OPA BRIEF
Engaging Parents and Caregivers in Programs
For Teen Healthy Relationships and Sexual Health
This tip sheet provides suggestions for different ways to engage
parents, guardians, and caregivers in teen pregnancy prevention
programs. The literature shows that it’s important for parents to be
involved in teen pregnancy prevention efforts and to help parents
have conversations with their teens about healthy relationships and
their sexual health. This tip sheet accompanies a set of conversation
cards that parents can use to start conversations about different
topics related to sexual health and relationships with their teens.
Adolescence encompasses the transition between childhood
dependency and adult independence, and the evolution from
family-centered relationships to peer-centered relationships to adult
relationships, partnerships and marriage. Our goal for adolescents
should be to help them to achieve optimal health, which has a
holistic focus with the aim of attaining the best possible health
outcomes by promoting healthier behaviors and not merely the absence of disease. When applying an optimal health model
to sexual health, we define sexual health as a state of physical, mental, social, spiritual, and intellectual health and well-being.
Therefore, in adolescents, we apply a primary prevention or risk avoidance model of preventing illness and/or behaviors before
they are initiated. While this is the overall message to the population, optimal sexual health messages for adolescents should be
family-centered, age appropriate, and culturally informed; identifying each individual’s path towards better health.

Things to Keep in Mind
Parents and caregivers want to be engaged in the
conversation but do not necessarily know how. They are
often uncomfortable with the topic of conversation and
may rely on schools or community-based programs to
address this topic with their children. It’s important to
support and encourage parents and caregivers to have
these conversations.

Parents and caregivers have a powerful role in supporting
their teen’s health, development and learning. When
parents and caregivers are engaged in their teens’ school
activities, their teens get better grades, choose healthier
behaviors, and have better social skills. School health
activities are also more successful when parents and
caregivers are involved.

There may be barriers to parent, guardian, or caregiver participation in school- or community-based events that
schools and organizations can help to address. These barriers include family finances, transportation, and childcare.

Supporting Your Parents and Caregivers
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Engage parents where they are
Meet parents in the community and not necessarily within a school setting. Not all parents feel
welcomed in those settings or may face other barriers. Make sure the invitation to parents is truly
inviting and caters to how parents take in information (e.g., posters, e-mail blasts, text messaging, etc.).

i.

School Settings. Some parents do not feel comfortable meeting in school as it may not feel like a welcoming
environment. It may be possible to change this perception by engaging parents and caregivers using schoolbased activities that are positive in nature (e.g., family skills-building workshops, family dinners, award
ceremonies, etc.). Using these engagement techniques can allow them to view school as a place for positive
information and interaction.

ii.

Community Settings. While there are some commonalities, each community is unique. Organizations should
experiment with a variety of community engagement techniques to find what works best to increase
engagement. Working with other community organizations to understand what resonates with the community
is a good start.

Meet parents’ basic needs, such as housing, childcare, and transportation first
and then provide additional education and resources
Provide childcare and food and use incentives when possible. Locate engagement activities near
accessible public transportation or in local establishments that are easily accessible for parents with
limited access to transportation.

3

Encourage and help parents to develop a network of support
Help parents find support by coordinating with school counselors and other community support
organizations.

4

Give parents opportunities to connect with each other

5

Partner with parents and parent groups

Use Parent Teacher Association meetings, parent/teacher conferences, back-to-school nights,
school open houses, and other events where parents are already convening to start discussions
among parents, guardians, and caregivers. Additionally, help create or use existing social media
platforms to start discussions around teen healthy relationships and sexual health programs. For
example, you can use existing Facebook groups/communities or create a new Facebook group with
a discussion board to provide a space for parents, guardians, and caregivers to communicate with
one another about their experiences, questions, and concerns.

Utilize the community and existing community groups (formal or informal). Partner with
organizations that already have strong parent engagement. Utilize community organizations,
such as places of worship, community centers, libraries, kids’ sports leagues, or other types of
organizations where parents tend to congregate within the community. Parents are more likely to
come to places in the community that are comfortable for them.
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Create structured opportunities for parents and their children to talk
Examples include parent-youth workshops or events and take-home assignments to discuss topics
specific to relationships and sexual education.

7

Deliver ongoing communication with parents through school relationships

8

Tailor parent materials to be culturally appropriate

9

Leverage key cultural celebrations important to families/parents by creating a
partnership with key gatekeepers, such as religious and community leaders

Cultivating a positive relationship between your organization and schools is essential for success.
Schools are the best connectors to parents and caregivers. Keep a rhythm of outreach to parents
and caregivers by piggybacking on materials, e-mail blasts, and social media posts sent out by the
school to promote teen healthy relationship and sexual health programs, upcoming parent nights,
parent information sessions, and other events and touch points.

Any materials created to engage parents, such as workshop materials and messaging on
message boards, should be culturally tailored to ensure all parents feel included and welcomed
to participate. Consider translating materials or finding translated materials to meet the specific
cultural and demographic needs of parents/caregivers in the community.

Events and celebrations may include graduation or other award ceremonies, prom and graduation
night events, and cultural events, such as Quinceañera and Bar or Bat Mitzvah events.

The Resources table below provides fact sheets and websites to help engage parents, guardians, and caregivers in your healthy teen programs.

Resources
Title

Description

Link

Engaging Parents,
Developing Leaders

This publication introduces an assessment
and planning tool to help nonprofits
evaluate their parent engagement
efforts and chart a path toward deeper
partnerships with parents and caregivers.

https://www.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/AECFEngagingParentsDevelopingLeaders-2016.pdf

Division of Adolescent
and School Health
(DASH)

DASH is committed to preventing HIV,
sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), and
pregnancy among youth. Taking a schoolbased health promotion and disease
prevention approach, the division works
to prepare healthy youth for a successful
future.

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/about/why_schools.htm

Tip Sheets for Parents
and Caregivers

A list of resources and tip sheets for
parents and caregivers ranging in topics
from managing stress to connecting
with their teens. Tip sheets on specific
parenting issues and calendars listing ways
that parents, programs, and community
partners can build relationships and
community.

https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/tipsheets-2016_en.pdf

Adolescent and School
Health: Sexual Risk
Behaviors

Provides data on HIV/STDs and teen
pregnancy, and ways schools and youthserving organizations can help address
health concerns and reduce risky behaviors
among youth.

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/sexualbehaviors/index.htm

Serving Young Fathers:
An Assessment
and Checklist for
Organizations

Checklist from the Office of Adolescent
Health to help organizations become
welcoming to young fathers.

https://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/sites/default/files/young-fatherschecklist.pdf

Recruitment,
Retention, &
Engagement

Considerations and resources for recruiting,
retaining, and engaging youth and their
families in adolescent health programs.

https://www.hhs.gov/ash/oah/resources-and-training/tpp-andpaf-resources/recruitment-retention-and-engagement/index.
html

Parent Engagement in
Schools

Resources from CDC on promoting parent
engagement in schools for adolescent
health programs.

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/protective/parent_
engagement.htm
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