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Involving Children and Adult Learners, Too!
Every one-to-one interaction with a young child is an opportunity to influence that child’s development.  When it comes to numbers of such opportunities, parents are the hands down winners.  Mahoney and MacDonald (Mahoney, 2007) have estimated that a primary caregiver who spends just one hour per day interacting with her or his child has 92.1% of relative opportunities to influence child development as compared with 3.4% for an interventionist who sees the child for weekly 30-minute sessions.  When parent-child interactions during family routines, activities, and places address IFSP goals, the power to enhance children’s developmental outcomes is amplified.  

Enhancing “the capacity of families to meet the special needs of their infants and toddlers with disabilities” is a major purpose of the early intervention program established by Congress under Part C of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (SEC. 631 (a)(4)).  Therefore, IDEA makes parent training a part of the general role of every Part C service provider (CFR Sec. 303.12(4)(c)(2)).  The role of Special Instructor specifically requires “providing families with information, skills, and support related to enhancing the skill development of the child” (CFR 303.12 (13)(v).  
Because achieving family-identified outcomes is a “shared family/professional responsibility,” collaborative work between professionals and families is a recommended practice (Sandall, 2005).  Special Instructors necessarily work with children and adult learners.  This TECS Message briefly reviews a few assumptions about adult learners, and discusses how adult learning principles may be applied in special instruction activities.

Many Special Instructors already have some professional preparation and experience in working with adults, and may be familiar with fundamentals of adult learning theory.  Some basic general assumptions are that adults (1) prefer to move from dependency to self-directedness, (2) possess prior experience and knowledge which can be applied to new learning, (3) are interested in learning that is associated with their social roles, and (4) are oriented toward immediate application of new information and skills (Knowles, 1980).  These assumptions can be helpful in planning parent training activities and discussions.

Special Instructors can assume that moving parents and other adult caregivers toward independence will help them to be confident and competent to implement intervention strategies when professionals are not present and following transition from early intervention services.  Special Instructors can assume as well that drawing upon the parent’s personal experience or interests may help the parent relate new information or techniques to what he or she already knows and can do.  Another safe assumption is that at various times most parents function as a communication partner, security figure, playmate, personal groomer, referee, and tour guide, etc. for each of their children.  Therefore, discussions with parents may center on how the strategies they are learning are related to their various roles as a parent.  Furthermore, parent-professional conversations may explore both the long-term benefits for their child and the immediate utility of intervention strategies for parents in carrying out their common care-giving tasks such as feeding, bathing, changing, potty-training or transporting their child.  

Steven Leib (1991) identified four key considerations for ensuring effective adult learning.  They are motivation, reinforcement, retention, and transference.  Each of these points has relevance for the parent training component of Special Instruction.  

Parents’ motivation to learn new intervention strategies can be enhanced in several ways.  First, the tone of the parent training can affect motivation.  Trust and respect are critical to successful parent-professional partnerships (Turnbull, 2006).  Mahoney and MacDonald (2007, p. 95) offer three suggestions for early intervention service providers to establish rapport at the outset of a session: (1) greet the parent with warmth and enthusiasm, (2) give the parent a chance to talk about him- or herself, the child, or the family, and (3) encourage the parent to tell you how the family was able to follow through with strategies presented in the previous session.  As partners, Special Instructors and parents can share their perspectives of the level of importance that the training objective has for attainment of IFSP goals.  Obviously some techniques and strategies may be more critical than others.  Parents need to clearly understand both how important specific strategies are and how the strategies relate to their concerns and priorities for their child and family.  For instance, the Special Instructor may need to explain how the strategy of responding to the child’s vocalizations will address the parent’s desire for her child to talk.  
Another motivational factor to weigh is the level of difficulty.  Special Instructors can invite parents to voice their feelings about how difficult the strategy is for them and help them to identify specific areas that are problematic for them.  Techniques that a parent finds especially difficult to learn may need to be introduced gradually, reviewed, or adapted so that the learner does not become overwhelmed or frustrated before becoming competent and independent. 

Reinforcement is a second consideration when parents are learning new techniques.  Perhaps the greatest positive reinforcement for parents is their own observation of their child’s successful demonstration of new behaviors and skills.  Meanwhile, Special Instructors can provide reinforcement in the form of feedback.  Mahoney and MacDonald (2007) offer several recommendations for giving feedback to parents: (1) carefully observe how the parent is performing the strategy, (2) offer suggestions only when there is something the parent can do to become more successful, (3) identify and emphasize the positive things parents are doing, (4) provide only very minimal negative feedback, and (5) offer feedback that is specific rather than general.  

Retention of learned skills is a third consideration for parent training.  The ability to retain new information and behaviors is influenced by the amount of opportunity to practice (Leib, 1991).  Mahoney and MacDonald (2007) recommend that after the early intervention strategy is introduced and demonstrated by the service provider, 5-10 minutes should be devoted to guided practice by the parent.  This practice time can be followed by some planning with the parent about when, where, and how often the parent might practice the strategy independently.  Another suggestion is for Special Instructors to leave printed descriptions of the strategy for parents to review or use when sharing information about the strategy with other family members and caregivers.  
Transference refers to the learner’s ability to use the new information in a variety of settings.  Addressing this consideration with parents may involve planning together about places where the parent will be able to practice the strategy with the child in one or more different settings during the coming week.  For example, a father may plan to use a conversational turn-taking strategy each day while driving his child to and from a child care program.  During follow-up discussions with the parent, the Special Instructor can provide enthusiastic support for the father’s efforts in the new setting and assist with problem-solving if needed.  For instance, the discussion about the experience may reveal that the strategy worked well only when the radio was off and no other passengers were in the car.
Because Special Instructors are responsible for helping both children and adults to acquire new skills and knowledge, it is important that the sessions incorporate practices that are “developmentally appropriate” for everyone involved.  Applying principles of adult learning during parent training may go a long way toward helping parents learn, remember and use special instruction strategies independently.  As parents do so, they can amplify the effects of intervention on their child’s IFSP goals and outcomes.
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