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INTRODUCTION
The Parenting: It's a Life (PIAL) program has served Iowa middle and high school
students for over 20 years. The PIAL program has equipped youth in Iowa with knowledge and
application related to life skills and the realities of becoming a parent through a free curriculum.
Iowa Child Support contracts with Iowa State University to coordinate and facilitate all aspects of
PIAL. In 2020 Iowa Child Support was a recipient of the Office of Child Support Enforcement
(OCSE) Responsible Parenting grant. Iowa Child Support subcontracted with Iowa State
University to provide all the programming and data analysis to complete the objectives outlined
in the grant proposal. One of the grant objectives, Objective 2, is to expand PIAL to serve young
adults between the ages of 18-25. This expansion effort is called PIAL Emerging Adult Edition.
PIAL Emerging Adult Edition focuses on empowering emerging adults to be successful
throughout critical life events. This program allows non-parenting and parenting emerging adults
to gain knowledge and skills related to accessing important services to achieve economic
mobility, developing responsible parenting practices, and being involved in healthy relationships.
Several learning activities are planned for Objective 2. The first learning activity, PIAL
College Simulation (College Sim), launched in the fall of 2021. College Sim provides an
experience related to parenthood's financial, legal, and emotional responsibilities and the
realities of being a college student. College student participants take on a character role for the
duration of the simulation. Each character has a unique background and storyline (refer to
appendix 4 and 5 to view an example of the character and chance cards students use in the
simulation). Students move around the room, visiting different tables that provide information on
the areas of the college, health, and human services. There is also a table where the simulation
has students go to class (do a simple worksheet), work (spend two minutes working on a
puzzle), and a personal table (discuss relationships with peers, coworkers, and family). The
College Sim allows for emerging adults to engage in activities that require decision-making to
successfully care for a child and attend college simultaneously during the simulation. The PIAL
program team had two primary goals for the College Sim, 1) students will increase knowledge
related to resources available at their college and in the surrounding community, and 2)
students will perceive they can successfully be a parent and attend college at the same time.

2

This report presents findings from the preliminary evaluation of the College Sim from
data collected in fall 2021.
Geographic Location
PIAL program leaders established
partnerships with two community colleges
in Iowa: Southwestern Community College
(SWCC) in Creston and Iowa Central
Community College (ICCC) in Fort Dodge.
PIAL was able to deliver 11 sessions
between the two colleges. The simulations
were presented between September 10 October 26, 2021.
Objective 2
The proposed Objective 2 will be
achieved by developing components to
expand the PIAL program into the college
years. This included the creation of a
simulation activity that will provide an
experience related to the financial, legal,
and emotional responsibilities of parenthood. Additionally, new modules and interactive activities
will be created to cover topics related to economic mobility and stability and parenting skills. The
existing PIAL curriculum related to healthy relationships, establishing paternity, co-parenting,
and child support will be restructured to meet the needs of the 18-25-year-old population. In
addition, a digital campaign will be developed for this objective that will utilize a peer-to-peer
approach. The videos, messages, gifs, TikTok, etc., will be rolled out on various social media
platforms. A comprehensive evaluation plan will be developed, implemented, and analyzed to
assess the efficacy of the expanded PIAL curriculum into the college years.
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AIMS
The intended purpose of the preliminary analyses is to learn from the initial data
collection in order to adjust future delivery and program evaluation assessments. We examined
data related to 1) baseline knowledge of students related to the College Sim, 2)
demographic/behavior/attitude characteristics of participating students, 3) knowledge gain of
students who received the College Sim, 4) behavior/attitude changes after the College Sim, 5)
any significant group differences among primary demographics, and 6) themes in responses to
three open-ended questions.

HYPOTHESIS
We hypothesize that emerging adults who receive the College Sim will increase their
knowledge of available resources and understand the realities of being a parent while in college.

