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‘1 

ine tTamMlly 

(Secretary General, UN, 1994) 

On March 20, 2002 Barnardos launched a two-year advocacy campaign to 

highlight the realities of children’s lives in Ireland today and make specific poli- 

cy recommendations. The “Ev ild t campaign will cover three cen- 

tral themes: 

@ Parents under pressure 

@ Drug and alcohol misuse and its impact on children 

@® Child poverty and inequality 

This edition of Child inks joins the campaign by exploring aspects of parenting 

and family life in today’s Ireland. 

oe the publication of the report of the Commission on the Family, 

ngthening in 1998 and major structural and policy develop- 

— in the childcare sector the focus appears to be again on the family and 

parenthood. Research confirms that the quality of parenting and the family envi- 

ronment are by far the most important contributors to children’s paths into 

adulthood. It makes sense, then, to target supports and interventions at parents 

and families. 

At the same time, our understanding of the nature of “family” and “parenthood” 

has changed and broadened from a narrow view of blood relation to one of 

social role. The expectation of fathers has also changed considerably bringing 

with it the need for adjustments among parents. 

Parents are now much less certain about what good parenting is and the ever- 

increasing number of — sometimes contradictory — advice books on the shelves 

only contribute to this uncertainty. 

With all these changes and growing expectations many parents report high lev- 

els of pressure and stress. These are in many cases added to by the practical dif- 

ficulties of raising children in Ireland today: lack of quality affordable childcare; 

poor public services; and unsafe environments. 

recent launch of / 

Best Health For Children, an agency supported by all health boards. At the 

launch two government ministers, Dermot Ahern and Mary Hanafin, declared 

their support for the strategy and for measures to sustain families and parent- 

hood. 

The new Family Support Agency, to be established by statute in the near future 

will also contribute to the developing policy and service context. Whether the 

agency will be allowed to play a co-ordinating role remains to be seen. 

This issue of ChildLinks once again tries to contribute to the debate from a vari- 

ety of perspectives. | hope you will find the contributions interesting and edu- 

cational. 

Heino Schonfeld 

Editor 
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PRINCIPLES FOR BEST PRACTICE IN 

PARENTING EDUCATION 
Geraldine French November 19th 2001 

Independent Consultant, Trainer and Researcher 

According to Barnardo’s 

UK (1999), the term ‘par- 

ent education’ embraces a 

wide range of activities 

carried out by a large num_- 

ber of agencies in the 

statutory and voluntary 

sectors. Parenting educa- 

tion seeks to convey posi- 
tive messages about par- 

ent-child relationships and 

how these may be 

enhanced for school-age 

children, those preparing 

for parenthood and for 

parents and carers them- 

selves. It seeks to build on 

and complement — and not 

to substitute or replace — 

the care, advice and sup- 

port provided by families 

and communities, who 

have always been, and will 

continue to be, the primary 

source of nurturing for 

children. 

The following article is based on 

the recommended principles 

for best practice in parenting 

education (Smith, 1996 and 

Barnardos (Ireland), 1998) in 

addition to how adults learn 

effectively (Early Childhood 

Forum, 1999) and the skills nec- 

essary to deliver parenting pro- 

grammes (Pugh, 1994). These 

following principles should 

inform the development of par- 

enting education. 

The values and principles on 

which programmes are based 

should be clearly stated. 

No programme can be truly 

value-free. The integrity of a 

programme can be best under- 

stood by knowledge of the 

beliefs and values on which it is 

based. In fact Celia Smith 

(1996) emphasises the view 

that there is no blueprint for 

parenting and therefore, no sin- 

gle parenting programme 

which will meet the needs of all 

participants. She suggests mak- 

ing information about the pro- 

gramme available to partici- 

pants so that they are aware of 

the objectives and methods of 

any intervention, and under- 

stand any requirements likely to 

be made of them. Such infor- 

mation could include: 

description of the  pro- 

gramme content 

_) who the programme is for 

_) the goals of the programme 

“J methods used in the groups 

jthe reasoning behind the 

methods 
Jany research findings about 

the programme 
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_) any possible negative effects 

of the programme 

_) group leaders: who they are, 

qualifications, training 

_) freedom of choice for partici- 

pants 
In terms of making explicit 

underpinning values, Smith 

(1996) proposes a framework 

for self-appraisal for providers. 

This involves listing a number 

of important underpinning val- 

ues, and where possible to cite 

exact examples of programme 
content or process that clearly 

illustrates each of the aims list- 

ed. For example: 

  

Parenting Programmes: 

a Framework for Self-Appraisal (Smith, 1996) 
  

Underpinning value Example of programme 

content or process that 
promote each aim 

Achieved (A) 

Working on (W) 

Not Yet Included (N) 

  

Incorporates multicultural 

family factors 
  

Actively challenges gender 

role, race and religious 

stereotyping 
  

Welcomes and recognises a 

diversity of family composition 
  

Promotes an understanding 

of child development 
    Emphasises parents’/carers 

existing skills       
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This framework might be used 

in an ongoing way, with 

providers and _ parents/carers 

going through the table at 

intervals, looking objectively to 

find examples of each under- 

pinning value, or to work out 

ways of ensuring that they are 

incorporated in the future. 

The aims and objectives of 
programmes should be 
explicit and measurable. 

According to Enhancing our 

Future: A Profile of Parenting 

Programmes in /reland, 

(Barnardos 1998) all of the 31 

programmes included in the 

report had identified aims and 

objectives. However, very few 

were externally evaluated and 

therefore few of these aims 

were measurable. In order to 

measure an aim baseline infor- 

mation could be gathered prior 

to starting a programme or as 

part of the initial session. For 

example, an aim to enhance 

fathers’ relationships with their 

children requires gathering 

data on the current relation- 

ships and the relationships as a 

consequence of attending the 
programme. 

| The needs of parents 

‘carers and children 

The Coolmine Parent to 

Parent Drug Prevention pro- 

grammes answers the need 

of ‘ordinary people to pre- 

vent, diagnose and intervene 

in illegal intoxicant use which 

threatens the health and 

safety of their minor children’ 

(Barnardos, 1998). 

_| The stage of parenting 

in which parents/carers 

find themselves 

For example it may be 

LU 
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important to address the situ- 

ation of many parents/carers 

entering mid-life while their 

elder children are gaining 

independence and younger 

children still very dependant. 

The developmental 

stage of the children 

Many programmes in Ireland 

are specific to the develop- 

mental stage of children, in 

either the titles of the pro- 

grammes or the course con- 
tent. 

The social and cultural 

context of parenting 

Many parents/carers experi- 

ence the same dilemmas and 

challenges regardless of their 

socio-economic backgrounds 

or culture. According to 

Smith and Pugh (1996) 

Parent-Link a programme 

available in the UK, main- 

tains a fundamental attitude 

that each family needs to find 

its own solutions to its own 

dynamic problems. This pos- 

tulates an acceptance and 

respect for ‘differences’ that 

embraces acceptance and 

respect for different cultural 

experience. The same 

authors also cite research 

from the US by Strom which 

states that “parents of higher 

socio-economic class 

appeared to have less need 

to control their children, 

greater confidence in them- 

selves as teachers, and 

greater interest and skills in 

playing with their children 

than did other parents. These 

findings may have implica- 

tions for potential conflict 

between parents’ needs and 

behaviour and the goals of 

many parenting pro- 

grammes, highlighting the 

need to match the aims of 

programmes with the specif- 

ic needs of parents”. 

_| Programmes should be 

planned in co-operation 

with parents/carers. 

Parents/carers can be 

involved in planning the tim- 

ing of the sessions, establish- 

ing the potential need for 

creche or other child care 

provision, deciding on the 

length of the sessions, and 

the number of sessions. 

Many other aspects may be 

planned: the __ location, 

tea/coffee breaks. In addition 

many parents/carers may 

have specific issues that they 

would like addressed in the 

content of the programme. 

_ The existing skills, 

experience and 

knowledge of 

parents/carers should be 
built on. 

This involves __ parents/ 

providers identifying their 

strengths and having those 

strengths acknowledged 

within the programme. 

According to Barnardos 

(1998) the Marte Meo 

Communication Programme 

is a good example of this. 

The overall aim of the pro- 

gramme is ‘to first identify 

and then activate and devel- 

op those skills which enable 

and enhance constructive 

interaction between parent 

and child’. Filmed videotapes 

of this interaction is edited 

and reviewed with 

parents/carers highlighting 

the positive moments. of 
communication. 

_| Programmes should be 

delivered in a style 

which is relevant and 

appropriate to the 

needs of all parents/car- 

ers, male and female, 

fathers and mothers. 

All training should reflect the 

potential different learning
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styles of the participants. 

According to Barnardo's UK 

(1999) " the most effective 

approach for the facilitator 

seems to be an interactive 

model of learning, of teach- 

ing, leading and role playing 

which increases parents’ con- 

fidence in their own ideas." 

methods could include: 

The training techniques and 

_! Focused small group discus- 

sion and feedback, with an 

optinum number of 5 in 

each group 

_) Working in pairs 

_) Brainstorming 

_) Self-reflection 

_! Rounds, where everyone 

gets a chance to speak 

_| Formal presentation/trainer 

input 

_)Games and 

activities 

_ Role play 

_| Video tape 

_) Audio tape 

_) Case studies 

_) Whole group discussion 

_) Handouts* 

_) Individual tasks, worksheets 

and questionnaires* 

experiential 

In addition, according to 

Barnardos (1998) the method 

of delivery of one parenting 

programme was use of ‘differ- 

ent creative mediums’. 

*Please note — materials may 

have to be adapted to suit those 

who are not comfortable with 

the written word. 

| The significant effects 

that children bring to 

parents/carers lives 

should be recognised in 

addition to the effects 

that parents/carers have 

on children. 

The Know Your Child/Know 

Yourself programme which 

was developed by the Health 

Promotion Unit of the Mid 

Western Health Board aims 

to provide ‘practical / emo- 

tional / social support to par- 

ents so that they can max- 

imise their enjoyment of their 

role and minimise the anxi- 

ety/stress. It aims to develop 

parents’/carers’ appreciation 

that their growth and devel- 

opment is ongoing with their 

child’ (Barnardos 1998). 

_| Diverse family patterns 

should be acknowledged 

and respected. 

In this article the word par- 

ent/carer is used in recogni- 

tion of the changing patterns 

in family’s lives. Demo- 

graphics indicate that there is 

a significant increase in the 

number of one-parent fami- 

lies. An increasing rate of 

divorce and remarriage 

means that many children 

are growing up with a lone 

parent or step-parents. In 

addition, grandparents, other 

relations or foster parents 

care for children. 

Cultural diversity should 

be acknowledged and 

respected and should 

inform the development 

and delivery of 

programmes in order to 

promote inclusiveness. 

Materials used in parenting 

programmes should reflect 

the cultural diversity of the 

participants. Videos, written 

materials, etc. should demon- 

strate participants of different 

origins and cultures in their 

role as parents/carers. 

Written material and pro- 

gramme _ information could 

be translated into the first 

language of the participants. 

Positive attention should be 

paid to the differences in par- 

enting in different cultures. 

Lal 
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_| Programme 

effectiveness should be 

constantly monitored 

and recorded and 

parents/carers and 

children should 

participate in this 

process. 

