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This Manual is designed to facilitate a two-part, five-hour program for “Never Married” parents and was
composed based upon the experience of the Hampshire County Bar Association’s Parent Education
Programs. It includes wisdom gained from over fifteen years of Parent Education Programs for legally
divorcing parents and six years of conducting the For the Children Program for never-married Parents.
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For The Children
: Mass Report 2008
Massachusetts Parent Education Program for
Never-Married Parents
Hampshire County Bar Association, Northampton, MA
In 2004, there were 1.5 million children born to never-married parents in the United States. This is the
highest number of “out-of-wedlock” births ever recorded by the U.S. Census Bureau. In 1963, 6% of births
were to never-married parents, in 1980 that number was 18% and by 2004 it had risen to 36%. See the
chart below from the National Center for Health Statistics Preliminary Report for 2004. Estimates for 2007
are 40%.

Massachusetts has followed the national trend as evidenced by the increased number of complaints filed in
the Probate and Family Court by never-married parents. In FY 2006, there were 20,484 divorces and
19,510 paternity complaints filed in the Probate and Family Court. In FY 2006 in Hampden, Suffolk and
Bristol Counties, the number of paternity cases filed exceeded the number of divorces. In Hampshire
County in FY 2006 there were 448 new divorces filed (of which 224 had minor children) and 243 paternity
complaints.
The Massachusetts Governor’s Advisory Commission on Responsible Fatherhood and Family Support in
its June 1998 report “Dads Make a Difference: Action for Responsible Fatherhood” recognized these
changes in families. The Commission recommended that a parent education curriculum be developed
tailored to the needs of never-married parents, focusing on issues related to access and visitation, child
support and child custody.
Massachusetts Probate and Family Court Chief Justice Sean M. Dunphy responded to the needs of this
growing population by enacting Standing Order 2-05. The Standing Order states that “this Court finds that
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the interests of minor children of never-married parents appearing before it would be well served by
educating parents about children’s emotional needs and the effects of family related litigation on child
behavior and development.” Standing Order 2-05 provides that in the Hampshire Division of the Probate
and Family Court Department, all parties to a Complaint to Establish Paternity, a Complaint for
Custody/Support/Visitation, a Complaint for Modification or Contempt in any case involving visitation,
custody of support of never-married parents filed on or after September 1, 2005 shall attend and participate
in a three (3) hour education program known as “For The Children”. The program was later extended to a
two-part, five-hour format.
The program was expanded to serve the needs of other Massachusetts counties under the leadership of
Chief Justice Paula Carey with the financial assistance of the Massachusetts Department of Revenue
Access and Visitation Program. As of January 1, 2009 a new standing order was issued. A copy can is
included in this manual.
For The Children (FTC) is the first mandatory parent education program for never-married parents in
Massachusetts and one of the first of its kind in the country. The Parent Education Committee of the
Hampshire County Bar Association administers the program. The program was developed under the
leadership of psychologist, Dr. Elizabeth Austin, Hampshire Probate and Family Court First Justice, Gail L.
Perlman and Assistant Judicial Case Manager, Beth A. Crawford. The facilitators are Deborah Roth-Howe,
LICSW and Director of Parent Education, Mark Nickerson, LICSW. Funding from the Community Fund of
Western Massachusetts was crucial to the development of FTC.
For The Children was specifically designed to meet the needs of never-married parents. The program
provides information and skills training to help parents strengthen their relationships with their children and
their communication with each other. Through role play, video clips and skill development exercises, the
program focuses on the particular challenges faced by never-married parents, the importance of the
constructive involvement of both parents, what children need from their parents and the development of
conflict resolution skills. The program format is highly participatory and engaging. Information and
questions are presented to the group and involve the participants in an active give and take with each other
and the facilitators. There are dyad exercises, short informational presentations and group discussions.
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STANDING ORDER 2-05
HAMPSHIRE DIVISION PARENT EDUCATION PROGRAM FOR NEVER MARRIED
PARENTS
“FOR THE CHILDREN”
This Court finds that the interests of the minor children of never-married parents
appearing before it would be well served by educating the parents about children’s emotional
needs and the effects of family-related litigation on child behavior and development.
IT IS HEREBY ORDERED THAT:
1. In the Hampshire Division of the Probate and Family Court Department, all parties to
a Complaint to Establish Paternity, a Complaint for Custody/Support/Visitation, a Complaint for
Modification or Contempt in any case involving visitation, custody or support of minor children
of never-married parents filed on or after September 1, 2005, shall attend and participate in a
three (3) hour education program known as “For the Children”. Complaints filed by the
Department of Revenue shall be exempt from this requirement.
2. Attendance at the program is mandatory unless waived by the Court. Parties must
register within sixty (60) days of service of the complaint and attend the next available session.
3. No Pre-Trial Conference or Trial will be held by the Court until the Court receives a
certificate of attendance from the program or waives the attendance requirement. Nothing herein
shall limit the judge or his or her designee from waiving this requirement.
4. The Court may waive the attendance requirement upon motion, with notice, for one or
both parties. Waivers will be granted only upon a showing of chronic and severe violence which
negates safe parental communication, language barriers, institutionalization or other
unavailability of a party, or where justice otherwise indicates.
5. Sanctions may be imposed by the Court for a party’s failure to register with “For the
Children” within sixty days of service of the complaint.
6. A pamphlet describing “For the Children” and including a copy of this Order shall be
given to the plaintiff or his/her attorney upon the filing of a complaint involving minor children
as set forth above. The plaintiff or his/her attorney shall serve a copy of the pamphlet along with
the complaint and summons to the person authorized to make service according to Mass.R.Dom.
Rel.P.4(c)
7. The parties shall each pay $50.00 to “For the Children” in advance of the program to
offset the cost of materials and facilitators.
8. A party may pay a reduced fee of $5.00 to “For the Children” if that party has
submitted and had allowed an “Affidavit of Indigency and Request for Waiver, Substitution or
State Payment of Fees and Costs.” This form is prescribed by the Chief Justice of the Supreme
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Judicial Court pursuant to G.L. c. 261, sec. 27B, promulgated March, 2003 and is available at the
Registry of the Probate and Family Court. The party must submit a copy of the allowed form to
“For the Children” when registering at a reduced fee of $5.00.
9. Nothing herein shall be construed to limit the authority of any Probate and Family
Court Justice sitting in the Hampshire Division to order parties to attend a parent education
program in any case involving visitation, custody or support of minor children.
10. All information and materials submitted in conjunction with “For the Children”
shall not be discoverable.
11. The parties to a particular case are prohibited from attending the same program
session.
______________________________
Date

________________________________
Sean M. Dunphy, Chief Justice
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STANDING ORDER 6-08
PARENT EDUCATION PROGRAM FOR NEVER MARRIED
PARENTS
"FOR THE
CHILDREN"
This Court finds that the interests of the minor children of never-married parents
appearing before the Court would be well served by educating the parents about children's
emotional needs and the effects of family-related litigation on child behavior and
development.
IT IS HEREBY ORDERED THAT:

1. In the Hampshire, Essex and Suffolk Divisions of the Probate and Family Court
Department, all parties to Complaint-to Establish Paternity, a Complaint for Custody Support
Visitation, and in any case involving visitation or custody of minor children of never-married
parents filed on or after July 1, 2008, may be ordered by a judge of this court to attend and
participate in an education program known as "For the Children". Nothing herein shall limit
the judge or his or her designee from waiving this requirement.
2. Attendance at the program is mandatory unless waived by the Court. Parties must
register within sixty (60) days of service of the complaint and attend the next available
session. The Court may waive the attendance requirement upon motion, with notice, for one or
both parties. Waivers will be granted upon a showing of chronic and severe violence which
negates safe parental communication, language barriers, institutionalization or other
unavailability of a party, or where justice otherwise indicates.
3. Sanctions may be imposed by the Court for a party's failure to register with "For the
Children" within sixty days of service of the complaint.
4. A pamphlet describing "For the Children" and including a copy of this Order shall be
given to the plaintiff or his/her attorney upon the filing of a complaint involving minor children
as set forth above. The plaintiff or his/her attorney shall serve a copy of the pamphlet along with
the complaint and summons to the person authorized to make service according to
Mass.R.Dom.Rel.P.4(c) Rel.P.4(c)
5. Nothing herein shall be construed to limit the authority of any Probate and Family
Court Justice sitting in the Hampshire, Essex and Suffolk Divisions to order parties to attend a
parent education p r o g r a m i n any case involving visitation, custody or support of-minor
children.
6. All information and materials submitted in conjunction with "For the Children" shall
not be discoverable.
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7. The parties to a particular case are prohibited from attending the
same session.

