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Parent Education in a Home Visit

The Relationship is the Key

Current literature regarding the most effective way to positively impact individuals is through the development of a trusting, respectful, and caring relationship.  Every interaction we have with the parents in our programs will impact this relationship in a positive or negative way.  All our efforts at increasing the parenting skills of Head Start parents will be unsuccessful if we are unable to form and nurture these relationships.

All of our work with parents should also focus on assisting them in developing close relationships with their children.  Parents having positive relationships with their children can assist their children in solving any problem they will face; however, without that parent-child relationship, even the simplest problem appears insurmountable. 

Parent education is often seen as a series of weekly classes at the Head Start (or some other) Center, with several parents participating together.  This method provides opportunity for parents to learn from each other and to gain friendships.  However, many families do not like classes or find it hard to go to classes, but are still very interested in becoming better parents.  Home visits provide a wonderful opportunity to provide parent education, and the flow of the Head Start year provides many natural opportunities to have conversations with parents regarding a wide range of parenting topics.  A child’s first entrance into the three-year-old class provides an opportunity to talk with the parent about separation anxiety.  A change in teaching personnel provides an opportunity to share information on grief and loss.  When a child arrives crying and out of sorts every morning, it is an opportunity to visit in the home and discuss the sleep needs of young children or just find out what mornings are like in this child’s home.

The advantage of home-based parent education is that the knowledge and skills are learned and practiced in the family’s natural environment.  Knowledge of family strengths, problems and needs is vital to home-based parent education.

Teaching knowledge and skills in the home requires some conditions and resources:

· The worker needs to be sure to have the resources available with them for the visit

· The home environment and interactions between parents and children can be calm, chaotic or anything in between; often with lots of energy directed in not-so-helpful ways.  The worker’s observation of the trouble can lead to de-escalation, using the problem as a window of opportunity to help the family

· If the home is in chaos, the worker should reduce the chaos and then use the situation for learning – it’s hard to concentrate and learn in the middle of chaos

· The worker should feel confident in teaching and coaching, not just giving information

· Obviously, the family member(s) need to be prepared and motivated to learn the knowledge and skills being taught

The “lesson” actually being taught should relate very clearly to the behavior, the family’s goals and outcomes, and the Free To Grow risk and protective factors.  The worker must be very clear in delivering the information or having them practice the skill.  Use both the visits and “homework” between visits for parents to practice the new skills.  Slips are natural in new learning, so prepare them for the chance it doesn’t work well right away.  Inject fun or humor in the learning, whenever possible.

Who should participate

· Adult caregivers

· Children in the home capable of participating

· Family service worker

Setting

· Home or some other community-based location with privacy

· Comfortable chairs

· Toys for the children – crayons & paper, other non-violent toys in the household

Method of instruction in a needed skill (refer to How To Teach Skills in Tab 1)

· Information giving and discussion

· Demonstrate a skill through modeling and role playing

· Parent practices skill with worker

· Parent practices skill with child, with cues and feedback from the worker

· Parent practices the skill with child, without worker feedback

· Parent is given handout describing the skill

· Homework assignment

Skills often taught in the home

· Attending to and describing the child’s behavior, without teaching, commands or questions

· Rewarding the child

· Positive physical attention (hugs)

· Non-specific verbal praise

· Verbal praise and description of a specific behavior

· Ignoring the child – no verbal, physical or eye contact – used to diminish unwanted behavior

· Giving clear instructions so the child is not mistaken as to what the parent expects

· Providing consequences for compliance (rewards) or non-compliance (penalty)

Common behaviors that represent problems in the home
	· Whining

· Physically negative

· Humiliating

· Destructive

· Teasing

· Talking smart
	· Noncompliance

· Ignoring

· Yelling

· Demanding attention

· Temper tantrums




The parenting section of the initial family assessment usually asks several open-ended questions, the answers to which can naturally lead to more home visits to discuss parenting.  Below are some open-ended questions to ask as you are developing the relationship:

“Do you have concerns about your child’s behavior?”  Any answer other than no provides you with an opportunity to come back with some information regarding how to handle the behavior that concerns the parent.  The behavior may be normal for the child’s developmental stage and the parent only needs reassurance that the child is behaving appropriately.

