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Sutrtrnarl ' . -1 ,000 parcnts of infants ancl todcl lers enrol led in carlv chi ldhoocl in

tefvention progranrs \\ 'erc slrrvevecl about thc number of learr-r ing ol.rportur-r i t ies L)r()-
vidcd their preschooJ chi ldren using cl i f- t-elcnt approachcs t<-, earlv irr ten,cntion. I- ind

ings  shou 'ed  tha t  rnore  learn ing  oppor tun i t i cs  \ \ 'L - rc  le1 '< t r ted  u .hen par t i c ipa t ion  in

evervdav  r rc t i v i t \  se t t ings  \ \ i l s  conceptua l i zed  es  i l  t vpc  o f  in tc rvent ion  ra rhcr  t l . ran  as

set t ings  fb r  p ro fess iona ls  to  conduct  thc i r  in ten 'en t ions .

The experiences young children have as part of everyday life provi,.le
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 activit ies making up the fab-
ric of daily life are the contexts for children's ndtllt"ttl learning opportuttitics'
urhich influence their behavior and development. These everyday activities in-
clude such things as playing in a pudclle of \\/ater, bcdtime stories, dressing
and undressing, caring for pets, meai t ir-nes, cleaning Lrp, children's bath
times, and so forth,

Bronfenbrenner 0999) contended that er,ervdal' learning opportunities
are more likely to enhance der,elopment if they "take place on a fairly regu-
lar bzrsis" (p. 6) for a child to practice and learn emerging skil ls, The pur-
pose of this study \vas to assess u'hether parents thought their cliildren expe-
rienced different nlrmbers of learning opportunities depencling on hou, every-
day activities r.lere used as conrexts for child iearning.

The study \vas conducted as part of a line of research and practice inves-
tigating the characteristics of natural environrxents that maximize lcarning
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opportunities for voung children with developn-rental disabilities or delays
and $'hich have optirnal developm"nt-.nhun.ing consequences (Dunst &
Bruder, 1999). \!atural enuirortntctlts rs rhe term used in the Individuals
With Disabilities Education Act 0997) to refer to settings natural or ti,picai
for infants and toddlers u,ithout developmental disabiiities or dela,u, 

^ 
urd

u'hich are the contexts of learning opportunities that occur either naturally
or as a result of professional interventions,

MErrtoo
The parricipants \\rere 1,000 parents and other caregive rs of infants ancl

toddlers birth to three years of age participating in earl1,-61-,i16hoo6 inre6,en-
tion programs in most (N=45) of the United Stut"r. The sample'urras ma6e
up of t\\ 'o groups o1'participants; one group (N=660) u,as asked to indicate
the extent to u'hich cveryday family ur-rd .o-rnunity activities were used as
children's learning opportunities (A,ctiuittt Settings as Early Interuerttion), and
the. other group (N=140) r.l,as asked to indicaie the exienr to *.hich earlv
childhood prof-essionals implemented their practices in everyday actir.ities
(Earl1, Interuantion in Actiuity Se:tttngs).

Participants cornpleted sun'e)-s that included five family acrivities (meal
times, dressing and undressing, playing outside arouncl th" ir.r.,r", chilclren,s
bath times. and family picnics) and five communitl, actir,,ities (foocl shopping,
neighborhood playgrounds, l ibrarv or bookstore storv honrs, neighborhood
*,alks, and 'isiting a communit,n, park or pond) items, The survel, question
asking respondents to indicate the extent to u,hich earlf inren,enrio., *0, i--
plemented in activity settings rlras stared as foilou.s: "Hou, often do the early
intervention staff ulorking u,ith your child do their u,ork in the fbllou.ing set-
tings or locations?" The qrestion of the extent to *.hich acti ' i t1, settings
\\rere used for children's learning opportlurit ies u,as statecl r, "Horr.ofien is
each of the follou'ing activities a setting in rvhich your chilcl's learnir-rg takes
place /"

The irems on both versions of the scales \\/ere ratcd on a 5-point scale
anchorecl by 1: ne\/er and 5: alu,ayslalmost ahvays a context for early child-
hood inten'ention or cbild learning. The strm of rn. ratings for the items
describing famill, acivir), settings (u, =.614 ancl .70) and the sunr of the rat_
ings of the items describing community activity settings (s. = .6g ancl .7g)
\\rere used as the measures of number of everyday learning oppo.runities.

Rrsurrs
The table shou's the means and standard der,iations for the different ap-

proaches to using everyday activities as children's learning opportunities.
There \vere significant differences betureen the types of pru.ti.. io. both the
family and community acti'itv measures. Parentsi reported lxore child learn-
ing opportunities $'hen participation in activity settings \\,:ls copceptualized
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as a form of early childhood intervention rather than as settings in which
professionals implemented services. The standardrzed 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 tu'o types of
practices were essentially nonoverlapping.

TABLE, 1
MnaNs aNo Srr.Npelro L)r:vrelroNs l;on MeesuRn,s or DrrrnR-ENl Evnnyoey Acrrvrry Ss'r-rrNcs

Ty'pe of Sctting Ti,pc of Practice

L,i'ervcl av famill- activities

Even'dav communit l ,
acil\'ltles

Activity Settings as Early Intervention Betu,ccn Type Cohen r/
E, , r r l1 Intenent ion in Act i r  i t i  Scr t ing.s of  Pract ice El ' fect  Size

. \ ,1 JD .V SD Fr , ' , .

18 .5  ) . 1 LI ).1 2288.66"

L |  3 .1  669 .26 "

3 . r 9

1 . 7 8

"p < .0001.

DrscussroN
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 operatronahzing natural envi-
ronments as places rvhere early intervention professionals implement services
provide children limited learning opportunities (see McWilliam, 2000) in
some n'ays inconsistent with Bronfenbrenner's statement (1999) that learning
opportunities need to occur frequently and regularly rf positive developmen-
tal benefits are to be reahzed.

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 tu.o approaches to early child-
hood intervention as done here. \Whereas using everyday learning opportuni-
ties as natural environments is associated u'ith positive benefits for young
children and their parents (e.g., Dunst, Bruder, Trivette, Hamby, Raab, &
Mclean,200l ;  Tr ivet te,  Dunst,  & Hamby,2004; Dunst,  Bruder,  Tr ivet te,  &
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 al., tn press).

Present findings can inform practice by influencing the ways in which

1 1a . z1 1 . 8



234 C .  I .  D U N S T .  L T  A L .

the IDEA natural environment provision is translated into the day-to-day
practices of early childhood ec-lucators and therapists. More specifically, more
learning opportunities are likely to be provided youllg children u,ith disabili'
ties u4-ren increased participation in everyday family and communitv activitv
is conceptualized as an early childhood inten ention practice .
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