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ND Parent to Parent Program  

Parents who have just learned of a childõs diagnosis with a disability or special 

health care need often feel helpless and alone.  Talking with another parent who 

has experienced a similar situation can help families to feel less alone and more 

hopeful.  

Parents may want to talk to someone who can give specific guidance about care for 

their child and day -to -day coping with the effects and life changes of living with a 

disability or special health care need.  Sharing ideas and specific suggestions can 

bring a sense of security to families who wonder what to do when their child does 

not fit the usual patterns of growth and development.  By sharing ideas, the Re-

ferred Parent develops concrete skills and suggestions as well as hope for the fu-

ture.   

Children with special needs may require special services.  Locating and negotiating 

oneõs way through a maze of needed programs and interacting with a range of pro-

fessionals are skills that Support Parents can teach.  The Support Parent who has 

successfully learned how to be an advocate for their child has a unique and valuable 

set of skills to share with another family.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñExperienced parents understand that the 

event that has altered their lives is pain-

ful.  Parents do not have the power to 

change the event, but they can change 

the way they think about it. Parents have 

the power to choose to live a joyful life; 

they are not compelled to live in constant 

grief.  They have a choice for life and 

celebration.  New parents may not know 

this.  Experienced parents are not saying 

it is easy, but they can teach this.  Sup-

porting parents can plant the seed.ò 

-Janice Wright 

Bloom Where You  

Are Planted 
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History of ND Parent to Parent  

 

The Family Involvement Subcommittee of the Interagency Coordinating 

Council on Early Intervention spent several years, from late 1993 -1998 re-

searching, gathering information, resources and partnering with other par-

ent to parent programs across the country. Through their foresight, 

strength and oversight to pursue a parent to parent program for ND we 

proudly identify them as the founding mothers of the ND Parent to Parent 

Program: Donene Feist, Tammy Stuart, Deb Clarys, Jane Nelson, Kathy Des-

jarlais, Twyla Bohl, Ruth Antal, Evy Jones Hartson, Yolanda Fransen, and 

Rosa Backman.  

 

Additionally, we acknowledge the professional partners who provided guid-

ance and support: Deanne Horne, Rob Graham, Deb Baldson, Keith Gustafson, 

Tammy Gallup Milner, Mary Lindbo and Alan Ekblad.  

 

Lastly, we acknowledge the woman who provided guid-

ance and mentorship throughout this time and beyond 

to develop a parent to parent program to North Da-

kota. The late  Betsy Santelli, the Beach Center at the 

University of Kansas, worked many years assisting and 

guiding us, and connecting us to other programs and 

their mentor directors across the country as we pur-

sued this journey. She worked for over 25 years for 
and with children with special needs and their fami-
lies.  

 

For all those who worked tirelessly to achieve this dream for ND fami-
lies we dedicate this manual.  
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Join the Family Voices of North Dakota  

Parent to Parent Program at BigTent.com  

going to the link below   

www.bigtent.com/groups/ndp2p  

This site will:  

ā Give you the opportunity to chat and connect with 

other parents 24/7, post questions, get answers, 

meet new people, get helpful tips from others, as we 

are all in this together.  

ā Allow you to view  a calendar of events for ND fami-

lies. 

ā Allow you to add events to the calendar.  

ā Allow you to share photos with other parents.  

  

Big Tent is very interactive, fun and secure!    

If you have any questions about BigTent,  

please call Missi at 290 -8711 

http://www.bigtent.com/groups/ndp2p
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North Dakota Parent to Parent Program  
 

Family Voices of ND   PO Box 163  

Edgeley, ND  58433  

1-888 -522 -9654  

www.fvnd.org  

 

Thank you for showing interest in the Parent to Parent Program.  Your participation 

is vital and very much appreciated.  It will prove to be greatly rewarding.  Email and 

internet access have opened new opportunities for parents to locate information, 

but the personal contact that we can offer each other is important.  Emotional sup-

port is crucial and must be recognized and validated.  

