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This paper reports the results of an intensive home-based educational intervention programme for 4-
to 6-year-old children at risk of educational failure. The programme, Opstap Opnieuw (‘‘Step-up
Anew’’), was developed in the Netherlands as an alternative to the well-known HIPPY-programme,
of which a Dutch version was carried out in the early 1990s for ethnic minority groups, without
apparent success. Building on the basic intervention strategy of HIPPY (i.e., involving mothers and
paraprofessional aides), a new curriculum was developed based on recent theoretical insights in
cognitive and language development, and emergent literacy and numeracy. The programme was
carried out with Turkish and Moroccan immigrant families. For the Turkish group, the results were
partly positive: There were modest effects of the programme on cognitive development and emergent
numeracy, small effects on Turkish language development, but no effects on Dutch language
development. In contrast, for the Moroccan group the effects were disappointing. The results are
evaluated with respect to recent insights into effective strategies and essential ingredients of early
educational intervention programmes.

Many countries face the problem of large groups of children
entering elementary schools, but being insuf� ciently equipped
for meeting the requirements of elementary education.
Research into school careers has clearly shown the long-lasting
impact of an unfavourable start in formal education, ultimately
leading to all types of undesirable social outcomes. Initial
disadvantages seldom disappear, and there is evidence that
early gaps tend to widen over time. Children from poor, low
socioeconomic backgrounds, and ethnic minorities are among
those most at risk of early educational failure.

Early educational intervention programmes have been
applied worldwide to tackle this problem with mixed success
however. Particularly programmes, which were carried out
under the � ag of the Project Head Start in the United States of
America, were relatively extensively researched. Initial reports
concluded that only modest cognitive effects were reached,
which, moreover, largely disappeared within two years after the
intervention (cf. McKey et al., 1985). However, results, such
as reduced grade retention and reduced referrals to special
education, did not attract attention in the public debate. The
sparse results reported in other countries, including the
Netherlands, were comparable to the Head Start results
(Scheerens, 1987). More intensive programmes than Head
Start have shown more enduring results in the cognitive
domain. In addition, Lee and Loeb (1996) have recently
pointed out that the low quality of schools of former Head
Start participants undermines the bene� ts of programme

participation. Recent reviews, among which an international
comparison and a review of model programmes, tend to be
much more positive about the potential of early educational
intervention programmes (cf. Barnett, 1995; Boocock, 1995;
Ramey & Ramey, 1998; Yoshikawa, 1994).

It has been argued that the early attempts in this � eld
suffered from many teething troubles, explaining their overall
disappointing results. An important criticism was that Head
Start programmes were so different regarding important
aspects of the intervention strategy, such as intervention
setting (home vs. centre), age of onset, intensity and duration,
and the ‘‘content’’ or ‘‘curriculum’’. Whereas in earlier
comprehensive reviews (e.g., McKey et al., 1985) programme
differences were mostly ignored, interest has recently shifted
towards identifying in detail effective strategies and essential
ingredients. A second generation of early educational inter-
vention programmes has been developed in which basic
features, such as timing and intensity, are systematically varied
in order to gain more insight in the determinants of (long-
term) effectiveness (e.g., Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Reynolds,
1994). The results indicate that an early onset (when children
are 3–4 years old or even younger), high intensity, long
duration, and continuation of the preschool intervention into
the early grades of elementary school, enhance ef� cacy.

There is also consensus among experts that a broad
curriculum, addressing cognition, language, preliteracy, pre-
numeracy, socioemotional development, and promoting active
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learning, is developmentally most appropriate and effective
(Farran, Silveri, & Culp, 1991; Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997).
Notions like these are in agreement with current theorising in
developmental and educational psychology (Serpell, 1999).

Despite growing consensus about essential features of early
education, present knowledge is still rather unprecise and
mainly based on research in the US. Research in other social
and cultural contexts is especially needed to gain more insight
into the interaction of programme characteristics with parti-
cular contextual factors. This article reports an evaluation
research of a recently developed early educational intervention
programme, carried out in the Netherlands with two ethnic
minority groups. Therefore, the present � ndings may con-
tribute to contextualising present knowledge about effective
early education.

Home-based programmes:
A brief overview

Involving parents in early (preschool) education is seen by
many as an essential ingredient and a home-based approach in
which parents are the educators of their children is often
advocated. The theoretical reason is that, given the need for
intensive interventions, parents are the most suitable agents,
because, in principle, they are able to invest the required time
(Bronfenbrenner, 1975; Ramey & Ramey, 1998). A more
practical reason is that the costs of involving professionals in an
educational programme are much higher, therefore presenting
a large obstacle for programmes implemented on a large scale.
The home-based strategy is especially attractive in situations in
which setting up a system of preschool centres is not feasible,
as it is in many developing countries and poor communities, or
when cultural beliefs and child-rearing practices are not in
favour of the use of some kind of centre-based or professional
care.

An important additional argument is that, according to
KagÆitc, ibas, i (1999), involving parents and using the home as
primary site for intervention will increase the sensitivity of the
educational intervention programme to the ecological context
of child development. By involving parents in a nontrivial way,
as shareholders and as instructors interacting with the child,
the programme automatically, as it were, incorporates and
adapts to the wider social and cultural context.

Yet, there are only a few studies in support of this claim of
involving parents. A disclaimer comes from a meta-analytic
review by White, Taylor, and Moss (1992), attempting to
assess the ef� cacy of involving parents in addition to
professionals, but failing to show any impact of this strategy.
The few available studies on truly home-based programmes,
in which parents solely acted as instructors of their children,
are not overly in support of the importance of involving
parents (cf. Barnett, 1995). For instance, research on the
Levenstein’s Mother Child Home Program (MCHP) re-
ported positive effects (Levenstein, O’Hara, & Madden,
1983), but a replication on the Bermuda Islands was not
successful (Scarr & McCartney, 1988). A recently developed
Dutch programme for 2- to 4-year-olds, modelled on the
MCHP programme, was also not effective (Kohnstamm,
Meesters, & Simons, 1997).

