
CHAPTER 1 

HISTORICAL AND 
PHILOSOPHICAL 
PERSPECTIVES 

Family life education (FLE) that takes place in communities is a unique 
type of education. The business of outreach FLE involves taking 
family science principles and practices to the general public—indi­

viduals, couples, parents, whole families—in varied educational settings 
outside the traditional classroom. Some outreach family life educators are 
employed as field agents or as university campus-based specialists within 
the Cooperative Extension System. Others may work in social work or other 
human service agency contexts or as media representatives. Those with an 
entrepreneurial spirit may develop their own FLE business and market their 
programs nationally. Still others may hold traditional university positions 
that include some outreach expectations. 

To succeed in educating the public about family life requires a somewhat 
different skill set than teaching students in traditional classroom settings. 
With these skills, family life educators become more effective ambassadors 
of family science scholarship to citizens of the world. 

This text endeavors to provide a comprehensive response to the fol­
lowing need: There is knowledge and skills that family life educators need 
to be most helpful and effective in work with their clientele. To arrive at 
the response, we first generated a content outline that represented our 
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4 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

collective experiences totaling nearly three decades as family life Extension 
Service specialists at several universities. We sent the content outline to 
other specialists and colleagues and incorporated their ideas. Since this 
first edition was published in 2005, many FLE scholars, practitioners, and 
students have used the book in their work and studies and have provided 
us with ideas to improve upon what we first developed. We have incorpo­
rated their ideas into this second edition. The result is what we hope is a 
practical, how-to reference volume on effective outreach FLE that you will 
use for years to come. 

This first chapter provides a foundational and philosophical discus­
sion of FLE in outreach settings. We begin with a brief discussion of the 
definition and history of outreach FLE, as well as the role universities and 
communities have played in the movement. We next turn to a discussion 
of contemporary developments also making FLE history, including evolu­
tion in how knowledge about families is disseminated and the various roles 
family life educators can play in communities. Finally, we discuss elements 
pertinent to the development of a working philosophy of outreach FLE. 
At the end of the chapter, you’ll have the opportunity to create a personal 
philosophy of FLE in outreach settings, integrating the various perspectives 
presented in the chapter. 

l DEFINING FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

Much effort has been expended to define FLE, with definitions dating back 
over 40 years (Arcus, Schvaneveldt, & Moss, 1993b). Overall there has been 
little consensus reached on a specifi c definition and greater consensus 
reached on aims or principles underlying FLE (Arcus et al., 1993b). Moreover, 
no attempt has been made to distinguish FLE taking place in high school 
and college settings from FLE taking place outside these environments. 

We defi ne outreach FLE as any educational activity occurring out­
side a traditional school classroom setting, usually involving adults, that is 
designed to strengthen relationships in the home and foster positive indi­
vidual, couple, and family development. Such education comprises many 
topics—from marriage education to parenting skills, from stress and anger 
management to strategies for adapting following divorce—and occurs in 
many venues. For example, an outreach FLE might hold a 6-week marriage 
education program in the town’s community center for interested couples 
and place important follow-up readings on the program’s website. This 
kind of FLE is any form of education that has as its goal to “strengthen and 
enrich individual and family well-being” (Arcus et al., 1993b, p. 21) and falls 
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Historical and Philosophical Perspectives ● 5 

within any of the 10 content areas of FLE set forth by the National Council 
on Family Relations (Bredehoft & Cassidy, 1995), save that it assumes a lay 
audience that may not turn to a traditional classroom for FLE. Such edu­
cation follows the operational principles set forth by Arcus et al. (1993b, 
pp. 15–20), which we have adopted and adapted for community settings. 
Specifically, these principles state that FLE (a) is to be relevant to individu­
als, couples, and families across the life span; (b) is based on the felt needs 
of individuals, couples, families, and communities; (c) draws on material 
from many fields and is multiprofessional in its practice; (d) is offered in 
many venues, including community workshops, video and print media, 
publications, the Internet, and many other settings; (e) is educational rather 
than therapeutic; (f) is respectful of diverse values; and (g) requires quali­
fied family life educators to realize its goals. 

By now it should be clear that this is a book about how to do FLE in 
outreach versus traditional classroom settings. The guiding principles for 
each are identical, but the practices vary widely. However, we don’t want to 
continue repeating “outreach FLE” or “FLE in outreach settings” every time 
we speak of FLE. Therefore, anytime we use the term family life education 
(or FLE) from here on out, we are speaking specifi cally about outreach FLE 
as we have defined it above. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF OUTREACH FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION l 

Many disciplines have contributed to the history of FLE: traditional home 
economics, family sociology, social work, marriage and family therapy, 
social psychology, education, and parenting education (Lewis-Rowley, 
Brasher, Moss, Duncan, & Stiles, 1993), which in turn draws upon child 
development and medicine. Truly, FLE is multidisciplinary in focus and 
multiprofessional in practice. 

Early Roots 

The earliest FLE efforts in the United States can be traced to a col­
laboration between church and state to ensure that children were raised 
according to biblical standards. Self-help books emerged around 1800, 
how-to books became visible in the 1850s, and child and mother study 
groups developed, a precursor of what has come to be known as the 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) in the public school system (Lewis-
Rowley et al., 1993). 
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6 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

Informal discussions among support groups were perhaps among the 
first community venues of FLE. For example, as early as 1815, groups of par­
ents met in Portland, Maine, to discuss child-rearing practices (Bridgeman, 
1930, cited in Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993). Also, mother study groups, termed 
material associations, were organized in the 1820s to discuss child-rearing 
approaches (Sunley, 1955, cited in Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993) followed 
by mother periodicals titled Mothers Assistant and The Mother magazine 
believed to be the first known parenting periodicals. 

Around the turn of the 20th century, FLE as a field of endeavor 
emerged in response to what was perceived as the negative impacts of 
social conditions such as industrialization, urbanization, and changing roles 
of women. Changing conditions in society were seen as problems or creat­
ing problems with the decrease in socialized behavior taught to children. 
This was theorized to be the cause of the increasing rate of juvenile delin­
quency, a greater divorce rate, and other current societal ills during that 
time period. FLE programs were created on the theory that they could help 
families deal with these new changes in a “complex and changing society,” 
hopefully decreasing or making family-related social problems disappear 
(Arcus, 1995, p. 336). 

The American Land Grant University System 

A more formal FLE movement was also taking place in universities and 
colleges throughout the United States and some of its territories. The land 
grant university system was created by the Morrill Act, signed into fed­
eral law by President Abraham Lincoln on July 2, 1862. This act provided 
1.7 million acres of land to the states so that each might have at least one 
college that promoted “the liberal and practical education of the indus­
trial classes in the several pursuits and professions of life.” Some of the 
“practical education” was to be taken out among the people where they 
lived and worked. The signing of the Morrill Act became the catalyst for 
the establishment of academic programs in home economics throughout 
the United States. Within this context, home economics/human ecology 
emerged as a dominant theoretical paradigm at the turn of the 20th century 
(Lerner, 1995). From a human ecological perspective, put forth first by Ellen 
Swallow Richards, the family was seen as affecting the well-being of the 
larger society. Thus, as the home environment could be enhanced, so too 
could the community at large. Leaders in the home and family movement 
during this time saw scientific knowledge about the family, disseminated to 
the masses, as an important way of correcting or preventing social ills so 
pronounced in the family (Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993). The “home oekology” 
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Historical and Philosophical Perspectives ● 7 

(Buboltz & Sontag, 1993) perspective brought many disciplines to bear on 
the problems pronounced in families. 

Cooperative Extension 

The Morrill Act also set the stage for an educational delivery system 
that would transmit knowledge about families to the masses, which came 
to be known as the Cooperative Extension System. This system, created 
by Congress through the passage of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914, provided 
a major federal thrust in the furtherance of FLE in community settings. So 
enthused was President Woodrow Wilson about the new system that he 
called it “one of the most significant and far-reaching measures for the edu­
cation of adults ever adopted by the government.” Its purpose was “to aid in 
diffusing among the people of the U.S. useful and practical information on 
subjects related to agriculture and home economics, and to encourage the 
application of the same.” Extension work was to consist of “giving practical 
demonstrations in . . . home economics to persons not attending or resident 
in said colleges in the several communities, and imparting to such persons 
information on said subjects through field demonstrations, publications and 
otherwise.” The underlying philosophy was to “help people help them­
selves” by “taking the university to the people” (Rasmussen, 1989, p. vii). 

Thus, land grant institutions became known as universities for the 
people of the state: The teaching, research, and outreach done there was 
primarily to benefit the masses in the state (Lerner, 1995). The land grant 
idea was committed to applying the best science possible to the practi­
cal problems of families. Extension home economics agents, later known 
as family and consumer science agents, were hired to be the conduits 
through which information about family life could be communicated to 
the local communities, through the carrying out of community-based FLE 
programs. Some states hired family living agents, in addition to family and 
consumer science agents, whose specific charge was to carry out FLE pro­
grams. Today there is a county agent in most of the over 3,000 counties 
of the United States who have at least a partial charge to promote strong 
family living through extension programs. These agents often carry out 
their responsibilities in this area in collaboration with other like-minded 
professionals. FLE programming is carried out through a specifi c curricu­
lum designed for target audiences, fact sheets, bulletins, pamphlets, vid­
eos, newspaper series, online learning modules, and other various means. 
During the late 1980s, Cooperative Extension in the family area was zero 
funded by the Reagan administration, later to be restored due to a public 
outcry of support. 
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8 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

Areas of family life emphasis within Cooperative Extension have 
evolved over the years to meet the needs of the constituency. Beginning 
in the 1980s, programs became more focused on interdisciplinary national 
initiatives than disciplinary programs (Rasmussen, 1989). For example, fam­
ilies underwent radical changes over two decades that culminated in the 
1980s, which brought about increased stresses and risks for family disrup­
tion and dislocation. Complex issues such as these demanded a compre­
hensive, interdisciplinary response. During this time, family and economic 
well-being received increased emphasis among local family life educators 
affiliated with Extension. 

Concern for limited-resource families, defined as families at risk for 
not meeting basic needs, received increased programmatic emphasis in the 
early 1990s and continues today. This increased emphasis has led to adopt­
ing teaching strategies and practices that are best suited to meet the com­
plex needs of limited-resource families, such as peer support, professional/ 
paraprofessional teaching efforts, one-on-one home visits, and working in 
small groups (Cooperative Extension System, 1991). 

Other recent emphases in the Extension System have included a focus 
on children, youth, and families who possess greater risks for not meeting 
basic life needs. The Children, Youth, and Families at Risk (CYFAR) initia­
tive has received federal funding since 1991. Since that time, CYFAR has 
supported programs in more than 600 communities in all states and territo­
ries. Other major family life efforts have been made in the area of parenting 
education. In 1994, the National Extension Parent Education Model (Smith, 
Cudaback, Goddard, & Myers-Walls, 1994) was developed. This model made 
an important contribution to guiding the development of community-based 
parenting education programs. Web-based FLE to both professionals as well 
as clientele has also rapidly advanced with the advent of the Children, 
Youth, and Families Education and Research Network (CYFERNet), making 
research-based FLE resources available at the click of a mouse. While tra­
ditionally, marriage education programs in communities have been offered 
through the church, more programs are being offered though community 
adult education and extension programs and other nonreligious settings 
(Stahmann & Salts, 1993). 

Other University-Based Outreach Efforts 

In addition to organized efforts within the land grant university system, 
other outreach activities have been established at universities of recent date 
that have also contributed to what FLE is today. Perhaps most prominent 
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Historical and Philosophical Perspectives ● 9 

in this movement has been the explosion of service learning and intern­
ship opportunities that, while helping the student, richly benefit the com­
munities that receive the associated services. Service-learning pedagogies, 
of which internships are a type, enhance traditional modes of learning 
and actively engage students in their own education through experien­
tial learning in course-relevant contexts. But they also foster lifelong con­
nections between students, their communities, and the world outside the 
classroom (Crews, 2002). These experiences enable students to contribute 
to the well-being of families within the context of their service-learning 
assignments. For example, students in the School of Family Life at Brigham 
Young University can select from more than 300 family- and youth-serving 
agencies in surrounding communities and in other parts of the United States 
and the world. Some examples of these agencies include writing for FLE 
websites, designing and marketing FLE curricula, and visiting families one-
on-one to offer direct services. 

Community Movements 

In addition to developments within the land grant university system, 
outreach FLE was also fostered by the contemporary expansion of parent­
ing education volunteer groups and community organizations. Certainly one 
of the earliest aspects of FLE is actually the growth of parenting education 
(Brock, Oertwein, & Coufal, 1993). For example, the National Congress of 
Mothers was founded in 1897, renamed the National Congress of Mothers 
and Parent-Teacher Associations in 1908, was dedicated to promoting the 
notions of mother love and mother thought (Bridgeman, 1930, cited in 
Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993). In addition, the Society for the Study of Child 
Nature had also grown to several chapters and by 1908 was consolidated 
into the Federation for Child Study. Among other things, this organization 
performed FLE functions such as distributing information on children, pro­
moting lectures and conferences, and cooperating with other like-minded 
groups (Bridgeman, 1930, cited in Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993). The federal 
government began to realize the value of these efforts when, in 1909, the 
first White House Conference on Child Welfare took place, becoming the 
first of many for continued governmental support and funding of family 
parenting programs (Tilsen, 2007). 

Expansion of FLE continued into the 1920s with the growth of parent­
ing education. In 1924, the Child Study Association held a conference that 
invited the participation of 13 smaller organizations. The outgrowth of this 
conference was the National Council of Parent Education, which had as 
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10 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

one of its goals to suggest guidelines and qualifications for the training of 
parents. By 1924, 75 major organizations were conducting parenting educa­
tion programs (Brim, 1959, cited in Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993). Parenting 
education grew with the support of the Spelman Fund, and the Child Study 
Association of America was born, with the primary purpose of development 
and supervision of the use of parenting education materials. By 1930, there 
were some 6,000 members of this association acting as parenting educators 
(Bridgeman, 1930, cited in Lewis-Rowley et al., 1993). Parenting education 
declined somewhat during the 1930s as attention was turned to fi nancial 
survival. We also saw the end of the Spelman Fund and some organizations 
focused on parenting. Growth picked up again in during the 1940s as a 
preventive intervention but with largely a mental health perspective (Lewis-
Rowley et al., 1993). 

Parenting education has come to be both preventive and remedial 
(Brock et al., 1993). Even some specific parenting programs are more pre­
ventive or remedial, depending on the needs of the clientele. In recent 
decades, parents, churches, courts, and community mental health profes­
sionals are turning to parenting education as a remedy. Divorcing couples 
are being assigned to divorce education to minimize stressful and destruc­
tive aspects of divorce on children. Abusive parents are being court-ordered 
to parenting education classes. More programs are becoming available for 
teenage parents. 

The medical community—namely, physicians—has also been an active 
contributor to the FLE movement, often offering child development–related 
advice to scores of patients. Professionals trained as medical doctors with 
a specialty in pediatrics have written very popular parenting advice books 
(e.g., Brazelton, 1992). The American Academy of Pediatrics, a highly 
respected professional group, periodically issues news releases containing 
recommendations for parents on such things as limiting the amount of tele­
vision watched by children under age 2 (see http://www.aap.org). 

Linked with the movement of FLE, especially that of early childhood 
intervention through parenting education, is the family support move­
ment, developing essentially since the mid-1970s (Weissbourd, 1994). 
During the 1970s, a call for more preventive services, rather than custom­
ary, crisis mode interventions, led to more family service agencies taking 
a more active part in FLE. Influenced by a human ecological perspec­
tive (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), family support focuses on a strengths-based 
approach to strengthening and empowering families and communities 
so that they can foster the optimal development of children, youth, and 
adult family members (Family Support America, 2003). The family support 
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Historical and Philosophical Perspectives ● 11 

movement was founded on the following guiding principles (Weissbourd, 
1994) that cut across disciplines: 

• 	 The most effective approach to families emanates from a perspective 
of health and well-being. 

• 	 The capacity of parents to raise their children effectively is infl u­
enced by their own development. 

• 	 Child-rearing techniques and values are influenced by cultural and 
community values and mores. 

• 	 Social support networks are essential to family well-being. 
• 	 Information about child development enhances parents’ capacity to 

respond appropriately to their children. 
• 	 Families that receive support become empowered to advocate on 

their own behalf. 

Family support initiatives strongly rely on the use of collaborations to 
carry out programs. A number of family support program offerings have 
emerged throughout the United States. Resource centers for parents in 
schools and family-strengthening services offered through nonprofi t agen­
cies have become part of the family life educational landscape. FLE programs 
in communities following a family-support model often use home visits and 
peer educators as major methods of teaching principles and skills. 

Reaching Diverse Audiences 

For years, observers have acknowledged that FLE receives “under­
whelming participation” from the masses (Bowman & Kieren, 1985). But 
even more alarming is the finding that FLE is not reaching audiences 
at greatest need (e.g., Sullivan & Bradbury, 1997). There is a move­
ment afoot to help change that. For example, the CYFAR initiative of 
the Cooperative Extension System mentioned earlier is an example of 
taking FLE beyond the traditional audience to meet the needs of groups 
at greatest risk, who are often socioeconomically and racially diverse. 
Government agencies are also increasing their efforts in this regard. For 
example, the Administration for Children and Families (ACF), an agency 
of the U.S. federal government, has contracted with family scholars, fam­
ily life educators, and professional organizations to develop, implement, 
and evaluate programs for strengthening marriage among audiences 
that historically have been underserved, such as disadvantaged families 
(Dion, Devaney, & Hershey, 2003), who are disproportionately Black and 
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12 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

Hispanic. Practical approaches for working with diverse audiences will be 
discussed in detail in Chapter 8. 

Professional Associations and Professionalization of Family 
Life Education 

In 1938, the National Council on Family Relations (NCFR) was estab­
lished as a “multi-disciplinary non-partisan professional organization focused 
solely on family research, practice and education.” One of its key missions 
is to promote the field of family life education. Thus in 1984, NCFR created 
guidelines, standards, and criteria for the certification of family life educa­
tors. NCFR now administers an internationally recognized credential—the 
Certified Family Life Educator (CFLE). Approximately 100 college and uni­
versity Family Science degree programs in the United States and Canada use 
the NCFR Family Life Education curriculum standards as guidelines for their 
undergraduate and graduate students. 

Professionals holding certification are expected to be able to demon­
strate competence in 10 substance areas, including the following: Families 
and Individuals in Societal Contexts; Internal Dynamics of Families; 
Human Growth and Development Across the Life Span; Human Sexuality; 
Interpersonal Relationships; Family Resource Management; Parenting 
Education and Guidance; Family Law and Public Policy; Professional Ethics 
and Practice; and Family Life Education Methodology (see Appendix B for 
more details about these 10 content areas and guidelines for practice). 

Ordinarily, those desiring CFLE status first complete coursework at one 
of the approved schools. At completion of coursework in the 10 content 
areas, graduating students may apply for Provisional Certifi cation. After 
an additional equivalent of 2 years of full-time work experience related to 
family life education (which can be accumulated over 5 years), profession­
als may apply for Full Certifi cation. In 2007, NCFR did a practice analysis 
survey and created another avenue to receive CFLE status: the CFLE exam. 
The CFLE exam can be completed in lieu of completing coursework at 
an approved university. For details on CFLE and the application process, 
see www.ncfr.org under “CFLE Certification.” The fi rst Certified Family Life 
Educators were approved in 1985, and currently there are 1,425 practicing 
Certified Family Life Educators (Bredehoft & Walcheski, 2009, p. 14). 

In 1996, NCFR created the Academic Program Review to recognize 
university and college degree programs that offer coursework necessary 
to complete the certification courses. In 2002, 235 incomplete family pro­
grams in the United States and Canada offered undergraduate, master’s, 
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Historical and Philosophical Perspectives ● 13 

and doctoral programs. As of 2008, there are 83 approved schools with 
101 complete undergraduate and graduate programs in the United States 
(Bredehoft & Walcheski, 2009, p. 15). 

Web-Based Family Life Education 

An overview of the history of FLE is not complete without some discus­
sion of the role of evolving technology in FLE. For example, individuals are 
increasingly turning to the Internet for all kinds of information, including 
matters of personal and family well-being. Because the Internet is a pow­
erful medium that has much to offer family life educators (Elliott, 1999; 
Hughes, 1999; S. N. Morris, Dollahite, & Hawkins, 1999), over the past few 
years, many family life educators have developed websites (Elliott, 1999). In 
fact, currently hundreds of FLE websites are available (Elliott, 1999). Some 
argue that this medium of FLE has revolutionized the manner in which FLE 
is disseminated to the masses (Smith, 1999). Limited evaluation data suggest 
that web-based FLE can positively benefit its audiences (Steimle & Duncan, 
2004), even rivaling more traditional means of educational delivery in mar­
riage education (Duncan, Steed, & Needham, 2009). But whether it is an 
adequate substitute for face-to-face FLE is still largely unknown and an 
important area of needed research. 

With the advent of social networking sites such as Facebook, MySpace, 
YouTube, and Twitter and recent data suggesting Internet populations are 
spending an increasing amount of their browsing time at these sites, we 
expect the role of the Internet in FLE to increase. Much has yet to be 
learned about reaching the next generation of FLE participants, who are 
marvelously literate in technology, which, according to some observers, is 
“literally changing the dynamics of informal social relations, the exchange 
of information and support within social networks and affecting learners’ 
skills, expectations and development” (Walker & Greenhow, 2008, p. 3). 

Using technology in FLE will be discussed in detail in Chapter 12. 

EVOLUTION IN THE DISSEMINATION OF SCIENTIFIC l 
KNOWLEDGE ABOUT FAMILIES 

The field of family sciences emerged during the 1920s largely with the 
belief that problems plaguing the family could be addressed through sys­
tematic research. The ideal envisioned the university as the institution that 
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14 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

could, through research, address the real-life problems and concerns per­
taining to children, youth, and families. Doherty (2001) explains, “[Family 
science] embraced a vision of making the world better through the work 
of University-trained professional experts who would generate new knowl­
edge and pass it on to families in the community” (p. 319). What evolved, 
according to Doherty, was a “trickle-down model of research and prac­
tice” (p. 319). According to this model, scientific knowledge for families 
is generated by university researchers, who then transmit this knowledge 
to practitioners (e.g., family life educators), who then, in turn, disseminate 
the information to the masses. The strength of this model, according to 
Doherty, lies in its ability to address problems scientifically when experi­
ential knowledge about a topic is relatively lacking or when the issue is so 
hotly debated as to prevent a more objective view of an issue. The weak­
ness of this model is that it ignores the collective wisdom of families and 
communities garnered through experience, although it is from families that 
much of what we call research data is generated. In addition, instead of 
being seen as partners in knowledge generation, this perspective relegates 
families to the “role of consumers of academic knowledge” (p. 321). 