Effective: November 1, 2008

Paula M. Carey , Chief
Justice
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Case Management Form
SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS
The Trial Court
Probate and Family Court Department
(8-11)
Hampshire Division

Docket No. __________________

__________________________
Plaintiff
CASE MANAGEMENT ORDER ON
AGREEMENT OF THE PARTIES

v.
___________________________
Defendant

A Complaint/Petition for

□ Divorce □ Modification □ Support/Custody/Visitation

□ Paternity □ Guardianship

was filed on __________________.

The Plaintiff is represented by ____________________________________________.
The Defendant is represented by __________________________________________.
ISSUES
The contested issues are:
1. ___________________________________________________________________
2. ___________________________________________________________________
3. ___________________________________________________________________
4. ___________________________________________________________________
The uncontested issues are:
1.____________________________________________________________________
2.____________________________________________________________________
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3. ___________________________________________________________________

(Note: Other content deleted from this form)

PARENT EDUCATION/STANDING ORDER 1-10
Parent education certificates must be filed prior to the Pre-Trial Conference. The
parties will register for and attend the parent education program on or before
______________. The Court will not enter a judgment of custody and/or visitation in
favor of a parent who fails to comply.
An Introductory Meeting pursuant to Standing Order 1-10 took place on ____________.
If it has not taken place, please explain why: __________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

Date___________
___________________________
Plaintiff
___________________________
Defendant

_________________________
Attorney
_________________________
Attorney

All parties and counsel are required to sign.

It is hereby ORDERED that the parties comply with the above provisions of their written
Case Management Agreement.
_______________
Date

__________________________________
Judge of the Probate and Family Court
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For The Children
: Demographic Information
and Evaluation Results
The following charts show demographic data and program evaluations from the Parent Education Program
for Never-Married Parents (FTC) after its first thirty two months of operations. Where possible, this data is
compared to the Divorcing Parents Program (PACT). Over this period, 32% of parents in two HCBA Parent
Education Programs were never-married parents.
Note: Data trends and participant feedback between Sept. 2008 and Feb. 2011 have been consistent with
this sample.
Data Resources:
Never-Married Program (FTC): 404 parents, 26 group sessions, Feb. 2006 through Sept. 2008.
Divorcing Parents Program (PACT): 851 parents, 26 group sessions, Jan. 2006 through Sept. 2008.
Included are brief notes regarding significant findings. Demographic highlights show notable differences
between never-married parent and divorcing parent populations which suggest the need for distinction in
program content and format. Evaluation data indicates similarly positive levels of impact on each group.
Discussion follows the data.
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Parent Evaluation: This workshop helped me understand what children need.
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Parent Evaluation: I learned new ways to respond to my children's needs.
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Parent Evaluation: I plan to make a stronger effort to work with the other
parent. ('06 - '08)
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Evaluations: The program will have an influence on decisions I
make regarding my children ('08)
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Evaluations: The program will have an influence on decisions I
make regarding my children ('08)
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Discussion of Demographic Data and
Evaluations: Never Married and Divorcing
Parents
There are marked differences in the demographics of the Never-Married and Divorcing Parents.
In particular, Never-Married Parents:
• Are younger
• Are lower income
• Are less formally educated
• Have younger children
• Have fewer children with the other parent
• Have been separated longer from the other parent
• Are less likely to have an Agreement on Custody
• Have higher levels of conflict with the other parent
• Have more conflict around timesharing with children and child support
Evaluation data clearly reveals that the vast majority of Never-Married Parents indicate across all measures
that they experienced the parent education program as helpful and that they intend to make positive
changes as a result of what they learned in the program. These evaluations are similarly positive when
compared to the comments of divorcing parents
The differences in demographics support the premise for separate parent education classes for nevermarried parents with content and teaching approaches designed to reflect the unique needs of this
population. Curriculum design considerations are offered below.

Session Content

Teaching Approach

Common to Never-Married and Divorcing Parents
• Developmental Needs
• Respectful and supportive
• Parenting Plans
• Validation of participants experience
• More Time/ Less Time (challenges of
• Mixed teaching modes: lecture,
parenting)
brainstorm, discussion, video, visual
• Reflective Listening
materials
• Do’s and Don’ts of Parenting
• Elicit wisdom of the group
• Conflict Resolution
Never-Married Parents only
• More attention to creating safety and
• The experience of being a nevervalidation
married parent
• Smaller groups
• Child’s need for two parents’ active
• More teaching and guidance
involvement
• More questions and answers
• Developmental needs geared toward
younger children
• Food and beverage offered
• Expanded anger management/conflict
• More interactive
resolution
• More informal
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Program Operation
Registration
Registration information and forms are distributed by local courts, attorneys, and the Hampshire County Bar
Association (HCBA). The forms are also online at www.hampshirebar.org. In Massachusetts the program
is free-of-charge but participants must pre-register in order to attend. Participants register by mail or bring
registration forms to the HCBA office and subsequently receive a letter of confirmation that includes the
location of the program. Parents cannot attend unless they have received a confirmation letter.
A registration list with names of participants is generated. Each participant checks in with the security
guard at the door and the guard turns away those not registered and those who show up more than 10 to
15 minutes late. Latecomers and no-shows are noted and the HCBA office is informed. Parents can reregister for another class but cannot attend a second session before attending a first session. However, if
they miss the second session of any program, they can re-register for the second session during another
program.
Facilitators and Format
The FTC program consists of two 2 ½ hour sessions held in the evening, one week apart. The program is
facilitated by a male and female team. Both facilitators have graduate degrees in psychology, social work
or related fields, as well as experience working with parents and leading group programs.
Security and Safety
Knowing that increased violence occurs when parties separate under high-conflict situations, certain
security precautions are taken. First, all co-parents attend separate sessions. Sessions are mixed sexes,
but estranged partners do not attend the same sessions. This requires careful scrutiny when registering
participants, but allows for greater safety and freedom of expression during the program.
Second, the sessions are held in a secure location not advertised to the general public. Third, a plainclothes security guard is present outside the classroom door throughout the sessions, as well as a half-hour
before and after to assist with set-up, registration, escorts to cars after dark, and equipment storage. The
guard is introduced to the group at the beginning of the program.
Room set-up
The room is arranged either with chairs in a circle if the group is small enough, or rows in a semi-circle.
Effort is made to create a warm, supportive atmosphere. A small table sits between the facilitators and
holds the laptop computer and notes. To one side is a large TV monitor and to the other is a white board.
The PowerPoint slides are shown on the TV monitor as are the video clips.
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Curriculum Organization
Teaching Units are organized in the following way:
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
- Goals, key "take home" messages

Skills
Participants will be able to:
- Specific skills to be achieved by the program or training unit

Teaching Methods
- Specific teaching tools and techniques

Time
- Recommended time for Unit

Procedure
- Teaching content and sequence. Approaches are designed to attain objectives.
Facilitators should remain flexible in implementing curriculum to meet the needs of the group.

Extended Notes
- Additional comments. More in-depth presentation narrative, optional additional points or
exercises

Units and Quick Reference Outlines
The Units have been constructed to emphasize objectives and key skills. They also include the time that is
allotted to each Unit and a list of the teaching methods associated with the Unit. In many Units, a brief
description of process is included. The sections in parentheses are examples of what is typically said by
facilitators in the FTC sessions. It is assumed that skilled facilitators can work from these suggestions and
simple instructions to address the objectives. It is also understood that facilitators might alter the teaching
methods to best fit their own facilitation styles and the needs of their parent groups.
Brief outlines are included to be used as quick reference guides for facilitators as they conduct the
sessions.
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Session I: Welcome and Introduction
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The importance and overall format of the program

Skills
Participants will be able to:
Understand and consider the relevance of the program in relation to parents' and children's needs
Experience the common connection they have with other participants as parents caring about their children

Teaching Methods
Welcome at the door, name tags and/or names and ages of parents’ children printed on poster board
Introductions to each other
Children’s names and ages put on the wall
Lecture

Time: 15 minutes

Begin:

:00

Procedure
Welcome and Introductions:
Facilitator introductions; participant introductions to those sitting nearby or to the whole group, if deemed
appropriate
Purpose of program; range of concerns that participants bring; the common thread; understanding your
children’s needs
Bringing the children into the session (symbolically with poster board (see above) displayed)
Concept of co-parenting introduced, care not to presume different gendered parents
Safety concerns in co-parenting
Participate with an open mind
Discussions cannot address personal issues in depth
Housekeeping (time, break, food, part 2 evaluations, certificates, etc…)