Each session should begin 

with a brief recap of the pre- 

vious session and end with a 

brief review of what was cov- 

ered. Participants should 

always know what to expect 

in any of the training ses- 

sions. Participants could be 

asked to give feedback on 

how the session went for 

them and any queries should 

be answered. This can form 

part of a continual monitor- 

ing and evaluation process. 

Few parenting programmes 

have external evaluation, 

which represents the best 

indicator of programme 

effectiveness. 

In addition to the adherence to 

the principles for best practice 

in parenting education previ- 

ously identified, attention 

should be paid to how adults 

learn effectively and the skills 

necessary to deliver parenting 

programmes. The Early 

Childhood Forum (1999) identi- 

fied the following ways in which 

adults learn most effectively 

together: 

_) When they know that they 

are accepted members of a 

group, and that their profes- 

sional and personal needs to 

learn, to understand, to ques- 

tion and to grow more cer- 

tain are respected and sup- 

ported 

_) When they know that they 

each have the ability and the 

capacity to contribute to the 

group's undertakings, and 

when there are opportunities 
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for them to exercise these 

abilities in assisting one 

another's learning and devel- 

opment 

_] When there are opportuni- 

ties for them to take active 

control of their learning, 

directing its focus and man- 

aging its purposes. In_ this 

process, which is emotional 

as well as intellectual, they 

need opportunities to 

express their feelings of 

doubt and hope, anxiety and 

enthusiasm 

_)When they bring to the 

process their ability to think 

for themselves and to con- 

tribute to the thinking of oth- 

ers, and when they know 

that their growing under- 

standing is valued and 

respected by the other mem- 

bers of the group 

Providers of parenting pro- 

grammes come from a number 

of different backgrounds. Some 

are health care professionals 

and some are parents them- 

selves. The skills required to 

work with parents/carers are 

equally as important (some 

would argue more so) as pro- 

fessional background. Gillian 

Pugh (1994) suggested that the 

following skills are necessary in 

handling groups, communica- 

tion and counselling: 

U Skills in handling groups 

Providers need to be: 

- able to provide a support- 

ive learning environment 

- clear about their aims and 

objectives, and the under- 

pinning values of their 

work 

- able to develop strategies 

for handling — sensitive 

issues and managing con- 

flict 
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- value what individuals 

bring to the group 

) Skills in communicating 

Providers need to be: 

- able to facilitate discussion 

- able to observe and listen 

Skills in counselling 

Providers need to: 

- enable participants to 

become more self-aware, 

and able to work on their 

own problems 

- be able to avoid making 

judgements about people 

- be self-aware, conscious of 

their own values and 

behaviours 

- be able to handle their 

own emotions 

- be open, honest and 

approachable 

- have sufficient expertise to 

feed into the group as 

appropriate 

In 1999 Barnardo’s (UK) sum- 

marised research on the effec- 

tiveness of parenting education 

to help practitioners develop 

methods of working with par- 

ents that are based on sound 

evidence of ‘what works’. It 

identified the importance of: 

_) early intervention to families 

with young children 

_! developing social networks 

amongst the participants 

_) provision of comprehensive 

community-based services 

_) involvement of both parents 

and 

_) Ideally working with the child 

The report also identified seri- 

ous gaps in our knowledge 

regarding culture and ethnicity, 

disability, gender, the views of 

parents/carers and_ children, 

what has contributed to par- 

ents' ability to parent well 
(gone right’ as opposed to 

‘wrong’) plus, robust research 

on the effectiveness of pro- 

grammes. It concluded that 

well-designed parenting educa- 

tion is an important tool in the 

support of families. 
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No one prepared me or 

my wife for parenting. 

Both of us relied on the 

observations we made in 

the past. We were of a 

generation that could 

choose but we wanted 

babies: as proof of our love 

for each other; or of our 

virility and fertility; or of 

our desire to move onto 

the next stage of married 

life; or some combination 

of all these and perhaps 

some other motivating 

reasons. 

| consider that | can safely say 

that both of us accepted the 

many joys that being a parent 

brought and reckoned that they 

outweighed the frustrations that 

arose from the curtailments to 

our lifestyles and the responsi- 

bilities that developed as a con- 

sequence of our deliberate 

choices. | knew both in theory 

and in practice, that my mate 

and | had critical roles in the 

nurturing of our children. 

Unconsciously, we set about 

constructing a framework for 

the various stages in their lives, 

that would allow them become 

the individual, well-adjusted 

and socially effective adults we 

wanted them to be. 

When they were infants they 

looked to us for everything. As 

they grew older they increas- 

ingly made their own decisions, 

but sought our approval. Now 

as young adults, it seems that it 

is we that more and more fit 

into their lives. They are becom- 

    

Pat Grant, Gingerbread 

ing the decision makers, and, 

like our parents before us, we 

are beginning to look to them 

for approbation. 

As they were entering into ado- 

lescence, their mother and | 

went our separate ways. For a 

while we even rowed in their 

presence; for years beforehand 

we tried to express our dis- 

agreements in private, but 

despite our efforts, they knew, 

they knew. Others told us not 

to let our children be pawns in 

our struggle and be the carrier 

of tales now that our dislike of 

each other was public knowl- 

edge, and after a while we fol- 

lowed this advice. We left 

unsaid many of the things that 

we desperately wanted to say. 

We both sought to allow them 

to continue growing up in what 

was an initially neutral, and then 

an __ increasingly __ positive, 

parental environment. For us, 

love had turned to hate, now 

we are again friends but it Is 

unlikely that we will ever be 

close again, but, we reasoned, 

why should our children suffer 

because of our misjudgements 

(can love, it wasn’t mere lust, be 

considered a misjudgement?). 

When the realities of separation 

bit, new words entered my con- 

sciousness: custody, visits, lone 

parent, etc. | had to get used to 

new concepts: the adversarial 

legal system; thinking as a sin- 

gle male again; confronting 

life’s turmoil’s on my own. 

Somehow | muddled through, 

looking back | realise that it was 
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just as tough for her as it was 

for me. As with all break-ups, 

our situation was unique, we 

could have made it even worse, 

both for ourselves and for our 

children, except that we both 

accepted that we were parents, 

and that what we did now 

would last for our lives, maybe 

also "even onto the seventh 

generation". Beside ourselves 

and the children, our family and 

friends were affected. Choices 

were made, tongues were bit- 

ten. 

| decided that | wanted to 

remain the father of my lovely 

children, and not just in a pure- 

ly biological sense. The frame- 

work that | had wanted for their 

teens had to be modified. The 

reality was that | was no longer 

present daily in their lives, if we 

were living near each other 

then we would have had to 

work out some way in which 

both of us could have fulfilled 

our commitment to parenting. 

If we had had money, or ..., 

then the compromises that are 

a constant feature of this part of 

the human experience, parent- 
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ing, may not have been made 

as neither of us are the type of 

person who would have backed 

down from a fight, and the 

adversarial legal process would 

have supported our obduracy. 

The side with the best legal 

team on the day would have 

won. Luckily for us, our ideals 

were not tested. 

There are no ‘sides’ in being a 

parent, and nobody ‘wins’, but 

all should gain. Being a father 

meant, amongst many other 

things, that | had to provide 

close support and comfort to 

“my” girl and boy when they 

were infants. It meant being 

there on demand as they grew 

older, inconvenient as that often 

was. Then as they further 

matured | also had to increas- 

ingly give them the emotional 

“space” that they needed in 

order to develop into the well- 

adjusted adults that they are. In 

my case this was very hard to 

do as | mostly only saw them 

every third week, this timing 

was largely dictated by their 

scholastic endeavours. Now, as 

their lovers and partners, as well 

as the possibility of becoming a 

grandfather, plus the realities of 

their professional lives, all enter 

the fatherhood situation _ it 

seems that | am there in the 

“backroom of their lives”, to be 

“pulled out” when needed. | 

consider that how my parental 

duties can best be fulfilled now 

is to minimise my demands on 

them and to continue leading 

my own life. 

For younger fathers this limited 

type of future may be unac- 

ceptable. Yet this was how | 

behaved towards my parents 

when | was in my twenties: | 
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just wanted to do my own 

things in my own way, and for 

them “to be there” for me. | 

suspect that | was not alone in 

that approach to life. and am 

not even now as many young 

fathers consider their own par- 

ents in that light also. 

My wife and | married in the 

mid seventies and fifteen years 

later we separated, and current- 

ly there are no plans to obtain a 

divorce. Despite not having a 

formal mediated agreement, 

our legal parting was largely 

trouble-free, though costly. A 

mediated settlement (which can 

be availed of by those in either 

legal or common-law relation- 

ships) ensures that the assets 

available to the parents are 

used, primarily, for the benefit 

of the children, this is what we 

essentially did, but if | had 

money | probably would have 

gone to court to “right a 

wrong”. There | would have 

had to blacken the name and 

reputation of the mother of my 

children, and have said things 

and have charges made that | 

possibly would regret later. 

Looking back on what has 

occurred since 1990, | am very 

glad that | did not have to do 

this. | consider that the situation 

in which many men find them- 

selves makes court action nec- 

essary, even though they, and 

others, “know” that the adver- 

sarial system is at variance with 

the consensus basis of parent- 

ing. Even if they win, the addi- 

tional trauma brought about by 

the case, may cause irreparable 

damage to the children. 

In my case, the lack of 

resources and joining a family- 

orientated organisation, Gin- 

gerbread, in 1993 meant that | 

avoided “the Law” even though 

| had to “grin and bear” the loss 

of much of their secondary 

school time. The people in 

Gingerbread listened to me 

and they urged me to keep 

concentrating on my children 

by maintaining a family orienta- 

tion. Gradually the other mem- 

bers in the Dublin branch pro- 

vided a support group for me 

and for others, both by 

enabling me to mix socially 

with other adults, and having 

weekly venues to which | could 

take my children. 

This latter approach thankfully 

continues and it is fostered in all 

Gingerbread branches as, 

amongst other things, it subtly 

conveys to the children that 

although Mammy and Daddy 

are no longer living together 

that life can still be enjoyed. 

Largely because of this | found 

that | became even more 

unwilling to go to court as, in 

my opinion, it was better for me 

than for the children to suffer. 

After all, my inconvenience 

would only last a short time, 

whereas my children could be 

scarred for their lives. Based on 

all that has happened during 

the past 11 years | do not regret 

taking this approach, even 

though there were occasions 

when | felt very bitter at the way 

the State, and society generally, 

was treating me. Where it is 

possible, |, and Gingerbread, 

strongly urge all recently sepa- 

rated fathers to first of all seek 

an agreed mediated agree- 

ment. 

Despite a radically different 

social view of marriage
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between that which prevailed 

three decades ago when | mar- 

ried, and that which holds now, 

it is arguable that the practices 

of many crucial institutions in 

our society have not kept 

apace. It could be said that both 

my wife and | largely shared the 

traditional social perspective at 

the time and such a vision is 

mainly irrelevant now. The 

break-ups of younger couples is 

made worse by the non-accept- 

ance, especially by our Legal 

System, of the changes that 

urbanisation, secularisation and 

consumerism have brought 

about. 

It would be difficult to accurate- 

ly identify the degree to which 

consumerism conditions the 

approach of the separated Irish 

male, however their attitudes 

probably reflect those of the 

general public. Consumerism 

means many things, but an 

essential component is to 

ensure that whatever attainable 

“thing” that the individual 

desires is made easy for that 

person to “consume”. It is evi- 

dent that many putative fathers 

consider marriage as merely a 

civil contract that legalises their 

relationship, so the dissolution 

of this civil contract should be 

an easy thing to do. 

