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ABSTRACT
The Play 'N Learn Preschool Program at the Family Resource Center for Eau Claire
County is an early childhood education program that provides a play-based learning
environment for preschool age children, as well as parenting support and education for
parents of enrolled children. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness
of the program in order to determine if program goals are being met and if the program is
being implemented efficiently. This analysis reviewed literature on early childhood
education, parent education, developmental growth domains in children and assessment
of developmental growth in children. This information was analyzed with regard to
current policies and best practices. Children enrolled in the program were given pre and
post session developmental assessments in order to evaluate skill levels and determine if
gains were made in developmental growth during the course of the program. Parents of
children in the program were surveyed in order to determine if improvements were made

111

regarding knowledge and support gained and to assess overall satisfaction with the
program.
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Chapter I: Introduction
High quality early childhood education programs have been proven to have many
long lasting benefits for children that will help them be successful in school and later in
life. According to Landry (2005), "The learning experiences of the preschool years can
influencethe rest of a child's life. This early period in development provides a foundation that
guides children academically, socially, and emotionally" (p.l). However, all early childhood
education programs are not equally effective in promoting the learning and development
of young children. The overall effectiveness of an early childhood program is dependent
upon several factors and can vary greatly among programs.
Research indicates that play is the leading source of development in the preschool
years (Muhlhauser, 2007). Play-based learning provides opportunities for children to
explore freely within a safe and stimulating environment, allowing for creative
expression and imaginative response. Developmentally appropriate materials and
activities ensure that children are provided with opportunities for learning and growth.
Parental involvement in a child's early education experiences has also proven to
be a critical component of children's success rates within early childhood education
programs. It is believed that positive interaction between a parent and child can greatly
increase the child's self-concept, which is essential for success (Schmitt, 1986). Thus, it
is important that educators help parents understand and become more aware of their
child's growth and development in order for children to benefit optimally from early
childhood programs.
One early childhood education program that addresses these factors is the Play 'N
Learn Preschool Program at the Family Resource Center for Eau Claire County, in Eau
Claire, Wisconsin. It is a unique program that aims to support children and their families
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by providing child development education and parenting support and education through
the use of parent/child learning groups. The mission of the Family Resource Center for
Eau Claire County is to provide programs and services that build family strengths
through prevention, education, support and collaboration with other resources in the
community. The Family Resource Center programs are available to all families and
children in the Eau Claire County area.
The Play 'N Learn Preschool Program is a playgroup designed specifically for
children who are 3 to 5 years old and their parents or caregivers. Through the medium of
play, educators create and implement a developmentally appropriate curriculum designed
to maximize development and learning opportunities for children. Emphasis is placed on
targeting all areas of growth within the physical, social-emotional and cognitive domains.
Parents of children in the playgroup accompany their child to each playgroup
session and actively participate in their child's learning process. There is opportunity for
parents to discuss various parenting topics with the program educator, as well as express
any issues or concerns that they may have. Information regarding child growth and
development is provided to parents within a supportive, encouraging environment.
Statement ofthe Problem
The Family Resource Center wants to evaluate the effectiveness of its Play 'N
Learn Preschool Program in order to ensure that the program is being implemented
efficiently and that goals are being met. The Play 'N Learn Preschool Program has been
in existence and open to the community for eight years, during which time several
changes have been made to the structure and format of the program. Over time, it is easy
for a program to slowly lose sight of the goals that were established during its conception.
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It is necessary and beneficial to periodically re-examine program content and procedures

and collect data in order to assess whether or not the program is indeed doing what it had
set out to be doing. This study aims to provide this type of analysis. In addition, the study
will be used as a means for identifying possible improvements that can be made within
the program and to assist with program development. Program evaluation is also a
necessary step in applying for and securing various forms of grant based funding for the
center and its programs.
Purpose ofthe Study
The primary objective ofthis study is to ensure that program goals are being
achieved. The Play 'N Learn Preschool Program has specific program goals that are used
as a basis for determining how the program is structured and implemented. The first goal
is to help children enrolled in the program achieve appropriate developmental milestones
within the physical, social-emotional and cognitive domains. The program is designed to
help children improve a variety of skills that are necessary for optimal growth and
development. Lesson plans including specific activities that foster development of these
skills are designed and implemented by the education staff. Developmental checklists
appropriate for this age group are used as a basis for determining which specific skills
children should be able to achieve at particular stages in their development.
The second goal is to assist parents in obtaining support and education regarding
their child's growth and development. Program educators and staff believe that when
parents are directly involved in their child's learning process, they will gain valuable
parenting skills that aid in optimizing their child's growth and development. Through
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discussion and example, program educators are able to teach parents effective ways to
interact with their children and increase opportunities for learning.
The third and final program goal is that children who have attended the program
will have improved their developmental skills assessment scores from the beginning of
the program to the completion of the program. It is expected that children will gain a
wide range of skills over the course of the program that will benefit their overall growth
and development.
Based on these program goals, the specific objectives of this study will focus on
determining how the program is implementing procedures for achieving its goals and
addressing whether or not recipients of the program are achieving desired outcomes.
With regard to program procedures, there are three primary objectives. The first is to
determine if the program curriculum includes opportunities for developmental growth
within the physical, social-emotional and cognitive domains. The second is to determine
if the program is operating within the definition of a developmentally appropriate, play
based environment. The third is to determine if opportunities are being provided for
parents to improve their knowledge of child growth and development and gain support.
The intent here is to determine whether or not the program is operating in accordance
with the way it was designed to operate.
The last two objectives of this study focus on the desired outcomes of the
program. First, the study will assess children's developmental progress with regard to
physical, social-emotional and cognitive skills. Lastly, it will assess gains made in parent
knowledge regarding child growth and development and the level of support that has
been established with regard to parenting issues and concerns. Through this type of
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assessment, these objectives aim to determine whether or not program recipients are
gaining the intended results of participating in the program.
Definition ofTerms
Child-Centered Learning. Instructional method that allows children to make