There are other dangers inherent in the traditional model of research 
generation and dissemination. Historically, researchers have failed to engage 
and partner with communities in the research process, neglecting to study 
the issues of greatest interest to them (Lerner, 1995). Without community/ 
family collaboration in the research process, research that becomes avail­
able to pass on to communities can become increasingly irrelevant to the 
needs of real families, causing the vision of scientifi c information benefi ting 
families to go unrealized. In fact, Richard Lerner (1995) argues that much 
of the research generated by universities is of little value to communities. 
Furthermore, this top-down model of knowledge dissemination has been 
criticized as being inadequate at best, evidenced by the fact that the prob­
lems targeted still continue to plague children, youth, families, and com­
munities (Lerner, 1995), even many of the same problems that experts were 
trying to fi x when they fi rst had a vision of a better world, made better with 
their discoveries. 

A new model of taking family scholarship is emerging, critical to effec­
tive FLE in community settings. Scholars are now arguing that effective 
FLE will integrate the best scientific information with the knowledge, lived 
experience, culture, and expertise of community clientele (Doherty, 2000; 
Lerner, 1995; Myers-Walls, 2000). To accomplish this requires a community-
collaborative approach where there is extensive interface of the worlds of 
families in communities and institutions where scientific knowledge about 
these families is generated (Lerner, 1995). Families and professionals become 
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partners in identifying strengths and needs and mobilizing to address iden­
tified problem. FLE professionals bring their expertise not to dominate or 
give pat or complete answers but as “a potential part of a confederation of 
community members, a partnership that brings to the ‘collaborative table’ 
knowledge-based assets” (Lerner, 1995, p. 114). Hence, such FLE profes­
sionals would seek to be “on tap” but not “on top” (Doherty, 2001, p. 322), 
viewing themselves as one of the many sources of knowledge in a com­
munity, but being careful not to “stifle families’ own wisdom and initiative” 
(p. 322). The next section expands the discussion of the many roles fam­
ily life educators in community settings can take in their professional role, 
including those most consistent with the perspectives above. 

VARIED APPROACHES OR “ROLES” IN FAMILY l

 LIFE EDUCATION 

There are many educational approaches one can take or “roles” one can 
play as a family life educator. These approaches, reflecting various teach­
ing philosophies and paradigms, are based on one’s sense of responsibil­
ity for program content and methods, as well as the assumptions one has 
about education, the educator, the learner, and the content. It is important 
for family life educators to be knowledgeable about each of these various 
approaches, their strengths and limitations, and when a certain approach 
might be recommended over another. While by no means exhaustive, these 
approaches comprise several prominent options: an expert approach, a 
facilitator approach, a critical inquirer approach, a collaborator approach, 
an interventionist approach, and an eclectic approach. 

The Expert Approach 

An expert approach fits a liberal educational philosophy, which is the 
oldest and most enduring educational philosophy, with roots tracing back 
to classical Greek philosophy (Price, 2000). A liberal education philosophy 
emphasizes the development of intellectual powers through the mastery of 
a disciplinary area of study. According to Elias and Merriam (1995), “Liberal 
education produced a person who is literate in the broadest sense—intel­
lectually, morally, spiritually, and aesthetically” (p. 26). 

Family life educators operating from an expert approach view them­
selves as “subject matter authorit[ies] whose function it is to transmit a fi xed 
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16 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

body of knowledge to the learner” (Price, 2000, p. 3). Family life educators 
are seen as possessors of important knowledge and skills that others do 
not have and who rely on them to transmit them. Those who follow an 
expert approach believe that answers lie with informed experts and that the 
lives of participants will be improved if they learn the materials and skills, 
according to their instructions (Myers-Walls, 2000). Thus, materials tend 
to be highly structured with predetermined curricula and agenda, leading 
to the acquisition of predetermined knowledge and skills. Most packaged 
educational programs ostensibly follow this assumption, especially those 
that are particularly concerned that programs be delivered as written. A 
family life educator teaching parenting using the expert approach to teach­
ing would follow carefully a designated curriculum and insist on content 
mastery before moving on to other concepts. 

An expert approach makes certain assumptions about learners as well. 
One tacit assumption is that the audience is relatively uninformed as to the 
content or that the experiential knowledge they have regarding a topic is 
of less importance than the specialized knowledge the expert is bringing to 
them. Lecture is often a common mode of delivery; the learner’s task is to 
soak up, reflect upon, and analyze the information. This traditional form of 
education is often referred to as the “banking” model of education, where 
students are viewed as empty cash receptacles needing to be fi lled with the 
instructor’s exclusively possessed knowledge. The transfer of knowledge 
often occurs in a static exchange with little discussion. This FLE perspective 
also fits with Doherty’s (2000) notion of trickle-down research and practice 
discussed earlier. 

The Facilitator Approach 

Facilitator-oriented family life educators often have no specifi c agenda. 
Instead of facilitators deciding how programs are to proceed, partici­
pants decide what is important to them and then set the learning agenda. 
Facilitators acknowledge that participants are already fairly well informed 
about a topic. The facilitator, while often possessing specialized knowledge, 
doesn’t seek to share that information except as a coequal and as it fi ts the 
flow of the group. Instead, the facilitator seeks to help participants gain 
access to the knowledge they already have within them. Thus, a facilitator 
approach may best be used when the audience members posses a substan­
tial amount of knowledge and are highly motivated learners. This approach 
fits the personalistic paradigm (Czaplewski & Jorgensen, 1993) and human­
ist educational philosophy (Price, 2000), with its emphasis on maximizing 
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the growth of the total person. Humanist adult educational philosophy is 
based on the assumption that human nature is essentially positive and that 
each person possesses unlimited potential; therefore, humanist educational 
goals are bent toward the holistic development of persons toward their full­
est potentials. Learning is essentially a personal, self-directed endeavor, and 
while disciplinary knowledge is important, it is bent toward the ultimate 
goal of self-actualizing individuals (Elias & Merriam, 1995). Learners know 
best what their learning needs are. Collaborative learning, experimentation, 
and discovery are all a part of learning methods used. The learner’s back­
ground and individual experiences are taken into account. Educators with a 
humanist philosophy act more as facilitators of individualized learning than 
as disseminators of fixed knowledge. In fact, the educator is “a colearner in 
the educational process, and assumes an egalitarian relationship with learn­
ers” (Price, 2000, p. 4). A standardized curriculum might not even exist, 
making evaluation of outcomes more diffi cult. After welcoming participants 
to a parenting workshop, family life educators working from this approach 
would have parents generate the list of topics to explore what would be 
most beneficial to them. 

A related philosophical orientation that fits with a facilitator approach 
is the progressive philosophy, perhaps the most infl uential educational 
philosophy in adult education (Price, 2000). This educational philosophy 
stresses holistic, lifelong, and life-wide education and an experiential, problem-
solving approach to learning as opposed to didactic, passive learning. The 
experiences of the learner become paramount in determining areas to be 
learned and problems to be solved. The educator is primarily a facilita­
tor of the learning processes through guiding, organizing, and evaluating 
learning experiences within which she or he may also be actively involved. 
Thus, learning is collaborative between the learners and instructors (Price, 
2000). Family life educators following this philosophy in a class for married 
couples might present problem scenarios, then have participants identify 
possible solutions to the problems or have them try out solutions they gen­
erate for a time and report back to the group. 

The Critical Inquirer Approach 

Educators using a critical inquirer approach use questions to help 
participants think critically about the issues that are presented. This 
perspective acknowledges that participants have a responsibility to contrib­
ute meaningfully to their society and thus need to critically assess issues 
about them (Czaplewski & Jorgensen, 1993). This approach is tied to a 

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
@ 
20
11
. 
SA
GE
 P
ub
li
ca
ti
on
s,
 I
nc
.

Al
l 
ri
gh
ts
 r
es
er
ve
d.
 M
ay
 n
ot
 b
e 
re
pr
od
uc
ed
 i
n 
an
y 
fo
rm
 w
it
ho
ut
 p
er
mi
ss
io
n 
fr
om
 t
he
 p
ub
li
sh
er
, 
ex
ce
pt
 f
ai
r 
us
es
 p
er
mi
tt
ed
 u
nd
er
 U
.S
. 
or
 a
pp
li
ca
bl
e 
co
py
ri
gh
t 
la
w.

EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 11/13/2018 6:19 PM via AMERICAN PUBLIC UNIV SYSTEM
AN: 474397 ; Duncan, Stephen F., Goddard, H. Wallace.; Family Life Education : Principles and Practices for Effective Outreach
Account: s7348467.main.ehost



18 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

critical/humanist philosophical orientation, which, like traditional humanis­
tic approaches, promotes self-actualization of the learner. Yet for a critical/ 
humanist, personal fulfillment is achieved through “becoming an autono­
mous, critical, and socially responsible thinker through an emphasis on 
rationality” (Tisdell & Taylor, 2000, p. 8). Family life educators might use a 
critical inquirer approach to help participants evaluate proposed or existing 
public policies designed to strengthen families. 

The Collaborator Approach 

Falling somewhere in between expert and facilitator approaches, in 
terms of responsibility for content and methods (Myers-Walls, 2000), is the 
collaborator approach. This approach recognizes that both family life educa­
tors and participants bring specialized knowledge to the learning experience. 
The educator brings research-based principles to the learning environment, 
and the participants bring their own lived experience regarding these prin­
ciples. The collaborative educator brings a prepared agenda and curriculum, 
but these materials are fitted around the needs of participants. Participants 
are encouraged to contribute ideas for the agenda, but the educator main­
tains some control over the schedule and content of the discussion. After 
presenting the agenda for a Principles of Parenting program, collaborative 
family life educators might ask, “Are there any additions you’d like to make 
to the program, any topics you’d like to see covered that aren’t listed?” 

The Interventionist Approach 

Interventionist-oriented family life educators are change agents; they 
seek cognitive, attitudinal, and behavior change, even transformation of 
participants through education. They believe that education for family life 
goes beyond simply learning for knowing but extends to learning for living 
(Mace, 1981). Such professionals are not mere knowledge transmitters or dis­
cussion facilitators (Guerney & Guerney, 1981). Interventionist approaches 
can be traced to both behaviorist and radical educational philosophies. For 
example, a behaviorist philosophy centers on changing behavior though 
the shaping of the environment to promote the desired behavior. As noted 
by Elias and Merriam (1995), a behaviorist-oriented educator is a “behav­
ioral engineer who plans in detail the conditions necessary to bring about 
desired behavior” (p. 88). Such educators extensively use behavioral or 
learning objectives, model desired behavior, provide behavioral reinforce­
ment for achieving the desired behavior, and use systematic instructional 
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design. Learners are engaged in step-by-step learning of desired behaviors, 
receiving instructor support and evaluation through the processes. Family 
life educators working from this perspective with couples might teach and 
demonstrate Five Steps to Handing Conflict, then have couples practice the 
skills with the aid of a personal coach, who provides both reinforcement 
and corrective feedback. 

Radical educational philosophies form the basis of educational strate­
gies aimed at bringing about social change and combating social, political, 
and economic oppression of society. Developers of this approach (Freire, 
1971; Mezirow, 1995) saw the traditional liberal forms of education as limit­
ing and paternalistic, because it treats knowledge as a gift of the learned 
to those who are not. One such approach deduced from the radical philo­
sophical traditions is transformative learning, which promotes increased 
self-awareness and freedom from constraints, necessary to help create 
social equity for the oppressed and for real learning to occur (Christopher, 
Dunnagan, Duncan, & Paul, 2001). In this context, educators are libera­
tors, not facilitators, who help learners become social activists. This kind of 
learning occurs in three steps (E. Taylor, 1997): (1) Learners engage in criti­
cal self-reflection about assumptions and present approaches, (2) learners 
transform or revise their perspective, and (3) learners actually adopt new 
ways of behaving, consistent with their renewed perspective. Family life 
educators working from this philosophy with a group of parents might ask 
their participants to reflect on the approaches they use to parent their chil­
dren and reflect on what is effective and ineffective. The family life educa­
tors might then discuss a variety of helpful approaches with the group and 
have parents create parenting plans to try in the coming week. 

The Eclectic Approach 

Educators coming from an eclectic approach would use elements of 
all the approaches, depending on the situation. For example, family life 
educators might wisely use an expert approach to teach others about a 
topic where little or no experiential knowledge exists or about a topic that 
is more controversial and needs an expert voice to set the record straight 
with empirical data (Doherty, 2000). An interventionist approach may be 
the best approach when working with oppressed and marginalized families 
who need to realize they have a voice, great opportunities, and unlimited 
potential. 

Which of these approaches do you most readily identify with? Some 
research shows most family life educators organize and deliver their 
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20 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

curricula based a collaborative approach (Myers-Walls, 2000). While the­
matically, family life educators may use one approach over another, the 
approach they use may depend somewhat upon the context. For example, 
the expert approach may be the approach of choice when it becomes nec­
essary to share information about which the audience has limited knowl­
edge or experience or when expert opinion is important to help solve a 
controversy. However, it would not be a recommended approach for use in 
a group of experienced, highly motivated parents—a facilitator or collabora­
tor approach would be more successful. A critical enquirer approach is best 
when you want the audience to think deeply about an issue, even if it is 
about the quality of their own parenting; a facilitator approach likely would 
lack the structure and impetus to help accomplish this. When the learning 
of skills is part of the plan, interventionist approaches are likely the best. All 
in all, having all these approaches at one’s disposal may be the most ideal 
situation of all, pointing to an eclectic approach. Thus, family life educators 
need to be sensitive to the best times to use a particular approach. 

l	 DEVELOPING A WORKING PHILOSOPHY FOR OUTREACH 
FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

Having a sense of our role as a family life educator and its philosophical 
underpinnings provides a basis for creating a working philosophy of out­
reach FLE. It is important for family life educators to take time and ponder 
their philosophical basis for teaching (Dail, 1984). They need to actively 
reflect on and contemplate why they do what they do (White & Brockett, 
1987). Given the practical focus of FLE, some educators may question the 
relevance of philosophical rumination (White & Brockett, 1987), perhaps 
even seeing it as primarily an academic exercise they simply don’t have 
time for. However, when we fail to tie FLE practice to philosophical under­
pinnings, our efforts may take on a mindless, ungrounded quality. 

Everyone has some kind of working philosophy that is tied to his or her 
personal values, experiences, and lifestyles and reveals itself in our profes­
sional actions (White & Brockett, 1987). It’s wise from time to time to clarify 
and write down our ideas so that they are subject to our understanding and 
critical reflection, at the same time realizing that a personal FLE philosophy 
is ever changing, always subject to modification through experiences and 
refl ection. 

Dail (1984) suggested several additional reasons for developing a per­
sonal philosophy: It provides a sense of direction and purpose, helps the 
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educator get in touch with his or her own beliefs and their infl uence, helps 
the educator assess educational problems (e.g., provide a foundation for 
deciding what to teach about effective parenting), helps the educator relate 
FLE to the needs of the larger society, and provides impetus for the schol­
arly study of families. “In its essence,” says Dail, “a philosophy of family life 
education provides a deeper meaning to the educator’s life” (p. 147). 

Dail (1984) provides a framework for the development of a personal 
philosophy of FLE, which we have adopted and adapted below. 

Beliefs About the Family and the Nature and Quality of 
Family Life 

Family life educators need to answer for themselves tough questions that 
even the savviest of politicians would prefer to avoid. For example, what is 
family? A single father and two children? Grandmother, mother, and daugh­
ter? Mom, Dad, and three children? Coparents with each bringing a child to 
the relationship? The definition of what a family is and/or should be will have 
profound effects on how an educator relates to clientele, especially those 
who may be excluded by their definition. Another consideration is the nature 
of family life. What assumptions do you make about the nature of family life? 
Are families a mere social arrangement, or do they have greater signifi cance? 
How important is “family”? Whether family is seen as the fundamental unit 
of society or as one of the major entities among a cast of many players will 
affect educational practices with families. A third consideration is the qual­
ity of family life. For example, what characteristics comprise an ideal family, 
contrasted with a low-functioning family? Because of our beliefs about how 
parents ought to treat their children, we could never support coercive par­
enting as a functional ideal in a family. Your beliefs about the way families 
should be may lead you to draw the line on some family behaviors. 

We think a working philosophy of FLE must also consider the answer 
to questions at the heart of the human experience. For instance, what does 
it mean to be human? Since humans have common existence and relation­
ships in families, is membership in a family a key part of what it means to 
be human? What assumptions underlie our beliefs about human nature? 

Beliefs About the Purpose of Family Life Education 

Family life educators must be clear about what they want to accom­
plish and why (L. H. Powell & Cassidy, 2007), so that appropriate goals 

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
@ 
20
11
. 
SA
GE
 P
ub
li
ca
ti
on
s,
 I
nc
.

Al
l 
ri
gh
ts
 r
es
er
ve
d.
 M
ay
 n
ot
 b
e 
re
pr
od
uc
ed
 i
n 
an
y 
fo
rm
 w
it
ho
ut
 p
er
mi
ss
io
n 
fr
om
 t
he
 p
ub
li
sh
er
, 
ex
ce
pt
 f
ai
r 
us
es
 p
er
mi
tt
ed
 u
nd
er
 U
.S
. 
or
 a
pp
li
ca
bl
e 
co
py
ri
gh
t 
la
w.

EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 11/13/2018 6:19 PM via AMERICAN PUBLIC UNIV SYSTEM
AN: 474397 ; Duncan, Stephen F., Goddard, H. Wallace.; Family Life Education : Principles and Practices for Effective Outreach
Account: s7348467.main.ehost



22 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

and objectives can be created. Preceding goals and objectives are a sense 
of vision and mission. For example, what value does education about fam­
ily life have in society? David Mace (1981) envisioned FLE as something 
that originates from a cloudburst of information that becomes part of the 
knowledge base of a learner, which then produces personalized insight that 
leads the learner to experiment with new behaviors in family relationships. 
When family members coparticipate and mutually reinforce such action, the 
result is shared growth of members. Thus, does FLE in communities exist to 
be a catalyst for such a process? Guerney and Guerney (1981) refl ected on 
whether family life educators could be considered “interventionists.” That 
is, do family life educators take some “clearly defined” action “designed to 
induce some change” (p. 591)? The Guerneys argue that if family life educa­
tors believe that their purpose goes beyond mere knowledge transmission 
to “changing attitudes/values and behavior,” they should “class themselves 
. . . as interventionists and be willing to stand up and be counted as such” 
(p. 592). This kind of “intervention” is distinguished from the focused, brief 
intervention strategies and family therapy that constitute the domain of the 
clinical professional and is outside the scope of FLE (Doherty, 1995). Thus, 
an important question at the heart of the purpose of FLE for outreach pro­
fessionals is, “How ‘interventionist’ should FLE be?” 

Beliefs About the Content of Family Life Education 

There is no shortage of family-strengthening ideas to teach others. For 
example, there are literally hundreds of parenting books designed to impart 
advice to eager readers who want to do the best by their children. Some 
works are based on sound scholarship, others on clinical impressions, and 
still others on the simple convictions of the authors. What should be taught 
in FLE settings? How do you decide what to teach? Of what value is university-
based theory and research? Even the best research has limitations in its 
application to individual/family needs. Much research has been completed 
with a disproportionate amount of White, middle-class participants. Thus, 
the data may have systematic bias. Participants in FLE programs also bring 
with them a rich array of personal experiences. How can the rich learn­
ing that is the lived experiences of individuals, families, and communities 
become part of the content of FLE? 

Our personal values may also lead us to choose certain materials to 
teach certain ideas while ignoring or giving limited exposure to others. For 
example, if your personal values dictate that teens should avoid having sex 
outside of marriage and you are called upon to give a 45-minute talk at a 
high school assembly, your selected material may likely be quite different 
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than it would be if you valued the full, unlimited, but responsible sexual 
activity of teens. 

Beliefs About the Process of Learning for Families and 
Individuals Within Families 

There are many ways to share information about family life in com­
munity settings. We can teach in small or large groups; through media 
channels such as radio, newspapers, magazines, television programs, and 
videos; through newsletters, publications, the Internet, and leafl ets; and 
through one-on-one meetings in homes or an office. How do individu­
als and families learn most effectively? From a family systems approach, it 
can be argued that the best learning for family strengthening will occur as 
a full family group. New knowledge can be co-learned and reinforced at 
home. However, when any member of the family is missing, newly learned 
attitudes and behaviors are at risk of being sabotaged by the missing mem­
ber. Still, one person behaving positively can influence the others. In addi­
tion, individuals and families differ in terms of their primary learning styles 
and sensory modalities (Powell & Cassidy, 2007), which effective educa­
tion must account for. What learning processes invoke positive change in 
knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors? How important are learning 
goals and evaluation in these processes? What assumptions do you hold 
about learners? Are they lights to be lit or cups to be fi lled? 

CONCLUSION l 

Family life education in outreach settings has a long history. It is evolving 
from an expert top-down approach to addressing family problems to a col­
laborative, strength-based, community-strengthening model that integrates 
scientific knowledge from family sciences with the values and experiences 
of families in communities. It is expanding its reach into increasingly diverse 
audiences using a wider range of technology and refining its professional 
core. There are many philosophical bases from which we can craft FLE 
and varied approaches associated with these philosophies. Generally, the 
best strategies are community-collaborative in nature, but each approach 
discussed may have a role depending on the circumstances. Crafting a 
philosophy of FLE has the potential to purposefully guide and direct our 
efforts. Following are exercises to help guide you in writing your personal 
philosophy and approach in FLE. 
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24 ● FOUNDATIONS OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 

l EXPLORATIONS 

1. Follow the guidelines below and design your own working philoso­
phy of family life education. Address the questions in your discussion. 

• 	What are my beliefs about the family and the nature and quality 
of family life and the human experience? 
• 	What is a “family”? How important are families? What values 

do I hold regarding families and the human experience? What 
does it mean to be human? 

• 	 What are my beliefs about the purpose of FLE? 
• 	 What is the nature of FLE? What value does FLE have in com­

munities? Is it to provide insight, skills, and knowledge? Is it to 
change behavior? How “interventionist” should FLE be? 

• 	 What are my beliefs about the content of FLE? 
• 	 Of what value is university-based theory and research to 

families? Of what value is the lived experience of individuals, 
families, and communities, and how can it become part of the 
content of FLE? How do my personal values regarding families 
and the human experience infl uence the content I select? 

• 	 What are my beliefs about the process of learning for families in 
outreach settings? 
• 	 How do individuals and families learn most effectively? What 

teaching strategies have the greatest impact? How important 
are learning goals and evaluation in these processes? What 
assumptions do I hold about learners? 

