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What is the Need in Austin for a School Readiness Program in the Early Years? 
 

Although it has been recognized as a social problem since the 1960s, the educational achievement 
gap between low income and higher income children in the U.S. persists and, in fact, has widened 
over the last several decades (Reardon, 2011). The gap is apparent early on as a gap in school 
readiness as children are beginning kindergarten (Magnuson & Duncan, 2005). In other words, 
before children have even begun school those from low income families are already behind in 
terms of skills necessary for school success than their more affluent peers. These findings suggest 
that children from low income families are experiencing different home and preschool 
environments than their higher income peers. If communities hope to close achievement gaps, it is 
crucial to intervene in ways that will help enrich the early learning environments of children in 
low income families. 
 
This strategy is not new, of course, as it was the foundation for the federal Head Start program 
when it started in 1965. While Head Start and other intensive interventions are crucially 
important in the lives of many low income children, in communities around the country, and in the 
greater Austin area in particular, there is a shortage of available Head Start centers – demand for 
these programs far exceeds current supply. This is despite the fact that Austin has a higher child 
poverty rate than the national average (Austin: 27% vs. US: 22%; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) and 
that only 13% of children raised in low income Austin neighborhoods enter kindergarten ready to 
learn (UCLA Center for Healthier Children, Families, and Communities, 2011). 
 
Compounding the achievement gaps that have persisted for decades is the emergence of a new 
skill gap between low income children and their higher income peers, namely what has been 
called the “digital divide.” While 91% of children in high income families (earning more than 
$75,000 per year) have access to a computer at home, only 48% of children from low income 
families (earning less than $30,000 per year) do (Common Sense Media, 2011). Only 27% of lower 
income children have access to a smartphone and 2% have access to a tablet computer, compared 
with 57% and 17% of higher income children, respectively (Common Sense Media, 2011). Further, 
while nearly half (47%) of higher income parents download smartphone or tablet applications 
(“apps”) for their children, only 14% of lower income parents have done so, facts that spurred a 
leading media watchdog organization to coin the new term “app gap” (Common Sense Media, 
2011). As education and learning become increasingly computer-based, it is likely that the digital 
divide and app gap may sustain or even exacerbate existing achievement gaps if left unchecked.  
  

These concerning statistics are the target of the Success By 6 initiative at United Way for Greater 
Austin (UWATX). Success By 6 aims to ensure that every child in the Austin community enters 
kindergarten ready for school by supporting community programs and services targeted to the 
families of young children in Austin’s low income communities. In 2012, UWATX launched a new 
program to particularly target these needs in the Austin community – Play to Learn. 
 

What is Play to Learn? 
 
Play to Learn is a two-generation program that demonstrates to parents the important role they 
can and do play in educating their young children and preparing them for school. The program is 
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targeted to low income, primarily Spanish-speaking families from under-resourced 
neighborhoods who may otherwise not have access to parent education or to early childhood 
education for their children. Play to Learn is targeted at the parents of 2- and 3-year-old children. 
Play to Learn is designed to be a time-limited program that teaches parents simple and sustainable 
skills that they can continue with their children at home long after the program has ended. 
 
Play to Learn is delivered in weekly, two-hour sessions to groups of 12 to 15 families. The sessions 
are free to families and are held in easily accessible community locations such as public 
elementary schools and public libraries. Program sessions are delivered  primarily in Spanish but 
the facilitators do translate the activities to English for the families who are English dominant. The 
facilitators talk directly both to parents and to children throughout the sessions, moderating and 
modeling content appropriately. At each session, facilitators introduce positive guidance to 
parents, teach parents and children new songs and activities, read a book aloud, demonstrate apps 
on tablets, and provide free play time with center activities that parents can engage in with their 
children (art, blocks, dramatic play, library corner, manipulatives). 
 