choices about what they are learning based on their own interests and natural curiosities.
Cognitive Skills Growth Domain. Abilities that are related to how children learn

and process information.
Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP). A developmentally appropriate

practice is one that promotes the development and enhances the learning of each
individual child that is served through knowledge of child development, the strengths,
interests and needs of each child, and the social and cultural backgrounds of children
(Carta & Schwartz, 1991).
Developmental Milestones. Lists of specific skills and abilities that children

within particular age groups should be able to achieve, which serve as standards or
benchmarks for evaluating children's growth.
Physical Skills Growth Domain. Abilities that are related to the development of a

child's body and its physical changes.
Play-Based Learning. Early childhood curriculum that is based on emphasizing

exploratory and discovery-based activities rather than formal academic instruction.
Social-Emotional Skills Growth Domain. Abilities that are related to the

development of a child's feelings and interactions and relationships with others.
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Limitations ofthe Study
This study focuses on evaluating one specific program that is of a unique nature
and information obtained is not intended to be generalized to other programs. Eau Claire
County has a limited geographic area and the program that is being evaluated is small,
consisting of only nine children and nine parents. The population of Eau Claire County is
also very economically diverse, which may make it more difficult for the program to
meet the specific needs of all participants. Children attending the program may have very
different backgrounds with regard to developmental abilities due to varying levels of
opportunity for growth.

Methodology
A literature review will be completed to examine the current trends in early
childhood education with regard to best practices for enabling children to acquire various
developmental skills. Literature on improving parent knowledge of child growth and
development and establishing support systems for parents will also be reviewed.
Qualitative and quantitative data will be collected and evaluated. Children participating in
the program will complete a developmental skills assessment in the beginning of the
program and again upon completion of the program. These scores will be analyzed in
order to determine whether or not improvements have been made. A questionnaire will be
distributed to parents of children in the program in order to collect data regarding
knowledge and support acquired, as well as to determine satisfaction rates among
participants. Suggestions for improvements to the program will also be solicited from
parents.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
Early childhood education programs are based on the premise that it is possible to
improve outcomes with regard to skills and abilities learned by young children. The
Family Resource Center Play 'N Learn Preschool Group is designed to enhance the
development of a variety of skills for children and parents. The program operates under
the notion that children participating in the program will be able to reach the appropriate
developmental milestones for their age group as a result of participating in the program.
Children will demonstrate new physical, social-emotional and cognitive skills that will
help improve their overall development. In the long term, children will be better prepared
for attending school and will ultimately maximize their potential for achieving success
and well-being. In addition, parents of children in the program will be able to offer their
children better care and increased opportunities for learning with the knowledge they
have gained in this program. Parents will have more resources and tools available to them
in order to successfully raise their children, and as a result, children will benefit in their
growth and development.

Early Childhood Education
In today's world, there is an increasing awareness of the importance of children's
development during the preschool years. The benefits of quality early childhood
education are well known and research has shown that this particular time in a child's life
is critical in terms of physical, intellectual, emotional and social development (Landry,
2005). According to the Southern Regional Education Board (2002), there is evidence
that "high-quality prekindergarten programs can help children be more ready for school,
improve standardized test scores, reduce students' chances of repeating a grade, reduce

8
referrals to special education and improve chances for completing high school" (p.l 1).
Given this knowledge, it is no wonder that preschool education programs for children are
more abundant today than ever.
However, debate exists over the definition of quality preschool education with
regard to the emphasis that is placed on academic content within the preschool
curriculum. In recent years, the push for standards-based accountability has resulted in a
growing trend toward an increased academic focus in preschool classrooms (Hyson,
2003). However, the National Association for Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
and other early childhood professional organizations strongly advocate the use of
"Developmentally Appropriate Practice" (DAP) in designing curriculum for programs
that serve young children (Bredekamp, ] 987). These guidelines emphasize the concepts
of age appropriateness and individual appropriateness, which suggest that children should
not be pushed toward academic achievement during these early years (Elkind, ] 986). In
research regarding the best practices of preschool classrooms, it was found that
successful learning environments for young children emphasize activities that are playful
and exploratory rather than focus on formal academic instruction (Bredekamp, 1987).
According to Carta and Schwartz (199]), early childhood educational philosophy
is based on the knowledge that young children learn differently from older children and
adults and states that preschool programs should be child centered, allowing children to
makes choices about their leaming. This allows for leaming to be meaningful to children
and allows children to acquire skills within a timeframe that is individually appropriate
for each child. In other words, children should be allowed to learn at their own pace
through the natural process of play.
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In a play-based environment, classroom activities and curriculum are carefully
designed in order to offer direction for learning and still allow room for individual choice
and imaginative response (Bedford, 2003). Resources are provided that stimulate thought
and encourage children to investigate and be creative when using materials, objects and
language. The effectiveness of play-based education is explained by Hanline (1999) in
the following excerpt:
Children learn from participating in developmentally appropriate early childhood
settings that form a curriculum around play. With attention to the arrangement of
the physical environment, daily schedule and adult-child interactions, gross
motor, emotional, social, cognitive and language skills are learned, practiced and
maintained. (p.303)
This is not to say that early childhood curriculum should be free of all academic
instruction. According to Hyson (2003), high-quality early education programs must give
adequate attention to both the learning of academic skills as well as the social-emotional
development of children. Supporting early academic competence can be accomplished by
building on children's natural interests and curiosities. Developmentally Appropriate
Practice states that it is important for early childhood educators to find an appropriate
balance between adult-directed, explicit instruction and child-initiated, spontaneous,
playful instruction (Morrow, 2004).
Parent Education
Another aspect of effective early childhood programming that has proven to be
critical in terms of high success rates is the element of parent education and involvement
in children's preschool experiences. Early childhood education programs can implement
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methods for empowering parents by involving them in their child's learning process.
Schmitt (1986) found the following:
With training and guidance provided by the teacher, parents are encouraged to
assume an active role in the education of their children and to enter into a real
partnership with the school. This partnership brings about changes in the home
environment that benefit not only the child in the program, but younger and older
siblings as well. The children experience a more cognitively stimulating home
environment. (pAl)
Effective early childhood education programs should support the need to help parents
understand their children and interact well with them. This can strengthen parents' ability
to improve the development of their child's physical, social and intellectual abilities
(Schweinhart, 1994). In addition, parent involvement and support can build confidence in
children regarding their own ability to learn.
Often times, parents have the desire to play an active role in their child's early
education experience, but may lack the necessary understanding of child growth and
development that allows them to appropriately support their child. Research has shown
that a lack of knowledge regarding child development in parents of young children can
result in parental frustration and can contribute to the use of negative discipline
techniques (Handforth, 1994). Without a thorough understanding of child development,
parents may often have unrealistic expectations of children's abilities and behavior. In
contrast, parents who are knowledgeable regarding their child's development are more
likely to recognize specific behaviors as typical and respond appropriately to the child's
needs.
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Several methods have been identified for early childhood programs to effectively
support parents and improve their knowledge of child development (Cerini, 2005).
Parents should be provided with current research regarding child growth and
development and effective parenting techniques. They should also be given opportunities
to discuss this information with program educators and other parents. Often times, the
simple experience of sharing a parenting concern and being able to relate to another
parent's experience is enough to relieve anxiety and help parents deal with problems.
This kind of sharing enables parents to form networks outside of the preschool
environment and establish support systems for help with parenting issues and concerns.
Parents should also be provided with adequate resources and referral information with
regard to special needs and areas of concern that are not discussed within the program.
Developmental Growth Domains

