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The UNESCO Institute for Education describes family literacy as “an approach to learning that focuses on intergenerational interactions within the family and community.”  This widely accepted understanding of family literacy has generated a broad and varied genre of programmatic approaches.   Most programs that fall under this large umbrella have elements of adult, parent, and early childhood education.  Yet, they differ greatly in how they approach each of these individually and in how they are all integrated together.  This chapter will focus on one family literacy program called HIPPY – the Home Instruction for  Parents of preschool Youngsters program.  


HIPPY approaches family literacy by providing teaching and communication skills to parents; enriching children educationally through developmentally appropriate curriculum and parent-training; influencing behaviors of families by encouraging increased parent/child interaction and fostering parents’ involvement in their children’s education; and building parents’ confidence so that as they learn to teach their child, they grow more committed to their children and their own educational careers.

Theoretical Framework

A growing body of research points to the importance of providing early learning experiences that stimulate children's development in literacy and language  (Zigler & Black, 1989). We know that the family literacy environment contributes significantly to the child's level of literacy and school readiness (Heath, 1982; Snow, 1991).  These early learning experiences occur in the home, leading some to refer to the family as the first – or the smallest – school (Educational Testing Services, 1992).  If the family is the first school, it then follows that parents are the first teachers.  And parents are very important teachers.  A review of the research on programs that focus on parent involvement indicates that children whose parents are involved in their early education are more likely to have successful school experiences (Henderson, 2002).  Research also shows that effective early childhood programs engage parents in the process of educating their preschool children so that they can adapt more easily to kindergarten classroom experiences (Boyer, 1991).  Based on this evidence, several national policy initiatives have identified early childhood education as a priority focusing on building parents' strengths and community partnerships to enhance preschool opportunities and to increase school readiness in needy communities 
Family poverty and low levels of maternal education are powerful predictors of children's literacy and school failure (Aber, Brooks-Gunn, & Maynard, 1995; Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Chase-Lansdale, 1989).  There is also strong evidence that low-income parents, like most parents, have strong beliefs about the importance of preparing children for school (Neuman, et al., 1995).  Still, parents who have limited or unsuccessful school experience may be reluctant to get involved with their children's early learning for fear they will not be helpful or because they simply do not know what to do.  With the best of intentions, perhaps even believing that the best they can do is to leave all school-related matters to those perceived as more qualified, parents may attend to their children's social and emotional development.  However, caution must be taken when characterizing the literacy practices of poor or minority families (Snow et al., 1991). Research findings suggest considerable variation in the language and literacy practices of low-income and minority families (De Temple, 1994; Snow et al., 1994).
Several different approaches have emerged, each aiming to support parents and families in their critical roles as first teacher and first school.  These include parenting education programs, parent support groups, center-based programs with parental support, family resource centers, and home visiting programs.  Within each approach there are variations in design, philosophy, and implementation.
One of these parent-focused, home-based early intervention programs is the HIPPY program.  HIPPY focuses on the parent as a child's first and most important teacher.  By working directly with parents in their homes, the program fosters family literacy.  By engaging parents in learning activities for their children, HIPPY is designed to affect what children can do and what they know.  In fact, supporting the growing body of evidence that parents are critical to the early success of their children, preliminary findings from a three-year, three-site study of the HIPPY program in the United States indicates that teachers rated children who had participated in HIPPY as better adapted to the classroom and more likely to do well in school than children who had not been in HIPPY (Baker & Piotrkowski, 1993).  By providing parents with opportunities to be successful as their children's first teachers, the program intends to give parents a renewed sense of efficacy and empowerment that can be used to influence the schools as well as the larger communities in which they live.
HIPPY was developed in 1969 by the National Council of Jewish Women's Research Institute for Innovation in Education at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, Israel.  Originally created to address the educational needs of immigrants coming to Israel from different countries with greatly varying levels of education, HIPPY became and has remained a nationally- recognized early childhood program in Israel.  Since that time HIPPY programs have spread around the world, helping families in Australia, Canada, El Salvador, Germany,  Holland, Mexico, New Zealand, South Africa, Turkey and the United States
.  While all HIPPY programs tend to follow the basic model described in more detail below, the character of each program varies considerably.  This variation is affected by several factors including the uniqueness of the national and cultural context, the specific families and communities being served, the particular program vision and leadership style of each local coordinator, and the institutional culture and funding requirements.