2. Describe what you are like as an FLE. Different FLE settings may 
necessitate different approaches, but most of us will find a place where 
we are most comfortable and effective. Review the various approaches dis­
cussed in the chapter. Which approach best describes you and why? 
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PART II 

DEVELOPMENT OF 
FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 
PROGRAMS 
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CHAPTER 2 

DESIGNING 
COMPREHENSIVE 
FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION 
PREVENTION PROGRAMS 

Beyond philosophically grounding our work as family life educators, 
it is important that family life educators place their programmatic 
efforts in a scientifically supported, organizing framework. This 

chapter presents a prevention perspective and an integrative step-by-step 
framework for designing, creating, and implementing family life educa­
tion (FLE) programs, which includes the following broad stages: problem 
analysis, program design, pilot testing, advance testing, and dissemination. 
Found within each stage are many subprocesses. For example, during the 
problem analysis stage, FLE professionals would be engaged in defi ning the 
problem or goal, identifying risk and protective factors, assessing accessibil­
ity of the target group, and forming a coalition of stakeholders who work 
together to address the problem. 

27 
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28 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

l THE SCIENCE AND PROFESSION OF PREVENTION 

As a guiding principle, family life educators focus on preventive education 
rather than therapeutic remediation (Arcus & Thomas, 1993). The modern 
prevention movement as related to family strengthening is about 25 to 30 
years old (Small & Memmo, 2004). L’Abate (1983) was among the fi rst to 
articulate the concept of prevention in the family field. L’Abate describes 
three levels of prevention: primary, secondary, and tertiary. Primary prevention-
oriented family life educators help families develop the knowledge and 
skills they need to build strong relationships before any problems or issues 
present themselves, preventing problems before they occur. For example, 
most FLE websites are primary preventive in focus, as they are geared 
to transmit information and skills to the audience. Secondary prevention 
involves working with audiences who have some signs of risk, where inter­
vention would prevent more serious problems from occurring (Small & 
Memmo, 2004). For example, a program developed to help parents over­
come unbridled anger tendencies learned in their families of origin would 
be operating at this level. Tertiary prevention programs are designed for 
FLE audiences already experiencing a good deal of distress and for whom 
educational programs alone would not be adequate. Participants at this 
level require therapy, and such interventions normally are carried out by 
clinical professionals or family life educators who also have such training. 
FLE professionals typically operate at the primary and secondary preven­
tion levels and leave tertiary prevention to family therapy (Doherty, 1995). 

The concept of prevention has likewise been found in the fi elds of 
public health and the psychological and social sciences. In fact, a new dis­
cipline has emerged, termed prevention science, whose goal is “to prevent 
or moderate major human dysfunctions,” including those associated with 
marriage, family, and individual development (Coie et al., 1993, p. 1013). 

Prevention science integrates the independent risk-focused paradigm 
(J. D. Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992) and protective or resiliency fac­
tors paradigm (e.g., Werner, 1990). Prevention science when applied to FLE 
focuses on the understanding of both risk factors and protective factors as 
a precursor to the development and implementation of FLE programs. Risk 
factors are variables that increase the vulnerability of individuals, couples, 
and families to a variety of negative outcomes; protective factors are safe­
guarding variables that increase an individual’s, couple’s, or family’s resis­
tance to normative, developmental, or unplanned stressors (Bogenschneider, 
1996; Rutter, 1987). The presence of risk factors or protective factors is not 
enough to ensure that a negative or positive outcome will occur but simply 
makes such outcomes more likely when present. Risk factors increase the 
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odds that negative outcomes will occur; protective factors increase the like­
lihood that negative states will be thwarted. Protective factors are activated 
only in the presence of risk factors (Small & Memmo, 2004). 

Family science has progressed far enough in its knowledge about mar­
riage and family relationships to be able to detail risk factors and protec­
tive factors for the prevention of marital distress, poor child development 
outcomes, and various psychological disorders. A science of prevention 
today pertains to marriage and familial disorders as much as it does to the 
prevention of heart disease and cancer. The most effective FLE programs 
are those that simultaneously and proactively work to reduce risks while 
increasing protection. 

PREVENTION EDUCATION MODELS IN FLE l 

Since the emergence of prevention science, several models for develop­
ing prevention programs have appeared in the FLE scholarly literature. 
Each model helps us take family life educational program design beyond 
a “service mission” to a “scientific enterprise” (Dumka, Roosa, Michaels, 
& Suh, 1995, p. 78). Among the earliest developed was by Hughes (1994). 
He noted that FLE materials are of varying quality, not always following 
high development standards. He set about to articulate a straightforward 
four-step framework for the development of family life education pro­
grams that quality programs will incorporate. While some of the ele­
ments have a more direct application to program curricula, we agree with 
Hughes (1994) that most of the items can be applied to any FLE resource. 
These elements include content, instructional process, implementation 
process, and evaluation. In the content step, program developers consult 
appropriate theory and research and make sure that the research fi ts the 
audience (context sensitive) and that the ideas reflect best practices. The 
instructional process focuses on creation of sound teaching plans and 
presentation of materials in such a way that it is accessible to the audi­
ence. The implementation process includes meeting the needs of the 
target audience and having a marketing plan to reach participants. The 
evaluation process includes some provision for determining whether an 
FLE program benefits others, and program materials include evaluation 
tools that are closely tied to program goals and objectives. 

Dumka et al. (1995) constructed a five-stage process for developing 
prevention programs, consisting of problem analysis, program design, pilot 
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testing, advance testing, and dissemination. Found within each stage are 
many other subprocesses. For example, during the problem analysis stage 
(Stage 1), FLE professionals would be engaged in defining the problem 
or goal, identifying risk and protective factors, and assessing accessibil­
ity of the target group. The first two stages address the formulation of an 
intervention theory, Stages 3 and 4 (implementation) become a test of the 
theory, and the final stages assess whether the program works and should 
be widely disseminated (Dumka et al., 1995). 

Bogenschneider (1996) began with the epidemiological models of risk 
and protection from prevention science and placed them within the context 
of ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986) and develop­
mental contextualism (Lerner, 1991, 1995). The result was an Ecological 
Risk/Protective Theoretical Model for the design and implementation of 
youth development programs. At least four premises derive from this per­
spective: (1) Outcomes are multiply determined, (2) proximal environments 
have the strongest and most direct influence on outcomes, (3) risk and 
protective factors occur at different levels of the human ecology (e.g., indi­
vidual-family-community), and (4) these factors move and change through 
developmental time. From this basis, Bogenschneider proposes 12 prin­
ciples for building prevention programs: (1) identify the real issues or prob­
lems facing youth; (2) establish well-defined goals that target the risk and 
protective processes associated with the identified youth issue or problem; 
(3) be comprehensive in addressing both risk and protective processes in 
several levels of the human ecology; (4) collaborate with stakeholders in 
the community or neighborhood; (5) educate coalition members on current 
theory and research on adolescent development, prevention programming, 
and community process; (6) tailor the plan to the community, reducing 
risks that exist locally and building protective processes that do not exist; 
(7) involve the target audience in program design, planning, and implemen­
tation; (8) be sensitive to cultural, ethnic, and other forms of diversity in 
the neighborhood or community; (9) intervene early and continuously; (10) 
select developmentally appropriate intervention strategies; (11) anticipate 
how changes in one part of the system may affect changes in the system 
or other settings; and (12) evaluate effectiveness by monitoring changes in 
risk and protective processes. 

Small, Cooney, and O’Connor (2009), in their examination of evidence-
based programs (EBP), particularly those designed especially for children, 
youth, and their parents, identified 11 principles of effective prevention 
programs. They organized these principles into four categories: program 
design and content, program relevance, program implementation, and pro­
gram assessment and quality assurance. The program design and content 
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category comprises four principles: Effective programs are (1) theory driven, 
(2) of sufficient dosage and intensity, (3) comprehensive, and (4) actively 
engaging. The program relevance category features the next three princi­
ples: Effective programs are (5) developmentally appropriate, (6) appropri­
ately timed, and (7) socioculturally relevant. The program implementation 
stage emphasizes the next two principles: Effective programs are (8) deliv­
ered by well-qualified, trained, and supportive staff and (9) focused on fos­
tering good relationships. The program assessment and quality assurance 
category emphasizes the final two principles: Effective programs (10) are 
well documented and (11) are committed to evaluation and refi nement. 

These models have several similarities but also bring some unique per­
spectives and emphases important in the development of effective pre­
vention programs. All can be used as guiding principles for developing 
programs but also for assessing the quality of current programs and improv­
ing existing programs. Below we integrate these models to form a how-to 
framework for the design of comprehensive, high-quality FLE programs. 
Many of these key elements are discussed in greater detail in chapters that 
follow. This framework has application to a wide variety of FLE resources: 
workshop series, websites, DVDs, or other educational approaches. We 
introduce this framework and provide relevant examples of its use. 

A COMPREHENSIVE MODEL FOR THE l 
DESIGN OF FAMILY LIFE PREVENTION PROGRAMS 

Stage 1: Problem Analysis 

Identify Problem and Establish Overall Program Goal(s) 

It is important to clearly articulate the problem or need one seeks to 
address through an FLE program. One way to do this is to formulate a 
brief research-informed problem statement. The statement also provides 
a built-in rationale for doing the program in the first place. Students in an 
undergraduate FLE class crafted the following problem statement for their 
transition to parenthood program. It is titled Making Room for Two When 
Baby Makes Three: 

Current research shows that nearly half of all divorces occur within the 
first seven years of marriage. It has also been shown that the arrival of 
the first baby to a couple tends to increase the likelihood that either 
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32 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

the husband, wife, or both partners will experience a decline in mari­
tal satisfaction. Therefore, it is essential that couples become aware of 
this problem and make their marriage a priority during the transition 
to parenthood. 

Identification of problems certainly comes from investigating extant 
scholarship. But as both Bogenschneider (1996) and Small et al. (2009) 
point out, such problems must be relevant and tied to real issues facing a 
community. Therefore, concomitant with problem analysis from a research 
and theory perspective is an analysis of the problem within the specifi c 
population we seek to serve, thereby avoiding the potential disconnect 
noted in Chapter 1. From a human ecological perspective, it is possible 
that problems identified more broadly may be unique to local community 
cultures; thus, family life educators will wisely survey individual targeted 
communities to learn of their specific problems and needs to ensure the 
sociocultural relevance of their program. Findings from local populations 
that demonstrate a problem or need may be more likely to motivate com­
munity buy-in than more remote research conducted in distant places. Local 
data collection also is often a more reliable way to determine needs and 
forestall wasteful spending of prevention dollars. For example, while serv­
ing as extension specialists in Alabama, we had the opportunity of conduct­
ing a Teen Assessment Project (TAP) survey, modeled after the Wisconsin 
Teen Assessment Project (Small & Hug, 1991), in various middle and high 
school locations throughout the state. In one location, school administrators 
were convinced that they faced a serious drug problem and were preparing 
to spend lots of district dollars on prevention programs. They invited us to 
administer the survey. Surprisingly to them, the survey data suggested that 
there were other risk behaviors going on that were far more serious, even 
deadly, leading the district to spend dollars on programs to address this 
higher priority concern. 

With a problem defined, an overall program goal statement can be 
developed that points to the general direction a program will take to 
address the problem. This statement should also make reference to the 
target audience. For example, the goal of the aforementioned program 
was stated as follows: “The goal of Making Room for Two When Baby 
Makes Three is to enhance marital satisfaction among expectant and 
new parents as they face the birth of their first child.” Another example: 
“The ABC program is designed to help single parents identify and build 
upon their parenting strengths, enhancing their sense of competence as 
a parent.” 
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 Identify Theories, Risk, and Protective Factors and Extract 
“Teachable” Ideas 

The next step is to mine the current scholarly literature for the relevant 
research and theory addressing the problem and goal. In any outreach 
setting, from traditional workshops to websites, family life educators must 
address the following question: What scientifi c information do people need 
to know about this topic? In the area of family life, there is an explosion of 
information, some credible and some incredible, even implausible. Many 
persons are willing to be called a family “expert” through bringing forth 
armchair theories and ideas of their own design. In contrast, FLE programs 
must be grounded in the best current scholarship if they are to enjoy cred­
ibility. A strong scholarly base forms the foundation of the content, goals, 
objectives, and learning activities of FLE materials. 

Knowing risk and protective factors associated with the identifi ed 
problem enables family life educators to target and limit specifi c processes 
that lead to negative outcomes and target and increase specifi c processes 
leading to positive outcomes. For example, risk and prediction research 
has identified various negative interaction patterns that place couples at 
heightened risk for marital disruption, such as criticism, contempt, defen­
siveness, escalation, stonewalling, and negative interpretations (Gottman, 
1994; H. J. Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2001). Research has also identi­
fi ed processes that enhance the well-being of marriage, such as nurturing 
friendship and commitment. Both risk and protective factors will range 
from those more or less modifiable within the context of an FLE program. 
For instance, parental divorce is a risk factor in marriage that is not modifi ­
able. However, how a parental divorce plays out in a current marriage is 
possible to change. To be effective, FLE programs will need to focus on 
modifiable factors and increasing protection from the influence of negative 
processes that may have been produced by the factors. 

Extract the “teachable” ideas and principles from theories and research, 
those ideas that can be summarized from a wide array of well-conducted 
studies that are practical, useful, and theoretically and empirically sound. 
Some examples include the following: “The more authoritative a parent 
is, the better off their children will be as they grow.” “The more married 
couples accurately read one another’s love language, the better the mar­
riage.” “Risks for divorce are reduced when couples learn to handle confl ict 
and disagreements effectively.” 

Teachable ideas such as these are usually embedded within or supportive 
of broader ideas deduced from theories related to or applied to the family, 
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34 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

such as family systems theory, family stress theory, communications theory, 
exchange theory, family development theory, human ecology theory, or social 
learning theory. For example, in consulting the scholarly literature for a basis 
for the transition to parenthood program Making Room for Two When Baby 
Makes Three, program creators discovered that much of the research was 
informed by family development theory (e.g., developmental transitions) and 
family stress theory (e.g., transitions, even pleasant ones, can be experienced 
as stressful). 

Some theoretical perspectives naturally lend themselves characteristics 
of effective FLE, as noted by Small et al. (2009). For example, a program 
developed with a human ecology lens is likely to be more comprehensive 
and socioculturally relevant. A family development theory perspective will 
naturally attune a family life educator to create programs that are developmen­
tally appropriate and appropriately timed. A program for strengthening single 
parents might in part be based on targeted ecologically sensitive research that 
identifies the characteristics of effective single parents. 

As an example of using theory and research to build an FLE program, 
some years ago I (Duncan) developed a Making Families Stronger program. It 
was based on ecological systems theory, which asserts that families have the 
first and foremost influence on human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 
1986). Therefore, of all the human systems deserving attention, the family 
microsystem deserves prime time. The program also drew on family empow­
erment theory (Cochran & Woolever, 1983), which holds that families have 
inherent strengths that can be mobilized to help them have the kind of family 
they want. These ideas provided a theoretical justification for teaching fami­
lies about how to be stronger. Finally, the program was based on 30 years 
of family research conducted all over the world concerning what characteris­
tics make families strong and healthy, or protective factors known as family 
strengths (Krysan, Moore, & Zill, 1990). Some families focus only on problems 
(their risk factors). Instead, this literature helps families identify strengths and 
how families could identify and build them. 

Family life educators are wise to have a working knowledge of several 
major theoretical frameworks and how to use them to build their programs. 
While we won’t attempt to provide a theories course in this text, we do think it 
is important to show several of the theories, key principles behind the theories, 
and their application in family life education. See Table 2.1 for a listing of com­
mon family theories, general principles of the theories, and their application 
to family life education. We encourage family life educators to consult good 
family theory books for more in-depth background on theoretical perspectives 
(for example, see Chibucos & Leite, 2005, for an excellent orientation to key 
concepts and research examples that show the features of the theory). 
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TABLE 2.1 Using Family Theories for the Design of Family Life Education Programs 

Theory Key Principles Application to FLE 

Family systems 
theory 

Family members interact with one 
another in an interdependent, 
coherently characteristic way. 

Family systems have a powerful effect 
on individual family member behavior. 

Family systems reflect input received 
by family members synergistically 
interacting together. 

Inputs (such as educational 
information) have predictable 
outputs (such as relationship 
outcomes). A system may embrace 
change (morphogenesis) or resist it 
(morphostasis). 
Family systems are nested within and 
are influenced by larger social systems 
(community, culture). 

Try to teach all members of a target 
audience system (couples rather 
than one partner, both parents 
rather than one parent, parents and 
children rather than just parents, 
and children and parents rather than 
parents alone) because a change in 
one member may be sabotaged by 
other family members. 

One family member can trigger 
change in a relationship system. 

Positive change potential is 
enhanced at timely transitions 
(during developmental change). 

Social exchange 
theory 

Relationship stability and quality 
predicted by rewards minus costs in 
interaction. 

Programs attempt to build 
relationship assets (e.g., enhance 
positivity in marriage) and reduce 
relationship liabilities (e.g., reduce 
negativity in marriage). 

Family development 
theory 

Families grow and change over 
developmental time. 

Programs targeted in different ways 
to persons dependent on their family 
developmental course (Becoming a 
Couple; Parenting Teens and Handling 
Your Midlife Challenges; Getting 
Ready for Retirement). 

Human ecology 
theory 

Development occurs through the 
interaction of a mosaic of factors; 
family microsystems infl uence and 
are infl uenced by transactions with 
other systems (e.g., neighborhood, 
peer group, school, workplace). 

“Silver bullet” programs addressing 
only one aspect of the ecological 
system typically are insuffi cient; must 
address several areas of the social 
ecology simultaneously. A balancing 
work and family program teaching 
parents balance skills should also 
teach businesses how to establish 
family-friendly policies. 

Symbolic 
interaction 

Families make meaning and interpret 
events based on norms, values, 
expectations, patterns of behavior, 
and interaction. 

Allow opportunities for families to 
construct their own meanings of events 
and ideas. Ask questions such as, “What 
meaning does this have for you?” 
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36 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

Content Rings True 

Content Incorporates 
Content Based on Culture, Expertise, 
Sound Scholarship And Experiences 

of Learners 

Principles Work in Practice 

Figure 2.1 Selecting Content for Outreach Family Life Education 

In all of this process, it is important to remember that adult audiences 
usually have already formed their opinions about many topics we address 
and in many cases have real-life experiences to support them. For instance, 
parents have experiences being parents, and family life educators who do 
not take that into account, regardless of how powerful their science-based 
ideas are, will risk alienating their audiences. We believe family life edu­
cators should seek out and find the principles that their clientele need to 
know the most. While many factors influence our content selection deci­
sions, we believe that the most useful and valid FLE information is found at 
the intersection of the following four elements: (1) ideas are grounded in 
sound scholarship; (2) ideas ring true or fit with our values and instincts; (3) 
ideas fit with and incorporate the knowledge, culture, expertise, and lived 
experience of the learners; and (4) ideas work in practice (see Figure 2.1). 

Do the ideas ring true? As family life educators, we often strive to empower 
parents to trust their own values and instincts as they parent their children 
and are challenged to design learning experiences where they can fi nd par­
enting solutions within the context of their values (DeBord et al., 2002). The 
same recommendation seems to apply to us as we endeavor to select the best 
and most useful information to share with our outreach audiences. Family 
life educators can critically inquire, “Does the information or research recom­
mendation fit with my own values and instincts? Do the ideas ring true?” 

Do the ideas fi t with and incorporate the knowledge, culture, expertise, and 
lived experience of the learners? In Chapter 1, we emphasized that most 
effective family life educators incorporate the best scientifi c information 
with the knowledge, lived experience, culture, and expertise of families in 
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communities (Doherty, 2000; Lerner, 1995; Myers-Walls, 2000). In selecting 
from scholarly materials, family life educators will seek to choose materials 
as free from bias as possible and general enough in principle that they can 
be applied in a variety of settings and cultures. Part of this involves care 
in reviews of literature to ensure that the basis of our material is as repre­
sentative as possible of the audiences we seek to serve, realizing that all 
scholarship will have its limitations. However, beyond this, when family life 
educators are in teaching settings, they will need to find ways to incorpo­
rate what participants bring with them into the educational setting. 

Do the ideas work in practice? Experiences with principles may have taken 
us only so far, and there are ideas our FLE audiences may hear from us or 
from one another that they haven’t tried out. We can encourage them to 
experiment with the ideas they hear. Part of assessing the validity of an idea 
is to test it out in our own lives. It may be based on many studies, it may 
ring true, and it may be reinforced by the experiences of many, but will 
it work for me? Of course, no one strategy works for everyone under all 
circumstances. But if a tool proves useful in some instances, it can be kept 
handy to use when needed. We test the idea out in the laboratory of our 
own experience so we know whether or not it works for us. 

Form a Coalition of Stakeholders Who Work Together to 
Address the Problem 

As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 16, most family con­
cerns are too complex and need solutions too comprehensive for any single 
entity to address alone. Wise family life educators will seek to join forces 
with other like-minded persons in addressing family concerns. As was dis­
cussed in the previous chapter, communities bring with them their own 
special expertise, with family life educators comprising one player at the 
collaborative table. “Involving local citizens in planning helps ensure that 
prevention programs fit the community, promotes local ownership, and 
engenders commitment to seeing that the program is implemented and 
maintained” (Bogenschneider, 1996, p. 132). Once a coalition is formed, 
family life educators can use their expertise to educate coalition members 
on current theory and research addressing the problem. After a coalition to 
address youth concerns was formed in a small Montana town, an FLE pro­
fessional shared with them the risk factors and protective factors associated 
with youth development and worked with them to design and implement 
a survey that assessed these factors in several high schools in the area. 
Findings from the survey provided an empirical basis for targeted youth 
development programs within the participating schools. 
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Stage 2: Program Design 

Consult the Target Group 

As a prelude to or concomitant with other aspects of program design 
is the task of assessing target audience needs. Many FLE programs fail 
because they do not spend time thoroughly investigating the needs of target 
audiences (more about this will be discussed in Chapter 17 in the context 
of marketing FLE programs). Consulting the target audience is a way of 
checking out the fit of the research literature with the actual audience for 
whom an educational product is intended. There are at least three kinds of 
needs to assess (Arcus et al., 1993b). Felt needs are those sought from audi­
ences in response to direct questioning through questionnaires, interviews, 
and focus groups. It is what they say they need. For example, the ques­
tion, “What concerns do you have about parenting teenagers nowadays?” 
asked of parents of teens would be a question designed to elicit felt need 
responses, as well as, “If a program were designed to help you be a better 
parent for your teenagers, what would it contain?” Ascribed needs are those 
family life educators may observe because of their specialized knowledge. 
These are the needs family life educators may attribute to the group as a 
result of a review of the literature. To continue with the example of par­
ents of teens, a large representative study of teens may reveal that they are 
much less likely to participate in risky sexual behavior when their parents 
appropriately monitor their activities. From these data, family life educators 
might decide that parents of teens need to learn how to monitor their teens, 
such as using the who-what-where-when approach (who are you going to 
be with, what will you be doing, where will you be going, and when will 
you be home?). Future needs involve the skills and abilities required to 
accomplish future tasks and perform future roles. The idea of anticipatory 
socialization suggests that transitions to new roles are easier when we learn 
as much as we can about a role before we perform that role. Future needs 
can be tapped by asking such questions as, “What do couples preparing for 
marriage need to know prior to marriage?” 