MEASURES
The PIAL research team developed a comprehensive assessment plan to understand
students' experiences with the College Sim. Students were given pre and post-surveys in paper
format. In addition to student demographic information, pre and post-surveys were utilized to
track the students' beliefs, knowledge, and attitude about parenting and being a college student
at the same time. Additionally, to understand student experience with the simulation, openended and multiple-choice questions were added to the post-survey.
Table 1. Sample questions of pre and post-simulation surveys
Question type

Sample question

Answer scale

Demographic

What is your relationship status? Check all that
apply.

Divorced (1), In a relationship
(2), Married (3), Separated (4),
Single (5), Widowed (6)

Belief

It is possible to be a student and a parent
successfully at the same time?

Strongly agree (4), Somewhat
agree (3), Somewhat disagree
(2), Strongly disagree (1)

Knowledge

My community college and/or the surrounding
community have resources that
can help me if I am a student parent.

Yes (1), No (0), I’m not sure
(0)
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Attitude

How likely is it that the following situations would
cause you to withdraw from class or from this
college? Problems with
work schedules, Caring for
dependents, Childcare problems, Having a child

Open-ended

What was your favorite part about the College
Simulation?

Very likely (4), Likely (3),
Somewhat likely (2), Not likely
(1)

A fidelity checklist was implemented to monitor the consistency between each session.
Fidelity checklists were completed by all PIAL student facilitators and an external fidelity
monitor. The external fidelity monitor attended 20% of the total sessions. Items on the fidelity
checklist assessed classroom behavior (i.e., “A majority of students (50% or more) were
engaged during the presentation”) and other challenges (i.e., “Were there any major disruptions
(i.e., fire alarm, tornado drill, etc.)?”). Additionally, the student facilitator survey included openended questions to reflect on their own presentation experiences.

PROCEDURE
The PIAL team reached out to Iowa Central Community College and Southwestern
Community College in Spring 2021. PIAL chose these two colleges due to geographical
closeness to other PIAL partnerships and connections to college staff. Both schools agreed to
participate in the College Sim and made arrangements with instructors who included the
simulation as part of their class. The students who participated in the simulation came from the
college experience and English classes. Out of the 11 sessions, one session was presented in
an English class, and the rest of the sessions were presented in a college experience class.
College Sim was presented as part of the student’s regular class. All students were expected to
attend the session, and in some of the classes, instructors took attendance. The total time of the
simulation and debrief session was between 60-90 minutes. Two PIAL staff members led all 11
sessions while other staff and Iowa State students acted as table monitors. Students received
the pre-survey at the beginning of the simulation. Then students completed the simulation and
debriefing activities, followed by the post-survey.
A total of 290 (n = 290) students took the pre-survey, and 297 (n = 297) students took
the post-survey. Out of them, 248 (n = 248) respondents took both pre-and post-surveys. We
use only data collected from the students who took both pre-and post-surveys for this report to
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understand the simulation's impact on students. All student surveys and fidelity checklists were
in paper format. Later, the responses were entered into Qualtrics by a graduate student. Iowa
State University researchers exported the data to SPSS to conduct relevant analysis.

RESULTS
i. Demographics
The presented demographic data are calculated based on students who completed both
pre and post-surveys. The results are displayed in Figure 1 (gender), Figure 2 (college year),
Figure 3 (age), Figure 4 (race), Figure 5 (relationship status) and Figure 6 (current parent).
Across demographic data, there was one missing response for gender, five missing responses
for the college year, two missing responses for age, four missing for sexual identity, four missing
responses for the race, and six missing for relationship status.
Among the students who took both pre and post simulation surveys (n = 248), 61.7% (n
= 153) were male and 37.9% (n = 94) were female. Of the total, 86.3% (n = 214) were first year
college students. Most students 93.5% (n = 232) were between the ages 18-20. The majority of
the students identified their race as white 77.8% (n = 193). When asked about students'
relationship status, 67.3% (n =172) were single, 27.0% (n = 67) were in a relationship, 1.2% (n =
3) were married and 2.4% (n = 6) choose not to answer. Finally, only 1.6% (n = 4) identified as
current parents.
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Figure 1. Gender Distribution Among the Responders

Figure 2. College Year Distribution Among the Responders
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Figure 3. Age Distribution Among the Responders