Studies in the related � elds of prevention of child abuse
and child health problems, reported positive effects of home-
based interventions on child-rearing practice (e.g., see

Larson, 1980; Olds, Henderson, Tatelbaum, & Chamberlain,
1986) and on serious forms of adolescent antisocial behaviour
(Olds, et al., 1998). However, effects on cognitive develop-
ment and school achievement were not studied. The well-
known Yale Child Welfare Program (Seitz, Rosenbaum, &
Apfel, 1985), a broad family support project, did have a
positive impact on cognition and school outcomes, but it
should be noted that a centre-based child education
component was also included as part of the support strategy
(i.e., intensive use of a high quality daycare centre), so that
the results are inconclusive as to the role of the home
component. To conclude this short review of the ef� cacy of
fully home-based programmes, the conclusion is that the
results are mixed and often not directly generalisable to the
� eld of cognitive development and school achievement.

The HIPPY programme replicated

A home-based educational programme currently implemented
in many countries worldwide, including several states in the
US, is the Israeli Home Instruction Program for Preschool
Youngsters (HIPPY). Lombard (1981), the principal designer
of HIPPY, reported lasting effects of a pilot study with HIPPY
conducted in Tel Aviv. KagÆitc, ibas, i (1999; KagÆitc, ibas, i, Sunar,
& Bekman, 1988) used HIPPY in a more comprehensive
project in Turkey, which also included an extensive Mother
Training component in addition to the child-focused Cognitive
Training component based on HIPPY. The short- and long-
term results were very promising. Based on these positive
results, a replication of HIPPY was carried out in the
Netherlands from 1989 to 1991, which included group
meetings for parents as in the Turkish programme. However,
the Dutch replication yielded no short- or long-term effects
(Eldering & Vedder, 1992, 1999).

The failure of the Dutch replication of HIPPY led to a
thorough analysis of possible explanations, culminating in an
entirely new version of the programme, called Opstap Opnieuw
(‘‘Step-up Anew’’, because the Dutch HIPPY programme was
called ‘‘Step-up’’; the Dutch term also implies ‘‘scaffolding’’).
The programme was developed by an interuniversity team of
experts, directed by the third author of this article. The basic
strategy of HIPPY was maintained. The new programme
focused on parents as instructors of their children, used
intermediaries (called paraprofessionals) recruited from the
parents’ own community to instruct and support the parents,
and provided group meetings. Also, age of onset (4–5 years),
intensity, duration, and frequency of the group meetings, were
the same as in the former Dutch HIPPY programme. There-
fore, the major change concerned the programme’s content or
‘‘curriculum’’. In the next section the programme will be
described more fully.

The present study reports the results of the newly developed
home-based programme Opstap Opnieuw on cognitive and
language domains, assessed shortly after the � rst cohort
completed the programme. (The programme also aims to
improve mother-child interactions and dimensions of socio-
emotional development, which will be examined in future
reports.) The results are valuable in their own right, because
they contribute to the (as yet relatively small) body of evidence
of home-based early educational intervention programmes.
However, as the results turned out to be different for different
ethnic-cultural groups involved in the programme and for the
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different developmental domains addressed by the programme,
this article is intended to serve the additional goal of enhancing
understanding of the socioecological mechanisms moderating
the effects of early educational interventions.

The Dutch home-based programme, Opstap
Opnieuw

Opstap Opnieuw (Step-up Anew) was designed in accordance
with recent theorising in developmental and educational
psychology, aiming at improving the quality of mother-child
interactions in educationally relevant domains of knowledge
and skills. The basic mechanism of development and learning
that was aimed at, was co-construction in emotionally
supportive social interactions. The domains of development
addressed were cognitive (basic concepts, semantic-taxonomic
categories, problem-solving skill), emergent numeracy (num-
ber concepts, logo-mathematical concepts), language (voca-
bulary, text comprehension skill), emergent literacy
(phonological awareness, concepts of print, letter knowledge),
and socioemotional (autonomy, self-esteem, persistence, and
enthusiasm regarding ‘‘school-like’’ activities).

For each domain, age-appropriate proximal goals were
speci� ed and developmentally sequenced, forming a time by
domain matrix which was � lled with concrete, meaningful, and
attractive activities, supposed to actualise and integrate the
speci� ed goals across domains. The content of the activities
gradually increased in complexity and expectation over the two
years. For instance, regarding language development, early in
the programme the emphasis was on vocabulary acquisition,
whereas in the second year much time was devoted to the
development of text comprehension skills. Stories were weekly
used to serve integrally goals in the domains of language
development (vocabulary, textual skills) and emergent literacy
(e.g., phonemic awareness, concepts of print).

The distal short-term goals of the programme were de� ned in
terms of developmental prerequisites for successful achieving
in formal education. As a long-term transfer goal, the pro-
gramme was intended to improve school achievement in
reading, writing, and math, and to reduce grade retention
and referrals to special education.

The core of the programme was a structured curriculum
built on the matrix of proximal goals, specifying all kinds of
educational activities to be carried out collaboratively at home
by mother and child. The curriculum covered two years
(effectively, 30 weeks in each year) and was presented to the
mothers on weekly instructions and worksheets, which
speci� ed activities for � ve days each week. In total, there
were 150 planned activities per year. Carrying out the daily
activities was estimated to take about 20 minutes each day. In
addition to the worksheets, the programme provided all kinds
of materials to be used in the activities, such as pencils,
scissors, audiotapes with nursery rhymes and songs, and
picture books. Instructions to the mothers about how to carry
out the activities were written on instruction sheets in clear,
simple language and, in view of the low literacy skills of many
of the target mothers, supported by pictorial illustrations. For
fully illiterate mothers, stories and songs were also made
available on audiotape. Worksheets, instruction sheets,
materials, books, and tapes were all attractively designed.
Picture books were written by well-known authors of
children’s books.

