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Abstract

This study considered the experiences of youth-focused relationship educators as they
transitioned to online education due to the coronavirus pandemic. The aim was to understand the
process and impact of these experiences on educators’ determination of success when
transitioning online. Youth relationship education (YRE) programs are generally considered
prevention programs aimed at providing youth with knowledge and skills to support healthy
romantic relationships both now and in the future. YRE has previously been provided mainly
through in-person delivery modalities; however, the coronavirus pandemic was an unprecedented
historical event that led to a drastic shift in programming practice. Research is scarce on
relationship educators’ perceptions of their teaching and implementation, but especially so
during a time of unpredictability and quick changes in order to continue conducting YRE
programming. Through an interpretive grounded theory approach, focus groups and interviews
were conducted with 12 diverse community-based youth relationship educators who had
implemented programming in-person and online. The analysis revealed a core grounded theory
of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect, showing the process and elements of arriving at the
determination of success for YRE educators. Three categories, made up of sub-categories and
codes, encompass the core grounded theory category. These categories include Choosing to
Continue, Building and Maintaining Connections, and Moving Forward for Success. From across
the categories within the findings, five influential topics to consider about the way YRE
educators perceive success were found: (i.) connecting with youth to make an impact, (ii.) having
supportive partnerships through which to reinforce the process of meaningfully connecting, (iii.)
adapting to promote inclusivity, (iv.) getting to know youth on a deeper level to encourage

connections and engagement, and (v.) reconsidering what success is through connections and



engagement. YRE educators in this study perceive themselves as being able to make real,
meaningful changes in their youths’ lives through their work. Implications based on the findings

from this work are indicated through practice and future research.
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Chapter I - Introduction

Youth relationship education (YRE) is a sector of relationship education (RE) that
provides adolescents with relationship knowledge and skills during a pertinent developmental
time. YRE has previously been provided mainly through face-to-face delivery modalities;
however, the coronavirus pandemic initiated an unprecedented historical event, causing many
sectors of business and ways of life to unpredictably alter and adapt. During the coronavirus
pandemic, many educators and program managers of YRE faced the task of quickly altering their
programming or risk a halt to their YRE implementation altogether. Now, well into the
coronavirus pandemic, researchers and practitioners have seen many relationship educators
respond with resilience. However, little is understood about the experiences of YRE educators
during this tumultuous time. Educators are sometimes referred to as facilitators within family life
education; in this paper, | use the terms interchangeably but will mainly use the term educator to
refer to any individual who teaches youth relationship education (YRE). Understanding YRE
educators’ experiences during this constantly evolving time during the coronavirus pandemic
will help inform practitioners and researchers as they seek to advance the future of YRE.
Therefore, within this study, my aim was to uncover the experiences of youth-focused
relationship educators from their perspectives as they transitioned into online teaching, and to
develop a grounded theory of YRE educators’ determination of successfully transitioning into
online teaching at the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. This grounded theory informs
processes for future YRE online training and implementation strategies.
Relationship Education

Relationship education programs are prevention and intervention programs aimed at

providing knowledge and skills pertaining to healthy romantic relationships (Janssens et al.,



2020; Markman & Rhoades, 2012; Simpson et al., 2018). RE programs may include, but are not
limited to, topics pertaining to love, identity, emotion regulation, co-parenting, intimate partner
violence, communication, and conflict management (Cowan & Cowan, 2014; Futris et al., 2017;
Hawkins et al., 2012). Though programs vary and are offered to both couples and individuals,
some previous RE programs have focused on improving childhood outcomes through the
spillover of individual and relational outcomes from couple-focused RE (CRE) programs
(Hawkins, 2018). Specifically, engaged and newly married couples were the traditional
populations to receive RE (Markman & Rhoades, 2012), with the public likely most familiar
with the idea of pre-marital relationship courses. Within the past two decades, RE programs have
extended their targeted audience to include singles, unmarried couples, LGBTQ+ individuals and
couples, incarcerated populations, refugees, separated or divorced individuals, and youth
(Bradford et al., 2012; Markman & Rhoades, 2012; Stanley et al., 2020). Numerous research
shows the benefits of RE with diverse populations (e.g., Adler-Baeder et al., 2010; Bradford et
al., 2014; Kerpelman et al., 2009; Stanley et al., 2020), providing the opportunity not only for
those in traditional, married, heterosexual relationships to learn how to create and sustain healthy
romantic relationships, but also those outside of what was considered a traditional, married
couple.

Though knowledge and empirical literature surrounding YRE are growing, fewer studies
have focused on the effects and experiences of YRE compared to adult focused RE (Hawkins,
2018; McElwain et al., 2017). Youth in the US today receive little to no information from home
or schools pertaining to their romantic relationships outside of sexual education (Simpson et al.,
2018). We know that youth engage in different types of romantic relationships that can exhibit

trust, commitment, love, and intimacy (McElwain et al., 2017). However, many have idealistic



views of what a relationship should be and may not possess the knowledge and skills necessary
for cultivating healthy, lasting relationships (McElwain et al., 2017). Relationship education can
help modify unrealistic views that have been shown to decrease relational success and happiness
(Simpson et al., 2018). Romantic relationships of youth have also been shown to influence
academic achievement, self-esteem, depression, anxiety, career plans, identity formation, and
suicide ideation (McElwain et al., 2017; Simpson et al., 2018). Youth RE is similar to adult RE
in that it aims to provide knowledge and skills to form healthy romantic relationships; however,
an additional focus with this population is on preparation and preventative measures before
dating initiation (Simpson et al., 2018). Adolescents undergo a process of identity development
as they face numerous life choices and begin to focus on themselves; this sense of identity grows
and develops through relationships and interactions with others (Verhoeven et al., 2019). The
patterns and habits youth form in their early relationships are likely to influence the patterns and
outcomes of their adult relationships (McElwain et al., 2017). Therefore, this is an opportune
developmental period for interventive and preventive relationship education (RE) programming.
Youth Relationship Education

Similar to adult RE, YRE provides information pertaining to communication skills and
patterns, intimate partner violence, conflict management, emotional regulation, cohabitation, and
sexual decision making (Futris et al., 2017; Janssens et al., 2020; McElwain et al., 2017; Scott &
Karberg, 2015; Simpson et al., 2018). Some YRE programs also include additional information
on healthy approaches to relationship separation, bullying, financial responsibility, career
planning, and substance use (McElwain et al., 2017; Savasuk-Luxton et al., 2018; Scott &
Karberg, 2015). The implementation and evaluation of YRE programs has increased in recent

years as funding has grown (McElwain et al., 2017). Specifically, federal funding provided



through Healthy Marriage and Relationship Education (HMRE) grants served 66,526 youth
during the 2015-2020 grant cycle (Avellar et al., 2021). HMRE grantees serve a diverse set of
youth regarding gender, race, ethnicity, and geographic location. YRE programs also reach youth
through diverse nonprofit, for-profit, and higher education organizations that receive federal
funding for delivery in school or community-based settings (McElwain et al., 2017; Scott &
Karberg, 2015).

Delivery of RE, CRE, and YRE can include face-to-face (e.g., classroom setting) or
online modalities, either synchronous or asynchronous programs (e.g., prerecorded videos, web-
programs, via live video streaming) (Ballard, 2020; McAllister et al., 2012). RE delivered
through online modalities was beginning to gain attention and popularity before the start of the
coronavirus pandemic in 2020 (Simpson et al., 2018). While each modality has its own best
practices, providing engaging activities and allocating time to practice skills, regardless of
modality, helps achieve program effectiveness (Ballard, 2020). Though I later discuss these
practices in the context of online education and facilitation, effectiveness of programs has been
shown to increase when active learning, or learning through the process of doing, is incorporated
through methods such as role playing, skills-based activities, and interactive discussions
(Ballard, 2020; Jing et al., 2013). With the unexpected transition into online YRE facilitation due
to the coronavirus pandemic, researchers and practitioners know very little about how youth
relationship educators make decisions to incorporate active learning elements to promote
successful program delivery and student engagement in an online setting. Research suggests
though, that regardless of delivery modality, successful RE programs use a strengths-based
approach where participants’ knowledge, skills, and abilities are recognized and built on as

participants contribute to their own learning (Ballard, 2020).



Youth relationships are diverse and can include varying levels of intimacy, affection,
commitment, and infatuation or love. Researchers agree that youth romantic relationships are not
inconsequential, but instead can have both positive and/or negative effects on well-being,
development, and future relationships (Hawkins, 2018; McElwain et al., 2017). Owing to these
effects, researchers and practitioners recognize the importance of YRE as a way to help support
youth in relational and familial stability later in life (Hawkins, 2017; Simpson et al., 2018).
However, Hawkins (2018) suggests that unlike previous generations, society is not as intimately
involved in the romantic lives of youth today. In a survey of 18- to 25-year-olds, Weissbourd and
colleagues (2017) found 70% of youth reported a desire to have received more information from
parents on the emotional component of relationships, and 65% reported wanting schools to
provide more information on romantic relationships. Hawkins (2018) has argued that increased
attention on youth within RE programming and research will not only aid youth in understanding
and developing healthy romantic relationships but will lead to future success and stability well
into adulthood. Previous research has found youth to have unrealistic and idealistic expectations
for relationships partnered with a lack of relationship knowledge and skills (McElwain et al.,
2017) that can create challenges in establishing healthy relationships and lead to lower future
relationship quality (Simpson et al., 2018).

Adolescence is an applicable time to teach RE, as the information may prevent
development of negative relational patterns, correct idealistic expectations, and promote
thoughtful decision-making (Hawkins, 2018; McElwain et al., 2017). During middle and high
school years, many youth begin dating and forming romantic bonds, making it an ideal time for
YRE programming (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007). However, one precise developmentally and

socially optimal time for YRE has not been determined. Some research suggests emerging



adulthood, compared to adolescence, may be ideal for YRE as dating relationships can be even
more salient for emerging adults, prompting them to be more invested in the educational
programming (Simpson et al., 2018). Futris et al. (2017) argue providing YRE in middle school
could improve emotional, social, physical, and academic development in youth. Regardless of
adolescence or emerging adulthood, Ballard (2020) considers any developmental period where
romantic relationship knowledge and skills can discourage maladaptive romantic patterns to be
an optimal time for relationship education.

Further research has addressed this influence of romantic relationships on youth well-
being, stating that relationship experiences can spillover into academic achievement, career
goals, and physical health (McElwain et al., 2017). When youth experience positive, high quality
romantic relationships, they are likely to experience later high quality, healthy relationships;
conversely, low quality romantic relationships are correlated with higher incidences of adverse
outcomes such as depression, intimate partner violence (IPV), sexually transmitted infections
(STI), and unplanned pregnancy (Collins et al., 2009; Hawkins, 2018; McElwain et al., 2017).
Research notes that youth are not exempt from dangerous relational conflict; in fact, 70% of
youth have reported experiencing some form of IPV, with LGBTQ+ youth being more
susceptible to IPV (Hawkins, 2018; Taylor & Mumford, 2016). Though conflict in relationships
is normal, many youth view it as negative because they do not know and utilize healthy coping
and conflict management skills (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007). Many YRE curricula are designed to
include conflict management and communication skills which may reduce the likelihood of
conflict escalating into violence, which negatively impacts well-being. YRE also helps to build

healthy relationship knowledge and skills, which can not only lead to more fulfilling adult



relationships (Collins et al., 2009; Hawkins, 2018), but can also increase youths’ self-worth,
confidence, competence, and relational skills (Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; Futris et al., 2017).
Youth Relationship Education Outcomes and Effectiveness

Youth relationship education programs have shown desired curriculum outcomes in
romantic relationship knowledge, attitudes, and skills (McElwain et al., 2017; Simpson et al.,
2018). Meta-analytic results show an increase in relationship skills and positive relational
attitudes pre-to-post YRE program (Simpson et al., 2018). Adler-Baeder et al. (2007) showed
that immediately post-program high school students participating in YRE, compared to those in a
control group, significantly increased five different types of relationship knowledge (i.e.,
attraction/mature love, expectations and behaviors, communication skills, smart dating strategies,
and unhealthy relationships). Additional meta-analytic results have found small to medium
effects for improved outcomes in communication, conflict management skills, decreased IPV,
and increased resistance to peer pressure (Hawkins, 2018; McElwain et al., 2017). While these
results are promising, less is known about result longevity. Barbee et al. (2016) found YRE
participants to have statistically significantly sustained results 6 months post-program with youth
less likely to have had sex, have fewer sexual partners, and less likely to have become pregnant
compared to a control group. At 1-year post-program, Kerpelman et al. (2009) found youth to
have more realistic expectations and increased conflict management skills. However, some early
meta-analytic results suggest some YRE effects may fade over time (McElwain et al., 2017).
Providing YRE in early adolescence and offering booster sessions in the period of later
adolescence to emerging adulthood may make it possible to extend YRE results.

Popular Evidence-Based and Research-Based Youth Relationship Education

Curricula. When reviewing individual YRE programs and evaluations, some, though not all,



YRE programs are evidence-based. Evidence-based programs are rooted in research, have been
evaluated with control groups, and have shown desired participant outcomes (Puddy & Wilkins,
2011). Other programs may be research-based or -informed, meaning they were created based on
empirical research but have not been sufficiently evaluated to show desired program outcomes
when compared with a control group (Puddy & Wilkins, 2011). For YRE programs funded
through the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (OPRE), some of the most common
curricula include The Prevention and Relationship Education Program (PREP)™, Within
Our/My Reach™, How to Avoid Falling for a Jerk(ette)™, Connections™, Love Notes™, and
Relationship Smarts™ (Scott et al., 2017).

PREP: Within Our/My Reach™, Within My Reach is an adaptation of PREP (The
Prevention and Relationship Education Program) for individuals both currently in and not in a
romantic relationship (Stanley et al., 2006). Within Our/My Reach covers topics related to
partner selection, intimacy, emotional and physical safety, commitment, conflict management,
communication, and emotion regulation (Stanley et al., 2006). Though no research has been
conducted to my knowledge on the Within Our/My Reach program with a youth population, a
randomized control trial with adult couples shows that curriculum participants, compared to the
control group, reported desired changes 12-months post-program for increased relationship
happiness, increased warmth and support from their partner as reported by women, increased
positive communication skills, decreased negative behaviors and emotions, decreased
psychological abuse, and decreased psychological distress in women (Rhoades, 2015).

How to Avoid Falling for a Jerk or Jerkette™., How to Avoid Falling for a Jerk(ette),
also referred to as P.1.C.K. (Premarital, Interpersonal, Choices, and Knowledge), is a research-

based relationship education program focused on five components of relationships that are said



to predict the future with that partner (knowledge of the partner, trust, reliance, commitment, and
intimacy (Van Epp, 2010). Only one study, to the best of my knowledge, has assessed this
program with youth; Brower et al. (2012) found participants’ relationship knowledge on
listening, problem solving, conflict management, and quality time increased post-program.

Connections ™, Connections is a relationship education program for youth that
addresses relationship problems, individual differences, decision making, communication, and a
focus on marriage (Kamper, 1996). Within rural Midwest high schools, Gardner (2001) found
youth who participated in the Connections curriculum, compared to youth in the control group,
reported better conflict management, less favorable views on divorce, and more favorable views
on marital counseling and relationship education. Gardner et al. (2004) also found statistically
significant changes post-program for youth program participants, compared to control
participants, with results indicating increased relationship knowledge, decreased violence,
increased parent-child communication, increased positive attitudes towards marriage, and
increased attitudes towards seeking marital counseling or education.

Love Notes™. Love Notes is an evidence-based program that is geared toward older
youth aged 14-24 years, and is focused on healthy relationships, intimate partner violence, and
improved impulse control (Pearson, 2020). As discussed above, Barbee et al. (2016) assessed
Love Notes in a randomized control trial focused on intervention and prevention of risky sexual
behavior and found youth receiving Love Notes, as compared to the control group, were less
likely to have ever had sex, more likely to use birth control, and reported fewer sexual partners at
6 months post-program.

Relationship Smarts™. Relationship Smarts Plus 4.0 is an evidence-based program, with

similar content and activities as Love Notes, but targeted to younger youth (12-16 years), which



addresses topics of intimate partner violence, pregnancy prevention, sexual decision making,
youth development, healthy relationships, and goal attainment (Pearson, 2004/2007/2013/2018).
Through a quasi-experimental design, Kerpelman et al. (2009) conducted seminal research on the
effectiveness of Relationship Smarts through state-wide high school treatment and control
groups. Immediately post-program, when compared to the control group, the students receiving
Relationship Smarts decreased unrealistic relationship beliefs, increased perceptions of conflict
management, increased in the opinion that it is important to have a supportive partner, and
increased in the possibility of seeking additional relationship education or counseling
(Kerpelman et al., 2009). Expanding on this work, Ma et al. (2014) conducted an additional
state-wide evaluation with a treatment-control group design and found youth receiving the
curriculum increased in their standards that their partner should be warm, trustworthy, and loyal
compared to youth who did not receive the curriculum. Likewise, female youth who participated
in Relationship Smarts were less likely to report acceptance of dating violence compared to a
control group (Savasuk-Luxton et al., 2018).
Online Relationship Education

The internet has become an increasingly popular tool for family life education (FLE),
including RE (Ballard, 2020; Hughes et al., 2012). Online methods allow for easier access to
FLE materials and program delivery. Within RE, a challenge is encouraging individuals or
couples to seek RE programs who either have not sought services in the past or are not yet
experiencing relationship challenges (Markman & Rhoades, 2012). This is especially true for
youth who may not currently be in serious romantic relationships or may not recognize problems
within a relationship. With the rising attention to accessible RE/YRE delivery modalities, online

programming can be an innovative delivery method. In a review of best practices in FLE, Ballard
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(2020) found online approaches (e.g., internet, smartphone, social media, video learning) have
been shown to increase engagement, allow for easier access, and reduce barriers to RE
programming or information. However, before the coronavirus pandemic, transitioning face-to-
face YRE programs to online delivery while maintaining fidelity and desirable outcomes was
thought to be an intricate and long-term process with adaptions needed over time (Durlak &
DuPre, 2008).

Transitioning to online delivery may include necessary modifications to meet
participants’ strengths, needs, challenges, and experiences (Ballard, 2020). Program adaptation
will likely be most successful if the program is evidence-based or research-based so that the
information and practices are grounded in research, and employs engaging, interactive
approaches to teaching, which may incorporate active and experiential learning (Adler-Baeder et
al., 2007; Hughes et al., 2012; Janssens et al., 2020). Referencing child and youth prevention
programs, Durlak and DuPre (2008) suggested program creation and adaptation occurs in three
phases: dissemination, adoption, and sustainability. Dissemination consists of informing the
community about the presence and value of the program; adoption is whether the community or
a sub-group accepts the program; and sustainability involves the maintenance of the program
over time (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). Cultural relevance and participant engagement may be areas
in which modifications occur and could be easily adapted for online delivery, though educators
should also maintain fidelity to program objectives (Ballard, 2020). Approaches suggested by
educational researchers for online content delivery and audience engagement, need further
research within YRE (Hughes et al., 2012). For example, rather than utilizing passive learning
techniques such as reading material, educators can engross participants in learning through

pictures, videos, audio, discussion, activities, and moments of self-reflection (Morgan, 2020;
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Hughes et al., 2012). However, creating interactive methods of program delivery is only one
component of participant engagement. Another element of modality commonly mentioned
within both academia and RE programming, later expanded upon within this paper, is the
development of a classroom community, which research suggests is influenced by the educator
(Foreman et al., 2021).

Reports are indicating that individuals are increasingly turning to the internet for
relationship advice (Hubler & Burr, 2019), and as the coronavirus pandemic has led practitioners
to initiate a surge of online YRE programming, this presents a unique opportunity to advance
YRE to reach larger audiences and increase accessibility. Due to the increased importance and
usefulness of online YRE, it is important that researchers know how RE educators perceive the
transition to online implementation, as YRE and RE educators can be essential in supporting
desirable program outcomes (Bradford et al., 2012; Futris et al., 2017; Higginbotham & Myler,
2010). This study aimed to understand how YRE educators perceive success when transitioning
to online implementation as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. This understanding of
perceived success may enhance the effectiveness of online YRE programming and subsequently,

desired youth relational and individual outcomes.
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Chapter Il - Literature Review

In early 2020, the coronavirus pandemic prompted the closure of many schools and
community-based organizations. Not only did this cause school systems to transition into online
learning, but YRE educators, who sometimes deliver within school settings, quickly had to
determine how to convert their current practices into online delivery or stop delivery altogether.
With this transition occurring unexpectedly, it is unlikely that YRE educators had time to
thoughtfully and deliberately create a plan of best action for transitioning into online teaching
and learning. School systems faced similar issues, with challenges including lack of knowledge
in online learning environments and technology, adaptation of materials, and increased teacher
workload (Lemay et al., 2021; Morgan, 2020). The novelty of this situation leads to uncertainty
concerning how YRE educators determined the most successful way to adapt program
implementation, and what YRE will look like following the coronavirus pandemic. As discussed
above, it should not be assumed that what works within a face-to-face learning environment will
be perceived by educators as similarly successful within online education (Lemay et al., 2021).
Though researchers are working to understand this transition from face-to-face to online YRE,
research regarding K-12 schools and higher education may provide an initial understanding of
online experiences.
Online Education and Learning

When evaluating the perceived differences between face-to-face compared to online
education modalities, research has assessed some strengths and weaknesses within K-12 and
higher education settings. Though YRE, K-12, and higher education settings are unlikely to all
produce the same education and learning experience, YRE may glean insight from these areas of

education. YRE is typically delivered to individuals aged 12 to 24, which spans middle school,
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high school, and higher education settings, making it applicable to review online education and
learning experiences from these academic settings. Before the initiation of the coronavirus
pandemic, NAYCi (2020) found college students prefer face-to-face education because they
perceive it as easier to ask questions, communicate and interact with others, achieve higher levels
of learning, and perceive teachers to teach more effectively. They also found that students felt
that face-to-face education promoted more effective time management and prompted consistent
studying (NAYCi, 2020). Expanding on this during the coronavirus pandemic, Nambiar (2020)
found that the strengths of face-to-face education included the ability to provide immediate
feedback to the educator on student comprehension, and better observation of body language or
non-verbal cues, making immediate teaching adaptations in support of student learning easier.
Conversely, weaknesses and challenges of face-to-face education include lack of active
technology use, easier detachment from learning outside of class, crowded classrooms, and
insufficient focus on the individual student (NAYCi, 2020).

When examining online education both before and during the coronavirus pandemic,
students reported that online education can be easily accessed and allows for interaction and
flexibility (Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Nambiar, 2020; NAY Ci, 2020). However, increases in
student interest in course content through technology use was only mentioned pre-coronavirus
pandemic (NAYCi, 2020), while less distraction from classmates, less anxiety asking questions,
and the ability to watch recorded lectures later were only mentioned during the coronavirus
pandemic (Nambiar, 2020). During the coronavirus pandemic, teachers noted that online
education made grading and course evaluations easier, supported visual learning through videos,
and permitted educators to record lessons for future use or send to students who were absent

(Nambiar, 2020). However, online education generally requires more preparation time, and may
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involve increased educator probing for student engagement (Nambiar, 2020; Tucker & Quintero-
Ares, 2021). Other challenges or weaknesses of online education that are similar before, and
during, the coronavirus pandemic include technological difficulties, learner motivation, student
isolation, limited feedback, lack of interaction, decreases in student engagement, environmental
distractions, and difficulty monitoring student behavior (Coomey & Stephenson, 2018;
Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Nambiar, 2020).

Though some research and practice-based evidence has been gathered to explore online
FLE programs, online family life educator facilitation expectations have not been standardized.
However, in the early 2000s, standards for online education and facilitation were published by
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) Higher Education Program and Policy Council (see
Table 1).
Table 1

American Federation of Teachers Instructor Standards

Number Standard

1 Maintain academic control

2 Meet special requirements of distance education

3 Design the course around the delivery method

4 Ensure students understand course requirements and what is needed to succeed

5 Support personal relationships

6 Be thoughtful about class size

7 Cover all material

8 Explore topics and instructional methods

9 Allow research opportunities for students

10 Conduct similar student assessments as is typical in-person

11 Advise students similarly as if in-person

12 Allow the instructor creativity in their course design

13 Determine what is appropriate for the balance between distance and in-person
education

14 Evaluate online courses

Note. Fourteen instructor standards established by the American Federation of Teachers (2000).
Notwithstanding these standards, YRE also does not currently have standardized training,

implementation, and facilitation expectations for online YRE. In 2003, the International Board of
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Standards for Training, Performance, and Instruction (IBSTPI) produced a report on instructor
competencies for educators across delivery modalities (i.e., face-to-face, online, and blended)
grouped into: professional foundations, planning and preparation, instructional methods and
strategies, assessment and evaluation, and management (IBSTPI, 2003). These standards may
provide scaffolding for considering FLE implementation. The lack of standardized expectations
for family life educators, and specifically youth relationship educators, may reveal diverse
determinations of success when transitioning to online implementation from individual
educators.
Educator Perception of Online Teaching

Educators’ perceptions and previous experience with online teaching or learning can
influence their approaches to teaching and program delivery (Lemay et al., 2021). Two months
after the start of the coronavirus pandemic, Lemay et al. (2021) found, for example, that primary
school teachers’ perceptions impact their teaching approaches. Some perceptions that influence
educators’ approaches to online teaching within and outside of the contextual coronavirus
pandemic, include perceptions of support, teaching control, workload, appropriateness of class
size, self-efficacy or proficiency, and student willingness (Gonzalez, 2012; Lemay et al., 2021).
Regardless of the potential influence of educators’ perceptions, pre-coronavirus pandemic
research has mainly focused on students’ perceptions (Gurley, 2018). Nambiar (2020) suggests
considering both student and educator perceptions when designing, adapting, and evaluating
online courses. More research and knowledge are needed, especially within YRE, on educators’
perceptions.

