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P.A.I.R. (Parenting Assets and Improvement Review), 

A Strength-based and Problem-solving Model of 

Family Evaluations Using UpToParents.org

Click HERE for a 35-minute video stream on use of 

UpToParents.org in GAL and other evaluations
This short paper is offered to help focus family evaluations on parental strengths and problem-solving rather than on parental deficits and fault-finding.  For the sake of simplicity, I’ll refer to GALs, though my recommendations are equally applicable to the work of all evaluative family professionals. 
I propose that protecting the best interests of children in divorce, postdivorce, and paternity cases obligates professionals to withhold use of even time-honored processes if those processes are likely to produce more harm than good for children and families.  While this proposition seems self-evident, I think its observation can be impaired by professionals’ training in, and reflexive use of, excessively invasive investigations and reports.  

Certainly ingrained in the law is a dedication to determining truth, assigning fault and responsibility, and fashioning legal remedies.  This dedication often extends to the use of exhaustive investigative tools to serve those ends.  But what if children’s interests in particular cases have little relationship to legal truth, legal fault-finding, or legal rulings?  And what if the pursuit of those values, however prized they are in the law, actually immerse parents in a forensic battle that itself injures families’ functioning and children’s best interests?

This, I submit, is precisely what is at issue in the often uncritical use of investigative and evaluative processes by GALs and other professionals.

For present purposes, it’s enough to say that certainly GALs, and any other professionals explicitly charged with protecting the best interests of children, should tailor their processes to serve children’s best interests.  And, when professionals’ processes are in conflict with children’s best interests, the latter should control.

Because of their limited benefits and because of their pronounced tendency to harm the working relationship between co-parents, evaluations and advisory reports to courts should, whenever possible, take the form of educating parents on the many advantages of building (and ways to build) a good co-parenting relationship.  Advisory reports can be submitted, but they may be necessary only if parents fail to make necessary progress in ensuring safety, reducing conflict, and building cooperation for the sake of children.
Experience has taught me that most parents sent for GAL or custody evaluations have not had the benefit of effective educational or counseling interventions that could have helped them build better co-parenting relationships.  And, almost all those parents received heavy doses of what I would consider “negative assistance,” often in the form of unnecessary (and unnecessarily uncivil) litigation.

I submit that competent GALs should lead in remedying this injustice by affording parents fair access and referrals to some combination of the following:

a. UpToParents.org and ProudToParent.org

b. good co-parenting education (including, if needed, a high-conflict class)

c. counseling

d. mediation

e. parenting coordination.
Accordingly, I propose what may be called a “Parenting Assets and Improvement Review” (P.A.I.R.) that emphasizes parents’ strengths as much as their deficits and their capacity to cooperate better in the future as much as their current grievances with each other.  To understand a key component of this kind of child-focused GAL work, I recommend that all GALs acquaint themselves with www.UpToParents.org, both by doing the work on the site as a hypothetical parent in a divorce and by spending at least a couple hours on the “Parents Corner” and “Professionals Corner” links.

And, to animate the untapped capacity and inclination of parents to do well, I suggest that GALs do at least the following in a typical divorce or paternity case:

1. Ensure that the court, attorneys, and parents all understand that the P.A.I.R. approach is substantially different from other GAL approaches and other family evaluations, specifically in its focus on parents’ strengths and demand that parents work to cooperate more effectively.  (See the attached memo.)  

2. Meet with the parents separately at the start of the GAL’s involvement to explain their chance and obligation to improve their co-parenting.

3. Refer parents in divorce cases to www.UpToParents.org and parents in paternity cases to www.ProudToParent.org. 

4. Refer parents to the Parenting Assets and Improvement Review (P.A.I.R.) Intake Booklets (see below) and use parents’ work there to guide a fair consideration of the parental strengths that ultimately will have to protect and raise their children.

5. Reserve judgmental reports and recommendations for cases where one or both parents are less than minimally competent and safe parents, usually involving cases of drug or alcohol abuse, psychopathology, or domestic violence or where one or both parents refuse to carry through with the P.A.I.R. approach).

6. In all other cases, make appropriate recommendations for expanding on parents’ competence, and organize and phrase reports in joint observations (for example, “Both parents showed a sincere sensitivity to their children’s pain over the parent conflict they’ve witnessed”) that steer parents and their attorneys away from destructive allegations and litigation.

Competent GALs can offer this cooperative process to parents while reserving the chance to file a traditional judgmental report if one or both of the parents fail to respond to the educational approach advocated here.

