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Parent Information Action Research Project
Funded by the William Caspar Graustein Memorial Fund
“Parents helping parents get the information they need”

Connecting parents, those with primary responsibility for young children, and  
others in the community to information about early childhood education is key to 
helping young children succeed. Parents who have access to quality information and 
the supports needed to use that information can make better decisions when it  
comes to children.

Who are we?
The Parent Information Action Research project (PIAR) team consisted of 10  
parents selected from 5 Discovery* communities in Connecticut: Bridgeport,  
East Hartford, New Haven, Torrington, and Waterbury. The PIAR team was led  
by Paige Bray, a researcher and early childhood educator with the University of  
Hartford and a community participant in Discovery for eight years.

What did we do?
Parent researchers on the PIAR team created ways to help parents and others  
with primary responsibility for young children get the information they need to sup-
port children’s healthy development and learning. The team as a whole developed this 
issue guide to help communities discuss parent concerns. Each parent researcher also 
designed an action research project related to the interests and needs of his or  
her own community. The projects have yielded practical outcomes benefiting the  
community’s children, and lessons to share with the entire Discovery network.

The work that began during the PIAR project continues in part through the Parent 
Inquiry Initiative at the University of Hartford. For more information, contact  
parentii@hartford.edu.

*Discovery, an initiative of the William Caspar Graustein Memorial Fund, aims to 
create an early childhood system that ensures early learning success for all children. 
We work collaboratively with communities, statewide partners, and government 
agencies to analyze, reflect, organize, and act on behalf of young children from birth 
to age eight. Discovery contributes to a common goal: Connecticut children of all 
races and income levels are ready for school by age five and are successful learners 
by age nine. Discovery is guided by the belief that the best practices in education 
and healthy child development result from encouraging and listening to all voices  
of the communities.
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Being a parent has always been a tough job,  

but mothers and fathers and others serving in  

a parental role, today, find themselves under  

tremendous pressure. It seems that every day 

brings a new responsibility or a new expectation, and  

all of them feel equally important. At the same time, 

parents talked to our researchers about the joy they find  

in parenting and described how raising children has  

taught them humility. Parenting, they said, is a unique  

opportunity to learn about our own humanity.

Parents can be very hard on them-
selves and each other as they try to make 
decisions in tough situations, and they 
often look to others for signs of how 
well they are doing. Many work long 
hours, sometimes on more than one job, 
and feel stretched too thin by constant 
emotional and time demands. We all 
consider families a fundamental part of 
our society. How, then, can we put our 
best parenting into action? What can 
all of us do to support parents and help 
them nurture children to ensure that they 
remain healthy and make better choices?   

There are concerns we can all  
agree should be addressed, although we 
don’t always agree on who should do 
what. As a society, we have to walk a fine 
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line between supporting parents and 
intruding on the family life of others. 
Key concerns raised by parents in 
these interviews include:

Health:  Too many children  
lack basic, balanced nutrition  
and sufficient exercise. The   
national rate of childhood  
obesity is rising. This affects  
not only individual children  
and their families but also  
represents a larger public health  
issue. We know childhood  
obesity leads to a host of health  
problems, such as diabetes and  
heart conditions, that affect the  
lifelong health of those children,  
as well as our health-care system  
and its costs.

Literacy: Children who hear  
adults talking about the world  
around them and who are  
encouraged to tell stories  
about their own experiences,  
in any language, are primed to  
learn to read. When parents  
or grandparents don’t talk  
with, or read to, their children,  
literacy rates decline. We know  
children develop at different  
rates. But children who do  
not read by age eight or nine  
have an increased risk later in  
life of dropping out of school  
and becoming involved in  
crime. Low literacy rates  
strain national resources.  
Supporting literacy helps  
children to develop into the  
next generation of parents  
and contributing members  
of the community and the  
workforce.

The Internet: Current  
research and common sense  
tell us that if young children  
are spending hours in front of  
screens they are not outside  
playing and they are not as  

likely to be developing social/ 
emotional skills by interacting  
with others. They also are at  
greater risk of being exposed to 
images of violence or sexuality  
they aren’t ready to handle.  
The impact of the Internet on  
children is a relatively new issue  
that parents aren’t sure how to  
address, but they sense it is  
important. 

Because so many issues touch on 
family life, there are some topics this 
guide doesn’t address—the schools, 
for instance, or violence by or against 
children. Those are major topics that 
deserve a separate conversation. 

This guide is designed for com- 
munity members, business owners,  
legislators, and local leaders with those 
who have primary responsibility for 
young children, so we can talk together 
about how to support parents. The  
Parent Information Action Research  
project and this issue guide emerged  
from communities seeking parenting 
information. In talking with commu- 
nity parents our research team quickly 
learned that parents were not just  
talking about tips and research results.  
Improving access to parenting infor- 
mation also means parents supporting  
each other when using it.

Using This Guide
All of us care for our families, and  

we grapple with parenting issues daily  
in our personal lives. The challenge we 
face is how to make decisions together 
about these concerns. As parents, busi-
ness owners, local government officials, 
neighbors, grandparents, educators, 
health-care providers, and people from 
faith communities, we all need to think 
about the problems parents face as they 
raise children today.  What kind of sup-
port can we offer to overcome them? 