Children grow, develop and learn at an amazing rate in the early years. There are
three primary developmental domains of growth in children-physical, social-emotional
and cognitive. A child's developmental growth can be measured by assessing specific
skills and abilities that are achieved within each of these domains. Research indicates that
developmental domains are closely interrelated and should not be considered apart from
one another (Landry, 2005). Skills that are developed in anyone area ultimately affect the
ability to learn skills in other areas. For example, a child's language skills affect his or
her ability to engage in social interactions. In tum, increased social interactions can result
in improved cognitive skills. Early childhood educators must understand that fulfilling a
child's physical, social and emotional needs is just as important as fulfilling his or her
cognitive needs (Brandt, 1986). Therefore, quality early childhood education programs
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must give sufficient consideration to developing and enhancing skills within each of the
developmental domains. Furthermore, activities designed to develop skills in one domain
should make meaningful links to the development of other domains (Landry, 2005). DAP
reinforces this knowledge by emphasizing the concurrent development of social
emotional, physical and intellectual growth in early childhood classrooms (Morrow,
2004).
Physical development. Children have an innate need for movement. "They

wiggle, toddle, run, and climb as naturally as they breathe" (Grossman, n.d., p. 2). This is
apparent to anyone who has ever observed a toddler or preschooler for any length of time.
Children develop skills for moving about the world, which are defined as motor abilities
(Bee, 1992). Gross motor skills involve the larger muscles of the legs, arms and torso.
Fine motor skills involve control over small muscle movements. As children grow
physically, their muscles develop and mature and they are able to perform an increasing
number of motor skills (Charlesworth, 1996).
Children benefit from activities that help achieve gross and fine motor control, as
shown in Table 1. According to Landry (2005), development of skills and abilities within
the physical domain can enhance many aspects of cognitive, perceptual, and social
development in children. Physical activity can also help improve children's self esteem
through group participation and by accomplishing meaningful tasks, such as learning to
ride a tricycle. A child's day should include many opportunities for mastering a variety of
physical challenges (Caplan & Caplan, 1983). Therefore, activities should be included in
preschool education programs through games and group play that promote the
development of physical skills and motor control (Landry, 2005).
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Table 1

Motor Development Activities for Preschool Children (NYU Child Study Center)

Activities to
Promote Skills

_~_~

Fine Motor
Development
Puzzles with small
pieces

Gross Motor Development

Peg board games

Animal walks-inch worm, crab walk, bear
walk, bunny hop, frog leap

Painting, drawing,
cutting

Kickball, tetherball, balloon volleyball,
basketball

Stringing and lacing

Playground-swings, slides, monkey bars

Construction and
building sets

Balancing garnes-walk on 2x4's and curbs

~_B~u_t_to_n_s--,-,snaps, tying

Walking on toes and heels

Jumping and hopping patterns

Social-emotional development. Humans are social creatures by nature. The early
childhood years are crucial in terms of developing healthy interactions and relationships
with others, as well as for establishing emotional security. A child's social and emotional
development includes achievement of skills within the areas of self-control, self-concept,
social competence, initiative and curiosity, and persistence and reflection (Logue, 2007).
According to Charlesworth (1996), "The major social task of preschool children is to
develop their relationships with others" (p.394). Children this age become less socially
dependent on their families and begin to value interaction with other children and adults.
Therefore, it is critical that appropriate social skills and behaviors are taught that enable
children to develop healthy, meaningful relationships with others. This type of social
learning can be achieved when children feel safe and valued as individuals (Logue,
2007). Preschool children tend to form opinions of self worth based on how they view
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themselves in relation to other children. By providing opportunities for children to learn
and practice the necessary social skills that will enable them to successfully participate in
a group, early childhood educators can build a child's sense of belonging, which can in
tum help to establish a positive self-concept. Specific ideas for doing this are summarized
in Table 2.
Research indicates that by the time children reach preschool they have already
developed a wide range of emotional responses (Charlesworth, 1996). It is important that
children are provided with opportunities to recognize and express their feelings in
socially acceptable ways. When children learn that having feelings is normal, they
become more secure in their abilities to express themselves, which creates a positive
sense of emotional security (Landry, 2005). In addition, recognizing feelings in others
can help children relate to one another. This ability to regulate the self and relate to others
allows children to more fully engage in and benefit from learning experiences. These
early successes can in turn result in children forming more positive attitudes toward
school in general and continue to influence social and academic behavior throughout
higher level educational experiences.
According to Logue (2007), social learning occurs at different rates among
children. This can be attributed to the wide diversity of children's genetic makeup as well
as the variance in family structure and parenting styles that exist. It is important for early
childhood educators to be aware of the particular social and emotional skills that
preschool children should be developing at this age in order to accurately identify and
help guide age appropriate behaviors (Landry, 2005). Preschool children who lack
adequate social skills are often labeled as disruptive and aggressive and in turn punished
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for misbehaving rather than taught more appropriate skills for expressing themselves.
Negative behaviors often diminish with increased opportunities for improving social
competence (Logue, 2007).
Table 2

