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Nurturing Parenting Programs and Circle of Parents Support Groups 
 

Prevent Child Abuse Vermont 
 

Fiscal Year 2017-2018 
 

Executive Summary 
 
Prevent Child Abuse Vermont conducts approximately 55 to 60 parenting education and support 
programs per year. Nurturing Parenting Programs are curriculum-based programs that work with 
the entire family. Circle of Parents Support Groups are professionally facilitated, peer-led, self-
help support groups for parents. Approximately one third of these programs are delivered to 
incarcerated parents and to parents on furlough, probation or parole in communities across 
Vermont. 
 
Nurturing Parenting Programs focus on family life skills including healthy communication, non-
abusive discipline, how to have family meetings, developing empathy, preventing child sexual 
abuse, substance abuse, dealing with anger, etc. During State Fiscal Year 2017-18, 44 Nurturing 
Parenting Programs took place in locations throughout Vermont, serving a total of 1,108 parents 
and children. Approximately 63% of participants came voluntarily; most were self-referred, but 
many also came at the suggestion of a professional. Conversely, about 37% of participants were 
required by Family Court or DCF to take parenting education classes. Outcomes were measured 
using a scientifically validated instrument that gauges participants’ likelihood for child abuse or 
neglect in five constructs that are commonly found in abusive parenting. Statistically significant 
improvements were made in all five constructs among our 2017-18 participants. 
 
Circle of Parents Support Groups are professionally facilitated, peer led support groups. They 
provide an empowering, supportive environment where participants practice mutual self-help for 
the prevention of child abuse. Approximately 90% percent of all Circle members in 2017-18 
were self-referred. Parents came because they wanted help and recognized that they needed it. 
We conducted 16 Circle of Parents Support Groups in the 2017-18 fiscal year. These 16 groups 
served a total of 1,088 parents and children. Our results demonstrated that Circle of Parents 
Support Groups enhanced protective factors, including better family functioning, emotional 
support, and nurturing and attachment. Research has documented that parent support groups stop 
child physical abuse faster than any other form of treatment. Emotional abuse decreases in direct 
proportion to the length of time a parent remains in the group.  
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Performance in a Results-Based Accountability Perspective 
 
In keeping with the RBA framework, this report addresses three fundamental questions: (1) How 
much did we do? (2) How well did we do it? (3) Is anyone better off? A summary follows: 
 
(1) How much did we do? In State Fiscal Year 2017-18, PCAVT conducted 44 Nurturing 
Parenting Programs, serving 383 parents and 725 children for a total of 1108 people. We also ran 
16 Circle of Parents Support Groups, serving 389 parents and 699 children for a total of 1088 
people. In total, we implemented 60 parent education and support groups, serving 2196 people. 
 
(2) How well did we do it? We did it with excellent program quality and efficiency. We used 
the Strengthening Families approach to inform our strategies, build protective factors, and reduce 
the likelihood of child abuse and neglect. We conducted well-established, evidence-based 
programs all around the State with a team of five staff (one Program Manager, four Regional 
Coordinators), 160 volunteers, and nearly 140 collaborating partners. We adhered to program 
structure with fidelity. We trained all volunteers in the philosophy and curricula, mandated 
reporting, awareness of substance abuse, group dynamics, and team building. We also employed 
process and outcome measures to assess how we and the program participants were doing. The 
primary outcome measures employed were scientifically validated instruments, namely the Adult 
Adolescent Parenting Inventory (AAPI) and the Protective Factors Survey. 
 
(3) Is anyone better off? The AAPI is a 40 item instrument that measures participants’ 
likelihood for abuse in five constructs that are commonly found in abusive and/or neglectful 
parenting. The constructs are: inappropriate expectations of children, lack of empathy for 
children's needs, belief in corporal punishment, parent-child role reversal, and oppressing 
children’s power and independence. We administer the AAPI in the first session (pre) and in the 
last session (post) of our Nurturing Programs. The 2017-18 results showed a significant 
improvement on all five constructs by program participants: 14% increase in knowledge of child 
development and appropriate expectations for children; 21% improvement in empathy; 12% 
increase in knowledge of alternatives to corporal punishment; 18% improvement in assuming 
appropriate family roles; and 8% improvement in appropriately encouraging children's 
independence. Increases of more than 5% are statistically significant. 
 