As we talk over this issue together,  
it is important to express ourselves  

while being respectful and open to  
the thoughts and views of others. At 
times we will have to agree to disagree.

This guide, developed through 
conversations with parents and other 
community members, is not about  
determining what is right or perpe-
tuating a “best” parenting practice. No 
one involved in this research claims  
to have the one, right answer. Rather,  
this guide is designed as a framework  
for carefully considering our choices  
against the things we hold valuable. It 
outlines three options—three different 
ways of looking at the issue—along with 
possible actions and their drawbacks.

According to the first option, the 
problem is that too many parents are 
not taking proper responsibility for their 
children, while friends and neighbors 
look the other way. Children are affected 
by the quality of care and decision 
making in the home. As a community, 
we need to hold children and those 
parenting them accountable for their 
behavior.

The second option says we need to 
make families a top priority, and we 
should support parents in ways that  
make it easier to raise children. Children 
are affected by the quality of time  
spent with parents and family and the 
emotional health and wellness of those 
around them.  All parents, including 
single parents and foster parents, need to 
see that society values what they do. 

The third option says the best 
approach is to ensure that every child’s 
basic needs are met. Major issues 
affecting the society—health care, jobs, 
mental health, and illiteracy, to name 
a few—have a very direct impact on 
families and communities. We can’t 
create a perfect world, but children are 
affected by the quality of their environ-
ment and the resources available. If  
we want to nurture our children, we 
have to provide them and their families 
with the necessary resources.
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Sadie,1 a mother of two in  
Connecticut, said:

Recently I had a neighbor . . .  

who left her three- and five-year- 

old children in the house by  

themselves. And they came out  

and they knocked on my door.  

And then my kids were like,  

where’s your mom? And then  

we figured out that . . . their mom  

wasn’t home. So what do I do?  

I don’t want to call the police.  

I didn’t know what to do about it.  

Most of today’s parents want to  
do the right thing for their children  
but for many of them, the right thing 

OPTION

1

Parents and Neighbors Should  
Take More Responsibility

Most parents feel at some point that they  

could do a better job of raising their children. 

It’s in our nature. But most people also  

know that there are minimum standards to 

meet, and it’s troubling to see parents who aren’t giving 

their children what they need.

1 In developing this framework, parent researchers spoke with community members and other parents about these issues. 
The quotations in this document are excerpts that reflect those conversations, but names have been changed to protect privacy.
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seems to be a moving target. Parents  
are bombarded by information telling 
them that if they don’t provide this or 
that their child may not meet his or  
her potential. Still, there are basic duties. 
This option says we all have to share  
the responsibility for making sure parents 
are providing their children with the  
essentials, that kids aren’t running wild, 
and that they aren’t being abused.

As Robert Fulghum, author of 
All I Really Need to Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten, said, “Don’t worry that 
children never listen to you; worry that 
they are always watching you.”  

What does it mean to provide your 
children’s essential needs? In speaking to 
over 150 community members, parent 
researchers heard that responsible parents:

•	 provide	the	necessary	food,	 
clothing, and shelter.  

•		make	certain	their	child	regularly		 	
sees a doctor and a dentist begin- 
ning at age one.  

•	 ensure	that	their	child	has	proper		 	
nutrition and gets adequate exer- 
cise, and monitor how much  
time is spent sitting in front of  
a TV, game, or computer screen.  

•	 take	care	of	their	own	physical	 
and mental health to be role   
models for their children.  

•		talk	with	their	child	about	their		 	
play and their experiences in care/ 
school and make sure to read to  
them regularly.

With a lengthy list created by parents 
themselves, parents also want to know 
what to attend to first, when to ask for 
help, and where to turn for help.  
Responsible parents are not perfect but 
they do make informed decisions.

Speak Up
Everyone has heard the story, 

usually told by someone from an earlier 
generation: “When I was a kid, I knew 
I had to behave everywhere I went, 
because they all knew my folks and if 
they saw me doing something wrong I’d 

hear about it when I got home.”
It sounds like an old TV show, and 

not every neighborhood is like that, 
or ever was. But there is a lesson to 
be learned. We shouldn’t become so 
disconnected from our neighbors that we 
don’t speak up when we see something 
wrong, especially involving a child. Being 
a responsible neighbor or another adult 
in a child’s life does not mean taking over 
for a parent but it does mean speaking 
up and stepping up when needed so 
a child knows he or she can count on 
responsible adults each day. 

This option does not call for us to 
be overly judgmental of one another—
but it does call for action, that includes 
speaking up. What did Sadie do about her 
neighbor leaving small children alone? 
“When she came back, I didn’t want to 
be judgmental, even though, inside I’m 
like, I can’t believe you left them in the 
house,” she said. “But what I said to her 
is, I understand. . . . I didn’t want to take 

my kids to the store with me when they 
were little either. But next time, just 
knock on my door and ask me. If you 
want to run to the store, if you want to 
do something, just knock on the door 
and say something.” 

Early Lessons
One way to promote responsible 

parenting, according to this option, is to 
make sure young people learn about it 
before becoming a parent.  

