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1 Introduction 

The emotional, social, and physical development of young children has a direct effect on their 

overall development and on the adult they will become (Encyclopedia for Early Childhood 

Development, 2011). Several research studies highlight that optimizing the early years of 

children’s lives is the best investment we can make as a society in ensuring their future success. 

Preschoolers (3-6 years old) emerge from toddlerhood to a new world of exploration and playing 

is the most important mode of learning during this period (Child Development Institute, n.d.) 

However, children in the most disadvantaged position in their societies are at the greatest risk of 

failing to reach their developmental potential. Thus, optimizing care for child development at home 

is essential to reduce the adverse effects on children’s early development and subsequent life (Tran 

et al., 2017). Research highlights that nurturing care is not only important for promoting young 

children’s development, it also protects young children from the worst effects of adversity by 

lowering their stress levels and encouraging emotional and cognitive coping mechanisms (World 

Health Organization, 2018). While navigating and working towards successful child development 

is a monumental task under a normal scenario itself, it becomes infinitely more challenging under 

stressful circumstances such as homelessness. 

 Keeping these aspects in mind, “PIC your Impulses – Playful Interactions to Control your 

Impulses” is a strategy designed to address one of the many key issues faced by preschool children1 

(3-6 years old) and their primary caregivers2 while experiencing homelessness. It focuses on 

building self-regulation, impulse control3 in particular, and is embedded within a 10-week parent 

 
1 Throughout this paper, preschool children refers to children in the 3-6 years old age bucket 

2 Research usually uses families and parents, but to be more inclusive these terms have been used interchangeably 

with primary caregivers or caregivers  

3 Impulse Control is a particular attribute of Inhibition and throughout this paper both terms have been used 

interchangeably. Broader research on self-regulation has also been used to craft the strategy for impulse control 
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training and coaching intervention for families experiencing homelessness. This paper describes 

the PIC strategy and consists of two main parts. The first half begins by defining the problem of 

homelessness and highlighting its significance, particularly in the United States. It then highlights 

the causes and opportunity areas. The second half describes the PIC strategy and the kernel 

designed to address the issue of impulse control. It is followed by the implementation and testing 

methodology. The paper finally concludes with a brief description on applicability of this approach 

to other regions or for preschoolers outside populations experiencing homelessness. 

 

     Fig 1. PIC your Impulses contextual information 

2 Define 

2.1 The Problem of Homelessness during Early Childhood 

Homelessness affects a substantial number of preschoolers and families in the United States. 

Majority of families experiencing homelessness live outside shelters and are in other unstable 

housing situations such as living in temporary residences or doubling up to share housing with 

others (McKinney-Vento, n.d.). In 2016-17, an estimated 1.3 million children under age 6 
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experienced homelessness in the U.S. alone (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). Further, young 

children are disproportionately represented in federally-funded shelters; half of all children under 

age 18 sheltered in these settings are under the age of 6 (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, 2018).  To aggravate this further, fewer than 1 in 10 young children experiencing 

homelessness are served by federal early education and care programs. While a greater number are 

likely served in state and local programs, consistent and reliable data about access to care among 

children experiencing homelessness is scarce (U.S. Department of Education, 2019).  

2.2 The Effects of Homelessness on Early Childhood Development  

Homelessness among young children, in particular, is a significant problem because of its effects 

on early childhood development and health. Several research studies point that early experiences 

in life shape brain architecture (Center on the Developing Child, 2014). Children facing 

homelessness are more likely than stably housed children to experience other adverse childhood 

events including child maltreatment, school absenteeism, exposure to substances, and food 

insecurity (Cutuli et al., 2017). These adverse childhood experiences have been repeatedly shown 

to have lasting impact on future developmental outcomes into adolescence and adulthood 

(Shonkoff et al., 2010).  

Experiencing homelessness in early childhood has been further associated with an 

increased likelihood of chronic illnesses, developmental delays, readiness for school, poorer 

school performance, and socioemotional delays (Brumley et al., 2015; Fantuzzo et al., 2013; Grant 

et al., 2007; Haskett et al., 2016). Housing instability resulting from displacements, economic 

hardship or other factors, can precipitate the sustained, extreme activation of the stress response 

system. When such stressors are long-lasting without intervention, it creates a state of toxic stress, 

which derails healthy child development and can have long-term negative effects on learning, 
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behavior, and physical and mental health (Center on the Developing Child, 2014). Further, housing 

insecurity has been shown to be a significant barrier to accessing healthcare and safety net services 

intended to help mitigate the risks of housing insecurity on a child’s health and development 

(Cutuli et al., 2017). As a result, children experiencing homelessness are underprepared or at times 

unable to self-regulate (McCoy et.al, 2014). 

