
Setting
This is an extended learning, community enrichment seminar held on a Friday evening in a small banquet room or classroom in the local community college. Early registration through the extended learning office is required.
Population

The target audience is comprised primarily of single-parent heads of households (including military families whose spouses have been deployed) with dependents under the age of 18. Other couples and singles are welcome to attend, but since seating is limited to 40 people, priority will be given to single parents and their children. 
Rationale

Why would we want to present a seminar on building family rituals in the single-parent home? The purpose of this seminar is to present an old idea in a new way, primarily as a process that has been shown to improve the quality of the single-parent family life. While many single parents may already engage in family rituals, I believe that, in light of recent research, additional awareness of the psychological, emotional, physical, as well as the social, academic, and greater ecological benefits of these rituals are not necessarily obvious to the individual who engages in these processes “by nature.” An awareness of these strengths and benefits, that leads to more intentional or conscious objectives, can help to further enrich the children of these family units, as well as improve the overall social stamina and resiliency of these families. The old adage is that “Knowledge is power,” and knowledge, in this case, is unlimited in its potential to encourage and give hope to an inherently marginalized social group.  
By the end of the seminar, I want each participant to understand the psychological importance and behavioral relevance of family rituals in the single-parent home, to walk away with (and be more intentional in applying) some new ideas for family rituals with their children, and to feel encouraged when they hear that most single parents already use family rituals “by nature,” many of whom admit they do so to maintain status quo and protect against risk factors that may lead to negative behaviors inside and outside the home as a consequence of divorce, separation, deployment or parental loss.
Instructional Content and Methodology

The focus of this Level III seminar includes providing knowledge and statistics, eliciting discussion, and giving practical guidance that reinforces family rituals. Also, present and future needs of both the individual and the whole family will be addressed through roleplay and group exercises. Ideally, my husband and I would introduce ourselves as proud parents of three boys and present the production jointly. Our roles will be as collaborators (hereby known as “we”) in the process of disseminating information, raising awareness and facilitating any needed transformation through pragmatic methodologies. The joint collaboration will enable us to introduce key concepts from the PowerPoint slides at separate intervals, and to roleplay a few important underlying themes.  

We will provide the seminar participants a breakdown of the 2.5-hour seminar on PowerPoint as follows:

SEMINAR SCHEDULE

6:00 pm - Introduction – Names, Credentials, Purpose, Contents, Overview

6:05 pm – Roleplay I

6:15 pm – Roleplay II

6:25 pm – PowerPoint Lecture

6:45 pm – Group Exercise

7:55 pm – Summarize and Break

7:30 pm – Group Exercise

8:00 pm – Group Sharing Time and Coaching
8:20 pm – Evaluations

8:30 pm – Wrap-Up – Additional Resources

After the introduction, we will begin our first roleplay. The first roleplay will be called “Go to bed!” The first roleplay will end with two asides: one from the parent, explaining how annoyed he is that the child appears to be so clingy at bedtime; the second aside is from the child, who explains how he wishes his father would read him a bedtime story to show that he cares for him. After the first roleplay, families will be asked how they can relate to the characters and the drama presented, which will highlight a parent “too tired” to engage with the children in a common daily ritual. Families will be encouraged to share their feelings with the group at large. Parents will be asked how this mirrored their personal lives. What in the roleplay could they relate to? A second roleplay will be corrective of the first roleplay.
The second roleplay will be called “Goodnight, Daddy.” The second roleplay will be corrective of the first roleplay. Audience will be asked to explain how this made them feel in contrast with the first roleplay. Parents now make a head-heart connection by examining their feelings during this “conscious incompetence” stage. At this stage, parents may also become painfully aware of the lack of family rituals and the low family resilience to risk behaviors. It is important at this point that we, the collaborators, reassure the parents by indicating, even though we are not a single-parent home, we, too, had become aware of the lack of family rituals in our own home. With family too far or too busy to help us raise our children, we decided we would make a conscientious effort to increase the level of family rituals in our own home. 
Further, we would state that upon researching the topic, we discovered that many single-parent families have already discovered the importance of family rituals to help children cope with the pain of divorce and separation. Parents who already participate in family rituals will be encouraged. We will ask them to “hold on to their thoughts and experiences” as we will have time a little later to hear from the parents what some of those rituals are as we encourage them to share with the group. Group reflection (as a positive response to these rituals) and active listening from the audience, as well as the collaborators, will serve to encourage families who engage in these experiences alone at home. A noticeable improvement in our children’s self-esteem and social stamina spurred us into teaching intervention techniques to others.

