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Abstract

A child’s early language skills are one of the best predictors of academic success, and a number of community interventions

have aimed to increase caregiver—child interactions to improve language development and related outcomes. This article

describes ongoing community efforts in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, aimed at enriching caregiver—
child interactions during everyday moments and in community settings. These interventions target everyday spaces,

such as grocery stores or bus stops, and encourage playful learning and conversations through messaging and suggested
activities. Descriptions of interventions are provided, as well as initial research findings and lessons learned about program

implementation and working with community partners.

Given that early language skills are one of the best predictors
of academic success (Pace, Alper, Burchinal, Golinkoff, &
Hirsh-Pasek, 2018), a number of community interventions
have aimed to increase caregiver—child interactions to
improve language development and related outcomes. These
interventions target everyday spaces, such as grocery stores or
bus stops, and encourage playful learning and conversations
through messaging and suggested activities. Because children
spend 80% of their waking time outside of school (Meltzoff,
Kuhl, Movellan, & Sejnowski, 2009), everyday spaces can be
opportunities for learning. However, during activities such as
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grocery shopping or waiting in line, caregivers are often on
their phones and give children technology to keep them busy
(Radesky et al., 2014). Can interventions change such behaviors
and transform the places where people gather or wait into
hubs for playful learning? We think so, and there is evidence

to suggest this is happing in several communities across the
United States.

This article describes efforts in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and Phil-
adelphia, Pennsylvania, designed to invite high-quality
caregiver—child language interactions while raising awareness
of the importance of talking, reading, and singing to children
from birth. Programming takes place in faith-based organi-
zations, hospitals, grocery stores, public spaces, and through
community messaging (e.g., text messages, billboards, radio
announcements). In this article, we briefly describe each pro-
gram and initial research findings. We end with lessons learned
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about implementation strategies and working jointly with com-
munity organizations.

Talk, Read, Sing Campaign in Tulsa

Talking Is Teaching: Talk, Read, Sing is a public awareness

and action campaign designed to educate caregivers about
the importance of talking, reading, and singing to children
from birth. Using trusted messengers within the community
(e.g., doctors, nurses, faith-based leaders), caregivers are
encouraged to engage in language-rich activities with their
children and turn everyday moments, such as bath time or
grocery shopping, into teachable moments. In partnership with
Too Small to Fail, The Opportunity Institute, and the George
Kaiser Family Foundation (GKFF), the Talking Is Teaching
campaign is being implemented in Tulsa, OK. Messages are
delivered across the community, in hospitals, pediatric clinics,
and other places where families with young children spend
time. In addition, campaign signage is installed on city buses
and billboards, and messages are shared through social media
platforms and radio public service announcements.

Bright Beginnings

Bright Beginnings, an early literacy intervention, is being
implemented in Tulsa hospitals by registered nurse educators
as part of the Talking Is Teaching campaign and GKFF's Birth
Through Eight Strategy for Tulsa. The aim of the program is for
nurses to visit all new mothers in Tulsa county before they are
discharged from the hospital. During the visit, nurses deliver

a Talking Is Teaching toolkit and briefly educate caregivers
about the important role they play in children’s early brain and
language development. The literacy materials in the toolkit are
used to help caregivers understand the importance of talking,
reading, and singing to children from birth. Materials are
available in Spanish and English, and nurse educators deliver
the program in either language.

To gauge the effectiveness of the Bright Beginnings
intervention, researchers from Oklahoma State University
examined caregivers’ awareness of the importance of

talking, reading, and singing to young children. Quantitative
(i.e., surveys) and qualitative (i.e., interviews) methods were
used, and data were collected in partnership with The Parent-
Child Center of Tulsa and the text4baby health messaging
service app. Surveys and interviews (N = 572) were conducted
in both English and Spanish. Surveys were sent to text4baby
enrollees in Tulsa County and surrounding areas (n = 357)
regarding their attitudes and behaviors toward talking, reading,
and singing to babies, and interviews were conducted with
caregivers in the hospital and over the phone (n = 215 with
pre-post surveys).