Social-Emotional Development Activities for Preschool Children

Ways to
Promote Skills

Social Development

Emotional Development

Classroom routines and rituals

Read books about emotions

Circle time/class meetings

Display an emotions chart with
feelings labeled

Dramatic play

Puppet play

Games that promote turn-taking,
sharing and cooperation

Model appropriate expression
of emotions

Model fair and respectful
interaction with each child

Encourage empathy and
support for others

Celebrate group achievements
(Logue, 2007 and NYU Child Study Center)

Facilitate feelings discussions

Cognitive development. Cognitive development deals with how children learn and
process information (Charlesworth, 1996). It is the development of the thought and
organizational systems of the mind, which include language, mental imagery, thinking,
reasoning, problem solving and memory development. Cognitive development is not an
automatic process; rather all knowledge must be learned. Children's intellectual abilities
advance very quickly during the preschool years (Trawick-Smith, 2000). Most children
this age are in what Piaget described as the preoperational stage of cognitive
development. During this period of development, children begin to learn to solve
problems and reflect internally somewhat. The focus of development during this stage
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shifts from sensory-based learning to language and speech abilities (Charlesworth, 1996).
Almost all of the basic speech skills a child needs throughout his or her life are learned in
this stage of development.
Research indicates that preschool children in the preoperational stage of
development learn better when they work with concrete ideas to represent objects and
ideas (Caplan & Caplan, 1983). By manipulating familiar objects, children begin to form
ideas about size, shape, color, sequence and texture, which lay the foundation for
developing skills in math, science, art and other areas. According to Charlesworth (1996),
the preoperational child learns new cognitive skills through pretend play and by imitating
others. Through pretending, children develop the ability to mentally represent the world
as they see it. Recognizing and encouraging children's curiosity and creativity is much
more important in terms of developing these skills than strictly teaching young children
facts (Caplan, 1983).
It is important for early childhood educators to provide appropriate activities for

preschool children in order to foster growth of cognitive skills and abilities, as shown in
Table 3. According to Landry (2005), "Even very young children are able and motivated
to learn cognitive, language, and literacy concepts appropriate to their level of
understanding" (p.36). In order to most effectively help children accomplish these tasks,
early childhood educators should provide a combination of child-directed discovery and
teacher-directed activities that are intellectually challenging and make connections with
children's interests and abilities.

17
Table 3
Cognitive Development Activities for Preschool Children

Cognitive
Skills

Activities to Promote Skills

Problem
Solving

Puzzles, simple scientific experiments, quantifying and counting
games, blocks, cooking

Language
Skills

Provide a print rich environment-label objects, read to children,
look at books, rhymes and songs, encourage discussion

Reasoning
Skills

Allow children to act upon objects and observe
results-rolling cars down a ramp, blowing balls through a maze, putting
ice in warm water

Memory Skills

Use symbols, storytelling, ask questions, memory games

Perspective
Taking

Dramatic play-provide dolls, dishes, tools, dress up
clothes, puppets

(Huitt, 1997 and NYU Child Study Center)
Assessment ofDevelopmental Growth
Children's individual growth patterns and the age at which mastery of skills
occurs can vary greatly from one child to the next. However, developmental milestones
exist within each of the developmental domains in order to establish norms for typical
growth in children. Developmental milestones are standards or benchmarks regarding
specific skills that children should be able to master within a particular age group (Shelov
and Hannemann, 1994). Effective early childhood education programs utilize this
information as a basis for evaluating children's developmental abilities and growth over
time. Assessment of children's developmental progress aids educators in identifying
children's skill levels, discovering interests, determining areas oflearning and/or
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difficulty, and understanding how these change over time (Landry, 2005). Educators
should also make use of this information in terms of planning curriculum and instruction
in order to ensure that learning is appropriate and meaningful to children.
A variety of assessment tools are available at the preschool level, including
formal and informal approaches. Research indicates that it is most appropriate for early
childhood education programs to utilize multiple forms of on-going assessment (Landry,
2005). Formal assessment approaches include screenings, progress monitoring measures
and diagnostic assessments. Informal assessment can be done through observation,
reflection, collections of children's work in portfolios and checklists. By implementing
several types of assessment, a more complete picture of children's overall abilities and
needs can be obtained. According to Greenspan and Meisels (1996) "Developmental
assessment is a process designed to deepen understanding of a child's competencies and
resources, and of the caregiving and learning environments most likely to help a child
make fullest use of his or her developmental potential" (p.ll). When implemented and
utilized correctly, developmental assessments of preschool children can be a valuable tool
for ensuring the effectiveness of early childhood education programs.
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Chapter III: Methodology
This study aims to provide an analysis of the Play 'N Learn Preschool Program's
content and procedures in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the program and to ensure
that goals are being met. The objectives of the study focus on determining how the
program is implementing procedures for achieving its goals and addressing whether or
not program recipients are achieving desired outcomes. Specifically, the study will assess
children's developmental progress, as well as improvements made in parent knowledge
and the level of support that has been provided to parents. Data collected will be analyzed
in order to address the objectives of this study.

Subject Selection and Description
The primary evaluation model used for this study was the goal-based model,
which focuses on whether or not program goals and objectives are being met. A
formative model was also used to some extent in order to identify possible improvements
that can be made within the program. Qualitative and quantitative data was analyzed from
data collected by the program educator and the program director. Pre and post session
assessment scores for five of the nine children initially enrolled in the program were
analyzed in order to assess developmental progress. Parents of children participating in
the program were also surveyed in order to determine whether or not they felt that their
knowledge of child growth and development had improved, as well as to evaluate overall
satisfaction with the program.

