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Studying Parental Involvement in School-

Based Sex Education: Lessons Learned

By Diana P. Oliver, Frank C. Leeming and William O. Dwyer

arol Weiss, an influential figure in
‘ program evaluation, has written

that “only with sensitivity to the
politics of evaluation research...can the
evaluator be as creative and strategically
useful as he should be.”! This is true for
all evaluations, but for an evaluation in the
extremely controversial area of school-
based sexuality education, political factors
may become a predominant issue.

In particular, the school environment is
likely to be dominated by political con-
stituencies—both liberal and conserva-
tive—attempting to foster their own agen-
das. As a result, school officials must deal
with well-organized groups emphatically
advocating diametrically opposed views.
In such an environment, it is not surpris-
ing that conducting a valid evaluation
study is often a lesser concern. Other po-
tential stumbling blocks include teachers
who are uncomfortable with the curricu-
lum, parents who are uncomfortable in
dealing with their adolescents’ sexuality
and the numerous problems associated
with conducting applied research in “real
world” settings, where many activities are
not under the investigators’ control.

We encountered a number of these
problems during a 1996 pilot study with
5th-8th-grade students in Mempbhis, Ten-
nessee. With the aim of increasing parental
involvement in school-based family life
education, we examined the value of sup-
plementing the curriculum with joint
parent-child homework assignments. In
addition, we sought to assess the efficacy
of a voluntary parental training program
that taught techniques for increasing com-
munication between parents and children.
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The purpose of this article is to share
some of our experiences in this area, and
to provide some insights to others con-
templating evaluation work in school-
based sexuality education.

Background

In 1988, the Memphis City Schools de-
veloped and implemented the Family Life
Curriculum, a knowledge- and skills-
based sexuality education program de-
signed for students from kindergarten
through 12th grade with the stated pur-
pose of reducing the high adolescent preg-
nancy rate. This initiative was adopted in
anticipation of the passage of a 1989 Ten-
nessee state law mandating school-based
sex education in counties with adolescent
pregnancy rates exceeding 19.5 pregnan-
cies per 1,000 young women aged 15-17.

The program was part of the health ed-
ucation curriculum and progressed from
simple concepts of family at lower ele-
mentary grade levels to complex family re-
lationships and human sexuality at the ju-
nior and senior high school levels. A
variety of approaches was used in the pre-
sentation of this material, including lec-
tures, discussions, audiovisual presenta-
tions and guest speakers.

As with many school-based sexuality
education programs, the curriculum was
hotly debated before being implemented,
and the Tennessee State Board of Educa-
tion mandated that the program be eval-
uated five years after its inception. This
evaluation, in which we took part, was
presented in 1994 to the Memphis City
Schools’ Board of Commissioners.>

The most prominent finding of our re-
port was that for unknown reasons, the
curriculum had been only sporadically
implemented. In some schools it had
never been presented, whereas in other
schools, the teachers assigned to present
it had covered only selected portions of
the material. Thus, the program’s effec-

tiveness with regard to the goal of reduc-
ing teenage pregnancy could not be ade-
quately assessed.

The report also called attention to the
absence in the program of any initiatives
to encourage parents’ involvement with
their children’s sexuality education. While
many school-based programs lack such a
component, a small body of recent re-
search suggests that the promotion of
parental involvement may be an impor-
tant component of school-based sexuality-
education programs.® Therefore, the re-
port recommended that steps be taken to
empower parents of children in the city
schools to take part in their children’s sex-
uality education.

Specifically, we recommended that a
pilot study be conducted to test the effi-
cacy of adding two supplements to the
curriculum: joint parent-child homework
assignments to encourage parents to be
more involved and to communicate with
their adolescents about sexual issues, and
a workshop for parents to develop skills
for doing so. The Memphis public school
administration implemented this pilot
study, and we were invited to assist in its
planning, execution and evaluation. What
follows is an overview of this effort, in-
cluding our initial strategies, the imped-
iments we encountered, our midcourse
corrections and the eventual outcome,
which—despite many difficulties—had an
unexpected level of impact.

