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ABSTRACT

The authors developed and evaluated an online foster parent training system

designed specifically for low-bandwidth Internet connections and individuals

with limited Internet/computer experience. After preliminary onsite evalua-

tions, a 2-week field test was conducted to evaluate the following dimensions:

foster parents’ pre- to post-test scores on two training modules; user satis-

faction ratings; foster parent dropout rate; and amount of communication

between participants and researchers. Foster parents made statistically sig-

nificant pre-/post-test gains in both content areas (Pre-test M1 = 46.6%,

Post-test M1 = 86.4; Pre-test M2 = 46.6%, Post-test M2 = 92.6%), both foster

parents and social workers gave the system high ratings on all satisfaction

survey items, and the foster parent dropout rate was 27%. Future research

and implications for the foster care system are discussed.

THE NEED FOR EFFECTIVE AND ACCESSIBLE

FOSTER PARENT TRAINING

The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) reported that at the end

of 2001, there were 542,000 children in foster care [1]. During that year alone,
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290,000 children were removed from their permanent home and placed in foster

care. Aside from the emotional stress caused by this upheaval, Rosenfeld and

his colleagues’ investigation of the foster care system showed that foster children

suffer from three to seven more developmental disabilities, emotional disorders,

and chronic health problems than poor children not in foster care [2]. To add to this

crisis, most states report considerable difficulties finding and recruiting families

that are prepared for these unique challenges [3, 4]. For example, between 1984

and 1995 there was a 68% increase in the number of U.S. foster children, while the

number of foster parents decreased by 4% [5]. Unfortunately, even after a home

has become licensed for foster care, there is little guarantee that it will remain

in the system. Turnover rates of 20–40% are reported in many areas [6, 7]. From

a local perspective, a recent report by the Kansas Department of Social and

Rehabilitation Service states that “The challenge continues to be having the

appropriately-trained, structured and equipped foster placement available for each

child’s special needs” [8, p. 79]. Clearly, there is a need to scale-up efforts to

reduce foster parent turnover rates, and to ensure that existing foster parents are

adequately prepared to provide quality care to this unique population of children.

Crase and his colleagues assert that a lack of adequate training is one of the most

frequently cited reasons that parents discontinue foster care, even after licensure

[9]. Other factors that have been associated with a lack of training resources

include foster child maltreatment [1], and increased numbers of foster children

with multiple placements within a short period of time [10]. Despite the impor-

tance of foster parent training, there is a limited amount of empirical research

on the effects of training on foster parenting [11]. Boyd and Remy conducted one

of the first and only empirical studies in this area and found that trained foster

parents remained licensed for significantly more years (6.52) than untrained foster

parents (3.77), and managed significantly more children at one time (3) than

untrained foster parents (2.08) [12]. A quasi-experimental study by Guerney

and Wolfgang found that trained foster parents are more sympathetic to the needs

of foster children, respond more appropriately to their needs, and are more likely

to accept them than untrained foster parents [13]. In more recent studies, Crase

et al. found that foster parents who received training had significantly better

attitudes toward foster parenting [9], and Sanchirico and Jablonka found that

the foster children of trained foster parents maintained more contact with their

biological parents than children of untrained foster parents [14].

Currently, at least 42 states (including Puerto Rico and DC) require foster

parents to maintain a specific number of annual in-service training hours after

licensure [15]. The state of Kansas currently requires foster parents to acquire a

minimum of six hours of annual in-service training, and a maximum of 16 hours,

depending on the type of foster parent license (e.g., foster homes that take children

with disabilities require more hours). Despite the state’s requirements, a survey of

1,060 Kansas foster parents suggest a need for more in-service foster parent

training options and resources [16]. When asked to select barrier(s) to receiving
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in-service training, the most popular selection was “Training times inconvenient”

(65.6%), followed by “Training too far away” (54.4%), “Lack of child care to

attend training” (43.6%), “Not aware of training opportunities” (25.9%), and

“Felt trainings would not be helpful” (24.9%). The survey also found that 59.6%

of “inactive” foster parents reported that the primary reason for discontinuing

foster care was “Agency insensitive to my needs/lack of support from agency,” a

finding that has also been reported in other regions in the country [7, 14, 17, 18].

