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Abstract 

The aim of the Baby Elmo Program was to establish a low-cost, sustainable, 

structured visitation program for non-custodial incarcerated teen fathers and their 

young children, taught and supervised by probation staff in four California county 

detention centers. Very little is known about this highly vulnerable population, though 

the risks associated with this dyad are pronounced (Nurse, 2002; Parke & Clarke-

Stewart, 2003). Unlike traditional programs, this intervention was based on building a 

relationship between the youth and his child, rather than on increasing the youths' 

abstract parenting knowledge. The media-based sessions targeted the interactional 

quality of the relationship by introducing communication and socio-emotional 

enhancing techniques. Changes in six aspects of Emotional responsiveness: Joint 

attention (JA), Emotional engagement (EE), Parent involvement (PI), Child 

involvement (CI), Turn taking (TT), and Follows the lead (FTL) were measured from 

videotapes of the individual parent-child sessions of 20 dyads. Individual growth curve 

analyses on six measures of ER indicated significant increases in JA, EE, CI, TT, and 

FTL across time with age of child as a significant covariate. Furthermore, models 

indicated that there were significant individual differences in parental vocalizations and 

behaviors. There were also significant positive correlations between positive parental 

vocalizations, positive behaviors, and play behaviors introduced during the 

intervention. These preliminary results support the hypothesis that by increasing the 

interactional quality of the relationship, disruption in this relationship will be reduced, 

increasing the likelihood that the incarcerated teen will form and maintain a 

relationship with his child. 
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The Baby Elmo Program: Increasing the quality of teen father-child interactions 

within juvenile justice facilities 

Child development occurs through a series of progressively complex 

interactions between the child and the people, objects, and symbols in his immediate 

environment. To be effective, these interactions must occur on a fairly regular basis 

over extended periods of time (Bronfenbrenner, 1998). In Bronfenbrenner‟s ecological 

model, he acknowledges that the child is at the center and both affects and is affected 

by his external settings. The family unit is the most important setting because it is 

where the infant spends the most time and receives the greatest emotional support. Past 

intervention research supports the claim for centering on this parent-child relationship 

and family unit in order to reverse or buffer negative risks and outcomes. Fisher, 

Gunnar, Dozier, Bruce, and Pears (2006) examined an intervention program that 

focused on improving the caregivers‟ ability to detect signals of distress and respond 

sensitively to their foster child in order to reduce stress and negative arousal. 

Supporting the parent-child relationship proved to be successful in reversing the 

adverse effects of early stress, increasing the potential for improving psychosocial 

functioning and decreasing avoidant attachment. These positive outcomes are the 

results of learning an emotionally responsive form of caregiving. 

The Bronfenbrenner model for the present study is complicated by the fact that 

the parent is both a teenager and incarcerated; thus the teen is not only absent from his 

infant‟s development, but also still undergoing considerable development himself. 

Therefore, the parent-child dyad must be seen in the context of both the detention 

facility and the family unit outside detention. As a result of incarceration, low-income, 
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minority status, and teenage parenting, there is a multitude of risk factors facing both 

teen and infant. 

Births that are associated with such risks have given rise to a new term, “fragile 

families” (Carlson & McLanahan, 2010). The number of such fragile families has 

increased dramatically over time. Garfinkel, McLanahan, and Hanson (1998) found that 

men who have fathered children outside of marriage are less likely to have a 

high school degree, are often younger, more likely to work fewer hours per week or be 

unemployed, and receive a lower income than men who have fathered after marriage. 

Moreover, these studies showed that unwed fathers had more problems with disability, 

depression, drugs and alcohol, and were more likely to have engaged in criminal 

behavior and/or been incarcerated. 

First, family systems are severely stressed during periods of incarceration. 

During these difficult times, the father is unable to be present and involved in the 

child‟s life. As expected, Cabrera, Ryan, Mitchell, Shannon, and Tamis-LeMonda 

(2008) found that resident fathers are much more involved with young children than 

nonresident fathers. While extensive literature has demonstrated the benefits of father 

involvement for children by resident fathers (Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda, London, & 

Cabrera, 2002), there are limited and inconsistent findings regarding involvement by 

fathers who are absent (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999). 

Recent estimates suggest that parental incarceration affects one in every 40 

children in the U.S. (National Resource Center on Children and Families of the 

Incarcerated, 2007). Although on any given day more than 500,000 fathers are in 

prison, 57% of fathers in state prisons report never having visits from their children 
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(Hairston, 1995). Children with incarcerated parents are highly vulnerable to 

maladjustment and more likely to be delinquent, use drugs, experience early pregnancy, 

drop out of school, and exhibit emotional problems (Murray, 2005; Murray & 

Farrington, 2005; Myers, Smarsh, Amlund-Hagen, & Kennon, 1999; Trice & Brewster, 

2004) than their peers whose parents are not incarcerated. Murray and Farrington 

(2005), for example, examined the effects of parental incarceration in 411 boys, ages 

eight to nine. They found that not only was parental incarceration associated with a 

number of risk factors (e.g., frequent housing and school change), but after controlling 

for these risk factors, parental incarceration also uniquely predicted negative 

psychosocial outcomes. The 23 children whose parents had been incarcerated during 

the first 10 years of their life had the highest average number of risk factors across 

several individual, parenting, and family-related outcomes.  