Figure 4. Race Distribution Among the Responders
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Figure 5. Relationship Status Distribution Among the Responders

Figure 6. Student Parent Status Distribution Among the Responders
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ii. Changes in Beliefs
Students’ baseline beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge are reflected in the pre-and postsurvey data. The belief question was created to understand whether students think it is possible
to be a successful parent and college student at the same time. Students responded to the
question on a four-point Likert scale from 4 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree).
Figure 7. Student Beliefs about being a Successful Parent and Student at Pre and Post
Simulation Participation

There was no statistically significant difference between before and after attending the
simulation on students' beliefs about ability to be a parent and student 2(3) = 1.20, p > .05).

iii. Change in Knowledge
There were three questions created to rate students’ knowledge of resources. The first
question inquiries about students' knowledge of the availability of resources, the second
question on accessibility to resources, and the third question on which specific resource to
contact with relevant resources. Figures 8 through 10 illustrate student knowledge change
between pre-and post-surveys. Finding suggests that the current simulation gives students
knowledge and confidence in accessing available resources that they can use to become
successful parents and a student.
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Students responded to questions on a three-point scale (Yes, I’m not sure, No). Table 2
below demonstrates the number for three categories by three knowledge questions.
Table 2. Pre and Post Numbers for “Yes, I’m Not Sure, No” Categories
Question
Availability of
resources
Accessibility to
resources
Specific resource to
contact

Pre
61

Yes
Post
189

I’m Not Sure
Pre
Post
182
53

Pre
2

No
Post
6

50

188

193

56

1

4

26

154

178

79

41
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For the analysis, “No” and “Not sure” were combined into one category because “no”
and “not sure” are functionally equivalent.
Figure 8. Student Knowledge Change about Resources

After participating in the simulation, 76.2% of students said that they know that their
community has resources to help them if they were to become parents up from 24.6% at pre.
This change in proportions represented a significant change from pre-survey to post-survey
(2(1) = 129.82, p < .05).
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Figure 9. Students’ Knowledge about Accessibility to Resources

After participating in the simulation, 75.8% of students said that they knew that they
could easily access the resources in the community if they were to become parents (compared
to 20.2% at pre. Again, this was a significant difference from pre-survey to post-survey (2(1) =
150.69, p < .05).
Figure 10. Student Knowledge about which specific resource to contact
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After participating in the simulation, 62.1% of students said they know specific resources
to contact if they become parents from 10.5% at pre and this was a significant difference from
pre-survey to post-survey (2(1) = 140.93, p < .05).

iv. Change in Attitude
Students were asked how likely they would withdraw from a class or from college given
different reasons related to parenting, such as problems with work schedules, caring for
dependents, childcare problems, and recently becoming a parent to a child. Students were able
to answer questions four-point Likert scale going from 1 (not likely) to 4 (very likely). Figures 11
through 14 illustrate student attitude changes between pre-and post-surveys. Association
between pre- and post-survey data indicate that students were more likely to drop out of a class
or college after attending the simulation.
Figure 11. Withdrawing from class or this college due to problems with work schedules

As shown in figure 11 the distribution of response shifted from pre to post with a greater
percentage of students reporting increased likelihood of withdrawing at post (2(3) = 47.58, p <
.05) due to work schedule problems.
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Figure 12. Withdrawing from class or this college due to caring for dependents

As shown in figure 12 the distribution of response shifted from pre to post with a greater
percentage of students reporting increased likelihood of withdrawing at post (2(3) = 12.50, p <
.05) due to caring for dependent.
Figure 13. Withdrawing from class or this college due to childcare problems

As shown in figure 13 the distribution of response shifted from pre to post with a greater
percentage of students reporting increased likelihood of withdrawing at post (2(3) = 14.69, p <
.05) due to childcare issues.
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Figure 14. Withdrawing from class or this college due to having a child/another child

As shown in figure 14 the distribution of response shifted from pre to post with a greater
percentage of students reporting increased likelihood of withdrawing at post (2(3) = 8.47, p <
.05) due to having to parent a child.

v. Student Reflection
The post-PIAL College Simulation survey had three open-ended questions that asked
students to reflect on their experience during the College Sim. The questions were related to
what they like about the College Sim, the resources they can utilize, and suggestions for
improvements. We gathered the students' responses to each question and conducted an
inductive coding process. Common themes were identified for each question.
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Figure 15. Resources students are most likely to use from the simulation.