The informational part of our presentation will begin with a brief PowerPoint lecture on the importance of building family rituals in the single-parent home for the promotion of healthier, happier and more resilient children. These “factoids” will be broken down in three categories: 1) What are Family Rituals? 2) Why Should Single Parents Care? 3) Why Should Single Parents Be “Intentional?” (For more information on the sources of these facts please see the Appendix).
I. What are Family Rituals?

1)
Defining Family Rituals: Family rituals are repeated and 



coordinated activities that have significance for the family. 

2) 
Family Rituals 

● Predictable 

● Provide connection 

● Symbolic                 




● Communicate values

3)
Types of Rituals 

● Transition Rituals (Greeting, Saying Goodbye or Goodnight)

● Connection Rituals (Meals, Bedtime, Vacations, Hobbies, Chores)


● Love Rituals (Birthdays, Anniversaries, Valentines Day)

● Community Rituals (Weddings, Funerals, Holidays, Small Groups)
II. Why Should Single Parents Care About Family Rituals?

1)
What does the average American Family look like?

● 70% of meals are eaten outside of the home

● Less than 33% of families eat together more than 2x a week


● Children’s free time has dropped by 12 hours per week


● School work has increased by 50% and structured sports 


time has doubled (5.5 hours) 


● Home-based family meal time is the single strongest 



predictor of 
academic achievement and lower rates of 



behavioral problems. Teenagers who eat five or more dinners 


at home per week with a parent have greater academic 



success, psychological adjustment, lower rates of drug and 


alcohol use, and lower risk of suicide.
III) Why Should Single Parents Be “Intentional?”
1)
Children develop:


a) Stronger identity by forming tighter internal bonds with 


family members.

b) Greater resilience to crises.

c) Secure attachments with the loving parent.


d) Greater immunities to normative (developmental; 



transitional) stress and “non-normative” (disruptive) stress.
  

2)
Resilient children flourish in spite of challenges because they 


have someone in their lives who is “crazy about them.”
 
3)
Single parents often wage a war against themselves. Improved 

perception and attitude of their situation contribute 



to half the victory.


We will ask participants if they have any questions or comments about the information presented (an opportunity to “find the pony”). We will then ask the families to stand up and get into groups of four adults (children tag along). Each group will receive the same hypothetical scenario and each adult will be asked to play one of the characters. A script will be included. The characters include a parent, a neighbor, and a 16-year-old boy and a 10-year-old girl. 

Scenario and Objective: The family learned about the importance of family rituals at a local seminar and has created a mealtime ritual of eating dinner and sharing their day together four nights a week. It is almost dinner time when a neighbor rings the doorbell and states that he desperately needs a ride to the airport. Obliging, the parent asks the teenager to babysit his sibling. The teenager hesitates at first, reminding the parent of the importance of their family ritual, but then agrees. On the way back from the airport, the car fails and the parent is left stranded without cash to pay for a taxi ride home. In calling home, the parent informs the teenage son that the parent was just laid off from work and was looking for a way to break it to him. The group selects one of three outcomes: 1) the parent reaches the teenager, who then calls several people until he finds help 2) the parent reaches the teenager, who then yells at the parent for being so irresponsible and persists with arguing, or 3) the parent reaches the teenager, who then avoids future calls from the parent and sees this as an opportunity to play video games until the parent finds a way home.
Groups are asked to return to their seats. We debrief by asking: 1) Is this a normative stressor or a non-normative stressor? 2) How did the teenager, who has benefited from the previous two weeks of family rituals, respond in your situation? How was the teenager supposed to respond in this situation? How did you feel about the parent leaving their dinner routine to accommodate their neighbor’s request? How might the parent have handled the news differently? The purpose of this group exercise is to: 1) explore the thought processes of the families by examining the choices they make and 2) “experience” the effects of a broken family ritual. 3) make more “conscious” decisions by being intentional and proactive.