“I think sometimes we don’t realize 
that a lot of parents were never parented,” 
said Eva, herself a parent and grandparent. 
“And so, you’re expecting them to do 
things that are ‘natural’ to you because 
you were parented. I mean I was a kid 
that was not parented—I was neglected. 
Even though I had an education and I 
have learned all the things and studied 
different things, it’s still hard to undo. . . . 
It doesn’t change the day-to-day effort 
that I put into not re-creating the past.”   
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Providing and promoting parenting 
classes is one way to address parent 
responsibility, especially for teens still  
in school. In North Carolina, for 
instance, parenting classes are attached  
to state-funded benefits. If parents don’t 
complete the class they risk losing the 
supportive funding. 

While parents must make many  
decisions in the moment, knowing  
themselves and their children and  
understanding the consequences of  
their decisions helps them make the  
best possible choices. This is especially  
challenging for teen parents, who  
have less life experience, maturity, and 
understanding of the far-reaching  
consequences of decisions made in  
the moment. 

What We Could Do
This option stresses the importance 

of parents and all other adults in a child’s 
life taking responsibility for that child. 
To become a nation of able, healthy 
children equipped to make informed 
decisions, the larger public must demand 
that parents do their job, and do it 
thoughtfully starting from birth.  

Here are some possible actions this 
option suggests along with their potential 
drawbacks:
•		All	adults	who	touch	a	child’s	life		

can speak up when they notice 
unacceptable behavior and take 
action to support a parent’s 
responsible efforts on behalf of  
the child.

And yet, especially in our  
diverse society with strong  
ethnic traditions and cultural  
expectations, we are hesitant; we 
do not want to judge others.   
We may not always know the  
whole story and are concerned  
about negative consequences or  
unfair judgment of the parent.

•		Schools	can	require	parenting	classes	
of all students as early as middle 
school, before dropouts and most 
teen parenting occurs in this country.

However, if legislators make such  
classes mandatory, schools will  
be taking on work once done  
by families and the communities 
they choose to live in. It means 
more demands on schools and 
less time to teach the academic 
subjects like math, science, and 
reading.

•		Business-sponsored	community		
programs, places of worship, and  
cultural and community organ- 
izations can offer mentoring of 
model behavior by others in the  
community.

On the other hand, this pre- 
sents the need for agreement  
on one model of parenting  
behavior within and across  
communities. Model behav- 
ior doesn’t mean the same  
thing to everyone as culture,  
family, and regional ways  
influence what a parent does.

These and other possible actions are 
summarized in the table on page 17.
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OPTION

2

Make Time for Families a Top Priority

We talk about how important families  

are, all the time. The message comes  

to us from television shows, elected  

officials, and all kinds of advertising. 

The question is, are we following through? Are we 

making family needs a priority? 

This option calls for specific actions 
we could take, as a nation, to help fam-
ilies. If we made children and families 
a top priority, we would take steps to 
support the act of parenting and make 
the job of raising healthy, happy children 
a little easier.

As Lucy, a parent and community 
member, said: 

Parents need to see that society  

values what they do. And I don’t  

believe that that’s evident, that  

parenting is viewed as an important 

role. I think that the emphasis has  

to go back to how it is important.  

[Parenting] is an important job.

Many of the steps this approach sug-
gests are about giving parents the gift of 
time, both with their children and away 
from them. 

©
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11Make Time for Families a Top Priority

As a society, if we want happy, pros-
perous families, then we must offer ways 
for parents to unplug from the grid and 
plug in to the joyful work of being pre-
sent as a parent. Babies watch and imitate 
adult facial expressions, while young chil-
dren seek connection by holding a hand 
and affirmation from a smile. Children 
absorb our every gesture as we interact 
with them.

Making sure parents have time for 
this would require sacrifices from all of 
us, including those without children. 
Some might have to work longer hours 
to help out a coworker, or we might have 
to pay more taxes to ensure that families 
are getting the support they need.

Supporting Family-Based  
Decisions for Early Care and 
Education

One fundamental called for by this 
option is improvement and expansion  
of quality early child care and education.  
Parent researchers heard parent after 
parent talk about the need for child care 
to help cover home and work demands. 
They also heard how personal a decision 
it is for each family. It was clear in talking 
to many different parents that personal 
preferences and cultural expectations 
informed what they wanted from early 
care and education. One parent may 
be more comfortable with a nationally 
franchised child-care provider, while 
another prefers the known, neighbor-
hood in-home provider. Some families 
choose to utilize the warmth and 
wisdom of grandparents or other multi-
generational supports. What is essential 
is that parents have access to quality 
child care when they want or need it. 
Thus, information parents need to make 
decisions about child care is key to 
arriving at real solutions that work for 
real families. 

“Research has concluded that the 
return on investments in early care and 
education is strong—both for individu-
als and society as a whole,” wrote banker 
Charles P. Denny, an advocate for the 
“Grow Up Great” initiative in Kentucky, 

in the Louisville Courier-Journal. “Children 
who receive quality care and early edu-
cation are healthier, do better in school, 
have a higher rate of graduation and a 
lower rate of criminal behavior. That 
means a better quality of life, and less 
spending of tax dollars for programs that 
provide assistance later in life.”