Using a retrospective pre-test method, Circle members are asked how the group has helped them 
and what has changed in their lives since joining the program. The 20 items on the Protective 
Factors Survey measure Family Functioning/ Resilience, Social Connections, Knowledge of 
Parenting and Child Development, Concrete Support in Times of Need, and Nurturing and 
Attachment. Participant responses indicate that members felt they could rely on the group for 
information and support for parenting issues. Participants said they experienced improved family 
functioning (improved by 15%), felt greater social support (increased 18%), gained positive 
parenting skills and knowledge of child development (13%), experienced increased concrete 
support (10%), and improved bonding and nurturing (17%). These responses show that members 
felt more able to cope with challenges within their families, learned about child development, 
improved communications, and experienced improved bonding and connections. These changes 
decrease the likelihood of family dysfunction and child abuse and neglect. 
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Prevent Child Abuse Vermont 

Prevent Child Abuse Vermont (PCAV) is the Vermont Chapter of Prevent Child Abuse America 
and the National Circle of Parents. The mission of PCAV is to promote and support healthy 
relationships within families, schools and communities to eliminate child abuse. Our goals are to 
empower children to be heard; train all who interact with children on proven methods to prevent 
child abuse and neglect; and end the generational cycle of abuse. PCAV has been serving 
children and families at significant risk of child abuse and neglect for 40 years by creating, 
adopting and carrying out proven, effective prevention programs. PCAV serves thousands of 
children, adolescents, parents, caregivers and educators each year through the implementation of 
sixteen prevention programs, including Nurturing Parenting Programs® and Circle of Parents® 
Support Groups. 

Program Descriptions: Nurturing Parenting Programs and Circle of Parents Support 
Groups: 

Nurturing Parenting Programs and Circle of Parents Support Groups teach at-risk parents how to 
understand their children’s developmental needs and behaviors and how to positively 
communicate with their children and manage their own stress so they do not harm their children. 
The focus is on promoting healthy relationships between parents and children in order to prevent 
abuse and neglect with the ultimate goal of having children live in stable, supported families. 
Through the programs, parents learn critical skills and behaviors that foster empathy, build 
communication, create developmentally appropriate rules/expectations, increase their knowledge 
of available community resources, learn problem solving strategies, and gain a sense of 
community with their peers in the program. The programs empower parents to become positive 
leaders of their families so that they are better equipped to listen, nurture, communicate and 
safely discipline. Parents are able to become better role models by learning about their own 
needs as well as the needs of their children. Children learn how to control their behavior; 
increase their sense of self-worth; understand their strengths and limitations; and learn how to 
express their needs.  

Nurturing Parenting Programs (NPP) are curriculum-based, parenting education programs 
that work with the entire family. Families participate in weekly 2 ½ hour sessions that meet from 
9 to 18 weeks, depending on the curriculum used. There are a total of twelve different curricula 
used in Vermont, and they include: the Prenatal Nurturing Parenting Program (9 weeks); NPP for 
Families with Children ages 0-5 (16 weeks); NPP for Families with Children ages 5-11 (15 
weeks); Nurturing Program for Parents and Adolescents (12 weeks); NPP for Teenage Parents 
(16 weeks); Nurturing Program for Military Families (15 weeks); NPP for Parents with Special 
Learning Needs (17 weeks); Nurturing Program for Families in Substance Abuse Treatment and 
Recovery (18 weeks); Nurturing Father’s Program (13 weeks); Nurturing Program for Foster and 
Adoptive Families (15 weeks); and Nurturing Program for Parents and Their Children with 
Health Challenges (12 weeks). At each session, parents and children take part in separate, age-
appropriate activities as well as share a healthy meal and family nurturing time together. Parents 
learn what children think and feel; what to expect from children at different ages; how to deal 
with little frustrations before they become big ones; how to recognize and deal with children’s 
feelings and needs; and how to recognize and attend to their own feelings and needs.  
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The Nurturing Parenting Programs are carried out by trained volunteer facilitators. The 
facilitators are trained by PCAV’s Family Support Programs Coordinators on the programs’ 
philosophy, curriculum, activities and evaluation. Additionally, all volunteers receive training 
from a Coordinator or a certified substance abuse clinician on the impact of substance abuse on 
the family, signs and symptoms of substance abuse and ways of intervening. Volunteers undergo 
a background check before serving. All programs are offered free of charge to families. 

