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1 Introduction

Th�s gu�de prov�des adv�ce on how to ensure that all parents are able to access 
parent educat�on programmes. It explores current take-up of parent�ng programmes 
and potent�al barr�ers to access. Draw�ng on �deas about good pract�ce, �t also 
descr�bes some solut�ons to overcom�ng these barr�ers. The a�m �s to help programme 
fac�l�tators develop the�r own solut�ons to address the�r local concerns.

There are s�gnposts to key resources throughout the gu�de. These prov�de further 
background �nformat�on and �deas for good pract�ce.

The gu�de has been developed for frontl�ne pract�t�oners del�ver�ng parent educat�on 
programmes as well as the�r managers. It a�ms to further develop the sk�lls and 
knowledge requ�red by the Nat�onal Occupat�onal Standards for Work w�th Parents 
(www.parent�nguk.org/2/standards). It can also be used to assess the access�b�l�ty of 
ex�st�ng parent educat�on programmes.

In comp�l�ng th�s gu�de, we bu�lt on work carr�ed out by the Nat�onal Inst�tute for 
Health and Cl�n�cal Excellence (NICE) and the Soc�al Care Inst�tute for Excellence 
(NICE/SCIE)1 and follow-up work comm�ss�oned by SCIE from the Fam�ly and 
Parent�ng Inst�tute2 and the Race Equal�ty Foundat�on.3
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2 Why focus on parent education programmes?

Parent�ng makes an enormous �mpact on ch�ldren’s l�ves. A recent World Health 
Organ�zat�on (WHO) rev�ew reported that respons�ve parent�ng, where parents 
observe ch�ldren’s cues, �nterpret and understand them and act on them to meet 
ch�ldren’s needs, �s benef�c�al to ch�ldren’s development, and prov�des them w�th 
protect�on from d�sease and mortal�ty.4 Where parent�ng �s harsh or �ncons�stent 
�t worsens other r�sk factors5 and �ncreases the l�kel�hood of poor outcomes for 
ch�ldren. Th�s ev�dence has prompted the government’s �nterest �n parent�ng, as 
summar�sed �n the pol�cy document Every parent matters.6

Parent educat�on programmes do have an �mpact.7 They promote parents’ conf�dence 
and competence �n the�r parent�ng role and help parents to:

 • understand ch�ld development better
 • promote the�r ch�ldren’s self-d�sc�pl�ne and soc�al ab�l�t�es
 • commun�cate better and establ�sh strong warm relat�onsh�ps w�th the�r ch�ldren
 • �mprove relat�onsh�ps w�th other adults �n the household
 • pass on the�r ethn�c, cultural and other values and trad�t�ons.

Better practice box 1

A NICE and SCIE rev�ew8 recommends parent�ng programmes �n group sett�ngs to 
help parents address conduct d�sorders �n ch�ldren under 12 years old. Programmes 
work best �f they:

 • are structured and have a curr�culum �nformed by the pr�nc�ples of soc�al learn�ng 
theory

 • �nclude strateg�es for �mprov�ng fam�ly relat�onsh�ps
 • offer a suff�c�ent number of sess�ons, w�th an opt�mum of 8–12
 • enable parents to �dent�fy the�r own parent�ng object�ves
 • �ncorporate role-play dur�ng sess�ons, as well as sett�ng ‘homework’ between 

sess�ons, to help establ�sh new behav�ours at home
 • are del�vered by appropr�ately tra�ned and sk�lled fac�l�tators, who are able 

to establ�sh therapeut�c relat�onsh�ps w�th parents and rece�ve h�gh-qual�ty 
superv�s�on w�th access to ongo�ng profess�onal development

 • adhere to the programme developer’s manual and employ all of the necessary 
mater�als to ensure cons�stent �mplementat�on of the programme.

They also say:

Programmes should demonstrate proven effect�veness, based on ev�dence from 
random�sed controlled tr�als (RCTs) or other su�table r�gorous, �ndependent evaluat�on 
methods. Programme prov�ders should also ensure that support �s ava�lable to enable 
the part�c�pat�on of parents who m�ght otherw�se f�nd �t d�ff�cult to access these 
programmes.
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However, parent educat�on programmes do not work for all parents �n all 
c�rcumstances. Many programmes have been des�gned and ‘tested’ for parents of 
ch�ldren of a part�cular age. Others need to be adapted before they w�ll work for 
some ethn�c groups. Somet�mes parents’ c�rcumstances are complex enough to 
�nd�cate that they are unl�kely to benef�t from a group-based programme and w�ll 
requ�re more �ntens�ve one-to-one support for a t�me.

In summary, parent�ng programmes enhance the protect�ve factors assoc�ated w�th 
ch�ldren lead�ng healthy, safe l�ves as well as help�ng parents develop strateg�es for 
deal�ng w�th the r�sk factors assoc�ated w�th poor outcomes.
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3 are programmes reaching everyone who could benefit?

