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1. Executive Summary
1.1 Background

Government reforms of Children’s Services following the Victoria Climbié enquiry led to a policy commitment to developing parenting support services. This was supported by the Parenting Fund which was established to increase the capacity of the voluntary sector to deliver parenting support. The Trust for the Study of Adolescence (TSA) obtained a grant from the Parenting Fund to develop and pilot a course for voluntary sector practitioners in “Supporting the Parents of Adolescents”. The course was piloted in three areas in England and course participants had the option of having their learning assessed and accredited at Higher Education levels 1 or 3. The course consisted of two modules with a work-based learning component during which participants undertook project work to develop parenting support work. The course was designed in line with recent National Occupational Standards developed by the Parenting Education and Support Forum. The course was independently evaluated using qualitative methods including observation and interviews with course participants and managers. 

1.2 Findings from the evaluation
The evaluation demonstrated that the course enabled practitioners to develop the necessary values, knowledge and skills to effectively engage parents and deliver parenting support. The voluntary sector practitioners who attended the course were working with parents with a wide range of needs including parents with complex needs who are typically hard to engage. As a consequence of reflecting on their values, and developing their knowledge base and skills, practitioners developed parenting support within their organisations leading to favourable outcomes for parents and their teenage children. Participation on the course contributed to partnership working and capacity building within the sector. The following outcomes for practitioners who attended the course were demonstrated:

· The research based content of the course enhanced the knowledge of practitioners about adolescent development, parenting styles, parenting support needs and outcomes for parents and teenage children. 
· The enhanced knowledge base of practitioners improved their confidence allowing them to engage more effectively with parents. 
· As well as improving the knowledge base of practitioners, the course also developed the self awareness of practitioners leading to a shift in values; this enabled practitioners to develop empathy with parents leading to a better understanding of their support needs and a better ability to engage parents. 
· The improved knowledge base and self awareness led to practitioners developing their ability to work with parents in a non-threatening and non-judgmental manner which in turn led to better partnership working with parents. 
· Course participants also developed assertiveness, teaching and presentation skills which further enhanced their ability to deliver parenting support. 
· Learning on the course was supported by the face to face contact, interaction and peer support between practitioners which enabled them to learn from each other, reflect on their practice and share good practice.
· The course enabled practitioners to transfer their learning to the workplace and develop the parenting support provided by their organisations.  
The course participants were mentored by the course tutors during their work based learning and this was a vital element of the course enabling participants to embed their learning in practice and influence service delivery. Course participants developed parenting support within their organisations undertaking project work to provide information to parents, develop one-to-one support for parents or run groups for parents. Participants reported that as a result of this work, parents and their teenage children benefited from support: 
· More parents accessed support including those who are typically hard to engage and those whose needs had not been previously identified.

· The self esteem and confidence of parents increased and they became less stressed, more able to cope, more knowledgeable about adolescent development and more able to parent authoritatively.
· Parents also increased their social networks, felt more positive about their teenage children and had improved relationships with their teenage children. 
· As a result of this parenting support, beneficial outcomes for children were reported including reduced behavioural and conduct problems, reduced anti-social behaviour, reduced risk of offending and substance misuse and improved school attendance.

There was also evidence that the course produced wider benefits to participants and the whole sector through shared learning and peer support leading to effective networking and partnership working. These in turn helped to build capacity within the sector to deliver a joined up and holistic service. In particular effective partnerships between voluntary and statutory sector agencies developed because course participants were drawn from both sectors and hence had joint training. 
1.3 Building the capacity of the parenting support sector

Training is a vital component of infrastructure development and capacity building and ongoing training needs within the sector were identified. However, the voluntary sector relies on grant funded programmes which enable access to training and training resources and there were concerns that such resources would be limited. In addition further ways of supporting learning to build capacity within the sector were identified; these were the need for ongoing facilitated learning networks and ways of sharing good practice in project development and evaluation through consultancy arrangements. 

The role of training is limited in terms of capacity building unless there is a clear strategy across the parenting sector that has strong voluntary sector representation. Infrastructure development is needed to enable clearer representation of voluntary sector organisations in strategic development work with local authorities; however, repeated restructuring of local authority services diminished the statutory sector’s ability to work in partnership with voluntary sector organisations. A need was also identified for administrative support within the voluntary sector to allow organisations to collect the monitoring and evaluation data required to support competitive tendering where local authorities commission services. A further barrier to capacity building within the voluntary sector that was identified, related to funding; i.e. lack of core funding, lack of funding for universal services rather than targeted services, and lack of funding to support long term work with families who are hard to engage and who have complex needs. The role of the voluntary sector in undertaking universal work which is preventative and widens access to parenting support, and its role in engaging hard-to-reach families where children are at risk needs to be recognized so that appropriate commissioning processes can be strategically developed.
1.4 Conclusion and recommendations
The TSA “Supporting the Parents of Adolescents” course developed the knowledge, values and skills of practitioners that have been set out in the National Occupational Standards for parenting support workers. There was also evidence that this learning was transferred to the workplace leading to more effective parent support with positive outcomes for teenage children. The course enabled practitioners to engage parents, work in partnership with parents and help parents to parent their teenagers more effectively with subsequent reductions in parenting stress and improved relationships between parents and teenagers. The key elements in the design of the course which promoted learning and the development of parenting support work in practice were:

· Research-based content on adolescent development, parenting of adolescents and the social context of adolescence.
· Techniques to promote self awareness and reflection on practice.
· Face-to-face contact and interaction between course participants which promoted peer support, networking and partnership working.
· Mentoring support which facilitated the development of practice in a work-based learning module.
· The option of taking an accredited route through the course.
It is recommended that the design of courses to develop the skills of parenting support workers should incorporate these elements.

Training clearly plays a vital role in building capacity within the parenting support sector through up skilling the workforce and through facilitating partnership working, and breaking down professional barriers. However, strong voluntary sector representation is needed in the development of local strategies to improve Children’s Services in order to sustain such work. 