Extended Notes
The facilitation style is relaxed and personable, though there is a clear structure to the session. Facilitators
invite participation by using dyad exercises, group brainstorms and creating an environment in which
participants are comfortable asking questions and making comments. The facilitation style is intended to
create a sense of community in the room, and to keep the needs of their children front and center.
Symbolically Bringing Children into the Session:
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In order to emphasize and personalize the primary focus of this program, as the participants enter the
room, they are asked to write the names and ages of their children on adhesive notes that are then
stuck to the wall during both sessions.
Welcome and Introductions:
Facilitators introduce themselves and mention that participants come to the program from a range of
situations.
“Most likely, some of you are parents who have lived with your children’s other parent—some have not.
Some of you planned your pregnancies—some did not. Some of you live alone, some live with your
own parents; some might live with friends or new partners. Some of you have a friendly relationship
with your children’s other parent—some have a highly conflicted one. Some of you might be sharing
parenting fairly equally—some might be the sole parent in your children’s lives. What you all have in
common, however, is that you are all parents, you were not legally married to your children’s other
parent, something is changing in your situations that brought you to court, and we believe you care
deeply about your children.” The facilitators note that the children are ‘present’ and forefront and
acknowledge the names and ages on the poster board in the room.
Safety Concerns:
"Some of you might be in the midst of great conflict, possibly including violence. Some of you might
have been in situations involving the abuse of alcohol or drugs. For some of you, only one parent is
currently an active parent. You might have no contact with your children or you might be parenting
completely on your own at this time. So, whereas some of you have decent working relationships with
the other parent, others of you have high-conflict relationships, or are interested in a minimum of
contact.
"While our overall message is to build a cooperative co-parenting relationship, we realize that some of
you have experienced extreme difficulties getting along, difficulties that may include a history of
violence, verbal attacks, substance abuse, mental illness, or other problems. If that is the case, the
best strategy for now may be to “co-parent” effectively by keeping a distance from and not working
directly with the other parent. In fact, in cases such as these it may well be better to have very limited
or no communication, and to work out understandings in others ways. Keep in mind that perhaps in the
future you might be able to communicate in constructive ways more easily, but for now this may not be
possible, primarily because it may be hard to protect your children from this conflict."
Why This Program Exists:
"This program was created to empower you to help your children handle their circumstances and be
well adjusted, happy children. One important aspect of this is to help you think about what kind of a
relationship you will now have with your child’s other parent. The type of relationship you establish with
your child’s other parent has a huge impact on your child’s ability to manage relationships with two
parents in different households, to develop healthy relationships of their own, and to be successful in
school and other areas of their lives."
We know that:
• Children do best when they receive reliable supportive parenting, even when parents live apart
• Children’s self-esteem and sense of self-worth are developed largely through their relationships with
their parents
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•
•

Children imitate their parents, so parents need to be good role models
Each parent brings his/her own unique style to the role as a parent—and children can benefit from
the styles of both parents

The kind of relationship you now develop with your co-parent, and how your children experience that
relationship, will greatly impact your children’s well-being – now and in the future.
“Our goal is to share information that you can use to help your children grow up as smoothly and
successfully as possible. We are also interested in helping parents develop plans for raising children—
together or apart—that will work, and that will create the least amount of conflict possible. We will share
tips on communication and problem solving that will strengthen your relationships with your children
and with the other parent. FTC is really a program of hope. It is a program to empower you and your
children.”
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Unit: Challenges for "Never Married" Parents
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
Some types of challenges faced by “never-married” parents

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•
•
•

Identify challenge for two parents when parenting apart
Identify special challenges never-married parents may face (compared to divorced parents)
Experience a connection with others in similar situations
Understand that never-married fathers in Massachusetts need to establish custody to have legal
rights regarding their children

Teaching Methods
Brainstorm and Discussion

Time: 15 minutes

Begin:

:15

Procedure
Brainstorm question: “What are the challenges for parents when parenting apart?”
On white board, record different points made by participants. This exercise allows participants to
acknowledge the challenges and feel a sense of shared experience with others. It gives facilitators a sense
of what issues are most prominent among participants and to briefly comment on these issues, introducing
comments that will be expanded upon later.
Common responses include
• The stresses of parenting
• Communicating with the other parent
• Trusting the other parent
• Loneliness
• Getting as much time as you’d like with your child
• Different methods of discipline
State: “Society is changing. Current statistics indicate that more than 1 out of 3 children in the U.S. are born
to never-married parents and that number is increasing. Past participants in this program have indicated
that there can be both advantages and disadvantages related to being a never-married separated parent
(compared to parents who were legally married).
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First Ask: "What factors might contribute to the increasing number of children born to never-married
parents?”
Brainstorm - Responses are written on a white board and often include the following:
• My parents’ marriage was bad—not to be emulated
• Increasing social acceptance for having children outside of a legal marriage
• Decreasing value of church or legal sanctions
• Financial costs of marriage and divorce
• Unplanned pregnancies
Then Ask: “What are the advantages and disadvantages of that some never-married parents face?”
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
Advantages:
• Less legal difficulties
• Able to have a child without marriage
• Didn’t have to go through a “divorce”

•
•
•

Disadvantages:
Legal challenges for fathers: many are unaware that they do not have automatic legal rights to their
children in Massachusetts, even if their name is on the birth certificates
Social stigma— feeling like the “black sheep” of their family
Discrimination by schools, church (one participant’s church would not baptize her child), medical
and mental health care providers

This is an opportunity for facilitators to affirm the many reasons why these parents have not married. It also
offers opportunity to affirm and empathize with parental challenges never-married parents face, including
discrimination and feelings of marginalization by society. Facilitators can encourage fathers to establish
legal rights.
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Unit: Importance of Both Parent Involvement
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The value of having two capable parents actively involved in their children’s lives

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•
•

Understand the risk of one parent (typically fathers) fading from active involvement with their
children
Identify a range of reasons why a parent might become less involved
Identify reasons and strategies for both parents to stay actively involved

Teaching Methods
Brainstorm, Video, and Discussion

Time: 25 minutes

Begin:

:30

Procedure
Project slide: “80% of unmarried fathers were involved in the lives of their newborn babies. Two years later,
only 23% remained involved.” (Governor’s Advisory Commission on Responsible Fatherhood and Family
Support, 1998)
Ask: “What factors might contribute to this decline in parental involvement?”
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Acrimony with mother
• New partners; new relationships
• Court procedures too difficult to navigate
• Infants are demanding; mother is less available to father
• Fathers avoid the responsibility of parenting
• Fathers often lack the concrete “know-how” to parent an infant
• Fathers own fathers were not involved
• Fathers leave area
• Incarceration
Present video: The importance of father involvement
Facilitators show sections related to the importance of father involvement in the video entitled “Parents
Working Together,” created by the Massachusetts Department of Revenue Access and Visitation Program.
The video presents risks to children when fathers are not involved.
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Facilitators underscore that this video is intended not only to help fathers understand how vital it is to
assume a constructive presence in the lives of their children, but to also remind “more time” mothers of
their important role in supporting fathers’ involvement.
The point is made that while this dynamic largely exists with fathers withdrawing from contact, in some
cases, it is the mother who withdraws. And, in some cases there are two parents of the same gender, one
of whom distances him/herself. Solicit examples of ways less time parents have stayed involved.
Via these exercises, parents realize that facilitators respect the challenges of their situations and validate
their sometimes marginal position in society. Fathers see that we know what their challenges are and
mothers develop some empathy for how difficult it is for some fathers.
Invite participants to share stories in which:
• Any fathers (or less time parents) have worked hard to stay involved actively with their children
• Any mothers (or more time parents) have worked to allow the other parent to stay involved
Common lessons learned from fathers (typically less time parents) include:
• Honestly address personal issues that interfere with being a capable parent
• Be patient and persistent when seeking increased time with the other parent
• Be assertive not combative
• Work with the courts
• Show respect for the other parent
• Earn trust through consistent behavior
Common lessons learned by mothers (more time parents):
• Remain open minded toward the other parent
• Remain focused on what is in your child’s best interest
• Seek consultation when trying to decide if the other parent is trustworthy
• Keep the other parent informed about your child
• You can’t make the other parent become responsible but you can keep the door open
• Show respect for the other parent
Discuss ways fathers can become more comfortable in their roles. Look for examples of ways less time
parents have become more involved and any ways more time parents have helped.
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Unit: What Do You Want for Your Children?
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The impact their own parents had on them and how that experience impacts their role as a parent

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•

Reflect upon their childhood experiences with their own parents as a point of reference
Envision and articulate what qualities they would like to help their children develop

Teaching Methods
Written Exercise and Group Sharing

Time: 15 minutes

Begin:

:55

Procedure
Facilitators talk about how the parenting we received impacts the parenting we provide.
Facilitators ask participants to write down the answers to the following questions (clipboards, paper and
pens are provided):
•
•
•

What type of relationship did you have with your mother? With your father?
What did you get from each parent that you value? What did you not get that you wish you had?
What qualities do you want your children to receive from you and the other parent?