Parent educat�on programmes may st�ll not be reach�ng everyone who could benef�t.7, 

9, 10 Ma�nstream programmes attract ma�nly women, and when men do attend, they 
are often �n a m�nor�ty.11 Most agenc�es report d�ff�cult�es �n engag�ng fathers from all 
commun�t�es.12

Wh�le there has been an �mprovement �n take-up by black and m�nor�ty ethn�c (BME) 
parents s�nce the 1990s,10 th�s has largely been due to the development of spec�f�c 
serv�ces for these parents.7 Ma�nstream serv�ces are st�ll struggl�ng to engage them,13 
and comb�ned w�th uncerta�nty about the su�tab�l�ty of some programmes7, 14 there 
are concerns that these parents, espec�ally those from As�an fam�l�es, are st�ll not 
able to access the support they need.

The p�cture for d�sabled parents �s unclear. Evaluat�ons of parent�ng programmes do 
not often assess whether d�sabled parents have accessed the course. However, other 
sources of ev�dence suggest that d�sabled parents are rarely able to f�nd appropr�ate 
parent�ng support.15 In part�cular, parents w�th learn�ng d�sab�l�t�es are more l�kely 
to have the�r ch�ldren taken �nto care16 and less able to access programmes that are 
ta�lored to meet the�r needs.17

Recent government pol�cy has focused on fam�l�es who are exper�enc�ng poverty or 
soc�al exclus�on, wh�ch has �mproved access to parent educat�on programmes for 
these parents.18 Nevertheless, parents exper�enc�ng the range of challenges posed 
by poverty may st�ll struggle to secure the support they need. S�m�larly �t �s unclear 
whether teenage parents or parents from other marg�nal�sed groups (for example 
asylum seekers) are able to access parent�ng programmes as often as requ�red.

Key resources 1

 Barrett, H. (2008) Follow-up work to support implementation of the NICE/SCIE 
guidance on parenting programmes (CSDI), London: Soc�al Care Inst�tute for 
Excellence.9

 Lew�s, C. and Lamb, M.E. (2007) Understanding fatherhood, York: Joseph Rowntree 
Foundat�on.12

 Olsen, R. and Tyers, H. (2004) Think parent: Supporting disabled adults as parents, 
London: Fam�ly and Parent�ng Inst�tute.15

 Phoen�x, A. and Husa�n, F, (2007) Parenting and ethnicity, York: Joseph Rowntree 
Foundat�on.19

 SCIE (Soc�al Care Inst�tute for Excellence) (2005) Helping parents with learning 
disabilities in their role as parents, SCIE research br�ef�ng 14, London: SCIE.17

3.1 summary

Not all parents who could benef�t from parent educat�on programmes are able to 
access them. Fathers, BME parents, d�sabled parents (part�cularly those w�th learn�ng 
d�sab�l�t�es), teenage parents and parents exper�enc�ng poverty appear to be at a 
part�cular d�sadvantage.
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4 What are the barriers?

The cultural component of the course was h�ghly emphas�sed as the women 
l�ve �n a very mult�-cultural part of Br�stol. Also many of the women have m�xed 
her�tage ch�ldren. It was also very �mportant to help everyone see the value and 
�mportance of the�r own cultural background. (fac�l�tator, quoted �n W�ld�ng and 
Barton, 2007)

The content of some parent educat�on programmes may be a barr�er to access. These 
programmes have tended to promote ‘wh�te m�ddle-class’ values, wh�le �gnor�ng 
other approaches to parent�ng.7, 10, 14 Even the development of more �nclus�ve content, 
as for example �n the Incred�ble Years (www.�ncred�bleyears.com/) and Strengthening 
Families, Strengthening Communities programmes (www.raceequal�tyfoundat�on.org.
uk/sfsc/�ndex.asp), has not guaranteed that all parents w�ll engage.

In add�t�on to programme content, a 2004 report �dent�f�ed three other ma�n barr�ers 
to parents access�ng programmes:7

 • gett�ng parents to the programme
 • ensur�ng parents keep com�ng to the programme
 • ensur�ng parents benef�t from programmes.

Inev�tably the effects of these barr�ers overlap. For example, for some parents the 
demands of da�ly l�fe may make attend�ng a 12-week programme appear unreal�st�c 
from the start, or once they do engage, may make �t very d�ff�cult to stay for the 
durat�on. Nevertheless, �n try�ng to develop solut�ons �t �s worth explor�ng these 
barr�ers �nd�v�dually.

4.1 Getting parents to the programme

Some parents aren’t comfortable w�th someth�ng be�ng called a parent�ng group. 
(fac�l�tator, quoted �n Barrett, 2007)

There are a number of barr�ers to gett�ng parents to attend a parent�ng programme. 
From the perspect�ve of parents these �nclude:

 • not know�ng what �s ava�lable
 • pract�cal problems such as transport, ch�ldcare, t�m�ng
 • not know�ng anyone who has been on the programme.