Survey results indicated that, overall, participants endorsed
the importance of talking, reading, and singing to babies.
However, parents in Tulsa who received the toolkits (n = 62),
compared to those who did not (n = 75), endorsed a greater
importance of talking, reading, and singing to babies. Parents
who received the toolkits also reported talking more to
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Urban Thinkscape highlights the possibility of using the city itself as an
agent of change to improve outcomes for children and families.

babies during everyday moments such as diaper changing,
repeating sounds back to their baby, and reading and singing
more often. In addition, after receiving the toolkits in the
hospital, mothers reported greater awareness of the Talking Is
Teaching messaging found in the community on billboards, in
radio public service announcements, and in doctors’ offices,
suggesting that the toolkit and the Bright Beginnings visit
primed caregivers to receive the Talking Is Teaching messaging.
Mothers who received the Bright Beginnings visit in the
hospital also reported remembering the overall message of

the importance of talking, reading, and singing to babies and
were pleased with the general experience. Preliminary findings
indicated that men, younger caregivers, Spanish-speaking
caregivers, and individuals with lower levels of education have
less initial positive attitudes toward talking, reading, and singing
to babies, so these are potential leverage points for intervention
(Singh, Zapata, Treat, Jespersen, & Morris, 2018).

To learn more about mothers’ experiences with the hospital
visit and their use of the toolkit, face-to-face qualitative
interviews (n = 19, 12 English, 7 Spanish) were conducted and
analyzed to ensure saturation and validity of themes (Creswell,
2007). Overall, mothers reported using and enjoying the items
in the toolkit. Toolkit items made a difference in their families,
as they reported talking and reading to their babies more as a
result of the toolkit and messaging.

After talking about it with her [the nurse educator], | wasn't
embarrassed or anything to talk to my baby; | knew he may
not understand me, but I'm sitting in a public space and
talking to my baby. It made me feel like it was very useful,
and it was a helpful thing to know.

—Bright Beginnings participant

Well, whenever | got the bag and there was a book in it,

I was surprised that you can read to them (babies). That
you're supposed to be doing that. | wouldn't have known to
do that.

—Bright Beginnings participant
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The goal of Urban Thinkscape is to incorporate playful learning elements
into architecture and public spaces to promote curiosity and a desire to
learn while also encouraging family engagement.

Faith-Based Literacy Events

The Faith-Based Literacy Initiative is being implemented by
Tulsa Educare Beyond the Walls. Educare is a high-quality
early learning program targeting low-income families with
young children. Tulsa’s Educare Beyond the Walls is a program
designed to reach families in the community who have young
children that do not attend an Educare school. The Faith-
Based Literacy Initiative targets faith leaders and community
faith-based organizations to deliver the Talking Is Teaching
messages to families during Family Engagement nights at local
faith-based organizations. The goal of the events is to show
caregivers the power they have to turn everyday activities
such as reading with their children into learning opportunities.
Educare staff provide training to faith leaders and volunteers
who then organize and staff the events and deliver the
curriculum to families.. A monthly curriculum and children’s
books are provided for families at each event. During events,
families have dinner, participate in early literacy activities

with their children, and learn interactive reading strategies to
support learning. The program serves caregivers and children
up to 5 years old. As of February 2019, the program had
engaged a total of 32 faith-based partners who have hosted
562 literacy events.

To evaluate the faith-based events, Educare Beyond the Walls
obtained permission from 12 faith-based organizations hosting
the program to collect survey data from event attendees.
The research team from Oklahoma State University visited
one literacy event at each of the 12 faith-based organizations
where events were ongoing and surveyed caregivers on their
behaviors and beliefs before and after programming on the
same survey (i.e., a retrospective pre-post test design). One
caregiver per family group completed the survey (N = 173).
Overall, caregivers were extremely satisfied with the literacy
events. Caregivers who attended the events reported talking,
reading, and singing more frequently, and using “dialogic
reading strategies” (e.g., more conversational strategies when
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reading with their children) after participating in the program.
They also reported an increased desire to read with their
child as a result of the literacy events. Qualitative study results
with caregivers (n = 13) and faith leaders (n = 11) were similar
(Jespersen, Zapata, Singh, & Morris, 2018).

I'll say that my son, he wasn't really a big book person, and
he’s only 2; so | didn't really expect him to be really into

it, but he carries his books around and says, "My book, my
book.” And he’s so happy about he’s got a book. And he's
twirling around in a circle saying “his book,” so I'm excited
that he likes to read now.

—Family participant

I don't think my group was that aware of the younger the
better, starting in the womb. Maybe they had heard it, but
I don't think they understood the importance of it until we
started talking about it and putting it into practice. It has
definitely been an eye-opener.

