[image: image1.png]



PEGGY S. BALTIMORE  LCSW, ACSW

Parent Coordinator
Cooperative Parent Services

2901 University Avenue, Mission Square, Suite 38

Columbus, GA 31907
(706) 565-0555

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Parent Coordination

 Q&A

This is a brief overview of the most commonly asked questions regarding parent coordination.  For additional information contact the director of Cooperative Parent Services at 706-565-0555.  Additional information may be found in the program guidelines or on the following web site: www.cooperativeparents.com 
1.  What are the goals of parent coordination?   The primary goals are to  1)  shield children from parental conflict and eliminate loyalty binds 2)  ensure parental access. 3) improve the parent’s ability to communicate and negotiate while mediating co-parenting issues.  4) increase parental respect for the sake of their children.  5) clarify and reduce loop holes in an already existing parenting plan. 6) assist in the mediation of a parenting plan when pre-divorce 7) monitor parental behaviors and ensure they honor their Court order/settlement  8) assess any allegations and report back to the attorneys and/or a Guardian Ad Litem. 

2.  How is this program different from a mandated divorce seminar?  Four or six hour seminars are intended to give parents an overview of the divorce process, the impact of conflict on their child and some dos and don’ts to keep their child out of the middle. While most divorce seminars are didactic in nature, parent coordination goes much further than an educational program.  Parent coordination is a form of ADR for high conflict families to resolve parenting issues as part of their divorce or post divorce.  Some parents appointed a parent coordinator may also attend an eight week psycho-educational program along with their joint parenting sessions. 

3.  What situations indicate the need for the appointment of a parent coordinator? 1.) When there is the possibility that a child is being alienated from one of their parents or when visitation has been blocked in some manner.  2.)  When there is indication a child may be suffering from intense or frequent hostility between the parents  3.)  When one or both parents have demonstrated poor impulse control and/or poor communication skills  4.) When one or both parents have been unable to make good parenting decisions.  5.)  When one or both parents have used a pattern of litigating as a part of their ongoing conflict  6.)  When children are caught in significant loyalty binds   7.)    When one or both parents attempt to control each other while using their child as a pawn. 8.) When step parents, grandparents or significant others are contributing to parental conflict.  9.)  When there are allegations of any kind including all forms of abuse or parental alienation.  In addition, some Courts may appoint a parent coordinator when the parents have been granted a joint physical arrangement but the Court has serious concerns regarding the parent’s ability or willingness to work together. 

4.  What is the cost associated with the appointment?   Fees associated with parent coordinator services are set at a reasonable rate and are not higher than the standard hourly charge for psychotherapy. Each parent is responsible for their share of joint sessions and the full amount for individual sessions.  Sessions may be 60 minutes or 80 minutes for conjoint sessions.  Each parent will purchase the Cooperative Parenting workbook for $_25.00_.  A retainer of _$500.00_ may be requested of each parent.  Money will be drawn from this retainer and monthly statements provided.

5.  Are there additional expenses for parent coordination? Parents must pay for additional fees such as consultations, emergency phone sessions, and written memos to the attorneys. 

Parents can keep additional fees to a minimum by limiting their requests.  The sooner the parents achieve their goals the sooner they can be transferred to an “as needed basis.”  Generally all fees are equally shared, with the exception of phone consultations.  If a court order exists that indicates a different financial responsibility for the fees associated with the program, the parents are required to provide a copy of this document.

6. Does insurance cover any of the expenses?  Although parent coordinators are all licensed psychotherapists, the nature of parent coordination is substantially and qualitatively different.   Parent coordination is not considered psychotherapy and therefore no insurance may be used.  

7.  If it is not therapy, is the process confidential?   Since written reports and testimony may be provided, it is understood that parent coordination is not a confidential process.  This is the primary difference between a co-parenting counselor and a parent coordinator.  However, the parent coordinator will not speak with anyone other than attorneys, guardian, or custody evaluators without prior permission from both parents.  It should also be noted that neither parent is considered the client.  The child is the only client. 

8.  Can parents participate without a court order?  The appointment of a parent coordinator requires either a court order or a stipulation signed by both parents. The language of either document must be very specific to avoid confusion by either parent or their attorneys.  

9.  Why is it important that the document be written in specific terms?  The role of the parent coordinator must be spelled out clearly particularly if any temporary authority is granted.  Without the specific language in our sample order then the parent coordinator will require the parents to sign a stipulation or the court order will be sent back to the Court for clarification. 

10.  Is it best to begin the process after a divorce?  Parents may be appointed a parent coordinator pre-or post divorce.  Parents who are in the process of a divorce will generally use their joint sessions to create and resolve their parenting plan to forward to their attorneys or the court.  Some will spend the majority of their joint sessions addressing parental behaviors and how to reduce stress for their child.  Those parents, who are appointed a parent coordinator after their divorce, or years post-divorce, generally work on all their goals with special attention to their impaired communication and reducing loop holes in their divorce document. 

