A follow-up evaluation of the About Boys Course 5-11
Executive summary

This report describes a follow-up evaluation conducted with 15 mothers who had participated in ‘ABC’ courses run by Trefor Lloyd between July and November 2008. This evaluation involved targeting the 30 mothers who had participated in the courses and provided permission and contact details for further follow-up. The evaluation aimed to build on the summative evaluation undertaken at the end of each of course and establish the relevance, utility and impact of the course to mothers over time. 

The evaluation has the following three main findings: 

· Mothers found the courses informative, enjoyable and useful. Many interviewees had and were continuing to employ techniques and strategies for interacting with their sons in the main either to avoid ‘flashpoints’ or manage conflict and challenging behaviour. 

· Mothers participating in this evaluation often felt that their relationship with their son had improved and incidences of conflict between them been reduced or made more manageable as a result of information and skills derived from the course.
· There is great scope for rolling the programme of work out more widely. It meets mothers’ needs, and the content is sound. This evaluation also provides an indication of the array of qualities and skills which are required of a successful facilitator. The use of primary schools as vectors for recruitment and sites for courses proved to be acceptable and efficient.

We are also able to begin to unravel why the course is successful identifying the importance of the context that it creates within which mothers grow more confident about their capacity to take control and influence their sons’ behaviours. No longer seeing themselves as reactive and subject to manipulation they are able to 

deploy the various skills and knowledge acquired through the course.
However, this evaluation also suggests caution about the effects of the course on mother-son interaction.  That is not to say that mothers thought that the course had no effect but rather that these are mediated by other influences including circumstantial changes and their sons’ social development. 

This evaluation produced little evidence that the courses were strongly differentiated by the ages of the mothers’ sons. This might be that this was an effect both of the fact that mothers attended only one course and therefore had no comparator and also that we did not pursue the issue sufficiently in interviews. 

In addition, the question of the impact of the course on boys’ engagement and behaviour in school remains to be investigated further. There were some indications that for some boys changes in the relationship with their mother also affected their attitudes towards school. However, the extent of the effect of the programme on both these areas remains to be assessed. It may be useful to involve schools in this process. 

A follow-up evaluation of the ABC 5-11
1. Introduction

This report describes the outcomes of a follow-up evaluation conducted with mothers who had participated in the six ABC run by Trefor Lloyd between June and December 2008.

1.1 Background and programme content, structure and aims

The ABC is targeted at lone mothers. It aims to increase their understanding of boy’s development and behaviour, to equip them with information and practical advice about providing their sons with boundaries and discipline, and to increase their confidence to support them through difficulties.

Each programme comprises a core of four participative learning sessions delivered to small groups of mothers. The  sessions cover, in order, differences in boys’ and girls’ social, physical and psychological development; discipline and boundaries including different styles of discipline; understanding boys and what motivates them; and, a follow-up on discipline and boundaries including issues such as bedtimes, structure, screens and concentration. Some programmes in the current round of implementation included an extra session organised at the request of mothers’. 
The six programmes subject to follow-up evaluation all took place in primary schools located in the London Borough of Lewisham. The courses ran between June and December 2008. The programmes attracted a total of 57 mothers. The number of mothers enrolling in programmes ranged between 7 and 14 with a mean of 9.5. There was some attrition in all but one course such that the total number of mothers who completed the programme was 43 with a mean of 7.2. Three of the programmes targeted mothers with sons in years 3 and 4, two mothers with sons in reception and year 1 and one programme mothers with sons in years 4 and 5. 

2. Process and initial outcome evaluations
The ABC was subject to ongoing evaluation by the facilitator and participating mothers provided a summative evaluation via a short self-completion questionnaire distributed at the end of each course. The facilitator’s evaluation reflected on both structural and process aspects of the programme, dealing with organisational dimensions including, for example, working with schools to set up each programme and to recruit mothers, the profile and attendance of participants and the content and success of each session. The summative evaluation undertaken with mothers invited them to comment on what they had useful about the programme and what less so; the relevance of the programme content and its impact on their confidence, understanding and capacity to parent their sons. This evaluation also invited mothers to identify any additional input that they would like, any action or provision that they would like the school to take and their assessment of what skills, experience and attitudes are essential in a programme facilitator. 