—Faith-based leader

Playful Learning Landscapes
in Philadelphia

The Playful Learning Landscapes initiative creates play
experiences for children and families in public spaces,

which are designed to foster caregiver—child interactions
and playful learning, based on research in the science of
learning (Hassinger-Das, Bustamante, Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff,
Magsamen et al.,, 2018).

Urban Thinkscape

In the Urban Thinkscape project (Hassinger-Das, Busta-
mante, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2018) researchers asked
whether it might be possible to reimagine a bus stop in an
under-resourced community as a learning opportunity.
Urban Thinkscape marries the Conscious Cities movement in
design with research from the science of learning. Research-
ers involved in Conscious Cities are investigating the ways in
which learning and development are influenced by the built
environment (Brekke, 2016). The goal of Urban Thinkscape is
to incorporate playful learning elements into architecture and
public spaces to promote curiosity and a desire to learn while
also encouraging family engagement.

The project was built with feedback and collaboration from
members of the local community—who tailored it to their own
specific needs and desires. Neighbors suggested the location
of the installation and gave feedback on design concepts.
Designs installed included the following:

e Puzzle Bench (e.g., three puzzle walls were used to
encourage spatial skills; Verdine, Golinkoff, Hirsh-Pasek, &
Newcombe, 2017)

» Jumping Feet (e.g., families were encouraged to use a
hopscotch board designed to promote attention, memory,
impulse control, and flexibility. Families were encouraged
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to try to jump with one foot where they saw a two-foot
pattern and two feet where they saw a one-foot pattern.)

« Stories (e.g., icons were placed on mini mounds
constructed on the ground to encourage narrative skills)

» Hidden Figures (e.g., finding hidden shapes in a high
structure that projected shapes onto the ground)

Community members, trained to assess behaviors, collected
observational data for caregiver—child groups at Urban
Thinkscape (n = 165) site and a control site playground

(n = 115) in the same neighborhood. They coded for child
and caregiver behaviors related to conversational content
(i.e., spatial language, numerical language), verbal interactions
(i.e., asks questions, provides description), and non-verbal
engagement features (i.e., laughs, points). These specific
language types—spatial and numerical—have been shown
to relate to child outcomes (Levine, Suriyakham, Rowe,
Huttenlocher, & Gunderson, 2010).

Results demonstrated that caregiver—child groups at Urban
Thinkscape interacted more and had more conversations there
than they did before the installation of the designs. The positive
effects of Urban Thinkscape highlight the possibility of using
the city itself as an agent of change to improve outcomes for
children and families.

Supermarket Speak in Philadelphia

In an effort to transform the routine activity of grocery
shopping into a fun and educational experience for families,
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Ridge, Weisberg, Ilgaz, Hirsh-Pasek, and Golinkoff (2015)
developed the Supermarket Speak program. They installed
colorful signs in three different grocery stores serving both
low- and middle-income populations in the Philadelphia
region. At the entrance of the store, the researchers placed

a sign stating: "Talking to your child helps their language
grow!” They also included two signs on the doors of coolers

in the frozen vegetable and dairy sections. In each store, there
were five signs total (including the entrance sign). In the dairy
section, signs featured a cartoon cow and a gallon of milk and
stated: "Question for your child: Where does milk come from?”
or "Why is milk good to drink?” In the frozen vegetable section,
signs featured cartoon vegetables and stated: “Question

for your child: What's your favorite vegetable?” or “Why are
vegetables good to eat?”

Unobtrusive observers recorded instances of caregiver—child
conversations and interactions, including question-asking

and answering behaviors and conversational turns, between
caregivers and their children approximately 2.5-8 years old
when the signs were posted (n = 37) or not posted (n = 34).
Analyses revealed that, when the signs were up, the amount
and quality of caregiver—child interaction increased for families
in the supermarket in the low-income area by 33%. The
presence of the signs did not make a significant difference

in caregiver—child conversations and interactions occurring

in a supermarket located in a middle-income neighborhood.
These results suggested that this low-cost, simple intervention
fosters the type of caregiver—child conversations and
interactions that have the potential to impact later language,
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The literacy materials in the Bright Beginnings Talk Read Sing Toolkit are
used to help caregivers understand the importance of talking, reading, and
singing to children from birth.

literacy, and mathematics outcomes for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Supermarket Speak With STEM