Some parents have also expressed concern that they w�ll:

 • be labelled as ‘a bad parent’, as only bad parents go on parent�ng programmes
 • not understand what �s be�ng ‘taught’
 • not be understood themselves
 • be ‘told what to do’
 • (conversely) not be told what to do, and just s�t around talk�ng about feel�ngs
 • not learn anyth�ng pract�cal or anyth�ng that they can use w�th the�r own ch�ldren.
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The strength of these concerns var�es from parent to parent and between groups of 
parents: fathers tend to be most concerned about too much t�me be�ng spent talk�ng 
about feel�ngs; worry�ng about be�ng labelled a ‘bad parent’ appears to be a part�cular 
concern for parents exper�enc�ng poverty; a lack of knowledge about what serv�ces 
are ava�lable, comb�ned w�th not know�ng anyone who has been on a programme, are 
the reasons BME parents usually g�ve for not access�ng support. 

 4.1.1 Ensuring parents keep coming to the programme

I use th�s phrase all the t�me; they have to be �n the r�ght place at the r�ght 
t�me. And also when you’ve engaged them they have to be �n a place where 
they actually have the understand�ng and awareness that they need to change 
someth�ng �n order to help the�r ch�ld to change. And �f �t’s all just locat�ng the 
problem �n the ch�ld then they probably won’t change. (fac�l�tator, quoted �n 
Barrett, 2007)

The content of the programme �s a key factor �n keep�ng parents engaged. However, 
other barr�ers �nclude:

 • the behav�our of other part�c�pants who can be dom�nat�ng/judgemental/
argumentat�ve

 • not trust�ng part�c�pants/fac�l�tators to keep th�ngs conf�dent�al
 • parents feel�ng �solated because they are the only father/black parent/d�sabled  

parent
 • not feel�ng welcomed by the fac�l�tator
 • da�ly l�fe gett�ng �n the way of regular attendance.

The effect of these barr�ers w�ll aga�n vary from parent to parent depend�ng on 
the�r exper�ence and c�rcumstances; parents w�th a complex set of needs, and 
often parents �n poverty, are l�kely to f�nd regular attendance at a course d�ff�cult 
to manage, whereas parents who are �n a m�nor�ty are more l�kely to report feel�ng 
�solated.

 4.1.2 Ensuring parents benefit from programmes

I have had the chance to do parent�ng courses run by the commun�ty learn�ng 
d�sab�l�t�es team and these have helped me to commun�cate better w�th the 
ch�ldren and manage tantrums. It has helped w�th my conf�dence. (parent, quoted 
�n Olsen and Tyers)

Effect�ve programmes are based on an �nteract�ve approach and �ncorporate the 
pr�nc�ples of adult learn�ng �nto the�r del�very. It �s d�ff�cult for parents to ga�n from a 
programme �f fac�l�tators fa�l to:

 • establ�sh and ma�nta�n relat�onsh�ps w�th all parents
 • create a safe and welcom�ng atmosphere
 • commun�cate effect�vely w�th all parents
 • encourage and value all parents’ contr�but�ons
 • manage any confl�ct, part�cularly over values or trad�t�ons.
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Commun�cat�on problems are often the ma�n reason parents f�nd �t d�ff�cult to learn 
from parent�ng programmes. The language used, the level of read�ng ab�l�ty requ�red 
and the pace of del�very can all pose problems. Any course �nformat�on therefore 
needs to be ta�lored to spec�f�c groups of parents (for example parents whose f�rst 
language �s not Engl�sh, and parents w�th learn�ng d�sab�l�t�es). Th�s can only happen �f 
fac�l�tators establ�sh and ma�nta�n good relat�onsh�ps w�th all parents.

 4.1.3 overcoming barriers

To some extent, these pract�cal �ssues and concerns w�ll �nfluence every parent’s 
dec�s�on about whether to attend a parent�ng programme and whether they stay, 
as well as what they ga�n from the exper�ence. Overcom�ng these barr�ers has been 
shown to be espec�ally �mportant for parents who have prev�ously been excluded, 
but as �mportantly, by successfully address�ng these concerns, �t �s l�kely that the 
exper�ence of all parents w�ll be �mproved.

In cons�der�ng how best to overcome these barr�ers �t �s �mportant not to conclude, 
for example, that all BME parents w�ll feel �solated or that all fathers do not l�ke to 
talk about feel�ngs. Th�s would lead to poor recru�tment, retent�on and engagement. 
However, �t �s helpful to cons�der these general tendenc�es when plann�ng the 
del�very of a programme, as th�s w�ll:

 • ensure easy access for all parents
 • make �t easy for all parents to part�c�pate
 • ensure that all parents ga�n from the t�me and energy that they put �n.