Facilitators tell participants they will not be asked to share their responses to the first two questions.
Participants are asked to share their responses to the third question first in groups of two or three, and then
with the larger group.
Facilitators ask: “What do you want your children to receive from each parent?”
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
•
•
•
•

Feeling loved
Safety; stability, security
Good relationships with both parents, access to both parents
Self-respect, a sense of responsibility, strong self-esteem

This exercise encourages parents to value and build on the positive things they received from their own
parents and consciously learn from the mistakes their parent’s made.

Extended Notes
Facilitators raise the question: “What did you get and not get from your parents?”
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•
•
•

Participants are asked to spend 4 or 5 minutes and write responses on paper.
In pairs or threesomes: “Because the responses to the questions above are personal, you will not
be asked to share them unless you chose to. Turn to your neighbor and discuss the answer to the
final question: What do you hope your children will get from each of their parents? “
After 4 or 5 minutes of discussion, participants are asked to share responses to the question above
with the entire group. Facilitators write responses on the white board. Typical responses include:
unconditional love, strong work ethic, sense of responsibility, good values, happiness, self-reliance,
etc. Facilitators point out to participants that these qualities which parents want their children to
achieve are most often learned when their parents model these qualities as best they can. Parents
are potent role models and children learn what they watch. This includes the fact that children
learn from how parents treat each other. Hopefully, this provides additional motivation for
participants to develop and/or maintain a constructive relationship with their co-parent.

Ten minute break
Time: 10 minutes

Begin:

1:10
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Unit: Challenges of Parenting – More-Time/LessTime
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The challenges of the “more time” and the “less time” parent, fostering empathy for the other parent

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•
•
•

Identify the challenges and risks associated with being a “more time” or “less time” parent
Implement strategies to cope with being a “more time” or “less time” parent
Understand the importance of appreciating the challenges faced by the other parent
Assess whether they need to seek additional resources to be effective parents

Teaching Methods
Brainstorm and Discussion

Time: 30 minutes

Begin:

1:20

Procedure
State: “It often happens, for developmental or other reasons, that the division of time with children is not
equal. One parent has more time, one has less. As part of this exercise, we ask you to share your own
experiences and put yourselves in your co-parent's shoes regarding the challenges of parenting.”
Starting with the "more time" parents, ask “What are the challenges facing "more time" parents?”
Write responses on white board.
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• No “down” time
• Financial stress
• Impact on work opportunities
• Lack of daily support from the other parent
• Managing work, transportation needs, moral and emotional support to child, medical needs,
homework, appointments, etc
Then ask, “With all these challenges, what are the overall risks for “more time” parents if they have trouble
coping?” Write responses on whiteboard in different color marker.
This question is designed to get at the more overarching consequences of specific challenges.
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Burn out
• Poor quality parenting
• Vulnerability to illness, addictions
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•

Social isolation

Then ask, “What are some effective coping strategies that effectively handle these challenges and manage
these risks?” Write responses on whiteboard in different color marker.
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Support from other parents, family, friends, and community involvement
• Maintaining routines; being flexible when advantageous
• Involve other parent when appropriate
• Compromise, negotiate
Erase whiteboard and then ask the same questions for "less time" parents.
“What are the challenges for “less time” parents?”
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Missing your child; missing significant moments
• Trying to do it all in one visit; making up for “lost time”
• Feeling that you are important in your child’s life
• Coordinating visits w/ other activities
• Different rules in different homes
• Kids testing limits
• At a legal disadvantage
• Missing opportunities to teach values/morals
• Helping child when s/he doesn’t want to come and doesn’t want to leave
• Reluctance to discipline with limited time together
“With all these challenges, what are the overall risks for “less time” parents if they have trouble coping?”
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Feeling vulnerable; not needed; disconnected
• Losing touch—feeling detached (connect this response to the 80% statistic discussed earlier)
• Depression; substance abuse
“What are some effective coping strategies that effectively handle these challenges and manage these
risks?” Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Finding support from others in similar situations
• Counseling
• Acceptance of circumstances
• Identifying ways to remain involved in your child’s life via extracurricular activities, daily phone
calls, e-mail communication, etc.
• Improving communication w/other parent; building trust
• Creating meaningful experiences when together
This exercise builds empathy for the other parent. Parents sometimes hear these challenges/risks more
easily from group members than from their former partner. When parents hear strategies such as improving
communication from their peers, it has a different kind of credibility than when they hear it from the
facilitators.
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When to seek help:
Many people decide to seek help during this transition period in their lives. It can be extremely helpful to
have the opportunity to put feelings into words, and to have someone there to help keep things in
perspective (particularly someone who is not a part of the picture). There are many types of help to seek,
including psychotherapists and other mental health professionals, support groups, clergy, friends, books,
etc.

Small Group Exercise: (in groups of two or three)
1. Which group are you in? ("more time" parent or "less time" parent). Using the brainstorm as a
guide, what is challenging for you right now in your situation? What can you do about it to improve
matters?
2. What group is your other parent in? Is there anything you can do to help them?
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Unit: The Do's of Positive Parenting
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
Positive parenting strategies for supporting children through family changes while preserving children’s
relationships with both parents

Skills
Participants will be able to:
Appreciate the importance of talking with their children about family changes
• Employ strategies to build children’s self-esteem and validate their feelings
• Learn methods to help their children adjust to maintaining relationships with parents in separate
households
•

Teaching Methods
Lecture, Brainstorm, and Discussion

Time: 10 minutes

Begin:

1:50

Procedure
Ask: “What are the challenges for your children in your current situation? What are things you can do to
help?” List their responses on the board. Discuss.
Ask: “What are the things you can tell your children about the separation that will be helpful? List their
responses on the board. Discuss.
The All-Important “Do's"
• Give your children permission to love both parents
• Let the children know you love them
• Do your very best to minimize conflict with the other parent, especially in the presence of your child
• Honor your commitments to your children: fulfill your financial obligations, be available when you
say you will be.
• Support your children to the best of your ability, financially and emotionally
• Make sure your children understand that separation and co-parenting are adult concerns. The
parents’ separation is not the child’s fault. Nor is it a child’s job to “fix” the problem or take care of
either parent.
Appreciate Children
• Catch them while they are good
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•
•
•
•
•

Build upon positive behaviors one at a time
Help them know that all feelings are acceptable; some behaviors are not
Validate their feelings, particularly when they are struggling
Acknowledge that children have hard and disappointing moments as well as fun and happy times.
Remind yourself that children have a need to love both parents. Their self-esteem is closely related
to seeing positives in each parent. Allow them to hold onto those qualities and ideals that foster
healthy self-esteem.
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Unit: Children's Needs and Parenting Plans
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
Developmentally appropriate needs of their children & how to consider these needs in creating a parenting
plan

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•

Identify key developmental needs of children as they relate to parental separation or conflict
Strive to develop parenting plans that respect these needs, acknowledging that plans will change
as children mature

Teaching Methods
Lecture and Questions/Answers

Time: 30 minutes

Begin:

2:00

Procedure
Facilitators describe how children’s developmental needs appropriately affect the design of the parenting
plan.
Discuss how:
• Infants and young children need consistency, and as they mature they can adapt to increasing
amounts of flexibility in the parenting plan
• Transitional objects and other strategies help children move from one home to the other
• Reading your children’s signals is important regarding whether or not the plan is meeting their
emotional needs;
• A child’s age and own wishes need to be factored into the parenting plan.
(See extended notes)
The child’s need for flexibility means that parents will be in conversation with each other for many years to
come (a motivating factor for developing a decent “business relationship” with that parent).
Q&A: Answer questions participants might have about parenting plans.
The Back and Forth Blues
• Present information on the normal emotional upheaval felt when children go back and forth
between parents’ homes. We rarely are at our best “in transition,” and that’s where kids are when
they are traveling between their parents. Review Back and Forth Tips.
• Present notion of minimizing losses for children—keeping as many routines and expectations for
children in place as possible. If time permits, ask for ideas from group.
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Overall, children do best with predictable, reliable parenting plans. If parents are respectful of the plan that
has been made (as shown in arriving when expected, having children ready to go, etc.), it is more likely
children will adapt to the plan with minimal difficulty.
Optional Group Exercise
Have parents divide into groups according to age of one of their children and discuss how the following
questions might or might not apply to their own situations. For example:
Groups:
• Infancy: Birth to age three
• Preschool: Three to five
• Younger elementary: Six to eight
• Older elementary: Nine to twelve
• Teenagers and beyond
1. How do you reassure your child that he/she is not the cause of your living apart from your co-parent?
2. How do you help your child make the transition from one household to another?
Discuss:
o Frequency and logistics of transitions
o Transitional objects
o Siblings
o Maintain a school routine
o Tolerating sadness; giving child permission to enjoy/love the other parent

Extended Notes
The bottom line in developing a parenting plan must be the child’s safety. No children should ever be alone
with an adult who is not mentally or physically able to care for and protect them. Also, a child’s special
needs must be taken into account, and whether a parent understands and can meet them.
Assuming safety is not a concern, there are many different plans for shared parenting that can work well.
Research is clear: it is best to allow the child to maintain any close relationships that predated the
separation. It is best for the parents to try to create two functional and stable homes for the child. (This is,
again, assuming two willing and able parents.) Other factors to take into account are the parenting history
with each child, the level of involvement, the child’s comfort with a parent, a child’s temperament, parents’
work schedules, children’s schedules, and proximity of homes, etc. The best parenting plans also take into
account each parents’ relative strengths and weaknesses. The
goal is to promote healthy relationships between the child and both parents and to minimize the amount of
loss the child experiences.
•

Child Development and Parenting Plans
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Explain that this discussion applies to situations in which there are two willing and able parents. We will
discuss other situations later.
◊
◊

◊
◊
◊

◊

Young children have the strongest need for a primary residence and this should be factored in
while keeping both parents involved. Disruptions can be difficult, so try to maintain as much
routine as possible.
The younger the child, the greater the need for frequent, short periods of time with the nonresidential parent. For example, tiny infants can do well with short amounts of contact with their
“less time” parent since the attachment grows from familiarity with the parents touch, smell,
and voice. As infants get older, the time with that parent might be less frequent but for a longer
time. For toddlers and preschoolers, a written schedule of the child’s daily routines may be
necessary and helpful. This may be the period of child-rearing that asks the most from
parents— tremendous patience and sacrifice, but it should be remembered that it will get
easier, and that the payoff later is great.
When to start overnights away from the primary residence depends upon many of the factors
mentioned above, as well as the presence of older siblings, which can ease the stress. Allow
transitional objects. Pay attention of signs of undue stress in your child, and adjust accordingly.
As children become school-age, they can tolerate longer absences from one of the parents
while with the other. They can also incorporate phone calls, emails, video calls, etc. into their
repertoire of shared communication. Time with peers becomes a factor.
As children reach pre-adolescence and into the teenage years, they do best if they are able to
participate in the development of the parenting plan. Teens do best if they feel their needs
have been taken into account when a plan is being decided upon. At times, what teenagers
want can be painful for parents to accept, but it is critical that we step back and look hard at
what might truly be in their best interests during these years. A decision to change residences
at this point, for example, is not uncommon, and may require self-sacrifice and courage on the
part of one or both parents. Or, parents might desire closeness at a time when their children
might require more distance in the relationship. Though we do want to know what our kids are
up to, it is critical that adolescents feel they have emotional and physical privacy.
They are quite capable of sabotaging any plan they cannot manage. Overall, children do best
with predictable, reliable parenting plans. If parents are respectful of the plan that has been
agreed upon (as shown by arriving when expected, having children ready to go, etc.), it is more
likely children will accommodate well to the plan.
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Session II: Unit: Moving Forward
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The importance of participants assessing and accepting the reality of their circumstances as parents and
the value of building a positive parenting and co-parenting plan.

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•
•
•

Assess their current situation as parents and co-parents, including the "positives" and "negatives"
Understand the importance of appreciating the "positives"
Understand the importance of seeing the "negatives" as challenges they respond to constructively,
with the children’s best interests in mind
Understand that change happens one step at a time

Teaching Methods
Lecture, Discussion

Time: 20 minutes

Begin:

:00

Procedure
Facilitators put children’s names on wall. Facilitators welcome participants back, have them say “hello” to
their neighbors and ask them if there are remaining questions or comments from last week. Facilitators ask
about any relevant insights or experiences that participants had since the first session including the use of
reflective listening and impressions from the interactive website .
Facilitators reference some of last session’s discussions about the importance of parenting and some of the
goals participants identified as important to them. This session will focus a bit more on the importance of
doing one’s best to co-parent responsibly. Participants are encouraged to make note of any current
problems in co-parenting and to understand the importance of seeking constructive change in these areas.
Participants are reminded that in situations in which there is a history of violence or one or both parents has
been clearly unable to interact safely, it is unrealistic to expect sudden change and wiser for parents to stick
to a prescribed parenting plan without direct interaction. However, most parents can identify issues under
their control that can be improved.
In a brief motivational lecture, facilitators draw from any of the following (or other) assorted "words of
wisdom" to evoke the value of leaving negative history behind and moving forward with a positive vision.
The art of this, of course, is finding talking points that resonate for the presenter and connect to the
participants.
•

When disturbing and traumatic things happen in one's life, it is common for them to remain in
people’s minds and repeat themselves in how they respond. It is important to try to move forward
and let go of what is over. Otherwise the past continues to be the present.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“Holding on to resentments is like taking poison and hoping it will kill the other person.” – Nelson
Mandela
Each day is a new day and the most important day.
Explain self-fulfilling prophesies. You reap what you sow.
Whether you are pleased with the condition of your life or not, it is important to take an honest look
at it. If it’s been bad, assess the damage and move on.
Be constructive, not destructive. Be proactive, not reactive.
Serenity Prayer*: Identify what you can control and let go of what you cannot control.
Remember, change can take place in phases.

Facilitators pose some or all of the following for parents to contemplate:
With regard to parenting, consider (presenter poses a few of these questions):
• How satisfied are you with how you are parenting at this moment?
• What do you appreciate that you bring to your role as parent?
• If there are problems, what are they?
• As you move forward, what changes would you like to make?
• What things are under your control to change now, later?
• How satisfied are you with how you are co-parenting at this moment?
• What do you appreciate that you bring to your role as co-parent?
• How have you worked or tried to work effectively with the other parent?
• What are the current obstacles to overcome in the relationship?
• What have you contributed to these?
• As you move forward, what changes would you like to make?

*Serenity Prayer (a cornerstone for most 12-Step Programs):
God grant me the serenity
to accept the things I cannot change;
courage to change the things I can;
and wisdom to know the difference.
--Reinhold Niebuhr
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Unit: "Do" and "Don't" Tips for - Protecting
Children from Ongoing Parental Conflict
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
•

Effective and appropriate behavior related to court activities

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•

Understand and implement strategies for the most effective and appropriate use of court resources

Teaching Methods
Lecture and Discussion

Time: 20 minutes

Begin:

:20

Procedure
Tips On Navigating Through The Court System:
• In most cases, you will be in front of the same judge throughout your case, as well as any
subsequent cases (modifications, contempts, etc.) It is important to make a good impression and
show the judge that you take matters seriously.
• Disclaimers: these tips may not apply to all situations, particularly high conflict cases. These tips
should not be considered legal advice. If appropriate, consult an attorney
Do:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

arrive on time and dress appropriately
if applicable, arrive with a carefully prepared, accurate, and neat financial statement
provide the judge with concrete examples of behavior you have engaged in that demonstrates that
your child(ren) are your 1st priority
provide the judge with concrete examples of behavior you have engaged in that demonstrates you
understand that, in most cases, children do best when both parents are involved
Develop a detailed, carefully thought-out, parenting plan
Separate child-related issues from financial issues
Be open to compromise if it is in the best interest of the child(ren)
Settle as many issues as possible with your former partner, rather than having the Court decide the
matters for you
Use all appropriate resources offered by the court (ADR)
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Don’t:
• Interrupt the judge, opposing counsel, or other party
• Use the court as a venue for badmouthing or insulting the other party
• Put “having your day in court” as a top priority
• Allow your attorney (if you have one) to escalate tensions or frustrations during the process
• Ask the judge if your child(ren) can testify in court (with some exceptions)
• Bring current partners with you to court
•
File complaints for modification frequently and within a short period of time following the original
order (with some exceptions). The standard: (unanticipated) significant and material change in
circumstances must exist. Pick your issues!