Though teachers reported online education was convenient during the coronavirus

pandemic, 86.9% of college educators preferred face-to-face teaching in one study (Nambiar,
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2020). Although educators may prefer face-to-face teaching, in April 2020 after the coronavirus
pandemic began, Catalano et al. (2021) found primary school educators were not opposed to
online teaching and actually reported confidence in their ability to efficaciously teach online.
Researchers find perceptions of technology influence educators’ online teaching through
motivation, skills, knowledge, and integration (Tucker & Quintero-Ares, 2021; Walker & Kim,
2015). Family life educators with positive views of technology are more likely to effectively use
technology than family life educators who hold a negative view of technology (Walker & Kim,
2015). Besser and colleagues (2020) found that students’ openness to online learning helps
buffer the transition that occurred due to the coronavirus pandemic, suggesting that educator
openness to online learning may also ease the transition. These perceptions are important,
because pre-coronavirus pandemic research shows that when educators perceive their teaching
environment positively, they focus on student learning; however, when they view it negatively,
they focus on themselves and information transmission (Gonzalez, 2012). Educators perceive
that information transmission through lecturing is unmotivating for students, while students have
a more neutral perception of lecturing on the success of their learning (Lemay et al., 2021).
Oomen-Early and Murphy (2009) found college educators’ perceptions of students’
technological efficacy also impacted the pre-coronavirus pandemic online teaching experience.
Educators felt students were not ready for online education because of the different learning
occurring online (e.g., more independent and requiring increased critical thinking) and the
technological competence required by online education (Oomen-Early & Murphy, 2009). Both
before and within the context of the coronavirus pandemic, many educators also perceived online
teaching as more time consuming, putting increased burdens and demands on them (Nambiar,

2020; Oomen-Early & Murphy, 2009). Additional negative perceptions of online teaching from
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educators regardless of the coronavirus pandemic include feeling that online education is less
personalized, requires more conscious effort of student engagement, and needs explicit attention
to constructing a community (Nambiar, 2020; Oomen-Early & Murphy, 2009). Online education
training and support may help educators cultivate and maintain the positive perceptions of online
education found to be so impactful. Oomen-Early and Murphy (2009) state that educators who
perceive themselves as well prepared and supported have increased confidence and are more
willing to teach online. Researchers have established that educator perceptions of technology,
online education, and perceptions of students’ online efficacy are influential elements of
successful online education (Gonzalez, 2012; Lemay et al., 2021; Nambiar, 2020; Oomen-Early
& Murphy, 2009).
Facilitation of Online Education

As previously mentioned, what works within face-to-face education should not be
assumed to automatically transfer to online education, including online facilitation (Gillett-Swan,
2017; Gonzalez, 2012; Lemay et al., 2021). On the contrary, research has shown that online
education and facilitation often requires different pedagogy and facilitation than face-to-face
education (Gurley, 2018; Lemay et al., 2021). Morgan (2020) reasons that many educators likely
taught online for the first time due to the coronavirus pandemic. When determining what
influences teacher and student satisfaction with online education and facilitation during the
coronavirus pandemic, Nambiar (2020) found that quality interactions between educators and
students, technical support, structured classes, and educators’ accommodations for students are
influential. Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, Menchaca and Bekele (2008) found that factors
such as pedagogical collaboration, organization, quality assignments, goal clarity, training,

support, and technological logistics play an important role in online facilitation.
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Online facilitation can range from information transmission through lecturing, to
collaborative learning through communication and student engagement (Gonzalez, 2012).
However, collaborative or interactive learning helps students build competence and engage in
their learning (Berkel et al., 2011). To effectively create a learning environment that fosters
students’ comfort and feelings of safety to engage, Tanis (2020) endorses the importance of
building trust, developing open communication, and allowing students a social presence to feel
connected to their peers and teacher while in their online classroom. Though these factors were
considered pre-coronavirus pandemic, it is likely that concepts of trust, communication, and
connection translate to online education during the coronavirus pandemic. Group cohesion and
comfort can predict the quality of prevention or intervention programs, like YRE, when
delivered in group settings (Berkel et al., 2011). Therefore, educators should be thoughtful about
planned participation to promote students’ engagement and interaction. This may also aid
students in decreasing feelings of loneliness or isolation, which could stem from online education
prior to the coronavirus pandemic (Tanis, 2020) and may be exacerbated during the coronavirus
pandemic. Educators who create a safe, engaging, collaborative environment also support a
learning environment where students are more likely to develop interpersonal relationships,
leading to increases in learning and engagement from both a student and educator perception
(Hughes et al., 2012; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Tanis, 2020). It is likely that as educators gain
more experience facilitating online, they will continue to learn and utilize varied methods of
facilitation and student engagement that will make the transition into online teaching easier.
Facilitation of Youth Relationship Education

Within RE, especially YRE, researchers are still uncovering features of successful

facilitation (e.g., characteristics, teaching style, time constraints, preparedness) and how they
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influence implementation and participant outcomes (Futris et al., 2017). However, YRE
researchers may be able to initiate a rudimentary framework based on academic settings, since
facilitation within K-12 and higher education has been widely researched, with researchers
having an idea of what constitutes a successful teacher and teaching methods. High school
students perceive their teachers as successful in supporting learning when they assist with
student personality development, assess teaching methods, communicate well, are fair, provide
respect, solve problems, are encouraging, and pay attention to students (Ida, 2017). One study by
Pound et al. (2017) found some indicators of a good or successful teacher when assessing sex
and relationship education (SRE) educators. They established SRE educators are passionate and
knowledgeable about what they teach, are comfortable within their own sexuality, are
professional, confident, direct, trustworthy, non-judgmental, approachable, respectful, and treat
their students as equals with autonomy. Lemay et al. (2021) suggest that researchers examine
changes and approaches to learner-centered strategies, course objectives, feelings of community,
course design, and technology understanding when assessing transitions to online education, as
they can impact course success. An understanding of these approaches to teaching and learning
may support researchers and practitioners in creating YRE training grounded in this concept of
educators’ determination of their success and develop trainings accordingly to support success.
Importance of the Facilitator-Participant Alliance

Previous research of CRE refers to the relationship between the facilitator, or educator,
and their participant, as the facilitator-participant alliance (Bradford et al., 2012). Within CRE
and relational therapy literature, a strong, positive, supportive, and trusting relationship between
the facilitator-participant/therapist-client is indicative of desired changes in participant outcomes

(Bradford et al., 2012; Ketring et al., 2017). Within FLE, building relationships and connecting
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with participants is key for effective teaching (Ballard, 2020; Bradford et al., 2012); this is
especially true in an online setting (Besser et al., 2020). Futris et al. (2017) indicate RE
experiences vary with participant needs, location, program specifics, and facilitator preferences.
Within YRE, it is likely that the online context matters and the interaction between the
environment and educator, here referred to as the facilitator, is likely to alter student and
educator experiences.

Facilitator characteristics may promote the likelihood of creating a positive facilitator-
participant alliance. It is also likely that the relatability of the facilitator is important to the
youths’ YRE experience (e.g., engagement, enjoyment, receptivity) (Futris et al., 2017). Though
characteristics and traits specific to YRE educators, which contribute to an effective or
successful facilitator, are not fully understood, Higginbotham and Myler (2010) recommend
beneficial characteristics of an adult couple relationship education (CRE) educator can include
cultural awareness, knowledge, care, optimism, respect, and humor. Foreman et al. (2021) found
three areas pertaining to YRE facilitation to increase relatability: character, content, and
connection. YRE educators should be approachable, humorous, knowledgeable, cool, and
interesting (Foreman et al., 2021). Delivering the content through activities and in an interesting
way, as well as telling personal stories, was also found to be important in effective teaching
(Foreman et al., 2021). Lastly, to form a connection with students, YRE educators should show
interest in their participants/students, treat them as friends or peers, and develop a trusting
relationship (Foreman et al., 2021). These components of relatability may factor into educators’
perceptions of success.

Within YRE, a sense of community and rapport with participants has been found to

increase participants’ motivation to learn (Foreman et al., 2021). To help create a sense of
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community amongst participants and the facilitator in relationship education programs, the
facilitator must be caring, non-judgmental, attempt to build rapport, and take measures to
understand their participants (Ballard, 2020; Bradford et al., 2012; Foreman et al., 2021).
Rapport, or creating mutual trust and respect, is an aspect of bonding widely associated with
effective teaching across various disciplines, especially within CRE (Ketring et al., 2017).
Relationship education researchers have also stated that rapport and familiarity with participants
increases the facilitator’s credibility (Epting et al., 2004; Higginbotham & Myler, 2010). In a
study focused on adult CRE, researchers propose attempting to bond and collaborate with
participants during a program may improve the experience and increase material retention
(Ketring et al., 2017). This suggests that facilitators who are familiar, actively attempt to bond,
create trust and rapport, and collaborate with their participants are more likely to engage their
participants in the program. Similar perceptions from K-12 and higher education educators and
students have found that a positive, understanding, and supportive relationship between the
student and teacher creates a learning environment where students actively participate, are more
receptive to the information, are more attentive, are invested in their own learning, and have a
greater sense of belonging (Berkel et al., 2011; Besser et al., 2020; Epting et al., 2004; Gillett-
Swan, 2017; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008).

A prior relationship with participants may help educators create and support connective
communities. In review of RE and CRE literature, Markman and Rhoades (2012) propose
facilitators who know their participants may be perceived as more successful in program
facilitation. However, youth report mixed reviews when asked who they wanted to educate them
on sex and relationship education (Pound et al., 2017). Within a school setting, educators are a

practical option to teach YRE, since they already know and have access to their students.
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However, YRE can include sensitive topics (e.g., sexual decision-making, intimate partner
violence, physical attraction) that students may be uncomfortable discussing with their school
educator (Pound et al., 2016; 2017). School educators are less desirable as YRE educators due to
power imbalances, student lack of confidence in their educators’ relational knowledge, and
student discomfort (Pound et al., 2016). Pound and colleagues (2017) believe that training can
resolve student concerns with school educators teaching YRE. Community-based and near-peer
educators are more frequently YRE educators and may demonstrate successful facilitator-
participant relationships. Though program effectiveness with near-peer educators, educators
close in age to their participants, is currently being studied, adolescents highly approve of near-
peers as credible educators (Janssens et al., 2020; Pound et al., 2017).

Community and near-peer educators’ similarity and relatability to students may make
them a more viable facilitator option to promote program effectiveness; therefore, community
educators will be the focus within this study. Although there is a gap in empirical research on the
importance of the similarity between the facilitator and participant within CRE, Bradford and
colleagues (2012) report that education level and relationship status can influence desired
participant outcomes. Sex and ethnicity, however, were not found to predict CRE participant
changes, indicating that it may not influence CRE participant outcomes if their facilitator is the
same sex or ethnicity as them (Bradford et al., 2012). Therefore, facilitators should attempt to
question, understand, and relate to their participants and communities (Bradford et al., 2012).
Facilitators who are viewed as not relatable, unable to understand participant experiences, or
who show disinterest in knowing their participants as individuals may cause a distant or weak
facilitator-participant alliance (Bradford et al., 2012). There is a need for deliberate research to

understand educator perceptions of their teaching and delivery, as the facilitator has been found
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to play a vital role in program effectiveness through delivery and participant connection. This
research is necessary in valuing the experiences of YRE facilitators to create universally
consistent quality facilitator training and subsequent YRE implementation.

Perception of Educator Success in Online Teaching

Research recognizes the importance of educator perceptions on teaching and learning
expectations, outcomes, and in creating effective learning environments; however, educators’
perceptions of success in teaching are widely understudied (Lemay et al., 2021). Educational
research has assessed success through the student perspective or based on student outcomes,
though researchers have yet to establish how academic and RE educators determine if they are
successful in their teaching (Bhuasiri et al., 2012; Bradford et al., 2012; Foreman, 2021; Lemay
et al., 2021). We might consider outside perceptions of success as an initial indicator for
elements influential in educators’ perceptions of their own success; if others evaluate educators
by these standards, they may translate into personal standards of success. From the limited
research on perceived factors of success during the coronavirus pandemic, success can so far be
translated into: (i) educator and environment characteristics, (ii) technology awareness and
efficacy, and (iii) educator support or training (Lemay et al., 2021).

Many times, educators can control some aspects of the teaching and learning
environment such as the method of program delivery, participant interaction, program
adaptations, and program assessment (Ballard, 2020; Berkel et al., 2011; Bhuasiri et al., 2012).
As previously mentioned, students perceive successful teachers as confident, fair, quick to
respond, explain material clearly, interact with students, have a positive attitude toward students,
and exhibit comfort using technology (Bhuasiri et al., 2012; Bradford et al., 2012; Foreman,

2021). It is important to note that students perceive technological efficacy as an indicator of
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educator success (Bhuasiri et al., 2012; Bradford et al., 2012; Foreman, 2021). In online classes
or online program delivery, YRE educators must use online platforms to deliver the curriculum,
but also as a means of participant interaction. Researchers have suggested that successful online
teaching and learning may require both the educator and participant to have some level of
comfort with technology (Bhuasiri et al., 2012; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Nambiar, 2020).
With a collegiate sample of teachers and students during the coronavirus pandemic, Nambiar
(2020) found that technology challenges are the most influential factor in predicting online
course satisfaction among teachers and students. Bhuasiri and colleagues (2012) assessed the
specific components of technology that influence pre-coronavirus pandemic online course
success and found the top factors to include: previous technological training, perception of
technology’s usefulness, attitude toward online learning, technological efficacy, and program
flexibility.

Educator support and training were widely mentioned as components impacting online
learning success (Ballard, 2020; Catalano et al., 2021; Nambiar, 2020). Ballard (2020) denotes
quality training, along with experience, maturity, emotional stability, empathy, and flexibility to
promote successful facilitation. Gurley (2018) notes the importance of formal training as a means
of preparation for online teaching, finding educators have greater perceptions of confidence,
comfort, and efficacy in their ability to teach if they received formal training as opposed to
training on the job. Thoughtful training or professional development may influence educators’
perceptions of their teaching (Catalano et al., 2021; Nambiar, 2020). This is especially true for
new educators who have been found to need more time and experience before they are
comfortable teaching (Almond et al., 2021; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008). In all, it is possible that

YRE educators’ experience with, and attitude about, technology, previous training, and previous

25



teaching experience may contribute to their determination and understanding of successfully
transitioning to online teaching.
Youth Relationship Educator Training

There is not a consistent approach to YRE educator training, even though quality
educator training within RE, CRE, and YRE produces skilled educators and influences desired
participant outcomes (Bradford et al., 2012; Futris et al., 2017; Higginbotham & Myler, 2010).
There is inconsistency in research on what is known about YRE educator training, yet there are
guides or models for family life educators (FLE) to follow when preparing to teach family life
education, including relationship education. The National Extension Parenting Educators’
Framework (NEPEF) was created to provide a guide to knowledge and professional skills for
parent educators (DeBord et al., 2002). The six professional skills recognized as necessary for
delivering parent education may also be applicable for youth relationship education, and include:
(i) grow — personal growth through knowing oneself and relations with others, (ii) frame — the
ability to use theory to guide practice, (iii) develop — aptitude for marketing, delivery, and
program evaluation, (iv) embrace — capability to serve diverse populations, (v) educate — using
suitable delivery methods and techniques to aid each participant in their learning, and (vi) build —
expanding professional networks and community resources (DeBord et al., 2002, p. 7). In
addressing the competencies needed to be certified as a Family Life Educator (FLE), the
National Council on Family Relations declared 10 areas of knowledge: families in society,
internal dynamics of families, human growth and development, human sexuality, interpersonal
relationships, family resource management, parent education and guidance, family law and
public policy, ethics, and family life education methodology (National Council on Family

Relations [NCFR], 2020). Along with demonstrating competency in these areas, a Certified
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Family Life Educator (CFLE) must have a bachelor’s degree and two years of FLE experience or
five years of experience if their degree is not related to the CFLE field (NCFR, 2020).

Many youth relationship educators are not CFLEs though, as certification is not always
required to teach relationship education (Ballard, 2020). Educator training requirements are
typically set by project managers, grant funders, or by the YRE curriculum training
requirements. Some YRE programs are evidence-based and suggest educators undergo training
to teach the program, although suggested training is likely to vary in time and intensity (Ballard,
2020). Since quality facilitation has been shown to affect program effectiveness and participant
outcomes, quality educator training is likely important (Bradford et al., 2012; Gurley, 2018;
Janssens et al., 2020). Nonetheless, Cooke (2006) reports that many FLES receive training on the
job rather than ahead of time. It is therefore not surprising that Pound and colleagues (2017) state
some relationship educators may not feel prepared to deliver the educational program.

An additional facilitator skill, relatability, can be supported through cultural competency
or humor (Ballard, 2020; Berkel et al., 2011; Cooke, 2006; Epting et al., 2004; Janssens et al.,
2020). During training, it is important that educators be taught how to assess the needs of their
participants and adapt the program with cultural awareness while maintaining fidelity (Ballard,
2020; Berkel et al., 2011; Cooke, 2006; Janssens et al., 2020). Besser et al. (2020) reason that a
FLE should engage in training to prepare them to promote participants’ open-mindedness,
resilience, problem-solving, and hopefulness. Epting et al. (2004) further muse educators should
be casual and incorporate humor, which may not always come naturally to every educator. While
no one training model is in place for FLESs, training environments that offer opportunities for
modeling, feedback, and emotional support have been successful (Almond et al., 2021; Durlak &

DuPre, 2008). Hawkins (2018) states that training must be intentional and ongoing to address the
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gap between the intended and actual delivery. Within the context of online YRE, this may
suggest an importance for an awareness of the role that training can play in the determination of
educators’ perceptions of success for online program delivery.

The Impact of Developmental Differences when Teaching Youth

There are reasons and methods for teaching youth differently than adults, though many
times youth and adults are taught in similar fashion (Bongolan et al., 2009). Andragogy is the
practice and assumptions associated with teaching adults, while pedagogy is the teaching
practices and assumptions pertaining to children (Knowles, 1968; Merriam, 2017). Some
elements of pedagogy include the learner being educator dependent, educator led, and having
little incorporation of life experience (Knowles, 1968). In contrast, andragogy requires increased
self-directed and self-motivated learning, reflection, mutual appraisal of learning from both the
educator and student, and immediate application of material (Knowles, 1968; Merriam, 2017).
Adolescents are in a developmentally ambiguous state between childhood and adulthood where
they may, at times, fluctuate between child-like and adult-like learning abilities.

Adolescence is a time of identity development, as youth are determining how they see
themselves in various contexts; developing and maintaining a stable identity is linked to
resiliency, competency, and autonomy (Verhoeven et al., 2019). Therefore, supporting youth
identity development through YRE implementation is likely to be of higher importance than
when working with adults. Verhoeven and colleagues (2019) suggest educators can support
identity development by allowing youth the opportunity to explore various interests, uncover
personal talents, and role play different identities. They also mention the importance of
delivering educational programming that can translate into personal meaning for students and

provide a supportive learning environment. This is good news for youth relationship educators,
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as YRE contains topics that are likely meaningful to many students such as attractions, dating
initiation, communication skills, and conflict management techniques.

From a biological perspective, there are differences in youth brain development which
may indicate additional reasons why YRE should be taught differently than RE. Adolescent
brains are not fully developed (Wolfe, 2001). Youth tend to make more emotional than rational
decisions, may lack impulse control, and might exhibit more irrational behaviors than adults,
impacting their ability to learn, because the frontal lobe, which can be termed the ‘thinking
brain,” is not fully developed (Wolfe, 2001). As their brains become more developed, youth are
determining what they do not know and how new information fits into what they do know
(Bongolan et al., 2009). Because the frontal lobe is still developing, thinking can be influenced
by the amygdala, which relies on emotional memory and fight or flight responses (Wolfe, 2001).
Finding meaning within new knowledge aids youths’ brains in transferring knowledge to long
term memory (Bongolan et al., 2009; Wolfe, 2001), suggesting an ideal time for relationship
education as they transfer the YRE content to long term memory.

Researchers have made suggestions on how to approach teaching youth to support their
understanding of how concepts fit together and to find meaning within the knowledge (Bongolan
et al., 2009; Wolfe, 2001). Bongolan et al. (2009) suggests starting with a warm-up that connects
the lesson to previously learned material and explains lesson concepts. Clear and reasonable
expectations and limits may help youth achieve lasting learning and material retention (Bongolan
et al., 2009). Along with expectations, though learners of all ages want to be respected, youth are
especially sensitive to respect (Bongolan et al., 2009). Youth educators should exhibit and model
respect while sharing their enthusiasm of what they are teaching (Bongolan et al., 2009).

Educators should also display enthusiasm for getting to know their students; one way to increase
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relatability with youth is to use humor (Wolfe, 2001); educators can also ask students their
opinions and experiences to show they value the students’ viewpoint (Ballard, 2020; Bongolan et
al., 2009; Bradford et al., 2012). However, though showing respect and care toward students can
support learning by prompting student investment, as part of their development, many youth are
seeking independence from adults and instead gravitate toward their peers (Bongolan et al.,
2009; Verhoeven et al., 2019). Allowing youth to work in pairs and small groups may encourage
their dedication to learning the material (Bongolan et al., 2009). Lastly, youth educators should
intermittently check-in with their students to gauge understanding and determine if clarification
is needed; acknowledging student success and content mastery can also aid students in staying
motivated to learn (Bongolan et al., 2009).

Within an online context, Besser et al. (2020) found youth and young adults to report
lower levels of concentration, focus, motivation, and performance regarding their learning during
the coronavirus pandemic. Literat (2021) also found stress, work overload, and mental health to
impact youth’s perceived ability to learn in an online context due to the coronavirus pandemic.
These challenges may be exacerbated for youth from lower socioeconomic groups who are also
more likely to experience less access to technology and unstable internet (Catalano et al., 2021).
Considering these findings, all youth may experience challenges with online learning during due
to the contextual factors associated with the coronavirus pandemic; however, youth learners from
lower-socioeconomic status (ses) groups may experience more difficulty when unexpectedly
transitioning to online learning (Besser et al., 2020; Catalano et al., 2021; Literat, 2021).

Adolescent development and learning face-to-face and online may be an element of YRE
curriculum development that may not be explicitly explained to YRE educators as they prepare

to teach the YRE program, despite research that has shown that successful facilitation is
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important for effective programming (Ballard, 2020; Bradford et al., 2012; Durlak & Dupre,
2008; Futris et al., 2017; Higginbotham & Myler, 2010). As such, it is possible that YRE
educators are not taught techniques that are best suited for youth learning, which may have
impacted their feelings of successfully implementing the YRE program. Therefore, an
understanding of the educators’ knowledge of how to teach youth, the training they received on
this, and how that translates to online program delivery may help establish how YRE educators
perceive success.
Relevant Themes of Online Education during the Coronavirus Pandemic

In summary of the literature described above, when the coronavirus pandemic began in
early 2020, YRE educators unexpectedly transitioned to online implementation or temporarily
stopped programming. Though empirical literature is beginning to be published on this
unforeseen historical event, much is still yet to be understood. As previously discussed, research
conducted on face-to-face and online education in educational settings pre-and-during the
coronavirus pandemic can inform YRE, but it cannot be expected that educational success is
similar to YRE success. Similarly, perceptions of success and successful practices face-to-face
and online may not automatically translate (Lemay et al., 2021); however, presented here is a
summary of the literature on online learning during the coronavirus pandemic as outlined above.