Key resources 2

 Barlow, J., Shaw, R. and Stewart-Brown, S. �n conjunct�on w�th the Race Equal�ty 
Un�t (2004) Parenting programmes and minority ethnic families: Experiences and 
outcomes, London: Nat�onal Ch�ldren’s Bureau.14

 Moran, P., Ghate, D. and van der Merwe, A. (2004) What works in parenting support? 
 A review of the international evidence, Research Report 574, London: Home Off�ce.7

 SCIE (Soc�al Care Inst�tute for Excellence) (2005) Helping parents with learning 
disabilities in their role as parents, SCIE research br�ef�ng 14, London: SCIE.17

 4.2 summary

The barr�ers to access and take-up of parent�ng programmes relate not only to the 
programme �tself, but also to gett�ng parents there and keep�ng them engaged. 
D�fferent groups of parents tend to exper�ence d�fferent k�nds of barr�ers. It �s 
valuable to try to address them all �n order to �mprove everyone’s exper�ence.
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5 solutions: getting parents to the programme

That’s really the key to gett�ng people who’ve got complex needs �nvolved �n a 
parent�ng programme, they have to do all the extra work beforehand and then 
ga�n�ng the�r trust and stuff. And �f you just offered a programme w�thout do�ng 
that what do you th�nk would happen? They won’t come. (fac�l�tator, quoted �n 
Barrett, 2007)

Gett�ng parents to attend a parent�ng programme requ�res:

 • focus�ng recru�tment on parents from spec�f�c target groups
 • ensur�ng parents are �nformed about the programme
 • tackl�ng pract�cal barr�ers.

 5.1 focusing recruitment on parents from specific target groups

A start�ng po�nt for pract�t�oners �s to f�rst �dent�fy local parent groups who 
may benef�t. For many organ�sat�ons th�s w�ll �nvolve rev�ew�ng data held on the 
character�st�cs of current serv�ce users. Staff knowledge �s also a useful source of 
�nformat�on.

Part of th�s �ntell�gence gather�ng must also ask the quest�on: wh�ch groups of 
parents are not access�ng or us�ng the serv�ce at present? Th�s w�ll help �dent�fy the 
parents who have been excluded as well as those who have tr�ed and then rejected 
the serv�ce, because they d�d not l�ke what was offered.

Choos�ng a parent�ng programme that has been shown to work and meet the spec�f�c 
needs of the target parent group �s part of the solut�on. Some organ�sat�ons have 
held local consultat�on events or conducted surveys to f�nd out about local parents’ 
needs. Th�s has helped match the programme to the local populat�on.

It �s also �mportant to cons�der how best to recru�t the parents who can be ‘hard 
to reach’. Translat�ng leaflets and publ�c�s�ng �nformat�on about the serv�ce �n local 
med�a can help. However, the two most successful methods are:

Outreach: the most effect�ve means w�ll vary from area to area, but usually �nvolves 
home v�s�ts or go�ng to other places where parents can be found, such as the school 
gate or supermarkets.

Contact through local and community organisations: local voluntary and commun�ty 
groups prov�de easy access to spec�f�c groups of parents. For example, Hyde Sure 
Start �n Tames�de worked w�th a mosque to help recru�t Musl�m fathers. Other 
pract�t�oners have made contact w�th the�r local Youth Offend�ng Team to reach the�r 
target aud�ence,9 or worked w�th a hous�ng assoc�at�on to recru�t ‘vulnerable’ parents 
at r�sk of homelessness.

Some parent educat�on programmes requ�re an assessment of fam�l�es to be carr�ed 
out before parents are offered a place. Th�s allows the fac�l�tator to assess how well 
the programme meets a parent’s needs as well as how �t m�ght be better ta�lored to 
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meet the�r needs. Other programmes prefer open recru�tment. At present there �s no 
ev�dence to suggest that e�ther approach �s more or less �nclus�ve.

 5.2 Ensuring parents are informed about the programme

Maybe �f you’ve somebody who’s very angry who’s on a parent�ng order, you may 
need to do add�t�onal preparatory v�s�ts; that makes the po�nt of p�ck�ng them up 
and eas�ng the�r entry �nto the group. But that’s what we would do w�th anyone 
because somet�mes people who are com�ng on a voluntary bas�s are st�ll �ncred�bly 
anx�ous about com�ng, even though �t’s been a cho�ce. So you just need to do 
d�fferent preparat�on, depend�ng on the needs of the �nd�v�dual parent. (fac�l�tator, 
quoted �n Barrett, 2007)

It �s �mportant to reassure parents that they w�ll not be labelled ‘a bad parent’ when 
they attend. It �s also �mportant for parents to ga�n more �nformat�on about the 
programme, such as how �t w�ll be del�vered and who w�ll del�ver �t, to encourage 
them to attend. There are a number of ways th�s can be done:

 • Programme fac�l�tators can carry out outreach – th�s helps to bu�ld the trust that �s 
cruc�al to successful programme del�very.

 • Leaflets can be left �n doctors’ surger�es, l�brar�es, �nclud�ng toy l�brar�es, d�str�buted 
by health v�s�tors and g�ven to schools – these can also be translated �nto relevant 
commun�ty languages.

 • Parents who have already attended a parent�ng programme can be used to 
encourage others, for example, a v�deo of parents talk�ng about what mot�vated 
them and what they ga�ned can be shown to parents at d�fferent events, such as 
parents’ even�ngs.

Wh�le the cost of carry�ng out outreach may be a deterrent to some organ�sat�ons, 
�t has proved to be one of the most successful methods of reach�ng parents who 
e�ther lack �nformat�on about a programme or who may have dec�ded that parent�ng 
programmes are not for them. Spread�ng �nformat�on by ‘word of mouth’ has 
also proved part�cularly effect�ve, but even the best programmes st�ll need to be 
‘marketed’.