The mothers were supported by paraprofessional aides who
were to explain the worksheets and demonstrate appropriate
interactional behaviour. These paraprofessionals were experi-
enced mothers themselves, belonged to the same commu-
nities as the target families, lived mostly in the same
neighbourhoods, spoke their languages, but were on average
slightly better educated. Paraprofessional aides were recruited
locally by the coordinators, from the Turkish and Moroccan
target groups. They were usually known by the coordinators
because of their active participation in the neighbourhood.
They received an introductory training (8–10 days) and were
further trained on the job by their local coordinator.
According to the plan, the paraprofessionals visited the
families every two weeks (planned number of visits: 15 in
each year) or, alternatively, organised small group meetings in
a nearby neighbourhood centre. In addition to instructing and
supporting the mothers, the paraprofessionals were also asked
to keep records of the actual implementation of the
programme activities, thus being an essential instrument of
the programme’s implementation strategy and implementa-
tion monitoring system.

The paraprofessionals’ contacts with the families and their
reports on the progress made by the families, in turn, were
monitored by the local coordinators, who were responsible for
all the participating families in their area (ranging from 45 to
90). For the purpose of monitoring the implementation, a
computer-based management information system was intro-
duced, for which the local coordinators provided the necessary
input. The coordinators were professionals in education who
were trained at college level and responsible for the recruitment
of the families, and the selection, training, and coaching of the
paraprofessionals.

In addition to the support by paraprofessionals, the
programme also organised monthly group meetings (planned
number of meetings: 12 per year) for the mothers in a
neighbourhood centre, headed by the local coordinator. A
portion of the group meetings was used for providing
additional information on the worksheets. There was also time
for discussing general child-rearing themes brought in by the
parents. However, the main purpose of the group meetings was
to provide information about general principles of authoritative
and emotionally supportive, sensitive-responsive interaction
styles. A videotape showing a model mother-child interaction
was used for demonstrating these principles.

In view of the fact that the target groups spoke different
languages, the programme was made available in Dutch,
Turkish, and standard Arabic. Underlying this were two
notions. First, the theoretical notion that general language
and cognitive development in bilingual situations obtains most
from a strategy that supports mother tongue development
(preceding or paralleling development in the second language;
Cummins, 1989), and second, the notion that the subtle
mechanisms of co-constructive interactions should not be
hampered by dif� culties in communication. It was explicitly
recommended to use the version matching best the family’s
language.

The programme was developed for 4- to 6-year-old
children. In the Dutch context, most of the children of this
age (95%) are in all-day kindergarten, starting from their
fourth birthday and staying for at least two years. The
programme, however, started in a � xed month (September),
with children between almost 4 to 5 years of age, and was
implemented for two years, regardless of the age at entry of the



children. Therefore, the programme was run more or less
parallel to kindergarten. There were no programme activities
planned during the school vacations.

Context of implementation

Before turning to the evaluation study and its results, a few
comments should be made about the social context in which
Opstap Opnieuw was run.

The last three decades, the Netherlands has experienced a
surge of immigration resulting in considerable ethnic diversity.
Immigrants from former colonies and from Mediterranean
countries, who originally came to the country as hired guest
workers, today comprise 6% of the total Dutch population. In
the younger age groups, the percentage is much higher (15%),
and in major cities there will soon be one in every two newborn
children from a nonindigenous background (CBS, 1995).
Although there are intriguing differences between the immi-
grant groups, their social integration generally faces many
obstacles. Foremost among these is the fact that immigrant
children’s school careers are much less successful right from
the start (de Jong, Klapwijk, & van der Leij, 1995; Hagen,
Creusen, & Zijlmans, 1987), which has all kinds of adverse
consequences later in life, such as early school drop-out, lower
income, higher unemployment rate, and enhanced (juvenile)
delinquency (SCP, 1997; Tesser, 1997). Most troubling is the
situation of Turkish and Moroccan youth in the Netherlands
and therefore the programme Opstap Opnieuw was primarily
developed for these groups.

Turkish and Moroccan families differ in several respects
from the Dutch mainstream population as well as Dutch
lower class families (cf. Bertrand, Hermanns, & Leseman,
1998; CBS, 1995; Eldering, 1995, 1998; Eldering & Vedder,
1992, 1999; Leseman, Sijsling, Jap-A-Joe, & S, ahin, 1995;
Pels, 1991). The number of children in Turkish and
Moroccan families is, on average, almost twice that of
children in Dutch families. The majority of Turks and
Moroccans live in relatively small, overcrowded apartments
in poor inner-city neighbourhoods. Turkish and Moroccan
parents, almost all involved Muslims, have traditional child-
rearing beliefs, stressing obedience and respect for authority,
instead of autonomy and independence (Eldering, 1995;
Leseman et al., 1995; Pels, 1991). Observational studies
indicated that authoritarian child-rearing styles prevail,
whereas the level of ‘‘cultural capital’’ (presence of toys,
children’s books, newspapers, interesting outings) is rather
low (Eldering & Vedder, 1992; Leseman et al., 1995; Pels,
1991). Leseman et al. (1995), Leseman and de Jong (1998),
and Leseman and van den Boom (1999) conducted long-
itudinal studies in cross-cultural samples of Dutch middle
class, Dutch lower class, and ethnic minority families with 3-
to 4-year-old and 4- to 7-year-old children. They found that
measures of socioemotional quality and cognitive content of
parent-child interactions in conversational, play, and literacy-
related situations explained all the variance in cognitive
outcome measures associated with ethnicity and socioeco-
nomic status. In a recent survey of a large sample of Turkish
and Moroccan mothers, it was found that psychological stress
associated with parenting was signi� cantly higher compared
to Dutch families, where the quality of social networks and
related social support was signi� cantly lower (Bertrand et al.,

1998). In addition to traditional child-rearing beliefs, parent-
ing stress is known to lower socioemotional and instructional
quality of parent-child interactions (Dix, 1991).

Most Turkish and Moroccan parents in the Netherlands
have little education, in particular the mothers, who often have
had no more than three years in elementary school. As a
consequence, the functional illiteracy rates are rather high, in
particular among the mothers (Doets, 1992). Even though
substantial numbers of Turkish and Moroccan parents are able
to read and write, literacy is a peripheral practice in these
families (Leseman & de Jong, 1998; Leseman & van den
Boom, 1999; Pels, 1991). Unemployment among the fathers is
relatively high (25–40%) compared to the national � gure (7%).
Although the Dutch social security system prevents families
from falling into extreme poverty, Turkish and Moroccan
families belong to the poorest sections of Dutch society (CBS,
1995; Eldering, 1995).