Circle of Parents Support Groups are professionally facilitated, peer-led, self-help support 
groups for parents. Circle of Parents groups are ongoing and meet weekly for 2 hours. Circle 
offers parents the opportunity to explore their parenting in a safe and confidential manner. 
Parents come together and share their experiences, challenges and successes with parenting. 
Many parents come to the support groups because they feel isolated and alone; are afraid that 
they might abuse their children; are experiencing conflict with a current or former partner on 
how to parent children; want to end the cycle of abuse they themselves experienced as children; 
or simply because they want new parenting ideas as their children grow older. They learn that 
they are not alone and that they can change. Parents learn new parenting ideas; replace old, 
harmful parenting ways with new, healthy ways; give support to other parents; receive support 
from other parents; and build friendships.   

Circle of Parents operates using a shared leadership model, where a PCAV trained volunteer 
professional co-leads the group with a trained parent leader who is also a group member. Parents 
attending Circle of Parents Support Groups are encouraged to take leadership roles within the 
group. Childcare is provided by professionally trained, background checked volunteers. Circle 
groups take place in a variety of locations around the state, including prisons. 
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Outcome Measures for Nurturing Parenting Programs and Circle of Parents Support 
Groups 

The Nurturing Parenting Programs are quantitatively evaluated through two pre and post-test 
instruments, the Adult Adolescent Parenting Inventory-2 (AAPI-2) and the Substance Use 
Questionnaire. The AAPI-2 is a scientifically validated tool that measures participants’ 
parenting attitudes in five constructs that are present in abusive parents and indicate the 
likelihood for abuse and neglect. The constructs are: inappropriate expectations of children; lack 
of empathy; belief in corporal punishment; parent-child role reversal, and oppression of 
children’s power and independence. The Substance Use Questionnaire measures parents’ 
attitudes regarding substances and how they affect children. In addition, parents complete 
weekly logs describing how they, their children and their family as a whole are changing as a 
result of the program. They also indicate how they experienced each session and what, if 
anything, could be improved upon. This information is reviewed by the group facilitators and 
helps them determine how the group is progressing and how they can help parents benefit most 
from the program. Prior to attending, parents are screened through a pre-program interview to 
establish what their goals are for attending. At the end of the program, they have a post-
program interview to discuss if they achieve the goals they set and what their needs are as they 
leave the program. Referrals are made to other programs and professionals as needs are 
identified.      

Our Circle of Parents Support Groups are evaluated through a Circle of Parents Survey that 
takes place twice per year. The survey asks parents questions such as, “Why did you become 
interested in a parent support group?” and “What keeps you coming to the group?” The survey 
provides parents with a variety of choices that they can select (more than one answer is allowed, 
and they can add their own comments). In addition, they are asked how the group has helped 
them and what has changed in their life since being a part of the group. The main part of the 
survey is based on Protective Factors, defined in terms of family functioning, parental resilience, 
knowledge of child development, social support, and nurturing and attachment. Items on the 
survey measure different areas of parenting, such as parenting skills, self-management 
capabilities, quality of parent-child relationships, and accessing community resources. We feel 
that with these questions, we obtain an accurate picture of how Circle of Parents Support Groups 
is helping parents grow and positively affect their relationships with their children. 
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PCAV Results from Fiscal Year 2017-2018 

In this section, the all important question, "Is anyone better off?" will be addressed, first 
regarding Nurturing Parenting Programs and then for Circle of Parents Support Groups. 

Nurturing Parenting Programs: 

During 2017-18, 44 Nurturing Parenting Programs took place in locations throughout Vermont, 
serving a total of 1,108 parents and children. Approximately 63% of participants came 
voluntarily; most were self-referred, but many also came at the suggestion of a professional. 
About 37% of participants were required by Family Court or DCF to take parenting classes. 