These data are also in accord with foster parents’ comments during evaluations

of the online training system described here.

ONLINE TRAINING

Online training (or e-learning) has become a popular method of teaching in

private industry and is available in various forms to foster parents in most states.

Several corporations have reported that providing online training has several

advantages over traditional training including cost savings, improved learning,

less travel costs, and decreased labor costs: Hewlett-Packard reported saving

$5.5 million when they switched from on-site to online training [19]; Merrill

Lynch reported that employees who trained via networked computers had sig-

nificantly higher test scores than classroom trainees [20]; Aetna reported saving

$5 million in travel costs by switching to online training [21]. Studies have

also found that online training can decrease labor costs in academic settings, such

as college classrooms [22, 23]. Decreasing the costs of foster parent training

for social workers and parents could increase the likelihood that agencies would

provide the training, and that parents would participate in it.

While online training has proven to be an effective and low-cost medium for

training, it also has potential disadvantages, such as feelings of alienation due to

the loss of human contact [24], unfamiliarity with the technology [25], and the fact

that some people simply prefer on-site training [26]. Horton asserted that learners

who benefit the most from online training include those who have a specific

learning objective and the motivation to learn independently, but lack the time or

ability to attend on-site training sessions [27]. Our target population, foster

parents, has all of these characteristics. Unfortunately, online training for foster

parents often lacks quality instruction, pre-/post-test assessments, content tailored

to the needs of the local community, and many online training providers require

foster parents to pay to use their systems.

Despite the ubiquity of online pre-/post-test assessments in most training areas,

pre-/post-test assessments are rare in foster parent training. In our training system,

each online training module consists of a 15-item pre-test, an interactive tutorial,

and concludes with a 15-item post-test. These pre-/post-test assessments serve

three important functions: 1) for foster parents, the assessments clearly show

how much knowledge they gained, and areas in which they need additional help;

2) for foster care agencies and social workers, the assessments demonstrate the
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efficacy of the training system and provide a tool for progress monitoring of

their foster parents’ in-service training; and 3) for the training system’s instruc-

tional designers, assessments are an essential tool for identifying successful and

unsuccessful instructional components.

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE TRAINING SYSTEM

Preliminary Development and Evaluation

Given the large range of foster parent demographics, it was critical to design

a system that is accessible and usable by a diverse population of users. The

“Digital Divide” between those who regularly use technology and those who do

not has been well documented [28]. For example, DeOllos and Morris found

that younger and more educated individuals were more likely to have more

positive attitudes toward computers than older and less educated individuals [29].

Therefore it is important for technology developers to design systems that can be

easily used and accessed by a wide range of users (e.g., various ages, educational

backgrounds, technology experience, etc.) with little or no training.

The system was developed using an iterative development process combined

with systematic formative evaluation. Although the details of this process go

beyond the scope of this article, in summary, there were four evaluation/

development stages: 1) a focus group to present the preliminary system design to

child welfare administrators of the system; 2) two one-to-one evaluations of the

system’s training effectiveness, usability, and user satisfaction; 3) a small-group

evaluation of the same measures; and 4) a 2-week field trial of the system. The

methods and data described in this current article focus on the 2-week field trial.

In addition to providing training, the system allows social workers to monitor

their foster parents’ progress through the training modules and their pre- and

post-test performance. Also, using online forms, agencies and social workers can

create their own online assessments, which can be used simply to assess foster

parents’ knowledge in specific content areas or in conjunction with other existing

training resources (e.g., books, videos, seminars, etc.). Thus, the system functions

both as a training system and a centralized database for agency personnel to track

the knowledge gains and/or needs of their foster parents.

