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Sharing the
Wisdom on
Parenting

Turning Information Overload Into a
Curriculum That Works

By Karen Debord, Ph.D.; Harriet Heath, Ph.D.; Dana
McDermott, Ph.D.; and Randi Wolfe, Ph.D.

Parents from all walks of life-——no matter what their socioeco-
noniic position or culture—frequently seek information and

advice to help them understand and respond to their children.

Historically. parents have had such knowledge and skills passed
down to thein by their own families. In many cultures and com-
munities, that pattern still exists, but in many others, the wisdom
of the preceding generation is either not available or not adequate.

As farnilies have become smaller and separated by distance, the
easc of passing on the accumulated child rearing wisdom has
decreased. Tn addition, some parents want and need ways of rear-

ing their children thacare different from those used by their own
parents. They may disagree with some of their parents’ practices,
or they may feel that circuinstances have changed and there is lit-
tle relevant advice froni the past that would apply to their current
situation. Many parents believe they are preparing their children
for a world that may be vastly difterent from today’s, and the old
methods may not prepare their children tor what they will have

to face as adults.

Parents are also bombarded with advice beyond what comes to
theni from their families. There are at least 1,500 books ou par-
enting in print. Half of talk shows devote significant dme to par-
ent-child relations. Internet access provides even more informa-
tion. The messages can be conflicting, inconsistent, and
confusing: “Pick up the crying baby.” “Don’t pick up the ¢rying
baby.” “Spank.” “Don’t spank.” The opinions available on almost

every aspect of child rearing are divided.

For all of these reasons, parents—who we define as anyone who
has made a commitment to care for a child from now until the

child reaches adulthood—are often locking for information,

skills, and support to help them better guide their children.

What Is Parenting Education?

Through parenting education, family support programs meet
parents’ need for informaton and skill-building opportunities.
Such opportunities can help parents better guide their children
and assist them in sorang and choosing from the array of infor-
mation they encounter.

In 1996, approximately 50,000 programs nationwide offered par-
enting education. Programs vary remendously in what they
offer. Some emphasize communication skills; others focus on
parents as teachers. Some programs train parents for childbirth;
others are for parents with adolescents. Programs may be locat-
ed in homes, churches, social centers, or schools. Some programs
are didactic; illustrating what parents shonld do based on the pro-
gram’s philosophy and/or established research findings. Other
programs help parents articulate their values and integrate them
into their parenting. Some programs follow detatled curriculy,
others have no written content. Idcally, the parentng education
component of family support programs should help parents find
the information and skills they want.

How to Face the Challenges

The continuing challenge for tamily support staff and parents is
to find or create parentmg cducation programs that meet the
needs of parents as their clildren grow and develop. Parenting
education must provide the information and build the skills
desired and needed by parcnts but also build a solid knowledge
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Tips for Family Support Providers

Provide parenting education based on families’ needs. What questions do parents have?

What strengths, needs, interests, and preferences do you observe in families? What cur-
rent sources of information are there for parents?

Choose material that reflects an awareness of cultural traditions and mores in the
community. Use the questions provided in this article to determine which materials,

styles, and curricula parents will prefer.

Obtain staff training. Some staff should be knowledgeable about human develop-
ment, the needs of children and of parents, and current research findings. Someone
should know the current issues in parenting education and the kinds of programs, cur-
ricula, books, and videos that are available.

Set up an information center 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 arti-
cles, tips, and suggestions for further reading (possibly a list of local library holdings)
on issues important to parents.

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

Link with other agencies and organizations. Working with libraries, cooperative exten-
sion, schools, and childcare programs can expand the resources available to parents
in your program, and can enable you to reach more families. The Internet can be
another source of information.

Be aware of other parenting programs in the community. Some programs are avail-
able in almost every community. Staff should know what programs are available and
what their objectives are, and they should share this information with parents.

