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play a crucial role in the lives of
their children. The delivery of
parenting programmes has

mushroomed over the past

The parenting children receive is a
cornerstone for their emotional
and social well-being.

Their

experiences within the family have

a profound influence on the quality

of relationships they form with
others, including their own
children. Over the past number of

years there has been an
increasing emphasis on support

for parents and the importance of
parenting . {tis not difficult to
identify some of the forces which
have contributed to the growth of

there has been huge growth in the

programmes.

its infancy in comparison to the

schemes to structured

However,

‘Enhancing our Future: A
Profile of Parenting
Programmes in Ireland’ a study
conducted by Barnardo’s and
commissioned by the Department

of Health, highlighted a number of
issues relating to parenting

Concerns

levels of juvenile crime; drug

problems and behavioural
difficulties have fuelled concern

about the quality of parenting in
the 1990s and the recognition of

the value of support for parents.

Other issues have contributed:

the increasing understanding of
child development; a recognition

that some traditional parenting
practices are no longer
appropriate in today’s society and
the acknowledgement that parents

addressed a national policy should

be developed to promote the coordination of resources, the

development of materials, the
training of facilitators and the

There are very few programmes

Today’s children are tomorrow’s
parents. The investment we make

catering for marginalised groups;

patterns, the roles of men and
women and in family structures.

about family breakdown; high

U.K. and U.S.A. If the above
issues are to be seriously

delivery of high quality appropriate
programmes.

There are widely differing levels of
training required of programme

As a result the traditional support
mechanisms for parents can no

provision of parenting
programmes in this country it is in

education in Ireland. These
include:

There is a high level of public

social structures, employment

The lack of national co-ordination
of programme provision is
evidenced by the limited choice of
parenting programmes in certain
areas in the country. Although

number of years. Programmes
are varied and range from
information support and visiting

demand for parenting courses in
Ireland. Contemporary Ireland is
undergoing major changes in

longer be relied upon.

Lo lo ra

demand for parenting
programmes;

facilitators which makes the

establishment of a quality standard
difficult.

today will pay dividends in the long

run and certainly will contribute
significantly to ‘Enhancing our
Future’.

The Value of

Parenting Education

by Dr Moya O’Brien, P.hd.
and Rita Keville M.A.

Parenting Skills Unit,
Eastern

Health Board.

This article will review the changes in
society which have impacted on families
and parenting. It will then look at the
development and expansion of parenting
programmes and review the types of
parenting programmes available in Ireland.
The advantages of group based
programmes will be discussed. Finally we
will describe factors which influence
outcome in parent training and recommend
methods of evaluating parenting

programmes.

Over the past twenty to thirty
years we have seen changes
in families. In the E.U. there

has been a decline in the birth

rate, an increase in the
proportion of elderly people in
the population, a decline in
the number of marriages and
a rise in the number of
divorces, an increase in
cohabitation, a diversification
in family types and an
increase in women’s
employment (Ruxton 1996).
There has been a reduction in
family size; an increase in the
age at which women have
their first child; a reduction in
the traditional two parent
family in which fathers are
employed full time outside the
home and mothers are
engaged in full time child care
(Woollett & Nicoloson 1998).
Many mothers are in paid
employment outside the
home. The stability of
families is changing and so it
is likely that more children will
grow up in women headed
families or in families with
stepfathers, and stepbrothers

and stepsisters (White &
Woollett 1992, Brannen &
O’Brien 1995).
There are some changes in
young women’s expectations
and ideas about parenting.
Woollett & Nicoloson (1998)
argue that it is important to
young mothers to be
financially independent.
There are also changes in the
expectations of fathers
involvement in parenting.
However this has not resulted
in a change in practice.
There is little evidence of
more fathers being involved in

the equitable division of child
care and household duties
(White & Woollett 1992,
Brannen & O’Brien 1995).