Instrumentation
The assessment tool used to analyze children's developmental progress was the
Ages and Stages Questionnaire designed by Diane Bricker and Jane Squires. It is a
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parent-completed, child monitoring system that provides information that can be used to
measure children's progress in each developmental area. This questionnaire was provided
to parents by the program educator. The survey administered to parents was also already
in existence as a part of the program's routine evaluation methods. It was designed in
order to obtain feedback with regard to the effectiveness of the program and overall
satisfaction rates of participants.
Data Collection Procedures
The 30-item Ages and Stages Questionnaire was completed by parents during the
first session of the preschool group and collected by the program educator. This process
was repeated during the last session of the preschool group. The 20-question parent
survey was administered to parents and collected by the program educator during the last
session of the preschool group.
Data Analysis
All data was initially collected by the program educator and the program director
during the routine of program service provision. Data that was collected by the program
staff was then used to evaluate the effectiveness of the program relative to goals and
objectives. The data was analyzed by frequency of response to specific questions on the
parent survey. The mean and standard deviation was developed for each question based
on parent response to survey questions using a 7-point Likert scale. The Likert scale was
anchored with 1 as strongly disagree and 7 as strongly agree, with an additional column
for ratings of "Does Not Apply". A correlation analysis was completed with data from
the pre and post Ages and Stages Questionnaire. The evaluator was looking for the
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correlation between program participation and improvement in developmental abilities as
theorized by researchers.

Limitations
Due to the fact that this study is a program evaluation and was designed to assist
the program staff in understanding the effectiveness of the preschool program, the
findings are specific to this program and cannot be generalized to the public, The most
significant limitation of this study was the small number of program participants. There
were initially nine children and nine parents enrolled in the program. Two of these
children and their parents did not attend any preschool sessions. Due to absences, data
regarding developmental progress was collected for only five of the remaining seven
children enrolled.
Another limitation was that parent surveys were required to be completed during
the final preschool session. Although this allowed for a better response rate, it may have
taken away from the amount of time and effort that parents put into answering the
questions. Parents may have been distracted by interruptions and other things going on
during the preschool session. In addition, parents may have felt uncomfortable writing
negative responses within the center for fear of being seen doing so.
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Chapter IV: Results
The Play 'N Learn Preschool Program provides child development education for
preschool age children and parenting education and support services for parents. The
program aims to assist children in achieving developmental milestones appropriate for
their age, as well as to aid parents in acquiring support and education regarding their
child's growth and development. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the
effectiveness of the Play 'N Learn Preschool Program in order to ensure that the program
is being implemented efficiently and that goals are being met.
Developmental Assessment ofChildren
Children enrolled in the program were given a developmental skills assessment
using the Ages and Stages Questionnaire at the beginning of the preschool session and
again upon completion of the session. The Ages and Stages Questionnaire contained 30
developmental items that were divided into five areas: communication, gross motor, fine
motor, problem solving and personal-social. For the 30 developmental items, parents
checked "yes" to indicate that their child performs the behavior specified in the item,
"sometimes" to indicate an occasional or emerging response from their child, or "not yet"
to indicate that their child does not yet perform the behavior. Since questionnaires are age
specific and exist in intervals ranging from 4 to 60 months of age, each child was given
the appropriate questionnaire based upon his or her age at the beginning of the preschool
session. The same questionnaire was then subsequently used to evaluate children at the
end of the preschool session, regardless of age change, in order to look for improvements
that were made in skills during the course of the program. Assessment data was collected
for five of the seven children enrolled in the program for a response rate of 71 %.
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Table 4

Ages and Stages Questionnaire Results for Child One
Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

Child 1
Question

1

1

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

6

Communication

y

y

y

y

y

y

n

y

y

y

y

y

Gross Motor

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Fine Motor

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Problem Solving

y

y

n

s

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Personal/Social

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

n

y

n

s

This child demonstrated an age appropriate skill level in each category of development.
Following are any changes in scores that were recorded from the pretest to the posttest:
In the category of "Communication" this child showed an improvement from "not
yet" to "yes" on Question Four, "Does your child say two or three words that represent
different ideas together? Don't count word combinations that express one idea."
In the category of "Problem Solving" this child showed an improvement from
"not yet" to "sometimes" on Question 2, "After she watches you draw a line from the top
of the paper to the bottom with a crayon (or pencil or pen), does your child copy you by
drawing a single line on the paper in any direction?"
In the category of "Personal/Social" this child showed an improvement from "not
yet" to "yes" on Question 5, "When playing with either a stuffed animal or doll, does
your child pretend to rock it, feed it, change its diapers, or put it to bed, and so forth?" An
improvement was also made in this category from "not yet" to "sometimes" on Question
6, "Does your child eat with a fork?"
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Table 5

Ages and Stages Questionnaire Results for Child Two
Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

Child 2

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

6

y

y

y

y

y

s

y

y

y

s

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Fine Motor

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

y

n

y

Problem Solving

y

y

y

y

n

s

n

s

y

y

y

y

Personal/Social

y

y

y

y

y

y

n

s

y

y

y

y

Question

1

Communication

y

Gross Motor

This child demonstrated an age appropriate skill level in each category of development.
Following are any changes in scores that were recorded from the pretest to the posttest:
In the category of "Communication" this child showed an improvement from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question Four, "If you point to a picture of a ball (kitty, cup,
hat, etc.) and ask your child what it is, does your child correctly name at least one
picture?" An improvement was also made in this category from "sometimes" to "yes" on
Question Six, "Does your child correctly use at least two of the following words: me, I,
mine and you?"
In the category of "Fine Motor" this child showed an improvement from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question Five, "Does your child stack seven blocks or toys on
top of each other by himself?" An improvement was also made in this category from
"no" to "yes" on Question Six, "Does your child thread a shoelace through either a bead
or an eyelet of a shoe?"
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In the category of "Problem Solving" this child showed an improvement from
"no" to "sometimes" on Question Three, "Does your child pretend objects are something
else? For example, does your child hold a cup to her ear, pretending it is a telephone?
Does she put a box on her head, pretending it is a hat? Does she use a block or small toy
to stir food?" An improvement was also made in this category from "no" to "sometimes"
on Question Four, "Does your child put things away where they belong? For example,
does he know his toys belong on the toy shelf, his blanket goes on his bed, and dishes go
in the kitchen?"
In the category of "Personal/Social" this child showed an improvement from "no"
to "sometimes" on Question Four, "When playing with either a stuffed animal or doll,
does your child pretend to rock it, feed it, change its diapers, or put it to bed, and so
forth?"
Table 6