The existence, and _ likely 

growth, of this attitude to life, 

demands changes in our legal 

system (the religious system is 

decreasing in importance, 

though it’s utterances still are a 

major component of the cultur- 

al “ideology” of our society). 

From the perspective of the 

State marriage has the compo- 

nents of being a contract and is 

the desirable framework within 

which future members of socie- 

ty are created and nurtured. 

The costs to the State are main- 

ly incurred in the nurturing 

phase, and they increase if the 

family becomes separated and 

the dominant ideology de- 

mands a single location for the 

family. 

The necessary changes can be 

made, both to the legal system 

and to the dominant ideology. 

For example, in Sweden par- 

ents are held responsible for 

the material welfare of their off- 

spring, even if they have legally 

ended their relationship. The 

law supports the common 

sense view that parental 

responsibilities do not end with 

the dissolution of the marriage 

contract. Unlike the approach 

taken in Ireland, some other 

Common Law Systems, such as 

in the UK, make it easier for the 

biological father to obtain legal 

recognition of his parental sta- 

tus. The Australian legal system 

has come to a Satisfactory reso- 

lution of the “In Camera” diffi- 

culties of the Family Courts. 

Some jurisdictions in the US 

and in Canada have joint par- 

enting as the preferred legal 

option. 

Changing the dominant ideolo- 

gy is just as simple, that is if 

adjusting the relevant bureau- 

cracies was all that was 

required. Notwithstanding the 

barrier that such an_ attitude 

could create, one of the first 

things to do would be to have 

official recognition of multi- 

locational families, and not just 

the nuclear family that is domi- 

ciled under one roof. 
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Most of the complaints of the 

separated Irish father can be 

addressed without a revolution. 

However, to meet the needs of 

children, some curtailment of 

the absolute rights of the pri- 

vate property will be necessary. 

The rights of the communal 

institution that is parenthood 

will have to be recognised as 

taking priority, in certain, well 

defined circumstances. This will 

underlie all the changes and 

without it then even the sincere 

changes made will be merely 

cosmetic. To my way of thinking 

such an approach is preferable 

to treating the rights of the child 

as just another issue to be han- 

dled in the same way as the 

other “property” matters. 

All parties must accept that 

fatherhood lasts beyond the 

dissolution of marriage, and 

that this component of parent- 

hood may be manifested in the 

father’s as well as the mother’s 

abode. 

For the male there may be 

many relationships during his 

life, they can all be “temporary, 

little arrangements”. However, if 

he sires a child, or children, in 

these relationships then he 

must accept his lifelong father- 

hood, a situation that will bring 

him many joys as well as new 

responsibilities. We in 

Gingerbread will assist him 

come to terms with the new 

realities of parenting on his 

own, even if the action of some 

elements of the State make it 

appear that they are happier, or 

would make their bureaucratic 

work easier to do, if he sees 

himself, not as a father with life- 

long commitments, but as a sin- 

gle adult with none. 

eal
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CHILDREN AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Columnists and contributors to 

the letters pages of some of our 

daily newspapers continue to 

debate whether men and 

women perpetrate similar or 

dissimilar levels of violence in 

the home. In all of these claims 

and counter claims it is easy to 

forget that children — boys and 

girls — witness violence in their 

homes each day and there is 

strong evidence to suggest that 

these children suffer extensively 

when exposed to violence 

between parents/carers or vio- 

lence directed at the children 

themselves. The growing level 

of child murder witnessed in 

this country in recent years is 

evidence of a very serious prob- 

lem in our society. 

Effects on Children 

Research suggests that children 

who live with what we often 

inappropriately call ‘domestic 

violence" may have more 

adjustment difficulties than chil- 

dren from non-violent homes 

(Hester, Pearson and Harwin 

2000:44). Children respond 

differently to living in homes 

where violence takes place, and 

it is important for professionals 

and support agencies who work 

with children in these situations 

to find out what a child has 

seen or heard in order to help 

the child. The ability of a parent 

— in most cases the mother — to 

provide appropriate levels of 

care for children is often under- 

mined by depression, poor self- 

esteem and low self- confidence 

while involved in a violent rela- 

tionship. 

Paul Tierney 

The following behavioural, 

physical or psychological effects 

may be among a range of 

behaviours found in children 

who experience violence in the 

home: physical injuries, being 

protective of the mother and/or 

siblings, advanced in maturity 

and in sense of responsibility, 

introversion and withdrawal, 

difficulties at school, bedwetting 

and low self-esteem. (Hester, 

Pearson and Harwin 2000:44, 

Kenny, 2000:8 Barnardos 

Policy Briefing, Report on the 

Task Force on Violence against 

Women 1997: 29) A_ key 

resource to children in such sit- 

uations is the availability of 

childcare workers and other 

skilled staff in refuges to assist 

children in overcoming the dif- 

ficulties they experience. 

Developing a 

Multi-Agency Focus 

While the task force report is an 

important marker in a holistic 

and co-ordinated approach to 

tackling the problem of domes- 

tic violence, there is serious con- 

cern at the slow pace of 

progress since the launch of the 

report in 1997, While it is 

important to acknowledge the 

work of the Regional 

Committees throughout the 

country, there is a widespread 

sense among those who work 

directly with families that little 

appears to be changing in 

terms of an improved co-ordi- 

nated response from the multi- 

plicity of agencies who have 

responsibility towards families 

in this highly dangerous area. 

While the approach being 

encouraged appears to involve 

a multi-agency one in terms of 

working together, there 

appears to be very little in terms 

of capacity available to facilitate 

and nurture this way of work- 

ing. It is clear that agencies like 

Women’s Aid and other volun- 

tary organisations do not cur- 

rently have the resources or the 

staff numbers available to 

undertake this development 

work in the way it is required. 

Bringing representatives from 

different agencies, statutory, 

voluntary and the community 

sector together to tackle 

domestic violence requires a 

focused and energetic 

approach which in turn requires 

skilled facilitating. 

The development of local net- 

works as outlined in the Task 

Force Report (1997: 103) will 

make little or no difference to 

families experiencing violence 

unless there is a sustained com- 

mitment to overcoming the 

considerable obstacles to this 

approach actually getting off 

the ground. This requires the 

injection of capacity. Skilled 

facilitators need to be available 

in order to nurture the early 

phases of this work. Research in 

the UK points to many multi- 

agency initiatives beginning 

over the last two decades but 

points to the failure of all but a 

few to move beyond simple 

networking. (Hague, & Malos, 
1996) 

It is important that Social
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Workers and others involved in 

family support ensure that a 

holistic approach is taken when 

dealing with families where 

domestic violence is a problem. 

Social workers have been right- 

ly criticised for having too nar- 

row an approach to child pro- 

tection work that focused on 

the children without acknowl- 

edging other central factors. 

These include the levels of sup- 

port available to the non-abus- 

ing parent — usually the mother 

- and engagement of the 

offending adult by the appro- 

priate services. A central plank 

of any attempt to reduce and 

end violence in the home must 

be one which engages violent 

men. Ignoring this formidable 

challenge will continue to put 

women and children at risk. 

Successful intervention in situa- 

tions involving violence 

requires a co-ordinated multi- 

agency approach — which 

involves specialist support 

organisations such as Women’s 

Aid, An Garda Siochana, social 

services, the courts, hospitals, 

local authorities and community 

groups. 

It is important that all relevant 

agencies put in place clear best 

practice guidelines to assist staff 

in positive interventions which 

will support families. Without 

such guidelines, childcare work- 

ers, public health nurses, com- 

munity welfare officers, social 

workers, general practitioners 

and others who have frequent 

contact with families where this 

problem exists, are ill equipped 
to make the best decisions in 

the interests of all family mem- 

bers. Without such attention to 

the complexity of these tense 

and often short interventions 
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and the opportunity to voice 

our concerns with colleagues in 

other disciplines and agencies, 

we may fail to recognise the 

serious risk to children in their 

homes. 
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' When Ma and Da are fighting 

| pretend |'m asieep. 

I’m not scared 
because I’m six and a half. 
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  Every Child Matters 

  

Sarah McDonnell, Editor of IMAGE Magazine, Eamon Dunphy, broadcaster, and Hannah, Siobhan, Rachel and Matthew 

at the launch of the Every Child Matters Campaign. 
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PARENTHOOD - 
A SURVIVOR'S MANUAL 

Tame That Toddler! Teach the Other One to Sleep! 

Raising Happy, Better, Perfect, Emotionally Intelligent Children 

A quick glance at the child- 

care shelf in any bookshop 

today reveals a never-end- 

ing supply of ‘advice’ on 

how to meet the chal- 

lenges of parenting, and 

survive. On a recent trip to 

the bookshop to see what 

we were being advised to 

do this month (because lit- 

erally every month there 

are new titles available) | 

had one of those wry 

moments which almost 

says it all about the chal- 

lenge of being a parent in 

Ireland in the 21st century. 

Amid the cacophony of panic 

inducing titles lurked some- 

thing a little incongruous. A 

fresh new copy of the Kama 

Sutra. Perhaps mis-shelved, but 

neatly encapsulating our plight 

— if we are to believe all we 

read in glossy mags and see on 

trendy TV shows. 

Yes, indeed, parents today 

should be raising self-confident, 

balanced, mature, intelligent, 

caring children, and having a 

wild sex life. The expectations 

this creates would be hilarious, 

if it didn’t cause parents so 

much confusion, and, of course 

that dreaded word, guilt. 

Books of advice can of course 

be very helpful, but the litera- 

ture, usually inadvertently, can 

lead parents to believe there is 

some sort of norm to aspire to. 

Jackie Bourke 

And if you don’t cut the grade, 

you have failed. 

There was a time (not that long 

ago) in Ireland when parents 

felt proud if their children lived 

beyond their first birthday. 

Nowadays by the time our chil- 

dren are a year old we should 

have spent sufficient time with 

them doing baby gymnastics so 

that they are wonderful little 

walkers, teaching them to speak 

fluently in several languages, 

fostering sophisticated eating 

habits, and woe betide you if 

your child isn’t sleeping 

through the night. 

In a book | have here on my 

shelf | find | am one of those 

‘weak’ parents who doesn't 

have “the constitution to toler- 

ate an hours worth of 

heartrending pleas”, which is all 

it takes to teach my baby to 

develop a proper sleep routine. 

Almost from the moment the 

mother conceives, the pressure 

is on; “Having a natural birth — 

how irresponsible’! “You want 

an epidural — chicken”! And 

from there on parenting can 

feel like one unmerciful compe- 

tition. But all children, much like 

all parents, are unique people. 

Needs vary, as do the stages at 

which we all reach certain mile- 

stones. If only we valued, even 

celebrated the diversity, how 

much easier our lives as parents 

would be. Instead parents find 

themselves if not overtly criti- 

cised, at the very least quite 

subtly undermined, as they do 

their best to raise their children 

in a way that makes their par- 

ticular family very happy. 

While this article looks at chal- 

lenges for parents, there are 

some challenges today which 

are unique to dads, and some 

which are unique to mums. 

Elsewhere in this journal the 

specific challenges for dads are 

examined. 

Arguably, the challenges facing 

mothers haven’t changed much 

over the decades. 

Women have always worked 

outside the home, as well as 

raising children and taking care 

of the various domestic needs. 

More recently though there has 

been a shift in what we expect 

of mothers. 

