Parent Educators:  Style and Characteristics
Stephen J. Bavolek, Ph.D.

Family Nurturing Centers, Int.

Asheville, North Carolina
The title of this paper speaks volumes to the challenges that you face on your quest in becoming the consummate parent educator.  Conducting a quality learning experience with a parent and her family whether in a one-to-one home visitation, a group based setting or a large auditorium style gathering is not an easy task and is not recommended for those who take evaluative comments as personal criticism. The challenges are many, but so are the positive payoffs – if you are not afraid of going after them.  
The positive payoffs of elevating your level of competence as a parent educator don’t just come automatically because you wish for them.  You have to work hard to improve your skills, have a strong conviction that you can be a superb parent educator, and a relentless determination to pursue that goal.  Anything else and you will fall into the wasteland of ho-hum instructors who focus more on their own agenda than the families they are working with. The moment we step into the role of a parent educator, we have an ethical responsibility to be the stimulus for the growth and development of those who are in our audience.  So, if you’re ready to be a truly great “learning stimulus, let’s get going.

Educational Agendas:  Instruction Centered or Learner Centered
In the field of parent education, there usually exist two agendas: your agenda and the parent’s agenda. As an educator, your agenda is to teach the lesson. So, we will call this agenda: Instruction Centered. As a student, the parent is interested in learning some new skills, strategies that will improve her parenting. Let’s call this agenda: Parent or Learner Centered. When the two agendas, Instruction centered and Learner Centered are in sync, the learning is like a car full of people all heading to the same destination on a smooth highway singing along to their favorite songs.  When the agenda is not in sync, the learning is off key, the road is bumpy and the passengers get car sick. Everyone wants the driver to pull over because passengers want out. So, how can we achieve the smooth trip and avoid car sickness? Simple: understand the functional purpose of your role and the qualities and characteristics of a good parent educator.
#1  
Instruction Centered
Remember the time in high school or college when the bell rang ending the class period with students gathering their books, eye-balling the door, getting on their cell phones to meet their friends in the hall, starting to rise and walk out, yet the teacher kept talking because “there were three more points that had to be made.” It didn’t matter to the instructor that no one was listening or even cared about what was being said. Or how about the time that a presenter was “presenting” and someone asked a question or sought clarification and the presenter told the intruder to hold on to their question until the last 30 minutes of the presentation which was three hours away? Or the time when the presenter mentioned to the intruder to hold on to her question because there were four more slides on the power point and he was sure that the answer to the intruder’s question was in the last four slides.
These are examples of parent educators who are Instruction Centered in their teaching. The instruction centered parent educator is more involved in making sure the information is presented in the appropriate time slot than whether the parents actually value, or incorporate what is being said into conscious thought. For many “presenters” it wouldn’t seem to matter if the room was empty. They would just keep right on presenting until they were done.
#2 
Learner Centered
In spite of a popular belief that the learner should be respectful toward the educator and not challenge what is being said, or question the validity of a comment, or even seek clarification, the functional purpose of teaching is the learner. Plain and simple.  B.F.Skinner, a noted behavioral psychologist once stated that “if the student hasn’t learned it, the teacher hasn’t taught it” meaning that the learning process, content and environment and student are critical aspects of teaching. Imparting facts is simple. A television program can do that, and in many instances, better than a teacher. So, the challenge of being a good parent educator is not succumbing to the idea that the parents are there for your ego, rather you’re there to mold and shape a unique learning experience for the parent, the child and the family.

What’s in a Title:  Educator, Trainer or What? 

In 1946, Edgar Dale published his “Cone of Experience” describing how adults learn which is still relevant today:

Adults generally remember:

    10% of what they read;

        20% of what they hear;

            30% of what they see;

                50% of what they SEE and hear;

                    70% of what they SAY and write;

                        90% of what they SAY and do.
Being aware of the percentage of information adults remember has significance in the perceptions we have of ourselves as professionals imparting our parenting wisdom to other adults. Recognizing the title we use in our professional role is often insightful to the philosophy and style of our delivery. Let’s examine some of the common terms we use.
First, some self-assessment. Read each of the following dyads. Indicate the ones that are most like and unlike you by placing an X under Yes or No. Place an X under Unsure if you can’t decide.
	
