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ABSTRACT

This research falls within the area of developmental psychology, particularly with regard to the
promotion of the child’s psychological development considering the educational context. It was
specifically intended to study the importance to the psychological development of children of its
sojourn at early ages in daycare educational contexts, basing the pedagogical intervention in a pro-
posed program, based on the High/Scope curricular approach (Post & Hohmann, 2011), as well as
on the Portage model (Williams & Aiello, 2009). Assuming as a primary objective the promotion of
the psychological development of these children, it becomes a pressing need to reflect on educa-
tional interventions for early ages, being also of significant importance that these are properly sup-
ported in scientific theories of human development. We advocated, then, to develop a research-
action with a quasi-experimental component, whose results would allow to envisage a curriculum
for the context of childcare, which could activate the psychological development of children and
qualitatively raise the educational intervention. Thus, in this study, with the participation of children
(N = 59) aged about two years old, and also with their kindergarten teachers (N = 4), it was intend-
ed, through a comparative study between groups of children, subjected or not to the above men-
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tioned program and under this research, to know its impact on the psychological development
using, in the pre and post-test phases, observation/appreciation grids of this development for chil-
dren in childcare age. With particular regard to the data collected is possible to advance that chil-
dren who were part of the experimental groups, which were subject to an intervention program,
showed higher gains in the post-test phase at the level of development of motor skills, language,
cognitive development and affective and relational development, comparing to the children of the
control groups, who experienced a natural educational intervention. Implications are presented.

Keywords: child psychological development; early childhood education; development promotion
program

INTRODUCTION

Within the scope of the formal educational provision for children from zero to three years of age,
in Portugal, the one that has the greatest recognition is daycare. According to the Portuguese law
on Education, this context presents itself as a socio-educational social response, where children
must be provided with adequate conditions for their harmonious and global development (Ministério
da Educacgdo, 2000). However, although it is recognized as important for the child’s development,
there is still no definition of a curriculum or specific pedagogical orientations for this context (Pinho,
Cré & Vale-Dias, 2013, 2016). Kindergarten teachers working in this educational context receive ini-
tial training that mainly prepares them to promote the development of children from the age of three
when they enter preschool education (Portugal, 2000, 2009; Vasconcelos, 2001). Although more
specific legal recommendations have been made for Education from the age of zero to three years
(Vasconcelos, 2011), the training of kindergarten/nursery teachers is still considered to be incom-
plete when it comes to intervention among children at an early age in daycare. Considering this gap,
it is necessary to deepen the research on the promotion of the development of children in this edu-
cational context, in order to consolidate the lines for pedagogical training in such context.

The thematic of this work proposes an innovative perspective to conceive the education in the
context of daycare different from the one that has been more usual in Portugal. At a time when, final-
ly, one begins to realize that quality education is a fundamental requirement for the psychological
development of any child and that educational interventions and/or contexts of dubious quality can
be a risk to the lives of children, it is crucial to identify the factors most favorable to that develop-
ment. Issues related with the quality of educational interventions and/or educational contexts have
recently been discussed, as they are being viewed as closely related to the evolution of countries.
The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development has advocated that quality education
has been perceived as the most plausible way to bridge social inequalities and promote entrepre-
neurship. It also stresses that there are indeed several theories that relate education to human deve-
lopment in broad terms and economic development, stating that several theories “explicitly connect
investment in human capital development to education, and the role of human capital in economic
development [...]" (OECD, 2013, p. 286). In fact, human learning and evolution is related to educa-
tion and with the personal development. It is being seen like an integrated process that causes a
qualitative transformation in the individual’s mental structure (Oliveira, Martins, Rodrigues, Indcio &
Pocinho, 2012).