This change in expectation has 

been so dramatic that accord- 

ing to Melissa Benn (author of 

Madonna and Child, Towards a 

New Politics of Motherhood) 

“the burden of explanation and 

justification is now on the 

woman who doesn’t have a 

job”. 

Benn looks at the myths, and 

the reality of the lives of work- 

ing mothers and examines that 

most complex of paradoxes fac- 

ing women today. When it
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comes to domestic duties ver- 

sus working outside the home; 

“we assign a so-called moral 

importance to one job but 

reward those who do it with a 

correspondingly diminishing 

importance in the outside 

world", she says. 

The need to place more value 

on the work both parents do in 

the home is addressed in the 

report from the Commission on 

the Family, Strengthening 

Families for Life. The underlying 

principle of the report is that 

"the unique and essential fami- 
ly function is that of caring and 

nurturing for all its members". 

The role of the State and of the 

relevant agencies is to support 

parents in carrying out their 

responsibilities. The report rec- 

ommends shifts in policy which 

would foster recognition of the 

value of "this caring work". 

Acknowledging that caring for 

children is usually done by 

women, the report goes on to 

say that a growing number of 

men are taking on these 

responsibilities, and it makes 

recommendations on how the 

State should support parents so 

that they have real choices in 

relation to their parenting deci- 

sions. 

Yet, while the books scream at 

us how to raise ‘wonder kids’, 

the environment in which we 

are supposed to achieve this is 

often more demanding than 

the one most of today’s parents 

grew up in. 

Demographics have changed 

and parents are less likely to live 

near family members who may 

have provided support in the 

past. Communities have also 

changed and parents often live 

in areas where they may not 

know neighbours who could 

help out. The sort of facilities 

which help make parenting eas- 

ier such as playgrounds, a local 

shop, libraries and public swim- 

ming pools are sorely lacking 

right across the country. 

In fact, many parents struggle 

to raise their children alone, 

coping with isolation and the 

stress which ensues. The same 

parents today frequently have 

to pay high mortgages, and 

whether or not they want to, 

must work outside the home, 

probably have long_ traffic 

bedevilled commutes, and con- 

tend with that oft railed against 

nightmare — the childcare crisis. 

Although there is undoubtedly 

more money around, an unac- 

ceptable number of families are 

raising their children in poverty. 

Poverty and disadvantage bring 

with them a whole set of chal- 

lenges for parents living in an 

affluent society, not least of 

which are low self-esteem, 

alienation, and a daily grinding 

battle to care for children 

against a backdrop of injustice 

and inequity. 

So what to do. Parents every- 

where are looking at their 

lifestyles, their ‘challenged’ rela- 

tionships, the fatigue and stress, 

and developing their own cre- 

ative coping strategies. Some 

have found a way to work part 

time and share the care of their 

children equally. 

Tim and Una, a couple living in 

Co. Roscommon, have a 14- 

month-old daughter. Both wish- 

ing to pursue their careers and 

preferring not to have a child- 

minder or use a creche, they 

decided to split domestic duties, 

childcare and work outside the 

home fifty/fifty. "It's a system 

which has it’s flaws, and which 

we keep having to refine", says 
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Una, "but so far we have man- 

aged to be happy with how our 

jobs are going, and happy with 

how our daughter is looked 

after. It wouldn't suit everyone, 

and in fact, it wouldn't be possi- 

ble for a lot of other couples to 

do it, but we like the way things 

are going so far". 

Many other couples opt for one 

full time worker outside the 

home and one working part 

time and caring for the children 

part time. 

Michelle and Frank have three 

children aged between seven 

and twelve. "I can’t say it's 

easy", says Michelle, "but we 

manage. | have a job share, | 

work a week on and a week off, 

and Frank works full time. He 

isn’t doing a job which has any 

sort of flexibility, and besides, 

he wouldn't want to look after 

the kids, which he says quite 

openly. It can be frustrating for 

me the days when I’m working 

and I've to be sure the child- 

minder has collected the kids 

from school and all that, but | 

would rather do it this way than 

not to work at all, or to work full 

time". 

Eoin and Lorraine have tried 

different systems, as their chil- 

dren have grown and _ their 

needs have changed. "When 

we had our first child | took a 

sabbatical and Lorraine went to 

work full time", explains Eoin. 

"When our son was 16 months 

old he started in a créche part 

time, | worked full time and 

Lorraine worked part time. 

Then we had twins (both boys) 

two years later and Lorraine 

took a year off work to mind 

the kids while | worked full 

time. When our twins were a 

year and a half they started in a 

creche, our eldest started 

school and Lorraine and | both
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worked part time, fitting our 

work schedules around each 

other and the kids. 

"It was hard going. In the end 
we moved house to a fairly 

rural area and Lorraine decided 

to stay at home with the kids 

while | worked". While they all 

settled into their new home, 

Lorraine and Eoin decided to 

embark on a home schooling 

system. "Initially everyone 
thought | was insane", says 

Lorraine. "I was a bit daunted 

myself, but | thought it would 

be easier than settling three 

children into new schools, and 

besides there would be so 

much hassle getting them there 

and back. In fact, I’m much 

happier now. That crazy pres- 

sure to get up and out in the 

morning is gone, the pace of 

life is much more pleasant and 

| love the fact that | have one 

thing (the children) to focus on 

rather than several. I’m a nicer 

person and | feel a lot more 

content than | used to". 

Most parents find the combina- 

tion of work inside and outside 

the home difficult. Childcare 

can be prohibitively expensive, 

good créche places and child- 

minders hard to find, and a sys- 

tem which suits specific family 

needs particularly difficult to 

arrange. 

While they chop and change 

the arrangements to find some- 

thing which works, it is crucial 

that State supports are devised 

which help parents shed the 

stress that has become such an 

insidious aspect of parenting 

today. 

More affordable, flexible child- 

care places are needed, and 

while we do have a childcare 

strategy in place, most parents 

would like to see the system 
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changed to meet family needs 

as a matter of urgency. 

The report from the 

Commission on the Family 

makes several useful recom- 

mendations. It proposes a sig- 

nificant increase in child benefit 

for all parents of young chil- 

dren. Such a payment would 

facilitate parents to make a 

more realistic choice about 

whether or not to work outside 

the home, and act as recogni- 

tion of the value of unpaid work 

carried out in the home. 

It also proposes a programme 

to support positive parenting 

which includes access to parent 

information and parent educa- 

tion. Such a programme might 

decrease our dependence on 

sO many parenting advice 

books, and help peer support 

networks evolve. 

The report suggests that the 

work environment should be 

underpinned by "an ethos of 

sharing the caring responsibili- 

ties and should value the func- 

tion of the family". If construc- 

tive Family Friendly policies 

were mandatory in all work 

places, a certain amount of 

parental stress would be allevi- 

ated. 

It also recommends the intro- 

duction of a network of Family 

and Community Services 

Resource Centres throughout 

the country, that the 

Community Mothers — pro- 

gramme should be extended 

and that the Family Support 

Workers Scheme be extended. 

Parental Leave needs to be 

improved, to include systems of 

school holiday time off and 

genuine choice for both parents 

in the guise of paid leave for 

both mothers and fathers. 

Essentially, parents meeting the 

challenges that raising children 

throws up today should not 

have to rely solely on their own 

ingenuity. All policy, which 

impacts either directly or indi- 

rectly on families, should be 

family proofed. 

There are of course many other 

challenging issues for parents 

not covered in this article. Lone 

parenting, separation and 

divorce and the difficulties fac- 

ing families immigrating to 

Ireland today, for example, but 

this is just an over view of some 

of the challenges. 

Above all else if ours was a soci- 

ety which embraced diverse 

views, encouraged and sup- 

ported parents and fostered 

self-confidence and self-respect, 

we would surely be on the road 

to meeting the various chal- 

lenges with more and more 

ease.



The quarterly Journal of Bernardos’ National Resource Centre. ChildLinks 

THE TEEN PARENTS SUPPORT PROJECT 

Three Teen Parents 

Support Projects were 

established in Ireland early 

in the year 2000, and are 

located in Dublin, Galway 

and Limerick. The Dublin 

Teen Parents Support proj- 

ect is managed _ by 

Barnardos, in collaboration 

with the Coombe Women’s 

Hospital and funded by the 

South Western Area 

Health Board. The Limerick 

Project is managed by The 

Limerick Social Services, 

and the Galway Project is 

attached to the Maternity 

Hospital. 

A fourth project compiling a 

National Directory of Services 

for those working with young 

parents is managed by Tredir. 

This work has been undertaken 

by Mr. Dave Ellis. 

All projects are managed local- 

ly by a Project Leader and sup- 

ported by a management or 

advisory committee. A National 

Committee monitors the devel- 

opment of the projects. 

Objectives of the Pilot 

Projects 

1. The core and unique aspect 

of this project is to provide 

one to one support to preg- 

nant and postnatal teens for 

a period up to 3 years, aim- 

ing to enhance their general 

well being and ensure that 

they can avail of all opportu- 

nities open to them. 

2.To identify the needs of 

young parents, the services 

available to them and any 

Margaret Acton, Project Leader 

gaps in those services. 

3.To collect information on 

issues relevant to young par- 

ents in their new role. 

4. To network with local agen- 

cies in the community and 

work collaboratively with 

them to respond to the 

needs of the client group. 

5. To monitor and evaluate the 

pilot projects. 

6. To disseminate the findings 

of the evaluation and stimu- 

late any necessary change at 

policy level. 

Rationale for Intervention 

Programmes 

Research conducted as part of 

the “Moving on Project” under- 

taken under the EU 

Employment Integra Initiative 

indicates some of the pressures 

young mothers are under and 

is based on the views of young 

mothers, €.g. 

a) Pregnancy and early parent- 

hood can lead to a sense of 

loss for young mothers 

b) They can feel stigmatised 

and negatively judged 

through media reporting 

©) They can express feelings of 

isolation and lack stimulation 

d) Lack of information of health 

and social services 

e) Confused about 

young and yet 

responsible parent 

f) Interpersonal relationships 

may negatively impact on 

the young mother’s self 

esteem 

g) Poor levels of health, in par- 

ticular regarding treatment 

for depression 

being 

being a 

Margaret Acton, Project Leader 

A report published in the UK 

suggests that children born to 

teenage mothers start life with 

specific health risks, e.g. 

- higher risks of infant mortali- 

ly 
- more accidents especially 

burns and poisoning 

- are twice as likely to be admit- 

ted to hospital due to acci- 

dent or gastro-enteritis 

Old et al 1997 found that 9 

home visits during pregnancy, 

and 23 visits until the child's 
second birthday by a nurse can 

reduce the number of subse- 

quent pregnancies, the use of 

welfare, child abuse and neg- 

lect, and criminal behaviour on 

the part of low income young 

mothers, for up to 15 years after 

the birth of the first child: 

(Pubmed abstracts on World 

Wide Web). 
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History of the Dublin 

Project 

The Teen Parents Support 

Project, Dublin, commenced in 

February 2000 with the 

appointment of a Project 

Leader in Barnardos. The catch- 

ment area covers Dublin 8, 

Drimnagh and — Crumlin. 

Referrals to the project are 

made primarily by staff in The 

Coombe Women’s Hospital. 

The support service is offered to 

young mothers, their partners 

and families. 

An advisory committee was 

appointed, composed of repre- 

sentatives from the health serv- 

ice, schools, and voluntary and 

community organisations. The 

advisory committee agreed to 

meet approximately twice year- 

ly to support the development 

of the project and address any 

outstanding issues. 