Modern society places huge
demands on parents, yet

undervalues the role of
parenting. The media portrays
unrealistic images of family
life through television shows
and parenting magazines.
Smith (1997) argues that the
parenting task is now harder
now than ever. Parents in the
1990’s have to face issues
that did not pose problems
ten years ago. These issues
include level of violence and
representation of sex by the
media, easier availability of
drugs and alcohol and
concern for the safety of
children in the environment.
The extended family is less
likely to be available. Parents
come from smaller families
and do not have the
experience of caring for small
children. Earlier generations

learned parenting skills by
‘observing role models and
having opportunities to
practice skills with younger
siblings. Changes in society
mean that these opportunities
are restricted. More parents
are likely to be parenting
alone or in re-structured
families with little access to
their extended family.
Psychologically healthy
personalities can develop in
many different social
groupings and departures
from the conventional family
structure are not necessarily

harmful to children. All family
forms have strength and
weaknesses and no one form
has the monopoly on how to
best meet the children’s
needs all the time (Schaffer
1986). Increasingly parents
are seeking input on how to
meet their children’s needs
and how to cope as parents in
the 1990's.
Parenting is an evolving
educational process, which
corresponds, to the
developmental stages in the
life cycle of both the parent
and the child. Parents may
seek out help at particular
stages in the parenting
process but not at others.
The Commission on the
Family (1998) identifies the
birth of a first baby and
families where children are
under school going age as
important stages in life cycle
where families need extra
support. The aim of parent
education is to help parents
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develop self-awareness and
self-confidence and to
improve their capacity to
support and nurture their
children. Given the changes
in society and the importance
of the task of parenting it is
not surprising that the
demand for parenting courses
has increased. Many
services cannot meet this
demand. Voluntary
organisations have been
involved in the development
and promotion of group

parent education, as have. |
professionals such'as clinical

psychologists in the attempt
to meet the needs of more
families in a more effective
way (Smith & Pugh 1996).

There appears to have been
considerable expansion in
parenting education from the
mid 1980’s to date (Pugh,
De’Ath & Smith 1994). Early
parent education taught basic
behavioural skills such as the
use of reinforcement, star
charts and the use of time
out. More recent
programmes include teaching
parents skills to enhance their
child’s confidence and self
esteem, skills to improve their
communication with young
children and teenagers and
also information on how
children think, feel and act at
different development stages
(e.g. Step Programmes
Dinkmeyer, Mckay, McKay, &
Dinkmeyer 1982), teaching

parents stress management

skills for marital problems and
depression skills for resolving
marital distress and anger
management skills.
Parenting programmes that
have included stress
management skills have

recognised the important

influence of family stresses
such as divorce, conflict
between parents and parental
mental health on parenting
behaviours (Sanders1992)
Additionally there is an
increasing awareness of the
preventative value of parent
education programmes.
Patterson & Narrett (1990)
point to the value of parent

education in reducing later

delinquency in children.
Utting, Bright and Henricson
(1993), proposed a clear line
between crime and poor child
rearing practices and called
for an increase in the
availability of parenting
education. The relationship
between poor parental
supervision, lack of positive
communication and harsh
discipline were found to be
significant precursors of
criminal behaviour in
adolescence (Commission on
the Family 1998).
The growth of a group-based
approach to parenting
education has been
particularly significant during
the past ten years The
advantages of a group-based
approach are outlined as
follows:
e They are cost effective in
that they deliver parent

e
e
e

+

e

education to more then
one person at a time;
They help socially isolated
families meet people and
make friends;
Cohesiveness tends to be
established between
members;
Views are shared between
members and there is an
opportunity for participants
to learn from others;
Empathy between
participants builds as
others in the group are
listening to their needs
and their concerns
responded to;
Groups can provide
appropriate role models;
There are opportunities for
parents to build self
confidence and self
esteem. (Smith & Pugh
1996). *

