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Suntnary—1,000 parents of infants and toddlers enrolled in early childhood in-
tervention programs werc surveved about the number of learning opportunities pro-
vided their preschool children using different approaches to early intervention. Find-
ings showed that more learning opportunities were reported when participation in
everyday activity settings was conceptualized as a tvpe of intervention rather than as
settings for professionals to conduct their interventions.

The experiences young children have as part of everyday life provide
learning opportunities that may enhance or impede development depending
upon their features (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). According to Dunst, Hamby,
Trivette, Raab, and Bruder (2000), the everyday activities making up the fab-
ric of daily life are the contexts for children’s natural learning opportunities
which influence their behavior and development. These everyday activities in-
clude such things as playing in a puddle of water, bedtime stories, dressing
and undressing, caring for pets, meal times, cleaning up, children’s bath
times, and so forth,

Bronfenbrenner (1999) contended that everyday learning opportunities
are more likely to enhance development if they “take place on a fairly regu-
lar basis” (p. 6) for a child to practice and learn emerging skills. The pur-
pose of this study was to assess whether parents thought their children expe-
rienced different numbers of learning opportunities depending on how every-
day activities were used as contexts for child learning.

The study was conducted as part of a line of research and practice inves-
tigating the characteristics of natural environments that maximize learning
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opportunities for young children with developmental disabilities or delays
and which have optimal development-enhancing consequences (Dunst &
Bruder, 1999). Natural environments is the term used in the Individuals
With Disabilities Education Act (1997) to refer to settings natural or typical
for infants and toddlers without developmental disabilities or delays and
which are the contexts of learning opportunities that occur either naturally
or as a result of professional interventions.

MEeTHOD

The participants were 1,000 parents and other carcgivers of infants and
toddlers birth to three years of age participating in early childhood interven-
tion programs in most (N=45) of the United States. The sample was made
up of two groups of participants; one group (N=660) was asked to indicate
the extent to which everyday family and community activities were used as
children’s learning opportunities (Activity Settings as Early Intervention), and
the other group (N=340) was asked to indicate the extent to which carly
childhood professionals implemented their practices in everyday activities
(Early Intervention in Activity S ettings).

Participants completed surveys that included five family activities (meal
times, dressing and undressing, playing outside around the house, children’s
bath times, and family picnics) and five community activities (food shopping,
neighborhood playgrounds, library or bookstore story hours, neighborhood
walks, and visiting a community park or pond) items. The survey question
asking respondents to indicate the extent to which early intervention was im-
plemented in activity settings was stated as follows: “How often do the early
intervention staff working with your child do their work in the tollowing set-
tings or locations?” The question of the extent to which activity settings
were used for children’s learning opportunities was stated as “How often is
each of the following activities a setting in which vour child’s learning takes
place?”

The items on both versions of the scales were rated on a 5-point scale
anchored by 1: never and 5: always/almost always a context for early child-
hood intervention or child learning. The sum of the ratings for the items
describing family activity settings (0,=.64 and .70) and the sum of the rat.
ings of the items describing community activity settings (0, =.68 and .78)
were used as the measures of number of everyday learning opportunities.

Resutrs
The table shows the means and standard deviations for the different ap-
proaches to using everyday activities as children’s learning opportunities.
There were significant differences between the types of practice for both the
family and community activity measures. Parents’ reported more child learn-
ing opportunities when participation in activity settings was conceptualized
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as a form of early childhood intervention rather than as settings in which
professionals implemented services. The standardized effect sizes (Cohen d)
for the contrasting types of practices were very large, indicating that the dif-
ferences between measures of the learning opportunities for the two types of
practices were essentially nonoverlapping.

TABLE 1
MEANS AND STANDARD DEvViATIONS FOR MEASURES OF DIFFERENT EVERYDAY ACTIVITY SETTINGS

Type of Setting Type of Practice
Activity Settings as  Early Intervention Between Type Cohen 4
Early Intervention in Activity Settings of Practice  Effect Size

M SD M SD Foos
Everyday family activities 18.5 3.4 7.7 3.4 2288.66* 3.19
Everyday community
activities 13.8 4.2 7.1 34 669.26* 1.78
*p< 0001,
Discussion

Findings showed that parents reported their children experienced sig-
nificantly more learning opportunities when they rated children’s participa-
tion in everyday activities versus professionals implementing their services in
everyday activities. These results indicate that operationalizing natural envi-
ronments as places where early intervention professionals implement services
provide children limited learning opportunities (see McWilliam, 2000) in
some ways inconsistent with Bronfenbrenner’s statement (1999) that learning
opportunities need to occur frequently and regularly if positive developmen-
tal benefits are to be realized.

Results indicate that caution is warranted in terms of how the natural
environment provision of the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act
(1997) Early Intervention Program is conceptualized and implemented. More
specifically, interpreting natural environments as settings in which early inter-
vention services are implemented is not likely to provide sufficient numbers
of learning opportunities. The fact that it matters how natural environments
are conceptualized and implemented is best understood by considering find-
ings of studies examining the effects of the two approaches to early child-
hood intervention as done here. Whereas using everyday learning opportuni-
ties as natural environments is associated with positive benefits for young
children and their parents (e.g., Dunst, Bruder, Trivette, Hamby, Raab, &
McLean, 2001; Trivette, Dunst, & Hamby, 2004; Dunst, Bruder, Trivette, &
Hamby, in press), implementing early intervention services in everyday activ-
ities has no positive effects and in some cases has negative effects on chil-
dren’s and parents’ functioning (Dunst, et a/., in press).

Present findings can inform practice by influencing the ways in which
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the IDEA natural environment provision is translated into the day-to-day
practices of early childhood educators and therapists. More specifically, more
learning opportunities are likely to be provided young children with disabili-
ties when increased participation in everyday family and community activity
is conceptualized as an early childhood intervention practice.
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