Know your boundaries and make referrals. Some families have issues that require
specialized help, such as a child who is developmentally delayed or who has a seri-
ous illness. Work with local programs in establishing mutual referral guidelines.

base of human development and an
understanding of the parenting role. It
must be sensitive to the traditions, learm-
ing styles and mores of the family, cul-
ture, and community while providing
parents with the knowledge and skills to
teach their children what they will need

to live in American socicty.

Family support staft’ and parents may
choose one or more of the many estab-
lished curricula available, create their
own, or meld a variety ot sources. In most
cases, even a well-researched and tested

curriculum must be adapted by the fam-

ily support staff to respond to communi-
ty needs and strengths. There are several
basic steps to initiating or revising the par-
enting education component of a family
support program: (1) explore the needs
and preferences of parents, (2) locate
existing curricula for evaluation, and (3)
decide which curriculum to use or create
an original curriculum.

I. Explore the Needs and Pref-
erences of Parents

Staffand parents, separatcly and together,
can use the following questions to gather

the needed information. Some parents
will respond positively to the question-
and-answer format, finding it empower-
ing. Others respond better if the ideas are
presented as non-interrogatve discussion
topics. The input can be gathered i writ-
g or during focus groups or one-on-
one mterviews. Some ot the questions are
casily answered; others require more

reflection and discussion.

I. What basic information are parents
looking for?
Do they want 1o know how ta prepare
their young children for school? Or do
they need information on living with
and guiding adolescents, communicat-
ing with their children, or methods of
discipline?

2. How soon do parents want the pro-
gram?
Parents with very young children may
have time over several years to prepare
their children for school. In contrast,
parents may want to respond immedi-
ately to an increase in local drug deal-
ing by learning how to protect their chil-
dren.

3. How much can parents or the family

support program afford to spend on
the curriculum?
The costs of starting parenting educa-
tion vary. Some curricula are free or
require a nominal materials fee; some
cost several hundred dollars. In addi-
tion, many curricula require trained
leadership, and some curricula distrib-
utors charge for leadership training.

4. How much time can parents commit
to parenting education?
Even parents who are very interested
and committed may not have much
time.fur parenting education. Parents
working outside of the home often are
reluctant to extend their separation
from their families. Time to read may
also be fimited.
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The following questions are more diffi-
cult to answer. Lengthy discussions on
these subjects may be necessary before

the program can move ahead.

5. What are parents’ values and long-
term goals for their children?
What kind of aduits do the parents
want their children to grow into? What
attributes will children need to live in
the world of tomorrow? For example,
one goal parents may have is for their
children to grow into healthy adults. In
this case, the parenting education pro-
gram must reinforce behavior that
teaches children to be aware of what
their bodies are telling them. The cur-
riculum on infant feeding should
encourage parents to respond to indi-
cations that the baby is full. The cur-
riculum on toilet training methods
should suggest that parents focus on
the toddler’s sense of when he or she
needs to go to the toilet. A curriculum
about using drugs or driving cars
should guide parents to teach older
children and youth appropriate deci-
sion-making skills.

6. What do parents believe their chil-
dren need to grow and develop well?
This question may be the most difficult
to explore, because while parents’
beliefs affect all aspects of parenting,
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 culture. 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 want. For example, parents
may use physical punishment because
they believe their children need disci-
pline in order to succeed. These par-
ents will accept other methods only if
they see that they work more effec-
tively to instill discipline or that there
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are reasons for using other methods.
Many parents look for other means of
discipline when they realize they won't
be able to spank a 16-year-old who
towers over them.

. What methods of presentation will

be most effective and comfortable for
parents?

Some common methods include lec-
tures, group discussions, role playing,
and presenting audio-visual materials.
Experiential learning and group discus-
sion are preferable to lectures. Howev-
er, in some cultures, personal issues
simply are not discussed outside the
family. In response, some programs
start with home visiting and then
progress toward group discussions,
and they use lectures instead of group
sharing. Personal preferences vary, too.
Some parents are very 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 making
visual learning a more viable option.
Using charts and listing observations
and comments are other ways of sup-
porting visual learners.

