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ABSTRACT

The Social Validity of Online Parent Involvement in a School-based Social and Emotional
Learning Program: Why Try for Parents

Gina P. Hales
Department of Educational Leadership & Foundations, BYU
Doctor of Philosophy

Involving parents in school-based learning can be difficult for both schools and parents,
and more innovative approaches to involving parents are needed. Internet-based programs have
the potential to address barriers to parent participation, but more research is needed to determine
the effectiveness and social validity of such programs. This study explored the social validity of
WhyTry for Parents, an internet-based program for parents of students enrolled in WhyTry, a
school-based social and emotional learning program for students in grades K through 12.

Eleven elementary, middle, and high schools across the United States participated in the
study by inviting parents of WhyTry students to use the WhyTry for Parents curriculum.
Whether or not parents utilized the curriculum, they were invited to take a survey about the
importance they placed on the program’s goals, procedures, and effects, and to give reasons for
their level of participation in the program. A total of 836 parents were invited to take part in the
study, and 14 parents made up the final sample. Coordinators (n = 10) of the WhyTry program
at each school were invited to participate in interviews focused on their perspectives of parent
participation rates and the WhyTry for Parents program.

Regardless of whether parents utilized the curriculum, they found a high degree of social
validity in WhyTry for Parents; however, they suggested that the curriculum be simplified and
made more accessible. WhyTry coordinators suggested that low participation rates were due to
parent resistance, and that helping parents to understand WhyTry might help overcome this
resistance. Parents and coordinators suggested that the curriculum be available by app to
improve accessibility. Future research should explore the social validity of WhyTry for Parents
from the perspective of educators, who implement the program at the school level. Studying the
costs associated with internet-based parent programs for both schools and parents may also be
prudent.

Keywords: social and emotional learning; social validity; parent participation; family
involvement; internet-based parent training
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DESCRIPTION OF DISSERTATION CONTENT AND STRUCTURE

This manuscript is presented in the format of the hybrid dissertation. The hybrid format focuses
on producing a journal-ready manuscript, which is considered by the dissertation committee to
be ready for submission for publication. Therefore, this dissertation does not have chapters in the
traditional dissertation format. The manuscript focuses on the presentation of the scholarly
article. This hybrid dissertation also includes appended materials. Appendix A includes an
expanded literature review, and Appendix B includes an expanded methods section. Appendix C
includes evidence of Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. The first reference list contains
references for citations included in the journal-ready article. The final reference list is at the end
of this document and contains references for all citations included in the journal article and
appendices.

The targeted journal for this dissertation article is the Journal of Educational Psychology
(JEP) (Tier 1) (impact factor 3.256). The JEP publishes original, primary psychological research
pertaining to education across all ages and education levels. Social and emotional learning
(SEL) programs are often implemented in educational settings with K-12 students and are
frequently utilized by psychologists and professionals in related fields. SEL research is often
published in psychology journals and is of particular interest to those in psychology, counseling,
and therapy fields. The target audience for the JEP is composed of both clinicians and
practitioners in education. Articles submitted to the JEP are subject to a masked review policy,
similar to double-blind peer review, in which the identities of both authors and reviewers are

unknown. The journal does not have a page or word limit for manuscript submission.



Introduction

Student learning and success are often associated with academic outcomes such as grades
and test scores, while the social and emotional aspects of learning are frequently overlooked
(Belfield et al., 2015). Emotions and relationships influence how students learn, what they learn,
and how they use what they learn (Zins & Elias, 2007). It is therefore important that students
learn how to regulate their emotions and manage their relationships with others. Poor impulse
regulation interferes with attention and memory and also contributes to disruptive behaviors,
while effective management of emotions and relationships can generate an active interest in
learning and sustain students’ engagement (“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning,” n.d.).

In order for students to meet various challenges and become successful both academically
and personally, they must learn and cultivate positive social-emotional skills (Marshall & Price,
2007). Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which people acquire the
attitudes, knowledge, and skills necessary to build healthy relationships and effectively manage
their emotions. In contrast, character development and moral education are focused on values
and the power of right thinking and knowing the good (Elias, Parker, Kash, Weissberg, &
O’Brien, 2008; Elias, Weissberg, Frey, Greenberg, & Haynes, 1997; Huitt, 2004). SEL begins at
home in early childhood (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015), but is also acquired and cultivated in
other environments where children spend a lot of time, such as school.

The well-established structure of schools and the ability of school personnel to facilitate
learning make schools an obvious choice for social and emotional skills training. Schools have
been identified as “an important if not central arena for health promotion, primary prevention,

and intervention services to adolescents in addition to the education of students” (Roeser, Eccles,



& Sameroff, 2000, p. 467). School leaders have increasingly been implementing SEL programs
as intervention services for students with identified academic, behavioral, or emotional needs, as
well as schoolwide prevention programs that are designed to help all students develop and
maintain positive social-emotional skills. These programs have reported both short- and long-
term benefits to students, including improved social skills and prosocial behaviors, a reduction in
conduct problems and anti-social behavior, decreased emotional distress, and improved test
scores, grades, and school attendance (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger,
2011; Hawkins, Kosterman, Catalano, Hill, & Abbott, 2008; Sklad, Diekstra, Ritter, Ben, &
Gravesteijn, 2012). If schools wish to be truly effective in the social-emotional training of
students, however, SEL programs should include other relevant developmental contexts of the
youth, including the home (Rones & Hoagwood, 2000; Weissberg, Kumpfer, & Seligman, 2003).
In order to effectively promote SEL across developmental contexts, it would be prudent
for families and schools to work together to provide continuous opportunity for skill
development in the two settings where children spend most of their time (Albright & Weissberg,
2010). The benefits of involving parents in their children’s school-based scholastic learning are
well-documented, and include better academic performance, fewer behavior problems, and
higher rates of graduation (Elias, Gager, & Leon, 1997). When parents are involved in the SEL
learning of their children, the benefits extend beyond the classroom and include lower rates of
delinquent behavior (Hawkins, Kosterman, Catalano, Hill, & Abbott, 2005), improved emotional
regulation (Reid, Webster-Stratton, & Hammond, 2007), and suppression of aggressive
behaviors (Cooke et al., 2007). Clearly, parent involvement in school-based programs enables

students to “succeed not only in school but throughout their lives” (Henderson & Berla, 1994, p.

1).



School leaders, however, have been hesitant to reach out to parents for a variety of
reasons, including demands on staff’s time and limited resources (Stormshak, Dishion, &
Falkenstein, 2010). Parents have also been hesitant to participate due to issues with
transportation, childcare, and scheduling conflicts (Altschul, 2011; Dumas, Nissley-Tsiopinis, &
Moreland, 2007; Heinrichs, Bertram, Kuschel, & Hahlweg, 2005; Orrell-Valente et al., 1999).
When seeking parent involvement in school-based programs, it is important to consider the
issues faced by schools and parents. Traditional methods for involving parents and families,
such as the expectation for parents to attend face-to-face groups or to participate in multiple
phone calls, may no longer be realistic, and new, more innovative ways to involve parents must
be explored.

Effectiveness and Social Validity of Internet-based Parent Programs

One method that has the potential to address the issues that face both educators and
parents is asynchronous, internet-based parent involvement. This type of involvement allows
parents to receive program information, participate in asynchronous discussions with other
parents, and practice skills with their children online. Parents can participate based on their own
timetables rather than requiring them to attend regularly scheduled parent groups or participate in
regularly scheduled phone calls. Because internet-based parent programs are relatively new,
more research is needed to establish the effectiveness and social validity of such programs.
Effectiveness studies of internet-based parent programs in clinical settings have produced
promising results in regards to substance use (Schinke, Fang, & Cole, 2009), obesity (Mackert,
Kahlor, Tyler, & Gustafson, 2009), cancer (Askins et al., 2009), and traumatic brain injury

(Wade, Carey, & Wolfe, 2006; Wade, Oberjohn, Burkhardt, & Greenberg, 2009).



Research regarding the effectiveness of internet-based SEL programs is not prominent in
the literature, but the results suggest that these programs may increase parent knowledge (Bert,
Farris, & Borkowski, 2008; Schinke et al., 2009) in addition to improving parent attitudes and
enhancing parenting skills (Baggett et al., 2010; Calam, Sanders, Miller, Sadhnani, & Carmont,
2008; Schinke et al., 2009; Wade et al., 2006, 2009). The social validity of internet-based parent
programs, however, has not yet been explored. Social validity and the buy-in of stakeholders is
vital to the success of programs, but it is often overlooked (Marchant, Heath, & Miramontes,
2013). In order for programs to be truly effective they must be realistic, acceptable, and relevant
to consumers--in other words, they must have social validity.

The term social validity was coined by Wolf (1978) and refers to the assessment of the
social significance of program goals, the social importance of the effects, and the social
acceptability of the procedures (Gresham & Lopez, 1996; Kazdin, 1977; Wolf, 1978). Gresham
and Lopez (1996) suggested that when research and practice are guided by the principles of
social validity, “services are more relevant and consumable to consumers by targeting socially
significant behaviors using socially acceptable procedures which produce socially important
effects” (p. 205). Effective assessment of social validity should include an evaluation of the
importance and acceptability of the program’s goals, effects, and procedures (Howell, Caldarella,
Korth, & Young, 2014). The current study endeavored to explore the social validity of WhyTry
for Parents, an online resource for parents of students enrolled in the WhyTry program.
Description of WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents

WhyTry is a multisensory program designed to build resilience in children by enhancing
their social-emotional learning and development (“WhyTry: Resilience Education,” 2011). The

WhyTry curriculum is designed for students in grades K through 12 and consists of 10 units



designed to teach students how to effectively manage emotions, make responsible decisions,
problem-solve, and build positive relationships. Each unit utilizes a separate visual analogy to
“teach social and emotional principles to youth in a way they can understand and remember”
(“Taking SEL to the next level: The WhyTry Program,” 2017). The WhyTry program is used in
more than 2,000 schools and institutions throughout the United States, Canada, and the United
Kingdom. Many of these institutions collect and report data regarding the outcomes of WhyTry
implementation in various settings. This data has shown WhyTry to be effective in decreasing
aggressive behaviors (Acuna, Vega, Meza, Marqez, & Vera, 2008; Baker, 2008; Gee, 2003;
Wilhite & Bullock, 2012), producing positive changes in anxiety and depression (Baker, 2008;
Wilhite & Bullock, 2012), and improving social-emotional competencies (Bird, 2010). No
studies regarding the social validity of the WhyTry program have been completed, nor have there
been any studies regarding parent involvement with the program.

WhyTry for Parents is an online resource for parents of students enrolled in the WhyTry
program that teaches parents the skills their children are learning, gives them a forum to share
ideas with other parents, and encourages parents to talk to their children about SEL skills. The
curriculum consists of one introductory unit, plus 10 units based on each of the visual analogies
contained in the WhyTry program. Each unit utilizes the same teaching philosophy espoused by
the WhyTry program, namely using music, videos, discussions, and activities to capture the
parents’ attention and bolster their learning. Each unit is made up of four different sections:
watch, share, discuss, and practice.

The watch section contains a short written explanation and a visual walk-through of the
analogy. These explanations are included to help parents understand the analogy without relying

on their children’s explanations alone, or needing to attend a WhyTry group. The share section



encourages parents to share music, video clips, or any other type of media related to the analogy,
which is one of the ways their children learn in the WhyTry program. The discuss section
contains one or two questions meant to start a discussion among parents about the main concept
of each unit, and parents are encouraged to think about how they can help their children apply
these concepts. The practice section contains a suggested activity parents can do with their
children that relates to the main concept of each unit. This section was intended to reinforce both
student and parent learning and facilitate parent-child communication.

In addition to the online curriculum, parents received an email every two weeks from a
WhyTry trainer. This email contained a reminder to login and participate in WhyTry for Parents,
along with one or two URL links for popular music, news stories, or YouTube videos that related
to one of the 10 visual analogies. The primary reason for this email was to encourage parents to
log in and participate, as well as to provide them with examples of media they could share with
others.

This study set out to examine the social validity of WhyTry for Parents from the
perspective of parents. The goals, effects, and procedures, of WhyTry for Parents are outlined in
Figure 1 and are described in detail in the following paragraphs.

Goals, Effects, and Procedures of WhyTry for Parents

Both WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents aspire to improve students’ SEL skills, but each
program employs different goals and strategies to accomplish this task. In this study, a program
goal is the direct impact that a program hopes to make, and a program effect is the eventual
outcome that is anticipated to occur once the program goal has been achieved. The goal of the

WhyTry program is to improve student SEL skills and core competencies by working directly
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Figure 1. The goals, effects, and procedures of WhyTry for Parents

with students on these skills. WhyTry for Parents, on the other hand, is not directly focused on
improving student SEL skills. Instead, it focuses on getting parents involved in the SEL training
of their children, ideally leading to an improvement in student SEL skills.

The specific goals of WhyTry for Parents are two-fold: (a) to increase parents’ awareness
of the SEL skills demonstrated in the WhyTry program; and (b) to increase parent-student
dialogue regarding these skills. Once these goals are achieved, the anticipated effect is that
students will be more competent in their SEL skills, which will help them display more positive
social behaviors, have fewer conduct problems, experience less emotional distress, and have
improved academic success. Program procedures are the steps or actions employed by a

program to achieve its goals and effects, and the procedures of WhyTry for Parents can be found

in its curriculum.



Research Questions
Three research questions guided this study:

1. What are the perceptions of parents regarding the importance of the goals, the
significance of the effects, and the acceptability of the procedures of WhyTry for
Parents?

2. What reasons did parents give for their level of participation in WhyTry for Parents?

3. What do participating and non-participating parents believe should be changed to

improve WhyTry for Parents?