Ages and Stages Questionnaire Results for Child Three
Child 3

Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre

Post Pre Post Pre

Post

Question

1

1

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

6

Communication

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Gross Motor

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

s

y

y

Fine Motor

s

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

y

y

y

Problem Solving

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

s

Personal/Social

y

y

y

y

y

y

n

s

y

y

y

Y

This child demonstrated an age appropriate skill level in each category of development.
Following are any changes in scores that were recorded from the pretest to the posttest:
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In the category of "Fine Motor" this child showed an improvement from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question One, "Does your child use a turning motion with her
hand while trying to tum doorknobs, wind up toys, twist tops, or screw lids on and off
jars?" An improvement was also made from "sometimes" to "yes" on Question Five,
"After he watches you draw a single circle, ask your child to make a circle like yours. Do
not let him trace your circle. Does your child copy you by drawing a circle?"
In the category of "Personal/Social" this child showed an improvement from "no"
to "sometimes" on Question Four, "When you point to this figure and ask your child what
it is, does your child say a word that means a person? Responses like, snowman, boy,
man, girl and daddy are correct."
Table 7

Ages and Stages Questionnaire Results for Child Four
Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

Child 4
Question

I

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

6

Communication

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

s

Gross Motor

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Fine Motor

s

y

n

n

s

y

s

y

s

s

y

y

Problem Solving

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

s

y

y

Personal/Social

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

s

y

y

s

s

This child demonstrated an age appropriate skill level in each category of development.
Following are any changes in scores that were recorded from the pretest to the posttest:
In the category of "Fine Motor" this child showed an improvement from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question One, "After she watches you draw a line from the top
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of the paper to the bottom with a pencil, crayon, or pen, ask your child to make a line like
yours. Do not let your child trace your line. Does your child copy you by drawing a
single line in a vertical direction?" An improvement was also made in this category from
"sometime" to "yes" on Question Three, "After he watches you draw a single circle, ask
your child to make a circle like yours. Do not let him trace your circle. Does your child
copy you by drawing a circle?" Another improvement was made in this category from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question Four, "After she watches you draw a line from the top
of the paper to the bottom with a pencil, crayon, or pen, ask your child to make a line like
yours. Do not let your child trace your line. Does your child copy you by drawing a
single line in a horizontal direction?"
Table 8
Ages and Stages Questionnaire Results for Child Five
Child 5

Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

6

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

s

s

s

s

s

s

s

y

y

y

y

y

Fine Motor

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Problem Solving

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

y

Personal/Social

s

y

y

y

n

n

n

y

y

y

y

y

Question

1

Communication

y

Gross Motor

This child demonstrated an age appropriate skill level in each category of development.
Following are any changes in scores that were recorded from the pretest to the posttest:
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In the category of "Gross Motor" this child showed an improvement from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question Four, "Does your child hop up and down on either the
right or left foot at least one time without losing his balance or falling?"
In the category of "Personal/Social" this child showed an improvement from
"sometimes" to "yes" on Question One, "Does your child serve herself, taking food from
one container to another using utensils? For example, can your child use a large spoon to
scoop applesauce from a jar to a bowl?" An improvement was also made in this category
from "no" to "yes" on Question Four, "Does your child tell you the names of two or more
playmates, not including brothers or sisters? Ask this question without providing help by
suggesting names of playmates or friends."
Overall the data shows that children have in fact made improvements in
developmental skills during the course of the preschool program. Furthermore, each of
the five children that were evaluated made at least three improvements in his or her
development, with a total of 20 overall improvements. Improvements were made in each
of the five categories of skills that were assessed. Specifically, there were three
improvements made in the "communication" category, seven improvements made in the
"fine motor" category, one improvement made in the "gross motor" category, three
improvements made in the "problem solving" category and six improvements made in the
"personal/social category." In addition, the data shows that no regression of skill levels
took place during the course of the program.
Parent Survey
Parents also completed a survey during the final preschool session regarding
knowledge and support gained and overall satisfaction with the program. The survey
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consisted of 12 statements that were rated using a 7-point Likert scale. The Likert scale
was anchored with 1 as strongly disagree and 7 as strongly agree, with an additional
column for ratings of "Does Not Apply". There were six additional statements to which
parents responded "yes" or "no", thereby indicating that they agreed with or disagreed
with the statements. The final two questions were open-ended questions. Five of the
seven participating parents completed the survey for a response rate of 71%.
Table 9
Parent Survey Results

Questions

Responses
1 (SD)
2

Due to participation:
Aware of more resources
Rec'd health, nutrition & safety info
More confidence as parent
Rec'd child development info
Rec'd positive parenting techniques
Used toy and resource library
Can choose age appropriate toys
Know importance of reading to child
Spend more time reading to child
Learned activities for home
Connected with parents outside FRC
Learned about brain development

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
40%
0%

0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

Feel welcomed
Comfortable with discussions
Feel the facilitator is knowledgeable
Times are convenient
Comfortable with size of playgroup
Comfortable with length of playgroup

Yes
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%

No
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

Note: SD=Strongly Disagree; SA=Strongly Agree

3
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%

4

5

20% 0%
20% 0%
20% 0%
20% 0%
20% 0%
0% 0%
20% 0%
25% 0%
20% 0%
20% 0%
0% 20%
20% 20%

6

7 (SA)

