptability of the practices and the intended child outcomes of the
practices (e.g., Dunst, Trivette, Prior, Hamby, & Embler, 2013b; Reimers & Wacker, 1988). These types of
beliefs or subjective judgments have been described as social validity appraisals (Foster & Mash, 1999). As
noted by Strain, Barton, and Dunlap (2012), an intervention practice is not likely to be used by a parent (or a
practitioner) if it is not considered worth the time and effort to use. This was demonstrated in a study by Dunst,
Raab, and Hamby (2016) where parents’ social validity appraisals of interest-based child language learning
practices were related to the fidelity of use of the practices, where fidelity of use of the practices in turn was
related to improvements in the children’s language development.

Cognitive appraisals of the design characteristics of materials or products also influences people’s beliefs about
the usability of different products and materials (Bloch, 1995). This has been described as the aesthetics-usability
effect (Lidwell, Holden, & Butler, 2003). Research on the design properties (attractiveness, appearance,
organization, aesthetics, etc.) of a product indicates that design matters a great deal when a person does or does
not judge products, materials, etc., as having personal benefit or usability (e.g., Hamborg, Hiilsmann, & Kaspar,
2014; Seva, Gosiaco, Santos, & Pangilinan, 2010; Sonderegger & Sauer, 2010; Spague, Pennefather, Marquez,
Yeaton, & Marquez, 2011).
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The study described in this paper is part of a line of research and practice investigating parents’ and
practitioners’ judgments and appraisals of early childhood intervention practice guides where end-user
suggestions and feedback were used to improve the design, organization, and content of the intervention
materials (e.g., Dunst, 2017; Dunst & Hamby, 2017; Dunst, Trivette, Prior, Hamby, & Embler, 2013a; Trivette,
Dunst, Masiello, Gorman, & Hamby, 2009). This brief report includes findings from three field-tests, where
results from each field-test were used to inform changes and improvements in next generation practice guides.

Parents in all three field-tests selected from among a list of practice guides to review and make social validity
appraisals of the importance and acceptability of both the practice guide intervention activities and child
outcomes. The parents also made judgments of the attractiveness and appeal of the practice guide design. The
progressive changes and improvements in the practice guides made in response to parent feedback were expected
to be related to increases in parents’ judgments of the importance, acceptability, and design features of the
intervention materials. Exploratory structural equation modeling was used to trace the pathways of influence
from improvements to the practice guides to the judgments of the attractiveness and appeal of the interventions
materials to parents’ social validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities and then to the social
validity appraisals of the practice guide child outcomes.

2. Method
2.1 Participants

The participants were 173 parents and other primary caregivers of infants, toddlers, and preschoolers involved in
early childhood intervention programs throughout the United States. The parents were recruited through parent
organizations and early childhood programs and by announcements on parent organization websites and
listserves.

The participants’ children were receiving early childhood intervention because of identified disabilities,
developmental delays, or because they were at-risk for poor developmental outcomes for medical (e.g., low birth
weight) or socio-environmental (lower family socioeconomic status) factors. Forty-two percent of the children
were involved in birth to age three early intervention or Early Head Start programs, and 58% of the children
were involved in age three to five year old early childhood-special education or Head Start programs.

2.2 Practice Guides

The practice guides are formatted in similar ways. Each practice guide includes a description of an intervention
practice and the intended benefits or outcomes of the practice, a description or list of activities (methods,
strategies, etc.) for a parent to use a practice with his or her child, a vignette of parents using a practice with their
children, and a list of three outcome indicators for determining if the practice guide activities had intended child
benefits. Lessons learned from the first field-test informed changes and improvements in the practice guides in
the second field-test, and lessons learned from both the first and second field-tests informed changes and
improvements in the practice guides in the third field-test. The latter involved captioned videos of parents using
the practices with their children and an external link to other resources for using the practice to promote child
learning and development. Figure 1 shows one of the practice guides evaluated by parents in the third field-test.

2.3 Procedure

Invitations to participate in the field-tests were posted on parent and early child intervention organization
websites, on parent organization listserves, and parent organization web-based newsletters. Requests were also
sent to early childhood program directors who were asked to distribute the invitations to interested parents.