Does this emphasis on child care 
seem to undercut Option Two? Doesn’t 
child care mean less time with parents? 
In fact, it is a crucial support for working 
parents and healthy children. Concerns 
about child care, particularly for young 
children, are a leading stressor for parents. 
Working mothers and fathers who know 
they can rely on quality, affordable child 
care, in homes or institutions, are going 
to be more successful at their jobs and 
better able to support their children.  

Addressing child-care needs would 
represent a substantial commitment  
from states and communities, but in the 
long run, it would pay off in the form  
of more focused workers and more suc-
cessful children.  

Parents Supporting Parents 
No one knows better than parents 

themselves about the challenges other 

parents face. Anything we can do to 
connect parents face to face will only 
benefit families. The same is true of 
facilitating access to the wealth of 
intergenerational knowledge available 
from grandparents. 

Educational programs led by 
“experts” are important for successful 
families, but so is parent-to-parent 
communication. While parents could 
always chat with other parents next 
door or down the block, today’s digital 
advances also make it possible to seek 
advice from a big sister or grandparent 
2,000 miles away through e-mail or 
Facebook. 

Personal generosity and action 
are key components in a society that 
supports families. Recognizing how 
much knowledge parents already possess, 
we can support their daily activities with 
resources and information. Nonprofit 
groups, like the Children’s Defense 
Fund, can play a role, as can professional 
groups like the National Association 
for the Education of  Young Children. 
Many neighborhoods across our nation 
make certain that there is parent-friendly 
access, through libraries, family resource 
centers, and neighborhood centers, to the 
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12 Looking for Answers Together: How Should We Nuture Children to Be Healthy and Make Better Choices?

wealth of information available. How- 
ever, parent researchers heard repeatedly 
how parents can be overwhelmed by 
too much information from too many 
sources. It is important that parents be 
helped to get the information they need, 
when they need it. 
 
Flexible Work Hours

Other industrialized nations have 
acknowledged the increase in worker 
productivity over the last 30 years and 
have given the time back to parents in 
the form of flexible work hours. The 
United States could follow suit in order 
to give parents more time with their 
children.

As Juan Somavia, Director-General 
of the International Labor Organization, 
has said, “The number of hours worked 
is one important indicator of a country’s 
overall quality of life.” According to  
this option, if businesses committed to 
honoring the act of parenting by provid-
ing supported time off, especially during 
the first year of a child’s life, it would 
represent an investment in a stronger, 
happier work force.

What We Could Do
This option emphasizes the impor-

tance of making children and families a 
top national priority. This would mean 
more government support for child-
care alternatives, business support of 
family needs through flex-time policies, 
and community access to sources of 
information and help. If our nation wants 
a healthy, able next generation we must 
reflect the importance of high quality 
parenting supports in all that we do.  

Here are some possible actions this 
option suggests along with their potential 
drawbacks:

•		Parents	can	support	one	another		 	
by sharing ideas, concerns, and  
strategies that address real problems 
and stressors. Exchanging experi- 
ences with others—neighbors, 
friends, grandparents—will help  
parents find new strategies, put  

daily demands in perspective, and 
rediscover the joys of parenting. 

But, for many overscheduled and 
overtired parents today, the idea 
of doing anything that requires 
more time they do not have 
anyway may seem like anything 
but support.

•		The	school	year	could	be	extended		 	
to offer families a more consistent  
schedule or the school day could  
be made longer or extended by 
employer-sponsored, affordable after- 
school programs to provide hours 
of child care that more accurately 
reflect parent work hours. 

However, any extension of school  
calendars or hours means that  
chidren would spend more time   
away from their families and  
more time in institutional care.    
With more time in school or  
child-care programs, we run  
the risk of lowering parenting  
standards and letting parents  
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“off the hook.” Reducing the 
required parenting respon-
sibilities is not the same as 
supporting parents.

•		Families	and	communities	can	make			
use of the extensive information  
available about the developmental   
needs of children, which include, for  
example, the reasons why talking and  
reading together every night are  
important. 

Yet, there is so much informa-
tion out there parents don’t 
know what information to trust. 
They can be overwhelmed by 
having “answers” marketed to 
them and judgments of right and 
wrong thrown at them. In the 
face of too much information 
parents throw up their hands  
and opt out or become frozen  
in indecision. 

These and other possible actions are 
summarized in the table on page 18.
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OPTION

3

Guarantee That Every Child’s Basic  
Needs Are Met

Jobs, health care, mental health, early literacy.  

As parent researchers listened to the challenges  

parents face in raising their children, these major  

issues echoed not far in the background. Arriving  

 at school with a toothache distracts a six-year-old  

from paying attention. A mother preoccupied by her  

own mental health and substance issues or a father 

disengaged because of his functional illiteracy can leave  

a three-year-old without the attention he or she needs  

to flourish. Parents chronically stressed by under-

employment may create a stressful home for toddlers.  