Due to incarceration, these family units are not only at a heightened risk for 

emotional stress, work-family conflict, and social stigma, but the financial strain is also 

extremely detrimental. Arditti, Lambert-Shute, and Joest (2003) found that the vast 

majority of families were already at a financial disadvantage prior to incarceration; as a 

result of a family member‟s incarceration, they reported being even worse off 

financially. The risks that accompany low-income households is pronounced and 

proven. Children who are living in poverty are 1.3 times as likely to experience 

learning disabilities and developmental delays (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997) and are 

more likely to experience attention and emotion regulation difficulties (including 

ADHD). 
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As the number of risk factors increases, the likelihood of poor developmental 

outcomes also increases. Children who live in poverty and are from culturally or 

linguistically diverse families are especially at risk. Twenty-eight percent of White 

children today are born to unmarried parents, whereas African-American and Hispanic 

children are 72% and 51%, respectively, putting them at a higher risk for entering a 

fragile family (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2009). Sixty-four percent of Latino 

infants and toddlers and 68% of African-American infants and toddlers live in low-

income families compared with 32% of European American infants and toddlers (Chau, 

Thampi, & Wight, 2010), therefore augmenting the cumulative risks threatening the 

dyad. 

Thus, these infants are facing risk factors that are associated with parental 

incarceration, financial difficulties, and minority status, on top of the risk factors that 

are often correlated with teenage parenting. The negative effects on the cognitive 

development of children born to adolescent parents are well-established. A study of 

children ages 4 to 14 showed that those born to the youngest teen mothers performed 

more poorly on tests of cognitive ability, were more likely to be retained a grade, and 

were less likely to be perceived by their teachers as performing favorably by the time 

they reached high school (Moore, Morrison, & Greene, 1997). Infants born into teen 

parent homes are more likely to grow up in a poor and mother-only family, to live in a 

poor or underclass neighborhood, and to experience high risks to both their health 

status and potential school achievement (Haveman, Wolfe, & Peterson, 1997). 

Additionally, one study showed that male infants born to adolescent parents are nearly 
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three times more likely to be incarcerated than those born to adult parents (Grogger, 

1997). 

While there is limited research that studies this highly vulnerable population of 

incarcerated teen parents and their infants, there is clear evidence that it is important 

and necessary to focus on the family unit to buffer the negative effects that accompany 

these risk factors. Post-release success rates are higher among inmates who have 

maintained family ties during the incarceration period (Hairston, 2001). Opportunity to 

maintain contact with the parent during the period of separation modifies the nature of 

the parent-child relationship, which, in turn, affects the child‟s adjustment. Strong 

family relations may be the key to a successful transition out of prison as men who 

develop strong bonds with their children and other family members also have lower 

levels of post-release depression and recidivism (Nurse, 2002). 

Although research on these fragile family units is new and emerging, there is a 

small but growing body of literature demonstrating that intervention may result in 

benefits for all members of the family unit. Findings by LaVigne, Naser, Brooks, and 

Castro (2005) support that prisoners‟ relationships with their family members, 

particularly with children, can be improved through increased contact during the 

incarceration period. Moreover, providing services to the family as a unit may lead to 

positive outcomes, including fewer physical, mental, and emotional problems and a 

more supportive and successful reintegration process (Couturier, 1995; Shapiro & 

Schwartz, 2001). 

The Present Study 
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Visitation is infrequent between incarcerated teen parents and their young 

children and accommodations for visitation are minimal (Nurse, 2002). There are a 

series of obstacles that often deter families from visiting the prison including 

unavailable transportation resources, sterile or uncomfortable visitation rooms, or 

concern that a prison is an inappropriate setting for a child (Krisberg & Temin, 2001). 

The first component of the Baby Elmo Program is the modification of the 

environment to make it more child-friendly and conducive to parent-child play and age-

appropriate interactions. Adult institutions allow for regular parent-child visitation, 

recognizing the importance of family ties and the futility of punishing a child for the 

parents‟ acts (Loper & Tuerk, 2007; Rudel & Hayes, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993; 

Uggen, Manza, & Behrens, 2004; Wilczak & Markstrom, 1999), but this is not true for 

many of the juvenile detention centers. If visitation does occur, it is often through non-

contact form separated by glass, lasting only a short period, in a lunchroom or office, 

and/or lacking appropriate toys, games, and puzzles to facilitate play interaction. In 

adult prison settings, there have been a limited number of studies that have changed the 

physical environment to improve visitation opportunities for parents and their children, 

(Clement, 1993; Fishman, 1983) but this change has not been examined within the 

juvenile detention facilities. 

According to Parke and Clarke-Stewart (2003), the juvenile detention facility 

and personnel are of critical importance to the success of the intervention. Including 

personnel in the intervention has been very successful in a number of juvenile detention 

programs including Prosocial Skills Training (Goldstein, Glick & Gibbs, 1998). The 

Baby Elmo Program is specifically designed to be implemented independently by 
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juvenile facilities with limited outside staffing and finances. Not only are financial 

resources often limited when introducing an intervention program in a juvenile 

detention center, but incarcerated teen parents often have poor literacy skills, and, on 

average, read at a fourth grade level (Wilczak & Markstrom, 1999). One way to reduce 

cost and to capitalize on an adolescent strength is through a media-based intervention. 