The invitations included a description of the purpose of the field-tests and instructions for choosing and
reviewing a practice guide. The respondents were asked to read the practice guide with a specific focus on the
practice guide activities and intended child outcomes. The invitation also included a web-based link to the
field-test survey for respondents to evaluate the practice guides.

The survey included eight parent appraisal items, space for making comments or suggestions for improving the
practice guides, a question about the age of the parent’s child, and a question about their child’s early childhood
intervention program. The survey included items measuring parents’ appraisals of the practice guide design,
practice guide intervention activities, and practice guide child outcomes. The parent appraisal items included
four items measuring the social validity of the practice guide intervention activities (e.g., “The practice would
easily fit into my everyday schedule”; “The practice would be worth my time and effort to use”), three social
validity items measuring the intended child outcomes of the practice (e.g., “The practice would help my child
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learn™; “The practice guide activities would be interesting to my child”), and one program design item (“The
practice guide format is both attractive and appealing”). The eight items were each rated on a 5-point scale

ranging from Do Not Agree at All to Agree a Great Deal with the survey statements.

Learning Comes Naturally

Parents can use the everyday activities in their homes and communities to support their children’s participation in
activities, children’s attempts to interact with people or materials, and their efforts to do new things. You can encourage
your child’s participation and learning during everyday activities by providing your child opportunities to do what he or

she can and likes to do during everyday activities, responding positively to your child’s
attempts to interact with you and others, and helping your child do new and different things.

Watch a video of
this Learning Guide

Learning Guide: Encouraging Your Child's Participation and Learning

e Watch your child during everyday activities to find out
what he or she likes to do and the things he or she is able
to do. Notice the objects, people, activities, and actions
that are your child’s favorite things to do, get your child to
smile or laugh, be excited, or stick to an activity. Watch
for the things your child can do that help him or her
participate in different activities.

e Provide your child frequent opportunities to be involved in
activities that match the things he or she is able to do and
likes to do. Use toys and materials that can capture your
child’s attention and interest. During the activities, give
your child lots of opportunities and enough time to try to
start interactions with toys, materials, you, or others.

e While your child is involved in the interest-based
activities, notice what captures his or her attention.
Pay particular attention to how your child starts to do
something on his or her own, tries to start interactions
with you or other people, or starts to play with toys and
other objects in the activities.

e As soon as you notice your child starting to interact with
people or materials in an activity, encourage your child
to keep interacting by responding positively to him or
her. You can show your enthusiasm and pleasure with

A Quick Peek

your child’s actions, join in the activity and take turns with
your child, repeat your child’s actions, or say something
positive about what your child does.

e Encourage your child to stay involved in an activity
by continuing to provide interesting materials and
responding right away to his or her actions. Try to match
the intensity of your response to the level of your child’s
behavior.

e Consider your child’s special characteristics that influence
how he or she participates in the activity. Give your
child different types and the amount of support he or
she needs to participate. For example, you might use a
special seat that supports your child when interacting with
toys. Or you might help your child physically by holding a
toy so your child can reach it.

o During the activities, encourage your child to try to do
something slightly new or different. Praise your child for
trying new things, encourage your child to vary his or her
behavior, show him or her how to do something a little bit
differently, or add toys or materials that encourage your
child to do something new or different. Give your child
plenty of opportunities to practice things he or she is just
learning to do in the activities.

Pilar knew that her daughter Esme loved putting things in containers and doing activities
together, especially helping with chores. Esme was excited when Pilar suggested that it
was time to take clothes out of the dryer. “I do it! | do it,” Esme exclaimed. Together they
started taking the clothes out of the dryer. Pilar saw that Esme named the owner of the
clothing as she dropped each piece in the laundry basket. “Mami. Papi. Esme,” she would
say. Pilar smiled and repeated the names Esme said each time she put something in the
basket. Then as Esme dropped a pair of her pants into the basket and said, “Esme,” Pilar
responded with “Esme’s pants.” Esme grinned and reached for another pair of pants,
saying “Esme’s pants,” as she handed them to Pilar. Pilar said, “Yes. Esme’s pants.
Esme’s pink pants.” Esme laughed with delight and said, “Pink pants. Pink pants. Esme’s
pink pants.” Pilar continued to help Esme name the articles of clothing along with the
owner as they completed the chore together.

