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No matter how competent and self-confident you think you 
are, the moment you become a parent something changes. 
Never mind that you have some fancy-schmancy degree 

auesling 10 your smans. Forget the fact that you've read every 
book ever wrillen by somebody who wields tongue depressors 
lmd teddy bears for a living. There' s bound to come a lime when 
your precious progeny will fail to meet your expeclations or will 
venture to do something a little bit. welL .. weird. And you're 
going 10 be 100 busy dealing with the considerable demands of 
baby boolcamp to find out what the experts have 10 say about it. 

Here's where the Parents as Teachers program comes in. 
Imagine you could wave a wand over that stack of chi ld develop
ment books gathcring dust on your night stand, and up would 
float a little fairy cagcr to provide suggestions, reassurance and 
a sympathetic ear. That's more or less what the state of Missouri 
has provided to its families with small children, except the fairies 
don't have wings - instead, almost 1.500 certified parent 
educators throughout the stale pay monthly house calls to about 
55,000 families with little ones 3 years old or younger. 

The basic idea behind the intemalionally acclaimed approach 
is simplc: If parents have the information and support they need 
todo the best job possible as their children's first teachers, those 
children wil l have a head start on life. Supporters note that giving 
so many children a beller beginning and dctecting problems early 
on makes for happier youngsters and parents. It also translates 

into fewer remedial education problems for the school 
system to accommodate down the road - which 

means dollars spent on this preventive program 
make for statewide sav ings in the long run. 

The Kelley familyoflndependcnce. Mo., 
joined the program when Alison, now age 5, 
was fresh out of the hospital, Vicki Kelley, 

AB '81. a fonner high-school English and 
journalism teacher. heard about PAT in her 
birthing clas.~ and decided she and her hus

band, Mickey. should give it a try. These days 
littlc brother Andy, now almost 3, is the 

focus of the home visits. After five 
straight years in the program,the 

Kelleys are sold on its ben
efits. 

"As a parent. eSpei:ially as 
a first-time parent, there' s no 

way you can know every
thing - or even know 

where to go to find 
out," says Vicki 
Kclley. "Any time 
I' ve had a question. 

whether it's about thumb-sucking or sibli ng rivalry or whatevcr. 
Diane has gotten methe infonnation I needed,lfshecan't answer 
my question on the spot. she gets back to me on il." 

Diane Farrington, as Ed '70, is the parcnt educator assigned 
to the Kelley family, At the stan of each visit she and the chi ldren 
sett le down on the floor of the Kelley's spacious living room, 
playing and gelling reacquaintcd. ''I'll ask Mom what's new. 
what's been going on since we visited las[," Farrington says. 
"We'll talk about everything from sleep issues to toilet training 
to discipline - whatever is on her mind," 

Farrington moves on to discuss developmental information 
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pertinenl 10 Andy's age. and gives his mother a lisl of age
appropriate activilies. Then Ihe parent educalorpulls some sortof 
simple toy - often homemade - out of her canvas tote bag and 
demonslrates how Andy's parents can help him pr..tclice a par
ticular skill and have fun at the same time. 

"We are more interested in nalural learning than academic 
learning," Farrington says. emphasizing the low-key nature of 
PAT's approach. "We encourage parents to try to accept their 
child. to focus on the positive things they appreciate about him or 
her. When children ha\'e good self-esteem. they develop better in 
all sorts of ways," 
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For more 
information on 
Parents as 
Teachers, write 
Parents as 
Teachers National 
Center, Marilloc 
Hall, University of 
Missouri-51. louis, 
8001 Natural 
Bridge Road, 51. 
louis, Mo. 63121 , 
or call (314) 553-
5738. Missourians 
can contact local 
school districts. 

A1i$OOKeneV, lefl, a 
groouafe of the Parents as 
TecKhersprogram, and her 
mother, Vicki, AB '81, wolm 
parenl educalor Diane 
Farrington, BS Ed70, WGtk 
with the voungesl member 
of the Kelley family, 2-Veor
~d Andy. 

M~dred Winter, far leh, M Ed 
'68, bears the respoosjbility 
for coordinating the more 
than 1,600 parenl educnlors 
in Mlssouri. 

Hired by the local school districts, PATs specially trained 
parent educators wear several hats: in addition 10 making 
horne visi ts, they arrange group meetings for parents and_ 

for children birth toage 5, conduct screening programs to detect 
possible health problems, handicaps or developmental delays. 
There's also a referral network thai can help locate special 
services beyond the scope of the program. 

PAT services have been offered in all Missouri school dis
tricts since 1985, free to families who choose 10 sign up, says 
Mildred Winter, M Ed '68. a founderofthe program and director 
of the Parents as Teachers National Center in St. Louis. While the 
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program has been replicated in 35 other states. Missou ri rellwins 
On the vanguard , being the only state with astatutory mandate fOI 
stutcwide paren t educat ion. PAT has evcn been exported to 
Austra lia, and Winter reports she is now fi e lding inquiries from 
England. 

Thcre'sgood reason lor reaching out to familiesofvery young 
chil dren, accordi ng 10 Winter. She notes that a 13-year study 01 
early development by the Harvard University Preschool Project 
fou nd the degree of a child's competence in basic skill s at age 6 
can be predicted mage 3. wi th few exceptions. "'Learning occurs 
far more rapidl y in the first three years of li fe than at any othe r 
time:' she emphasizes. "And that 's when parents afe cementing 
their appronches to child rearing. If we give a child a good 
fo undati on in those critical years, it has qu ite a posit ive im pact on 
what that chi ld is ultimately going to become." 