Method

The following section contains the methods used to recruit schools, WhyTry
coordinators, and parents to participate in the study. A description of the methods used to collect
and analyze the data are also included in this section.
Participants

In order to gain access to parents of students receiving WhyTry, the recruitment process
was coordinated through the WhyTry organization and was completed in two stages. The first
stage involved recruiting schools who were utilizing the WhyTry program with students, and the
second stage involved contacting the parents at each of these schools and inviting them to
participate in the study.

Recruitment of schools. Three strategies were used to recruit schools over the course of
two school years. The first strategy involved sending an email to educators at each school in the
WhyTry database inviting them to become involved in a study of an online parent program.

Next, the invitation was extended via general announcement posted to the company’s website.



The final strategy included a personal invitation from the lead researcher to a WhyTry group that
was known to utilize the WhyTry program with school-aged students.

A total of 78 schools across the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the
Philipines indicated that they would be interested in participating in the study. In order to be
eligible, schools were required to be implementing a WhyTry group with school-aged students
(K-12) during the time of the study and have a formally trained WhyTry coordinator who was
willing to aid in data collection. A total of 45 schools met the eligibility criteria (see Table 1).
Letters of authorization to participate in the study were received from 14 schools. Upon receipt
of letters of authorization, these 14 schools were enrolled in the study, 11 of which attempted to
collect data from parents. Participating schools came from across the United States: five in

western states, four in southern states, one in the Midwest, and one in the Northeast.

Table 1
Number of Schools and Parents Invited to Participate in WhyTry for Parents

Schools Invited Number of Numbqr Of
Schools Parent Invitations
Interested schools 78 --
Eligible schools 45 --
Received authorization 14 --
Attempted data collection 11 836

Only one school that participated in the study offered WhyTry as part of a prevention
program. Because the prevention program was school-wide, each parent in the school (n = 574)
received an invitation to participate, which accounted for 68% of all parent invitations (see Table
2). The other 10 schools utilized WhyTry in small groups or with individual students as part of
an intervention program, and a total of 262 invitations were extended to the parents of these

students. Nine secondary and two elementary schools were included in data collection; however,
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Table 2

Number of Schools and Parent Invitations by Educational Stage of
Schools and Purpose of WhyTry Program

Type of school and Number of Number of Parent
program Schools Invitations
Elementary Schools
Prevention 1 574
Intervention 1 11

Secondary Schools
Prevention 0 0
Intervention 251

O

because one of the elementary schools used WhyTry as a school-wide prevention program, the
majority of parents who were invited to participate (70%) had students in elementary school.
Recruitment of parents. WhyTry coordinators distributed letters to all parents of
students receiving WhyTry at their schools. Letters were delivered in one of three ways: via
U.S. mail, sent home with the student, or delivered by the WhyTry coordinator. The parent letter
contained an explanation of the WhyTry program, a paragraph about the importance of parent
involvement in school-based programming, and an invitation to participate in a study evaluating
WhyTry for Parents. Parents were informed that if they completed four assignments by the end
of the school year, they would be invited to share their opinions regarding the online parent
curriculum and would be compensated for their efforts with a $20 gift card. (Parents who
completed these requirements will be referred to as participating parents for the remainder of
this article.) If they chose not to participate in the study by not completing four assignments,
parents were invited to take a shorter survey that would be provided electronically or via U.S.
mail, and they would be compensated with a $5 gift card. (These parents will be referred to as

non-participating parents for the remainder of this article.)
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Over the two-year recruitment period, 836 parents were invited to take part in the study;
however, only 9% (n = 79) agreed to participate and enrolled in the study. Of those who were
enrolled, 71% (n = 56) did not log in to the parent website, 10% (n = 8) logged in at least one
time but did not complete any assignments, and 11% (n = 9) completed at least one assignment
but less than the four assignments required to take the participating parent survey. Less than 8%
(n = 6) of enrolled parents completed four assignments; all six of these parents took the
participating parent survey.

All of the enrolled parents (n = 73) who agreed to participate but did not complete four
assignments (and therefore did not qualify to take the participating parent survey) were contacted
twice by email and invited to take the non-participating parent survey. (The parents who did not
respond to the initial invitation to participate in the study (n = 757) received no reminders to take
the non-participating parent survey.) A total of eight (11%) of the invited parents took the non-
participating parent survey; three of them had logged into WhyTry for Parents at least one time
but did not complete four assignments. Fourteen parents made up the final sample, and a
summary of their demographic information is found in Table 3.

Overall, most parent respondents were Caucasian (87%) and female (87%). All parents
who completed four assignments and took the participating parent survey were Caucasian
females. Slightly more racial and gender diversity was apparent among non-participating
parents, with two members of racial minority groups and two male respondents. In general, non-
participating parents were younger than participating parents, with 75% of non-participating
parents in the lowest age bracket, as compared to 33% of participating parents. Participating
parents reported higher levels of education than non-participating parents. All participating

parents completed at least some college, with 67% completing a college degree. In
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Table 3
Respondents’ Race, Gender, Age, Education, and Relation to Student

. Participating Parents Non-participatin
Demographics p (n=6g) ParI; nts (f:g) g

Race

Caucasian 6 6

Other 0 2
Gender

Male 0 2

Female 6 6
Age

25 to 44 2 6

45 to 54 2 1

55+ 2 1
Education

High School or less 0 3

Some college 2 1

Bachelor degree 3 2

Graduate degree 1 2
Relation to Student

Father 0 2

Mother 5 5

Guardian 1 1

contrast, 38% of non-participating parents had a high school diploma or less, with only 50%
having completed a college degree.
Data Collection

Data for this study was provided by parents of WhyTry students and by WhyTry
coordinators. Parents completed one of two surveys, and WhyTry coordinators participated in
interviews. A detailed explanation of each measure is explained below.

Parent surveys. In order to examine parent perspectives regarding the social validity of

the online parent curriculum, respondents completed a survey designed by the primary researcher
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to assess their perceptions of the goals, effects, and procedures of WhyTry for Parents. The
surveys were constructed based on a social validity survey developed by Howell et al. (2014),
the Social and Emotional Assets and Resilience Scales (SEARS) (Merrell, 2011), and the
suggestions of Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) regarding educational research. Survey items
assessed the three domains of social validity: (a) the importance of program goals; (b) the
significance of program effects; and (c) the acceptability of program procedures. The surveys
were available online using a website that specializes in designing and administering online
surveys. Paper copies of each survey were also available upon request, and two non-
participating parents utilized the paper version.

Because participating and non-participating parents had differing levels of experience
with the parent curriculum, two different versions of the survey were administered. Each survey
contained identical demographic questions, had a series of open-ended questions, and utilized the
same 5-point Likert scale, where Strongly Disagree received a score of 1, Disagree a score of 2,
Neutral a score of 3, Agree a score of 4, and Strongly Agree a score of 5. However, the number
of items on each survey was quite different.

Participating parents responded to a 41-item survey designed to assess their perception of
the program’s goals, effects, and procedures. Using a Likert scale, 36 survey items were
administered with eight items designed to assess the importance of program goals (four items for
each goal), 13 items designed to assess the importance of program effects (seven items for self-
management and six items for management of relationships with others), and 15 items designed
to assess the acceptability of program procedures (three survey items for each of the four
sections in the curriculum, and three items for overall acceptability of procedures). This survey

included five open-ended questions regarding what they liked and disliked about the parent
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curriculum, the main reason they chose to participate, the main reason they did not complete
more assignments, and an invitation to write about anything else they wanted to communicate.
WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents are only available in English; therefore, the survey for
participating parents was available only in English.

Non-participating parents responded to an eight-item survey designed to assess their
perspectives regarding the WhyTry program’s goals and effects. Five survey items were
administered using a Likert scale, with two items designed to assess parent perspectives
regarding importance of program goals (one item for each goal) and three items designed to
assess the importance of program effects (two items for self-management and one item for
management of relationships with others). Because non-participating parents did not have
sufficient knowledge of the curriculum, there were no survey items related to program
procedures. In addition to Likert scale items, the survey included three open-ended questions
regarding why they chose not to participate in WhyTry for Parents, what would motivate them to
participate, and an invitation to write about anything else they wanted to communicate. Surveys
for non-participating parents were available in English and in Spanish; however, no Spanish
surveys were returned.

Coordinator interviews. In response to the low rate of parent participation in the study
and in order to gain insight into the vast majority of parents who did participate, online and
telephone interviews were conducted with WhyTry coordinators who assisted in data collection.
Most coordinators had direct contact with parents and could share their perceptions regarding
possible reasons so many parents chose not to participate. Ten coordinators assisted with parent
recruitment and data collection (the lead researcher coordinated recruitment efforts and data

collection at the eleventh school), and each of the coordinators was invited to participate in an
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online group interview, along with a personal phone interview. Ultimately, seven coordinators
signed consent forms and participated in the interview process.

Among the participating coordinators were two special education teachers, two mental
health clinicians, two school social workers, and one school counselor. All seven coordinators
implemented WhyTry as an intervention program: six in secondary schools, and one in an
elementary school. One participating coordinator utilized WhyTry in individual counseling, and
the other six coordinators utilized the program in small groups.

Coordinators were asked a series of open-ended questions designed to elicit their
opinions and observations regarding parent participation and WhyTry for Parents. Questions
included: What do parents know about WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents? What are the reasons
parents did not participate? What would you do to increase parent participation? What are your
views about online parent participation? How do you think the WhyTry for Parents curriculum
could be improved?

Data Analysis

An analysis of parent responses to Likert scale items addressed the first research question
regarding the social validity of the goals, effects, and procedures of WhyTry for Parents.
Multiple survey items corresponded to each goal, each effect, and each procedure. These items
were summed and averaged to obtain an individual parent’s overall score for each goal, effect,
and procedure. Means and standard deviations for all participating parents and all non-
participating parents were then calculated and used to describe the results. For this study, mean
scores between 4.5 and 5 indicated a strong agreement with survey items and provided clear
evidence of social validity, scores from 3.8 to 4.5 indicated a moderate agreement with survey

items and evidence of moderate social validity, and scores below 3.8 indicated neutral parent
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responses. A two-sample #-test compared the means between participating and non-participating
parents and Cohen’s d was used to measure whether the effect size for each program goal and
effect was large (0.8), moderate (0.5) or small (0.2) (Cohen, 1988).

Parents’ responses to open-ended survey items and coordinators’ responses to interview
questions provided qualitative data that addressed research questions two and three regarding
reasons for parents’ levels of participation and their suggestions for program improvement.
NVivo software was used to identify concepts and themes in parent and coordinator responses
during open coding, and peer debriefing was also used to ensure the validity of identified codes
and themes. Themes in the qualitative data were established if more than 50% of a respondent
group indicated a specific concept or issue. Axial coding was used to explore relationships
between themes as well as between themes and participant demographics.

Results

The study’s findings came from one of two sources: parent responses to survey items or
WhyTry coordinator responses to interview questions. Parent and coordinator responses were
analyzed separately, and the results are described in detail in the following paragraphs.

Results of Parent Responses to Survey Items

Findings regarding each research question are described below and include data
regarding (a) the social validity of WhyTry for Parents, (b) reasons parents chose not to
participate or complete more assignments, and (c) suggested improvements. There were 14
parent respondents in the final sample for this study, six participating parents and eight non-
participating parents. Twelve of the respondents took part during the 2014-15 school year, and
two respondents took part in the 2015-16 school year. In order to preserve the confidential

nature of the survey, parents were not required to identify the schools their children attended;
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therefore, it is not possible to identify whether their children participated in a prevention program
or an intervention program. Identified themes were consistent across respondents’ race, level of
education, age, and gender.

Social validity of WhyTry for Parents. Parent responses to Likert scale items on each
survey indicated a high level of social validity for the goals and effects of WhyTry for Parents,
while the procedures had a moderate level of social validity. A detailed analysis of the data
regarding the goals, effects, and procedures is provided below.

The importance parents placed on the two goals of WhyTry for Parents was measured
using eight Likert scale items on the participating parent survey and two Likert scale items on the
non-participating survey. These items evaluated the importance parents placed on the two goals
of WhyTry for Parents: being aware of the SEL skills illustrated by the WhyTry program and
parent-student dialogue surrounding SEL skills and principles. Mean scores ranged from 4.3 to
4.9 on a 5-point scale (see Table 4), indicating that parents agreed or strongly agreed with survey
statements about the importance of each goal. For both sets of parents, dialogue regarding SEL
skills appeared to be slightly more important than parent awareness of SEL skills, as evidenced
by slightly higher mean scores. In addition, participating parents—who had utilized the WhyTry
for Parents curriculum--had slightly higher means for each goal. As would be expected with a
small sample size, no statistically significant difference was found between the means of
participating and non-participating parents. However, goal one had a medium effect size
suggesting that participation in WhyTry for Parents had a moderate effect on parents’
perspectives regarding increased parent awareness of SEL skills, while goal two had a small
effect size suggesting that participation in WhyTry for Parents had little effect on parents’

perspectives regarding increased parent-student dialogue.
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Table 4
Two Sample T-Test of Importance of Goals and Effects by Level of Parent Participation

Importance of Participating Parents Non-participating
Program (n=6) Parents (n=8) p value Cohen’s d
Goals & Effects Mean* (s.d.) Mean* (s.d.)
Goals
Awareness of SEL 4.7 (0.44) 4.3 (0.90) 0.28 0.56
Increase dialogue 4.9 (0.14) 4.8 (0.71) 0.64 0.19
Effects
Self-management 5.0 (0.00) 4.8 (0.54) 0.39 0.52
Relationship skills 4.8 (0.20) 4.8 (0.71) 0.92 0.00

*Mean scores based on Likert scale where 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral/Not sure,
4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree

The importance that parents placed on the program effects for their children’s self-
management and relationship skills was measured using parent responses to 13 items on the
participating parent survey and three items on the non-participating parent survey. Mean scores
ranged from 4.8 to 5, indicating that both sets of parents strongly agreed with the importance of
each effect. While no statistically significant differences were found between the means,
patterns in the data suggest that participating parents found self-management skills slightly more
important than relationship skills, as evidenced by a slightly higher mean. Non-participating
parents found the effects equally important. Participation in WhyTry for Parents had a moderate
effect on parents’ perceptions of the importance of self-management and there was no effect for
parents’ perceptions of the importance of relationship skills.

