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About Shift

Shift: The Project to End Domestic Violence was initiated by the Brenda Strafford Chair in the
Prevention of Domestic Violence, in the Faculty of Social Work, at the University of Calgary.
Shift’s goal is to significantly reduce domestic violence in Alberta using a primary prevention
approach to stop first-time victimization and perpetration. In short, primary prevention means
taking action to build resilience and prevent problems before they occur. Shift’s purpose is to
enhance the capacity of policy makers, systems leaders, clinicians, service providers and the
community at large to significantly reduce the rates of domestic violence in Alberta. We are
committed to making our research accessible and working collaboratively with a diverse range
of stakeholders to inform and influence current and future domestic violence prevention efforts
through primary prevention.

About this Report

This report is situated within a broader research agenda designed to serve as a foundation for a
comprehensive strategy to engage men and boys in violence prevention to reduce rates of
domestic violence in Alberta. Positive fatherhood involvement was one of seven key entry
points identified for engaging men and boys. (Please \visit our website at
www.preventdomesticviolence.ca to download this and other research on engaging men and
boys in violence prevention).

Over the next two years, Shift will continue to produce research papers to support the design of
a comprehensive strategy to engage men and boys in violence prevention. This research will
focus on informing and changing policy and practices with the end goal of preventing domestic
violence from happening in the first place.

This particular report was designed to build the case for designing and implementing a best
practice program to support teen/young dads at the Louise Dean Centre in Calgary, Alberta.



1. Introduction

Supporting fathers to become more positively engaged in the lives of their children is a
promising strategy to prevent intimate partner violence (IPV) in the next generation.
Adults’ inter-personal skills and their relationships with friends, family, colleagues, and
intimate partners are largely shaped by the dynamics of their families in childhood and
the ways in which they were parented. Recent research has confirmed that, for better
and for worse, fathers influence children’s physical, social, emotional, and cognitive
development as much as mothers do.

The research on positive father involvement is summarized in a recent Shift paper
entitled Promoting Positive Father Involvement: A Strategy to Prevent Intimate Partner
Violence in the Next Generation, which is available at www.preventdomesticviolence.ca.
This supplementary paper was designed as a background paper to support a partnership
between Shift and Catholic Family Services to explore the potential benefits when
teenaged and young fathers are involved in their children’s lives, and the special
challenges they face in a fathering role. Together, the partnership aims to improve the
parental engagement and parenting skills of the young male partners of pregnant and
parenting girls and women participating in the Louise Dean?! program located in Calgary,
Alberta.

Young parenting is considered to be a major social and health problem. This is partly
because of the health risks associated with adolescent pregnancy and childbirth and the
negative effects on the life course of many young mothers and fathers. Of most
concern, however, are the health and developmental risks faced by the children of
young parents. In infancy, early childhood, and middle childhood, these children
frequently experience higher rates of developmental challenges, learning difficulties,
and behavioural problems! and, later in life, lower educational aspirations, increased
school failure, higher rates of criminality, welfare dependency (as adults), and greater
likelihood of becoming teen parents themselves.? These problems result in significant
costs associated with health care, social assistance, child welfare, and incarceration, as
well as lost tax revenue due to lower earnings.> While poor life outcomes are not
inevitable for the children of young parents, most young parents need extensive
supports to get and keep their own lives on track and to master and exercise positive
parenting practices in order to provide stable, nurturing environments for their children.

Until a few years ago, the vast majority of the research on young parents focused on
teenage mothers. The fathers of the children of teenaged mothers, who are sometimes
teenagers but more often young men, were often dismissed as either poor influences

! Louise Dean School provides an education program for pregnant and parenting teens. The school currently operates
with a September to June traditional program along with a six-week summer school component. Students enter the
program throughout the year. To support the young women while they are at Louise Dean Centre, a team consisting of
an educator, a social worker, and a health professional works with them to improve academic achievement,
social/emotional concerns, and healthy lifestyle choices for themselves and their babies. The team also accesses other
supports as needed such as medical care, career development, and financial assistance.
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for their children or not interested in playing an active parenting role. Increased
recognition of the desire of many young fathers to be a part of their children’s lives
along with better knowledge about fathers’ influences on their children’s
developmental outcomes has sparked recent studies on the best ways of increasing
positive father involvement among young fathers. Although there is still much to learn,
the knowledge base is sufficient to provide insights and to inform recommendations
based on research about the best ways of doing so.