Support for dispute resolution:
• Mediation services (handout)
• Free mediation session at court
• Free conciliation session at court
• Counseling services—in handbook
Hampshire County Probate and Family Court—586-8500
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Unit: The "Don'ts" - Protecting Children from
Ongoing Parental Conflict
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
•
•

The destructive impact of exposing children to ongoing conflict between parents
New strategies to reduce the likelihood of exposing children to conflict between parents

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•
•

Understand why exposing children to conflict between parents is destructive to children's
development
Identify specific ways that children can be exposed to conflict between parents
Understand and employ alternative behaviors that reduce animosity and protect children from
ongoing conflict

Teaching Methods
Brainstorm and Discussion

Time: 40 minutes

Begin:

:40

Procedure
Ask “What are things parents sometimes do that put children in the middle of parental conflict? We can
think of these as ‘the don’ts’ of parenting.”
Brainstorm - Common responses include:
• Don’t fight in front of the children
• Don’t badmouth the other parent.
• Don’t let others badmouth the other parent in front of the children
• Don’t use children as messengers
• Don’t use children as spies
• Don’t discuss child support payments with the children
• Don’t ask the children to take sides
Option: VIDEO clip ‘Parental Actions' from Listen to the Children. (10 minutes) or another video that
addresses putting children “in the middle”.
After the video, if time allows, facilitators highlight additional points from the video that did not come out in
the discussion. Additional “don’ts”
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Don't:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Give children a parental role
Ask children to take sides
Ask kids to keep secrets
Pressure children to say things they don’t want to
Confuse your child with your co-parent or misdirect feelings about your co-parent toward your child
Allow guilt or fear to cause you to relax your expectations of your children
Expose your children to new romantic relationships too soon
NOT date (or have a life) because of your children
Create too many losses for children
Compete with the other parent
Break promises
Withhold child support

Discuss why the single most important “don’t” is don’t expose kids to ongoing conflict between their
parents. Children need to hold positive images of both parents. This becomes the basis for the next unit
on conflict resolution.

Optional Exercise: (in pairs or individually)
1. As you think about it, are there any ways your child/ children has been caught in the middle of
parental conflict or exposed to difficulties mentioned earlier (refer to brainstorm checklist)?
2. What can you do about it ?

Ten minute break
Time: 10 minutes

Begin:

1:10

Discuss why the single most important "don't" is Don't expose children to ongoing conflict
between their parents. Children need to hold positive images of both parents. This becomes the
basis for the next unit on conflict resolution.

44

Unit: Conflict Management – Co-Parenting
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The level and impact of conflict participants experience with the other parent and strategies they can
implement to reduce and constructively resolve ongoing conflict

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•
•
•

Objectively assess the level and patterns of conflict with the other parent
Understand the value of creating and maintaining parental agreements
Implement strategies to constructively resolve ongoing conflict and to reduce the overall level of
conflict
Implement strategies to remain constructive if the other parent is uncooperative

Teaching Methods
Lecture and Discussion

Time: 40 minutes

Begin:

1:20

(after break)

Procedure
Facilitators re-evoke the need to “move forward” in the co-parenting relationship discussed at the beginning
of the section. It is important at the onset of this section to reiterate that in situations in which there is a
history of violence, abuse or deeply unsuccessful interactions, good co-parenting may mean reducing or
eliminating contact until safe conditions are created.
Role Play version 1: Facilitators explain that they will play two separated parents. Participants are asked to
imagine that they are children like their own overhearing parent's interactions. The role play starts with the
“father” going off to the side of the room. The “mother” begins complaining, “Why is he always late?!” The
“father” enters and a fight ensues. At some point the father asks if the mother has the kids gear ready for
camping. The mother says she didn’t know anything about the camping. The father says "I told you about
that last month" and another fight ensues. It is important to have this loosely scripted to sound realistic.
Themes to include are attacks, insults, placing blame on each other, trying to solicit the children’s loyalty,
etc. After a few minutes, the facilitators stop role play and ask participants what that felt like for them. This
usually stimulates strong reactions and insights into the negative impact of parental conflict. It can be used
as an anecdote to ground other points from this unit.
Role Play version 2: This time facilitators start with the same problem, though with reflective listening and
other constructive communication strategies the facilitators know deescalate the tension and resolve their
differences.
Co-Parenting Effectively
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•
•
•
•
•

•
•

The business of co-parenting; safety concerns
Highest risk for children of separated parents is exposure to ongoing parental conflict
Ahrons typologies—(optional)
Parallel parenting and buffer zones
Anger/Conflict management
1. Cycle of conflict
2. Escalating and de-escalating responses to conflict
3. Communication skills and reflective listening
Participants’ examples of ways they have minimized conflict
Clarification of the court process and Alternative Dispute Resolution

Following up on the “don’ts” section before the break, highlight that:
The worst thing for children is continued conflict between their parents. Children from high-conflict
situations are at great risk for school, behavior and emotional problems.

Extended Notes
Children exposed to conflict suffer in many ways. They struggle with their love and loyalty for each parent.
Children often remember aspects of parental conflict that parents do not. It is important to validate their
experience. Remember, when parents fight, children see the people most important to them abusing each
other and no one is available to comfort the children.
Remember that the certain aspects of ongoing conflict should be understood. In general, the destructive
impact on children is greater when:
• The frequency, duration and intensity conflicts is greater
• Conflicts are about the child are
• Conflict is over rather than covert or more contained
• The issue related to the conflict is brought to some resolution in the child's mind
Explore dimensions of domestic violence. The conflict pyramid below can offer a starting point for a
discussion of dimensions of controlling and violent behavior.
/Physical violence
/Verbal Abuse
/Intimidation, Limiting Contact
/Controlling Behaviors
Constance Ahron's Four Typologies of Post-Divorce Relationships (one year after divorce). This is taken
from her book “The Good Divorce” and can be generalized to never-married parents for conceptual benefit.
Post-divorce relationships:
1. Perfect Pals: (12%) (High interactors, high communicators. Lots of joint custody.) Are still good
friends. Talk often and are interested in and supportive of each other’s lives. Of this group, 1/3 had
moved to Cooperative Colleagues three years post-divorce.
2. Cooperative Colleagues: (38%) (Moderate interactors, high communicators. Some joint custody,
more primary home.) Not close friends but cooperate well around issues concerning the children.
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Some had frequent, others minimal contact with each other. Any discussion outside of kids was
about family or mutual friends. Able to compartmentalize their marital conflicts and disappointments
and keep them away from the parenting issues. Learned to avoid or deal with conflict. Seventy-five
percent of them remained CC’s even though most had new spouses or partners.
3. Angry Associates :( 25%) (Moderate interactors, low communicators. All primary residence.) Felt
angry almost every time they communicated, which they did only to make plans regarding the kids.
Unable to compartmentalize their conflict—it spread to related and unrelated issues. Tense,
hostile, even openly conflictual. But after 5 years, 1/3 were Cooperative Colleagues!
4. Fiery Foes: ((25%) (Low interactors, low communicators. Often one parent withdraws). Rarely
interacted; when they did, usually ended up fighting. Continued legal battles, which made them
more and more angry. Unable to remember any of the good times from the relationship. Still very
attached to each other, unable to let go. 1/6 became C.C.’s over the next 3 to 5 years.
Point out that it is the children whose parents are able to protect them from adult matters who do well after
divorce (50% line). Also, note that children whose parents have no contact with one another seem to do
quite well on a number of measures—a measure of how damaging exposure to conflict can be.
Reducing Conflict/Managing Anger
Manage your anger
Reducing conflict between parents is the most important gift you can give your children. Parental conflict
greatly affects children’s ability to develop healthily, succeed in school, manage their behavior and develop
good relationships with peers and other adults.
How do you know you are getting angry? Consider words, thoughts, emotions, actions, and body reactions.
Suggest “Time-Out” for Parents. This means: learn your own signs when you are about to “lose it.” They
might include increased heart rate, tightening of muscles, raised voice, negative thoughts, interrupting, etc.
When these signal arise say “I need a time-out. I will get back to you.” Then do something that will diffuse
your anger—walk, run, hot bath, etc. We do not recommend calling a friend to talk about how horrible your
co-parent is, or having imaginary fights in your head. Research shows that this can just prolong your anger.
We suggest cooling off and figuring out how to get your point across without increasing the conflict. Be true
to your word and get back to your co-parent when you said you would. If it does not work, you may need to
present your problem in writing, or get a third party to meet with you.
How Do You Reduce Conflict?
Create a Buffer Zone. Limit communication to topic of kids; leave messages on private voice mail, not
answering machines a child might access; use journal; e-mail (carefully!); stick to schedules/no changes;
remember you have no control over the life of the other parent, etc.
Consider some “Rules of Conduct,” such as:
Speak respectfully
Use “I Messages”
Listen carefully, paraphrase (as in reflective listening)
Take turns talking; don’t interrupt
Ask open-ended questions/avoid assumptions
Be specific when you discuss a subject/avoid generalizing
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Keep focused on child’s interest
Focus on the issues to resolve rather than the other person’s deficiencies
Focus on present and future, not past
Take note of any agreements reached at the end of an interaction
Try to focus on shared beliefs, goals and the business of co-parenting. Some things parents often do have
in common are:
• caring about children
• being needed by children
• needing to have information about children
• understanding that neither parent can control the other
• deserving respect and consideration
• feeling better when conflict is resolved
Problem solving strategies:
• Paraphrase what the other person is saying to be sure you understood.
• Reflect feelings
• Move to problem solving when fully heard
• Take a break if things get heated. Say, “This is hard for me to talk about right now. I will call you
tomorrow.”
Establish a “Limited Partnership.”
Determine in what ways you and your co-parent will relate and at what times you will be together. For
example, we will communicate on phone or answering machines regarding schedules, children’s health,
education, social and sports schedules. We will write down any changes in schedules and both have
copies. We will alternate attendance at parent conferences and we will alternate taking children for annual
physicals. We will be together and polite and civil at children’s birthday parties, weddings and family
funerals or one of us will not attend. We will attend sports events, but sit on opposite sides. Distancing can
be very helpful!
Court Process:
Offer information about the court process that may be helpful. This could include a standard description of
FAQ’s and/or be responsive to questions of participants.
Alternative Dispute Resolution
Discuss mediation as an alternative to continued conflict. Mention that mediation is not appropriate if there
is physical danger and when power imbalance is too great.
Solicit examples from the group of ways people have reduced conflict in the co-parent relationship.
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Unit: Reflective Listening & Communication
Road Blocks
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The effectiveness of Reflective Listening as a means of responding effectively to children’s feelings and
needs