Parent responses to 13 items on the participating parent survey were used to measure the
acceptability of the program procedures. Because non-participating parents had little or no
experience with the online curriculum, only participating parents responded to survey items
regading procedures. Participating parent responses indicated a weak to moderate degree of

social validity for program procedures. One survey item assessed overall usability and received
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a mean score just above neutral (3.5). In addition, parents were asked to respond to three items
for each section of the online curriculum (watch, share, discuss, and practice) in order to measure
whether parents found each section to be enjoyable, worthwhile, and useable. Mean scores and

standard deviations for each section are found in Table 5.

Table 5
Acceptability of Procedures by Level of Parent Participation

Participating Parents Non-participating

Procedure Section (n=6) Parents (n=8)

Mean* (s.d.) Mean* (s.d.)
Overall usability 3.5(0.55) --
Watch section 4.3(0.42) --
Share section 3.2 (0.96) --
Discuss section 3.8(0.35) --
Practice section 3.9 (0.69) --

*Mean scores based on Likert scale where 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree,
3=Neutral/Not sure, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree

The watch section of WhyTry for Parents contained a short video explaining the overall
purpose of each unit in order to help parents understand what their children were learning in
WhyTry. This section had a moderate level of social validity with all scores between agree and
strongly agree, resulting in a mean score of 4.3. This finding was the highest mean score in the
procedures section. In addition, parents agreed that this section was enjoyable, worthwhile, and
usable, as the means for each of these sub-items was above 4.

The share section encouraged parents to share media with other parents that related to
each unit, just as their children did in the WhyTry program. With a mean score of 3.2, this
section received the lowest mean score, indicating the least social validity. Parents were neutral
about whether sharing media was enjoyable, worthwhile, or usable as indicated by mean scores

just above neutral (3.2) for each sub-item.
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The discuss section attempted to create an online community that allowed parents to
discuss what they were learning and to share ideas with each other. The mean score was 3.8,
indicating that parents were between neutral and agree for each item in this section, suggesting a
moderate level of social validity. Parents agreed that the discussions were somewhat enjoyable,
worthwhile, and usable, as indicated by mean sub-scores at or just below 4.

In the practice section, parents were asked to do a short activity with their children to
increase interaction and dialogue surrounding WhyTry. The mean score was 3.8, indicating a
moderate level of social validity. The mean scores for each sub-item in this section indicated
that parents agreed that the activities were enjoyable (4.0) and worthwhile (4.2) but were more
neutral about the usability (3.5).

Reasons parents chose not to participate. Participating parents responded to three
Likert scale items and one open-ended question regarding reasons they did not complete more
assignments in WhyTry for Parents, and non-participating parents answered four Likert-scale
items and one open-ended question regarding why they chose not to participate in the program
(or not complete the four required assignments) (see Table 6). Both sets of parents agreed that
issues of time were a factor in completion of WhyTry for Parents assignments and slightly
disagreed that issues with internet access limited their completion of assignments. In addition,
participating parents clearly disagreed that their completion of more assignments was affected by
a belief that the content was not useful. Non-participating parents disagreed that their extent of
completion of assignments was affected by a belief that the school was responsible for teaching
life skills to students or that their children did not need the help offered by the WhyTry program.
As would be expected with a small sample size, no statistically significant differences were

found between the means of participating and non-participating parents. The effect size for
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parent responses to survey items related to /lack of time and poor internet access, calculated using
Cohen’s d, resulted in small effect sizes indicating whether parents believed they had adequate
time or the appropriate internet access required to participate in WhyTry for Parents had little

effect on the level of parent participation.

Table 6
Reasons Parents Chose Not to Complete More WhyTry Assignments by Level of Participation

Participating Non-participating .
Reason Parents (n=6) Parents (n=8) p value Coh(eln S
Mean* (s.d.) Mean* (s.d.)
Lack of time 3.8 (0.98) 3.6 (1.19) 0.73 0.18
Poor internet access 2.8 (1.17) 2.6 (1.30) 0.78 0.16
Content not useful 1.5 (0.55) -- -- --
School is responsible -- 1.8 (0.71) - --
Child does not need help -- 2.0 (0.76) - --

*Mean scores based on Likert scale where 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral/Not sure,
4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree
Responses of participating parents to open-ended survey questions supported the results

of the Likert scale survey items (see Table 6) that suggested that a lack of time limited their
completion of program assignments. Lack of time was the leading reason for limited
participation in parent responses to Likert scale items and open-ended questions. More
participating parents (67%) than non-participating parents (38%) indicated that their time was
limited due to other responsibilities (such as work and caring for children) or that the program
required too much time (see Table 7). In addition to issues of time, participating parents (50%)
indicated that poor usability (the ease and learnability of the curriculum) affected their level of
participation, reporting that confusing and unclear procedures discouraged their use of the
curriculum. Non-participating parents (50%) reported that poor accessibility (the ability to

access and use the curriculum) was an issue, stating that they either did not know about the



22

opportunity to participate in WhyTry for Parents (and therefore could not access the materials) or

that they did not have access to the technology that was necessary to participate (such as a

computer or reliable internet access). Problems with accessibility were not a theme in

participating parents’ responses.

Table 7

Open-ended Parent Responses Regarding Reasons for Completing or Not Completing Assignments

L Non-
Participating articipatin
Topic Themes Parents p pating Associated Concepts
(n=6) Parents
(n=8)
R;ra:;?sls Strengthen Wanted to help
Eom leted relationship with 100% 0% child; wanted to use
assi gnments child concepts at home
Gain a better Trying to help; learn
understanding of 67% 0% how to communicate
child with teen
Child requjcsjted . 17% 0% Son requested
parent participation
Desire to know what .
child learned in 17% 0% now twhat child
WhyTry earned in classroom
Reasons Other
parents did not Lack of time 67% 25% responsibilities
complete (school, work,
assignments children)
Unclear instructions;
Poor usability 50% 25% confusing site
navigation
No knowledge of
Poor accessibility 0% 50% program; poor

internet connection

In their open-ended responses, participating parents offered reasons that they chose to

utilize the online parent curriculum. They all (100%) indicated that the choice to participate was

influenced by their relationship with the child enrolled in WhyTry. Within this theme, parents

indicated that they (a) hoped WhyTry for Parents would help them to better understand and assist
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their children, (b) participated at the request of the child, and (c) wanted to understand what her
child was learning in WhyTry.

Suggested improvements to WhyTry for Parents. Parents made suggestions for
improvements to the WhyTry for Parents curriculum in their open-ended responses to survey
items. Improved usability was a theme for participating parents, with three of them (50%)
suggesting that the website’s navigation be improved and the instructions clarified, which
aligned with reasons of poor usability that these parents gave for not completing more
assignments.

While not representative themes, parents made two relevant suggestions for improving
WhyTry for Parents. Both a participating and a non-participating parent suggested making the
program available by mobile app which would allow parents to more easily access program
materials on their mobile devices and improve the program’s usability. Another suggestion by
two non-participating parents was that communication from the school regarding WhyTry for
Parents could be improved by providing parents with more program information and reminders
to participate.

Results of WhyTry Coordinator Interviews

Open and axial coding were used to analyze coordinator responses to interview questions
and to identify concepts and themes in the data (see Table 8). Identified themes were consistent
across the different positions coordinators held at their respective schools and across the age
group of WhyTry students being served (elementary and secondary). Each coordinator who
participated in the interview process utilized WhyTry as an intervention program; therefore,

coordinator responses may not be representative of those who run prevention programs.
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Table 8

Coordinator Responses Regarding Parent Knowledge, Low Parent Participation, and Suggested
Improvements

Topic Themes Examples of Responses
Parent knowledge Parents received program Given information by face-to-face
of WhyTry information (100%) meetings, emails, or letter

Insufficient knowledge (100%) Parents do not know anything about
program; no retention of or have forgotten
what information they were given

Parents believe WhyTry is a Parents do not know the details of the
motivational class to help class; parents only know WhyTry teaches
children improve behaviors their children better behaviors

(71%)

Reasons parent Parent resistance (100%) No compelling reason to participate; see it

participation was as the school or child’s problem (not

low theirs); traditionally not involved with
child; lack of confidence that it will work;
defensiveness

Lack of time (86%) Other responsibilities (work, children,
school)

Lack of accessibility (71%) Issues with or lack of technology; did not
know about the program; poor parent
literacy

Suggested Improved communication Ongoing communication; phone calls;

improvements (100%) school website; incorporate parent
feedback; give parents better explanation
of WhyTry

Improved accessibility (100%) Make it accessible by app; multimodal
approach

Coordinators were specifically asked what knowledge parents had about the WhyTry
program, and all coordinators (100%) expressed that most parents had very limited knowledge or
understanding of WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents. They also suggested that most parents’
understanding was limited to the belief that WhyTry was a motivational class to help their
children improve behaviors. All WhyTry coordinators (100%) indicated that parents were given

information about WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents, with four coordinators explicitly stating that
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specific information about each program was given to the parents in a face-to-face meeting, and
the other three coordinators indicating that parents received the information via email or letter.
None of the coordinators, however, believed that the parents retained much (if any) of that
information. All WhyTry coordinators (100%) indicated that parents were given information
about WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents.

The most prevalent theme in coordinators’ responses regarding the low rate of parent
participation was a general resistance by parents to engage with WhyTry for Parents. All
coordinators (100%) suggested that parent resistance was a factor in the lack of parent
participation and frequently commented that parents resisted because they lacked a compelling
reason to participate and did not buy-in to the program. Another reason coordinators gave as to
why parents may have chosen not to engage with the parent curriculum was the time
commitment required to participate, and suggested that these issues not only affected
participation in WhyTry for Parents, but also affected participation in other school-sponsored
activities and meetings. Lastly, coordinators (71%) indicated that poor program accessibility
may have contributed to low parent participation, suggesting that many parents lacked the
necessary technology to participate in an online parent program (such as reliable internet access
and a working computer in the home).

All coordinators (100%) suggested that improving the communication between parents
and coordinators regarding WhyTry for Parents may increase parent participation, including
using many methods to contact parents (written, digital, phone, and in-person). They suggested
that if parents had a better understanding of WhyTry and its importance to students, parents
would be more likely motivated to participate and much of their resistance could be overcome.

All coordinators (100%) proposed that improved accessibility may increase parent participation.
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They suggested that the online version of WhyTry for Parents be supplemented with other
methods of parent participation, such as in-person parent groups, student presentations of
WhyTry concepts (digital or in-person), and periodic family-centered activities. They also
suggested that utilizing additional methods of implementation would more adequately address
the varying needs of parents, and that providing additional options might allow more parents to
participate. While not a theme in coordinator responses, the suggestion to have the program
available by mobile app was made by three coordinators.

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to explore whether parents found social validity in
WhyTry for Parents by examining what significance they placed on the goals, effects, and
procedures of the program. Regardless of whether parents in this study utilized the online
curriculum or not, they found a high degree of social validity in the goals and the effects of
WhyTry for Parents. High mean scores for each goal and each effect indicated that both
participating and non-participating parents found it very important that (a) their children possess
self-management and relationship skills, (b) parents be involved in conversations with their
children about social and emotional principles, and (c) parents have knowledge about the
WhyTry program.

Despite this high degree of social validity, and despite a concerted and prolonged effort
to recruit parents to participate in WhyTry for Parents, less than 2% of parents chose to
participate. These facts, along with the fact that parents were able to access the curriculum at
home and according to their own schedules, suggest that the roadblocks to parent participation
go beyond logistical issues such as transportation, childcare, and scheduling; thus, additional

underlying causes of parent resistance should be researched and addressed.
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In order to better understand the issues surrounding parent involvement in school-based
programs and to improve future programs, analyses examined the reasons for the low rates of
parent participation. Time constraints and scheduling conflicts are often cited by parents as
reasons they do not participate in parent programs (Heinrichs et al., 2005; Spoth & Redmond,
2000; Spoth, Redmond, Hockaday, & Shin, 1996). Parents in this study indicated that other
responsibilities such as work, school, or caring for children interfered with their ability to
participate in WhyTry for Parents, supporting the survey findings. Coordinators also suggested
that time constraints were a factor in low parent participation rates, suggesting that many parents
were overwhelmed by various expectations and responsibilities. Managing additional
responsibilities can increase parental stress levels, which have been negatively associated with
parent participation rates in clinical studies (Kazdin & Mazurick, 1994; Orrell-Valente et al.,
1999).

Issues with time may also have played a factor in parents’ perspectives regarding the
acceptability of program procedures. In contrast to the high degree of social validity these
parents attributed to the WhyTry for Parents goals and effects, they assigned only moderate
validity to the program procedures and curriculum. The mean scores that these parents gave to
usability, worthwhileness, and enjoyableness of the curriculum hovered just above neutral, and
the only section of the curriculum that parents clearly found acceptable and socially valid was
the watch section, which required the least amount of time and effort. Conversely, the share
section, which received the lowest mean score and had the weakest social validity, required the
most time and effort. This pattern suggests that procedures which require relatively little time
and effort may be considered by these parents to be more usable, relevant, and enjoyable. This

idea is supported by Orrell-Valente et al. (1999) who found that the rate of parent participation
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was influenced by whether parents perceived the program to be relevant to their own
circumstances and whether or not they liked the program.