This paper begins with a brief profile of young fathers’ personal characteristics, followed
by a brief summary of the research on young fathers’ parenting skills and limitations and
the factors that can encourage or impede young fathers’ involvement in their children’s
lives. The paper concludes with recommendations for programming for young fathers
who are connected to the Louise Dean program.

Important terms and definitions

Young fathers: In this paper, “young fathers” are those under the age of 25 years and
“teenaged fathers” are those under the age of 20 years at the time of their child’s birth.
Intimate partner violence: As defined by the World Health Organization, “intimate
partner violence” is behaviour within an intimate relationship that causes physical,
sexual or psychological harm, including acts of physical aggression, sexual coercion, and
psychological abuse and controlling behaviours.*

Intimate partners: Alberta Justice defines “intimate partners” as opposite-sex or same-
sex partners in current and former dating relationships, current and former common-
law relationships, current and former married relationships, and persons who are the
parents of one or more children, regardless of their marital status or whether they have
lived together at any time.>

Primary prevention: “Primary prevention” in this context means reducing the number
of new instances of intimate partner violence by intervening before any violence has
occurred. Primary prevention “relies on identification of the underlying, or ‘upstream,’
risk and protective factors for intimate partner violence, and acts to address those
factors.”® This report offers primary prevention strategies to reduce the chances that
children will grow up to be perpetrators or victims of intimate partner violence.
Evidence-based programs

In this document, an “evidence-based program” is defined as one that: (i) has been
identified as a “model” or “best practice” program, meaning that it has been repeatedly
demonstrated to be effective through studies using good methods, a reasonable sample
size, and an experimental, “gold standard” design (includes a control group with random
assignment of subjects to the experimental and control groups) or a quasi-experimental
design (includes a control group but not random assignment), with the results published
in a peer-reviewed journal, or (ii) may be considered a “promising” program, meaning
that it has been demonstrated to be effective in at least one study meeting the above
criteria.



2. Methods

The information in this paper was gathered through (i) searches of the academic data
bases (including PubMed, CINAHL, Cochrane Library, Campbell Library, JSTOR, PsycINFO,
SSRN, and Google Scholar) and (ii) searches of academic and government websites and
databases on evidence-based and/or model programs in Canada, the United States;
Australia, and the U.K. using search terms including but not limited to the term
“fathering” and “fatherhood” in conjunction with “parenting,” “parenthood,” “young,”

“adolescent,” “teen,” “teenage,” “child development,” “program,” “evidence based,”
n ”n

“synthesis,” “engage,” “transmission,” “inter-generational transmission,” and, given the
low volume of published research on the subject, to articles published from 1990 to

2013.
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2.1. Limitations

Very little is known about adolescent and young adult fathers in Canada, as this country
lacks methods for tracking their demographics, marital status, and personal
characteristics. Very little is known about effective programs, policies, or other
initiatives to enable young fathers to become and remain engaged with their children. A
body of research on adult fathers is developing, but there are very few studies on young
fathers. There appear to be no Canadian studies whatsoever that are specific to young
fathers.

3. Young fathers: Who are they?

The number of teenaged and young, unmarried adult fathers in Canada and in Alberta is
either not tracked or is not publicly available. We do know that about 2,200 infants
were born to teenaged mothers in Alberta in 2013,” most of them aged 18 and 19
years.® It is roughly estimated that one-quarter of these infants were fathered by
teenaged boys,’ most of whom were 18 or 19 years of age,® with most of the remaining
fathers in their early 20s.'! The proportion of teenaged and young adult fathers in
Canada who are living with the mothers of their children is not known. In the United
States, 11% of teenaged mothers are married and 46% are living common law,*? but the
ages of their husbands and partners are not known, nor is it known whether these
husbands and partners are the same boys and men who fathered the children. One
recent American study reported that half of teenaged fathers lived with, and 18% were
married to, the mother of their child;'?® older American research found that 30% and
50% of teenaged mothers continued to reside with their own parents for at least two
years after the child’s birth,'* although the father may also have lived with the larger
family.