The content of the Play to Learn sessions is focused on developmentally appropriate practice and 
positive guidance. All content is age-appropriate for toddlers and all demonstrated activities are 
designed to be replicable by the parents using materials already in their homes or provided by the  

program. Each session focuses on  promoting 
a different area of children’s development: 

Week 1: Introduction 
Week 2: Gross Motor Skills 
Week 3: Fine Motor Skills 
Week 4: Language Development 
Week 5: Social Emotional Skills 
Week 6: Math Skills (Shapes) 
Week 7: Emerging Literacy Skills 
Week 8: Math Skills (Numeracy) 

The content is delivered through both direct 
instruction to the parents and through 
demonstration of key constructs and 
behaviors through interactions the facilitator 
has with the children. For example, the 
facilitator might talk with the parents about  

Example Play to Learn Messages: 

 

Make Story Time Interactive 

Talk about the 

pictures, characters, 

and actions in the 

story.  

 

Ask Many Questions  

 Extend the 

conversation by asking 

questions related to 

your child’s interests. 

 

Phrase Directions in a Positive Way 

 Instead of saying “No yelling,” say “Use your 

inside voice.” 

using food packages at home to show children letters and then demonstrate it with the children 
using a box of cereal. 
 
In addition to the content above, the program also emphasizes several important community 
resources, such as public libraries and public parks, and guides parents in how to find and use 
these resources, both online and in person.  The learning opportunities afforded by public 
educational television, such as that provided on KLRU, are also emphasized. At the end of each 
session, families are provided a children’s book (e.g.,  Are You My Mother? by P. D. Eastman) and a 
bag of materials to take home (e.g., paper, crayons, play dough, or watercolors). 
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How Was Play to Learn Implemented in Austin? 
 
From 2012 to 2013, United Way of Greater Austin (UWATX) partnered with the Educational 
Services division of KLRU, Austin’s local public television station, to implement Play to Learn in 
communities in and around Austin. The goal was to enroll 200 families in the program; the 
program was thus offered to four cohorts of 50 families over the course of a year. Families were 
recruited to join the program by Community Outreach Specialists (COSs), who were charged with 
recruiting parent participants and sustaining their program attendance. COSs recruited families by 
going to supermarkets, churches, health clinics, and Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) offices. 
They would approach parents of children who appeared to be two- to three-years-old and ask 
whether they were interested in participating in a free program for parents and their young 
children. Because UWATX wanted Play to Learn to fill gaps in parenting and early childhood 
resources in these communities, families had to show proof that their child received Medicaid or 
CHIP and their residential address was in the area targeted by the program. In addition, the parent 
had to confirm that  their young child was not and had not  been in Head Start or Early Head Start. 
 
The program was delivered at libraries, elementary schools, childcare centers, or churches in each 
of the target neighborhoods, namely Dove Springs, St. John’s, Northeast Austin, and Manor. The 
program was offered at a different location Monday through Thursday of each week, with a 
different group of 12 to 15 families participating each day. Facilitators used Friday as a 
preparation day for the following week.  
 
In order to enhance the Play to Learn experience for families and to help close the digital divide,  
final key and innovative component to UWATX’s implementation of the program was the 
introduction of tablet computers as a means of demonstrating content and enhancing children’s 
and parents’ learning.  The tablets were preloaded by UWATX with a range of educational apps for 
young children that were available in both English and Spanish. The apps focused on broad range 
of topics that are important to young children, including routines (such as bathing and eating), 
shapes, numbers, letters, and art.  
 
How Was Play to Learn Evaluated? 

 

The Play to Learn evaluation had two primary objectives: 
 To assess changes over time in participants’ parenting behaviors that support children’s 

learning and in children’s developmental skills and use of educational media. 
 To determine whether the tablet facilitated parents’ and children’s access to the internet 

and children’s learning. 
 
