JASON SCHMIDT

New Ways

to Create
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Parent-to-Parent Support
Groups Are the Nineties
Answer to Extended Family

by Melinda Blau
fter moving with
her family to a
new community
on Staten Island,
New York, Susan
Schaub Raisch
felt lonely. She knew no one
and had no family nearby.
“It’s not like the old days
when you had Grandma liv-
ing upstairs,” says Schaub
Raisch, a public relations
consultant and mother of
four. So, she invited some
other mothers in the neigh-
borhood over for coffee.
Ten years later, that cof-
fee hour has percolated into
the strongest of parenting
support networks. Members
pick up each other’s kids
from soccer games, cele-
brate holidays together, and
provide moral support dur-
ing trying times. When
Schaub Raisch’s fourth child
was born prematurely with
respiratory distress syn-
drome, other families in the
network rushed in to ex-
press their concern, take
care of her older children,
and make a candlelight din-
ner for her and her hus-
band, Ken. “I felt like I was
repaid tenfold for getting
the group started,” Schaub
Raisch says gratefully.

child

Multiply that success sto-
ry by thousands, and you get
a picture of how parents to-
day are revitalizing the con-
cept of “neighborhood” and
redefining “family.” Parent-
ing support groups are one
of the fastest-growing cate-
gories of support groups in
the country, says Lynn Poo-
ley, senior program develop-
ment specialist at the Fami-
ly Resource Coalition in
Chicago. And groups aren’t
the only form of parent sup-
port. Every day, hundreds of
cyberspace moms and dads
plug in to help solve each
others’ problems on Prodigy,
Compuserve, and America
Online. Millions more turn

To start, select, or improve
a parenting network, keep
these ideas in mind.
Limit the number of
members. In groups of
five to eight, everyone gets
a chance to participate.
Determine a goal. A
clearly defined pur-
pose, such as sharing ex-
periences and feelings
about being new mothers,
helps members to bond
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Mother and child reunion: Playgroups offer a refreshing

chance to socialize with other parent-and-child pairs.

to parenting publications,
ranging from newsstand
magazines to newsletters to
small-budget “zines,” like the
Oakland, California-based
Hip Mama (see “Parent Sup-
port on Paper,” page 106).
Breaking through the
loneliness and isolation of
parenting is perhaps the
most compelling reason
why today’s moms and dads
are reaching out for sup-
port as never before. Until
he started a playgroup for
other home-based dads of
preschoolers, “I felt like I
was the only one out there,”

5 Steps to a Successful Support Group

and make a commitment.
“» Meet consistently.
Scheduling specific
days, times, and locations
improves attendance.
Make sure everyone
in the discussion
group gets a chance to
talk. One approach: Go
around the room and give
each person a turn to
speak up. Another ap-
proach is to set aside time

says John Wengler, a father
of a 3- and a 5-year-old in
Winnetka, Illinois. “The
playgroup has completely
changed my outlook and job
satisfaction.” Busy parents
may also seek help from
other group members in the
form of babysitting, car-
pooling, or help in a family
emergency. And many
moms and dads who regu-
larly plug into parenting fo-
rums in cyberspace are
looking for information, ad-
vice, or just reassurance
from other networkers that
they’re on the right track.

at the end of the meeting
to ask if anyone needs to
discuss an issue.
Pinpoint specific dis-
cussion topics for
each meeting. The ideas
should come from group
members, in order to en-
sure that the members’
biggest parental concerns
are being addressed at
every get-together.
—Glenn Michael Gordon
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You may think the formula in
the hospital gift pack is a recom-
mendation from your doctor or the
hospital. The truth is, it most often
comes from a manufacturer who
has a contract with the hospital,
plain and simple.

It may or may not be right for
your baby, and shouldn't keep you
from considering other formulas:
More important, it shouldn't dis-
suade you from breastfeeding or
influence when you stop.

If you're considering using a
formula, make an informed
decision by getting all the facts.
And as always, talk to your health
care professional. Then you'll know.
if it's a gift worth keeping.

For more information on choos-
ing a formula that's right for your
baby, call Carnation Nutritional
Products’ Consumer Affairs at
1-800-782-7766, ext. 121.

new family

You can begin by
asking yourself what
kind of support system
will best serve your situ-
ation. If you’re an em-
ployed parent with little
time for group activities
but all the right comput-
er stuff, you might de-
cide to join a “plugged-in”
community (see “Cyber
Moms, Cyber Dads,”
page 108). If you're eager
for more help in print,
check out “Parent Sup-
port on Paper” (below).
And if you want to join
a face-to-face support
group, there are several
variations to choose
from. Here are a few.
Playgroups. Mothers
have long known the
benefit of playgroups,
which may meet at
members’ houses or in a
central place in the com-
munity. News of a group

On a roll: These moms are getting the parenting sup-
port they need while taking care of their babies.

is often spread by word
of mouth, but you might
also call the local Y, com-
munity center, church,
or synagogue about play-
groups. Playgroups offer
a refreshing chance for
both you and your child

to socialize with other
parent-and-child pairs.
While the kids play, you
get to observe your child
with other children. You
might get a chance to
swap parenting advice,
too. You’ll find, however,

that since your kids are
with you, you can count
on your conversations
being interrupted often.
Self-help groups. These
groups generally meet
outside the home and
are for adults only, al-

from recipes for French toast to
thoughtful ideas on raising multiracial
kids. Here’s a sampling of what’s out there.