Like teenaged mothers,’> most teenaged fathers have experienced many challenges in
childhood and adolescence. Repeated studies have shown that, compared to non-father
teenaged males, teenaged fathers are more likely to have grown up in low-income
families, to have parents with low levels of education, to have had young parents, and



to have experienced child maltreatment.'® In adolescence, they are more likely to
engage in high-risk sexual behaviours, to chronically use drugs and alcohol, and to be
criminally involved.’” And, as with teenaged mothering, fathering in adolescence is
often inter-generationally transmitted, with a recent study reporting that, controlling for
other risk factors, the sons of adolescent fathers were 1.8 times more likely to become
teenaged fathers than the sons of older fathers were.!®

Young fathers who are over the age of 18 years have similar histories of disadvantage
and are more likely to have low levels of education and to be unemployed or in poorly-
paid, poor-quality jobs than young men who marry before becoming a father or who are
not fathers.’ In addition, one longitudinal study found that by the time they reach the
age of 26, young men who are highly antisocial father nearly three times more children
than do less antisocial young men.?°

The disadvantages that increase the likelihood of young fathering can be perpetuated by
the experience of fathering. At last report in Canada, about 40% of teenaged fathers
attended school full time, 37% were employed, and 68% had very low incomes.?!
However, the education and employment challenges encountered by many young
fathers may be largely attributable to their pre-existing characteristics, rather than
fathering itself.?? For instance, recent research using longitudinal data from the United
States found that teenage fatherhood decreased the likelihood of completing a high
school diploma by 15% relative to boys whose partners had become pregnant but
miscarried.?3

In addition, Futris and colleagues observe that, because adolescent fathers do not carry
and bear a child, the consequences of early fatherhood is partially contingent upon their
willingness to assume parenting and financial responsibilities.?* In fact, the proportion
of young fathers who become and remain involved in their children’s lives is low. Recent
Canadian research is not available, but American studies have reported large declines in
fathers’ involvement in the first few years of their children’s lives.?> A recent, large
American study found that 32% of teenaged fathers had no recent contact with their
children, either by choice or because they were refused access by the mother.2®

4. Young fathers’ ability and desire to be engaged parents

Like teenaged mothers, most young fathers are experiencing the physical, emotional,
and cognitive changes and stresses that are a normal part of development in
adolescence and early adulthood.?’ In conjunction with the cumulative disadvantages
they have experienced, this means that many young fathers are ill equipped for both
adulthood and parenting and, if they are involved in their children’s lives, they are at
risk of using poor parenting practices, such as authoritarian parenting, inconsistent
discipline, corporal punishment, and detachment.?® Early parenting, particularly in
adolescence, is a risk factor for child maltreatment, partly because it is linked with
negative parenting attitudes and behaviours, along with lack of knowledge and



unrealistic expectations about infant and child development.?® Also, research indicates
that a high proportion of young fathers are engaged in illicit activities and drug use, and
have difficulties controlling their tempers,3® each of which places them at higher risk of
perpetrating child maltreatment.3! In addition, young parents and women who become
pregnant before the age of 25 years are at particularly high risk for intimate partner
violence (IPV).3? Exposure to parental IPV is a form of child maltreatment and, like all
types of child abuse, it is associated with a wide range of social and emotional problems
in childhood and adolescence,® increased bullying victimization and perpetration in
adolescence,?* and increased IPV victimization and perpetration in both adolescence?>
and adulthood.?® Overall, as summarized by Woodward and colleagues, children born
to young parents “are likely to be at substantial risk, not only because of their parents’
immaturity but also because, due to “assortative pairing” [the tendency to seek a
partner with similar background and traits], contributing partners are more likely to be
characterized by common problematic developmental histories and genetic
tendencies.”?’