The Hippy Approach
Learning Activities


Central to the HIPPY approach are weekly activity packets that are brought into the home by paraprofessionals.  The original activities were developed in Israel in the late 1960's specifically for immigrant parents (mostly mothers) who had very little formal schooling, or none at all.  The weekly activities are written in a highly structured format comparable to a very tightly designed lesson plan written for a novice teacher.  The purpose of the structure is to provide the parent with enough guidance so the teaching/learning interaction between parent and child will be a successful and enjoyable one (Lombard, 1994).  In this way, parents can gain confidence in teaching and interacting with their children.
The HIPPY curriculum focuses on language, problem solving, and discrimination skills.  Language skills are developed through activities such as listening, verbal exchange, asking and answering questions, seriating, and picture reading.  Language instruction centers around a set of 24 storybooks that are high-quality children's books covering a wide range of family configurations, physical settings, racial and ethnic family backgrounds, and age-appropriate themes.  Some of the storybooks were written specifically for the HIPPY program, while others are well-known early childhood trade books that are commonly found in pre-school and kindergarten classrooms.  Problem-solving skills are found in many pre-math activities in which children learn attributes, spatial relationships, and quantities, as well as through playing matrix games, sequencing, and categorizing.  Sensory discrimination and visual motor skills are enhanced by activities in which children compare similar and different objects, tastes, sounds, and smells.  Children develop eye-hand coordination through a number of activities in which they use crayons, pencils, and common household materials in a variety of ways.  Games are used to teach and practice visual, auditory, and tactile discrimination skills.  The materials also provide opportunities for parents to extend the HIPPY activities, resulting in creative, open-ended learning experiences for the child.
New activities are always being developed.  One of the many challenges is to find the right balance between providing the parent with enough guidance to make the learning experience a successful one and still developing activities that are creative and open-ended for the child.  HIPPY activities are expected to meet the following five criteria: (1) they must be developmentally appropriate for the child, (2) they can be done in the home using household or other easy-to-find materials, (3) they must be enjoyable for and appealing to the child, (4) they must promote cognitive growth, (5) they must be meaningful to the parent.  
Staffing


A professional coordinator is responsible for the overall administration of the HIPPY program at his or her site.  Coordinators are professionals in education or related fields.  Many new coordinators come from backgrounds in early childhood education, but the full range includes social workers, elementary school teachers, home economics teachers, adult educators, and community workers.  Since the coordinator plays a significant role in shaping the program, his or her particular interests and expertise can strongly influence the direction of a local program, especially regarding the kinds of group meetings and enrichment activities held.

The coordinator is responsible for selecting parents and paraprofessionals for the program, training the paraprofessionals, and monitoring their progress.  Initial contacts with the families in their homes are made by the coordinator who then discusses the program with parents in order to make sure that they understand exactly what is involved before agreeing to join.  The coordinator is also responsible for organizing and implementing the group meetings, as well as other enrichment activities such as special events, outings, projects, and parties.
Paraprofessionals, usually parents from the community being served and chosen from among the pool of parents interested in program participation, conduct the home visits.  Paraprofessionals are used to provide this service because it is assumed that they will identify with the parents and the kinds of challenges they face.  In addition, it is assumed that their appreciation for and knowledge of their unique communities will help them to develop trust with the families and to present the curriculum in a culturally-relevant and appropriate manner.

Many paraprofessionals are parents who have participated in the program themselves and who choose to continue with the program in a different capacity.  For some, this job is their first step into the world of work and out of dependency.  For others, who have had different work experiences, working with HIPPY is their fist meaningful job leading to the possibility of new career opportunities.  Not only is the work meaningful, but also it is flexible.  Because it is part-time and involves individualized scheduling of home visits, paraprofessionals are able to balance their work and family responsibilities.  Finding these kinds of meaningful opportunities – which, as one paraprofessional said, "work with life" – is particularly meaningful when working within low income communities. 
Typically, paraprofessionals work up to 20 hours a week.  Each one is responsible for instructing a group of 10 to 12 parents on how to use the HIPPY materials with their children and monitoring each family's progress throughout the program year.  In most cases, they also do the HIPPY activities with their own children.  Paraprofessionals are trained with the curriculum and accompanying instructions for the paraprofessionals before they visit homes every other week.  During these home visits, they bring the week's activity packet to parents.  Home visits provide opportunities for the paraprofessional to get to know each of his or her parents and to discuss problems concerning both the parents’ and the children's participation in the program.
The paraprofessionals meet weekly as a group with the local coordinator.  The goals of the meetings are to role-play the materials, to report and discuss the previous week's work, and to share experiences and problems.  Different techniques for handling problems can be discussed in the group.  If a problem is outside the sphere of competence of the paraprofessional, the coordinator may handle the problem by making a home visit or, if necessary, by referring a parent to an appropriate social service agency. 
Working with Parents