Better practice box 2

The poss�b�l�ty of comm�tt�ng to a 12-week course may be a daunt�ng prospect for 
some parents. One solut�on tr�ed by a number of organ�sat�ons �s to prov�de an 
�ntroductory or taster sess�on, for example runn�ng one part of the programme �n 
a three-hour workshop format. Strengthening Families, Strengthening Communities 
fac�l�tators often run an �ntroductory sess�on that explores the �ssues that parents 
face, as well as g�v�ng an overv�ew of the programme. Th�s ‘gentle start’ prov�des 
parents w�th a better understand�ng about the comm�tment they are mak�ng and 
how they m�ght personally benef�t. It may also help fac�l�tators to f�nd out what they 
could do to max�m�se parents’ engagement.
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 5.3 tackling practical barriers

We’ve crèche fac�l�t�es and that’s been the best th�ng that we’ve ever done because 
�t g�ves the parents a chance to have a break, and �t also g�ves them a chance to 
talk about th�ngs that they may not have talked about �n front of the ch�ldren, and 
they’re not hav�ng to watch the ch�ldren all the t�me, or we’re not hav�ng to watch 
them. (fac�l�tator, quoted �n Barrett, 2007)

Lack of ch�ldcare �s the most common pract�cal barr�er to parents. Some 
organ�sat�ons try to overcome th�s by runn�ng programmes dur�ng school hours and 
term t�me. However, th�s �s of l�ttle help to parents who work or have very young 
ch�ldren. Prov�d�ng good qual�ty ch�ldcare �s more l�kely to make a b�gger �mpact on 
whether parents w�ll attend.

The cho�ce of venue can also make a d�fference because �t has both a symbol�c and 
pract�cal value. A commun�ty sett�ng rather than a cl�n�cal sett�ng �s less st�gmat�s�ng 
for parents attend�ng programmes. Add�t�onally, a fam�l�ar venue �s more l�kely to 
make them feel comfortable. Some pract�t�oners adv�se aga�nst us�ng a local school 
because parents may assoc�ate th�s w�th the�r own negat�ve exper�ences or those of 
the�r ch�ldren, but there �s great value �n �ts fam�l�ar�ty.

Access�b�l�ty demands attent�on: a venue that �s only access�ble v�a a set of sta�rs w�ll 
exclude wheelcha�r users as well parents w�th other mob�l�ty problems. Any aud�o-
v�sual equ�pment must also be su�table for the parents attend�ng the programme. For 
example an �nduct�on loop system may be needed for parents who use hear�ng a�ds.

Somet�mes a more complex s�tuat�on w�ll ar�se because parents may be reluctant to 
use a part�cular venue. For example some BME parents may refuse to go to a venue 
that �s thought to be at the heart of an area where rac�al attacks are prevalent.

The del�very of a programme must also be t�med to max�m�se parents’ part�c�pat�on. 
Parents who work are less l�kely to attend sess�ons dur�ng the day, and few people are 
happy to attend sess�ons on Fr�day even�ngs. Runn�ng var�ous local programmes at 
d�fferent t�mes should ensure that all those who need support are able to access �t.

It �s �mportant to ask each group of parents about the spec�f�c pract�cal barr�ers they 
face and to try to tackle these as far as poss�ble. However, �t �s also �mportant to be 
honest from the start �f there are some th�ngs that cannot be done, for example, �f �t 
�s not poss�ble to pay for transport. Alternat�ve solut�ons may need to be sought.

Below �s a useful checkl�st that can be used to assess whether the most common 
pract�cal barr�ers have been cons�dered and addressed:

 • Is the venue and locat�on acceptable?
 • W�ll transport be prov�ded to and from the venue?
 • Is the venue access�ble for d�sabled parents?
 • Is ch�ldcare prov�ded?
 • Is the t�m�ng of the programme su�table?
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 • Have pract�cal arrangements been made to ensure the fac�l�tator can commun�cate 
effect�vely w�th all parents?

 5.4 summary

Gett�ng parents to attend parent educat�on programmes requ�res:

 • a better understand�ng of the target group of parents
 • �mplement�ng effect�ve methods for recru�t�ng parents
 • tak�ng act�on to deal w�th any pract�cal problems parents may face.
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6 solutions: ensuring parents keep coming to the 
programme

The key factors that �nfluence whether parents w�ll keep com�ng to a programme 
week after week are:

 • the content of the programmes and the way the mater�al �s del�vered – �t �s v�tal 
these are ta�lored to the needs of the �nd�v�dual parents �n the room

 • creat�ng a welcom�ng and safe env�ronment
 • engag�ng parents between sess�ons.

