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In every era of American history, families have faced challenges 

in one form or another. What might have been a societal 

challenge in the 1850s was not a challenge in the 1950s. Each 

century brings new problems and different stressors. Today, in 

2019, families are more socially isolated from their extended 

families than in previous generations. What happens when there 

is no extended family available? Perhaps a woman is on her own 

due to domestic abuse and violence. She may bring that baby 

home to a shelter, where strangers look at her with suspicious 

eyes and the presence of a guard at the front gate makes her 

think that she already failed in life just by living there. What if a 

couple has left family in a faraway country due to hunger, fear of 

the government, or violence in the streets? They must parent on 

their own.

One thing that never changes is that people need people to 

survive. What is clear and constant is that families need support. 

Mothers and fathers need to learn how to parent, and they need 

the help of others. Babies need their parents present and in 

love with them: responding, attentive, available, and interacting. 

Parents also need others in the family and the community to 

provide the security and framework around them to give them 

the rest, the courage and the ability to do the same for their 

child. Human connection is essential.

Once, communities were more open and neighbors helped 

neighbors with every kind of support. Families of several 

generations lived together or nearby, and child-rearing was 

the job of everyone. Most front doors were kept unlocked and 

open. But in the 21st century, even in a small town, society has 

become more private, less communicative, more guarded. Lack 

of stable, affordable housing, food insecurity, the rising cost 

of living, and dwindling community resources add to financial 

strains and undermine the base of family security. 

The Science of Child Development

Through decades of research and investigation, education and 

science have made incredible strides in understanding what is 

needed in the early years of human development. In 2017, the 

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University published 

Three Principles to Improve Outcomes for Children and Families 

in an effort to drive science-based innovation into practice that 

achieves breakthrough outcomes for children facing adversity. 

To be maximally effective, policies and services should:

1. Support responsive relationships for children and adults.

2. Strengthen core life skills.
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3. Reduce sources of stress in the lives of children and 

families (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard 

University, 2017, p. 1).

These principles are described in detail in the following pages, 

with examples of how the ParentChild+ Program strives to 

implement these three elements in its approach to working with 

young children and their families. 

Supportive Responsive Relationships 

Scientists have discovered that the experiences children 

have early in life, in association with their environments, not 

only shape brain architecture, but set the stage for future 

development. Stable and positive responsive relationships, 

especially in the form of supportive parents, can protect 

children in the earliest years of life from the harm that excessive 

stress can cause. Trauma and stress distract from and delete 

what human children need to grow and thrive. Humans are 

wired to be social creatures. The human brain is a mirroring 

organ. People learn and our brains grow when we watch 

and read someone else. Brain potential is there at birth but 

simply put, it is “use it or lose it” over the next few years. Early 

experiences set the foundation for all future development. 

Relationships help build resilience across childhood and 

into adulthood.

Strengthen Core Capacities

Core capabilities or life skills are needed to manage life, work, 

and relationships successfully. These capabilities support 

the ability to focus and to plan for and achieve goals. People 

must learn self-control and must be aware of and able to 

adapt to changing situations in life. Children are not born with 

these skills and need to develop them through modeling and 

practice—one step at a time. Learning starts at home within 

the family. Foundations of resilience can be formed in young 

children through supportive relationships and building these 

adaptive skills. 

Reduce Stress

Stress from society can become toxic and unremitting in 

response to hardships such as deep poverty, community 

violence, neighborhood segregation, abuse and separation 

of families, mistrust, lack of housing, mental illness, food 

insecurity, and so on. When toxic stress develops in an envi-

ronment without responsive, caring relationships, it disrupts 

the process of development, with lifelong consequences 

for learning, behavior, and health. Reducing the stressors 

or adding supports during these hindrances can alleviate 

negative outcomes.