This Parent to Parent Guide is designed to introduce you to the ND Parent to Par-

ent program and to acquaint you with roles parents play in supporting each other.  

Good listening skills are imperative and we will be offering suggestions on how to 

enhance your skills.  The guide also provides helpful tips and information about sup-

porting other parents.  

Lastly, this manual is designed to serve as reference to you as you support other 

parents.  If you feel you need assistance or have any questions or concerns please 

feel free to contact me.  

Once again, thank you for your support.  We look forward to having you in our Par-

ent to Parent Network.  

Sincerely,  

 

Missi Baranko  

NDP2P Coordinator  
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Parent Support 101  
What is a Support Parent?  

NDP2P has trained volunteers called Support Parents.  

They are raising children with special health needs.  

They have participated in training preparing them to be 

òmatchedó or connected with Referred Families also 

raising children with special health needs.  

 

What is taught at training workshops?  

The workshop covers things such as communication skills, listening skills, and the 

grief process.  Time is also spent covering what it means to be a Support Parent.  

 

What are the responsibilities of a Support Parent?  

When NDP2P connects a Support Parent with a Referred Parent, the Support Par-

ent is expected to call or email their match as soon as possible, preferably within 

48 hours.  The Support Parent should take the time to listen and be supportive.  

The Support Parent calls the NDP2P staff if any problems arise.  

 

What if NDP2P asks a Support Parent to take a match at a bad time?  

A Support Parent can always decline to take a match ð if your child has the flu, or 

if you donõt feel like talking on the phone, or for any reason at all.  We all have 

times when we just need to say no ð it is OK.  

 

How often is a Support Parent called upon to take a match?  

Some Support Parents are called fairly often; others are seldom called.  It de-

pends upon the disabilities or health conditions that NDP2P is asked to address.  

 

Will I have to attend meetings or pay dues?  

NDP2P does not mandate that you attend regular meetings.  From time to time, we 

may try to organize educational or social gatherings for Support Families and Re-

ferred Families, but attendance is not required.  

 



9 This manual is produced by Family Voices of North Dakota for 
 the North Dakota Parent to Parent Program                                      

 

How does it work?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Philosophy of ND Parent to Parent  

 

NDP2P believes in the innate strength of families.  Therefore, our services affirm 

familiesõ strengths and enables families raising children with special health needs 

to obtain for themselves the services and support they need.  We believe that pro-

fessionals can give a family direction and ideas, but in order for families to become 

empowered, they need to have the confidence to explore and discover their own 

personal strengths.  Trained Support Parents can assist Referred Families facing 

this process of discovery, as their support helps Referred Families to develop 

strong self -esteem, a positive attitude toward their children and a feeling of being 

òconnectedó with community resources and supported and affirmed by their peers.  

 

Families need support from other families.  To sit back and pity a family doesnõt 

help them to help themselves. The best we can offer families is a positive self -

esteem, pride in themselves and in their families and the ability to seek the service 

they need.  NDP2P contact can help families to regain their sense of strength, pur-

pose, and independence. 

 

ND Parent to Parent Goals  

¶  

A parent is referred to the North Dakota Parent to  

Parent (NDP2P) Program or a parent contacts the  

program requesting to be matched with another family.  

NDP2P Program gathers all pertinent   

information from parent requesting to be 

matched with another family.  

NDP2P staff selects or locates   

appropriate match for requesting/

referred parent.  

NDP2P calls the selected Support Parent to see if they can assist 

the requesting parent.  If it is not a goodtime for the volunteer 

Support Parent to provide support, they may refuse any referral 

at any time with no questions asked.  If the Support Parent ac-

cepts the referred parenté. 

NDP2P gives the Support Parent the referred parentõs  

information and asks them to contact the family within 48 hours.  

NDP2P contacts the requesting/referred parent and gives them the 

Support Parentõs contact information and tells them they should expect 

contact soon from the Support Parent.  