Parent publications offer everything

MotherShip is a quar-
terly newsletter from a
network of mothers’

clubs in the San Fran-
o cisco Bay area; $25;
~ ' Jennifer Walton, PO.
‘ Box 169, Concord,
= * CA 94522-0169.
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Hip hip
hooray! There
are “zines” for
parents, too.

Parent Support on Paper

Welcome Home is a
journal published each
month for home-based
mothers; $18; 8310A
0ld Courthouse Rd.,
Vienna, VA 22182 or
(800) 783-4MOM.

Hip Mama is a quar-
terly “zine” geared to
younger and single
moms, blended and
multiracial families;
four issues are $12 to
$20 (you decide how
much you can afford);
P.O. Box 9097, Oak-
land, CA 94613.
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Reyaoles Wrap
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These hearty sandwiches are too
much for a sandwich bag. So
wrap them fresh and tight in

Reynolds Wrap® aluminum foil.

NUTTY HAM AND CHEESE
1 sub roll (8-inch), 2 leaves curly lettuce
4 oz sliced ham

2 slices Swiss cheese,
halved diagonally

% cup alfalfa sprouts

Reynolds Wrap
aluminum foil

3 Tbsp cream cheese,
softened

2 Tbsp coarsely
chopped pecans

2 Tbsp chopped green
onion

% tsp garlic salt

Combine cream cheese, pecans, green onion and
garlic salt; spread on roll. Layer ingredients in order
listed. Wrap in Reynolds Wrap aluminum foil.

SMOKEHOUSE CALIFORNIAN

2 slices whole grain 2 slices Cheddar
bread cheese

2 Tbhsp mayonnaise 2 slices cooked

1 Thsp thick & chunky ~turkey bacon
salsa, drained % nllpdium avocado,
slice

6 fresh spinach leaves
2 slices tomato 51?1};;1?1’113;1 V‘gﬁp
3 oz sliced smoked turkey

G661 OWHO

Combine mayonnaise and salsa; spread on bread.

Layer ingredients in order listed. Wrap in
Reynolds Wrap aluminum foil.

Reyna/d:

Y ouaLITy ALuRNG

MG,qi} /

Reynolds has it all wrapped up.

new family

though some may pro-
vide babysitting in a sep-
arate room while the
meeting is going on.
Before you join,
make sure you under-
stand the group’s goals
(see “5 Steps to a Suc-
cessful Support Group,”
page 105). The group’s
focus might be on sharing
information, socializing,
participating in commu-
nity action, or a mixture
of all of the above.
Many groups are
also geared to handling
specific parenting chal-
lenges. “When we left
the hospital, we had no
information, no support,”
says Sally Schaub
Rivero, who is Susan
Schaub Raisch’s sister
and the mother of a 7-
year-old with cerebral
palsy in Vero Beach,
Florida. But since she
and husband Andy
joined the local branch of
the Family Network on
Disabilities of Florida,
“It’s like having a whole

you might consider do-
ing what Schaub Raisch
did, and round up some
likely parents for coffee.
Spread the word at the
playground, the library’s

professional’s office. “Of
course, peer support is
fine, but if you have the
blind leading the blind,
you could be in trouble,”
says Alvin Poussaint,

Good news travels fast: Mothers often hear about
playgroups from other moms in the community.

story hour, or any place
where you’re likely to
bump into other parents.

. Cyber Moms, Cyber Dads

Need parenting support fast? Thousands of parents
are turning to these on-line parenting forums:
® America Online covers health, education, and more;
$9.95 per month for five hours; (800) 827-6364.
e CompuServe offers bedtime stories; $9.95 a month
plus $4.80 per hour; (800) 524-3388, ext. 664.
@ Prodigy has tips on daycare, siblings, and more;
$9.95 per month plus $4.80 per hour; (800) PRODIGY.
—Liza Hyland and Karen Loftus

M.D., a professor of psy-
chiatry at Harvard Uni-
versity in Cambridge,
Massachusetts.

No group is per-
fect. “But joining
one is a way for
overworked, over-
whelmed parents
to reclaim healthy
authority,” says
Ron Taffel, Ph.D.,
a New York City-
based family thera-
pist. “It’s good for
our children to see

bunch of sisters and
brothers to help you get
through it all,” she says.

Some parenting sup-
port groups are so orga-
nized, they routinely
bring in guest speakers.
Others stress compan-
ionship over infor-
mation. If you want to
start a self-help group in
your own community,

Groups led by experts.
These groups offer par-
ent support as well as ex-
pert guidance, and are
often advertised in par-
enting publications and
on community bulletin
boards. In this type of
group, a mental-health
professional is on hand
at some or all meetings,
which may be held at the

us reaching out to
each other,” adds Schaub
Raisch. They learn that
it’s okay to question, ex-
press fears, reach for
help in time of trouble,
and offer help to others
who need it, too. m

Award-winning Child
contributing editor Melinda
Blau lives in Northampton,
Massachusetts.
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