The Training Modules

After creating an account within the system for a foster parent, the social worker

alerts the foster parent that he/she can begin using the system. With only the

Website address and a username/password, the foster parent logs into the system

and completes the training modules at anytime. One of the objectives during the

system’s development and usability testing was for foster parents to be able to

use the system without any training or prior knowledge of how to use the system.
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Figure 1 shows selected screen shots of the modules and the steps required to

complete them:

1. After logging in, the foster parent can either view her pre-/post-test per-

formance on past modules, or begin a new module. All modules begin

with a 15-item multiple-choice pre-test. After submitting pre-test answers,

the foster parent begins the interactive tutorial (the pre-test score is not

revealed at this point). The tutorial is a sequence of “instructional” and

“response” slides. Instructional slides (shown here) contain text on the

right and pictures, animations, and/or bulleted lists on the left to com-

plement the text. “Next” or “Previous” buttons (bottom right and left) and

a “Step Navigation” bar (bottom) allow users to navigate through the

modules. The modules are designed such that users cannot skip slides that

they have not yet viewed, but they can go back to previously viewed slides.
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2. After every two or three instructional slides, “response” slides prompt

foster parents to respond to a range of questions (e.g., multiple-choice,

fill-in-the-blank, drag-and-drop, etc.). After three incorrect responses, the

correct answer is given with elaborated feedback. Users cannot proceed

through the tutorial until the question is answered correctly or the answer is

given. However, they can go back to previous slides to find the correct

answer.

3. Finally, clicking “Take Post-test” on the final slide opens a 15-item post-test,

which is identical to the pre-test. Submitting responses to this test returns

users to their updated “Account Management” page, where they can view

their test scores and responses to specific test items.

4. Foster parents and/or their social worker can view their pre-/post-test per-

formance at anytime (percent correct and responses to specific items).

Research Questions

1. What were foster parents’ gains from pre- to post-test for the two online

training modules?

2. How did foster parents and social workers rate the training system in terms

of satisfaction and usability?

3. Without any prior knowledge of the system or interactions with the

developers, how much communication was required between foster

parents and their social workers in order for foster parents to complete

the training modules?

4. What was the foster parent drop-out rate (i.e., how many foster parents

started but did not complete the required training modules)?

METHODS

Participants

For the field evaluation of the system, a total of seven social workers and

22 foster parents evaluated the system. Table 1 describes the foster parents’

demographics, and Table 2 describes social workers’ demographics. Participants

self-reported these data in the Entry Survey at the start of the field evaluation.

Procedures

The two primary objectives of the field trial were to assess: 1) user satisfac-

tion and usability of the system (foster parents and social workers); and 2) the

instructional effectiveness of the two modules for foster parents. To assess user

satisfaction and usability, users completed online satisfaction surveys before and

after the field trial. In addition, secondary measures of satisfaction and usability

included the amount of communication that social workers engaged in regarding
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the system’s implementation, and the dropout rate of foster parents throughout

the field evaluation. We assessed the modules’ instructional effectiveness by

comparing participants’ percent correct on the 15-item pre-test to their per-

formance on the post-test for each module.

We recruited eight social workers from four Kansas foster care agencies to

participate. These social workers were instructed to recruit four foster parents

to participate. Social workers received an initial payment of $40 after entering

their foster parents into the system, followed by an additional $20 after their

foster parents completed the modules. Foster parents received a certificate of

completion for each module they completed, and $15 per module after completing

the exit survey. The social workers recruited a total of 27 foster parents. Of
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Table 2. Social Worker Demographics

Gender
7 Female
0 Male

Average age
29.7 Years (range = 25-43)

Average years working with foster parents
6.3 years

Highest education attained
71% Bachelor's degree
29% Master's degree

Race
100% White

Internet use
0% Never
0% Once a month or less
0% Once a week

43% Twice a week
57% Every day

Table 1. Foster Parent Demographics

Gender
18 Female
4 Male

Average age
43.1 Years (range = 26-65)

Highest education attained
4% GED

18% High school diploma
36% Some college
4% Associate's degree

23% Bachelor's degree
8% Master's degree
4% Doctoral degree

Race
73% White
4% African American
8% Native American

14% No response

Internet use
0% Never
4% Once a month or less

14% Once a week
14% Twice a week
68% Every day



these, 25 completed the entry survey, 22 completed the training modules (one

completed only one module), and 17 completed the exit survey. (Note: The

demographic information reported in Table 1 does not include the three foster

parents who only completed the entry survey.)

Social workers instructed foster parents to complete the two training modules

and an Entry and Exit survey within a 2-week period. Social workers completed

Entry and Exit surveys, and, using forms we provided them, they recorded their

foster parents’ pre- and post-test scores including any communications they had

with foster parents (time, date, subject of communication, and who initiated

the communication) related to the training. At the end of the 2-week field trial,

they mailed us the completed forms. After receiving their forms, we mailed the

social workers their final payment as well as their foster parents’ payments and

certificates of completion.