The Turks and Moroccans are the largest non-Dutch-
speaking immigrant groups in the Netherlands (Extra, 1996).
Children growing up in Turkish homes � rst learn a Turkish
dialect. It is generally not before entrance in kindergarten
(obligatory at age 5, but attended by 95% of the children
from age 4), that Turkish children are confronted substan-
tially with the Dutch language (Leseman & S, ahin, 1996).
Moroccan children learn as a � rst language either Moroccan-
Arabic (a dialect of standard Arabic), a variant of Berber, or a
mix of Dutch, Moroccan-Arabic, and Berber (Eldering,
1998).

Within the framework of the national Educational Priority
Policy, the Dutch government has invested much effort in
preschool education the past ten to � fteen years. The
development and implementation of Opstap Opnieuw was part
of this policy. As Turkish and Moroccan parents make little use
of professional daycare or preschools (estimated 15–25% in
1996; cf. Bertrand et al., 1998), a home-based approach
seemed to be the most suited to support them in preparing
their children for elementary school and enhancing the
children’s educational opportunities. A national agency for
educational and sociocultural community work, the Averroès
Foundation, based in Amsterdam, with strong connections
with the target groups, was put in charge of the nationwide
implementation of Opstap Opnieuw.

The present study was set up to determine the effects of
Opstap Opnieuw immediately after the programme on a number
of cognitive and language skills, re� ecting essential prerequi-
sites for learning in school and known to predict later school
achievement. The study was carried out in close collaboration
with the Averroès Foundation from September 1996 to July
1998. The Averroès Foundation was responsible for the
training of the paraprofessional aides and also for the selection
of families for the programme, and for part of the data
collection. Most coordinators were regularly employed by the
Foundation.

The collaboration with the Averroès Foundation had a great
advantage in that the researchers could pro� t from the
expertise and position of trust of the Foundation in the target
communities to obtain access to families who are usually very
dif� cult to reach. However, a result was that the study could
not be designed as a randomised trial. Random assignment of
families to the programme or to a nontreatment control group
went against the Foundation’s policy of helping all recruited
families; the coordinators were not prepared to put their good
relationship with the communities involved at stake.
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Method

Subjects

Programme families were recruited by the paraprofessional
aides in collaboration with the coordinators who had access to
local community registers. Families were eligible for the
programme and evaluation study if both parents were born in
Turkey or Morocco, had received less than 10 years of formal
education, and had a child in the age range of 4–5 years. Of the
Turkish families that were personally contacted, 123 (approxi-
mately 60%) agreed to participate in the programme and the
evaluation study. Of the contacted Moroccan families, 85
(30%) decided to participate. The low response rate of the
Turkish and especially the Moroccan families is not unusual in
educational intervention research in the Netherlands (Eldering
& Vedder, 1992; Leseman & van den Boom, 1999). Note that
parents were not only offered the programme but also asked to
participate in the evaluation research. Furthermore, a recent
research into Turkish and Moroccan parents’ actual needs for
support indicated that intervention programmes, such as
Opstap Opnieuw, that attempt to prevent early educational
failure, perhaps do not correspond directly to actually felt
needs, so that their relevance is perhaps not immediately clear
to parents (Bertrand et al., 1998). This point will be taken up
in the Discussion section. Finally, Moroccans are generally
known as most dif� cult to reach. Informal explanations point
to a greater lack of con� dence in Dutch organisations and
institutions, and a greater social isolation of the mothers (Pels,
1991).

Turkish and Moroccan control families were recruited in
collaboration with the teachers via the kindergarten depart-
ments of the elementary schools attended by the programme
children. As was noted before, random assignment was not
feasible. None of the control families participating in the
evaluation study had been contacted for participation in the
intervention. Therefore, control families were selected to
match on group level the programme families with respect to
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and age. In addition, control
families were not involved in any kind of educational
programme. Information about this came from the schools’
intake records (and in the interview with the mother involve-
ment in educational or other intervention programmes was
checked again). Note, however, that both programme and
control children attended all-day kindergarten parallel to the
programme. Of the contacted families, 62 (40%) Turkish and
64 (20%) Moroccan families, respectively, agreed to partici-
pate as controls in the evaluation study. The high nonresponse
rate can be explained by the fact that control families had
nothing to gain by participating, only the abstract notion that
in the future their communities might bene� t from research-
based educational policy. Neither the control families nor the
programme families were reimbursed for participating in the
evaluation study.

Attrition in the evaluation study was rather low (15 families,
or 4%, in a two year period). Attrition was higher in the control
group (9% vs. 2%), and concerned more often Moroccan
families (7% vs. 2%). Reasons for attrition were, in order of
importance, referral to special education, remigration, and
changing to a new school that refused to participate in the
research. The percentage of families that did not complete the
full programme but remained in the evaluation study was
higher (13% in all; 11% of the Turkish and 16% of the
Moroccan families). It was decided to keep these families in the

evaluation study, as not completing was considered a relevant
result.

Procedures and measurements

The study was designed as a quasi-experimental pre-post-test
nonequivalent control group design, using analysis of covar-
iance to control for differences between programme groups
and control groups.

The pre-test was carried out shortly before the start of the
programme and consisted of an IQ test and tests of Dutch and
the mother tongue (Turkish respectively Arabic), receptive,
and active vocabulary—all norm-referenced tests. The IQ test
used was a short form of the Revised Amsterdam Child
Intelligence Test (RAKIT; Bleichrodt, Drenth, Zaal, & Resing,
1984). The test (with a mean of 100 and SD of 15) was
designed to be culturally fair, tested in a multiethnic norm
group, examined for cultural biases, and found satisfactory
(Resing, Bleichrodt, & Drenth, 1986). The vocabulary tests
were part of the Diagnostic Test of Bilingual Development
(DTT; Verhoeven, Narrain, Extra, Konak, & Zerrouk, 1995),
a language test battery speci� cally designed for research into
bilingual development and examined for cultural bias on item
level; the number of items was 40 for active vocabulary and 60
for receptive vocabulary. The mean age of the children at the
pretest was 4;9 years (range 4;0–5;2). The tests were
administered by trained Turkish and Moroccan research
assistants; instructions were given in the children’s home
language. The Moroccan assistants were pro� cient in
Moroccan–Arabic and Tara� t–Berber.