Students mentioned that childcare, college services, programs such as PIAL, DHS (Iowa
Department of Human Services), and Women, Infants and Children Program (WIC) are helpful
resources. Additionally, the College Sim gave them an understanding of what life would be like
as parents. Finally, some students mentioned they would delay their choice to be a parent until
they finish college.
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Figure 16. Favorite part of the simulation

Students mentioned that the realness, activities, engaging nature, and resources of the
College Sim were their favorite parts of the experience. Students' comments reflected that
walking through the story of a character gave them an idea of what it feels like to be a student
while parenting. Additionally, the activities such as puzzles, childcare, and class were enjoyable.
Particularly, moving around, communication, and the overall engaging nature of the College Sim
was highlighted through students' comments. Finally, the resources provided in the simulation to
help student parents to succeed were important to students.
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Figure 17. Areas to improve in simulation

Students provided their feedback to improve the simulation. They mentioned that they
felt rushed and short on time throughout the simulation. Also, the lines at the daycare were long,
thus, taking their time away from simulation. Some students acknowledged that this plays into
the realness of the daycare situation. Additionally, students suggested conducting the College
Sim in a spacious room. They also felt simulation was short on staff; thus, having more people to
help in each station would help ensure a smooth process. Finally, they mentioned they could
benefit from clear and better instructions.

vi. Fidelity

In this project, there were two types of fidelity checks, first by the College sim facilitators

and the another by an external person. In total, there were nine raters for the fidelity check.
Eight were internal (initials of internal raters: A.R., B.H., E.P., E.N., H.U., K.P., L.H. and O.S) and
one was external (initial of external raters: B.M.). After each session, facilitators who lead the
session and table leaders completed the fidelity checklist. Out of the 11 sessions, two were also
checked by the external fidelity checker. Raters answered questions about the overall module
delivery. Raters marked “No” when an event did not occur and “Yes” when an event did occur.
We plan to conduct further analysis on fidelity to understand the consistency of simulation
delivery.
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SUMMARY and FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The preliminary findings of the College Sim identified a number of potential pathways for
improving evaluation and programming. Findings suggest the College Sim successfully provided
information about resources to support students who are parents. Information from colleges,
communities, and programs such as WIC, PIAL, and DHS were some of the resources students
mentioned that they would remember.
Also, the College Sim allowed students to experience what it feels like to be a student
and a parent during their college years. The College Sim allowed students to consider the
benefits of delaying parenting until after college. Students’ responses reflected that being a
student and parent is challenging. Also, students reflected on the possibility of delaying
parenting. Students mentioned the simulation was real, and overall, they enjoyed the entire
experience.
Additionally, the College Sim students feel it is challenging to be a successful parent and
student attending college simultaneously. Students stated that they were more likely to withdraw
from a class or college if they were to care for a child, dependent, or have schedule problems.
Student responses indicated that they did not have confidence in the ability to handle both the
roles and responsibilities of being a parent and student at the same time. The College Sim was
powerful in conveying that being a parent is not an easy task. Standing in a line to drop off a
child at daycare, then taking that child to a doctor's health visit, then going to work and still
trying to attend class might have influenced the emerging adults to feel the difficulty of time
management. While the goal of the College Sim was to give real-life experiences, the PIAL team
wants emerging adults to feel that it is possible to be both a parent and a student at the same
time if that situation occurs in their lives. The PIAL team will continue to work towards
incorporating this message into the activities and debriefing discussions. Finally, the team
wishes to further investigate the reasons to withdraw from a class and college.
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Study Implications and Changes to be Implemented
There are two phases of change implementation to the College Sim. In the first phase,
immediate changes occurred during the fall of 2021 while the College Sim was facilitated. These
modifications included the setup of the room and alterations to instructions. After completing the
College Sim a few times, the PIAL program team decided there needed to be some immediate
revamping to ensure the best experience for the students. Other changes made during the initial
implementation included additional instructions for the individuals leading the tables, especially
at stations where mental health-related information and resources were provided. This allowed
for consistent conversations with students and more understanding of the table guides.
In the second phase, the plan is to implement additional changes before the College Sim
is facilitated in the fall of 2022. The most significant modification consists of editing the character
stories and chance cards. Some of these changes include having less text on the cards, bolding
essential words, and increasing the font size. This will allow students to understand the content
better and know what they should do or ask at each table. Another significant change includes
having students wear the characters' names, allowing table guides to know what character is
approaching the table.
Additional student experience alterations include requesting a limit of students and extra
time, having PIAL team members in each debrief discussion, students working through the
simulation as partners, and having all character cards available in Spanish. For a complete list of
all changes, see table 3 process study changes in appendix 6. The PIAL program team wants
students to feel confident that they can successfully be a parent and a student at the same time
through this College Sim learning activity. To reach this outcome, a combination of specific
changes to the College Sim experience and adding in statements related to successful
parenting and attending college will be implemented in the fall of 2022.
Finally, the PIAL research team decided to incorporate survey question modifications.
For example, the team feels it is worthwhile to investigate which life situations would cause a
student to skip class versus withdrawing from college entirely. The changes will include breaking
down the response options of skipping class and withdrawing from college into two separate
questions and requesting students provide why they would leave college through an openended question. Additionally, students’ responses mentioned that they would choose to delay
20

