Reprinted from the Professionals Corner – UpToParents.org

Use of www.UpToParents.org and www.ProudToParent.org As
Preparation for Divorce and Paternity Mediation

For a 40-minute video on mediators’ use of these websites, click HERE.  

For a useful viewer’s guide, click HERE
Most people spend more time planning for a barbeque than for the mediation where they will chart their course through their greatest personal crisis.  And the reason is simple:  no one shows them how to prepare.
The importance of this preparation is evident just from the enormity of the paradigm shifts parents are implicitly or explicitly asked to make in mediation.
  These shifts are positively huge, and sitting down cold at mediation is far from the most promising way of addressing them.  Indeed, the emotionality of sitting down with one’s former life partner can often make it the least effective forum to first encounter these ideas.

So, assuming that some pre-mediation preparation is vital, it makes sense to ask what that preparation should be.  Indeed, some kinds of preparation (amassing a compendium of complaints against one’s co-parent or staking out legal claims and positions) can actually be harmful.  
The overwhelmingly best kind of preparation is suggested by the following observation from the Hoosier attorney, counselor, and mediator Pat Brown:  “If parents will agree on one thing, they’ll agree on everything, if that one thing is, ‘What do we want our children to look like when they’re 25?’”
What an amazing—and essential—starting point for mediators.  When we help parents to focus on their children’s fragility, losses, and needs, we can’t help but give them the strongest incentive and clearest light for resolving all the issues they face.  In fact, all family professionals likely do best when they (1) remember the heroic capacity of parents to focus on their children and (2) give parents concrete processes to build (or rebuild) that focus.

Regardless of the level of their conflict, parents stand to do manifestly better in mediation when they have had a prior opportunity—quietly, at their own pace, and away from each other and any legal battle—to reflect on their children’s oceanic needs and the several steps and resources to meet those needs.  For these reasons, almost all parents can be helped by preparing for mediation via the work on www.UpToParents.org (in divorce cases) or www.ProudToParent.org (in paternity cases).
These websites now make it possible for all parents to arrive at mediation already helped by a few hours of uniquely engaging preparation—and by several days of informed reflection on that preparation.  The power of this opportunity is reflected not only in the superior results parents can achieve via this more sensible process, but also in overwhelmingly positive parent feedback.
Here are some suggestions we hope you’ll consider.

1) Try the website yourself as a hypothetical parent in divorce, and have everyone in your office (support staff included) do so as well.  A complete job can take 1-2 hours, but this can be reduced to about 30-40 minutes by skipping the written exercises.  Be sure to open all links so that you can copy all written pages and watch the three short videos. For a sample of the completed website work, click HERE.  Discuss with your colleagues and staff the experience of this work.
2) Use a telephone intake form that ensures all new clients are immediately referred to the correct website (either www.UpToParents.org or www.ProudToParent.org) by your staff.  You’re welcome to use our telephone intake form.
3) Use your version of our intake letters and client intake packets to refer parents to this work.  Our letters and intake packets are available in the Mediators’ Section of the “Professionals Corner” of www.UpToParents.org.  Notice that in our opening letter to parents, we give them both (a) a deadline for completion of the website and intake form and (b) a mediation appointment (about a week after the preparation deadline).  While you may choose to stop with that level of introduction, you’ll notice that our opening letter mentions some other key documents that we also mail to parents for their special attention as they prepare for mediation.

· “Some Thoughts of Children Caught in Conflict”

· “The Uniform Research on the Effects of Parent Conflict” 

· “Child Safety Zone Pledge” 

· “An Introduction to Joint Legal Custody”

Notice what a crucial head start the website and these handouts give to parents and the mediation process.  It is an illusion to believe that parents can digest and commit to even a modest fraction of these matters if introduced for the first time at mediation.
Click here to see the Intake Form we use with all parents. 
4) Use your version of these forms (and your early telephone contacts) to assign this website and written intake work to the parents you will see in mediation.