When examining possible reasons that parent participation in this study was low, the fact
must be considered that more than two-thirds of the parents who were invited to participate had
children who were involved in WhyTry as a prevention program, meaning that their children had
not been identified as needing additional academic, behavioral, or emotional assistance. Parents
of students who have been identified with academic or behavioral issues are, in general, more
likely to enroll in parent involvement programs and also tend to have higher rates of participation
(Dumas et al., 2007; Graf, Grumm, Hein, & Fingerle, 2014; Spoth & Redmond, 2000). In
addition, prevention programs are typically implemented school-wide, and parents who are
invited to participate as part of a prevention program may not receive a personal invitation to
participate. For example, the initial letters inviting parents to participate in this study were
delivered by the local WhyTry coordinator but were written and signed by the lead researcher,
who had no personal relationship with any of the parents. A personal relationship paired with a
sincere invitation to participate may be more effective in helping parents understand the
importance of participation and encouraging them to get involved. Generally, clinical studies
have shown that the relationship between parent and practitioner influences the levels of parent
participation (Orrell-Valente et al., 1999); however, research focused on practitioner-led parent
interventions (as opposed to researcher-led interventions) is scarce (Heinrichs et al., 2005).
Reports from initial studies of practitioner-led interventions claim that parent enrollment and
participation rates are comparable to or better than studies led by researchers (Eisner & Meidert,
2011; Heinrichs et al., 2005; Spoth & Redmond, 2000; Webster-Stratton, Reid, & Hammond,

2001). These findings may also apply to educational settings, where researchers often lead
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school-based interventions. More research is needed that examines the impact of practitioner-
and educator-led parent interventions and programs on parent enrollment and participation, as
well as on parent and student outcomes. Practitioners and researchers who explore these
possibilities may be wise to begin with smaller groups of parents

Additional explanations of the low rate of parent participation may include that many of
the letters inviting parents to participate may not have made it home with the students; therefore,
parents did not know about the opportunity to participate. Furthermore, some of the parents who
were invited to participate may already be engaged in their children’s education by serving in the
PTA, helping in their children’s classroom, or assisting their children with homework. These
forms of parent involvement may take priority over participating in a parent program relating to
the SEL of their children, particularly an online program which is less social, less visible, and
requires technological resources and capability. In addition, parent age and level of education
may have some influence on their willingness or ability to participate, as participating parents
were generally older and had more formal education than non-participating parents.

Research has shown that programs that utilize a variety of methods to disseminate
curriculum and program information to parents have higher rates of parent participation
(Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 2010; DeGarmo, Eddy, Reid, & Fetrow, 2009).
In addition, researchers in clinical settings have cautioned that internet-based interventions are
not meant to replace face-to-face treatment and should only function as an alternate means of
providing services for individuals who might not otherwise be able to receive them (Ritterband et
al., 2003). These findings were supported by the statements of WhyTry coordinators who
suggested that communication between the school and the parents be frequent, ongoing, and

utilize a variety of methods (such as written notes, phone calls, and digital communication).
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While they also suggested that WhyTry for Parents be accessible online, they indicated that it
would need to be supplemented with in-person groups, home visits, or phone calls in order to
meet the varying needs of parents. Having a variety of methods available to recruit and involve
parents may encourage more participation from those who are less comfortable with internet-
based curriculum.

Although not a theme in the data, a promising suggestion made by a few parents and
coordinators in this study was to have the curriculum available via mobile app, which would
allow parents to access the program on portable devices and make the curriculum available to
parents who do not have a desktop or laptop computer. A recent study that utilized a self-paced,
tablet-based parent intervention in a clinical setting reported parent participation rates as high as
85% (Breitenstein, Schoeny, Risser, & Johnson, 2016). Parents were provided with a tablet and
asked to complete six modules designed to improve parenting skills that utilized video vignettes,
interactive parent-child activities, and multiple choice questions to gauge parent understanding of
each module. Telephone assistance was available 24 hours a day to parents who experienced
technical difficulties. The high rate of parent participation Breitenstein et al.'s (2016) study
suggests that using an app-based approach may be an effective way to boost parent involvement;
however, it may also require a considerable investment resources and time. In research on
internet-based clinical interventions, Griffiths, Lindenmeyer, Powell, Lowe, and Thorogood
(2006) warned that the hidden costs of program development could be a potential drawback for
internet-based interventions. Future research should, therefore, include an evaluation of the costs
of implementing internet-based parent involvement programs so that schools and educators can
determine whether these types of programs are feasible for their settings, should also explore the

social validity of the program from the perspective of educators—another important group of
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stakeholders. Evaluating the costs to parents, who may need to pay for internet access and other
technological tools needed to participate, will also need to be considered.

Each WhyTry coordinator suggested parent resistance as a significant reason parents
chose not to participate in the online curriculum. Coordinators suspected that parents lacked
sufficient knowledge about WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents and, therefore, lacked the necessary
interest and buy-in to invest time in the program. A lack of interest in program materials has
been shown to negatively affect parent participation (Heinrichs et al., 2005); therefore, program
materials should be simple, engaging, and relatively brief. The challenge for educators and for
those who produce SEL curriculum, therefore, is to design an asynchronous, internet-based
curriculum that requires little time or effort for parents, yet effectively communicates program
information. This strategy may be possible if prospective parent programs focus only on two or
three key SEL skills and suggestions for parent-child engagement, rather than attempting to give
parents a comprehensive understanding of the program. Future research should explore whether
these abbreviated programs are able to engage and motivate parents while simultaneously
providing effective instruction of the program material.

Limitations and Implications for Future Research

Response rates for this study were exceptionally low, with less than 2% of invited parents
completing a survey. Low response rates can result in estimates that are biased by selective non-
response, and parents who did not respond to the survey may belong to a group that is over- or
under-represented in the study. Due to the small sample size, the results of the study may not be
representative of all parents of WhyTry students. In order to increase the response rate, it may
be beneficial for future studies to begin with a smaller number of parents at fewer sites in an

effort to gain deeper insight into their motivations and their willingness to participate. These
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efforts may be more success if researchers rely more heavily on school personnel who have an
already-established relationship with parents to assist with recruiting and retention.

Because it was impossible to distinguish whether parents had children in prevention or
intervention programs, it was also impossible to detect and analyze any similarities or differences
between their responses based on the purpose of program implementation. This analysis may
have yielded information that could assist educators and researchers in recognizing unique issues
that each group faces and may have provided useful suggestion for the design of future parent
curriculum and recruitment procedures. It may be beneficial to examine these two groups
separately in future studies in order to adequately assess their individual needs and concerns. It
may also be beneficial to explore whether it is advisable to put forth the effort to involve parents
of prevention students, who may lack the interest and motivation to participate in parent
programs because their children are not experiencing emotional or behavioral issues at school.

The overwhelming majority of parent respondents in this study were mothers. Fathers
are generally well underrepresented in studies of parent interventions (Fabiano, 2007; Panter-
Brick et al., 2014; Tiano & McNeil, 2005) despite the substantial evidence of the important role
that fathers play in their children’s development (Piotrowska et al., 2016). Future research must
specifically target or reach out to fathers to determine the most effective ways to involve them in
school-based parent programs.

Members of racial minority groups are often underrepresented in studies of parent
interventions (Altschul, 2011; Baker, Arnold, & Meagher, 2011; Gonzalez, Borders, Hines,
Villalba, & Henderson, 2013; Spoth et al., 1996), and were also underrepresented in the current
study. Future studies should include a concerted effort to include (and perhaps focus on)

members of racial minority groups, and research should also examine how culture influences the
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amount and type of parent participation in school-based programs. Parent curriculum and
surveys should also be available in the languages parents speak whenever possible.
Conclusion

Despite clear evidence that involving parents in school-based programs has many
benefits for schools and for students (Cooke et al., 2007; Reid et al., 2007), educators often
struggle to implement parent programs due to limitations of time and resources (Stormshak et al.,
2010), and parents often struggle to participate due to issues with transportation, childcare, and
scheduling conflicts (Altschul, 2011; Dumas et al., 2007; Heinrichs et al., 2005; Orrell-Valente et
al., 1999). Internet-based parent involvement programs have the potential to address some of
these issues; however, more research is needed to determine whether and which stakeholders
find social validity in internet-based parent programs.

This study explored the social validity of WhyTry for Parents from the perspective of
parents, gathered suggestions for program improvement, and examined reasons for the level of
parent participation in the program. Participants in this study included parents of WhyTry
students and coordinators of WhyTry programs at several schools across the United States.
Study results suggested that parents in this study found a high degree of social validity in the
goals and effects of the program but were more neutral about the social validity of program
procedures. Both parents and WhyTry coordinators suggested that the curriculum be shortened
and simplified, and coordinators added that program accessibility should be improved by
utilizing a variety of methods (digital, in-person, and written) to disseminate program
information and materials. WhyTry coordinators indicated that parents may have been resistant
to participation for a variety of reasons, including that they (a) did not have an adequate

understanding of the goals and effects of WhyTry for Parents, (b) lacked a compelling reason to
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participate, and (c) did not believe that the WhyTry program would help their children.
Coordinators and parents suggested that improving communication between schools and parents
may improve rates of parent participation. Future research needs to include an in-depth
examination of reasons that participation in parent programs is low (from the perspective of
parents), and should also explore the social validity of internet-based parent programs from the
perspective of educators in order to ensure that internet-based parent programs are valuable to all

stakeholders.
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APPENDIX A: EXTENDED LITERATURE REVIEW

School-based social and emotional learning programs have been widely researched and
proven effective with a variety of student outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008).
More research, however, is needed to investigate parental involvement in SEL programs. One
type of involvement that has the potential to increase parent participation is internet-based parent
programs (Breitenstein, Gross, & Christophersen, 2014; Enebrink, 2013; Nieuwboer, Fukkink, &
Hermanns, 2013); however, relatively little research about this type of parent program has been
published. Because the current study is focused on the social validity of online parent
involvement in WhyTry, relevant literature for the following areas will be examined in this
review: social and emotional learning (including the WhyTry program), parental involvement,
and social validity.
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)

Learning is often associated with academic outcomes such as grades and test scores,
while the social and emotional aspects of learning are often overlooked (Belfield et al., 2015).
Our emotions and our relationships influence how we learn, what we learn, and how we use what
we learn (Zins & Elias, 2007). It is therefore important that we learn how to regulate our
emotions and manage our relationships with others. Poor impulse regulation interferes with
attention and memory and also contributes to disruptive behaviors, while effective management
of emotions and relationships can generate an active interest in learning and sustain our
engagement with it (“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,” n.d.).
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which we acquire the attitudes,
knowledge, and skills necessary to build healthy relationships and effectively manage our

emotions.
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History of SEL. The idea that education should be holistic and should include training
outside of traditional academics is as old as ancient Greece. Plato advanced the idea that school
curriculums should take a more holistic approach to learning by including instruction in
character and moral judgment, in addition to the instruction of academic subjects. “By
maintaining a sound system of education and upbringing, you produce citizens of good
character” (Plato, 1980, p. 424). This ancient concept encourages curriculum that teaches
students to be caring, responsible, and engaged citizens.

SEL begins at home in early childhood (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015), but is also
acquired and cultivated in other environments where children spend a lot of time, such as school.
The well-established structure of schools and the ability of school personnel to facilitate learning
make schools an obvious choice for social and emotional skills training. Schools have been
identified as “an important if not central arena for . . . primary prevention [and] intervention
services to adolescents in addition to the education of students” (Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff,
2000, p. 467).

Schools have long implemented programs designed to assist students in character
development and moral education, which are focused on values and the power of right thinking
and knowing the good (Elias, Parker, Kash, Weissberg, & O’Brien, 2008; Elias, Weissberg, Frey,
Greenberg, & Haynes, 1997; Huitt, 2004); however, many of these programs were considered
ineffective (Nelson, 2011). In an attempt to improve these school-based programs, educators
from across the United States met to develop a conceptual framework that would address the
varied underlying social and emotional issues that affect learning (Greenberg, et al., 2003;

Nelson, 2011). The term “social and emotional learning” was coined in 1994 during one of these
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meetings. Interest in school-based SEL grew quickly, fueled in part by an interest in resilience
research and the concept of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995; Zins & Elias, 2007).

Understanding SEL. SEL is the process of acquiring and effectively applying the
knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to recognize and manage emotions, set and achieve
positive goals, appreciate the perspectives of others, establish and maintain positive
relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle interpersonal situations constructively
(“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,” n.d.; Elias, Gager, & Leon,
1997). Put simply, SEL is the way we learn the basic skills necessary to work well with others,
manage our own emotions and concerns, and become effective in our own lives (Merrell, 2010).
Literature dedicated to SEL often uses the terms skills, competencies, programs and outcomes to
describe social and emotional learning. It is important for the reader to understand the
differences in these terms in order to understand what the literature is trying to convey. A
detailed explanation of each term is included below.

SEL skills and competence are related but different constructs, and are often used
interchangeably. SEL competence is a term used to assess the overall quality of a person’s
social-emotional adjustment, while SEL skills refers to specific behaviors that impact peer
relations and lead to social competence (Whitcomb & Merrell, 2013). Because the two terms are
so interrelated, and because the students participating in WhyTry are in the process of gaining
both SEL skills and competencies, these terms will be used interchangeably in this paper. SEL
programs are planned curricula designed to teach SEL skills and help individuals gain
competency. SEL skills, competencies, and programs lead to a number of academic, personal
and social benefits for students, known as SEL outcomes (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor,

& Schellinger, 2011). Some of these outcomes include improved attitudes and behaviors, fewer
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negative behaviors, and decreased emotional distress (“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning,” n.d.).