The post-test was carried out immediately after the families
� nished the programme and consisted of a test of knowledge of
semantic-taxonomic, logo-mathematical and number con-
cepts, and of conservation and seriation skill. This test,
ordering (consisting of 42 items), was designed for use in
multiethnic kindergarten classrooms and is part of a long-
itudinal students’ school achievements monitoring system
developed by the National Educational Testing Service (van
Kuyk, 1996). In addition, a test was administered to measure
more speci� cally development of numeracy and early mathe-
matical competence. This test, the Utrecht Number Concept
Test (UGT, with 40 items), was developed for diagnostic
purposes in special education (van Luit, van de Rijt, &
Pennings, 1994). In the language domain, the tests of Dutch
and mother tongue receptive and active vocabulary, used for
the pre-test measurement, were repeated. The tests were again
administered by trained Turkish and Moroccan assistants.

The reliabilities of all tests were satisfactory (Cronbach’s
alphas were between .89 and .93). The intercorrelations
between the tests at the � nal measurement occasion ranged
from .39 to .55; the correlations of the post-test scores with
pre-test IQ ranged from .31 to .44.

Information about family background was collected by
means of a structured personal intake interview with the
mothers. Mothers of the programme families were interviewed
by the paraprofessional aides shortly before the start of the
programme. Mothers of the control families were interviewed
by the research assistants. The interviews yielded measures of
parents’ education and work, family composition, mothers’
age, and language use at home. The implementation of the
programme was assessed using brief standard forms for the
local coordinators, who based their information on the reports
of the paraprofessionals. This procedure yielded measures of



the number of completed daily activities and attended group
meetings. When the programme was completed, coordinators
were interviewed by the principal researcher, using a semi-
structured questionnaire, about the way the programme was
actually delivered (e.g., by home visits or by small group
meetings) and which dif� culties were encountered.

Results

Equivalence of programme and control groups

Table 1 shows that for each ethnic group the programme and
control groups differed slightly with respect to a number of
characteristics. The differences in pre-test IQ between pro-
gramme and control children were relatively small and
statistically not signi� cant in the Turkish group; they were

somewhat larger but not statistically signi� cant in the
Moroccan group. In both groups, programme children were
slightly older than control children. In the Turkish group, the
percentage of girls in the programme was slightly higher than in
the control group; in the Moroccan group the percentage of
boys in the programme was higher than in the control group.

The average family size (based on the number of children
living at home) was, in the Turkish and Moroccan programme
groups, smaller than in the control groups, and also smaller
than reported in national census statistics, indicating that the
families probably were not completed at the start of the
programme. Related to this, Turkish and Moroccan pro-
gramme children were more often � rst-borns than control
children, and their mothers were, on average, younger than
control children’s mothers.

Moroccan fathers in the programme were, on average,
slightly better educated and slightly more often had paid jobs
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Table 1
Child and family characteristics of the Turkish and Moroccan programme and control groups: Means and standard deviations

Turkish group Moroccan group

Programme Control Sig. Programme Control Sig.
(n ˆ 122) (n ˆ 59) (n ˆ 83) (n ˆ 55)

Child’s pre-test IQ 73.4 72.9 77.0 72.9
(12.9) (13.8) (13.0) (13.3)

Child’s age (months) 57.3 55.9 * 57.6 56.3
(4.0) (4.2) (3.8) (3.8)

Girls (%) 52% 55% 33% 55% **
(50%) (50%) (47%) (50%)

No. of children in the family 2.1 2.6 * 2.9 3.5 *
(0.87) (1.2) (1.5) (1.5)

Dutch as home languagea 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.2 *
(0.48) (0.59) (0.59) (0.48)

Mothers’ educational levelb 1.58 1.58 1.51 1.36
(0.80) (1.0) (0.86) (0.80)

Mother’s no. of years of education 3.75 3.15 ** 2.89 2.13 **
(1.1) (1.3) (1.6) (1.4)

Mother regularly employed 12% 25% * 14% 1%
(32%) (43%) (35%) (29%)

Mother’s age (years) 27 29 * 30 32
(4.1) (4.7) (5.6) (4.8)

Mother’s years of residence in NL 11 11 12 13
(6.0) (5.4) (6.2) (5.0)

Father’s educational levelb 2.12 2.11 1.81 1.42 *
(0.93) (1.1) (1.0) (0.85)

Father’s no. of years of education 4.37 3.77 ** 3.41 2.46 **
(0.79) (1.0) (1.4) (1.3)

Father regularly employed 61% 69% 54% 50%
(49%) (47%) (50%) (51%)

Father’s age (years) 30 31 37 38
(4.8) (5.5) (8.6) (8.1)

Father’s years of residence in NL 14 13 14 16
(6.4) (6.3) (8.5) (7.3)

a Score range 1–3: 1, mainly own language; 3, mainly Dutch.
b Score range 1–5: 1, elementary school level or less; 5, university level.
* p < .05; ** p < .01
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than the Moroccan fathers in the control group. For both
ethnic groups, parents in the programme group had spent more
years in school than parents in the control group. Turkish
mothers in the programme group had paid jobs less often than
Turkish mothers in the control group; regarding the fathers,
there were no clear differences. The reported employment
rates were in agreement with national statistics.

Implementation of Opstap Opnieuw

The results of the implementation measures are in Table 2. As
expected, the majority of the Turkish families (79%) used the
Turkish version of the programme. Interestingly, the Mor-
occan parents, in general, chose to work with the Dutch
version (85%).

Overall, the implementation was good. On average, the vast
majority of activities were carried out, most of the planned
home visits took place, and the group meetings were also rather
well attended. The lower attendance of the group meetings by
the Moroccan mothers, were compensated by a higher rate of
home visits (more than the planned number). The percentage
of parents not completing the programme, while staying in the
evaluation study, was also relatively low. In the former Dutch
HIPPY evaluation, implementation appeared to be far worse.
For instance, Moroccan mothers in this study completed on
average only 40% of the activities and attended none of the
group meetings (Eldering & Vedder, 1992).

