
The Need 

llarcnts f run~  all walks of 
life--no niattcr what their 
socioeco~~otnic position or 
culturc-frequently seek 
infor~n;ltion and advice to help 
them understand and respond 
to their cllildrcn. 

Historically, parents have 
had s w l ~  knowledge and slulls 
passed d o w ~ ~  ~ C I  them by their 
own fa~nilics. In tnany cultures 
and comt~~uni t ies~ that pattern 
still emsts. but in many others, 
the wisdom of the preceding 
generation is either not available 
or not adeq~~ate.  

fan~ilies have becollie 
smaller and separated by 
distance, the ease of passing on 
the accumulated child rearing 
wisdom IIJS decreased. In 
addition, some parents want and 
need ways of rearing their 
children that are different from 
those uscd by their own parents. 
They may disagree with some 
of their parents' practices, or 
they may feel that circumstances 
have changed and there is little 
relevant advice from the past 
that would apply to their 
current situation. Many parents 
believe thcy arc preparing their 
children for a world that may be 
vastly different from today's, 
and the old methods may not 

3 prepare their children for what 5 
they will have to face as adults 

% (Heath. 1999). 
I'arents are also bombarded 

with advice beyond what comes 
to them from thcir fatnilies 
(Sinipson, 1997). There are at 
least 1,500 books on pnre~~ting 
ill print. I lalf of talk shows 
devote significant t i~nc  to 
parent-child relations. Internet 
dccess provides even more 
information. The messages can 
be conflicting, inconsistent, and 
confusing: "I'ick up the c ~ y i ~ i g  

baby." "Don't pick up the crying 
baby." "Spank." "Ilon't spank." 
The opinions a\-ailable or1 
almost every aspect of child 
rearing are divided. 

For all of these reasons, 
parents-who in this fact sheet 
are defined as anyone ~ v h o  has 
made a co~n~n i tmen t  to care for 
a child from now until the child 
reaches adulthood-are often 
looking for information, skills, 
and support to help them better 
guide their children. 

The Role of 
Parenting Education 

Through parenting 
education, family support 
progranls meet parents' need for 
information and skill-building 
opportunities (Ahsan & Crarner, 
1999). Such opportunities can 
help parents better guide thcir 
children and assist them in 
sorting and choosing from the 
array of information they 
encounter. 

In 1996, approximately 
50,000 programs nationwide 
offered parenting education 
(Carter, 1996). Progra~ns vary 
tremendously in what they 
offer. Some emphasize 
communication skills; others 
focus on parcnts as teachers. 
Sorne programs train parents for 
childbirth; others are for parents 
with adolescents. Programs may 
be located in homes, churches, 
social centers, or schools. Some 
programs are didactic; 
illustrating what parents s h o ~ ~ l d  
do based on the program's 
philosophy and/or establisl~ed 
research findings. Other 
programs help parents articulate 
their values and integrate t l ie~n 
into their parenting. Sotile 
programs follow detailed 
curricula; others have no 
written content. Ideally, the 

Tips for Family 
Support Programs 

l'rovidc pal-enting education based on families' needs. What 
questions do parents have? What strengths, needs, interests, 
atid preferences do you obscnre in hmilies? What current 
sources of infornlation arc there for parents? 

Choose nlaterial that reflects an awarelless of  cultural 
traditions and mores in the comnlunity Use the questions 
provided in this fact shcct to determine which materials, 
styles, and curricula parcnts will prefer. 

Obtain staff training. Some stail-should be knowledgeable 
about human development, the needs of children and of 
parents. and clirrent research findings. Someone should 
knoxv the current issues in parentitig education and the 
kinds of progr-ams, curricula, books, and videos that are 

Set LIP an information cellter for parents. Publications and 
audio-visual materials should be placed in an area with 
comfortable chairs and beverages. 

Provide an information packet that parents can take home. 
It could include short articles, tips, and suggestions for 
fr~rthcr reading (possibly a list of local library holdings) on 
issues important to parents. 

Offer parent educatioldsupport groups. Information and 
support can be provided in many different forms to meet 
the interests and needs of parents. 

