protective factors

THAT HELP KEEP FAMILIES STRONG

1. Enhance Parental Resilience

Parents need to be strong and flex-
ible in order to deal with the stresses
of life. They need to be able to shore
up their resources and have the resil-
ience to bounce back when adversity
hits. If parents were treated harshly
themselves as children, they may need
role models, resources, and encour-
agement to be able to deal with chal-
lenges while nurturing their children.

Trusting friendships between par-
ents and early childhood program
staff can help parents—and staff—stay
healthy and resilient. These relation-
ships help individuals find and use the
strengths inside them. Staff can con-
tribute to parents’ emotional health
and well-being by creating a welcom-
ing atmosphere and being available
to parents for informal conversation
or formal problem solving. Addition-
ally, staff can provide time, space,
and opportunities for supportive rela-
tionships to develop among parents.
Mental health consultants working in
child care settings also help parents
develop resilience, by encouraging
them and providing them with con-

crete strategies.
2. Develop Social Connections

Parents need friends. When they
have an informal network of trusted

friends in their community, they have

a support system for meeting both
practical and emotional needs. They
can brainstorm about problems to-
gether, give and receive back-up
child care, and help meet unexpected
needs such as transportation. As a so-
cial group, parents provide each other
with norms for how family and com-
munity issues should be handled.
Early childhood professionals can
partner with parents in building a com-
munity within the program. Together,
they can plan simple activities like pot-
luck dinners or group sports. Some
programs find that setting out coffee
and donuts one morning a month pro-
vides an invaluable forum for parents
to get to know each other. Staff can
find out what parents’ interests and
needs are and then offer workshops
or self-help groups on those topics or
simply introduce parents to others who

have the same interests or concerns.

3. Build Knowledge of Parenting
and Child Development

Being a great parent is part natu-
ral and part learned. Parents who un-
derstand normal child development
have reasonable expectations for
their children. By having alternative
strategies for dealing with children’s
challenging behavior they can avoid
harsh punishments.

At early childhood centers, parents

can observe other children's behav-
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ior and how teachers deal with that
behavior. They can watch their own

children interact with others and strat-
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need friends.
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4. Concrete Support in Times
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tionships: Give your children
the love and respect they

need.



6 protective factors ...

egize with teachers and program staff
to resolve problems. Providers can
also offer parenting educatin work-
shops on topics that parents request
to build their knowledge of parenting

and child development.

4. Offer Concrete Support in Times
of Need

We all need help sometimes, and
families that can get help when they
need it are able to stay strong and
healthy. Whether the need is caused
by a sudden crisis—like a death in
the family or loss of employment—or
an ongoing issue such as substance
abuse or depression, being able to
ask for and receive help is important
to keeping families strong.

Sometimes a parent’s first step in
getting help is seeing that the child’s
well-being depends on it. When early
childhood program staff are available,
supportive, and knowledgeable about
services for families within the com-
munity, they can help connect fami-
lies to what they need, whether it is
job training, transportation, food as-
sistance, or mental health services. If
there is a strong community within the
program, both parents and staff will
band together to help families going
through difficult times and provide all
kinds of concrete support, including

food and clothing.

5. Foster Social and Emotional

Competence of Children

Parents need to help their chil-
dren communicate. Parenting can be
especially difficult when children act
out or exhibit challenging behaviors.
When they can communicate their
feelings appropriately and interact
positively with their families and with
other adults and children, parenting
becomes less stressful.

Teaching social and emotional
skills is the foundation of quality early
childhood education. Early childhood
staff can also work with parents to un-
derstand children’s feelings and ac-
tions. They can offer strategies and
make plans with parents to address
challenging behaviors. Providers who
understand what is normal and what is
not for children in this age group can
be helpful in detecting signs of trou-
ble that parents are not trained to see,
such as indications of special needs,
developmental disabilities, trauma, or
sexual abuse. They can work with par-
ents to intervene effectively and get

specialized help.

6. Promote Healthy Parent-Child

Relationships

It is important that parents give
their children the love and respect

they need. When parents have healthy
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relationships with their children, they
are "in tune” with them: they can
listen to their children, understand
them, and perceive their needs. A
parent who fully comprehends and
accepts his or her role as the child's
chief provider, protector, and teacher
shows love for the child and strives to
meet the child’s needs and provide a
solid foundation for life. Through this
relationship, children can trust, learn,
grow, and explore the world.

First and foremost, early childhood
staff promote healthy parent-child re-
lationships by respecting parents, their
role and value in their children’s lives,
and how hard they are trying to meet
their children’s needs. From this ba-
sis of respect, staff can help enhance
parents’ understanding of their chil-
dren and help children communicate
with their parents. Programs can also
provide parent-child activities and
help during challenging times that put

stress on parent-child relationships.

For more information, contact:
Strengthening Families lllinois
310 South Peoria, Suite 301
Chicago, IL 60607
312/421-5200 x 125

www.strengtheningfamiliesillinois.org



