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Readjusting Our Course: Back to the Real Emphasis of Fatherhood

Michael Nagle, MA – Families In Crisis, Inc. – Hartford, CT
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Founded in 1977, Families in Crisis, Inc. (FIC) is a private not-for-profit agency with offices in Hartford, Bridgeport, New Haven and Waterbury.  Specially trained staff provide services to families of offenders.  Our agency was founded to stabilize families in crisis and to provide meaningful opportunities for change.  FIC is one of a few organizations nationally that serves these families.  
Our services are designed to stabilize families in crisis and provide meaningful opportunities for change.  FIC focuses on the dynamics of the family unit and the significant role that family relationships play to help offenders rebuild their lives. 

When offenders are arrested and are incarcerated, they're not the only ones affected - their families are, too.  For  many, the arrest is just another stress for an already over-burdened family.  Without assistance, many families fall apart.  Offenders who do not have positive family support often re-offend, and tragically, statistics show that their children are likely to repeat the cycle.  The economic and social costs to communities are enormous.

FIC helps at-risk children, offenders and their families learn how to constructively succeed as individuals, members of a family and members of our society.  We provide specialized services that strengthen families, enhance community safety and promote individual responsibility.

These services are an important addition to the Criminal Justice System’s own efforts to reduce crime and to prepare offenders to be productive members of their communities.  We are one of a few organizations nationally dedicated to meeting the critical needs of offenders and their families. 
Our services include:
· Anger Management
· Counseling and Support Programs (for adults, children, adolescents and families)
· Domestic Violence Offender Services 
· Employment Assistance
· Fatherhood Initiative in the Community and Correctional Institutions
· Mentoring for Adults and Children (in the community and institutions)
· Promoting Responsible Fatherhood (“Inside-Out Dad and Healthy Relationships”)
· Re-entry Services
· Transportation to Correctional Facilities for Families


Inside-Out Dad is a part of the Promoting Responsible Fatherhood Program funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (Administration for Children and Families, Grant Number 90FR0031).  Families in Crisis, Inc. (FIC) facilitates the program in several Connecticut Department of Correction Institutions.

The Inside-Out Dad Program provides practical and innovative ways to help overcome the physical and psychological challenges that incarcerated fathers face Inside (while incarcerated) and Out (upon re-entry). The curriculum bridges the gap between the inmate father and his children. Through the program, inmate dads reflect on their past in order to discover the possibilities they have to parent differently from their own, often absent, fathers.  Inside-Out Dad consists of 13 one-hour core sessions designed to address the specific needs of incarcerated fathers. The program also involves individual professional counseling with a FIC Case Worker addressing issues germane to the family, parenting and fatherhood.  The Inside-Out Dad Program helps prisoners prepare for re-entry into society as they learn more about themselves as men and as dads. 
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Michael Nagle attended Baptist Bible College in Springfield, Missouri and Reformed Episcopal Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He has a Bachelor’s Degree in Theology and a Master’s Degree in Conflict Management from Trinity Theological Seminary in Newburgh, Indiana.  He has worked in the non-profit sector since 1979, in Health Care Management, Residential Child Care Management, HIV and AIDS Care Management and as a Case Worker for Families in Crisis (since 2007).  He is a Pastoral Counselor with a private practice in Manchester, Connecticut (since 1995). He has done volunteer work in corrections since1985, working with incarcerated men in Connecticut, Arizona and Minnesota.  In his private practice he has counseled individuals, couples, families and groups. His clientele include children, adolescents and adults. As a conference and retreat leader-speaker, he has led groups and seminars throughout New England, Pennsylvania and New Jersey. He has spoken in conferences on “Marriage and Relationships, Parenting, Raising Adolescents, Men’s Issues, Conflict Management and Spirituality”.  In his role as a Case Worker Coordinator for Families in Crisis, Inc. he has facilitated parenting groups in several Connecticut Correctional institutions, leading and counseling over 300 incarcerated fathers and their families.  In that capacity as a fatherhood authority, he has intervened for families with government agencies dealing with custody, child support, paternity, visitation, and a host of other parenting related issues.  He has been married for thirty-six years to his wife Margaret, and they have a thirty-one year old daughter, Rebekah Nagle McGee. Both his wife and daughter are in social services as well.
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I.
Introduction: The Problem with Short Cuts and Detours

· When embarking on a long journey, it is tempting to find a shortcut in order to reach our destination sooner.
· Often shortcuts can be disastrous and end up making our journey longer, more dangerous and even keeping us from reaching our original goal.
· The goal of the Fatherhood Movement can be compromised by venturing onto paths that may seem prudent, and yet in the end cause us to veer far off the path from our real emphasis.