While SEL skills and competencies are important for all students, SEL programs often
target a specific subsample of students for whom social, emotional or behavioral problems have
already been identified. Because of these already-identified issues, acquiring healthy SEL skills
is especially important, and can help students with identified issues increase prosocial behaviors
and improve attitudes about self, others, and school (Durlak et al., 2011). All but one of the
school-based WhyTry programs that participated in this study focused on children who have
been identified by educators as having social, emotional, or behavioral difficulties. Regardless
of the presence or absence of difficulties, it is important that students learn positive SEL skills
and become competent with these skills for both academic and personal reasons.

Importance of SEL. The development of adequate social skills and peer relations during
childhood has significant and far-reaching effects. The ability to effectively relate to others is
important for the progress and development of a child, and positive social skills are necessary for
adequate peer relationships. Both childhood social skills and the resultant peer relationships
have a significant impact on academic success during school years and are an important
foundation for various types of success in life (Whitcomb & Merrell, 2013). The development of
social and emotional skills and competencies not only predicts and facilitates academic
achievement, but also affects how and what we learn, and how we use what we learn in work,
family, and community contexts (Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 2000;
“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,” n.d.). Social-emotional

competence is fundamental not only to the social-emotional health of children, but also to their
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general health, ethical development, citizenship, motivation to achieve, and academic learning
(“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,” n.d.; Elias, Gager, et al., 1997).

In order for students to meet the various challenges they face, and to become successful
both academically and personally, they must learn and cultivate positive social-emotional skills
(Marshall & Price, 2007). Several frequently cited studies have indicated that the failure to
develop adequate social skills and peer relations is related to an assortment of negative outcomes
including mental health problems later in life, delinquency, school dropout, being fired from
jobs, chronic unemployment and underemployment, and psychiatric hospitalizations (Cowen,
Pederson, Babigian, Isso, & Trost, 1973; Loeber, 1990; Roff, 1963; Roff & Sells, 1968; Roff,
Sells, & Golden, 1972). Unfortunately, many students lack the appropriate SEL skills and
become less connected to school as they progress from elementary to middle to high school, and
this lack of connection negatively affects their behavior, health, and academic performance
(Blum, Libbey, Bishop, & Bishop, 2004). As a result, many children engage in challenging
behaviors that must then be addressed by educators in order for them to provide high quality
instruction and education (Durlak et al., 2011). By high school, approximately 30% of students
engage in multiple high-risk behaviors such as substance use, sex, and violence that not only
interfere with school performance but also jeopardize their potential for life success (Dryfoos,
1997; Eaton, Brener, & Kann, 2008).

Providing children with comprehensive SEL programs and instruction can assist
educators with these issues by helping students enhance their attachment to school, reduce risky
behaviors, and promote positive development, thereby positively influencing academic
achievement (“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,” n.d.). In order for

SEL programs to produce these results for schools and for students, effective instructional
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methods must be used. SEL programs utilizing active, participatory, and engaging techniques
are the most likely to produce students with social-emotional competencies (Denham, Ji, &
Hamre, 2010; Durlak et al., 2011; Payton, et al., 2008).

Effectiveness of SEL programs. Durlak et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 213
studies (involving 270,034 students) designed to determine the effects of SEL programming on
student outcomes across multiple domains, including social and emotional skills, attitudes
toward self and others, positive social behaviors, conduct problems, emotional distress, and
academic performance. Results indicated that SEL programs yielded “significant positive effects
on targeted social-emotional competencies and attitudes about self, others, and school” (Durlak
etal., 2011, p. 432). This included increased prosocial behaviors, decreased conduct problems,
and an 11-percentile gain in academic performance. One shortcoming of this meta-analysis,
however, is that it only considered students in the general population, and did not include
students who were already having issues at school. Because the current study utilized a program
that is widely used with students who have been previously identified with social, emotional, or
behavioral issues, reviews of intervention programs (for students who have been identified as at-
risk of school failure due to academic or behavioral problems) were sought.

A search of scholarly literature was completed for programs that target students with
identified issues. This search produced a total of 84 studies involving 11,442 students who had
been identified as having behavioral, emotional, or social issues. The overall results of these
studies found that students who participated in these programs made statistically significant
improvements in three categories of student outcomes: improved social and emotional skills and
attitudes, behavioral adjustments (increased positive social behaviors and decreased antisocial

behaviors), and improvement in standardized achievement test scores and grades (Baker, 2008;
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Beaumont & Sofronoff, 2008; Hawkins, Kosterman, Catalano, Hill, & Abbott, 2008; Merrell,
Juskelis, Tran, & Buchanan, 2008; Nakayama, 2008; Payton et al., 2008; Sklad, Diekstra, Ritter,
Ben, & Graveseijn, 2012).

These improvements in student outcomes for the indicated population (students with
identified issues) correlated well with the findings of reviews focused on the universal student
population (Durlak et al., 2011). This suggests that SEL programs are effective on a wide range
of outcomes, across multiple domains, for children both with and without identified social,
emotional, or behavioral problems. The SEL program that will be used in this study is the
WhyTry program.

The WhyTry program. WhyTry is a multisensory program designed to build resilience
in children by enhancing social-emotional learning and development (“WhyTry: Resilience
Education,” 2011). Multisensory instruction utilizes visual, auditory, and kinesthetic-tactile
strategies to reach all types of learners and enhance memory and learning (Bandura, Grusec, &
Menlove, 1966; Campbell, Helf, & Cooke, 2008). The WhyTry curriculum is designed for
students in grades K through 12 and consists of 10 units designed to help students learn to
effectively manage emotions, make responsible decisions, problem-solve, and build positive
relationships (“WhyTry: Resilience Education,” 2011). The length and duration of the program
varies according to the setting in which the program is used, however the standard length of time
for one lesson is 30 minutes for elementary school students, and 60 minutes for secondary
students. The lessons direct youth to examine the challenges they encounter every day and then
to develop the skills necessary to meet these challenges (Alvarez & Anderson-Ketchmark, 2009).

Each unit utilizes a separate visual analogy to “teach social and emotional principles to

youth in a way they can understand and remember (“Taking SEL to the next level: The WhyTry
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Program,” 2017), and the visual analogies are reinforced with music, video clips, and hands-on
activities. WhyTry employs the SAFE (Sequenced, Active, Focused, and Explicit) protocol that
has been found in effective, evidence-based, skill-building programs (Durlak, Weissberg, &
Peterson, 2013). The 10 units are organized in a sequential manner with suggested
implementation schedules for school programs with different needs. Each unit includes team
building activities, video clips, and songs to illustrate and teach the targeted SEL skill. Students
also have access to journaling prompts, which include activities that can be completed at home
and often double as homework assignments. Sufficient time and attention is paid to building
social-emotional competencies in students, as evidenced by key concepts at the beginning of
each unit that explicitly state the SEL skill students should learn by the end of the unit (i.e., the
key concept for the fourth unit states “Pressure situations are best handled by maintaining control
of your emotions and selecting positive defense mechanisms”) (Moore, 2008). Secondary
concepts are also included in each lesson that contain additional skills and ideas which are also
important for students to learn, but are not the main focus of the unit.

The WhyTry program is used in many schools and institutions throughout the United
States, Canada, and the United Kingdom that collect and report data regarding the outcomes of
WhyTry implementation in various settings. The following is a review of reports and studies
that examine the efficacy of WhyTry for a range of student outcomes. Most studies showed
positive results related to academic, behavioral, and emotional outcomes, and the building of
SEL competencies.

Academic outcomes. Program evaluations of WhyTry in schools have yielded positive
results in the areas of attendance, grade point average (GPA), graduation rates, and reduction of

failed courses. Bushnell and Card (2003) conducted a longitudinal study of 192 high school
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students over four years. The experimental and control groups had the same academic and
attendance profile at the start of the study. The experimental group attended a WhyTry course
once per week for one semester, and both groups were tracked for 12 terms (four school years).
Students who completed the WhyTry course showed a significant improvement in GPA, had
fewer absences, showed a significant reduction in failed courses, and reported higher rates of
graduation than the control group.

Wymore (2007) conducted a program evaluation of WhyTry in combination with a
tutoring program. Students in the treatment group participated in WhyTry groups in conjunction
with tutoring sessions for 10 weeks, while the control group only received tutoring. Study
results showed that students who participated in WhyTry reduced failing grades by 47% as
compared to students who received tutoring only.

Eggett (2003) conducted a study of 40 students in grades 9 to 12 at an alternative high
school. The treatment group received 22 sessions of WhyTry for 11 weeks. Statistically
significant academic outcomes included fewer school absences and improved attitudes toward
school and teachers.

Behavioral and emotional outcomes. WhyTry has proven effective for a variety of
behavioral outcomes including a decrease in bullying, fighting, and other aggressive behaviors
related to a lack of positive relationship skills, social awareness, and self-management. Wilhite
and Bullock (2012) conducted an evaluation of the WhyTry program with 15 students from six
school districts using purposive sampling. Participants had been identified with emotional and
behavioral problems, attended an alternative middle or high school, and received the WhyTry
program over a five-week period. Study results showed that students who received WhyTry had

significantly fewer disciplinary referrals, reduced incidents of fighting and aggression, and less



54

bullying behaviors. Results from the South Los Angeles Resiliency (SOLAR) program also
demonstrated positive behavioral changes using WhyTry with elementary school students, who
showed a significant decrease in negative behaviors targeted at peers after participation in
WhyTry (Acuna, Vega, Meza, Marqez, & Vera, 2008). Other reports also showed that students
who participated in WhyTry experienced a decrease in rule-breaking and aggressive behaviors
(Baker, 2008; Gee, 2003).

Emotional outcomes of SEL programs with the indicated population included less social
stress, less anxiety, and more control over emotions for students who participated in WhyTry
(Wilhite & Bullock, 2012). In an unpublished doctoral dissertation, Baker (2008) studied
outcomes with 78 WhyTry students, aged 12 through 18, who had been identified with
behavioral and emotional difficulties. The research design employed a treatment group with 42
students who attended WhyTry groups for 16 weeks. Assessments completed by the teacher,
student, and caregiver detected statistically significant positive changes in anxiety and
depression, withdrawal, and internalizing of problems.

Social-emotional competencies. WhyTry has also been evaluated for outcomes related
to the SEL core competencies. Bird (2010) conducted a study with over 800 sixth grade students
that showed positive results in the areas of responsible decision-making, self-management, and
social awareness over a four-year period. Students in the experimental group reported a stronger
belief that current actions will affect their future, and a stronger belief in a more positive future
(Bird, 2010). These beliefs are major contributors to responsible decision-making, one of the
core competencies targeted by CASEL (“Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional

Learning,” n.d.). The experimental group also reported a positive change in the degree of
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willingness to keep trying, a result related to the achievement of goals and student self-
management skills.

Research by Wilhite & Bullock (2012) produced similar results, with students in the
experimental group reporting an increased capacity to find ways to achieve and carry out
personal goals, as well as a greater ability to initiate and sustain action toward goals. Students in
the SOLAR project who received WhyTry also reported significant positive change in their
willingness to “keep trying to succeed” (Acuna et al., 2008). In addition to these findings,
students participating in WhyTry demonstrated a slight improvement in relationship skills, such
as asking for help (Acuna et al., 2008), improvement in self-awareness (as evidenced by
increased self-confidence and self-efficacy) (Baker, 2008), and better self-management with
improved control over impulses and emotions (Wilhite & Bullock, 2012).

These studies yielded promising results, however the results are weakened by the fact that
most of these studies are not published in peer-reviewed journals. As a result, the information
available was limited, and a full report of many of the studies or the methods they used were not
always available for review. Most of the reports and studies focused on elementary and high
school students, and the two studies that included middle school students contained limited
information on SEL-specific outcomes. None of the highlighted reports or studies examined the
effectiveness or social validity of parental involvement in WhyTry. Future research should be
published in peer-reviewed journals, and should evaluate the effectiveness of the WhyTry
program, explore its social validity, and examine the effects of parental involvement on student

outcomes.



56

Involving Parents

School-based SEL programs typically utilize the school or the classroom as the
instrument for change. While this has proven effective for students while they are in the school
environment, scholars have pointed out that school-based SEL does not always extend into other
relevant developmental contexts, such as the home (Gresham, 1998; Townsend, 1994).
According to social cognitive theory, a child’s moral rules and standards of behavior are
acquired through observational learning and reinforcement in childhood socialization (Bandura,
1986; Bandura et al., 1966; Caprara et al., 2000). Because much of a child’s socialization occurs
at home, this environment cannot be ignored. According to several researchers, school-based
interventions should include the child’s relevant developmental contexts (where most of her or
his time is spent) in order to be truly successful (Albright & Weissberg, 2010; Rones &
Hoagwood, 2000; Weissberg, Kumpfer, & Seligman, 2003). For most children, the two most
relevant developmental contexts are home and school.

Involving parents can extend school-based learning into the home. Research has shown
that school-based programs that make a purposeful effort to involve multiple domains, namely
the home and parents, were more successful in achieving program goals (Dryfoos, 1997; Elias,
Gager, et al., 1997; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992). Parent-involved programs that have
proven effective in multiple domains have had a wide range of desired outcomes, including
school success (Fishel & Ramirez, 2005; Oyserman, Brickman, & Rhodes, 2007); health (Blom-
Hoffman, Wilcox, Dunn, Leff, & Power, 2008); mental health issues (Yauman, 1991); early-
onset conduct problems (Brestan & Eyberg, 1998; Taylor & Biglan, 1998); substance use

(Tobler, et al., 2000); and weight management (Cunha, Souza, Pereira, & Sichieri, 2013). These
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results support the idea of including parents in school-based programming, however none of
these programs focused on SEL skills.

