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Implications for Extension.
This study has relevance especially for Extension Educators that are implementing Co-Parenting Program classes.  A curriculum similar to what is used in Oklahoma Cooperative Extension was evaluated as used by University of Tennessee Extension. The process and findings can help inform our continued work in this area and the outcomes and limitations of just a few hours of co-parenting education.

Overview

We know that parental divorce is a risk-factor for both short-term and long-term problems in children.  When compared to children whose parents remain married, children of divorce are twice as likely to suffer with lifelong emotional or behavioral problems.  The good news is that research also indicates an ongoing relationship with both parents is predictive of the overall well-being of children.  In hopes of ameliorating the risks associated with parental divorce, many states now require parent education for divorcing parents.  The purpose of the study presented in this article was to assess the satisfaction of divorcing parents with a parent education program, to measure changes in knowledge, attitudes, and parenting behaviors, and to identify needed areas of improvement to better meet participants’ needs. 
Parent Education Program and Methods
This study used the Parenting Apart: Strategies for Effective Co-Parenting curriculum from the University of Connecticut, and the video, Children in the Middle, resulting in a four-hour educational program.  The class material included sources of stress for children and adults going through divorce, coping strategies, impact of divorce on children by ages and stages of development, strategies for effective communication, restructuring of families post divorce, conflict resolution, and domestic violence.  Family and Consumer Science educators from the University of Tennessee Extension implemented the program over a 28 month period with 9,876 participants.  Random sampling was conducted and resulted in 345 participants for the data collection and analyses.  

Prior to attending class, participants were asked to report their use of ten behaviors in the past two weeks that have been shown to be detrimental to children: 
1. using children as messengers between parents

2. asking children about the other parent (using as spies)

3. having the children request money from the other parent

4. talking negatively about the other parent

5. engaging in conflict in front of the children

Parents were also asked to complete a program satisfaction evaluation at the conclusion of the four hour program.  Follow-up evaluations were conducted four times over the following two years.  

Findings

Parents completing class evaluations reported high satisfaction (90% or more agreement) with the following statements:

· Overall, the class was worthwhile.

· The class helped me to understand how children are affected by divorce.

· The class increased my understanding of why it is important for parents to work cooperatively with each other.

· The class increased my understanding of the importance of allowing both parents to have a meaningful relationship with the child/children.

· The class presented techniques for effective communication with my children and my former spouse.

· I plan to make a stronger effort to work with my ex-spouse for the children’s sake. 

· I would recommend the program to other separating parents. 
Parents were also asked to assess their level of resentment at being required to attend the class before the class began and after completion.  The difference was significant (p = .000) as the level of resentment decreased from a mean of 2.43 (SD = 1.34) prior to class attendance to a mean of 1.73 (SD = 1.18) afterwards.  When data from the follow-up surveys were compared with the pre-test data regarding parent self-report of behaviors, nine out of ten behaviors that are known to be detrimental to children of divorce decreased.  The only behavior that remained unchanged was asking the child to request money from the other parent.  

Conclusion

Positive responses from the evaluation measures indicate that participants were receptive to the material presented.  Comments from participants indicated they gained new insights and the program content resonated with them.  For example, one parent wrote, “By watching the tapes and reading materials, I was able to see myself in both the DOs and DON’Ts of parenting.”  Immediately following the class, many parents reported that participation in the class helped them become more aware of their own behaviors and how those behaviors affected their children.  Data from the follow-up surveys indicated some drop-off in program effectiveness over time.  This is often the case when ongoing support or booster sessions are not included in program planning.  
Implications

While the four-hour program did result in immediate attitude and behavior changes in parents, sustained change seems unlikely without further information and support.  For practitioners or educators who want to make a positive, long-term impact on those struggling with parenting through divorce, the following follow-up strategies may be useful:
· Lengthen the minimum four-hour course
· facilitate an ongoing support group or create a virtual support group through a monitored chat room or question and answer format
· offer booster sessions at regular intervals
· provide a website with information 
· make referrals to other agencies or programs that can address issues in greater depth

· provide or refer to a support group for children of divorcing parents

· provide a parent education program for stepfamilies

· send regular newsletters with parenting information

· invite divorcing parents to other Extension educational programs on parenting, financial management, nutrition, etc. 










