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Remarriage and Stepfamily Education
OFA Federal Project #90FE0129
HS Federal Project #90YD0227
Summary of Project 
Overview

The U.S. Office of Family Assistance and the Office of Head Start grants monies to Utah State University to provide remarriage and stepfamily education throughout Utah. In collaboration with established community agencies, educational classes are being offered at no cost to married and non-married couples with stepchildren. This report summarizes the data gathered from a sample of these classes. The adults who attend the classes report statistically significant increases in knowledge and skills related to healthy relationships. Participants also experience statistically significant increases in relationship stability and satisfaction. Overall, participants report that remarriage and stepfamily education classes are very helpful.
Who participates?

Classes are offered at 12 different sites throughout Utah. In a  sampling of 456 adult participants, including 209 couples, sixty-one percent were married; 32% were in an unmarried relationship, and 7% were single parents. Sixty percent of participants were Caucasian and 36% were Hispanic. The average age was 36 with a range of 18 to 77. Fifty-six percent had only 12 years of education or less. Sixty-six percent made less than $30,000 annually and 55.6% had children who received free or reduced school lunches. Over 1,000 children between the ages of 6-17 have attended with their parents. 
What do they do?
Participants attend 6 sessions of the Smart Steps: Embrace the Journey curriculum in either English or Spanish. Adults and children meet separately for the first hour-and-a-half and then combine for a family activity. Participants are taught relational skills such as communication, conflict management, and commitment. At the end of each lesson participants complete an evaluation, which captures their level of knowledge or skill before and after attending the class.
What do they learn?

Participants report significant increases (p < .001) in all of the following knowledge areas:

· Awareness of stepfamily financial issues 

· Knowledge of stepparents legal status 

· Understanding of empathy 

· Knowledge of child/adolescent development 

· Understanding of parenting styles 

· Awareness of stepparenting strategies 

· Knowledge of discipline techniques 

· Understanding of healthy communication patterns 

· Awareness of the importance of building positives interactions into relationships 

· Understanding of the effects of divorce on kids 

· Knowledge of strategies that "buffer" the negative effects of divorce 

· Understanding of healthy co-parenting strategies 

· Knowledge of the effects of stress 

· Awareness of ways to handle stress 

Participants also report significant increases (p < .001) in all of the following skill areas:

· Ability to recognize stepfamily myths 
· Ability to communicate about financial issues 

· Ability to identify sources of conflict 

· Ability to identify individual/family strengths 

Does the program strengthen relationships?

Prior to beginning the classes (T1), participants answer various questions about the quality of their couple relationship. At the end of the classes (T2), participants answer the same questions. One month later (T3), during a booster session, participants once again respond to the same questions.
As illustrated in Figure 1, individuals in this subsample reported increased agreement with their partner on key relational issues: finances, dealing with family/relatives, dealing with ex-spouses/ partners, and parenting. The increases in all four areas, from T1 to T3, were statistically significant (p < .03). 
Figure 1. Mean scores of Agreement on Key Relational Issues
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Figure 2 depicts mean commitment scores for each of the 4 commitment questions (Stanley, Markman, Whitton, 2002). Positive increases are visible in all 4 areas of the commitment scale. In this subsample, total commitment scores increased significantly from T1 to T2 and T1 to T3 (p < .001). 
Figure 2. Mean scores of Commitment
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Results for relationship instability (Booth, Johnson, & Edwards, 1983) are presented in Figure 3. Total Instability scores decreased (stability increased) from T1 to T3 (p < .05).
Figure 3. Mean scores of Relationship Instability
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Results from the quantitative evaluation are promising and suggest that remarriage education is effective. The data indicates that relationship quality is enhanced over the course of program participation. The data also suggests that positive program effects are sustained and actually continue on the desired trajectory one month following the in-class sessions. 
Comments from Participants
Results from the qualitative evaluation are equally promising. Participants report various benefits for their couple relationship, family relationships, and with their children. Below are representative responses from face-to-face interviews with adult participants. 

Benefits for the COUPLE RELATIONSHIP
We have already come up with a plan on how to work with our money directly from this class. We have made an appointment to have our whole family sit down and draw up some guidelines about money. The money part really helped us because we didn’t know what we were going to do, and you know people can fight about money. (Caucasian female, age 39)
I found out more about my husband. There are some things that we really have not talked about and he was able to share those with me. I felt like we were courting again and that was very pleasing to me. (Hispanic female, age 34)
We learned we need to just try harder… I’m going to push harder through each problem and make it work. (Caucasian male, age 43)
As a couple we want to share more. We need to make decisions, or set rules in the home, together. (Hispanic female, age 32)
Benefits for FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS
I thought it was great. We learned about how many people are part of a stepfamily, one way or another. You don’t need to feel like you’re messed up and kind of an outcast from society. (American Indian male, age 39)

I learned that I have to change the way I communicate, change the way I control stress so that I don’t affect the family with my individual stress. We were given the tools by the people who taught this course. Now, it’s applying them. (Hispanic male, age 44)

I’ve finally realized that just going to the doctor isn’t enough time with them [the children]. I think that we’re actually going to set a night aside as just family night and play some games, no TV. We actually went and bought a kitchen table so we can actually sit as a family to eat. (Caucasian female, age 46)
I would recommend the course to others. It really helped to be able to unite the family and I 
think it would benefit any couple who wants to keep moving forward with their family, with their new stepfamily. If they want to do something to keep going, this course is very worth it. (Hispanic female, age 38)
Benefits for PARENT/CHILD RELATIONSHIPS
It was awesome…it enabled us to go home and talk about what they had learned and what we learned. We had some bumps in the road over the course of time, but I think it was beneficial as far as getting some understanding of where my daughter was coming from and also where my fiancée’s daughters were coming from, and their concerns. I’m more conscious about where my step-kids are coming from. I’m more understanding, I think, and I’m learning to be more empathetic. Whereas before, in my mind, I think I would judge. (Hispanic male, age 39) 

Recently we had a problem with one of the boys. He was on the wrong path. My wife told me we need to do what we had heard in one of the classes. We sat down and talked like civilized people and it’s all getting resolved. (Hispanic male, age 40)
Learning I don’t have to be a parent to her, I can be just her friend and that has helped with our relationship…I feel like I’m actually a successful step-parent rather than a failure. (Caucasian female, age 46)
Report prepared by Dr. Brian Higginbotham, Dr. Linda Skogrand, and Katie Henderson; © USU Extension. 
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