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Education and support for parents: a 

revival?

 Educating parent returned on the political agenda in many

countries in the early 21st century

However clearly not a new concern

A scientific and policy issue since the 19th century at the 

international level

 To test the hypothesis of a « parenting turn » in the 1990s we

need to adopt this historical perspective

What were the previous configurations? 

What are the current specificities of the parenting support 

policies



History of these initiatives raises two

main difficulties

Explore the ways in which contemporary

cultures of childhood intersect with parenting

cultures (Faircloth and Rosen, 2020)

Define the perimeter of what can be grouped

under the term of parent education



3 historical steps

Toward scientific mothering: Saving and 

protecting the child (1860-1920)

Improving parental child-rearing (1920-

1980)

The parenting turn (1990s)



1 - Saving and protecting children

(1860-1920)
 2 main social problems and 2 traditions:

 In the USA, 

 following the american civil war, education of the Nation’s members

by the Republican mothers

 Development of child’s sciences and importance of female figures 

(children’s advocates)

 In Europe,

 infant mortality with its impact on the idea of children’s value (Zelizer, 

1985) and the role of their parents

 Role of men, doctors, demographers and high civil servants



2- Improving parental child rearing

(1920- 1980)

 Extension and leadership of the child’s sciences: from public health to 

behaviorism, psychology of development, attachment theory, etc. on both

side of the Atlantic

 Many key scientific authorities

 Significant initiatives: like « l’école des parents » in France (1929-1930)

 After the 2nd World War, Spock, Bowlby, Winnicott, Baumrind

 Family education (in the 1970s and 1980s)



3- A parenting turn (since 1990) (1)

 A neologism either in English (parenting) or French (parentalité)

 Parenting measures resemble action of the past

 Educating parents on their role

 Regulating incapable parents

 Supporting parents to accompany school work

 Group of discussion etc.

 Distinction between ECEC –with substitute parents, and measures which

focus on parents skills

 So what’s really new? Why is it a turn



Parenting turn (2)

 A new institutionalisation and political ambition

 Role of international organisations (EU, UN, UNICEF)

 Development of evidence-base programs

 Emergence of a parenting determinism (Furedi) and a narcissistic parenting

(Hendrick)

 Early intervention and neuroparenting (Macvarish; Gillies and Edwards),

 An individualised approach with erode notions of social trust and solidarity

 A « parentalisation » of the social 



Disqualification of the parents

 Furedi insists on a few crucial points in this slow process of change over the last 

century : 

 The role of the experts who are the only legitimate guides for a good 
socialisation

 Disqualification of the norms of the past and sacralizing the new, the modern

 Devaluating what parents and grand-parents were doing to prepare the new 

generation

 Infantilization of the adults (dominated by experts and overwhelmed by 

evidence-based advices)

 The scientifization of ideology, scientism