Methods

Initial Strategy

To maximize both the involvement of a va-
riety of stakeholders and the potential for
the findings” implementation, the pilot
study and evaluation plan were developed
in collaboration with Memphis public
school administrators and the Family Life
Curriculum Council (an advisory group
made up of educators, professionals, par-
ents and students). The plan was then re-
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. . th rimental school
Table 1. Selected characteristics of schools and grades partici- edex%e' h N 1;% O%S
pating in an evaluation of the Family Life Curriculum, by experi- and whichwould be the
mental and control groups, Memphis, Tennessee, 1996 controls.
— - Although school offi-
Characteristic Experimental group Control group .
cials were well aware of
School A School B SchoolC  SchoolD  the needs presented by
School characteristics the research design, we
Total enrollment 625 559 543 740 were unable to influence
% mean daily attendance 95 94 95 92 ith h 1 . £
% of students receiving either the se .eC’tIOI.I o
free lunch* 19 74 21 35 schools or their assign-
Student sex and ethnicity ment to experlmental or
% black male 15 54 14 28 control status. The result
% bla_ckfemale 20 46 12 29 was that experimental
% white male 31 0 37 24
% white female 33 0 36 19 and control schools
Grad were decidedly “non-
rade 5 . ”
No. of teachers 1 na 1 na equlvalent. Table . 1
No. of classes 2 na 2 na shows the characteris-
No. of students 78 na 50 na tics of each school and
Grade 6 the number of teachers
No. of teachers 1 na 1 na and students involved
No. of classes na 3 na in th ilot ‘ect at
No. of students 71 na 68 na m the pilot project a
each grade level. Exper-
Grade 7 imental and control
No. of teachers na 3 na 2 . .
No. of classes na 3 na 8 schools differed in terms
No. of students na 78 na 199 Of both racial Composi_
Grade 8 tion and socioeconomic
No. of teachers na 2 na 2 level. In addition, the
No. of classes na 3 na 8
No. of students na 47 na 184 tWO grqup S (?f schools
differed in their levels of

*Percentage of students who received free lunch was used as an index of school socioeco-

nomic level. Note: na=not applicable.

experience with the
curriculum.

viewed and approved by the Memphis
City Schools” Board of Commissioners.

The final plan, which called for an ex-
perimental group and a nonequivalent
control group, was designed to use the fol-
lowing outcome measures: pretest and
posttest data from a survey given to stu-
dents to assess the quality and extent of
their communication with their parents;
and a parents’ survey addressing their per-
ceptions of the program after the curricu-
lum had been delivered—and, in the case
of the experimental parents, their views on
the homework and the workshops. Once
the plan for the pilot study and evaluation
was approved, parents, teachers, school
administrators and members of the Fam-
ily Life Curriculum Council were involved
in every step of the pilot study’s develop-
ment and implementation.

Participants

In all, 775 students in grades 5-8 at four
Memphis public schools participated in the
study conducted during the 1994-1995
school year, as did one or both parents of
these students. The four schools chosen for
the pilot program—two elementary
schools and two junior high schools—were
selected by school administrative person-
nel, who also determined which would be
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Materials and Instruments
® Homework supplement. The curriculum
supplement used in the experimental
classes consisted of homework designed
to be completed by the student and one or
both parents. (Copies of homework as-
signments are available from the authors
upon request.) The homework assign-
ments were developed at a one-day work-
shop attended by the teachers assigned to
present the experimental program, des-
ignated school administration personnel
and the senior author of this article.
Assignments for each grade level were
designed to enhance the curriculum, as
well as to promote parent-child discussions
of subjects related to family life and human
sexuality. The topics were grade-appro-
priate, were based on the curriculum con-
tent, and covered subjects such as family
structure and relationships, coping with
conflicts, changes that occur during pu-
berty, and dating and sexuality. Each as-
signment included a parent’s sign-off sheet
indicating that the parent and child had
completed the assignment together. This
sheet, rather than the actual homework,
was to be returned to the classroom teacher.
o Student surveys. With the assistance of
students, teachers, counselors, the Fami-
ly Life Curriculum Council and the school

personnel involved in overseeing the pro-
gram, two student surveys were devel-
oped. These consisted of a 27-item survey
for students in grades 5-6 and a 43-item
survey for students in grades 7-8. The sur-
veys were developed to assess the stu-
dents’ perceptions of the degree to which
they had communicated with their par-
ents on topics related to the program.