Link with othcr agencies and organizations. Worhng with 
libraries, cooperative extensions: schools, and childcare 
programs can expand the resources available to parents in 
your program, and can enable you to reach more families. 
The Iuternet can be another source of infomiation. 

Bc aware of othcr parenting programs in the community. 
Some programs are available in alrnost every cornmunit): 
Staff should know what programs arc available and what 
their objectives are, and they should share this information 
m:ith parellts. 4 

Kuow your boulldaries and tnake referrals. Some families 
h a ~ e  issues that require specialized help, such as a child 
who is dcvelop~nentally delayed or who has a serious 
illncss. Work with local programs in establishing mutual 
referral guidelines. 



pal-cnting cdr~cation component 
of far~lilp suppol-t proganls 
should help parents find the 
infbrmacion and skills they want 
(Powell, 1986). 

The Challenge 

The continuing clz~illen~e 
for family support staff ancl 
parents is to find 01- c r e ~ t c  
parenting educ;ition programs 
that meet the rlceds ofpare~its 
as their children grow 3 r d  

develop. I'arcnting e t f ~ ~ c ; ~ t i o ~ l  
must prov~de the infor~natio~l 
and build tlie skills desired and 
nccdcd by parelits but alsu b ~ ~ i l d  
;I solid lulowlcdge bnsc of 
11111nan dc~velupinent a ~ ~ d  an 
understanding of the parenting 
role. lt must be sensitivc to the 
traditions, learning styles, and 
niores of the family, culture, and 
con~~nun i ty  while providing 
parcnts wit11 the knowledge 
and skills to tcnch their 
children what they will need to 
live in America11 society 
(Heath, 1998). 

Family support scaff and 
parencs may cllr~ose one or 
more of the tziany cstnblishcd 
curricula available, create their 
o~vrl. or meld a variety of 
sources. In most cases, even n 
well-researched and cestcd 
curriculun~ must be adnptcd by 
the fatnily support staff to 
respond to comrnunity needs 
and strengths. There are several 
basic steps to initiating or 

revising the parenting education 
component of a fatnily support 
progam: (1) explore the needs 
and prefere~lces ofparcnts, (2) 
locate existing curricula for 
evaluation, and (3) decide which 
curriculum to use or create an 
origi~lal curriculum. 

I. Explore the Needs 
and Preferences of 
Parents 

Staff and parcnts, separately 
and together, can use tlie 
follo\vi~~g questions to gather 
thc ~iceded information. Sorne 
parcnts will resporid positively 
to thc question-and-answer 
fivmat, finding it empowering. 
Others respond better if the 
ideas arc presented as non- 
iu terrogativc discussion topics. 
The input car1 be gathered in 
~witing or during focus groups 
or one-on-one interviews. 
Sonle of the questions are easily 
answered; others require more 
rcflcction and discussion. 

1. What basic information 
are parents looking for? 

110 they want to know how 
to prepare their young children 
for school? Or do they need 
illformation on living with and 
guiding adolcscents, 
communicating wit11 their 
children, or methods of 
discipline? 

2. How soon do parents 
want the program? 

Pat-cnts u'itli very young 
chilclrcn may have t i~nc  over 
several years to prepare their 
children for school. In contrast, 
parcnts may want to respond 
immediately to all increasc i l l  

local drug dcali~ig by learning 
I~o\v to protect their childreri. 

3. How much can parents 
or the family support 
program afford to spend 
on the curriculum? 

The costs of starting 
parenting education vary. So~i lc  
curricula are kcc 01- I-cquire ;i 
nonlinal ~r~aterials fee; some 
cost several hundred dollars. In 
addition, tnany c~~rricula require 
trained leadership, and sonic 
curricula distributors charge ior 
leadership training. 

4. How much time can 
parents commit to 
parenting education? 

Even parcnts who at-e vc17 
interested and committed nlay 
not have much cimc for 
parenting education. Parents 
workins outside of  the home 
often are reluctant to extend 
their scparatio~i horn thcir 
fan~ilies. Time to r e d  may also 
be liniited. 

The  following qt~cstions are 
more difficult tcl answer. 
Lengthy discussions on thcsc 
subjects may be necessaty 

Some programs incorporate children's activities into parenting education 

before the program can move 
ahc;id. 