The evaluation team surveyed parent participants  using a prospective longitudinal pre-/post-test 
design. Parent were surveyed at three time-points: the week before the program began, the week 
after it ended, and again three months after it ended. At each time point, parents reported their 
and their children’s use of the internet and the library, their parenting behaviors, their depressive 
symptoms, and their children’s developmental skills. At the second and third time points, parents 
were asked their thoughts about the program, what aspects of it they use at home with their child, 
and whether their child uses the apps introduced during the Play to Learn sessions. 
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To evaluate what role the tablets played in facilitating parents’ and children’s access to the 
internet and ultimately children’s learning, half of the sample received a tablet the week after the 
program ended while the other half received a tablet after the three month follow-up survey. This 
design allowed the comparison of the two groups on key indicators of internet use and children’s 
developmental skills. The apps were the same ones used in the Play to Learn sessions. Tablets 
were also pre-loaded with children’s songs and music, an Internet link to free digital books, and an 
Internet link to the City of Austin website that shows public resources (such as libraries and 
parks). To incentivize use of the libraries, UWATX paid for tablet Wifi access as long as parents 
visited a public library twice in the previous month. 

 

The evaluation was designed around the following logic model for how the Play to Learn program 

would assist parents and their children: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who Participated in Play to Learn? 
 

A total of 212 families initially signed up for Play to Learn. Of these, 198 (93%) completed the 
program and participated in the evaluation. The majority of the parent participants were mothers 
(97%) and their average age was 31 years.  Nearly two thirds of the parents (63%) did not 
graduate from high school and 20% did not reach high school. The majority of the parents (76%) 
were stay-at-home moms; only 24% of the parents were employed at the time of the program. 
Ninety-one percent of the parents  were married or living with a partner. The average age of the 
children in the program was 2 years and 5 months, and half of the children were girls (51%). 
Families had an average of 2.6 children living at home. Most (92%) of the parents reported that 
they were of Latino ethnic origin and nearly all (95%) reported that they primarily spoke Spanish 
at home. All of the families were low income. 

Pre-test                                                  Initial Post-Test                                 Three-Month Follow Up Post-Test     

Evaluation Assessments 

PLAY TO LEARN 

*8 weekly sessions 
*Tablet use in 

sessions 
*Books and materials 

to take home 
*Promotion of 

libraries as resource 
*Promotion of 

educational television 
 

Initial increase 
in parents’ 

learning support 
activities 

Increases in 
children’s 

developmental 
skills 

TABLET to take home 
(for half the families) 

Sustained 
increase in 

parents’  
learning support 

activities 

Increase in 
parents’ and 

children’s use of 
the internet  

Increases in 
children’s use of 
technology for 

learning 

Short Term Effects 
1 Week after Finishing PTL 

Long-Term Effects 
12 Weeks after Finishing PTL 8 Weeks of PTL 
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What Were the Short-Term Effects of Play to Learn? 
 
Both parents and children showed improvement from before to after having participated in the 
program on a range of parenting behaviors and activities targeted by Play to Learn. All of the 
results presented below were statistically significant differences from before to immediately after 
participation in Play to Learn. 
 
Increase in parents’ learning support activities 
 
Parents reported an 
increase from before to 
after the program in the 
extent to which they 
engaged in several learning 
support activities with their 
children, including reading 
books, telling stories, 
singing songs, and playing 
games. 

 
 
Decrease in parents’ inefficacy and disengagement 

  
Parents 
decreased in 
their feelings 
of inefficacy in 
their 
interactions 
with their 
children and in 
their 
disengagement 
from their 
children’s 
learning.  

 

Decrease in parents’ symptoms of depression 
 
Parents reported a significant decrease 
in depression symptoms after 
participating in                     
Play to Learn.  
 
  1

1.5

2

Before PTL After PTL

A few days in  
the past week 

 
 
 
 
 

Not at all 

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

Read
books to

child

Tell stories
to child

Sing songs
with child

Play
games

Before PTL

After PTL

Every day 
 
 
 

Most days of 
the week 

 
 

A few days 
 per week 

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

What I do has
little effect on

my child

When something 
goes wrong 

between me and 
my child I can’t 

correct it 

Children learn
best doing things

on own

Children should
play on own

most of the time

Before PTL

After PTL

Agree 

 
 
 

Disagree 
 
 
 

Strongly  
disagree 

Frequency of depressive symptoms 
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Increase in families’ library usage 
 
With Play to Learn’s emphasis on the important role local libraries can play in children’s early 
learning, there were significant increases in the percentage of parents who used the library for a 
variety of activities from before to immediately after participation in Play to Learn. 