Effectiveness of parent involvement in SEL programs. In an attempt to secure a
representative sample of published and unpublished studies that specifically explore parent
involvement in school-based SEL programs, computer searches were done on ERIC, Web of
Science, GOOGLE scholar, all EBSCO databases, and ProQuest using the following search
terms and their variants: social and emotional learning, SEL, program, social skills, implement,
evaluation, intervention, prevention, school, home, parent, parent program, family, and training.
In addition, the reference list for each identified study was examined for other possible
documents related to the search terms.

Programs included in this review of literature were school-based SEL programs with a
specific emphasis on social-emotional skills, and included simultaneous parent and student
interventions. Nine program reviews of five different SEL programs were located that matched
the search criteria. The five programs included: (a) Linking the Interests of Families and
Children (LIFT) (DeGarmo, Eddy, Reid, & Fetrow, 2009; Reid, Eddy, Fetrow, & Stoolmiller,
1999), (b) Seattle Social Development Project (SSDP) (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992;
Lonczak, Abbott, Kosterman, Catalano, & Hawkins, 2002; O’Donnell, Hawkins, Catalano,
Abbott, & Day, 1995), (c¢) The Fast Track (Bierman et al., 2004; Conduct Problems Prevention
Research Group, 1999, 2010, 2011), (d) Second Step (Cooke et al, 2007), and (e) The Incredible
Years (IYS) (Reid, Webster-Stratton, & Baydar, 2004; Reinke, Stormont, Webster-Stratton,
Newcomer, & Herman, 2012; Taylor, Webster-Stratton, Feil, Widdop, & Severson, 2008;

Webster-Stratton, 2004; Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2003).
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Each of these programs had goals related to preventing or decreasing negative behaviors
in youth, and three of the programs included a goal to improve the child-parent relationship.
Four of the programs focused on elementary-aged children, and two of them followed up with
students in grade 11 or grade 12. One of the five programs focused on pre-school-aged children
(age 4) and two programs included elementary, middle, and high school students. Each program
included incentives for parents to participate in the form of child care and transportation costs,
and some included random lottery prizes for participating parents. Parent modalities included
newsletters, telephone calls and messages, role plays, modeling of positive parenting, home
visits, video vignettes, and homework assignments.

Findings. Overall findings yielded promising results in favor of school-based programs
with a parent component. In comparison to a no-intervention control group, students who
participated in school-based programs with parental involvement showed improved emotional
awareness, reduced rates of aggressive behaviors, higher rates of program goal completion, and
positive gains in social-emotional skills (Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 2011;
Cooke et al., 2007; DeGarmo et al., 2009; Reid et al., 2004). One study reported lower rates of
delinquent behavior, more positive family management techniques, and greater bonding to
figures at school and at home (Hawkins et al., 2005). These findings suggest that parent
involvement in school-based SEL programs enables students to “succeed not only in school but
throughout their lives” (Henderson & Berla, 1994, p. 1)

Three of the five programs reviewed here reported low rates of parent participation or
difficulty in engaging parents (Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group, 2010; Cooke et
al., 2007; Reid, Webster-Stratton, & Hammond, 2007). This finding is consistent with research

into non-SEL parent programs, and many researchers suggest that parents’ stress levels, lack of
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time, limited access to transportation and childcare, conflicts in scheduling, and conflicting
family responsibilities account for low parent participation (Altschul, 2011; Dumas, Nissley-
Tsiopinis, & Moreland, 2007; Heinrichs, Bertram, Kuschel, & Hahlweg, 2005; Kazdin &
Mazurick, 1994; Mendez, Carpenter, LaForett, & Cohen, 2009; Orrell-Valente et al., 1999;
Townsend, 1994). Four of the five programs included in this review, however, provided both
childcare and transportation for parent groups. Structural problems alone, therefore, cannot
account for low participation rates.

One factor that may play a role in rates of parent participation is the target student
population. Programs with a specific focus on children who have been indicated as a high risk
for (or as currently displaying) behavioral or academic problems are more likely to have higher
rates of parent participation (Dumas et al., 2007; Heinrichs et al., 2005; Reid et al., 2004; Spoth
& Redmond, 2000). Parents who perceive their child’s behavior as difficult and expect that a
parent program can provide the training and assistance necessary to help their children overcome
problematic behavioral or academic issues are more likely to enroll and participate in parent
training (Graf, Grumm, Heine, & Fingerle, 2014; Spoth & Redmond, 2000). Parents of children
in programs that target the universal population may not feel they (or their children) need the
additional help and therefore participate at lower rates.

Programs that utilize a variety of methods to disseminate curriculum and program
information to parents have higher rates of parent participation. For example, the LIFT and Fast
Track programs utilized not only face-to-face parent groups, but also sent newsletters home,
conducted home visits, and made phone calls. Both of these programs had high parent
participation rates, Fast Track with 70-96% participation (Conduct Problems Prevention

Research Group, 2010), and LIFT with 93% participation (DeGarmo et al., 2009). The



60

Incredible Years (IYS) reported that only 50% of parents completed at least half of the program
(Reid et al., 2007), however when IYS utilized a computer-based parent component this number
jumped to 82%. IYS with computer-based parent participation may have been the most flexible
in its methods, as all parent lessons were provided in-home, and most lessons were self-
administered and self-paced. Perhaps flexibility in the way parents are invited to participate and
receive information can make a difference in the quality and the rate of parent participation in
school-based programming.

Limitations. The rates of response and participation are typically very low for parent
programs (Heinrichs et al., 2005; Spoth, Redmond, Hockaday, & Shin, 1996). It can be difficult
to determine the reasons for low rates of participation in parent training programs because much
of the published research does not provide sufficient descriptions of the recruitment, enrollment,
and retention procedures (Heinrichs et al., 2005). In order to better understand the low rates of
parent participation, future research should focus more on the procedures that are used to recruit,
enroll, and retain parents.

Because practitioners and school personnel who work directly with parents and children
have an already-established relationship with potential participants, practitioner-led recruitment
methods and interventions have the potential to be successful in recruitment efforts. However,
there is a scarcity of research on practitioner-led parent interventions. Initial reports claim that
parent enrollment and participation rates are comparable to or better than trials led by researchers
(Eisner & Meidert, 2011; Heinrichs et al., 2005; Spoth & Redmond, 2000; Webster-Stratton,
Reid, & Hammond, 2001). There is a need for more research that examines the impact of
practitioner-led parent interventions and programs on parent enrollment and participation, as well

as on parent and student outcomes.
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The overwhelming majority of respondents and participants in parent training and
intervention research are mothers. Fathers are immensely underrepresented in studies of parent
interventions (Fabiano, 2007; Panter-Brick et al., 2014; Spoth et al., 1996; Tiano & McNeil,
2005) despite the substantial evidence of the important role that fathers play in their children’s
development (Piotrowska et al., 2016). It is important, therefore, that future research specifically
target or reach out to fathers to determine the most effective ways to involve them in school-
based parent programs.

Members of racial minority groups are often underrepresented in studies of parent
interventions (Altschul, 2011; Baker, Arnold, & Meagher, 2011; Gonzalez, Borders, Hines,
Villalba, & Henderson, 2013; Spoth et al., 1996), and were also underrepresented in the current
study. Future studies should include a concerted effort to include (and perhaps focus on)
members of racial minority groups, and research should also examine how culture influences the
amount and type of parent participation in school-based programs.

More studies are needed that examine parent involvement programs that allow a more
flexible, in-home approach, and that address the needs and concerns of schools and of parents.
Schools are often hesitant to implement parent programs due to a lack of time and resources
(Stormshak, Dishion, & Falkenstein, 2010), and parents can be hesitant to participate because of
issues with transportation, childcare, and scheduling conflicts (Altschul, 2011; Dumas et al.,
2007; Heinrichs et al., 2005; Orrell-Valente et al., 1999). Traditional methods for involving
parents and families, such as the expectation for parents to attend face-to-face groups or to
participate in multiple phone calls, may no longer be realistic, and new, more innovative ways to
involve parents must be explored. Internet-based programs have the potential to address the

needs of schools and parents.
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Internet-based parent programs. According to Taylor and Biglan (1998), behavioral
parent training is one of the most effective approaches to reduce early child behavior problems.
Many programs utilize interventions that require attendance in parent groups, which consumes a
lot of time and money, and also poses structural issues for both parents and schools (Altschul,
2011; Mendez et al., 2009; Orrell-Valente et al., 1999). Innovative ways to involve parents in
their children’s school-based SEL programming are needed in order to extend program
effectiveness.

Several researchers have proposed that internet-based technology has great potential for
providing parent programs in an accessible way (Daneback & Plantin, 2015; Funderburk, Ware,
Altshuler, & Chaffin, 2008). An internet-based format can utilize written materials while at the
same time allowing for an organized presentation of audio- and video-based media. Internet-
based technology allows individuals access to professional coaching and connection to others
experiencing similar life experiences without the need for face-to-face interventions (Taylor et
al., 2008).

A search for scholarly articles related to internet-based programs for parents was
conducted by performing searches on major databases such as EBSCO, ProQuest, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar. Search terms employed were combinations of: web-based,
internet, parents, training, programs, computer delivered, media, technology, parenting, child
behaviors, internet, and education. Criteria for inclusion in this review included a parent-focused
program with internet-based delivery. Fourteen articles were found that adhered to these criteria.

Sample sizes ranged from 9 to 482, and the main topic of intervention services varied
widely. Many of these topics were clinical in nature and included programs that dealt with

substance use (Schinke, Fang, & Cole, 2009) obesity (Mackert, Kahlor, Tyler, & Gustafson,
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2009), cancer (Askins et al., 2009), traumatic brain injury (Wade, Carey, & Wolfe, 2006; Wade,
Oberjohn, Burkhardt, & Greenberg, 2009), and foster parent training (Pacifici, Delaney, White,

Nelson, & Cummings, 2006). Only two studies had a focus on SEL skills (Baggett et al., 2010;

Taylor et al., 2008), and of these, only the Incredible Years program (IYS) program was school-
based (Taylor et al., 2008).

Despite the relatively low number of studies and small samples sizes, the results of this
analysis were encouraging. Findings support the claim that online interventions may increase
parent knowledge (Bert, Farris, & Borkowski, 2008; Schinke et al., 2009) as well as improve
attitudes and enhance parenting skills (Baggett et al., 2010; Calam, Sanders, Miller, Sadhnani, &
Carmont, 2008; Enebrink, Hogstrom, Forster, & Ghaderi, 2012; Sanders, Baker, & Turner, 2012;
Schinke et al., 2009; Wade et al., 2006, 2009). Two studies reported positive gains in parent
skills specifically related to SEL (Enebrink et al., 2012; Sanders et al., 2012). Effects at the child
level were positive but slightly smaller than parent effects (Enebrink et al., 2012; Sanders et al.,
2012; Schinke et al., 2009). These findings are in line with research on the effects of traditional
forms of parent training on parent attitudes, knowledge, and behavior (Barlow, Coren, &
Stewart-Brown, 2002; Fukkink, 2008; Kaminski, Valle, Filene, & Boyle, 2008; Lundahl, Risser,
& Lovejoy, 2006; MacLeod & Nelson, 2000).

Tablet-based interventions, which allow participants to access internet-based curriculum
on mobile devices, has shown some promise for parent interventions in clinical settings.
Breitenstein, Schoeny, Risser, and Johnson (2016) recently completed a study of a clinical parent
intervention that utilized a self-paced, tablet-based curriculum, and reported parent participation
rates as high as 85%. Parents were provided with a tablet and asked to complete six modules

designed to improve parenting skills that utilized video vignettes, interactive parent-child
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activities, and multiple choice questions to gauge parent understanding of each module.
Telephone assistance was available 24 hours a day to parents who experienced technical
difficulties. The high rate of parent participation in this study suggests that using a tablet-based
or app-based approach may be an effective way to boost parent involvement. It may also,
however, require a considerable investment resources and time.

Internet-based parent interventions and programs hold much promise for flexibility,
however very little research has been published on this topic. More research is needed that
explores web-based parent programs, including research that focuses on parents’ perceptions of
these programs.

Drawbacks and limitations. Griffiths, Lindenmeyer, Powell, and Thorogood (2006)
reviewed research focused on internet-based interventions in the medical field, and found many
benefits to using the internet in interventions, including the potential to reduce costs (for both
provider and user), increase convenience, and reduce isolation for some users. They also found,
however, potential drawbacks to this type of intervention. They cited these drawbacks as hidden
costs of program development and the potential for reinforcing the problems the intervention was
designed to improve. They also cautioned that internet-based interventions might not be an
adequate substitute for face-to-face contact. This caution was reinforced by Ritterband et al.
(2003), who stated that internet interventions are “not meant to replace face-to-face treatment,
but rather to provide an alternate for individuals who might not otherwise choose to receive
treatment, or be able to receive treatment, or find appropriate treatment” (p. 532). They also
cautioned that maintaining program compliance is difficult, and that developers of internet-based

programs need to be aware of issues of user privacy and confidentiality.
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In light of the cautions and limitations outlined above, it is important to remember that
WhyTry for Parents is not meant to treat medical or mental issues that parents might be having,
nor is it meant to replace face-to-face contact between educators and parents. Instead, it is meant
to be a resource that allows parents more flexible, in-home access to the information their child
is learning in the WhyTry program. Once parents receive this information they can then decide
whether they wish to implement or reinforce similar skills at home. In order to preserve
confidentiality and ensure parent privacy, parents are given a choice regarding what personal
information they wish to share. If parents have questions regarding what information is
appropriate to share, the site administrator assists them. While program compliance is a common
concern of those administering parent programs, the main focus of the proposed study is on
social validity from the perspective of parents, not on whether the parents are compliant with the
suggested scope and sequence of WhyTry for Parents.