	Yes
	No
	Unsure

	1.  Are you a Trainer and your audience Trainees?

	
	
	

	2.  Are you an Instructor and your audience Students?
	
	
	

	3.  Are you an Educator and your audience Learners?
	
	
	

	4.  Are you a Facilitator and your audience Students?
	
	
	

	5.  Are you a Teacher and your audience Students?
	
	
	

	6.  Are you a Leader and your audience Followers?

	
	
	

	7.  Are you a Presenter and your audience Participants?
	
	
	


What did you choose?  It wasn’t that easy, was it?  At times, your role can vary and be any one of these titles.  It depends on your subject, your audience and your goals. Let’s examine the terms.
Trainer / Trainee
Sounds pretty sterile, doesn’t it? The term is usually used to describe learning situations with animals.  You know, elephant trainer, horse trainer, dog trainer. In this instance the trainer trains the trainee (the animal) to perform certain tasks: roll over; play dead, beg, give paw before getting a treat, and other such unnatural skills that the animal wouldn’t be caught dead displaying with their animal peer group.  If you’ve ever gone to the circus tent where animals are kept after they performed you can hear them laughing and teasing one another about how foolish they looked playing dead.
Most training workshops that humans go through are a little more dignified. We usually don’t have to roll over and play dead to get our lunch. Training workshops for humans are really not much different in purpose than training workshops for animals. Both are designed to enhance functional skill performance to some measurable standard. Training to drive a car, to fly a plane, to sail a boat, to perform medical operations that add, subtract or replace our body parts are all examples of skill based trainings. We want to know that the driver, the pilot, the captain and the surgeon have all met or exceeded the stated minimum standards to more than adequately perform their skill.
Many parents are very focused on learning new skills especially when they are driven “to their wits end” by some behavior issue they feel incompetent to handle. As they mournfully plead: “Please, just tell me what to do. My kid is driving me nutty,” you get the sense that a huge portal has opened up and this parent is ready to take on information. Unfortunately, desperate parents try desperate things in moments of desperation and any idea or strategy, no matter how inappropriate it may be, or who is suggesting the idea, is there for the trying.  In these times of desperation, parents are hoping the parent educator has some magic technique that the parent can use to train the child to adhere to some acceptable behavioral standard. The problem is that many of these standards are grossly inappropriate and success is doomed from the beginning.
Never-the-less, training that is skill focused is an essential component of parent education when it is a part of a comprehensive approach to parenting. Integrating skills like time-out, redirection, baby-proofing a house or alternatives to physical punishment into a parenting philosophy increases the likelihood that the skills will be used properly.
Training answers the question, “How”?  Techniques are the means to the end and training is the best way to accomplish that goal.  But parenting is much more than training adults in the mechanics of parenting. Knowing WHAT techniques to use, WHY the techniques need to be used, WHEN to use certain techniques and HOW to use the techniques requires more than remote application. The question then becomes: “What motivates parents to use the new knowledge and skills they learn?”
Instructor / Student
This is a common dyad used in education. Instruction means to give knowledge, to train, to give orders, to direct. An instructor, much like an instructional guide, provides instructions on the “how” to do something. Some examples include: yoga instructor, cooking instructor, music instructor, flight instructor, parenting instructor, etc.  When you instruct someone, it generally means you’re telling them what to do and how to do it.  This works in some learning situations – but not in many. The assumption here is that knowing how to perform a task will ensure that the task will be performed, and will be performed correctly. There is no guarantee that is in fact what will happen.
Educator / Learner
To educate is the ability to develop knowledge, skills, beliefs, abilities or character by training, study or experience. Learning is the ability to assimilate information into a meaningful and useful manner, to enhance knowledge and understanding, to develop beliefs appropriate to the knowledge, and to increase functional skills. The competent parent educators incorporate skills training and instruction into their education.  However, just because the information has been presented does not guarantee the learner has incorporated the knowledge and skills into a meaningful or useful part of their behavior.
Facilitator / Learner
Now, this is a dyad that is almost never spoken in a learning environment. Too bad! It’s probably the most powerful relationship of any that are presented on this list. Young children learn best in an environment that facilitates their learning. Actually, so do adults. We call this learning self-discovery. Facilitating self-discovery is the surest means for increasing the probability that new knowledge, skills, understanding and beliefs will be meaningful, useful, have value and be utilized. When something has value it has worth. When something has worth it is usually well regarded. For young children, self discovery is also called “safe discovery” as the parent utilizes the knowledge and understanding of guidance and discipline to facilitate the child’s intellectual, social and emotional growth.  In adults we call self-discovery “Ah-ha Moments” when all the bits and pieces of knowledge, hunches, experiences, emotions, understanding and acceptance come together in the “now I get it” phenomenon. Ah-ha moments are also referred to as enlightenment. The ah-ha moments of life are few and far between. Again—too bad

