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In this poster, we describe a set of exercises for a postgraduate social science
course in which the role of fathers in children’s socioemotional development is
problematized. Teaching about fathers’ place in child development faces two major
hurdles: the relative immaturity of the research base linking fathers to child
development outcomes, and the lack of established service experience in
successfully engaging with fathers. Even though investigations of father-child
developmental processes are becoming more numerous, the evidence linking
fathers’ involvement with their children’s wellbeing remains contested (Cabrera et al,

2007), and children’s services for the most part target mothers.

One task for educators in this postgraduate course therefore is to facilitate critical
appraisal of father presence in child development texts, research and service
settings. The exercises, ‘fatherhood experiences’ and ‘fathering contexts’, used in
the postgraduate course, have been adapted from professional development
courses in a variety of family-related services across the early childhood, education,
health, and welfare sectors, and have been extensively used in these settings as
well as in undergraduate courses. The fatherhood experience exercises address
awareness of fathers’ influence on children’s development through self-exploration,
on the premise that critically reflecting on self and family of origin patterns facilitates

mindfulnesss and understanding of self and others (Kaslow, Celano & Stanton,



2005). Students’ own relationships with fathers and father-figures are brought into
the discussion through sharing experiences in exercises with clear boundaries and
opt-out mechanisms to preclude embarrassing or unintended disclosures. The
fathering context exercises require students to deconstruct and critique research,
texts and settings in order to identify gaps and biases in attitudes and knowledge.
Research, for instance, is framed as an agenda-setting question: “What would you
need to know, in order to decide”, (for example) “if a father’s involvement in his 2-
year old’s language development was important?” Father-influence exercises include
debating the need for ‘mother-only’ and ‘father-only’ parenting opportunities, as well
as examining current promotional material from health and early education sources

to assess the representation of fathers’ roles and impact.

The use of reflection and discussion to encourage students to integrate new
information, attitudes and values into their understanding of topics which have
emotional and value-based aspects is well recognized. Such reflection is a form of
extended abstract thinking that contributes to deep learning (Biggs & Tang, 2007).
The experience of reflecting on what is known, felt and acted upon in relation to
fathers’ impact on child development is key to students developing understanding
and flexibility of thinking for the complex family settings of their future disciplinary

and professional practice.
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Using Reflective Exercises to Promote Authentic Learning

What’s it about?

We briefly describe here a set of exercises for a postgraduate social science course in which
the role of fathers in children’s socioemotional development is problematized. Teaching
about fathers’place in child development faces two major hurdles: the relative immaturity of
the research base linking fathers to child development outcomes, and the lack of established
service experience in successfully engaging with fathers.

One teaching task is to facilitate critical appraisal of father presence in child development
texts, research and service settings. A second task is to have students reflect on their
personal and professional experience of ‘fathering’in the context of the course. The exercises
have been adapted from professional development courses in a variety of family-related
services across the early childhood, education, health, and welfare sectors.

4. Strategy development exercise:
Strengthening the father-child connection

QUESTIONS
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2. Purpose: 3. Evidence:
Why involve fathers? What will you need to know?

1. Visual awareness:
“Parents” # “Fathers”

5. Personal relevance:
Our fathers

1.This is not a therapy group so we are not trying to uncover painful thoughts and feelings. You
decide what you would like to tell the group. There is no requirement to talk at all if you don’t wish
to.

2.There is a confidentiality agreement as part of this exercise. The group agrees not to discuss your
personal details with anyone. However they may say what they have learnt from the exercise.
3.Appropriate questions to ask after the speaker has introduced herself/himself should focus on
the influence of professionals’fathers on their work role with fathers.

4.There is no requirement to pick your biological father. You may describe yourself using the voice
of any important male parental figure or ‘make up a father’who you would like to have had.



