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Implications for Cooperative Extension:

On average every day in Oklahoma, 24 children are confirmed to be victims of child abuse and/or neglect (OK Institute for Child Advocacy, 2010).  We have many obstacles to overcome to ensure that children have a safe, nurturing place to live and grow.  This article discusses a strategy shown to be successful in parenting education and support, specifically age-appropriate, research-based information to help new parents of young children better understand themselves, their child and their family stresses. Since the 1970s, various age-paced parenting newsletters offered by state Cooperative Extension systems provided research-based information to parents about their children’s development, nutrition, health and safety, and caregiving.  Evaluations revealed the age-paced newsletter to be popular with parents and effective at raising knowledge, encouraging confidence, and stimulating positive parenting behaviors. In partnership with eXtension, a “community of practice” team of state specialists has created a new universal Extension newsletter series, Just in Time Parenting (JITP).  Issues covering prenatal through age five years are now available online www.extension.org/parenting.  In recent years, many county FCS educators and PACs have indicated a need for new, user-friendly, and accessible parenting education resources that can be used with an array of audiences, community partners, and educational methods.  JITP can fit this need and has the potential to be a long-term program. This information can be helpful to you as you work with the partners in your counties such as Head Start, Early Head Start, DHS, hospitals, or other family-serving agencies.
Overview

This article outlines a randomized trial study conducted in the United Kingdom, North East England District, to evaluate the effects of a monthly parenting newsletter sent to parents with infants birth to one year.  

Participants

First-time mothers were recruited around the time of birth from a general hospital in 2003. The geographic area is considered to be socioeconomically disadvantaged (i.e., low income, high unemployment, low housing quality).  Two groups were established and consenting participants were randomly assigned to each; 94 participants were placed in the intervention group (received newsletters) and 91 in the control group (only received standard services, no newsletters).  
Newsletter Intervention

The newsletters, Baby Express, were eight pages adapted from a newsletter series developed and used by University of Wisconsin Cooperative Extension, Parenting the First Year.  Reading level was approximately 10 years.  The first newsletter was hand-delivered to the home.  Additional newsletters were postal mailed to parents’ homes monthly through 12 months.

Measures

Questionnaires were completed in the homes immediately after the baby’s birth and again at one year.  At one year follow-up, 33 of the 185 mothers were lost and did not complete the second questionnaire.  General demographic data were collected on each participant (mother and child).  The intervention and control group participants were mostly equivalent on maternal age, marital status, employment, and community level of deprivation.  The groups were significantly different in regards to education level and employment pattern, thus these factors were adjusted when analyzed.  Mothers also completed three scales to help gain understanding of stress (Parenting Daily Hassles Scale), well-being (Well-being Index, General Health Questionnaire), and parenting attitudes (Adult-Adolescent Parenting Inventory).  
Findings
From baseline to year one:

Well-Being:  Both the intervention and control groups experienced a change in well-being that progressively got better over the first year with their child.  However, there was no significant difference between the groups.
Daily Hassles:  Both groups reported a decrease in the intensity and frequency of hassles, and the intervention group reported significantly greater change in both areas than the control group.
Parenting Attitudes:  A significant difference between the two groups was found for change of inappropriate expectations of children.  The intervention group showed a significantly larger improvement compared to the control group.  However, the effect size was small. Changes in other measured constructs were insignificant in relation to the two groups (i.e., empathy toward children’s needs, strong belief in use of corporal punishment, reversing parent-child role responsibilities, and oppressing children’s power and independence).
Demographics:  Individuals with higher education levels and history of full-time employment were the main differences among the demographics of the participants.  First-time parents were more likely to stay involved with the newsletter intervention if they had a previous work history and higher education levels.  This result points to the difficulty engaging and retaining younger/adolescent parents. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Age-paced newsletters that first-time parents of infants receive monthly can be an effective information tool that positively influences the quality of early parenting.  This study suggests that first-time mothers who received the newsletters during their infants’ first year experienced reduced frequency and intensity of perceived hassles and lower inappropriate expectations of their infant than mothers who did not receive the newsletters.  The newsletters may serve the function of helping mothers better understand their baby’s behavior and feel less stressed.  Some of the constructs that did not show a significant change may become more apparent and relevant as the child grows older.  Parenting styles and techniques have been shown to influence the way children learn about the world and themselves far past the crucial first five years of life.  
There is not a simple answer to how to ensure parents have the skills and resources to be effective parents and understand their role as their child grows and develops.  This study illustrates a very important key concept to use.  Yet, one service, such as a newsletter, is often not enough to impact significant changes.  We have to combine approaches and services that ensure parents have appropriate, research-based information to help them make decisions about their family.  Age-paced newsletters can be a low-cost, nonstigmatizing tool for a large audience of parents.  Teen moms and first-time mothers are still a challenging population to reach and further research on effective ways to develop and maintain relationships with this key population is needed.  