To understand this approach, I recommend examination of the following.

A. A sample of parents’ completed work from www.UpToParents.org, click HERE.

B. Parenting Assets and Improvement Review (P.A.I.R.) Intake Booklet #1, click HERE.

C. Parenting Assets and Improvement Review (P.A.I.R.) Intake Booklet #2, click HERE.

D. Sample GAL report based on a “client strengths” model, click HERE.

The law should continue to examine its processes to ensure that they are designed to meet the true needs of those it is supposed to serve.  In this important work, GALs have an especially vital obligation to elevate child interests above any unexamined or reflexive use of destructive investigatory processes.  And in tailoring their processes to serve the actual needs of the children they are charged with protecting, GALs can advance another important interest: leading other family professionals to similar circumspection in their work.
To:  Judges, attorneys, and parents considering a Parenting Assets and Improvement         Review (P.A.I.R.)

From:  Charlie Asher

Re:  Understanding the P.A.I.R. approach

If you are considering asking me to serve as a guardian ad litem (GAL) to investigate and speak for the best interests of children in a family case, I ask that you be aware of my approach.  It differs from that of many other GALs, and it is the only approach I use.

I consider that if it my duty to speak for children’s best interests, my approach itself should minimize any harm (including polarizing parents further) and maximize quality outcomes for the children involved (including building better cooperation between parents).  As a consequence, I use an approach that (1) emphasizes parents’ strengths and capacity to improve their parenting and teamwork with each other and (2) asks a great deal of parents in terms of preparation and openness to helpful changes.  Parents wishing merely to complain about each other and their circumstances should not choose a Parenting Assets and Improvement Review.

Before choosing this approach, parents should be aware that they will have both the opportunity and the obligation to do several hours of what should be interesting work on an interactive website and on two Intake Booklets.  The goals in the P.A.I.R. approach include better parenting by each parent, better co-parenting between them, and parental resolution of many problems—rather than continuation of the problems and attempts merely to say who is more responsible for them.

Before recommending or ordering this approach, attorneys and judges should (1) help parents understand the goal and work involved in it and (2) satisfy themselves that the parents are ready, willing, and able to commit themselves to it.  

Additionally, unnecessary litigation (including hearings and threats of hearings) should be avoided while this process is under way.  Attorneys should probably not recommend a Parenting Asserts and Improvement Review if they intend to carry on litigation during the process.  In fact, if I am retained to act as a GAL, the attorneys should agree that absent an emergency or special danger making consultation impossible, they will have a meeting or teleconference with each other and me before any motions are filed.  

For the clearest understanding of the P.A.I.R. approach, parents should do the work on the website fitting their circumstances (www.UpToParents.org for divorcing or divorced parents and www.ProudToParent.org for never-married parents), see how comfortable they are with the general ideas we offer there, and answer honestly whether they wish to choose serious work and a focus on their children and the future over conflict with each other and a focus on their complaints and the past.  I ask that their attorneys, their counselors, and even their judge do their best to ensure that this is the parents’ focus before using this approach.  I will try to answer any of your questions about P.A.I.R.






� By clicking �HYPERLINK "http://www.uptoparents.org/files/docs/CustodyEvaluationsUTP.doc"��HERE� or by visiting the “Professionals Corner” of � HYPERLINK "http://www.UpToParents.org" ��www.UpToParents.org�, you can download an article examining the sometimes excessive use of custody evaluations.


� This result is certainly suggested by the overall view of the legal profession as an agency for the protection of the best interests of clients and the public.  However, it also draws support from these statements in the last paragraph of the Preamble to the Indiana (and Model) Rules of Professional Conduct: “The legal profession's relative autonomy carries with it special responsibilities of self-government. The profession has a responsibility to assure that its regulations are conceived in the public interest and not in furtherance of parochial or self-interested concerns of the bar.”


� The booklets above are for use by parents who have more than one child together.  For booklets assisting parents with only a son, click �HYPERLINK "http://www.uptoparents.org/files/docs/PAIRISon.pdf"��HERE� and �HYPERLINK "http://www.uptoparents.org/files/docs/PAIRIISon.pdf"��HERE�.  For booklets assisting parents with only a daughter, click �HYPERLINK "http://www.uptoparents.org/files/docs/PAIRIDaughter.pdf"��HERE� and �HYPERLINK "http://www.uptoparents.org/files/docs/PAIRIIDaughter.pdf"��HERE�.
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