Winter's claims are backed by numbers. An independe nt 199 1 
fo llow-up study showed that participatillg children were sign ifi
cantly more adva nced than other 3-year-o lds in language deve l
opment, social development, problem so lving and other i ntel lec
tual skill s. 

What's morc. PAT alumni maintain their early edge. A 1989 
fo llow-up study found th,ltlhe pilot program ch ildren in 
first grade were sl ill ahe'ld, as measu red by te'lchcrevll lu

<1 ti on and standardi zed tests. In addition, parenls involved in PAT 
took a fur mOTe active role in their children's schoo ling. 

In 1987the progra m earned one of 10 prestigious Innovations 
in State and Local Government Awards from the Ford Founda
tion and tbe John F. Kennedy School ofGovernmenl at Harvard 
Universit y. and wastheonly publ ic school program to get the nod 
for one of the $ 1 00.000 awards. Se nator Chri stopher Bond is so 
sold on the benefit s of PAT, he has introduced widely supported 
legis l:ltion in Washington that would provide seed money 10 the 
tune of$ 1 00 mil lion over a five-year period for establishing new 
PAT programs and the ex punsion of ex isting projects . 

Winte rstresses that PAT is non-\:trgeted, which means people 
orall inco me and educution lev-

dren areon track. Several month.~ ago, for example. Vicki Ke lley 
;lsked Farrington whet her she should be concerned that Andy, 
then abou t 2, seemed mueh less willing to si t still for a story than 
Alison had been at thesame age. The parent educator assured her 
that differences such as this were perfectly acceptable. Con tinue 
10 get the books out and show great enthusiasm, Farrington 
advised. and keep read ing even when Andy wanders off. Once 
he's li ste ning. she added . try reading stories severa l times so th at 
when you stan the sentence of a familiar one, he Can fini sh it 
a little thing that he lps set Ihe stage for later readi ng. 

T {)(lay, Andy's mot her reports proudly, the youngster is as 
enthu siastic a story time lapsil1er as hi s.older sister. " It 
makes you feel better to find out these thtngs arc normal , 

espec ially whc n they suggest ways 10 handle it," Kelley says. 
"Sometimes you just can ' t fi gure it oul by yourse lf." 

The important thing about the suggestions offered by PAT 
personnel, says Winter, is that they ;Ire just that: suggestion s. 
" Parent educmors aren't there to say thi s is 'he ri ght way, but to 
share what we know," she ex plains. "The parent s are the dcci
sian- makers, and they decide what to act on. We see our role as 
being to empower parent s, helping them increase the pleasures 
and reduce Ihe stress of parenti ng." 

Stress resulting from self-generated pressures to be perfect 
can be the most difficult hurdle of all to overcome admits Kclley , 
who has learned to case up on herse lf a bi t. " I had all these 
preconception s about being 11 parent. with such high expecta
tions," she nUl ses. "And then when lhe bilby actually arri ves, it's 
hard to keep up. But I've been innucnced by the program, and I 
think my approach 10 parenting is better. I still want to be lhebest 
parent I can be, but I' m more re laxed about it." 

O ne thin g PAT definit e ly isn' t, isan outlet foroverachi e.vi ~lg, 
pushy parent s, Kelley adds. ' 'I'm not interested in dnllrn£ 
my kids or making them learn three languages before 

kindergarten ," she says. "But these ar'e formative years, and you 
don't have to wait until they're 

c is benefit from the prognml. 
' 'There are lots of well educated 
people who don't have much 
background in child deve lop
ment ," she says. "We prepare 
people for every career possible 
but not parenti ng. These days 
many people don't have ex
tended family around, and busy 
pediatric ians may not have lime 
to talk about plain old child de
velopment. When you're won
derin g, 'Do all kids do th is? 
Should I be worried abollt this'!' 
we're able to say, 'Your child's 
doing the ri ght thing, and so are 
you. ' We' re able to give 
affir1l1:ltion." 

PROGRAM PROVEN COST EFFECTIVE in sc hool to he lp them." 
Forget the superbaby stuff, 

the nightmarish vision of infants 
being force-fed algebraic for
mulas instead of mother'.~ mi lk . 
You know what Parents as 
Teachers is really all about? 
Loving our kids. Relaxing and 
hav ing fun with them. And be
cause we love them, allowing 
them to become the vital, in
quisitive und glorious human 
be ings they arc meant to be: E!I 

Winter :lnd Farrington agree 
th:"11 one of a parent educ:ltor's 
most important functions is to 
re<lSsurc parents that their chi 1-
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Those who consider Missouri tight with the dollar 
may be surprised to learn its Parents as Teachers is 
the most successful and cost-effective model For early 
childhood education in the U.S., says Mildred 
Winter, director of the Parents as Teachers Notional 
Center in St. Louis. But the state isn't able to provide 
enough funding to service every family wonting to 

po~i~~he~ passage of the Early Childhood 

~~;hl~r~7sn~~~~ ~n5!j~~h~~d~~t~~ts~~n~H:~7A~: 
~:i~b~~~;dbh ~~~r!~!t~e~sn ~hea~;~p~~o:!~i~~d is 

delivered. W~en more parents wont to get involved, 
districts have to either stay within their quota-based 
appropriation or come up with the extra funds. 

Proposition B on Nov. 5 would raise $5.7 million 
to extend Missouri's Parents as Teachers program to 
more families with preschool-age children. 

About the author: Deborah 
Beroset Diamond, 8J '87, is a 
frec-Iance writer in Columbia. 
Her work has appeared in The 
New York Times. Ladies' 
HOllie: l Ol/mal, Redbook and 
Enrre/Jreneur. 
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