Designed to reach parents who are not otherwise involved in parenting programs or other early childhood networks that provide support for parents, HIPPY starts where parents are – in the home.  Home visits allow the program to be flexible enough to fit within parents’ schedules.  Unlike many parenting programs, home visiting programs do not typically require that parents be willing to engage in a group setting.  In the HIPPY program, weekly contact with parents alternates between home visits and group meetings.  Still, if parents are unable or unprepared to participate in group meetings, they receive weekly visits from their assigned paraprofessional.  For programs that focus on literacy and language development, another subtle, but important, aspect of home visiting is the emphasis it places on the home as a place of learning.
But increasing the degree and variety of literacy in the home does not just happen.  Research of book reading indicates that modeling book reading behavior between parents and children is a more effective way of increasing parental participation in children's book activities than explaining the importance of such behaviors for improving the level of literacy in children (Edwards & Panofsky, 1995; Wepner & Caccavale, 1991).  Instead of simply informing parents about the importance of reading to their children, programs should help and support parents in their attempts to do so (Brooks-Gunn, Denner & Klebanov, 1995; Edward, 1994; Levenstein, 1992).  According to Dudley-Marling (1989), parents instructed in methods of reading to their children find the activity more enjoyable and interesting.
The primary method of instruction in the HIPPY program is role-playing.  As part of their weekly training, paraprofessionals role-play the HIPPY activities with the coordinator and then, after trying out the materials with their own children or a child with whom they do the program, they role-play the activities with the parents they visit.  Role-play provides opportunities for discussing the purposes of particular activities, for reflecting on the specific needs of learners, both adults and children, and for developing new teaching skills.  This method of instruction promotes a comfortable, non-threatening learning environment in which there is always room for mistakes.  Role-playing also promotes parental empathy for the developmental capabilities of young children.  Finally, the role-playing method is easily managed by paraprofessionals and allows parents with limited reading ability an opportunity to engage in a variety of learning activities with their children.
On alternate weeks the activity packets are role-played at group meetings.  At the start of the meeting parents review with the staff their experiences from the previous week.  By sharing successes and problems and by suggesting solutions that work from their own experience, the parents get to know each other and receive support from the group.  The group then role-plays the next week's materials.  The second part of the meeting involves an enrichment activity such as a lecture, a demonstration, or an activity relevant to the parental role.  The enrichment activities vary considerably from site to site, according to the needs and interests of parents and the interests of local coordinators.  Topics are suggested by paraprofessionals, coordinators, and parents; they may include health, hygiene, children's books and games, handicrafts, preparation for the holidays, or school and community issues.
Group meetings are designed to make parents feel comfortable in raising educational concerns as well as parenting and social issues for discussion.  The formation of a support group is an important part of the model as it breaks the social isolation many parents feel and enables them to develop valuable sources of support and information.

Research and Evaluation


The natural question to ask is: does HIPPY work?  And this is an easier question to ask than to answer.  The following is a very brief and non-technical summary of the findings of major studies on HIPPY to date.
  

Most studies that address HIPPY’s impact ask the same very basic question: Are the children doing better?   Yet, they do so in a variety of ways.   When examined as a group, the studies begin to tell a story about HIPPY, one that shows children and parents engaging together in learning activities.  The story also reveals that most HIPPY children have learned more than they ever would have without the program -- and that they are more ready for school than they would have been otherwise.  


Bradley and Gilkey (2003) conducted a longitudinal study examining how children who were in HIPPY are faring in the third and the sixth grades in Arkansas, U.S..  With an appropriate degree of caution based on their historical community sampling design, they paint an optimistic picture of HIPPY's long term effects.  Another study that took a shorter-term view of child outcomes, BarHava-Monteith, Harré and Fields (1999) report on three sub-studies of the HIPPY program in New Zealand, examining children’s reading ability, school readiness, and school behavior.  Each study they consider converges with positive outcomes for HIPPY children.   


Gumpel (1999) used HIPPY in Israel as a background against which he describes how he developed an item response inventory for assessing children's school readiness.   While the primary purpose for this study was to develop a new research measure, by using HIPPY as his context, Gumpel has provided a validation of HIPPY as a successful school readiness program.  


A less direct approach to examining HIPPY's impact on Israeli children was taken by  Kfir and Elroy (in Westheimer 2003) who conducted a survey of preschool teachers who had HIPPY children in their classrooms.  The survey was undertaken as an attempt to determine what the teachers knew about the program’s goals and general mode of operation, and how they assessed the program's effectiveness overall.  With some interesting recommendations for program improvements and a strong call for closer collaboration, the preschool teachers expressed strong support for the program.  