NDP2P follows up with both referred and support parents two 

weeks after the information is shared.  NDP2P also asks both      

parents to fill out a survey 2 months after the first connection is 

made.  If the parents are not able to connect they are asked to  

contact NDP2P.   
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Philosophy of ND Parent to Parent  

NDP2P believes in the innate strength of families.  Therefore, our services affirm 

familiesõ strengths and enables families raising children with special health needs 

to obtain for themselves the services and support they need.  We believe that pro-

fessionals can give a family direction and ideas, but in order for families to become 

empowered, they need the confidence to explore and discover their own personal 

strengths.  Trained Support Parents can assist Referred Families facing this proc-

ess of discovery, as their support helps Referred Families to develop strong self -

esteem, a positive attitude toward their children 

and a feeling of being òconnectedó with commu-

nity resources and supported and affirmed by 

their peers.  

 

Families need support from other families.  To 

sit back and pity a family doesnõt help them to 

help themselves. The best we can offer families 

is a positive self -esteem, pride in themselves and in their families and the ability to 

seek the service they need.  NDP2P contact can help families to regain their sense 

of strength, purpose, and independence.  

 

ND Parent to Parent Goals:  

§ To decrease family stress and isolation by matching experienced Sup-

port Parents with families whose children have a special health care 

need or disability.  

§ To increase familiesõ knowledge and use of community resources. 

§ To increase the confidence and skills of families by providing emotional 

support, positive parenting models and ongoing opportunities to acquire 

specific information and /or training.  

§ To be an ongoing resource to families, health care providers, educators, 

policy makers, agency directors and others in the design, implementa-

tion and evaluation of programs for families.  
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Privacy Policy  

(For all FVND Staff and Volunteers -  to include Support Parents)  

 
Ý ND Parent to Parent is dedicated to maintaining the privacy and health informa-

tion that individuals disclose to coordinators and volunteers of our programs.  

 

Ý We understand that information about an individual and their family is personal.  

We will safeguard and respect the privacy of individuals and their families.   

 

Ý We will protect all information that is provided to Parent to Parent including 

names, addresses, birth dates and medical information.  

 

Ý ND Parent to Parent will disclose information only with specific permission from 

a parent or guardian of a child or when mandated by law.  

 

Ý An individual has the right to confidential communication and the right to re-

quest that our office communicate at a particular location or in a particular 

manner. 

 

Ý Any authorization provided to us regarding the use and disclosure of identifi-

able health information may be revoked at any time.  

 

 

 

If an individual believes their privacy has been violated, 

they may file a complaint.  

 

To file a complaint with our organization, contact  

Donene Feist, Director, Family Voices of ND,  

PO Box 163, Edgeley, ND  58433  
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Role of the Support Parent  
As a Support Parent, you are being asked to provide support, comfort, reassurance 

and hope to parents who are confronting the challenges of raising a child with spe-

cial health care needs and disabilities. It is most important that you be yourself . 

Be spontaneous, genuine, relaxed and informal.  

 

While sharing your personal knowledge and experience, the following statements  

will serve to guide you in your role as a support parent.  

 

1. In your first contact with the parent, allow them the first opportunity to 

talk. If the parent seems reluctant to talk, offer to share your own experi-

ences in an attempt to òbreak the iceó. Once the parent begins to talk, sit 

back and listen to what they have to say. Reassure them, if you can, that you 

understand why they feel the way they do (as opposed to òI know how you 

feeló since that is unique to each individual). Allow the parent to express his/

her feelings and concerns.  

 

2. Donõt be overly positive in your attitudes about having a child with a disabil-

ity. It may be some time before they accept the thought that raising a child 

with a disability does have its very own pleasures and rewards.  

 

3. Avoid being judgmental. Although you may not agree with what the parent 

says or how he/she feels, it is more important that you are accepting and 

compassionate. 

 

4. Do not give advice. You may wish to share suggestions, experiences and offer 

options, but do not instruct or insist. Leave the decision making to the par-

ent. For example, rather than saying, òYou shouldéó, instead say, òHave you 

consideredé?ó or you may prefer to say, òI found it helpful toéhave you con-

sidered tryingé?ó. By being indirect, you relieve yourself of any responsibil-

ity resulting in advice that failed to work.  