In this sense and targeting a positive return, we will try to explore some aspects in child devel-
opment promotion, contributing to insight a reflection around issues that generate the quality of the
intervention in the context of daycare. We would also like to contribute to reflect on what it really
means to educate within the context in question since it is a context that integrates children with
very particular characteristics such as precocity in relation to age and the consequent adult depend-
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ence. In this regard, according to some authors, the younger the child, the more dependent on oth-
ers will be in order to organize itself and grow (Strecht, 2001). This fact underlines the role of others
and the need for quality in early interactions, including the context of daycare. Stressing the impor-
tance of the development context, recent literature states that “It is recognised now that children’s
development is not simply linear; rather, children’s development plateaus, accelerates and deviates
according to the environment and context of their lives” (Blandford & Knowles, 2013, p. 80).

Considering “solid evidence that underscores the role of positive, early experiences in strength-
ening brain architecture” (Shonkoff, 2010, p. 365), seeing the period until 36 months of age as one
of the most important for learning and development of the child’s cerebral structure (Hawley, 2009),
and assuming as a primary objective the promotion of the psychological development at early ages
(Division of Child Development, 2012; NICHD, 2005; Shonkoff, 2010), it becomes a pressing need
to reflect on educational interventions in this context, being also of significant importance that these
are properly supported in scientific theories of human development and investigation. Thus, in this
research, with the participation of children with about two years of age, as well as with their kinder-
garten/nursery teachers, it was intended, through a comparative study between groups of children
who were subject to and not subject to a specific program in daycare, to evaluate its impact on the
psychological development. The framework of the present study refers to the area of developmen-
tal psychology, particularly with regard to the promotion of the child’s psychological development
considering the educational context. It was specifically intended to study the importance to the psy-
chological development of children of its sojourn at early ages in daycare educational contexts, gui-
ding the pedagogical intervention by a proposed program, based on the High/Scope curricular
approach (Post & Hohmann, 2011), as well as on the Portage model (Williams & Aiello, 2009). The
general hypothesis considers that the use, in the context of daycare, of a curricular program elabo-
rated within the perspective of the child’s psychological development will be revealed as a relevant
factor for the psychological development of the children.

METHOD

Participants

This research used a convenience sample and implied the participation of children (N = 59; 31
male) with about two years of age (M=2,51 years), in Portuguese daycare centers, as well as their
kindergarten/nursery teachers (N = 4; 3 female) contribution. The effect of professional and aca-
demic career of the kindergarten/nursery teachers involved in this study was controlled. Thus, two
of them had a longer career (16 years) and less recent formal training, compared to the other two
which had a shorter career (3 and 5 years) and more recent training. The teachers ages varied bet-
ween 29 and 42 years old.

In the experimental groups (using a proposed pedagogical program), the mean permanence
time of children in daycare was 8.62h (SD=0.86) and in control groups (no program) it was 8.81h
(8D =0.81). The difference was not statistically significant (F(1, 58)= 0.83, p=.366). Also, there were
no_significant differences concerning to the mean age (F(1, 58)=2.860, p=.098) and gender
(X2(1)=0.80, p=.371) of children in experimental and control groups.

Procedure and Instruments

The present study consists on the development of a research-action with a quasi-experimental
component. So, also including in the progression of the study the feedback information obtained
from the kindergarten/nursery teachers, with this research it was intended, through a comparative
study between groups of children (two experimental groups and two control groups), subject or not
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to a proposed intervention program, to evaluate its impact on the children’s psychological develop-
ment, using, in the pre and post-test phases, observation/appreciation grids of diverse dimensions
of this development for children in childcare age. For the evaluation of the impact of the curricular
program, in the constitution of the control and experimental groups, we considered important to
control the factor relative to the effect of the professional and academic course of the kindergar-
ten/nursery teacher. Thus, two experimental groups were considered, both characterized by the use
of a specific curricular program but differing according to the teachers’ professional and academic
trajectory, that is, shorter/more recent or longer/less recent. The two control groups, without pro-
gram use, were also constituted on the basis of this distinction.

