PROSPER helps parents learn to communicate with children
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A joint effort between Penn State University and the Floyd C. Fretz Middle School staff and other community members has enabled many students to PROSPER.


In the program, people form a team that works to use science-based programming for youths and their families.  PROSPER stands for Promoting School/community/university Partnerships to Enhance Resilience.


This is the second year the “Strengthening Families Program” has been offered to the middle school, and the students and those involved enjoy the program.


“I love it.  It has helped a lot,” says Charlene Messina.  “There are a lot of little tricks and trades we didn’t know about.”


Her husband, Robert, describes a point-system reward plan he devised using the program’s suggestions.


“They suggested we use a point system where we give points for each chore completed,” he said.  “I keep track of each point and it can mean extra minutes playing PlayStation, or watching (television) or going outside of the home to skating or to a friend’s house.”


Charlene Messina added they have also learned how to talk and get along with their children.  They have a son, Brandon, who is in sixth grade, and a daughter, Angela, who is also in sixth grade.


Angela Messina said she likes the program, adding she has learned how to deal with peer pressure, among other things.  Brandon Messina said he likes some of the games they play that introduce them to different techniques to communication.  He said his family learned how to have a family meeting.


The families enjoy a meal together, which is provided by the program, and then split up into tow groups – one for the parents and one for the children.  These groups meet for one hour each and then the family is reunited to enjoy quality time and discuss what they learned.


Facilitators lead the youth groups in discussions of setting goals, resisting peer pressure, coping with stress, getting along with parents and following rules, and reaching out to others.


With their facilitator, parents discuss ways of communicating with their teens, effective limit-setting, using consequences and ways to help youth with responsible decision-making.


At this time, instructional support teacher Marianne Carrico, along with others, is looking to continue the program next year by looking at available funding sources.


Corrico said Penn State will follow through with the children, who are now in sixth grade, until they reach eighth grade to record results of the prevention program efforts.  Penn State has asked the middle school to participate and funding, until the program is continued without the help of Penn State, is provided by the National Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA).


A staff of counselors and people who specialize in specific areas targeted to the children through the program and families meet for seven weeks for two hours during the evening.


Fretz health teacher Judy Abbey said she enjoys the program and this is her second year of involvement.


“The saddest thing is that parents don’t take advantage of this program,” she said.


Ann Fesenmeyer, abstinence education coordinator at the Guidance Center and first-year participant, discussed the possible reasons for the lower numbers of participation.


“It may be that parents think they will be thought of as bad parents, when it is a program that works at empowering both children and parents,” she said.  “It’s good to have a camaraderie.  They are all going through it.  It’s not just families who are having troubles.”


Joining in, Abbey said, “They really see they have more in common with other families.  It’s good for them to bounce things off each other.”


Mike Oliver, who has extensive experience working with children, and who is currently attending school to further his education, said he feels the program helps families learn new ways of coping with each other and situations that arise.


“It’s beneficial for the parents to learn different parenting techniques,” he said.


One mother, Tina Skaggs, said she learned for the first time that her daughter, Brittany, who is in the sixth grade, held an interest in the military.


“It was a project to measure how much we knew our kids – they made posters and then we had to choose which one was made by our child,” Skaggs said.  “Her poster had everything else I knew, but the military?  We really learned a lot about our kids!”


Another mother said she enjoys learning how to communicate with the children.  Betty Hanson was on hand with her daughter Jasmen, 12.


“It’s good to communicate with the kids like this,” she said, while holding her baby Jamine.  She added she feels the childcare workers are good too.


Two experienced childcare helpers are also available for families with other children or babies they bring to the program.


“I honestly think it should last a little bit longer, maybe a couple of weeks longer.”


Karen Bradwell was also in attendance with her son, sixth grade student Joseph Saltsman.  She emphasized the need for the program for all types of families.


“It’s not only for the poor kids, others should get involved too,” she said.


In talking about his favorite time of the evening sessions, her son said “I like it when we all get together – when we get with our moms and do things.”