 

5. You can help parents with understanding medical and rehabilitative terms 

and vocabulary, but do not attempt to interpret diagnoses or offer medical 

advice. 
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6. Donõt be critical about the services or care the parents have chosen for 

their child. If the parents are satisfied with the services their child is re-

ceiving, donõt intervene. There may be unknown reasons, such as cultural or 

religions.  

 

7. If you visit the parent, be sure to relate to the child by holding, playing with 

or talking to him/her. You may be the first person outside the family who 

relates to the child in a positive manner. You may want to bring along pic-

tures of your child. It may help to make your contact more genuine. Use your 

judgment about showing these pictures on your first visit.  

 

8. Be a strong support for your new parents in the beginning. Allow the parent 

to lean on you by offering the support needed until they are able to cope 

with the situation. However, care 

should be taken to discourage an 

unhealthy dependence.  

 

9. Discuss any challenges you may 

be having in your relationship 

with the new parent with the 

Parent to Parent coordinator. 

You are in no way expected to 

maintain a strained or uncom-

fortable relationship.  

 

10. If you feel uncomfortable or 

need assistance, call the Parent to Parent coordinator. The coordinator is 

there to assist you with any difficulties, problems or questions that you may 

have. You are not alone. 

 

11. If it is a bad time for you to talk with another parent, feel free to just say 

ònoó. Parent to Parent understands that life sometimes gets crazy and you 

canõt be all things to all people. Your ònoó will be respected. 
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Guidelines for Telephone/Email Contact  

 

PURPOSE:  To offer emotional support by providing an accepting, hon-
est, caring atmosphere, which gives the referred parent an opportunity 
to discuss feelings, concerns or difficulties that they might be having. 
Also, to share information about the childõs special needs, parenting 

and appropriate resources and services.  

 

HOW:  By being an effective, non -judgmental listener. Communication  

skills, including òactive listeningó will help you to convey: 

¶ You care and you are concerned  

¶ You are there to listen and talk about their concerns  

¶ You will do your best to understand  

 

Getting Ready to Call  
1. Be relaxed and ready to listen.  

2. You will probably be nervous beforehand; most are.  

3. Set aside enough time for the call. The first contact with a family 

might take just a few moments or the conversation might last for 

an hour. 

4. Consider whether the time will be convenient for your referred 

parent.  

5. Refer to information given to you about the family.  

6. Focus on the basic areas you want to cover. Try to keep a balance 

between interests in the parent and interest in the child. Donõt 

forget the spouse, siblings or significant others. Fathers need 

support also, so donõt assume you must talk to the mother only. 

7. Be sensitive to what your attitudes and verbal cues are conveying.  
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The First Contact  
1.  When to contact  
¶  At your earliest convenience after receiving the referral (preferably within 48 

 hours)  If the parent is difficult to reach, try calling at several times of the day.  

 You may also email them if that is what the referred parent prefers.  

¶  If you cannot reach the parent after several days, call your Parent to Parent coor

 dinator and tell her so she can contact the parent directly.  

2. Introduction  
¶ Introduce yourself by name and as a Parent to Parent Support Parent.  

¶ Say that you are the parent of a child with special needs.  

¶ You may mention the name of the person who referred the family in order to re-

mind them how their request for support came to you.  

¶ If calling, ask if this is a good time to talk. If not, ask when you can call back and 

also leave your name and phone number. Invite the parent to return your call, but 

donõt expect they will. They may not have the time or may be too nervous to initiate 

contact.  

¶ Ask if the parent is familiar with Parent to Parent. Emphasize that we provide par-

ent to parent support and mention the resources (website, e -newsletter, BigTent 

etc.) available.  