5. What are parents' values 
and long-term goals for 
their children? 

'What kind of adults do the 
pnrclits wnnt their children to 
grow into? What attributes will 
children need to live in the 
world of  totnorrow? For 
cxatnple, one goal parents may 
I~avc is for thcir children to 
p-ow into healthy adults. In this 
case. the parenting education 
program nlust reinforce 
bel1;lvior that teaches children to 
be aware of what their bodies 
are tell~tlg them The 
curriculutn on infant feeding 
should encourage parents to 
respond to indications that the 
haby is fi~ll. The curriculum on 
toilet training methods should 
suggest that parents focus on the 
coddler's sense ofwhen he or 
shc needs to go to the toilet. A 
ci~rriculut~i about using drugs 
or driving cars should guide 
parcnts to teach older children 
and youth appropriate decision- 
~rlaking skills. 

6. What do parents believe 
their children need to grow 
and develop well? 

This question may be the 
~riost difficult to explore, 
because while parents' beliefs 
affect all aspects of parenting 
(Sigel, 1985, 19921, they can be 
difficult to identify and 
articulate. Parents reject 
programs that conflict with their 
beliefs, which can be deeply 
embedded in their philosophy 
or culturc. Efforts should be 
made to select a curriculum that 
is consistent with families' belief 
systems and to help families 
adapt to achieve the results they 
waiit. For example, parents may 
usy physical punishment 
because they believe their 
children need discipline i t 1  

ordcr to sl~ccced. These parents 
will accept other methods only 
if they see that they work morc 
c:ffectively to instill discipline or 
that there are reasolls tbr using 
otller methods. Many parents 
look for othcr means of 
discipline when they realize 



they won't be able to spmk a 
15-year-dd who to~vcrs ovcr 
them. 

7. What methods of 
presentation will be most 
effective and comfortable 
for parents? 

Some common methods 
include lectures, group 
discussions, role playing, audio- 
visual presentations, and h o ~ n e  
visiting (see sidebar). 
Experiential learning and group 
discussion are preferable to 
lect111-es (Thomas, 1908). . 
However, in sonlc cultures, 
pcrsonal issues sir~~ply are not 
discussed outside the filmily. In 
response, some programs start 
with home visiting and then 
progress toward group 
discussions, and they use 
lectures instead of group sharing 
(Gonzales-Mena, 1997). 
Personal preferences vary. too. 
Some parents arc. vcry 
uncomfortable with role- 
playing exercises; others find 
them fun and effective. 

Parenting education tends to 
rely on oral modes of learning. 
but learning styles vary from 
person to person. Videotapes 
and computers are m a l n g  
visual learning a more viable 
option. Using charts and listing 
observations and comments are 
otlier ways of supporting visual 
learners. 

In addition to the above, also 
consider the following factors: 

Location (home, religious or 
educational sctting, family 
resource center, etc.) 

Number of people 
particip~ting (froin orie-on- 
one to groups of hundreds) 

Parents and childrcn togcthcr 
versus parents meeting in a 
separate group 

8. What kind of leader will 
be most effective? 

Therc are rnmy cho~ces. 
The leader coi~ld be a formally 
trained person who ~ I ~ O I V S  

about all aspects of chlld 
development and ch~ld rearing, 
or the leader could bc a parent 
from the group or 

Home Visiting 
Many f~mily support programs use home visiting as a mcthod of conducting parenting 

educ;~tion. So~netimes, circumstances point toward home visiting as the best way to reach parents. 
1'crh;lps a family has reccntly immigrated from another country and is unsure how to engage with 
the cornmunit)! or a ncw mother wants guidance but lives in a remote area without rcliable access 
to tr:~nsportation. 