2. Introduction
The Trust for the Study of Adolescence (TSA) obtained a grant from the Parenting Fund to pilot a course for practitioners in “Supporting the Parents of Adolescents”. The Parenting Fund was established by the Department of Education and Skills and it is managed by the National Family and Parenting Institute (NFPI). The Fund was announced in 2002 and its aim was to build the capacity of the voluntary sector to deliver parenting support in the light of a major set of reforms in relation to children’s services. These reforms followed the Victoria Climbié enquiry which led to the Children Act of 2004 and which underpins the Change for Children Programme. The local implementation of the Children Act is guided by the “Every Child Matters” White Paper and through the establishment of multi-agency Children’s Trusts. This White Paper acknowledges the role of the voluntary sector in the provision of parenting support and the need for partnership working (Hamilton and Shepherd, 2006). The Parenting Fund was set up to develop a network of parent support  by building on existing voluntary and community sector approaches to supporting parenting and parenting organizations (Quinton, 2004)
Following announcement of the Parenting Fund, the NFPI engaged in a consultation with the parenting sector to determine how the fund should be used (National Family and Parenting Institute, 2003). The aims included building the capacity of the sector through increasing workforce skills and developing infrastructure in order to increase the provision of parenting support; in particular the need to increase universal provision was recognized as well as provision to groups who were less able to access support. There is evidence of the need to have a skilled workforce and there is a need to pay attention to getting, keeping and engaging parents, have a strong theory base underpinning interventions and to normalizing parent support (Moran et al., 2004). There is also evidence that information and fact-based advice as well as group support and one-to-one support benefit parents and it is necessary to offer a variety of services (Moran et al., 2004). In terms of infrastructure support there is a need to develop a strategic approach to parenting provision, to support the sector in working together and the need to develop partnership working in order to facilitate the exchange of information and good practice between organisations. Furthermore, partnership working between statutory and voluntary sector agencies was seen as an important element of capacity building (Department for Education and Skills, 2004) with joint working being seen as essential in order to work successfully with parents who are hard to engage  (Quinton, 2004). Partnership working between voluntary and statutory sector agencies also increases capacity through enabling the sharing of resources, co-ordinating provision and cross referrals (NIACE, 2003). 
The TSA course for practitioners on “Supporting the Parents of Adolescents” was provided in three localities and course participants had the option of taking an accredited route. The course consisted of two modules; the first module of three study days was followed by a second module of two study days. In between the two modules participants engaged in work based learning supported by mentoring from the course tutors. The aim of the training was develop voluntary sector skills in respect of support for parents of teenagers. The aim of the evaluation was to assess the impact of the training on consequent service delivery. In order to evaluate the course, the literature was reviewed to identify the outcomes for practitioners, parents and their adolescent children, which would indicate that the course had achieved its aim. The review includes what is known about the training needs of practitioners working in the field of parenting support, outcomes of parenting support work for parents and children and wider issues about infrastructure and capacity building which promote parenting support work. 

3. Review of the policy and background literature
Parents of teenagers are generally more isolated than parents of younger children, and therefore receive less support and are harder to reach (Coleman and Roker, 2001a). However, there is now a recognized need to provide support to the parents of teenagers in current government policy (Rogers, 2006). There is a need to provide both universal and targeted support, to pay attention to methods of engaging parents, to offer parents a choice of a range of services from information giving to intensive group or one-to-one support and to normalize the need for support so that parents do not feel like they have failed if they access support  (Quinton, 2004, Roker et al., Roker and Richardson, 2001, Roker and Coleman, 2001). Parenting support with the parents of teenagers needs to focus on  parenting styles, communication and monitoring and supervision (Coleman, 2001) and support workers should work with parents in ways which model good communication with teenagers i.e. listening and respecting rather than leading, controlling and changing (Coleman, 2001).

3.1 Engaging parents
Much of the evaluative work on parent support  has found that a major challenge lies in engaging parents and sustaining that engagement. The nature of the relationship between parents and support workers is central to enabling and sustaining engagement. Support is a process and parents are more likely to engage and stay engaged if the relationship with the support worker is right i.e. if the support worker is respectful and takes parents’ views seriously (Quinton, 2004). Typically, parenting support programmes that are found to be effective pay attention to promoting attendance and the lasting engagement of parents, they use interactive rather than didactic styles and they are practically focused with “tips” for parents (Moran et al., 2004). Parents engage with services if they feel listened to, are treated as equals, and treated as partners in solving their problems rather than being made to feel like bad parents. There are high drop out rates if professionals give the message that parents need to be taught something rather than inviting participation and a choice of elements (Quinton, 2004). Effective parent support is found where parents trust support workers and where support workers are able to work in partnership with parents promoting equality and empowerment (Davis and Day, 2001). 
3.2 Outcomes for parents and children

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of parent support work it needs to be linked to beneficial outcomes for children; suggested outcomes to evaluate the parenting fund included specific indicators such as school attendance, and reductions in youth crime and substance misuse (Department for Education and Skills, 2004). Moran et al (2004), have reviewed what works in parenting support and use both direct outcomes for children, and outcomes for parents known to be linked to outcomes for children as indicators of the success of particular approaches. They found that the beliefs and perceptions of parents are an important factor in the success of support programmes, so strategies which enable practitioners to engage at this level with parents will also be important. Low self-esteem and lack of belief by parents about their ability to cope have been found to be linked to inconsistent parenting and non-authoritative parenting which in turn is linked to poor outcomes for children (Moran et al., 2004).  Evaluations therefore need to include parents’ self reports about their coping ability and self-esteem. 

Moran et al (2004),  go on to summarise the desired outcomes for parents which are most likely to impact on positive outcomes for their children; these include changes in knowledge, attitudes, and skills as well as improvements in the emotional well-being, and increases in the social networks, of parents. In particular parents and their children benefit if parents know more about child development and develop their parenting skills in relation to supervision and monitoring, boundary setting, communication and negotiation. In terms of actual parenting skills, authoritative and non-punitive parenting rather than harsh parenting is linked to better outcomes for children (Moran et al., 2004). Other important indicators are parents’ self reports of coping and feeling less stressed in relation to their parenting role. Moran et al (2004), also summarise the changes in parent child relationships which indicate successful outcomes in parenting support; these include aspects of the quality of the parent-child relationship such as warmth, attachment, interaction and communication.

Moran et al (2004) have also summarized the outcomes to be anticipated for children as a result of effective parenting support; these relate to emotional, behavioural and educational development. Successful parenting support interventions would aim to see a reduction in any of the following areas:

· conduct problems, 

· antisocial behaviour, 

· offending, 

· attention deficit and hyperactivity and oppositional disorder

· mental health problems, 

· substance misuse.

Parenting support would also aim for an improvement in school readiness and educational competence where appropriate.