3. Door Openers ð finding common ground  
¶ Mention your own experience very briefly, noting what you share with the referred 

parent: òMy son, Frank, also has cerebral palsy and we attend the same clinic you 

do.ó Remember that every child is unique and that a diagnosis does not define a 

child or a family. While there may be similarities between your children, no two 

family situations are identical.  

¶ When a child has just been diagnosed, the family most likely is not thinking about 

what classroom setting will be appropriate three years from now. They are dealing 

with the immediate practical and emotional concerns raised by their childõs diagno-

sis and situation.  

¶ Refrain from mentioning serious problems or complications, which do not surface 

for every child, such as diabetes, which affects only some children with cystic fi-

brosis.  

¶ Suggest that sometimes it is helpful to talk with another parent who has gone 

through a similar experience.  

¶ Ask the parent about her/himself, the child, and the feelings they are experienc-

ing. Use open-ended questions beginning with òhowó, òwható and òwhenó. Avoid òwhyó 

questions that might make the parents feel they are being judged. Use statement 

beginning with òTell me aboutéó 
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4. Listening  

¶ Take cues from the parents about where they are, and validate their statements.  

¶ Avoid long responses. 

¶ Donõt be afraid of silence. Parents will sometimes welcome an opportunity to com-

pose themselves. 

¶ Note a parentõs concerns, questions and requests for information. 

¶ Focus on what the parent is feeling, rather than problem solving.  

5. Support  
¶ Reassure the parent that all emotions are valid and that other parents, including 

you have shared those feelings.  

¶ òCan I help you?ó gives permission for the referred parent to involve you. 

¶ òWhat can I do for you?ó helps to define a need. 

¶ False reassurances or clichés are not helpful, as you may remember. Listen and re-

flect back. You may be tempted to say, òEverything will be all right.ó Donõt! Instead, 

share what helped you.  

¶ Your area of expertise is in your practical and emotional experiences, what youõve 

learned, what helped you. When parents seek specific medical information, encour-

age them to consult with medical professionals.  

¶ Your own memories may come back to you, particularly during your first few con-

tacts with referred families. Be prepared for occasional strong feelings. You might 

find it helpful to talk with other support parents about their experiences.  

¶ Before saying goodbye repeat back any specific requests the parent has made, such 

as for addresses or literature, and give a timeframe for getting the information to 

the parent.  

¶ Many referred parents do not feel comfortable calling their support parents even 

when you have encouraged them to do 

so.  

¶ If you havenõt heard from your re-

ferred parent in a while, sometimes it 

can be helpful to make another call.  

¶ Remind the family that Parent to Par-

ent can help them to identify and ac-

cess community resources (see New Be-

ginnings Guide for ND Resources)  

¶ Make an extra effort to stay in touch 

during any potentially stressful times 

you may be aware of, such as hospitali-

zations.  
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Things to remember  

Ý Remember that whatever a family shares with you is        

confidential and not to be discussed with anyone except      

to Parent staff.  

Ý Some parents may not respond to you openly, especially    

during the first call. Donõt take it personally. You are         

support, which they may not be ready to receive. Let the   

parents know that you would like to share their experiences, 

as another parent who has òbeen thereó, but donõt be pushy. 

Ý Donõt hesitate to let the Parent to Parent staff know if you 

are uncomfortable with a match, or if you sense the referred 

parent may be uncomfortable as well.  

Ý Recognize that there are times when you will have other   

commitments and cannot be available as a support parent.  

Ý Parent to Parent staff are available to you if you have      

concerns or questions, or are unsure how to respond to a  

particular family situation or crisis. Keep in touch so that we 

can support you.  

Ý Be yourself. Feel good about what you are doing and the  

valuable support you have to offer.  
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People First Language:  

Itõs the Person First , Then the Disability  

 
What do you see first?  

¶ The wheelchair?  

¶ The physical problem?  

¶ The person? 

 

If you saw a person in a wheelchair unable to get up the stairs 

into a building, would you say, òThere is a handicapped person un-

able to find a ramp?ó 

 

Or would you say, òThere is a person with a disability who is 

handicapped by an inaccessible building?ó  
 

What is the Proper Way to Speak to or About Someone Who 

has a Disability?  