However, poor outcomes are not inevitable for young fathers or for their children.
Research has shown that early parenting can provide young fathers with the impetus to
upgrade their education, training, or employment,® and several studies have found that
the income of young fathers who live with the mothers of their children is much higher
than among those who live apart.?®* In addition, there is some evidence that young
fathers’ involvement in parenting and contributing financially to the household
improves young fathers’ psychological well-being.*°

Likewise, while poor developmental outcomes have been identified for the children of
young parents, and of teenaged parents in particular,** this may be primarily due to
parental characteristics other than young age. A recent large, longitudinal study from
the United States comparing fathers under the age of 19 with those over the age of 19
at the time of the child’s birth reported that, while having a teenaged father (or, as
reported in a second study using the same data, having a teenaged mother*?) was
associated with compromised health and development among young children, this was
explained by lower household socio-economic status and poorer home environments,
along with lower frequency of marriage, among fathers in the younger age group.* This
study also found few differences in father-child relationships between the two father
age groups.** A second recent study found that poor child outcomes appear to be more
attributable to cumulative mother and father risk and cumulative family risk than to the
age of the parents.*

The research is clear that children benefit when their fathers are involved in their lives in
positive ways, even if the father does not reside with the child, and, as noted by Tuffin
and colleagues, “[bleing young, and arguably ill-prepared for fatherhood, does not
necessarily diminish the importance of the father’s role in the life of his children.”



In its simplest conception, father involvement, whether positive or negative, includes
three domains: engagement (direct interactions with the child), accessibility (being
available to the child while engaging in something else), and responsibility (managing
the child’s time and care).*” Fathers who are engaged with, accessible to, and
responsible for their children in positive ways (i.e., ways that exhibit qualities such as
warmth, support, and consistency*®) help them to flourish. Positive father engagement
reduces behavioural problems and delinquency in adolescent boys and emotional
problems in adolescent girls, improves boys’ and girls’ social and inter-personal
functioning from childhood to adulthood, and improves cognitive development and
educational outcomes in both boys and girls in low socio-economic status families.*
Fathers also foster positive child development by contributing to household finances
and home maintenance,*® supporting mothers to be good parents,®! and promoting a
harmonious family environment.>? Positive behavioural, social, emotional, and academic
effects of father involvement have been reported even among never-married young
fathers who do not reside with their children, even after controlling for maternal risk
factors.>3

Research indicates that, despite both negative social stereotypes and legitimate
concerns about young fathers, most young fathers have a strong desire to play a
meaningful role in their children’s lives.>* A recent American study reported that young
fathers hoped to be both nurturing parents and financial providers.> Other qualitative
research has shown that young fathers do not see age as a barrier to being good fathers,
and many are motivated to be so by their own fathers’ lack of involvement in their lives
and a desire to be better parents than their own fathers.>®

5. What influences young fathers’ engagement?

It is likely that, as proposed by Cabrera and colleagues, father engagement is predicted,
moderated, and mediated by complex inter-actions among father characteristics (e.g.,
age, employment, education, personality), family characteristics (e.g., maternal
depression, socio-economic status), and contextual factors (e.g., mother—father
relationship).>’

Being under the age of 20°® and, especially under the age of 16,>° disinterest in child
rearing,®® not wanting the pregnancy,®' and having only an acquaintance relationship
with the mother®? appear to be consistent predictors of young fathers’ lack of
engagement in parenting their children. Young fathers with low human capital are less
likely to become and remain involved,®® as are those with characteristics that place
them at risk of poor parenting behaviours (e.g., school dropout, psychopathology).®* At
least one recent study has identified the father having no other children and the mother
having higher self-esteem and few depressive symptoms as predictors of young fathers’
initial and ongoing engagement.®® Although young fathers sometimes identify
gatekeeping by the maternal grandmother as a reason for their withdrawal from
parenting,®® the research findings are mixed as to whether strong support from or the



teenaged mother’s cohabitation with the maternal grandmother increases or decreases
young fathers’ sustained involvement with their children.®’” Overall, however, the most
important predictors of young fathers’ initial and sustained engagement in their
children’s lives appear to be:

(i) living with the mother;%8

(i) the existence of a romantic relationship with the mother,% even if the parents do
not cohabit;”®

(i) the quality of the relationship with the mother,”* even if the relationship is not or is
no longer romantic;’? and

(iv) father involvement in the prenatal period.”?