Student and educator perceptions on technology, effectiveness of online education, and
students’ online efficacy have been shown to impact online teaching and learning (Lemay et al.,
2021; Nambiar, 2020). Strengths of online education during the coronavirus pandemic include
flexibility, ease of access, ease of grading, ability for recorded lectures, less peer distraction, less
anxiety asking questions, and new methods of interaction (Nambiar, 2020). Challenges of online

education during the coronavirus pandemic include increased preparation time, conscious effort
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planning and enticing student engagement, decreased student engagement, limited feedback,
learner motivation, student isolation, increased environmental distractions, explicit attention in
creating an online environment, and technical difficulties (Nambiar, 2020; Tucker & Quintero-
Ares, 2021). Some of these challenges may be amplified for at-risk, low-socioeconomic status,
and rural youth as they may have experienced increased challenges with reliable technology or
unstable home situations. However, supports to ease the transition to online education during the
coronavirus pandemic can include structured classes, student openness to online education,
student accommodations, quality student-educator interactions, and technical support (Besser et
al., 2020; Nambiar, 2020). Though many academic educators report confidence in their ability to
effectively teach online, face-to-face was still the majority’s preferred modality (Catalano et al.,
2021; Nambiar, 2020).
Theoretical Lens

Within qualitative research, researchers can utilize a theoretical lens to guide research
questions and data analysis (Mitchell, 2014). Though grounded theory, as described within the
methodology, is an inductive process, an active learning theoretical lens and sensitizing concepts
from the ABC-X model help develop the understanding of youth relationship educators’
experiences of transitioning to online programming in the context of the coronavirus pandemic.
As discussed above, YRE programming shows participant outcomes changing pre-to-post
program in the desired direction (McElwain et al., 2017; Simpson et al., 2018), but less is
published on the processes behind program implementation and educator training. Though |
noted frameworks and models suggested for family life educators (DeBord et al., 2002; NCFR,
2020), there are not currently YRE-specific frameworks or models of training and

implementation. Similarly, facilitation guidelines and expectations for online YRE
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implementation and training have not been established. As mentioned, the coronavirus pandemic
triggered an upheaval of everyday life, causing many YRE educators to adapt their delivery
modality and implementation strategies. Though little is known about FLE or YRE educators’
perceptions of online implementation, academic educators’ perceptions have reportedly been
influenced by their views on technology (Tucker & Quintero-Ares, 2021; Walker & Kim, 2015).
This suggests that online training and support, as well as technological training, may be of
interest as educators prepare for online YRE implementation. Although research on youth
relationship education is unclear on how educators are prepared to promote group cohesion,
create a secure environment, and develop the participant-facilitator alliance, they are likely
predictive of YRE programming effectiveness based on RE empirical literature (Berkel et al.,
2011, Bradford et al., 2012;). These experiences with technology, training, and support may
contribute to YRE educators’ feelings of success.
Theoretical Lens on Learning: Active Learning Theory

Active learning has been widely used within educational literature and may provide
insight into how youth participants’ learning intertwines into the educators’ perceptions and
determination of their own success. Jing and colleagues (2013) simply state that active learning
is the process of learning by doing. Through this perspective on learning, individuals learn
through experiences, reflections, and attempting to further understand (Czaplinski et al., 2020;
Hasnine et al., 2020; Jing et al., 2013). Research has found that when educators use active
learning strategies (e.g., role play, questioning, problem-solving, writing), students are more
likely to achieve greater learning and show increased engagement (Hasnine et al., 2020; Jing et
al., 2013). Active learning has also been shown to increase student confidence, attention, critical

and creative thinking, collaboration, problem solving, and positive attitudes toward learning;
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however, it requires students take ownership of their own learning through questioning,
processing, understanding, communicating, and problem solving (Czaplinski et al., 2020;
Hasnine et al., 2020; Jing et al., 2013). Some students, however, may be less confident in taking
ownership of their learning.

Online education, as previously mentioned, may require different teaching and learning
strategies. Czaplinski et al. (2020) suggest that the coronavirus pandemic indicated a need to
incorporate active learning (learning by doing) into educational practice. Derakhshandeh and
Esmaeili (2020) report adverse emotions such as anxiety, depression, isolation, and
disconnection may stem from online education. As such, educators delivering content online
must deliberately plan opportunities for students to actively learn and collaboratively engage
with the material and their peers to combat potential challenges of online education. Initially,
educators may need to scaffold active learning by providing students more structure, guidelines,
or assistance, as active learning requires students to proactively take lead over their learning,
which some students have limited experience with (Czaplinski et al., 2020). Czaplinski et al.
(2020) specifically state active learning requires self-direction (i.e., knowing oneself and
planning for learning success) and self-regulation (i.e., goal setting and awareness of effective
learning approaches for oneself). With a collegiate sample, Czaplinski and colleagues (2020)
noted most students were developing the self-direction and self-awareness needed for active
learning; therefore, they recommend educators provide more structure to their learning strategies
and receive training to do so.

It may be possible that the presence of active learning strategies when transitioning to
online YRE may support youth relationship educators’ determination of success when

transitioning to online delivery during the coronavirus pandemic. Though research has shown
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previous implications of active learning in face-to-face and online education, little is still known
as to the role of active learning in educators’ determination of success. The effectiveness of these
learning strategies may aid or hinder an educator’s perception of success depending on how well
they were implemented and their reception. For instance, as active learning has shown to
increase student attention, confidence, and learning achievement (Czaplinski et al., 2020;
Hasnine et al., 2020; Jing et al., 2013), active learning theory raises questions about how
educators perceive achievement of learning and engagement if online active learning strategies
were not implemented. In this study, active learning theory is used as a theoretical lens to support
analysis, as described below in the methodology. Through this lens, | am able to concentrate the
inquiry on aspects of learning defined by research.
ABC-X Model

The ABC-X model helps researchers to describe the adaptation that ensues when a
stressor event has occurred (Hill, 1958). The coronavirus pandemic is a stressor event that
shaped the way YRE educators implemented programming, in addition to its impact within their
daily lives. The ABC-X model was developed to aid family scientists in understanding stress and
coping (Hill, 1958). Within this model A refers to the stressor event, B are the resources and
supports available, C is the perception or appraisal of the stressor event, and X which determines
if the stressor event is deemed a crisis or not depending on B and C (Hill, 1958) (see Figure 1).
In this case, the stressor event (A) is treated as the unexpected transition of YRE to online
delivery due to the sudden onset of the coronavirus pandemic. The ABC-X model suggests that
individuals’ determination of a crisis is dependent upon their resources, supports, and

perceptions of the event. Though grounded theory is an inductive approach to data analysis, this

35



model drew my attention to potentially impactful components to answer the research questions
during data analysis.

Within this study, the ABC-X model sensitized me to theoretical inputs (i.e., resources,
supports, and perceptions) as possibly impactful within the theoretical development. Sensitizing
concepts provide the researcher with a reference for where to start; they suggest to the researcher
concepts that may be important in answering the research questions (Bowen, 2006). The
outcome (X), educators’ determination of success when transitioning to online YRE
implementation, is likely to be informed by both the resources (B) and their perception of the
transition to online education (C). Therefore, it is likely that data related to support, resources,
and perceptions of the experience will be impactful in determining perceptions of achievement or
failure of success. Perceptions are largely associated with symbolic meanings of events, actions,
or intentions (Tsang & Jiang, 2018). As grounded theory uses symbolic interactionism
(Whiteside et al., 2012), and YRE has shown educators’ and youths’ perceptions to be important,
incorporating sensitizing concepts pertaining to perceptions is an informed approach. For
instance, researchers have found that perceptions of technology, support, student efficacy, and
educator burden are likely to shape YRE educator perceptions of the transition to online
education (C) (Gonzalez, 2012; Lemay et al., 2021; Nambiar, 2020; Oomen-Early & Murphy,

2009).

36



Figure 1

ABC-X Model

B —Resources and supports

X — Determination of
Crisis or stress

/V
A —Stressor
\

C — Appraisal or perception
of event

Note. This figure demonstrates the elements of the ABC-X model.

Current Study

This study considered the experiences of youth-focused relationship educators as they
transitioned to online implementation due to the coronavirus pandemic. | sought to understand
the impact of these experiences on their determination of successfully transitioning to online
implementation in unprecedented times, without time to prepare. Online RE is effective for adult
populations (Spencer & Anderson, 2021), but effectiveness for youth populations is still being
determined. Before determining if online YRE is effective, | must understand the processes that
occurred during the transition to online implementation, to later discern the components
influencing program outcomes and effectiveness. As researchers have recognized the importance
of facilitation on program effectiveness (Ballard, 2020; Bradford et al., 2012; Durlak & Dupre,
2008; Futris et al., 2017; Higginbotham & Myler, 2010); it is imperative to understand how
educators determine if their facilitation is successful. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to
understand youth-focused relationship educator experiences of transitioning to online teaching.
The goal was to develop a working theory of successful transitions into online YRE teaching. By
understanding the experiences and transitions that have occurred, we were able to recognize
processes, perceptions, challenges, and strengths to better support YRE educators and reinforce

successful online YRE training and implementation strategies. This work is informative for
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future practitioners and researchers working in relationship education who will continue to adapt
the future of the field.
Research Questions
(1) How did youth focused relationship educators transition from traditional in-person teaching
to online teaching at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic?
(2) How did youth focused relationship educators determine success with online teaching during
the coronavirus pandemic?
(2a) What hindered educators’ perceptions of success in transitioning to online teaching
due to the coronavirus pandemic?
(2b) What enabled educator success in transitioning to online teaching due to the

coronavirus pandemic?
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Chapter I11 - Methods

Study Design

Within this study, | took an interpretive grounded theory (IGT) approach to developing a
theoretical framework for understanding the perception of success for youth relationship
educators when transitioning to online teaching. This framework is situated in the context of an
unexpected transition due to the coronavirus pandemic. In IGT, there is an emphasis on
developing a theory from the data, rather than testing preconceived hypotheses (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). Sebastian (2019) states that interpretive grounded theory has influenced socio-
ecologic, education, and learning research. The inclusion of IGT in educational and learning
literature was useful when aiming to understand youth relationship educators’ process of
transitioning and their development of the determination of success when unexpectedly
transitioning into online teaching during the coronavirus pandemic. This method of theory
development is more likely to accurately provide insight into the process of the subject that is
occurring (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

The researcher’s prior knowledge is valued and considered an asset to data analysis in
IGT (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Within this view, researchers’ insight and outlook prompts
researchers to acknowledge and explore specific research questions of interest. Inan IGT
approach, Strauss and Corbin (1998) view a researcher’s contextual or inside knowledge of their
subjects or study matter as potentially strengthening to data analysis and interpretation. The IGT
approach was an appropriate methodology choice for this study as | have insider knowledge of
youth relationship education as a YRE educator and master trainer of YRE educators. My
knowledge and understanding therefore strengthened the study by supporting the awareness

necessary to practice theoretical sensitivity (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In grounded theory,
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theoretical sensitivity is the researcher’s recognition of meaning and relevance within the data
analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Grounded Theory Methodology

Grounded theory (GT) methodology was first coined by Glaser and Strauss in 1967 to
connect research and theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Whiteside et al., 2012). Its initiation was
through the debate on the purpose and value of qualitative versus quantitative research (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Glaser and Strauss (1967) recall qualitative research in the 1930s to typically be
utilized as a precursor to survey development due to its ability to aid in the understanding of
social structures and systems, but not in its ability to produce facts or generalizability. This view
on verification of fact or knowledge was what led many researchers to view quantitative research
as the most appropriate way to create and adapt theory, as many qualitative researchers did not
view their work as theory building due to its use as a quantitative precursor (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Glaser and Strauss (1967) took a novel approach in their notion that both quantitative and
qualitative research could be used for verification and theory building. They state that grounded
theory is a process for producing a theory, or in other terms, provide an explanation for an event,
problem, or other occurrence (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Sebastian, 2019). Though grounded
theory was originally situated within nursing and sociology, Glaser and Strauss’ (1967)
explanation for the purposes of theory relate to family science and are as follows: 1. predict
and/or explain behavior, 2. theoretically advance the field, 3. suggest practical applications, 4.
provide perspective on an event or behavior, and 5. guide and provide a style for research. To
understand how theory development is validated, it is important to understand the foundational

characteristics of grounded theory.
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Grounded theory has specific methodological characteristics that are distinct and
imperative to successful analysis and subsequently theory development (Whiteside et al., 2012).
Some of these methodological characteristics or considerations involve constant comparison of
data, theoretical sampling, saturation, theoretical sensitivity, and objectivity (Andrews et al.,
2012; Whiteside et al., 2012). Constant comparative analysis is the method of data analysis
within grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Glaser and Strauss (1967) established the
constant comparative analysis method to provide an evidential check on qualitative data analysis.
They assert there are four stages to this method: “1. comparing incidents applicable to each
category, 2. integrating categories and their properties, 3. delimiting the theory, and 4. writing
the theory” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.105). As comparative analysis is intended to develop
theory, it is always evolving, which is why researchers must constantly compare the emerging
theory with their concepts and categories within the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

To test applicability of categories and determine additional insights into the emergent
theory, grounded theorists utilize theoretical sampling (Glaser & Straus, 1967). Theoretical
sampling is the process of iteratively collecting data, analyzing data, reviewing codes and
categories, and determining what additional data needs to be collected to further develop or
refine the theory (Glaser, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Whiteside et al., 2012). Theoretical
sampling is applied to allow the researcher to determine what additional data must be collected
and analyzed from the inductively created codes in the data (Andrews et al., 2012; Glaser, 1998).
In essence, the researcher determines new questions to ask or alternative participants to sample
from the inductive coding process that occurred from the previously collected data. This form of
sampling and data collection is completed in order to uncover categories and properties among

the data, the relevant context, and to later indicate interrelationships that build the theory
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(Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Whiteside et al., 2012). This
process of constant comparative analysis through theoretical sampling ends when the researcher
feels saturation has occurred within the categories (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Whiteside et al., 2012). Saturation occurs when new insights are not gleaned with additional data
collection; this occurs as data are compared to, and against, each other (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Sebastian, 2019; Whiteside et al., 2012). Glaser and Strauss (1967) claim that
collecting additional data after reaching saturation is likely not beneficial toward the process of
developing the theory. As such, grounded theory does not have a recommended sample size for
participants or sources of data as data is considered to be robust once saturation has occurred
(Andrews et al., 2012; Glaser, 1998).

When analyzing data through the constant comparative method, grounded theorists are
interested in creating more than thorough descriptions of the data, they abstract data to allow for
development of theoretical conceptions (Andrews et al., 2012; Glaser, 2001). To do this, it is
important that researchers utilize both objectivity and theoretical sensitivity. Objectivity within
qualitative data analysis refers to the researcher’s ability to view and explore the data impartially;
however, the researcher must also use theoretical sensitivity to recognize cues, properties, and
meaning within the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Whiteside et al., 2012). Through this method,
the researcher aims to generate additional questions, various categories, and properties about the
topic; these may include components such as conditions, processes, and causes (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Glaser and Strauss (1967) clarify that a category is a “conceptual element of the
theory,” while a property is a “conceptual aspect or element of a category” (p.36). As the
researcher may find diverse meaning within the data, Glaser (1998) suggests they ask questions

like: “What is this a study of? What categories does this incident indicate? What property of
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what category does this incident indicate?” (p. 123) when analyzing and coding. Glaser and
Strauss (1967) initially mused that coding should be systematic, meaning that the researcher
writes potential categories and properties while reviewing the data, while also writing any
necessary memos as they go. Memos are notes of the researcher’s abstracted thought about codes
and the connection of codes or categories while analyzing data (Glaser, 1978, p. 83). Andrews
and colleagues (2012) indicate the method of asking questions while analyzing, comparing
codes, and comparing categories is what helps the core category or guiding principle of the
theory to emerge. Strauss and Corbin (1990) also define the core category as, “the central
phenomenon around which all the other categories are integrated” (p. 116). Though not
consistent in all approaches to grounded theory, the prominence of a core category helps to guide
the overarching framework and aids in theoretical questioning to connect other categories within
the developing theory (Sebastian, 2019).
The Varying Approaches to Grounded Theory

Grounded theory has been framed through philosophical movements such as
postmodernism, symbolic interactionism, and constructivism (Whiteside et al., 2012). Therefore,
three main approaches within grounded theory have emerged since its inception: classical
grounded theory, interpretive grounded theory, and constructivist grounded theory (Sebastian,
2019). Classical grounded theory (GT) began with Glaser and Strauss (1967) but is mostly
associated currently with Glaser’s objectivist ontology, in which he refers to the discovery of the
core category. Interpretive grounded theory (IGT), also referred to as evolved grounded theory,
is associated with Strauss and Corbin (1990) as they reconsidered the structure, analysis, and role
of the researcher within grounded theory. The most recent adaptation of grounded theory is

Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory (CGT) which differs in its analysis and understanding
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of the researcher’s interpretation and construction of the data, as well as allowance for multiple
core categories (Sebastian, 2019). In these latter two approaches, the theory is most often
referred to as emerging from the data and understood to be temporally bound and limited to the
context of the study.

Within previous studies, some researchers have not clearly stated which approach they
took to grounded theory and have ended up utilizing a combination of the three main approaches,
causing impactful flaws to their analysis (Sebastian, 2019). As classical grounded theory has
previously been described, | now review some specific similarities and differences within the
three approaches to grounded theory. Across the approaches, the constant comparative analysis
method remains paramount to the process of theoretical development (Rieger, 2018; Sebastian,
2019). When setting up the study, classical grounded theory states that a review of literature
should be conducted after data analysis which helps the researcher to achieve their role of being
distanced during the analytic process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Sebastian, 2019). In IGT, research
literature is reviewed prior to and during the analytic process as it may help the researcher in
their role of actively engaging with and interpreting the data (Sebastian, 2019; Strauss & Corbin,
1998). In CGT, the researcher decides when to review the literature as the role of the researcher
IS to construct, rather than discover, the data (Charmaz, 2006; Sebastian, 2019).

All approaches recommend some form of vagueness when determining initial, guiding
research questions (Sebastian, 2019). GT does not adhere to creating research questions ahead of
data collection and instead states that questions should be driven by an inductive data analysis
(Rieger, 2018; Sebastian, 2019). This also increases validity by reducing the possibility of the
researcher inserting their own preconceived ideas or notions into data collection or analysis

(Rieger, 2018; Sebastian, 2019). IGT and CGT approaches follow the premise that research
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questions initially be vague, and that alterations or subsequent questions are likely to emerge
during data analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Sebastian, 2019; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998). Similar to
the role of the researcher, each theoretical approach differs in how to handle researchers’ prior
knowledge about the subject or participants. To not influence data analysis within GT, the
researcher attempts to remain neutrally objective without acknowledgement of prior knowledge
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Sebastian, 2019). IGT and CGT both allow for the acknowledgement of
researchers’ prior knowledge (Charmaz, 2014; Sebastian, 2019; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Through an IGT approach, this knowledge is potentially useful in study conceptualization, data
collection, and analysis and allows the researcher to practice theoretical sensitivity (Sebastian,
2019; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Prior knowledge is recognized as inescapable in CGT and IGT,
making it important to recognize how the knowledge influences the researcher and the study
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). There must be careful attention to a balance
between disregarding and overpowering the analysis with prior knowledge; within this regard
reflexivity may be important (Charmaz, 2006, 2014; Sebastian, 2019).

Data coding and analysis are some of the more diverse practices amongst the three
approaches. In GT, substantive coding proceeds by immersing oneself in the data until a core
category has been found (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Rieger, 2018; Sebastian, 2019). GT uses the
constant comparative method to theoretically code, unifying categories into one core category of
the theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Rieger, 2018; Sebastian, 2019). IGT employs a three-step
process of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding to produce a core category. Open
coding refers to detailed coding of abstraction or deconstruction of data into parts and compares
these components in the process of developing categories (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Rieger, 2018;

Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Axial coding is the process of connecting categories through
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relationships and properties (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Rieger, 2018; Strauss & Corbin, 1998);
this may be an instance where prior knowledge could strengthen the analytic process. Finally,
selective coding is the process of uniting all categories within the core category to form the
theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Rieger, 2018; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Coding can be very
granular: IGT leaves room for one instance, event, or property to be coded as a potentially
significant instance (Sebastian, 2019). Lastly, CGT codes all data and then groups the data into
frequently prevalent and relevant codes (Charmaz, 2006; Rieger, 2018; Sebastian, 2019). CGT is
also the only approach to grounded theory that allows the researcher to have more than one core
category in building their theory (Charmaz, 2006; Sebastian, 2019). Though each grounded
theory approach holds merit, | utilized an interpretive grounded theory approach to guide the
study. Interpretive grounded theory was most fitting for this study due to its recognition of the
value of empirical research, personal knowledge, and experience (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

In order to practice this awareness and exercise theoretical sensitivity, | have been an
educator of YRE for four years and a general family life educator for one year beyond that. As a
youth relationship educator, | recognized the importance of this unprecedented historical event
on the process of YRE implementation. | did not experience the initial transition into online
teaching due to the coronavirus pandemic; however, | have experienced the aftermath of online
and face-to-face YRE during the coronavirus pandemic. | am also a trainer of youth relationship
educators, having experience training educators in both an online (four years) and face-to-face
(two years) setting. Through these training experiences, | have assisted in preparing YRE
educators nationwide for face-to-face, online, and hybrid models of teaching. Though I hold
insider status and knowledge as a youth relationship educator, | recognize individual educators

may have diverse experiences and differing views on their similar or differing experiences. It is
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helpful that I am familiar with general face-to-face and online YRE delivery, but did not
personally experience the immediate, unexpected transition myself as | have general knowledge,
but no specific experience to contribute to the understanding of unexpectedly transitioning to
online YRE delivery. This aided in strengthening my understanding of the context and general
procedures around YRE but reduces the risk of relating my experience with that of my
participants, allowing me to remain objective while also employing theoretical sensitivity.
Likewise, the constant comparative method, as described below, within grounded theory assists
with checking un-inspected assumptions | may have had as the researcher, as the data are
compared, and negative cases are sought. This theoretical understanding of perceptions of
success within the context of the coronavirus pandemic can be advantageous in determining how
to best train and support educators within the areas they feel necessary for successful YRE
implementation.
Procedures
Sample

The sample for this study consisted of 12 community-based family life educators who
had implemented YRE programming online (see Table 2). To be included, participants were
required to be 18 years or older, understand and speak English, and be involved with the
teaching, training, or management of youth relationship education. Across GT approaches, it is
important to have a sample that represents diverse experiences on the research topic (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). This sample is diverse in race, ethnicity, geographic location, implementation

setting, and years of YRE experience.
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Table 2

Sample Demographics for Focus Groups and Interviews

Focus Group Interview Participants
Participants (N=12) (n=5)

Gender
Male 6 (50%) 2 (40%)
Female 6 (50%) 3 (60%)
Ethnicity
White/Caucasian 6 (50%) 2 (40%)
Black/African American 3 (25%) 2 (40%)
Hispanic/Latino 2 (16.6%) 1 (20%)
Bi-racial (African American/Latino) 1 (8.3%) 0 (0%)
Years of Experience
0-2 years 3 (25%) 2 (40%)
3-5 years 5 (41.6%) 2 (40%)
5-10 years 3 (25%) 1 (20%)
10+ years 1 (8.3%) 0 (0%)
Geographic Location
West U.S. (California, Utah) 5 (41.6%) 2 (40%)
Midwest U.S. (Michigan, Ohio) 2 (16.6%) 2 (40%)
South U.S. (Alabama, Texas) 5 (41.6%) 1 (20%)
Implementation Setting
Community-based/Non-profit 9 (75%) 4 (80%)
University-based 3 (25%) 1 (20%)

Note. This table represents the demographic information for all twelve participants as well as the
subset of individuals who were sampled from the original population to also provide an
interview.

Recruitment occurred through the Dibble Institute, a national nonprofit organization
focused on publishing and disseminating YRE curricula, as well as training facilitators. The
Dibble Institute indicated their support in the recruitment of these individuals (see Appendix A
for letter of support). The Dibble Institute was not involved in the study other than to provide
access to potential participants. As such, the Dibble Institute did not know who participated, did
not have access to the data, and anonymized data are reported to provide further anonymity to
participants. Recruitment also occurred through the National Council on Family Relations
(NCFR) blog posts. NCFR blog post forums are available for individuals in the field of family

science who have a membership with NCFR which is a nonprofit organization focused on
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research, education, and family science practice. After consenting to participate in the study,
participants had the opportunity to earn up to $30 in Amazon e-gift cards as described below.
Data Collection Procedures

This study utilized theoretical sampling to explore different types of data to develop a
grounded theory of youth relationship educators’ perceived success in transitioning to online
teaching. Data was collected through theoretical sampling derived from focus groups and
interviews. The data collected was first through focus groups of 2-5 YRE educators in 3 focus
groups, to initiate the analysis of youth relationship education and the transition to online YRE.
Focus groups can be a beneficial method to learn more about the population and targeted
audience to gain insight on applicable elements for further questioning (Morgan, 1996). Focus
groups are observed to develop conversations between participants, with participants learning
from each other and exploring concepts (Krueger, 1998, p. 20) and can supply the researcher
with new information, consolidate knowledge, allow for differing opinions, and generate ideas
through brainstorming (Edley & Litosseliti, 2010). Within the nature of grounded theory, the
initial collection of data is only loosely structured toward initial research questions (Sebastian,
2019; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998) (see Appendix B). From focus group findings and through
theoretical sampling, subsequent data collection with individual interviews is more focused on
developing and understanding research questions through the constant comparative process of
collecting and analyzing previously collected data (see Appendix C). Therefore, the second form
of data was collected through 5 individual interviews to probe into in-depth individual
experiences of transitioning to online implementation during the coronavirus pandemic and
perceptions of success. When used in conjuncture with focus groups, interviews provide an

opportunity to expand on previous group discussions and unearth in-depth narratives either at a
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specific time point or across time (Morgan, 1996). Thus, subsequent data was collected to
expand on, seek negative cases that do not match the majority of the data, and test emerging
relationships or theoretical categories.

Focus Groups. | initiated the first phase of sampling through focus groups to begin
category development between July and August 2021. Through the Dibble Institute’s nationally
diverse clientele, | conducted and recorded three focus groups through Zoom with a diverse
sample (e.g., ethnicity, race, geographic background) of 12 youth-focused relationship educators
(see Table 2). Utilizing a semi-structured approach, each focus group lasted an hour to one and a
half hours. Within this semi-structured list of questions, | followed a list of open-ended questions
but also allowed the conversation to progress naturally which led to additional topics outside the
prescribed questions. Participants were asked about the transition to online programming,
strengths, challenges, and audience engagement (see Appendix B for questions).

