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'Family life' classes urged for schools
State bill focuses on teaching students about relationships
By JESSICA BLANCHARD
SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER REPORTER

There are reading, 'riting and 'rithmetic, but proponents of a bill working its way through the Legislature say it's time to focus on a fourth "R" in education -- relationships.

The House earlier this month passed a bill that would encourage public high schools to offer "family-preservation" classes on building loving relationships, resolving conflicts, being responsible parents and managing money.

The goal, supporters say, is to help students learn the value of strong, enduring relationships and reinforce the importance of families as the basic unit of society -- lessons many teens may not be learning at home. 

"It's a neglected area of our educational system," said Rep. Dave Quall, D-Mount Vernon, the bill's chief sponsor. 

Schools tend to focus on academics and assume parents will pass on basic skills and values to their children, but that's not always the case, he said. 

"Every opportunity we have to expose people to values that respect each other and build a strategy for dissolving conflicts -- I think that's a good thing," Quall said.

The bill, which passed out of the Senate's Early Learning, K-12 & Higher Education Committee last week, originally mandated that districts adopt a family-preservation curriculum. But sponsors dropped that requirement to help secure passage. The revised bill now simply urges districts to adopt the curriculum. 

Proponents say a focus on preparing students for life after high school -- teaching them how to juggle work and home life more effectively and modeling good parenting skills -- can strengthen the social fabric and lower the divorce rate.

"Those kind of skills are good all-around," said Larry Kvamme, a Tacoma activist who authored the bill. 

He points to the lingering effects of divorce, such as children underachieving in school and higher rates of teen pregnancy, as prime reasons to expand family and consumer-science offerings for high schoolers.

"It only makes sense to do something that's preventative," he said. 

Critics say the measure is too broadly written, offering no specifics on what the curriculum should look like.

" 'Family preservation' -- what the heck is that?" asked Rep. Steve Kirby, D-Tacoma, one of four representatives to vote against the bill, ESHB1252. 

Kirby worries that high schools that create the curriculum could wind up alienating some students by promoting the traditional family structure -- a mother, a father and their children -- over other types of families, such as those headed by a single parent or a gay couple. 

"And how are they going to handle the whole idea of divorce and avoid being judgmental? This is something that needs a little more thought," he said.

Quall, a former educator, said the bill's sponsors don't have a hidden agenda to promote marriage or favor one type of family over another. "I would be very opposed to anything that would devalue a family unit, however it's created -- we made that very clear."

There's nothing wrong with promoting marriage and the traditional family structure, said Jeff Kemp, president of Families Northwest, a Bellevue-based pro-marriage group.

"Families come in various sizes and shapes," he said, "but that shouldn't stop us from saying, 'Do you want the best in your relationship?' " 

Whether parents are divorced or single, everyone has the same stake in helping their children learn about healthy relationships, he said, adding that it's unfortunate the bill has been watered down to remove references to marriage. 

The state Board of Education requires high schools to give students an opportunity to take at least one course in the area of Home and Family Life, but the category is broad, and the courses aren't required for graduation. 

Several Seattle public high schools offer some form of family or consumer-science classes, but courses differ among schools. Roxanne Trees, who oversees that area of study in the school district, said she would have preferred the original bill, requiring districts to offer the courses. 

"It isn't just parents that need to teach it," she said. "It's the reinforcement from the entire community."

Several states, including Florida and New Jersey, require students to complete a family and consumer-sciences unit in order to graduate from high school, she said. 

And after decades spent in the classroom, she's seen firsthand how helpful the classes can be.

"I often find students coming back saying, 'That was some of the most valuable things I ever learned,' "she said. 

While she hopes the bill passes, she wishes it came with money to carry out a pilot program in some of the state's larger districts. "They aren't going to get the kind of solution they want by just encouraging it," she said.

Kvamme, too, is disappointed the unit won't be required but said getting the bill passed would be a victory. 

"These are really small steps, incremental steps ... but they're steps in the right direction," he said. "Good things take time."
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