The Nurturing Parenting Programs are evaluated through the Adult Adolescent Parenting 
Inventory-2 (AAPI-2), which measures participants’ likelihood for abuse in five constructs that 
are commonly found in abusive parenting. The constructs are: inappropriate expectations of 
children, lack of empathy, belief in corporal punishment, parent-child role reversal, and 
oppressing children’s power and independence. The AAPI-2 is a norm-referenced inventory. As 
such, raw scores are converted into “sten” or standard scores. The sten scores range from 1 to 10. 
Low sten scores (1 to 3) generally indicate a high risk for abusive parenting behaviors. High sten 
scores (7 to 10) indicate positive, nurturing parenting attitudes and a low risk for abuse. Sten 
scores in the 4 to 7 range represent a moderate risk for abuse.  

Results for programs that were conducted during the July 1, 2017-June 30, 2018, period are 
shown in the chart below:  
 

2017-2018 Nurturing Parenting Programs® 

 

Construct 

Pre-Test 
Group 

Average 

Post-Test 
Group 

Average 

% 
Change 

A. Appropriate Parental Expectations 5.7 6.5 +14% 

B. Parental Empathy Toward Children’s Needs 5.3 6.4 +21% 

C. Belief in the Use and Value or Corporal Punishment 6.3 7.0 +12% 

D. Parent-Child Role Reversal 6.0 7.1 +18% 

E. Oppressing Children’s Power and Independence 5.8 6.3 +8% 

TOTALS 

29.1 33.3 +15% 

 

(Note: A change of 5% or more is considered by social science research standards to be 
statistically significant.) 
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The sten score in Construct A, Expectations of Children, improved by 14%.  Many parents 
starting a Nurturing Parenting Program have somewhat unrealistic expectations about how their 
children should behave – for instance, all children should be potty-trained by a certain age, all 
children should be talking by a certain age, etc. Often they have limited knowledge of what is 
developmentally appropriate.  An average sten score of 6.5 on the post-test makes it clear that 
participants understood the concepts presented in the curriculum very well and left the program 
with a better understanding of child development.  

We know that empathy is perhaps the most important quality a parent can possess. Lack of 
empathy is a predictor in so many abusive behaviors, including child sexual abuse, domestic 
violence, and other criminal behavior. Many parents begin the program fearing that behaving 
with kindness and warmth might spoil their children.  Often they believe that children should 
always “behave” well and know what parents want them to do. Nurturing Parenting Programs 
teach empathy for children, parents and their partners.  The 21% improvement in Construct B, 
Parental Empathy Toward Children, is an extremely positive result. 

There are many parents who believe that corporal punishment is an effective and even necessary 
means of discipline (“Spare the rod, spoil the child”), even though research indicates that this not 
necessarily the case, particularly in the long run, and that we should have concerns about this 
approach to parenting. Scores on Construct C, Belief in the Use of Corporal Punishment, 
improved by 12% across our Nurturing Parenting Programs. An average sten score of 7.0 at the 
post phase indicates that parents had a great grasp of knowledge and belief in alternatives to 
corporal punishment by the end of the program.  

Reversing Parent-Child Roles, Construct D, showed a positive sten score of 7.1 at the end of the 
program. Parents who are already vulnerable due to poverty, substance abuse, domestic violence 
issues, etc, can have great difficulty being adults. They are often unable to respond to their 
children’s emotional and social cues and more often than not, the children take on the role of the 
parent.  Quite often, overly-stressed parents want their children to be there for them instead of 
them being there for their children. Many parents feel their children should be their best friends. 
It is exciting to see such a good sten score here. The 18% improvement in this construct reflects 
the parents’ embracing their own adulthood and parental role as well as a deeper appreciation for 
what it means to be a child. 