As discussed earlier, many relationships between teenaged mothers and young fathers
do not last after the birth of the child, and many couples do not live together at any
point. When the parents do not live together, the extent to which teenaged mothers
grant fathers’ access to their children is strongly influenced by the mother’s perceptions
about conflict with the father before and after the birth of the child,”* whether the
father is capable of caring for the child,”> and the extent to which the father takes on
parenting responsibilities.”® Transitions to new relationships and having one or more
additional children with a new partner or partners by either or both parents generally
reduces father involvement.””

Recent research indicates that a key factor in sustaining father involvement after the
parental romantic relationship breaks down is the early development of a strong co-
parenting relationship between the mother and father,”® and this may be more
important in sustaining the involvement of young fathers than it is for older fathers.” In
general, “a quality co-parenting relationship can be conceived of as an ongoing,
interactive, cooperative, and mutually supportive relationship that is primarily focused
on raising children, with both parents actively engaged in the lives of their children and
childrearing.”®® In addition to supporting positive father involvement, good co-
parenting is vital to healthy child development. Research shows that “parental
cooperation and collaboration supports children’s social and emotional development,
whereas conflict and undermining behaviour between parents leads to adjustment
problems.”8!

Research also shows that young fathers who become engaged in the prenatal period are
more likely to be committed to parenting and that prenatal engagement improves the
parental relationship and both parents’ commitment to co-parenting.®? Fathers’
engagement in the prenatal period can also lead to cohabitation, which also increases
father involvement.®3

Developing and maintaining a co-parenting relationship appears to be more challenging
for fathers than for mothers, regardless of the father’s relationship status with the
mother.®* This might be because, as a recent study showed,®® fathers’ expectations



about how the parents would work together to raise the child were not related to how
the co-parenting relationship actually evolved, but the mothers’ expectations were,
suggesting that mothers have more realistic understanding of the demands of parenting
and co-parenting.®®

6. Improving the parenting skills, engagement, and positive involvement of young
fathers in Calgary: Recommendations for the Louise Dean program

It is generally agreed that increasing the initial and ongoing engagement and positive
involvement among young fathers requires:

(i) improving young fathers’ parenting skills;

(ii) establishing strong, positive relationships between young mothers and fathers and
improving their co-parenting skills®’; and

(iii) increasing fathers’ human capital® by assisting them to find employment and/or
complete an educational program, to meet their own basic needs (housing, health
care, legal services) and provide child support, and to improve their social support
systems.®°

The empirical research indicates that positive fathering programs may be more effective
if they fully or partially include mothers,®® and the need to involve mothers in
programming that targets young or adolescent fathers®® is particularly clear because
evaluations of some programs for teen fathers that did not include mothers have
reported a decrease in father involvement after the intervention.®? It is also generally
agreed that programming should begin in the prenatal period®®* and continue
throughout the infant and toddler period, even and, perhaps, especially, when the
parents are no longer romantically involved.®*

At this time there are very few published, rigorous evaluations of either fatherhood or
co-parenting interventions for pregnant and young parents or programs for young
fathers. As noted by Lachance and colleagues, “[s]trategies from successful
interventions are needed to inform both intervention design and policies affecting these
adolescents. More rigorous program evaluations are urgently needed to provide
scientifically sound guidance for programming and policy decisions.”?>

The small body of existing high-quality research on fatherhood programs in general
indicates that some program features appear to be essential to improving parent and
child outcomes. Overall, successful fathering programs:

e clearly target and recruit a specific group (e.g., young fathers, new fathers, at-risk
fathers, fathers who have perpetrated IPV, fathers who have perpetrated child
maltreatment; fathers from specific ethno-cultural groups);

e are grounded in a clear theory of change based upon theories of child development
and therapeutic support that reflect high-quality research;



e use an evidence-based program model with a proven track record of improving
outcomes for fathers and children;

e in most cases, use behavioural or cognitive behavioural training strategies;

e promote authoritative parenting and positive discipline®® skills; and

e promote good communication with the mother and effective co-parenting
strategies.®’