The Current Social Context

According to the Annie E. Casey Kids Count Data Center 

(2018), more than 14,116,000 children are living in poverty in 

the US. In February 2019, 1,355,821 children were verified in 

American schools as being homeless in 2016–17 (National 

Center Homeless Education, 2019) and the U.S. Department of 

Education stated 1,260,254 homeless children were younger 

than 6 years old (including babies and toddlers; Yamashiro, 

Yan, & McLaughlin, 2018). In addition, millions of uncounted 

immigrant children are living in cities and rural communities 

without basic needs met. In view of these figures, child well-

being should be put at the forefront of policies and practices 

that affect families and children.

The ParentChild+ Program

The Mother-Child Home Program, renamed in April 2019 

as ParentChild+, was created by Phyllis Levenstein in 1965 

in Freeport, New York. Today the program continues to 

expand with 123 sites in 15 states and in five other nations. 

The way that ParentChild+ has been implemented in diverse 

communities across the US over the decades, and now in 

other countries, strives to align with the three Principles 

identified in the Harvard report (Center on the Developing 

Child at Harvard University, 2017). ParentChild+ is an early 

literacy, school readiness, parent support, home visiting 

program for low-income families with young children. 

Over the years, ParentChild+ has been making a difference, 

providing reliable and consistent help to families with young 

children living in adversity. Parents in this program are 

encouraged to be responsive to their children, to learn and 

teach core life skills, and, as a result, reduce their children’s 

life stress. This is accomplished one person to another, one 

home visit at a time. Supportive guidance is offered to parents 

despite turmoil, societal stress, and multiple challenges. The 

program trains, supports, and encourages visitors to make a 

difference, then sends them out to knock on doors, even in 

difficult and challenging circumstances.

ParentChild+ is an early literacy, school readiness, parent support, home 

visiting program for low-income families with young children.
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Program Approach 

The ParentChild+ Program is implemented through a social 

service agency, family resource center, school, library, or 

faith-based organization with a vision to bring this purpose to 

community members, within the training and direction of the 

ParentChild+ National Center. Coordinator and early learning 

specialists (ELSs) are hired locally and receive training on a 

three-pronged curriculum: Verbal Interaction Techniques, 

Positive Parenting Behavior, and Fostering the Child’s Social-

Emotional Competence (Levenstein, 1988). 

To initiate program services with parents, the coordinator first 

meets the family (when the child is 16 months to 4 years old); 

the family may have heard about the program through out-

reach efforts or word of mouth. The coordinator then matches 

an ELS with the family. Home visits begin and consist of 30 

minutes, twice a week. The ELS provides brand new educa-

tional toys and age-appropriate books as gifts for the families 

to keep. The same ELS meets with the family for 2 years, a 

total of 92 visits. The job of the ELS is to coach, model, and 

help parents practice how to read and play with their children 

to strengthen the parent–child relationship. The program is 

voluntary and free for the families, and it respects the dignity, 

independence, and right to privacy of all parents. It is nonin-

trusive and requires no mandatory tasks or requirements of 

parents except to be there for each visit: physically, mentally 

and socially. Parent engagement may happen in stages as the 

parent begins to trust the visitor through consistent contact 

each week (Levenstein & Levenstein, 2008).

ELSs are trained, supported, and heard by their coordinator, 

whom they always have access to while working. Weekly 

mandatory staff meetings provide additional opportunities 

for supervision. Coordinators address challenges and issues 

in a supportive manner, and it is essential that the supporting 

agency and administration understand how interpersonal 

support and reflective supervision are key to program success. 

Support Responsive Relationships for Children and Adults

Each week, the ELS arrives and brings the new book or toy and 

helps the parent show the child how to look at that book or 

play with the toy. No didactic teaching is involved. The program 

is a light touch. There is no right or wrong way to play! 

Together they explore and have fun. No requirements are put 

on the parent except to use that book or toy more during the 

week. The gifts are called Verbal Interaction Stimulus Materials. 

Their purpose is to stimulate words and conversations as 

materials are explored together. Soon the child begins to talk 

more, and in this program the parent feels directly responsible 

for the success. Soon the young child learns that a new toy or 

book is coming each week! They get excited and happy for the 

visit. Parents enjoy their child’s happiness and are empowered 

in their role. They feel accepted by the home visitor’s warmth, 

and these relationships grow stronger. 