3 Diagnose 

3.1 Causes of Negative effects on young children experiencing homelessness 

First, several research studies point that parent–child relationships are fundamental for healthy 

child development (National Center on Parent, Family and Community Engagement, 2013). The 

relationships infants and toddlers have with their families play a significant role in shaping 

children’s emotional and social development (State Capacity Building Center, 2018). However, 

parents in homeless shelters are bogged down by life tensions such as finding a job or a stable 

housing. These factors could limit the amount of time they are able to interact with their children 

and thus reduces the quality time spent together.  

Second, research also shows that when families cannot maintain routines and rituals, the 

stressors of poverty and homelessness can be compounded for both caregivers and children 

(Mayberry et al., 2014). In particular, exposure to household instability has significant implications 

on preschool children’s self-regulation (McCoy et.al, 2014). The report highlights that high levels 

of household instability may affect the school-readiness skills such as the ability to delay 

gratification, to appropriately pay attention, and to control impulsivity during completion of mildly 

stressful tasks.  
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Lastly, as highlighted in section 2.1, there are limited support systems or interventions 

focusing on development of preschool children (3-6 years old) experiencing homelessness and 

these in turn reach limited number of children. This further aggravates the stressors defined above 

and negatively impacts the child development of children experiencing homelessness. 

3.2 Opportunity Areas 

Building on research, the PIC strategy aims to target the causes described in 3.1 by tapping on the 

benefits of playful parent-child interactions and two-generation support. Together both these 

reinforce each other and play a crucial role in shaping young children’s developmental outcomes. 

3.2.1 Importance of playful parent-child interactions 

As highlighted earlier, several studies highlight the importance of responsive caregiving for a 

child’s development, especially among young children experiencing early adversity. For children, 

responsive relationships with adults have a double benefit, both promoting healthy brain 

development and providing the buffering protection from toxic stress (Center on the Developing 

Child, 2017). Interventions that focus explicitly on strengthening caregiver-child interactions and 

expanding early learning opportunities in the face of significant material deprivation are likely to 

reduce or mitigate the biological impacts of adversity on young children, enhancing their survival 

and environment (Shonkoff et al., 2012).  

Further on, “play is the perfect breeding ground for these important positive interactions” 

(Lego Foundation, 2019). Lego’s “Playful Parenting in the Early Years” report highlights that a 

range of socioemotional and cognitive skills including self-regulation can be practiced through 

early interactions with others, including parent-child play. This approach has a dual benefit as it 
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positively impacts parents as well by helping them cope with stressors and strengthening family 

relationships by helping parents and children know each other better (Lego Foundation, 2019). 

3.2.2 Importance of two-generation support 

Two-generation (2Gen) approaches build family well-being by intentionally and simultaneously 

working with children and the adults in their lives together. A family is an interdependent unit 

central to the success of children and it is thus imperative to focus on family as a whole rather than 

just the primary caregiver or the child (Aspen Institute, n.d.). Targeting both caregivers and 

children in a two-generational approach may have more sustained impacts given the extensive role 

caregivers play in early childhood (Bradley et al., 2010). Another benefit is the dual outcomes of 

benefiting both the caregivers and children, which is at the heart of two-generation programs.  

 

Fig 2. The Two-Generation Graphic (Ascend, Aspen Institute) 

4 Design 

4.1 Target Skill 

As seen in section 2.2, while self-regulation might be one of the many skills impeded as a 

consequence of experiencing homelessness, it is one of the most essential skills because it is an 

umbrella skill that ties to many other diverse skills (Jones et al., 2016). Self-regulation affects not 

only physical, emotional and social wellbeing but also academic achievement; research shows that 
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young children with poor self-regulation skills tend to make less academic progress (McClelland 

et al., 2007). It is broadly defined as the ability to manage frustration, desire, and anger/aggression, 

and the ability to share, take turns, and comply with teacher or caregiver requests (Jones et al., 

2016). Further, inhibition or impulse control is a simple sub-set skill that falls under self-regulation 

and is defined as the ability to wait, take turns, or refrain from speaking when necessary. It lies at 

the intersection of cognitive and emotional skills as seen in fig. 3. This makes impulse control a 

critical skill for child development and is thus the focus of the PIC strategy.  