Self-discovery is the most important, most powerful way to learn.  Self-discovery of knowledge has a much higher rate of retention because – you guessed it – the learner discovered it. A facilitator is one who sets up a learning environment that promotes the cause of self-discovery.  If you ever wonder about the power of self-discovery, spend time in a preschool when children are “allowed” free play.  Sit back and watch the excitement.

Teacher / Student
The word “teacher” has diminished in value over the years.  So has the word “student” in relationship to “teacher.”  For many, it conjures up a rigid system of test taking, failure, punishment, homework, report cards, notes and calls from the principal, suspension and expulsion.  The system is called school.  School – a group of beings all being taught to follow the rules, conform to some standard and be constantly evaluated.  School is the only place students can “fail” learning.  Think about it.
Leader / Follower
Some prefer to call themselves “workshop leaders.”  Here is education at its worst.  Followers are often unconscious individuals that do whatever is asked of them.  History should tell us this is the wrong term to use in education.  “Lead, follow, or get out of the way. “ I vote for “get out of the way” as I think leaders have a tendency to squash meaningful learning. The mantra here is “follow me...I have the right answers.”  I think this tern should be dropped from any reference to education.

Presenter / Participant
A presenter presents presentations. “Shhhh. Quiet everyone! The presentation is about to begin.” So much for interactive learning or self-discovery. The script has been written, the notes are in order, the power-point is lined up and the time clock is set.  This will go on at this time and not a minute over. This has to be presented because it’s a part of the presentation. Presenters are usually more worried if their power point presentation will work, or if they will have time “to cover all my material” than they are in actually helping the participants acquire new knowledge, skills or enlightenment.  When I think of presenters, I usually think of some guy coming to my house trying to sell me a vacuum cleaner. Or some telemarketer calling me with her presentation about buying a time share on the Island of Yap. Ask a question and the presenter gets lost and confused. The participant is just that – to silently observe the presentation. Presenter-Participant! Another dyad I feel should be eliminated from the meaning of parent education.
So, which are you?  It depends on how you view the learning experience. Go back and review your selections. Want to make changes? Why not identify the dyads you would like you create. Rank order them if you like.
Rating My Skills as a Parent Educator
So, now it’s your turn for some assessment of your skills. Assessment is good. The questions that you are about to respond to allow you to gather information about your skills. Try responding honestly. It may be difficult to admit that you lack skills in certain areas, but goal directed improvement happens with conscious and honest assessment.

On a scale of 1 to 5, rate your degree of competence in each of the following skills.
1
=   Very little competence. Definitely need to enhance my skills. Sign me up for a class.
2
=   Some competence, nothing to brag about. Have a good foundation but can improve.

3
=   So-so. Pretty average in this skill. There is room for improvement.

4
=   Now we’re talking. I’ve got good skills here. 

5
=   Excellent skills in this area. Gold medal winner. This is strength of mine.

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.  Keeps the focus on student learning (parents or child).
	
	
	
	
	

	2.  Engages students through small group discussions/ debates/role plays/creative 

     expressions.
	
	
	
	
	

	3.  Investigates the learner’s view point through increasing self-awareness.
	
	
	
	
	

	4.  Makes concepts and principles simple.
	
	
	
	
	

	5.  Gives concrete examples to illustrate abstract points.
	
	
	
	
	

	6.  Adapts while teaching (flexibility).
	
	
	
	
	

	7.  Reflects after having taught on ways to improve.
	
	
	
	
	

	8.  Is organized.
	
	
	
	
	

	9.  Has a command of the content.
	
	
	
	
	

	10. Facilitates self-discovery
	
	
	
	
	

	11.  Uses dignified discipline techniques (“Acting In” board, praise, builds self esteem, 

      etc).
	