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for this study was obtained and allowed for
the use of an information letter. Before conducting focus groups, | engaged possible participants
in the process of consent. Potential participants received the information letter via email. | then
discussed the information provided in the information letter during the intake process.
Participants had the opportunity to review the information letter and determine their intentions to
participate in the study. If the individual agreed to participate, | asked them introductory
contextual questions (e.g., gender, race, years as a relationship educator, YRE setting) and
scheduled their focus group (see Table 2). Focus groups were held and recorded online through
Zoom and were scheduled based on participant availability. Once enough participants indicated
interest and intent to participate, they were emailed a scheduling poll to determine the time of

best fit for the majority of the interested individuals. If a participant was unavailable during the
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determined time, I included them in the next focus group. Once a group was full, I no longer
offered it as a possible time for new participants. Following each focus group, participants were
each compensated through a $15 Amazon e-gift card.

Measures were taken to secure participant privacy. As the focus groups were held on
Zoom, all meetings required registration and were password protected; this ensured only
participants and | were present during the focus group. During the focus group, participants were
told that they were not required to answer any question they did not want to. Data from the focus
groups was initially transcribed through Zoom and further transcribed for clarity by either myself
or a paid research transcriber. To protect participant confidentiality, | kept the audio-visual
recordings within Auburn University’s Box online platform on a secure and password protected
computer. Once transcription was completed, participants were provided an identification
number which replaced names; any further identifying information such as the specific
curriculum taught, length of employment, and organization was removed from the transcripts.
Initial coding from the focus group data identified characteristics and topics important for further
exploration through theoretical sampling in the form of individual interviews (see Appendix D
for initial categories).

Interviews. Following focus groups, | analyzed the transcribed data in order to identify
concepts and categories of importance within the next round of theoretical sampling through
individual interviews. These initial codes or categories were emerging concepts with varying
properties and dimensions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Through an open coding process, as
described below, | generated new research questions and determined populations imperative to
the development of the emerging theory within the next round of theoretical sampling. Interview

questions were also semi-structured and determined from the concepts and categories emerging
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from the comparative analysis of the overarching discussion within the focus groups (see
Appendix C). An IRB modification was approved to expand the pool of possible participants and
conduct interviews. Participants from the focus groups were invited to participate in an interview
lasting approximately half an hour. The determination of who to interview arose from the
understanding of who could provide insight into the questions emerging from focus group data
analysis. Sampling continued until coding saturation occurred where I no longer obtained new
insights from additional data (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Sebastian, 2019;
Whiteside et al., 2012). As such, individual interviews were held with a subset of 5 of the
original 12 participants. The same protocols for consent as mentioned above were followed
during individual interviews. Interviews were then transcribed by either myself or a paid
transcriber. Following each interview, participants were compensated through an additional $15
Amazon e-gift card.
Data Analysis

As | was not analyzing to support or challenge a hypothesis, I inductively coded and
categorized data (Whiteside et al., 2012). To adequately discuss the coding process within IGT, it
is first vital to provide definitions of the main elements of the coding process as these can differ
across approaches and within qualitative research. A concept is an abstracted label assigned to an
instance, idea, or event (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.61). A category is a grouping of similar
concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.61). Properties are defining characteristics of a category
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.61). It is also important to note that within IGT and specifically the
constant comparative method, data analysis is not designed for two or multiple researchers to
analyze the same data and come to identical conclusions (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Glaser and

Strauss (1967) suggest grounded theory is a methodology that supports creativity and flexibility
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within data analysis; as previously mentioned, IGT values each researcher’s background
knowledge which may influence the data analysis process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Though this
means there is not the opportunity for interrater reliability, verification of the categories and
relationships occurs through constant comparing and repeated sampling within the data to
confirm the stability of codes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). To achieve this verification and eventual
substantive theory, IGT practices three processes to data analysis: 1. open coding, 2. axial
coding, and 3. selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998).

Open Coding. Open coding is the first step in IGT data analysis. Within this process,
concepts are recognized, grouped into categories, and the properties of categories are discerned
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). During open coding the researcher engages in analytic questioning:
who, what, when, why, where, and how much, to distinguish the concepts, properties, and guide
theoretical sampling (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). An imperative element of open coding includes
breaking down the data into abstractions of the idea, event, or opinion (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Strauss and Corbin (1998) advocate that this method allows for the researcher to understand the
foundational underpinnings of the data and logic within the concepts more clearly. Strauss and
Corbin (1998) suggest there are different ways to go about open coding. The first way is to
conduct a line-by-line analysis which involves coding phrases or words that could generate
categories or properties; they advise this is the most time-consuming method but may be useful
during early stages to quickly generate categories to inform theoretical sampling (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998, p.119). Another suggested method of open coding is to code sentences or
paragraphs (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.120). This approach is best used when the researcher
already has a few categories and can contemplate the main idea of the passage (Strauss &

Corbin, 1998, p.120). Lastly, open coding can be done by analyzing a whole document or
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transcript and contemplating its similarities, differences, and importance in relation to other
documents or transcripts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.120. Regardless of the method, or methods,
chosen to implement open coding, the constant comparative method is paramount to informing
which categories are most salient within the emerging theory. By constantly comparing, the
researcher checks their analysis of the data with other comparative data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967,
p.23). While abstracting the data, the researcher utilizes this method to examine the data for
similarities and differences which can be useful during axial coding to understand how multiple
incidents are relevant to one another or in recognizing relationships that may be evident between
categories.

Axial Coding. Axial coding occurs after open coding; however, Strauss and Corbin
(1990) suggest the researcher move between open and axial coding before progressing to a third
stage of selective coding. Axial coding occurs when the researcher determines the relationships
and connections among categories and their subcategories; through this process, the researcher
links categories by properties (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Subcategories are specific concepts of
categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 101). Essentially, axial coding reconstructs the abstracted
data from open coding into categories and subcategories that are more complete and connected
explanations of the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This is why it can be beneficial to go back and
forth between open and axial coding during the constant comparing as the researcher gains
clarity and redefines their understanding of the data and developing theory. At this point, it may
become clear that further data is required to help clarify emerging concepts. Strauss and Corbin
(1998) state that a researcher can either relate categories by using the participants’ actual words
or through the researcher’s conceptualization of the data. Within IGT, it is logical that the

researcher conceptualizes the categorical connections as the concepts and categories are already
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abstracted from the raw data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To conceptually link categories, the
researcher must again ask questions such as who, how, when, where, how much, and why
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). By applying this contemplative questioning, the researcher discovers
both the structure and processes occurring within the emergent theory and connects them
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Ultimately, axial coding is used to explain the conditions, properties,
relationships, and connections within the categories to build a theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

Selective Coding. Selective coding is the final portion of data analysis that occurs within
an interpretive grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998). During selective
coding, the researcher has collected all data and is concerned with integrating and refining the
categories within the theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). One of the main purposes of selective
coding is to select one core category that will be the primary focus of the theory (Sebastian,
2019; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The core, or sometimes referred to as central, category should
contain a condensed explanation of all products of the analysis that encompasses the overarching
meaning of the research (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Strauss and Corbin (1998) assert the core
category is likely to evolve through one of two ways. Either the researcher will determine that
one of their categories is paramount, or that while the categories are all imperative parts of the
theory, a different term or phrase is needed to capture the conceptualization of the core category
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This method is different from reporting on themes within the data
because it builds upon interrelated concepts and categories to develop a theoretical guide
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

Coding in this Study. In this study, open coding was first implemented with focus group
data. I initially analyzed the focus group transcripts one at a time using the line-by-line method

of open coding to determine initial concepts. In doing this, | also wrote memos or potential
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conceptual abstractions in the margins of the document, a method deemed useful by Strauss and
Corbin (1998). During this process of coding, | compared statements and instances within each
focus group and grouped similar concepts into categories made up of subcategories. Once this
was completed for each focus group, | then switched to comparing the categories between the
three focus groups. The focus groups were asked similar questions which aided the constant
comparative method by checking the categories across each group for similar or different
experiences from YRE facilitators. After comparison of categories, | conducted axial coding to
detect connections and relationships between emerging categories. The individual and collective
focus group categories aided in establishing the theoretical sampling necessary to further develop
the theory (see Appendix D for initial categories).

From this analysis, | conducted a second phase of data collection by interviewing 5
previous participants. | again conducted open coding through line-by-line coding of each
interview transcript and wrote conceptual abstractions in the margins. Once initial coding was
complete for interviews, | grouped similar conceptual abstractions into categories made up of
subcategories. These categories were compared with focus group categories as well as those
within other interviews. From the comparative method and theoretical sampling, | conducted
axial coding and formed collective categories across the focus group and interview data. These
categories were new categories that encompassed the concepts across focus groups and
interviews that underpinned the developing theory. Within axial coding, following the
categorization of data from the collective interview and focus group data, | unearthed the
connections and relationships between categories as defined by their properties. Once all data
was analyzed and categories with subcategories were created, | finally turned to selective coding

to assess the categories for either a core category or a conceptualization of an overarching core
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category that could be created. To do so, | followed criteria set forth by Strauss (1987) for
determining a core category: 1. relate all categories to the core category, 2. certify that the core
category appears frequently within the data, 3. logically relate, rather than force a connection
between, categories within the core category, 4. title the core category abstractly rather than
detailed or specific so as to lead to more general, formal theory, 5. ensure concepts are
integrated, and 6. allow for the core category to explain the normative, main point and leave
room for contradictory instances (p.36). Using these guiding criteria, | deliberated on how the
categories answered the research questions and related to one another in a logical manner
through the use of pictorial diagrams. Diagrams are useful within grounded theory for integrating
and theorizing about relationships between categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.153). Strauss
and Corbin (1998) suggest that clear, sensible diagrams are indicative of an integrative theory.
Through this diagramming and mapping, | represent the connections between all other categories
in supporting the core category to develop the theory, to answer the central research question of
how youth focused relationship educators determined success with online teaching during the

coronavirus pandemic.
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Chapter 1V — Analytic Results Showing Categories of Connecting

Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect

In this chapter, a summary of the core category is presented first, followed by details of
the three supporting categories (i.e., Choosing to Continue, Building and Maintaining
Connections, and Moving Forward for Success). The analysis of data and development of
grounded theory categories resulted in a core category of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect,
which captures how youth relationship educators arrive at and determine success through their
effort to create meaningful connections and YRE experiences (see Figure 2). In response to the
first research question regarding how YRE educators transition to online implementation, the
analysis revealed that the process for connecting and creating meaningful connections shifted
when Y RE educators had to pivot into online implementation due to the coronavirus pandemic.
Pre-coronavirus pandemic, YRE educators had ways to successfully connect with youth in-
person (e.g., eye contact, hands on activities, discussions on clothing). When the coronavirus
pandemic occurred, YRE educators pivoted to translate programming and connective processes
through an online modality. Therefore, the core category of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect
shows the adaptive process that occurred for YRE educators and how it impacted their thoughts
of successful programming. YRE educators were unable to translate the personally considered
indicators of success in-person into an online modality and had to shift their perceptions of what
success looks like and means online. This perceptional shift influences YRE educators’
programming intentions moving forward, as well as their understanding of success, regardless of
delivery modality. In summary, the YRE educators in this study expressed a desire to combine
methods from both in-person and online implementation to continue attempting to successfully

implement YRE programming in the future.
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Figure 2

Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect

Moving Forward
for Success

Choosing to
Continue

Building and Maintaining Connections

Note. Figure 2 depicts the three categories that form the core category of pivoting to
meaningfully connect.

In Figure 2, showing the core category of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect, YRE
educators “plug in” when making the decision to continue programming even though that means
a shift in their typical programming. Traveling along the power cord from left to right, YRE
educators build their connective power as they work to generate and maintain connections with
youth, agencies, and community partners across in-person and online delivery modalities. The
plugged-in power cord leads to the computer, where the person at the computer chooses to move
forward with the knowledge and practices of the YRE experience that modified their ongoing
feelings about how to successfully create meaningful connections with youth and which delivery

mode is best suited to this process.
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Using the figure as a guiding metaphor, the following paragraphs discuss each of the
three categories under the core category of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect. Details of the
codes, sub-categories (Axial codes), and categories are presented in the Appendix (see Appendix
E-H). Category overviews provide an overview of the sub-categories and concepts. Following
the category overview, | further detail each set of categories, sub-categories, and codes, and
present data from focus group and interview findings to support the process and components of
determining success. Results are discussed in relation to the sensitizing concepts from the ABC-
X model (i.e., perceptions, resources, and supports) (see Appendix E). The three sensitizing
concepts from the ABC-X model did not direct the analysis but offered a reference of
components that focus my attention when assessing the stressor event of moving to an online
format due to the coronavirus pandemic (Blumer, 1954; Bowen, 2006). The three categories of
(1) Choosing to Continue, (ii) Connecting and Engaging, and (iii) Moving Forward for Success
represent the process of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect. Starting with Category One:
Choosing to Continue, the data used in the analysis are presented with the findings.

Category One: Choosing to Continue

Overview of Category 1. The category of Choosing to Continue describes how YRE
educators and their supporting agencies considered necessary choices at the onset of the
coronavirus pandemic regarding implementation. The context of the coronavirus pandemic was
the important instigator for the sudden pivot to online education. Before the coronavirus
pandemic, YRE educators typically implemented programming in-person. If they chose to
continue implementing YRE programming, they would have to pivot their practices and
approach, as in-person programming was not possible at the start of the coronavirus pandemic.

YRE educators detailed the reasons for wanting to proceed with figuring out how to prepare for
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online implementation and the initial transition that occurred (see Appendix F). In Figure 3 the
category of Choosing to Continue shows a hand plugging in a power cord to an outlet. The hand
represents the active decision to choose to switch to an online modality (represented by the
power cord) which was necessary to continue YRE programming at the onset of the coronavirus
pandemic. The perceived impact of YRE programming and fostered connections were the
driving motivators for this decision. The wires protruding from the back of the outlet represent
the behind-the-scenes process of getting ‘plugged in,” including deciding how to transition into
online implementation and the subsequent preparation. New responsibilities were not equally
distributed amongst YRE educators during this process, as will be discussed in Analytic Results:
Category One. However, these responsibilities initiate the descent into the power cord, in which

the theory shows how YRE educators build and maintain connections.
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Figure 3

Category One: Choosing to Continue

Transitioning ;. .
o F |
Timeline |glér:1r:g t

Preparing for

the Transition ympacting Youy,

Experiencing
Something New

Choosing to Continue

Note. This figure depicts the sub-categories and codes that make up category one: choosing to
continue.

Findings of Category 1: Choosing to Continue. When the coronavirus pandemic began,
nearly everything in everyday life changed. School systems went online, people quarantined at
home, physical and mental health were at the forefront of American society, and YRE was
abruptly stopped as community organizations and school systems figured out what to do. Despite
the challenges and effort it would take to choose to continue programming, YRE educators
expressed their desire to continue programming to their agencies, and in some cases were the
driving force of YRE agencies choosing to continue programming.

| pushed pretty hard. | was like, can | just try? Can | just find one teacher, with only a

couple of classes in their school that we can just try it out? [Participant 5][Focus Group]

62



Some agencies had already met their participant quotas as set by their grant funder when
the coronavirus pandemic began and chose not to continue YRE programming online, though
many agencies and educators did choose to continue YRE programming. For these individuals
who chose to continue programming, there was a quick shift at the beginning of the coronavirus
pandemic. Although there was a hurried shift in mindset, this did not mean that every YRE
educator immediately began online implementation. Some YRE educators expressed launching
their online programming rapidly with only a month break around April 2020 to regroup.

We took a pause for April to make sure everything was working as far as Zoom and teach

it to ourselves, like how to work Zoom and everything. Then we started back up in May.

[Participant 9][Interview]

Other YRE educators did not launch into online implementation as quickly but were still
quickly navigating what online YRE programming would look like. These individuals were
working with schools and were many times told to pause programming until the school system
had a better understanding of their plans for academia during the coronavirus pandemic. This
meant that YRE educators generally took a break from April-August 2020 to regroup and
prepare for online implementation at the start of the fall semester in August 2020.

Virtual was in the process, and we were told to hold off. All the students and everybody

were trying to figure things out. | think we really didn't start meeting up with the team

until later, I want to say like in late April or May, when people....our partners were

pushing and asking to keep doing it...to make it work. We prepared and it took us a

really long time to get started. [Participant 10][Focus Group]

The motivation to continue programming through an online modality came from both a

need to have participants to fulfill grant funder requirements and a drive to continue serving the
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youth in their communities. YRE educators articulated their intentions in being YRE educators
because of a desire to help youth. They care about the youth they serve, even considering the
youth as an extension of their own children. Empowering youth and making a difference in their
lives through YRE programming and the connections they build, is the meaningful experience
YRE educators strive for.
It's like, well hold on, I care about you [the youth]. | want you to succeed and here's
something to help. And then it's like you know what? You won the day. You know
because tomorrow might be horrible but today, you won. [Participant 12][Interview]
Relationship education programming was perceived as a way to impact youth through
program content that was helpful for, and needed by, youth. In their interactions with youth,
YRE educators reported feeling like it is a privilege to be able to help teenagers recognize the
need to make good decisions and provide youth skills to be more successful in life. They admit
that all youth may not be impacted, or at least impacted equally, but they feel like any impact
they are able to make is important. Seeing the impact from the YRE programming and
connections made with youth showed up in various ways. For some, this included feeling like
youth remembered program content or learned from the program how to make healthy
relationship decisions. However, remembering program content was not the only indicator of
programming success. Having youth express feelings of enjoyment about being there or not
wanting to leave the program indicated to YRE educators that they were making an impact in
their youths’ lives. Experiences where they could visually see youth were happy to be there, or
having youth tell them about how the programming was making a difference in their lives also

induced feelings of successfully impacting youth.
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I've had young women come up to me and say, the things that you were talking about
represents my whole relationship and I'm ready to break up today. [Participant
7][Interview]

YRE educators had numerous stories about instances where the YRE programming made
a difference in youths’ lives. YRE educators reflected on the emotional element of making an
impact, helping their youth, and having moments that are unforgettable. One educator detailed an
emotional experience of being able to intervene with a youth who was planning to commit
suicide but chose to reach out to the YRE educator for help because of the YRE programming
they were receiving.

I’ve even had the tragic occurrence of because a student heard what we had to offer, by

way of content and curriculum, admit that they were experiencing suicidal ideation and

that they had a plan and that they were ready to go home that day and pursue the plan.

And because of that, because of hearing that and being a mandated reporter, | was able to

step in and facilitate accordingly, but because they found me to be a safe individual, they

were okay with allowing me to walk with them to the support that they needed...and so
again, you hate to see those names, but you also know, if you weren't there, something
else could have been the outcome, and so you know those are things that flood my
system. | think I'll never forget those moments. [Participant 7][Interview]

The connections that encourage youth to open up to YRE educators, be vulnerable, and
seek advice on their personal experiences secured Y RE educators in perceiving that they are
making meaningful and impactful connections with youth. Therefore, though the coronavirus
pandemic meant a change to YRE programming, YRE educators chose to continue, to figure out

what online implementation would look like, and prepared for the transition. YRE educators
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struggled with the challenge of figuring out how to switch to online implementation because
they, themselves, were not sure what exactly was going on and what sort of support to ask for.

| think at first it was something we just had to figure out...we had to figure it out and

make it work. [Participant 9][Interview]

During the transitional time between in-person and online implementation, YRE
educators prepared for the transition by coming up with a plan to shift YRE program content to
an online modality. This was considered something that required a lot of effort with individuals
being assigned to transition specific lessons to a virtual format and then working as part of a
team to brainstorm and share resources.

We were doing weekly meetings with all the partners and just brainstorming together

what the curriculum looks like virtually. And [co-facilitator] and I, we were assigned

lessons and we created the PowerPoint presentations to fit the virtual format. [Participant
10][Focus Group]

YRE educators also used the down time to prepare for the online transition by practicing
teaching the curriculum online. By the time online implementation began, YRE educators
reported feeling stress regarding the transition, but prepared to tackle the new experience. Due to
having to quickly navigate what the coronavirus pandemic meant for their role as YRE
educators, many educators reflected on having a lot of responsibilities, especially when
transitioning to online implementation. They had to switch into new roles, determine how to
logistically transition, and figure out online teaching. The perception of added responsibility was
not universally similar for all YRE educators. Some individuals did not feel as burdened if they
were only required to implement an online plan that was given to them; however, those who

were part of the process of creating online plans, traversing community and school partnerships,
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and familiarizing themselves with new technologies reported feeling overwhelmed at times.
Sometimes, this translated into YRE educators feeling like they were unable to give their full
effort to all of their roles and responsibilities.

| think it depends on your role...If you're just teaching, maybe it was a great, positive

experience, but trying to deal with the technology, the logistics, coming up with a plan,

all of that, and then having to worry about planning to teach it and all that too. I’'m good.

[Participant 1][Focus Group]

Another responsibility of YRE educators is to recruit youth and fulfill their quota set
forth by funder requirements. The coronavirus pandemic shifted educators’ thoughts on how to
recruit and what reaching youth entailed. Organizations and educators who had already met their
funding requirement quotas were able to be less concerned with continuing to recruit and
implement. However, for those who had not met quota, or who were adamant about continuing
to implement regardless of quota, figuring out how to recruit and reach youth virtually was of
primary concern. Initially YRE educators not working within a school system, reported not being
sure how to reach youth. They reflected on wanting to have received more help from their
organizations or community partners. Over time however, recruiting was described as easier to
manage. Youth bought into the online implementation of the program over time and began
inviting their friends. This shift to online implementation allowed YRE educators to reach more
youth than when implementing in-person, because they were able to be in more places (e.g.,
schools, community settings) within a day, hold more sessions, and reduce barriers like educator
or participant travel, leading them to reconsider how they reach youth due to this newfound
virtual capability. The ability to reach larger numbers of youth was considered one of the biggest

strengths of online implementation.
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Being virtual has allowed us to see more students and more places in the same day than
we ever could in a single capacity. Now the benefit of that is there were opportunities to
engage youth where we would have said no, naturally, because we just can't be in two
places at one time. But virtual capacity has led us to reconsider that and rethink that, so |
think that is the strongest strength, and it led us through some doors where we originally
were told no. [Participant 7][Focus Group]

Although the coronavirus pandemic prompted an unexpected movement toward online
implementation for YRE educators, they exhibited enthusiasm in choosing to continue with
programming. The process of Choosing to Continue (Code 1: Choosing to Continue) was driven
by YRE educators’ passion for their youth, empowerment of their youth, and desire to provide
meaningful experiences that impact their youth (Code 2: Impacting Youth). This internal
motivation was also guided or constrained by external supports (e.g., YRE educators and
agencies) through decisions to continue programming and assistance during transition. After
making the decision to continue with YRE programming, YRE educators were faced with a new
experience (Code 3: Experiencing Something New) and needed to figure out (Code 5: Figuring it
Out) how to pivot into online implementation. Some educators quickly adapted (Code 4:
Transitioning Timeline) their programming for online (e.g., one month) while others had a
lengthier process (e.g., multiple months) when preparing for the transition (Code 6: Preparing for
the Transition). The preparation time allowed all educators to figure out how to adapt their YRE
program for an online modality, become familiar with technology, and practice teaching the
adapted program online. This move to an online modality caused some educators to feel

overburdened with new responsibilities (Code 7: Having a Lot of Responsibilities), but
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convinced educators that the added effort was beneficial as it was a way to connect with more
youth by reducing barriers of in-person programming.
Category Two: Building and Maintaining Connections

Overview of Category 2. Providing meaningful YRE experiences required intentional
effort from YRE educators and their supporting agencies to build and maintain connections both
before and during the coronavirus pandemic. Category Two (Building and Maintaining
Connections) outlines the four sub-categories (i.e., Building Community Partnerships,
Maintaining Community Partnerships, Retaining Connections Through Technology, and
Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities) which explain the nuances of building and
maintaining connections for YRE educators (see Appendix G). Figure 4 shows the category and
its sub-categories (see Figure 4). The protective sheath covering the wires within the power cord
represent the connections. The four sub-categories that support YRE educators in building and
maintaining connections make up the wires encapsulated by the sheath (connections). There is a
break between the two sets of power cords which represents the two modalities, in-person and
online implementation, as divided by the coronavirus pandemic. Though this separation is
present, YRE educators can re-connect the two sides of the power cord through the four elements

(i.e., sub-categories) of Building and Maintaining Connections.
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Figure 4

Category Two: Building and Maintaining Connections
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Note. Figure 4 depicts category two: building and maintaining connections as a connective
casing that bridges in-person and online implementation. Building and maintaining connections
is supported by four sub-categories: 1. building community partnerships, 2. maintaining
community partnerships, 3. retaining connections through technology, and 4. connecting and
engaging youth across modalities.

2.1 Sub-Category Building Community Partnerships.

Overview of Sub-Category 2.1. Regardless of delivery modality, Sub-Category One:
Building Community Partnerships captures the need to build connections with community
partners to gain access to youth and programming space for implementation. These community
partners, such as local organizations and school systems, were themselves impacted by the
coronavirus pandemic. As described below, challenges arose in the process of pivoting into an
online format because of the transition faced by the community organizations. Building
community partnerships is an interwoven experience that can help to create close connections
amongst YRE educators, the organizations through which they serve, and the youth, as depicted
by the closely twisted wires in Figure 5. YRE educators’ effort to serve youth initiates the
process of Building Community Partnerships which leads to forming relationships within the
community to reach and recruit youth for YRE programming. This process results in the setting,

or location, that YRE educators implement YRE programming.
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Figure 5

Sub-Category One of Category Two: Building Community Partnerships

Serving Youth

Teaching
Location

Having/Building
Community Relationships

Note. Figure 5 depicts sub-category one (building community partnerships) of category two
(building and maintaining connections).

