Blended Families

There is good life in step families - The following are needs which might occur 

Acceptance and understanding of their family structure 

A need to deal with emotional and spiritual “baggage” 

loss, anger, forgiveness, healing, trust 

Relationship Skills 



In early stages of new relationship





Marriage preparation



Role of step – parent

Changes in non - resident natural parent 

relationships

Parenting skills

Emotional and practical support from friends & family, for

the couple and for the children

To share with other step families

To find practical support

For children to know where they can go for help

Resources already available

Parentline plus runs a helpline

“Stepping together” course (may be out of print)

Churches Together “Step Carefully”

“Blended families”—Church in Society (Rochbury)

“The Smart Step Family” Ron Deal (from USA) 

CAB  

Financial issues, benefits available - child support agency (CSA)

Child Contact Centres for contact with non-resident parent

Non-specific, but helpful courses

Mothers Union course “Relationships”

Books from Relate

Parenting courses—Michael Quinn

Aquilla - support groups for broken relationships 

Marriage prep: inventories FOCCUS, and Prepare/Enrich

Resources we might need

Mediators—aim for workable solutions (compromise)

Materials and people for training of facilitators

Parenting course materials for one parent and blended families

Support group for parents in a step family

Material for families and friends—continuing support

Materials for raising awareness of issues of step families to be used in marriage prep, and work with youth groups, schools, grandparents, step grandparents

Relationship education—for children (Marriage Care—”Foundations for a Good Life”)

“Dip in” church groups –removing expectation of regular church attendance.

Area grand parenting days (step-grand parenting included)

How these needs can be addressed - by the church

Raising awareness of the issues of the step family 

situation in local churches  (can be done without any extra 

resources) 

Church leadership needs to be made aware through leaflets, 

training, (material for 
locally-led courses) using 

existing networks to promote training. 

Include awareness in marriage and parenting trainers 

courses.

Grandparent awareness

Support group for the step families themselves - facilitate 

this—room, crèche, refreshments,  safe place (structured or 

informal)

To provide location for a Contact Centre (will need some 

preparation and volunteering, with money too).

Counselling for the children of the family.  

Practical support – such as babysitting, advice, etc. 

Materials to be crafted

Leaflet for leadership awareness—clergy mailing

Resources leaflet for step families (include step 

grandparents)

Magazine article for church magazines

List of recommended books for churches 

Make a video?

Modules—for marriage preparation for second marriages  and 

for step- parenting to include in a parenting course

Use the skills of the existing networks – youth leaders, 

house groups, wider Church family.

WORKING WITH COUPLES WHEN ONE OR BOTH HAVE CHILDREN FROM A PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP

This section consists of

1.
Leaders notes (for further ideas and information see also resources sheet)

2.
A handout for couples. The two sheets could be printed back-to-back.

STEPFAMILIES AND HOW TO SURVIVE THEM! outlines some of the step-parenting issues, The sheet can be used as a basis for input from the leader, for group discussion, or just given as a handout. 

The RESOURCES sheet may be useful for clergy/leaders to access additional information, as well as for couples. The websites are correct in August 2004. 

3.
Questions for couples to discuss together. These take account of the fact that either both partners or only one partner may have children.

4.
Questions for group discussion. If you can get two or more couples together it could be valuable to enable them to share mutual issues and support one another. There may be no solutions, but it can help couples to meet others with similar experiences.
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NOTES FOR LEADERS.

Bear in mind the differences in the situations couples are coming from.

· Stepchildren may range from toddlers to adults.

· The child's natural parents may or may not have cohabited or been married.

· The previous relationship may have ended in death or divorce.

· The other parent may be geographically close or distant.

· The other parent may be emotionally close or distant.

· Amount of contact time with the other parent may be small or considerable, frequent or infrequent.

· There may be a close extended family with which the child has a relationship.

· The natural parents may or may not be on good terms.

· The couple may or may not be already living together, so may or may not have encountered the issues raised here.

Questions may need to be selected, modified or adapted accordingly. If not using all the questions you could cut out and photocopy only those you need. You may be working with couples individually, but a group of even two couples can benefit from sharing experiences and common difficulties.