Susan, a mother and social service 
provider, said:

I think of diapers because you look 

at a child of parents who don’t have 

access to diapers and it immedi-

ately impacts everything. A child 

has stayed in [the same] diaper 

for 18 hours, diaper rash turns into 

an emergency room visit, turns 

into a serious illness. . . . The other 

thing is a child who has daycare, 

requires disposable diapers. No 

disposable diapers, child can’t go 

to daycare, parent can’t go to work, 

parent can’t pay the bills, parents 

can’t keep the roof over their head. 

This option says we can’t expect 
parents to make headway with all  
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the day-to-day challenges of nurturing  
children when they’re dealing with  
major issues, such as poverty or poor 
health. Communities have a responsibil-
ity to families to provide for children’s 
basic needs.

Basic Health Care Is Essential
Keeping children well is fundamental 

to many other issues. This option says we 
need to make their health a top prior-
ity. Healthy children are better learners. 
Good health in childhood results in 
better health as adults. Sick children keep 
parents home from work or distract 
them when they are working. Preventive 
health care keeps kids out of emergency 
rooms.

Recent state and national policy 
changes have made it much easier to get 
health insurance for children—if parents 
apply for it. As of 2011, more than 5 
million children were still uninsured, 
according to federal statistics. One basic 
goal is to get more of those children 
insured and to get them into doctors’ 
offices for preventive care.

Furthermore, there are large health 
disparities in different populations: 
African American infants are two to 
three times less likely to live beyond 
their first year of life than white infants, 
according to the National Conference 
of State Legislatures (NCSL). The NCSL 
reported that improving health-care 
delivery to minorities would actually 
have reduced health-care expenses in 
2003-2006 by more than $200 billion. 

Invest Now or Pay Later 
The idea of investing now for long-

term results is central to this option. 
The Pew Center on the States estimates 
that $1 spent now on early childhood 
programs saves $17 that would be 
spent later on the costs of illiteracy, 

crime, and poor health. The intangible 
benefits of that $1 investment, through 
future productivity and job creation, are 
incalculable. 

The realities of intergenerational 
illiteracy undermine an able, informed 
citizenry. Children growing up with an 
illiterate adult face an extra challenge 
as they learn to read. Children who do 
not achieve grade-level literacy during 
the third grade are faced with extensive 
school challenges and are more likely  
to drop out of school altogether. As  
the US Department of Justice notes, 
“The link between academic failure 
and delinquency, violence, and crime 
is welded to reading failure.” If we do 
not invest now in our children’s reading 
success, we pay high crime-related costs, 
including the cost of imprisonment.

Jobs and Poverty  
According to the 2010 Census, 22 

percent of our nation’s children are living 
in poverty—those below a yearly income 

of $22,113 for a family of four in 2010. 
The reality is that in most of our nation’s 
communities a family needs twice the 
amount determined by the federal pov- 
erty level to meet basic needs. This 
means that there are a great many more 
families struggling to make ends meet 
than are reflected in the official numbers.

“It’s not only a life-changing experi-
ence for the adults that are losing their 
jobs, it’s also a loss for the kids,” said 
Tonika Williams, a Chicago mother of  
two, in the Chicago Sun-Times. “Whatever 
happens to us is a domino effect hap-
pening to our kids. The most important 
thing is our babies.” 

When Williams lost her job as a 
cashier, she hid her unemployment from 
the kids for months, she said: “I acted  
like I was going to work every day. I 
would get up and I would leave, put my 
smiley face on.”

While inflation has steadily risen 
since 1970, wage increases have not.  
Many people are looking for new jobs 
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or trying to work multiple jobs to make 
ends meet.  

Certainly, economic development 
agencies at all levels work hard to attract 
new businesses and create new jobs. 
But, at the same time, budgets are being 
slashed for public transportation and 
education, both of which are critical to 
increasing and maintaining employment.

The employment challenge is espe-
cially acute for single-parent households. 
In 2009, 12 percent of women in our 
nation were the sole heads of their 
households, and their ability to provide 
for themselves and their children is 
complicated by the reality that women 
still make 20 percent less than men in  
the same jobs.

What We Could Do
This option focuses on the larger 

forces that challenge parents’ ability to 
provide basic needs for their children.  
These issues affect individuals deeply, 
often across multiple generations. 

Here are some possible actions this 
option suggests along with their potential 
drawbacks:

•	 Volunteers	and	nonprofit	groups		 	
can combat illiteracy and the cycle   
of multigenerational illiteracy  
and high dropout rates by reading   
to every child from birth and  
teaching family literacy skills so  
that all children read by the third   
grade. 

But, programs that take over  
reading to the child may intrude  
on family life and can disrupt  
the bond between children and  
parents by introducing other  
adults and other settings outside  
the home.

•		Community	members	can	make		
clear to legislators the need to   
support comprehensive school  
funding, which can break the cycle   
of illiteracy and underemployment  
with programs that guarantee  
parent education through at least   
high school, and include GED  
preparation. 

However, this means building a  
costly bureaucracy, using more  
time and money to ensure that  
people complete an education   
that the public is already giving   
them for free. 

•		State	and	federal	governments		
should provide access to preventive 
public health and affordable health 
care for every child. Government, 
communities, and businesses should 
work together to ensure those  
with primary care of a child have 
health care and access to mental 

health support and care and job/
career skills.