 6.1 tailoring parenting programmes

Th�s was … what the parents wanted … from sess�on 1, d�sc�pl�ne was an area 
where parents felt they needed to know what �t was that they were do�ng wrong, 
and how best to mod�fy ex�st�ng methods of d�sc�pl�ne – �f not change them 
completely. (fac�l�tator expla�n�ng why more t�me was spent on the pos�t�ve 
d�sc�pl�ne component of a programme, quoted �n W�ld�ng and Barton, (2007)

Parent�ng programmes must be ta�lored to the needs of the part�c�pants �f they 
are to successfully engage people. It �s �mportant that fac�l�tators f�nd out about 
parents’ needs at the beg�nn�ng as th�s w�ll determ�ne what �nformat�on �s g�ven out 
as well as how �t �s prov�ded. Introductory/taster sess�ons (see Better pract�ce box 
2) have proved to be a useful approach. They have also helped w�th �dent�fy�ng and 
overcom�ng potent�al barr�ers to part�c�pat�on.

When parents are asked about what helped them engage w�th a parent educat�on 
programme, they often ment�on the content of the programme and the flex�ble 
approach of the fac�l�tators. Good fac�l�tators enable parents to dec�de what they 
want to focus on and use methods that allow each parent to explore what �s most 
feas�ble and pract�cal for them. They also mod�fy the del�very of the programme to 
reflect the spec�f�c �nterests of the parents on the course, for example to reflect the 
�nterests of teenage parents.

However, there are l�m�ts to th�s flex�b�l�ty. It �s �mportant that a programme �s 
del�vered �n �ts ent�rety �f �t �s to have the outcomes requ�red. So, for example, 
parents may need to be encouraged to d�scuss challeng�ng and complex �ssues, such 
as the d�ffer�ng treatment of g�rls and boys, or v�olence �n the fam�ly, even �f they 
would prefer these subjects were avo�ded. Fac�l�tators therefore have a respons�b�l�ty 
to ensure the�r del�very rema�ns fa�thful to the or�g�nal programme.

 6.2 Creating a welcoming and safe environment

Very support�ve staff … made you feel comfortable to talk, share exper�ences and 
op�n�ons. (parent, quoted �n W�ld�ng and Barton, 2007)

We respect the�r po�nt of v�ew and the�r feel�ngs about how th�ngs are at home 
and we offer suggest�ons about how th�ngs can be done d�fferently and then �t’s up 
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to them to dec�de. So we’re not just judgemental �n that respect. Even �f we don’t 
agree we can say well, I certa�nly wouldn’t do th�ngs that way, but I have respect 
for what you’re say�ng and �f �t’s not work�ng, how about try�ng th�s. (fac�l�tator, 
quoted �n Barrett, 2007)

It �s an essent�al part of the role of the fac�l�tator to create a welcom�ng and safe 
env�ronment for parents. Key features of good pract�ce �nclude:

 • establ�sh�ng and ma�nta�n�ng warm relat�onsh�ps
 • l�sten�ng to parents and commun�cat�ng clearly
 • show�ng empathy and avo�d�ng be�ng judgemental
 • establ�sh�ng clear rules about conf�dent�al�ty (see Better pract�ce box 3)
 • encourag�ng everyone to part�c�pate
 • show�ng genu�ne �nterest �n the l�ves of �nd�v�duals and the�r fam�l�es
 • encourag�ng shared explorat�on of parent�ng �ssues, rather than appear�ng to be an 

expert.

Co-fac�l�tat�on has proved to be a part�cularly successful model of del�very. Two 
fac�l�tators are better able to share the load and manage the dynam�cs of the group. 
They can deal more effect�vely w�th people’s emot�onal responses and manage the 
parents who e�ther dom�nate d�scuss�ons or who are unw�ll�ng and unable to operate 
�n a group sett�ng. Th�s can pose one of the b�ggest challenges to fac�l�tators: whether 
to exclude a parent from the programme. On some occas�ons �t may be best to refer 
a parent to another agency that �s able to prov�de one-to-one support.

Better practice box 3

Establ�sh�ng a safe and support�ve atmosphere �s valued by parents and plays a part 
�n parents’ dec�s�ons to stay w�th a programme. An �mportant element of th�s �s 
establ�sh�ng rules about conf�dent�al�ty. Th�s �s best done v�a a d�scuss�on of ground 
rules at the f�rst sess�on, and follow-up �f necessary at subsequent meet�ngs. An 
honest statement of what fac�l�tators w�ll do �f ev�dence of ch�ld abuse �s revealed 
must be part of th�s �n�t�al d�scuss�on.

A s�mple but effect�ve way of creat�ng a welcom�ng env�ronment �s to start or 
end a sess�on w�th a meal. Th�s encourages parents to relax and to focus on the 
tasks, part�cularly �f they have not had t�me to eat beforehand. For many parents, 
the prov�s�on of food �s a demonstrat�on of the value be�ng attached to the�r 
�nvolvement.

 6.3 Engaging parents between sessions

... just, sort of, say, you know, are you okay, and, and we just, you know, just 
m�ssed you, or the group were concerned about you and just wondered �f you’re all 
r�ght and, and to see �f there’s anyth�ng we can do to help them just, you know, to 
access the group. (fac�l�tator on telephone calls, quoted �n Barrett, 2007)
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Parents can be kept engaged �n a programme through regular contact from 
fac�l�tators between sess�ons. Th�s typ�cally �nvolves check�ng what parents thought 
of the prev�ous sess�on and whether they are ready for the next one, as well as 
rem�nd�ng them of the t�me of the next sess�on. Fac�l�tators somet�mes make contact 
w�th parents when they use other serv�ces, or s�mply telephone or v�s�t fam�l�es at 
home.