The questions were designed in a Lik-
ert format and included items such as: “I
have talked with my parents about how
my body will change as I get older”; “In
the last six weeks, how many times have
you and your parents discussed how to
handle sexual pressure?”; and “How valu-
able (helpful) were your talks with your
parents about abstinence (not having
sex)?” The surveys went through several
reviews and revisions during the devel-
opment process and were eventually ap-
proved by the superintendent’s office.
® Parent workshop curriculum. A workshop,
entitled “Communicating with Your Child
in the 90s,” was conducted by an agent
from the University of Tennessee Agri-
culture Extension Service with teaching
experience in this topic. The two-hour
workshop consisted of several activities
designed to help parents improve their lis-
tening and communication skills.

Topics covered in the workshop in-

cluded parents as teachers, developing lis-
tening skills, assessing children’s needs,
assessing personal strengths and weak-
nesses, and developing communication
skills. In addition, the program included
a video entitled “A Family Talks About
Sex,” which presented several family sce-
narios demonstrating effective techniques
for discussing human sexuality with chil-
dren at different age levels.
* Parent postintervention survey. We used a
40-item survey to probe parents for their
attitudes concerning the family life cur-
riculum and to assess various aspects of
parent-child communication. To the sur-
veys sent to parents of children in the ex-
perimental group, we added six other
items concerning the parent workshops
and the homework assignments, neither
of which involved parents of the control
students. (Copies of the survey are avail-
able from the authors upon request.)

Procedures

The original evaluation plan called for
pretest and posttest comparisons of non-
equivalent experimental and control
groups. The principal outcome measure
was to be the children’s responses on the
survey administered in their classes be-
fore and after presentation of the curricu-
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lum, which consisted of 10 lessons to be
taught over 2 weeks. Before the surveys
were to be administered, notes were to be
sent to parents to inform them of the pro-
ject, to provide them with instructions as
to how they could review the survey at
their child’s school and to give them an
opportunity to withhold consent for their
child’s participation in the survey.

Teachers in all schools were assigned in
the usual way to present the curriculum,
and no teachers were given any special
training regarding the program. In the ex-
perimental schools, instructors were asked
to keep ajournal indicating which lessons
had been covered during the course of the
program, when homework assignments
had been sent home, the number of as-
signments sent home and the number of
sign-off sheets returned. In control
schools, they were simply instructed to
teach the standard curriculum as de-
scribed in the curriculum guide. After the
experimental curriculum had been pre-
sented, students at both experimental and
control schools were asked to take the par-
ents’ survey home for their parents to
complete, and to return it to their class-
room teachers in a sealed envelope.

During the first week of the program,
parents of students in the two experi-
mental schools were invited to attend the
two-hour parent workshop on commu-
nicating with their children. A letter of in-
vitation was sent home with each student.
Parents were asked to return a signed
form indicating that they would be at-
tending the workshop. Those parents who
indicated that they would attend received
a telephone reminder on the day of the
workshop confirming the time and place.

A major setback in the project occurred
when, just prior to the first scheduled stu-
dent survey, the Board of Commissioners
voted, after a brief discussion, not to allow
the distribution of any survey instrument
to the children in the study. Elimination
of this component of the study meant that
no data were obtained from the primary
targets of the intervention—the children.
Thus, the only outcome data available
consisted of parents’ responses to the sur-
vey to be administered after presentation
of the curriculum. The result was that all
data were postintervention, thereby pre-
cluding any assessment of the initial com-
parability of the participants.