II.
What is the real emphasis of Fatherhood?

The fundamental goal of parenting is 
not parents, but children!
· Fatherhood is not about dads…..it is about our kids.

· The Fatherhood Movement is not about focusing on dads. It is about helping dads to focus on their kids!

· Fatherhood is not about father’s rights for the sake of fathers. Fatherhood is about helping dads to exercise their rights for the good of their kids!

· Good, responsible fatherhood is about good responsible parenting on the parts of men in partnership with women, families, the community and the society at large for the welfare, safety and good of children!

· In the end, Fatherhood’s focus is CHILDREN, and anything that causes us to veer from that course is a road hazard and dangerous detour. 
· We need to be careful to readjust our course whenever we stray from it. 
· We need to be circumspect and check our course from time to time, making sure we are on a path that is best for the welfare of our kids. It is not about us, it is about them!

III.
What are some of the detours and road hazards? Embracing Mythologies that Corrupt Our Mission.

Promoting Fatherhood means perpetuating masculine stereotypes.

· The idea of promoting fatherhood as if men all have some mysterious masculine magic that is essential to the wellbeing of children is nonsense! 

· Gender stereotypes are as ludicrous as racial and ethnic stereotypes. We do a disservice to our children and to men AND women when we perpetuate those stereotypes.

· Masculinity has evolved and morphed for as long as there have been males and females on the planet. The roles and functions of gender have consistently been altered and will continue to as civilization changes. 

· The inherent danger in perpetuating gender myths is that it lets men off the hook for responsibilities that don’t fit into the mythology. 
· By pretending that there is some invisible, yet distinct “male” characteristic (masculine voodoo), we encourage our children to seek a measuring stick for gender that really doesn’t exist. 
· In the end it hurts kids while dads avoid the inherent responsibilities of parenting that they assume aren’t part of the “masculine” job description.

· It also harms the men who simply do not fit the gender myths of their community or culture in regards to parenting- so they glamorize the mythology at the expense of their children (i.e., being a real man means to drink, carouse, play around, etc)

· The myth that men bring to a parenting relationship some ethereal quality missing in females is bunk. The primary element that men bring to the parenting partnership is an EXTRA PAIR OF HANDS!
· Two parent homes work for a fundamentally logical reason. Two are better than one! There is no VOODOO magic in the formula!! 
· Raising kids is HARD WORK!!! It is infinitely easier to do it with an extra heart, and extra brain, and extra body!!! It is infinitely harder to do it alone. And even when there are two, it is still hard. 
· DADS are not fulfilling some odd spiritual function by being responsible fathers. Men are doing their share of the hard work involved in parenting.

· This is important on so many levels to understand! The myth perpetuates the lie that children have suffered because women have raised them alone- as if the women raising them has been the problem. 
· Children are not suffering in fatherless homes because women have raised them. Children have suffered in fatherless homes because fathers have not been carrying their load!!!!!!!!!!! 

· The moms who are THERE are not the problem. The ABSENT fathers are the problem! The women aren’t the problem. The MISSING MEN ARE!!

· WE SHOULD BE GETTING OUR DAD’S TO BE GRATEFUL TO THE WOMEN, WITHOUT WHOM NONE OF THEM WOULD HAVE EVER MADE IT PAST PUBERTY!! Women are not looking for a dose of testosterone. They are looking for a break from the burden of doing all or most of the work of parenting alone!

Promoting Fatherhood equals being anti-feminist (even anti-woman)

· One of the tenets I’ve heard in fatherhood circles is that the rise of feminism has contributed to the demise of fatherhood. That too is nonsense!

· There were derelict fathers for thousands of years, long before the rise of the feminist movement. To blame mothers for bad fathers is like blaming slaves for slavery. It is ridiculous! 

· Seeking equality for more than half of the human race has not caused fatherhood to be diminished. But it is a wonderful (yet lame) excuse! 

