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Executive Summary
Can Government Promote Competent Parenting?

itizens across Wisconsin perceive an array of societal ills, in areas ranging
from school achievement to societal violence to issues of character and val-
ues, and see these as having a common contributing factor: ineffective

parenting. But do we know what competent parenting is? To a surprising extent,
researchers can agree.

Thinking of U.S. culture in this era, researchers can give a surprisingly coherent
picture of competent parenting across the years of childhood. The picture will
have some variations depending upon the gender of the child and the subculture,
social class, and family structure of the family. The picture is complex but can be
summarized in terms of (1) the development of a secure attachment between the
child and one or more parents in infancy, and (2) the use of authoritative
parenting in the years of childhood and adolescence.

Research also documents that we know ways to help parents establish secure attach-
ments and become more authoritative in their parenting. Exemplar programs include
parenting newsletters, home visiting, and specific parent education curriculums.

Several principles of successful programs can be extracted from the research lit-
erature. Successful programs are ecological, collaborative, long-term, and tar-
geted to specific ages and outcomes. They have terrific staff, intervene at critical
periods in the family life course, build on parents’ existing strengths, and allow
for individual differences. Standard statewide programs which support parents’
near-universal desire to do their best in raising their children are possible, but
they must be tailored to the age of the child, the issue or outcome, the locale and
subculture, and the family structure.

The next section of the briefing report documents the growing interest of policy-
makers in promoting competent parenting and supporting families. Family sup-
port is not a new concept. For decades, parents have received support in village
greens and on park benches; during barn raisings and church meetings; and at
gatherings at the general store, post office, or neighborhood cheese factory. Even
though few of these customs remain, the needs they met and the purposes they
served, continue. Since the 1970s, a number of community initiatives have
sprung up to provide the parent education and family support that occurred more
informally a century ago. Increasingly, these grassroots efforts are drawing
policymaker’s attention due to the changing conditions of contemporary family
life, public pessimism over the state of the family, emerging research on child
and family development, growing recognition that changes are needed in how we
deliver child and family services, and bipartisan consensus on the need for more
public as well as private support for families.

What policies can support families and, through families, their children? One
proposal that has received broad-based support is the development and expan-
sion of community-based family support and education programs. While the di-
versity of family support and education programs defy easy definition, they are
typically community-based, prevention-oriented, voluntary, easily accessible,
and more comprehensive that parent education or home visiting alone.
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In the spirit of encouraging debate about a range of policy options, the report re-
views 25 additional policy proposals from five national and one state source
spanning the political spectrum: the American Public Welfare Association, the
Council of Chief State School Officers, the National Commission on America’s
Urban Families, the National Commission on Children, the U.S. Department of
Education Office of Educational Research and Improvement, and the Wisconsin
Governor’s Task Force on Family and Children’s Issues. These policy proposals
fall into four categories: family support, parent involvement, parent education,
and incorporating family support principles into existing programs.

Next the report turns to the efforts of five pioneering states that have developed
preventive, family-oriented services on a broad or fully statewide basis Con-
necticut, Kentucky, Maryland, Minnesota, and Missouri. Even though these
states share a similar approach, they vary extensively in their goals, services,
sponsorship, and funding.

Do family support and education programs work? We know that a handful of
fairly intensive programs work when implemented on a small scale. For ex-
ample, children participating in early intervention programs for low-income
families were more apt to be literate, employed and attending post-secondary
education, and less apt to be mentally retarded, school dropouts, welfare recipi-
ents, or in trouble with the law. We don’t know whether these programs will
work, however, if replicated on a larger scale. In summary, the results are en-
couraging, but we have much experimenting yet to do before we will know the
most cost effective means of family support and education.

A former Iowa state senator raises several challenges facing states in this area the
level of commitment needed, whether programs should be universal or targeted
to the needy, how to reach more parents while maintaining program quality, and
evaluating program effectiveness. Four potential funding sources at the federal
level are reviewed The Comprehensive Child Development Program, The
McKinney Homelessness Prevention Act, The Family Resource and Support
Grants Program in the Young Americans Act, and the Family Preservation and
Support Services Program in the 1993 Budget Agreement.

Since no comprehensive overview of Wisconsin parent education and family
support programs is available, the report overviews the range of programs and
services funded through the Children’s Trust Fund, which was created by the
Wisconsin State Legislature in 1983 to expand family support and parent educa-
tion services statewide. Between 1991 and 1993, nearly $1.3 million of grants
were made to public and private providers.

Since 1988, the Children’s Trust Fund has distributed 180,000 free parenting
booklets and 10,000 parenting kits. The Children’s Trust Fund also provides
funding for nine Family Resource Centers in LaCrosse, Ladysmith, Madison,
Manitowoc, Milwaukee (two programs), Prairie du Chien, Wausau, and West
Bend. To illustrate the programs and services available through the state’s Family
Resource Centers, the report ends with a brief overview of the programs and ser-
vices of one family resource center in Wisconsin, the Silver Spring Community
Center in Milwaukee.
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