Pre-marital inventories FOCCUS and PREPARE-ENRICH have special sections for couples  who will be step-parents, and are an excellent way for couples to become aware of the strengths and weaknesses (or growth areas) of the relationship. To access these they would need to pay a small fee and be prepared to spend time with a mentor who would discuss with them any issues raised. 

See www.affinities.org.uk,
   www.prepare-enrich.co.uk
Jill Heslop   Salisbury Diocese





[image: image2.wmf] 



STEPFAMILIES AND HOW TO SURVIVE THEM!



Bringing up children is rewarding but can also be hard work. Stepfamilies experience the joys and sorrows of any other family, but there are also extra factors to consider. The children and one or both adults involved have suffered important losses - lost relationships, shattered dreams of what their marriage and family would be like.

There are previous family histories: the new family will not be the same as the old one. 

· Parent-child relationships were formed before the new couple relationship.

· There is a birth parent elsewhere in reality (in the case of divorce), or in memory (in the case of death). This absent parent quite rightly still has power and influence.

· Children are members of two households if they are in contact with both parents. Standards, values and expectations may differ 

· Little legal relationship exists between step-parents and stepchildren.

· There may need to be constant adjustment as children come to stay with you or go to stay with your ex-partner on contact visits - with issues of territory (having to share rooms), favouritism and jealousy.

A new love is a new start for the adults involved, but for the children it can feel very different. You and your new partner have chosen each other, but he or she may not be the person your offspring would have chosen. They may well resent the fact that you have chosen any one at all. You can see all there is to gain from the new relationship: they may see it as loss. They have already lost the parent they no longer live with. They may well feel they have lost you as well because much of your focus will be on your new partner.

Ways of helping children cope better 

· Encourage them to express their feelings openly. Otherwise these feelings can lie buried, then erupt at a later date without anyone realising what is going on.

· Acknowledge their feelings ("I can see how hard this is for you." "I understand how angry/upset you are."). Don't tell them they shouldn't feel like that - that is guaranteed to make things worse! 

· Involve them in discussing ways of resolving family differences

· As the step-parent, work hard at praising, encouraging and affirming them - and just getting to know them better.

Important issues for you and your new partner to discuss:

· How your lifestyles differ.

· The similarities and differences in your views on child rearing and family rules/expectations.

· Is or is it not OK for your new partner to discipline your children? If so how, and in what circumstances?

· What effect will your remarriage have on your children's relationship with their other parent?

· Do your children and partner like each other? If not, what do you need to do to improve things?

· How will money be handled, including supporting dependent children, paying maintenance, making a will.

· How will you make time both for the children AND to enjoy your new couple relationship?

But take heart! Step-families can work, and be a rewarding experience for all concerned.
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RESOURCES

PARENTLINE PLUS: www.parentlineplus.org.uk


Tel: 0808 800 2222  (free confidential helpline)

Website contains much useful information plus fact sheets and booklets which can be downloaded from the website or ordered by phone
Try the sections on Parents, professionals, children and young people, publications.

Examples are:

· Adopting stepchildren

· Parental responsibility and stepparents

· Stepfamilies: challenges, myths and rewards

· Being a step-dad

· Discipline

· My family's changing - 8 page activity leaflet for children 7 – 11 years

· Family changes - Leaflet for 11 – 16 years 
In both these leaflets children and young people talk about their experiences of divorce, separation, and re-partnering and offer helpful suggestions for others in the same situation

· Reading list of children's fiction with step-parenting issues.

…………………………………………

CARE FOR THE FAMILY    www.care-for-the-family.org.uk  Tel: 029 2081 0800
Click on Life in a Stepfamily. This will enable you to download the In Step newsletter
published three times a year. It's packed with articles and practical tips to help you build your relationship as a couple and as a family. In Step also gives you the opportunity to write in to share your insights and ideas with others who know some of the joys and challenges of living in a stepfamily. In Step can also be ordered free of charge by phone. 

The website also gives details of events and books on step-parenting.