· Parenting is a partnership, and an ideology that makes both partners equal is not demining to children but empowering to fathers and mothers. 
· Women do not need to be subordinate in order to partner with men, nor do men need to be dominant in order to partner with women. 

· If an egalitarian system in parenting is difficult for men, then the answer is not reverting back to the old school (misogynistic) way of doing things! 
· The answer is for couples adjusting their course to see themselves as partners in the greatest collaboration on the planet!

Bureaucracies and Agencies Are Enemies of Fathers and Families

· Fathers often see government agencies as meddling and adversarial. Although the reputation is occasionally merited, it is usually not the case.

· Child Support is seen as a weapon against the father. Regardless of the perspective of either parent, ultimately Child Support is about caring for the financial needs of children. Fathers need to be helped to see Child Support in the light of what is good for kids. Raising children is expensive and financial support is a perfectly logical and necessary responsibility of fathers.

· Dads need to be helped to navigate the system in a way that is fair, just and equitable, without avoiding the basic obligation of parenting (for men and women)

· Child Protective agencies are often viewed with a bias against fathers. Dads can correct that bias, but not if they are adversarial or absent. We can help them collaborate with agencies and repair their reputation and relationships.

· Social Services and Judicial services are not created to persecute dads. But, fathers often see themselves as victims. We as promoters of fatherhood can help by educating both the bureaucracies and fathers to the need for cooperation and mutual respect. Although our dads need advocacy, we do not want to use advocacy as an excuse for demeaning or undermining our colleagues who are trying to do what is best for the families and children we serve.
Promoting Fatherhood as an idea rather than an experience.

· It is critical to see fatherhood as an EXPERIENCE and not an IDEOLOGY!

· Fatherhood is not a good idea, it is an experience- something you DO, something you PRACTICE, something you PARTICIPATE in!

· We do our fathers (and children) a disservice by teaching dads about the idea of fatherhood at the expense of the practice of fatherhood.

· It is NOT enough to feel or think that you are a good Dad. Parenting is not about how good a job I think I am doing, it is about whether I am doing anything to think about. There is a great gulf between an idea and a practice. 

· Fathers need to measure their worth as parents, by the contribution they make in their children’s lives. 
· We can teach and preach until we are hoarse and defeated about the virtues and blessings of responsible fatherhood- but until our fathers begin to practice parenting, the passion we create in our efforts is quickly diminished (like the morning mist), unless our dads gain experience to fan that passion!

· Fatherhood as an ideology rather than an experience allows men to buy into the myths about fatherhood that let them off the hook and perpetuate their diminished contribution in their children’s lives.

· Fatherhood as an idea allows men to blame women, their families, their communities and the “system” for not aggressively participating in the active, hands-on, practice of parenting!
So- how do we get from here to there? How do we help dads to abandon old ways of looking at things and encourage them to get back on the path to our real goal as Promoters of Responsible Fatherhood???

IV.
Moving from Fatherhood as Independent Concept to an Inter-Dependent Partnership

One of the primary problems with the “idea” of fatherhood, versus the practice of fatherhood, is that it lends itself to a paradigm of fatherhood independent of all relationships. Yet, real parenting is always a partnership. It really does take a village to raise a child. 
Father’s in our care are also inclined to look at intervention (by us) as the first line of defense (to their ideological role of fatherhood), instead of looking first to the logical and fundamentally necessary relationships needed to adequately parent children

Co-Parenting as a Positive Necessity (not a necessary evil)

· Regardless of the history between the father and his co-parent, dad’s need to be encouraged to repair that relationship!

· There is little or no possibility for the father to parent effectively when he views the child’s mother as an adversary and irrelevant.

· Fathers MUST yield to the absolute necessity to respect their children’s mothers and treat them as an integral partner in being able to positively influence their children’s lives.

· Children learn relationships from their parents. Women must bear the responsibility for their part in relationships, but dads can and must take every remedial step possible to repair their part. 
· This is an enormous part of parenting, that transcends the simple IDEA of Fatherhood. Ignore this and all the talk about fathering is just words!! We are not doing our part as Promoters of Responsible Fatherhood unless we are breaking down the mythologies that allow men to disparage women and fathers to disrespect their children’s mothers!