You'll know the practice is working if ...

e Your child stays involved in activities for longer periods
of time

Learn more about naturalistic instruction from other
experienced parents, your child's teacher or early
interventionist, and online activities and resources such

e Your child starts an interaction with you or with toys/
materials more often

as "Getting in Step with Responsive Teaching."

e Your child does things in new and different ways during
everyday activities

Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center
ECTA Centei’ http://www.ectacenter.ora/decrp/

Figure 1. Example of a practice guide that was the focus of parents’ evaluative judgments and appraisals
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2.4 Methods of Analysis

Three between field-test ANOVAs with a priori tests for linear trends were used to determine if there were
progressive increases in both the parents’ practice guide design ratings and social validity appraisals of the
practice guide intervention activities and child outcomes. The dependent variables were the average respondent
ratings for the three sets of items so that the scores for all three measures ranged between 1 and 5. Cohen’s d
effect sizes for the linear trends were the primary metrics for substantive interpretation of the results since effect
sizes rather than p-values provide the best estimate of the magnitude of improvements to the practice guide
design and content (Coe, 2002).

The fit of the hypothesized model to the pattern of relationships among the field-test variables in the exploratory
structural equation model were evaluated by the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Root
Mean Square Residual (RMSR), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Incremental Fit Index (IFI). The closer
RMSEA and RMSR are to zero, and the closer CFI and IFI are to one, the better the fit of the model to the data.
The standardized structural (path) coefficients were used to evaluate the direct and indirect effects of the
variables in the model. These can range from -1.00 to 1.00 when the size of effect is a measure of the strength of
relationships among the variables in the model.

3. Results
3.1 Between Field-Test Comparisons

The mean ratings for the practice guide design judgments and social validity appraisals are shown in Figure 2.
There were between field-test differences in the mean scores for the practice guide design, F(2, 171) = 8.16, p
= .0004. There was also a linear increase in the parents’ judgment of the practice guide design, F(1, 171), p
=.0000, Cohen’s d = 1.71. Follow-up effect size calculations showed that the linear increases were primarily for
the Field-Test 1 vs. Field-Test 2 and the Field-Test 1 vs. Field-Test 3 differences. The Cohen’s d effect sizes for
these two field-test comparisons were d = .64 and d = .80, respectively, for the parents’ judgments of the practice
guide design, whereas the effect size for Field-Test 2 vs. Field-Test 3 was d = .21.

4.9 1 | —=g=Practice Guide Design
4.8 1 | == Practice Guide Interventions

4.7 7| «mgem=Practice Guide Outcomes
4.6 -

45 A
4.4 4
4.3 A
4.2 A
4.1 A

MEAN SURVEY SCORES

1 2 3
FIELD TEST

Figure 2. Parents’ mean practice guide design judgments and social validity appraisals of the practice guide
intervention activities and child outcomes

There were also between field-test differences in the mean scores for the parents’ social validity appraisals of the
practice guide intervention activities, F(2, 171) = 3.38, p = .0363, and a linear increase in the social validity
scores, F(1, 170) = 5.94, p = .0158, d = 1.02. Follow-up effect size calculations showed that the effect sizes for
the parents’ social validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities was d = .46 for Field-Test 1 vs.
Field-Test 2 and d = .49 for Field-Test 1 vs. Field-Test 3. In contrast, the effect sizes for Field-Tests 2 vs. 3 was
d=.04.
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There were no between field-test differences for the parents’ social validity appraisals of the practice guide child
outcomes, F(2, 171) = 0.68, p = .5090. There was, however, a small effect size for the linear change in the mean
scores, F(1,170) =131, p = .2540,d = 48.

3.2 Correlational Analyses

Table 1 shows the correlations between the field-test study measures. The patterns of relationships were as
expected. Improvements to the practice guides were correlated with both the practice guide design judgments
and social validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities but not the child outcomes. Practice

guide design judgments were correlated with both social validity appraisals, and the social validity appraisals of
the practice guide intervention activities were correlated with social validity appraisals of the child outcomes.

Table 1. Correlations among the field-test variables

PG Design Social Validity Appraisals
Study Variables Judgments PG Activities PG Outcomes
Practice Guide (PG) Improvements 28%* 18* .08
Practice Guide Design - 59%** 49H**
PG Intervention Activities - 68 *HE

PG Child Outcomes -

%p < 001, **p < .0002. **%p < 0001.