The pedagogical intervention in experimental groups followed a proposed program (Pinho,
2015), based on the principles of High/Scope curricular approach (Post & Hohmann, 2011), as well
as on the Portage model (Williams & Aiello, 2009) with a duration of eight weeks. In control groups,
there was no interference on the strategies usually used by the kindergarten/nursery teacher.

To collect data, the research used sociodemographic questionnaires concerning children and
teachers. In order to evaluate the program’s impact on the children psychological development, data
collection was also made through the use of Observation/Appreciation Grids of Dimensions of
Development for children in childcare age (Pinho, 2008, 2015), which were used in the pre-test and
post-test phases. To collect qualitative data on pedagogical strategies and conceptions, interviews
with the kindergarten/nursery teachers were also conducted.

RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to understand the importance of activating the psychological
development of children at early ages in educational contexts of daycare, founding the educational
intervention in a program elaborated and based on the guidelines of the High-Scope curricular
approach (active learning and key experiences) and the Portage model. Thus, one of the main ways
to verify this influence was to compare experimental groups with control groups, before and after
the implementation of the intervention program to which children in experimental groups were sub-
jected, evaluating the increase or magnitude of the change after that program, assessing its effects
on children’s psychological development and, at the same time, comparing that increase with the
increment observed in the control groups. Thus, all children in the pre-test and post-test phases
were evaluated in development of motor skills (psychodevelopment), development of expressive
language, cognitive development and affective and relational development (emotional intelligence).

It will be displayed the mean scores in the pre and post-test for the experimental and control
groups regarding these development dimensions. Using ANOVA and, when appropriate, its non-
parametric equivalent Mann-Whitney U test, the magnitude of the increase of children’s development
from pre-test to post-test evaluation was compared considering control and experimental groups.

Development of Motor Skills (psychodevelopment)

According to the graphic below (Graphic 1), we find that the starting point of the experimental
groups (M=12.21; SD=3.50), in the Development of Motor Skills (psychodevelopment), is lower
than the starting point of the control groups (M=16.90; SD=3.40); and, on average, both the control
groups and the experimental groups increase scores from the pre-test to the post-test. However, the
analysis of the increment from pre-test to post-test reveal that, on average, the magnitude of change
(Table 1) was higher in experimental groups than in control groups, and the difference was statisti-
cally significant (F(1,57)=5.584, p=.022). The magnitude of change between pre-test and post-test
was obtained by subtracting from the post-test score the score obtained on the pre-test.
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Graphic 1 - Mean scores in the pre-test and post-test for the experimental and control groups in Development
of Motor Skills (psychodevelopment).
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Table 1.
Means and standard deviation of the difference between pre-test and post-test for experimental and control
groups concerning Motor Skills

Groups Minimum Maximum Mean SD
Experimental Groups 1 7 3.04 2.01
Control Groups -1 6 1.84 1.88

Expressive Language Development

In terms of Expressive Language development (Graphic 2), as in the case of Development of
Motor Skills (psychodevelopment), we find that the starting point of the experimental groups
(M=10.21; SD=5.40) is lower than the starting point of the control groups (M=15.23; SD=6.08), and
both the control groups and the experimental groups increase scores on average from the pre-test
to post-test evaluation. But, as previously, the magnitude of change (Table 2) was statistically high-
er in experimental groups (U=210.000, p=.001).

Graphic 2 - Mean scores in the pre-test and post-test for the experimental and control groups in Expressive
Language Development.
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Table 2. Means and standard deviation of the difference between pre-test and post-test for experimental and
control groups concerning Expressive Language Development

Groups Minimum Maximum Mean SD
Experimental Groups 0 9 4,07 2,61
Control Groups -1 17 1,90 3,60

Cognitive Development

According to Graphic 3, with regard to Cognitive Development, we discover again that the start-
ing point of the experimental groups (M=8.57; SD=4.53), is lower than the starting point of the con-
trol groups (M=17.29; SD=4.56), and on average an increase is observed in experimental and con-
trol groups from the pre-test to the post-test scores. Once again, we find that the magnitude of the
change from pre-test to post-test (Table 3) is significantly higher in the experimental groups
(U=242.50, p=.003).