There are numerous ways to consult the target audience, from conduct­
ing interviews, sending mail questionnaires, and using existing data about 
the audience. To aid in the design of their parenting program for high-risk 
families, after reviewing the literature, Dumka et al. (1995) conducted focus 
group interviews with various subgroups of their targeted population. A 
total of 53 parents divided into six groups participated and were asked 
open-ended questions that probed their needs as parents, their children’s 
needs, and the resources in the community currently available to meet 
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those needs. Parents requested a program that would provide information 
regarding drug and alcohol abuse to parents and children and teach parent­
ing skills such as improved communication and disciplining children. There 
was some variation in reported felt needs among the groups, and these 
variations were considered accordingly in program design. 

The involvement of the target audience is critical not only in program 
design but also in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of the 
program. Wise family life educators will include members of the target 
audience on their coalition and will seek their input at every stage of the 
program. When deciding on how best to evaluate the effectiveness of our 
program to help families on public assistance gain self-sufficiency, a group 
of family life educators (Duncan, Dunnagan, Christopher, & Paul, 2003) 
fi rst field tested their evaluation protocol with several low-income, limited-
literacy participants and made some adjustments based on their feedback. 

Select Change Objectives 

Change objectives, also called learning objectives, refer to the knowl­
edge level, attitudes, values, behaviors, skills, and aspirations targeted for 
change by the program. Fulfillment of these objectives lead to the positive 
outcomes predicted by the theories and research and desired by the target 
audience. 

Family life educators may be tempted to make a simple list of topics 
from their literature review of teachable ideas as a means of guiding their 
instruction. A learner-centered approach changes this focus and invites the 
educator to specifically identify what learners should get out of the learn­
ing experience (Fink, 2003). Thus, change objectives (also called learning 
objectives) are stated in specific, measurable, learner-centered (e.g., what 
participants will learn, do, feel, not the instructor), action-oriented terms 
(e.g., what will occur as a result of the program) that include active verbs 
(e.g., learn, understand, apply, practice, identify, compare and contrast, 
critique, do). 

Thus, as you formulate learning objectives, there are certain questions 
that are important to ask (adapted from Fink, 2003): 

Knowledge. What do you want your learning audience to know (or think 
about, reflect upon)? For example, what key information (facts, terms, con­
cepts) is important for the learners to understand and remember? What key 
ideas or perspectives are important for learners to comprehend? One educa­
tor wanted his workshop audience to understand the difference between a 
problem-focused perspective and a family strengths perspective to building 
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a strong family, and he formulated the following specific learning objec­
tive: Participants will be able to distinguish between a problem-focused 
approach and a family strengths perspective to strengthening their family. 

Caring. What changes would you like to see in what your learners care 
about, as expressed in their attitudes, values, and feelings? What attitudes 
and values do you want them to develop or reconsider? What affective 
experiences do you want them to have with the material? 

One educator wanted to change her audience’s attitudes toward house­
work from one of “mere drudgery” to “an opportunity for family connec­
tion.” Thus, a primary learning objective became “Participants will view 
housework as a potential setting for family members to strengthen their 
relationships with each other.” 

Application. What behaviors would you like them to change? What impor­
tant skills do you want them to learn? 

Interventionist-oriented family life educators often will be interested in 
structuring instruction in ways that evoke change in behaviors and develop­
ment of skills. Family life educators leading parenting workshops may want 
their parents to learn authoritative approaches to parenting. A learning 
objective appropriate for this area might be the following: Participants will 
learn and practice three skills pertinent to authoritative parenting: establish­
ing connection, regulating children’s behavior, and promoting autonomy. 
Perhaps in the same program, family life educators are interested in pro­
moting the use of positive approaches to discipline, including reducing 
the use of corporal punishment as a strategy. A possible learning objective 
would be the following: Parents will learn and practice numerous options 
for dealing with a difficult child behavior that they have faced at home. 

Select Outcome Evaluation Instruments 

The purpose of evaluation is to assess whether a program is show­
ing progress in meeting change objectives. The instruments selected must 
allow us to evaluate changes in the risk and protective factors that can be 
attributed to the program and must be directly tied to program objectives. 
Some tools that have demonstrated reliability and validity can be selected, 
provided they fit change objectives. Otherwise, they must be created and 
pilot tested to ensure their usefulness. 

In the Making Families Stronger program, I (Duncan) had the goal of 
increasing the levels of self-reported family life satisfaction through the 
processes of identifying and building one’s family strengths. The change 
objective was to “increase family life satisfaction levels among participating 
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Designing Comprehensive Family Life Education Prevention Programs ● 41 

families.” I selected David Olson’s Family Life Satisfaction scale (Olson, 
Stewart, & Wilson, 1990) as my outcome evaluation tool, which is a reli­
able and valid measure of family life satisfaction directly tied to the change 
objective that also incorporated a family strengths approach in the develop­
ment of the items. Thus, it was the “perfect” tool for my purposes. 

Quality FLE programs will include provisions for conducting evalua­
tions, including evaluation instruments tied to program goals and objec­
tives. See Chapter 3 for a full discussion of evaluation. 

Select Change Methods and Learning Activities 

Change methods will be wisely tied to change objectives. An important 
question to ask is, “What method would be most effective to accomplish this 
objective?” For example, a skills-related objective calls for a skill-teaching meth­
odology. Steps include the following: (a) describe the skill, (b) model the skill, 
(c) practice the skill in a nonstressful setting and situation, (d) receive reinforce­
ment and corrective feedback, and (e) use the skill in a real-life setting, that 
is, at home (also see Chapter 6). Other types of objectives would draw from 
other methods. In quality FLE programs, a variety of teaching methods effective 
with adult learners are used, including buzz groups, role-playing, visuals, video 
clips, and various forms of discussion (see Chapter 6). These methods would 
be sensitive to a diversity of learning styles, sensory modalities, developmental 
needs, and abilities (see Chapter 8). Quality FLE programs are actively engag­
ing, using active learning strategies (Small et al., 2009) that incorporate the 
knowledge, culture, expertise, and lived experience of the learners (Doherty, 
2001). Directions on how to facilitate the learning process would be included, 
including the amount of time to be spent on each teaching activity. Chapters 4 
to 6 provide detailed information on how to design effective instruction leading 
to meaningful learning experiences for our audiences. 

In deciding on the best methods, wise family life educators will also 
examine existing programs for methods that work with their population, 
often called “best practices.” The process of learning about other programs, 
methods used, and their effectiveness is critical to identifying these practices. 
It can also save program development time and energy. Ask yourself, “What 
can I learn from these programs without having to reinvent the wheel, at 
the same time incorporating my own imagination/creative energy?” 

Decide Program Extensiveness 

Dumka et al. (1995) identify three dimensions of program extensive­
ness. The first of these is the selectiveness of the program. A universal 
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42 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

program is designed for everyone. A parenting program following a Parent-
Teacher Association (PTA) meeting billed “for all parents” would be such 
a program. Such a program avoids the risk of inviting only certain parents, 
and thus parents avoid a labeling stigma. However, it may be too general to 
make a significant difference among persons needing a targeted program. 
A selective program would be targeted to particular subgroups of partici­
pants (e.g., single parents, seniors) or subgroups exhibiting risk factors a 
program seeks to address (e.g., families receiving public assistance). An 
indicated program would be developed for an audience exhibiting nega­
tive outcomes, such as parents court-ordered to participate in parenting 
programs as an adjunct to counseling. Such audiences may include partici­
pants whose needs cannot be effectively met with preventative FLE alone 
(Dumka et al., 1995). A second aspect of program extensiveness is breadth, 
or the number and range of change objectives. Following an ecological 
systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986) orientation in relation to preven­
tion programs, Bogenschneider (1996) recommends that change objectives 
range across several levels of the human ecology. For example, a program 
designed to help employed parents harmonize work and family would also 
help employers craft family-friendly workplace policies and promote work-
family harmony through media channels. A program focused on only one 
level will likely be limited in impact, as other systems in the social ecol­
ogy may act to sabotage newfound insights and strategies. For example, 
the excitement of learning to harmonize family and work in a community 
workshop may be drained when the workplace refuses to grant fl extime. 

A third dimension of program extensiveness is length, what Small 
et al. (2009) refer to as intensity or dosage. While shorter programs may 
be the desire of a target audience and more appealing from a market­
ing perspective, longer programs are more effective in producing reli­
able, longer lasting changes. For example, in marriage education, where 
the audiences tend to be of lower risk for marital disruption (Carroll & 
Doherty, 2003), longer programs involving more than 12 contact hours 
produce somewhat better outcomes than shorter programs (Guerney & 
Maxson, 1990). Where audiences are of greater risk, the ideal length of 
contact may be much longer. For programs to have a signifi cant impact 
on families at risk of child abuse, some argue that programs should be 
at least 6 to 18 months in length. It has been found that parents who 
participate for a longer duration (~ 2 years) and who used all services 
offered (at least 3–5 programs) had better outcomes than those receiv­
ing less intense and shorter-term services (Whipple & Wilson, 1996). The 
National Research Council (1993) reviewed several child abuse preven­
tion programs and found that programs that were short term and low in 
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intensity did not change long-term relationships between parents and 
children. In an era of social media, dosage and intensity will likely take 
on different forms than it has in the past (see more discussion on the role 
of social media in Chapter 12). 

Design Recruitment/Retention Strategy 

One of the greatest challenges family life educators face is recruitment 
and retention of audiences. As part of needs assessments surveys, wise 
family life educators will consult the target audience about the best ways 
to recruit and retain an audience. Recruitment and marketing, including the 
creation of a marketing plan, is a focus of Chapter 17. Dumka et al. (1995) 
followed this strategy during their focus groups and were given several 
suggestions: (a) include both parents and children in the program so they 
could talk about what they were learning, (b) help parents develop a sup­
port group so they could help each other during and after the program, 
(c) provide child care and refreshments, and (d) offer the program close to 
home with no more than one meeting a week. 

Tailor Program Content and Delivery 

Programs designed after a “one-size-fits-all” model are doomed to 
failure. Program content and delivery must be tailored to the needs of the 
audience and the community or made socioculturally relevant (Small et 
al., 2009). For example, the content and approach should be sensitive to 
cultural, ethnic, and other forms of diversity (see Chapter 8). This effort 
is especially critical since much of social science research that undergirds 
FLE materials is biased toward White, middle-class families. To maximize 
participation, implementation strategies should be based on target audi­
ence felt needs and preferences. For example, a standard curriculum was 
not acceptable in one community until after the inclusion of recruitment 
meetings (drummed up by current participants where recruits were invited 
by current participants), teachers from the same culture, and home visits 
for those participants facing transportation barriers. In one program for 
limited-resource families (Duncan et al., 2003), educators kept the mate­
rial simple and to the point because of the vast differences in participant 
educational levels. Materials were adjusted to relate to very basic levels 
of life skills. Written materials were written at a low reading level or were 
simple enough that they could be easily adapted or interpreted. Family 
life educators developing curricula to help lower-income families make 
transitions from welfare dependency to self-support would make sure that 
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44 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

the theory, research, and interventions are based on an understanding of 
the complex needs of limited resource (limited in terms of education and 
perception of personal resources as well as income) at different levels 
of their social ecology (at the individual, family, and community levels) 
(Christopher et al., 2001). 

Stage 3: Pilot Testing 

Once programs have been developed, they are ready for testing in 
the field. The goal of pilot testing is to “implement the prototype program 
with participants and in contexts as similar to the targeted participants and 
contexts as possible” (Dumka et al., 1995, p. 84). Dumka et al. (1995) 
recommend doing three kinds of evaluation at this stage: recruitment and 
retention, process, and formative evaluation. 

Recruitment and Retention Evaluation 

This is the process of assessing whether your recruitment strategy 
designed during Stage 2 is working. Since FLE in community settings often 
suffers from underwhelming participation, and participation is vital for the 
existence of the program, this piece of evaluation is vital. If the recruitment 
strategy you used for a parenting program included circulating a flyer to all 
parents of fourth graders and only 3 of an eligible 100 parents showed up 
for the program, it would be clear that recruitment strategies need chang­
ing. The Dumka et al. (1995) strategy noted above resulted in more than 
53% of parents participating in five or more sessions—quite successful for 
a program such as this. 

Process Evaluation 

This kind of evaluation provides information about the overall manage­
ment of the program to assess if the program is functioning as designed. It 
would include an adjudicated assessment of instruction (e.g., is quality infor­
mation being taught?), logistics (evaluation of the meeting place, food, and 
transportation), how evaluation processes are perceived by participants (e.g., 
do participants find evaluation questions too personal or complex?), level of 
community support (e.g., media pieces supporting the program), support 
from stakeholders (e.g., county commissioners giving the program attention), 
and a host of other elements. Feedback on processes from both staff and cli­
entele is important. We call this kind of evaluation “project quality control.” 
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Formative Evaluation 

Quality FLE resources include some provision for determining if the 
materials benefit others. Formative evaluation assesses participants’ direct 
experience with program material and exposes what modifications may be 
necessary to improve their learning experience. At a pilot testing stage, it 
is appropriate for family life educators to administer a brief questionnaire 
at the end of each session and ask whether the participants learned some­
thing new, what were the strengths in the program, and how the program 
might be improved. Evaluation tools are clearly tied to program goals and 
objectives. Both process and formative evaluation are part of the “program 
clarification” tier of evaluation (Jacobs, 1988), which will be fully discussed 
in Chapter 3. 

Program Revision 

Process and formative evaluation will likely point to needed changes. 
Family life educators need to identify and decide what they are going to 
do differently based on the pilot feedback they receive. Data may suggest 
needed content, implementation, or evaluation changes. For example, for­
mative evaluation of a website led to changes in the format of the articles 
and the adding of some user-friendly features (such as the ability to e-mail 
an article to a friend or family member). In another program, process evalu­
ation revealed that many participants complained about being expected 
to complete pre- and posttests that were long and tedious. The evaluators 
decided to provide a nominal financial incentive of $10 per completed 
questionnaire. 

Stage 4: Advanced Testing 

Those whose focus is to develop and refine programs toward broad 
dissemination will want to take advanced steps to establish effectiveness. 
After integrating changes suggested during pilot testing, a program is ready 
for more advanced assessment. The goal of advanced testing is to evalu­
ate the ability of a program to make significant changes in targeted risk 
factors and protective factors. In other words, it asks, “Does the program 
truly accomplish the stated change objectives?” This is often called sum­
mative or outcome evaluation. For a parenting program, this may mean 
the enhancement of not only reported parenting skills but also translation 
to better outcomes long term among participating parents’ children. To 
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46 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

answer these kinds of questions requires assessment sophistication greater 
than pilot testing. 

Advance testing includes the processes of choosing an experimental 
design, implementing the revised program, analyzing the data, and con­
tinuing to refine the program. While some programs collect data that mas­
querade as impact data (Small, 1990), advance testing of program impact 
requires an experimental research design. This is because experimental 
designs most effectively control competing explanations for what may 
be positive outcomes. Perhaps the most common experimental research 
design is the pretest, posttest, control group design. If a program is impor­
tant enough to collect experimental design data, the data deserve more 
sophisticated treatment as well, to help answer more defi nitively important 
questions. For instance, a common FLE question, beyond one of general 
program impact, is, “For whom is the program most effective?” Analyses 
such as multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) can help answer that 
question. 

Stage 5: Dissemination 

Imagine this: You have developed a program for families with wide­
spread community support. You have field tested it with the families 
for whom it was intended and have made some adjustments in the 
program and how you carry it out, as a result of the candid input from 
program participants and staff. You have taken the revised program, 
continued to make refinements, and have subjected it to an ultimate test: 
an evaluation using an experimental design. Findings from your evalua­
tion suggest that the program successfully meets change objectives and 
is significantly reducing some risk factors among parents (e.g., harsh 
discipline strategies, lack of social support) and signifi cantly increasing 
protective factors (e.g., use of affirming, loving messages with young­
sters, more shared parenting). Your program is a success, and you feel 
justifiably proud of the effort you and your coalition have made with 
families in your community. You are now ready to take your program 
forward to the masses, to export it and what you have learned to other 
communities, so that your efforts might strengthen families in those 
communities as well. 

The goal of the dissemination stage is the widespread adoption of 
the program. Programs beginning in one area expand to other com­
munities and often become institutionalized and part of community 
culture. Dissemination involves identifying potential users of the pro­
gram, promoting the program (through publications and other targeted 

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
@ 
20
11
. 
SA
GE
 P
ub
li
ca
ti
on
s,
 I
nc
.

Al
l 
ri
gh
ts
 r
es
er
ve
d.
 M
ay
 n
ot
 b
e 
re
pr
od
uc
ed
 i
n 
an
y 
fo
rm
 w
it
ho
ut
 p
er
mi
ss
io
n 
fr
om
 t
he
 p
ub
li
sh
er
, 
ex
ce
pt
 f
ai
r 
us
es
 p
er
mi
tt
ed
 u
nd
er
 U
.S
. 
or
 a
pp
li
ca
bl
e 
co
py
ri
gh
t 
la
w.

EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 11/13/2018 6:19 PM via AMERICAN PUBLIC UNIV SYSTEM
AN: 474397 ; Duncan, Stephen F., Goddard, H. Wallace.; Family Life Education : Principles and Practices for Effective Outreach
Account: s7348467.main.ehost



Designing Comprehensive Family Life Education Prevention Programs ● 47 

venues; more about promotion and marketing will be discussed in 
Chapter 17), publishing results of evaluation studies in scholarly jour­
nals, and providing technical assistance to those interested in adopting 
the program. 

Table 2.2 summarizes the steps we have discussed. 

TABLE 2.2 A Comprehensive Framework for Designing Family Life Prevention Programs 

Stage 1: Problem Analysis 

Identify Problem/Establish Overall Program Goal 

Program goal should clarify the audience (e.g., The ABC program is designed to help single 
parents identify and build upon their parenting strengths, enhancing their sense of competence 
as a parent.) 

Consult the Scholarly Literature 

Identify current theories/research addressing the problem/goal 

Risk factors/protective factors, predictors of positive outcomes, etc. 

Extract the “teachable” ideas/principles from theories/research, those that are practical/useful in 
addressing the problem. Examples: 

“The more authoritative a parent is, the better off their children will be as they grow.” 

“The more married couples accurately read one another’s love language, the better the 
marriage.” 

“Risks for divorce are reduced when couples learn to handle conflict and disagreements 
effectively.” 

Form a Coalition of Stakeholders Who Work Together to Address the Problem 

Educate coalition members on current theory and research addressing the problem 

Stage 2: Program Design 

Consult Target Group—Assess Their Needs 

Assess needs using focus groups, interviews, questionnaires, existing data, etc. 

Felt, ascribed (those you discern because of your specialized knowledge), and future needs 
(e.g., what do couples preparing for marriage need to know?) 

Involve the target audience in program design, planning, and implementation 
Seek their input at every stage 

Select Change Objectives 

Knowledge, attitudes, behaviors/skills, and aspirations targeted for change 
Tied to promoting the positive outcomes predicted by the theories and  research and desired by 
the target audience 

(Continued ) 
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48 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

Stated in specific, action-oriented terms (e.g., what will participants be able to do as a result of 
the program?) 

Select Evaluation Tools 

Formative and summative 

Instruments directly tied to program objectives 

Select Change Methods 

Tied to objectives—a skills objective needs a skill development method 

Review existing programs to fi nd “best practices”
 

Use adult learner methods focused on active learning—buzz groups,  role-playing, discussion 

groups, skill practice, etc.
 

Give attention to learning styles, sensory modalities, and developmental needs/abilities 

Decide Program Extensiveness 

Selectiveness: Universal (y’all come), selective (audience exhibiting risk factors), or indicated 
(audience exhibiting negative outcomes) 

Breadth: Range of change objectives (e.g., comprehensive, in terms of level of human ecology, 
or more focused on one or two levels) 


Length: Shorter or longer? Dosage and intensity
 

Design Recruitment/Retention Strategy 

Ask the target audience what is best way to recruit and retain an audience 

Marketing plan 

Tailor Program Content and Delivery 

Tailored to needs of audience/community; appropriately timed; developmentally appropriate 

Sensitive to cultural, ethnic, and other forms of diversity; sociocultural relevance 

Implementation strategies, based on target audience needs and focus group findings, to maximize 
participation 

Recruitment meetings
 

Teachers of same culture
 

Home visits
 

Stage 3: Pilot Testing 

Implement Program 

Recruitment and Retention Evaluation 

Is it working? Are people coming and staying or returning? 

Process Evaluation 

Project quality control
 

Formative Evaluation
 

Program Revision
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Stage 4: Advanced Testing 

Select Experimental Design 

Implement Program 

Summative Evaluation 

Analyze Data 

Refi ne Program 

Stage 5: Dissemination 

Widespread Adoption of Program 

SOURCE: Adapted from Dumka, Roosa, Michaels, and Suh (1995); Bogenschneider (1996); Hughes (1994); and 

Small, Cooney, and O’Connor (2009). 

ASSESSING ELEMENTS OF PROGRAM QUALITY l 
IN EXISTING PROGRAMS 

The integrated framework shows us step by step how to develop a comprehen­
sive FLE program. It also tells us what to look for in quality FLE programs and 
suggests a framework to assess ways an FLE resource could be improved. On 
the basis of his parsimonious four-step program development model, Hughes 
(1994) created an assessment tool to use as a means of evaluating the extent 
to which elements of effectiveness occur in existing programs. While not all of 
the elements above are evaluated by this tool, many are. You may want to use 
it to evaluate existing resources and identify areas needing improvement. See 
Appendix C for the Family Life Education Program Resource Review Form. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF STRONG, SUSTAINABLE l 
FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

As important as it is to have strong program curricula consisting of a strong 
theory and research base, clear goals and objectives, methods consistent 
with objectives, attention to diverse audiences, a guide for implementation, 
and evaluation tools tied to the objectives, program curricula are only part 
of successful, sustainable FLE programs. Many elements of quality compre­
hensive programs transcend specific curricula. Drawing on the published 
literature and experiences of leading community-based programs, Lee, 
Mancini, Miles, and Marek (1996) identified eight characteristics of quality 
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50 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

community-based programs. These characteristics are important to keep in 
mind as you seek to build a comprehensive FLE program in a community 
that will stand the test of time. Some of these characteristics are also reitera­
tions and extensions of important elements found in quality community-
based FLE curricula. 