To mitigate the problem created by the
elimination of the before-and-after survey,
we decided to involve family life curricu-
lum teachers and parents of experimental
and control children in separate focus-group
discussions. It was hoped that in-depth,
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qualitative data on per-
ceptions of impact of the
homework and parent

Table 2. Percentage of students in grades 5-8 who completed each
of nine family life education homework assignments, all by grade
and classroom teacher

training would serve to

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

.. ,  Grade and
reduce .admlmstrators toacher
uncertainty about the

Grade 5

value of the curriculum

Teacher 1 (N=78)
supplements. After fam-

v lifei ; Grade 6

ily life m,struchon andthe ~ ZFe%°>. (N=71)

parents’ survey, a letter

was sent home with each ‘Tifad: 7  (Ne25)
. . . . eacher =

child Who pa'rhcq:)at.e('i N Teacher2 (N=35)

the pilot project inviting  Teacher 3 (N=18)

parents to attend focus-
group discussions about
the curriculum. Once

Grade 8
Teacher 1 (N=40)
Teacher 2 (N=7)

73

92

38

100

79 79 91 91 86 na na na
92 97 97 99 100 100 96 90
28 40 36 32 na na na na
u u u u u u u u

u u u u u u u u
88 90 63 50 55 50 na na
100 100 100 100 100 100 na na

again, parents who re-
sponded that they would

Note: na=not applicable. u=unavailable.

participate received a
telephone call to remind them to attend.

Discussions with parents of students in
the experimental schools focused on over-
all attitudes toward the curriculum, the
impact of the homework assignments, sat-
isfaction with the homework assignments,
methods of increasing parental involve-
ment in school-based sex education and
suggestions for improving the program.
Similar topics were covered with parents
of students in the control schools, and the
moderator described the use of homework
assignments in other classes and invited
discussion of that approach.

We also held separate focus-group dis-
cussions for teachers of the experimental
curriculum and those teaching the stan-
dard curriculum in the control schools.
Topics discussed by teachers from experi-
mental schools were to include their over-
all satisfaction with the curriculum, the suc-
cesses and failures of the pilot program, the
teacher’s impressions of the impact of the
homework assignments and techniques for
improving the program. Similar topics
were covered in discussions with teachers
from control schools. As had been done in
discussions with parents, the moderator
described the homework assignments and
prompted discussion of their use.

All focus-group or interview sessions
were audiotaped. The moderator, the as-
sistant to the moderator and the family life
coordinator observed and took notes. Ver-
batim transcripts were prepared from the
audiotapes and used to conduct a content
analysis of the discussions according to
previously established guidelines.*

Results

Teacher and Student Participation

Five of the seven experimental teachers
completed their journals. These five indi-
cated that they had covered most or all of

the topics in the curriculum. The two re-
maining teachers failed to complete their
journals. One had been absent during
much of the time the curriculum was
taught, and did not indicate whether the
material had been covered in his absence.
The other gave no information.

Table 2 shows the percentage of students
in each teacher’s classroom who returned
the parental sign-off sheets. For the seven
teachers involved in the experimental
group, only one provided students with the
entire homework supplement (Teacher 1
in Grade 6), and she had a return rate of
96%. Overall, only 34 of the planned 63
homework assignments (54%) were ever
given to the students. For the 34 assign-
ments, 83% of the total number of students
who were enrolled in the class returned
signed sheets stating that the assignment
had been completed. These data suggest,
not surprisingly, that gaining the support
of the teachers is a key determinant of the
success of this type of program.

Parents’ Evaluation

* Postintervention survey. In all, 775 stu-
dents participated in the study: 274 stu-
dents in the experimental group and 501
in the control group. Each teacher received
a parents’ survey packet for each student
in his or her classroom. A total of 348 par-
ents (45%) returned surveys—172 (63%)
from parents of children in the experi-
mental group and 176 (35%) from parents
of children in the control group. A factor
analysis of the parent survey data, using
varimax and oblique rotations, helped us
toidentify three factors affecting parents’
opinion of the curriculum: their “attitude
toward family life curriculum,” which in-
cluded five items and accounted for 11%
of rotated variance; “recency of commu-
nication,” which included 12 items and ac-
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counted for 13% of rotated variance; and
“value of communication,” which in-
cluded 12 items and accounted for 19% of
rotated variance.

A t-test of the combined scores of the five
items constituting the “parents’ attitudes”
factor showed significantly higher scores
for parents of the experimental students
than for parents of the control students,
(t[315]=3.87, p<.05), indicating that parents
of students in the experimental group had
more favorable opinions about the cur-
riculum than did parents whose children
were in the control schools. For the other
two factors, t-tests showed no significant
differences between parent groups.