3.3 Infrastructure development
The infrastructure needs  of the voluntary sector to provide parenting support were identified during the consultation about the Parenting Fund; a need for a framework was identified which would enable the sharing of good practice, the dissemination of information, the provision of joint training, the development of quality standards and the encouragement of innovative solutions (Department for Education and Skills, 2004). In relation to the development of workforce skills, there is also a recognized need for supervision, accreditation, quality assurance and occupational standards (Crowley, 2001), and the PESF have now published National Occupational Standards (Parenting Education and Support Forum, 2005). However, because of a lack of strategic funding the sector suffers from instability and fragmentation making it difficult to develop and disseminate knowledge and good practice (National Family and Parenting Institute, 2003). Boundaries within and across sectors create the need for coalitions across organizations; infrastructure support and training which would lead to better service for families (National Family and Parenting Institute, 2003). 
Parenting Forums and Parenting Co-coordinators have been shown to play an important infrastructure role in the parenting sector, facilitating representation of voluntary sector agencies, leading to multi-agency working and the development of local strategies (Hamilton and Shepherd, 2006). However not all areas have such infrastructure support and there is no mandatory requirement for them within the current Change for Children programmes and associated Children and Young People’s Plans (Hamilton and Shepherd, 2006). As well as the need for an overarching strategy, networking and multi-agency working are vital in enabling families to access support but networking activity is vulnerable to pressures on resourcesand networking arrangements are fluid and easily destabilized (Quinton, 2004).  It is important to evaluate the contribution that training can make to infrastructure development, through developing specific parenting support skills in the workforce, but also in as much as it may promote networking and partnership working, and up skill workers to engage in strategic developments. 

3.4 Training needs

In order to provide parenting support, the workforce needs to be highly skilled; providing support without compromising the autonomy of families is demands a wide range of well developed skills (Moran et al., 2004). An empathic and non-judgmental attitude on the part of practitioners, and a participatory approach to parenting support programmes, are important factors in the successful engagement of parents and subsequent beneficial outcomes in parenting support. Training therefore needs to attend to the quality of the helping relationship between parents and practitioners (Moran et al., 2004). The rapid growth of the parenting sector has meant that attention needs to be paid to workforce training needs and to the quality and standardization of training. Much of this work has been undertaken by the Parenting Education and Support Forum working alongside Lifelong Learning UK through undertaking a mapping of the sector, developing National Occupational Standards for work with parents and devising a core curriculum (Parenting Education and Support Forum, 2003, Parenting Education and Support Forum, 2005, Pye Tait, 2001). Underpinning values, core skills and knowledge were identified which combine into a set of competencies which acknowledge the complex role of parenting support. These can be used to benchmark the TSA course in terms of its content as well as how effectively it promotes the underlying value base agreed by the sector for work with parents. 

The underpinning value base agreed by the sector for working with parents included a number of elements which should be intrinsic to any training course for supporting work with parents. These include:

· Development of self-awareness and confidence in practitioners

· Modeling good parenting through work with parents in order to empower parents

· Acknowledging parents as having unique knowledge and information about their children

· Working with parents in a non-judgmental and anti-discriminatory in order to empower parents through working in partnership

· A recognition that good practice requires reflection and a continuing search for improvement

· Practitioners should be creative enthusiastic, empathic and humble

As well as identifying a value base for parenting support work, PESF also identified the core skills and underpinning knowledge required for effective parent support work. The specific skills identified were:

· Communication skills

· Presentation skills

· Facilitation skills

· Teaching and supporting skills

The underpinning knowledge needed was identified as:

· Child development

· Emotional literacy

· Parenting styles

· Sources of evidence-based knowledge
The TSA course for practitioners in “Supporting the Parents of Adolescents” was designed in the light of the recent work by PESF on training and occupational standards (Parenting Education and Support Forum, 2003, Parenting Education and Support Forum, 2005)   and using current research based evidence about parenting support needs (Coleman and Roker, 2001b).

4. Design and delivery of the course

The course content included research based knowledge about adolescent development, parenting styles and how to engage parents and meet their support needs; it also included techniques to promote self awareness and reflection in practitioners and to develop specific skills needed to work effectively with parents such as facilitation and presentation skills. The course was structured to provide three initial study days with three months of work based learning followed by two final study days. Agreements were made with course participants’ managers to provide study leave. Course participants undertook a work based project during the course to develop parenting support and presented this project during their final two study days. Projects could include a range of parenting support interventions from producing information to direct support work with parents. Mentoring sessions were provided by the course tutors during the work placement to support the project work. The mentoring was available on the telephone or face-to-face, and in small groups or on an individual basis.  The course was accredited by the Department of Work Based Learning at Middlesex University at higher education levels 1 and 3. Course participants had the option to take the accredited route which was assessed through submission of a learning portfolio and if successfully completed they were awarded 20 C.A.T. points.

The course was delivered in three locations in England; one in the South East, one in the North East and one in the North West. Recruitment was targeted at parenting support workers in the voluntary sector although some places were filled with statutory sector workers. The course was funded by a grant to the TSA from the Parenting Fund and was free at the point of delivery to all participants. A £500 bursary was available to voluntary sector participants which could be used to buy resources such as training programmes to use with parents. In total 40 people were recruited to the course of whom 35 completed the course. 

5. Methodology

The aims of this evaluation were:

· To evaluate both course content and its impact on individual practice;

· To assess the impact of the course on subsequent service delivery;

· To evaluate how the course fits within the continuing professional development of practitioners;

· To ascertain what voluntary sector agencies involved in the project think is necessary to ensure the continuing provision of support for parents of teenagers.

The evaluator observed each of the study days undertaking five days of observation across the three sites where the course was delivered. Two group mentoring sessions were also observed. Interviews were conducted with 22 of the course participants with the remaining participants being contacted with an e-mail questionnaire which included the areas covered in the interview schedule. Three managers were interviewed from voluntary sector agencies and three managers in statutory sector roles relating to parenting support strategy were also interviewed.

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the training, it is important to measure what has been learned and how that learning is transferred to the workplace (Kirkpatrick, 1994). In addition the wider impacts on society through evaluating how any such transfer of learning impacted on the training participants’ organizations should be undertaken (Kirkpatrick, 1994).  It is also important to attend to process issues as well as outcomes in order to understand what made the training effective (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). In order to achieve this, the course was evaluated through observation of the training and interviews with course participants, and managers. The review of policy about parenting support and research-based evidence on the benefits of parenting support was used to design an observation and interview schedule for the evaluation. These were used to evaluate the content of the training and to identify potential outcomes for training participants in terms of the development of values, knowledge, and skills. They were also used to help participants evaluate the impact of their training on their work practice through identifying perceived benefits to parents and children of parenting support interventions, and to look at the broader implications of the training for their organisation. Interviews were also conducted with the service managers of some course participants, and managers in the statutory sector,  to further explore the wider impact of training and further infrastructure needs. Thus the evaluation explored immediate learning, transfer of learning to the workplace through changes in the way practitioners worked, and the perceived impact of that work on parents and their children. Wider organisational and infrastructure issues were also explored.