1. Successful community programs are community based and carried 
out in collaboration with many community partners. 

Successful programs emerge from the needs of the community rather than 
from the desires of outsiders. Instead of “one size fits all,” these programs 
are flexibly implemented and adapt to community needs. They embed 
themselves in the local community, becoming part of a network of sup­
portive services carried out by collaborative professionals and volunteers 
(Lee et al., 1996). This collaborative approach minimizes turf issues, brings 
more resources to bear on a community issue, maximizes effectiveness in 
program planning and implementation, and increases the likelihood a pro­
gram will stand the test of time (Duncan et al., 2003). 

2. Successful community programs are comprehensive in scope, 
based on an ecological or systems view of individuals, families, and 
communities. 

The best programs operate at many levels (e.g., individual, family, 
and community) and incorporate not only specific family-based programs 
but efforts to strengthen the community context as well (Lee et al., 1996). 
Clientele are viewed as individuals within families within communities, 
and programs are designed accordingly. Successful, long-lasting preven­
tion results are most often the result of consistent, multilevel, multifac­
eted efforts. For instance, in addition to parenting skills, a comprehensive 
“Parenting Teens” program might also provide “peer mentoring” to 
encourage prosocial teen activity, newsletters for parents and other car­
ing adults who work with teens, and media messages promoting posi­
tive parent-teen relationships. Successful efforts at adolescent drug abuse 
prevention would seek to minimize or eliminate risk factors occurring at 
the individual level (e.g., low self-efficacy), the family level (e.g., unin­
volved parenting), and the peer group level (e.g., peers who use drugs) 
as well as enhance protective factors at the same levels (individual: reli­
gious commitment; family: involved parenting; peer: peers who are non-
drug users). Likewise, during program design stages, program developers 
would include persons in their task forces representing different levels of 
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the social ecology, including parents, youth, school personnel, and other 
adults who have an interest in the development of youth. Many researchers 
report that such an approach is critical to the success of prevention pro­
grams (Lee et al., 1996). 

3. Successful community programs are inclusive of program partici­
pants in program planning, delivery, and evaluation. 

Successful programs involve participants at every level of program 
development, from predesign stages to implementation and evaluation. 
Even if programs are employed in different areas, clientele from those spe­
cific communities are involved so that the program is responsive to local 
needs. In addition, there is what Lee et al. (1996) refer to as an “integrative 
approach” to program planning. Local leaders are identified and trained, 
and local participants are fully involved in the planning and decision mak­
ing regarding a program or its policies, philosophy, or procedures. 

4. Successful community programs are preventive in nature through 
successfully interfacing service and education, as well as recogniz­
ing and building on participants’ strengths to enhance skills. 

Successful programs designed to foster resiliency and limit risks among 
children, youth, and families accomplish their goals through preventive, 
empowering means rather than through remediation. Thus, these programs 
aim to stop problem behaviors before they get started, often as early inter­
vention (Lee et al., 1996). In addition, some of these programs focus on 
helping clientele identify and build upon strengths they already have. 

5. Successful community programs are developmentally appropriate 
and based on current research. 

Successful programs are based on best practice models of effective 
programming noted in the scholarly literature and on the specific needs of 
their communities. The research comprises community needs assessments, 
the existing scholarly literature, and the best strategies for reaching a target 
audience. Needs assessments may include existing data already available 
(e.g., state child abuse data) as well as new data collected from the target 
audience to refine an understanding of the issue for a specifi c community 
population, as well as how to best reach them. 

Such programs often follow a community-university partnership 
model, where the community presents the issue in a unified context and 
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52 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

university-based researchers provide the expertise of the scientifi c literature 
to address the community need. 

6. Successful community programs are accessible to participants with a 
mix of program deliveries based on participant needs. 

To be effective, FLE programs must be accessible to their intended 
audience (Lee et al., 1996). Clientele may face significant barriers that pre­
vent them from attending programs located at community centers or other 
venues. Increasing accessibility may mean that the program is held in small 
groups or one-on-one in the homes of clientele. For many clientele, loca­
tion may be a critical factor as well as its perceived safety, ease of access 
via public transportation, and free parking nearby. 

Other aspects of accessibility are also important. Successful programs 
consider language needs, literacy rate, and educational level of the partici­
pants and then gear the material accordingly (Lee et al., 1996). For example, 
instructional classes might be offered in small groups or one-on-one, as 
needed, allowing for more individualized attention and for materials to 
be more effectively adapted to individual participant needs. Other strate­
gies include keeping material simple and to the point, using a variety of 
hands-on activities, and conducting support groups in and out of a learn­
ing setting. Successful programs also use existing services as a means to 
achieve their ends, such as community forums, newsletters, conferences, 
and workshops. 

7. Successful community programs are accountable to stakeholders 
and are able to demonstrate positive outcomes in participants and 
community environments. 

To be sustained, comprehensive community-based programs need to 
demonstrate some defensible measure of effectiveness. They need to be 
able to show stakeholders that the results achieved have been worth the 
investment in time and money. Such programs incorporate an ongoing 
evaluation of what works, what does not work, and what changes need to 
be made to improve services to clientele and the community. These data 
are often both quantitative (e.g., statistics showing improvement in parent­
ing competence attributed to a parenting course) and qualitative in nature 
(success stories of family budgeting principles in practice) and report data 
not only from program participants but also from staff, partners/collabora­
tors, and stakeholders. 
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8. Successful community programs have leaders with vision. 

This final characteristic of strong, sustainable programs has more to do 
with leadership than with program substance. Leaders of these programs 
are, according to Lee et al. (1996), 

able to think through an organization’s mission and establish it clearly 
and visibly. They serve as models, symbolizing a group’s unity and iden­
tity. They view themselves as ultimately responsible and therefore sur­
round themselves with strong associates and subordinates who function 
ably and independently and whose development they encourage. They 
function in a team relationship. Importantly they demonstrate long range 
vision, showing an ability to think beyond the day’s crises, beyond the 
quarter. They are able to reach and influence constituents beyond their 
jurisdictions. They think in terms of renewal, seeking the revisions of 
process and structure by an ever-changing reality. (pp. 13–14) 

These leaders offer strong and committed leadership, keeping the pro­
gram’s vision in front of decision makers over years, being consistent with 
service at various sites, facilitating partnerships and ongoing community 
collaboration, bringing key partners together to renew and articulate pro­
gram visions and strategies, and developing consensus. These eight prin­
ciples are summarized in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3 Elements of Strong, Sustainable, Comprehensive Programs 

Successful community programs are community based and carried out in  collaboration with many 

community partners.
 

Successful community programs are comprehensive in scope, based on an ecological or systems 

view of individuals, families, and communities.
 

Successful community programs are inclusive of program participants in  program planning, delivery,
 
and evaluation.
 

Successful community programs are preventive in nature through  successfully interfacing service 

and education, as well as recognizing and building on participants’ strengths to enhance skills.
 

Successful community programs are developmentally appropriate and based on current research.
 

Successful community programs are accessible to participants with a mix of program deliveries 

based on participant needs.
 

Successful community programs are accountable to stakeholders and are able to demonstrate 

positive outcomes in participants and community environments.
 

Successful community programs have leaders with vision.
 

SOURCE: Lee, Mancini, Miles, and Marek (1996). 
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54 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

l CONCLUSION 

It is important for prevention-oriented family life educators to ground their 
work in a scientific framework of program design. This chapter has presented 
a practical how-to framework for the design of comprehensive FLE programs. 
Family life educators can use these guidelines to help them develop their own 
resources and assess or improve the quality of existing resources. FLE programs 
constructed with careful and appropriate attention to these elements of qual­
ity design, implementation, and evaluation are likely to serve FLE audiences 
better than those that do not and certainly improve FLE practice. In addition, 
when family life educators seek to establish comprehensive community-based 
programs that transcend curricula, they are wise to model programs that use 
the eight characteristics of sustainable programs discussed in this chapter. 

The following activities can help you translate these ideas into your 
own program development efforts. 

l EXPLORATIONS 

1. Identify a problem topic and create a rough outline of your program 
strategy in Stage 1 and Stage 2 of the framework. Try it out with topics of 
widespread importance in communities, such as strengthening single par­
ents, preventing adolescent drug use, preparing for remarriage, and manag­
ing stress and crisis in families. 

2. Do an inventory of existing family life programs. Identify the levels of 
prevention at which they operate (primary, secondary, and tertiary) and how 
extensive they are (universal, selective, or indicated). 

3. The authors recommend analyzing the problem through exploring 
related research and theory prior to consulting the target group to assess 
their needs. What are some advantages and disadvantages of doing this? 
How can the disadvantages be addressed? 

4. Identify an FLE resource (curricula, website, etc.) and, using the 
review form provided in Appendix C, do a “quality elements” assessment. 
On the basis of this evaluation, discuss whether you would use the resource 
and how you would improve it. Use the review form as a checklist for ensur­
ing the quality of your own resources. 

5. Locate and investigate comprehensive FLE programs in your commu­
nity. Evaluate these programs against the eight characteristics of strong, sus­
tainable programs discussed in this chapter. Find out how long the programs 
have existed. Do the longer lasting ones have more of the characteristics? Co
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CHAPTER 3 

PRINCIPLES OF PROGRAM 
EVALUATION 

EVALUATION AS FRIEND AND FOE: l 
STEREOTYPES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

Family life educators who enjoy program evaluation are rare birds. 
Evaluation is generally viewed as a necessary evil. It requires time, provides 
sobering and often disappointing feedback, is difficult to design, and may 
seem impossible to analyze. Evaluation arouses deep dread in most family 
life educators. But it is required by most funders. 

There is another way of thinking about evaluation. It can be seen as 
a process for gathering information to make your program stronger. It can 
provide vital data about what parts of the program are working well and 
which need tweaking. It can provide data that justify further funding. It can 
provide priceless information about how to match program options to pro­
gram clients. According to this view, evaluation is our friend. 

Evaluation is a systematic gathering of information that can be used to 
inform good decisions. It is much more than pretests and posttests, num­
bers and charts. In this chapter, you will be introduced to many different 
ways of getting and using information to strengthen your programs. 

55 
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56 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

l ESTABLISHING THE TARGET: VISION AND GOALS 

A respected parenting program funded by the Alabama Children’s Trust 
Fund took part in the field test of a new evaluation instrument. The instru­
ment was designed to measure a broad array of outcomes that are common 
in parenting programs. It was used with program participants both before 
the program began and again at the conclusion of the program. The instru­
ments were sent for analyses, and a report was returned to the program 
site. 

When the program director received the report, she called the instru­
ment developers in a panic. “Your report shows that program participants 
only had signifi cant improvement on 49% of the variables. That is failure by 
any standard! Are we really that bad?” 

There is no simple answer to that question. The fact is that it depends. 
If the 49% of the variables on which there were significant changes are the 
variables that are important to the program leaders, then they are a remark­
able success. If, in contrast, most of the variables of interest for the program 
are a part of the 51% in which there was no significant change, then the 
program leaders have cause for serious reflection. There simply is no way to 
interpret any outcome without having goals and objectives as a standard. 

Even goals and objectives should be embedded in a larger picture of 
the desired outcome. That larger picture might be called a vision. One of 
the characteristics of effective program leaders is that they can articulate the 
big picture of their program efforts (Lee et al., 1996). 

l DEVELOPING A VISION 

Vision statements are shared expressions of a program staff. The vision 
describes what they want the program to accomplish by focusing on the 
end result. A shared vision is essentially the answer to the question, “What 
do we want to create?” 

Vision statements generally have the qualities of being lofty, big picture, 
and ambitious. They are also dynamic, needing revisiting and renewal peri­
odically. When people share a vision, they are connected by a common aspi­
ration. It can focus the energy and guide the decisions of the organization. 

The meaningful vision statements are created by persons who have 
a stake in the program, such as program staff, partners, and recipients of 
services. Vision statements focus and express the shared hopes and dreams 
for the program. 
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Imagine gathering all the people together who are involved in delivering 
a program, inviting them to spend a morning around a conference table 
sharing how they would like the community to be different as a result of 
their program over time. Do you think the group would quickly converge 
on a common vision? 

Experience suggests otherwise. When people united in a common 
cause begin to share their vision with each other, there are often a lot of 
surprises. Each person has a very different vision. While this person may 
think that the group is doing what they are doing “in order to help people 
in our community break the cycle of poverty,” a colleague involved in the 
same program may see the central purpose as “arming citizens with a clear 
sense of purpose.” Another person may see the core cause as “strengthen­
ing family bonds in our community.” 

Those visions are not necessarily incompatible. Each person in a work 
group may be driven by a personal vision that is different from that of any­
one else in the group. Such diversity can enrich both collegiality and the 
quality of work. 

The differences in vision can also lead to meaningful discussions about 
the core purposes that unite the work group. In the course of the discus­
sions, each person is likely to enlarge and enrich his or her vision. As the 
group converges on core purposes, members will be better able to work 
in unified support of those purposes. Those core purposes can inform pro­
gram activity and guide evaluation efforts. 

Just a note of caution: Any attempt to come up with a single statement 
of vision for which all members of the group will express complete support 
will often be difficult. The discussion may be more important than a totally 
unified statement. The reasonable goal for this vision discussion is to better 
understand each other and to identify some common purposes. 

One Montana family program for promoting self-suffi ciency gathered 
together the program staff, state and local collaborators, and Extension 
administrators for a “visioning and strategic planning” meeting. Each invitee 
was encouraged to develop his or her own vision statement prior to attend­
ing the meeting. At the meeting, each person shared his or her statement 
in small groups and recorded their shared elements. In the large group, 
elements of the visions were shared. The group worked together to form a 
statement that represented the shared vision. It read, “Supportive Montana 
communities that empower families to develop skills, knowledge, and com­
petencies necessary for managing family resources and progressing toward 
a self-supporting lifestyle.” 

Another vision statement might say, “Our vision of our community is a 
place where parents show love and care for their children.” Elements of the 
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Administration for Children and Families (ACF) vision statement (which ACF 
calls a mission statement) include the following: “Families and individuals 
empowered to increase their own economic independence and productiv­
ity; strong, healthy, supportive communities that have a positive impact 
on the quality of life and the development of children” (Administration for 
Children and Families, n.d.). 

l GETTING SPECIFIC: PROGRAM GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

With some common vision in hand, the process can move to the next stage 
of specificity: program goals and objectives. We first discussed program 
goals and objectives generally in Chapter 2. We extend that discussion here 
and in the context of creating an evaluation plan. 

Goals are one step more specific than vision. They express general pur­
poses for specific programs. For example, a community program may have 
as its vision a community where parents are closer to their children. A goal 
in that program might be to teach the concept and use of languages of love 
to program participants. An objective is the most specific level of intent. For 
a program such as the one described, the objective might be that every par­
ent who takes part in the program will be able to name three languages of 
love and identify the one or combination that best helps him or her connect 
with each child in the family. 

Objectives are the place where our thinking must get most clear and 
specific. It is an unusual person who finds the writing of objectives to be 
fun. The creation of objectives requires very careful thinking yet allows us 
to design and assess more effective programs. 

Maybe the process is made more unpleasant when we require that 
objectives fit some preestablished pattern. The objectives only exist to make 
program delivery and evaluation more in alignment with the program goals 
and ultimate program vision. 

A good objective is clearly tied to the goal, should be specifi c enough 
to be measured, and usually describes some action or knowledge that a par­
ticipant would gain by participation in the program. Some objectives specify 
an exact level of performance: “Participants will report involvement in daily 
renewal rituals (yoga, exercise, or meditation) for at least 15 minutes per 
day at least 4 days per week.” Such exactness is important for programs that 
have both well-developed programs and well-developed measures. 

Another dimension to objectives is the time span of effects. The more 
immediate effects of programs are called outcomes. The long-term effects 
are called impacts. For example, an outcome objective might be that couples 
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involved in a program commit to set aside time every week for enjoyable 
activities together. The impact might be that participants report feeling 
closer to their partners 1 year after the completion of the program. 

AN EXAMPLE OF AN EVALUATION FRAMEWORK l 
IN PARENTING EDUCATION 

One example of the development of program goals and objectives is in the 
area of parenting. The Cooperative Extension System has been interested 
in supporting parenting education for many years. In 1994, four Extension 
specialists (Smith et al., 1994) worked together to create the National 
Extension Parent Education Model (NEPEM), which defined six categories 
of vital parenting behavior. The document also included sample objectives. 
But there was still a substantial distance between coming up with objectives 
and having an effective evaluation system. 

It was not until 2002 that a group of Extension leaders attempted to 
develop more detail as part of the Evaluation and Accountability Systems for 
Extension (EASE). A group of specialists took the six categories from NEPEM 
and developed both objectives and measures. While a comprehensive eval­
uation system would provide many objectives related to each critical par­
enting practice and each objective could have many different evaluation 
questions, the evaluation questions in this example are suggestive of an 
evaluation framework in three areas of the national parenting model. 

Table 3.1 shows some representative impacts, objectives, and evalua­
tion items. There are dozens of meaningful objectives that might be written 
in each vital area of parenting. For each objective, many different items 
could be written to evaluate the accomplishment of the objectives. 

Matching the Parts 

Some of these objectives and some of the evaluations items will not be 
suitable for some audiences. That is a vital point. The objectives must match 
the program mission. The evaluation items must match the objectives. And 
the objectives must be suitable for the specific audience in reading level 
and appropriateness of the target behavior. 

Of course there is another vital match: The program with all its instruc­
tional activities should match the objectives and the evaluation. If a pro­
gram sets its objectives to build stress techniques but instead teaches car 
repair and, for evaluation, measures height and weight of participants, the 
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TABLE 3.1   Examples of Parenting Impacts, Goals, Objectives, and Evaluation Items 

Impact: Parents will provide appropriate nurturance and guidance to their children and youth, 
resulting in positive development and achievement. 

Impact A (NEPEM Care for Self dimension): Parents will become more effective in caring for self.
 

Goal A: Parents report they are managing personal and family stress (more) effectively.
 

Objective A1. Parents will increase their awareness of exercise as a means of dealing with stress.
 

Sample measurement item: Never  Always 

I exercise to lower stress. 1 2 3 4 5 

Objective A2. Parents will develop awareness of their need to take time out and to get control of 
their own feelings. 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

When I get upset with my child, I take a minute to 1 2 3 4 5 
calm down before I deal with him or her. 

Objective A3. Parents will know some stress reduction techniques (i.e., getting organized, changing 
attitudes or expectations, changing environments or people who you associate with, limiting the 
number of things on your to-do list, setting priorities, physical exercise, humor). 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

I have some things I do to help me calm down 
when I feel myself getting angry like going for a walk, 
listening to music, or calling a friend. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Objective A4. Parents will know techniques to support themselves and to cope effectively in times 
of personal difficulty (e.g., calling a friend and letting off steam, positive self-talk, hot bath, take or 
plan a vacation, call crisis center). 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

I know what to do or whom to call when I feel like 1 2 3 4 5 
I can’t take it anymore. 

Impact B (NEPEM Guide dimension): Parents use appropriate positive discipline techniques. 

Goal B1: Parents apply their knowledge of child development to support their child’s developmental 
progress—framing choices, setting limits, and monitoring their child’s activities appropriately. 
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Objective B1. Parents will increase the use of positive strategies for learning self-control such as 
allowing their child to make decisions and avoiding force. 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

I let my child make his or her own choices whenever possible. 1 2 3 4 5 

Objective B2. Parents will learn characteristics of effective discipline, including being positive, 
teaching, and giving choices. 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

Even though I must sometimes correct my child’s behavior, 1 2 3 4 5 
I show lots of love to him or her. 

Objective B3. Parents will increase their use of praise, encouragement, and other supportive 
language. 

Strongly Strongly 
Sample measurement item: Disagree Agree 

I try to notice and encourage the good things my child does. 1 2 3 4 5 

Objective B4. Parents will decrease scolding, punishment, and harsh, punitive, and controlling 
parenting behaviors. 

Strongly Strongly 
Sample measurement item: Disagree Agree 

I say far more positive than negative things to my child now 1 2 3 4 5 
than before this class. 

Objective B5. Parents will increase their knowledge of different ways to help their child develop 
responsibility and use these techniques, such as allowing their child to make decisions, not being 
overly intrusive, allowing their child to experience the world as a lawful place, and allowing their 
child to suffer the consequences for his or her actions in order to help the child understand the 
relationship between actions and consequences. 

Strongly Strongly 
Sample measurement item: Disagree Agree 

I believe that letting my child make many little decisions 
on his or her own is a good way to teach responsibility and 
self-control. 

1 2 3 4 5 

(Continued ) 
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62 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

TABLE 3.1  (Continued) 

Impact C (NEPEM Nurture dimension): Parents show affection and nurturance to their child. 

Goal C1: Parents listen and attend to their child’s feelings and ideas. 

Objective C1.1. Parents will know that talking with a child is very important to help the child feel 
signifi cant as well as to help the child develop language, intellectual, and social skills. 

Strongly Strongly 
Sample measurement item: Disagree Agree 

My child learns a lot from something as simple as talking to me. 1 2 3 4 5 

Objective C1.2. Parents will know that talking with a child is very important to help the child feel 
signifi cant as well as to help the child develop language, intellectual, and social skills. 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

I take time to just talk pleasantly with my child. 1 2 3 4 5 

Objective C1.3. Parents will increase their knowledge and use of the varying techniques for provid­
ing encouragement/nurturance through both verbal and nonverbal means. 

Strongly Strongly 
Sample measurement item: Disagree Agree 

I have learned new ways to encourage and praise 
my child in the last few weeks. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Goal C2: Parents show love and caring for their child. 

Objective C2.1. Parents will know that praise should be sincere. 

Sample measurement item: 

I tell my child about the good things I see in him or her. 

Never 
1 2 3 

Always 
4 5 

Objective C2.2. Parents will learn to be sensitive to the ways their child gets the message of parental 
love, including taking time to do things that their child loves and taking time to understand their 
child’s feelings. 

Sample measurement item: Never Always 

I try to show love to my child in the way that 1 2 3 4 5 
works best for him or her. 
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resulting data will be hard to interpret. They will tell us almost nothing 
about the effectiveness of the program—unless we decide that weight loss 
is our real program objective. (The theoretical connection between car 
repair and weight loss will still require attention.) 