Social Validity

Validity has many applications in research. When examining validity, researchers are
often examining whether a specific assessment tool measures what it claims to measure (test
validity), or the degree to which a study truly represents what it was intended to represent
(experimental validity). One type of validity that is also important to consider is social validity.
While test and experimental validities examine whether a tool or a study accurately represents
what it intends to represent, social validity examines whether a program accurately represents the
desires, values, and goals of those who will be utilizing the program.

Social validity and the buy-in of stakeholders is vital to the success of programs;
however, this type of validity is often overlooked (Marchant, Heath, & Miramontes, 2013). In

order for programs to be truly effective they must be utilized, and in order to be utilized they
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must be realistic, acceptable, and relevant to consumers. Gresham and Lopez (1996) suggest that
“services are more relevant and consumable to consumers by targeting socially significant
behaviors using social acceptable procedures which produce socially important effects” (p. 205).
Social validity is the study of the social importance and acceptance of a program’s goals,
procedures, and outcomes (Howell, Caldarella, Korth, & Young, 2014).

Effective assessment of social validity. Effective methods should be utilized when
assessing social validity and designing measurement tools (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). Several
researchers have noted that effective assessment methods take into consideration (a) the
population being examined, (b) the type of information gained from the assessment, (c) the
timing of the assessment, and (d) the method and procedures used to examine social validity
(Fawcett, 1991; Howell et al., 2014; Schwartz & Baer, 1991).

One of the first steps of effective assessment of social validity is to identify the
population who will be utilizing (or consuming) the program (Bornstein & Rychtarik, 1983;
Kazdin, 1977; Wolf, 1978). There are many different types of consumers to consider, including
direct consumers, indirect consumers, and members of the immediate and extended community
(Schwartz & Baer, 1991). In educational settings, direct and indirect consumers are usually
teachers, parents, or students (Howell et al., 2014).

Once the consumer is identified, it is important to determine what type of information is
needed from that consumer group. Often, the desired information is consumer opinions
regarding the program, also called social acceptability (Schwartz & Baer, 1991). In addition to
opinions regarding the program, consumer opinions concerning the social significance of
program goals, the social appropriateness of the procedures, and the social importance of the

effects are also sought (Wolf, 1978). Other considerations that may also be important include
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the intrusiveness of program services, the amount and type of resources involved, and the
required time to appropriately assess social validity (Howell et al., 2014; Mitchem & Young,
2001).

It is also important to consider the timing of an assessment in order to accurately measure
the social validity of a program. According to Kennedy (1992), researchers must determine
whether an assessment should be administered before, during, or after program implementation,
since each of these times will yield different information. Researchers seeking consumer
feedback in order to tailor services to consumer preferences should administer the assessment
before program implementation. Assessments administered during and after program
implementation help identify changes that need to be made to improve a program that is already
in use (Howell et al., 2014). Researchers must decide what type of information they are seeking
from the consumer in order to determine the timing of assessment.

Social comparison and subjective evaluation are two of the methods that can be used to
determine social validity (Finn & Sladeczek, 2001; Howell et al., 2014; Kazdin, 1977). Social
comparison involves comparing the target student with his or her peers, while subjective
evaluation (which is the method used in the current study) involves asking consumer judges
about their perceptions of the program in question (Kazdin, 1977). This information can be
obtained using a variety of assessment types, including surveys, questionnaires, direct
observations, and interviews (Finn & Sladeczek, 2001). Rating scales are an oft used and
effective way of gauging consumer opinions.

The primary consumer in the current study was identified as parents of WhyTry students.
The study explored the social validity of WhyTry for Parents by having parents complete a

subject evaluation. Rating scales were used to determine the social validity of the online parent
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program, and open-ended questions were used to determine what suggestions parents had to
improve the program. These results will add to the literary conversation surrounding social
validity and parent involvement programs. Despite the importance of social validity in research,
there have been very few studies that focus on the social validity of parent involvement in
school-based SEL programs.

Social validity and SEL parent programs. A review of relevant literature related to
parent involvement in school-based SEL programs was included in a previous section of this
paper. While the review found some studies that explored program effectiveness, no studies
were found that included an examination of parent perceptions of these programs. Four studies
included a measure of social validity, however none of these SEL programs included a parent
component.

Caldarella, Christensen, Kramer, and Kronmiller (2009) examined the social validity of
Strong Start, a school-based SEL program, from the viewpoint of the teacher and students. The
teacher indicated a high level of satisfaction with the program (91%), and 74% of the students
reported being pleased with the program. The teacher also gave feedback regarding the
program’s structure and implementation, and offered suggestions for improvement. Parent
perspective of the program was not sought for this study. Strong Kids, a sister program to Strong
Start, was the subject of a study by Kramer, Caldarella, Young, Fischer, and Warren (2014). In
this study, 14 teachers reported agreement with the overall goals of SEL instruction, and neutral
to slight agreement with the procedures and outcomes of the Strong Kids program. Three studies
were found that examined teachers’ perceptions of SEL in general. Results of these studies
found that many teachers believe that SEL is important and that schools should take an active

role in SEL training (Buchanan, Gueldner, Tran, & Merrell, 2009), that SEL skills and resilience



69

are closely related (Poulou, 2007), and that highly supportive teachers see SEL as highly
valuable and integral to their daily activities in the classroom (Zinsser, Shewark, Denham, &
Curby, 2014). No parent perceptions were included in any of these reports.

Several studies of school-based SEL programs were located that included parent
satisfaction with the outcomes of these interventions, however Graf et al. (2014) pointed out that
consumer satisfaction is very different than social validity. Consumer satisfaction is a measure
of outcome, whereas social validity speaks to whether or not the effects generated by a specific
program are meaningful for everyday life and thus useful for different members of society (Van
Houten, 1979).

It is clear from this literature review that more research about parent perspectives
regarding parent involvement programs is needed. Because the proposed study aims to explore
the social validity of an online parent program implemented as part of a school-based SEL
program, results of this study can be used to inform the literature about what parents find
important, relevant, and useful.

Conclusion

Online parent programs are relatively new; however, they have much potential. As
technology improves and more programs utilize online resources to engage parents, it is
important to examine the social validity of these programs. If parents do not find the methods of
online parent involvement to be acceptable, there is little reason to research or improve them.
Examining social validity can also help make improvements to programs based on parent

suggestions.
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APPENDIX B: DETAILED METHODS

In order to explore the social validity of an online parent involvement program, parents of
students enrolled in the WhyTry program were surveyed to about their opinions of and
experiences with WhyTry for Parents. In addition, coordinators of the WhyTry program at each
participating school were invited take part in interviews regarding parent participation in
WhyTry for Parents, as well as suggestions for program improvement. The data collected from
the surveys and interviews was used to determine if the program’s goals, procedures, and effects
were significant and acceptable to parents, and will also help researchers improve parent
involvement programs. The following sections provide a detailed description of data collection,
the sample, the measures, and data analysis for this study.

Data Collection

In order to gain access to parents of students receiving WhyTry, the recruitment process
was coordinated through the WhyTry organization and was completed in two stages. The first
stage involved recruiting schools who were utilizing the WhyTry program with students, and the
second stage involved contacting the parents at each of these schools to invite them to participate
in the study.

Recruitment of schools. In order to be eligible to participate, schools were required to
be implementing a WhyTry group with school-aged students (K-12) during the time of the study,
have a formally trained WhyTry facilitator, and be willing to aid in data collection. School
recruitment was originally anticipated to occur during one school year; however, due to low rates
of parent participation, recruitment efforts extended into a second school year.

2015-2015 school year. Participants during the first year of data collection were

recruited using a list of parents who were invited to participate in an independent pilot study of
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WhyTry for Parents that was being conducted by the WhyTry organization. In an effort to locate
parents to participate in this pilot program, the WhyTry organization contacted each school and
organization in their client database via email and invited them to participate in a pilot program
for WhyTry for Parents. Many emails were either returned as undeliverable or received no
response; therefore, an alternate approach was used during the second year of recruitment.

WhyTry originally planned to compare students’ pre- and post-test SEARS scores, and
chose to focus on middle school students due to the large number of middle schools (n = 43) who
expressed interest in participating in the study, and in order to ensure that comparisons of scores
were being done across the same general age of the students. Once it became apparent, however,
that parent participation was extremely low, the study was opened to elementary schools and
high schools in the hopes that more parents would participate. Due to the low rate of parent
participation, it was decided to that the results of the SEARS assessments would not be reliable
or valid, therefore that portion of the study was concluded. At this point, the lead researcher, in
her role as a doctoral student, decided to focus on the social validity of an online parent
curriculum in order to determine whether or not an online program was valuable to
parents. Schools enrolled in the second year were not offered a free SEARS assessment, and it is
unknown whether this affected the number of schools that were willing to participate.

2015-2016 school year. The second year of data collection began just prior to the 2015-
2016 school year when it was determined that more data was needed for the study, and four new
strategies were used to recruit additional schools. The first strategy was to post a notice on the
official WhyTry website with details about the study and an invitation to participate. Interested
schools filled out a form online and were contacted by the lead researcher. One school that

responded to the official notice ultimately ended up collecting data for the study. Another
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strategy was to have the lead researcher invite a private company to participate in data collection.
This company ran several WhyTry groups with high school students in conjunction with the
Division of Workforce Services (DWS). Both the private company and DWS gave permission
to recruit from two of their groups: one that was currently using the WhyTry curriculum, and
one that had completed WhyTry two weeks prior to receiving the invitation to participate. It was
deemed appropriate to include the parents whose children had recently completed the WhyTry
program because the original criteria for participation only required that the school be running a
WhyTry group during the time of the study. In addition, the study was not examining whether
the parent program meaningfully changed the students’ experience, and parents of students who
had recently participated in WhyTry would still have a valid feedback regarding the social
validity of WhyTry for Parents.

An attempt was made to recruit correctional facilities that have a strong tradition of using
WhyTry with their school-aged population and who work closely with the WhyTry
office. While initially showing excitement in partnering in this project, the WhyTry program
manager over these facilities did not respond to repeated requests to begin recruitment. The last
strategy for recruiting schools was to put a page in the official WhyTry newsletter explaining the
study and inviting schools to participate, along with an entry in the WhyTry blog. Neither of
these tasks, however, were completed in time to recruit school participants.

Overview. Over the two-year recruitment period, a total of 78 schools indicated that they
would be interested in participating in the study. A total of 45 schools met the eligibility criteria,
and letters of authorization to participate in the study were received from 14 schools. Upon
receipt of letters of authorization, 14 schools were enrolled in the study, and 11 schools

attempted to collect data from parents (see Table B-1). Three sites dropped out of the pilot
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program: two abruptly ceased communication in January and February of 2015 and did not
respond to researcher attempts to contact them, and one site received district approval too late in
the school year to participate.

Table B-1

Number of Schools and Parents Invited to Participate in WhyTry for Parents

Schools Invited Number of Numbqr OJ.f
Schools Parent Invitations
Interested schools 78 --
Eligible schools 45 --
Received authorization 14 --
Attempted data collection 11 836

Only one participating school offered WhyTry as part of a universal prevention program
(intended for all students in the school), and each parent in this elementary school (n = 574) was
invited to participate. WhyTry coordinators at each of the other schools (one elementary and
nine secondary) offered WhyTry as part of an intervention program (intended for students
identified as at-risk of school failure due to academic or behavioral issues), and a total of 262
parents were invited to participate (see Table B-2).

Table B-2

Number of Schools and Parent Invitations by Educational Stage of
Schools and Purpose of WhyTry Program

Type of school and Number of Number of Parent
program Schools Invitations
Elementary Schools
Prevention 1 574
Intervention 1 11

Secondary Schools
Prevention
Intervention

O O
(e}

251




A brief description of each participating school is provided in Table B-3, and includes
each school’s educational stage, the type of WhyTry program implemented at the school
(intervention or prevention), the number of parent invitations and responses to the invitations,
and a record of the parents’ activity in WhyTry for Parents. Two school groups participated in
the second year of data collection; however, because these parents could not be identified
according to school, their totals have been combined.

Table B-3

Education Level, Group Type, and Description of Parent Participation by School

Four Less than
Educational Type of Total Parents assignments four Login

School stage group invitations enrolled completed assignments only No login
1 Elementary Prevention 574 21 1 2 1 17
2 Elementary Intervention 11 4 0 2 0
3 Secondary Intervention 5 1 0 1 0 0
4 Secondary Intervention 20 13 0 0 2 11
5 Secondary Intervention 20 6 0 0 1 5
6 Secondary Intervention 70 6 0 1 2 3
7 Secondary Intervention 27 7 3 1 0 3
8 Secondary Intervention 18 5 0 0 0 5
9 Secondary Intervention 8 8 0 0 0 8
10-11  Secondary Intervention 83 8 2 1 2 3

Totals 836 79 6 8 8 57

Recruitment of parents. WhyTry coordinators distributed letters to all parents of

students receiving WhyTry at their schools. Letters were delivered in one of three ways: via
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U.S. mail, sent home with the student, or delivered by the WhyTry coordinator. The parent letter

contained an explanation of the WhyTry program, a paragraph about the importance of parent

involvement in school-based programming, and an invitation to participate in a study evaluating

WhyTry for Parents. Parents were informed that if they completed four assignments by the end
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of the school year, they would be invited to share their opinions regarding the online parent
curriculum and they would be compensated for their efforts with a $20 gift card. (Parents who
completed these requirements will be referred to as participating parents for the remainder of
this paper.) If they chose not to participate in the study, parents were invited to take a shorter
survey that would be provided electronically or via U.S. mail, and they would be compensated
with a $5 gift card. (These parents will be referred to as non-participating parents for the
remainder of this paper.)