The last construct, Oppression of Children’s Power and Independence, is the most difficult for 
parents to grasp, which we believe explains the lower score. Many parents start the program with 
their children being “out of control” and have little idea, besides yelling, hitting, or threatening, 
how to manage their children’s behavior. When they learn positive, nurturing and appropriate 
ways to discipline and communicate with their children, they begin to feel in control, usually for 
the first time. Consequently, it becomes challenging to learn how to give power and 
independence back to their children in age appropriate ways. However, the parents in our groups 
showed improvement in their scores by 8%. This is a good result.  
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Participants also completed a Substance Use Questionnaire that measures their attitudes and 
beliefs around substance use and how it affects families. The Substance Use Questionnaire 
results were as follows:   

Pre-Test:  

• 80% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about smoking 
• 76% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about alcohol use 
• 75% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about marijuana 
• 72% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about other drug use 
• 64% were aware of community resources to help parents and children with alcohol, 

marijuana and other drug use 
• 77% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about tobacco use 
• 76% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about alcohol use 
• 72% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about marijuana use 
• 72% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about other drug use 
 

Post-Test:  

• 91% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about smoking 
• 89% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about alcohol use 
• 88% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about marijuana 
• 85% felt prepared and able to talk with their children about other drug use 
• 78% were aware of community resources to help parents and children with alcohol, 

marijuana and other drug use 
• 90% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about tobacco use 
• 87% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about alcohol use 
• 85% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about marijuana use 
• 85% felt able to set up family rules and expectations about other drug use 
 

The Nurturing Parenting Program provides a supportive group-based, educational environment 
in which families can begin to address the risk factors associated with substance abuse and 
enhance the protective factors that decrease the likelihood of abuse. The results clearly 
demonstrate that after participating in a program parents feel more prepared and able to talk with 
their children about drug use, are more informed about community resources, and are better able 
to set up family rules and expectations regarding these matters. The increased confidence about 
talking with children and greater knowledge in this arena reduces the likelihood of substance 
abuse and family dysfunction in the future. 
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Circle of Parents Evaluation: 

In 2017-18, 16 Circle of Parents Support Groups took place. These 16 groups served a total of 
1,088 parents and children.  
 
Our Circle of Parents Support Groups are evaluated through a Circle of Parents Survey that 
takes place twice per year. The Survey asks parents some questions that we asked before in 
earlier questionnaires, such as, “Why did you become interested in a parent support group?” and 
“What keeps you coming to the group?” and gives parents a variety of choices that they can 
select (more than one answer is allowed). They are also asked how the group has helped them 
and what has changed in their lives since being a part of the group. The 20 items in this second 
section of the Survey are based on Protective Factors and measure Family Functioning/ 
Resiliency, Social Connection, Child Development/Knowledge of Parenting, Concrete Support 
in Times of Need, and Nurturing and Attachment, and. We feel that this Survey gives us an 
accurate picture of how Circle of Parents Support Groups is helping parents evolve as parents 
and positively affect parent-child relationships. 

Many of the group members who completed surveys grew up in homes filled with child abuse. 
Additionally, some grew up in homes where there was domestic violence between the adults 
and/or with parents/caregivers who abused substances. Key findings follow: 

Why parents joined the Circle of Parents Support Group:  

• 47% wanted to learn more about parenting in general; 
• 52% reported that they were abused or neglected as children and/or were exposed to 

domestic violence; 
• 60% responded that they joined the support group because they wanted parenting 

tips/new ideas about specific parenting issues. 
 
Participants were asked to respond to a series of statements concerning their views and 
experiences before joining the group and at the current time. The percentage of change from 
when respondents started Circle to the time of the Survey is reported here. Results for a few key 
items follow: 
 
How the group has impacted participants:        Change (start to present) 

Family Functioning/Resilience       15% improvement 
Social Connections        18% improvement 
Knowledge of Parenting/Child Development     13% improvement  
Concrete Support in Times of Need      10% improvement 
Nurturing and Attachment       17% improvement 
 
Participant responses indicate that members felt they could rely on the group for information and 
support for parenting issues. Participants said they felt more able to cope with challenges within 
their families, learned about child development, improved communications, and experienced 
improved bonding and connections. 
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Background Research on Nurturing Parenting Programs and Circle of Parents Support 
Groups 