Contact�ng parents between sess�ons also enables any changes �n the�r c�rcumstances 
to come to l�ght. The fac�l�tator can then cons�der the �mpl�cat�ons for the�r 
cont�nued part�c�pat�on �n the programme and whether anyth�ng can be done to 
l�m�t d�srupt�on. Ensur�ng cont�nu�ty of part�c�pat�on of all group members benef�ts 
everyone �nvolved. As w�th any form of groupwork, people dropp�ng �n and out w�ll 
adversely affect the group dynam�c. Invest�ng �n th�s cont�nued support between 
sess�ons �s therefore h�ghly recommended.

 6.4 summary

The content and del�very of parent�ng programmes �s key to ensur�ng parents keep 
attend�ng. Ta�lor�ng the programme to meet the needs of parents at the same t�me as 
creat�ng a welcom�ng env�ronment helps ensure parents cont�nue to return. Th�s can 
be s�gn�f�cantly enhanced by contact�ng and prov�d�ng cont�nued support to parents 
between sess�ons.
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7 solutions: ensuring parents benefit from parent 
education programmes

The course has g�ven me the conf�dence to make cho�ces �n how I br�ng up my 
ch�ldren, stay w�th them and be happy about them. (parent, quoted �n W�ld�ng and 
Barton)

The key factors that �nfluence whether parents benef�t from parent educat�on 
programmes �nclude:

 • the sk�lls and knowledge of the fac�l�tators
 • regular evaluat�on
 • effect�ve commun�cat�on
 • a fac�l�tat�ve (as opposed to a d�dact�c) approach.

 7.1 the skills and knowledge of the facilitators

Groupwork for anybody, for most people �s pretty daunt�ng. But for those [parents] 
who are not used to do�ng that, k�nd of, work and be�ng �n that, k�nd of, s�tuat�on, 
�t’s very daunt�ng. So, I th�nk a fam�l�ar face, someone they connect to as soon 
as they walk through the door, �s go�ng to make �t much eas�er for them to 
settle down, to come �n the f�rst place and then to feel comfortable wh�le there. 
(fac�l�tator, quoted �n Barrett (2007)

The sk�ll of the fac�l�tator �s central to parents gett�ng the best from parent�ng 
programmes and �s made clear by the Nat�onal Occupat�onal Standards for Work 
w�th Parents. The establ�shment of the Nat�onal Academy for Parent�ng Pract�t�oners 
has g�ven new �mpetus to ensur�ng that those del�ver�ng parent educat�on 
programmes have the r�ght sk�lls and knowledge.

The requ�red sk�lls �nclude be�ng able to:

 • empower parents to �dent�fy the�r own goals
 • take a non-judgemental approach
 • develop relat�onsh�ps w�th parents
 • commun�cate effect�vely
 • understand and manage group-based learn�ng
 • ta�lor the programme to reflect parents’ needs.

The requ�red knowledge �ncludes:

 • recogn�s�ng and understand�ng the needs of d�verse parent groups
 • know�ng what approaches work w�th d�fferent parent groups
 • understand�ng effect�ve outreach
 • know�ng what other support �s locally ava�lable.

There has been debate as to whether �t �s also �mportant to match fac�l�tators w�th 
parent groups, for example to employ black fac�l�tators to run programmes for black 
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parents. There �s no conclus�ve ev�dence that th�s makes much d�fference, part�cularly 
�f the fac�l�tators are h�ghly sk�lled and knowledgeable. However, some prev�ously 
excluded parents m�ght feel they are more welcomed and shown more empathy by 
someone from the�r own commun�ty.

Better practice box 4

An area of content�on �s how far we should go to match�ng fac�l�tators w�th parents. 
Some argue that th�s �s key �n reach�ng, for example black parents, or fathers, or 
teenage parents. However, the ev�dence �s not conclus�ve as parents often cons�der 
that fac�l�tators’ sk�lls and knowledge are more �mportant than �dent�ty. Parents who 
have been excluded from prov�s�on are more l�kely to requ�re ev�dence that they w�ll 
feel welcome and for fathers th�s may mean male fac�l�tators, and for black parents 
th�s may mean fac�l�tators from a BME group. The pos�t�ve role model that th�s 
demonstrates may confer add�t�onal self-conf�dence.

 7.1.1 Regular evaluation

Debr�ef�ng after each sess�on �s essent�al for fac�l�tators to know what went well and 
what could be �mproved. It also helps to check that all parents are be�ng engaged 
effect�vely and to take any necessary remed�al act�on.