It1 mally cases, home visiting is a complement to on-site services and programs, allowing 
parcnt, to engage in parenting education "on their own turf" and letting staffgct to know the 
finlily's strc~ighs and challenges in thc home context. Family support programs can use ho~rie 
visiting to: 

Shal-c cliild dcvclopnient information 
Tach  parcnti~ig mid parental coping skills 
'4ct as a lcndi~ig librar); of toys and hooks 
13i1ild ;i relationship u7ith 2nd provide support for families during critical early childl~ood years 

Most home visiting programs seek to eventually bring participants together in support groups, 
gr011p activities, or sitc-based activities. Effective home visiting programs not only provide 
p'lrcr~ting iriK)l.rtiation and support to isolated families, but reduce the isolation of families by 
e~icouragiiig the developtncnt of social network5 and peer support opportunities. 

neighborllood who is 
experic~lced and regal-ded -1s 

\visc-~~id \v110 is sl~pportcd 
with ncedcd trai~iirig froin tlie 
proga111. Lc~dcrs could be 
chosen hccause of their 
se~isitivity to indi\.iduals' 
fcclings or their skill in group 
dyiianiics. Ttic dccisio~i \vill be 
made pal-tly 011 the basis of 
hunlan aricl financial resourccs 
available. [-3owe\~er, as much as 
posilbq thc program should 
choose the h n d  of lcadcr who 
will be most cFfeccive for the 
specitic group (Harmon 8. 
Hrinl, 1980). 

11. Locate Existing 
Curricula for 
Consideration 
Innurncrable curricula and 

tcaching materials arc available 
in many different forms. 
Locating thern \v111 takc some 
creative research, since a 
comprehensive list is riot 
c~irrcntly '~vailable. The list of 
reso~~rces in this fact sheet 
incli~des rcfcrcncc guides as 
well as Web sites that can p i d c  
the scarcl~. Some orgriizations. 
such as the Natio11,ll Parenting 
Educ;~tioi~ Nctwork (NI'EN), 
Natiolial Network for Fa~~u ly  
Resiliency (NNFR), the Fanlily 
Resource Coalitio~i of Atnerica 
(FRCA), and the National 
Parent 1nti)rmation Network 

(NPTN), have Web sites that 
allow parent educators to 
rcquest inforn~ation about 
available resources and eschange 
ideas about available curricula. 

Ill. Decide on a 
Curriculum 

The following questions 
help identifi the strengths of 
any existirlg or new curriculum. 
The answers to these questions 
should be compared to parents' 
answcrs during phase I, above, 
to make sure their values, 
cultures, and styles match those 
of the curriculum that is 
choscn. 

1. What is  the basic 
objective of the 
curriculum? 

For example, is its aim to 
improve communication, build 
self-esteem, or help parents 
maintain a warm, loving 
relationship with their children 
through their children's 
adolcscence? 

2. How easy is it to obtain 
the program? 

Is it in written b r m  and 
a\,ailable from a publisher? 

3. What are the costs? Is it 
affordable? 

4. How long does it take 
for parents to complete the 
program? 

Time commitments can vary 
from one hour in total to a 14- 
week sel-ies of twice-weekly 
sessions. 

5. What are the program's 
values and goals for 
children and parents? 

The pro~notional literature 
for the curriculum usually 
describes the basic outcomes 
expected of children whose 
parents have completed the 
program. 

6. What are the curriculum 
author's basic beliefs 
and/or assumptions about 
what children need to 
grow and develop? 

Curricula seldom idcntifi 
their underlying beliefs and 
assuinptions explicitly. Tt is 
important that staff and parcnts 
idestifj~ them by critically 
examining specific parenting 
advice that the curriculum gives. 

For example, the curriculum 
may advise that the parent not 
pick up a c r y i ~ ~ g  infant 
immediately. What assuniptions 
and beliefs underlie that advice? 
The authors may believe that 
this response leads the child to 
develop independence, or they 



tnav belicve that crying is good 
tor the diild's health. Let's say 
tlje curriculum advises parents 
to immediately pick up the 
crying infant. Perhaps the 
al~tlior believes that this leads 
the child to develop a sense of 
security and to be nurtured. 

Are these beliefs in line with 
tllose of pal-euts and staff of the 
prop-am? If there is significant 
conflict. thc program may 
clloose to not use all or part of 
the curriculum--or to use the 
arcns of corltlict as topics of 
discussion during parenting 
cducation activities. 

7. What methods does the 
program use to present its 
content? 

Docs t11c c~~rr iculum use 
lectures, group discussions, 
videos, role-play, charts, etc.? 
Are charts included? What 
niatcrials must be purchased, 
and what call the progam staff 
develop? 