 

Fig 3. Map of EF and Regulation-Related Skills (Jones et al., 2016) 
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4.2 Theory of Change 

Through this intervention, the hope is to bring together primary caregivers and preschool children 

(age 3-6 years) using an impulse control game that takes anywhere between 10-15 minutes to 

implement. PIC’s theory of change is: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Fig 4. PIC: Theory of Change 

4.3 PIC Strategy 

PIC taps on the fact that there are numerous moments of opportunities in everyday routine that can 

be easily utilized without any additional resources or efforts. PIC can be easily embedded and 

carried out during waiting times such as waiting for the school bus, subway, meal preparation, and 

grocery queue amongst many other such simple moments, which if productively utilized can prove 

to be of immense value. Lego report highlights this fact by stating that “High quality play moments 

between a parent and child can happen during everyday routines, such as cooking, feeding, bath 

time and bed-time”(Lego Foundation, 2019). Second, as seen in section 4.1, waiting and taking 

turns lies at the heart of impulse control, so young children displaying impulsivity may actually 

have difficulty taking turns. The PIC strategy thus uses the power of taking turns and making wait 

time more fun and meaningful for both preschoolers and their primary caregivers.  

IF preschool children (3-6 years old) experiencing homelessness can 
practice to control impulse by spending quality play-time with primary 
caregivers,  

THEN they will be able to successfully regulate emotions, 
thoughts, and behavior, 

AND thus will be better prepared for school. 
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The strategy has three integral components: a) Ask, b) Act, and c) Take Turns (Fig. 5). The 

primary caregivers and preschoolers can ask each other simple questions regarding the day, 

feelings, and favorite things. The other has to respond through an act. Depending on whatever is 

easy and fun for the child, the act could be child’s favorite dance step, action, clap, any movement, 

or a simple enaction of the answer. Each of them has to take turns to do so and it is this piece of 

engagement and waiting that can help develop impulse control. While the interaction is ongoing, 

the child has to resist and control his/her desire to talk and act, and at the same time, it makes the 

parent-child dyad productively utilize the otherwise boring wait time and build a wait-time routine 

ritual. Over time with practice, children should be able to successfully control their impulses. This 

is also a fun way to strengthen the bond between preschoolers and their primary caregivers.  

 

   [FRONT] 
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   [BACK] 

         
   Fig 5. PIC Your Impulses Strategy 

5 Implement and Test 

5.1 Implementation Plan 

As a first step, identify homeless shelters and social safety nets where families experiencing 

homelessness visit often. These will serve as the intervention sites for the strategy. The PIC 

strategy is a part of a larger 10-week intervention4 aimed at improving preschoolers’ 

socioemotional learning and strengthening caregiver-child interactions through a two-generation 

approach, among families experiencing homelessness. The 10-week intervention brings together 

 
4 Parents and Children: Learning Together (PAC) Intervention: See Appendix A for details 
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content from two types of interventions backed by evidence: interventions designed to promote 

responsive caregiving between parents and young children and those designed to promote self-

regulation and social-emotional development among young children. Impulse Control or PIC 

Strategy is one of the many skills covered in the full module. 

The trained paraprofessionals will not only train and show caregivers how to implement 

the strategy but will also coach the caregivers as they practice the strategies with their children. 

Second, because caregivers experiencing homelessness might be facing life stressors such as 

finding a job or a stable housing, the full module will also emphasize strategies for stress 

management and regulation for both parents and children, in addition to, its core focus of 

improving preschoolers’ socioemotional learning and strengthening caregiver-child interactions 

through positive and responsive parenting practices and strategies to joyfully and playfully build 

a positive, warm parent-child relationship. Third, a critical requirement for learning through play 

is that children must experience agency and be supported rather than directed (Zosh et al., 2017). 