Adolescents live in a media-centered world and spend an average of eight hours per day 

interacting with multiple media platforms, and usage has dramatically increased over 

the past five years due to mobile technology (Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010). As 

such, using a media-based intervention is more cost-effective, less reliant on high 

literacy levels, and more likely to induce higher levels of efficacy and motivation 

(Pindiprolu, 2006). 

Although media-based interventions have not previously been conducted in 

juvenile detention facilities, media-based parent-training programs can be effective. In 

a review of the literature on programs for adolescent mothers, Cohen, Barlow, and 

Stewart-Brown (2003) found that parent training programs that included educational 

video components were generally effective at promoting a wide range of positive 

developmental outcomes for both parent and child.  Other studies have specifically 

assessed media training for parents and videos were found to help low-risk as well as 

high-risk mothers (Brown, Yando, & Rainforth, 2000). 

Prior successful intervention programs have demonstrated that encouraging 

successful communication, fostering interest and pride in child development, and 

helping parents learn age-appropriate expectations for their child can strengthen parent-

child relationships (Bernstein, Hans, & Percansky, 1991). Following these basic 
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objectives, the Baby Elmo Program consisted of 10 training sessions and 10 parent-

infant visitation sessions. Each session focused on a specific topic central to positive 

relational, linguistic, and socio-emotional development and was accompanied by 

Sesame Street Beginnings videos. The lessons were taught to the parents by staff 

members that routinely supervise and counsel youth in the facility and then each parent-

child interaction was video-recorded and coded as a function of three main measures: 

vocalizations, behaviors, and Emotional responsiveness. 

Emotional responsiveness (ER) is a comprehensive, universal term that 

encompasses a series of elements key to a healthy relationship. Emotionally responsive 

parenting is correlated with positive developmental outcomes including emotional 

security, social facility, symbolic competence, verbal ability, and intellectual 

achievement; it is necessary for optimal child socio-emotional, cognitive, and 

communicative development (Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1974). Through the parent-

child relationship, the baby will develop a sense of regularity, security, and efficacy, the 

roots of self-esteem and competence (Stern, 1985). 

Focusing on Emotional responsiveness (ER) fits with the philosophy of 

focusing on the family unit as an integral, essential support network in order to counter 

the negative outcomes that are often correlated with parental incarceration. ER is 

necessary, desirable, and universal, and for parents and children on the high-risk 

spectrum, intervention may prove beneficial in increasing parental emotional 

availability and offsetting dysfunctional emotional exchanges (Bornstein et al., 2008). 

Without this shield of self-efficacy, many teen fathers return home feeling 

disappointed, confused, and angry when their children‟s reactions do not meet their 
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expectations (Nurse, 2002). This communicative interaction is crucial to developing a 

healthy and positive dyadic relationship, enhancing or inhibiting the child‟s social 

development, and fostering the parent‟s communication skills and feelings of 

enjoyment or success in the parental role. 

For our study, we focused on six different sub-scales of ER: Joint attention, 

Emotional engagement, Parent involvement, Child involvement, Turn taking, and 

Follows the lead (Bernstein, Percansky, & Hans, 1987; Bornstein, Tamis-LeMonda, 

Hahn, & Haynes, 2008; Dodici, Draper, & Peterson, 2003). Each element is central to 

the development of a positive, dynamic dyadic relationship. Joint attention describes 

the quality of interaction between the dyad, including a sense of togetherness and unity 

with eye contact and communication. It plays a significant role in language and skill 

development (Harris, Jones, Brookes, & Grant, 1986). Emotional engagement refers to 

the warmth, enthusiasm, and affection the parent shows toward the child. Emotional 

tone and affective aspects of parent-child interactions have been found to be related to 

child development (Barnard, 1997). Engaged responsivity and sensitivity in a 

relationship have been consistently related to positive child outcomes in areas of social, 

cognitive, and language skills (Barnard, 1997; Lamb-Parker, Boak, Griffin, Ripple, & 

Peay, 1999; Landry, Smith, Miller-Loncar, & Swank, 1997; Landry, Smith, Swank, 

Assel, & Vellet, 2001). Such a relationship involves an active parent who tries to elicit 

attention from the child, partakes in age-appropriate interactions, adjusts to meet the 

child‟s interests, and attempts to maintain the child‟s focus through comments and 

engaged interaction rather than by restrictions or intrusions. 
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We predict that there will be an increase in the global measure of Emotional 

responsiveness across time, particularly for two of the central targets of the 

intervention, Joint attention and Follows the lead. We predict that age of the child will 

be associated with changes in ER across time. We further hypothesize that a higher 

frequency of positive parent vocalizations and higher positive behaviors will be 

associated with higher Emotional responsiveness across time. 