8. What kind of leadership 
is recommended? 

Requirernents for leadership 
vary widely. 1f a particular 
cul-riculu~n calls for highly 
trained leaders, but the 
participants feel much more 
comfortable with a peer, creative 
solutions can be found, such as 
training the peer leader or 
providing him or her with a 
knowledgeable support system. 

Fanlily support programs 
provide a variety of resources to 
infi~rm parents about child 
development, the parent-child 
relationship, and parenting 
issues. For family support staff: 
the challenge is to work with 
parents to find effective 
resources for a specific setting. 
This g o ~ l  can be met by 
nlatching t l ~ e  interests and 
needs of the parents to be 
scnred with the strengths and 
competencies emphasized in the 
p.ircnting cducation program. 
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Family Support Is 
A set of beliefs, and the approach that these beliefs 
engender: strengllening and empowering farnilies and 
con~ir~unitics so that they can foster thc optimal development 
o f  ct~ildreti, youth, and adult family members. Family support 
ellvisions a societ). in which all of us-families, commur~itics. 
govcrnlnent. ~ L I I I I ~ I I  service institutions, busi~~esses-work 
together to provide healthy; safe cnviron~ncnts for children and 
tj~nilies to live and work in. 

A type of grassroots, community-based program that 
pro\ides resources for families. Building on shared beliefs, 
these programs enibody the family support approach in their 
relationships with participating fanlilics and co~nmunities. 
Tlicse prograrns have been proliferating in neighborhoods 
across the country sirlce the early 1970s, and continue to refine 
their practices and inform the field about quality in family 
support senkes.  

A shift in how agencies and organizations do their work 
and interact with families and com~nunities. Family support 
belief? glide and shape health, education, and human service 
systenls and organizations to be Inore preventive, comniunity- 
based, culturally competent, flexible, family-focused, strength- 
based and comprchensivc. 

Principles of Family 
Support practice* 

Staff and families work together in relationships based on 
equality and respect. 

Staff enhance families' capacity to support the growth and 
development of all family members-~adults, youth, and 
children. 

Families are resources to their own members, to other 
families, to programs, and to conlntunities. 

Progra~r~s affirrn and strengthen families' cultural. racial, and 
lingpistic identities and enhance their ability to function in a 
~nulticultural society. 

Programs arc cn~bcdded in their communities and contribute 
to the community-building process. 

Programs advocate with families for services and systems tllat 
arc bir, responsive, and accountable to the families served. 

I'ractitioners work with t'aiiiilies to mobilize forrnal and 
inL>rnlal resources to support family develop~nent. 

Progams are flexible and continually responsive to emerging 
family dnd c o ~ ~ i ~ n ~ i n i t y  issues. 

I'rinciplcs of family support are rnodelcd in all prograln 
activities, including planning, governance, and adn~inistration. 

' Family Resource Coalition of Amcrica (1996) C;uidelines-for 
l-ilnzily Supporf Practice (Chicago, IL). 
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1 Available from: 
Resource Communications, Inc. 

ParentLink Resources 
I 

Guide fo r  Choosing Parenting Curricula 

1 Guide f o r  Choosing Grandparenting Curricula 
Guide for  Choosing African American Parenting Curricula 
Guide f o r  Choosing Hispanic/Latino American Parenting Curricula 
Guide for  Choosing Native American Parenting Curricula 
1990-1994, 72 pp. each 

T h c  above puhlicatioils provide rcliews of parenting education curricula writtvu by a ~niiltidisciplinary corn~nit tee o f  professionals. 
Included are: easy-to-read quick-refcrerlce pages and narratives covcrir~g hundrcds of curricula, r-cviewer's ilotcs, a special section o n  
"How to Selcct Parent Edilc~tioil  P r ~ g r a m s , "  2nd parenting cduc;ltion inforlnatior~ for working w ~ t h  c t~ l t r~r ;~e)y  specific audiences. 

ParentLink Resource Library 
1998, 132 pp. 

I Lists l ib ra~y  resources tor parents and parent educators. Includes a couple of s c n t e ~ ~ c e s  describing thc entry. 