Participants completed the Entry and Exit surveys using an online form that

e-mailed survey responses to the researchers. The first item of the Entry survey

briefly explained the purpose of the project and how participants would be paid.

Participants could either agree to participate by selecting “I wish to participate” or

not participate by selecting “I do not wish to participate” next to this item.

Other than one e-mail to one foster parent, project personnel had no contact

with foster parents during the field trial. This increased the validity of the field trial

by leaving the responsibility of instructions and troubleshooting of problems

in the hands of the social workers. Communications between social workers and

project personnel were recorded by project personnel the same way that social

workers recorded their communications with foster parents.

Analytic Methods

Because this was a formative evaluation of a newly developed system, we

relied primarily on qualitative analyses (with the exception of the pre-/post-test

knowledge gain analyses) of data from a small sample of the population. Knowl-

edge gains from pre- to post-test for each module were analyzed using a mixed,

within-subjects factorial design. Despite the limitations of the sample, these

analyses provide a formative assessment of the instructional effectiveness of the

online training modules.

We qualitatively analyzed the user satisfaction survey data in terms of the

frequency distribution of ratings for each satisfaction item. In addition, correlation

coefficients were calculated between the satisfaction ratings and demographic

data, and between pre-/post-test gain scores and demographics. As a secondary

measure of satisfaction and usability, the number of communications social

workers had between researchers and foster parents was qualitatively compared

between social workers, and correlation coefficients were calculated to identify

relationships between demographics and number of communications. A dropout

rate for the field trial was based on the number of foster parents at each of the
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five stages of the field evaluation: 1) account created; 2) completion of the Entry

Survey; 3) completion of Challenging Behaviors module; 4) completion of Legal

Issues module; and 5) completion of Exit Survey.

RESULTS

Instructional Effectiveness (Research Question 1)

The most critical variable of this feasibility test was whether or not the online

training increased foster parents’ knowledge in each module’s respective content

area. Figure 2 shows box-and-whisker plots of the foster parents’ pre- and

post-test scores for the modules. A mixed, within-subjects factorial design

revealed statistically significant gains for both the Challenging Behaviors

F(1, 19) = 30.7, p > .001, and Legal issues F(1, 19) = 81.2, p > .001 modules.

Based on their pre-test scores, foster parents had much more prior knowledge

about legal issues (pre-test mean = 71.9%) than they did about managing

challenging behaviors (pre-test mean = 46.6%). Indeed, one foster parent, who

was also a lawyer, scored 100% on the Legal Issues pre-test. Despite the 25%

difference between the two modules’ pre-test means, the post-test means

were much more similar (86.4% for Challenging Behaviors and 92.6% for

Legal Issues).

A Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient was calculated between

foster parents’ gain scores and their demographics (see Table 1) to identify

relationships between these variables. No statistically significant correlations

were found.

User Satisfaction (Research Question 2)

Overall, user satisfaction ratings were high across all evaluations for both foster

parents and social workers. Tables 3 and 4 show how participants rated the system

on each survey item. The strongest indications of foster parents’ satisfaction with

the system (Table 3) are revealed in their willingness to recommend the system to

other foster parents (survey item 3) and the likelihood that they would use the

system in the figure (survey item 6). Foster parents were less consistent in their

ratings of the importance of the training modules’ content, which highlights the

importance of providing a variety of training modules that covers a wide range of

content areas. Usability was also important because foster parents received no

training or introduction to the system before using it. Despite the lack of training,

most foster parents rated the usability of the Website and modules as either “Very

Easy” or “Easy.” Open-ended requests for additional comments about the system

indicated an appeal for training resources that are not bound by specific times

and/or locations. Some of these comments included “It [the online training system]

is so much easier than trying to schedule times around work and finding a
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Figure 2. Box and Whisker plots of foster parent performances on the

“Challenging Behaviors” and “Legal Issues” pre- and post-tests.



babysitter to go to training classes,” and “[Using the online training system] I

would have time to learn at my own speed. Also, I could work when the kids

are in bed and would not need to leave my house.”

Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient was calculated between foster

parents’ satisfaction ratings and their demographics to identify potential relation-

ships between these variables. The only statistically significant relationship that

emerged was a positive correlation between age and “overall Usability” (r = .64,

p = .01), suggesting that older foster parents were more likely to give the training

system a high usability rating.
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Table 3. Foster Parent Ratings of the Online Training System

Percent of foster parents

giving each ratinga

Survey item 5 4 3 2 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

How important do you believe the information

in the Challenging Behaviors module was in

helping you become a better foster parent?b

How important do you believe the information

in the Legal Issues module was in helping

helping you become a better foster parent?b

Would you recommend this training to

other foster parents or individuals in the

foster care system?c

Overall, how easy was it for you to

navigate through the Website, complete

tasks, and find information?d

Overall, how easy was it for you to

navigate and use the training modules

(the interactive tutorials and tests)?d

Would you acquire part of your required

foster parent training hours through online

training if it was available free of charge

through your agency?c,e

35

53

71

47

35

82

53

35

4

47

59

12

6

6

12

6

0

0

6

6

0

0

6

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

a
Some rows do not add up to 100% due to rounding

b
5 = Very Important, 1 = Not Important At All

c
5 = Definitely, 1 = Definitely Not

d
5 = Very Easy, 1 = Very Difficult

e
One foster parent did not rate this item



Social workers might perceive this type of training system as increasing their

workload; therefore, it was important to assess social workers’ attitudes regarding

the system’s ease of use, the work required to enter foster parents into the system,

and potential time-saving features such as e-mail alerts. Social workers showed

high degrees of satisfaction with the system as evidenced by their “ease of

use” ratings (survey items 1, 2, and 6; Table 4). Eight-five percent of social

workers indicated that they would “Definitely Not” object to entering their

foster parents into the system, and that they would “Definitely” like to receive

e-mail notifications when their foster parents completed a training module. E-mail

notifications would eliminate the need to log-in to the system to determine who
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Table 4. Social Workers' Ratings of the Online Training System

Percent of social workers

giving each ratinga

Survey item 5 4 3 2 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

How easy was it to enter foster parents

into the system?b

How easy was it to view foster parents'

performance on the training modules?b

Do you believe that this type of system

is something that your agency would be

interested in using?c

If your agency used a system like this,

would you like to receive e-mail notifications

informing you when your foster parents

completed a training module and what they

scored on the tests?c

If you agency used a system like this, would

you object to entering your foster parents'

information (name, e-mail, username, and

password) into the system in order for them

to access the online training?c

Overall, how easy was the Website to

navigate and find information?b

71

71

29

85

0

71

29

14

43

0

0

14

0

0

29

0

14

0

0

14

0

14

0

14

0

0

0

0

85

0

a
Some rows do not add up to 100% due to rounding

b
5 = Very Easy, 1 = Very Difficult

c
5 = Definitely, 1 = Definitely Not



had completed training modules. However, social workers were less confident that

their agencies would be interested in using a training system such as this, as

evidenced by item 3.

Due to the small sample size of the social workers, no correlations were

calculated between their demographics and their usability ratings. However, there

did not appear to be any unique characteristics of the social worker who rated

the overall system usability a 2, nor the social worker who rated the ability to view

foster parents’ performance a 2.

Communications (Research Question 3)

The communication data shown in Figure 3 are an indicator of the amount and

type of assistance foster parents and social workers required to use the system.

Throughout the 2-week field evaluation, there were a total of 114 communications

about the training system. There were two types of communications: foster

parent/social worker and social worker/project personnel. These communications

involved e-mail (85%), phone calls (13%), and face-to-face discussions (2%).

Figure 3 shows each social worker’s total number of “foster parent/social

worker” and “social worker/project personnel” communications. On average,

social workers had 16 communications with foster parents and project personnel.

The graph’s abscissa also indicates the number of foster parents that each social

worker had using the training system (e.g., SW1 had two foster parents using

the system; SW2 had three foster parents using the system, etc.).