Graphic 3 - Mean scores in the pre-test and post-test for the experimental and control groups in Cognitive
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Table 3. Means and standard deviation of the difference between pre-test and post-test for experimental and
control groups concerning Cognitive Development

Groups Minimum  Maximum Mean SD
Experimental Groups -1 11 3.46 3.04
Control Groups 0 4 1.42 1.29

Affective and Relational Development (emotional intelligence)

Regarding to the Affective and Relational Development (emotional intelligence), according to
Graphic 4, we can verify that the scores of the control groups (Pre-test: M=10.21; SD=3.27) were
superior to those of the experimental groups (Pre-test: M=16.29; SD=5.14). Once more, both the
experimental groups and the control groups increased scores on average from the pre-test to the
post-test phase. Concerning to the magnitude of change between these two phases of evaluation,
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we observe (Table 4) that on average the increase in this dimension was significantly superior in
experimental groups (F(1,57)=39.191, p=.000).

Graphic 4 - Mean scores in the pre-test and post-test for the experimental groups and for the control groups in
Affective and Relational Development (emotional intelligence).
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Table 4.
Means and standard deviation of the difference between pre-test and post-test for experimental and control
groups concerning Affective and Relational Development

Groups Minimum  Maximum Mean SD
Experimental Groups 0 7 4.82 2.07
Control Groups -1 6 1.42 2.09

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study aimed to contribute to the reflection on the importance of the educational context in
the first three years of life and also on the need of changes in social, political, economic and cultur-
al contexts that interfere in the childhood education policy in Portugal. We advocated, then, to devel-
op a research-action with a quasi-experimental component, whose results would allow to envisage
a curriculum for the context of childcare, which could activate the psychological development of chil-
dren and qualitatively raise the educational intervention.

It is important to note that, contrary to what has been happening for some years in other coun-
tries (e.g., Burchinal, Cryer, Clifford & Howes, 2010; Cassidy, Buell, Pugh-Hoese & Russell, 1995;
Kreader, Ferguson & Lawrence, 2005; Lally, 2009; Recchia & Beck, 2014), there is a shortage of
Portuguese research that deepens the role of educational strategies and contexts at an early age in
promoting children’s development. This fact points to a need of more research in order to consoli-
date or revise models.

Although there were no differences between the control and experimental groups considering
the time of permanence in daycare, children who were part of the experimental groups, which were
subjected to an intervention program aiming at the activation of the psychological development,
showed higher gains (magnitude of change), from the pre-test to the post-test evaluation phase,
regarding to Development of Motor Skills (psychodevelopment), Expressive Language
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Development, Cognitive Development and Affective and Relational Development (emotional intelli-
gence), comparing to the children of the control groups, who experienced a natural educational
intervention and started with a better position. These results are somewhat convergent with litera-
ture supporting the need and success of scientific informed curricular approaches for the promotion
of development at early ages (e.g., Andrade & Santos, 2012; Post & Hohmann, 2011; Williams &
Aiello, 2009)

Despite some limitations related to the fact of using a convenience sample and to the practical
impossibility of random assignment of the children to experimental and control groups, this study
contributes to highlight the need for, on the one hand, rigorous observation/evaluation of children’s
development and, on the other hand, the elaboration of educational programs that activate their
development in the context of daycare centers as recommended in previous literature (e.g., Field,
2008; Mustard, 2006). So, it becomes essential a pedagogical intervention founded on the know-
ledge of the child’s development and the application of a curricular program that activates the psy-
chological development of the child of early ages, based on a scientific curricular approach.

With particular regard to the data collected and obtained results it is possible to advance that
activating the psychological development of precocious age children in a responsive and intention-
al way is a demanding task that requires in-depth knowledge of the development process and their
promotion strategies. This is one of the essential paths to excellence in educational intervention.
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