 
Increase in parents’ use of the internet to support child rearing 
 
Parents reported modest yet significant increases in the extent to which they used the internet for 
a variety of activities to support their child rearing. 

 
 
Increase in children’s educational television viewing 
 

Parents reported an increase in the extent to which 
children watched educational television shows 
such as Sesame Street, Dora, Diego, Bob the Builder, 
Angelina Ballerina, Curious George, Thomas and 
Friends, and other shows on KLRU. 

0%

20%

40%

60%

Borrow
books

Borrow
materials

other than
books

Get
information
on parenting

Take child to
story time

Use library
computer to

access
Internet

Use library
computer to

access
Internet with

child

35% 

19% 19% 
13% 11% 9% 

52% 

32% 
27% 

32% 

18% 15% 

P
e

rc
en

t 
o

f 
p

ar
en

ts
 r

ep
o

rt
in

g 

Before PTL

After PTL

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Find
activities to

do with
child

Read about
parenting
concerns

Find public
libraries,
parks, or

other public
resources

Find
information

on
programs

for parents

Find
information

on
programs
for child

Read books
to your

child

Play online
games with

child

Parents' Use of the Internet in the Past Month 

Before PTL

After PTL

Most days 
 
 
 

A few days 
 
 
 

Not at all 

2

2.5

3

Before PTL After PTL

Most days 
in the past 

week 
 
 
 
 

A few days 
per week 
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What Were the Long-Term Effects of Play to Learn? 
 

The same outcomes were examined to determine which outcomes had sustained improvement 
from before the program to three months after it ended (and five months after it started). In 
addition, whether there were significant changes in children’s developmental skills from before to 
three months after the program were examined. 
 

Long-term increase in parents’ learning support activities 
 
Three months after Play to Learn ended, parents continued to engage in several learning support 
activities significantly more often than they had before participating in the program. They played 
more games, read more books, sang more songs, told more stories, and took their children outside 
to play more often than they had before Play to Learn. 
 

 
 
 

Long-term decrease in parents’ depressive symptoms 
 

  
 

All parents reported a decrease in 

depressive symptoms from before the 

Play to Learn program began to three 

months after it ended. 

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

  Play with games or toys
with child

  Read books to child

  Take child for walk or to
playground

  Sing songs to child

  Tell stories to child

Every day 

 

 

 

 

Most days 

 

 

 

 

A few days 

1

1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

1.5

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

A few days in  
the past week 

 
 
 
 
 

Not at all 

Frequency of depressive symptoms 
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Long-term decrease in parents’ disengagement 
 
Three months after Play to Learn ended and its emphasis on parent involvement in children’s 
learning, parents continued to show decreases in two key aspects of parental disengagement. 
 

 
 
 
Increase in families’ library usage 
 
Parents continued to use the library at higher rates three months after Play to Learn ended than 
they had before the program. On average, parents were: 

 twice as likely to borrow books,  
 two and a half times as likely to borrow materials other than books,  
 three times as likely to take their child to story time, and 
 twice as likely to use the internet at the library either on their own or with their child. 

These changes were observed both in families who received the table (and were incentivized to go 
to the library to receive Wifi access) and families who did not. 
 

 
  
 

1

1.5

2
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3

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

  Children learn best
doing things
themselves.

  When something
goes wrong between
me and my child, I
can't correct it.
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20%

40%

60%

80%

Borrow books Borrow
materials

other than
books

Take child to
story time

Use library
comp to access

Internet

Use library
comp to access
Internet with

child
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Increase in parents’ use of the internet to support child learning 
 
Over the three months after they completed the Play to Learn program, parents reported 
significant increases in the extent to which they accessed the internet to support their child 
rearing, including finding activities and programs for their children and playing games with or 
reading books online to their children. 
 