Method 

Participants 

This preliminary study consisted of 20 parent-infant dyads from detention 

centers located in four California counties: Fresno, Yolo, San Bernardino (two sites), 

and Sacramento. Teen father ages ranged from 15-18, with an average age of 17.10 (SD 

= 0.64). Infant ages ranged from 6 months to 36 months with an average age of 16.35 

months (SD = 7.13). Fifteen of the 20 teen participants were Hispanic; four were 

African-American and one was of mixed racial descent. Twelve of the infants were 

male and eight were female. All participants completed at least 4 of the 10 sessions and 

participation in the study was voluntary. Some participants were either moved to 

another facility or released prior to completion of the intervention. The average of 

sessions completed was 6.75 (SD = 2.02). 

Materials 

Standardized training manual. Each facility was given a standardized training 

manual, adapted from effective intervention techniques established by Dozier and 

colleagues (2006). It contained details regarding the main goals of the Baby Elmo 

Program, overviews of each of the 10 sessions, and explanations on data collection and 
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program evaluation including the following: consent forms on behalf of teens and on 

behalf of the infant, assent forms completed by the teen parent, demographic 

information, and post-session questionnaires. The manual was accompanied by video 

segments from the Sesame Street Beginnings videos, which were chosen to model 

positive parent-child interactions. 

Modification of juvenile detention facility. Facilities were required to set up 

play context by converting one of their multi-purpose rooms to a more child-friendly 

atmosphere. Tables and chairs were removed and posters, toys, soft mats, games, 

puzzles, and books were brought in to facilitate parent-child interactions. In many 

instances, volunteers and members of the community donated toys, dolls, and other 

age-appropriate games (see Figure 1). 

Procedure 

Staff and intern training. To ensure fidelity across sites, four of the authors of 

the program (CS, RB, JR and NB) visited each facility and conducted day-long training 

seminars with facility staff. Training included orientation to the program, planning and 

logistics for implementation of the program, and role playing of session 

implementation. Once the lead staff had been trained at a facility, he/she trained other 

members of the staff in program implementation. Periodic quarterly conference calls 

across sites were established to address any unforeseen issues and to share effective 

solutions. 

Parent Training Sessions. The program consisted of 10 training sessions 

(roughly one session per week) led by a staff member, with each session focusing on a 

specific topic. Concepts introduced in the first three sessions aimed to establish or re-
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establish a relationship with the child and covered concepts such as separation anxiety, 

exploration of the environment, and following the child‟s lead. Sessions four through 

six focused on language development, where the importance of praising the child, 

labeling, and asking questions was emphasized. Sessions seven through nine focused on 

socio-emotional development stressing imitation and imagination. The final session 

was a review of all the skills presented throughout the program. 

Parent-Child Visits. The final component of the intervention was comprised of 

the parent-infant interactions, where the incarcerated teen was given the opportunity to 

practice the concepts from the training session with his child. Each unstructured visit 

lasted anywhere from 30 to 90 minutes and was video-recorded. As a manipulation 

check on involvement in the training to ensure retention of information and to facilitate 

discussion during the next training session, post-session questionnaires were completed. 

The parent answered questions about what he liked and disliked about the visit, what 

the child enjoyed the most, and what was most difficult. 

Results 

Coding 

Each filmed video session was coded for two specific measures (vocalizations 

and behaviors) and one global measure (Emotional responsiveness). Data was coded 

from minute 5 to minute 25 for each session. 

Vocalizations. Vocalizations were coded according to frequency and type. Prior 

coding schemes to evaluate parent-child interactions (Barr, Zack, Garcia, & Muentener, 

2008; DeLoache & DeMendoza, 1987; Haden, Reese, & Fivush, 1996; Lemish & Rice, 

1986; Potter & Haynes, 2000; Reese, Cox, Harte, & McAnally, 2003) were adapted for 
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the present study. Parent and infant vocalizations were coded separately. Positive parent 

vocalizations were coded as questions, labels/descriptions, and praise (see Table 1).  

Behaviors.  Non-verbal play behaviors were coded according to type. Parent 

and infant behaviors were coded separately (see Table 2). 

Each subsequent behavior was coded as a positive, negative, or neutral 

response. 

Positive response. A parent positive response was defined as any instance 

where the parent responded to the child in an engaging and positive way. For example, 

parent handed toy back to child that was handed to him or parent laughed at baby‟s 

funny face. A positive child response was defined as any instance where the child 

responded positively to the parent in an effort to continue the interaction. For example, 

child received a toy that parent handed to him. 

Negative response. A negative parent response was defined as the parent 

responding to a child interaction or child response in a discouraging and negative way, 

such as the parent putting a toy down that the child gave to him or the parent walking 

away from an interaction. A negative child response was defined as any attempt from 

the child to end an interaction, such as moving away from the parent or pushing away a 

toy. 

Neutral response. A neutral response was coded when no response was elicited 

from the parent or child in response to the other. 

Emotional responsiveness. A final global measure of Emotional 

responsiveness was recorded for each participant. Six different levels of Emotional 

responsiveness were coded every five minutes of each participant‟s 20 minute session. 
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The six subscales were Joint attention, Emotional engagement, Parent involvement, 

Child involvement, Turn taking, and Follows the lead (Bernstein et al., 1987; Bornstein 

et al., 2008; Dodici, Draper, & Peterson, 2003). Each subscale was coded on a scale of 

1-4, with 4 being high and 1 being low. 