2014-2015 school year. In the first year of recruitment, interested parents replied to the
invitation by returning a form with their names and email addresses and indicated (by checking a
box) whether they would like to participate in the online curriculum, or take a short survey at the
end of the school year regarding why they chose not to participate. Parents who wished to
participate were enrolled in the WhyTry for Parents online course and were invited to complete
assignments at their own pace. A comprehensive list of sites and participants was kept that
included the name of the site coordinator, basic parent information, a record of whether the
parents logged in to access the site, and how many assignments were completed.

Toward the end of the school year, parents were sent two emails (one in April and one in
June) with directions regarding how to complete the appropriate survey. A total of 71 parents
agreed to participate and were enrolled in the program; however, 76% of these parents (n = 53)
never logged in to the website. Six percent of parents who enrolled in WhyTry for Parents (n =
4) completed at least four assignments and were sent the link to the participating parent survey
(all four parents took the survey and received a $20 gift card as compensation). One parent (1%)
requested to take the non-participating parent survey at the beginning of the school year and was

sent the link to the non-participating parent survey. Ten percent (n = 7) of enrolled parents
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logged in to the website and completed between one and three assignments, and 8% (n = 6)
logged in but completed no assignments, and were sent a reminder to complete four assignments
in order to be eligible to take the full survey. If parents did not complete a survey by the end of
the school year, they were sent one final email with the link to the non-participating parent
survey. The parents who did not respond to the initial invitation to participate in the study (n =
757) did not receive a reminder to take the non-participating parent survey.

2015-2016 school year. In an effort to increase parent participation, different methods
were used to recruit parents during the second year of recruitment. Instead of filling out a paper
enrollment form and returning it to the WhyTry coordinator (who then sent the form to the lead
researcher), parents were supplied with a URL link and were able to electronically fill out a form
to enroll in WhyTry for Parents. Although this simplified and sped up the process of enrolling
parents in the online parent course, it also made it impossible to associate the parent with the
school at which their child received WhyTry. This prevented us from comparing rates of
participation between the different schools.

Another key difference in recruiting methods was the availability of the parent surveys.
During the 2015-2016 school year, the link for the non-participating survey was provided in the
parent letter, and therefore immediately accessible to parents who chose not to participate in
WhyTry for Parents; however, the parents who participated in the 2014-2015 school year were
required to wait until the end of the school year to complete either survey. It is unknown
whether this affected parent participation in the curriculum or the number of parents who chose
to complete a non-participating parent survey.

During the second year of the study, a total of eight parents indicated that they were

interested in participating in WhyTry for Parents. Two parents (25%) completed four
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assignments and took the participating parent survey, one parent (13%) completed at least one
but less than four assignments, two parents (13%) logged in but did not complete any
assignments, and three parents (43%) did not log in at all. At the end of the 2015-2016 school
year, each parent who enrolled in the program but had not completed four assignments was sent
two email reminders to complete additional assignments in order to be eligible for the
participating parent survey. They were also invited to take the non-participating parent survey if
they did not wish to complete more assignments. None of these parents responded to the email
or completed the non-participating parent survey.

The incentive to earn money by taking surveys may have led to fraudulent surveys being
completed. During the second year of recruitment, 16 parents requested to participate in
WhyTry for Parents, and 75 completed non-participating parent surveys; however, these entries
were found to be fraudulent and were likely completed by the same person. Without the
financial incentive attached to the completion of assignments and surveys, it is unlikely
fraudulent entries would be an issue.

Sample

Over the two-year recruitment period, 836 parents were invited to take part in the study;
however, only 9% (n = 79) agreed to participate. Of those who agreed to participate, 72% (n =
57) did not log in to the parent website, 10% (n = 8) logged in at least one time but never
completed an assignment, and 10% (n = 8) completed at least one assignment but less than the
four required to take the participating parent survey. Less than 8% (n = 6) completed four
assignments and took the participating parent survey.

Fourteen parents made up the final sample, and a summary of their demographic

information is found in Table B-4 . Overall, most parent respondents were Caucasian (87%), and
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participating parent survey were Caucasian females. There was slightly more racial and gender

diversity among non-participating parents, with two members of racial minority groups and two

male respondents. In general, non-participating parents were younger than participating parents,

with 75% of non-participating parents in the lowest age bracket, as compared to 33% of
participating parents. Participating parents reported higher levels of education than non-
participating parents, with all participating parents completing at least some college, and 67%
completing a college degree. In contrast, 38% of non-participating parents had a high school

diploma or less, and 50% had completed a college degree.

Table B-4

Respondents’ Race, Gender, Age, Education, and Relation to Student

Participating Parents

Non-participating

Demographics (n=6) Parents (n=8)

Race

Caucasian 6 6

Other 0 2
Gender

Male 0 2

Female 6 6
Age

25to 44 2 6

45to 54 2 1

55+ 2 1
Education

High School or less 0 3

Some college 2 1

Bachelor degree 3 2

Graduate degree 1 2
Relation to Student

Father 0 2

Mother 5 5

Guardian 1 1
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Measures

Parent surveys. In order to examine parent perspectives regarding the social validity of
the online parent curriculum, respondents completed a survey designed by the primary researcher
to assess their perceptions of the goals, effects, and procedures of WhyTry for Parents. The
surveys were constructed based on surveys developed by Howell et al. (2014), the Social and
Emotional Assets and Resilience Scales (SEARS) (Merrell, 2011), and the suggestions of Gall et
al. (2007). Survey items were designed to assess the three domains of social validity: the
significance of program goals, the importance of program effects, the acceptability of program
procedures. The surveys were available online using a website that specializes in designing and
administering online surveys. Paper copies of each survey were also available upon request, and
two non-participating parents utilized the paper version.

Because participating and non-participating parents had differing levels of experience
with the parent curriculum, two separate surveys were administered. The first section of each
survey, however, was identical and included a statement of implied consent and a demographics
section. The demographics section included questions regarding the respondents’ relationship to
the child in WhyTry (mother, father, grandparent, other caregiver); the grade of the child
enrolled in the WhyTry program; and the respondent’s gender, race, age, and level of education.
This information was primarily used to describe the sample; however, it was also useful in
exploring patterns and trends in the data related to the reported demographic information.
Parents were informed that they could choose to skip any of the items in the demographics
section that made them uncomfortable. Both surveys also had a series of open-ended questions

and utilized the same 5-point Likert scale, where Strongly Disagree received a score of 1,
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Disagree a score of 2, Neutral a score of 3, Agree a score of 4, and Strongly Agree a score of 5.
The number of items on each survey, however, was quite different.

Participating parents responded to a 41-item survey designed to assess their perception of
the program’s goals, effects, and procedures. Thirty-six survey items were administered using a
Likert scale, with eight items designed to assess the importance of program goals (four items for
each goal), 13 items designed to assess the importance of program effects (seven items for self-
management and six items for management of relationships with others), and 15 items designed
to assess the acceptability of program procedures (three survey items for each of the four
sections in the curriculum, and three items for overall acceptability of procedures). There were
five open-ended survey items regarding what they liked and disliked about the parent curriculum,
the main reason they chose to participate, the main reason they did not complete more
assignments, and an invitation to write about anything else they wanted researchers to know.
WhyTry and WhyTry for Parents were only available in English; therefore, the participating
parent survey was available only in English.

Non-participating parents responded to an eight-item survey designed to assess their
perspectives regarding the WhyTry program’s goals and effects. Five survey items were
administered using a Likert scale, with two items designed to assess parent perspectives
regarding importance of program goals (one item for each goal), and three items designed to
assess the importance of program effects (two items for self-management and one item for
management of relationships with others). Because non-participating parents did not have
sufficient knowledge of the curriculum, there were no items related to program procedures. In
addition to Likert scale items, there were three open-ended survey items regarding why they

chose not to participate in WhyTry for Parents, what would motivate them to participate, and an
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invitation to write about anything else they wanted to communicate. Non-participating parent
surveys were available in English and in Spanish; however, no Spanish surveys were completed.

Both parent surveys were pilot-tested using three parents of school-aged children who are
familiar with the WhyTry for Parents program. Feedback was sought regarding their
understanding of the items (what they thought each question meant), the wording of the items,
and any other general feedback they might have about the surveys. As a result of this feedback,
some changes were made to the surveys. These were primarily changes in wording meant to
clarify survey items, as well as make them more parent-friendly. For example, the wording of
the phrase “My child was referred to WhyTry for specific issues” was changed to “specific
concerns,” based on feedback that the word “concern” might be considered less judgmental than
the word “issue.” Another example includes one of the open-ended questions on the non-
participating parent survey, which originally asked, “What would encourage you to use the
online parent program?” Based on feedback, the word “encourage” was replaced by “motivate”
because it was felt that this word was easier to respond to and understand.

Coordinator interviews. In order to gain insight into the vast majority of parents who
did not respond to the initial invitation to participate in the study, online and telephone
interviews were conducted with WhyTry coordinators who assisted in data collection. Most
coordinators had direct contact with parents and could share their perceptions regarding why
many parents chose not to participate. Ten coordinators assisted with parent recruitment (the
lead researcher coordinated recruitment efforts at the eleventh school), and each of them was
invited to participate in an online group interview, along with a personal phone interview.

Ultimately, seven coordinators participated in the interview process.
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Among the participating coordinators were two special education teachers, two mental
health clinicians, two school social workers, and one school counselor. All seven coordinators
implemented WhyTry as an intervention program: six in secondary schools, and one in an
elementary school. One participating coordinator utilized WhyTry in individual counseling, and
the other six coordinators utilized the program in small groups.

Coordinators were asked a series of open-ended questions designed to elicit their
opinions and observations regarding parent participation and WhyTry for Parents. Questions
included: What do parents know about WhyTry? What are the reasons parents did not
participate? What would you do to increase parent participation? What are your views about
online parent participation? How do you think the WhyTry for Parents curriculum could be
improved?

Description of WhyTry for Parents

WhyTry for Parents is an online resource for parents of students enrolled in the WhyTry
program that allows parents to see what their children are learning, gives them a forum to share
ideas with other parents, and encourages parents to talk to their children about SEL skills. The
curriculum consists of 10 units based on each of the visual analogies contained in the WhyTry
program (plus one introductory unit). Each unit utilizes the same teaching philosophy espoused
by the WhyTry program, namely using music, videos, discussions, and activities to capture the
parents’ attention and bolster their learning. Each unit is made up of four different sections:
watch, share, discuss, and practice.

The watch section contains a short written explanation and a visual walk-through of the
analogy for that unit. These explanations are included to help parents understand the analogy

without relying on their child’s explanation or needing to attend a WhyTry group. The share
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section encourages parents to share music, YouTube videos, or descriptions of other media
related to the analogy. This is an attempt to stay true to WhyTry’s philosophy of using a
multisensory approach to learning (“WhyTry: Resilience Education,” 2011). The discuss section
contains one or two questions meant to start a discussion among parents enrolled in the online
parent course about the main concept of the unit. Parents are encouraged to think about how
they can help their children apply these concepts to their own lives. Participants are also
encouraged to post at least one comment or question and then respond to at least one other parent
comment. The practice section contains one activity that parents can do with their children to
reinforce the main concept of the analogy and open a dialogue between parents and children

In addition to the online curriculum, parents received an email every two weeks from a
WhyTry trainer. This email contained a reminder to log in to WhyTry for Parents, along with
one or two news stories, YouTube links, or other videos or media that related to one of the 10
visual analogies. The primary reason for this email was to encourage parents to log in and
participate, as well as to provide them with examples of media they could share with other
parents.

The WhyTry for Parents website was monitored by the primary researcher, who is a
Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW) and works for WhyTry as a trainer and research
consultant, and moderates the site as part of her duties at WhyTry. She responded to parents’
questions and comments, monitored the time parents spent on the website, and tracked what
assignments and units were completed. No psychological advice was given to parents.

Data Analysis
An analysis of parent responses to Likert scale items addressed the first research question

regarding the social validity of the goals, effects, and procedures of WhyTry for Parents.
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Multiple survey items corresponded to each goal, each effect, and each procedure. These items
were summed and averaged to obtain an individual parent’s overall score for each goal, effect,
and procedure. Means and standard deviations for all participating parents and all non-
participating parents were then calculated and used to describe the results. For this study, mean
scores between 4.5 and 5 indicated a strong agreement with survey items and provided clear
evidence of social validity, scores from 3.8 to 4.5 indicated a moderate agreement with survey
items and evidence of moderate social validity, and scores below 3.8 indicated neutral parent
responses and weak social validity. A two-sample z-test compared the means between
participating and non-participating parents, and Cohen’s d was used to measure whether the
effect size for each program goal and each program effect was large (0.8), moderate (0.5) or
small (0.2) (Cohen, 1988).

Parents’ responses to open-ended survey items and coordinators’ responses to interview
questions addressed research questions two and three regarding reasons for parents’ levels of
participation and their suggestions for program improvement. Open coding identified concepts
and themes in parent and coordinator responses. Themes in the data were established if two or
more respondents mentioned a specific concept or issue. Axial coding was used to explore

relationships between themes as well as between themes and participant demographics.
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