Education for parents is
based on a wide spectrum of
theoretical approaches (Smith
and Pugh 1996). A review of
the literature suggests that
parenting programmes are
mainly based on three
theoretical models. Namely
the behavioural model,
Humanistic theories and
Adlerian theory. Some
parenting programmes are
based on family systems
theories and less frequently
psychoanalytic theories.
Many parenting programmes
are eclectic and many have
adapted aspects of some or
all of the above theories.
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While many parenting
programmes incorporate
aspects of all or some of the
above theoretical approaches
it is not always clear which
theories are being used in the
programme design. This may
have been clear to the
original author or developer of
a programme but is not
always know to facilitators
(Smith & Pugh 1996).
There are multiple factors
which influence outcome in
parent training evaluation and
hence the difficulty in
measuring the value of parent
education. These include;
the family attitude to child
rearing e.g. discipline; the
parents views as to whether
the child should be
emotionally independent and
self sufficient with a focus on
internal goals; parents
perception of the child’s
problem, for example, where
non compliance is not viewed
as a problem; parents
perception of the value of
parenting courses; the referral
status of the parent, for
example; a self referral or

referreal by a professional or
agency; the acceptability of
parenting skills taught in the
parenting programme i.e. the
match between the design of
the programme and the
parents needs, also the
match between the facilitator
and the group; socio
economic factors and family
stresses e.g. marital discord,
drug/alcohol abuse, mental

illness of a parent;

involvement of both partners
in the parenting programme;
course fees and the
convenience of the course;
follow up and child related
issues e.g. severity of
behaviour problems and age
of the child (Forehand &
Kotchick 1996).
Lone parent families,
travellers, teenagers who are

parents, families who are
going through separation,
families facing traumatic
situations, families with a
child or parent with a disability
and families with a child who
has behavioural problems
have been identified as
groups in need of additional
support (Commission on the
Family 1998).
There are core elements
which the majority of
parenting programmes
attempt to achieve. Smith
(1997)outlines these as
follows:
1. to develop greater self
awareness;
2. to use effective discipline
methods to improve
parent child
communication;
3. to make family life more
enjoyable;
4. to provide; useful
information on child
development.
Given the diversity of
theoretical approaches,
courses, trainers, parents and
children it is difficult to
estimate the value of parent
education on a large scale.

What we do know is based on
‘small scale research studies

and self reports from parents.
Dembo, Sweitzer & Lauritzen
(1985) reviewed 48
evaluations of three different
types of parenting education
programmes in the U.S.A.
(behavioural approaches,
STEP and PET). The results
indicated changes in parental
attitudes and/or child
behaviour. The type and
quality of the research
procedures used were
criticised. Lack of
randomisation of subjects,
absence or inappropriate use
of control groups, failure to
collect process data and lack
of long term follow up
designs. Measurement
problems include over
reliance on parent's self

report, the use of

inappropriate measures, and
measurement of general child
rearing attitude rather then
focusing on specific attitudinal
changes of parents towards
their own children. Medway
(1989) in the USA looked at
24 programmes and
concluded that these
programmes were effective in
that both parents and children
showed improvements on a
range of measures but he too
was Critical of the studies
themselves. Smith (1997)
acknowledges that the
effectiveness of programmes
has been difficult to
demonstrate but adds that
this does not imply that they
are ineffective. Anecdotally
parents report benefits from
such programmes. Parents

SEE
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on the Eastern Health Board
parenting Skills programme
have made comments such
as “My home is a happier
place now” or “ only wish I
had done this course years
ago”. Parents also report
more enjoyment in their role
as parents.. Programme

facilitators report

improvement in parents

behaviour. Through
discussion parents describe
changes they have made or
what has worked for them.
Our experience in the Eastern
Health Board Parenting Skills
Unit is that parents report
change on week six of the
course. At this point the
parents have implemented
positive programmes such as
star charts and when they
have spent a number of
weeks improving
communication and
decreasing their own negative
responses to their children.
What questions should we be
asking about parent training?
The following three questions
are critical
1. Does the programme
achieve what it sets out to
achieve?
2. How is the programme
meeting the needs of
parents and families?
3. What has worked well and
what has not worked so
well?
In any programme evaluation
there is three types of
information to be gathered.