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•

Recognize the technique of Reflective Listening as a means of responding effectively to children’s
feelings and needs
Identify road blocks to communication

Teaching Methods
Lecture, Facilitator Role Play, Discussion, and Hand Out

Time: 35 minutes

Begin:

:20

Procedure
Introduction: “How many of you have ever taken a parenting class?” This question typically leads to a small
number of raised hands which allows the opportunity to discuss how little training is offered for perhaps the
toughest and most important job a person may ever have. Facilitators go on to explain that we will teach
one specific parenting technique that has proven beneficial for all age children.
Reflective Listening (or Active Listening) is a powerful communication skill that supports emotional growth.
It is useful in emotionally charged situations and when problems persist. When parents use Reflective
Listening, children learn to recognize their feelings, express them, and find their own solutions to problems
more readily. (Note Daniel Goleman’s work on emotional intelligence and the importance he places on
these skills.) Appropriately responding to children’s feelings is one of the most powerful things you can do
in your relationships with them. Reflective Listening promotes stronger relationships, conveys caring,
promotes emotional strength and health in children, promotes problem solving, decreases conflict with
adults and decreases power struggles between parents and children, and between children and their peers.
It is a wonderful gift you can give to them and it something everyone can learn to do.”
Overview of Reflective Listening process:
1. Listen-attend. Stop what you are doing, and look at child to encourage expression. Let your body
language say “I’m listening and you have my undivided attention.”
2. Understand and accept feelings. Try to figure out what feeling the child is experiencing. Sort out
the feeling from the story they’re telling. Remember that you can accept feelings even if you cannot
accept behavior. (Give examples.)
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3. Rephrase, reflect feelings. Say back to the child what you think s/he might be feeling. “It sounds
like you are feeling pretty angry about that.” Paraphrase with comments like: “You seem to be
saying.. .”, or “Can you tell me more about that?” Consider yourself a mirror, reflecting back what
the child is saying and feeling. Do not try to “name” the problem, or interpret.
4. Continue: Attend, listen, paraphrase and reflect feelings until the child has been thoroughly heard.
Often what a child starts out complaining about is not what is really on his/her mind, and even she
may not realize this until she’s had a chance to speak out loud.
5. Problem-solving. This is when reflective listening becomes active listening. Help the child move to
problem solving only after the feelings have been expressed and the real problem revealed. Ask:
“What do you think could be done about this?” “What could you do to make this better?” etc. Let
the child come up a number of possible solutions to consider. Do not offer your own ideas unless
absolutely necessary. “Would it help if. . .” Remember, your child’s concerns may well “trigger” your
own vulnerabilities and/or anger. Be aware of this so you can keep your feelings under control,
while you help your child deal with his/hers.

Note: Reflective listening can also include reflecting back a child’s thoughts, words and behaviors.
Generally this leads to the child feeling noticed and facilitates working his/her way through a problem.
Examples of this include:
•

Reflecting thoughts: “You think the whole day is a disaster?”

•

Reflecting words: “You’re saying you are sick of everything?”

Reflecting behaviors: “You just threw your jacket onto the floor really hard”?
Road Blocks to Communication
Parents often respond to children's feelings in ways that block the child's ability to work through what is
bothering them.
Ten Common Road Blocks to Communication are:
1. Advising/giving solutions
2. Correcting
3. Lecturing
4. Blaming/judging
5. Interrogating/probing
6. Threatening/ridiculing
7. Analyzing
8. Arguing
9. Humoring/distracting
10. Ignoring
Parents can learn to catch themselves when they are blocking communication and then return to reflective
listening.
Role Play by facilitators: After a presentation of Reflective Listening techniques, facilitators act out two
role plays. The female facilitator plays a 6-year-old girl, the male plays her dad (or reverse gender). Dad
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picks up daughter for a weekend visit. The daughter gets into the car and says angrily, “I don’t want to go
to your place!"
Role Play version 1: Dad responds inappropriately including above mentioned *Road Block* problematic
responses. The daughter responds negatively to that and off they go into battle. Participants critique the
results of these parental responses.
Role Play version 2: Dad responds appropriately using Reflective Listening techniques. Participants
critique the results of the different responses. Though Reflective Listening, the dad keeps his composure
and eventually learns that the daughter is going to miss something her mom was planning to do the next
day and she was afraid she’d never get another chance to do it.
Major points:
• Parents' job is to coach children and help them work through their own problems when they are
upset
• Reflecting exactly where a child is at and attending to feelings validates the child and increases the
likelihood of resolving the problem
• Explain how this situation might look different depending upon the age of the child
Group Exercise:
Divide into pairs or threesomes. Answer the following questions:
1. What is a recurring problem that your child expresses? (consider first any problem related to issues
of having separated parents)
2. What feelings or needs might be at the root of this problem?
3. Do you have a tendency to use Road Blocks to Communication with your child?
4. How can you use reflective listening to help with your child’s problem?
In whole group: Ask for examples of issues that they identified. Discuss additional strategies to address
common problems.
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Unit: Wrap Up and Evaluation
Objective
Participants will have knowledge of:
The content of the program and their capacity to apply new knowledge and skills to their situations.

Skills
Participants will be able to:
•
•

Recall the key aspects of the program that were of value to them
Identify one or more things they will do to improve their relationships with the other parent and/or
their children

Teaching Methods
Facilitator Review and Evaluation

Time: 10 minutes

Begin:

2:20

Procedure
Facilitators review content of program including highlights from comments made by participants. Facilitators
affirm the best intentions of participants and wish them well.
Evaluations provide two purposes for participants:
1. Reinforce knowledge and skills gained
2. Opportunity to provide program feedback
"We really appreciate your participation in this program, and hope that you will take away some new ideas
for understanding the challenges of parenting and co-parenting and how to work with those challenges. We
hope you've felt confirmed regarding the ways you are on the right track and, if not, that the program has
given you ideas about how to get there. We thank you for your thoughtfulness and contributions to this
process."
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Developmental Factors in Parenting Plans
Parents should keep certain factors in mind regarding the developmental level of the
children when establishing parenting plans.
•

Infants and toddlers require predictability, consistency and routine. It is crucial
not to disrupt a child's sense of safety, because this is the period of development
when the foundations of basic trust and relationships are laid down for the future.