11.  Do the children also participate in some way?  The parent coordinator will meet with the children once for their intake appointment.  If the child has a therapist, the PC will keep close contact with all therapists as needed.  If they do not the PC may see the child a few times but not as their therapist.  When parents are able to demonstrate impulse control in the joint sessions, then the child may or may not be included in some of their sessions.
12.  Do other significant individuals participate in the joint sessions?  The parent coordinator determines who should be included in the joint sessions and when.  It is standard procedure to include any new spouse or live- in into the parenting sessions.  However, this does not occur until the parent coordinator feels the co-parents are emotionally ready.  The ultimate goal is to include all parenting figures in order to work together as a team.  The same applies to any significant relative who plays a role in raising the child or who maybe contributing to the conflict.

13.  Do parents receive feedback from the parent coordinator regarding their part in the conflict?  The parents are given feedback directly from the Coordinator during sessions, through session feedback sheets, reviewing session videos and often from their children.

14.  What happens if a parent is cooperative during the program but goes back to old ways when they have completed the program?  The final parenting plan includes an agreement that both parents will return to the Coordinator in the future as needed.  If the parents can show they have made two attempts to resolve an issue with their co-parent then they may schedule a joint session and both parties are to attend.  Parents generally agree to attend up to three (3) joint appointments prior to seeking legal action. In cases in which there is concern that one or both parents will return to previous behaviors when the coordinator is not monitoring the situation, the sessions may be scheduled at 1 month, 3 month, 6 month and one year check up sessions.
15.  What happens if a parent will not cooperate with the program or they refuse to participate?   The parent coordinator generally informs both attorneys and the guardian (and the Court when the Judge orders reports) that one or both parents have refused to comply or they are creating an impasse that negatively impacts the child.
16.  What if a parent believes the coordinator is biased against them?    The parent is to follow this procedure.  1.) Discuss the concern openly in a joint session with the Coordinator.  

2.) Review a joint session on video tape with the PC.  3.) Request an additional Coordinator or a change in Coordinator.   However, the former PC remains on their case until 1)  a new PC is selected  2) the requesting parent pays the consultation fee 3) the requesting parent has a zero balance and  4) they have their first joint session.
17.  How do the parents get released from the program?  If the parents have been moved to an “as needed basis” they are not required to schedule sessions unless problems arise that they are unable to resolve.  For those families with an indefinite appointment, they may be released  from the program by one of two means.  1) Both parents request in writing that they want to terminate services or  2) the Judge removes the family from the program.

18.  What if there is a protective order or one parent is anxious about being in the same room with their co-parent?  Generally the order will clarify that any thing to do with the parent coordination process is an exception to the restraining order.  In addition the Coordinator can develop protective measures as needed. 
19.  Can the sessions be audio or video taped?  Neither parent is allowed to tape the joint sessions.  However, the PC may do so for educational purposes by either parent. The Parent Coordinator determines if and when this may be helpful to the families’ progress.  Tapes are not released to anyone outside the office unless subpoenaed by the Court.

20.  Are there any state standards written on parent coordination or a licensing board to monitor quality control when a PC has stepped beyond their role as coordinator?  

Unfortunately, at this time, there are no separate licenses for parent coordinators and therefore, no licensing boards in any of the states.  Standards are being addressed throughout the country.  The attached standards are used in many states as a way to ensure consistent care and expectations.  Members are listed by state and providence at www.parentcoordinators.com

21.  How does a parent coordinator know when the program is working?  Progress is based upon how the child is functioning and through observed improvements between the parents. The coordinator keeps detailed notes and checklists on each parent to track their improvements.  The goals created at the first joint session are also periodically assessed by all family members to determine if they are meeting their goals.   In addition, individual therapists will alert the parent coordinator regarding any family improvements or set backs.  Children often are asked to leave the coordinator updates on the confidential voice mail or to complete confidential visitation feedback sheets that are mailed directly to the Coordinator.  Finally the parents complete a relationship assessment prior to and when they are ready to be moved to an “as needed” status.

22.  Does the PC ever testify in court and can they make a custody recommendation?  There are circumstances in which a PC may be subpoenaed to court: 1)  If a court date has been set prior to the appointment of the parent coordinator   2)  if the PC process breaks down  3) the Court requests a final update from the PC or  4) if either parent files a motion.  Testimony does not indicate failure it could be viewed as different form of success even though it is not the preferred goal.  A PC can not make a custody recommendation in court, by memo or any other means.  They may however, share concerns regarding time sharing arrangements, co-parenting respect and each parent’s strengths and weaknesses and their contribution to the conflict. 

23.  Are there any books written that will help clarify the role and value of appointing parent coordinators?  There are very few books on parent coordination.  The concept of PC was first identified by Garrity and Baris in their book entitled:  Caught in the Middle.  Since then a text: Working with High Conflict, was released to further identify the use of parenting coordinators.  The Association of Family and Conciliation Courts Task Force on Parenting Coordination produced an extensive paper detailing the role and practices in each state.  Haworth Press released in 2004, the first comprehensive manual on parent coordination entitled The Psychotherapist as Parent Coordinator in High-Conflict Divorce: Strategies and Techniques by Boyan and Termini. 
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