Four of the questions added to the sur-
vey of parents in the experimental group
addressed the homework assignments.
Sixty-seven percent of those parents who
returned the surveys agreed or strongly
agreed that the homework assignments
encouraged their children to discuss top-
ics that they had not discussed before, and
77% agreed that the assignments were
useful in promoting communication with
their children. Forty-eight percent be-
lieved that the assignments had provid-
ed them with an opportunity to discuss
topics that they had previously post-
poned, although 73% stated that they had
discussed most of the topics covered in the
assignments before the curriculum had
been taught that year.

* Workshops. The parent workshop was
very poorly attended; although there were
274 children in the experimental group,
only 18 people (representing 14 families)
attended. Parents who attended the work-
shop were asked to rate its value in the
survey. Five parents rated the workshop
as “very valuable,” seven rated it as “valu-
able” and six parents rated it as “some-
what valuable.”

¢ Focus-group discussions. Twenty-four par-
ents attended one of six focus-group dis-
cussions. Comments during these sessions
consistently indicated that parents” over-
all impressions of the curriculum were
positive, regardless of whether their chil-
dren were in the experimental or control
schools. Parents in the experimental group
expressed a high degree of satisfaction
with the homework assignments and in-
dicated that they were an effective method
of initiating discussions.

Several parents said that the homework
assignments provided a stimulus, or an
“excuse to talk,” as well as opportunities
to move beyond topics covered by the as-
signments into other areas of concern and
interest. These parents said they used the
assignments as a “screening process” to
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monitor what was being discussed in the
classroom and to add their beliefs and
family values to that instruction. When
asked how they would feel if the home-
work assignments were removed from the
curriculum, their response was a re-
sounding “No, don’t do that!”

During the discussions with the parents
of students in the control schools, examples
of the homework were provided, and the
concept of the homework assignments was
explained. These parents were then asked
to discuss their impressions of the poten-
tial value of homework assignments. All
comments were positive, with most parents
emphasizing the importance of knowing
what is being taught and having the op-
portunity to reinforce that information.

Teachers’ Evaluation

Of the 13 teachers in the pilot study, only
three attended the scheduled discussion
groups, one from an experimental school
and two from one of the control schools.
These three were very positive about the
curriculum and believed that it was a pro-
ductive and useful program. As in the par-
ents’ focus group, the teachers believed
the homework assignments would foster
productive parent-child communication
and alleviate the concerns of some parents
about the content of the curriculum.

Discussion

It has been asserted that a major function
of any evaluation study is to provide in-
formation that “reduces the uncertainty of
action for specific stakeholders” to assist
them in their programmatic decision mak-
ing.> Our initial hope had been to provide
such information through a carefully de-
signed study. However, because we were
not allowed to collect survey data from
participating children, the evaluation was
limited to posttest measures obtained from
parents and teachers who completed sur-
veys and attended focus-group or inter-
view sessions. With all of these measures,
selection bias posed a serious threat to the
validity of any conclusions. Nevertheless,
although the evaluation was far less rig-
orous than planned, it did provide infor-
mation that school administrators found
useful and that ultimately resulted in a sys-
tem-wide change in the program.

Our evaluation findings were included
in a report that was submitted to the school
administration and the Board of Com-
missioners. For about a year, they took no
significant action, and we believed that the
report had been “filed.” Soon afterward,
however, there was renewed interest in the
findings (due, in part, to inquiries made

of the Board of Commissioners by the
League of Women Voters), especially with
regard to the joint child-parent homework
assignments.

Without contacting us, school admin-
istrators designed and initiated a large-
scale test of the program, which involved
1,183 kindergarten through ninth grade
students in 42 different schools. Outcome
measures included short surveys com-
pleted by students, parents, teachers and
principals. Each survey consisted of Lik-
ert-scale items asking the participants to
describe their opinions on curriculum con-
tent and the effectiveness of the home-
work assignments. When the school ad-
ministrators received positive feedback
from these surveys, they decided to ex-
pand the use of the homework supple-
ment throughout the system and at all
grade levels. The senior author of this ar-
ticle was then invited to participate in the
development of a final report recom-
mending system-wide implementation of
the revised curriculum.