There is, at present, no evidence that informal group programs or programs that aim to
“hook” fathers into other services by involving them in enjoyable activities (such as
father-child events) have any impact on positive father involvement.®®

A comprehensive review of existing fatherhood programs revealed only two that (i) are
evidence based; (ii) target adolescent and young adult fathers; (iii) include fathers who
do not reside with mothers; and (iv) include a strong emphasis on positive relationships
and co-parenting with mothers.

Shift recommends that both of these programs, one of which targets fathers and
mothers together and one of which targets fathers alone (at least initially), be provided
to boys and men aged 16 to 25 years who will be the fathers of children born to girls and
women participating in the Louise Dean program. The programs should be offered in
succession but under a single program banner, rather than marketed as two distinct
programs. To contribute to the knowledge base on positive father involvement among
young fathers, the programs should be subject to rigorous, longitudinal evaluation,
ideally replicating the evaluation methods used in previous evaluations of each
program.

The two recommended programs are (i) Florsheim and colleagues’ Young Parenthood
Program (YPP) and (ii) Fagan and colleagues’ Minnesota Early Learning Design (MELD)
for Young Dads.

6.1. Young Parenthood Program (YPP)

The YPP is a 10-week counseling program delivered in 75-minute sessions during
pregnancy and designed to facilitate interpersonal skill development and positive
parenting among adolescent parents (both fathers and mothers). As described by
Florsheim, the YPP is based on an integration of family systems theory and adolescent
developmental theory and organized into five phases:

e The first phase focuses on the development of the therapeutic alliance and
educating couples about the connection between co-parenting and child
development.

e The second phase is designed to set relationship goals and determine which specific
interpersonal skills are needed to reach identified goals.

10



e The third phase includes specific activities designed to help couples develop
communication and self-regulation skills related to positive co-parenting. The YPP
targets specific interpersonal skills hypothesized to promote positive communication
and lower the risk for intimate partner violence, paternal disengagement, and harsh
parenting.

e The fourth phase focuses on negotiating changing roles associated with the
transition to parenthood, particularly within the context of extended families.

e The fifth phase focuses on future co-parenting issues, including family planning to
avoid “rapid repeat” pregnancies. *°

An intervention manual has been developed to assist in the YPP counselor training
process and to help maintain intervention fidelity. Counselors participate in regular
supervision meetings focusing on therapeutic process and adherence to the
intervention model. At least in its initial administration, YPP training and primary
supervision were provided by a licensed clinical psychologist with expertise in
adolescent development and psychotherapy.

YPP counselors follow a clear protocol, but have some latitude to customize the
intervention to the particular needs and circumstances of each couple. It appears to be
intended that the YPP be administered by master’s level clinicians with clinical skills and
experience working with adolescents and couples.%

Evaluation of the program showed that, 18 months after the birth of the child, fathers
who completed the YPP demonstrated more positive parenting than did fathers in the
control group. Interestingly, the positive outcomes in paternal functioning were
mediated through changes in the mother’s interpersonal skill development. These
findings indicate that the positive effect of YPP on young fathers’ parental functioning
was mediated through both mothers’ and fathers’ change in inter-personal bonding
scores, underscoring the value of targeting co-parenting couples in efforts to promote
healthy parenting. That is, positive changes in the young mothers’ capacity for
interpersonal bonding scores predicted positive changes in the fathers’ inter-personal
bonding scores, which, in turn, predicted positive parenting and co-parenting, including
higher rates of paternal nurturance and lower child abuse potential scores. The finding
that YPP was more effective for fathers than for mothers is consistent with previous
research indicating that the young father’s relationship with his partner might be more
critical to his functioning as a parent than the young mother’s relationship with her
partner.10?