Yet making sure that every child   
gets health care would mean  
more government involvement  
in family life and giving people  
a job and good health care  
doesn’t mean they’ll be good   
parents.

These and other possible actions are 
summarized in the table on page 19.
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Looking for Answers Together: 
How Should We Nurture Children to  
Be Healthy and Make Better Choices?

SUMMARY

Being a parent has always been a tough job, 

but parents today feel themselves under tre-

mendous pressure. They and their children 

live in more challenging and more isolated 

family structures than ever before. Many are working 

long hours, sometimes on more than one job, and feel 

stretched too thin. They worry that influences, from  

the media or their children’s peers, will lead children  

to make bad choices. And they’re concerned about  

the effects of the Internet and mobile devices.

Parents’ choices shape children’s physical, social, 

emotional, and intellectual well-being. It sometimes 

seems to them that there are a million decisions to make 

about daycare, expectations, schooling, and discipline,  

and it’s hard to sift through the flood of available 

information. Parents know they’re being evaluated by 

others and are uncertain whom to trust. Today’s children 

are our youngest citizens and tomorrow’s parents, 

workers, and neighbors. What can we do to raise healthy 

children who will make better choices for themselves 

and others?
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OPTION

1

Parents and Neighbors Should 
Take More Responsibility

The problem is that 
too many parents are 
not taking proper 
responsibility for their 
children, while friends 
and neighbors look the 
other way. Children are 
affected by the quality 
of care and decision 
making in their homes. 
As a community, we 
need to hold children 
and their parents 
accountable for their 
behavior.

Actions
•		Family	members	and	neighbors	 

can  speak up when they notice 
unacceptable behavior and 
take action to support parents’ 
responsible efforts on behalf of  
their children.

•		State	and	local	government	can	 
mandate character education for  
parents and children.

•		Places	of	worship	and	cultural	 
and community organizations  
can offer mentoring for model 
behavior from others in the 
community.

•		Schools	can	require	parenting	
classes as early as middle school, 
before dropout rates and most  
teen parenting occurs.

•		Businesses	can	establish	paid	 
apprenticeships (starting below  
minimum wage and gradually  
moving beyond) to help youths 
and young parents learn respon-
sibility and civic engagement. 

Drawbacks
Family and neighbors do not 
want to judge one other. They 
may not always know the 
whole story and are concerned 
about the consequences of 
interference.

We run the risk of trampling 
on parents’ rights to raise their 
children as they see fit.

Model behavior doesn’t mean 
the same thing to everyone;  
culture, family, and regional 
ways influence what a parent 
does.

Schools will be taking on work 
once done by families, which 
means less time to teach aca-
demic subjects.

Because businesses are usually 
intent on saving costs, authentic 
learning apprenticeships may 
well turn into rote work.

For more information: discovery.wcgmf/lookingforanswerstogether
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Make Time for Families  
a Top Priority

The problem is that  
parents become 
overwhelmed by a 
perpetual lack of 
time. The continuous 
expectations to 
perform in and 
away from the home 
wear parents down. 
Parenting can be a 
joy but it is also very 
hard, continual work. 
All parents, including 
single parents and 
foster parents, need to 
see that society values 
what they do. We 
should support  
parents in ways that  
give them more time 
to raise children.

OPTION

2 Actions
•		State	and	local	governments	 

can  make flexible, affordable, 
quality child care available for  
all families on a sliding scale. 

•		Businesses	can	provide	more	 
flex-time and family leave time.

•		Parents	can	talk	to	each	other	 
and to members of an older 
generation to seek support and 
advice for daily challenges.  

•		Schools	could	extend	the	 
school day or the calendar year, 
and offer affordable after-school 
child care.  
 

•		Families	and	communities	can	 
make use of the extensive 
information available about the  
needs of children, nutrition,  
early brain development, and 
literacy.

Drawbacks
Staffing and regulating a system 
of quality child-care centers will 
place a considerable burden on 
communities.

 
Businesses might have to cut 
other benefits or reduce wages.

Making time for these 
conversations, when parents 
have so little time anyway, may 
be more burdensome than 
helpful. 

Children would spend more 
time away from their families. 
More time in child-care 
programs may result in lowering 
parenting standards and letting 
parents “off the hook.”

Too much information causes 
parents to throw up their hands 
and opt out.

Looking for Answers Together: How Should We Nuture Children to Be Healthy and Make Better Choices?
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OPTION

3Actions
•		State	and	federal	governments	

could provide access to pre-
ventative public health and free 
or affordable health care for 
every child.

•		Communities	can	provide	
reliable evening and weekend 
public transportation. 
 
 

•		Volunteers	and	nonprofit	groups 
can combat illiteracy and drop-
out rates by reading to every  
child from birth and teaching 
family literacy skills. 

•		Comprehensive	schools	can	
break the cycle of illiteracy and 
underemployment with programs 
that guarantee parent education 
through at least high school. 

•	 Congress	can	legislate	equal	
pay for women, which would 
be particularly helpful to single 
mothers.

•		Government,	communities,	and	
businesses should work together 
to ensure that parents have 
access to health care, mental 
health support, and job-training 
opportunities.

 

Drawbacks
Making sure every child gets 
health care would mean more 
government involvement in 
family life. 