Joint attention. A high score on the scale of Joint attention corresponded with 

consistent high quality interactions, a strong sense of togetherness and unity, and lots of 

eye contact and communication. Conversely, a low score referred to a parent who was 

not engaged or appeared detached and where the parent and child were doing two 

completely separate activities. 

Emotional engagement. Emotional engagement referred to the warmth, 

enthusiasm, and affection the parent showed toward the child. A 4 for Emotional 

engagement meant that the parent was extremely engaged and enthusiastic in the 

interactions and showed a great deal of affection and interest; a 1 for this measure was 

given if the parent showed hostility or frustration with the child. 

Parent involvement. To score a 4 on Parent involvement, the teen must have 

actively made an effort to converse and interact with the child and demonstrated 

repeated attempts to gain child‟s attention even if no response was elicited from the 

child. A passive parent was one who remained uninterested and distracted for all or a 

majority of the session. 

Child involvement. An involved child scoring a 4 displayed great effort at 

trying to elicit a response or initiate an interaction with the parent and actively 

responded to requests from the parent. On the contrary, an uninvolved child was more 

interested in solitary play and remained unresponsive to parental requests. 
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Turn taking. A high score for Turn taking described a parent who met his 

child‟s wants and needs, responded appropriately to requests and interests, and 

maintained mutual and fluent communication throughout the session. A low score for 

Turn taking referred to minimal back and forth communication and minimal or no 

attempt from the parent to engage in age appropriate conversation and/or play. 

Follows the lead. A high score on Follows the lead referred to a parent who was 

aware of the child‟s interest, made an effort to join in on the activity, successfully 

structured play without passively watching or controlling the situation, and extended 

the child‟s focus on the game/activity. A 2 on this scale corresponded to a parent who 

may have monitored the activity rather than made any attempts to engage in the 

interaction, avoiding the use of excessive restrictions. A 1 on this scale referred to a 

parent who consistently used a great deal of restrictions or intrusions, was unaware of 

the child‟s interests, and tried to control the situation. 

Reliability 

Based on 40 of 135 (30%) video-recorded sessions, overall reliability was 92% 

(Cohen‟s κ = .88). For Joint attention, reliability was 94% (Cohen‟s κ =.90). For 

Emotional engagement, reliability was 93% (Cohen‟s κ = .90). For Parent involvement, 

reliability was 95% (Cohen‟s κ = .93). For Child involvement, reliability was 92% 

(Cohen‟s κ = .87). For Turn taking, reliability was 89% (Cohen‟s κ = .85). For Follows 

the lead, reliability was 91% (Cohen‟s κ = .85). Disagreements were resolved through 

discussion. 

Individual Growth Curve Analysis 

 



IMPROVING TEEN FATHER-CHILD INTERACTIONS     18  

We used individual growth curve analysis (Singer & Willett, 2003) to analyze 

the change in ER for each subscale across the sessions, with time centered at zero at the 

intervention baseline.  

Research Question 1: Do ER measures increase across time? 

Unconditional Model A. First, the between variance estimates were 

significantly different for all models at p<0.05, indicating individual differences in ER 

levels at baseline and change rates across the course of the intervention. Second, for the 

unconditional model, the estimated slopes for Joint attention, Emotional engagement, 

Child involvement, Turn taking, and Follows the lead across time were all positive and 

statistically significant, showing significant increases across sessions (see Figure 2).  

Although there was a positive slope in Parent involvement across sessions, it was not 

significant (see Table 3, Model A). Since this intervention was voluntary, a non-

significant finding for Parent Involvement was not surprising. These parents planned 

out activities to incorporate during their parent-child visits and compared to the other 

subscales, Parent involvement had the highest intercept (2.62). Overall, these findings 

suggest that as participants completed more sessions, they demonstrated an increase in 

their level of ER. 

Research Question 2: Is age of child associated with changes of ER across 

time? 

Age of child Model B. Due to the small sample size, age of child was treated as 

a dichotomous variable and 6- to 16-month-olds were categorized as “infants” and 17- 

to 36-month-olds were categorized as “toddlers.” When age of child was added to the 

unconditional model as a covariate, all subscales except Emotional engagement 
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exhibited a significant positive increase across sessions; all the estimated slopes 

doubled for each measure, and there was a significant interaction between age of baby 

and sessions (see Table 3, Model B). These results indicate that the age of the child 

influenced the rate of change across sessions in each of the Emotional responsiveness 

measures where the fathers with infants start off with lower ER scores at session 1 (see 

intercepts Table 3, Model B), but demonstrate greater gains across the intervention than 

fathers with toddlers. 

Research question 3: Are positive parent vocalizations and positive 

behaviors associated with changes in ER across time?  

Positive parent vocalizations and positive behaviors Models C and D. First 

order correlations indicated that higher levels of positive parent vocalizations, positive 

behaviors, and specific play behaviors (see Table 2) introduced over the course of the 

intervention were positively correlated with one another (see Table 4). To assess 

whether these behaviors were associated with changes in ER across time, positive 

vocalizations and positive behaviors were independently added to the unconditional 

model as covariates. Five of the 6 subscales indicated a significant main effect of 

sessions but there were no significant interactions (see Table 3, Model C, D). That is, 

higher levels of JA, PI, CI, TT, and FTL were associated with higher positive parental 

vocalizations and positive behaviors, indicating that significant individual differences 

in parenting style were contributing to overall levels of ER. 