And, just because children are in the lead does not mean adults are absent from the equation. “In 

reality, the opposite is true as parents must work harder to provide the right kind of support, 

including resources, encouragement and the structure students need to make progress and achieve 

their goals” (Cicerchia, n.d.). The module will train and coach parents on this. Lastly, to 

complement these activities that occur during family play and learn sessions, the intervention will 

provide tangible resources (e.g., activities or games used in sessions, reference materials) that 

primary caregivers can take away from the sessions. These additional materials are intended as a 

nudge for caregivers to practice strategies outside of the intervention.  
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5.2 Opportunities and Barriers to Implementation 

One of the biggest strengths of the PIC Strategy is its adaptability in terms of not just the activity 

but its setting and location. The fact that it can be implemented anytime, anywhere and takes 

roughly 10-15 minutes to implement makes it much more feasible, especially for the families 

experiencing homelessness. Second, is the integration of play and interaction which as seen in 

section 3.2.1 helps achieve the dual benefit of not just developing preschoolers self-regulation but 

also building the parent-child bond. 

 In terms of barriers for PIC implementation, first is the fact caregivers experiencing 

homelessness are under strenuous stress on any given day and might not just have the time to 

practice and implement this despite its quick and easy approach. However, the stress management 

and regulation sessions as described in 5.1 should be able to prepare caregivers to identify and tap 

on the right opportunity to implement PIC. At times, they might also have to make up some stories 

because it would not be a good idea to share their hardships with preschoolers and hopefully the 

training will help them with this. Second, young children might find it hard to follow the directions 

and instructions, so it is essential for caregivers to model the activity for them and to provide them 

the support they need. At the same time, as highlighted in 5.1, providing children sufficient agency 

in choosing the questions and the act will be the key for a successful implementation. Additionally, 

there are some program and module level barriers that have been addressed in Appendix A. 

5.3 Evaluation Plan for PIC 

Several types of qualitative methods can be incorporated into the evaluation design including: in-

depth interviews, focus groups, and surveys. Using a qualitative approach will help provide rich 
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narratives of caregivers and allow for important iterative changes5. Themes to uncover include: 

concerns, benefits, and experiences of caregivers with regards to the module; development of 

child’s impulse control; and relationship between the caregiver and the child. Though the sample 

size might be small, the qualitative and formative approach will help provide needed 

contextualization to the work with an especially vulnerable population.  

In addition to qualitative interviews, the Child-Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ) – Inhibitory 

Control Subscale, can be utilized with each caregiver both at baseline and at the endpoint of 10-

week intervention. The CBQ is a parent-reported tool where adults rate the extent to which the 

child displays the ability to suppress inappropriate responses when asked and in novel or uncertain 

situations (e.g., lower voice when asked, resist smiling/laughing when inappropriate, can stop an 

activity when told) (Jones et al., 2018). 

6 Scalability and Sustainability 

Scalability: Lessons from the evaluation plan will help iterate the PIC Strategy to meet the 

complex and evolving needs of families experiencing homelessness not just in the United States 

but outside as well. This is because similar stressors operate for these families in general and the 

approach can be easily contextualized by primary caregivers to choose the questions and acts that 

align with their culture and setting. The strategy requires no resources or materials for 

implementation and can be implemented anytime, anywhere making it easily accessible and 

scalable. Further, the flexibility to vary the scenario, activity, and location allows for PIC to be 

applicable to preschoolers outside homelessness as well. For higher grades, teachers can use the 

strategy in their classrooms and can also use this for student pairs with the added advantage of 

 
5 This also holds true for every stage of the 10-week PAC implementation. These qualitative methods will be 

conducted at the start, mid-point, and end-point of the intervention to provide additional opportunities for iteration. 
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building peer bonds. One aspect worth noting is that the PIC Strategy sits under the support system 

provided by the 10-week intervention (PAC) and just asking caregivers to implement it without 

providing the necessary training, coaching, and stress management services will not result in 

success.  

 

Sustainability: A change may be considered sustained when it continues past the point of 

consensually recognized sound implementation to become a regular practice. What often proves 

trickier in reality, however, is allocating resources of time and energy to understand and develop 

sustainability in an environment as demanding as a homeless setting. However, several literature 

suggests that sustainability is tied to a) motivation and readiness to sustain the program; b) an 

implementation support system; and (c) ongoing validation mechanisms that foster recognition, 

improvement, adaptability, and continued motivation to use the program (Elias, 2010). Having 

being implemented as a part of the larger 10-week intervention with tangible resources, stress 

management services, and access to trained paraprofessionals provides the necessary 

implementation support and readies parents to sustain the new habit, whereas the qualitative, 

formative, and ongoing nature of evaluation fosters improvement and adaptability at program 

level. PIC meets these criteria and will be hopefully sustainable in the long run. Continued practice 

by caregivers will be the key to adopt this as a habit and sustain it over time. 