 
 
 
Increase in children’s social and cognitive skills  

 

Parents rated their children’s social skills both before they started Play to Learn and again three 
months after it ended.  Children were rated as significantly higher in three aspects of social skills:  

 

 

 

 
 

1

1.5

2

2.5

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

  Find activities to do
with child

  Find information on
programs for child

  Play online games
with child

  Read books to child

2

2.25

2.5

2.75

3

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

Social skills 
  Makes friends easily

  Enjoys learning

  Shows imagination in
play

 
 
 
 
 

Twice in 
the past 
month 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Once in 
the past 
month 

Very true 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sometimes 
true 
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They were also rated by their parents as significantly lower in four behavior problems: 

 

 

Parents also rated their children higher on a scale of cognitive and developmental skills (e.g., 
following commands, gross motor skills, fine motor skills, shape recognition, counting) three 
months after Play to Learn ended than they did before the parents and children began the 
program. 

 

  

1.25

1.5

1.75

2

2.25

2.5

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

Behavior problems 

  Has temper tantrums

  Can't concentrate

  Hits others

  Doesn't get along
with others

2

2.25

2.5

2.75

3

Before PTL 3 months after PTL

Cognitive developmental skills 
Always 

performs 
skill 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sometimes 
performs 

skill 

 
 
 
 
 

Sometimes 
true 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not true 
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How Did Families Benefit from Having the Tablet? 
 

Tablets were given to half of the families at the end of Play to Learn, which afforded the evaluation 
team  the opportunity to determine the extent to which having a table impacted children’s media 
usage and their developmental skills. 
 

Parents reported that their children 
who received the tablet right after 
Play to Learn watched more 
educational television at the three 
month follow up and accessed the 
internet more often than children 
who waited three months for the 
tablet. 

 

 

Not surprisingly, children who received the tablets right after Play to Learn were much more likely 
to use the apps introduced in the Play to Learn sessions. 

 
 
 
  

Children who received the tablets immediately 
after Play to Learn were rated by their parents 
as higher in their cognitive and developmental 
skills after three months than children who had 
to wait to receive the tablet. 

 

 

0
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3

What
Babies Do
(routines)

Kid Paint
(painting)

Animal
ABC

(words)

Shapes and
Colors

(shapes)
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(counting)
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books

City of
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playground
maps
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Three or 
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Once 
 
 
 

Never 

Cognitive and 
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skills 

Most days 
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2

2.5

3

Watched
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internet
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Not at all 

2.5

2.6

2.7

2.8
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tablet

Waited for
tablet
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How Did Families Respond to Play to Learn? 
 
In addition to examining the short- and long-term effects of the program on the parents and 
children and the effect of the tablet, the evaluation team investigated parents’ perceptions of the 
Play to Learn program. Parent response to Play to Learn was overwhelmingly positive.  

 98% of the participants strongly agreed or agreed that the staff were happy and enthusiastic 

during the sessions. 

 98% of the participants strongly agreed or agreed that they AND their child enjoyed program 

activities. 

 98% said they learned new parenting techniques that they are using at home. 

 98% said because of the program they feel confident about helping their child succeed in 

school. 

 99% said they read to their child the books they received from the program and are using the 

take home materials they received. 

When asked to share their thoughts about the program in their own words, parents emphasized 
the skills they learned and how much their children benefited from the program: 
 

“It was really great that you brought this program to our neighborhood. Personally, it helped me 
take the first step towards my daughter’s education instead of waiting for her to learn at school. 
In these past weeks she learned to count, the vowels, and can now say half of the alphabet-all of 
this because I sing to her each day.” (A parent from Dove Springs) 
 
“I learned that instead of saying NO, I can change the focus to something positive. Thanks for the 
books you gave me so I can sit down and read to him and we can learn new words.” (A parent 
from Northeast Austin) 
 
“This helped me a lot because he got better at speaking, drawing, and writing. I now know that 

before going to school they need to get prepared and before I thought the school would prepare 

them.” (A parent from Manor) 

 

“I learned how to be supportive toward my son and what words to use when I want to let him 

know he is doing a great job, which are very important things. This program reminded me that 

every moment whether it is playing or watching TV is a great opportunity to teach our children. 

