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Single Parenting:
Building Strong Families

What isafamily?

In earlier times, we used theword family to mean abiologica
mother and father and their children. Today’sfamiliescomein alot of
differentvarieties:

* Mary and her son, Jog, livewith Mary’ssister, Sue and
Sue's two children. They areafamily.

» Johnand Karenmarried last year. John’schildrenlive
with hisformer wife, but Karen'schildrenare
livingwith John and Karen. They areafamily.

» Barbaraliveswith her two daughters. They areafamily.

* Lisaand Marionarelesbian partnersinacommitted
relationshipwholivewith Lisa'sdaughter and son. They areafamily.

Familiesteach children how to actintheworld. Family memberscarefor each other and giveloveand warmth,
especidly during difficult times. Familiesprovide shelter and food and financia support.

Any family type canbe*thebest” aslong asthere’'scaring and support among family members.

All families have problems

Even afamily that looks perfect to othersmay not seem that way to thefamily members. Someoneinthefamily
could belondly or sad. A family member might beill, suffering an addiction, doing badly in school, or spending
too much timeat work. Family membersmight argue.

Familieshandle problemsdifferently. Problemsarelike bumpsinthe road whenyou’ redriving. Somedriversgo
around them, sometry to go over them, and someignore them. Although there may be differencesin how
familiesrespond to problems, strong families acknowledge and deal with their problemsand moveon.

Traitsof a strong family
Strong familiessharemany of the samequalities. You can develop thefollowing traitsthat help familiesbecome
strong.



Show love and affection. No matter what children say or do, children need to know their parentslove them.
For example, aparent may recognize hisor her children’sefforts, evenwhen onechild getsall “A”sand the
other gets“ C’sand “D”s. These children know they’ reloved even though they have different strengthsand
weaknesses. And if children make mistakes, parentscan let them know they’ reloved asthey help them
discover how to learn from the mistake.

Strong families show caring in many ways. Family memberssay to each other “1 loveyou.” or “1’m happy we're
inthisfamily together.” They givehugsand show affectionin other small ways. They may call each other
nicknames. They enjoy remembering family stories.

Therearemany waysto show your loveto your children. Other familieshavefound theseideashelpful.

. Ask your childto pick anumber between oneand three, then kissher that many times.
. Go for walkstogether.

. Draw ahappy face onyour child’snapkin at lunch.

. Haveaspecia apronfor your child to usewhen he/she helpsto set or clear thetable.

. Haveasing-alonginthecar.

. Snuggletogether inaspecia chair and talk about theday’ sactivities.
. K eep ascrapbook together.
. Read to your child or have him/her read to you.

Buildtrust. Strong familiesbuild trusting rel ationships by following through with promises. For example,
because she promised to read with her daughter before bed, Jane decides not to do the laundry after dinner so
shehastimefor her daughter. Seventeen-year-old Juan showshisfather he' strustworthy by meeting hiscurfew.

Strong familiesalso recognize that trust can be mended. For example, Mariaforgot to start dinner before her
mom came homefrom work. Mom explained that starting dinner hel psto savetime. It also showsthat Mariais
responsi ble and independent. Her mom then asked Mariato start dinner for the next evening.

Showyou’ recommitted. Strong familiesfed likeateam. They sharetraditionslike having afamily picnic
every July 4th, taking wal ks after dinner, or making aspecial breakfast ontheweekend. Family members show
commitment to thefamily by making timefor family eventsand making sacrifices. With limited freetime, this
involvesnot doing something for themselvesin order to havetimefor family activities.

Family memberslearn about family history. Parents might share photographsand tell storiesabout relatives
immigratingtotheU.S,, surviving awar, or growing upinasmall town. A parent may describeher own
childhood. Children and parentstalk about fun timesand hard timesthey’ ve had together.

Communicate. Membersof strong familiestalk to one another about important decisionsand daily plans. They
discussfedingsaswell asday to day activitiesat school or work. When thereare conflicts, strong familiestake
timeto cool down beforeresponding. They don’t bottle up their anger or let it get out of hand. They talk about
possible solutionsto their problems. Then they work together to carry out the best solution. They learnto ask
open-ended questionslike, “ Can you tell mewhat happened with your teacher?” instead of closing off
communication by saying, “ You need tolearn to respect adults!”



Participatein thecommunity. Strong familiesareinvolvedin their neighborhoods and communities. They
know they can get help from neighborsand servicesintheir communities. Familiesmay join sportsteams, use
thelibrary, volunteer, or have neighborhood parties. Family membersmight join aparenting support group or a
task forceto prevent crime.

Growthrough crises. All familiesexperience crises. Strong families use these experiencesto learn and grow.
They know even bad experiences can bring about good changes and help them to become closer. They look for
thepositiveinajobloss, divorce, illnessor other crisis. They admit problemsinstead of hiding them. They seek
help when needed.

Spend timetogether. Strong families spend timetogether - talking, reading, playing games, taking walks, or
cooking specia dinners. Some specia timesinvolve closeness, likereading agood-night story and tucking
childreninto bedwith akiss.

Encourageeach other. Membersof strong families encourage each other. Children may encouragetheir
parentsto becomeinvolved inahobby or to quit smoking. Parents may encouragetheir childrentotry out for a
team or submit apoem to the school newspaper.

Havefun asafamily. Strong familiesknow that having funisvery important, and they make plansto havefun
together. They may plan family tripsor parties. Having fun doesn’'t haveto cost alot of money. Familiescan
havefun on hikes, at the beach or playing volleyball inthe backyard. Strong familiesknow that laughter is
important. They use humor to hel p reduce stress. Family memberslaugh with one another, not at one another.
Positive humor hasgrest influencesonthefamily socialy, emotionally, andintellectualy.

Herearesomeideasfor family funtime:

Athome:

* Readtogether.

* Makeaspecia mea onceaweek.

» Play gameswith children (cards, board of computer gamesfor inside; croquet, Frisbee, badminton,
skating, or softball for outside).

Plant agarden together.

Gothrough old snapshots.

Invitefriendsover and dance.

Build traditionsto cel ebrate holidays.

Inyour neighborhood:

* Vigtlocd higoricd stes.

Useyour library.

Takeawalk together.

Gotoaball game.

Haveapotluck dinner with your neighbors.

Inyour community:

» Vidtsomeplaceswhereyour children havegoneonfieldtrips.
* Gofighing.

»  Watchthenewspaper for freeeventsinyour area.

» Dovolunteer work together asafamily.




Making your family stronger through family meetings

Family meetingsare agreat way to bring your family together, set some gods, and solve problems. Set asidea
timewhen you can connect for 15 to 30 minutes each week. For many families, right after dinner or before
bedtimeisagood meeting time. Use meetingsto make plans, work out conflictsand decide on jobs, rolesand
rulesinyour home.

When your family meets, work to solve problemsin positiveways. Listen to all family members. Whenyou and
your children spesk, try not to blame others. Respect thefedlings of everyoneinyour family.

If your childrenliveintwo homes, remember that lifein the other homemay bedifferent. Talk with your children
about the different family rulesand responsibilities. Remember, asyou attempt to set rulesand solve problems,
it' simportant to be clear and explainwhy rulesexist.

Balance family time and time with others

Everyone needstimewith thefamily, but we a so need other people. Get to know other familieswith similar
interests. Join community eventslikefund-raisers, school activitiesor sports. With apencil and blank piece of
paper, writedown waysyou will strengthen your family thisweek and thismonth.
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