Dropout Rate (Research Question 4)

Social workers created online accounts for 27 foster parents, 23 completed the

Entry Survey, 22 completed the Challenging Behaviors module, 21 completed

the Legal Issues module, and 17 completed the Exit Survey. This represents a

27% dropout rate assuming that social workers created accounts for only those

foster parents who agreed to participate rather than creating an account presuming

that they would participate. Although foster parents were not required to complete

the Challenging Behaviors module before the Legal Issues module, all but one

foster parent completed the modules in this order. This was presumably due to

the placement of the links to each module (i.e., the Challenging Behaviors module

link appeared above the Legal Issues Link). Also note that one of the original

eight social workers dropped out of the field evaluation.

DISCUSSION

Instructional Effectiveness

Based on their pre- and post-test performance, these foster parents made

statistically significant knowledge gains in the specific content areas covered by
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the training modules. They made larger gains on the Challenging Behaviors

module perhaps because they had less prior knowledge in this area than in

the area of Legal Issues. There was also less variability in the pre-test scores

of the Challenging Behaviors modules than the Legal Issues module. In this

formative evaluation, the small sample size, lack of comparison group, and

lack of random sampling/assignment prevent us from generalizing these results

to the population of foster parents. The small sample size may have also pre-

vented our analyses from identifying relationships between foster parent

demographics and their performance on the modules. Future summative

evaluations of the system will randomly assign approximately 400 foster

parents to either use the training system, or not. Assessing foster parents’

use of a more fully developed system over a longer period of time (approxi-

mately six months) with a more comprehensive set of modules, will provide

more conclusive and generalizable evidence of the system’s instructional

effectiveness.
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In addition to assessing foster parents’ knowledge gains, some social workers

noted the importance of simply knowing foster parents’ breadth of knowledge in

specific areas. For instance, knowing that foster parents, in general, know more

about the legal issues surrounding the foster children than how to manage their

behavior can be valuable information for agencies and other training providers.

More importantly, these data can potentially help identify suitable foster care

placements for specific foster children. For instance, if Foster Care Agency X

needs to place a child with ADHD, the agency could use foster parent’s scores

on the ADHD training tests as a tool in determining where to place the child.

Although agencies would certainly need to consider other factors (e.g., past

experience with children with ADHD, foster parent’s current placements, case

manager’s evaluation, etc.), performance on these assessments would add to the

credibility of agencies’ placement decisions.

Several questions remain about the modules’ instructional effectiveness and

need to be explored in future research with this system. For instance: do foster

parents apply the knowledge they gain; how long do they retain the knowledge;

could the modules be designed to teach more efficiently; and, what foster parent

characteristics (if any) contribute to larger knowledge gains?

User Satisfaction

In general, both foster parents and social workers reported high satisfaction

with the overall system. The lack of statistically significant correlations between

most demographics and user satisfaction ratings suggests that satisfaction with

the online system is not dependent on frequency of Internet use or level of

education. The positive correlation between age and usability rating was sur-

prising considering past findings that younger individuals are more accepting of

technology [28]. However, given the small sample sizes and lack of random

sampling, these findings are somewhat dubious.

Despite the high user satisfaction ratings, self-reported measures such as

these can be easily disputed. In the current evaluation, paying participants

may have influenced their ratings of the system. Also, it was a novel experience

for them; thus, the “Hawthorne Effect” may have influenced their ratings.

Usability evaluations that measure user behavior in conjunction with self-

reports provide a more rigorous (i.e., valid and reliable) assessment of the

usability of a technology. (Note: During development, foster parents and

social workers were observed using the system. The usability data gathered

during these observations helped guide the development of the system and will

be reported in a forthcoming manuscript on the development of this training

system.) To reduce potential Hawthorne Effects of the self-report measures, future

research will use longer evaluation times and make more modules available.

Additionally, we will collect post evaluation follow-up data to assess continued

use of the system.
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Communications

With such a small number of social workers in the current evaluation, it is

difficult to extrapolate any clear patterns in social worker communications, and/or

relationships between the number of communications and foster parent/social

worker characteristics. However, as one might expect, the number of communi-

cations social workers had with their foster parents was usually similar to the

number that they had with project personnel. This suggests questions received

from foster parents were often passed on to project personnel.