The program respects the family’s cultural and linguistic 

differences. The program respects each parent as their child’s 

first and most important teacher. More than 40 years ago 

Urie Bronfenbrenner, developmental psychologist, made 

this statement about ParentChild+ Program’s approach to 

supporting parents: 

It is in the social sphere that Levenstein’s method is most 

distinctive. The principle and direct agent of intervention 

becomes not the teacher, or the tutor, but the mother. As 

a result, intervention does not terminate at the end of the 

program, but continues as long as the patterns of joint 

activity and interaction between mother and child endure. 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1974 p. 26)

ELSs on the ParentChild+ team are trained to take a back 

seat in the home visit as early as possible and to enable the 

parent to lead the interactions with their own child. When 

this program is implemented in a homeless shelter, it bridges 

the gaps and barriers families often experience due to lack 

of transportation or limited access to center-based early 

childhood education. With flexibility, creativity, and human 

ingenuity, the program can happen anywhere: in a shelter 

bedroom, on the back porch, in a basement or yard, at a 

campground, or even in a car. It just takes a bit of time in a 

somewhat quiet space for the visitor to help the parent and 

child come together and have some fun. When the same 

person follows them to visit wherever they live for 2 years, they 

become familiar—like a neighbor. 

Significantly, Levenstein said, 

The program’s assumption was that its role in fostering the 

parent–child network was also supportive of [the] mother’s 

development. The program could serve as a vehicle for 

improving the mental health of the mother and indeed 

the whole family through the mother’s improved self-

confidence. At the same time, it was hoped that fostering 

the frequent happy connections between mother and child, 

in two of the child’s most formative years, would have a 

good mental effect on the child. It could aid the child to 

develop into a happy, sociable human being, a little readier 

to meet the challenges of school and life. Ultimately, it was 

Each week the early learning specialist arrives and brings the new book or 

toy and helps the parent show the child how to look at that book or play 

with the toy.

P
h

o
to

: D
ia

n
e 

N
ila

n

Copyright © 2019 ZERO TO THREE. All rights reserved. For permissions requests, visit www.zerotothree.org/permissions



41ZERO TO THREE   •   JULY 2019

hoped that mother’s pride in their visible accomplishments 

with their children would raise their own self-esteem and 

ability to cope with the everyday world. (Levenstein, 1988, 

pp. 45–47)

The program also recognizes the powerful role that fathers 

play in the lives of their children, and ELSs also support fathers 

in the home visits within the context of empowering the 

whole family.

Strengthen Core Life Skills

The repeated routine of regular sessions at a specific time 

helps parents and children learn through repetition. The ELS 

encourages self-control through the practice of waiting, 

listening, and give-and-take during play. They teach the 

importance of caring for books and toys. Through play, children 

are also learning concrete skills about words, numbers, and 

early education concepts. A subject randomized controlled trial 

in Pittsfield, MA, found that children who have experienced 2 

years of the ParentChild+ Program stay in school and graduate 

from high school at a 30% rate higher than other low-income 

students (Levenstein, Levenstein, Shiminski, & Stolzberg, 1998). 

Research suggests that it is not the amount of words spoken but 

the amount of conversational turns between a parent and child 

that stimulate the brain (Romeo et al., 2018). It is the number 

of interpersonal give-and-take (also called “serve and return” 

interactions) that matters. ELSs help foster conversational turns 

as parents become more skilled with listening and responding 

to children. 

Reduce Sources of Stress in the Lives of Children 

and Families

Some of the stress the parent feels is alleviated by the consis-

tent and non-judgmental presence of the ELS. The ELS follows 

the idiom that “how you are is more important than what you 

do.” Listening to the parents’ narratives of what they are going 

through helps alleviate their stress despite the problems they 

are facing. 

When families have to move due to home displacement 

or shelter changes, the coordinator takes the initiative to 

find them. It is her responsibility to keep track of the family 

because families often lack phone access or other ways to 

stay connected. She models what is expected in ongoing 

relationships and appointments. She shows up at the new door. 