Findings of Category 2.1: Building Community Partnerships. YRE educators, at a
foundational level, commented that they provide services to youth; however, their description of
serving youth was much deeper. YRE educators chose their careers with the intention to serve
their community and specifically to impact youth. When working within their communities, YRE
educators within this study operated within either a school or community-based setting. Though
this service occurred in various locations (e.g., park, school, etc.), as described below, a
commonality among educators was the experience of serving youth classified as at-risk, high-
risk, or high-need. For some educators, this included youth who were considered low-
income/SES. For others, they worked with a potentially transient population such as youth within
the foster care system or youth who were justice-involved or justice-impacted. Justice-involved
refers to youth who have personally been incarcerated or on probation, while justice-impacted
refers to youth who may have a family member or close relative involved in the justice system or

who are living within a high crime area.
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The majority of the families live at or below the poverty level. So, living at or below
poverty level comes with things like housing insecurity, food insecurity, the increased
rate of having some sort of police involvement, or gang violence, or just violence in
general, and then also an increase in single parent households and teenage pregnancy.
[Participant 9][Interview]

For those working in school-based settings, YRE educators were mainly within high
schools, though some were also in middle school and college settings. School-based YRE was
almost always implemented across multiple weeks, with educators implementing in the school
system multiple times a week or at least weekly. Those within a community-based setting were
diverse in their location and approach to YRE pre-coronavirus pandemic. Community-based
implementation of YRE may be spread out over multiple weeks but was also possible to occur
over a weekend or within one day. Some of the locations mentioned include after school
programs, community parks, domestic violence shelters, group homes, and juvenile detention
facilities. For youth on probation or within the juvenile detention facility, YRE educators felt the
environment made their job to implement YRE difficult. Juvenile detention centers were not seen
as an environment beneficial for youth growth and generated the challenge of losing access to
youth once they were released. Therefore, though YRE educators recognized the need and
impact when working with justice-involved youth, they would have preferred to interact with
youth in a different setting that was supportive of growth and learning.

An incarcerated setting is not one that is conducive to growth, as much as that's how they

like to tout it. It is not conducive to learning and it is not the place where | would prefer

to interact with my youth, because a lot of my youth in those programs were constantly in
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survival mode and when the kid is in survival mode, | do not have their full attention.

They are distracted, they are on edge. [Participant 6][Focus Group]

To serve youth and implement programming (Code 1: Serving Youth), YRE educators
stated the need to build community partnerships; this collaboration with the community or
agencies was deemed crucial for success (Code 2: Having/Building Community Partnerships).
Community individuals are many times the gatekeepers who determine if YRE educators are
able to reach youth and implement programming. Many times these gatekeepers provided the
programming location (e.g., community organization, school, juvenile detention facility) (Code
3: Teaching Location). Therefore, having good relationships with agencies, as well as good
reputations within the community, not only grants YRE educators’ access to youth populations
through those agencies or schools, but can allow the educator more freedoms and flexibility. For
instance, educators mentioned being given whatever physical space, resources, and time they
needed to implement due to their connection and reputation with the school. Some educators
were very familiar with their community, or had others lay the groundwork with their
community partners, helping to build this connection. For those that did not have the connections
already, they worked to introduce themselves to individuals and showed loyalty to schools or
agencies by working with them and building the connection over a span of years (Code 4:
Recruiting). These community partnerships were also described as mutually beneficial as YRE
educators were able to implement their relationship education programs and were then able to
help connect youth with the partners for job and internship experiences.

2.2 Sub-Category Maintaining Community Partnerships.

Overview of Sub-Category 2.2. School systems were enmeshed in their own process of

figuring out academic logistics at the onset of the coronavirus pandemic. As such, Sub-Category
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Two: Maintaining Community Partnerships, describes how YRE educators had to actively work
to maintain connections with the school system, teachers, and other community agencies. They
also recognized these connections as valuable resources aiding their intention to create a
meaningful connection with youth through YRE programming. Figure 6 displays this process of
maintaining community partnerships because of the coronavirus pandemic. Within this figure,
the wires are more loosely interwoven than in Figure 5; this is due to the impact that the
coronavirus pandemic had on the connections between YRE educators and their community
partners (e.g., schools, organizations). YRE educators, as previously mentioned, were largely
operating through local school systems, and therefore had to manage the transition into online
implementation due to the coronavirus pandemic with schools. Perceptions of support through
entities like YRE serving agencies, training and professional development opportunities, YRE
curriculum developers, and other YRE educators aided in managing the transition. Maintaining
community partnerships was loosely connected at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic
because of the resulting academic transition and chaos. YRE educators’ supports and efforts
towards maintaining connection through online implementation helped return the partnerships to

a tight-knit connection as indicated by the interwoven wires on the right side of the figure.
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Figure 6

Sub-Category Two of Category Two: Maintaining Community Partnerships

Managing the Transition
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Note. Figure 6 depicts sub-category two (maintaining community partnerships) of category two
(building and maintaining connections).

Findings of Sub-Category 2.2: Maintaining Community Partnerships. YRE educators
gained access to youth populations and were provided locations in which to implement through
the previously mentioned schools and community agencies. These partnerships were, many
times, connections that had been fostered and sustained over years. When the coronavirus
pandemic occurred, school systems were hit especially hard. YRE educators recalled the
upheaval that occurred because school systems were shifting between virtual, hybrid, and in-
person academic delivery at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic. Schools were not
perceived to prioritize YRE since the school systems were managing their own uncertainty
regarding teaching and learning during the coronavirus pandemic. As previously mentioned,
some YRE educators and their organizations decided to take a break in their implementation
until school systems were more certain of their plans moving forward. For those that did not take

a break, or those who did and tried to get back into school systems following the break, there
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were complicated school rules and policies in place that made it more challenging to implement
within the school system. Those with a close connection and good reputation within the schools
indicated schools were more accommodating to allow them to implement because the teachers
found value in the RE program and were deliberate in making the YRE curriculum part of their
class curriculum.

There was already truly a relationship built in the school system so that when | went in,

our transition was fairly easy because the teachers love the program and when we had to

go hybrid, the teachers kind of made our program part of the curriculum. [Participant

8][Focus Group]

Connections with schools and community agencies were not the only resources that aided
YRE educators as they transitioned to online implementation. Intangible resources were the
perceptions of support from organizations, other facilitators, and curriculum developers. Feeling
supported was considered a perception aiding in feeling successful when attempting to maintain
meaningful connections online. Organizations were favorably viewed as a resource for educators
when they provided guidance, offered opportunities for professional development, and answered
questions. By working together as a team to transition to online implementation during the
coronavirus pandemic, educators were strengthened in their resolve to continue working with
their organizations. Some elements of working as a team included sharing tips on what was
working or not working, compiling resources, and sharing ideas for how to move forward. Being
able to ask other facilitators questions was appreciated and helped boost YRE educators’ sense of
efficacy in their own transition. Similarly, during focus groups, hearing the experiences from

other YRE educators with whom they did not work with, generated a sense of peace, knowing
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that others experienced similar challenges, and those challenges were not indicative of failure
when transitioning to online implementation.

Just to know that other people are in the struggle like me, this actually is super supportive

to hear that. Like man, we did not fail; other people have kind of had the same struggle so

it's good, this is really good for me honestly. [Participant 9][Focus Group]

YRE curriculum developers also directly and indirectly provided support and resources to
YRE educators during the coronavirus pandemic. Ideas, tips, and suggestions for online
implementation were conveyed from the YRE curriculum developers to all organizations using
their programs. YRE educators also reported being able to email the developers with specific
questions assisted their transition plans for completing program activities online.

The foundation that we use a lot of their curriculum, they constantly were updating their

programming and adding in new things and reaching out and offering trainings for us on

how to implement these programs in a virtual format. So actually, relying on them to help
us out was really beneficial. [Participant 2][Focus Group]

YRE curriculum developers or YRE organizations were typically the entities that
provided training opportunities both at the start of the YRE educators’ career and during the shift
into online programming. Educators recalled being trained in their YRE curriculum initially
through methods like lecturing, role playing, note taking, activity exploration, and group
discussion. Some educators were offered additional training opportunities by their organizations
on topics such as trust-based relationships with youth and trauma-informed practice. Having the
proper training supported YRE educators as they prepared to teach YRE in-person pre-

coronavirus pandemic. When the coronavirus pandemic began, some educators felt training on
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online implementation was not a necessity, though being oriented with new technology was
helpful.

Not that we needed to get trained how to do an online training, but if you haven't been in

these things...l remember at first, we didn't know how it was going to work, and |

remember the first couple of times we were like, “is this how it's supposed to go?”

[Participant 3][Focus Group]

Although some educators did, many educators did not, receive formal training to
transition their implementation online, and instead had to figure the process out on their own or
within their organizational teams.

We did do a training with [YRE curriculum developers] on how to shift some of the

content to be virtual friendly. So we did have that, but beyond that, not too much. It was

kind of just winging it as we went. [Participant 1][Interview]

Through these experiences, YRE educators effortfully worked to maintain connections so
that they would be able to provide a YRE experience to youth during the coronavirus pandemic.
Being able to successfully develop a connection and create a meaningful experience for youth
was dependent on YRE educators sustaining relationships with the school systems and
community organizations in which they conducted programming (Code 1: Managing the
Transition with Schools). These gatekeepers were not the only necessary entities needed to
develop an online YRE programming experience though. YRE agencies, curriculum developers,
and other educators were crucial supports for the YRE educators as they conceptualized and
prepared for the upcoming pivot into online implementation (Code 2: Feeling Supported). Some
YRE agencies were supportive through online trainings, professional development, or other

supplied resources (Code 5: Training). YRE curriculum developers provided tips and tricks for
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implementing their programs through online modalities and worked with YRE educators to
develop and refine these suggestions (Code 3: Collaborating and Working with Program
Developers). Lastly, other YRE educators were perceived as supports during this process as they
assisted each other with planning and preparation for the transition to online implementation and
through sharing experiences during this study’s focus groups (Code 4: Supporting Each Other
(Facilitators)).

2.3 Sub-Category Retaining Connections through Technology.

Overview of Sub-Category 2.3. As community partners approved a programming shift
into online implementation, YRE educators had to determine the best way to create a meaningful
experience through online implementation. Given that the coronavirus pandemic was an
unexpected historical event, YRE educators hurriedly tried to figure out new technology that was
not set up to handle the educators’ programming needs as described below. Though the process
of familiarizing themselves with technology was ongoing and sometimes challenging, YRE
educators did so to retain the connections they had with youth, schools, teachers, and community
agencies as shown in Figure 7: Retaining Connections Through Technology.

This sub-category explains the efforts of YRE educators of Retaining Connections
Through Technology as they transitioned into online implementation due to the coronavirus
pandemic. Resources such as a familiarity with audio/visual equipment or experience recording
online YRE programming prepared some educators for the transition to online programming.
Regardless of previous experience, all YRE educators faced the task of becoming familiar with
the technology needed to implement programming online (e.g., computers, Zoom, Microsoft
Teams). Although many online platforms (e.g., Zoom) were not designed for optimal online

YRE programming, platforms adapted to meet the needs of academic and YRE educators alike
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due to the coronavirus pandemic. As YRE educators and youth began to use technology for YRE
programming they experienced technological challenges that impacted their ability to connect
through technology such as internet outages. After a while, YRE educators indicated their own
fatigue with the increased use of technology for programming, meetings, and everyday life, and
perceived their youth to be experiencing fatigue as well. The codes within this category existed
along a timeline during the transition to online education as seen in the wires on Figure 7.

Figure 7

Sub-Category Three of Category Two: Retaining Connections Through Technology

Accommodating
echnology

Having Things
Ready to Go Experiencing
Zoom/Technology
Fatigue

Familiarizing with g Having
Technology Technology Issues

Note. Figure 7 depicts sub-category three (retaining connections through technology) of category
two (building and maintaining connections).

Findings of Sub-Category 2.3: Retaining Connections Through Technology. YRE
educators faced a new task of identifying, utilizing, and navigating new technologies in order to
maintain connections with youth. In a step-like transition into online implementation, YRE
educators first recorded themselves teaching program lessons asynchronously and then moved
into synchronous online implementation. Within the first step, YRE educators recorded videos of
themselves teaching the program and then shared the recordings with schoolteachers or youth. In
the videos, educators attempted to stay interactive, indicating when a video should be paused so

that youth could respond to a prompt or complete an activity. Within the second step, YRE
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educators moved into live online implementation with youth which encompassed a new
challenge of navigating online virtual platforms.

We were one of the first to launch our content and not give up on our youth just because

of Covid and therefore, it created a really great landscape for us to transition to first

asynchronous content and then move to doing virtual facilitation live, so it was pretty
cool how that worked out. [Participant 7][Focus Group]

Several educators already had previous experience with audio-visual technology and/or
recording YRE lessons, considering this experience as a valuable resource that made
transitioning to online an easier process. For instance, YRE educators who were familiar with
audio and visual recording devices, Zoom, and Microsoft Teams reported a quicker shift into
online implementation.

For us, it was kind of a pretty easy transition to do online, because we had the stuff ready,

and so we actually did quite a bit online. [Participant 3][Focus Group]

Some organizations and educators had experience recording YRE lessons pre-
coronavirus pandemic to provide YouTube content or to review previously learned material with
their youth ahead of the current in-person session. YRE educators with a transient population
(e.g., justice-involved) discussed posting recorded program content pre-coronavirus pandemic to
a YouTube channel for youth who left their facility before the end of programming. Others
recorded summaries of the previously taught lesson to watch at the beginning of a session when
in-person with their youth. Educators reported that students who were already used to seeing
their YRE educators through the recorded review videos seemed to have an easier transition
when watching the YRE educators later, during the coronavirus pandemic through their online

platform.
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At the time, we also had been conditioning our students to get used to seeing us behind
the screen because we would do little vignettes of ourselves recapping the lesson material
behind the camera... by the time we transitioned, they were already used to seeing us...
some of the things that we did prior laid the foundation for us to launch quickly and it
was seamless because, by the time schools were ready to live stream in and do all of that
capacity, we were already ready for the nuance that virtual capability brings. [Participant
7][Interview]

Though some YRE educators were familiar with various technology ahead of the
coronavirus pandemic, they viewed youth as the technology experts and tried to incorporate
technologies they may be familiar with (e.g., Kahoot, polls). Zoom was mentioned to be the most
utilized online delivery platform and was not previously well-known by the YRE educators.
However, over time, YRE educators reported that they became used to using Zoom and were
able to navigate online multitasking more fluidly. For instance, online multitasking included
teaching online, reading PowerPoint slides, sharing the educators’ computer screen, recording
the lesson, reading the online chat box, launching polls, creating breakout rooms, and engaging
youth. Online implementation through Zoom even allowed some educators to view their notes
more easily while teaching, making it easier to remember all the content needing to be covered.

When the whole Zoom thing started, nobody knew what Zoom was. Well, few people did

prior to covid. Now Zoom is like a household name. [Participant 6][Focus Group]

Adaptations and accommodations that online platforms made over time made them easier
to use. Zoom, and other similar platforms, initially had limits; Zoom was a paid service and
could only be utilized for up to 30 minutes. At first, YRE educators had to adapt their curriculum

to fit within the time limits which sometimes meant cutting program content or time to connect
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with youth. Nonetheless, technologies were more accommodating over time and expanded to
better fit the needs of educators and their participants.

They [Zoom] didn't have free access. Because it was a 30-minute limit, we had to play

around that, and our curriculum is supposed to be at least 45 minutes...l guess resources

that we had in the beginning, is what made it difficult [to be successful]. But I think as
the time was passing, platforms were accommodating; schools were accommodating. |
think it made it much easier on us as facilitators to adjust and provide the services to the
students. [Participant 10][Focus Group]

Part of familiarizing themselves with new technology included various technological
issues. As mentioned previously, some youth did not have access to computers and were
therefore provided one through a school or community center. Another collective challenge
revolved around access to stable internet. At the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, some
youth did not have internet access because of their family’s inability to pay for a service that was
expensive and not deemed a necessity. Within many communities, internet companies offered
free or reduced internet during the coronavirus pandemic; however, internet speeds were
unreliable and slow. As large amounts of people accessed the internet within the same location
and at the same time of day due to being at home because of the coronavirus pandemic, the
internet would kick youth off the online delivery platform as internet outages occurred. With so
many disruptions to the internet, it was sometimes tough for YRE educators to teach, keep track
of letting youth back into their online session after being kicked out, and keep everyone up to
date on the material being covered. Nonetheless, YRE educators continued to program through

technology issues.
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The speed just wasn't that great. So, it was tough, because you get multiple people at a
time, they go on the internet. So that will be one of the things that would be people
getting kicked out and coming back in and getting kicked out and have to let them back
in. [Participant 9][Interview]

With the considerable shift in educational activities switching to virtual means, YRE
educators felt a general sense of fatigue from their youth and experienced the virtual fatigue
themselves. YRE educators reported that not only did youth appear to be tired of computers and
virtual interactions, but specifically experienced Zoom/technology fatigue which can be
described as an overstimulation of visual stimuli through online means which can induce social,
psychological, or physical exhaustion (Bullock et al., 2022). Though educators conveyed
difficulty moving beyond Zoom fatigue, they continued to try to connect with and engage their
youth, as will be described in the next sub-category.

One thing that we all had in common was talking about Zoom fatigue in the beginning.

Definitely that was one of the common topics. [Participant 10][Focus Group]

Retaining connections with youth through online YRE programming was not an easy
adjustment. YRE educators faced the challenge of familiarizing themselves with new
technologies (Code 2: Familiarizing with Technology) while simultaneously adapting YRE
program content and approaches to adhere to the technological restraints (Code 3:
Accommodating Technology). While this process was easier for those with previous
technological experience (Code 1: Having Things Ready to Go), all educators lacked control
over some of the technological difficulties. As cities provided resources, like free or reduced
internet, some challenges (e.g., no internet access) were alleviated, while others (e.g., unstable

internet) arose (Code 4: Having Technology Issues). Despite the potential challenges, YRE

84



educators attempted to push through the universally felt technology-fatigue to provide an
engaging YRE experience and connect with their youth (Code 5: Experiencing
Zoom/Technology Fatigue). Pushing through the fatigue and technological challenges, YRE
educators can recoil the frayed wires (i.e., elements of connecting) that were loosened due to the
coronavirus pandemic displayed in Figure 4 to build and maintain connections with youth
through technology.

2.4 Sub-Category Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities.

Overview of Sub-Category 2.4. Sub-Category 2.4, Connecting and Engaging Youth
Across Modalities, is expansive of the elements of connections with, and engagement of, youth
that were perceived by educators as indicative of success. Previous methods that worked to
connect with and engage youth in-person were no longer viable options for YRE educators
because online implementation drastically shifted educators’ perceptions of interpersonal
connection and ways of knowing if youth were engaged. In-person perceptions of engagement
stemmed from visual and verbal cues. In contrast, online engagement was largely void of visual
and verbal cues because youth preferred to have their cameras off and instead primarily consisted
of written cues. When shifting to reconsider what virtual interaction entailed and create an
environment that was safe, inclusive, and fun, results indicate that YRE educators can establish
an online implementation presence that bolsters their ability to successfully connect and engage
with youth through three sub-sub-category concepts. Methods YRE educators used to create an
online environment that were supportive of building authentic connections and encouraging
engagement are discussed below in Analytic Results, Category Two.

Figure 8 indicates the process of connecting and engaging youth across in-person and

online modalities as seen in the two sections of wires (i.e., in-person and online) at the top of the
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diagram. Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities was central to the educators’
perceptions of success and is divided among three sub-sub-category concepts: (i) reaching and
interacting with youth virtually; (ii) creating the environment; and (iii) connecting and engaging.
Figure 8 illustrates the second sub-category Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities,
with the varying parts of the wires representing each sub-sub-category concept (i through iii). In
Figure 8, Reaching and Interacting with Youth Virtually is indicated by the online wires (right).
However, once connected to the in-person wires (left), they tell the story of how reaching and
interacting with youth were altered in the process of transitioning online due to the coronavirus
pandemic through specific codes such as learning, reaching youth virtually, interacting virtually,
and responding to the pandemic. Moving to the bottom of the figure, Creating the Environment:
Category 2.4.2, is indicated at the base of both sets of wires. Both in-person and online, YRE
educators expressed the importance of creating an environment that was inclusive, safe, and fun.
In bridging the two modalities, Connecting and Engaging: Category 2.4.3, is displayed in the
center of the two sets of wires. The process educators’ express for attempting to connect with
and engage their youth during YRE programming was both similar and distinct across
modalities. Specific codes describing the practices include connecting, getting to know each
other, relating, trying to engage youth, and two online-specific codes: being anonymous and

preferring to engage through the online chat.
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Figure 8

Sub-Category Four of Category Two: Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities

1. Reaching and Interacting with Youth Virtually

Learning Reaching Youth

Virtually

Interacting Virtually

Responding to the
Pandemic

3. Connectlng and Engaglng

Trying to
Relatlng g]gfge
Youth

Online-Specific

Being Preferring to
Anonymous Engage
Through the
Cha
/ Being Energetic \

Being in a Physical 2. Creatmg Considering the
Space the Curriculum

Environment ‘/
\ Being Inclusive
Note. Figure 8 depicts sub-category four (connecting and engaging youth across modalities) of
category two (building and maintaining connections). Connecting and engaging youth across

modalities is encompassed by three sub-category concepts: 1. reaching and interacting with
youth virtually, 2. creating the environment, and 3. connecting and engaging youth.

Getting
To Know
Each
Other

2.4.1 Reaching and Interacting with Youth Virtually. The coronavirus pandemic did not

just impact YRE educators’ ability to reach more youth, it noticeably impacted the YRE
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experience as implementation transitioned online. Interacting with youth through an online
format was a process that gradually, over time became more normal. YRE educators mentioned
some youth had resistance for engaging in YRE virtually at first and that the process of online
interaction was slow. Some contemplated that it may have been harder for youth who were
naturally shyer to be online. However, YRE educators overwhelmingly expressed that not only
did online implementation allow for more youth to interact and participate at the same time, but
youth were more willing to open up online. Educators considered this may be due to the
anonymity online can provide.

I’ve also seen that through virtual a lot of kids, actually a lot more kids, probably express

themselves more and they share more because they don't have to show their cameras, so

they're kind of anonymous in some aspects, right? So instead of being in a room full of
kids and being scared of, “what am | going to say? Are they going to judge me?” Stuff
like that, it changed things. [Participant 11][Interview]

Extending this concept, educators mentioned youths’ cameras were predominantly off
during YRE programming unless class expectations for keeping cameras on was set at the
beginning of programming and encouraged throughout. For those that did have cameras on, YRE
educators commented the visual focus would be through odd angles like pointed at the ceiling or
forehead rather than straight on. For those with youth who did not turn their cameras on at all, it
was difficult to see non-verbal cues like body language or facial expressions.

iGen, or our younger students, they were okay with you seeing forehead and above, like

whatever's above them. So, you're not getting that natural sort of positioning the same

way you would in-person...If your camera’s off you have no body language to go off of.
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No head, no eyebrows, no facial. You just really don't even know if they're there.

[Participant 7][Interview]

Therefore, YRE educators had to reconsider how to ensure that youth were learning from
the YRE program online. When in-person, educators mentioned the ability to see the learning
that was happening as youth became excited or showed cues of content mastery.

Young people, if they were encouraging each other, they could fist bump or high five and

sort of you know...it was very much in real time, a very genuine experience, especially

when they were learning the information and you could see the light bulbs going off.

[Participant 7][Focus Group]

Many times in-person learning occurred through hands on activities. Being able to
physically manipulate objects, move around in a space, and have informal talk more easily
during activities helped youth stay focused, engaged, and boosted energy.

When we talk about Lesson 12 or 11 that talks about sex, and it has the quiz with true or

false right? I’11 take true on one side of the wall, false on the other side. They actually

have to get up out of their seats and you have to go to which side they think, if it’s true or
false... we try and just make it as hands on as possible, making sure they are getting out
of their seats. [Participant 9][Interview]

When YRE educators considered how learning changed when conducting programming
online, they first noted that they had to learn what worked and what did not by trying things out
and seeing the outcome. Educators experienced the challenge of adapting learning for online
implementation, stating it allowed them to tap into different learning styles both personally and

for their youth.
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| was trying to already come up with ideas in my head of how to make things virtual. So

yeah, that was kind of stressful, it was kind of fun, in a way, | got to use a lot of creative

problem solving and critical thinking. [Participant 1][Interview]

Though educators were able to entice some creativity into their learning plans, they did
have to alter their expectations. Youth were no longer able to work on their own without
educator supervision; educators commented that activities and tasks needed more oversight to
ensure they were being accomplished. In response to this lack of youths’ focus, educators shifted
their practices by lecturing less and changing tasks or activities more frequently (see Table 7).
Pre-coronavirus pandemic learning was dictated more by the educator or curriculum outline
whereas online learning shifted toward a more intentional focus on the youths’ learning needs.