Discussion 

The results obtained from this research reveal promising and positive results. 

Each aspect of Emotional responsiveness increased across sessions, and five of the six 
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measures were found to be significant. There were also significant, positive correlations 

between positive parent vocalizations, positive behaviors, and specific play behaviors. 

There is little research on the interactions between teen parents in these centers 

and their young children and how to improve these interactions, despite knowing that 

both groups are at risk for poor outcomes. While past studies have shown the positive 

impact emotionally responsive fathers have on their children, these studies have not 

been extended to the incarcerated teen parenting population (Pruett, 1987). Therefore, 

our research is relevant, necessary, and quite novel. Research shows that teenage 

parents are at a greater risk of poverty, inadequate social support, limited education, 

and poor health than non-teen parents (Flanagan, 2005; Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 

1986). A relationship-centered intervention may help buffer some of these risks and 

strengthen dyadic interactions. 

Significant changes in ER show that an intervention targeting the family unit 

may strengthen ties between incarcerated teen fathers and their infants. The significant 

changes made particularly with teen fathers of infants, compared to toddlers, show that 

the intervention may be even more effective at early implementation. These fathers may 

have started off less comfortable with their child; for several, these visits may have 

been some of the first substantial interactions with their children. Over time and with 

training, the fathers grew more open, more verbal, and more willing to engage in play 

behavior with their infants, therefore eliciting more activity and engagement from their 

children, which may have contributed to the increase in ER over time.   

The primary goals of the program were to improve the quality of teen parent-

child interaction, with the hopeful end result that this will create a focus on 
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rehabilitation and reintegration into the community and ultimately serve to benefit both 

parent and child in the long run. Several studies of both juvenile and adult inmates have 

shown that maintenance of ties with family are associated with reduced recidivism 

(Abbott, 2006; Adams & Fischer 1976; Hairston, 2001; Klein, Bartholomew, & 

Hibbert, 2002; Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2003; Ohlin, 1954) and is important to 

successful reentry (Edin, Nelson, & Paranal, 2004; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Uggen, et 

al., 2004). 

Practically speaking, this research will provide guidance on how juvenile 

detention facilities can be improved in order to support positive outcomes for parenting 

teens and their children. With its base in a familiar form of media, Sesame Street, it is 

both affordable for the detention centers and accessible to teens in the program. 

Furthermore, there is an established manual that can be distributed across sites for 

training consistency and further propagation of the intervention program and its 

positive results. 

There were certain limitations that were encountered in the implementation of 

the program and collection of the data. Primarily, the inability to control how long a 

juvenile would be staying at the center did not permit all juveniles to complete the 

entire intervention program. Researchers addressed this issue by utilizing a growth 

curve analysis when conducting statistics, which does not impute values and skew the 

data. The quality of the parent-child videos was sometimes inconsistent; periodically 

the focus was on the back rather than the front of the dyad. These cases were rare, but 

noted. It is also important to point out that the intervention took place in four different 

California counties; therefore, juveniles were trained by different trainers and interacted 
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with their children in different settings. While the training manual was the same for 

each site, further assurance of consistency across trainers is necessary for future 

research. 

There was also relative variability of child visits, which may have interrupted 

the order of sessions. For example, if a child was ill or the caregiver was unable to find 

transportation to the site, a visit may have been skipped or postponed. Some facilities 

overcame these barriers with transport support. Many facilities also provided “baby 

bags” of toys and diapers as compensation for participation in the program, which was 

an obvious benefit to many caregivers and often encouraged them to find appropriate 

transportation. Researchers addressed and assessed such issues as they arose through 

consistent communication with the sites and periodic conference calls with all 

participating centers. 

The aforementioned limitations may lead to both expansion and refinement of 

the program. For the future, the intervention may be shortened to six weeks‟ instead of 

ten weeks. Furthermore, a control group which receives baby visits, but no intervention 

program will help to clarify whether or not improvements in ER are associated with the 

effectiveness of the program rather than mere exposure. Not only will the parent-child 

interactions be filmed, but also the training sessions between trainer and teen parent 

will be recorded to ensure consistency and fidelity with training techniques. In addition 

to expanding the program to different sites, it will be useful to follow-up with 

participants after completion of the program to measure rates of recidivism and 

reintegration into the community. Ultimately, this research posits that an intervention 

targeting the socio-emotional communication between teen parents and their infants is 
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constructive and may have both immediate and longer lasting results. Further studies 

will certainly help advance and broaden these findings. 

In addition to these changes, it is necessary to further explore specific verbal 

and non-verbal interactions. Investigating what types of parent and child vocalizations 

(see Appendix A and B) and what types of infant behaviors (see Appendix C) increase 

across sessions or increase as a function of the intervention, may help explain changes 

in ER and reveal more information about individual parenting styles.  