At this time we will wind down for a 30-minute pizza break. We will do so by summarizing our philosophy (described on Pg. 8) and bridging, explaining that we will engage in a family ritual exercise after they return from break and so they will need to return to the same group table after break.

After pizza break, we welcome everyone back and once the groups are formed and settled, we will begin our group family ritual exercise entitled, “The House That Love Built” (adapted from Family Friendly Ideas Your Church Can Do,” 1998).  We will refer to the PowerPoint slide on “Types of Family Rituals.” Each table member will come up, one table at a time, to pick up four building blocks (cards, legos, toy logs, dominoes, sugar cubes) from the head supply table. These families will take 15 minutes to share any current family rituals in their homes. My husband and I will walk around the room to check on each table. Each person at the table takes a turn in clockwise rotation telling a family ritual, and labeling the ritual in one of the four categories. After their testimony, they can place a building block in the center of the table. Each person that contributes a ritual can add a building block to the center, with the objective being to build a house from the building materials they selected. After time is up, we will blow a train whistle and ask them to stop what they are doing. We will ask each of the tables to count the number of building blocks used to build their house. The table with the most building blocks wins a door prize. In case of a tie, we will draw for the prize (most likely an educational book for each head of household). We will remind the others that they are all winners by engaging in family rituals (plus, there is another opportunity to win a door prize).
After participating in the group exercise, I will hand out a list of sample family rituals gathered from single parents and friends who hold these rituals dear to their hearts and were willing to share them with other parents (summarized at the end of this paper). Space is left in each category to write down rituals they heard about at their table which they may want to adapt for their family. At this time, we will ask each table to spend a minute choosing which of the rituals shared at their table they would like to submit by coming to the front of the room and sharing the ritual with the corporate group. Before they do so, we will inform them that they have a second chance to win a door prize. As one collaborator hands out small sheets of paper and pencils, the other collaborator will write on a white board or chalk board and assign each ritual a title and number. The family whose ritual wins the most votes for Best Family Ritual wins a door prize (educational book).  We will summarize our philosophy and conclude by thanking everyone for their participation and to please visit the supply table for additional books and resources.
Production

The total duration is 2.5 hours (6-8:30 pm), with one 30-minute pizza break at half-time. Early class registration will tell us how many people will attend. This will most likely be a Friday night course. The status of most single parents (ie, low on dating prospects, financial resources for entertainment, etc.) makes it most likely they will attend on a Friday night, especially if provisions are made for their children. We (my husband and I and possibly our three children) will arrive an hour early to set up tables, place out name tags, set up head table and food table, set up any displays, set up equipment and reserve a few minutes to relax and pray before the first arrival. After the seminar, parents will be encouraged to tuck their kids in and read them a bedtime story that night!

A registration fee ($25-$45) will most likely be imposed by the college institution to cover administrative costs, and a materials fee ($10) will help pay for the pizza and supplies. Our hope is to break even on the expense side, and to use this as an opportunity to advertise my therapy practice and CFLE consulting business.

Supplies include paper, pencils, chalk or markers for white board or chalk board, head supply table, 6 round tables, building block materials, Laptop computer and projector, PowerPoint software and lecture, door prizes, snacks, and advertising materials (business cards, brochures). Childcare and snacks will be provided for children ages 10 and under. Teenage and pre-adolescent children are encouraged to attend the seminar. The seminar will be advertised via the college’s community brochure, which is mailed out quarterly, and via the college’s website. On-line registration and payment is now feasible. We will also advertise to some of the larger local churches who minister to single parents via email and mailing out flyers.
Evaluation

We will hand out an evaluation form for suggestions on how to improve the seminar. The form will remain anonymous and should be dropped off with us at the end of the seminar. Questions will reflect (the stakeholders in this case were the participants): What did you like? Did we match the outcome to the needs? What can we learn from this experience for next time? Where would you suggest I teach this seminar next? Churches? Social clubs? A rating system (1 being excellent – 5 being poor) will also be applied to the following themes: This seminar was educational and informative; I learned practical tools for developing Family Rituals in my home; This seminar heightened my awareness of an important family value; My family will be stronger and healthier as a result of attending this seminar; I had fun while learning about an important topic.
Philosophy