ParentLink resources are available from: 
ParentLink 
573/882-3796 
outreach.missouri.edu/parentlink 



Many programs use small group activities as part of parenting education 

Organizations with Internet Sites 
Extension Programs 
www.cyfernet.org 

Cooperativr Extensio~i Scrvicc i s  
li)cated in most cowlties across tllc 
~lation and provides scr-vices such 
as pjrentlng gl.o~lps 2nd childcare 
referral networks. 

Family Resource Coalition 
of America (FRCA) 
www.frca.org 

Provides a locatio~~ fol- discussi(~~n 
o f  parenting issues  inc lu~l i~ lg 
curricula aud family celltrr 
resources. 

National Parenting 
Education Network (NPEN) 
npen.crc.uiuc.edu 

T l~ is  ncw ~ I - F . ~ I ~ I Z ~ ~ I O I ~  IS ~ork i r l f i  
to ad\-.l~~ce the ticld c>Cp<lrcnti~~g 
cd~~c :~ t i o~ l  h!; i;~cilintinp new 
ir~iri;~t~vcs i r ~  collabor,~tion 1~1th 
c~tlicr o~-g;~n~zario~~s s i lc l l  as 3 

rl(.nvori, of  parenti~ig cd~lc.ltors and 
tllC NPEN-L listserv. 

National Network for 
Family Resiliency (NNFR) 
www.nnfr.org 

Offers a variety of  resources o f  
interest to parents and parenting 
educ;ltors, including: the Parcduc 
Listsew, Evaluation o f  Parenting 
Edr~catlon Programs, and the 
Cllildren's Trust Fund and 
Partners with Pare~~ts databases, 
both of which have l is ts o f  
~~vailable curricula. 

National Parent 
lnformation Network 
(NPIN) 
www.npin.org 

Sponsxed by the ERIC 
( : l ~ ~ ~ r i r ~ g l ~ o ~ ~ s e  System, and 
providing the wol-Id's largest source 
o f  education infornlation, N P I N  
supports a variety of  rducational 
services to parents and educators 
and fosters the exchange o f  
parc~lting materials. 

This fact sheet was written by 
members of the National 
Parenting Education Network 
(NPEN): Karen Debord, Ph.D., 
Harriet Heath, Ph.D., Dana 
McDermott. Ph.D., and Randi 
Wolfe, Ph.D.. with input from the 
NPEN management team. For 
further information, contact 
Harriet Heath, 61 01649-7037. 
Harr1et_Heath@hot!nai1.com. 

The mission of the National 
Parenting Education Network IS 

to advance the field of parenting 
education. It alms to do SO by: 
encouraging and support~ng 
networking among practitioners, 
resources, and organizations 

lnvolved In parent~ng educatlon, 
consoldatlng and expand~ng the 
knowledge base about parentlng 
and parentlng educatlon creatlng 
opportun~tes for professonal 
growth and providing natlonal 
leadershw In the fleld 

Family Resource Coalition of 
America 1s an alllance of people 
and organzatlons convnced that 
In order to do the best we can by 
our children, we need to support 
anci strengthen families and 
commun~t~es S~nce 1981. FRCA 
has been heplng the farnlly 
support movement grow by 
gathering knowledge, prov~dlng 
cons~ r t~ng  servces advocating 

for public policy, building 
constituency and networks, and 
producing publications and 
materials, FHCA can be reached 
at 20 N. Wacker Drive. Suite 
1100. Chicago, IL 60606. 
31 21338-0900, 31 21338-1 522 (fax). 
frca@~frca.org, www.frca.org. 

r h s  publication was produced 
through FRIENDS (Family 
Resource lnformation. Education, 
and Network Development 
Servces), a collaboration 
between FRCA and the Chapel 
Hill Training Outreach Project. Inc. 
FRIENDS is the National 
Technical Assistance Project for 
Community Based Family 

Resource and Support (NTAP- 
CBFRS) and is funded by the US. 
Department of Health and 
Human Services; Administration 
on Children. Youth, and Families; 
Natonal Center on Child Abuse 
and CJeglect; under cooperative 
agreement number 90-CAI 570. 

Many thanks to the organizations 
pictured for assisting in 
illustrating some methods of 
parenting education: North 
Seattle Family Center. Program 
for Early Parent Support, 
Washington (page 2). Multi- 
Ethnic Families Project. Lutheran 
Social Services, Washington 
(page 6). 