At the program level, there are, however, a few challenges worth highlighting. In addition to 

the funding challenge of reaching out to a larger population experiencing homelessness, there is a 

challenge of sustaining the program attendance over the 10-week implementation period, 

especially because of the stresses of homelessness. While incentives is a way to attract caregivers, 

it might do so for the wrong reasons and hence might not drive the lesson home. Information 



PIC Your Impulses 15 

sessions for caregivers at the identified homeless shelters and safety nets will be crucial for 

successful roll-out and sustainability of the intervention. Few other considerations in terms of 

multiple sessions per week and independent sessions have been described in Appendix A. 

7 Conclusion 

In summary, “PIC your Impulses – Playful Interactions to Control your Impulses” draws from 

research and evidence, and thus appears to be a promising pilot strategy for families experiencing 

homelessness to not just help preschoolers practice impulse control but also to strengthen the 

parent-child bonds. The first set of qualitative and formative evaluation results will help pave the 

way forward and hopefully the intervention can be adapted and scaled to other contexts and 

settings over time. 
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8 Appendix A: 10-week PAC Intervention 

Parents and Children: Learning Together (PAC) intervention will be implemented at social safety 

nets i.e. at sites external to a shelter because the majority of families experiencing homelessness 

live outside shelters, and instead are in other unstable housing that still meet the definition of 

homelessness as outlined earlier (McKinney-Vento, n.d.). Because shelters are often restricted to 

residents, the external location allows expansion of intervention population, while also reducing 

the stigma that may arise if the program is offered at a shelter. 

The PAC intervention will be structured around a flexible, multi-week curriculum that 

combines insights from both responsive caregiving and the social-emotional learning 

interventions. The module will emphasize positive and responsive parenting practices, strategies 

for stress management and regulation for both parents and children, and strategies to joyfully and 

playfully build a positive, warm parent-child relationship.  The module will be delivered in a group 

setting by trained paraprofessionals, a strategy that has been used previously in a range of effective 

interventions (Sanders et al., 2014; Katz et al., 2011). There will be two staff at each session to 

allow parents to engage in short, parent-focused training, activities or discussions while young 

children are looked after. At the same time, second-half of the sessions will be non-separating 

(caregivers and children will remain in the same room) where the staff would coach caregivers and 

emphasize opportunities for caregivers and young children to interact. During the sessions, parents, 

children, and facilitators will engage in a range of activity types from learning about the science 

of child development and responsive caregiving to undertaking joint activities designed to 

strengthen parent-child bonds and practicing strategies that can be used outside of sessions. PIC 

Strategy will be one of these strategies for primary caregivers to be used during everyday routine.  
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 However, unstable schedule and housing location can hinder access to the weekly sessions. 

To overcome this, the intervention will be offered twice during the week; during a weekday 

evening and during a weekend morning in order to provide flexibility with timing. Both sessions 

would cover the same content and practices, and families would be able to attend both sessions if 

desired to reinforce concepts learned. Further, while the content in each weekly session will be 

related, the sessions will not be progressive and will be independent of each other, meaning that 

participants unable to attend one week will still be able to participate in a future session without 

missing key information. To account for the unstable housing location for families attending it, the 

same intervention can be offered at the same time across multiple safety nets in a region. This can 

be ambitious to begin with, but with the right funding sources, the evaluated and redesigned 

program can be adopted at multiple sites in the long-run. Second, there may be families with 

restrictions on transportation, especially those that do not live in close proximity to the centers. To 

overcome this, public transportation passes can be offered to qualified families in cooperation with 

service centers ahead of each session in order to mitigate this expense for participants. In addition, 

each session can provide limited healthy snacks and beverages which, in addition to acting as an 

incentive for participation, may encourage families hesitant to participate due to the risk of missing 

out on a meal. Lastly, to accommodate all families and maximize participation rates 

complimentary on-site childcare can be provided for participants caring for children that do not 

fall under the age range for this intervention (3-6 years old). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PIC Your Impulses 18 

9 Appendix B: Child-Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ) – Inhibitory 

Control  
 

 
Source: Executive Function Mapping Project Measures Compendium (Jones et al., 2018) 
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