Past research has established that ER is related to positive developmental 

outcomes, including greater levels of emotional stability, sociability, emotional 

security, and intellectual achievement (Ainsworth et al., 1974), and this approach may 

be effective for a highly vulnerable dyad. Increasing verbal and nonverbal forms of 

communication between these teen fathers and their infants is crucial to developing and 

maintaining a healthy relationship after release. 
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Figure 1. Baby Elmo Program room before and after pictures.
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Table 1 

 

Parent vocalizations 

 

Vocalization Description 

Questions Questions were defined as instances where the father 

requested a verbal or non-verbal response from the child, 

such as “Is that Elmo?” or “What‟s that?” 

Labels/descriptions Labels were defined as single referents provided for the 

infant, such as “eyes” or “It‟s yellow.” Descriptions were 

defined as utterances longer than single words or labels, 

such as “That‟s the letter „C‟” or “The dog says woof.” 

Praise Praise was defined as positive feedback by the father 

related to the infant‟s previous vocalization or behavior, 

such as “Good job” or “That‟s right, that‟s Elmo.” 
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Table 2 

Parent behaviors 

Interaction Description 

Peek-a-boo Peek-a-boo was defined as any attempt by the parent to 

engage and interact with the child by hiding his own face or 

his child‟s face using hands or available materials, such as 

the mirror or blanket, and accompanying said play behavior 

with the words “peek-a-boo.” 

Mirror play Mirror play was defined as any play behavior that involved 

engagement with the mirror toy, whether holding it out in 

front of the infant or pointing to infant‟s reflection in mirror. 

Funny faces Funny faces was defined as any attempt by the parent to 

show a silly face such as puffer fish face or monkey face to 

engage the child. 

Parent comfort 

behavior 

Parent comfort behavior was defined as any physically 

comforting behavior the parent displayed in response to 

some form of infant distress, including hugging, patting the 

child‟s head, or stroking the child‟s hair to soothe him/her. 

Read book Read book was defined as any action the parent took 

involving available books, such as pointing to the pictures, 

reading the stories, or summarizing the book for the infant. 

Play blocks Play blocks was defined as any form of play using blocks or 
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bricks with the child such as stacking blocks in front of the 

child, working to “build a tower” together, counting the 

blocks, or pointing out the colors of the blocks. 

Lap games Lap games were defined as any instance in which the parent 

brought the child to his lap to play one of the planned games 

such as “Bump” game, “Itsy bitsy spider,” “This little 

piggy,” or “This is the way…” 

Pretend play Pretend play was defined as play behavior where the father 

used everyday objects as symbols for other objects or having 

discussions about pretend people animals, and/or settings. 

For example, parent pretended to use a play phone as a real 

phone or picked up and swung child around mimicking a 

rocket ship. 

Dance Dance was defined as any type of rhythmic movement of 

one's feet, body, or both, to the accompaniment of music. 

Parent imitation Parent imitation was defined as any behavior the parent 

copied directly from the infant. For example, the infant 

clapped and the parent copied the gesture by clapping 

immediately after. 

Exploring senses Exploring senses was coded for any parent behavior that 

stimulated one of the five senses specifically, such as giving 

the child a snack, letting the child sniff a scratch and sniff 

sticker, or using touchy-feely board books. 
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Other interactions 

 

Other interactions were defined as any interactions that did 

not fit into one of the aforementioned categories, such as 

playing with the Mr. Potato head or handing the child a Baby 

Elmo stuffed animal. 

Positive physical 

affection 

Positive physical affection was defined as any interaction 

that involved positive physical contact such as hugging or 

kissing. 
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Figure 2. Changes in Emotional responsiveness across sessions. 
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Table 3 

 

Estimated intercepts and slopes for the unconditional Model A of time and Emotional responsiveness scores and Model B with baby 

age as a covariate. Also shown are intercepts and slopes for Model C of positive parent vocalizations and ER and Model D of positive 

behaviors and ER. 

  Model A Model B Model C Model D 

Fixed effects  Inter

cept 

Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope 

Joint attention Time 2.48 0.08** 2.19 0.15*** 2.21 0.08** 2.08 0.09** 

 Age of Baby    0.54**     

 Time x Age    -0.11**     

 Pos Vocal      0.009*   

 Time x Pos Vocal      -0.000   

 Pos Behavior        0.006** 
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 Time x Pos Beh        -0.000 

Emotional 

engagement 

Time 

2.42 0.06* 2.21 0.12** 2.32 0.04 2.36 .040 

 Age of Baby    0.51 (ns)     

 Time x Age    -0.10*     

 Pos Vocal      0.005   

 Time x Pos Vocal      0.000   

 Pos Behavior        0.002 

 Time x Pos Beh        0.000 

Parental 

involvement 

Time 

2.62 0.06  2.32 0.14** 2.38 0.05 2.26 0.05 

 Age of Baby    0.57*     

 Time x Age    -0.14**     

 Pos Vocal      0.008*   

 Time x Pos Vocal      -0.000   
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 Pos Behavior        0.006*** 

 Time x Pos Beh        0.000 

Child 

involvement 

Time 

2.05 0.06* 1.78 0.12** 1.83 0.06* 1.68 0.07* 

 Age of Baby    0.50*     

 Time x Age         

 Pos Vocal      0.007*   

 Time x Pos Vocal      -0.000   

 Pos Behavior        0.006*** 

 Time x Pos Beh        0.000 

Turn taking Time 1.95 0.09** 1.51 0.17*** 1.47 0.12*** 1.30 0.12*** 

 Age of Baby    0.83**     

 Time x Age    -0.15**     

 Pos Vocal      0.015***   

 Time x Pos Vocal      -0.001   
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 Pos Behavior        0.010*** 