The results also show differences between the Turkish and
Moroccan groups. Moroccan families apparently had more
dif� culties with the programme. This accords with � ndings in
the earlier Dutch HIPPY evaluation.

It should be noted that the implementation data were
collected from the coordinators, who based their reports on
those of the paraprofessionals. Socially desirable answering
may explain part of the positive results. Another caveat is that
knowing that activities were carried out is not the same as
knowing how they were carried out, and by whom. In
Moroccan families, programme activities were more often
carried out by an older sister of the target child or other family
members, than in Turkish families (25% vs. 6%).

Ef� cacy of the programme

To determine whether the programme had any effect on the
cognitive and language measures taken immediately after the
programme was completed, analyses of covariance were

conducted separately for the Turkish and Moroccan groups.
In order to control for the most important differences between
programme and control groups (see Table 1), the analyses
were run with pre-test IQ, a composite vocabulary score based
on the pre-test receptive and active vocabulary in Dutch and
the home language, and both parents’ educational level as
covariates. In a preliminary analysis, an interaction effect was
found of child’s age and experimental condition. Therefore,
child’s age was included as an additional � xed factor (with four
levels) to control for interaction effects of age. The unadjusted
means and standard deviations, adjusted means and pooled
standard deviations, sample sizes, and Cohen’s (1988) ds, as
measure of the effect sizes computed on the basis of the
adjusted means and pooled SDs, are in Table 3.

The results show that the programme Opstap Opnieuw,
yielded for the Turkish group, statistically signi� cant, modest
effects in the cognitive and emergent numeracy domains, and
statistically nonsigni� cant, small effects on language develop-
ment in the Turkish language. Dutch language development in
the Turkish children showed no in� uence of the programme.

There were no positive effects of Opstap Opnieuw in the
Moroccan group. Regarding Arabic and Dutch language
development, the programme group scored even less than the
control group. However, the negative effects were not
statistically signi� cant.

Interaction effects of intervention by age were examined
but, except for the Turkish group on active vocabulary, no
signi� cant interactions were found. Nor did the d-measures
show a consistent trend for younger or older children.

Ef� cacy and degree of implementation

Further analyses concerned the relation between implementa-
tion and outcomes within the Turkish and Moroccan pro-
gramme groups.

First, multiple regression analyses were conducted in which
the three implementation measures (number of activities
carried out, number of home visits, and number of attended
group meetings) were entered either at the � rst step, before
entering the pre-test measures and covariates, or at the second,
after entering these variables. For the Turkish group, this
procedure resulted in small, statistically not signi� cant changes
in the R2-statistic and small, nonsigni� cant regression coef� -
cients, both when the implementation measures were entered
at the � rst and at the second step. There was one exception.
When receptive vocabulary in Dutch was the dependent

Table 2
Implementation of the programme Opstap Opnieuw by participating Turkish and Moroccan families

Turkish group Moroccan group

Planned Mean Realised Range Mean Realised Range
number (SD) number (%) (SD) number (%)

Daily programme activities carried out 300 278 93% 116–300 251 84% 112–300
(34) (39)

Attendance of group meetings 24 20 83% 1–31 15 63% 0–37
(7) (10)

Home visits 30 22 73% 0–50 31 > 100% 0–59
(11) (15)

No. of families completing the programme 123/85 109 89% 71 84%
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variable, the R2 change amounted to .06 (� rst step) and .07
(second step) (p ˆ .09 and .00). For the Moroccan group,
entering the implementation measures in the regression
equations also resulted in small, statistically not signi� cant
R2 changes, again with one exception. When active vocabulary
in the home language was the dependent variable, the R2

change was .10 (� rst step) and .06 (second step) (p ˆ .06 and
.03).

In a second series of analyses, a criterion for suf� cient
implementation was de� ned. The number of prescribed
activities that was carried out by the families ful� lled this
purpose best and the criterion that was set, was that at least
80% (or 240) of these activities should have been carried out (a
70% or 80% criterion is conventional in educational research).
All MANCOVAs reported in Table 3 were run again but now
including, as well as control families, only those programme
families who carried out at least 80% of the activities. Of the
Turkish group (74%), and of the Moroccan group (54%) of
the families met this criterion. The results for both groups did
not differ signi� cantly and not in a consistent way from the
results for the whole samples. There were small differences in
effect sizes (both larger and smaller than reported in Table 3),
but not in the statistical signi� cance of the � ndings. Raising the
criterion of suf� cient implementation to 90% (270 or more
activities), led in the Turkish group to an increase in effect sizes
for active and receptive Turkish vocabulary to d ˆ .34 in both
cases (d-scores in the whole sample were .22 resp. .28). These
effects were borderline statistically signi� cant based on a much
smaller sample (active Turkish vocabulary: F ˆ 2.85, p ˆ .09;
receptive Turkish vocabulary: F ˆ 2.92, p ˆ .09). Applying the
90% criterion to the Moroccan group did not result in clearly
different effect sizes.

In conclusion, no clear and consistent effects were found
concerning the degree of programme implementation on the
outcome measures. A probable explanation is that the
programme was, overall, well implemented, a vast majority of
families reaching a certain threshold above which further
variation in degree of implementation did not matter much for
the programme’s ef� cacy. Further raising the implementation
criterion to even above 90% might have yielded stronger
programme effects, but in view of the usual problems
encountered in large scale programme implementation, the
external validity of such results should be rigorously ques-
tioned.

Discussion

Before discussing the results, some of the methodological
problems of the present study should be considered. The major
problem was that families could not be randomly assigned to
the programme and control conditions, for reasons mentioned
earlier in this article. Although statistical control of inequi-
valencies between programme and control groups by including
pre-test measures and background characteristics in MAN-
COVAs is an acceptable next best strategy, equivalence is not
ensured. The results are therefore indicative but not con-
clusive.

Despite this major threat to the internal validity, we make a
viable point that as the study was conducted in a realistic � eld
setting, the external validity was high. Barnett (1995) signals a
discrepancy between the results of model programmes, often
university-based, and large scale programmes that are im-

plemented by local agencies. Although the results of model
programmes provide necessary evidence of the potentialities of
early educational interventions, the results of programmes
implemented on a large scale, conducted in representative, but
often suboptimal � eld settings are equally important, both for
determining the impact of contextual factors on implementa-
tion and ef� cacy, and for educational policy decisions.