Books:  order by phone from Care For the Family, or on-line.

Can Stepfamilies Be Done Right? by Joann and Seth Webster  £9.95
You want the truth, not a sitcom illusion. You want authenticity, not just perception. You want to know ... Can stepfamilies be done right?
“Yes!” say stepmother and stepson, Joann and Seth Webster in this survival guide for blended families. In spite of past experience, you can walk with divine confidence, past failures and mixed expectations, to find hope for your future together.

 Stepfamilies by Merrilyn Williams £6.99

How do you ……  tell your children they are going to have a step-parent, handle disagreements, deal with past hurts and fears? This book tries to answer these questions and offers practical help to build a stable and happy stepfamily. 

……………………………

Learning to step together - available from Family Caring Trust,  telephone  081 693 64174,  price £4.95 + p and p. An excellent book - easy reading and very practical and down-to earth - should be required reading for all stepfamilies! 
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BECOMING A STEP-PARENT

Questions for couples to discuss together

If you both have a child by a previous relationship both of you can answer the main questions. The alternative questions are for those of you whose partner does not have a child. 

Focus on one child in each question. If your partner has more than one child, repeat the exercise at home focussing on the others.

1. Identify 5 good qualities, or 5 things you like about your partner's child, and one aspect of their personality or behaviour you find difficult.. Share your thoughts with your partner.

Alternative: Identify 5 good qualities, or 5 things you like about your own child, and one aspect of their personality or behaviour you find difficult. Share your thoughts with your partner.

Tip for a happy family: praise or affirm each person at least 5 times as often as you criticize him or her.

2.
Identify 5 ways in which your partner is a good parent. And one area where you'd like things to be different. Share all this with your partner.

Alternative:   Can you identify 5 ways in which you are a good parent. And one area where you'd like things to be different. Share all this with your partner.

Tip for a happy family: The perfect parent doesn't exist! It's about doing our best for our children, being good enough.
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BECOMING A STEP-PARENT Questions for couples to discuss together

3 Discuss with your partner whether there are any areas where you have different standards, values or ideas about bringing up children. Supposing the child, while the step-parent is in charge, wants to do something of which the parent disapproves? What are the issues here?

5 How involved with your children would you like your partner to be as regards

· play and fun activities?

· helping with schoolwork?

· discipline?

· decision-making?

Discuss this together.

Alternative: How involved with the children would you like to be as regards

· play and fun activities?

· helping with schoolwork?

· discipline?

· decision-making?

Discuss this together.
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BECOMING A STEP-PARENT Questions for couples to discuss together

5. Step-families come together out of loss - as a result of a death, a separation or a divorce. Loss invariably produces a variety of emotions: sadness, grief, disappointment, anger, guilt. 

Consider together whether the children might be experiencing any of these emotions, and if so how you handle them.

· How comfortable are you in talking about feelings generally?

· How comfortable are you in talking about the child's other parent?

· How far can you allow the child to express his/her own feelings towards that other parent, especially if your own feelings are very different?

6. Discuss how will you make time for

· Yourselves as individuals?

· Yourselves as a couple?

· Yourself with your own child(ren)?

· Yourself with your step-child(ren)?
· Yourselves as a family unit?
Tip for happy family: the key to family stability is the quality of the relationship between the adult partners as a couple.
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Becoming a step-parent: questions for group discussion
What do you see as the biggest challenges in becoming a stepfamily?

Can you share any tips for:

· relating to ex-partners?

· helping a child cope with different standards and ways of doing things if they divide their time between two households?

· sorting out where the child spends Christmas?

· coping with inequalities eg if siblings with different fathers receive very different sorts of presents or holidays?
· Coping with "visiting" children?
· Not being the wicked step-parent - but not being soft either?
· relating to a number of grandparents and step-grandparents?
What do you see as the biggest rewards in becoming a stepfamily?
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Regardless of whether they have been previously married or cohabiting, all couples will benefit from a course which includes topics such as 





Understanding our differences


Communication


Conflict management


Commitment





This material covers only step-parenting issues.
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