The first phase of the work was 

the collection of information on 

services and organisations in 

the community which could be 

supportive to young mothers, 

and also to highlight the initia- 

tive within the community. 

Organisations linked ~~ with 

included health, welfare and 

youth services, schools, FAS, 

créches, and various support 

groups. Tredir produced an 

Information Pack for unmarried 

parents and these were distrib- 

uted to the various organisa- 

tions. 

Demographic changes in St. 

Michael's Estate, Inchicore had 

a direct impact on the number 

of referrals to the project at this 

time. Young mothers who were 

initially housed in the Estate, 

have been relocated due to the 

replanning of the — area. 

Consequently, it was necessary 

to expand the catchment area 
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to include Tallaght, and to 

include mothers of infants up to 

six months. 

As well as the Coombe 

Women’s Hospital, referrals are 

now coming through the Public 

Health Nurse and Community 

Social Worker. Schools are also 

becoming more aware of the 

service. 

Developments to date can be 

classified under the following 

headings: 

1) Number and source of refer- 

rals 

2) Young fathers 

3) Health 

4) Education 

5) Employment 

6) Resource pack for workers 

7) Information pack for unmar- 

ried parents 

  

Number of Clients and 

Source of Referrals 

Seventy one young mothers 

have been referred to the proj- 

ect to date; nine are currently 

antenatal and sixty two postna- 

tal. Many of the postnatal 

clients were supported by the 

project during the antenatal 

phase. Referrals came from the 

Coombe Women’s Hospital, 

Public Health & Social Services, 

Schools, Youth & Community 

Organisations and some clients 

referred their own friends. 

Young Fathers 

Thirty five young fathers remain 

actively involved with the moth- 

er and infant, and two mothers 

are at the antenatal stage. The 

level of involvement. varies, 

though in some cases it consti- 

tutes small financial help if pos- 

sible, caring for the baby 

overnight or visiting the family 

home regularly. This involve- 

ment is actively encouraged by 

the project and the value of the 

fathers’ role highlighted. In 

some cases the family of the 

young mother rejects the 

young father, mainly fearing a 

second pregnancy. With time 

and support they often change 

their views. 

Health 

All mothers are encouraged to 

have maximum antenatal care 

and combined care tends to be 

favoured. There is a good 

uptake of antenatal care gener- 

ally, though it is difficult to 

engage clients in antenatal 

classes. Brookfield Health 

Centre recently established 2 

morning antenatal classes, 

which may be more suitable for 

clients in the area. Advice and 

referral continues regarding 

nutrition, mental and physical 

health, safety, contraception, as 

well as encouraging uptake of 

local services regarding the 

infants and families. All young 

mothers are referred to the 

community mothers’  pro- 

gramme though this service is 

somewhat limited in Dublin 

due to the unavailability of 

community mothers. 

Education 

Eight young mothers complet- 

ed the Leaving Certificate this 

year; one has secured a place in 

Trinity College which she will 

take up next year. She is repeat- 

ing two Leaving Certificate sub- 

jects in the meantime. Seven 

young mothers are taking up 

PLC Courses, in computers,
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beauty therapy and marketing. 

Those who are in receipt of 

OPFA for six months, are over 

eighteen and who are two years 

out of formal education can 

apply for a back to education 

allowance. 

One mother of three children is 

returning to Pearse College to 

do Junior Certificate, and one 

Nigerian mother hopes to do 

her Leaving Certificate there. 

Three mothers are taking up 

part- time computer courses at 

IT. Tallaght and one a full time 

course there. 

Créche facilities have been 

secured through the Project for 

two mothers in full time PLC 

courses, and two mothers who 

have made private arrange- 

ments are supported through 

this project. 

Eleven young mothers are in 

Second Level education and 

grinds will be offered where 

necessary. Two mothers 

returned having been out of 

school for a year. Five mothers 

wish to remain at home with 

their babies at the moment but 

intend to return to Secondary 

Youth Horizons or PLC courses 

next year. Three young women 

are attending Youth Horizons 

and two are in Youthreach. Two 

mothers recently joined the 

jobs club, three others have 

been referred to short courses 

in drama and interior design, 

which they intend to study in 

greater depth when their 

babies are older. The project 

has assisted with funds towards 

grinds, fees, books and créches 

where necessary. 

Employment 

Five young mothers are in part 

time employment, one in full 

time employment and one on 

the panel for a job in the 

County Council, having com- 

pleted her Leaving Certificate, 

followed by a computer course, 

which was funded through the 

project. 

Resource Pack for Workers 

A national directory with infor- 

mation on Social Welfare, legal 

and local services is currently 

being collated by Dave Ellis on 

behalf of Tredir. The directory 

will initially be piloted in three 

areas and finally launched by 

Tredir when completed. 

Information Pack for 

Unmarried Parents 

Tredir has also collated an infor- 

mation pack for unmarried par- 

ents dealing with issues such as 

finance, legislation, education 

and general issues regarding 

their current status. 

Evaluation 

All data relating to the project is 

recorded by the Project Leader 

and collated quarterly. The 

Centre for Social and 

Educational Research, D.I.T., 

Rathmines is managing the 

evaluation and will produce the 

final report in 2002. 

Trends emerging will relate to 

health, education and the gen- 

eral well being of the mother 

and child, the father’s involve- 

ment, the nature of contact and 

referrals between the Project 

Leader and clients. 

THE 3 PILOT PROJECTS: 

THE ISSUES, 

THE SIMILARITIES 

AND DIFFERENCES 

The three pilot projects operate 

within different demographic 
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areas and are managed by 

three different types of organi- 

sations — Barnardos in Dublin, a 

voluntary organisation, Lim- 

erick Social Services and the 

Western Health Board. 

Many of the clients in Galway 

are in, or entering third level 

education and living away from 

home. In Dublin, a large pro- 

portion of clients are out of 

school, living at home and are 

either in part-time employment 

or directed towards part-time 

education or training pro- 

grammes. 

For all projects the lack of suit- 

able housing for young parents 

presents a major problem. 

Young mothers living at home 

are frequently in situations of 

severe overcrowding where the 

young mother and baby are 

lucky to have the smallest room 

in the house, and in many cases 

have to share a room with other 

siblings. They aren't placed on a 

housing list until they reach 18 

years and remain on that list for 

an indefinite period before they 

have adequate points for local 

authority housing. They may 

qualify for a rent allowance 

before 18 years but this is of lit- 

tle value to them since many 

landlords are obviously not 

interested in housing young 

mothers, or are unwilling to 

accept social welfare cheques as 

payment. 

Where young mothers are 

entering third level colleges 

they encounter the same diffi- 

culties regarding accommoda- 

tion. The issue of suitable and 

more sheltered types of accom- 

modation on a long-term basis 

needs to be © seriously 

addressed. The catchment area 

in Galway covers a very wide 

region and in many incidences 

there are no local services in 

=
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which to link young mothers. In 

this case it is also impossible for 

the project to establish a sup- 

port group as mothers may live 

far apart without satisfactory 

public transport. 

The lack of affordable, suitable 

day care facilities presents prob- 

lems for all the projects. Young 

mothers who wish to remain at 

home with their infants are cer- 

tainly supported to do so, and 

in the Dublin project they are 

encouraged to take up part- 

time or evening education or 

training. Child care is then 

made possible through family 

support, most frequently from 

the infants grandmother. Many 

créches cannot accommodate 

infants under 1 year, since they 

require more space and staffing 

levels. Long waiting lists for 

places are now the norm. Some 

communities are totally lacking 

in any kind of day care facilities 

for anyone. 

All the projects have links with 

youth organisations such as 

Youthreach and Community 

Youth Services which have a 

tradition of providing support, 

education and training to 

young parents. These are par- 

ticularly useful since they are 

easily accessible and in some 

cases can provide _ limited 

créche facilities. 

The Department of Education 

and Science made funds avail- 

able to the projects for educa- 

tional purposes. This has 

proven very beneficial, and con- 

tributes towards fees, books 

and childminding. Some young 

mothers who would otherwise 

never have considered return- 

ing to education are now pur- 

suing PLC and adult education 

courses. They have expressed 

very sincere gratitude to the 

project for support, which may 
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not exceed a few hundred 

pounds, in most cases. 

Administrative staff in 

Barnardos process all financial 

matters at a very speedy rate 

which contributes enormously 

to the smooth running of the 

project. This eliminates unnec- 

essary extra work or frustration. 

All three projects have a num- 

ber of young women in educa- 

tional programmes both sec- 

ond and third level, and in 

Youthreach. In the absence of 

clear policy guidelines many 

teachers are unclear about 

issues regarding pupils who are 

pregnant. The Limerick project 

has been working with eight 

secondary schools in the region 

to devise a protocol of good 

practice for schools to encour- 

age students to remain in edu- 

cation. Protocols relate to the 

following: 

a) Support for the student at the 

time of disclosure 

b) Support during the 

pregnancy 
©) Support at the time of birth 

d) Postnatal support 

Young mothers who attend 

Youthreach or FAS courses can 
receive a weekly allowance. 

This allowance needs to apply 

to mothers in all second level 

institutions. Some young moth- 

ers feel uncomfortable about 

returning to secondary schools 

even when teachers make seri- 

ous attempts to encourage 

them back. They have 

expressed that they no longer 

feel part of the group, that they 

are now different and think 

they wouldn't fit in. An alterna- 

tive type of schooling is avail- 

able in Jobstown, called Youth 

Horizons. Since it is small and 

personal it seems to meet some 

deeper needs of some clients 

and it also provides full educa- 

tional opportunities to students. 

three clients are attending 

Youth Horizons and three are 

on a waiting list for the first 

available vacancy. While the 

Department of Education has 

already put much in place to 

explore the complex needs of 

some of our young people 

through Home School Liaison 

Services, and initiatives to keep 
young people in school and 

Youthreach Centres, it seems 

that there is still a group who 

respond to facilities offered 

through Youth Horizons and 

perhaps this could be explored 
further. 

What appears common to all 

projects is that where services 

are in place — with a little guid- 

ance and encouragement — 

young mothers will use these 

services. Young women are 

often unaware of local initia- 

tives, and would not necessarily 

have reached a level of maturi- 

ty where they would actively 

pursue such information. This 

relates especially to PLC and 

FAS courses. Such opportuni- 
ties are available in large towns 

and cities, and are less accessi- 

ble to young mothers in rural 

areas. 

Without funding and vision 

from the Department of Health 

and Children this project of 

course would not be possible. 

The funding from the 

Department of Education and 

Science towards educational 

needs has also proven most 

beneficial to all projects and 

both Departments are helping 

to bring real change into the 

lives of young mothers using 

these services.
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FATHERS AND FAMILY 
SERVICES IN IRELAND: 

MOVING TOWARDS MORE FATHER 
INCLUSIVE PROGRAMMES 

Introduction 

Drawing upon in-depth 
interviews with fathers as 
part of the Supporting 
Parenting: a study of par- 
ents’ support needs. 

Study’, this article discuss- 
es fathers’ use of a range 
of services for families and 
their views on these serv- 
ices. The article highlights 
key barriers to participa- 
tion (personal and agency 
related) and suggests a 
number of points for con- 
sideration by agencies 
seeking to further fathers’ 
inclusion within § main- 

stream family services. 