Thank you for this great program.” (A parent from Dove Springs) 

 

“The most important thing for me {about the program} was that on the first day my child 
attended the program she thanked me for taking her. She enjoyed it a lot and learned a lot of 
important things. Thank you to the teachers that dedicated their time to the kids.” (A parent from 
Northeast Austin) 
 
“What I liked the most {about the program} was learning and discovering how to help Cesar read 
so that he wouldn't want to skip the pages in the book as he used to, learning how his imagination 
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and attention develops, and spending time with him. He learned more than I expected. I hope he 
will be more interested in reading and spend more time drawing. What he liked the most was 
working with the clay. He has started counting stuff on his own. For him this was fun and 
exciting.” (A parent from Northeast Austin) 
 
“I just want to thank all the organizers of this program because my daughter had fun and learned 
a lot from you. Thank you for everything and continue to help more kids just like you helped my 
kid. Thank you for all the time you dedicated to the kids. My daughter will miss you all.” (A parent 
from St. Johns) 
 
“My daughter and I liked the dance routines and storytelling activities at the center. It brought 
me a lot of joy to see my daughter so happy. This program has filled us with many ideas of 
activities to do at home with my kids. My daughter learned a lot and everything she has learned 
she now teaches her 5 year-old brother who struggles to talk. This is an experience we will never 
forget. THANK YOU!” (A parent from Manor) 
 

Parents were also asked what things they learned in Play to Learn that they still do with their child 

three months after the program ended.  Many parents said they have implemented the techniques 

they learned from the program at home with their child, such as being patient, getting on the 

child’s level, using re-direction and positive feedback, singing the songs they learned, and using 

things in the environment to count or for letter identification. Many parents indicated reading 

more books to their child now because they were had been in Play to Learn. Many parents 

discussed using the materials the program provided. Several mentioned going to the library more 

frequently because of the program. Here are a few exemplar quotes: 

“I learned that instead of saying NO, I can change the focus to something positive. Thanks to the 
books you gave me I can sit down and read to him and we can learn new words.” (A parent from 
St. Johns) 
 
“Using everyday things to help him learn his shapes, colors, and numbers.” (A parent from Dove 
Springs) 
 
“I learned to put myself at my child's level so that we can interact better, how to compliment her 
when she does something right, sing to her and ask them questions.” (A parent from Northeast 
Austin) 
 
“The thing I found most helpful was that we can teach our children by playing, they learn so quick 
if we play and teach them words, numbers, shapes but still just playing.” (A parent from Dove 
Springs) 
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Conclusion and Implications for Future Extensions of Play to Learn 
 

As the participant quotes above illustrate, Play to Learn is a program that is both enjoyed and 
much appreciated by both the parent participants and their children. The key messages and goals 
of Play to Learn – namely, to demonstrate for parents how they can use play as a means of 
teaching their children, apply positive guidance, and view everyday objects as tools for teaching 
children letters and numbers – were clearly understood and retained by the parents three months 
after the end of the program.  
 
Play to Learn was found to promote a range of parent involvement activities in both the short- and 
long-term, from reading books to children to taking children to story time at local public libraries. 
Importantly, parents reported their children made significant gains in their social and cognitive 
skills and significant decreases in their behavior problems from before to three months after the 
program. While the findings for the tablet were more modest, they did indicate that children 
receiving the tablet watched more educational television and played with more educational apps, 
illustrating that the provision of tablets to the families could go a long way toward closing the 
“digital divide” and “app gap.”  
 
Given the strength of the findings and the positive reception the program received from parents in 
communities throughout Austin, there is little to suggest in the way of improving the program –
the content and form of delivery are currently well-calibrated to the interests and abilities of the 
target population. Future extensions of Play to Learn might consider extending the program or 
offering ‘booster sessions’ weeks or months after the main program has ended in order to sustain 
its positive effects. Indeed, when asked for their suggestions to improve the program, parents’ 
main suggestion was to offer it in longer sessions and for more weeks. Another possible 
adjustment would be for the facilitators to emphasize that the tablets are meant to be family tools 
and not just electronic toys for the children; the evaluation revealed that children used the tablets 
almost exclusively. 
 
Overall, Play to Learn was found to be an effective, short-term program that promoted parent 
engagement in their children’s learning, children’s media use, and children’s developmental skills. 
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