A further issue concerns the psychometric quality of the
tests. As reported, most tests that were used were speci� cally
designed for use in multiethnic research, or at least controlled
for cultural biases. They were also all of suf� cient reliability.
Still, in view of the often low degree of educational and cultural
capital in the participating families and the lack of the
children’s experience of the typical social interaction format
of psychological testing, the test scores may not have done full
justice to the cognitive capacities of the children. However, this
should have affected programme and control children equally.
Note also that there were no indications of bottom effects in
the test scores and that the tests’ intercorrelations and
correlations with background characteristics were as expected.

A � nal issue of method is that the programme Opstap
Opnieuw was run parallel to an all-day kindergarten pro-
gramme, attended by both programme and control children.
Although this situation is representative for the vast majority of
Dutch indigenous and nonindigenous 4- to 6-year-olds, it
meant that Opstap Opnieuw had to prove to have a surplus value
above the developmental effects of kindergarten (cf. Hutten-
locher, Levine, & Vevea, 1998). Again, from an educational
policy point of view in the Dutch context this was a justi� ed
demand. Recall also that the reason to develop and implement
Opstap Opnieuw was that the present educational provisions in
the Netherlands, including the all-day kindergarten, were
found to be clearly inadequate for Turkish and Moroccan
children. Nevertheless, the present results on the home-based
early educational intervention strategy exempli� ed by Opstap
Opnieuw are strictly limited to this particular situation.

Opstap Opnieuw yielded mixed, and for the Moroccan
group, disappointing short-term results. The modest effect
sizes found in the domains of cognitive development (basic
concepts, taxonomic categories, logo-mathematical concepts,
conservation, and seriation) and premath (number concepts)
for the Turkish group, were promising and equalled the
average results, based on statistical meta-analysis, of various
educational (mostly centre-based) programmes that were
carried out in the past (cf. Leseman, Otter, Blok, & Deckers,
1998). Language development in Turkish also bene� ted from
the programme with its emphasis on language interaction in
the mother tongue, but the effect sizes (concerning vocabulary
development as an indicator of language development) were
small and statistically unreliable.

The differential effectiveness of the programme regarding
cognitive, premath, and language development in the Turkish
group is intriguing. A possible explanation points to an
essential difference in the type of activities prescribed by the
programme. The cognitive and premath activities mostly
involved concrete problem solving with objects to be manipu-
lated (e.g., sorting chips in a row according to their size, or
sorting everyday household objects to their superordinate). In
contrast, the weekly stories and picture books were chosen as
the main vehicle for stimulating the acquisition of vocabulary
and textual skills. We propose that the extended dialogues by
mother and child that the programme aimed at (including
story-related explanations, evaluations, and coherent exten-



sions; cf. Arnold & Whitehurst, 1994), were, for most mother-
child pairs, very dif� cult to realise. This is based on recent
studies into book reading in families with little literacy
tradition, such as the Turks and Moroccans in the Netherlands
(Bus, Leseman, & Keultjes, in press; Leseman & de Jong,
1998; Leseman & van den Boom, 1999). Both low technical
reading skill of the mothers and the implicit use of literacy
models derived from religious literacy practice, such as a
recitational book-reading style resembling Qu’ran reading,
were reported to affect the instructional and socioemotional
quality of joint book reading negatively in these families.

There was no apparent effect on development of Dutch as a
second language, which is no doubt explained by the fact that
the Turkish families overwhelmingly chose to work with the
Turkish version of Opstap Opnieuw. The theoretically stipu-
lated bene� ts of � rst language learning for second language
learning, called ‘‘positive transfer’’ (Cummins, 1989), which
was one of the reasons to provide mother tongue versions of
the programme, did not appear in the results. Perhaps the
transfer effect needs more time to appear. Alternatively, it may
be that at this age cross-language transfer does not arise
spontaneously, because it requires metacognitive and meta-
linguistic skills that children at this age do not yet possess
(Leseman & S, ahin, 1996).

The results for the Moroccan group were disappointing.
The overall pattern of differences between programme children
and controls pointed to no or negative (though statistically not
signi� cant) effects of the programme in virtually all domains of
cognitive and language development. Although the implemen-
tation measures indicated that the programme was reasonably
well carried out by most Moroccan families, in terms of
percentage of completed tasks and home visits, it can be
doubted that the way in which they were carried out met the
intentions of the programme. Based on the semistructured
interviews with the coordinators, it became clear that in
Moroccan families often older, school-attending children were
given the task to do the programme activities with the target
children, either because the mothers lacked the time (having to
care for the younger children and the household) or because
their language and literacy skills were insuf� cient to do the
activities themselves. Giving older children responsibilities in
caring for the youngest in the family is not uncommon in
Moroccan families (Pels, 1991), but it probably led to less
optimal implementation. A substantial group of (especially
Berber) women had never been to school at all. Although
coordinators reported adjusting the programme activities to the
level of these mothers, this probably also led to suboptimal
implementation.

Moroccan families, on the whole, chose the Dutch version
of the programme. Although the standard Arabic version was
intended as a culture-sensitive adaptation to bridge the gap
between the demands of the programme and the potentialities
of the families, in reality Moroccan parents appeared to have
little command of standard Arabic, as they themselves spoke
Moroccan-Arabic which is a dialect that differs considerably
from standard, or Tara� t-Berber, which is, indeed, a different
language. Therefore, choosing the Dutch version seemed
rather rational, also in view of the importance of learning
Dutch as a second language to prepare for the Dutch school
system. Note that the programme designers had little choice in
adapting the programme to the complex language situation of
the Moroccans because neither Moroccan-Arabic nor Tara� t-
Berber have written codes.