Family support services encom- 
pass parenting education and 
support groups but may also 
include services such as child- 
care, job skill training, health- 
care services and many other 
activities or services designed to 
strengthen families (Dunst, 

1995). Preventative family 
based programmes are receiv- 
ing greater attention in Ireland 
as interventions to prevent pos- 
sible abuse and neglect of chil- 
dren and to support parents 
(e.g. Springboard, — family 
resource and support centres). 
However, the focus on fathers 
as a target group for funding 
has not been a high priority. 

Fatherhood is _ increasingly 
emerging as an issue in nation- 

Sinead Riordan 

al and international family sup- 
port policy and practice. The 
part that fathers play in their 
children’s upbringing is receiv- 
ing unprecedented scrutiny 
from policy makers and service 
providers. This is largely due to 
the growing body of evidence 
that promoting fathers’ greater 
involvement in childcare and 
parenting can enhance devel- 
opmental outcomes for chil- 
dren. This, in turn, is leading to 
a shift away from policy debates 
on fatherhood largely dominat- 
ed by an ‘economic’ view of 
fathering. 

There is a general consensus 
that involving fathers in family 
support services is desirable, 
accompanied by a recognition 
that many services are not 
reaching fathers effectively. Yet, 
to date there has been little seri- 
ous discussion about what poli- 
cy makers and service providers 
can actually do to support men 
as parents. A common feature 
of mainstream family services is 
that they have traditionally 
been used primarily by moth- 
ers and children, and not by 
fathers. However, historical, 
socio-political and cultural fac- 
tors are creating an environ- 
ment that is influencing policy 
makers' and agencies' attempts 
to include fathers. These factors 
include: the growing numbers 
of mothers involved in the 
labour market; changes in the 
structure of families and the 
role of men and women as par- 

ents; work being done by men 
in raising public consciousness 
about fathers and their role; fac- 
tors such as separation and 
divorce; and a growing body of 
research on fathers. 

Key Findings 

In recent years, much of the 
debate on supporting parents 
in their parenting role has cen- 
tred on the perceived benefits 
arising from participation in 
Parenting classes and parenting 
education in assisting parents 
and children to cope at times of 
family transition, stress or 
change. The Supporting 
Parenting: a study of parents' 
support needs asked parents 
would they be interested in 
attending a locally based par- 
enting education or support 
group and why? A maiority of 
fathers (60%) indicated they 
were not interested in attending 
this service. The principal rea- 
sons advanced by fathers for 

not attending were either a lack 
of interest, feeling they didn’t 
‘need’ to go and a belief that it 
wasn't possible to ‘learn’ how to 
parent. Fathers who expressed 
an interest in classes felt they 
would be a good way to get 
information, learn strategies for 
coping with children’s behav- 

iour and act as a meeting point 
with other parents. Some also 
spoke of the value of meeting 

other fathers in a supportive 
environment: 

ia
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"Fathers get overlooked in 

parenting most of the time, 

they are very important but 

all the information services 

are geared towards meeting 

the needs of mothers. Id like 

to see parenting classes 

specifically for fathers" 

The high proportion of fathers 

who expressed little or mixed 

interest in attending parenting 

education or support groups is 

significant in the light of recom- 

mendations made by the 

Commission on the Family and 

the National Children’s Strategy 

(see Objective L), calling for the 

development of quality parent- 

ing education and support pro- 

grammes with a particular focus 

on the needs of fathers. It sug- 

gests that it may be necessary 

to re-think the current format 

and structure of such pro- 

grammes. For both groups of 

fathers, the timing, content and 

structure of such classes 

emerged as a key issue. Fathers 

made the point that in order for 

them to attend, classes need to 

be held at a variety of times 

including weekends, to focus 

positively on the role of fathers 

and have appropriate content. 

The findings also raise the ques- 

tion: are such programmes 

even what fathers want in the 

way of support? Perhaps much 

of the negativity found amongst 

both groups of fathers towards 

such programmes arises from a 

perception of such  pro- 

grammes as formulaic or an 

assumption that attendance is 

an admission of an inability to 

cope. Today, most programmes 

offer practical child-rearing 

information, advice and emo- 

tional support and follow a part- 

nership or peer support 

approach between parents and 

the facilitator. Therefore, per- 

haps the issue is also one of 
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appropriate ‘marketing’ of pro- 

grammes to parents, to over- 

come negative and outdated 

stereotypes. However, in gener- 

al, these findings are in line with 

other international research 

exploring possible sources of 

parenting support for fathers. In 

a study in Australia, fathers 

expressed most interest in 

obtaining information from dif- 

ferent types of media as well as 

from having the opportunity to 

talk with other fathers who had 

had similar experiences, and 

more informal father networks. 

Less interest was shown in 

options involving professionals 

or in formal fatherhood or 

men’s groups (Department of 

Family and Community 

Services, 1999). 

It is instructive to compare 

fathers’ responses on attending 

parenting classes to their 

responses indicating their key 

information sources on a range 

of child-rearing issues”. Fathers 

identified the local GP as the 

main source they would go to 

for information on child behav- 

iour, child development, drugs 

and surprisingly, childcare. 

Family emerged as the second 

principal source of information 

for fathers on all the above top- 

ics (excluding drugs). Different 

types of media (TV/ Books/ 

Articles and the Internet) were 

also identified as a source for 

some fathers. Although not sta- 

tistically significant, in general 

married fathers and those who 

are divorced or separated were 

more likely to go to a GP or 

other health professional while 

single fathers were more likely 

to turn to their family for infor- 

mation and advice. These find- 

ings are interesting as they chal- 

lenge the perception that 

fathers generally display a 

greater reliance than mothers 

on their family as a source of 

information and advice (Clarke, 

1997; Grimshaw & McGuire, 

1998). This deserves further 

exploration as it raises a num- 

ber of questions as to the type 

of figure or service provider 

fathers may feel most comfort- 

able approaching for assistance, 

and the appropriateness and 

willingness of these service 

providers to assume the role of 

information provider for fathers. 

When considered in the light of 

fathers' expressed interest or 

lack of, in attending parenting 

education or support groups, 

these findings suggest that 

fathers may prefer a more one- 

to-one approach to parenting 

support. However, in the 

absence of further research in 

this area, this must remain con- 

jecture but it clearly indicates a 

need for further exploration of 

fathers support preferences. 

Supporting Parenting: a study of 

parents’ support needs also 

explored fathers’ use of a num- 

ber of general family services 

within the last 12 months’. 

40% of fathers had used none 

of the services. Younger fathers 

(i.e. with a child less than 15 

years) were slightly more likely 

to have used one of the servic- 

es, although this was not statis- 

tically significant. The services 

most used by fathers were the 

public health nurse (43%), fam- 

ily and community resource 

centres (25%) and antenatal 

classes (15%). The majority of 

fathers who used these services 

rated them “very useful” or 

“useful”. 

In general, services were valued 

for the role they played in pro- 

viding information and advice. 

Fathers rated the public health 

nurse service highly for the 

information, advice and medical 

care provided by it and saw it 

as a valuable source of support
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for them and their partner in 

the first weeks and months fol- 

lowing birth. A small number 

stated that they would like to 

have received more visits from 

the public health nurse, while 

others felt that the service’s suc- 

cess was dependent on the 

manner and approach adopted 

by each individual public health 
nurse. 

Antenatal classes were valued 

for the advice and information 

they provided on preparing for 

birth. Some fathers spoke of 

how they were actively encour- 

aged both by their partners and 

service providers to participate 

in the classes and how they val- 

ued this encouragement and 

the opportunity it gave them to 

discuss the imminent birth and 

parenthood. Family and com- 

munity resource centres were 

valued as a source of informa- 

tion on a wide range of topics 

and for the facilities and 

resources provided for children 

and parents. One father, a lone 

parent, observed that he had 

encountered difficulties using 

his local centre and felt that this 

was due to his status as a lone 

father and the fact that the 

majority of staff in the centre 

were female. He felt there was 

“lots of prejudice against me”. 

The fact that a majority of 

fathers who had used services 

found them useful is encourag- 

ing. It suggests that existing 

family services have the poten- 

tial to effectively engage with 

fathers. However, a number of 

points are worth further discus- 

sion. Firstly, it appears reason- 

able to assume that family and 

community resource centres 

are meeting the needs of some 

fathers. Therefore, the objective 

of increasing fathers’ involve- 

ment in such centres may be 

achieved by the development 

of appropriate father-centred 

activities and services and by 

increasing fathers’ awareness of 

family and community centres 

and the role these centres could 

potentially play in supporting 
them as parents. 

Secondly, one of the main rea- 

sons for dissatisfaction with the 

public health nurse by users 

was the lack of contact between 

fathers and the service. The 

Commission on the Family 

(1998) recommended the intro- 

duction of flexible working 

hours in order to facilitate use 

of the service by parents work- 

ing outside the home (particu- 

larly fathers) and also, “to pro- 

mote greater participation by 

fathers in the care of their chil- 

dren” (p. 42). Thus far, no sig- 

nificant developments have 

occurred in relation to this, yet it 

appears to have real potential 

as a means of promoting the 

valuable role fathers play in 

childcare. Increasing fathers’ 

involvement in early years fam- 

ily services such as the public 

health nurse service could serve 

to raise fathers’ awareness of 

services and render them more 

comfortable with using such 

services in later years. 

The third point is that fathers 

clearly value services that are 

inclusive and encouraging of 

their participation in childrear- 

ing. The support and encour- 

agement of their participation in 

antenatal classes was clearly 

appreciated by fathers who 

used the service. 

Conclusion 

The area of service delivery for 

fathers is virtually unexplored in 

Ireland. Several countries have 

been focusing on the issue of 

increasing fathers’ involvement 

in family services and a number 

of factors have been identified 
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as central to any serious 

attempts to promote father- 

hood and increase fathers’ 

involvement in family services. 

These factors are as follows?: 

Firstly, it requires funding 

and political influence in 

public policy. This is crucial in 

establishing agency priorities 

in service delivery and in 

ensuring that health and wel- 

fare agencies receive dedicat- 

ed funding for targeting 
men. 

Secondly, significant service 

providers (such as_ health 

boards) must specifically 

address men’s issues in their 

strategic planning processes. 

Thirdly, to successfully devel- 

op services for fathers, agen- 

cies may need to undergo a 

cultural change to develop a 

more father inclusive culture. 

This change may _ involve 

recognition of the need to 

work with both mothers and 

fathers; the creation of more 

appropriate, tailored services 

for men (for example, family 

resource centres offering 

activities likely to appeal to 

men) and recognition of the 

changing constellation of 

family relationships including 

developments such as non- 

resident — fathers/mothers, 

shared parenting, etc: 

Finally, interagency collabo- 

ration is a potential approach 

to adopt as a way of funding 

services and sharing skills 

and knowledge that exist 

amongst agencies and grass- 

roots practitioners. In 

Australia, ‘creative alliances’ 

by agencies with other serv- 

ice providers, practitioners, 

policy makers and funding 

agencies to establish father 

specific or integrated services 

have emerged as a signifi- 

cant movement.
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These factors deserve serious 

consideration by _ service 

providers in Ireland. Men’s par- 

enting is too often depicted as a 

social problem rather than a 

social strength. An economic 

view of fathering continues to 

dominate policy discussions. As 

yet, in debates about ‘the fami- 

ly’, there is little serious discus- 

sion about what policy makers 

and service providers can actu- 

ally do to support men’s par- 

enting. Yet if we are serious 

about striving "to enhance the 

status and further improve the 
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quality of life of Ireland's chil- 

dren" (National Children’s 

Strategy, 2000, p.6) then policy 

makers and service providers 

cannot continue to believe that 

services designed primarily with 

mothers in mind will automati- 

cally meet the needs of fathers. 