Thirty of the fifty-seven mothers who participated in the courses contributed to this evaluation process. The summative evaluation concluded the following:
1.
Mothers responded well to the course idea, the practical format and content.

2. 
A significant number of mothers increased their confidence, understanding and range of techniques.

3. 
There is strong coherence in the course’s aims, delivery and impact.

4. 
Recruitment may have been an issue when the recruiter was seen as only targeting ‘problem’ mothers and sons.

5. 
The older sons were the more likely mothers were to be working and have other commitments. This may have implications on whether the courses are delivered in the week during the school day.

6. 
Again the older their sons were, the more pessimistic a significant number of mothers were that their relationships would change. For those mothers there was a noticeable reluctance to try techniques and other homework tasks. This may require a slightly longer course.

7. 
The same format and session content was offered, with mothers’ circumstances determining other additional topics (such as computers and other screens, homework, sleep and routines). The format was flexible enough to accommodate these variations.

8. This programme is likely to be most effective if delivered in reception 
and year one or years one and two.

9. 
The gender of the trainer was much less significant than knowledge of boys’ development and an ability to respond to mothers’ specific questions. In schools, a trainer who is separate from the school also seemed to be important to a significant number of mothers.

10. 
Schools understood the value of the programme and their investment in having a course delivered. They shared mothers’ anxieties about boys and were often interested in staff training. Again this coherence 
of ‘concern’ suggests potential for rolling out the BDP.

3. The follow-up evaluation

Mothers who had participated in the ABC and provided contact details (n=30) were targeted in a follow up evaluation undertaken in January 2009. The principle aim of this evaluation was to assess the impact of the programme on mothers’ ability to parent their sons over the longer term.
In addition, this evaluation sought to elaborate the following specific issues which emerged from the initial evaluation of the programme:

· Mothers’ recall of the course themes, views about their continued or emerging relevance and the utilisation of any of the techniques presented through it;
· The findings of the initial evaluation of the programme with regard to the qualities, experience and skills associated with effective facilitation;
· Mothers’ perceptions of any changes in their sons’ engagement with and behaviour at school and their own relationship with school;

· And, differences in all of the above in relation to the year group in which mothers’ sons were studying. 

This evaluation was undertaken by an external consultant experienced in evaluating small scale interventions. 

3.1 Evaluation methods

3.1.1 Methods 

This follow-up evaluation involved conducting short telephone interviews with mothers who had participated in the ABC. Interviews were conducted to a schedule covering the following:

· Mothers’ recall of the course; 
· What they found useful, including any techniques or knowledge that they had continued to deploy; 
· Whether it had made a difference to mothers’ relationship with their sons and if so in what ways including any changes in their son or his behaviour;
· Whether it had made any difference to their sons’ engagement with and attitudes towards school;

· Whether it had made any difference to their own relationship with their son’s school;

· Whether they had attended any other parenting courses or received advice on raising boys from any other source since attending the course; 
· Whether there were any other issues which had arisen since the course on which they would like advice or information;
· And, finally, the characteristics of an effective facilitator and observations about issues which might be pertinent to rolling the programme out more widely.

Mothers’ responses to the interviews were recorded, in long-hand, via pro forma which summarised their answers to each question and also recorded the time and date on which the interview took place. Interviews lasted between 8 and 20 minutes dependent on the level of detail interviewees provided in response to these questions. 

3.1.2Timing
This follow-up evaluation was implemented at the beginning of January 2009 – almost seven months after the first course had been implemented and one month after the most recent course had ended.

3.1.3 Interviewee selection and recruitment

Thirty mothers were eligible to contribute to this follow-up evaluation. That is, they had completed the end-of-course evaluation survey and provided contact details for further follow-up. The process of interviewee selection and recruitment was framed by three considerations: ensuring that each of the six courses was represented in the follow-up evaluation; ensuring no researcher bias in interviewee selection; and, accumulation of sufficient responses to allow the inference of findings and conclusions about the effects of programme which could be regarded as valid.  