The indicators about the known benefits of parenting support and the training needs of practitioners were derived from the review of the literature; these informed the design of the observation and interview schedules and are summarised below:

Knowledge base for parent support workers
· Need for theoretical and evidence base underpinning interventions

· Adolescent development

· Parenting styles

· Emotional literacy

Values and skills base for parent support workers
· Self awareness and ability to reflect on practice

· Ability to engage parents and develop trust

· Ability to work in partnership with parents in a non-judgmental and non-threatening manner

· Need to be able to have empathy with parents

· Need to be able to normalise parenting support

· Communication skills

· Facilitation skills

· Assertiveness skills

· Teaching skills

Outcomes for parents 

· Parents’ increase in knowledge about child development

· Willingness to access services

· Feeling more confident in the parenting role

· Increases in self esteem

· Feeling less stressed in the parenting role

· Feeling more able to cope in the parenting role

· Ability to parent authoritatively (monitoring, supervision, setting boundaries, negotiation etc)

· Feeling positive about their children

· Increasing social networks

Outcomes for children
· Reduction in behavioural and conduct problems

· Reduction in offending and anti-social behaviour

· Reduction in substance misuse

· Reduction in mental health problems

· Increased attendance and achievement at school

Outcomes for children and parents
· Improved communication

· Warmer relationships and increases in attachment
In addition to these specific indicators the training sought, in line with current policy, to promote and help develop partnership working within the parenting sector, so this was also included in the evaluation. Attention was paid throughout the evaluation to the processes which enabled learning and transfer of learning in terms of the design and delivery of the course. 

6. Findings
The course was well received by all participants with high levels of satisfaction about the course content, structure and style of delivery. All participants felt that they had gained considerable knowledge and understanding about adolescent development and the support needs of the parents of adolescents. In addition resources, such as information sheets and training programmes, to use with parents were made available through the course; this access facilitated the development of support work with parents. Course participants also developed their skills in supporting parents. Much of their learning was attributed to the way the course developed self awareness and enabled them to reflect on their practice, share good practice and learn from and support each other. Course participants identified the ways in which they had been able to apply their learning to the practice setting seeing tangible benefits to parents and their teenagers; they felt much more confident to work with parents in partnership using participatory approaches and were therefore more able to engage parents and sustain that engagement. The findings from the interviews with course participants were supported by the observational component of the evaluation and through  interviews with managers of organisations whose staff had attended the training. 

Course participants and managers also identified wider benefits of the training which helped to build capacity and develop partnership working,  within organizations and across the sector, in order to continue and expand the delivery of parenting support. Further capacity building and infrastructure support needs for the parenting sector were also identified.  The anticipated outcomes of a course designed for practitioners working in the field of parenting support were summarized in section 5; these are used to present the findings from this evaluation focusing first on the knowledge, skills and values required for parenting support work and evidence that learning was transferred to the workplace.  The evidence that learning was transferred to the workplace is seen through the ways that course practitioners developed parenting support work, and their assessment of the effects of that parenting support on parents and their children. This is followed by a discussion of the findings in relation to capacity building and infrastructure support needs. Extracts from interviews with course participants and managers are indented and in italics.

6.1 Knowledge base of parent support workers

All the participants identified that they had considerably increased their knowledge and understanding about adolescent development, the social context of parenting adolescents, the support needs of parents and the outcomes for children of different parenting styles. In particular they identified how the strong theory and research base of the course furthered this understanding and made them feel much more confident about working with parents and using that material with parents:

“Understanding the social context of adolescence made me see the whole thing in a completely different way and it made me want to run groups for parents” (Family link worker)

“The content on adolescent development was really useful and I can pass that on to parents – they need to know about the changes as well otherwise they just think their teenagers are lazy” (Family support worker)

“The course has given me confidence because it is research based – I’ve got the information to back things up now when parents raise issues about communication and effective listening” (Family support health practitioner)

“I understand more now about the challenges of adolescence and the developmental reasons behind a lot of behaviour” (Family support health practitioner)
“I’ve got more confidence to work with parents now I have the research backing about what works in parenting” (Parent Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)

“I am more confident working with parents now that I know the research behind some of the practice” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“I am armed with information now when I work with parents about what is normal and what isn’t with teenagers and I am more confident now about talking to them about that. They need to know how to separate out what is normal from the warning signals about offending behaviour so they can deal with it appropriately.” (Parent support worker – Youth Offending Team)

The course also helped participants to engage parents through developing a wider understanding of need:

“I work with Asian families where the young person is using drugs and I realised that the parents were very disempowered in relation to their children because they don’t understand the system – I’ve set up some information giving sessions so they know where they stand and can exert some authority with their teenagers” (Family welfare co-coordinator – voluntary  sector)

“We learnt about how socio-economic changes have affected families and I take that into account now when I’m planning groups – I think much more now about what will affect parents’ access and ability to attend groups” (Family link worker)

Managers also observed that training with a strong theory and evidence base gives workers much more confidence to engage with parents and deliver parenting support:

“Having that knowledge base about what works really helps workers to engage with parents and work in partnership with them to make changes – when the workers really feel that they know what they are doing they can share the journey with parents” (Project Manager)
Course participants identified that their raised levels of knowledge about adolescent development made them develop their feelings of empathy towards parents: 

“I hadn’t really looked at things from the perspective of parents before” (Mediation worker – voluntary sector)

“The information and statistics on the course about social change and the pressures on teenagers and their parents was fascinating. I’m more aware now in my day to day work and it has made me feel more empathy towards teenagers and their parents” (CAMHS Therapist)
“The TSA course helps people develop empathy with parents and to understand young people’s behaviour” (Family support health practitioner)
6.2 Values and skills base for parent support workers

We can see from the previous section that the content of the course increased parenting support workers’ knowledge about adolescence and parenting support; this was a crucial factor in helping parenting support workers to develop their role through increasing their empathy with parents and making them feel more confident when working with parents. This led to better engagement with parents and passing knowledge about adolescent development on to parents. It was also found that these increases in confidence and better ability to engage parents was  linked to the way the course facilitated the development of self awareness, peer support and reflective practice. This was achieved through the way the course was delivered i.e. the learning strategies on the course which included discussion, and exercises in pairs and small groups:

“Most courses I’ve been on are death by powerpoint – it was good to be on a course where you can reflect on your practice through discussion and sharing experiences” (Educational Psychologist)

“The way the course was run, by facilitating discussion, enabled us to learn from each other and about each other” (Mediation worker – voluntary sector)

“The life course exercise that we did raises your awareness and refreshes your ability to have empathy for parents” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)
“The pair work and the peer support on the course helped me to reflect on my practice and realise where I had started to focus on the negative which had stopped me working effectively with parents” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“The exercises in pairs on the course raise your self awareness and that refreshes the empathy you have for others, and that makes you have more empathy for parents” (Parent Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)

“I tried running groups with parents in the past but it was unsuccessful. The course has given me a chance to reflect on that and I plan to try again taking a different approach – I’ll pay more attention to getting parents more involved rather than setting myself up as the expert” (Project worker – voluntary sector)
The reflective aspects of the course also helped participants to develop awareness of diversity issues:

“A lot of the pair work that we did on the course helps to cross cultural divides” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)
These increases in knowledge, self awareness and developing empathy enabled parent support workers to develop better relationships with parents and to pass on their knowledge to parents. Parenting support workers found they had developed their confidence to involve parents through developing empathy and understanding the support needs of parents:

“I can see things now from the parents’ point of view and understand what they are caught up in which has helped me focus on their support needs” (Family support health practitioner)

“The TSA course completely changed my whole approach to parents – the area where I work is child-centred and that meant I never thought about anything from the parents’ perspective. I thought everything was the parents’ fault and I had no time for them. I didn’t like to think about their lives before but I acknowledge them as people now and now I genuinely work with parents to support them.” (Family support worker)
“I’ve become more consultative with parents and am less likely to tell them what I think they need. I’ve developed the confidence to involve them more even if I’m doing a risk assessment” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

“Once you’ve developed some empathy for parents, you can then help parents understand and move from controlling parenting to allow young people to grow up and have a voice” (Family support health practitioner)
“I use some of the techniques that we learnt on the course to work with parents so that they have a better understanding of adolescent development” (Education Welfare Officer)

Course participants also identified how they developed teaching and facilitation skills which they were able to use in their parenting support work:

“I learnt how to run classes and groups when I was on the course” (Education Welfare Officer)

“If you are going to really work in partnership with parents, rather than just follow a set programme, then you need facilitation skills and the course helped to develop those”  (Counsellor for young people – voluntary sector)

“I modeled the way I run groups now from the way the course was run using a variety of approaches so that everyone’s different learning styles are accommodated” (Parent Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)
It was also clear that the development of knowledge, skills and an empathic non-judgmental value base for parenting support work led to course participants more successfully engaging parents:

“I feel more knowledgeable now which has given me the confidence to engage parents. I feel I have a better understanding now of parents’ difficulties and I feel I have more to offer them now” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

“I work with the whole family from the word go now and get the parents more involved” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

“I find it easier to engage parents and they are more willing to work with me since I developed more empathy on the course” (CAMHS Therapist)
“I’ve found that some parents just hand their child over, especially if they’ve had a lot of prior agency contact. Now I get them more involved so they feel part of the process rather then just passing the parenting responsibility to someone else. I’ve found in the past that some parents try to sabotage everything but since doing the course I’ve managed to get them more involved and now we are working together to implement things” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

“I’d worked with one mother for a year and not really got anywhere but with the course I found out how to get her more involved. It was a like a light switching on and I felt I’d done something really useful for once” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

Parenting support workers were able to see the results of their increased ability to engage parents through increased attendance and participation in parenting support groups, and by reaching parents who had not previously accessed services through the provision of universal support:

“I’ve got better attendance on courses for parents than I had in the past – I’ve shifted my approach to make it more participatory and parents get more involved now. Now it’s more parent led rather than us telling them what to do” (Education Social Worker)

“I had been running a drop-in for parents but it was very unstructured and we were in a rut and the parents weren’t participating. The course prompted me to do things differently and  it got the group really fired up again” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“I set up a group for parents at a school and  some people attended that group who had real problems that hadn’t come to the attention of the school – so that work was preventative” (Education Welfare Officer)

The course also gave participants the confidence to assert themselves in the workplace to ensure that they had the resources to engage parents:

“The issue about providing food at parent support events came up when we were on the course. I knew it was important but it made me be really assertive with my managers about having a budget to provide food when we provided parenting support; it was worth it because it changes the whole dynamic with parents – just having food there shifts it from a group of parents sitting there listening passively to the parent support worker, to them participating, interacting, socialising and developing relationships with their peers” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)
6.3 Outcomes for parents and their children

We can see from the findings so far that parenting support workers developed their knowledge, values and skills base which led to better engagement and partnership with parents. Course participants also observed marked benefits to parents as result of working with them in a more participatory and empowering way, with parents becoming more confident, less isolated and stressed and increasing their self-esteem:
“One of the parents who came to a support group was very quiet and very negative about herself but she has become more confident and outgoing since coming to the group – another one was very negative about everything but she became more insightful” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“The parents who come to the groups feel less isolated and can share what works making them feel more positive” (Education Social Worker)
“In one of the parent groups I ran there was one mother who was really hostile and angry but she changed and now she’s really friendly towards other parents from the group when they see each other in the neighbourhood – the groups bring people together and help build the community” (Parent Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)

“I talk to parents now about normal development so that they know what is common – otherwise they think it is just them or their child and that leads to blame. When they know what is normal, they know what to watch out for and you can see them coping better and their self esteem improving” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“Parents’ ears prick up when you talk to them about adolescent development and they want to know more – sometimes they think there is a problem when there isn’t and then they are on their teenager’s case the whole time. They are less stressed and tired when they know what is normal and what they should be worrying about.” (Parent support worker – Youth Offending Team)

As parents became more confident and empowered, the parenting support workers saw improvements in parenting involvement, better communication and improved relationships between parents and teenagers:

“I’ve done group work with parents now and can see their confidence increase which improves their relationships and communication with their teenagers” (Family support health practitioner)

“I didn’t really work with the parents before – I’d just hand the child back to them and if something needed to be done I’d just do it to or for them. Now I try to get the parents to participate and support them in that which puts them back in control and they start relating to their children again” (Family Support Worker)

“I can help parents now to understand adolescent development – that helps them to be more collaborative and instead of screaming and shouting at their children, they work together to find a solution” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

The feedback from the parents was very good – they felt they had learnt a lot about teenagers and they said it made them stop and think – they had forgotten about their own experiences” (Education Welfare Officer)