To get a critical mass of 
riders to make public transit 
economically feasible, people 
would have to make less use 
of their cars, which means less 
flexibility and convenience.

This could intrude on family 
life and could complicate the 
relationship between children 
and their parents. 

This means building a costly 
bureaucracy to ensure that 
people complete an education 
that the public is already giving 
them for free. 

If we force employers to raise 
pay for women, they may not 
be able to hire as many people, 
including other women.

Giving people a job, good 
health care, and other resources 
doesn’t mean they’ll be good 
parents.

   
 

Guarantee Every Child’s  
Basic Needs Are Met

The problem is that 
major issues affecting 
our society—such as 
health care, jobs, mental 
health, and illiteracy—
have very direct 
impacts on families 
and communities. We 
can’t create a perfect 
world, but children are 
affected by the quality 
of their environment. 
If we want to nurture 
our children, we should 
provide them and their 
families with the basic 
resources they need to 
thrive.  

For more information: discovery.wcgmf/lookingforanswerstogether
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•	 Invite	participants	to	introduce	 
themselves and say what brought   
them to the conversation. (Adjust   
the number of introductions to  
the size of the group and discourage 
lengthy introductions.) 

•	 Refer	to	ground	rules	and	establish		 	
a group commitment to them.  
Examples are: 

 Treat everyone with respect. 

 One person speaks at a time.

 Everyone has an equal chance to   
participate. 

 Disagree with ideas not people.

 Listening is as important as  
speaking. 

•	 Allocate	equal	amounts	of	time	to		 	
discuss each option.

•	 End	the	forum	on	time	and	thank		 	
people for participating.   

 

Parent Issue Guide Moderator Tips

A packet of support materials is available to help communities, moderators,  

recorders, and participants engage in community conversations about nurturing 

children. These materials are intended to support users in the many ways they 

support children—as parents, as advocates, as first educators, as educational  

partners, as community members, and as leaders of important conversations about children. 

STRUCTURE

Having a structure in place for a 
successful community conversation is 
important. 

What are some variables to  
consider and plan for?

•		What	size	group	are	you	 
expecting?

•	What	are	the	pros	and	cons	of	the		 	
space where you will be meeting?

•		How	does	the	time	work	for	 
people in various roles?

•	What	are	the	logistics	necessary		 	
and who is handling these: paper,  
refreshments, child care, parking? 

What are the agenda basics?

•	 Plan	to	have	name	tags,	food,	and		 	
breaks as necessary. 

•	 Identify	a	volunteer	(preferably		 	
ahead of time) to record the  
essence of the conversation. 

•		Welcome	community	participants,		 	
thank them for coming, introduce   
the recorder and let people know 
the purpose of the record, and thank 
sponsors. 

THE FOLLOWING TIPS are 

highlights from these support 

materials and serve as reminders 

of key elements of a successful 

community conversation. For 

further support, note that training 

may be available in your region.

Convening a community 

conversation involves creating a 

space for diverse ideas to be 

shared. These deliberative conver-

sations do not require, but often 

lead to, action and questions about 

what comes next. Often, these 

conversations inspire individuals to 

work together to take community 

action. Existing civic organizations, 

issue groups, or other groups of 

concerned residents can all be 

resources for action.

Some resources listed here 

include information about how  

to engage in a community con-

versation and also about how 

community conversations have  

led to action. 
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PROCESS

Even with a solid structure, it is 
important to plan for the process of the 
conversation. 

What is the goal of this  
conversation?

Expectations are that the 
conversation will be thoughtful and 
respectful deliberation. There are no 
right or wrong answers. Deliberation 
involves examining various viewpoints.  
The goal is not to achieve consensus; 
it is to allow participants to express 
and examine their own opinions. This 
is a discovery process about what we 
commonly value. Paying attention to 
process is very important to creating  
a safe space for people to explore and 
share ideas. 

What is my role as moderator?

The job is to encourage people, 
to deliberate. The moderator is not an 
expert on the topic. The moderator’s 
job is to remain neutral and to keep the 
conversation going. As the moderator:
•	 Try	to	ensure	that	participants	all		 	

have an opportunity to share their   
views, including alternative or   
divergent viewpoints. 

•	 Remember	that	everyone’s	point		 	
of view is valid. There are no right  
or wrong answers.

•	 Don’t	try	to	determine	the	 
outcome of the conversation.

•	 Maximize	time	for	participants	 
to speak to each other. 

•	 The	moderator	sets	the	structure		 	
and moves the group along with-  
out inserting his or her own ideas. 

How does the moderator  
do this?

Key to the success of deliberation  
is careful listening. As moderator, you 
are a skillful host, focused on connect-
ing people and ideas. You can model 
thoughtful listening for participants, 
hearing and capturing divergent views. 
Moderator neutrality is important.  
The moderator is not an expert. 

If someone poses a question to 
the moderator, the moderator should 
reflect the question back to the group 
for a response about the issue. This is 
reinforced by looking to the group for  
a response and making sure participants 
are talking with each other, not just  
to the moderator. At the end of each 
option, invite those who have not  
spoken to comment if they want to.