“How are children disciplined at home?”  Parents may respond that children are spanked – in many states a parent’s right to spank their child has been protected by legislation.  When a parent states they spank their child, it provides an opportunity to delineate between spanking and child abuse.  This is also usually not the time to get into a debate regarding the merits of other forms of discipline.  Often parents will state they aren’t consistent in their discipline and wish they could be.  Again, this provides an opportunity to come back and have a conversation with the parent about the barriers that prevent consistency and perhaps introduce routines as a way to have more consistency in the home and with the child’s behavior.

“What is the most difficult part of parenting?” again invites a response from the parent that would lead to future discussions.  And, finally “Do you have parenting concerns,” is a wonderful invitation for the parent to share and then Family Support staff can do follow-up at a later home visit. 

Observing the home environment, as well as the interactions of family members, may also provide the Family Support Staff ideas for future conversations with the parent (see the tool Community Awareness in Home Visits).  In your work with families you must be on the alert for opportunities to provide parenting information that will be of assistance to our families.

We have included below some more structured parenting information that you can use with families as appropriate. 

Ages & Stages

Providing parents information on the developmental stages of their children can decrease negative parent child interactions by assisting the parents in reasonable, age appropriate expectations of their children.  Most Head Start programs have this information, and you can see the Handout from the Oklahoma State University Cooperative Extension Website; this site can be accessed at http://fcs.okstate.edu “Parenting Made Easier.”

Talking with parents about skills they have noticed their children acquiring, such as jumping over things and landing on both feet, invites the parent to notice their children in a different and positive way. Noticing their children’s growth and praising their children will enhance the parent-child relationship.

Literacy

Family Support staff can use the child’s natural interest in books or in recognizing words to encourage parent-child reading activities. Arriving at a home visit with a new or gently used book and then modeling how to read the book to the child – looking at the cover, pointing out words the child recognizes, talking about the pictures, and dramatically reading the story can assist parents in enhancing family literacy, as well as increase a parents self-efficacy. 

Special Play

Special Play is simply spending one-on-one time of from fifteen to thirty minutes with a child doing an activity that the child chooses and directs.  It is not the time for the parent to teach or quiz the child, instead it is a time for the parent to focus their attention on the child in a positive way.  Ideally parents will use Special Play five or more times per week with their child, but any time a parent spends playing with their child will enhance the parent-child relationship.

.

Special Play (see Handouts from Early Childhood FAST) enhances parent-child relationships, reduces problematic child behaviors, and assists parents and children in developing solution-focused problem solving skills.  FAST is a nationally recognized best practices parent education program and has Special Play as one of its core components.  Family Support staff first model the techniques with the Head Start child before encouraging the parent to try the techniques.  Of course Family Support staff must feel comfortable with the skills prior to modeling for the parent, therefore it is critical that Family Support staff have an opportunity to observe and practice the Special Play techniques.

General guidelines:  Each child should have their own special playtime; Special Play should be free of interruptions; Special Play toys should be stored in a container separate from everyday toys (our families may have difficulties acquiring toys for Special Play, often staff must be very creative.)  Special Play should be scheduled ahead with children. Parents should be dependable in their commitment to Special Play. The parent should ignore inappropriate activities, use statements instead of questions, and the child leads during Special Play.

Five skills or techniques are critical to the success of Special Play, these skills can be taught to parents during home visits.  These skills are also helpful for parents to use with children in settings other than Special Play.  The skills are: Praise or encouragement; Reflect – the underlying thoughts or feelings; Imitate – the child’s play and behavior; Describe- acceptable behavior and the child’s activities during play; and Eye contact – provides warmth to the relationship.