“Parents have come to the groups I run and things start to turn around from them being completely unable to communicate with their teenager to taking really positive steps with them” (Family support health practitioner)
“With the parents I’ve worked with, their relationships with their teenagers have improved; there is better communication and mutual respect and they have more fun together” (Parent Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)

“I did some work with one mother whose child had gone to live with a neighbour – her child moved backed in to the family home after we had done the work together” (Family Support Worker)

The effects of parenting support were also seen to improve outcomes for teenagers with better school attendance, less anti-social behaviour and reduced risk of offending or substance misuse:

“I worked with the mother of one child on praising and rewarding rather than being punitive. It shifted the whole dynamic from utter conflict and authoritarian parenting, leading to the teenager kicking off all the time, to them now being able to talk to each other. The teenager became less aggressive with his mother and less aggressive in school and it was a real breakthrough which  prevented him from being permanently excluded from school” (Education Welfare Officer)

“I’ve done some group work with parents who are on parenting orders because of youth offending or school attendance. Some of these parents were really struggling but their confidence has increased and I’ve seen real improvements with them taking more interest in their children and getting them to activities rather than just letting them hang around on the streets. This has reduced the risk of those young people offending or getting into substance misuse” (Family support health practitioner)
“We are part of a multi-agency approach and the parenting support has contributed to positive outcomes - we’ve seen a reduction in anti-social behaviour with fewer complaints from neighbours, better school attendance and less running away from the family home” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

The evaluation shows that the course clearly met its intended aims in terms of developing skills to support the parents of teenagers in order to impact on individual practice and subsequent service delivery. Practitioners developed their knowledge, values and skills in such a way that they were able to produce information and resources for parents and they were better able to engage parents and work in partnership with parents; this led to the development of parenting skills with beneficial outcomes for the teenage children. In particular practitioners became more confident to work with and engage parents with shifts in their values towards a more empathic, non-judgmental approach to parents. This happened through a combination of knowledge acquisition, reflection on practice and development of self awareness. This led to more supportive relationships between parents and parenting support providers which enabled parents to access services and develop their parenting skills leading to improved relationships with their teenage children. In summary parenting support workers became more knowledgeable about adolescent development, the effects of parenting and the support needs of parents of teenagers; they also became more confident, assertive and able to facilitate learning for parents, and more able to engage parents by working in a more participatory way. This had the effect of increasing parents’ access to services with benefits to parents in terms of increasing their knowledge, confidence and self esteem and reducing stress related to parenting. This led to better relationships and communication between parents and teenagers with reductions in conduct problems, anti-social behaviour, reduced risk of offending or substance misuse and improved school attendance. 

The combination of a research and theory base to the course alongside learning strategies to promote reflection and self awareness have been identified as key to developing the skills of parenting support workers. There were also other process issues, in terms of the design of the course, which facilitated the application of this learning to the practice setting. These included the work-based element of the course where participants developed their practice through a specific project; this was supported by mentoring during the course and through the opportunity to have the learning accredited. Other aspects of the course which supported the transfer of learning to the workplace were the ways in which it facilitated networking and peer support and the development of partnership working. These outcomes from the training are part of the wider impact on the parenting sector and discussed further in the next section in relation to capacity building and the strengthening of infrastructure.

6.4 Capacity building and infrastructure needs

The course clearly developed the knowledge and skills of parenting support workers and there is evidence that this learning was transferred  to the workplace through the development of parenting support.  A key element of the course design including mentoring in between the first set of study days and the final set where course participants presented their project work; course participants identified a project to develop in their workplace at the start of the course and were supported in this through the mentoring. The projects included developing information resources for parents; group based information sessions; parenting support groups and one to one parent support. Course participants and managers identified that the mentoring was a vital component of the course which supported the transfer of learning to the workplace:

“When I was on the course I did a project to get a course for parents up and running – having the mentoring support from the course tutor, who was very knowledgeable,  really helped with that” (Education Welfare Officer)

“With a lot of parenting courses you get two or three days and then you are just supposed to go off and do it – there is no supervision. With this course there is the mentoring and then a chance to come back again for the study days at the end so that feels like a much better way of doing it” (Sessional parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“I found that the mentoring sessions were really powerful – I had felt like I was working with one hand behind my back when I was trying to get statutory services to refer to our parenting support service. The mentoring helped me when I was stuck and I found ways to get the statutory agencies to work in partnership with us” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“Normally when you go on a course, it all gets side lined once you get back to work – but having the mentoring keeps you focused” (Education Welfare Officer)

“I have difficulties getting Asian parents to engage with services because in our culture people are worried about other people in the community knowing there are problems – I hadn’t thought through how I was going to handle issues about confidentiality and I was avoiding it – the mentoring forced me  to think it through and find a way round it” (Family welfare co-coordinator – voluntary  sector)

“The level of the TSA training and the follow-up means the training is more successful in terms of staff embedding their learning at work – it gives them the push to really look at what they are doing in their practice and they become confident that they have something of value to offer to parents” (Project manager – voluntary sector)

Course participants felt that informal support and learning networks would continue after completion of the course but some managers felt that it was important that such networks should be formally led in order to sustain development. Managers also identified other infrastructure development that could support ongoing learning in the workplace; these included the availability of parent support workers from other organizations with expertise in implementing a particular intervention who could act in a consultancy role. Other identified needs were for more resources to evaluate work and share practice-based evidence with possibilities for organisations to evaluate each other’s projects within the voluntary sector. Further training in parenting support and specific training in how to evaluate the outcomes of parenting support work were also identified by managers.

Through completing and presenting project work, participants also identified that they developed assertiveness skills which helped them to put their learning into practice and provide further support for parents:

“I really developed my confidence on the course through doing group work and through having to present a project which gave me real sense of achievement. I became more assertive at work which really helped me manage some difficult situations where I advocated for some parents who were having difficulties getting the school to assess their child properly and recognise that there were some problems. Everyone else had been treading on eggshells with the school but I held out in the meeting and insisted that we work through the assessment framework. I also made sure that the family were referred for further support and last time they were assessed they were doing really well.” (Family Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)

Another key element to the course design was that alongside project work and keeping a learning portfolio, participants were able to have their learning assessed and accredited. Course participants said that the accreditation gave their learning value status and recognition which contributed to their overall career development and plans:

“I wanted to do the course at level 3 so I had a good foundation for parenting work and so that would be recognised – especially in relation to the National Occupational Standards” (Education Welfare Officer)

Those taking the accredited route also identified that this facilitated a greater depth of learning and applying that learning to the practice setting:

“The accreditation made me focus on the benefits of the course and I did more reading because of that” (Family support health practitioner)

However, several participants had intended to take the accredited route but had not been able to secure sufficient study leave from their place of work; work pressures meant that they lacked the necessary time to do the additional course work.