Accordingly, we adopted a recruitment strategy which involved compiling a database of eligible interviewees grouped by programme location and then contacting mothers beginning at the start of this list and interviewing each of those that answered in turn. When we received no answer we moved to the next contact on the list, working through it repeatedly until we had made contact with at least 50% of the participants from each of the programmes.  This process yielded the responses reported in table 1. No mother with whom with made contact refused to provide an interview. In total we interviewed 15 mothers. Of the remaining 15, we were unable to make contact with 10 and for 4 the ‘phone numbers were unreachable. 

Table 1: The sample of mothers contributing to the follow-up evaluation 
	Centre
	No. of mothers attending course
	No. of mothers contributing to post-course evaluation and providing follow-up details
	No. of mothers contributing to follow-up evaluation

	Dalmain and St William of York PS
	14
	8
	4

	Tidemill PS
	13
	8
	3

	Rathefern PS
	7
	4
	2

	Kilmorie PS
	9
	4
	2

	Christchurch PS
	7
	3
	2

	Adamsrill PS
	7
	3
	2

	
	57
	30
	15


3.1.4 Analysis and reporting

Data yielded by these interviews were analysed in relation to the broad themes embodied in questions with a focus on establishing mothers’ recall of the courses and their perceptions of what had been most useful to them. In addition, we noted where issues about the structure, timing and organisation of the courses were raised, other sources of advice accessed since participation in the ABC and any parenting needs and issues which had arisen for mothers.
The findings of the follow-up evaluation are reported here under the following seven headings:
· Mothers’ recall of the programme;

· What mothers had gained from the programme and were finding useful in raising their sons; 

· Mothers’ perceptions of impact of the programme on their parenting of their sons;

· Mothers’ perceptions of the impact of the programme on their sons’ and their own relationship with school;

· Contextual issues effecting the mothers’ perceptions of the utility and impact of the programme on their parenting;
· The structure and organisation of the programme and mothers’ perception of its impact on its relevance and utility;
· Facilitator characteristics and issues around programme roll-out.

In presenting these findings, we have given of the number of interviewees who referred to an issue although it is important to emphasise that this should not be taken to imply the significance of an issue. Quotations from individual interviews are included to illustrate aspects of the findings. With regard to these citations they have been anonymised to protect to confidences of the interviewees in question although the course to which they applied is given.

4. Evaluation findings
4.1 Mothers’ recall of the course 
Mothers’ recall of the ABC was very good. During the preamble to the interview we mentioned the course by name while explaining the purpose of our ‘phone call. Mothers’ immediate responses went well beyond what we might have expected from this prompting. In almost all cases (n=10) eliciting some comments about the utility of the course. Typically, interviewees either praised the course or referred to how much they enjoyed it. 

‘Oh I know. I remember it well. I found it very useful.’
Dalmain and St William of York schools, October 200
‘I thought it was great. I really enjoyed it and I'm still doing the things that Trefor told us about.’
Rathfern School, October 2008
‘How to get my son’s attention; I use that all time. It was so useful to me.’

Kilmorie School, July 2008
4.2 What mothers had gained from the programme and were finding useful in raising their sons 
When asked what they had found particularly useful about the course interviewees tended to mention both practical strategies and/or understanding and insight that they acquired about young masculinities. 
4.2.1 Practical strategies and techniques for raising their sons.

Twelve of the interviewees identified practical strategies and techniques for managing their interaction with their sons as the most useful thing that they had acquired from the course. None of the interviewees reported that their sons had serious behavioural problems but most routinely experienced low-level conflict or challenging behaviour and mentioned specific techniques that they used to manage these occurrences. They also talked about employing these techniques in more mundane interaction with their sons either as means of coping with routine events which might lead to friction (bedtime, being tidy, and so on) or specific tasks and activities such as doing homework. 

In addition, many interviewees used more than one strategy or technique sometimes changing their approach if it was not working or using a particular technique in connection with a particular routine activity or point of friction. 

Four strategies were identified by interviewees.
4.2.1.1 Setting boundaries

Five interviewees talked about the importance of establishing boundaries with their sons. This was most frequently cited as preventative strategy for avoiding conflict by ensuring that their sons were aware of the limits of acceptable behaviour.
‘The main thing I do now is set boundaries...and I stick to them. Then he knows where he stands with me.’