pregnancy after attending the College Sim. Future analysis will have quantitative data to further
investigate the age students choose to become parents.
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APPENDIX
1.PIAL College Simulation Pre-Survey
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2. PIAL College Simulation Post-Survey
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3. Analysis Table
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4. Character Card Example
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5. Chance Card Example
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6. Changes to Implement in Future (Process Study Changes)
Table 3. Process Study Changes
Implementation

Current Practice FY22

Category of Change

Summary of Change

Explanation of Change

FY22

Prepared for 30 student
participants

Set up

Some individuals/characters were
partnered during the simulation

Not enough materials, more students
than expected at simulation.

FY22

Used only part of the room for
the simulation activity.

Set up

After first simulation we changed
and utilized the entire room that
was provided for us.

Allowed for better layout of the
tables/stations, also allowed for easier
movement around the room.

Student Experience

Created a video that had audio
and visual directions for student
participants.

Video was implemented one time,
allowed for directions to be kept
consistent. Would like to create a
dynamic video for student directions
in FY23.

Student Experience

Additional slides added to
PowerPoint

Allows for students to maintain better
attention and a visual information
component.

Student Experience

After first semester and before
starting second semester asked
the larger group if there was
additional questions.

Greater understanding for
participants.

Student Experience

Additional facilitator was used for
initial instructions. This facilitator
was used to show what a
character would do during the
simulation.

Greater understanding for
participants.

Greater understanding for
participants.

FY22

Verbal directions for students
along with short PowerPoint.

FY22

Limited slides in PowerPoint
directions.

FY22

No collective group time
between semesters to ask
questions.

FY22

Single facilitator went through
directions.

FY22

Single facilitator walked through
directions and debrief

Student Experience

Additional facilitator participated
in instructions along with the
debrief, these instructions were
divided.

FY22

Personal Table had one set of
directions.

Facilitator/Voluntee
r Experience

Added an additional table guide,
with information regarding
conversation and chance cards.

Better understanding for table guide.

Better understanding for table guide.

FY22

Health/Mental Health table had
one set of directions.

Facilitator/Voluntee
r Experience

Added an additional table guide,
with information and tips about
the mental health conversations
they will be having with
participants.

FY22

No directions for teardown at
conclusion of College
Simulation.

Facilitator/Voluntee
r Experience

Created written directions for
each staff/facilitator to follow
after simulation was complete.