Another benefit from the course which helped to build capacity and infrastructure was that participants supported each other and networked with each other; this led to partnership working between course participants and other agencies and made course participants aware of the benefits of partnership working:

“Being on the course gave me time to reflect and time to network with other agencies because we were on the course together”  (Educational Psychologist)

“I was trying to do parenting work on my own and I realised through the course that wasn’t a good way to practice. I raised it in supervision and we agreed I would approach the multi-disciplinary support team so I would have someone to work with” (Family Support Worker)

“I work on my own a lot and the course made me realise that is not a good way of working with parents and I found other agencies to run parent support groups with through being on the course” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)

“I did a lot of work on my own and I realised on the course that was not good practice and that it isn’t good for parents – I find people to work in partnership with now” (Parent Support Worker – Voluntary Sector)
“I found out about other agencies supporting parents through meeting other course participants and now I make more referrals – when you have that face-to-face contact with each other you get a much better understanding of what other workers do so it strengthens relationships” (CAMHS Therapist)

“The course helped with networking – I didn’t have links with other organisations before” (Mediation worker – voluntary sector)

There was also evidence that the course facilitated partnerships between statutory and voluntary sector agencies through building trust and through voluntary sector workers becoming more confident and assertive about approaching statutory sector agencies. This in turn led to better assessment of need and more joined up working:

“I couldn’t engage the sort of parents we needed to reach without the statutory sector but they weren’t making referrals to us. I was really frustrated and felt that I had tried everything.  After I started the course, I approached schools directly and I approached the psychology department and asked them to work with us – now they realise what we have in common and trust us and so they are starting to refer” (Parent support worker – voluntary sector)
“I got the confidence from the course to go into schools in the Children’s Centre areas and ask them what they need in the way of support” (Sure Start Project Worker)

“The course has helped me network with workers from statutory agencies through the personal contact – that helps us to share information and support each other” ” (Counsellor for young people – voluntary sector)

“I was supporting one family in a school and one of the workers from that school was on the course with me – that led to us working together more closely and the school now have a lot more understanding about the home life of that child than they did before and now they have more empathy” (Education Welfare Officer)

“I’ve picked up a lot of information from other people on the course and am more able to sign post parents to other services now” (Project director – voluntary sector)
Wider benefits resulting from the training were also seen which would strengthen the capacity and infrastructure of the parenting sector; this was seen where course participants advocated for parental support within their organizations, individuals cascading their training, and organizations committing to continuing and expanding parenting support:

“Working with parents is central to our aims but the TSA course has strengthened that and made us more aware of its importance so it’s now higher up on our agenda” (Project worker – voluntary sector)

“My attendance on the course helped my organisation focus on the importance of working with parents, and helps me to argue for its continuation” (Counsellor for young people – voluntary sector)

“I set up a group for parents which went really well and I am now planning to do another one” (Education Welfare Officer)

“I’ve set up groups for parents in schools that have worked really well. I got the resources to train other people from being on the TSA course and obtained some YOT funding to do that  – we have a large catchment area so I’ll train up other people to deliver the work in more schools so we can get a sustainable programme going” (Education Welfare Officer)

“My organisation now sees work with parents as core to its aims around young people and prevention of homelessness but we won’t be able to continue with it unless we get more funding. We piloted a parenting support group through sending a member of staff on the course – if we get more funding we plan to roll out our parenting support programme nationally” (Service co-coordinator – voluntary sector)

“We’d tried doing group work with parents before but it had floundered. Having two people on the course was a springboard for us – we obtained a training programme to use with parents and now we’ve used it a lot and very successfully” (Project manager – voluntary sector)

Managers also noted that having staff attending the TSA training generally raised awareness and interest in parenting support with the rest of the staff team.

Other benefits from the course which would build capacity within the parenting sector included course participants transferring their learning to support funding applications and strategic planning work. Some course participants had used their project assignment to develop information resources for parents which they were disseminating across the sector and their participation on the course facilitated this dissemination:

“The material on the course will help me with funding applications and to inform strategic work and getting feedback from consultations with parents to inform developments about parents’ needs. In particular I am putting together a proposal about extended schools provision including work with parents and young people on healthy relationships” (Mediation worker – voluntary sector)

“I produced an information leaflet for parents about runaways and we will distribute that to other organisations – the networks I established on the course will help with that. We will also generate some income through selling the resource” (Counselling and mediation worker – voluntary sector)

6.5 Further infrastructure support needs

Infrastructure is made up of  structures, systems, relationships, people, knowledge and skills. It is evident from the evaluation so far that the training contributed in important ways to infrastructure support within the parenting sector; it did this through enhancing knowledge and skills, and giving voluntary sector organisations access to training materials to use with parents through use of a bursary to course participants. The course also contributed  through facilitating relationships which enabled partnership working and the development of practice. Managers identified that there were still substantial needs for more training of this kind within the sector but voluntary sector organisations rely on training supported by grants as they do not have the resources to pay for such training. There were concerns about whether further training would be funded in this way. It was felt that a strategic commitment to standardised training at different levels, and in relation to specific competencies such as group work, would help to ensure that training needs were met. Other relationships, in addition to training, which would support learning and therefore increase capacity in the sector, were identified; these were ongoing facilitated learning networks,  consultancy arrangements to share and develop good practice and evaluate each other’s work.

However much training can support infrastructure through the development of knowledge, skills and relationships, it is unlikely to have an impact on structures and systems except in as much as it up skills the workforce to engage in strategic work.  The interviews with managers identified a number of factors that would help build the capacity of the voluntary sector to deliver parenting support. Most of these related to strategic involvement and developments around funding and commissioning, the resources to respond to commissioners’ requirements and the relationship between commissioners and the voluntary sector. Where local authorities commissioned the voluntary sector to deliver parenting support, there was a demand on voluntary sector organisations to produce data showing that targets were being met; some organisations identified that they lacked the administrative resources required to undertake the degree of monitoring and evaluation required in order to be able to tender to provide services; however, some services had been able to re-allocate resources by taking administrative tasks away from frontline workers. 