Tidemill School, October 2008

‘I am much better at setting, you know, boundaries and rules now. I mean I did but didn’t stick to them. Now I am firmer.’


Christchurch school, November 2008

4.2.1.2 ‘Touch and tell’

Four interviewees mentioned using the ‘touch and tell’ method for ensuring that they had their sons’ attention when speaking to him as the most useful technique acquired from the course.
‘I think the thing about touching my son, like on arm, when I am talking to him has been the most useful thing. I get his attention that way and he knows I am being serious. I do it if I am angry with him or we’re arguing, oh and I use it just normally too. Like when I want him to brush his teeth and get ready for bed I make sure I’ve got his attention so he knows I that I mean it.’


Tidemill School, October 2008
4.2.1.3 ‘Seven steps’
Five interviews mentioned employing a phased and incremental approach to disciplining their sons as the most useful technique gleaned from the course. 

‘I don’t exactly always use the seven steps like Trefor told them to us but I have them in mind and kind of work through the levels rather than go straight to a huge row with shouting and threats and stuff.’
Dalmain and St William of York school, October 2008

‘I remember the seven steps as the most useful thing. I use it all the time. Just kind of raising the stakes rather that what happened before…when I would pretty quickly lose my temper.’





Kilmorie school, July 2008
4.2.1.4 Rewards as motivation
Two interviews mentioned using rewards to motivate their sons’ towards good behaviour as the most useful technique acquired from the course.
‘I use rewards a lot now…we like agree that if he does something that I want he’ll get something he wants.’



Rathfern school, October 2008.

‘I was using rewards but didn’t really think about it before I went on the course. Now I do it more. If my boy wants things he had to be good. He has to be tidy or clean his teeth or whatever. 

Christchurch school, November 2008

4.2.2 Understanding gender and masculinities
Ten interviewees mentioned acquiring new information and an enhanced understanding of young masculinities as the most useful aspect of the course. Importantly, this came up very frequently in connection with the employment of specific techniques and strategies for responding to or managing boys’ behaviour. For many of these interviewees this was, as one put it, the ‘theory behind the practice’. Coupling the two together seems to have reinforced interviewees’ grasp of both.  
A common thread through interviewees’ accounts was conceptualising 

masculinity as distinct from femininity and this was rehearsed in terms of a range of differences between boys and girls with regard some specific issues. Foremost was a recognition that masculinity is constituted in ways that mean boys respond to concrete and clear instructions, that they prefer the purpose of what they are being asked to do (or not do) to be evident and that they need to know exactly what is required of them and what the consequence of action (or inaction) will be. 

Within this, interviewee’s comments clustered around the following three themes.

4.2.2.1 Understanding motivations

Five interviewees talked about the importance of understanding what motivates boys as a key to parenting them and, in some cases altering their level of engagement and progress in school.
‘I learnt a lot about how boys think and what drives them so to speak. I think now I understand that they think differently to girls and that helps. So my son is doing better in school now – he sees that working is for him and his benefit not mine.’
Dalmain and St William of York school, October 2008
4.2.2.2 Stages and changes 
Two interviewees talked about the importance of learning to think of their son’s behaviour and interaction with them as part of developmental process. This process was understood to be gendered and to involve both moral and social dimensions. 
‘I got really interested in the idea that boys grow up differently to girls and go through stages when they are into everything, or wanting to know how things work, or always asking ‘why this and why that?’. It helped because it opened my eyes to what’s going on and how it’ll change as he gets older.’
Kilmorie school, July 2008

4.2.2.3 Empathising and understanding as a basis for action
Three interviewees fore grounded the acquisition of increased skills in empathising with their sons as a result of understanding young masculinities.  For these interviewees it was knowing why boys behave as they do that allowed them to better understand and judge their own reactions to what they sometimes experienced as irritating responses.
‘I understand why they behave as they do. I am more empathetic. As a result I am less likely to lose my temper and so they respond differently. Before I didn’t understand why they were always restless and fidgety and now I know it doesn’t mean that they’re not listening to me – so I don’t lose it.’

Adamsrill school, October 2008.