In conclusion, supporting chil- 

dren's "optimum physical, men- 

tal and emotional wellbeing" 
(ibid, p.55) requires an express 

commitment to the develop- 

ment of more father inclusive 

programmes. 
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The study was undertaken by the Centre for 

Social and Educational Research for the 

Family Affairs Unit of the Department of 

Social, Community and Family Affairs. A total 

of 200 fathers and 800 mothers drawn from 

all over Ireland participated. 

Parents were asked to indicate where they 

would look for information on childcare, child 

behaviour, child development, education, 

general child health and nutrition and drugs. 

The services identified were the public health 

nurse, antenatal classes, home help, family 

therapy/counselling, family or community 

resource centres, parenting classes and home 

visitor/community mothers schemes 

Department of Family & Community Services 
(1999). Fitting Fathers into Families: Men and 

the Fatherhood Role in Contemporary 

Australia. Australia: Commonwealth of 

Australia 
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Deirdre Mortell. Barnardos, Brian Swords, Cawley Nea, Anja Ekelof, Barnardos and Colin Leahy, JC Decaux 

at the launch of the Every Child Matters Campaign on March 20th.
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GRANDPARENTHOOD 
IN MODERN IRELAND 

BACKGROUND 

This was the first research 

proposal prepared by Age 

Action Ireland when it 

started in 1992, but we 

were unable to attract 

funding until 1999, when 

Dermot Ahern, TD, 

Minister for Social, 

Community and Family 

Affairs, approved a grant 

for this study under the 

new Families Research 

Programme. The study 

was conducted by Dr 

Francesca Lundstr6m on 

behalf of Age Action 

Ireland, for whom she has 

acted as a research con- 

sultant on various projects 

over several years. This 

study is the first pilot 

phase of this project and 

we hope that the second 

and larger phase will soon 

be funded under 

the Families Research 
Programme. 

Our early focus on grandpar- 

enthood was intended to chal- 

lenge the overwhelming nega- 

tive attitudes towards ageing 

and older people by drawing 

attention to one of the positive 

gains in later life. Besides, 

grandparenthood had not been 

studied before in Ireland and 

such a study might help to raise 

awareness of the diversity of 

needs and circumstances of 

older people. We also wanted 

to undertake research in a way 

that would involve older people 

and enable them to speak for 

themselves to counteract the 

Robin Webster, CEO Age Action Ireland 

prevailing view that older peo- 

ple were simply the passive 

recipients of other people's 

decisions and actions. Age 

Action Ireland is greatly indebt- 

ed to Dr Francesca Lundstr6m 

for her fine work and to the 

Minister and Department of 

Social, Community and Family 

Affairs and especially the Family 

Research Unit for it's support 
and financial assistance. We also 

gratefully acknowledge the sup- 

port of the grandparents and 

the many organisations that 

helped us during the study. This 

article includes a summary of 

the report written by Dr 

Francesca Lundstrém followed 

by some comments on the 

implications for child care policy 

and practice. 

Aims of the Study 

Research from other countries 

indicated that grandparents 

were a diverse group and that 

many of them played an 

increasingly pivotal role in sup- 

porting their families. This was 

especially true in an era of 

social and family phenomena 

such as working parents, mari- 

tal breakdown, single parent- 

hood, drug addiction and the 

AIDS epidemic. There were 

also indications of the existence 

of a group of grandparents who 

had become _ ‘eliminated’ 

because of their children’s 

divorce and separation. 

The aim of this research was 

threefold: 

_! To identify the categories of 

grandparents who reside in 

Ireland today; 

| To discover issues that are 

pertinent to grandparents 

that might be addressed by 

legislation or social policy to 

enhance their roles or meet 

their needs; 

| To recognise the important 

role played by some grand- 

parents in the lives of their 
grandchildren. 

The Grandparents 

58 grandparents (44 grand- 

mothers and 14 grandfathers) 

were interviewed using qualita- 

tive interview techniques. The 

objective of the study was to 

obtain the views of grandpar- 

ents from their own perspec- 

tive. A questionnaire was also 

used to obtain the demograph- 

ic details of the grandparents. 

The grandparents ranged from 

40 to 92 years of age. Half of 

the sample was widowed and 

the majority had educationally 

not gone further than Primary 

Certificate level. Almost one- 

third of the grandparents had a 

disability. 

The grandparents had, on aver- 

age, 10 grandchildren and over 

one-quarter of these grandpar- 

ents had great-grandchildren. 

Most grandparents lived within 

10 miles of their grandchildren 

and, on average, saw most of 

them at least once a week. A 

small percentage had _ their 

grandchild living with them or 

they lived in a granny flat 

owned by one of their children.
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One-third of the grandparents 

had some grandchildren who 

lived abroad. 

Feelings on Becoming a 

Grandparent 

The most prevalent response 

was delight, but other respons- 

es were pleased, neutral, feeling 

old and = shock/horror. The 

grandparents who experienced 

shock and horror had grand- 

children born out of wedlock 

and some to teenage parents. 

The majority of grandparents, 

even those who reported initial 

shock and horror, said that 

being a grandparent was a 

source of great joy to them. 

Many said that their first grand- 

child was special and that they 

had a particular bond with that 

child. 

Roles and Relationships 

Six different kinds of caring for 

grandchildren were identified, 

from in-house parent absent to 

occasional care. The most 

prevalent type of caring was 

done in blocks of time when 

parents were on holiday or dur- 

ing the grandchildren’s school 

holidays. Grandmothers were 

more likely to care for their 

grandchildren, and grandfa- 

thers usually did so in the com- 

pany of their spouses. Some 

grandparents, who engaged in 

considerable care giving, said 

that this could be tiring. 

Grandparents engaged in both 

active and passive activities with 

their grandchildren. It appeared 

that, as grandchildren matured, 

grandfathers became more 

involved and engaged in activi- 

ties with them. Most grandpar- 

ents received visits from their 

grandchildren but bi-directional 

and visits to grandchildren were 

less prevalent. 
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Some grandparents were or 

had been denied access to their 

grandchildren, usually after sep- 

aration or divorce. This was, 

and for some, continued to be a 

very painful experience, espe- 

cially when milestone events 

such as First Communion and 

Confirmation took place in their 

absence. These grandparents 

experienced the courts and the 

adversarial nature of custody 

and access battles as painful 

and inappropriate. 

Over a quarter of grandparents 

said that they were loath to 

interfere in their children’s lives, 

particularly in relation to chil- 

drearing, even if they consid- 

ered their children’s parenting 

style contrary to their own. 

Some grandparents, who had 

grandchildren in families in 

which both parents worked, 

said that these grandchildren 

wielded the power in the fami- 

ly. 

Wishes and Concerns 

When they were asked about 

their wishes and concerns for 

their grandchildren’s future, 

their main wish was a stable 

family background for them. 

The majority of grandparents 

worried about the growing 

problem of drug and alcohol 

abuse in Irish — society. 

Grandparents from a diverse 

set of circumstances had other 

wishes and concerns, which 

mostly revolved around a more 

equitable system of resolving 

custody and access problems in 

relationship breakdowns. 

Grandparents who had non- 

legal custody of their grandchil- 

dren worried that they would 

be removed from them and 

placed in less favourable cir- 

cumstances (e.g. returned to an 

abusive or neglectful parent). 

Types of Grandparents 

There are many different kinds 

of grandparents in Ireland 

today. This study identified five 

different categories of grand- 

parents many of whom could 

be helped to enjoy the experi- 

ence of grandparenthood more 

fully by interventions from the 

State or voluntary organisa- 

tions. These categories were 

non-involved, custodial, pro- 

scribed and conscientious 

grandparents. A further catego- 

ry identified and named by 

some of the grandparents was 

"supergrans", who have all the 

qualities of conscientious grand- 

parents but additionally engage 

in an egalitarian, reciprocally 

supportive and fun-loving rela- 

tionship with their grandchil- 

dren. 

Major Findings 

Two results from this study, not 

mentioned previously in Irish or 

international literature = on 

grandparents, were (a) there 

may be a shift in the balance of 

power in the family and (b) 

strong family bonds exist and 

were possibly related to the 

geographical proximity of kin in 

this country. 

A Shift in the Balance of 

Power in the Family? 

Over one-quarter of the grand- 

parents in this study claimed 

they would not interfere in their 

children’s lives, especially rela- 

tive to child rearing and disci- 

pline. Their perception of the 

parents and grandparents of 

yesteryear was that they were 

formidable and a dominant 

influence on family life, includ- 

ing their grandchildren. A fur- 

ther shift may be on the way, 

according to some of the 

grandparents. They perceived 

their grandchildren as being or
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becoming the dominant mem- 

bers of the household. They 

attributed this shift in the bal- 

ance of power to both parents 

working and the guilt they 

might feel because their chil- 

dren were cared for by child- 

minders or were in créches. 

Grandparents said that when 

working parents arrived home 

in the evening, they were too 

tired to interact with their chil- 

dren, felt guilty and compensat- 

ed by acquiescing to their 

demands. These two factors 

have led to a shift in power 

from parent to child in these 

families. 

Strong Family Bonds 

Close geographical proximity 

between many grandparents 

and grandchildren led to fre- 

quent contact which gave great 

joy to most grandparents. The 

phenomenon of close geo- 

graphical proximity may be 

unique to Ireland and certainly 

did not appear in literature 

from other countries to any 

great extent. Unfortunately, 

with the housing crisis and 

growing traffic density, the 

close proximity and frequent 

contact patterns of grandpar- 

ents and grandchildren might 

be about to change. 

With increasing geographical 

distance the ability of grandpar- 

ents to act as childminders 

diminishes, thus adding to the 

problem of childminding for 

families in which both parents 

work. This will also create a 

problem for the State if it can- 

not rely on grandparents to 

step into the breach in the 

absence of formal childminding 

facilities. 

Another feature of the extend- 

ed family in Ireland was the 

number of grandparents who 

had = grandchildren _ living 

abroad, but with recent trends 

in the Irish economy and 

increases in the return of Irish 

citizens living abroad, this 

might be the last generation to 

experience this phenomenon 

on such a scale. 

Social Policy Issues 

A unique feature of this 

research, not found in the inter- 

national literature, was asking 

grandparents about their wish- 

es and concerns for themselves 

and their grandchildren for the 

future. Several major social pol- 

icy issues and implications arose 

out of these grandparents’ reac- 

tions to the prompt of their 

being promoted to a 

Government Minister. These 

issues can be classified into 

general laws, social policies and 

practices and those which were 

particular to grandparents in 

diverse circumstances. 

Issues Relevant to 

Grandparents: 

That grandparents considered 

their value as a resource, their 

importance within the family 

and their contribution to society 

needs recognition, may indicate 

that they consider that these 

issues were currently ignored in 

Irish society. They intimated that 

they had more to offer where 

both parents may be working 

outside the home. Certainly, 

with the issue of childminding 

for working parents reaching 

crisis proportions, more 

thought might be given to har- 

nessing grandparents as a 

resource in a more systematic 

way. From the recommenda- 

tions made by grandparents it 

would seem that many of them 

consider their talents under- 

utilised. However, it is clear that 

there is also the need to protect 
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grandparents from being 

exploited. 