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

Location (home, religious or educational
setting, family resource center, etc.)
Number of people participating {from
one-on-one to groups of hundreds)
Parents and children together versus par-

ents meeting in a separate group

. What kind of leader will be most

effective?

There are many choices. The leader
could be a formally trained person who
knows about all aspects of child devel-
opment and child rearing, or the leader
could be a parent from the group or
neighborhood who is experienced and
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regarded as wise-—and who is sup-
ported with needed training from the
program. Leaders could be chosen
because of their sensitivity to individu-
als' feelings or their skill in group
dynamics. The decision will be made
partly on the basis of human and finan-
cial resources available. However, as
much as possible, the program should
choose the kind of leader who will be
most effective for the specific group.

Il. Locate Existing Curricula
for Consideration

Innumerable curricula and  teaching
materials are available in many different
forms. Locating them will take some cre-
ative research, since a comprehensive list
is not currently available. The hst of
resources beginning on page 43 includes
reference guides as well as Web sites that
can guide the search. Some organizations,
such as the Natonal Parenting Education
Network, the National Network for
Family Resiliency, the Family Resource
Coalition of America, and the National
Parent Informaton Network have Web
sites that allow parent educators to
request  information  about available
resources and exchange ideas about avail-

able curricula.

I11. Decide Which Curriculum
to Use

The following questions help identity the
strengehs of any existing or new curricu-
lum. The answers to these questions
should be compared to parents” answers
durmg phase 1, above, to nuake sure their
values, cultures, and styles match chose of

the curriculuna that is chosen.

I. What is the basic objective of the
curricutum?
For example, is its aim to improve com-
munication, build self-esteem, or help
parents maintain a warm, loving rela-
tionship with their children through
therr children’s adolescence?




2. How easy is it to obtain the program?
Is it in written form and avalable from
a publisher?

3. What are the costs? [s 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-wee< series of

twice-weekly sessions.

5. What are the program’s values and
goals for children and parents?
The promactional literature for the cur-
riculum usually describes the basic out-
comes 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 identify their underby-
ing belie’s and assumptions explicitly.
It is important that staff and parents
identify them by critically examining

specific parenting advice that the cur-

riculum gives.

For example, the curriculum may advise
that the parent not pick up a crying
infant immediately. What assumptions
and beliefs underlie that advice? The
authors may believe that this response
leads the child t¢ develop independ-
ence, or they may bel.eve that cying is
good for the child's health, Let's say the
curriculum advises parents to immedi-
ately pick up the crying infant. Perhaps
the author believes tnat this leads the
child to deveiop a sense of security and
to be nurtured

Are these beliefs in line with those of
parents and staff of the program? If
there is significant conflict, the pro-
gram may choose 1o not use all or part
of the curriculum—aor to use the areas
of conflict as topics of discussion dur-
ing parenting education activities.
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7. What methods does the program use
to present its content?
Does the curriculum use lectures,
group discussicns, videos, role-play,
charts, etc.? Are charts included? What
materials must be purchased, and
what can the program staff develop?

8. What kind of leadership is recom-
mended?
Requirements for leadership vary wide-
ly. If a particalar curriculum calls for
highly trained leade-s, but the partici-
pants feel much more comfortable with
a peer, creative solutions can be found,
such as training the peer leader or pro-
viding him or her with a knowledgeable
support system.

Family support programs provide a vari-
ety of resources to inform parents about
child development, the parent-child rela-
tionship, and parenting issues. For family
support staff, the challenge is to work
with parents to find cffective resources
for a specific setting. This goal can be met
by matching the itterests and needs of
the parents to be served with the
strengths and cormpetencies emphasized
in the parenting education program. ¢8
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The authors are members of the National Par-
enting Education Network, which works to
advance the field of parenting. For further infor-
mation, contact Harriet Heath, 610/649-7037,

Harriet_Heath @hotmail.com.
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