The general information about | Health Questionnaire, The
the client group (name, age,
‘ Eyeberg Child Behaviour
address, income, number and
Inventory) and unstructured
age of children etc.) is
assessments asking the
referred to as management
parents to rate themselves on
information. The second type
levels of confidence, skills,
of information gathered is
knowledge, enjoyment and
how the programme was
patience pre and post
delivered: what worked well in
training. In this way we can
terms of teaching methods
match the programme to the
employed; the trainer; the
parent, ensure we respect
presentation of material; the
their diversity and address the
actual material; the
individual needs of the parent
environment where the
and the family.
course was held etc. Finally,
how change is actually
Other structured assessments,
measured.. Often this takes
used to evaluate outcome of
the form of pre-course postparent training in Ireland
course measures of actual
include The Texas Social
behaviour or questionnaires
Behaviour Inventory; The
reporting on behaviours of the
Rosenberg Self Esteem
parent or the child or both or
Inventory; The Home
questionnaires assessing the
Observation Test; The ISPCC
parents information on
attitude to Pregnancy
parenting and rating their own
Questionndire and the Parent
confidence as a parent. The
Stress Index (French 1998).
management information is
Smith (1997) presents a
the initial data collected
similar appraisal system
regarding participants in the
based on the three types of
group. In the Eastern Health
data described above to
Board Parenting Skills Unit
monitor parenting
data is collected on basic
programmes and to ascertain
demographic information,
that they adhere to the
attendance records, reasons
underpinning values of the
for non-attendance. Under
programme.
process information data is
gathered by the trainers about
It would be difficult to
what teaching methods were
undertake a to a large scale
employed that worked well.
study to measure something
Participants have an
as diverse as parent training.
opportunity to give specific
While individual changes in
feedback on questionnaires
behaviour of a particular
as to the trainers, the
parent can be easily
environment and the teaching
measured group work is
methods employed. The
harder to evaluate. We rely
outcome information is
on self report or data
gathered used both structures
assessments (General
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collected by the parent rather
then observation of the parent
and child together. Selfreport has a positive bias and
there is a reactive element to
direct observation. Group
training and its impact on
health promotion and the
prevention of future difficulties
in a family are difficult to
measure but we should not
use this as an excuse to
undervalue the role of parent
education and training.
On-going small scale
evaluation asking the
. questions outlined above and

assessing management

+:

information, process
information and outcome
information regarding specific
programmes, can generate
knowledge about specific
client groups, teaching
methods and long term gains
of a particular type of
parenting input.
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Enhancing our
Future:
A Profile of Parenting
Programmes summary

e

to identify the aims and
objectives of each
programme so that
facilitators can more
readily choose
programmes suitable for
participants;

e

to identify the common
elements in programmes
that are felt to be working
well by those groups who
are using them.

of report written by
Geraldine French,

Barnardo’s National
Children’s Resource
Centre
This report details research
into parenting programmes in
lreland, undertaken by
Barnardo's, National
Children’s Resource Centre.
It was jointly funded by the
Health Promotion Unit. The

reSearch

was guided by a

steering committee comprised
of a representative from each
of the funding agencies and
Barnardo’s.
An advisory panel was
established consisting of
representatives from statutory
and voluntary agencies who
are directly involved in the
provision of parenting
programmes nationally.
This research is a follow up to
a study written and compiled
by Jennifer Rylands entitled
“A Study of Parenting
Programmes

in Ireland,

Exploration of Needs and
Current Provision’ which was
published in 1995.
The aims of the research
were:
«e
to update the database on
the current provision of
parenting programmes
established by the 1995
study;