Another area of concern within the voluntary sector was a sense that Local Authorities, who were leading strategy and commissioning services, did not really understand the nature of the parenting support work undertaken within the voluntary sector. Voluntary sector agencies identified that they were working with parents with high support needs and children at risk; they also worked successfully with parents who had a long history of multi-agency contact but who had not ever really engaged with services. Voluntary sector managers felt that the nature of the parenting support provided was not recognized by the Local Authority and there was therefore a lack of strategic commitment to funding long term support work to voluntary sector agencies which would be commensurate with such high support needs:

“The Children’s services make lots of referrals but they are desperate to gatekeep and they use a scattergun approach – there is no strategy to support long term work – everyone wants a quick fix but we are supporting people with complex needs and entrenched problems. It can take three months before parents trust us enough to really look at their parenting – especially those who have had a lot of prior agency contact” (Project manager – voluntary sector)

Similarly, agencies providing universal rather than targeted support to parents were reaching and engaging parents with serious needs but  funding was linked to targeted work in relation to youth offending making it difficult to sustain valuable and preventative services. This lack of awareness is linked to the fact that the voluntary sector does not have the capacity to be fully represented when Local Authorities strategically plan services. This lack of capacity for representation of the voluntary sector, and the need for a person in a role with status across both sectors, was identified in a recent piece of work by the TSA, (Hamilton and Shepherd, 2006). These findings were reinforced in interviews with voluntary sector managers and statutory sector agencies in this evaluation with voluntary sector agencies identifying that it was difficult to build true partnerships with statutory agencies when voluntary sector agencies lack status and recognition. However, voluntary sector agencies were also clear that they offered a separate and distinctive service which was often more accessible to parents, and there was concern that co-delivering with statutory agencies could potentially undermine the strengths of the voluntary sector. Repeated restructuring and the pace of change in Local Authorities was also identified as a barrier to developing a coherent strategy around commissioning and delivering services; local authority managers identified that they were unable to embed and evaluate change before another round of restructuring and that effective partnerships could not be sustained. Lack of core funding and long term funding was also linked to difficulties in recruiting and retaining skilled staff which also prevents the sector from building capacity.
7. Discussion and recommendations
We can see from the findings of this evaluation that the TSA course developed the knowledge, values and skills of practitioners that have been set out in the National Occupational Standards for parenting support workers. There was also evidence that this learning was transferred to the workplace leading to more effective parent support with positive outcomes for teenage children. The course enabled practitioners to engage parents, work in partnership with parents and help parents to parent their teenagers more effectively with subsequent reductions in parenting stress and improved relationships between parents and teenagers.

It is clear from the evaluation of the processes that facilitated learning, that knowledge, values and skills were developed through the research-based content of the course with supported project work. For many  practitioners the research-based content of the course significantly increased their confidence to engage and work with parents. As well as developing a sound knowledge base, skills were developed and values were examined through a style of delivery on the course which facilitated reflection and the development of self-awareness. For some participants this was associated with profound shifts in attitudes to parents leading to more empowering relationships with parents, and others became more confident and assertive which enabled them to put their learning into practice in the work setting.  A clear message from the evaluation is that much of this development took place because of the face-to-face contact and interaction between course participants and the techniques used on the course to facilitate interaction. In and of itself this led to networking, the sharing of good practice and peer support; this has also been found to be a benefit on other training courses (e.g. Roker et al., 2000). 
Another vital element of the course which supported the transfer of learning to the workplace, and therefore the delivery of parenting support, was the mentoring provided during the course. This also promoted partnership working for those course participants who were mentored in small groups. The mentoring supported the course participants’ project work and enabled them to embed their learning in the workplace. In particular it enabled them to stay focused on developing their practice and also helped them to develop skills and find solutions to barriers which were impeding the development of practice. The role of supervision and support during training for workers, in improving outcomes for parents and children has been found in other studies (Davis and Day, 2001), as has the importance of  advice and support to develop practice (Roker et al.).

The interaction and personal contact between course participants also led to effective networking and partnership working within the parenting sector including partnerships between voluntary and statutory sector agencies. This is an important aspect of capacity building in as much as infrastructure is about relationships between people. Quinton (2004)  has noted that within the Children’s  National Service Framework, a key element to improving services is seen in the breakdown of professional boundaries and the development of partnership between agencies. However, he also says that this is often difficult because of training and workforce issues and more commonly services protect their boundaries and expertise rather than working effectively in partnership (Quinton, 2004). Although joint working is essential for working with parents who are hard to engage, the sector still has a long way to go before needs are assessed holistically and in partnership (Quinton, 2004). Bearing in mind Quinton’s observations, we can see that the training made a very important contribution to breaking down such barriers promoting joint working and more holistic assessment of needs; again this wider benefit of training has been found on other courses (e.g. Roker et al., 2000).

The key elements in the design of the course which promoted learning and the development of parenting support work in practice were:

· Research-based content on adolescent development, parenting of adolescents and the social context of adolescence.
· Techniques to promote self awareness and reflection on practice.
· Face-to-face contact and interaction between course participants which promoted peer support, networking and partnership working.
· Mentoring support which facilitated the development of practice in a work-based learning module.
· The option of taking an accredited route through the course.
It is recommended that the design of courses to develop the skills of parenting support workers should incorporate these elements.

Ongoing training needs within the sector were identified and there is currently a reliance within the voluntary sector on grant funded training programmes which are free at the point of delivery. Partnership working and networking are important elements of capacity building and infrastructure support, and training contributes to this. The role of training in developing infrastructure support beyond this is limited although some course participants identified that they would use the knowledge gained on the course to inform funding applications and strategic work.  Managers from the statutory and voluntary sectors identified that the capacity to deliver parenting support with the voluntary sector relied on local authorities having a clear strategy in relation to parenting support that included strong voluntary sector representation. Any such strategy needs to clarify the commissioning process so that voluntary sector organizations can successfully tender to provide services. Those areas with an infrastructure that included a parenting forum and someone in a parenting co-coordinator role were more likely to be able to develop such strategies (Hamilton and Shepherd, 2006). 
Parenting support work is demanding and training does more than develop knowledge, skills and values – it is also a vital way of enabling parenting support workers to sustain themselves in the work that they do. The final word then in this evaluation should go to a course participant who articulated this benefit from the training which in and of itself is a vital link in building and sustaining capacity within the parenting support sector:

“The course was really powerful, thrilling and exciting – we got to know each other on the course really well and shared our expertise. It has encouraged me to keep going with the work I am doing – I was beginning to despair and think that the work we were doing was futile – this has given me hope and energy” (Parent support worker – Youth Offending Team)
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