6.2. Minnesota Early Learning Design (MELD) for Young Dads

MELD for Young Dads is a program for fathers aged 16 to 25 years that seeks to reduce
social isolation and improve young fathers’ ability to co-parent with the mothers of their
children. The curriculum consists of five, 90-minute sessions delivered over five
consecutive weeks. First developed in 1973, the program is now delivered by a range of

11



community and health care organizations in the United States. The goals of the program
include helping fathers share parenting responsibilities, regardless of their relationship
with the child’s mother; reducing fathers’ isolation; and providing positive role models
for fathers.1%2 As described in Mathematica’s 2011 Catalog of Research: Programs for
Low-income Fathers, the topics covered in the five sessions are:

(i) Sharing parental responsibilities; recognizing that father involvement is a father’s
responsibility;

(ii) Communication with the child’s mother regarding needs and responsibilities; the
fathers” homework was interviewing the mothers about their expectations and the
partners completing a “contract” about responsibilities;

(iii) How co-parenting benefits the child;

(iv) Identifying and addressing barriers to co-parenting; and

(v) Fostering solidarity between the parents, such as dealing with extended family and
new partners; guest speakers shared their experiences and strategies.'

As described in the U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP)
manual, Effective Family Programs for Delinquency Prevention, MELD has been adapted
to meet the needs of young, single mothers or single fathers, Hispanic and Southeast
Asian parents, children, deaf and hard of hearing parents, first-time adult parents, and
parents of children with special needs, although it does not appear that the program has
been evaluated for these groups, other than the version for young mothers, and this
evaluation focused only on attitudes, rather than behaviours. MELD reports that its
curriculum and learning processes are usable by parents who are not highly literate, and
recognizes and addresses everyday concerns of low-income parents. It appears that the
formal MELD program is typically followed by up to two years of parent education
groups facilitated by trained volunteers from the community under the supervision of a
certified MELD leader. The longer-term parent education group also has a curriculum
that covers health, child development, child guidance, family management, use of
community resources, home and community safety, balancing work and family, and
other issues related to the parenting needs of the target group.'%*

One large, quasi-experimental evaluation has been completed on a version of the
program delivered by male facilitators to both parents, with fathers up to age 25, prior
to the birth of the child. The evaluation compared the effects of participation on
subsequent co-parenting behaviours of fathers in the pre-birth (treatment) group with
those of fathers in the usual post-birth program and a no-treatment group.
Improvements on some dimensions of co-parenting were reported for both the pre-
birth and the post-birth groups relative to the no-treatment group, with the strongest
effects on fathers who resided with the mothers and on fathers who also attended the
post-birth group.1%

12



Outstanding questions:

1. Challenges that may interfere with fathers’ ability to parent include substance
abuse, mental health issues, physical abuse, and criminal involvement. It has been
observed that such challenges may weaken relationships with mothers and may not
be conducive to increased father involvement in some cases.'®® The research does
not clearly indicate whether supports and interventions for these sorts of challenges
should be included in programming to improve the parenting skills, engagement,
and positive involvement of young fathers. There exist two promising American
fatherhood programs that specifically target fathers dealing with specific challenges:
The Strong Fathers Program, for fathers referred by child welfare and with a history
of domestic violence,'” and Fathers for Change, for fathers of children aged zero to
three years who have perpetrated IPV and who have alcohol or substance abuse
issues.’® However, both of these programs are still in the process of being
evaluated, so their effectiveness is not confirmed and, in any case, neither was
designed for adolescent/young fathers.

Further consultation with the researchers who developed the YPP and MELD is
required to clarify whether fathers facing one or more of the above challenges are
eligible to participate and, if so, the types of supplementary services and supports
that should be provided to them.

2. The YPP has not been evaluated for fathers who are members of population groups
other than Caucasian, African/Caribbean, and Latin American and who were born in
or reside in the United States. The efficacy of the program for fathers belonging to
other population groups and/or who are immigrants or refugees requires testing
through comprehensive evaluation, should there be sufficient numbers of
participants and comparison group members to test for between-group differences.
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