Arising from those three aims,
recommendations are made
concerning the key elements
of parenting programmes
which help ensure that
participants obtain maximum
benefit from their participation
in a parenting programme.
Facilitators, in choosing or

compiling a parenting
programme, could also use
the recommendations to try
and ensure that a
comprehensive range of
issues is offered for
consideration by the
participants.
The aims of the research
were achieved using a postal
questionnaire survey method.

parenting programmes were
available for scrutiny. The
making of recommendations
required the examination of
available evaluations and
relevant literature.
This report profiles 31
parenting programmes, the
information for which was
provided by the programme
developers. This research
found that:
e

there are extensive

changes to the 1995
database;

e

there are several new
parenting programmes
being piloted;

s

very few parenting
programmes have been
externally evaluated;

very few are specifically
orientated towards
disadvantaged communities
and the level of training of
programme facilitators varied
widely.

Two questionnaires were

designed, one specific to the
updating of the database,
which was sent to
programme facilitators and
the other to acquire
information on individual
parenting programmes, which

was sent to programme

developers.

The latter questionnaire was
necessary as very few

Dubling

|

|

Running Parenting

=

forum to discuss the job of

parenting and air concerns

Programmes: A Practical

confidentially.

Viewpoint

Eve Limmerling and Bridie

Often parents

seek help only in a crisis

situation.

Parenting

| programmes encourage

shape how the course

‘develops and what materials
are most appropriate.

All

training methods are

employed during a parenting

course; group discussion:

Clancy are freelance trainers | parents to look at situations in | exercises: video presentation;
and members of Barnardo’s
a calm and related
role play; games; questions.

training panel. Eve trains

facilitators to run parenting

programmes and Bridie has

atmosphere to endeavour to

be pro-active rather than re-

active. Practical ideas

wide experience in facilitating
parents’ groups.
The attached article, which
first appeared in the ‘Irish

regarding spending quality
time with children are shared.
Parents gain confidence in
themselves and their job and

1998, highlights the role of
the facilitator who trains
others to facilitate training
programmes.

affirmation of what they are
doing already.

Times Education and Living |
Supplement’ on 10 February |

build up their own selfesteem, often by getting re-

| strongly believe that
parenting programmes are

On commenting on the value: | invaluable in building up
of programmes Bridie says
social networks and support

‘Parenting programmes

groups.

parents play in the

skills.

They give parents an
opportunity to share
experiences and draw

bereavement and substance
abuse, can be explored and
how to help with schoolwork

highlight the important role

Parents add to their

knowledge, expertise and
Useful information

development of their children. | regarding specific topics, e.g.

strengths from each other.
There is no instruction book
available on the rights and

wrongs of parenting - rather

there are various parenting
styles which can be

examined.

Parents can

decide themselves which

parenting style their own

parents used and how this
affected their own parenting

methods.

Learning takes place by
participation in group

discussions and availing of
course materials. Itis a

and other issues can be
discussed. Follow up reading

and resource materials and

sources are suggested to

parents so that parenting

education continues outside

the confines of the group.’
Parenting programmes

offered by Barnardo's are
tailor-made to the

requirements of the particular
group. This involves using a
broad range of materials from
various sources. The group

during the course of
programme will very often
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What Can a Parent of a

LIST

The following are a
selection of resources

available from the NCRC.
Details of further materials
are available from the
Centre:
Life will never be the same

by Combes, Gill; Schonveld

Ann; 1992
ID 1289

An Independent
Evaluation of Parent-Link:
A Parenting Education

The Noughts to Sixes

Teenager Do? by Quinn,
Mickey; Quinn, Terry 1992
ID 4840

‘Parenting Programme,
Family Caring Trust 1995
ID 4079

Parent Education by Rose,

The Teen Parenting
Programme, Family Caring
Trust, 1988
ID 2955

Jean; Mahoney, Pat 1993
ID 7805
Developing Parenting
Programmes by Smith,
Celia (NCB) 1996
ID 4129
Troubled Families -

What Can a Parent Do?