More where | feel like it used to be on my time where I have this class planned out; like

this is 10 minutes, this will be 15 minutes, this will be 20 minutes, now it's more like this

was 5 minutes and then we need to switch to something else. The longest I’ve got youth
is for a good 10 minutes, then we’ve got to switch to something else. [Participant
9][Interview]

Table 7

Practices of YRE Teaching and Engagement Before and During the Coronavirus Pandemic

Before the Pandemic During the Pandemic

1. Youth and educator movement around the 1. Polls through the online platform
room during activities

2. Hands-on activities 2. Gamification through platforms like
Kahoot!™
3. Out loud discussions 3. Online chat box discussions
4. Shifting of activities is based on educator 4. Shifting of activities is based on youth focus
schedule and engagement

Note. Table 7 displays various teaching methods used by youth relationship educators before and
during the coronavirus pandemic.
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These changes in learning were not just a result of transitioning to online implementation;
the coronavirus pandemic altered the process of learning and youths’ capacities for staying on
task. Everyone involved had to figure out what life, much less YRE programming, looked like
within a pandemic. Educators and students alike were stuck at home, unable to travel or socialize
face to face. YRE educators conveyed attempts to support their youth and communities
holistically by providing resources like food, emotional support, and YRE program materials;
some educators went as far as to drop individual material packets and goodie baskets off at their
youths’ homes. This, however, did not stop some families from prohibiting their youth to engage
in virtual learning or YRE programming.

We distinctly had parents walk up to school officials and school boards, never mind the

free WIFI installed in the homes, never mind the free laptops that were all given out by

the big agencies and the big businesses. We had parents walk up to school and said y'all
can’t see what's going on in my house. Call us back when school starts. [Participant
7][Focus Group]

YRE educators saw the effects of the coronavirus pandemic, mentioning that many
effects were negative, traumatic, and may not even be fully recognized until well after the
pandemic. Within trying to understand the universal, societal trauma, YRE educators also
worked to recognize individual trauma. Online education meant that students’ stressors followed
them throughout the day; they did not have the opportunity to visit different environments and
some youth were perceived by YRE educators as being depressed or in survival mode. Because
of the inability to escape stressors, some youth seemed disengaged online when they were

perceived to be overwhelmed or triggered. This challenged YRE educators when attempting to
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find a balance between being sensitive to collective and individual trauma, but also trying to get
their youth to behave and engage.

| feel like a lot of them seem kind of apathetic and so trying to find a balance between

understanding the trauma they've been through but also pushing them and challenging

them to get their act together. [Participant 1][Interview]

Missing a year of school or experiencing a year or more with a constantly changing
school environment due to the coronavirus pandemic, appeared to make youth less familiar and
comfortable with structure. YRE educators reported youth acted less mature and seemed to be
lacking in emotional regulation and socialization techniques because of this interruption from the
coronavirus pandemic. While in session, youth were frequently reported as more distracted and
less focused, initiating YRE educators to shift their teaching methods to pay stricter attention to
youth. Educators now felt they needed to have more patience with youth and had to oversee
youths’ work more closely to ensure it was done. Owing to these experiences, YRE educators do
not think going back to pre-coronavirus pandemic YRE implementation is possible. Moving
forward, YRE educators think YRE will be done differently as they work to be more sensitive to
their youths’ experiences. Considering the rewiring of Figure 8, the wires cannot be reconnected
as if they were never separated; instead, they must be reshaped in a new way that ensures the
connection is stable. Similarly for YRE educators, the process of connecting with youth was
shaped differently after they experienced virtual interaction.

Approaching it [YRE] with a little extra sensitivity, because some of our young people

may have been in abusive homes that they had just not shared or expressed. So, because

they had to endure that, or they had to witness it, they might be a little more...ACEs
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[adverse childhood experiences] may be higher, but that also means that they may not be

as responsive to certain stimuli that maybe they once were. [Participant 7][Interview]

Since the coronavirus pandemic prompted a drastic shift into online implementation,
many youth were not used to interacting virtually and therefore needed to become more
acclimated over time (Code 2: Interacting Virtually). Once they did however, online
programming seemed to expand interactions with more youth participating and being willing to
share (Code 1: Reaching Youth Virtually). While interactions were expanded, learning was more
challengingly altered (Code 3: Learning). The online learning environment was transformed to
be more pointedly youth-focus which supported their need for flexible structure, less lecturing,
and more frequent changes in topic or activities due to being online and the stress of the
coronavirus pandemic (Code 4: Responding to the Pandemic).

2.4.2 Creating the Environment. Moving to the base of the wires (i.e., Creating the
Environment) in Figure 8, educators create and mold their programming environment to support
the ability to reach and interact with youth virtually as just discussed. Creating the classroom
environment takes time to get to know the youth and intentionally cultivate the classroom
culture. Ultimately, YRE educators hope to create an environment that is fun for youth so that
they enjoy the YRE experience. However, a YRE experience is unlikely to be fun if important
fundamental elements (e.g., expectations, inclusion, authenticity) are not adhered to. As
previously mentioned, YRE educators frequently started programming by setting expectations
with youth. This process was done with youth so that YRE educators could lead the expectations,
but jointly construct the class expectations so that youth would be more apt to follow them.
Giving youth ownership of the experience aided YRE educators in creating a welcoming

environment that was fun and supportive.
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You have to create an atmosphere too. If you have a good, kind of fun atmosphere, then

you won't have any problems. [Participant 12][Interview]

Being energetic and enthusiastic was a way in which YRE educators worked to promote a
fun environment. This meant leaving their own personal challenges (e.g., stress, relational
challenges, financial challenges) outside of the classroom in order to maintain the excitement
around programming. Remaining energetic was an essential component of building the
connection with youth as YRE educators perceived that youths’ energies were dependent and
built upon the educators’ energy. Youth were thought to have a keen sense for reading the
educator and would respond with similar levels of enthusiasm. Having energy when moving to
an online format was somewhat harder for YRE educators as they indicated they had to
emphasize that energy more through virtual means.

We try to have facilitators that just bring the energy. So that helps; you can't let the

teenagers know. They're completely authentic and they know if you're not feeling it. They

can read you like a deck of cards. So you have to bring it, that's what I’ve noticed. If
you're excited, they're excited. [Participant 12][Interview]

Fun classroom environments are supported by content that is relatable and reinforced by
inclusive and safe atmospheres. YRE educators express a fondness for the programs they teach,
and the content provided. However, they also recognize that they are teaching the same
information across diverse youth. Cultural relevancy was a concern YRE educators expressed as
they wanted to be inclusive to all cultures, while maintaining fidelity to their programming.

| think one of the greatest challenges to this curriculum has been to make it culturally

relevant and make it presentable to our particular demographic and you know, and when |

say culturally, I don't just mean race and ethnicity, | mean subcultures and all the
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different things that we deal with depending on what part of the United States that you're

from. [Participant 6][Focus Group]

Though YRE programs were acknowledged to be continually updated, many educators
had to individually consider cultural relevancy and inclusivity for their specific youth. To make
the curriculum and their programming more inclusive to better connect with their youth, YRE
educators felt it was important to pay attention to the youth they worked with. This may mean
being privy to information about the cultures and subcultures, but it could also include using
more inclusive language. For instance, educators mentioned trying to use a diverse selection of
examples with individuals of varying sexualities and nonbinary language. This shift in inclusive
language was not automatically known though. YRE educators felt they needed more support in
knowing what language to use and feeling supported by their organizations and curriculum
developers to do so.

As far as support goes, it's just education on inclusivity things and not just LGBT, but

that's hugely within relationship education. We need to get way more educated, our

educators need to know the language, how to be inclusive, and how to see different
cultures and subcultures and different ways people interact with each other based on their
backgrounds and educators need education on that, and the relationship curricula
developers aren't necessarily the ones providing that. [Participant 5][Focus Group]

While this may not have previously been at the forefront of YRE, educators mention they
are starting to see inclusivity becoming a primary objective and some of their organizations are
working to offer various trainings on topics of diversity and inclusion. This comfort with diverse
youth and knowledge on how to foster inclusive environments aided YRE educators in creating

both in-person and online environments that were structured for vulnerability and connections
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between both youth and the educators, and amongst youth. Verbal-language considerations were
not the only element impacting the classroom climate; YRE educators made note of the physical
space in-person programming supplied. When YRE programming was set in-person, educators
were able to sit with their students, move around the room, and reported enjoying being able to
connect with youth in a physical space. Part of this experience was the ability to get youth out of
their seats to experience the curriculum in a hands-on way, but also to interact with the youth.

| was with the kids, | would go into the classroom. | would be with them... But literally

sit at a round table with them, move our desks to sit in circles, we would communicate

with them. We would do stuff together, very hands on activities on the whiteboard, walk
around classrooms, trust activities, | mean actual getting up and moving around... For
me, one of my favorite parts was | was going into the juvenile detention facility and
going right in with the kids into their classroom that they have through everything. And
just literally being with them face to face, breaking down that barrier. [Participant
2][Focus Group]

By breaking down the barriers, creating the safe, secure, inclusive environment, and
showing youth that the YRE educators care about them, YRE educators commented that they
were able to create connections with youth that allowed the youth to feel comfortable confiding
in them. YRE curricula include sensitive content topics that may intimately relate to a youth’s
experiences (e.g., relationship challenges, intimate partner violence, substance abuse, conflict).
In-person this might look like a youth pulling an educator to the side during or after the session
to talk which was noticeable to others in the room. Whereas YRE educators commented that
online, youth were able to private message them to discuss sensitive or personal topics without

the worry of others in the room judging them, wanting to know what was being said, or being
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aware of what was going on. In-person, educators were more physically accessible to youth,
however, online, educators were accessible in a way that allowed youth more privacy, promoting
the feeling of a secure environment.
They kind of let themselves open up a little bit, and again, that depends on the person as
well. Online or in-person, | think online it was a little bit easier for them to have a side
chat. Like “hey can I talk to you in a breakout room?” and it's like, okay let's get this.
Instead of when you're in a group full of people where they don't want to be picked on or
they don't want people to know their issue. So, it's difficult. [Participant 12][Interview]
In-person and online, YRE educators consciously worked to foster an environment that
was conducive to creating connections with their youth (Code 1: Creating the Environment). In-
person, YRE educators were able to be physically present with their youth to build energy and
engagement through hands-on activities (Code 2: Being in a Physical Space). When online,
energy was intentionally considered in order to keep the youth interested and motivated (Code 3:
Being Energetic). Regardless of the modality, in order to meaningfully connect with their youth,
YRE educators felt they needed to use inclusive language and examples to create an environment
that facilitated openness for diverse youth and experiences (Code 4: Being Inclusive and Code 5:
Considering the Curriculum). The next sub-category concept expands on how these experiences
differed in-person and online, but the foundation that allowed youth to feel comfortable engaging
and have a desire to make connections was similar across modalities.
2.4.3. Connecting and Engaging Youth. Creating connections with youth was a main
component perceived as important to YRE educators. Throughout programming, YRE educators
endeavored connect with youth by showing and expressing that they cared about and appreciated

the youth; this was many times shown through encouragement and opening a space for youth to
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feel heard rather than solely lectured at. Part of this connection was supported as educators
became more familiar with their community and youth, with many educators mentioning
consciously working to know and call each youth by name. As YRE educators got to know their
youth, some felt like they had similar backgrounds, and some were conflicted as to if they felt
more similar or dissimilar to youth. For those who felt like they had different backgrounds and
demographics than their youth, they still expressed their life experiences were relatable to the
experiences of their youth.

Even though our circumstances weren’t exactly the same, the feelings and emotions that

they might have evoked are the same, and so trying to relate to them on that level.

[Participant 9][Interview]

For educators who shared similar backgrounds or demographics with youth, they viewed
the commonalities as assets in building connections making it easier to connect, increasing
relatability, and aiding in trust building. Younger YRE educators felt like their closeness in age
to their youth bolstered the youths’ perceptions of them as being relatable, though those who
were more distanced in age from their youth did not report that their age made them less
relatable. Life circumstances and experiences was a major way educators tried to relate to their
youth citing things like home instability, familial incarceration, and familial substance abuse.
Relating to youth was certainly a balance though. Educators did not want to be perceived from
their youth as trying too hard to be relatable.

As soon as [ feel like I’m cool, two days later I’m not cool anymore. We don't do that

anymore and I’m just like damn, | just learned that two days ago. [Participant 6][Focus

Group]
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Relating to youth not only helps to create a connection but can generate a perceived sense
of buy-in from the youth to the YRE program. To do this, YRE educators mentioned needing to
remember what it was like to be a teenager and empathizing with what youth are going through.
Once acknowledging that perspective, authenticity was collectively regarded as an influence on
relatability. Authenticity from the YRE educators’ perspectives referred to not trying to be
someone they were not, being true to their experiences, and using their natural characteristics
(e.g., wit, humor, intelligence) in interactions. YRE educators needed to show up as their
authentic selves because putting on a fagade would ruin chances of meaningfully connecting
with the youth. Authenticity was also extended to the youth. Building an environment where
youth could be themselves allowed for mutuality in genuine interactions and connections.

You have to be authentic. You have to allow yourself to be who you are because the one

thing about youth is they can smell weakness and they can smell faintness like a

wolverine. So you have to be yourself and you're allowed to be stupid, you're allowed to

be smart, you're allowed to be a goofball, but the second you turn fake you've lost them.

[Participant 12][Interview]

When the coronavirus pandemic shifted this process of connecting to online methods,
authenticity was still an important consideration, however the process of connecting with youth
had to adapt. Initially, connecting with youth virtually was perceived as harder. A process that
generally happened naturally in-person, was now specifically scheduled into the online
programming as intentional time to connect. In-person, YRE educators would greet youth by
shaking their hands, asking how their day was going, or commenting on their attire. Online,
educators got to know their youth through icebreaker, or ‘get to know you,’ activities at the

beginning of each session. It was not uncommon for YRE educators to spend a considerable
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amount of their programming time doing icebreaker activities; however, they were perceived as
worthwhile because they fostered connection, were perceived from the educators as being
enjoyable to youth and were perceived as making youth more engaged online.

We spent a good portion of the class getting to know them. For example, we would start

class with a would you rather question or something like, “if you could time travel

anywhere, where would you travel to?” And we’d listen to each student's individual
answer and let them have time for that, and it was so fun. I loved hearing their answers.

They loved that too, and they looked forward to doing those little icebreaker questions,

and it did take up sometimes like 20 minutes, but it seemed worth it because they seemed

much more engaged with us. [Participant 1][Focus Group]

Connection and engagement went hand in hand though recognizing and understanding
what engagement looked like was much more challenging for YRE educators online. When in-
person, educators used visual and verbal cues like eye contact, body language, vocal
engagement, and tone of voice to indicate if youth were engaged. Online this was challenging as
YRE educators commented that their youth preferred to have their cameras off and could get
away with this as there were not many ways in which to mandate youth to have their cameras on.
Some youth were not able to have their cameras on if they did not have a computer with a
camera or had poor internet connectivity. Nonetheless, some educators were able to mandate or
encourage youths’ cameras be turned on. Therefore, in an online environment, the youth were
perceived as having more comfort behind the anonymity of a screen. Initially, when youth did
not turn their cameras on, YRE educators perceived them as being less engaged because they

were unable to visually see the same cues for engagement as they did when in-person.
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We can share with students that turning on their cameras is highly encouraged, but we
cannot mandate it. Once the youth found out that they could “get away” with not turning
their cameras on, that kind of tanked the engagement piece, and so we had to pull
ourselves up by the bootstraps and find out what are they tuning into, and how are they
interacting with that material and so we're in the age of youth engaging with Youtubers
probably better than their families in some regard. [Participant 7][Focus Group]

Though the process of having youth engage online was gradual, being online was
perceived as giving youth more confidence to engage and interact because they were more
willing to share than compared to in-person. In-person, they were perceived as not wanting to
speak as much in front of their peers. As such, the chat feature through online platforms like
Zoom, became the preferred method of interacting. Trial and error helped educators understand
how to best use the chat feature. When a group or class of youth logged into the online platform
as a whole, rather than individually, they were unable to use the chat box to entice individual
comments. Similarly, over time YRE educators realized it would be beneficial if one educator
focused on teaching while the other monitored and responded to the chat.

They didn't want to turn on their cameras and get involved with their mic. So they would

use the chat box and they would just answer my questions or agree or disagree within the

chat box. [Participant 10][Focus Group]

We dealt with the same thing with the chat, and you know, you got to have that outlet.

And we actually had a facilitator kind of monitor the chat and would just be the chat

person that would respond to everybody doing that. And it really helped because a lot of

kids don't want to, you know, they’d rather chat and that's fine. You’ve got to meet them

where they're at. [Participant 12][Focus Group]
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Online features, like the chat, polls, and interactive games like Kahoot, also made it
possible for more youth to participate than in-person. In-person, YRE educators may have had a
few youth share, or only have time to hear from some of the group, but online everyone was able
to express their thoughts and opinions on the material being covered. These types of engagement
tools were viewed as fun by educators and perceived as being enjoyed by the youth. Because
YRE educators were mostly unable to see or hear their youth due to the online implementation
with limited cameras turned on, they had to reconsider how they knew their youth were engaged
and connecting with both them and the material.

In-person you could, not often but sometimes, you could be in a room and ask a question

and it just be silent or maybe like one or two people answer. But with the chat, everyone

has an opportunity to answer because they're not talking over each other in the polls and
things, and it seems a little more exciting that everyone gets to have their own opinion.

[Participant 1][Interview]

Some youth were slow to engage because this pivot into online implementation was new.
However, as they became comfortable and familiar with the online process, and as YRE
educators encouraged participation, youth participation and interaction returned to normal; and
as previously mentioned, may have even exceeded in-person engagement given that more youth
were interacting at one time. Seeing youth have fun and engage in the YRE program and desiring
to build connections with each other and their YRE educator, demonstrated to YRE educators
they were successfully creating meaningful YRE connections and experiences.

We also notice those patterns which tells me that it was more successful than not by way

of engagement, even though cameras were off. Because what happened at the conclusion

102



of that program is that students were, by the last week, saying “I don't want to leave

here.” How can we exchange usernames? [Participant 7][Interview]

In summary, Connecting and Engaging with Youth, the third sub-category of sub-
category 4, was a process YRE educators built upon both in-person and online as shown in
Figure 8 (Code 6: Trying to Engage Youth). Regardless of modality, YRE educators showed real
concern and care for their youth and brought that into their efforts to connect with them (Code 3:
Connecting). In the process of caring for and connecting with youth, YRE educators recognized
relatability as notable. Being relatable to their youth was sometimes a balancing process between
trying to relate and not being relatable at all; however, no matter if educators felt they were
similar or not similar to their youth, they found ways to relate to them (Code 5: Relating). One
way was by being themselves as authentically as possible and prompting their youth to do the
same. Efforts towards authenticity were perceived as boosting engagement as youth opened up,
engaged, and YRE educators were able to begin getting to know their youth (Code 4: Getting to
Know Each Other). Within Figure 8, the relationships and connections made between YRE
educators and youth were what reunited the wires back together once YRE programming was
transferred to a new modality.

The relationships and connections between YRE educators and youth shifted as the
modality transitioned to online education. YRE educators found that they needed to pivot their
perception of how to connect with and engage youth differently online than in-person. In-person
engagement was recognized through verbal and visual cues (e.g., head nod, body language, eye
contact) whereas online, engagement was predominantly through non-verbal written cues (Code
2: Preferring to Engage through the Chat). These written cues were in the form of polls, chat

responses, and gamification because youth were more willing to share responses if they could be
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online and/or remain anonymous behind the computer screen (Code 1: Being Anonymous). As
these cues for engagement and the process for connecting was different in-person versus online,
many of these tactics to engage youth were intentionally scheduled when the shift into online
occurred whereas they more naturally happened in-person.

In reflection upon Category Two, Building and Maintaining Connections, connections
and meaning within the YRE experience drive the process of being successful. In Figure 4,
partnerships are not solely built or maintained; YRE educators and agencies are continuously
building new connections within and outside their partnerships and maintaining those
connections. The coronavirus pandemic initiated an abrupt shift which could have resulted in a
severed wire or ending partnership, but through the processes of Building Community
Partnerships (2.1), Maintaining Community Partnerships (2.2), Retaining Connections through
Technology (2.3), and Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities (2.4), YRE educators
rewired their connections into a new fusion while navigating the transition to online education
because of the coronavirus pandemic.
Category Three: Moving Forward for Success

Overview of Category 3. Identifying how this experience of transitioning to online
implementation during the coronavirus pandemic shaped the YRE educators’ views of YRE
programming, the way YRE educators thought about what they wanted for YRE programming
post-coronavirus pandemic is represented in Sub-Category Three: Moving Forward for Success.
The hierarchy of thought bubbles in Figure 9 shows the thought process that occurred for YRE
educators as they decided how in-person and online modalities would play a role in determining
what success looked like for them moving forward. When thinking through the process of

choosing a modality moving forward, YRE educators compared in-person and online modalities,
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determined their preference for a modality, and acknowledged their enjoyment for in-person
and/or online programming (see Appendix H). Later discussed is the sentiment of YRE educators
that though in-person is their preference, they want to continue programming through both
modalities to connect and engage with youth.

Figure 9

Category Three: Moving Forward for Success

preferring &
Modality

(o]

(o)
Enjoying a
Modality

Note. This figure depicts the sub-categories and codes that make up category 3: moving forward
for success.

Findings of Category 3: Moving Forward for Success. In focus groups and interviews,
YRE educators reflected on the process of pivoting to online that occurred due to the coronavirus
pandemic and how that influenced their feelings of being successful. When considering the
meaningful connections they make with youth and their feelings on in-person versus online
implementation, YRE educators overwhelmingly expressed fond feelings of in-person

implementation. Educators voiced loving the experience of teaching youth in-person and having
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the opportunity to meet various youth through the experience. Some discussed the excitement
they felt when they were able to teach within their favorite schools and had a sense of
responsibility toward the youth they worked with. When the coronavirus pandemic impacted
their ability to physically go into schools and community settings to interact with their youth,
they felt disappointed as they originally perceived their opportunity to connect with their youth
as being taken away.

| was super bummed because I’m like, these are my kids; these are my youth. My favorite

schools are coming up. I’'m going to meet some of the coolest youth, and they always

need this and love this. [Participant 5][Focus Group]

When the pivot into online implementation occurred, YRE educators retrospectively
reflected on a perception that both good and bad experiences ensued. Some felt conflicted when
comparing online and in-person delivery modalities. YRE educators diverged on their
perceptions of delivery modality ease; some were not certain which modality they felt was easier
while others were clearly in favor of either online or in-person teaching due to its ease. Grounded
theory allows for this variation in modality ease and would suggest an area for future research to
uncover the conditions to determine what perceptions are included in modality ease (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990). When reflecting on online implementation, some educators liked being able to
teach through an online delivery modality. They expressed online implementation to be fun,
effective, and handy. However, there was also the perspective that online implementation was
difficult, stressful, and required more effort than in-person implementation.

Sometimes | was like, “was it easier to teach like this [online], or was it not?” | don't

know. It's kind of weird. Sometimes it was easier, sometimes it wasn't. [Participant

3][Focus Group]
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Many educators enjoyed both modalities; however, there was a preference from the
educators for in-person implementation and a perceived sense that their youth mainly prefer in-
person YRE as well, though some educators were not certain which modality their youth prefer.
Regardless of their preference for online or in-person delivery modality, YRE educators
recognized both modalities provided meaningful and valuable experiences; however, they
acknowledge that there may be a balance of pros and cons when it comes to choosing a delivery
modality moving forward. The coronavirus pandemic not only changed YRE programming
during the height of its outbreak but changes the way YRE educators move forward when
considering how to deliver programming and create meaningful connections.

| would say yes [the pandemic will change the way we do things] ... | think that having

the online option as a resource is just really, really handy. You know it's like having all

your different tools in your tool belt, then you just have one more in there for those
special circumstances. [Participant 4][Focus Group]

While many of the YRE educators were ready to go back to teaching in-person, they
professed that online delivery modalities opened new opportunities during the coronavirus
pandemic and when moving forward. In-person implementation was mentioned as not always the
practical option and therefore, being able to capitalize on the best components of online and in-
person delivery modalities in the future would be beneficial. Due to the considerable shift in
perception of success with online YRE programming, YRE educators want the option to
continue doing both in-person and online programming. This may look different for various
educators but incorporating a hybrid model that builds in online experiences or providing both
in-person and online YRE programs may be the preference for YRE educators as they strive to

create meaningful experiences moving forward.
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The hope is that we’re able to do both or have the option for virtual and then definitely
have the option for in-person. Both of them hold a lot of great value. [Participant
11][Interview]

In reflection on their experiences of transitioning to online YRE implementation, YRE
educators’ perceptions of success evolved. Choosing a Modality Moving Forward in relation to
what was most successful, was not as simple as preferring in-person teaching (Code 3: Preferring
a Modality). YRE educators found that they enjoyed teaching both in-person and online (Code 1:
Enjoying a Modality). Thinking about how the process of pivoting to an online modality because
of the coronavirus pandemic went, YRE educators began with the process of figuring out how to
transition their programs to an online format, navigating technological challenges, reframing
what online engagement entailed, and came out of the experience with a new perspective on
online implementation. In considering online versus in-person implementation (Code 2:
Comparing Virtual and In-Person Implementation), online implementation became a desirable
option and modality for creating successful YRE experiences. In combination of their preference
and recognition of the value of both modalities, YRE educators want the field of YRE to move
forward with a combination of in-person and online implementation while also melding the
strengths each modality experience produced to successfully connect with youth (Code 4:
Choosing a Modality). Figure 9 displays this process of the YRE educator in thought as they
considered these components in the determination of YRE program progression through either an
online or in-person modality.