Everyone had a job which allowed for
quicker teardown/clean up from
simulation.

FY22

Childcare Table Guide did not
separate babies by name,
placed them where ever.

Set up

Divided table with tape into
sections for each character.
Placed the baby specific to
character in section.

Better organization for table guide;
allowing to quickly find baby at
pickup.
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FY22

Babies did not have name
identified, had an anklet with
parent name.

Materials

Added a sticker to baby with their
name on it in addition to the
anklet.

Better identification, making sure the
correct baby got to the correct parent.

FY23

Character chance cards have
detailed storyline with a lot of
text.

Materials

The storyline was shortened,
along with increasing font size.
Some words were also bolded to
catch the eye of the reader.

The shorter storyline, making it easier
for participants to read and
comprehend.

Materials

Nametags were ordered for
participants to wear with their
character names.

Allow for table monitors to have
knowledge over what character they
are talking with. Allows the participant
to remember the name of the
character.

Student Experience

Give specific instructions to read
the newly shortened chance card.

Allow for participants to better
engage with table monitors, allowing
for better conversation.

Materials

An icon of a baby was placed on
the chance card to indicate that
the child should be brought with
them to the next table. Table
guides also had information on
when a character should have a
baby.

Allow for greater understanding for
table monitors along with
participants. Babies should only be at
certain tables at certain times.

Student Experience

Add a visual to show the end of
the semester. Print open/closed
signs for table monitors to
display.

Allow for participants to visually see
when the semester is over, in case
they are unable to hear the sound to
indicate the end of the semester.

Facilitator/Voluntee
r Experience

At 2 minute warning, one floater
will be assigned to help with
childcare pickup.

The simulation will run according to
schedule and all children should be
picked up from childcare, which will
still allow the experience/frustration
of waiting to pick up child.

FY23

Child Care had no specific
responses to say to participants
at drop off/pick up.

Facilitator/Voluntee
r Experience

Created a list of phrases that
could be used to communicate
with participants at pickup/drop
off. added suggested phrases to
use during interactions.

Allows for table guides to create a
more authentic childcare experience.

FY23

Depending on the community
college simulations were either
60 or 90 minutes.

Student Experience

Going forward will request 90+
minutes at all simulations.

This will allow more time to debrief
students

FY23

PIAL requested for simulations
to have 30 student participants,
some simulations went beyond
this number.

Request a maximum of 30
students at all simulations

More time to discuss with table
monitors, each participant will receive
their own character and not need to
use partners. Allows for a complete
experience with making all choices.

FY23

Characters identified using
names on diaper bags

FY23

No specific instructions for
reading chance cards was more
indirect.

FY23

Chance cards had text on them
to indicate if children should be
brought with them to different
tables.

FY23

Sounds are used to indicate the
end of the semester and
announcements.

FY23

Floaters would self identify
where their help was needed

Student Experience
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FY23

Student participants discussed
debrief questions with their
character groups, no official
leader.

FY23

Facilitators focused debrief on
simulation experience and reallife application.

FY23

Random partner assignments if
more than 30 student
participants were at College
Simulation.

FY23

FY23

All character items are in English

Baby with ankle identification of
parent and sticker with the
name

Student Experience

PIAL student staff member or
volunteer will be assigned to a
character to help lead debrief
discussion.

Allows for a directed discussion, aiding
in participant focus and meaningful
conversation.

Student Experience

During debriefing identify student
parents and community resource
individuals and have them
contribute to the conversation.

Will increase long-term connections
and better knowledge of the
community college and larger
community.

Student Experience

If more than 30 students are
expected arrange the room to
assign partners automatically.

Easier to find a partner and individuals
will not feel caught off guard having to
figure something out themselves.

Other

Character cards were translated
into Spanish.

Allows for a complete experience for
individuals who are not fluent in
English.

Materials

A permanent name was created
and ironed onto the clothes of
the baby doll. The ankle band was
removed, along with any residue
of the previous sticker.

Easier to see the name, will not be
able to fall off.

31