4.3 Mothers’ perceptions of the impact of the course on their parenting of their sons

The findings reported thus far give a strong indication of extent and depth of impact of the course on interviewees parenting of their sons. This is especially the case with respect to the employment of practical techniques and strategies for improving interaction between mothers and their sons and grounding this in an enhanced understanding of gender and young masculinities. In this context we want to focus on two other important, and inter-connected, outcomes of the course widely reported by interviewees: changes on their confidence about parenting sons and their capacity and skill to take charge of the mother-son relationship.
4.3.1. Confidence 
Twelve interviewees were very clear that their confidence around parenting their sons had increased as a direct result of participating in the course. This had a number of dimensions. For some mothers it was associated with developing an increased understanding of their sons, for others feeling equipped with practical tips and methods for responding to friction and challenging behaviour, however, in the main, it was associated with successes in employing the strategies and techniques for managing their behaviour acquired from the course.
‘I just feel the most important that came out of the whole thing is that I am much more confident about raising my son. I know more about what he thinks and what he is doing, I have some ways of responding to that and they work.’
Rathftern school, October 2008

Six interviewees also associated an increase in their confidence with reassurance about both their capacity to parent their sons and their son’s behaviour gained from the course directly and also their interaction with other mothers. 

‘It was really good to hear from other mums actually. I think that especially when you’re on your own you worry about if you’re doing it right and if he’s (your son) normal. Is he going wrong? Am I letting him get away with too much? And things like how he’s doing at school and what he finds about adjusting. Once you know you’re not alone…it makes you feel more like you can tackle it.’





Tidemill school, October 2008

4.3.2 Taking control 

As these comments about confidence suggest interviewees often perceived that the course was altering their skills and capacity to parent their sons. An important aspect of this related to a shift in interviewees’ beliefs about where the locus of control sat within their relationships to their sons. Indeed, eight interviewees referred to the way that participation in the course had enabled them to ‘take control’ of that relationship and dispense with a previously held view that their sons could manipulate them.
‘It was like a routine…this would happen then that and then we’d be in fight and I really got a feeling that it was that we needed to break out of. The course helped in that I could use things from it to get us out of our habit.’
Kilmorie school, July 2008

‘I feel so much in control now. Before my son was like the big man, running the house. Now he knows that’s not true…I think you want to do the best for them and just avoid arguing so sometimes you let them call the shots. I know that’s not always right – sometimes they need to know that you know best and you’re the boss. We don’t get it right all the time but things are better.’

Tidemill school, October 2008 
There was some evidence from within these and other interviews that changes of this kind in interviewees’ confidence and capacity to take control of mother-son interaction were linked to changes in self-awareness which might have triggered or been galvanised by participation in the course. 

For example, six interviewees gave accounts in which they explicitly connected changes in their relationship to their sons and their sons’ behaviour to increases in their awareness of the impact of their parenting style. In short, these mothers made it clear that the course had led to see their sons’ behaviour as a reflection of the way that they themselves interacted with them. Issues which figured most prominently here related to interviewees achieving greater control of their temper, avoiding getting into situations which were ‘flashpoints’ for mother-son conflict and recognising under what circumstantial conditions and pressures they were most likely to find it difficult to use the strategies and techniques with which the course had equipped them.

‘We do have fewer arguments but I sometimes find it hard to be consistent. If I get emotional or we’re in a rush then it goes horrible again.’

Adamsrill school, October 2008

‘I think I see better now that how my son reacts is basically down to me. If I am being reasonable he is…if I lose my temper he does. If I don’t take my time to explain things to him I can’t expect him to understand. (laughs) But sometimes it’s difficult to stick with that. I am busy or he just pushes me in a way that means I forget to be patient and think about what I am doing to him.’


Kilmorie school, July 2008
4.3.3 Mothers’ perceptions of the impact of the course on their sons’ behaviour and their relationships with their sons.
The principal theme to emerge in relation to questions about if and how participation in the course had contributed to changes in boys’ behaviour and/or mothers’ relationships with their sons was one of improvement. In total ten interviewees mentioned ways that the mother-son relationship had improved. Importantly, however, most were clear that it was not that poor beforehand. Rather they noted a shift from relationships primarily organised around reacting to their sons’ behaviour and trying to control it to relationships organised around proaction either to stave off or avoid disagreement and conflict. This in itself represented a qualitative improvement in their relationship and generally, as one mother put it, ‘feeling better about ourselves’. 
These changes in the quality of mother-son relationships had three fairly discrete elements. 