Family Caring Trust
ID 1273

1986

Webster-Stratton, Carolyn;

Hilton; Hester, Pippa

Herbert, Martin 1993
ID 4241

The Parenting and Sex
Programme, Family Caring
Trust, 1991

Getting Involved

PARENTING RESOURCE
PACKS/PROGRAMMES:

The Needs Game, The
Bridge Child Care
Consultancy Service

Programme by Davis,
ID 4996

Ellen 1984
ID 3039

by Frede,

A Job for Life by Pugh,
Gillian; Kidd, Joan;
Torkington, Kate 1981

(NCB)
ID 2434

Preparation for

Parenthood by Pugh,
Gillian 1980
ID 1290
Confident Parents,
Confident Children, by

Pugh, Gillian
ID 2905

What Can a Parent Do? by
Quinn, Mickey; Quinn, Terry
1986
ID 161

Problem Children by

Parents and Teenagers,

Open University Press 1986
ID 807
Parents Plus Programme,
by Parents Plus
Programme, 1998

ID 8003

Living with Babies and

Toddlers, Open University

Press 1991
ID 3482

Parents Talking, Open
University Press, 1983

ID 1261

Parent Assertiveness
Programme, Family Caring
Trust
ID 3538

ID 1722

ID 1253

You and your Child,

Health Education Bureau
(video)

ID 117

Feeding Techniques with
Toddlers, Davids, Kirin
1996 (video)
ID 3835
Fathers Handling Small
Children (4 months - 8
years), Davids, Kirin, 1996
(video)
ID 3834

Reading List (Continued)

JOURNAL ARTICLES
AVAILABLE THROUGH
THE NCRC:
lwaniec, D.
Assessment of parenting:
some basic issues
Child Care in Practice 1996
lwaniec,

D.

Meeting Children’s Needs:

adequate and inadequate
parenting styles

Child Care in Practice 1997
.Gough, B, and Reavey, P.
Parental Accounts
regarding the physical
punishment of children:
Discourses of disempowerment
Child Abuse and Neglect
1997
Fagot, B.!. and Kavanagh,
K.

Parenting in the second

year: effects of children’s
age, sex and attachment

classification

Child Development, 1993
Dekovic, M and Meeus, W.
Peer relations in
adolescence: effects of
parenting and
adolescents’ self-concept
Journal of Adolescence,
1997

Weiss, L.H. and Schwarz,

J.C.

The relationship between

parenting types and older
adolescents’ personality,

academic achievement,
adjustment, and
substance use
Child Development, 1996

McBride, B. A. and Rane, T.

R.

Role identity, role
investments, and paternal
involvement implications

for parenting programmes
for men

Early Childhood Research
Quarterly, 1997
Bond,H
The power to parent
Community Care, 1997
Whyte, A.

Programmed for parenting
Health Visitor, 1996

Currie, P and Evans, E
The balancing act of
parenting
Social Work Today, 1989
Leach,P
A better way than
punishment
Journal of Child Centred
Practice, 1995
Lazar, A; Aagi, A and
Fraser, M.W.

Involving fathers in social

services
Children and Youth Services
Review, 1991

Adams, J
‘Lone Fatherhood:

still a

problematic status?
Practice, 1996

McBride, B.A.
Parent education and
support programs for
fathers:outcome effects
on paternal involvement
Early Child Development
and Care, 1991
Keik, R.K.; and Chalkley,
M.A.
Parent involvement: what
is it that works?
Children Today, 1990
Gordon, J.; Robertson, R.
and Swan, M.
Babies don’t come with a
set of instructions’:
running support group for
mothers
Health Visitor (1995)
Gaze,

H

All in the Family
Health Visitor, 1997

Adams, J.
Lone fatherhood: still a

problematic status?
Practice, 1996