The matches might be illustrated as follows: 
Vision——Goals——Objectives——Instructional activities——Evalua­

tion measures 
When all of these program elements are in alignment, greater gains and 

more meaningful data are more likely. 

DEFINING THE KIND OF INFORMATION NEEDED: l 
THE EVALUATION QUESTIONS 

There are many reasons to gather evaluation data, including assessment 
of participant progress, guiding program decisions, refining program pro­
cesses, specifying effective program elements, establishing the merit of spe­
cific viewpoints, or maximizing program effects (see J. L. Herman, Morris, 
& Fitz-Gibbon, 1987, for more details on each of these purposes). When we 
merely do evaluation because it is expected or because it is considered good 
form, it is not likely to have the benefits that may accrue when we carefully 
preconsider what data we need and how we expect it to be used. 

Common questions that can guide evaluation include the following: 

1. What are the ways in which participants are prepared to function 
better in their family life as a result of our program? (attitudes, 
knowledge, skills) 

2. In what ways do the participants actually function better as a result 
of our program? (behavior) 

3. What elements or combination of elements have the greatest 
impact? 

4. What needs related to program objectives remain unaddressed 
despite program efforts? 

5. What evidence do we have that our program satisfies the objectives 
of our funders? 

These questions can lead to the creation of evaluation objectives. Some 
scholars (Dunnagan, Duncan, & Paul, 2000) recommend simply changing 
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64 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

the phrasing of program objectives to make them evaluation objectives. For 
example, if your program goal is to “help enhance couple satisfaction with 
marriage,” one objective might be the following: Signifi cantly increase lev­
els of marital satisfaction as a result of the program. One way to write it as 
an evaluation objective would be, “Determine whether participation in the 
program significantly increases reported couple satisfaction.” 

l THE FIVE-TIERED APPROACH TO PROGRAM EVALUATION 

Meaningful answers to evaluation questions are not found readily. In fact, 
Francine Jacobs (1988) has argued that many discouraging outcomes in 
evaluation are not necessarily evidence of inadequate programs; the out­
comes may be evidence that we have asked the wrong questions at the 
wrong time. When we apply comprehensive outcome measures to still-
developing programs, we should not be surprised that we have disappoint­
ing results. Jacobs suggests that evaluation should grow with the program. 
In fact, she describes five tiers of evaluation. This model incorporates needs 
assessment, formative evaluation, and summative evaluation. 

In the first level of evaluation, called the preimplementation tier, a com­
munity needs assessment is conducted to first establish fit between a com­
munity need and a proposed program. While often not thought of as a part 
of evaluation, it puts all program efforts in the larger context. 

There are many sources of data for such a needs assessment. 
Sociodemographic data may indicate community problems and risks in the 
program area. Local press coverage can provide an indication of commu­
nity awareness and concern. Interviews with community leaders (social 
service agencies, faith communities, business managers, etc.) can provide 
vital information on both the problems and previous efforts to address 
them. In some cases, it may be helpful to conduct a community survey. For 
example, some communities have surveyed both youth and parents about 
youth challenges (Olson, Goddard, Solheim, & Sandt, 2004) to better target 
youth-serving interventions. 

The second level of evaluation, the accountability tier, involves “the 
systematic collection of client-specific and service-utilization data” (Jacobs, 
1988, p. 54), answering the question, “Who is getting what services?” Data 
include not only the number of people served but their characteristics. As 
a result, it may be possible to determine the extent to which the program’s 
target audience is being served with the intended intervention. This level 
may not seem like serious evaluation in the traditional sense. Yet such data 
are essential for understanding the progress of the organization toward its 
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goals. For a beginning program, this may be some of the most helpful feed­
back that can be obtained. 

A vital part of all evaluation is the gathering of “use” information from 
program personnel. Effective evaluation includes asking instructors and 
participants about the pattern of service delivery and client participation. It 
is possible, for example, that program objectives are not being met simply 
because the program is offered at the wrong time of day or in the wrong 
location. This is not information that will readily emerge from a paper-and­
pencil test given to those who do attend the program. 

Some (Thomas, Schvaneveldt, & Young, 1993) have argued that 
Jacobs (1988) may emphasize the ways that programs affect participants 
and neglect the ways in which program participants affect the program. 
Programs are certainly affected by the participants, including in ways that 
may have an enduring impact on programs and delivery. It can be useful to 
gather data about the ways that the program has adjusted to accommodate 
participants. 

On the third level, the program clarification tier, program staff and 
participants provide feedback on how to improve program content and 
delivery. This level includes close scrutiny of program goals and objectives. 
The essential question is, “How can we do a better job serving our clients?” 
(Jacobs, 1988, p. 57). Both staff and participant feedback are essential to 
answering this question. 

Client satisfaction data are valuable on this level. It is often helpful to 
gather data not only from active program participants but also from those 
who registered but dropped out of active participation. Such interviews 
may yield important clues for greater effectiveness. For example, sensi­
tive inquiry may determine that the current, middle-class, college-educated 
teacher is not the right person to deliver this program for limited-resource, 
young, Hispanic mothers. There may be language and cultural barriers that 
need to be addressed. 

Evaluation at Levels 2 and 3 is formative in nature. We want to see who 
is participating in a program and how they are experiencing it. Formative 
evaluation data are very important to help guide your efforts toward bet­
ter service to clientele. As pointed out by Small (1990), “Good formative 
evaluation can provide the type of information that will lead to program 
improvement and ultimately greater program impact if and when an out­
come evaluation is conducted” (p. 133). 

At Level 4, the progress-toward-objectives tier, more mature programs 
(ostensibly that have had favorable formative reviews) give careful atten­
tion to outcomes, including the questions, “Which participants achieved 
which of these proximate objectives? Are there differential program effects 
based on participants’ ages, races, or opinions?” (Jacobs, 1988, p. 59). Thus, Co
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66 ● DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

Level 4 represents a distinct shift from formative evaluation to summative 
evaluation. This intensity of evaluation is suitable for programs that “are 
longer lived, more experienced, and relatively secure fi nancially” (Jacobs, 
1988, p. 59). While these are the activities that most people think of as 
standard evaluation activities, such intensive evaluation requires greater 
program maturity than most programs have. 

Level 4 evaluations will often require the help of professional evalu­
ators or others with specialized knowledge of evaluation. Measures may 
include items such as those listed above in the discussion of EASE. Careful 
measurement and statistical analysis can provide evidence that program 
clients are making progress toward stated program objectives. 

Jacobs (1988) makes the point that, while standard measures may be an 
important part of the evaluation, customized measures that tap the unique 
character of the program are essential. 

The final level, the program impact tier, is the most rigorous. It often 
entails random assignment of participants to treatment and delayed treat­
ment groups, longitudinal data collection, and complex analyses. In evaluation-
intensive funded projects, as much as 30% to 40% of the total budget may 
be allocated to evaluation activities. Such investment of resources can sup­
port careful, exacting analyses with persuasive conclusions. Table 3.2 sum­
marizes the Jacobs (1988) model. 

TABLE 3.2 Summary of Jacobs’s (1988) Five-Tiered Model of Evaluation 

Tier/Level Purpose Tasks 

Tier 1 
Preimplementation 

Establish fit between community need 
and program 

1. Conduct a community needs 
assessment 

2. Revise program plans and focus 
based on needs assessment data 

Tier 2 
Accountability 

Determine who is getting the 
program and if it is reaching the 
intended audience 

1. Accurately determine the 
number and characteristics of 
people served, such as through 
examining sociodemographic 
data from program surveys 

Tier 3 
Program 
Clarifi cation 

Gather feedback from program staff 
and participants on how to improve 
program content and delivery 

1. Collect client satisfaction data 

2. Collect staff data on program 
fi delity, fit of processes with 
goals and objectives, needed 
adjustments 
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Tier 4 Document program effectiveness 1. Collect outcome data using 
Progress Toward and short-term outcomes reliable measures tied to goals and 
Objectives objectives 

2. Do data analysis that shows the 
extent to which outcomes are 
being achieved, at the short term 

Tier 5 Document program effectiveness 1. Collect sophisticated data 
Program Impact and long-term outcomes analysis to show effectiveness 

Recommend model programs for that uses random assignment, 
widespread dissemination longitudinal data collection, and 

complex analyses 

It is clear that this is not the right level of evaluation for a young, still 
developing program. It is no more reasonable to ask a toddler to wear adult 
shoes than it is to ask a developing program to do effective, comprehensive 
outcome evaluation. McCall and Green (2004) argue that, in our rush for 
such rigorous testing, we may have undervalued other methods of evaluat­
ing programs. 

One of the commonest problems in the evaluation of family life edu­
cation (FLE) may be placing evaluation burdens on programs that are not 
prepared to support them. Evaluation should be matched to the program. It 
is also wise to educate funders and other stakeholders to expect the kind of 
evaluation that is appropriate for the maturity of the program. 

Most programs fail to get enough information from program staff. 
Careful scrutiny of the delivery process may include not only staff 
discussions but also observations of teaching or service delivery by fellow 
staff members. 

THE LOGIC MODEL APPROACH TO EVALUATION l 

Jacobs’s (1988) five-tiered model of evaluation sensitizes program develop­
ers to the need to match evaluation efforts to the maturity of the program. 
It encourages program evaluators to gather and use different kinds of data. 
It also provides a philosophical context for the enterprise of evaluation. It 
does not provide a step-by-step process for evaluation. 
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One popular method for conceptualizing program and evaluation 
efforts is the development of a logic model. Logic models were fi rst 
developed by Edward Suchman (1968) and have become increasingly 
popular. 

Logic models commonly begin with a description of the situation and 
priorities. The situation can result from an effective needs assessment. 
Priorities are related to the vision of the program. This section of the logic 
model may also include a list of stakeholders and a summary of research or 
best practices related to the identifi ed problem. 

The next step in the model is to specify inputs. What are the human, 
financial, material, and knowledge resources that can be applied to the 
problem? 

Next are outputs that are divided into activities and participants. What 
are the processes that will be used to effect change? Will the program use 
newsletters, group meetings, conferences, home visitation, or some other 
process? Related to participants, who will take part, what agencies will be 
involved, who are the customers of services? 

Next are the outcomes or impacts divided into short term, medium 
term, and long term. Clearly, the short-term results are easiest to mea­
sure. What are the changes in knowledge, attitudes, skills, and aspira­
tions (Rockwell & Bennett, 2004)? Medium-term results such as changes 
in behavior or social policy are generally more difficult to measure. Long-
term impacts include changes in communities such as lowered divorce 
rates or teen pregnancy. They are clearly the most difficult to impact and 
to measure. Since there are many factors outside those affected by the 
program, it is especially difficult to establish that a specific program had 
a societal impact. Such forces are labeled external factors in some logic 
models. 

Undergirding the other elements of the logic model are assumptions. 
Many programs struggle under a load of unchecked assumptions. For 
example, the assumption that raising self-esteem will remedy a wide range 
of social problems has wide appeal and popular support. Unfortunately, 
it has not been supported by research (Kohn, 1994; Mecca, Smelser, & 
Vasconcellos, 1989). 

Logic models are one way of organizing the various elements of a 
program. They provide a framework for organizing thinking and planning 
evaluation. See Table 3.3 as an example of how one project used a logic 
model to map out its evaluation process for one objective. For an effective 
and more detailed introduction to logic models, consult the University of 
Wisconsin website at http://www.uwex.edu/ces/lmcourse/#. 
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TABLE 3.3 Logic Model for ACP/Centro Hispano Capacity Building Project 

Community Outreach Infrastructure Plan 

Input Activities Output 

Short-Term 
Outcome 
(Learning) 

Medium-Term 
Outcome 
(Action) 

Long-Term 
Outcome 
(Capacity) 

Contract a 
facilitator 
and plan­
ning team 
made up of 
representa­
tives from key 
collabora­
tive partners 
to research, 
design and 
put into 
practice an 
outreach 
infrastruc­
ture plan 
to mobilize 
community 
resources 

Transform ad 
hoc steering 
committee to 
permanent 
planning team 

Sustained 
committee 
membership 
who oversee 
project 

Planning team 
understands its 
responsibilities 

Team meets 
regularly to 
carry out its 
mobilization 
agenda 

Strong 
leadership 
and consistent 
movement 
toward goals; 
project 
has public 
visibility 

Hold a series 
of team 
meetings to 
hammer out 
infrastructure 
for 
community 
outreach 

Sustainable 
infrastructure 
model and 
organizational 
chart created 

Collaborative 
partners clearly 
understand 
their roles, 
responsibilities, 
and 
relationship to 
the initiative 
and to one 
another 

Collaborative 
partners carry 
out their roles 
and responsi­
bilities 

Sustainable 
infrastructure 
that supports 
healthy 
marriage is 
in place in 
the Hispanic 
community 

Review 
action plan 
for healthy 
marriage 
with the 
permanent 
planning team 

Action plan 
for the healthy 
marriage 
initiative 
reviewed, 
revised, and 
refocused 

Action plan is 
used to track 
progress of the 
initiative at 
planning team 
meetings 

Achievement 
of yearly 
action plan 
goals 

Achievement 
of multiyear 
action plan 
goals and 
objectives 

Objective: To create an outreach infrastructure that will increase the capacity of our collaborative network to 
promote stable and healthy marriages and families in the local Hispanic community. 

INNOVATIONS IN EVALUATION l
 

Transformative Learning 

Sometimes we think of professional evaluation as paper-and-pencil 
tests used to get quantitative measures of progress. But there are many 
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other ways to get very useful information. One way is to invite program 
participants to meet with an interviewer (someone besides the educator or 
program delivery person) sometime after the completion of the program. 
Details of how this evaluation might be done are given in an article by Joy 
First and Wendy Way (1995). The interviewer can sit with those individuals 
who are willing to visit and ask questions such as the following: 

• 	 About how many times last week did you talk about the class, or 
anything you had discussed at the class, with friends or relatives? 

• 	 Do you talk to friends or relatives about any changes in your par­
enting as a result of the class? Can you tell me a story about those 
changes like you might tell a friend or relative? 

• 	 What are the most important things you feel you learned by going to 
the class? Can you remember any feelings you had when you were 
at the class? 

• 	 Has attending the class made parenting any easier? Has it made it 
more diffi cult? How? 

• 	 Can you tell me about any experiences that show how the class has 
affected your life—either parenting or in other ways? 

• 	 What is your best experience from the class? What is your worst 
experience? 

(For First & Way’s [1995] full list of interview questions, see p. 109 of 
their article.) 

Such information gathered by a sensitive interviewer can provide 
very valuable information about the strengths of the program and ways to 
improve it. Themes can be tallied and presented in reports to stakeholders. 
Such information should also be reviewed by program staff in order to get 
fuller feedback than just quantitative data. 

Results Mapping 

Success stories have the ability to add flesh to evaluation bones. But 
success stories have been suspect for many reasons. They are not system­
atic and may capture more about the author’s enthusiasm than the pro­
gram’s effects. 

Barry Kibel (1999, n.d.) has developed a process of results mapping 
as a creative blend of quantitative and qualitative methods of evaluation. 
Results mapping is not held hostage to the limiting assumption of quan­
titative methods that a standard treatment has a significant effect on all 
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recipients. This process allows portraits of different kinds of benefi ts from 
similar or customized services of an agency. 

In results mapping, the storyteller explains “how the program fi rst got 
involved with the client, what actions it subsequently initiated to promote 
client health and growth, and how the client responded to these actions” 
(Kibel, n.d., p. 12). The coding system even provides a results ladder with 
seven levels, from providing general information to attaining mastery 
level. 

The following is an example of a story used in results mapping: 

Frances is a 78-year-old [who, after surgery] received warm lunches 
through the meals-on-wheels program operated by our senior center. 
This was her first contact in Cincinnati with adults her own age. The vol­
unteer who delivered the meals encouraged her to visit the center after 
she got well. She arrived one day, stayed a few hours, then left. A week 
later she was back, and remained most of the day. She has been a regu­
lar ever since. For the past two months, she has been volunteering in the 
kitchen helping to prepare the meals we deliver. (Kibel, n.d., p. 9) 

Posttest First Methods 

The gold standard of evaluation has traditionally included a pretest 
and posttest. There are times when a posttest without a pretest may be the 
preferred way to evaluate. For example, parents under the supervision of a 
social service agency or mandated by a judge to participate in classes may 
not be willing to complete a pretest with candor. They may be suspicious 
of program personnel and the objectives of data collection. 

There may also be problems with participants’ interpretation of pretest 
items. Consider the case of a parenting class where improved empathic 
listening is a major objective. If we ask parents how well they are doing at 
empathic listening before they start the program, they may think they are 
doing very well. But as the program progresses and the parents learn more 
about what empathic listening involves, they may realize that they have 
much more to learn. They may give themselves a lower score on the post-
test than the pretest even though they may actually be doing better. The 
lower score represents not diminished skill but heightened expectation. 
Participants’ definition of empathic listening was changed by the program. 

This phenomenon, called response shift bias, has been the subject of con­
cern for many scholars (Cronbach & Furby, 1970; Doueck & Bondanza, 1990; 
Golembiewski, Billingsley, & Yeager, 1976; Howard & Daily, 1979; Howard, 
Ralph, et al., 1979; Howard, Schmeck, & Bray, 1979; E. A. R. Robinson, 1994; 
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Sprangers, 1989; Terborg, Howard, & Maxwell, 1980). While the most 
advanced evaluation requires sophisticated designs, the present point is 
that there are good reasons that a person may choose some design besides 
the traditional pretest and posttest. 

Response shift bias should be less of a problem when parents are 
merely asked to describe their behavior. For example, if we ask how much 
time a parent spent with a child in a play activity requested by the child, 
the answer should be less vulnerable to definition bias than questions that 
ask the participants to evaluate their subjective performance. When the 
program participants’ definition of a behavior is changed by the program, it 
may be wise to ask participants after the program how well they are doing 
at that behavior. After each such question, the participants could be asked 
how well they were doing on the same behavior at the beginning of the 
program. Alternatively, they could be asked to tell whether they are now 
doing worse, about the same, or better on that behavior. You can see how 
this approach avoids the problems associated with a changing defi nition of 
the behavior. 

The following is a simple example of posttest and a retrospective 
pretest: 

How well do you accept influence from your partner? 

____ Very poorly 
____ Poorly 
____ Well 
____ Very well 

Before you began this program, how well did you accept infl uence 
from your partner? 

____ Very poorly 
____ Poorly 
____ Well 
____ Very well 

The following is a simple example of posttest and change: 
How good are you at listening to your child’s feelings? 

____ Very poor 
____ Poor 
____ Good 
____ Very good 
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Compared to when you started this program, how good are you at lis­
tening to your child’s feelings? 

____ Much worse
 
____ Worse
 
____ About the same
 
____ Better
 
____ Much better
 

USING EVALUATION DATA l 

Not only should evaluation be designed with its end use in mind, but also 
careful attention should be exercised to the amount, depth, and style of 
presentation based on its purpose. A presentation to a lunch meeting of 
the general membership of a civic club that has helped fund a program 
will probably be quite different from the written report submitted to a gov­
ernmental agency. In the former case, the appropriate presentation may 
include a slide show describing the objectives and activities of the program, 
providing a success story or two, and a very few statistics, together with an 
invitation for continued support. In the latter case, a complete tabulation 
of data may be appropriate. Even though gains may not have been shown 
in some areas, the narrative may justify the finding with the statement that 
those were secondary or even incidental objectives. The case could be made 
for continued or expanded funding to better address those objectives. 

If you or someone in your office has a reasonable sophistication in 
statistics, your report might be prepared by your staff. If the organization 
does not have such expertise in house, you might supplement the expertise 
you do have with consultants who have successful experience or with print 
resources (see L. L. Morris, Fitz-Gibbon, & Freeman, 1987). 

CONCLUSION l 

There are many ways to evaluate. Complex and ambitious evaluations may 
not be the best method for gathering the information you need. As you apply 
your good sense and your knowledge of your program and the participants, 
you can design the evaluation program that meets your information needs 
and will be effective at communicating with important stakeholders. 
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l EXPLORATIONS 

1. Visit a community program that delivers FLE. Ask about program 
objectives. Examine evaluation instruments that are used. Examine any 
reports on the program. Decide which tier of evaluation (Jacobs, 1988) is 
appropriate for the program’s development and the level on which the pro­
gram is trying to operate. Consider what information should be collected to 
facilitate the program objectives. 

2. Create a flowchart of evaluation processes or logic model you would 
recommend to guide a community FLE program you would like to initiate. 

3. On your own or with partners, design an evaluation plan for your 
program. Include the following: 

Program vision (e.g., A marriage program might have as a vision the follow­
ing: Couples who love and care for each other) 

Program goal (e.g., A parenting program might have as a goal the following: 
Enhance parent effectiveness with their children) 

Program objectives (e.g., A marriage program might have as an objective the 
following: Significantly increase levels of marital satisfaction as a result 
of the program) 

Program objectives framed as evaluation questions or evaluation objectives 
(A parenting program evaluator may wish to know, “What is the effect 
of this program on parenting confidence?” Or, stated as an evaluation 
objective, “Determine whether participation in the program signifi cantly 
increases reported parenting confi dence.”) 

Sample evaluation items/measures (e.g., If you are measuring changes in 
marital satisfaction as a result of the program, what kind of tool would 
you need? If you are assessing client satisfaction with a parenting pro­
gram, what would you ask?) 

Discussion of the program design (e.g., Will you do a pretest-posttest or 
posttest-then-pretest? At what level or tier of evaluation will you operate 
that is appropriate for the age and stage of your program?) 

Discussion of what data you will collect and how you will collect them 
(e.g., Will you collect quantitative and qualitative data? Will you collect 
formative or summative evaluation data? Will you collect them by sur­
vey or interview? In person or otherwise? Who will collect it?) 
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Include the formative and summative evaluation tools you plan to use, or 
samples of items from the tools. Make sure the tools are directly tied to 
program goals and objectives. 

4. Conduct an evaluation of an FLE program using a formative evalua­
tion tool with quantitative (like the items in Table 3.1) and qualitative items 
(open-ended items like the First and Way [1995] examples). Summarize the 
data and practice sharing the findings in different audience formats—more 
popularized to more scholarly. 
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PART III 

IMPLEMENTING FAMILY 
LIFE EDUCATION 
PROGRAMS 
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CHAPTER 4 

DESIGNING EFFECTIVE 
INSTRUCTION 

If you were assigned to provide training or to prepare a publication on the 
subject of nurturing the developing child, how would you organize or struc­
ture your presentation? Are there rules or guides for making it effective? 
Many of us would begin with a defi nition of nurture. We might then 

summarize what is known on the subject of nurturing children, including 
effective nurturing practices. If we are effective teachers, we will probably 
include stories to make our instruction more interesting and pertinent. And 
we will invite listeners or readers to apply the principles to their own situ­
ations. But is there something more than intuition and raw experience to 
guide this process? 