•

Some infants have a strong attachment to one parent, a parent they seek when
feeling insecure or needy, sometimes referred to as a "primary parent." Other
children may have two or even more adults to whom they look to for their day-today needs. When attachment to both parents is equal, it could be said that there
are two primary parents. It is best to make arrangements for very young children
to maintain the existing parenting plan, at least in the early months if there is a
new separation of parents.

•

If there is only one primary parent, frequent short visits with the other parent may
be ideal in the first year to eighteen months. Overnight visits may need to be
limited in the first year of life in these situations.

•

When there is one primary parent or residence, the time to start overnights with
the other parent depends on the strength of the child's relationship to that parent,
the nature of the parents' relationship to one another, the child's adaptability and
the presence or absence of siblings. Younger children do best on overnights
when they are secure with the nonresidential parent, the parents' relationship to
one another is amicable, the child is adaptable and siblings are present.

•

For young children, long periods of time away from one parent and the resulting
feelings of sadness and loss may be more challenging than shorter periods away
and more frequent transitions.

•

As children get older, they can tolerate longer absences from one parent while
with the other parent. Parenting plans can move toward equal time if the parents
so desire. Children's understanding of time and place is usually developed
enough by mid-elementary school age that they can adjust to equal time in two
homes.

•

From preadolescence through adolescence, children do best if they can
participate in the development of the parenting plan. Parenting plans need to be
particularly flexible for older children in order to accommodate their school, social
and sports activities.

From: PACT Parent Handbook, co-authored by Elizabeth Miller Austin, Ed.D. and Margaret Seiler, MSW
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Children’s Needs:
Infants
Keep in mind:
• Infants become attached to a caregiver though their touch, smell and
voice
• Generally, frequent, short contact promotes bonding more effectively
than fewer, longer periods of time together.
• Infants feel safe and secure when their routine is consistent and
predictable.

Toddlers and Preschoolers
Children this age are sensitive to the

•Frequency and logistics of transitions (visual charts are helpful)
•Value of transitional objects (favorite stuffed animals, blankies, books,
etc.)
•Support of siblings
•Similarity of routine
•Vital importance of allowing your child to love each parent
•Importance of you tolerating your and your child’s sadness at separations
The ability of a young child to sleep comfortably at the “less time” parent’s
home depends upon a number of factors including (1) your child’s
temperament; (2) how comfortable the “more time” parent is with allowing
the sleep-over, (3) the strength of the relationship between the child and
the “less time” parent, (4) the presence or absence of siblings. Younger
children do best with overnights when they are secure with the “less time”
parent, the parents’ relationship with one another is amicable, the child is
adaptable and siblings are present.
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School-Aged Children

•Remain flexible to allow for your child’s after school and weekend activities
•Remember that friendships are very important, and necessary, for
children. You may have to accommodate plans with friends into your
parenting plan.
School-age children can tolerate longer absences from one parent while
with the other parent. Children’s understanding of time and place is usually
developed enough by mid-elementary school age that they can adjust well
to predictable time in both homes.
Pre-Teens and Teens

•As children reach this age, their thoughts and opinions become
increasingly more important to consider when designing your parenting
plan.
•Parenting plans need to be particularly flexible for older children in order to
accommodate their school, social and sports activities.
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The “Back-and-Forth” Blues

Each time children go back and forth between parents, and each time
parents say good-bye to their children, they experience grief. Children
often feel angry or out of sorts before and after each transition. If long
visits are scheduled, the upset feelings may emerge a few days before and
after departure and arrival. Parents, too, may begin to feel short-tempered
as the time approaches for the children to leave. Many parents feel sad
and lost for a period of time after the children are gone.
What parents can do:
• When your children are about to arrive, plan to devote some
uninterrupted time to them. During these transitions children need
our sensitivity. Some need quiet time along, some need cuddling,
some need to engage in an activity or conversation with you. Others
want to go out and play with friends but want you to be available later.
• At the other end of the visit, as you prepare for your children’s
departure, remember that short tempers usually cover up sadness.
Explaining that it is hard to make these changes may defuse the
feelings a bit: “Even though you want to see Mom/Dad, it’s
sometimes sad to leave here.”
It is normal for children to be out of sorts at the time of transition from one
parent to the other. Don’t jump to the conclusion that this means the visits
to the other parent are not good. Upset feelings usually are a normal
reaction to going back and forth. But if you are concerned, don’t grill the
child for information right after the visit. This may cause the child to shut
down. Wait a day or so and talk about the visit casually. See what comes
up then. If a child persists in not wanting to visit one parent, professional
help may be needed.
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The Big Do's and the Big Don'ts
When mothers and fathers establish a cooperative, businesslike relationship, family
members can adjust to parents living separately. Children can grow up to be productive,
happy adults if they are free from family conflicts. It is our hope that our parent
education program will serve as a guide for raising secure and healthy children.

The Big Don'ts:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Don’t argue in front of the children.
Don’t bad mouth the other parent.
Don’t use the children as messengers.
Don’t use the children as spies.
Don’t discuss support payment problems with the children.
Don’t ask the children to take sides.
Don’t ask the children to be adults.

The Big Do's:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Do let your children know that you love them.
Do let your children know that having parents living separately is not their fault.
Do offer explanations without blaming the other parent.
Do provide financially for your children to the best of your ability.
Do allow children to express their feelings.
Do allow your children to maintain their close relationships with family members
and friends.
Do take care of yourself!

From: PACT Parent Handbook, co-authored by Elizabeth Miller Austin, Ed.D. and Margaret Seiler, MSW
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Managing Anger
Angry behavior by a parent can be highly disturbing to children.
How do you know you are getting angry?
What are your warning signs?
You can learn to see the warning signs in your negative thoughts, strong
emotions, violent or threatening actions and body reactions (like your heart
beating faster).
If you know you are escalating toward conflict, pull back, as politely as
possible. Take care of yourself and avoid conflict that may make matters
worse in the future.

How can you “cool off”?
•
•
•
•
•

Take a break.
Deep breathe.
Go for a walk. Get exercise.
Put the issue aside. Sleep on it.
Give yourself time to sort your thoughts and feelings out.

Remember the other parent will likely respond better when you. . .
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Treat them with respect
Show you want your interactions to go well
Use “I” messages.
Paraphrase what they say to be certain you understand and to show
you are listening.
Acknowledge feelings.
Problem solve together.
Use e-mail—carefully!
If problem solving isn’t working well, say “This is hard for me right
now. Let’s try to figure it out tomorrow.”
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Local Resources
We strongly recommend creating a directory of services that exist in your
community to include in a packet of handouts for participants. We suggest
including the following services plus any additional relevant services that
exist in your county.
Child Abuse/Neglect:
Child Care:
Courts:
Domestic Violence:
Emergency Hotlines:
Family and Parenting Support Services:
Financial Management:
Food, Clothing, Basic Needs:
Gay and Lesbian Services:
Legal and Mediation Services:
Men’s Service:
Mental Health:
Multicultural Services:
Shelters:
Substance Abuse:
Women’s Services:
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For The Children: Proud to Parent
Below is a website we think you will find helpful. It was designed for never
married parents who are in the midst of some kind of change in their family
situation – perhaps a change in a visitation schedule, custody, child
support, etc. The website was designed knowing that parents want the very
best for their children, love them deeply, and are willing to think carefully
about how to best work with their co-parent so that their children grow up
feeling safe, secure and loved.
Before returning for Session #2, we encourage you to take some time
and go to the following web site:

www.proudtoparent.org
(If you do not have easy access to a computer,
try your local library.)
Do as much of the “Proud to Parent” program as you can. It is personal and
easy to use. It takes about 45 minutes to complete the entire program, but
you can easily do it in sections. The more you complete, the more you will
learn about ways to support your children and help them feel safe,
cherished, and happy.
Also, before coming to For The Children Session #2, try to identify 5
helpful qualities or strengths your co-parent brings to his/her
experience as a parent. We will be using that information during Session
#2. See you then.