SW3 and SW5 were the exception to this pattern. Both of these social workers

had at least three times more communications with their foster parents than

with project personnel, suggesting that they were able to solve problems without

outside assistance. Based on the demographic information collected on the Entry

survey, there were no clear differences between these social workers and their

peers in the study. They did, however, report using the Internet every day, but

so did SW4 and SW7. Nor did differences emerge between these social workers’

foster parents and their peers’ foster parents in terms of Internet use (three used

every day, 1 once a week, and one once a month or less), age (average = 41.4), or

level of education (two had some college, one had an Associate’s degree, one had

a Bachelor’s degree, and one had a Doctoral degree).

The amount of communication required by users to successfully implement

a system such as this affects the likelihood that users will continue using the

system. If the system requires an inordinate amount of communication at the

outset, users are more likely to perceive the system as a burden and discontinue

using it, particularly when the communications focus on troubleshooting and

how to use the system. Currently, there is no established level of communication

or “troubleshooting” at which users tend to discontinue their use of an online

system. This would depend on numerous factors, such as user characteristics

(e.g., Internet experience, relationship to the person with whom he/she is asking

questions), system characteristics (e.g., purpose of the system, whether or not use

of the system is compulsory), and characteristics of the person with whom the user

is communicating (e.g., receptiveness to questions, ability to resolve problems).

In the current evaluation, users’ subjective evaluations of the system suggest that

the amount of communications they (foster parents and social workers) had

between each other and project personnel was not enough to build negative

attitudes toward the system. However, future research should track user trends

in terms of continue used and/or the point at which users discontinue use of

the system.

Dropout Rate

The dropout rate for e-learning systems varies considerably, commonly

reported rates range between 30% and 75% [30, 31]. The factors that contribute to

these dropout rates have an equally wide range, including student characteristics,
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system usability, content, consequences of completing the curriculum, lack of

human contact, etc. Several factors should be considered when addressing the

validity of the 27% foster parent dropout rate reported in the current study. This

rate may be artificially low for two reasons: 1) foster parents had a contrived

monetary incentive to complete the required tasks; 2) the demand on foster

parents was somewhat minimal (two surveys and two 1-hour training modules).

However, there was also a contrived time limitation of two weeks in which to

complete the tasks, which may have raised the rate because more foster parents

may have competed all of the tasks if given more time. Future investigations will

yield more valid dropout data that will include a larger sample of foster parents,

more training modules, and more time to complete the modules.

Implications for the Foster Care System

Based on foster parent surveys, one of the primary reasons that foster parents

drop out of the foster care system is a lack of agency resources, including training

resources from their agency [7, 9, 14, 17, 18]. Considering the phenomenal

increases in foster care placements, combined with the 20–40% foster parent

turnover rate, more accessible training options must be made available to foster

parents. Currently, training resources, particularly for foster parents living in

rural areas, are often difficult to access due to a lack of time and/or the inability

to travel long distances for group training sessions. Therefore, online training

appears to be a viable option for this population.

There are currently several options available for foster parents who want to

receive online training to fulfill their in-service training requirements. Unfor-

tunately, few existing online foster parent training systems provide assessments

of trainees’ knowledge after completing a content area. In fact, we do not know of

any that assess knowledge gains with pre- and post-tests. Also, it appears that

many foster parents feel “disconnected” from the agencies. Therefore, our system

requires some degree of collaboration between foster parents and their agency

social workers. For instance, social workers create “accounts” for their foster

parents, and contact them with the appropriate information to use the system. Also,

most in-service training documentation is nothing more than a piece of paper

stating that the foster parent attended a meeting or viewed a document online.

For our system, evidence of training is foster parents’ performance on the pre-

and post-tests. Performance on these assessments and specific items on the

assessments can prompt further discussion and collaboration between foster

parents and social workers that may not have occurred otherwise. Other features

are planned that will encourage more collaboration, such as online discussion

boards and e-mail notifications of training performance.

Online training for foster parents should in no way be used in the absence of

face-to-face training. Rather, online training should be used in conjunction with

other training options. Indeed, we encourage foster parents and agencies to use the
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system to supplement existing training opportunities and resources. Providing

quality online training with measurable knowledge gains is one step toward

improving the lives of foster children by retaining foster parents and improving

their foster parenting skills.
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