To extend the work of Ridge and colleagues (2015), Hanner,
Braham, Elliott, and Libertus (2019) created Supermarket Speak
With STEM to examine the effects of placing signs with math-
related conversational prompts in grocery stores to encourage
caregivers to engage math-related talk with their preschool
children. Unobtrusive observers who did not know the study
hypotheses recorded interactions between caregivers (n = 179)
and children (2-5-year-olds) in three different conditions
(math, general language, baseline) in three different store areas:
milk, bread, and eggs. The signs featured cartoon characters
with text that encouraged caregivers to ask children questions
(e.g., math condition: "How many glasses of milk do you drink
in a day? How many do you drink in a week?"; general language
condition: “Where does milk come from? Why is milk good to
drink?”). In the baseline condition, there were no signs present.
Results demonstrated that 53% of the caregivers in the math
condition engaged in math-related conversations compared to
23% of caregivers in the general language condition and 23% in
the baseline condition. This study demonstrated the ability of a
simple signage intervention to increase caregivers’ use of math
talk with their children.

Learn More

http://talkingisteaching.org

https://www.talkingisteachingtulsa.com

https://www.brookings.edu/product/learning-landscapes
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Supermarket Talking Is Teaching in Tulsa

Based on the work of Ridge and colleagues (2015) in
Philadelphia, researchers developed and installed Talking Is
Teaching signage in two local grocery store chains. In Tulsa,
Saxum Public Relations and the GKFF assisted with the creation
of the signs. Signage encouraged families to embark on an
adventure with "Andy the Apple.” Signs prompted caregivers

to engage in conversations throughout the store and were
centered around early literacy and math. Researchers installed
signs in four grocery stores visited primarily by low- and
mixed-income families, two of which were primarily patronized
by Hispanic Spanish-speaking families, where the signs were

in Spanish.

Using similar procedures as Supermarket Speak, observers
assessed caregiver—child interactions before (n = 282, signs
down) and after (n = 338, signs up) the signs were installed.
Overall, in Tulsa stores, families showed moderate levels of
caregiver—child interaction, similar to the middle-income
sample in Philadelphia. Comparisons of data from the signs-
down and the signs-up condition indicated that the signage
did not elicit increased levels of caregiver—child interaction,
possibly because the sample was more middle-income,

or possibly because of poor sign placement. Researchers
interviewed families (n = 102) as they left the stores where signs
had been installed. During these exit interviews, caregivers
were asked about their experience with the signs while
shopping, and many caregivers (44%) reported they did not see
the signage at the stores. Moreover, researchers noted some
signs were removed or covered by sale signage placed by store
employees. These factors help explain the lack of findings in
the signs-up versus signs-down condition in Tulsa. In addition,
signs-down observations were collected mostly in the summer,
while signs-up were collected during the school year when
there may have been less time available for grocery shopping.

Some interesting findings did emerge from data collection,
however. Results from the exit interviews indicated that,
compared to Hispanic families, non-Hispanic families found the
signs useful and used the prompts on the signage to engage
with their children more often. In addition, we did find that,
overall, the Spanish-speaking families talked more regardless of
signage. These findings illustrated potential cultural differences
that should be considered in future work.

Lessons Learned and Next Steps

Initial evidence suggested that initiatives such as Playful
Learning Landscapes and Supermarket Speak have the ability to
transform everyday spaces and locations into opportunities for
increased caregiver—child conversation and interaction—and
also playful learning. Playful Learning Landscapes encourage
families to see themselves as active participants in the quest

to make community and public spaces more relevant for
learning and engagement. Community campaigns such as
Talking Is Teaching prime caregivers to receive messaging
about reading and talking. Moreover, in-person experiences
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with trusted messengers in the community impact attitudes
and behaviors about talking, reading, and singing. Programs
may find greater impacts in the future by targeting specific
groups such as Spanish-speaking caregivers, caregivers from
lower socioeconomic groups, and fathers in particular. From
this work, we have also learned that it is important to have
clear communication with community partners. For example,
for programs such as Supermarket Speak, it is important to
have buy-in from all employees in the store so that they

can facilitate and support programming by not moving or
covering signs.

In summary, frequent caregiver—child interactions, or
conversational turns, promote cognitive, language, and
social-emotional development (Adamson, Bakeman, Deckner,
& Nelson, 2014). The projects described in this article, taken
together, demonstrated that it is possible to do interventions
in communities to encourage caregiver—child interactions

in precisely the ways that build foundations for learning. It

is critical, however, to ensure that community members are
involved at all stages, that families feel empowered, and that
everything added is done in culturally sensitive ways.
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