Underlying the processes of family systems are attachment and care-giving, communication, problem-solving and intimacy (mutuality). Assessment of these processes provides a helpful framework for ministry with families.
 At the apex of family ministry is a dimension of goals that complement the methodologies used to create change where change is possible. The most effective programs for positive transformation of the family are programs that cater to the entire family (not just to parents or children). 
The primary educational goals of this seminar are strength-focused (as opposed to problem-focused) as well as ecosystemic, to account for diversity and uniqueness of each individual member of the single-parent home. While information and resources are provided in the seminar, the primary educational goals are not academocentric, but rather experiential. The psychodynamic element of this seminar provides meaning to the behavioral elements (roleplays, group exercises, group sharing with improvisational opportunity for coaching) of the seminar. Families first transform mentally as they make more conscious decisions to engage in family rituals; then behaviorally through the exercises.
Families that are “intentional” and proactive are generally more successful, protective and resilient.
 Family rituals are not only symbolic of the covenant that exists between family members, but also represents the level of secure attachments, especially between the loving parent and the child.
 Personal interviews with many of my single-parent friends, as well as recent research statistics, indicate that single parents already engage in family rituals to strengthen the quality of life for remaining family members in the home. These rituals help sustain morale in an otherwise dismal situation and promote overall wellness by improving general resiliency factors and developing immunities to non-normative stressors and crises. The intentional family will develop protective factors as a system of resilience for transitional stages through the different life cycles.
 It is a common belief that “the family that prays together stays together.” When these families share their personal family rituals with others who do the same, the result is a powerful self-awareness that leads to positive self-reinforcement. Intervention at a local level will help reverse statistics on illiteracy, poor health and crime on a national level due to reduced risk factors and improved resilience to those risk factors. 


While there is an important spiritual component to raising and strengthening families, and many of the rituals listed separately revolve around the family’s religious beliefs, this seminar focuses on the psycho-educational and behavioral goals, and leaves the spiritual expression of those goals up to each individual member.
Appendix

�  Furrow, J., Lecture Notes, Family Life Education, Fuller Theological Seminary, 1/14/2008.


�  Family rituals are unique and special to the family, and may not be understood outside of the family context. As one woman states so succinctly, “The moral of the story is these rituals create memories that give us intimacy and bonding with our families… unique experiences not necessarily understood from the outside world, but our immediate circle with those we call family.”





� Children who experience harmony in the home through the loving parent are more eco-systemically resilient, forging stronger ties with caring friends, mentors and homo-ethnic communities (Lee, C. and Furrow, J., Lecture Notes, Family Life Education, FTS, 1/16/2008)





� From an ecological perspective, further statistics show that children who participate in regular family rituals not only develop greater resilience to crises in the home by forming tighter internal bonds, but also develop greater immunities to non-normative stressors from the community around them. Family protective factors (McCubbin & McCubbin, 1988) are responses to normative transitional stressors throughout the life cycle. These FPFs are found in all life-cycle stages: 1) hardiness (control, commitment confidence); 2) time and routines; 3) celebrations and traditions. Families are protective when they are “intentional.” (Lee C. and Furrow, J, 1/16/2008).





� According to the National Council on Family Relations, many of the processes that people assume to be helpful in families are not. One characteristic of resilient children who flourish in spite of challenges, the Council reports, is that “they have someone in their lives who is crazy about them.”





� Awareness and reinforcement of family rituals provide a form of intervention that will give single parents another tool they can use on a daily basis to help their children cope with (and recover faster from) the disruptive, non-normative stressors of divorce, separation, deployment and/or parental loss.





� Garland, Diane R., “Family Ministry – A Comprehensive Guide,” 1999, pg. 139. 


� Lee, C. and Furrow, J., 1/16/2008)


� Garland, D. R., pg. 139.


� Lee, C. and Furrow, J., 1/16/2008)
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