We believe that our evaluation reduced

uncertainty among administrators about
the acceptability of the program to parents,
thereby allowing the administration to act
decisively on the family life curriculum.
We also learned some valuable lessons re-
garding strategies for improving the eval-
uation process and ensuring that adequate
outcome measures are obtained in evalu-
ations of sexuality education.
* Bond with those who must deliver the pro-
gram. Although we attempted to involve
family life teachers in the study by meet-
ing with them before the study and by
working with several of them when we
developed the homework assignments, no
structure had been developed to promote
their full participation in the curriculum
instruction. Thus, only one teacher out of
nine in the experimental group distributed
all of the homework assignments, and one
teacher did not distribute any homework
assignments.

Not surprisingly, our data suggest that
gaining the support of the teachers is a key
determinant of the success of this type of
program: There was a high overall return
rate for the homework that was assigned.
We believe it would have been useful to
have held focus groups with the teachers
before the program was carried out, to ob-
tain their input on strategies for ensuring
adequate implementation. Such a strate-
gy might have increased their motivation
to more fully enact the project design.

* Be assertive concerning selection of project
participants. A second problem was that the
school administrators determined which
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schools would participate in the study and
the experimental condition to which each
school was assigned. There were obvious
differences between the two sets of schools.
In retrospect, we should have been more
assertive in communicating to school ad-
ministrators the importance of the groups’
equivalence for the project, especially with
respect to the schools” history of instruct-
ing the family life curriculum. In other
words, we should have set more firmly the
conditions under which we were willing
to undertake the project.

* Hold fast to the project design. The most se-
rious design problem we encountered was
the last-minute decision to prohibit any
questionnaires from being administered
to students. Although at the time we be-
lieved our options were limited, hindsight
suggests that we should have made addi-
tional efforts to convince school adminis-
trators and board members of the impor-
tance of this outcome measure. We should
also have made a stronger effort to involve
board members in the design of the stu-
dent questionnaire. Although unrelated
political issues were at stake, such actions
might have resulted in less resistance. The
adage “WhatI'm not up on, I'm down on”
certainly has relevance for the type of eval-
uation we attempted to conduct, and we
strongly encourage others contemplating
evaluation work in sex education to con-
sider strategies for ensuring intensive in-
volvement of stakeholders.

o Think “qualitative.” Our experiences high-
light the importance of multiple outcome
measures and the value of qualitative
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methods in program evaluation. There is
no doubt that traditional quantitative
methods, when they can be applied, max-
imize internal and external validity and
increase the value of the project in reas-
suring administrators. After the loss of our
student survey measure, we decided to
conduct focus groups with parents and
teachers. Attendance by teachers was low,
and attempts to hold additional focus
groups for the nonattending teachers were
hampered by their loss to follow-up when
the project ended with the academic
school year. Nevertheless, the discussions
that occurred provided us with important
insights that were central to the final im-
plementation of the curriculum changes.
* Notice who is watching. Our experience with
evaluations in the public sector is that the
clients and primary stakeholders often rely
on the evaluators to become spokespersons
regarding the issues at stake. Especially in
controversial areas like sex education, nu-
merous groups, organizations, reporters
and others seek information, and the client
may direct them to the evaluators for com-
ments, presentations and speeches. As this
list of other stakeholders grows and they
become familiar with the evaluator’s ac-
tivities, opportunities arise to overcome pro-
jectblockages caused by bureaucracy, pol-
itics and organizational inertia. This was
certainly our experience during our project.

Because of the sensitive nature of the
subject matter, our study’s conduct was
hampered by political influences and a de-
gree of reticence on the part of some teach-
ers to implement the curriculum. Although

these impediments necessitated “mid-
course corrections” in the study’s execu-
tion and evaluation strategies, the effort did
result in some valuable findings, and the
child-parent homework supplement to the
family life curriculum was eventually
adopted throughout the Memphis public
school system. Thus, in spite of the many
difficulties that were encountered, we be-
lieve that it is possible to conduct effective
research and evaluation in the area of
school-based sexuality education. Such
work can yield useful information that can
alleviate uncertainty among school ad-
ministrators about these programs.
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