5) Look over parents’ work in advance of mediation (between their preparation deadline and their mediation appointment).  Mediators can do this by logging on with usernames and passwords that parents give on the opening page of their written Intake Forms.  You’ll be able to assess parents’ current level of functioning and make important decisions about appropriate approaches at mediation; and, you’ll also be able to prompt parents about any parts of their work that are incomplete.  You can follow the simple merge instructions to have the website create a set of Agreed Commitments (the ones that both parents chose)—a powerful tool to use at mediation.
6) For a quick gauge of the state of parents’ thinking and cooperation, we first check Exercise C to see what compliments and positive memories they’ve written about each other for sharing with their children.  If the list isn’t complete, we tell reluctant parents the truth: (a) that these compliments and good memories are for the benefit of the children, not one’s co-parent, and (b) that parents virtually never succeed in building a good co-parenting relationship until they’re willing to make these lists, and virtually never fail once they make these lists.

7) Use parents’ website work at the mediation.  Obviously, your own judgment will come into play here, but unless parents are relating unusually well, we go over their Agreed Commitments.  When these are passed out at mediation, most parents are surprised and encouraged to see that they agree on so many of their most vital interests and goals.  Our review of the Agreed Commitments at mediation usually takes only about an hour (a modest piece of time given that years of co-parenting can be affected by this work).

8) Use your own voice and what seems natural for you.  Our mediations tend to incorporate some common components.  We usually ask parents at mediation to:

· tell us about their children (to place the focus squarely on the children, this is usually the first thing we ask in mediation, even before any explanation of the process,),

· describe any special problems or needs of their children, including their reactions to the more difficult interaction between the parents, 

· comment as we go through their Agreed Commitments on why they picked them, why they think they will help them and their children, and what measures they think they may need to succeed in implementing those Commitments, and

· read aloud and discuss with us the handouts in paragraph (2) above.

We repeatedly compliment parents on their work in preparing for mediation, on choosing the Commitments they did, and on the new focus they are placing on their children.  One of the many advantages of referring parents to this website work before mediation is that we have the opportunity to notice and honor parents’ child-sensitive efforts.

9) Ask parents’ permission to read aloud their compliments about each other from their responses to Exercise C.  We let clients know that virtually all parents who’ve made those lists succeed at mediation and in good co-parenting.  Parents won’t have seen each other’s compliments prior to the mediation, and hearing these is often a moment of transformation.

10) As you address the particular issues in mediation, routinely relate the discussion back to the parents’ newly elevated focus on building a peaceful world for their children.
11) For more ideas on steering parents to child-focused solutions, visit the “Parents Corner” and “Professionals Corner” links of www.UpToParents.org.
Here again are links we hope you’ll visit.  

A. For a sample set of completed website work, click HERE.
B. For our Telephone Intake Form, click HERE.

C. For a sample of our opening letter and enclosures to parents, click HERE.

D. For a copy of parents’ Mediation Intake Form, click HERE.

E. To watch a 40-minute video on using the websites in mediation, click HERE.

We sincerely hope you’ll be in touch about your experiences in using our foundation’s free resources.[image: image1.png]
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� These shifts certainly include, among many others, the following:


1.	Maybe this isn't a competition between us, but instead the ultimate call to cooperation for our children’s sake. 


2.	Maybe our issues aren't so much legal as personal, emotional, and parental. 


3.	Maybe our love for our children will be a better guide for us than our legal rights or litigation. 


4.	Maybe we have been so consumed with our own hurt and fear that our children’s real needs have been largely invisible to us. 


5.	Maybe our children are suffering as a result of our conflict—and in ways that we haven't noticed. 


6.	Regardless of what they say to appease each of us, maybe what our children really want and need is a restrained, predictable, and cooperative relationship between their parents. 


7.	Instead of being threatened by my children's good relationships with their other parent, maybe I actually have a vital interest in supporting those relationships. 


8.		Maybe my failure to acknowledge and deal with my grief has helped drive our conflict. 


9.	Maybe we can succeed only by partnering to protect our children. 


10.	Maybe our children require us to have even better communication and cooperation now that we’re separated. 


11.	Maybe there are about ten specific skills I can master to protect my children and myself. 


12.	Maybe my co-parent’s slips are reason for me to be heroically restrained, not to add to conflict. 


13.	Maybe activities as basic as admiring and enjoying my children can help me succeed. 


14.	Maybe there are specific things I can do, regardless of what my co-parent does.


15.	Maybe the failure of our intimate/marital relationship is no reason for us to fail in a co-parenting relationship. 
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