20%
20%
20%
20%
20%
40%
0%
0%
20%
0%
0%
0%

60%
60%
60%
60%
60%
60%
80%
75%
60%
80%
40%
60%
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Item analysis. Preliminary information was gathered from parents regarding the
ages of their children, the number of preschool sessions attended and how they learned
about the program. This information was not reported for the sake of anonymity.
Question One: I am more aware of community resources available to me. The
participant's responses were 60% (3) a "7",20% (1) a "6" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean
response was 6.2 with a standard deviation of 1.3.
Question Two: I have learned about health, nutrition and safety issues. The
participant's responses were 60% (3) a "7", 20% (1) a "6" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean
response was 6.2 with a standard deviation of 1.3.
Question Three: I feel more confident as a parent. The participant's responses
were 60% (3) a "7",20% (1) a "6" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response was 6.2 with a
standard deviation of 1.3.
Question Four: I know more about my child's development. The participant's
responses were 60% (3) a "7",20% (1) a "6" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response was
6.2 with a standard deviation of 1.3.
Question Five: I have learned positive parenting techniques. The participant's
responses were 60% (3) a "7",20% (1) a "6" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response was
6.2 with a standard deviation of 1.3.
Question Six: I have used the toy and resource lending library at the Family
Resource Center or the mobile van. The participant's responses were 60% (3) a "7" and
40% (2) a "6". The mean response was 6.6 with a standard deviation of .55.
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Question Seven: I know how to choose age appropriate toys for my child. The
participant's responses were 80% (4) a "7" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response was
6.4 with a standard deviation of 1.34.
Question Eight: I know the importance of reading with my child. The
participant's responses were 75% (3) a "7" and 25% (1) a "4". One participant did not
respond to this question. The mean response was 6.25 with a standard deviation of 1.5.
Question Nine: I spend more time reading to my child. The participant's
responses were 60% (3) a "7",20% (1) a "6" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response was
6.2 with a standard deviation of 1.3.
Question Ten: I have learned about activities that I can do at home with my child.
The participant's responses were 80% (4) a "7" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response
was 6.4 with a standard deviation of 1.34.
Question Eleven: I have connected with parents from playgroup outside of the
PRC. The participant's responses were 40% (2) a "7",20% (1) a "5" and 40% (2) a "1".
The mean response was 4.2 with a standard deviation of3.03.
Question Twelve: I have learned about child brain development. The participant's
responses were 60% (3) a "7", 20% (1) a "5" and 20% (1) a "4". The mean response was
6.0 with a standard deviation of 1.41.
Question Thirteen: I feel welcomed at the Family Resource Center. The
participant's responses were 100% (5) yes.
Question Fourteen: I am comfortable discussing parenting issues with the
facilitator. The participant's responses were 100% (5) yes.
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Question Fifteen: I feel the facilitator is knowledgeable about the needs of my
child. The participant's responses were 100% (5) yes.
Question Sixteen: The times of playgroups are convenient for my family. If not,
when is a better time? The participant's responses were 100% (5) yes.
Question Seventeen: I am comfortable with the size of playgroups. The
participant's responses were 100% (5) yes.
Question Eighteen: I am comfortable with the length of playgroups. The
participant's responses were 100% (5) yes.
The parents described the things they liked about playgroups as:

•

all

•

great teacher

•

fun crafts

•

learning opportunities

•

activities

The parents described the things they would change about playgroups as:
•

nothing/none

Overall the responses indicate that parents feel the program has benefited them
and they are satisfied with the program. With regard to the first 12 questions, the strongly
agree column received a 60% or higher response rate for 11 of the questions with an
overall mean response of 6.1. In addition, 100% of parents responded with a yes to the
last six questions. Each parent had something positive to say about the playgroup and no
suggestions for changes were provided. The lowest response rate was that 40% of the
participants strongly disagreed with question 12 regarding whether or not parents had