The effects of child abuse are devastating and are often directly linked to problems later in life. 
Most of the physical effects of child abuse are temporary, but the psychological consequences 
often last a lifetime. Victims of child abuse face numerous psychological and behavioral 
problems that carry over into their adult lives. The immediate effects can include depression, 
anxiety, fear, guilt, suicidal behavior, acting out, withdrawal, eating disorders, self-mutilation, 
and school performance problems. When these children reach adulthood, they often continue to 
exhibit depression and anxiety, develop alcohol and drug abuse problems, and show an increased 
likelihood that they will be the victims of sexual assault and domestic violence. Abused children 
also exhibit high degrees of antisocial and delinquent behavior and adolescence and criminal 
behavior in adulthood (Bavolek, Kline & McLaughlin, 1979). Child abuse has clearly been 
shown to be one of the leading causes in the development of juvenile delinquency and criminal 
behavior in adults (Strauss, 1991). A National Institute of Justice study found that being abused 
or neglected as a child increased the likelihood of adult criminal behavior by 28% and violent 
crime by 30%. Additionally, there is a high probability for adult substance abuse and domestic 
violence (National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect, 2005). Interestingly, Dr. Vincent 
J. Felitti, M.D., founder of The California Institutes of Preventive Medicine and one of the 
authors of the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study (1998), found that child abuse 
influences the likelihood of some of our most common health problems in the United States, 
such as cancer, high blood pressure, and heart disease, as well as other behavioral issues, 
including mental illness, obesity, substance abuse, and smoking. 
 
Nurturing Parenting Programs: 

The Nurturing Parenting Program originated in research conducted by Stephen J. Bavolek, Ph. 
D., and colleagues. The program came about when, in 1979, the National Institute of Mental 
Health funded a 2-year national project to develop and research a family-centered parenting 
program to help curb the serious and growing problem of child abuse and neglect. The result was 
a group- and home-based intervention effort called the Nurturing Parenting Program. In order to 
identify and categorize the known behaviors of abusive parents, Bavolek and his colleagues 
reviewed the literature and analyzed information from professionals in the field of child abuse 
and neglect. They identified five constructs related to abusive and neglectful parenting: 
inappropriate expectations of children, lack of empathy toward children’s needs, belief in 
corporal punishment, parent-child role reversal, and oppression of children’s power and 
independence (Bavolek, 1979). Nurturing Parenting Programs work on changing parents’ 
attitudes in these five constructs and measures the changes through pre and post-tests. The 
Program is based on six assumptions: the family is a system; empathy is the single most 
desirable quality in nurturing parenting; parenting exists on a continuum; learning is both 
cognitive and affective; children who feel good about themselves are more likely to become 
nurturing parents; and no one truly prefers abusive interactions.  

Nurturing Parenting Programs have been shown statistically to be effective in decreasing child 
abuse and neglect. The first NPP targeted parents and their school-age children 4 to 12 years 
identified by Child Protective Services as abusive and/or neglecting or at high risk for 
abuse/neglect. The results showed that 80% of the families completed the program and that the 
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vast majority demonstrated significant improvements on many measures. The initial study of the 
program showed that 93% of participants modified abusive parent-child interactions. 
Longitudinal follow-up the following year found recidivism rate of only 7% compared to a 
national average in the range of 35% to 80%, depending on the particular research cited 
(Bavolek, McLaughlin & Comstock, 1983).  

Since the initial project, there have been approximately thirty scientific research studies 
establishing the validity and effectiveness of various NPP offerings. The experience of nurturing 
has been shown to have a positive influence on self-worth, while child abuse negatively impacts 
self-worth. An individual’s sense of self-worth has been shown to be the best predictor of how he 
or she will treat others, and this is critical in the prevention of child abuse and neglect (Cohn, 
1979). Family focused programs are more effective than programs that focus solely on the child 
or the parents; Additionally, family programs that produce changes in ongoing family dynamics 
and environment are the most effective in the long term (Kumpfer & Alvarado, 1998). Effective 
programs improve the parent-child relationship and then focus on family communication, 
parental monitoring and discipline (Kumpfer, 1996). Family intervention researchers believe that 
to have a lasting positive effect on the developmental outcome of a child, it is essential to create 
more nurturing and supportive parent-child interactions. Support and guidance by well-adjusted 
parents provide a sustaining positive influence on children’s development and risk status for 
delinquency (Kumpfer & Alvarado, 1998).  