4.3.3.1 Improved communication. 

Six mothers talked about having achieved a better level of communication with their sons. This involved boys listening more, and more temperate interaction around issues which might previously have led to disagreement or conflict.

‘We get on better…talk better I think. It’s not just me giving instructions…I suppose it’s down to me understanding what makes him tick…and him knowing now when I tell him something important.’

Dalmain and St William of York school, October 2008 
‘He’s definitely changed. Well we both have. I am more empathetic and he’s more confident with me.’
Christchurch school, November 2008
4.3.3.2 Specific problems reduced 
Two mothers described how changing their parenting techniques contributed to a reduction of a specific difficult behaviour on the part of their sons. 
‘He doesn’t answer me back so much now. I think it’s because he knows that he might lose a privilege or reward.’

Rathfern school, October 2008

‘Bedtimes used to be a bit of problem sometimes. He wouldn’t want to go and I started to put my hand on his shoulder – he stops and pays attention to me now. He knows I mean it. I use rewards too because I know he doesn’t do things for no reason.’

Adamrill school, October 2008

4.3.3.3 Increases in son’s responsibility for their behaviour

Three mothers talked about their sons’ becoming more responsible as a result of employing some of the techniques and strategies acquired through the course. 
‘My son is taking more responsibility now. I thought about his motivation – like internal and external – and saw how he worked and now he’s doing much better at school with reading and writing because he does it for his own reasons – to benefit him.’

Tidemill school, October 2008

4.4 Mothers’ perceptions of the impact of the programme on their sons’ and their own relationship with school.

All interviewees reported that their relationship with their son’s school was satisfactory and none reported any serious problems with their son’s relationship to and behaviour at school. Five mothers felt that the course had had an impact on either their sons’ or their own relationship with the school in all cases improving it still further.  

With regard to boys’ relationship to school the three interviewees who mentioned this all referred to increases in their sons’ confidence, engagement and performance. These were not dramatic, but nonetheless noticeable.

‘He’s always liked school and been a good boy there. What’s happened is that he has got more confident and involved in the school council.’

Dalmain and St William of York school. October 2008
‘My son is doing better in his work now. I think because we are more organised and not falling out he feels better…so he’s into reading and writing and proud of it.’

Kilmorie school, July, 2008
Similarly neither of the two interviewees who mentioned that their relationship with their sons’ school had improved suggested that it has been poor previously. Moreover, it was not the content of the course that had altered that relationship but the way that the school had handled their involvement.

‘I’ve never had a problem with school, but they’ve been really good over this. Like they’d write reminders in the newsletter about the sessions and were just really supportive.’
Adamsrill school, October 2008

‘I think it’s great that schools do this. It means lots of people get to know about it – which is brilliant – and also my school took it really seriously. They were totally supportive and the teacher who organised it was really good. We get on more.’




Kilmorie school, July 2008

4.4 Contextual issues effecting the mothers’ engagement with and the impact of the course

4.4.1 Other responsibilities
For eight mothers their engagement with the course and/or use of the learning acquired through it was negatively influenced by other responsibilities. Work, organising childcare, and other life events figured most prominently. 
‘I really wanted to do the whole course, and so did lots of my friends but the issue is time. Work commitments and childcare are difficult and they keep me away from some of the course and other mums said to me that they couldn’t come at the start so didn’t want to join in late.’

Christchurch school, November 2008

‘I try hard to put the things I learnt into practice but it’s just not going to happen all the time. My other children need my attention and sometimes we’re just too rushed or distracted.’

Tidemill school, October 2008

‘Things happen, that mean I don’t use it as much as I’d like to say I did. So when someone in the family got ill that kind of took over.’
Dalmain and St William of York school, October 2008

4.4.2 Continued relevance of learning
Four interviewees mentioned the continuing relevance of the information, techniques and strategies that they had derived from the course. For two of these mothers the influence of the course was of previously unforeseen benefit in raising their sons’ younger siblings. 