The initiative to Opstap Opnieuw originated from an expert
analysis of the results of the experiment with the Dutch HIPPY
programme. Comparing the present results with earlier results
of the Dutch HIPPY programme, Opstap Opnieuw is clearly
more successful, at least for Turkish families. Because the basic
strategy of the HIPPY programme was maintained, concerning
the basic home-based approach, but also concerning the
timing, intensity, duration, delivery system, and implementa-
tion monitoring, the relative success can be tentatively
attributed to the improved curriculum and programme
materials. Also, from a theoretical point of view (cf. Serpell,
1999), the content of Opstap Opnieuw, with its strong focus on
emotionally supportive co-constructive mother-child interac-
tions as the primary engines of development, seemed adequate.
Therefore, we contend that the disappointing results can be
explained by the basic strategy which was not suf� ciently
geared to the actual social and cultural context of Turkish and
Moroccan target families. Consider the following arguments.

The possible dif� culties arising from the complex language
situation and the lack of a literacy tradition in most Turkish
and Moroccan families were already reviewed. We propose
that, as a consequence of this, the intended cognitive co-
constructive processes could hardly be effected, in particular
regarding the highly verbal and literate activities of the
programme. Especially in the Moroccan and Moroccan-Berber
families, the use of the Dutch version of the programme must
have deprived the educational interactions of many of the
essential subtleties. Put differently, we contend that most
mothers were not suf� ciently equipped for the programme.
The group meetings could have served a stronger educational
function than they did, providing the mothers with basic
education in the Dutch language and reading skills, parallel to
the education of their children (for an educational intervention
project in which such an empowerment strategy was followed,
see Delgado-Gaitan, 1997). However, this would have
required a far more intensive parent-training component.

In addition to the fact that the mothers were unfamiliar with
the verbal and literate contents of the programme, we propose
that they also had dif� culties with the supportive interaction
style required by the programme, in particular with the
intended active, initiating, and autonomous role of the child.
The reason is that predominant child-rearing beliefs of the
Turks and Moroccans were not conducive for such an
interaction style, as was demonstrated in observational studies
involving these ethnic groups (Leseman & de Jong, 1998;
Leseman & van den Boom, 1999; Pels, 1991). Moreover,
coordinators reported that several paraprofessionals who had
to support the mothers in this, had similar problems in
adapting to an authoritative model of child rearing, despite
their training. Note that they came from the same cultural
communities as the parents and shared their child-rearing
beliefs. The problem has also been noticed with regard to
programmes in the � eld of parenting education (Musick &
Stott, 1990).

The programme activities had to be carried out by mothers
with young children, who were often too busy in running the
household to be able to spend enough time to the programme
activities and to have the rest and patience for emotionally
supportive interactions with the target child each day. More
generally, it is known from a recent survey that Turkish and
Moroccan mothers report enhanced psychological stress, more
dif� culties with their children, and reduced social support
(Bertrand et al., 1998). Parental stress also appeared in this
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study to be related to dissatisfaction about housing conditions
and the social climate in the neighbourhood, and to discontent
with the support offered by professional care institutions.

The fathers were not targeted by Opstap Opnieuw, but it is
known from several reports, including the former Dutch
HIPPY evaluation, that they are not generally in support of
educational programmes involving home visits and requiring
their women to attend to group meetings. Unemployment
among the fathers was rather high in the Turkish and
Moroccan families. Eldering and Vedder (1999) rank un-
employment of the fathers as a major risk factor for the
implementation of a home-based programme. Based on their
study of Dutch HIPPY, they concluded that unemployed
fathers were often at home all day, signalling disapproval of the
programme, and limiting the mothers in spending time on
programme activities or to group meetings.

Opstap Opnieuw aimed at improving informal educational
interactions in the family, more speci� cally mother-child
interactions. This focus on proximal processes involving the
mothers was theoretically justi� ed, but perhaps the importance
of factors in the wider social context, such as unemployment of
the fathers, bad housing conditions, and unsafe neighbour-
hoods, which fell outside the scope of the programme but
probably in� uenced the co-constructive quality of the pro-
gramme implementation, was underestimated.

An even more fundamental problem of the Opstap Opnieuw
approach concerned the relatively large numbers of parents
who refused to participate in the programme in the � rst place.
Although this could be partly explained by the fact that parents
were not only asked to carry out the programme, but also to
participate in the evaluation research, it is a distinct possibility
that the programme and its goals did not suf� ciently match
with the actually experienced needs for support, as we noted
earlier, so that many of the contacted parents did not directly
appreciate the relevance of participating. A study on Turkish
and Moroccan parents’ attitudes towards children’s school
careers revealed that they almost all value schooling highly,
even more highly than do average Dutch parents, and that they
have unrealistically high expectations on their children’s school
achievement (van Eck, Ledoux, & Veen, 1994). This leads in
many families to great disappointment at the transition of the
child to secondary education when the vast majority of
the Turkish and Moroccan children are advised to attend the
lowest tracks. However, when the children are still at preschool
age the idea of possible educational failure, however well
documented in education statistics, is very abstract and
dif� cult to appreciate by the parents.

To improve the implementation of the programme in the
future, we propose the following recommendations. In general,
with regard to the verbal and literate activities of the
programme, more attention should be paid to enhancing a
supportive interaction style and corresponding child-rearing
belief systems, both by the paraprofessionals and the mothers.
In addition, involving the fathers could be an effective strategy,
to relieve the burden of mothers and to provide support within
the whole family system. Finally, especially in Moroccan
families, the implementation of the programme by the parents,
instead of older siblings, should be ensured. Regarding
illiterate, non-Dutch-speaking Berber parents and their im-
plementation of the programme, the question is whether the
programme should be further adapted to these families (e.g.,
an entirely nonwritten curriculum) or a different approach
(e.g., a centre-based approach) chosen.

The present evaluation of a carefully designed, theoretically
informed, intensive home-based early educational intervention
programme for disadvantaged children, although limited to the
cognitive and language domain, contributes to a growing body
of evidence which is increasingly informative as to the speci� c
programme features and basic aspects of the implementation
strategy that determine ef� cacy in the short and long term.
Opstap Opnieuw met many of the identi� ed effective features,
yet the results were mixed. This underscores that what should
count as effective features and essential ingredients of early
educational intervention programmes, should be evaluated in
the actual social and cultural context of the target groups.
Considering the alleged importance of involving parents
(KagÆitc, ibas, i, 1999), the results indicate that it depends
considerably on socioecological factors in and around the
families whether success can be expected.
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