33

made connections with other parents from the playgroup outside of the Family Resource
Center.
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Chapter V: Discussion
Due to several changes in program format and structure over the eight years since
its conception, the Family Resource Center wanted to evaluate the effectiveness of its
Play 'N Learn Preschool Program, as well as to identify any possible improvements that
could be made within the program and to assist with program development. The main
purpose of this study was to determine if program goals are being met and to ensure that
the program is being implemented efficiently. It is important to determine if the program
is indeed doing what it had set out to be doing, as well as to assess whether or not
participants are satisfied with the program and gaining the intended results of
participating in the program.
The Play 'N Learn Preschool Program has specific program goals that are used as
a basis for determining how the program is structured and implemented. The first goal is
to help children enrolled in the program achieve appropriate developmental milestones
within the physical, social-emotional and cognitive domains. After analyzing the results
of this study, it is evident that children enrolled in the program are achieving the
appropriate developmental milestones for their age. The results of the Ages and Stages
Questionnaires indicate that all children are achieving progress in each developmental
area and no children are at risk for developmental delays in any of the domains. One of
the ways that this is achieved is that children in the program participate in a variety of
activities that are designed to target all areas of growth within the physical, social
emotional and cognitive domains. Lesson plans are carefully constructed in order to
promote mastery of developmental skills through playful exploration and opportunities
for self-discovery.
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The second goal is to assist parents in obtaining support and education regarding
their child's growth and development. In examining the results of the parent survey, we
can see that parents reported that they know more about their child's development as a
result of participating in the program. Specifically, parents reported having gained
knowledge regarding community resources available to them, health, nutrition and safety
information, positive parenting techniques, choosing age appropriate toys, the importance
of reading to their children, activities to do with their children at home and child brain
development. Parents also reported feeling more confident as a parent as a result of
participating in the program. Another important note is that parents stated that they felt
comfortable discussing parenting issues with the facilitator and that they felt the
facilitator was knowledgeable about the needs of their children. This is a critical factor in
establishing a support system from which parents can truly benefit.
The third and final program goal is that children who have attended the program
will have improved their developmental skills assessment scores from the beginning of
the program to the completion of the program. Again, in analyzing the Ages and Stages
Questionnaires it is evident that all children enrolled in the program have made
significant improvements in their overall development. It is important to note that
children are not only achieving the appropriate developmental milestones for their age,
but are actually making improvements in their skill levels as a result of participating in
the program. This is accomplished by providing an environment for children that
maximizes learning opportunities and developmental growth through participation in
carefully designed activities and routines.
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The one area that yielded the least desirable response from parents was the
question regarding whether or not parents felt that they had made connections with other
parents from the preschool group outside of the playgroup. An equal amount of parents
responded that they did indeed make connections as did those that reported making no
connections. Since the program strives to assist parents in obtaining support, it would be
beneficial for parents to feel connected with other parents as a result of participating in
this program. This is an area that is difficult to measure, since feeling connected is very
subjective and can mean different things to each individual. Possible reasons for the
variance in response could be attributed to the fact that some parents may place more
value on connecting with parents outside of the preschool group, parents may have
different schedules and time constraints that may make it difficult to meet outside of the
designated playgroup time, or parents simply may not have felt the desire or willingness
to connect with other parents from the playgroup. One suggestion for improving the
likelihood of parents connecting with one another outside of the playgroup would be to
implement strategies to increase opportunities for parents to do so, such as setting up
respite nights for parents or providing specific activities for parents to participate in
outside of the playgroup.
Another area that deserves further attention is the distribution of overall
improvements made within each of the categories of skills that was assessed. The five
areas of development that were measured include: communication, gross motor, fine
motor, problem solving and personal-social. Improvements were made in each of the five
categories, with three or more improvements recorded in every category with the
exception of gross motor, in which there was only one improvement recorded. Again,
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there may be several possible explanations for this. Perhaps the children assessed had
already achieved a majority of the specific skills listed in this section of the
questionnaire, thus leaving little room for improvements. However, in reviewing the data
that was collected, it appears that there was opportunity for six improvements to occur,
yet only one was recorded. Another reason for the lack of improvements made might be
that emphasis on the development of gross motor skills can most easily take place
outdoors, where children are allowed to run, jump and climb. However, this particular
session of the program took place during the cold months of November and December in
Wisconsin, which resulted in little or no opportunity for children to play outdoors. It is
possible that not enough opportunities were provided within the structure of the indoor
preschool session to allow for maximum development of these skills. Although it is
important to note that all children are still achieving the desired skill level within this
category that is appropriate for their age.
Limitations
There are several limitations to this program evaluation that must be noted. The
study focused on this one specific program that is of a unique nature, therefore,
information obtained and specific results cannot be generalized to other programs.
The preschool session that was evaluated was small, consisting initially of only nine
children and nine parents. Two of these children and their parents did not attend any
preschool sessions. Due to absences, data was collected and analyzed for only five of the
remaining seven participants and their parents. In addition, there are six preschool
sessions that take place during each year. This particular evaluation focused on only one
of these sessions, therefore, the results may not be reflective of the entire program on a
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yearly basis. The population of Eau Claire County is also very economically diverse,
which may make it more difficult for the program to meet the specific needs of all
participants. Children attending the program may have very different backgrounds with
regard to developmental abilities due to varying levels of opportunity for growth.

Conclusions
All of the participants in the Play 'N Learn Preschool Program that were assessed
have gained the intended results of participating in the program. Parents in the program
also reported a great degree of satisfaction with the program. Several program strengths
were noted and no suggestions for improvements to the program were made. The
program did meet the three goals; helping children enrolled in the program achieve
appropriate developmental milestones within the physical, social-emotional and cognitive
domains, assisting parents in obtaining support and education regarding their child's
growth and development, and improving developmental skills assessment scores of
enrolled children from the beginning of the program to the completion of the program.
The results of this study did correspond with the findings that were noted in the literature
on early childhood education, parent education, developmental growth domains and
assessment of developmental growth in children that was reviewed.

Recommendations
It is recommended that the program continue to operate within the structure of the

current format for content and procedures that have been established. The program
should include modifications in the future that would provide increased opportunities for
parents to connect with one another outside of the playgroup, as well as to provide
increased opportunities for children to improve skills in the gross motor domain when
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they are not able to take advantage of outdoor play. The program should continue to
participate in routine, on-going evaluation procedures and periodically re-examine
program content with regard to current early childhood education policies and best
practices. Program participants should continue to be given the opportunity to rate the
program and provide input for suggestions for improving the program.
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Appendix A: Ages and Stages Questionnaire
The Ages and Stages Questionnaire that was used as the developmental
assessment tool is copyrighted, therefore, cannot be legally reproduced as content in this
thesis.
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Appendix C: Parent Survey

Family Resource Center for Eau Claire County
Playgroup Evaluation

2007

We truly enjoy working with you and your children during playgroup time and would
like your feedback as to how you think we are doing. Please take a few minutes to answer
the following questions. This feedback will be used in improving our services to you so
please be encouraged to be honest in your responses.

I

!

IStronglY Disagree
As a result of participating in playgroup:
I am more aware of community resources
available to me.
I have learned about health, nutrition and
safety issues.
I feel more confident as a parent.
I know more about my child's development.
I have learned positive parenting techniques.
I have used the toy and resource lending
library at the Family Resource Center or the
mobile van.
I know how to choose age-appropriate toys for
my child.
I know the importance of reading with my
child.
I spend more time reading to my child
I have learned about activities that I can do at
home with my child.
I have connected with parents from playgroup
outside of the FRC.

Thave learned about child brain development.

1

2

3

4

5

Does
Strongly Agree Not
Apply
6
7
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Answer the following statements by circling the best answer.
YorN

I feel welcomed at the Family Resource Center.

YorN

I am comfortable discussing parenting issues with the facilitator.

YorN

I feel the facilitator is knowledgeable about the needs of my child.

YorN

The times of playgroups are convenient for my family.
If not, when is a better time?

YorN

I am comfortable with the size of playgroups.

YorN

I am comfortable with the length of playgroups.

Please take this opportunity to share any other thoughts with us
concerning playgroups.

The things I like about playgroups are ...

The things I would change about playgroups are...