Summary
In summary, the three main categories that emerged from the analysis: (i.) Choosing to

Continue; (ii.) Building and Maintaining Connections; and (iii.) Moving Forward for Success
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constitute the core category: Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect. Pivoting to Meaningfully
Connect is the theory of how YRE educators transitioned to online programming because of the
coronavirus pandemic and their perceptions of what success looks like through online YRE
programming. In the next chapter, the implications for understanding how these findings can be

applied in practice and in future research will be discussed.
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Chapter V: Discussion

This study sought to understand how youth relationship educators determined success
with online teaching and how they transitioned from in-person to online YRE implementation at
the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic. Success when transitioning to online implementation
of YRE was determined through the continued effort to create meaningful connections with
youth and provide a YRE experience that was impactful. YRE educators chose to continue
programming because of its perceived impact on their youth, even though the coronavirus
pandemic presented an unexpected challenge. This process of figuring out online technologies
and teaching aided in maintaining connections they had already built and would continue to
build. In shifting their practices to fit an online modality, YRE educators found new methods to
engage and connect with their youth that would be beneficial to incorporate when moving
forward with YRE programming. From the findings, five qualities impacted YRE educators’
perceptions of success: (i.) connecting with youth to make an impact, (ii.) having supportive
partnerships through which to reinforce the process of meaningfully connecting, (iii.) adapting to
promote inclusivity, (iv.) getting to know youth on a deeper level to encourage connections and
engagement, and (v.) reconsidering what success is through connections and engagement.
Explained below are each of these five qualities impacting educators’ perceptions of success.
i. Connecting with Youth to Make an Impact

When answering the research question to understand how YRE educators determine
success, the results indicate connections and the impact those connections have on youths’ lives
are meaningful. The elements of the ABC-X model (i.e., resource, support, appraisal), sensitized
me during data analysis that YRE educators in this study appraised their youth as needing YRE

programming (Hill, 1958; Zaidi, 2022). As mentioned above, youth relationship education are
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intervention and prevention programs that include content on a myriad of relational topics and
skills including, but not limited to, relationship and sexual decision making, communication,
conflict management, relationship separation, awareness and prevention of intimate partner
violence and substance use, and career planning (Futris et al., 2017; Janssens et al., 2020;
McElwain et al., 2017; Savasuk-Luxton et al., 2018; Scott & Karberg, 2015; Simpson et al.,
2018). This appraisal, or perception, of the value of YRE programming and the connections
made during implementation is a driving motivator for YRE educators in their work and effort
within YRE programming.

YRE educators’ perceptions of youths’ need for the YRE programming and resulting
connections were not deterred by the coronavirus pandemic, and in fact YRE educators’
perceptions of youths’ need for programming and connections were perhaps intensified by the
experience. As noted under sub-subcategory 2.4.1, Reaching and Interacting with Youth
Virtually, some educators thought life would return to normal after a few weeks at the onset of
the coronavirus pandemic. In this study, two years into experiencing the impact of the
coronavirus pandemic, YRE educators retrospectively considered how the coronavirus pandemic
impacted them, their youth, and how it altered their perceptions of success. YRE educators’
ability to see the program’s impact on youth did not change, but the recognition of expressions of
enjoyment were transformed as detailed in sub-subcategory 2.4.3: Connecting and Engaging.
Visual and verbal cues of enjoyment were more prevalent pre-coronavirus pandemic. Online,
YRE educators more frequently relied on written expressions of enjoyment or their own
perceptions of youths’ enjoyment through participation during the coronavirus pandemic.
Interestingly, YRE educators also considered the importance of conducting the program during

the coronavirus pandemic as they perceived youth were experiencing isolation, depression, and
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loneliness. When youth were mandated to quarantine at home, YRE educators felt their
programming, by means of educator perception and youth feedback, as being some of the only
interaction and connections youth were able to make.

Blumer’s (1969) symbolic interactionist perspective would suggest that in building and
maintaining connections through interactions, YRE educators and youth are altering their
meaning and association for how they connect with and view each other. Though YRE educators
mentioned they may not make a meaningful connection with all their youth, or that all youth may
not feel the same impact from the YRE experience, the ones that do are worth the effort. The
stories shared about experiences and memories YRE educators have about these interactions with
youth, show the types of experiences resulting in a transformed sense of meaning for both
educators and youth. Specifically, the story shared (above) about a YRE educator and their
student exhibiting suicidal ideation demonstrates the importance of connecting and the difference
a YRE educator is able to make in their youths’ lives. If YRE educators are focused solely on
transmission of content as determinants of success, they may not be focused on the connections
made with youth. While the content is important and valuable, being taught that content from an
individual who is perceived as caring, interested in the youth, and authentic may make a life-
saving difference.

ii. Having Supportive Partnerships through which to Reinforce the Process of Meaningfully
Connecting

Though YRE educators in this study chose to continue programming through an online
modality during the coronavirus pandemic, it was not necessarily an easy transition. When
analyzing the data with an awareness of the sensitizing concepts (e.g., supports, perceptions,

resources (Hill, 1958)), the partnerships YRE had were seen as impactful to their transitional
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experience. As viewed by YRE educators, community partners (e.g., school systems, teachers,
community organizations) were both a barrier and a provider of support. These partnerships were
developed and fostered over time. However, the partner sites had to navigate the beginning of the
coronavirus pandemic themselves while figuring out how that would influence the YRE
programming. Once the community partners were more secure in their own adaptations, they
were then better able to decide how to move forward with YRE programming. The positive
partnerships YRE educators built with the partner sites helped them continue programming and
convey the impact of the experience. These positive interactions YRE educators experienced
while implementing YRE programming in-person pre-coronavirus pandemic, were likely to have
nurtured affirmative symbolic meaning with teachers, as indicated by YRE educators’ statements
that some teachers found the YRE experience to be important enough to write into their
curriculum plans.

YRE educators also perceived their agencies and co-educators to be a support. Within a
symbolic interaction lens, educators who had the perception that the agency they worked with
was not supportive, did not put effort into continuing to program during the coronavirus
pandemic, or were not understanding of the educators’ desires for additional training or
knowledge (e.g., trauma training, inclusive language) were communicative about their intentions
to distance themselves from those agencies. Contrarily, YRE educators whose agencies were
supportive, offered professional development, and worked as part of a team reported those
qualities encouraged them to continue working with the agency to conduct YRE programming.
The team-like nature in preparing to transition to online implementation spread the burden across
multiple educators. Sharing resources and materials amongst educators helped reduce stress and

educator burnout. Though many of the educators did work as a team, those who felt they carried
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the brunt of the load to transition YRE content and implementation plans to an online format
were less likely to view their agency or co-educators as a support during this transitional time.
iii. Adapting to Promote Inclusivity

Inclusivity and cultural awareness were concepts mentioned when understanding YRE
educators’ experiences teaching their programs and in trying to connect with their youth. Though
educators express a love for the curricula they use, they recognize that the curricula are not
universally inclusive to all youth. In following active learning theory, educators concluded that
the curricula needed modifications for cultural relevancy and inclusivity by experiencing the
disconnect that occurred when educators perceived youth did not relate to the language or
examples. In the process of learning by doing, YRE educators were able to see changes in
receptivity when they tried various examples and shared stories that better fit the population they
were teaching whether that was based on elements of culture, subculture, ethnicity, race, or
sexuality.

This appraisal that the curricula were not designed in ways to overtly support inclusivity
was likely a strain on educators during the transition to an online format. They not only had to
consider how to transform their materials and curricula to fit an online modality but also had to
consider how to improve inclusivity while considering fidelity. This may have made the stressor
of transitioning to an online modality more challenging for YRE educators. Similarly, some
educators reported their organizations were not supportive in encouraging changes or providing
professional development for educators that would lead to more inclusive and culturally relevant
program implementation. The combined negative perception and lack of support possibly made

the determination of feeling successful when transitioning to online seem less attainable.
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When implementing YRE programming online or in-person, YRE educators want
support in navigating inclusivity. To recognize and understand the importance of the subcultures
of their youth, YRE educators must get to know their youth. However, being aware of these
culture and subcultures, using inclusive language, and having diverse examples would make it
easier to provide a YRE experience that was meaningful to more youth and ultimately bolster
YRE educators’ perceptions of success. Also mentioned was the sense that youth read and
respond based on YRE educators’ energy. It is possible that this concept of energy is
comprehensive of the educator’s comfort in teaching the YRE program to diverse youth and in
being able to connect with diverse youth. If this is so, it would be important for YRE educators
to exhibit comfort and enthusiasm for inclusivity as YRE educators perceived feelings of
inclusivity to promote safe and vulnerable learning environments. These safe, vulnerable
learning environments were in turn perceived to benefit the process of building connections.

iv. Getting to Know Youth on a Deeper Level to Encourage Connections and Engagement

The process of building connections with youth started when recruiting through the
community partners for some YRE educators as evidenced by their surface-level discussions
with youth to entice them to join the program. When YRE programming was in-person,
educators would informally get to know and check in with youth at the beginning of their
programming times together. As youth were settling into the space and their seats for the lesson,
these methods included things like shaking their hands, asking them how they have been doing,
and commenting on items of expression such as clothing. Online, some of these were much
harder as educators were no longer able to physically connect with youth and many times unable
to notice the visual cues, such as clothing, to converse with youth to connect. Therefore, some

YRE educators shifted their practices to have formally planned time each session to connect with
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youth through icebreakers. These icebreakers transferred the focus to the YRE educator to
determine what the topic of connection would be about but seemed to induce engagement and
interest from the youth at the start of each programming session.

It is plausible that these icebreaker activities at the beginning of sessions aided YRE
educators in setting the tone of the session to both encourage participation and seem like fun
discussions rather than an academic experience. YRE educators viewed the ability to bring
energy into the programming as human capital. From this perspective, it might be logical that
educators also feel more or less successful with their daily ability to successfully create
meaningful connections and YRE experiences based on their sense of energy. For instance, if an
educator felt less energized and assured of their potential to make the day’s session fun, they
may also perceive themselves as less successful during that session.

Showing up to the YRE implementation as authentic and real could also greatly set the
tone for YRE sessions. Educators who recognized their ability to relate to youth regardless of
their life circumstances seemed to perceive themselves as better able to connect with youth.
Though having similar life circumstances and demographics as the population served were
beneficial in connecting with youth, they were not essential. These findings are similar to
research conducted by Ketring et al. (2017) with adult CRE populations showing that many
demographics (e.g., ethnicity, marital status, education), though not all, are not indicative of
connections or the participant-facilitator alliance. For instance within this study, a YRE educator
commented that though they had not experienced the instability of growing up in a low-income
family, they understood the instability of moving around due to being in a military family and
translated that experience in a way that resonated with their youths’ experiences. The ability to

make youth feel cared for, heard, appreciated, and understood were the impactful elements when
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trying to build connections. These elements helped to provide youth a space that broke down
barriers to allow them to be their own authentic selves, feel safe, and be vulnerable enough to
discuss sensitive topics.

Getting to know youth regardless of if it is through a structured or informal process,
being authentic, showing youth compassion and kindness, and demonstrating an appreciation for
what youth think and have to say can aid YRE educators in creating meaningful connections
with youth. These interactions are also likely important for youths’ perceptions when especially
considering justice-involved populations. These youth may be accustomed to the adults that they
interact with daily, holding perceptions or stereotypes about them that sway the adults’ attitudes
or behaviors when working with the youth. Translating research from De Rosa (2018) about the
application of symbolic interactionism within the juvenile justice system, when YRE educators
work with all, but specifically justice-involved, youth, they are creating new meanings in their
interactions with youth as they get to know each other. For youth who may be high-risk, high-
need, or low-SES, these altered meanings and connections with an adult in an authority role may
positively modify their perceptions of authority figures and may allow the youth and YRE
educator to create connections impactful for the YRE experience and the youths’ lives.

v. Reconsidering what Success is Through Connections and Engagement

Findings from this study support the literature stating that methods for successful learning
and academic engagement do not automatically translate into an online environment (Lemay et
al., 2021). As mentioned in the previous section, youth engagement was fostered by having a
connection with youth. Therefore, one engagement tactic that was not different across modalities
was the intention YRE educators used in calling youth by their name. However, many of the

perceived indicators of engagement in-person were not applicable ways of gauging engagement
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online. When in-person, YRE educators perceived themselves as successfully engaging youth
when youth were visually engrossed (e.g., eye contact, body language, tone of voice) or through
their verbal participation. In-person YRE educators also appreciated the ability to estimate
youths’ focus, engagement, and energy by moving around the room and being in physical
proximity to them. These cues indicated to educators if they needed to change their teaching
methods, invite more energy into the room, or check in with a specific youth.

When programming turned to an online modality, educators were no longer able to rely
on visual or verbal cues due to the tendency for youth to leave their cameras off and prefer to
engage in the chat box. Instead, educators had to shift their thinking and recognition of what
engagement through an online modality entailed. Contribution through written (e.g., chat box) or
participation (e.g., Kahoot™, poll, Mentimeter ™) cues were indicators of engagement during
online education. Though this was a gradual process of engagement built over time, YRE
educators cherished the opportunity to give all youth a voice through these engagement tools. It
is possible that YRE educators viewed the process of youth engaging through an online modality
as gradual because of the meanings they had previously associated with verbal and visual cues.
Since the same cues did not translate into an online modality, it may be that it took time for new
symbolic interactions to occur before YRE educators experienced a shift in how youth were
meaningfully engaging.

During this process of creating new meanings and interactions, YRE educators were
actively learning how to translate in-person practices and expectations to an online format; this
may have been another reason YRE educators viewed engagement as a gradual process.
Educators used their own critical learning and problem-solving skills as they learned through

trial-and-error processes to better understand engagement. For instance, YRE educators realized
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over time that youth should log into the online platform individually rather than as a group to
entice individual thought as opposed to groupthink or answers. Educators also had to navigate
technological challenges such as internet outages and poor connectivity. As many of the YRE
educators were implementing with youth classified as at-risk, low-SES, and some reaching rural
youth, these technological challenges were perceived as prevalent barriers or challenges that
made it more difficult to meaningfully connect (both interpersonally and technologically
connect).

Technological challenges were not the only component of online learning and
engagement impacted by the coronavirus pandemic. YRE educators felt that the academic
uncertainty where youth were, in some cases, back and forth between in-person and online
academic environments or online for an extended amount of time, negatively impacted their
socio-emotional development, maturity, ability to focus, and comfort with structure. Researchers
studying academic settings during the coronavirus pandemic have found similar shifts in youth
learners including limited learner motivation, decreased youth engagement, less focus and
concentration, increased distractions, and increased frustration with technical difficulties (Besser
et al., 2020; Nambiar, 2020; Tucker & Quintero-Ares, 2021). These changes combined with the
Zoom/technological fatigue and collective trauma exacerbated the challenge of learning how to
transition to an online modality and successfully engage youth online. However, YRE educators
were sensitive to these circumstances and were able to continue processing the experience
through the process of doing and figuring out how to move forward. In their reflections, having
these experiences and learning new ways to successfully connect and engage with youth is
something YRE educators plan to incorporate into their future YRE implementation.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study
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This study provided a unique perspective on the process and determination of success for
YRE educators when transitioning to online implementation. Success has been infrequently
studied from the perspective of the educator, especially within youth relationship education.
Following a grounded theory approach, this study had an appropriate sample size as grounded
theory considers the sample to be adequate once the data are robust in developing the theory
(Andrews et al., 2012; Glaser, 1998). Considering data collection, theoretical sampling was
conducted at two levels (i.e., 3 focus groups, 5 interviews) to continue developing and refining
the theory (Glaser, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Whiteside et al., 2012). During the process of
theoretical sampling, coding took place concurrently which informed the sampling process.
Likewise, because the theory and findings are grounded in the data, my interpretation during the
analytic process had to be either confirmed or denied by the data.

Though this study takes a novel approach to determining youth relationship educators’
determination of success, it is not without limitations. In considering validity of grounded theory
Glaser (1978) proposed the concepts of fit, work, and grab. Fit states that categories must fit the
data and not be pre-conceived or data discarded to preserve a preexisting theory or concept
(Glaser, 1978, p. 5). As with many grounded theories, the categories within this study were
generated directly from the data and quotes were incorporated throughout to support the
presentation of the categories. Glaser (1978) also discusses the concept of refit, which recognizes
that categories can emerge quickly and must therefore be refit as new data arise or in order to
more fully encompass all data. Originally within this study, the categories from data analysis
were contextually heavy and focused on the pivot that occurred due to the coronavirus pandemic.
A process of theoretical sensitization occurred, arising from the analysis process of determining

the relationships between the theory concepts and determining their significance, which initiated
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a refit of the data to capture the full emergent story from the data which was still grounded in the
context but allowed more of the processes and properties to emerge. As is typical within
grounded theory, my distinct experiences and views supplied a lens through which | analyzed the
data, and this would be different than another researcher. Therefore, another researcher could
have fit and refit the data differently, resulting in a different theory of success, though still fitting
the data.

Work is conceptually linked to the relevance of the theory (Glaser, 1978). Glaser (1978)
states, “Grounded theory arrives at relevance, because it allows core process and processes to
emerge (p.5).” Work and grab work in tandem as grab is the portion of validity that states the
theory must be interesting (Glaser, 1978). This work moves beyond the previously investigated
elements of success in an academic setting to discover the interpersonal connections at the heart
of success for youth relationship educators. This qualitatively derived new theory will be
modified, as all grounded theories are, as they are implemented and further tested (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990). Strauss and Corbin (1998) state, “the merit of a substantive theory lies in its
ability to speak specifically for the populations from which it was derived and to apply back to
them” (p. 267). In grounded theory, it is recommended that the researcher conduct participant
checks where the theory is discussed with the participants to determine credibility. The grab of
this work is limited, as extensive formal participant checks have not occurred to determine the
credibility of the resultant theory. However, through an informal participant check process, |
have discussed the core category of Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect with YRE educators (both
participants and non-participants) who have validated the feelings of meaningful connections in

their perceptions of successfully implementing their programming.
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As previously mentioned, | have been a family life educator for 6 years and specifically a
youth relationship educator for 4 of those years, | also train YRE educators across the United
States through the Dibble Institute. Through an interpretive approach to grounded theory, my
experiences and knowledge in these roles (i.e., YRE educator and trainer), are influential and
strengthening during the data analysis and interpretation process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Therefore, not only is it important to discuss my positionality and reflection on the findings as a
researcher, but also as a YRE educator to whom these findings have implications. Initiating this
work, I had preconceived notions that educators were not likely to have had training or
experience with online YRE implementation, had a passion for the work they were doing within
YRE, and that the coronavirus pandemic had an influence on educators’ perceptions of success.
These notions, arising from my practice experiences, influenced the focus of the study, and
informed the study design, research questions, and data collection questions in ways that situated
the resulting theory within the field of practice. In recognition of the potential influence of my
perceptions, | was deliberate when analyzing data to utilize the constant comparative method to
ensure findings (e.g., codes, concepts, categories) were driven by the data.

While not encompassing of all YRE educators’ experiences, I can shed light on the
personal work and relevance of the theory from my own experience as a youth relationship
educator. Though | was not in a position where | needed to make the choice to continue
programming due to the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, | did experience a temporary pause
in my implementation of YRE and chose to return to YRE due to my passion for the connective
processes and meaningful experiences for both my youth and me. I find relevance in the concept
of seeing myself as being successful when I meaningfully connect with youth, though this was

not what | had originally realized or previously considered in my own practice. For instance,
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when | recognize youth as vulnerably and openly engaging with me or being interested in
sharing their personal experiences, | feel like | have created a connection with them that supports
my ability to help them thoughtfully consider their relationships and prompt healthy decision
making. As an educator of other YRE educators, | also recognize many of these concepts as
topics discussed within training (e.g., inclusivity, technology challenges, getting to know youth,
etc.) and perceive them as relevant to the educators | train.

Regarding a limitation within recruitment of YRE educators, one facet of the recruitment
process occurred through the Dibble Institute which may have invited an agency capture of the
determination of perceived success. Though YRE educators were recruited through both the
Dibble Institute and family science discussion board blog posts, it is possible that individuals
may have had similar experiences due to their experience and use of the curricula published by
The Dibble Institute. The possibility of this occurring was addressed by sampling a diverse group
of YRE educators from across the U.S.; however, many educators were using curricula published
by the Dibble Institute. Individuals recruited through the Dibble Institute may have been
influenced by my dual role as both the researcher and a contracted employee as a Master Trainer
for the Dibble Institute. The information letter and my introductory speech to participants
expressed that the Dibble Institute was not involved in the study. Therefore, | stated that the
Dibble Institute would not be made aware of who participated, nor what was said. However, it is
possible that participants may have still been influenced through the agency capture and my dual
role. For instance, YRE educators expressed the desire for YRE curriculum developers to create
more inclusive curriculum materials, this topic may have been mentioned if the YRE educators
perceived | had an influential role in updating the curricula they use. However, when considering

conversations of topics such as YRE curriculum development and YRE curriculum developers
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which could directly relate to the role of the Dibble Institute, participants who were not recruited
through the Dibble Institute corroborated similar sentiments (e.g., a need for inclusive
curriculum language) as those recruited through the Dibble Institute.

Another potential consideration is the use of Zoom to conduct focus groups and
interviews. In utilizing Zoom to conduct data collection, I was able to sample a greater range of
YRE educators who were outside of my locational proximity and provide more flexible
arrangements with their schedules due to the virtual nature of Zoom. Zoom also has a built-in
transcription service which initiated a rudimentary transcript of each focus group or interview.
However, disadvantages to using Zoom included similar challenges discussed by the YRE
educators in this study. Occasionally either the participants’ or my internet signal would be poor,
resulting in lags. Surg (2021) suggest some additional limitations or challenges of collecting data
virtually include the participant needing to download Zoom if they did not already have the
platform, verify their Zoom was working, potentially forget about virtual focus group
appointments, and potentially increase difficulties for individuals who were less familiar with
technology. I did experience two participants arriving late to focus groups which caused the
entire group to pause in order for me to provide the introductory speech and for the new
participant to introduce themselves. Though | waited a brief moment until a natural pause in the
conversation occurred to reiterate the information letter previously distributed to participants,
this may have interrupted the train of thought or flow of the conversation. For instance,
participants may have been passionate about a specific topic and due to the pause in conversation
decided not to share once restarting the conversation; if this occurred, some data that would have
otherwise been shared by the participant may have been left out. The next section details the

implications resulting from the theory and findings.
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Chapter VI: Conclusion

Youth relationship education is an important and growing sector of relationship education
and the family science field. While youth relationship education is gaining momentum, research
on adult relationship education is more abundant, suggesting an opportunity for increased
awareness around the distinct characteristics as they pertain to youth. Given that youth and adults
are at different developmental stages and researchers recommend a specific consideration
towards youth-focused learning (Verhoeven et al., 2019; Wolfe, 2001), some of the
recommendations within this study are validating to findings and recommendations based within
adult-focused relationship education populations, as is later discussed. However, adult and youth
relationship education researchers alike are moving towards implementation science to better
understanding the learning processes and environment to uncover how to produce effective
programs and participant outcomes (Hawkins, 2018; Stanley et al., 2020). As researchers aim to
discover the effectiveness of YRE programming, this work can inform the future of conducting
successful and effective YRE programming. Specifically, the findings from this study discovered
the perceptions of youth relationship educators in determining success, and the process of
transitioning from in-person to online program implementation during the coronavirus pandemic.
Success was determined through YRE educators’ perceptions of having cultivated meaningful
connections with, and experiences for, their youth. Since general perceptions of YRE educators,
much less perceptions of success and a contextualization within the coronavirus pandemic, are
newly emergent in YRE literature, using a grounded theory approach established a foundational
theory formed from lived experiences for which to initiate applied changes and future research.

As researchers have not previously explored perceptions of success within youth

relationship education, much of the supporting literature was pulled from K-12-based academic
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sources. Within an academic setting, indicators of online success concentrated on perceptions of
motivation, focus, and student learning outcomes (Besser et al., 2020; Coomey & Stephenson,
2018; Literat, 2021; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Nambiar, 2020; Tucker & Quintero-Ares, 2021).
Though there were some mentions of engagement being an indicator of successful online
teaching and learning (Coomey & Stephenson, 2018; Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Nambiar,
2020), academic-based research does not seem to exhibit the same importance for cultivating
meaningful connections and experiences as was found in this study. It is not that content
mastery, memory, or focus were not important within YRE, but that YRE and academic settings
consider different topics and are intended for distinctly different purposes. YRE is centered
within foundational concepts of relationships (e.g., romantic, familial, friendly) that combine fact
and youths’ opinions which allow youth more autonomy and exploration in their learning.