‘I have tried the same things with my younger son and am kind of bringing him up the same way’.



Tidemill school, October 2008

For two other interviewees the issue was around how to continue to utilise the skills that they had acquired as their sons grew older.
‘My son is starting to ask questions about lesbians and gays and relationships and I need to answer these.’

Adamsrill school, October 2008 

‘I think it’s useful stuff but things change really quickly, like when they move school and so you need to keep thinking about how to adapt what you’re doing to how their changing and coping with that.’ 

Christchurch, November 2008

4.4.3 The influence of the wider family context

For four interviewees’ commitment to implementing the learning acquired through the course and its continued relevance were in important ways dependent on their wider family circumstances. For three of the interviewees the main issue was how their sons’ behaviour was being influenced by other family members.

‘I think its fine and good what I’m doing but it’s half the picture. It also depends a lot on what his dad does. He needs to do a course like too otherwise we’re sending different messages.’

Tidemill, October 2008

For one interviewee the issue was the negotiation of different cultural values and attitudes around parenting within the parental relationship.

‘We’re in a multicultural household with three languages and two cultures and sometimes there are tensions. But they’re really between me and my husband. We try to protect the boys from the differences over how they should be raised but they sense the culture-clash and sometimes they take sides.’

Dalmain and St William of York school, October 2008 

4.5 Effective facilitation.

Our interest in asking interviewees about their views about the quality of the facilitation of the courses flows from a desire to roll the programme out and hence begin to sketch out the qualities and skills that might be required of a trainer charged with course delivery. All of the interviewees were extremely positive about the facilitator but also well able to disaggregate their glowing assessments of his charismatic personality from the skills he embodied and which they regarded as essential in any person taking on the role. What figured most highly and frequently were requests that the facilitator be either a skilled worker with experience of working with boys and young men and/or a father: understanding of both boys and parenting were regarded as important. Interviewees also rated knowledge and confidence as highly important qualities in a facilitator and a capacity to be open, flexible and responsive to group and individual needs and concerns. 

4.6 Other findings
4.6.1 Participation in other parenting courses
The interviews suggested that participation in other parenting programmes was low among this group of mothers. In fact only three had accessed any other course and in all cases this was connected to neo-natal care.  

4.6.2 Promoting the course and/or sharing skills to other parents

In the course of the interviews eight mothers talked about either actively promoting the course with other parents and/or sharing skills that they had acquired within their social circle. In most of these cases the interviewees cited these activities in the context of evidencing how useful the course had been. Notably, these activities often stimulated interest thus potentially acting as an important promotional tool.
‘I have been passing on the information that I got in my own limited way. Just when you’re talking to other mums it sometimes comes up…some problem that they’re having or something they’re worried about and I have mentioned things I do because of the course.’

Rathfern school, October 2008

‘Lots of people I’ve talked to about it have said they’d like to do it.’

 Dalmain and St William of York school, October 2008

4.6.3 Additional sessions/issues
Five interviewees mentioned the issue of adding extra sessions to the course as a way of dealing with topics and concerns of specific interest to members of the group. All appreciated the flexibility of the facilitator and also the acknowledgement of their needs that this extension represented. Three interviewees suggested that perhaps each course should include an additional fifth session which could be turned over an issue or issues of specific concern to group members. The topics that these two interviewees mentioned were dealing with sibling rivalry and raising boys in a multi-cultural family context.

4.6.4 Coupling the course to an intervention for boys

Two interviewees suggested that the course for mothers could be coupled to a course for boys. Both of these interviewees thought that boys might benefit from an arena in which they could ‘talk about their concerns and worries’. Their thinking seemed to be influenced by the ages of their sons (both were in the older primary years) as they suggested that as boys sometimes preferred to talk to someone other than or in addition to their parents as they got older. 

