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Make Way for Goslings:
The Importance of Collaboration

By Betsy Diamant-Cohen, Susan Sonnenschein,

Rebecca Dowling, Lisa Shanty, Patricia Hoge, Barb Henschel,

and Brenda Hussey-Gardner

other Goose on the Loose (MGOL): Goslings
M (“Goslings”) is a community collaboration in

Baltimore that has been working to empower
parents to meaningfully engage with their infants who
are preterm or medically fragile. The program increases
parents’ awareness of the importance of providing a
language- and literacy-rich environment, in a medically
and developmentally appropriate manner, for the infants
who have been hospitalized in a neonatal intensive care unit
(NICU; Diamant-Cohen, Sonnenschein, Sacks, Rosswog, &
Hussey-Gardner, 2018; Shanty, Dowling, Sonnenschein, &
Hussey-Gardner, 2019). The development and success of
Goslings reflects the collaborative efforts of an early literacy
program, a children’s museum, a Level IV NICU; and a
university psychology department.

This unique partnership was facilitated by PNC Grow
Up Great®, a foundation that supports early childhood
education initiatives. The timing of the introductions
was remarkable. MGOL already was working with Port
Discovery Children’s Museum (PDCM), based in down-
town Baltimore, to bring its content to young children
through community outreach efforts and wanted to bring
programming to infants in the NICU. The NICU at the
University of Maryland Children’s Hospital (UMCH
NICU) wanted to bring language-rich activities to the
infants in their new, single-family-room NICU after
research demonstrated the potential negative impact of
this environment on language development (Pineda et al.,
2017; Shanty et al., 2019). PNC Grow Up Great® learned
of these desires in their work with PDCM, and the UMCH
NICU and made the necessary introductions. The UMCH
NICU then reached out to the University of Maryland,
Baltimore County (UMBC) and the connection was made
between PNC Grow Up Great® and UMBC. Once intro-
ductions were made, brainstorming meetings ensued, a
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collaboration was formed, and a grant was submitted to
and funded by PNC Grow Up Great® to develop, imple-
ment, and study Goslings. The UMCH NICU, PDCM,
MGOL, and UMBC then formed a partnership, met
monthly, and worked together to obtain another round
of funding from PNC Grow Up Great®. In addition, the
collaboration received additional funding to support
Goslings work from the Herbert Bearman Foundation
and the Child Health Foundation.

Each of the partners brought unique strengths to
the collaboration. MGOL had a long history of creating
award-winning early literacy programs for families with
young children. PDCM excelled at program delivery as well
as the logistical and staffing nuances that accompany the
development of a new program. The UMCH NICU under-
stood the unique needs of medically fragile infants and
their parents and knew that it was essential to develop a
program that could be medically and developmentally
individualized to meet the needs of each infant. A UMBC
professor had extensive early childhood program evalua-
tion expertise, based on a foundation of knowledge of
children’s language and literacy development, and worked
with graduate students to implement such evaluations. All
of the partners worked together to create, deliver, and eval-
uate this unique early language and literacy program. This
included, but was not limited to, determining the best
ways to safely conduct sessions in alignment with the unit’s
infection control policies; incorporating developmental tips
into the program to teach parents more about their infants
and give them tools to individualize interactions based on
their infant’s medical and developmental needs; vetting
evaluation surveys through an interdisciplinary focus
group that included parents; finalizing the script; training
facilitators; educating NICU staff members about the pro-
gram; and advertising the program to parents in the NICU.



Program Content

The goal of Goslings is to facilitate the acquisition of optimal
language and literacy habits from the beginning of life—
even when that life starts too early. Goslings does this by
providing parents with the education and tools needed to:
(1) understand the medical readiness of their baby for inter-
action; (2) interpret their baby’s behavioral signals; and (3)
talk, sing, read (share books), and play with their baby—
in the NICU and later at home. The 90-minute Goslings
session was facilitated by PDCM staff with a UMCH NICU
staff member in attendance

program continuation in a NICU. Surveys administered at
the end of each of two waves of Goslings sessions showed
that 97% of parents agreed that Goslings provided them
with skills and materials to promote early literacy and child
development, 94% said that Goslings informed them of the
importance of talking to their babies, 95% said it made
them aware of the importance of reading to their babies,
96% agreed that the program taught them about baby sig-
nals for readiness and interactions, and 95% stated that
Goslings made them feel more confident in reading their
babies’ cues. The majority (97%) of participants were sat-
isfied or strongly satisfied

to offer support and address
any medically related ques-
tions. Goslings was con-
ducted in the family lounge
using baby dolls and pre-
tend isolettes (special cribs)
to encourage active par-

ent participation. During
the session, the facilitator
expressed the importance
of early language and liter-
acy activities, specifically
talking, reading, singing,
and reciting nursery rhymes;
described, showed images
of, and demonstrated infant
behavioral signals that indi-
cate when an infant is ready
(e.g., smiling) or not ready
(e.g., spreads fingers widely apart) for interaction; and used
a “traffic light” as a visual reminder of when to proceed with
visual, auditory, and tactile stimulation as modeled in the
session (“green light day”) and when to limit stimulation
(“yellow” or “red light day”) based on the infant’s medical
status. Specifically, parents were taught to use books with
and without reading (e.g., talking about the pictures) them,
and lullabies were included to help parents calm their infants
and themselves. Kits were given to parents for use in the
NICU and later at home; these included Understanding My
Signals, (Hussey-Gardner, 2008) the Goslings songbook
(Diamant-Cohen, 2020), a board book, an indestructible
picture book, some musical instruments (e.g., rattles), and
finger puppets.