The grandparents believe there 

is a lack of respect for them 

emanating from some govern- 

ment departments and agen- 

cies. This lack was illustrated in 

grandparents being unable to 

discover exactly what their legal 

and social rights were and 

through being subjected to 

inappropriate comments by 

State employees. Rural grand- 

parents had specific recom- 

mendations that their transport 

difficulties be addressed by the 

provision of adequate rural 

transportation systems either in 

the form of buses or a sub- 

sidised taxi service. Rural med- 

ical emergency transportation 

was also considered by these 

grandparents to be in need of 

improvement. Finally, grand- 

parents wanted improvements 

in their pensions and other 

schemes (i.e. fuel allowances) to 

make their lives more comfort- 

able. 

Issues Relevant to 

Grandchildren: 

The need for quality education 

for all Irish children was a policy 

mentioned by many grandpar- 

ents. They recommended 

courses currently not on the 

curriculum (e.g. driving and 

swimming lessons) and a 

greater input by schools in 

informing students about the 

dangers of drug abuse. They 

considered quality education of 

prime importance in improving 

the lives of their grandchildren. 

In an Ireland where drug abuse 

is rife and after school some 

children are unsupervised 

because both parents work, the 

provision of after school activi- 

ties is a social policy issue 

grandparents consider impor- 

tant. Indeed, some grandpar- 
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ents, especially grandfathers, 

may be willing to assist in pro- 

viding or supervising these 

activities. After school activities 

may also be a way of promot- 

ing surrogate grandparenting 

in which older people mentor 

the younger generation and 

pass on skills (e.g. baking, car- 

pentry, needlework, leather- 

work, etc.) which otherwise may 

be lost. The neglect of some 

children by our society was a 

policy issue mentioned by 

some grandparents. These 

areas of neglect included chil- 

dren’s health, homelessness 

and the sexual abuse of chil- 

dren, especially those who were 

homeless. 

Issues Relevant to Both 

Grandparents and 

Grandchildren: 

Social policy issues grandpar- 

ents mentioned under this 

heading concerned health, 

emergency services, housing, 

financial difficulties and legal 

disputes. Grandparents want 

mediation rather than the 

courts to try to resolve matters 

of access, custody and what 

may be malicious allegations 

made by warring parents. They 

were also adamant that the 

interests and wishes of the child 

in any family disputes must be 

paramount. 

Specific Policy Issues 

Most of the specific policy cen- 

tred around legal issues, many 

of which arose out of changes 

related to divorce, separation, 

single parenthood and teenage 

pregnancy. 

Issues Relevant to Marital 

Breakdown, Divorce and 

Separation: 

Changes in Irish society in this 
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area impacted heavily on 

grandparents. Divorce, especial- 

ly in sons’ families, sometimes 

led to grandparents being 

denied access to their grand- 

children and considerable legal 

wrangling that caused _bitter- 

ness. These grandparents 

believe considerable legislation 

is needed on access for separat- 

ed parents and grandparents. 

Based on their experiences of 

the courts and social workers, 

they thought that many short- 

comings in family law matters 

needed to be addressed with 

urgency. 

Issues Relevant to Single 
and Teenage Parenthood: 

Changes in sexual mores have 

led to a substantial increase in 

single and teenage parenthood. 

Grandparents whose children 

were single parents contributed 

substantially to their grandchil- 

dren’s care. 

Grandparents whose children 

were teenage parents consider 

they become parents again in 

middle age. These grandpar- 

ents, together with those whose 

children were involved in mari- 

tal breakdown, see the need for 

considerable and urgent 

changes in the law and social 

policy. 

Issues Relevant to the 

Travelling Community: 

These grandparents worry that 

social exclusion, poor housing 

and racism will negatively 

impact upon the lives of their 

grandchildren. They believe 

that their community should be 

involved in choice of where 

they and how they should live. 

Additionally, they believe that 

racism and exclusion towards 

Travellers needs to be eradicat- 

ed. 

Main Implications for 

Social Policy 

Social policy issues which 

emerged strongly from this 

study were: 

_| Parenting programmes are 

required to assist working 

parents with the perceived 

guilt they feel on leaving chil- 

dren in day care while they 

work 

_) Out-of-school and after 

school initiatives should be 

provided to assist working 

parents 

The Family Mediation 

Service should offer assis- 

tance to grandparents when 

couples separate to help 

them tron out visitation with 

their grandchildren 

_! Some Government 

Departments need to 

strengthen their customer 

information service and also 

ensure that customers are 

treated with esteem and their 

dignity is not eroded while 

seeking assistance 

_| More research on the roles 

and needs of grandparents 

living in diverse circum- 

stances 

Some Implications for 

Policy and Practice in 

Childcare 

The main implication of this 

preliminary study is that those 

responsible for policy and prac- 

tice in childcare should adopt a 

wider approach, which includes 

the extended family. Clearly the 

main focus of childcare work is 

on children but this must be 

complemented by a wider and 

more horizontal approach 

which gives more attention to 

the context and network of rela- 

tionships in which children live. 

This need for a wider approach 

applies to people working with
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many different age groups, so 
let me start with people work- 
ing with older people. 
Traditionally, work with "the 
elderly", that supposedly deper- 
sonalised homogenous group, 
segregates them and _ treats 
them as a separate group. This 
study suggests that such a tra- 
ditional approach does not 
reflect the attitudes and experi- 
ences of older people. In this 
report grandparents were just 
as concerned with their children 
and grandchildren as them- 
selves. So, treating older people 
as a separate group does not 
reflect their reality. People work- 
ing with older people must 
make more conscious efforts to 
co-operate with people working 
with other groups. For those 
older people who have few rel- 
atives or friends or little or no 
contact with children or 
younger people, our approach 
should be to help them to 
reconnect with younger people. 
For example, Leo Hallissey, 
Principal of Letterfrack National 
School has for some years 
organised an annual event in 
which the school children cele- 
brate Christmas with their 
grandparents and their older 
friends. He hopes that such 
events might be replicated 
throughout the country so that 
children retain contact with and 
acknowledge the support they 
get from older friends. 

A similar approach has to be 
adopted by those working with 
children so that children are 
seen within the wider context of 
their families and extended 
families. Judging by this report 
a limited focus on children 
themselves would exclude key 
relationships with grandparents 
and other family members who 
may provide critical personal 
and social support for children. 

This wider approach implies 
much more emphasis on multi- 
disciplinary and multi-agency 
co-operation so that workers 
focusing on particular client 
groups can have ready access 
to and support from people 
working with other groups. Our 
vertical approach to health and 
social services has to be com- 
plemented by horizontal co- 
operation and joint working. 
Such multi-disciplinary working 
is rare enough because all parts 
of the health and social services 
are facing increasing demands 
and have limited resources. 
Nevertheless, we need to devel- 
op such multi-disciplinary think- 
ing and practice over the next 
few years. One important way 
in which we might do this is by 
encouraging multi-disciplinary 
training or at least include with- 
in pre-professional and in-serv- 
ice training some modules relat- 
ing to the needs and circum- 
stances of other groups. 

Age Action Ireland is concerned 
about the general lack of 
emphasis on ageing and older 
people in social work and social 
care courses. Although there 
has been increasing demands 
for at least some individual lec- 
tures and workshops, much of 
this has been on an ad-hoc 
basis. A more systematic 
approach towards multi-discipli- 
nary training has to be devel- 
oped for people working within 
the health and social services. 

Social Policy 

The development of social poli- 
cies, including the provision of 
staffing and financial budgets 
are determined on a_ vertical 
basis with the focus on the sep- 
arate needs of different client 
groups. This reflects our tradi- 
tional way of thinking and 
working and maybe the only 
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way in which social policy can 
be developed at the present 
time without major changes in 
the structures and decision 
making procedures. But | look 
forward to the time when chil- 
dren’s legislation and the 
National Children’s Strategy are 
complemented by legislation 
and strategic policies that give 
the same rights to all citizens 
including older people and 
their carers. 

Because of this vertical 
approach to social policy, cam- 
Ppaigning by __ professional 
groups and voluntary organisa- 
tions is also done in a segregat- 
ed way. For example, in recent 
years there has been a very 
successful campaign for more 
childcare and a well organised 
lobbying movement focusing 
on child poverty. To some 
extent this campaigning has 
been successful but | am con- 
cerned that its narrow focus 
allows Government to divide 
and rule organisations working 
for different client groups. | 
would much prefer to see a co- 
ordinated campaign to provide 
care for all groups of people 
requiring it and for a campaign 
against poverty as experienced 
by all groups. 

Such a co-ordinated campaign 
might encourage more joined 
up thinking in Government and 
in the voluntary sector, and 
meet the expressed wishes of 
the grandparents in this study. 
For comments, further informa- 
tion and copies of the study, 
please contact: 

Robin Webster, 

Age Action Ireland, 
30/31 Lower Camden Street, 
Dublin 2, 

Tel 01 475 6989 

Fax 01 475 6011 or 

e-mail ceo@ageaction.ie 
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Facilitator(s) Course Title Location Date(s) Duration 

  

Mary Carr Best Practice in 

Facilitating a 

Parenting Course Dublin 12 April Day (6Hrs) 

  

Bridie Clancy Integrating Children 

with Differing Needs Kildare 25 April Day (6Hrs) 

  

Mary Daly Self-Esteem & Children Dublin 10 May Day (6Hrs) 

  

Eunice Brown Clarke Understanding 

Stages of Development Dublin 24 May Day (6Hrs) 

  

Maria Ruane Understanding 

Children’s 

Behaviour Dublin 14 June Day (6Hrs) 

  

Paula Bermingham Staff Supervision 

& Support Dublin 21 June Day (6Hrs) 

  

Sandra Loftus A Multicultural 

Approach to 

Creative Activities in 

Child Care Settings Donegal 5 July Day (6Hrs) 

  

Carmel McNamee An Introduction 

to High/Scope Dublin 19 July Day (6Hrs) 

  

Deirdre Ni Argain Experiencing 

Art through the 

Eyes of a Child Limerick 2 August Day (6Hrs) 

  

Carmel O'Neill Stress Management Wicklow 23 August Day (6Hrs) 

  

Carmel McNamee Play & Child 

Development Dublin 20 Sept Day (6Hrs) 

  

Bridie Clancy Integrating Children 

with Differing Needs Dublin 17 Oct Day (6Hrs) 

  

Mary Daly Self-Esteem & Children Cork 15 Nov Day (6Hrs) 

  

Deirdre Ni Argain   Experiencing Art 

through the Eyes of a Child   Cork   6 Dec   Day (6Hrs) 

  

  

  

For further information and booking form contact 

Martina Dumpleton, Administrative Officer, NCRC 

Tel: 01 4530355 Ext. 213 Fax: 01 4530300. e-mail: martina.dumpleton@barnardos.ie
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CHILDLINKS SUBSCRIPTION FORM 

Name: 
  

  

Organisation: 

Address: 
  

  

Tel: Fax: E-mail:   

  

Method of Payment: Cheque [_] Postal Order [_] Credit Card [] 

Cardholder name Expiry date ___/ nee,   

Cardholder address 
  

  

Visa [] Mastercard [] = Number CITC SAGER PEARS ee 

Signed Date 
ry, 

Kt Please return completed form to: 
National Children's Resource Centre, Barnardos, Christchurch Square, Dublin 8 
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