4.6.5 Group size, dynamics and attrition

All of the courses except one suffered some participant attrition. Interviewees generally felt that where they had missed a session or sessions that they ‘missed something’, but whilst acknowledging that this was likely to be the case for other mothers in the same position did not feel that it strongly affected the usefulness of the course as a whole and for other participants.
However, comparison of interviewees’ comments relating to the broad issue of group dynamics between those participating in larger and smaller groups does suggest that the there were differences in the way that groups functioned. Perhaps unsurprisingly, in those groups that remained fairly large (6 or more participants in any session) interviewees felt that the group could discuss and explore issues in a fairly general way. They also had a greater pool of experiences to draw on from within the group. Those interviewees who participated in smaller groups felt there was an opportunity to focus on more specific and personal concerns to a greater degree. Importantly, interviewees tended to see both advantages and disadvantages in both contexts. For example, as one interviewee said, ‘it’s fine being a small group so you can talk about what matters to you, but you miss so many other views’. Equally another commented, ‘When there were more of us you do get to hear more views but then you can’t so easily raise something that is more personal’.

Those interviewees who had missed sessions tended to do so because of competing commitments. These typically involved problems with finding childcare, work and less commonly, family issues or problems arising which kept them away. 

Most interviewees saw these as unavoidable hazards and difficulties and recognised that where and whenever courses were held they were not going to be accessible to all mothers on all occasions. 

5. Discussion and conclusions
Overall, the findings of this evaluation exercise are highly consistent with the outcomes of the summative evaluation undertaken at the immediate end of each course. In summary:

· Mothers found the courses informative, enjoyable and useful. Many interviewees had and were continuing to employ techniques and strategies for interacting with their sons in the main either to avoid ‘flashpoints’ or manage conflict and challenging behaviour. 

· Mothers participating in this evaluation often felt that their relationship with their son had improved and incidences of conflict between them been reduced or made more manageable. 

· There is great scope for rolling the programme of work out more widely. It evidently meets mothers’ needs, and thus the content is sound. This evaluation also provides an indication of the array of qualities and skills which are required of a successful facilitator. The use of primary schools as vectors for recruitment and sites for courses proved to be acceptable and efficient.
In addition, this evaluation takes us to someway further in beginning to create an account of the mechanisms through which the course is working for mothers in terms of helping them to achieve these outcomes.

It seems plausible that what the course achieves is not simply a transfer of knowledge and skills but creates a context within which mothers grow more confident about their capacity to take control and influence their sons’ behaviours. It is this attitude or state of mind that enables them to deploy these skills and knowledge. In essence then, the course allows mothers to move from position of feeling manipulated and reactive to feeling in control of and able to pre-empt more difficult moments in their relationships with their sons. 

The more complex question to unravel is where this ‘happens’ within the course and what components or characteristics are essential to allow it to occur. Clearly, the focus on coupling theory and practice in terms of giving mothers insights into the psycho-social development of boys and showing them techniques for interaction which draw on these is important. In addition, the fact that many of these offer opportunities for ‘quick wins’ in terms of having a fairly immediate impact on mother-son interaction is important: at the very least this builds confidence in the course and mothers’ influence. 
However, the influence of other factors such as the reassurance that mothers derive from interacting with other women many of whom are experiencing the same problems and share their concerns about parenting boys should not be discounted. 

This evaluation also suggests caution about the effects of the course on mother-son interaction.  That is not to say that mothers thought that the course had no effect but rather that they often referred to other factors which also influenced their son’s behaviour and their relationships with them. In particular, mothers talked about circumstantial changes and aspects of their sons’ development. 
This evaluation also leaves us with some questions which warrant further consideration. 

There was little evidence from interviewees’ contributions that courses were strongly differentiated by the ages of their sons, although there were suggestions in relation, for example, to the specific behavioural issues that mother faced (homework with older boys bedtime with younger). It might be that this was an effect both of the fact that mothers attended only one course and therefore had no comparator and also that we did not pursue the issue sufficiently in interview. 
The question of the impact of the course on boys’ engagement and behaviour in school remains to be investigated further. There were some indications in the contribution to this evaluation that for some boys changes in the relationship with their mother also affected their attitudes towards school. However, no mother disclosed that her son had serious problems at school, or that their relationship was poor. The extent of the effect of the programme on both these areas remains to be assessed. It may be useful to involve schools in this process. 

The views of those mothers who did not contribute to this evaluation are also important and given that we only made contact with 15 of the 57 involved it is necessary to consider if the views of this sample are representative of the group as a whole. 
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