JAMAICA

Promise of Playful Parenting
Through Country Initiatives

The Early Childhood Commission




he Early Childhood Commission (ECC) Jamaica is an

agency of the Ministry of Education and Youth

established by the Early Childhood Commission Act
2003 as a regulatory body with responsibility for the early
childhood sector. The ECC’s legislative mandate includes
coordination and regulation of early childhood development
services in Jamaica. The Early Childhood Commission Act
(2005) and Regulations established the standards and
programs for the management and operation of early
childhood institutions (ECls).

The early years are a critical socialization period in a child’s
life. Essentially, a child’s environment and their interactions
with adults, family, caregivers, and community members
influence their physical and emotional well-being.! Parental
involvement and practices are of concern, as they can directly
impact children’s interpretation of the world and their
behaviors. The Office of Justice Programs has reported that
family characteristics are predictors of early-onset child
delinquency.? The family is where the child first experiences
the world and learns important values and behaviors; it sets
the tone for the child’s character. Good parenting, practiced
consistently, helps children incorporate appropriate behaviors
as their own.

1 https://www.unicef.org/lac/media/16181/file

2 https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/child-delinquency-early-intervention-and-
prevention
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Jamaica's Top Priorities for Ensuring Support for All Parents

and Caregivers

Since 2008, the ECC has developed five-year national strategic plans (NSPs) that encompass all
areas for ECD. The current NSP 2023-2028 for ECD has nine priority areas:

Effective parenting education and support.

Evidence-based decision-making.
Public education.
Resource mobilization.

I

In the current NSP (2023-2028), three of the nine
priority areas directly support parents and
caregivers in their roles and responsibilities to their
families. The first priority includes effective
parenting education and support, which aims to
provide parents with accessible and high-quality
parent education and support, to enable optimal
development of the child. Additionally, Standard 10,
“Interactions with Parents and Community
Members,” of the 12 Operating Standards for ECI,
emphasizes the ECC's commitment to providing an
integrated and coordinated delivery of quality early
childhood programs and services in a healthy, safe,
and nurturing environment.

Priority 3, early and effective screening, diagnosis,
and intervention for children and households “at
risk” identifies and addresses development delays

Effective preventative health care for children.

Early and effective screening, diagnosis, and intervention for children and “at risk” households.
Safe learner-centered and well-maintained ECI facilities.

Effective curriculum delivery by trained ECD practitioners.

A coordinated approach to the delivery of ECD services.

in children through screening and early
interventions. Early detection enables parents to
better cope with any noted challenges and get
assistance needed for further assessment for the
child by working with practitioners in a specialized
program for children or learning how to cope with
resistance or difficult behaviors. The ECC
developed a suite of tools to support at-risk
families: the Jamaica School Readiness
Assessment; the Ages and Stages Questionaire,
Jamaica; and the Family Support Screening Tool.
These tools assess family history and generate

a needs assessment on issues and challenges
affecting parents and family life; the assessment
offers solutions to aid these families as they

seek the specialized attention and care their
children need.

In the current NSP (2023-2028), three of
the nine priority areas directly support

parents and caregivers in their roles and
responsibilities to their families.




Playful Parenting

Years of research have provided evidence that
children learn best through play; consequently,
parents are included in the play process. In 2022,
the ECC developed a program devoted to play,
Re-imagining Play: Play in the Early Years. The aim
of the program is to:

+ Promote the importance and benefits of
play-based learning in the early years.

«  Provide opportunities for stakeholders/
partners to discuss how their contributions/
involvement can benefit young children’s
growth and development.

+ Implement national play-based programs for
young children.

+ Improve parental involvement at school and at
home through different play activities.

The ECC has designated February as National Play
Month to allow for a more extensive celebration of
play, rather than restricting it to only Global
Schools Play Day.

During the National Play Month, the ECC
coordinated activities that are geared toward play
in ECls, families, and communities. Parents are
integral in play and interactions with their
children, and since February 2022, workshops
have been implemented based on a standardized
interactive play curriculum with weekly sessions
to reinforce the concepts. In addition to the
workshops, the ECC created play-based learning
kits with funding from the Culture, Health, Arts,
Sports, and Education Fund (CHASE Fund), a local
nonprofit organization that supports national
development. The kits included items that align
with several learning domains, including cognitive,
socioemotional, language, and physical
developments.
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The kits were used to enhance the interactive
workshop where an early childhood parent
facilitator demonstrated how they can be used. The
activities ranged from free play to guided learning,
offering parents the chance to learn how to engage
with their children and rediscover activities that
allowed them to play both as adults and as parents.
The sessions incorporated play elements from each
participant’s childhood while introducing new
thematic areas. Practical applications were added
weekly, with theory being put into practice as
concepts were presented. At the end of the
workshop, play kits were distributed to parents,
encouraging them to continue fostering playful
interactions with their children.
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Champions for Parent and
Caregiver Support

Champions are seen as individuals with
the power and authority that parents
lack. They include government agencies,
partners, and the wider community who
can advocate for parent and caregiver
support. Agencies responsible for
executing programs for parents are

expected to be the main supporters, 3.

ensuring that parents’ views and
concerns are addressed. They can ensure
that policymakers understand the
importance of parent and caregiver

support and influence policy change. In 4.

addition, leaders and change agents at
the community and national levels can
help advance the cause.

Health center talk

These champions include the following:

1.

The National Family Planning Board provides sex
education through the promotion of safe
practices and appropriate planning for families.

The National Parenting Support Commission
(NPSC) offers support to parents in
predominantly primary- and secondary-level
institutions.