Th�s evaluat�on �s most effect�ve when �t �s followed up �n superv�s�on. Good qual�ty 
superv�s�on should not only focus on the programme content, but also on the 
successes and shortcom�ngs of how the sess�ons were del�vered. Superv�sors need to 
be �nvolved �n d�scuss�ons about how to �mprove del�very, as th�s may requ�re further 
tra�n�ng/development to �mprove the sk�lls and understand�ng of fac�l�tators.

 7.2 Effective communication

Effect�ve commun�cat�on requ�res ta�lor�ng the del�very of parent�ng programmes 
to meet the needs of parents (see Better pract�ce box 4). For example, parents w�th 
learn�ng d�sab�l�t�es are most l�kely to benef�t from programmes that are �nteract�ve, 
pract�cal, �nvolve repet�t�on and make use of p�ctures17. In fact many parents w�ll 
benef�t from th�s approach. It also helps overcome one of the other ma�n barr�ers to 
engag�ng parents – l�teracy problems. The most effect�ve programmes now requ�re 
l�ttle or no read�ng ab�l�ty. Somet�mes fac�l�tators read out all the wr�tten mater�als, 
wh�le others use v�deo-based �nformat�on. Mak�ng �nformat�on easy to access w�ll 
benef�t everyone �nvolved.

It �s also �mportant to recogn�se that commun�cat�on �s a two-way process. 
Fac�l�tators need to use act�ve l�sten�ng sk�lls to show that they value parents’ 
contr�but�ons and to check that parents have absorbed the r�ght messages.
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Better practice box 5

Some programmes use �nterpreters or Br�t�sh S�gn Language �nterpreters to 
commun�cate w�th d�fferent groups of parents. Wh�le th�s �s a solut�on, the 
Strengthening Families, Strengthening Communities programmes suggest that �t 
�s better to tra�n fac�l�tators who can del�ver the programme �n the appropr�ate 
language. Th�s �s the preferred opt�on because of the complex�ty of the subject 
matter, the need to regularly check parents’ understand�ng and the potent�al 
d�ff�cult�es caused by �ntroduc�ng another person (the �nterpreter or s�gner) �nto the 
group dynam�c.

 7.2.1 a facilitative approach

Learnt a lot! Both about myself as a fac�l�tator and about parent�ng. Very valuable 
and empower�ng exper�ence – also at t�mes dra�n�ng and emot�onal. Def�n�tely a 
worthwh�le journey. (fac�l�tator, quoted �n W�ld�ng and Barton, 2007)

A fac�l�tat�ve (as opposed to a d�dact�c) approach �s much more effect�ve �n all forms 
of adult learn�ng and �s therefore requ�red by the Nat�onal Occupat�onal Standards. 
It has a number of advantages. Most �mportantly, �t helps parents to develop the 
parent�ng strateg�es that best su�t them and the�r fam�l�es. Th�s �s because parents are 
encouraged to �dent�fy the�r own goals and empowered to f�nd the�r own solut�ons. 
A fac�l�tat�ve approach also el�m�nates some people’s concerns that they w�ll be ‘told 
what to do’, or that they w�ll not be g�ven help to solve the�r part�cular problem.

Fac�l�tat�ve techn�ques also enable the group to funct�on well. Parents often ga�n as 
many valuable �ns�ghts from each other as they do from the course mater�als. Parents 
may need encouragement from the fac�l�tator to contr�bute and to be conv�nced that 
the�r exper�ence and ‘expert�se’ �s of value.

Fac�l�tators often report that they ga�n personally from del�ver�ng parent�ng 
programmes and th�s helps them susta�n the energy and enthus�asm they need to 
cont�nue to run programmes. By lett�ng the part�c�pants know that they are learn�ng 
as much by ‘shar�ng the journey’, fac�l�tators also help to d�stance themselves from 
the role of ‘expert’.

 7.3 summary

Sk�lled and knowledgeable fac�l�tators are at the heart of all successful parent 
educat�on programmes. The best fac�l�tators are good commun�cators and able to 
support and empower parents to �dent�fy the�r own problems and solut�ons. The 
effect�veness of programmes needs to be regularly assessed. Fac�l�tators also need 
to be properly superv�sed to ensure they can make any necessary �mprovements to 
programme del�very and cont�nue to develop themselves.
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8 Conclusion

Ev�dence shows that parent educat�on programmes can be very effect�ve �n 
support�ng a w�de and d�verse range of parents �n �mprov�ng the�r fam�ly outcomes. 
By help�ng parents develop protect�ve factors such as warm and respons�ve 
relat�onsh�ps, and strateg�es for reduc�ng factors that �ncrease r�sks, l�ke harsh and 
�ncons�stent d�sc�pl�ne, programmes can make a real d�fference to the l�ves of fam�l�es 
and ch�ldren.

To ach�eve th�s, programme prov�ders must choose effect�ve courses that w�ll work 
for the�r target groups of parents. They must also f�nd ways of attract�ng parents to 
s�gn up, such as outreach, and l�a�son w�th voluntary and commun�ty organ�sat�ons, 
to ma�nta�n the�r attendance, such as support between sess�ons, and to ensure 
that they benef�t, such as us�ng methods to empower them to �dent�fy both the�r 
problems and the�r own solut�ons.
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