	
	
	
	

	12.  Uses visual aids (DVD’s, pictures, illustrations).
	
	
	
	
	

	13.  Is a good time manager.
	
	
	
	
	

	14.  Sets high but reasonable expectations for students.
	
	
	
	
	

	15.  Administers fair assessments.
	
	
	
	
	

	16.  Uses the results of assessments as a reflection of the quality of instruction.
	
	
	
	
	

	17.  Creates an atmosphere where students are motivated intrinsically (from within) 

       rather than extrinsically (from outside).
	
	
	
	
	

	18.  Practices what s/he preaches
	
	
	
	
	

	19.  Empowers the group or individual through cognitive processes such as: 

       Brainstorming;
	
	
	
	
	

	20.  Problem solving and decision making;
	
	
	
	
	

	21.  Suggestion circles;
	
	
	
	
	

	22.  Role play;
	
	
	
	
	

	23.  Negotiating and compromising.
	
	
	
	
	


Rating My Characteristics as a Parent Educator
Now, focus on rating yourself in personal traits and characteristics that are commonly associated with being a good parent educator. This will probably be more difficult that rating your skills. Try your best.

On a scale of 1 to 5, rate your degree of competence in each of the following skills.

1
=   Very little competence. Definitely need to enhance my skills.

2
=   Some competence, nothing to brag about. Have a good foundation but can improve.

3
=   So-so. Pretty average in this skill. There is room for improvement.

4
=   Now we’re talking. I’ve got good skills here. 
5
=   Excellent skills in this area. Gold medal winner. This is a strength of mine.

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1.  Demonstrates respect.
	
	
	
	
	

	2.   Has a sense of humor.
	
	
	
	
	

	3.   Uses “common sense”.
	
	
	
	
	

	4.   Shows interest and enthusiasm.
	
	
	
	
	

	5.   Demonstrates a sense of caring and empathy.
	
	
	
	
	

	6.   Makes learning fun and exciting.
	
	
	
	
	

	7.   Is available to help parents.
	
	
	
	
	

	8.   Enjoys teaching parents or children.
	
	
	
	
	

	9.  Is an excellent communicator.
	
	
	
	
	

	10.  Is entertaining.
	
	
	
	
	


Characteristics of Learners
Each parent group has its own personality, and within each class individual personalities will emerge.  Brainstorm strategies in handling the following personalities:
1. Dominates the group with personal experiences
2. Has answers to all the questions.

3. Snoozer – sleeps during class.

4. Acts as a “co-trainer.”

5. Knows everything.

6. Challenger – challenges all your comments.

7. Is clearly disengaged: reading the newspaper.

8. Text messages during the class.
9. Talks to others all the time during the class.

10. Asks a lot of questions.

11. Is a vertical head nodder – whatever you say, s/he agrees.
12. Is a horizontal head nodder—whatever you say s/he disagrees.

13. The absorber – takes in everything

14. The rescuer – bails out others.

15. Rebellious – finds no value in the class.                                                                                              10/05/08






Instruction Centered vs. Learner Centered





Listed below are some questions to help you determine if you tend to be more Instruction Centered or Learner Centered in your approach to teaching.





1.	Are you the sort of parent educator that cares more              Yes ____  No ____ Sometimes ____


about presenting your material than the educational 


needs of the parents?





2.	Is the reason you are teaching a particular parenting lesson because (1) you are well versed in the content, or (2) it’s the most relevant topic for the parent(s)?


____  #1 is more like me


____  #2 is more like me





3.	Do you get annoyed at parents who offer a                            Yes ____  No ____ Sometimes ____


counter point to your facts or challenge your opinions? 





4.	When a parent says your class is a waste of time,                 Yes ____  No ____ Sometimes ____


do you get angry and reject the parent and/or what 


the parent is saying?





5.	Do you get annoyed at parents who ask questions 	     Yes ____  No ____ Sometimes ____


during the time you are teaching?





6.	Do you get defensive when challenged?	                               Yes ____  No ____ Sometimes ____
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