Family as a Critical Support System

· The same is true about Dads and their families. Many of the men we deal with are estranged from their families of origin. In some cases this is actually appropriate, due to criminal activity, drugs, abuse and addiction. 

· But in many cases our dads separate from their families for the same pathological reasons they have broken relationships with their co-parents. 

· Their motives in shutting out their families supersedes their children’s need to be connected to kin, and to be involved with grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins and half or step siblings.

· Kids inherently need a sense of connection. And dads need the support that families can foster. But it takes work on the part of dads to restore and facilitate those family relationships, for their sake and for the sake of their children!

· Again, we as care providers do a disservice to the children of the men we serve, when we are not helping them to reach out to their blood relatives, heal familial fractures and involve their families in the lives of their children.

Community as Partners

· The immediate community is the next circle of support fathers need to engender. Many dad have cut-off the community even as they have their families and co-parents. But they cannot adequately raise their children without leaning on the community which is their natural environment. 

· Church, school, neighborhood groups and extended family (friends who our children relate to as family) are integral in the hard work of parenting.

· Men must see their part in integrating their kids into the community. They must learn to see themselves as partners with their churches, the children’s schools (teachers, administrators, parents), and community groups (support groups, coalitions, etc).

· This is not women’s work. It is a parent’s work. There are obstacles, but most are wrapped up in the same mythologies men help to perpetuate about gender roles.

· We want to help dads see the community at large as a resource, not a detriment to their positive, practical, hands-on fathering.

Public Agencies as Collaborators

· Many of the myths which act to deviate us from the real goal of fatherhood, involve negative attitudes toward public agencies involved with families.

· We as providers need to help our fathers bridge the gap between themselves and the agencies they often perceive as adversaries and obstacles to their parenting.

· It is fruitless to encourage our fathers to relate in an adversarial manner to Child Protective agencies, Social Services, Child Support and the courts.

· For many dads these agencies may very well have earned their suspicion. But encouraging ongoing negativity about powerful bureaucracies is counter-productive and usually unfounded. Most agencies and their employees are there to protect the best interests of children. Even when they blunder, it is usually not intentional. Helping dads to work collectively and collaboratively with agencies is in the best interest of families and the best interests of children!

· Most agencies are staffed by hard working people who are often understaffed, underpaid and over used. Their intention is to be a positive resource for children. When dads partner with that in mind, the results are usually good for kids. And what is good for kids is the fulfillment of what is good for fatherhood.

V.
Getting Back on the Path and Staying There.

If you agree that the real point of Fatherhood is the welfare and well being of kids, assess yourself and your programs to see if you have ventured from the path. Don’t allow yourself or your fathers to fall for myths that keep them from flourishing as equal partners in providing their kids with the best parents possible.

· Stick to the path -
As Fatherhood Practitioners and Promoters we need to assist our dads and dads-to-be in understanding that our goal as fathers is what is best for our kids! All of our work needs to be aimed at bettering the lives of our children. Anything short of that fails the children and fails our fathers!
· Eliminate perilous detours
We can sympathize and relate to the men we serve without colluding with them in the subjugation and abuse of women and children. We can assist them in the practice of fatherhood without reinforcing attitudes and behaviors that are detrimental to their children and co-parents.
· Encourage Partnerships with your Dads
As providers and promoters our influence is temporary and unsustainable without the partnership of co-parents, families, communities and other net-worked professional care providers. We need to teach our dads the necessity and the tools to be collaborators with the essential partnerships involved with parenting.
· With Co-Parents
Healthy relationships are a paramount ingredient to healthy, successful parenting. Our children need parents who are willing to do the hard work of co-parenting. Our men need to be taught the skills to bridge and repair broken relationships with the children’s mothers.
· Family
Families are an integral part of the network necessary to raise children who are healthy in every aspect. Our dads need to be encouraged to work hard at incorporating the assistance and involvement of the families in raising their kids.
· The Community
Fathers must be shown how to tap into the strengths of the community, and allow their children the opportunity to benefit from the positive resources available to their family.
· Professional Care Providers
Dads need to be shown how to partner with professional providers for the best interest of their children. Fathers need to see professional partners as a means to what is best for their children and not as adversaries or the enemies of family.
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