If participants start to argue, 
remind participants that they are not 
in a debate—a debate is a legitimate 
form of engagement, but a community 
conversation is different. There are no 
right or wrong answers. You can return 
to deliberation by asking: “Does anyone 
else here have a different perspective?”  

If a participant starts to dominate 
a conversation, the moderator can 
acknowledge the participant’s point 
and then invite others to share their 
experience, or invite someone who has 
not had a chance to speak to do so.  
And, a moderator can respectfully revisit 
the ground rules.

The moderator can ask probing 
questions as necessary:  What makes you 
think that?  Could you tell us a little 
more?  What would it take to make 
that happen?  Anybody have a different 
experience? Such probing, however 

should be used to focus the discussion  
if needed, and should not get in the way 
of the flow of the conversation. 

What does it look like when it is 
going well?

There are some signs to look for in 
order to tell whether the conversation is 
going well as a deliberative exchange. 

•	 People	from	diverse	backgrounds		 	
are openly sharing experiences,   
perspectives, thoughts, and feelings. 

•	 All	participants	are	engaged	in		 	
either active listening or speaking.

•	 People	are	talking	to	one	another,		 	
not to the moderator.

•	 Differences	of	opinion	emerge,	not		 	
just commonalities.

•	 People	see	their	words	in	the	 
comments that the recorder is   
documenting. 
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RESOURCES

The organizations and institutions 
listed provide information and publica-
tions that may be useful in planning  
your conversation and also in thinking 
about follow-up activities and responding 
to questions raised during your commu-
nity conversation.

CONNECTICUT RESOURCES
Parent Inquiry Initiative
http://www.hartford.edu/parentii 

 For decades, the interwoven efforts 
of community and state-level entities 
have provided information, access, and 
education to Connecticut’s parents and 
families. Contributing to this work, the 
Parent Inquiry Initiative at the Univer-
sity of Hartford, focuses on parents being 
producers of essential knowledge as well 
as consumers of information. The Parent 
Inquiry Initiative engages stakeholders in 
participatory, community-based research.

Community Conversations about  
Education 
www.ctconversations.org 

Community Conversations attempt 
to bridge the divide between schools and 
their communities. Guided originally 
by Public Agenda and the Institute for 
Educational Leadership, Community 
Conversations continue to provide a 
vehicle for civil dialogue around educa-
tional issues of immediate relevance to 
communities.  

Connecticut Parent Power 
www.ctparentpower.org

This statewide parent action network 
has a history of strengthening the voices 
of parents on the many decisions that 
affect our children and families. Parents 
are uniting to build local and statewide 
networks with the goal of providing 
accurate and important information on 
issues, training on how and when to take 

action, and building connections with 
other people statewide who are ready to 
act to protect and benefit children.

Connecticut Commission on  
Children 
www.cga.ct.gov/coc/

Created by the State of Connecticut, 
this bipartisan commission works to 
oversee matters concerning children and 
youth, providing links and information 
to identify and promote public policy 
initiatives and coordinated efforts.

 
School-Family-Community  
Partnership Project
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/
PDF/DEPS/Family/SFCP/RevPos.
pdf

Established to strengthen and 
enhance relationships among schools, 
families, and communities that are 
essential to the academic success of all 
students, this network now includes more 
than 75 schools and continues to grow.

NATIONAL RESOURCES
Everyday Democracy 
www.everyday-democracy.org 

Everyday Democracy (formerly 
the Study Circles Resource Center) is 
a national organization that helps local 
communities find ways for all kinds of 
people to think, talk, and work together 
to solve problems. They work with 
neighborhoods, cities and towns, regions, 
and states, helping them pay particular 
attention to how racism and ethnic 
differences affect the problems they 
address.

National Issues Forums  
www.nifi.org

National Issues Forums (NIF) is a  
nonpartisan network of civic and other  
organizations, whose common interest 

is to promote public deliberation in 
America. It has grown to include civic 
clubs, religious organizations, libraries, 
schools, and many other groups that 
meet to deliberate about critical issues. 
NIF does not advocate specific solutions 
or points of view but provides citizens 
the opportunity to consider a broad 
range of choices, weigh the pros and cons 
of those choices, and meet with each 
other in public dialogues to identify the 
concerns they hold in common. NIF 
offers many issue guides. Issues include: 
Children & Family; Civil Rights; 
Economic Issues; Education; Energy & 
Environment; Government & Politics; 
Health & Well-Being; International & 
Foreign Policy.

Public Agenda 
www.publicagenda.org

This nonpartisan, nonprofit opinion 
research and public engagement 
organization provides materials on 
a broad range of topics, including: 
America’s Global Role; Campaign 
Reform; Child Care; Crime; the 
Economy; Education; the Environment; 
Gay Rights; Health Care; Higher 
Education; Illegal Drugs; Immigration; 
Internet Speech/Privacy; Medicare; 
Poverty and Welfare; Race; Right to 
Die; Social Security.
 
National PTA
www.pta.org

The PTA is the largest volunteer 
child advocacy organization in the 
country. A nonprofit association 
of parents, educators, students, and 
other citizens active in their schools 
and communities, PTA is a leader in 
reminding our nation of its obligations  
to children.