 Time x Pos Beh        -0.000 

Follows the 

Lead 

Time 

2.22 0.08** 1.86 0.16*** 1.94 0.07** 1.87 0.09*** 

 Age of Baby    0.69**     

 Time x Age    -0.14**     

 Pos Vocal      0.010***   

 Time x Pos Vocal      -0.000   

 Pos Behavior        0.006*** 

 Time x Pos Beh        -0.000 

* p<0.05 

** p<0.01 

*** p<0.001 
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Table 4 

Correlations between positive parent vocalizations, positive behaviors, and specific 

play behaviors  

 Positive vocalizations Positive behaviors 

Positive behaviors 0.43** - 

Specific play 

behaviors 0.17* 0.18* 

* p<0.05 

** p<0.01 
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Appendix A 

 

Parent vocalizations 

 

Vocalization Description 

Questions Questions were defined as instances in which the father 

requested a verbal or non-verbal response from the child, 

such as “Is that Elmo?” or “What‟s that?” 

Labels/descriptions Labels were defined as single referents provided for the 

infant, such as “eyes” or “It‟s yellow.” Descriptions were 

defined as utterances longer than single words or labels, 

such as “That‟s the letter „C‟” or “The dog says woof.” 

Praise Praise was defined as positive feedback by the father 

related to the infant‟s previous vocalization or behavior, 

such as “Good job” or “That‟s right, that‟s Elmo.” 

Attention 

getters/commands 

Attention getters/commands were defined as parent 

vocalizations directed to the child to attract their gaze 

and attention and/or have them perform some behavior, 

such as “Baby‟s name,” “Come here,” or “Look at this.” 

Prohibitive A prohibitive was defined as a reprimand or scold 

directed at any child behavior or vocalization, such as 

“Don‟t do that” or “Stop it.” 

Parent comfort 

vocalizations 

Parent comfort vocalizations were utterances made in 

response to child distress, such as “It‟s all right” or 

“Don‟t worry, you‟re okay.” 
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Singing Singing included instances of the parent singing a song to 

the child, such as “Twinkle, twinkle” or any of the songs 

included in the Sesame Street Beginnings videos. 

Parent imitation Parent imitation was defined as parental vocalizations 

uttered immediately after the child in a mimicking 

manner. For example, child said, “Dog” and parent 

directly repeated, “Dog.” 

Personal experience Personal experience was defined as explanations of real-

life instances pertaining to the child, such as “Do you 

push the chairs in at home?” or “Look, he has a sock, and 

you have a sock.” 

Complex information Complex information was defined as any instance in 

which the parent provided predictions about what was 

going to happen, reasoning about mental states and/or 

information about the real world, including definitions 

and counting routines. For example, “He is laughing 

because he‟s happy,” “The butterfly is flying away,” or 

“One, two, three balls.” 

Non-codeable Non-codeable discourse included any instance when the 

parent vocalized towards the child in a way that was not 

understandable or congruent with any previous codes. 
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Appendix B 

 

Infant vocalizations 

 

Vocalization Description 

General 

vocalization 

General infant vocalizations included any verbal utterance by 

the child, and each response was coded as positive, negative, 

or neutral. Positive infant vocalizations were defined as any 

happy response, such as the child cooing after the parent 

handed him a toy or praised him. Negative infant vocalizations 

were defined as utterances displaying distress, sadness, or 

upset by the infant, such as crying, screaming, or whining. 

Neutral infant vocalizations were defined as utterances made 

by the infant that were not directed at the parent or situation in 

any direct manner, such as humming. 

Infant words Infant words were defined as any infant utterances (words or 

word approximations) that were not initiated by the parent. 

This included answers to questions and responses to 

commands. For example, infant said, “Dog,” “Elmo,” or 

“Green.” 

Infant imitation Infant imitation was defined as any instance when the child 

directly copied a parent vocalization. For example, parent said, 

“Dog” and child imitated, “Dog.” 
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Appendix C 

 

Infant behaviors 

 

Interaction Description 

Pointing Pointing was defined as any instance when the child gestured 

with one finger toward any object or toy. 

Infant play Infant play was coded as any period of time lasting 15 seconds 

or longer when the child played with toys without the 

involvement of the parent. For example, the child sat and read a 

book by himself or built a tower of blocks alone. 

Infant imitation Infant imitation was defined as any instance when the infant 

copied a gesture from the parent immediately following the 

parent‟s behavior. For example, parent clapped and the infant 

clapped directly after. 

Smiling/laughing Smiling/laughing was defined as any instance when the child 

assumed a facial expression or utterance indicating pleasure, 

delight, or amusement by an upturning of the corners of the 

mouth. 

Other interactions Other interactions were defined as any interactions that did not 

fit into one of the aforementioned categories, such as handing 

the parent a toy or puzzle. 

Positive physical 

affection 

Positive physical affection was defined as any interaction that 

involved positive physical contact such as hugging or kissing. 

 