Program Evaluation

From the beginning, program evaluation was considered
essential as it would enable us to identify program strengths
as well as areas for improvement. We also knew that
demonstration of benefits, and no harm, was critical to

Parents participating in Goslings use dolls to practice new skills before
implementing them with their infants who are medically fragile.

with the program, and all
supported its continuation
and would recommend the
program to other parents
of infants in the NICU. The
Goslings partners used these
data to request, and receive,
additional funding from
PNC Grow Up Great® and
other funders to continue
program implementation,
evaluation, and expansion.

Program Benefits

While the UMCH NICU
families received the great-
est benefits from this col-
laboration, the partners
have also reaped rewards. MGOL has increased traffic to
its website, was hired to do more trainings, and has been
encouraged to expand its program offerings to expecting
and new parents. PDCM was able to expand their com-
munity outreach efforts to include fragile infants who are
not yet able to visit a children’s museum and build rev-
enue through presenting Goslings at hospitals. UMBC
increased its research reach by expanding program evalu-
ation into a NICU setting and publishing evaluation results
in a medical journal.

Prior to COVID-19, PDCM had just begun their
third year of Goslings at the UMCH NICU and was offer-
ing sessions at another Baltimore area hospital. UMCH
NICU staff are now in the process of identifying a safe
way to bring Goslings back into their unit. In addition,
MGOL delivered Goslings training to children’s librari-
ans in Alabama, and, with the help of the UMCH NICU
Developmental Specialist, to a NICU interdisciplinary
team in San Antonio, Texas. They also updated all of the
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Goslings materials and made them available free of charge
to everyone (see https://mgol.net/home/mother-goose-
on-the-loose-goslings/) via a grant from the National
Network of Libraries of Medicine (NNLM). Team mem-
bers have presented Goslings 18 times at local and national
conferences and published three coauthored articles.

Looking Toward the Future

Since we have seen firsthand the way Goslings energizes
parents, inspires them, and encourages them to engage

in early literacy building behaviors, we hope to expand
Goslings in new locations. Training parents to use purpose-
ful play in appropriate ways with their medically fragile
infants provides comfort to the parent, promotes familial
bonding, and provides parents with a sense of empower-
ment and engagement with their children. As Goslings was
only possible because of the ongoing collaboration between
MGOL, PDCM, UMCH NICU, UMBC, and PNC Grow
Up Great®, we hope to continue pairing NICUs, community
providers (e.g., children’s museums, libraries), researchers,
and funding partners to deliver Goslings and to continue
to evaluate its impact on developmental outcomes for
medically fragile infants in the NICU. H
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Betsy Diamant-Cohen, Executive Director of Mother Goose on the
Loose, LLC, is a children’s librarian (MLS) with a doctorate (DCD)
who is known for creating engaging early literacy programs, present-
ing hands-on trainings for early childhood educators around the
world, and for her engaging webinars. She passionately believes in
the need for quality early childhood education that includes informing
parents about their role in building early literacy skills, that public
libraries are valuable pillars of democracy, and that the best way

to learn is through play. Her email is betsydc@mgol.org.

Susan Sonnenschein has a master’s in educational psychology
and a doctorate in developmental psychology. Her area of scholarly
interest focuses on children’s language, literacy, and mathematics
development, particularly for children and families at risk for difficul-
ties. Her email is sonnensc@umbc.edu.
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Rebecca Dowling is a doctoral candidate in the Applied
Developmental Psychology program at the University of Maryland,
Baltimore County. Her research examines early childhood class-
room practices, the home learning environment, and early learning
in diverse populations. Her email is rebe7 @umbc.edu.

Lisa Shanty, MA, is a doctoral candidate in the Applied
Developmental Psychology program at the University of Maryland,
Baltimore County. Her research and applied work focus on primary
prevention, early detection, and early intervention for young children
with or at-risk for developmental delays or disabilities. Her email is
Lshanty1@umbc.edu.

Patricia Hoge, a highly experienced PreK-12 educator and
curriculum development leader, holds a PhD in K-12 Educational
Leadership, and master of science and bachelor of science degrees
in Speech-Language Pathology. As a chief academic officer, she has
led educational innovation in online, hybrid, and in-person environ-
ments with a particular focus on language and reading skills. Her
email is phoge @portdiscovery.org.

i /" \ Barb Henschel is a seasoned facilitator
. j i U of informal educational programming to
\  those of all ages. A traveling Interpretive
Naturalist prior to her position of
Children’s Museum Community Outreach Manager at Port
. v _/ Discovery Children’s Museum, she holds
N C)\ _/" "~ adegree in Family and Human Services
- with a concentration in Child Life and is
grounded in her work as a Certified Family Life Educator. Her email
is bhenschel@portdiscovery.org.

Dr. Brenda Hussey-Gardner is an Associate Professor with the
Department of Pediatrics at the University of Maryland School of
Medicine and is the Developmental Specialist with the NICU at the
University of Maryland Children’s Hospital. She has over 30 years of
experience working with medically fragile infants and their families.
Her email is bhussey @som.umaryland.edu.
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