Consider how you would introduce someone - Jane Doe - who 

doesnõt have a disability. You would give her name, where she 

lives, what she does or what she is interested in: She likes swim-

ming or eating Spanish food or watching Robert Redford movies.  
 

Why Say it Differently for a Person With Disabilities? Every 

person is made up of many characteristics - mental as well as 

physical - and few want to be identified only by their ability to 

play tennis or by the mole thatõs on their face. These are just 

parts of us. In speaking or writing, remember that children or 

adults with disabilities are like everyone else - except they hap-

pen to have a disability. Therefore, here are a few tips for im-

proving your language relating to disabili ties and handicaps.  
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Tipsééééé. 

¶ Speak of the person first, then the disability.  

¶ Emphasize abilities, not limitations.  

¶ Do not label people as part of a disability group - donõt say òthe 

disabled,ó say òpeople with disabilities.ó 

¶ Donõt give excessive praise or attention to a person with a dis-

ability: Donõt patronize them. 

¶ Choice and independence are important; let the person do or 

speak for himself as much as possible.  

¶ A disability is a functional limitation that interferes with a per-

sonõs ability to walk, hear, talk and learn. Only use the word 

handicap to describe a situation or barrier imposed by society, 

the environment or oneõs self. 

Say . . .       Instead of . . .  

child with a disability     disabled or handicapped child  

person with cerebral palsy    palsied, CP, spastic 

without speech      mute or dumb  

developmental delay     slow 

emotional disorder, mental illness   crazy or insane  

deaf, hard -of -hearing or     deaf and dumb  

uses a wheelchair      confined to a wheelchair  

person with retardation     retarded  

person with epilepsy     retarded epileptic  

has a learning disability     is learning -disabled  

non-disabled       normal, healthy  

has a physical disability     crippled  

congenital disability     birth defect  

condition       disease (unless it IS a disease)  
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Etiquette   
An individual with disability is a human being. Itõs as simple as that.  

Treat people as people: Treat everyone the way youõd want people to treat you.  

 

It is okay to offer assistance.  Here are some tips:  

Always ask first.  

Understand the clarified assistance.  

Realize that different people have different preferences.  

Some people donõt want or need helpé accept ònoó to your offer.  

 

Make a mistake ? Apologize, correct the error, learn, and move on.  

RELAX! It is okay to say to a person who is blind, òIõll see you later,ó or ask a per-

son in a wheelchair to go for a walk. Itõs part of our everyday language and not al-

ways taken literally.  
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Part 2  

Communication Skills  

 
My Gift  

As a Support Parent my message is:  

òI am a stranger to you now, but let me walk with you for a while.  Be-
cause I have been where you are, and where you are about to go.  I 

have no answers.  I offer instead my hand, my heart, my listening ear, 
my time, and my experienceéso that one day you can turn to another 

and sayééé 
Alice P. 
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Support Parents  already have the most important qualifications for 

helping Referred Parents: Our experiences with our own children and 

families. Some of the benefits of working with Referred Parents often 

happen without the Support Parent being aware of it. When we share 

our own parenting experiences and demonstrate enjoyment of our chil-

dren and pride in their accomplish-

ments, we show Referred Parents by 

our example that it is possible to sur-

vive grief and live a happy and produc-

tive life. This is a powerful message. It 

is one of the ways in which we bring 

strength and hope into the lives of Re-

ferred Parents.  

Another way we help Referred Parents 

is by using the active -listening and prob-

lem-solving approaches outlined in this 

section. These methods have been used 

for many years by mental health profes-

sionals. However, participants in Parent 

to Parent networks throughout the 

country have adapted these techniques to our unique situation as 

equals and friends, rather than as profes sional helpers. Because we 

have òbeen there,ó we often can establish an almost-immediate rapport 

with Referred Families.  
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Attitudes  
Almost Al-

ways 
Usually  Occasionally  Seldom 

Neve

r  

1.  Do you like to listen to others?  5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you encourage oth-

ers to talk?  
5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you listen even if you 

do not like the person 

who is talking?  