Baker, Piotrkowski, and Brooks-Gunn (1999) conducted several multi-cohort, multi-site studies of HIPPY programs in the US.  As they began their elementary school careers, HIPPY children in the first cohort outperformed those in the comparison groups on objective measures of school performance and teacher ratings of their motivation and adaptation to the classroom. HIPPY children had better attendance, scored higher on standardized achievement tests, and were perceived by their teachers as better students. While these results were not replicated in the second cohort, the study concludes: 
“... that there were significant findings [for one cohort at two sites] supports the hypothesis that participation in the HIPPY program improves children's [school] performance and competence.”


Finally, in Canada, Le Mare and Audet (2003) compared a small group of HIPPY children to children with either no other preschool experience or with center-based experience. This study is the first to examine HIPPY's impact on the social and emotional development of children.   They found consistently positive outcomes for the HIPPY group.  


While most studies of HIPPY are designed to look for impacts on children, parents are at the very heart of the HIPPY program and a few studies have also looked at the program’s direct impact on parents.  For example, BarHava-Monteith, Harré, and Field (2003) explored the differences between HIPPY and non-HIPPY caregivers
 formal educational involvement, attitudes towards educations, and self esteem.  HIPPY caregivers were found to be significantly more involved than comparison caregivers in educational activities. Yet, no significant effects were found in terms of attitude or self esteem.  Ethnic group membership emerged as an important variable.   The study concludes that” the HIPPY intervention program in New Zealand appears to be of some benefit to parents, at least in the short term.  Future work needs to establish the program features that may lead to long-term benefits for parents from different ethnic backgrounds.”

Beyond direct impact on children and parents, the HIPPY program can also be viewed as a community development project.  The program is often situated within an array of services and programs for young children and their families.  In the process of finding the "right fit," the program can serve as a focal point for a community, organizing around understanding the needs of young children and their families.  In addition, HIPPY employs paraprofessionals from the community, providing a point of job entry for individuals interested in working with families.  And finally, because HIPPY works in the home and promotes school-readiness, the program can serve as a home-school partnership project.  


Britt (1998) offers a close look at one program in a Midwestern city in the United States, and makes a strong case for recognizing that the families who typically participate in HIPPY require a broader set of services and supports than the HIPPY program alone can provide.  He shows how, over the course of two years, one program changed by first defining what families need, and then providing assistance for those families.  His study makes a strong case for insisting that HIPPY be incorporated into a broad array of services and support for at-risk families.  


Schuberth (2003) took a micro-examination of the role of the paraprofessional in a German HIPPY program.  By considering HIPPY paraprofessionals to be comparable to community volunteers, he explored the benefits paraprofessionals offer to the program from the perspectives of one professional, one paraprofessional, and one mother.  He also provided each participant’s very positive perspective on the overall benefit of the program.  

Britto and Brooks-Gunn (2003) examined  HIPPY as a potential vehicle for establishing home-school partnerships.  Both parent and teacher responses indicated that HIPPY parents are involved in their children's schooling, especially in terms of informal contacts and communications between the parents and school staff.  This study also reports that most of the HIPPY children included in the study appeared to be performing at the same level as their classmates, if not higher. 


We also know that people all over the world have a strong intuitive sense that the HIPPY approach will make a difference and that people have made monumental efforts to see the program implemented in their own communities.  We know that many parents in many HIPPY programs speak highly of the impact they feel resulted from their participation.  And we know that numerous researchers have committed themselves to struggle for a better understanding of the intricacies of the program.  

However, all of this is considered to be soft, anecdotal evidence of the program’s effectiveness, far from the hard proof that some would like to show.  But these anecdotes should not be totally dismissed.  It is not insignificant to see scores of volunteers working to bring a new program to a community.  And certainly it is not insignificant to hear parents' testimonies.  In fact, if it were not for the use of public money to support HIPPY, parents' impressions would probably be enough to prove the worth of the program.   Still, there is no question of the importance and necessity of finding statistically rigorous ways to understand what we do, what effects we have, and what effects we do not have.  But there is also no question that finding such quantitative measures is not the only way to learn about a program and its potential place in a given community.     

� HIPPY no longer operates in Mexico.  Both Turkey and Holland have on-going programs that are based on HIPPY’s original conceptual design and approach, but use different curriculum.


� References are provided for those interested in the more technical aspects of these studies.





� Caregiver is used in the study rather than parent because it is a more general term that encompasses more than just the biological parents of the child.





