05.01.10: Teens will know good parenting when they see it themselves 

Somewhat predictably Ed Balls’ proposal to bring compulsory parenting classes into the curriculum for 14 year-olds grabbed the headlines of the Daily Mail this week. This is a measure that some will applaud for its practicality and others will criticise for seeming to accept teenage pregnancy as the norm, while teenagers themselves may well see parenting classes as a welcome break from Maths coursework. 

In reality the need for young people to have a better grasp of what it means to be a good parent is unlikely to be tackled by the national curriculum alone. Balls is right that the principles of good parenting can be taught. But most children learn about parenting from their own experience at home - they model what they know. A national curriculum may supplement and usefully develop parenting skills for the majority of children. However, the driver for this initiative is to break into the cycle of poor parenting passed on from generation to generation - and in this respect the government is wrong to believe that parenting classes can achieve this at age 14, because by this time it is too late.

The core of Family Action’s service is providing home-based support to vulnerable adults to be better parents and prevent risk to children. Our services are no soft option: parents know they must improve their parenting and we help them to achieve this by working alongside them seven days per week if necessary. In our experience it is these children, living in chaotic households where good parenting is absent, who most need to experience the value of caring, effective relationships if they are not to grow up into the kind of parents who will in turn give concern themselves. Improving parenting was the mainstay of Sure Start and we need to continue to invest in its parenting programmes if we are to break the cycle of poor parenting.

Alongside Sure Start more home-based support of the kind provided by our charity and others must be provided. This would do far more to address the needs of those 14 year-olds who are the target of Balls’ proposal. But unfortunately home-based intervention is not cheap and may cost considerably more than parenting classes in schools. There is a high risk that it will suffer reduced investment as a combined result of the tough choices the public sector will have to make in the coming year, and the cost of increased care proceedings that seem to be coming in the wake of Baby Peter. 

Parental mental health is a background factor in a third of care proceedings according to Ministry of Justice research. Where it does not result in the removal of a child from the family home it can put dangerous pressure on the child in adolescence. There was some recognition of the need for family based early intervention in the Government’s recently announced strategy on mental health. However in reality there is little in place to break down the silos between adults’ and children’s mental health services which fail many families with mental health problems in their midst. Joined-up commissioning and services, plus funding, are needed so that all family members get the support they need to cope in times of crisis.

Stresses in family life caused by mental health problems and other unresolved issues such as domestic violence, substance misuse, and entrenched poverty damage teenagers by causing  low self-esteem, social isolation and the risk-taking behaviours. They are a very complex set of problems to deal with which will require a more sophisticated response than parenting classes in schools. 

For this reason the political parties must consider the needs of vulnerable families when they publish more details of their family policies shortly. We must invest in working with families to address their vulnerabilities. Then maybe future teens will understand more about good parenting based on their own experience of family life – and the need to concentrate on the Maths until you’re really ready for babies.