5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you listen well whether 

the person is a man or woman, 

young or old?  

5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you listen equally well 

to a friend, an acquaintance 

or a stranger?  

5 4 3 2 1 

Actions  
Almost Al-

ways 
Usually  Occasionally  Seldom 

Neve

r  

1.  Do you put what you have 

been doing out of sight and 

out of mind?  

5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you look at the speaker?  5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you ignore distractions?  5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you smile, nod, encour-

age the speaker to talk?  
5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you think about what 

the speaker is saying?  
5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you let him or her finish 

what the speaker is trying to 

say? 

5 4 3 2 1 

1.  Do you try to figure out 

what the speaker means?  
5 4 3 2 1 

1.  If the speaker hesitates, do 

you encourage him or her to 

go on? 

5 4 3 2 1 

Good Listener Checklist  
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Scoring:  

If your score is 75 or better, you are a GOOD listener.  

If your score is 50 -75, you are an AVERAGE listener.  

If your score is below 50, you are a POOR listener . 

Notes:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attitudes  
Almost 

Always  
Usually  Occasionally  Seldom Never  

14. Do you like to listen to others?  5 4 3   2 1 

15. Do you withhold judgements 

about the speakerõs idea until 

he or she has finished?  

5 4 3 2 1 

16. Do you listen regardless of 

the speakerõs manner of speech 

and choice of words?  

5 4 3 2 1 

17. Do you listen even thoug h you 

anticipate what the speaker is 

going to say?  

5 4 3 2 1 

18. Do you question the speaker in 

order to get him or her to 

explain an idea more fully?  

5 4 3 2 1 

19. Do you ask the speaker what 

the words mean as he or she uses 

them? 

5 4 3 2 1 

 



27 This manual is produced by Family Voices of North Dakota for 
 the North Dakota Parent to Parent Program                                      

 

Active Listening  
 

Active listening is a way of listening and responding to another person that im-

proves mutual understanding. Often when people talk to each other, they donõt lis-

ten attentively. They are often distracted, half listening, half thinking about some-

thing else. When people are engaged in a conflict, they are often busy formulating 

a response to what is being said. They assume that they have heard what their op-

ponent is saying many times before, so rather than paying attention they focus on 

how they can respond to win the argument.  
 

Active listening is a structured form of listening and responding, which focuses the 

attention on the speaker. The listener must take care to attend to the speaker 

fully, and then repeats, in the listenerõs own words, what he or she thinks the 

speaker has said. The listener does not have to agree with the speaker ñhe or she 

must simply state what they think the speaker said. This enables the speaker to 

find out whether the listener really understood. If the listener did not, the 

speaker can explain some more.  
 

Often, the listener is encouraged to interpret the speakerõs words in terms of 

feelings. Thus, instead of just repeating what happened, the active listener might 

add, òI gather that you felt angry or frustrated or confused whené[a particular 

event happened]ó. Then the speaker can go beyond confirming that the listener un-

derstood what happened, but can indicate that he or she also understood the 

speakerõs psychological response to it. 
 

Active listening has several benefits.  

§ First , it forces people to listen attentively to others.  

§ Second, it avoids misunderstandings, as people have to confirm that they do 

really understand what another person has said.  