Backed by an extensive body of research, a number of national organizations and federal 
agencies have supported the Nurturing Parenting Programs as evidenced-based, validated family 
approaches for the prevention of child abuse and neglect. Studies have shown that family 
members retain the initial changes they make as a result of taking the Nurturing Parenting 
Program longer than with any other family/parent education course. The Nurturing Parenting 
Programs are recognized by the National Registry of Effective Programs and Practices (NREPP), 
the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA), the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP), and the Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP) as evidenced-based 
parenting programs. The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) recently reviewed parenting programs for their new classification system. The 
Nurturing Parenting Program was given a “Supported Efficacious” standing, based on findings.  
 

Circle of  Parents Support Groups: 

Research shows that Circle of Parents is effective in decreasing the likelihood for child abuse 
and neglect. Circle of Parents has historical roots in Parents Anonymous. A national study by 
Behavior Associates (1976) showed that participants in a Parents Anonymous program showed a 
significant and immediate reduction in physical abuse and verbal abuse. In addition to decreasing 
risk factors such as parental stress and depression, studies show that Circle of Parents Support 
Groups promote protective factors, including better family functioning, emotional support, and 
nurturing and attachment. Research has documented that parent support groups stop child 
physical abuse faster than any other form of treatment. Emotional abuse decreases in direct 
proportion to the length of time a parent remains in the group.  
 
Other changes include increased self-esteem, decreased social isolation and enhanced knowledge 
of child development in parents, resulting in more appropriate behavioral expectations of their 
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children (Leiber & Baker, 1977). This approach has been identified as the most effective strategy 
for the prevention of child maltreatment (Kumpfer & Alvarado, 1998; National Research 
Council, 1993). Studies of mutual support and shared leadership indicate that the effectiveness of 
Circle of Parents can be attributed to its shared leadership-mutual support approach where 
parents can discuss their problems in a reciprocally supportive setting (Blizinsky, 1982; Levine, 
1988; Nix, 1980; Reissman & Carroll, 1995; Thompson, 1994, 1995; and Yoak & Chester, 
1985). Circle simultaneously eliminates risk factors such as unrealistic expectations, destructive 
attitudes and harmful behaviors, while enhancing protective factors such as increased self-
esteem, increased competencies, and provision of a nurturing environment for parents and their 
children (Pion-Berlin, 1999). By starting with families as early as possible to improve parenting 
practices and provide parental support, family strengthening programs can curb delinquency and 
crime, reduce problem behaviors, prevent drug use, decrease family conflict and strengthen 
communities (American Psychological Association, 1996; King et al., 1992; Kumpfer & 
Alvarado, 1998; Mayer, 1995).  

One of the challenges has been to arrive at consensus on a valid way of measuring the impact of 
Circles. The National Circle of Parents Support Group (PCAV is a member) decided on the 
Protective Factors Survey as the basis for an evidence-based assessment tool. Though there are 
numerous instruments designed to measure individual protective factors, there wasn’t a single 
instrument that assessed multiple protective factors against child abuse and neglect. In 2004, The 
FRIENDS National Resource Center for Community-Based Child Abuse Prevention began a 
project to develop a Protective Factors Survey (PFS) for its network of federally-funded 
Community Based Child Abuse Prevention (CBCAP) programs. This project was initiated to 
help programs better assess changes in family protective factors, a major focus of prevention 
work.  
 
The PFS has undergone three national field tests and is now considered an evidenced-based 
measurement tool by the California Clearinghouse on Evidence-Based Practices (2010). PCAV 
has adopted this tool as its primary measure for Circles. The PFS is designed for use with 
caregivers receiving child maltreatment prevention services. The instrument measures protective 
factors in five areas: family functioning/resiliency, social support, concrete support, nurturing 
and attachment, and knowledge of parenting/child development.  
 
 


