
the experimental schools
and which would be the
controls.

Although school offi-
cials were well aware of
the needs presented by
the research design, we
were unable to influence
either the selection of
schools or their assign-
ment to experimental or
control status. The result
was that experimental
and control schools
were decidedly “non-
equivalent.” Table 1
shows the characteris-
tics of each school and
the number of teachers
and students involved
in the pilot project at
each grade level. Exper-
imental and control
schools differed in terms
of both racial composi-
tion and socioeconomic
level. In addition, the
two groups of schools
differed in their levels of
experience with the 
curriculum.

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.
•Student surveys. With the assistance of
students, teachers, counselors, the Fami-
ly Life Curriculum Council and the school

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

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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Table 1. Selected characteristics of schools and grades partici-
pating in an evaluation of the Family Life Curriculum, by experi-
mental and control groups, Memphis, Tennessee, 1996

Characteristic Experimental group Control group

School A School B School C School D

School characteristics
Total enrollment 625 559 543 740
% mean daily attendance 95 94 95 92
% of students receiving 

free lunch* 19 74 21 35

Student sex and ethnicity
% black male 15 54 14 28
% black female 20 46 12 29
% white male 31 0 37 24
% white female 33 0 36 19

Grade 5
No. of teachers 1 na 1 na
No. of classes 2 na 2 na
No. of students 78 na 50 na

Grade 6
No. of teachers 1 na 1 na
No. of classes 2 na 3 na
No. of students 71 na 68 na

Grade 7
No. of teachers na 3 na 2
No. of classes na 3 na 8
No. of students na 78 na 199

Grade 8
No. of teachers na 2 na 2
No. of classes na 3 na 8
No. of students na 47 na 184

*Percentage of students who received free lunch was used as an index of school socioeco-
nomic level. Note: na=not applicable.