One mom said, “She actually took the time and effort to find 

me. I guess she is still going to come even if it’s 30 miles away.” 

ELSs connect families and navigate steps to services and 

concrete resources provided from the local community 

(e.g., new food sources, libraries, school programs). When 

their ELS keeps coming, parents are often amazed that the 

ELS took the time to find them and to stay connected. A parent 

might think “Maybe things will be all right! My child waits at 

the window for her to come, and he brightens as he sees her. 

He begs me to sit down, so I do, and my worries are forgotten 

for a little while. The ELS says she will come for 2 years. Is it 

possible? Well, maybe I can do this after all.” 

The program is strength-based, and the ELS will verbally 

acknowledge the parent’s strengths. In the midst of losses 

and failures, the parent and child can see they are doing many 

things well! Sometimes a success can be found in an activity 

or a game. For example, musical instruments bring a chance 

to sing, dance, and lighten the atmosphere and environment. 

In one instance, a father who usually took a back seat became 

engaged in the visit because of the music. He grabbed a 

tambourine and began to keep the beat, and everyone sang 

and sang and felt joy even inside a dreary shelter room. In 

another family, there was a young father who often played 

video games in a dark room at the shelter where they met for 

the home visit. One day the ELS brought art materials, papers, 

pens, and crayons. The dad turned on the light, sat on the floor, 

and began to draw. He was an artist but had no materials. His 

boys were thrilled to scribble with him, and from then on, the 

light was always on in the room when the ELS arrived and dad 

was ready to have fun and participate with his family. Over 

time, strengths were unveiled despite the stigma of failure in a 

Through play, children are learning concrete skills about words, numbers, 

and early education concepts.
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homeless shelter. Finding strengths even in adversity gave the 

courage and motivation to succeed.

One mom could not read so she memorized a book by the 

pictures with her son. He loved that book so very much 

because they had it and used it together. When he went to 

kindergarten in a strange new town, the teacher had that book 

and he “read” (recited) it to the whole class by memory. He was 

so proud. It empowered him to begin to excel in school where 

he had previously been afraid.

Conclusion

The power of ParentChild+ is in building stronger relationships. 

Poverty is often seen as the extent to which an individual 

lacks financial and concrete resources to adequately meet 

needs. However, poverty can also be a loss of human capital, 

a poverty of relationships. Parents are often alone when doing 

the hardest job they will ever do: raising children. Families 

experience isolation from traditional family supports due to 

homelessness or immigration, frequent relocation to new 

neighborhoods, the loss of access to schools and community 

supports. ParentChild+ gives the books, toys, materials, and 

the relationships that help enable parents to be their children’s 

first teachers. The most important thing offered is an interested 

other: someone who encourages, supports, empowers—

someone who walks alongside a parent. Two times a week for 

2 years, a relationship is offered that affirms to parents that 

they are not alone in a stressful world. Yes, those visitors need 

to be consistent, flexible, adaptable, and able to recognize 

good in the midst of bad situations. They need to be authentic, 

independent, accountable, yet also team-oriented. To match 

these needs, the ELSs are great listeners; they are positive 

people with the courage to cross many miles and show up. 

They are a model of resilience.

One mother said, 

You never gave up on me. This program doesn’t just provide 

education but also a sense of security in an overwhelming 

and unbalanced time in our lives. The visitor was a familiar 

face that didn’t change. The benefits and positive results 

were more than anyone could have imagined.

Another said, 

I know you have affected my family in a great way. The fact 

that you gave 2 seconds of your time to listen to us meant 

a lot to me. I was able to learn through my daughters. The 

books and toys are not just books and toys. They were 

outlets for us to believe that for 1 hour of the day we could 

escape our sadness and focus on learning. We were learn-

ing to believe in ourselves just the same as you came to 

teach our children to believe in a whole new world of read-

ing and exploring. The program shows us how to show our 

children something we forgot we had ourselves—believing 

in the joy of hope! 
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