The Women's Centre of Jamaica Foundation
provides support to adolescent mothers through
programs that facilitate training and
development, counseling, and reintegration into
society, and that work with school dropouts.

Child Protection and Family Services Agency
(CPFSA) is Jamaica’s premier child protection
system, promoting child-friendly policies and
programs to strengthen families through
collaborations with government ministries,
departments and agencies.




Key Parenting Behaviors to
Advance Child Development

Children live what they learn; hence, parental
interactions heavily influence behavioral
responses. Dubow, Huesmann, and Boxer (2009)*
highlighted that children’s interaction with the
environment has lasting behavioral and
emotional dispositions. The authors further
noted cognitive psychologist Albert Bandura’s
social learning theory as a rule for the
development of social behaviors through, first,
observation of others, such as parents, peers,
and idols, etc., and, second, exposures to
environmental influences through interactions
with existing cognitive and emotional structures.
Also, Elder and Lytle et.al* described the social
ecological model, which notes the environmental
influences on behavior, particularly from schools

Image credit to-Stacy Todd, Community
Relations Officer, Region 4

and communities.

Essentially, cognitive analysis further examined
how parents and other primary caregivers
influence the development of personality, as the
home is where children first learn about life. In
Jamaica, parent support is being strengthened
using the Irie Home Toolbox.> This initiative is

a combined violence-prevention and early-
stimulation intervention that is delivered to
parents of young children in community
preschools. The aim of the intervention is to
reduce child abuse and neglect and to promote
positive parent-child interaction and stimulation
in the home. It includes age-appropriate child
behavior management, child-directed play,

and interactive book reading.

3 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23973467_Continuity_of_Aggression_From_Childhood_to_Early_Adulthood_as_a_Predictor_of_Life_

In Jamaica,
Q parent support

is being
strengthened using
the Irie Home Toolbox.
This initiative is a
combined violence-
prevention and early
stimulation
intervention that is
delivered to parents of
young children in
community
preschools.

Outcomes_Implications_for_the_Adolescent-Limited_and_Life-Course-Persistent_Models

4 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16855014/
5 https://www.irietoolbox.com/
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The program has impacted my lifein a

positive way because | have learned to

make the necessary changes in order to
become a better parent. When | am at the
meetings, it always feels like a home away from
home. | always feel like | can express my
thoughts and opinions without feeling like | am
being judged. The Parent Place program has
taught me how to be a better parent. It has
helped me to play with my child, because it was
at these meetings that | was encouraged to
incorporate play in my day-to-day activities, and
that is something that has been difficult for me,
and that is due to the fact that | grew up as an
only child.”

Latoya Johnson
Member of the Parent Place program for approximately

2 years

Promising Parenting Practices

The ECC has implemented programs to improve
access to quality early childhood education to
produce better life outcomes for young children
and their families. The ECC Annual Professional
Development Institute (PDI) and Parent Place are
two noteworthy practices that seek to empower
and support parents in the early years. The
application of theory to practice is a main
objective throughout the ECC Annual PDI, where
demonstration sessions are conducted under 6
thematic areas including parenting, early learning
and care, inclusion, STREAM, arts, and leadership
and advocacy.

Since 2019, annually in May, participants benefit
from interactive sessions with local, regional, and
international presenters. The conference attracts
over 3,000 participants, including early childhood
practitioners, parents, students from teacher’s
colleges, researchers, and members of the public
and private sector. The thematic areas dedicated to
parenting provide an array of interactive workshops
and plenary sessions facilitated by experts on topics
addressing challenges and issues affecting
parenting and enhancing parenting skills through
practical solutions.

The Parent Place is a welcoming and safe space
designed to support and train parents through a
coordinated approach. Located in or near every
major community, these centers are typically
attached to an ECI and are easily recognizable

by their logo and activities. They provide a
comfortable and attractive environment where
parents can access parenting information, receive
training on effective parenting skills, and gain
mutual support from other parents. Additionally,
where resources and creativity permit, Parent
Place offers social and recreational family activities,
counseling, and other support services.



The Parent Place offers facilitated sessions to
strengthen parenting skills focusing on how to
enhance personal relationships and mindset,
self-regulate emotions through behavior
management and conflict resolution training,
and foster personal development and
empowerment. The program offers a 13-week
curriculum that guides the coordination of the
activities, aimed at empowering parents as the
child’s first teachers. This approach confirms
parents as partners in the educational process,
thus helping increase students’ achievement.

Itis a testimony to the PDI that | have

posters from the sessions up in my room!

The instructors were really engaging with
lots of strategies and ideas that | could learn
from; a lot of refreshers to really get you going.
I was delighted to learn that a toy is not just a
toy. It was a good takeaway for me. Our
children need to learn with their curiosity, and
we should just guide them.”
Father

Attendee of the Professional Development Institute
(PDI) training session

The evidence for parenting interventions in Jamaica is continually being gathered.
Please view the journal articles outlining results from a randomized control trial and
other evidence on the Irie Tool box:

Evidence Francis, T., & Baker-Henningham, H. (2021). The Irie Homes Toolbox: A cluster randomized
controlled trial of an early childhood parenting program to prevent violence against
children in Jamaica. Children and Youth Services Review, 126, 106060.

Francis, T., Dinarte-Diaz, L., Powers, S., & Baker-Henningham, H. (2024). The Virtual Irie
Homes Toolbox: Adaptation and Remote Delivery of an Early Childhood, Violence
Prevention, Parenting Program in Jamaica. Journal of Research in Childhood Education,
38(supl), S92-S111.
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