The answer is yes. There is a substantial and growing science of instruc­
tional design. In fact, there is far more science behind instructional design 
than average family life educators need to know. So while family life edu­
cators do not need to become entirely focused on instructional design, 
they can be far more effective if they are familiar with many of the core 
principles. 

This chapter is dedicated to discussing and applying two bodies of 
work by M. David Merrill, professor of instructional technology at Utah 
State University. His theory or framework is the centerpiece of this chapter 
because it is widely used in the instructional design industry, has been 
substantiated by research, and provides practical recommendations to those 
who are preparing instruction. 

79 
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l COMPONENT DISPLAY THEORY 

David Merrill (1983, 1994) has developed a system of instructional design 
that is called component display theory (CDT). There are parts of CDT 
that are beyond the purview of this chapter and most family life educators. 
However, Merrill’s discussion of primary presentation forms can provide 
a very useful guide in the development of short presentations, extended 
training, and publications—any form of family life education (FLE). 

If you are a person who understands tables readily, Table 4.1 will sum­
marize the key elements of CDT in a simple form. If you do not readily 
comprehend the table, the text below should make the ideas clear without 
the table. 

Let’s use Merrill’s (1983, 1994) CDT theory to guide the development 
of a lesson or publication on the topic named above: nurturing the devel­
oping child. A common way to begin would be to share a principle with 
the learners. Merrill calls this an expository generality (EG), which simply 
means that the teacher tells (called “expository” mode) some general idea, 
principle, concept, truth, or process (a generality). So the generality might 
be “Children are most likely to grow into compassionate, productive adults 
when they are cared for by people who are sensitive to their needs, are 
committed to them, and build close relationships with them.” 

TABLE 4.1 The Component Display Theory 

The Primary Presentation Forms of 
Component Display Theory 

Kind of Content 

Generality (G), rule, 
defi nition, principle, or 
procedure 

Instance (eg), a specifi c 
example of an event, 
process, or principle 

Mode of 
Delivery or 
Presentation 

Expository (E): present, 
tell, or show 

1. EG: Tell a rule or 
principle 

2. Eeg: Give an example 
or story that supports 
the principle 

Inquisitory (I): question, 
ask, or learner practice 

3. IG: Invite learners to 
express the rule in 
their own way 

4. Ieg: Ask learners to 
think of their own 
experiences that 
illustrate the principle 

SOURCE: Adapted from Merrill (1994, p. 121). 
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This simple statement undergirds the most important process in parent­
ing (Peterson & Hann, 1999). Nothing matters as much as nurturing. A clear, 
direct, simple expression of this principle (EG) is a good way to start the 
teaching—though not the only way. 

For those who are familiar with scholarship on the subject, the clear 
statement of principle is rich with meaning. For the typical learners, the 
meaning of the statement and its applications to their lives may not be clear. 
The typical learner will need far more instruction than a mere statement of 
principle. 

Using Stories That Teach the Principle 

To help learners understand just what the principle means, the teacher 
may next choose to provide examples (Eeg or expository instances) that 
illustrate the major points. If, for instance, we wanted to illustrate the impor­
tance of sensitive caregiving in the development of children, we might tell 
a story about a caregiver who responds to infant distress with support, 
soothing, and patience and the beneficial effects of such care. For the sake 
of clarity, we might also tell a contrasting story of care that is brittle, angry, 
and impatient and the negative consequences of such care. 

To provide parents with an application of the principle, we might tell 
about a little boy named Riley who had colic. His parents didn’t have much 
experience with babies or with colic. At first they wondered if they had a 
bad child. They wondered if they should just ignore the boy’s crying in 
order to break the habit. But they had been told that infants sometimes get 
colic and need soothing. So Mom and Dad took turns rocking, singing, and 
patting Riley when he had colic. They helped and supported each other. 
When they were both worn out, they might lay Riley down in his crib for 
a few minutes. But even in this stressful situation, both parents made real 
efforts to be sensitive to Riley. Within a few weeks, the colic began to 
fade. While it had been a difficult time for the family, Riley had developed 
a sense that his parents would respond sensitively to his distress. What a 
great foundation for trust! 

Teaching is made more interesting and effective by the use of appropri­
ate stories. They can help learners see how an abstract principle applies to 
real life. They can also help learners remember the general principle. We 
learn through stories. 

The colic story is especially appropriate for parents of infants who are 
likely to have children with similar problems. Multiple stories with diverse 
situations might be helpful. For example, Ellyn Satter has written a book 
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(1999) and developed a video (1995/1997) that illustrate sensitive feeding 
of children. In the video, she shows a parent whose sole objective appears 
to be to get the bottle of baby food inside the baby as quickly as possible. 
The parent does not talk with the child or wait for the child’s signs of inter­
est in food. The parent just shovels the food into the child. In fact, it seemed 
clear that the child ran out of interest in the food long before the food ran 
out. The parent continued to shovel the food into an increasingly unhappy 
child. That is a good example of nonsensitivity. 

In contrast, Satter (1995/1997) also shows parents who are sensitive 
to the child. They engage the child in playful conversation. They offer the 
food so the child can see it. They allow the child time to process the food. 
They notice when the child loses interest in the food. Her principle related 
to sensitive feeding is that “nutrition has a way of falling into place when 
people are the priority rather than the rules that govern them.” In a work­
shop teaching situation, Satter’s video might be used or stories from her 
book might be shared. If you are preparing a publication on this subject, 
you might tell your own stories (or the stories of parents you know) or seek 
permission to reprint Satter’s stories. 

If your audience includes parents of school-age children, the stories 
would naturally revolve around the challenges and opportunities they 
will face with their children. For example, they might involve sensitivity 
to the children’s challenges at school, their disappointments, rivalries, 
or difficulties in getting chores done. Even in such situations, the same 
general principle presides: When parents are sensitive to their chil­
dren and their needs, the children are more likely to grow into socially 
competent people. 

Each of the subparts of a principle can be taught in the same way. The 
principle as stated above has at least three major subparts dealing with 
the importance of sensitivity, commitment, and close relationship. Stories 
can be shared to illustrate each part of the general principle. As you can 
imagine, there might also be additional subprinciples taught along the way. 
For example, in teaching about the importance of close relationships, the 
teacher may teach about the characteristics of effective listening or about 
taking time with children. Each lesson may have one central principle and 
a network of supporting principles. 

As you select stories to illustrate principles, it makes sense that you 
would use stories that your clientele can relate to. You are not likely to 
share stories of parents dealing with teens’ careless driving if you are teach­
ing parents of young children. In some cases, you may have a very diverse 
audience, including parents of a broad age range of children and very 
diverse life situations. It makes sense to offer a range of stories, but it also 

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
@ 
20
11
. 
SA
GE
 P
ub
li
ca
ti
on
s,
 I
nc
.

Al
l 
ri
gh
ts
 r
es
er
ve
d.
 M
ay
 n
ot
 b
e 
re
pr
od
uc
ed
 i
n 
an
y 
fo
rm
 w
it
ho
ut
 p
er
mi
ss
io
n 
fr
om
 t
he
 p
ub
li
sh
er
, 
ex
ce
pt
 f
ai
r 
us
es
 p
er
mi
tt
ed
 u
nd
er
 U
.S
. 
or
 a
pp
li
ca
bl
e 
co
py
ri
gh
t 
la
w.

EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 11/13/2018 6:19 PM via AMERICAN PUBLIC UNIV SYSTEM
AN: 474397 ; Duncan, Stephen F., Goddard, H. Wallace.; Family Life Education : Principles and Practices for Effective Outreach
Account: s7348467.main.ehost



Designing Effective Instruction ● 83 

leads to another mode of learning, the mode that Merrill (1983, 1994) calls 
the inquisitory mode, suggesting that the teacher is inviting participation by 
the learners. 

Helping Learners Take the Principles Home 

Let’s start with inquisitory generalities (IG). This step could involve 
asking participants to recall or repeat the rule or principle about nurturing 
young children. It should go beyond parroting back the original statement 
and invite learners to express the principle in their own words and way. 
Answers may be very diverse. One participant may express the principle 
as “Ya gotta love ’em.” Is that expression of the principle acceptable? The 
answer is, “It depends.” We might ask the participant, “Will those words 
help you remember to act in the ways we have talked about?” If the answer 
is affirmative, then that expression of the principle is satisfactory. If not, the 
participant might suggest how to modify his or her statement to capture the 
full meaning of the original principle. 

The objective is not to push participants toward our words but toward 
actions congruent with the principle. That is why we ask, “Will those words 
help you remember to act in the ways we have talked about?” 

Each person may have a different way of expressing the principle. “I 
gotta notice my kid.” “I must stop being in a hurry.” “I need to take time for 
my children.” While those words may each express something very differ­
ent from the original principle, each may capture that part of the principle 
that the participant is ready to live. The object of all instructional activity is 
to move participants toward actions congruent with principles. 

Once the participants have their own handle on expressing the prin­
ciple, effective application can be advanced by encouraging them to think 
of situations from their own experience where they can see the principle at 
work. Since we are asking the learners for their stories, Merrill (1983, 1994) 
calls this inquisitory instances (Ieg). Participants may tell their own stories 
related to the principle. An able teacher will help learners see the principle 
(EG) at work in their stories. 

Some of the participants’ stories may not seem to illustrate the principle 
very well. We can invite them to make the connection clear: “Do you see 
the principle of nurturing young children in that story?” Or if the story sim­
ply does not illustrate the principle at hand very well, a sensitive teacher 
might respond, “That story beautifully illustrates another principle of par­
enting that we will discuss later in this series. Do you have any stories that 
illustrate the power of love to help children grow and develop?” 
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Finding Instructional Balance 

One way of thinking about Merrill’s (1983, 1994) CDT is as a reminder 
to balance. Related to mode of delivery, the theory reminds us to balance 
the leader talk with participant talk. Certainly each participant has some­
thing valuable to contribute. The leader should bring expert knowledge as 
well as facilitation skills. The learners bring their own discoveries, creativity, 
expertise, and wealth of experience. When they work well together, great 
discoveries can be made. 

Balance between leader and participant does not necessarily mean 
equal time. Instead, it suggests that each be involved in ways that advance 
learning. In the early stages of a class, the leader may need to take more 
initiative. As participants become more comfortable, they may contribute 
more and more to the class. 

Related to the kind of content, Merrill’s (1983, 1994) theory reminds 
us to balance generalities with instances. We have all been bored by lec­
tures that described laws and principles but never touched down in human 
experience. Perhaps we have also heard presentations that were fi lled with 
stories but failed to clearly identify any general principles. When there is a 
healthy balance of the two, learning is facilitated. 

Instruction Outside a Classroom 

Much of the foregoing discussion presumes that the instruction will 
be delivered in face-to-face instruction. It is also useful to use CDT in 
organizing print materials. While a print teaching process does not allow 
for full-fledged interaction, many effective parenting publications provide 
questions that invite participant thought and reaction. Many such publica­
tions provide a place for participants to write their reactions. They may 
also invite participants to discuss the ideas with other family members, 
respected peers, or potential mentors. 

When learning is done in an electronic mode, responses can be pro­
grammed into the computer software. Or, in the case of online learning, 
there may be interaction between the students and between students and 
teaching assistants. 

In Chapter 5, we will explore additional ways to support and encour­
age learner participation. The focus of this chapter is designing instruction 
that is likely to help learners understand and apply principles for better 
family life. 
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Mixing the Elements of Instruction 

The foregoing discussion may seem to suggest a lockstep march through 
a process. The reality of effective teaching is much more random and exciting. 
A teacher may choose to mix the instructional elements to fi t the learners and 
the subject. For example, a teacher may choose to begin with one or more 
stories (Eegs) before making a statement of the principle (EG). Beginning with 
interesting stories may be an effective way of engaging learners’ interest. 

A lesson may also begin with an inquisitory generality. For example, 
you might invite learners to respond to the question, “What do you think 
is the most important thing parents can do to help their children turn out 
well?” If the teacher or leader dismisses answers that are not the one he or 
she has in mind, participants are likely to be turned off. However, a skillful 
teacher can respond to every answer positively: “What an important prin­
ciple!” “You have probably seen that make a real difference!” Each can be 
written on the board or fl ipchart. 

In the course of the discussion, someone is likely to nominate the princi­
ple that is the subject of the session, to which the teacher can respond, “That is 
very important. And it happens to be the one that I would like us to talk about 
today.” An inquisitory generality may be a good way to begin if you want to 
get participants thinking about the general lessons they have learned. 

A lesson might also begin with an inquisitory instance. We might ask, 
“Would you tell me stories from your parenting experience that taught you 
important lessons of parenting?” After listening to several stories, the leader 
might comment, “Thank you for sharing your stories. One of the themes I 
see in many of them is the importance of nurturing children.” Beginning 
with their stories may allow the learners to see from the beginning that the 
general principle (EG) is tied to their lives. 

Each approach has advantages and disadvantages. It requires a skillful 
teacher to begin in the inquisitory mode. It may also require more time to 
get to the central point. Yet this approach may be useful for some audiences 
and some subjects. 

FIRST PRINCIPLES OF INSTRUCTION l 

On the basis of decades of experience in instructional design, David 
Merrill (2001) has created his own nominations for the first principles of 
instruction. He has compared his recommendations with those that come 
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from prominent instructional models and found the common themes across 
most of the models. In the balance of this chapter, we will consider how 
these principles might be applied to the challenges faced by family life 
educators. 

Instruction Addresses Real Problems 

Merrill’s (2001) first principle states that “learning is facilitated when 
the learner is engaged in solving a real-world problem” (p. 461). In this 
arena, school learning is disadvantaged. Most problems that are presented 
in school classrooms are artificial. (Think of those story problems in algebra 
or analyses of poems done in literature classes.) Family life educators have 
a big advantage in this arena. Family life is filled with real-world problems. 
Family problems tend to be real and personal. In fact, it is characteristic 
of family life that our relationships are close and continuing—just the right 
combination to present real-world problems. 

Consider ways of applying this first principle to FLE. Imagine that you 
are teaching a class about the importance of commitment in couple rela­
tionships. You might set the stage by sharing a story from your own life or 
from a print source that illustrates the challenges of commitment. 

For example, you might share a story from John Glenn’s (1999) auto­
biography. He tells that his wife was bashful in part because of a problem 
with stuttering. He was often in the public eye. There were times when he 
had to choose to be involved in his profession the way people expected 
him to be or to be sensitive to his wife’s preferences. He chose to honor his 
commitment to his wife. 

You can invite participants to consider times when they were dis­
couraged with their partner relationship, when they felt like giving up. 
Rather than have them share stories that could be painful for their part­
ners, you could invite them to list some of the difficulties couples face 
that could challenge their commitment to each other. Such a discussion 
is likely to make the issue very real for all participants; it would be the 
rare participant who would not think of his or her own challenges with 
commitment. 

Each person could be invited to identify a specific situation in which 
he or she found it difficult to show commitment—and make either a men­
tal or written note. Then class members could be invited to share ideas 
for sustaining commitment. As the group suggests ideas, each person is 
invited to make note of those ideas that could be useful in his or her 
relationship. 
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Of course, group discussion is not the only path to learning. The work 
of Lev Vgotsky (see Rogoff, 1990) underscores the importance of learning 
from experts. In many arenas of activity, skill is learned through apprentice­
ships. Family life educators can invite people to interview those who have 
succeeded at the processes under study. A young couple might interview 
a seasoned couple, asking them about ways they have shown commitment 
to each other. Younger couples can also be invited to be quiet observers of 
couples who have learned to work well together. 

Family life educators may also be involved with problem solving in 
after-class discussions or in home visits. For example, on a periodic home 
visit, a parent may ask the visitor what to do about a lazy daughter. The 
wise educator will not spout some canned wisdom but will model problem 
solving with her carefully chosen questions. “Tell me more about what 
your daughter is like.” “In what situations is she lazy?” “Are there situations 
where she is not lazy?” “What have you tried to help her do better?” “Have 
any of those efforts paid off?” “Can you see any special reasons why she 
might not do well in the areas where she has seemed lazy?” 

All of these questions are intended to help the parent move beyond 
frustrated judgment of a child to productive problem solving. They set the 
stage for the most important question: “Can you think of anything you 
can do to help your daughter function better [i.e., be less lazy]?” The par­
ent might not have ready answers. A helpful educator might suggest some 
possibilities: “Do you think she fails to do certain chores because she hates 
those particular tasks? Or because she doesn’t like to be rushed? Or because 
she doesn’t know how?” Effective family life educators facilitate their par­
ticipants’ real-world problem solving. 

Of course, it is generally unwise to start education with the most emotion-
invoking and long-lasting problems. Merrill (2000) recommends that learn­
ers deal with “a progression of carefully sequenced problems” (p. 5). That is 
one reason that it is advantageous to start family life education preventively. 
When a parenting or partner relationship has been toxic for years, it is dif­
ficult to turn the tide. 

Activating Existing Knowledge 

Merrill’s (2001) second principle is that learning is facilitated when 
existing knowledge is activated as a foundation for new knowledge. For 
example, if we were interested in teaching a group of parents to tune in 
to their children’s languages of love, we might begin by inviting them to 
think about times in their childhoods when their family members tried to 
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show them love. We would encourage them to think about efforts that were 
more or less effective. While all of the efforts to communicate love might 
be sincere, some were probably effective and others may have been coun­
terproductive. We might discuss what made the difference. 

Participants would probably recognize that some efforts were well 
tuned to our preferences and some were not. If a family member who 
knows I am on a diet still buys me a candy bar as a gift, I might not be 
appreciative. By recognizing the importance of attunement to the other 
person—awareness of that person’s needs or preferences—we can become 
more effective at showing love. 

To take this idea one step closer to the parents’ task of showing love 
to their children, we might ask the parents to think about efforts they had 
made to show love to their children that had been more or less effective. By 
analyzing their efforts to show love to their children, they might determine 
their children’s preferences or languages of love. 

While the discussion of previous experience does not create new 
knowledge, it does bring existing knowledge to a more conscious level and 
organizes it into a form that can guide intentional action. 

In some cases, it may be useful to create a new experience for learn­
ers as a foundation for the new learning. For example, family members in 
a weekly class might be asked to wear some special mental glasses that 
allowed them to notice only the good things that their partner or children 
do. Imagine that the glasses entirely block out annoyances and disappoint­
ments. Notice the good, record it, and return to the next session to discuss 
what they noticed and experienced. 

It is possible that such an assignment would set the stage for teaching 
class members about the processes by which humans judge the motives 
of others and about the power of the mind to interpret and fi lter experi­
ence. It could provide personal experience relevant to the lesson to be 
taught. 

The Power of Demonstration 

Merrill’s (2001) third principle states that learning is facilitated when 
new knowledge is demonstrated to the learner. It is not uncommon for 
people in classes to be taught a new principle, presented with a dilemma, 
and asked to tell how to respond. The task may seem easy to those who 
are familiar with the principle and have tried to apply it for years. But the 
jump from current experience to new performance can be daunting for 
many learners. 
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For example, it is common in both parenting and couple relationship 
trainings to teach people about empathic responding. We teach people 
to attend to the emotional experience of their child or partner and try 
to express in words what that person may be feeling. It may seem easy 
enough—but decades of experience can work against ready application of 
the principle. 

Imagine that we have taught parents about empathic listening in par­
enting. To give them a chance to practice, we ask them to imagine that one 
of their children has come home from school with slumped shoulders and 
confessed to getting in trouble at school. In fact, the teacher yelled at your 
child and called him names. At this point, you invite parents in your class to 
tell what they would say if they were responding empathically to the upset 
child. We suspect that the natural parental tendency to play like a cross-
examining investigator will swamp the valuable lessons parents may have 
learned in a parenting class. Habit regularly trumps new learning. 

Especially as participants learn new and difficult skills, it might be use­
ful to invite them to tell what they would normally say under such circum­
stances. “Under normal circumstances, what might a parent say in response 
to a child who has come home and reported trouble at school?” Parents can 
report their automatic response. For example, one parent might respond, 
“I would find out what my son did to get into trouble!” Your response as 
an educator can open the way for the new learning: “That is a very normal 
reaction. Let’s think about how it would work. How do you think your son 
would feel if you quizzed him about what he did to get himself in trouble? 
Would it effectively convey your compassion and understanding? Would it 
prepare him to try better behavior?” The answer should be obvious to any 
parent who is not defensive. 

As the ineffectiveness of our automatic reactions becomes clear, the 
way is open for the educator to invite new thinking: “What might a parent 
do that would show more compassion?” In response to any answer, you can 
direct the person to the effect on the child. This process demonstrates just 
how difficult new skills can be while pointing the parents to the ultimate 
test of their actions: How do the actions affect the child? 

As a family life educator, you can also suggest parent responses while 
inviting the parents to test them by the same standard. “How would your 
child feel if you said, ‘Oh, son! You must have felt humiliated to be chewed 
out in front of your classmates!’” Truly empathic listening is so contrary to 
humans’ automatic and egocentric responses that it takes lots of practice. 
But “learning is facilitated when new knowledge is demonstrated to the 
learner” (Merrill, 2000, p. 2). Many demonstrations over many sessions may 
be necessary for effective learning. 
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Applying New Knowledge 

Merrill’s (2001) fourth principle states that “learning is facilitated when 
the learner is required to use his or her new knowledge to solve problems” 
(p. 463). There are no written tests that qualify a person as a good family 
member. The application of knowledge is the end goal of FLE. 

Between sessions of FLE, it is common to make assignments to par­
ticipants. For example, after teaching about the importance of thinking 
positively about one’s partner, each participant might be encouraged to 
think of a quality or behavior that is most appreciated in the partner. 
Once the quality is identified, each participant can be encouraged to 
think of a way to prompt remembering that quality in the hours and days 
ahead. Some might choose to tie a string around a finger or carry a keep­
sake in a shirt pocket. Participants are encouraged to use the prompt to 
remember the quality regularly, especially in times of stress. Each is asked 
to make a mental or written note of successes and struggles that might 
be shared with the class in the next meeting of the group (whether face 
to face or online). 

Merrill (2001) observes that “appropriate practice is the single most 
neglected aspect of effective instruction” (p. 464). The new behavior needs 
to be practiced. Gottman (1994) refers to extensive practice as overlearning. 
He recommends that partners overlearn their new skills so that they have a 
fi ghting chance when they face a challenge and are tempted by habit to fall 
into unproductive if overritualized patterns. 

