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levels in mothers; decreased welfare
expenditure; increased school per-
formance; a lower rate of criminality
within families; a reduction of child
abuse and neglect notifications and
some decrease in health service (emer-
gency room) attendance rates (NIFTeY
online 2002). Evidence has emerged
that an investment in the health and
development of young children while
producing social benefits will also
produce economic benefits, particu-
larly associated with a decreased need
for services (for example, Barnett
2000; Karoly et al. 1998). The ability
to demonstrate cost-effectiveness is
vital for policy makers who must
weigh up the benefits of providing
services against the costs of providing
programs (Barnett 2000). 

The following are examples from the
United States of successful early inter-
vention projects which demonstrate
not only psychological and social
benefits but also tangible economic
benefits to children, families and the
broader community. 

Perry Preschool Project

The Perry Preschool Project was a small
experimental program begun in the
early 1960s. It was designed to exam-
ine whether high quality early child-
hood education would help improve
the lives of low-income children and
their families (Berrueta-Clement et al.

1984). Children participated in an
active approach to learning, facilitated
by well-trained teachers. The empha-
sis throughout the program was on
problem-solving, choice and decision
making, taking responsibility, and
maintaining consistent daily routines. 

Although the focus of the program
was preschool education, there was a
home visiting component to enable
parents to reinforce the curriculum in
the home. Unique in the field, the
graduates of the project have been fol-
lowed until the age of 27 years. It was
found that over half of the 58 pre-
dominantly African-American, three to
four year-old children who partici-
pated in the project subsequently had
better life outcomes as adults com-
pared with a matched group of non-
participants. Further, by the time the
preschool graduates had reached 27
years of age, for every dollar taxpayers
spent on the project there was a saving
of more than seven dollars (Barnett
1993, cited in Tomison and Wise 1999). 

Head Start

The Head Start program was one of
the earliest and largest early inter-
vention programs, developed before
there was an established knowledge
base that could indicate the positive
effects that early intervention could
have on children’s development
(Zigler and Styfco 1996).

Another preschool project, it was
designed to give children aged three to
five years experiencing poverty, a “head
start” that would put them on par
with their middle-class peers. Head
Start’s aim was to improve child devel-
opmental outcomes, in particular their
IQ scores and social competence (Zigler
and Styfco 1996; Ochiltree 1999, cited
in Tomison and Wise 1999). 

Each Head Start preschool centre was
designed to improve children’s men-
tal and physical health, enhance their
cognitive skills, encourage their social
and emotional development, self-
confidence, healthy relationships 
and social responsibility, and foster a
sense of dignity and self-worth for
both the child and family. Parents
were involved as teacher aides and,
although the major focus was on
improving the educational outcomes
for children, there were also parent
education and other classes for par-
ents, and access to family support
services was provided through refer-
rals (Condry 1983, cited in Tomison
and Wise 1999). 

Initial evaluations of the program
focused predominantly on changes to
IQ scores and, like the Perry Preschool
Project, immediate increases in par-
ticipants’ IQ test scores were identi-
fied, and these also dissipated over
time. There were other lasting pro-
gram effects, such as being less likely
to fail a grade or to require special edu-
cation classes – benefits that lasted
until many children had reached the
age of 12 years or more (Zigler and
Styfco 1996). There was also strong
parental approval for the program
and the effects it had had on their
children (Ochiltree 1999, cited in
Tomison and Wise 1999).

Over time, the Head Start program has
taken a two-generational approach
to enhancing competence, in that
many of the adults from low-income
families that have been involved with
the program have subsequently
become project staff, and/or received
training and qualifications through
the program, thus improving their
own level of competence and subse-
quent ability to achieve better-paying
employment (Ochiltree 1999, cited
in Tomison and Wise 1999).

The Good Practice Projects Database is a database
of Australian projects which adopt a primary pre-
vention or early intervention approach in their work
with families or communities. It aims to keep serv-
ice providers in touch with what others across the
country are doing to help strengthen families and
communities.

Particular emphasis is given to those projects that use
action research methodology in their work with fam-
ilies with young children.

Primary prevention activities aim to prevent the
development of problems or risk factors.

Early intervention activities target individuals 
or groups who may be at risk of developing 
problems or who are exposed to potentially harmful
environments.

Action research involves a repeated cycle of plan-
ning, implementation of change, evaluation and fur-
ther planning.

Contributions are invited
If your work has a primary prevention or early inter-
vention approach to helping families and/or commu-
nities, and if it includes evaluation as part of its
methodology, you are invited to submit details to the
Stronger Families Learning Exchange. Such work
might include: home visiting; parent education; coun-
selling; family support; training; community education;
advocacy; research; or community development.

There is a database form which can be downloaded
in PDF format (from www.aifs.gov.au/sf/database
form.pdf) and printed out,or contact Ellen Fish on phone
(03) 9214 7828, or by Email at strongerfamilies@
aifs.gov.au
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