These meaningful connections and experiences are seen through the impact on youth,
whether that be through content memory and mastery, vulnerable exchanges, eager participation,
or perceived influence on life decisions. YRE educators in this study perceive themselves as
being able to make real, meaningful changes in their youths’ lives through their work and
previous research supports the notion that facilitation can be influential for program effectiveness
(Ballard, 2020; Bradford et al., 2012; Durlak & Dupre, 2008; Futris et al., 2017; Higginbotham
& Myler, 2010). Therefore, assisting YRE educators through resources and supports to continue
fostering authentic connections through inclusive YRE experiences are likely to increase feelings
of success and may spillover into youth program outcomes. From this work, the field of youth
relationship education may be able to cultivate an initial framework for moving into a post-

coronavirus pandemic way of conducting and considering youth relationship education.
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Though the pivot into an online modality was focused within the context of the
coronavirus pandemic, the results are not contextually exclusive to the coronavirus pandemic.
Corbin and Strauss (1990) state the aim when building a theory is to describe the phenomena
through the contexts, conditions, and properties that produced the theoretical explanation (p. 9).
The unexpected nature of the historical event shaped this experience and may have produced
some unique considerations as a result (e.g., maintaining community partnerships, considering
the timeline). For example, the process of creating and adapting relationship education curricula
is typically a lengthier process involving input from multiple sources and time to refine the edits
while the processes detailed within this study needed to happen quickly in order to continue
programming. Considering the learning that occurred for YRE educators through their
experiences, educators’ learning translates beyond the context of the coronavirus pandemic. YRE
educators have expressed the desire to utilize the knowledge gained from these experiences and
hope to incorporate successful elements from both in-person and online implementation. As
such, this work is valuable in considering the implications and future research of youth
relationship education.

Implications and Future Research

Table 8 shows the implications from this work for future research and practice. In brief,
future research within program evaluation should: (1a.) more expansively incorporate qualitative
data, and (1b.) measure perceptions and explanations (i.e., process, context) of success from
YRE educators’ and youths’ perspectives. Researchers interested in YRE educators and
programming should: (1c.) determine if the perceptions of success are indicative of youth
outcomes; (1d.) understand how to best build connections within YRE; (1e.) explore the

processes of creating a trusting relationship through an online modality; and (1f.) determine the
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impact of inclusive environments on youths’ classroom behavior, receptivity and expressions of
inclusivity, and program outcomes.

An overview of practice recommendations for YRE curriculum developers includes: (2a.)
design programs with youth-focused learning in mind and intended for full implementation
online as well as online booster sessions for curricula intended to be taught in-person; (2b.)
incorporate intentional ways to promote engagement from all youth in-person into curriculum
designs; and (2c.) encompass inclusive language and examples in all YRE curricula. YRE
agencies and organizations should: (2d.) train educators on ways to cultivate connections with
youth; and researchers and practitioners who are interested in YRE should: (2e.) develop training

or guidelines for YRE organizations on considerations of success and educator support.
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Table 8

Implications and Future Research

Field of Recommendation Intended Target
Implication
Future la. Integrate qualitative questions on pre-and-post-program  Program
Research surveys to understand the facilitator-participant alliance Evaluation
Researchers
Future 1b. Measure facilitators’ success through both youth and Program
Research educator perspectives on post surveys Evaluation
Researchers
Future 1c. Determine if youth relationship educators’ perceptions Researchers
Research of success are indicative of improvements in youth
outcomes at the individual and classroom level
Future 1d. From youths’ perspectives, understand the elements and  Researchers
Research processes for building connections with youth relationship
educators
Future le. Explore the process and mechanisms associated with Researchers
Research creating trust to boost engagement and connection through
online modalities
Future 1f. Understand the process of creating inclusive youth Researchers
Research relationship education environments and its impact on
youths’ classroom behavior, expressions of inclusivity, and
program outcomes
Practice 2a. Create online youth relationship education based in YRE Curriculum
youth-focused pedagogy Developers
Practice 2b. Incorporate engagement techniques found to be YRE Educators
successful online, in-person to procure better youth
engagement
Practice 2c. Adapt youth relationship education programs to be more  YRE Curriculum
inclusive Developers and
YRE Educators
Practice 2d. Provide training on online teaching and cultivating YRE Agencies
connections with youth to YRE educators and Organizations
Practice 2e. Develop training or guidelines for YRE program YRE researchers

managers and organizations on considerations of success
and YRE educator support

and practitioners

Note. This table displays the implications, recommendations, and suggestions for future research
as outlined within the conclusion.

Implications for Future Research. Moving forward in our understanding of the YRE

field, supporting YRE educators, and conducting effective YRE programming, six avenues for

future research emerge as important.
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la. Perceptions of success are currently a developing concept within the field of YRE. As
such, much is still yet to be understood in determining the role of meaningful connections within
program evaluation. Incorporating qualitative data into program evaluation plans may indicate
YRE educators’ and youths’ feelings of meaning, connection, and engagement through
descriptively rich data. Therefore, program evaluation researchers should include open-ended
questions in pre-and-post program surveys. Previous research with adult couples in therapy and
relationship education programs has shown these connections to be indicative of participant
outcomes (Bradford et al., 2012; Ketring et al., 2017); however, YRE researchers have yet to
comprehensively include open-ended questions in program evaluation to understand how the
relationship between youth and their YRE educator are perceived by youth or the educator. If
YRE program evaluators can better understand the facilitator-participant alliance, they may be
better able to identify moderators when measuring pre-and-post program outcomes as identifying
moderators of program effects was also encouraged by McElwain et al. (2017) in their meta-
analytic review of YRE.

1b. Measures of facilitator quality and fidelity are gaining attention in RE program
evaluation though they have not trickled down into YRE enough to become universally utilized
in evaluative YRE practices. The findings from this work suggest that as YRE educators view
their success through meaningful connections and experiences with youth. Pairing these
perceptions of success with the knowledge that adult RE populations have improved outcomes if
there is a connective relationship with the RE educator, program evaluation researchers should
include measures to better understand these connections and the resulting outcomes. Both youth
and YRE educators should be surveyed on the quantitative measures to determine if both youth

and YRE educators’ perceptions of quality, connection, and experience indicate improved youth
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outcomes, if one perspective is more salient than the other, or if youth differ from adult RE
populations and show no impact on improved outcomes.

1c. This research sought to understand success from an educators’ perspective, which, as
mentioned, is under-researched in both academic and relationship education and found
meaningful experiences and connections to indicate perceived success. Organizations receive
grant funding to support implementation of YRE programs, which are contingent on success or
effectiveness as shown through participant outcomes rather than connections and positive
experiences. Therefore, an important next step in research is to determine if and how YRE
educators’ perceptions of success correlate to youths’ program outcomes. As educators
mentioned they may not connect with all youth, this should be measured at both the individual
and class-cohort level. Moderation analyses may show the influence of the individually
perceived connection when assessing pre-and-post program outcomes.

1d. Since connections were indicative of success for YRE educators, future research
should expand upon these findings by understanding the components, from youths’ perspectives,
that aid or hinder their feelings of connections to YRE educators. With an adult couple
population, Ketring et al. (2017) suggest the need to understand which educator characteristics
are most productive in building connections with the participants; likewise, with a youth-focused
population, youth may gravitate toward educators with specific traits (e.g., humor, empathy). As
researchers begin to understand the process of connecting from both the youth and educators’
perspectives, YRE educators’ practices can adapt to best suit the connective process.
Understanding if these character traits are equally important in-person as online will also aid

educators as they attempt to connect with youth across modalities. YRE educators and youth
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may invest more time and energy into the programming if YRE educators are taught methods to
connect with youth.

le. Supporting the process of connecting, is the understanding of how to build a trusting
relationship. YRE educators discuss potentially sensitive content (e.g., relationships, intimate
partner violence, sexual decision-making) with youth. Exhibiting trustworthiness may boost the
likelihood of youth wanting to connect with, and open up to, the YRE educator. Creating trust
within an academic or interpersonal setting is not new within literature. However, research is still
uncovering how YRE educators can develop trust with youth through an online format.

1f. When Building and Maintaining Connections (Category Two) with youth, YRE
educators expressed the necessity to create an inclusive and safe environment. While logically,
feeling safe and included would lead YRE educators to think youth would be more apt to be
open to the YRE experience and educators, future research should dive deeper into determining
the process of creating a safe, inclusive environment. Simultaneously, the analysis here indicates
that researchers should use mixed methods, conducting both quantitative and qualitative research
to establish how youths’ impressions of the educator’s comfort with diverse youth, use of
inclusive language and examples, and effort of cultural awareness influence the youths’ own
comfort and expressions towards inclusivity, as well as its impact on classroom behavior. For
instance, if an educator seems disinterested in using inclusive language or understanding the
group’s subculture, will the youth also be less inclined toward contributing to an inclusive
environment? Quantitative research will allow researchers to affirm changes through more
objective statistics and better assess large quantities of participants. Qualitative research is
beneficial when researching areas of information where not much is known. Qualitative research

also allows researchers to incorporate the context and perceptions while also providing
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evidentiary support to the quantitative data. These suggested next steps can propel research in the
field of youth relationship education to continue producing thoughtful educators and effective
programming.

Implications for Practice. Determining how the findings can be applied within the field
of YRE, five implications for practice are discussed as they pertain to YRE curriculum
developers, educators, and organizations.

2a. Relationship education programs targeted toward youth populations are limited and
many are designed to be delivered in-person. With pre-coronavirus pandemic implementation
predominantly in school or community settings, YRE educators did not need to consider online
YRE. Although the findings focus on educators’ perceptions of success, the data also shows that
educators underwent a strenuous and tedious process to adapt in-person YRE programs to fit an
online modality, impacting the educators’ perceptions of success. Some educators were provided
trainings from their curriculum developers on methods and suggestions to adapt the curricula for
an online modality; however, others did not. Moving forward, YRE curriculum developers
should either create YRE curricula intended for online implementation and/or include
adaptations for online implementation built into the curriculum manual. Online YRE reduced
barriers and established increased YRE programming; therefore, YRE educators indicated an
intent to implement YRE both in-person and online in the future. When considering transient
populations such as youth in foster care and justice-involved youth, online programming can
supply a way to reach populations that may not be in one locational setting throughout the
duration of programming. Online booster sessions may aid youths’ retention of previously
received YRE programming. These sessions can be conducted outside of the specific classroom

or cohort that the previous YRE sessions were taken with. This would allow YRE educators to
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follow up on program implementation and longitudinal evaluation with large numbers of youth
while retaining most of their programming efforts for new first-time YRE sessions and youth.

YRE curriculum developers should also consider youth-focused learning when creating
and adapting YRE curricula. As previously mentioned, andragogy and pedagogy have differing
elements. Andragogy, or adult teaching and learning, involves more self-directed and self-
motivated learning whereas pedagogy, or child teaching and learning, is more educator-
dependent and led (Knowles, 1968). Though youth developmentally fall along the spectrum from
child to adult, they are not fully in either developmental category. Assessing the teaching and
learning occurring within YRE, there appears to be a disconnect between YRE program directors
and YRE educators with 54% of directors and only 29% of educators reporting that they provide
the same programming to youth as they do adults (Scott et al., 2017). Within the report by Scott
et al. (2017), the authors suggest that the discrepancy may be because educators are able to make
changes during programming to best fit their population. With only 29% of educators reporting
that they provide the same programming to adults and youth alike, this is an indicator that
modifications to best fit youths’ needs are occurring whether they fit within preplanned fidelity
criteria or not. Therefore, authorized curriculum adaptations and considerations should focus on
youth and their developmentally appropriate learning needs. For instance, some YRE curricula
already support youth in exploring their identities through the incorporation of discussions that
prompt youth to consider their thoughts, feelings, and opinions on relationship content without a
clear right or wrong response. As icebreaker activities were encouraging for engagement,
curriculum plans could include icebreaker activities structured toward memory retention of the
previous lessons. Similarly, as previous research of youths’ online learning within the

coronavirus pandemic has discovered that youth have less focus, less motivation, higher stress,
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and increased feelings of overload, YRE curriculum developers should structure online YRE
curricula in ways that build motivation through fun activities (Besser et al., 2020; Literat, 2021).
Interspersing activities with lecturing within programming may help to keep youth focused and
engaged online.

2b. When creating or adapting YRE curricula intended for either online or in-person
implementation, YRE curriculum developers can also consider incorporating connection and
engagement methods to increase participation from multiple youth simultaneously. Previous
researchers have considered the importance of engaging and connecting with participants in
relationship education (Bradford et al., 2012; Futris et al., 2017; Ketring et al., 2017); however,
the importance of simultaneous engagement from youth in relationship education programming
has not been addressed. For instance, utilizing technology to integrate engagement tools
including, but not limited to, polls, gamification, and word clouds, gives each youth the
opportunity to express their thought, opinion, or question while reducing barriers previously
recognized within in-person education engagement. For example, in-person, YRE educators
stated that when youth are shy or have a fear of being incorrect, they may not share their thought
or opinion on the content or activity concepts. YRE educators may also not have had time during
their session to allow each youth to share their thoughts, opinions, or questions, limiting the
responses they were able to gather. Limiting responses may also limit the ability to connect with
youth. If youth feel like they are not heard or given the opportunity to express their thoughts and
opinions on the content, they may not feel valued and may disengage from the YRE educator and
programming.

2c. With the intention of involving all youth, YRE curriculum developers should strive to

write inclusively in their language and examples. Previous research of youth relationship
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education has shown differences in outcomes based on elements of diversity (Adler-Baeder et
al., 2007) and call for the need of educators within family life education to be aware of how
different experiences or demographics impact the educational experience (Adler-Baeder et al.,
2007; Ballard, 2020; Bradford et al., 2012). Therefore, at the curriculum level, YRE curriculum
developers can accomplish this by conducting focus groups or interviews with those involved in
YRE programming (e.g., YRE educators and youth). Sampling various populations should
provide insight into diverse cultural and subcultural suggestions for improved inclusivity of
youth in YRE programming. By incorporating individuals of varied backgrounds and life
circumstances, YRE curriculum developers may also be able to include real life experiences
from individuals who can relate to diverse youth. To modify the inclusive language to best fit
their youth, YRE educators should also be cognizant of their youths’ cultures and subcultures.
YRE agencies can provide initial demographic and background details on the youth at large;
however, YRE educators will need to become aware of the nuances of each group during their
programming sessions. Combining inclusive curricula with culturally aware educators, YRE
implementation may result in increased youth receptivity toward programming.

2d. YRE educators should receive training on techniques for cultivating connections with
youth because of the importance of creating meaningful connections found in this study.
Hawkins (2018) outlines the importance of training educators to effectively deliver curricula
content. However, researchers who have previously studied relationship education with adult
populations also support and call for the need to train educators on connection methods
(Bradford et al., 2012; Ketring et al., 2017). Ketring et al. (2017) specifically suggest that for
adult-focused couple relationship education, training educators how to show care and concern for

their participants may aid in creating connections. Ballard (2020) states the importance of
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training, but also personal characteristics of empathy, flexibility, and emotional stability on
successful facilitation. Agencies should provide training for YRE educators both initially and on
a continuing basis on topics such as emotional intelligence, working with trauma impacted
youth, cultural awareness, and youth development (i.e., mental, physical, social, and emotional).
The ABC-X model assumes that individuals undergo a process of adaptation when a stressor
event occurs (Hill, 1958). The supports, perceptions, and resources someone has or does not have
during the stressor event can impact the resulting outcome and determination of crisis (Hill,
1958). Therefore, the supports, perceptions, and resources of YRE educators during their
transition to online implementation of YRE programming served as the theoretical inputs that
sensitized me to the data as potentially impactful when developing the theory. Specifically, |
found that YRE educators indicated that they feel supported when their organizations provide
resources such as professional development training opportunities. Contrarily, not supplying
desired personal development opportunities is perceived as a lack of support as mentioned in
sub-category 2.2: Maintaining Community Partnerships. Since YRE educators mentioned the
intent to use both in-person and online delivery modalities, YRE agencies should incorporate
trainings that not only prepare educators to teach online, but also to translate their additional
trainings and skills to an online format. These opportunities for training and professional
development on online education and connection building, may aid YRE educators as they seek
to figure out how to meaningfully connect with diverse youth.

2e. The final implication and recommendation for practice is for researchers interested in
YRE educators. For organizations to utilize this information to inform their practice, training
and/or guidelines that outline the components of success and YRE educator support should be

developed. Training documents could include information on the elements of success, how those
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elements differ in-person compared to online, and how best to support their educators within
these perceptions of success.

These five recommendations for practice are proposed for YRE curriculum developers,
agencies, educators, and researchers (see Table 8). In review, YRE curriculum developers should
create curricula based in youth andragogy, create online specific curricula and/or include
adaptations for online delivery, and structure program language and examples around inclusivity.
YRE agencies can support their educators by offering trainings and professional development
opportunities to strengthen their educator’s knowledge on how to implement online and ways to
connect with various youth. YRE educators can actively work to become aware of their youth’s
cultures and sub-cultures to make small adaptations of YRE curricula to best fit their
populations. Educators can also incorporate online engagement techniques (polls, games, etc.)
when in-person to elicit increased youth engagement. Finally, YRE researchers such as myself,
should develop guidelines and trainings for YRE agencies to support their YRE educators based
on the features of success.

Concluding Remarks

Within the middle and high school years, which were the targeted youth for YRE
educators in this study, many youth begin forming relationships, indicating an opportunity for
relational programming. YRE educators are molding and supporting youth in their knowledge
and skills to lead healthy romantic relationships currently and in the future. Developmentally and
socially, youth relationship education can make a meaningful impact on youths’ lives as research
has shown romantic relationships to spill over into many other aspects of life (e.g., mental health,
academia, identity, career) (McElwain et al., 2017; Simpson et al., 2018). Youth have been found

to have idealistic expectations for relationships (McElwain et al., 2017), paired with a tendency
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to make emotional compared to rational decisions, while also lacking in impulse control (Wolfe,
2001). As the relational habits that youth form are liable to influence their adult relational habits
(McElwain et al., 2017), YRE is highly beneficial for youth. YRE educators perceive their
efforts to creating meaningful connections and YRE experiences for youth as equally impactful.
Increased efforts to support YRE educators, improve YRE experiences for both educators and
youth, and bolster youth outcomes is likely to have positive impacts on youths’ well-being and
YRE educators’ perceptions of successfully implementing their programming.

Continuing to value the perceptions and lived experiences of youth relationship educators
through further research and practical supports will enhance YRE for both the educators and
youth. This study provides insight into training and supporting YRE educators moving forward,
and ways in which to shed light on a developing area of relationship education. In understanding
how and why YRE educators meaningfully connect with their youth, researchers, educators,
curriculum developers, and practitioners can adapt YRE to expansively impact more youth. If the
goal of youth relationship education is to provide prevention programming to increase relational
knowledge/skills, decrease risky decision-making, promote optimal development, and improve
well-being, then YRE educators need the resources and supports to feel successful in leading the

charge to do so.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Letter of Recruitment Support from the Dibble Institute

.The Dibble Institute

Resources for Teaching Relationship Skills
to Teens and Young Adults

February 16, 2021

Lindsey Almond
364 Jack Hampton Dr.
Auburn, AL 36830

Dear Lindsey Almond,

Thank you for including The Dibble Institute in your dissertation project. We
understand that your proposed research project includes conducting focus groups
with facilitators of youth-based relationship education programs.

We support your efforts and understand that the involvement of The Dibble Institute
will assist you in accomplishing this project. We will work with you provide access
to our clients for recruitment purposes.

As the President and Executive Director of the Dibble Institute, | have read through
your proposed research and support the involvement of our organization in this
project.

Should you have any questions, please let me know.

Sincerely,

Catherine M. Reed
President and Executive Director
(KayReed@Dibblelnstitute.org)

P.O. Box 7881
Berkeley, CA 94707-0881
800.695.7975
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Focus Group Questions

1.Tell me about the audience you teach and what pre-COVID teaching looked like for you.
2.How did you prepare for switching to an online format?
a. Possible follow-ups:
i. Were there any resources that aided this transition to teaching online?
ii. What additional resources, knowledge, skills, supports, etc. would enable you
to feel better prepared to teach online?
3.Describe how online teaching has gone for you so far.
a. Possible follow-ups:
i. What components of teaching youth relationship education online have gone
well?
ii. What components of teaching youth relationship education have not gone well?
iii. What challenges have you faced?
4.How have your audiences responded to the transition to online?
a. Possible follow-ups:
i. How does audience engagement compare to face-to-face?
5.Will this impact how to teach youth relationship education in the future?
a. Possible follow-ups:
i. How s0?
ii. Why not?
6.Are there any other things you would like to share regarding your experiences teaching youth
relationship education online?
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Appendix C: Semi-Structured Interview Questions

oakrwdpE

o~

10.
11.

How did you become a youth relationship educator?
Are you familiar with the communities you work with? How so if yes?
In what ways do you find yourself similar or dissimilar to the youth you work with?
What did your training look like initially as a youth relationship educator?
Did you receive any training for online implementation?
How did you try to engage your youth in-person?
a. How did you try to engage your youth online?
What tells or shows you that your youth are engaged?
How do you know if you successfully taught youth relationship education?
a. Do you feel like your view of what success looks like is different with online
implementation?
b. What sorts of things would show that you successfully delivered your program pre-
covid in-person? What about virtually during the coronavirus pandemic?
How do you view your age, life experiences, or relatability as influencing your feelings of
being successful when teaching online?
In what ways do you think the coronavirus pandemic has impacted your youth?
Has the pandemic changed the way you approach youth relationship education? If yes, how
s0?
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Appendix D: Focus Group Initial Categories

CoNo RN E

Choosing a modality moving forward
Experiencing something new
Comparing virtual and in-person
Transitioning timeline

Figuring it out

Choosing to continue

Preparing for the transition

Enjoying face to face

Enjoying online

. Considering resources

. Managing the transition with schools
. Having community relationships

. Teaching location

. Collaborating and working with program developers
. Supporting each other (facilitators)

. Feeling supported

. Receiving feedback

. Training

. Having a lot of responsibilities

. Recording lessons

. Being energetic

. Being anonymous

. Preferring to engage through the chat
. Relating

. Trying to engage youth

. Interacting virtually

. Connecting

. Getting to know each other

. Being in a physical space face to face
. Creating the environment

. Accommodating technology

. Having things ready to go

. Having technology issues

. Experiencing Zoom and technology fatigue
. Familiarizing with technology

. Recruiting

. Being inclusive

. Considering the curriculum

. Evaluating

. Impacting youth

. Serving youth

. Reaching youth virtually

. Responding to the pandemic

. Learning
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Appendix E: Table 3. Organization of Theory Categories and Sub-Categories

Table 3

Organization of Theory Categories and Sub-Categories

Core Category: Pivoting to Meaningfully Connect

Category 1: Choosing to Continue
Sub-category 1: Choosing to Continue

Category 2: Building and Maintaining Connections
Sub-category 1: Building Community Partnerships
Sub-category 2: Maintaining Community Partnerships
Sub-category 3: Retaining Connections Through Technology
Sub-category 4: Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities

Category 3: Moving Forward for Success
Sub-category 1: Choosing a Modality Moving Forward

Note. This table represents the core category which is made up of three overarching
categories. Each of the three overarching categories is formed from sub-categories.
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Appendix F: Table 4. Organization of Category One Sub-Categories and Codes
Table 4

Organization of Category One Sub-Categories and Codes
Category 1: Choosing to Continue
Sub-category 1: Choosing to Continue
Code 1: Choosing to Continue
Code 2: Impacting Youth
Code 3: Experiencing Something New
Code 4: Transitioning Timeline
Code 5: Figuring It Out
Code 6: Preparing for the Transition
Code 7: Having a Lot of Responsibilities

Note. This table represents overarching category one: choosing to
continue. Choosing to continue is formed by one sub-category and seven
codes.
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Appendix G: Table 5. Organization of Category Two Sub-Categories and Codes
Table 5

Organization of Category Two Sub-Categories and Codes

Category 2: Building and Maintaining Connections
Sub-category 1: Building Community Partnerships
Code 1: Serving Youth
Code 2: Having/Building Community Relationships
Code 3: Teaching Location
Code 4: Recruiting
Sub-category 2: Maintaining Community Partnerships
Code 1: Managing the Transition with Schools
Code 2: Feeling Supported
Code 3: Collaborating and Working with Program Developers
Code 4: Supporting Each Other (Facilitators)
Code 5: Training
Sub-category 3: Retaining Connections Through Technology
Code 1: Having Things Ready to Go
Code 2: Familiarizing with Technology
Code 3: Accommodating Technology
Code 4: Having Technology Issues
Code 5: Experiencing Zoom/Technology Fatigue
Sub-category 4: Connecting and Engaging Youth Across Modalities
Sub-category concept 1: Reaching and Interacting with Youth Virtually
Code 1: Reaching Youth Virtually
Code 2: Interacting Virtually
Code 3: Learning
Code 4: Responding to the Pandemic
Sub-category concept 2: Creating the Environment
Code 1: Creating the Environment
Code 2: Being in a Physical Space
Code 3: Being Energetic
Code 4: Being Inclusive
Code 5: Considering the Curriculum
Sub-category concept 3: Connecting and Engaging
Code 1: Being Anonymous
Code 2: Preferring to Engage through the Chat
Code 3: Connecting
Code 4: Getting to Know Each Other
Code 5: Relating
Code 6: Trying to Engage Youth

Note. This table represents overarching category two: building and maintaining connections.
Building and maintaining connections is formed by four sub-categories. Each sub-category is
made up of codes with the exception of sub-category four which is formed by three sub-category
concepts and resulting codes.
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Appendix H: Table 6. Organization of Category Three Sub-Categories and Codes

Table 6

Organization of Category Three Sub-Categories and Codes

Category 3: Moving Forward for Success
Sub-category 1: Choosing a Modality Moving Forward

Code 1:
Code 2:
Code 3:
Code 4:

Enjoying a Modality (Face to Face or Online)
Comparing Virtual and In-Person Implementation
Preferring a Modality

Choosing a Modality

Note. This table represents overarching category three: moving forward for
success. Moving forward for success is formed by one sub-category and four

codes.
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