Practice can happen in both instructional and real-world settings. 
Family life educators can facilitate such field learning by providing 
learners a standard by which to judge their performance. For example, 
an educator might teach participants in a parenting class to judge any 
responses to parenting problems by a two-part test: (1) Is the solution 
likely to improve the behavior? (2) Does the solution show respect for 
the child? When the parents have a standard for judging their new solu­
tions, they are more likely to turn to new behavior than fall back on old 
habits. 

Turning again to Merrill (2000): “Most learners learn from the errors 
they make, especially when they are shown how to recognize the error, 
how to recover from the error, and how to avoid the error in the future” 
(p. 8). Many of us have spent decades trying to get better at practicing what 
we preach. We can provide relevant practice to help our participants apply 
knowledge to their lives across time. 
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New Knowledge Integrated Into the Learner’s World 

Merrill’s (2000) fifth and final point is that “learning is facilitated when 
new knowledge is integrated into the learner’s world” (p. 2). Learners may 
benefit from making specific and practical plans for integrating their new 
knowledge into their family lives. They can engage in periodic discus­
sions with co-learners or support groups. They can keep a journal of their 
performance. 

They may also benefit from teaching their newfound knowledge to 
others. There is nothing quite like teaching to force us to understand a prin­
ciple and how it works. Your participants might be invited to give a mini-
lesson to the class, to teach a group at work or in their faith community. 

Merrill (2000) observes that there is no satisfaction quite like moving 
from student to teacher or mentor. “The real motivation for learners is 
learning. When learners are able to demonstrate improvement in skill, they 
are motivated to perform even better” (p. 8). The combination of integrat­
ing the skills into everyday life and sharing them with others cements the 
lessons. 

CONCLUSION l 

When instruction—whether oral or written—is designed according to estab­
lished principles of instructional design, the message is more likely to be 
effective. In addition, the instruction is more likely to be enjoyable for both 
the educator and the participant. 

EXPLORATIONS l 

1. Review the lesson that you created using the component display 
theory above for its consonance with Merrill’s first principles of instruction. 
Enlarge or refine your lesson as necessary. Identify the way you will facilitate 
learning in each of the ways described in Merrill’s five principles by placing 
a numeral 1 through 5 next to the part of your lesson plan that facilitates 
learning in that way. 

2. Now that you are familiar with all four elements of Merrill’s CDT, 
take a speech, lesson plan, or outline—any deliberate instruction—and 
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identify the four elements: EG, Eeg, IG, and Ieg. Evaluate whether adding 
more of one or another of the elements would have made the presentation 
more effective for the purpose it was delivered. 

3. Develop a lesson plan or pamphlet to teach a principle with which 
you are familiar. In fact, it would be useful to select a subject that you have 
taught before or are likely to teach in the future. Create the instruction using 
(and labeling) all four elements of Merrill’s CDT. Describe your audience 
and justify your combination of elements based on the needs of your target 
audience and your instructional objectives. Share your work with a class­
mate for feedback. If you have created a lesson plan, seek an opportunity 
to use the plan to teach a group and invite a classmate or colleague to give 
you feedback. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ENGAGING AN AUDIENCE 

There is much that could be written about processes for engaging 
an audience; it is as much art as science. There will be four broad 
themes in this chapter. The first deals with the art of teaching—and 

special considerations with the adult learner. Next is a short section about 
personality theories; if we hope to change people with our teaching, we 
can benefit from insights into human nature. The third section of this chap­
ter reviews some of what is known about “joining” or relationship build­
ing as a precondition to effective helping. In addition, Ginott’s method of 
applying these principles is reviewed. Finally, the chapter concludes with 
some practical applications of the principles to teaching and print efforts. 

THE ART OF TEACHING l 

Reflect on your best learning experiences—classes, workshops, or lectures. 
Do you learn best when a teacher relentlessly pounds facts into you? Have 
you gained the most when you felt cowed and intimidated by a dismissive 
teacher? Do you prefer to be a silent, unengaged observer? 

One of my (Goddard’s) favorite teachers in high school was Ray Gilbert. 
He taught trigonometry—not a subject that is automatically riveting. He was 
a tall, gangly man who typically began each class period by sitting on his 
desk and chatting with us. He might talk about a ball game or a snowstorm 
or some world happening that affected us all. He seemed to genuinely 
enjoy us, which was a rare experience for high school students. 
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Mr. Gilbert was excited about trigonometry. He described the ways we 
could use trig to track the path of, for example, a potato shot from a potato 
gun. He talked and laughed easily. The experience I remember most clearly 
from his class was a day when several of us had written problems from our 
homework assignment on the board. Each of us in turn discussed the steps 
in our solution. When it was my turn, I began to trace through the steps 
but was only midway through the problem when I realized that I had mis­
understood the problem and done it all wrong. A blush began at the top of 
my head and was rapidly working its way through my soul as I stammered 
my way to the end of the problem. I felt humiliated. 

Mr. Gilbert stood up at the back of the classroom, took a deep breath, 
and said, “Wow. In all my years of teaching, I have never seen that problem 
done that way.” I felt relieved. I might not get credit for accurate trig, but I 
had gotten credit for creativity. 

A Formula for Engaging an Audience 

A person can scan the leading guides for family life educators and par­
enting educators (e.g., Arcus et al., 1993b; Bornstein, 2002; Fine, 1980, 1989; 
Fine & Lee, 2000) and fail to find any practical formula for teaching. There 
are skills approaches (Campbell & Palm, 2004) but no guiding principles. 

If this author were to provide a simple formula for effective teach­
ing, it would include three elements: relevance, respect, and participation. 
Mr. Gilbert certainly honored that formula. He got us involved in solving 
problems, he respected us—even when we made mistakes—and he tried 
to make trig relevant. 

Family life education (FLE) may likewise benefi t from considerations of 
relevance, respect, and participation. FLE enjoys the inherent advantage of 
being relevant for everyone; everyone is tied to a family in some way. 

Respect is also a vital element. It would be painfully ironic to try to 
teach respect in families using methods employing scorn and contempt. We 
must model the respect that we invite participants to take to their family 
relationships. 

Participation is fundamental to FLE. Family life is more than book learn­
ing; it is a personally engaging enterprise that is best learned in participa­
tory ways. 

This formulation for engaging lay audiences can take many forms. 
Some years ago, I (Goddard) was invited to talk to a group of parents 
about teens and sexuality. I showed up at the appointed time and place 
with facts, figures, and discussion questions. As I entered the classroom, I 
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found that there were about 20 teens and no adults. I asked the program 
organizers about the sudden change of audience. “We had these teens from 
a residential facility show up and thought that they would benefit from a 
presentation by you about the role of sexuality.” 

I felt a great urge to panic. Nothing I had prepared for the parents fi tted 
this new audience. My mind raced while I unloaded my books and papers. 
When I could delay no longer, I introduced myself and went to the board 
and drew one horizontal line from one end of the board to the opposite 
end—about 12 feet long. I told the teens that I wanted their opinions about 
the meaning of sexual behavior. At one end of the continuum I put the 
word Never. “Some people believe that sex is never good. It is best to avoid 
it your whole lifetime.” 

I walked to the opposite end of the board and wrote the word Always. 
“Some people believe that sex is always good with another consenting per­
son. Anytime you can get it, take it.” 

Putting a mark near the middle of the line, I said, “Some people believe 
that sex is good in some kinds of committed relationships. In other words, 
sex is good if you are in love or married.” 

I invited the teens to tell what they thought was the ideal role for sex. 
Was it always bad? Was it always good? Was it good only under certain 
circumstances? Of course, I did not encourage them to describe their own 
sexual behavior, only their beliefs about the appropriate role of sex. 

A lively discussion ensued. Students challenged and questioned each 
other. Many were clearly reflecting on their own position for the fi rst time. 
In the course of the discussion, one boy who had endorsed an almost 
predatory view moved to a more conservative and considerate position. 
Others developed greater clarity about their beliefs. 

Of course, I do not believe that we settled all issues in that 1-hour 
discussion. And such a discussion should not be held without appropriate 
safeguards such as careful guidance by an experienced teacher. However, 
the effectiveness of the session at clarifying student views was the result of 
the teens’ lively participation. A lecture probably could not have elicited the 
reflection and insight that came from the hour-long discussion. 

Engaging the Adult Learner With Family Life Education 

FLE can happen in settings as diverse as an eighth-grade health class, a 
church-sponsored marriage retreat, a community fathering class, or a prison 
mothering class. Traditionally, much of FLE has been done with adults. 
Hopefully, many more young people will be involved in FLE in the future. 
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Since the people who are married or parenting are most likely to be adults, and 
since those who have traditionally enrolled for FLE have often been adults, it 
is important to be aware of unique considerations for adult learners. 

Knowles (1998) summarizes some of the classic observations about 
adult learners. “In conventional education the student is required to adjust 
himself [or herself] to an established curriculum; in adult education the 
curriculum is built around the student’s needs and interests. The resource 
of highest value in adult education is the learner’s experience. Experience 
is the adult learner’s living textbook” (p. 39). Knowles also observes that 
“adults have a deep need to be self-directing” (p. 40). “Adult learners are 
precisely those whose intellectual aspirations are least likely to be aroused 
by the rigid, uncompromising requirements of authoritative, conventional­
ized institutions of learning” (p. 38). 

Some might be tempted to suggest that participants in FLE merely gather 
and share ideas—an open sharefest. There are times when that may be effec­
tive. Yet active participation does not preclude leadership. While a group 
leader or educator may have more knowledge of research than any of the 
class members, participants “as a group have more solutions than we do” 
(Curran, 1989, p. 20). The ideal learning environment will bring the knowl­
edge and facilitation skills of the educator together with the experience and 
problem-solving capacity of the participants. A specific method that provides 
such a learning environment will be described later in this chapter. 

l	 WHAT CHANGES PEOPLE? CHALLENGING IDEAS FROM 
PERSONALITY THEORIES 

There are no simple answers to the question of what changes people. The 
complexity is due to both the complexity of people themselves and the 
diversity of views on the subject. Different psychological schools of thought 
would offer very different recommendations for changing human behavior 
on the basis of their assumptions about human nature and motivation. 

For the purposes of this discussion, the work of Salvatore Maddi is 
helpful. He has divided the many theories of personality into three broad 
categories. The first group of theories is called conflict theories. One of the 
most prominent conflict theorists was Sigmund Freud, for whom the core 
tendency in humans is “to maximize instinctual gratification while mini­
mizing punishment and guilt” (Maddi, 1989, p. 627). This puts humans in 
conflict with society, which must manage individuals’ drives if the common 
good is to be maintained. 
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While there are many other versions of conflict theories in addition to 
Freud’s, an educator who subscribed to a conflict model of human behav­
ior would frame the task in terms of the inherent conflict between family 
members’ interests or between an individual family member and the family 
as a whole. Complicating the educator’s job, many conflict theorists believe 
that psychological defenses would make it impossible for participants and 
family members to access their true feelings and motivations. 

The task of family life educators who subscribed to conflict models of 
human behavior would be to teach family members to gratify their own 
needs while respecting the needs of others. “The best that [families] can do 
is aim for cooperation and order so as to maximize gratifications for all” 
(Maddi, 1989, p. 51). The way to engage learners in a class would be to offer 
ways of reducing tension while minimizing their guilt and punishment. 

In contrast to confl ict models, consistency models posit that all humans 
want to reduce the tension or difference between expectation and real­
ity. The best-known conflict model is probably the cognitive dissonance 
model, which asserts that humans want to minimize the large discrepancies 
between expectation and occurrence while maximizing small discrepancies 
between them. Said differently, people like small surprises, but they do not 
like to be shocked. The activation version of consistency theories suggests 
that humans seek to maintain a level of activation to which they are accus­
tomed. When people are underactivated, they seek more stimulation. When 
they are overactivated, they seek to reduce stimulation. 

Consistency models might be applied to FLE in a couple of ways. 
Interest can be stimulated by presenting situations that challenge their tra­
ditional ways of thinking. For example, parents in a parenting class might 
be provided with information that challenges their familiar thinking: “If it 
is true that children generally do what seems right to them, how do we 
explain the way children sometimes hurt their siblings?” By presenting two 
“truths” that are at odds with each other, we can often stimulate our partici­
pants to think in more complex ways. 

Consistency models can also consider the level of stimulation that is 
optimal for each learner in a class. While the optimal level will vary from 
learner to learner, important clues can be gained by observing the class. 
Are they understimulated or overstimulated? During the course of a session, 
having a variety of activities is probably optimal. Consistency models sensi­
tize us to the fact that learners will learn best when they are neither bored 
nor overstimulated. The old adage may be true that it is the educator’s job 
to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comforted. 

Maddi’s (1989) third way of understanding human behavior is the ful­
fillment model. Rather than seeing the world as two great forces at odds 
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with each other, fulfillment models focus on one great force, the realization 
of one’s abilities or the striving toward ideals. Carl Rogers and Abraham 
Maslow are prominent names associated with this view. 

Fulfillment models have implications for engaging and teaching family 
life audiences. Maslow suggested that we do not move to higher levels of 
functioning when lower needs are gnawing at us. Assuring class members 
of safety, belongingness, and our esteem for them might make it easier for 
them to participate. In those cases where they carry burdens and worries 
from home to class, it may be useful to help them process them. “It looks 
like you’re worried about things at home.” 

The other practical application of the fulfillment model to engaging the 
audience is to paint a picture of personal possibilities for participants. What 
Maddi (1989) has said about therapy might also be applied to FLE: 

In [FLE], it is very helpful—for [participant] and [educator] alike—to 
believe in a view of the [person] as unlimited in what it can become. 
It is helpful because you are already dealing with a [participant] who 
[may be discouraged] and has lost conviction about becoming anyone 
worthwhile. In such a situation, it is necessary to hold out a view of 
life that is extreme enough in its opposition to the client’s view to be 
able to serve as the needed corrective. (p. 102) 

Comparing the Personality Theories 

We are tempted to ask which of the personality theories best describes 
human reality. Maddi (1989) finds “considerable empirical support for both 
versions of the fulfillment model and the activation version of the consis­
tency model” (p. 532). Yet savvy family life educators know that there are 
valuable lessons to be learned from each of the views. 

For example, the conflict models remind us that there is often a con­
flict within families and within classes. We can help participants meet their 
needs while respecting the needs of the group. The consistency models 
encourage us to be mindful of the activation levels of class members. The 
fulfillment models offer an optimistic portrait of personal development that 
can give us and our participants renewed hope. 

All family life educators will form a unique combination of models 
to form a personal philosophy. Many family life educators subscribe to 
fulfillment models because of their positive portrayal of humans as hav­
ing inherent strengths and unlimited potential for growth. Such educators 
are likely to see themselves as collaborators or facilitators, as described in 
Chapter 1. 
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Participants in FLE settings likewise may resonate with this philosophy 
that credits them with much that is good. So, as Myers-Walls (2000) has sug­
gested, there is merit in assessing learners’ models of human functioning and 
matching them to the curriculum and teaching style that best fi ts them. 

RELATIONSHIPS AS THE BASIS FOR HELPING l 

Prelude to Effective Education 

In FLE, it is common to focus on the content to the neglect of pro­
cess. The relationship between the educator and the learner may be more 
important than the content of the lesson. As DeBord et al. (2002) observed, 
“Instructors will be more likely to provide appropriate content and learning 
experiences if they have developed a relationship with participants, can 
identify their strengths and challenges, and can modify the program to fi t 
the specific needs of the audience” (p. 32). 

This should not be surprising. In family relationships, nothing matters 
as much as the quality of the relationship. As Smith, Perou, and Lesesne 
(2002) observe about parent-child relationships, “What is essential for a 
child’s well-being [is] stable loving relationships with parents who provide 
nurturing, reciprocal interactions” (p. 406). 

It is also the quality of the relationship that seems to be the biggest 
factor in helping relationships, whether educational or therapeutic. FLE 
is clearly distinct from therapy but employs some of the methods that 
are successful in therapy. In a study of solution-focused therapies, Miller, 
Duncan, and Hubble (1997) found that relationship matters more than 
technique: 

While therapists tended to attribute therapeutic success to the use of 
solution-focused techniques (e.g., specialized interviewing techniques, 
miracle questions), the clients consistently reported a strong therapeu­
tic relationship as the critical factor in treatment outcome (e.g., thera­
pist acceptance, non-possessive warmth, positive regard, affi rmation, 
and self-disclosure). (p. 85) 

Brammer and MacDonald (1999) report that “all authorities in the help­
ing process agree that the quality of the relationship is important to effec­
tive helping” (p. 49). In the absence of a positive, affi rming relationship, 
growth is less likely. In therapy, this relationship is established through the 
process of joining. Minuchin and Fishman (1981) observed that 
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100 ● IMPLEMENTING FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

joining a family is more an attitude than a technique, and it is the 
umbrella under which all therapeutic transactions occur. Joining is let­
ting the family know that the therapist understands them and is work­
ing with and for them. Only under this protection can the family have 
the security to explore alternatives, try the unusual, and change. Joining 
is the glue that holds the therapeutic system together. (pp. 31–32) 

Hanna and Brown (2004) suggest that “the personal rapport or empathy 
that therapists develop with those they are trying to help remains the single 
most proven variable determining the effectiveness of psychotherapy” 
(p. 89). Jacobson and Christensen (1996) similarly make the case for viewing 
clients compassionately in integrated couple therapy (ICT): 

The skilled ICT therapist has to develop the ability to find compassion and 
sympathy in each person’s story, no matter how unsympathetic and con­
temptible one partner may appear. Our position is that the vast majority 
of people act badly in relationships because they are suffering. (p. 99) 

To the extent that participants in FLE settings examine personal feel­
ings and assumptions as part of a change and growth process, the same 
principles can be expected to apply. In fact, a vital process for connecting 
may be identifying and appreciating family strengths. 

Below are Hanna and Brown’s (2004, p. 95) six processes for joining 
together with commentary on their application to FLE. 

1. “Emphasize positive statements reported by family members.” 

We are all encouraged and energized when people notice and 
appreciate the good in us and our families: “I am impressed with 
your resilience.” 

2. “Encourage family members to share their story about themselves.” 

It may be especially useful to notice ways that the family has adapted 
or coped with problems: “It seems that your family has great deter­
mination when diffi culties arise.” 

3. “Note family interactions that reflect strength and competency.” 

Each story tells something about the difficulties families face but 
also about the resources they use to meet them: “I like the way you 
involve your family in solving problems.” 

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
@ 
20
11
. 
SA
GE
 P
ub
li
ca
ti
on
s,
 I
nc
.

Al
l 
ri
gh
ts
 r
es
er
ve
d.
 M
ay
 n
ot
 b
e 
re
pr
od
uc
ed
 i
n 
an
y 
fo
rm
 w
it
ho
ut
 p
er
mi
ss
io
n 
fr
om
 t
he
 p
ub
li
sh
er
, 
ex
ce
pt
 f
ai
r 
us
es
 p
er
mi
tt
ed
 u
nd
er
 U
.S
. 
or
 a
pp
li
ca
bl
e 
co
py
ri
gh
t 
la
w.

EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 11/13/2018 6:19 PM via AMERICAN PUBLIC UNIV SYSTEM
AN: 474397 ; Duncan, Stephen F., Goddard, H. Wallace.; Family Life Education : Principles and Practices for Effective Outreach
Account: s7348467.main.ehost



Engaging an Audience ● 101 

4. “Emphasize those times that family members enjoy together.” 

Explore the positive experiences that family members describe; help 
them put a frame about the best in their family life: “It sounds as if 
your family enjoys laughter together.” 

5. “Reframe problems or negative statements in a more positive way.” 

Help family members find a positive interpretation for their expe­
riences: “Your worry was a sign that you really care about your 
children.” 

6. “Emphasize what families do well.” 

Invite them to talk about their successes: “Please tell us more about 
how you overcame that challenge.” 

The Boundary Between Therapy and Family Life Education 

While FLE may draw on some of the techniques and findings of therapy, 
it is not the same as therapy. In fact, ethical issues require educators to 
carefully establish a boundary between their educational efforts and the 
methods of therapy. Bill Doherty (1995) has described the dilemma in 
this way: 

In order to accomplish its purpose, parent and family education must 
have more personal depth than other forms of education, but too 
much depth or intensity risks harming participants, or at least scar­
ing them away. Participants must be able to tell their stories, express 
their feelings and values, and be encouraged to try out new behaviors. 
However, if they recount in detail their most traumatic memories, ven­
tilate their most painful and unresolved feelings, or take major behav­
ioral risks, the experience can be damaging. (p. 353) 

Doherty (1995) describes five levels of his family involvement model, 
from least involvement to greatest: 

Level 1: Minimal emphasis on family might include a parent-teacher 
 conference in which the school conveyed policies or information. 

Level 2: Information and advice is the level at which the educator 
undertakes training of the recipients. 
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102 ● IMPLEMENTING FAMILY LIFE EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

Level 3: Feelings and support add to the information of Level 2, the 
processing of feelings. This is not the intense processing of 
personal and painful experience. This is the level on which much 
FLE takes place. 

Level 4: Brief, focused intervention “represents the upper boundary of
 parent and family education practiced by a minority of professionals
 who choose to work with special populations of parents and seek 
special training in family assessment and basic family interventions” 
(p. 355).
 

Level 5: Family therapy is beyond the scope of FLE.
 

While warning family life educators against moving into Level 5 inter­
ventions, he observes that “a strictly content oriented training program [for 
family life educators] cannot adequately prepare professionals for affective 
work with families” (p. 356). Family life educators need to know how to facil­
itate the processing of personal family experience with their participants. 

A Specific Method for Capitalizing on Emotion in Family Life 
Education 

Haim Ginott, famous for his classic book Between Parent and Child 
(1965), spent years working with children in play therapy and with their 
parents in therapy. Over the years, he came to the conclusion that most 
parents need education rather than therapy; they are not mentally ill—they 
are merely uninformed (Goddard & Ginott, 2002). 

Ginott conducted parenting groups in New York City for many years and 
developed a process for working with parents that combines the principles of 
trust building with emotional education. While Ginott’s work focused on par­
enting education, the same principles apply in delivering couples’ education 
or other kinds of FLE. Ginott’s approach helps parenting educators model the 
behaviors they are encouraging parents to practice with their children. 

Ginott’s method, described by his student and colleague Arthur Orgel 
(1980), suggested that there are four steps in the process of supporting 
parents. Ginott’s method has particular merit because it is based on his top-
rated (Norcross et al., 2003) parenting books (Ginott, 1965, 1969; Ginott, 
Ginott, & Goddard, 2003) and because of his experience as a family life 
educator (Goddard, 1999). 

1. 	Recitation is the first stage of FLE. In this stage, parents (partners or 
other participants) are encouraged to talk about their challenging 
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