§ Third , it tends to open people up, to get them to say more. When people are in 

conflict, they often contradict each other, denying the opponentõs description 

of the situation. This tends to make people defensive, and they will either lash 

out, or withdraw and say nothing more. However, if they feel that their oppo-

nent is really attuned to their concerns and wants to listen, they are likely to 

explain in detail what they feel and why. If both parties to a conflict do this, 

the chance of being able to develop a solution to their mutual problem becomes 

much greater.  
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Tips for Effective Listening  

 

 

 

 

¶ Work through feelings and find so-

lutions  

¶ Ask appropriate and open -ended 

questions 

¶ Be patient and allow plenty of time  ¶ Donõt interrupt 

¶ Donõt prepare answers while the 

person is talking  

¶ Take mental notes (writing notes can 

be distracting)  

¶ Avoid premature conclusions and 

interpretations  

¶ Have desire to hear what is being 

said and to be helpful  

¶ Empathize with the person and put 

her/him at ease  

¶ Recognize that feelings are transi-

tory and change over time  

¶ Donõt try to change a person to your 

way of thinking  

¶ Be alert for your own negative feel-

ings 

¶ Hold your temper; think construc-

tively  

¶ Trust in the personõs capacity to han-

dle his/her feelings  

¶ Stop talking and listen   

òListening is a magnetic and strange thing, a creative 

force. When we really listen to people there is an al-

ternating current, and this recharges us so that we 

never get tired of each other. We are constantly being 

re -created.ó   Brenda Ueland 
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Active listening  

First seek to understand, then to be understood . 

Stephen Covey 

Elements of Active Listening  

1.  Be Attentive  

Pay close attention to what is being said; demonstrate that you are listening 

through attentive body language.  

 

2.  Be Impartial  

This is perhaps the most difficult of elements ñit means not agreeing, dis-

agreeing, or stating any opinion about what is being said. remember, the pur-

pose of active listening is to understand the other person.  

 

3.  Reflect Back  

Use the same or similar words to reflect the speakerõs idea back to him or 

her. For example ñSpeaker: òIõm really unhappy about the meeting we had to-

day.ó 

Listener: òIt sounds like you have some concerns about how it went.ó This 

technique helps both to convey your interest and to elicit more information.  

 

4.  Listen for Feelings  

If something is important to the speaker, he or she will have feelings about 

it. Often, the feelings themselves are the most important part of the mes-

sage.  Acknowledge the feelings the other person is conveying to you. For ex-

ample: òIt sounds like you have some concerns about how it went,ó or òFrom 

the way you describe the situation, it sounds like youõre very frustrated.ó 

 

5.  Summarize  

Pick out what you think were the most important parts of the speakerõs mes-

sage. Summarize them back to the speaker, to be sure you understand and to 

convey your understanding to the speaker.  
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Guidelines for Active Listening  

ƹ Put yourself in the Referred Parentõs shoes. 
 

ƹ Donõt make judgements. There is no right or wrong. 
 

ƹ Accept the Referred Parentõs feelings; they may be different 

from yours.  
 

ƹ Feel confident in suspending your feelings and judgments in order 

to be completely open to what the Re ferred Parent is communicat-

ing. 
 

ƹ Trust in the Referred Parentõs ability to handle their feelings, to 

work through them and to find solutions to their problems. You 

are there to support them in this process.  
 

ƹ Be patient. Allow plenty of time. Donõt interrupt or be in a hurry 

to give answers.  
 

ƹ Be flexible.  
 

ƹ Avoid arguments and criticism.  
 

ƹ Know that feelings change over time. Allow Referred Parentõs to 

experience feelings in their own way and at their own pace.  
 

ƹ Listen closely to the Referred Parent. Be sure you know what they 

are asking or describing.  
 

ƹ Do not prepare your answer while someone from the Referred 

Parent is talking.  
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Active Listening Starters  

Below are a variety of ways to start a response which sounds spon-

taneous, some of which are listed below. The feeling word is un-

derlined and can be changed to fit your message.  

òI see, you meant that you hoped she wouldé.ó 

òThat sounds to me like you are sad aboutéó 

òYou feel upset  aboutéó 

ôYou mean youõre afraid  oféó 

òIõm not sure I understand. Do you mean youõre disappointed  thatéó 

òYouõre really clear  abouté.ó 

óYou wish your husband/wife wouldé.ó 

òIõll bet it is frustrating  whenéó 

òThatõs really important  to you.  You wanté.ó 

òWhen that happens, your unhappyé.ó 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have you 

ever felt 

like this?  