3.3 Structural Equation Modeling Results

Figure 3 shows the results from the structural equation modeling analysis. RMSEA was .03, RMSR was .02, CFI
was .99, and IFI was .99. These results indicate a good fit of the model to the relationships among the variables
in the model (Table 1).

Progressive changes to the practice guides were directly related to parents’ judgment of the practice guide
designs, and indirectly related to parents’ social validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities,
mediated by practice guide design judgments, p = .27 x .57 = .15, p = .000. The progressive changes to the
practice guides were also indirectly related to the social validity appraisals of the practice guide child outcomes
mediated by both practice guide design judgments and practice guide intervention activity social validity
appraisals, f = .14, p = .0035.

Progressive _ Practic; Guide
Practice Guide A= J8ed AC'[IVIL\" .
Improvements Social Vfilldlly

Appraisals

.60 (p =.0000)

27

(p = .0002) (» = .0000)

Practice Guide
Design
Judgments

Practice Guide
13 (p = .0260) Outcome Social
Validity Appraisals

Figure 3. Pathways of relationships among the four variables in the structural equation modeling analysis

Note. The main pathways in the model are in bold.
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Parents’ practice guide design judgments were directly related to parents’ social validity appraisals of both the
practice guide intervention activities and child outcomes, although the size of effect for the relationship with the
intervention activities was four times larger than those for the child outcomes. The parents’ practice guide design
judgments were also indirectly related to the parents’ social validity appraisals of the practice guide child
outcomes mediated by the social validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities, B = .57 x .60
= .34, p =.0000. The parents’ social validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities were directly
related to their social validity appraisals of the practice guide child outcomes.

4. Discussion

Findings from the between field-test comparisons showed that parents’ product design judgments and social
validity appraisals of the practice guide intervention activities and child outcomes increased as a function of
improvements to the intervention materials. Results from the structural equation modeling analyses showed that
there was an adequate fit of the hypothesized model to the pattern of relationships among the field-test variables.
The two sets of findings, taken together, indicate that parent-informed improvements in early childhood
intervention materials in general, and the parent practice guides specifically, can enhance the usability,
acceptability, and importance of intervention products, materials, and practices.

As noted earlier, the field-tests described in this paper are part of a line of research and practice investigating (a)
improvements in both parent and practitioner early childhood intervention practices (Dunst, 2017; Dunst, Pace,
& Hamby, 2007; Dunst, Trivette, Gorman, & Hamby, 2010), (b) the relationship between end-user appraisals
and judgments of the practices and fidelity of use of the practices (e.g., Dunst & Hamby, 2015; Dunst, Trivette,
& Raab, 2014), and (c) the effects of fidelity of use of early childhood intervention practices on child outcomes
(Dunst et al., 2016). This study adds to this knowledge base by demonstrating that end-user appraisals and
judgments of intervention practices are related in discernible ways. The structural equation modeling results,
together with those found in other studies (e.g., Dunst et al., 2016; Dunst et al., 2014; Trivette, Raab, & Dunst,
2014), also add to the knowledge base in terms of an understanding of the manner in which different types of
personal beliefs influence judgments of materials and products (e.g., Dunst & Hamby, 2017; Seva et al., 2010).

Enhancing the usability of intervention materials (Santos, Fowler, Corso, & Bruns, 2000) and the acceptance and
importance of intervention practices (Strain et al., 2012) have been “called for” to improve parents’ and
practitioners’ adoption and use of early childhood intervention practices with infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.
Santos et al. (2000), for example, noted that “we need to find ways to enhance the usability of [intervention]
materials” (p. 20) so as to be acceptable to a wide range of end-users. Similarly, Strain et al. (2012) noted that
improving judgments of the acceptability and importance of intervention practices can facilitate increased use of
the practices. Studies like the one described in this paper contribute to these two goals by involving end-users in
evaluating early childhood intervention practices and materials and making end-user-informed improvements in
the practices and materials. The interested reader is referred to Rice and Valdivia (1991), Santos et al. (2000),
and Springston and Champion (2004) for suggestions and guidelines for designing user friendly materials.
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