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We begin here, in the early years, to empower parents to create a vision for their child’s life and explore opportunities 
in the community that begin to build that vision. This guide is designed to support anyone who is in a role to assist 
families as they create a future with the CORE of a good life. 

Before we wrote this guide, we met with groups of providers employed by programs that support young children (e.g., 
Birth to 3 Program, Head Start, childcare) and parents. We wanted to learn about their experiences and what they 
talked about with one another. We came to the project already thinking that making better use of ordinary or natural 
support, was a good idea. We wanted to know whether parents and providers thought this might be a good idea, too. 

When we talked with parents and providers, they said that many of their conversations focused on finding professional 
services and resources. They were seeking therapies and interventions to fix the problems their children faced. Both 
parents and providers spoke of the pressure, stress and frustration this created. 

Parents said they often felt that a lack of resources existed and that they had to give up many things that were 
important to them. The ordinary experiences they wanted for themselves and their families did not seem to be 
available or possible.  

Providers talked about the pressures of mounting paper work and some said they worried about becoming robotic in 
their conversations with parents. They wanted to have conversations with parents that supported more natural 
solutions. 

The comments we heard revealed that so much energy was being spent on creating service relationships that little or 
no time remained to consider ordinary or natural relationship, as a way to respond to child and family needs. 
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We want these materials to 
support conversations between 
parents and providers who are 
involved with programs and 
services that support young 
children and their families. This 
includes, but is not limited to, 
providers from early intervention, 
child care, Head Start, schools, 
home visiting, public health and 
other community programs. This 
guide will be most useful to 
providers who want to support 
young children and their families 
by helping them to identify their 
desired outcomes and the most 
natural ways of achieving them. 
These materials are also intended 
for parents who want to support 
themselves and other parents in 
exploring what is important to their 
families. Throughout this document, 
the term parent refers to biological 
and other primary caregivers in a 
child’s life. 

For providers and parents, the 
goal of guided conversations is to 
help people find balance between 
specialized paid support and 
natural support. This will probably 
change over time, given different 
circumstances in the life of a child 
or a family. This means that these 
materials provide support and 
guidance for ongoing 
conversations. 

Providers already have many 
conversations with parents about 
their families and children, both 
casually and formally through the 
Individual Family Service Programs 
(IFSP) process in Birth to 3 
Programs and Individual Education 
Plans (IEP) in the schools. This 
guide offers content and probing 
questions that can help balance 
those conversations to incorporate 
many of families’ long-term 
concerns and visions while giving 
parents new strategies to use. We 
encourage parents to use these 

materials to strengthen their roles 
in their partnerships with 
providers. 

The strategy we offer is called 
Guided Conversations. These are 
conversations that can be casual or 
planned. They can also be part of 
a structured assessment, 
intervention or educational activity. 
The questions are intended to 
invite conversations about the 
people, places and opportunities 
that parents want for themselves 
and their children. Some other 
questions might be new, others 
may have already been asked. 
Some will be questions to 
remember to ask more often. 

Guided Conversations are an 
invitation to think about; 
• How to talk about children and 

influence how others perceive 
them; 

• How parents identify the 
ordinary experiences of being 
a family; and 

• How parents sort through the 
relationships that may be 
available to them and their 
child that they have not yet 
considered. 

Conclusions taken from comments 
and stories heard during 
conversations with parents and 
providers: 

1. If we consider real life outcomes 
for children and more balanced 
relationships and resources that 
acknowledge whole families... 
Then we will learn to place less 
emphasis on service systems that 
emphasize professional intervention 
and therapy for a child. 

2. If we support parents in becoming 
more focused on the ordinary 
experiences common to all parents... 
Then we may recognize that parents 
may be living with a sense of never 
being able to do enough, feeling 
stressed and confused about 
parenting a child who is different than 
they expected. 

3. If we focus on outcomes that are 
meaningful to children and families as 
members of communities... 
Then we would better understand that 
parents do not always feel successful 
when providers focus most on a 
child’s disability. 

4. If we understand that families want 
natural relationships for their children 
and themselves and they want to find 
ways that a child can have the kinds 
of reciprocal relationships that are 
important for their quality of life... 
Then we notice when parents are 
feeling exhausted by the 
recommendations to do more and 
more to address a child’s “needs.” 

5. If we give parents encouragement 
to think about the possibilities for the 
future, defined by some parents as 
next month or by others as 10 years 
from now... 
Then parents are more likely to know 
that what they want and what they 
deserve are the same options 
available to all families. 
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Reciprocity

Enjoyment

Guided Conversations offer questions to ask that will encourage parents to think more 
about the CORE aspects of their lives: 

COMMUNITY 

OPPORTUNITY 

RECIPROCITY 

ENJOYMENT 

What are ordinary places and activities in the COMMUNITY that parents of young children with 
disabilities use? 


 “My mother in law’s house is full of tiny fragile breakable knick-knacks. She is the only one of my kids I can 

 take there because she just sits in her stroller smiling at grandma and it keeps them both happy.” 


 “We get lots of stares when we feed him by his g-tube when we are in restaurants but I’m used to it now. I 

 just smile at them and him and say “bottoms up!!” I will not give up someone else cooking once a week!” 

What are ordinary OPPORTUNITIES that are too often overlooked because they are not specially 
labeled to be educational or therapeutic? 


 “I figured he was just being his curious two-year-old self when he kept taking his head band off and smiling at 

 me. Then the therapist said he was working on his fine motor and cognitive skills. Was that still good?” 


 “When she was still small, about six months old, we went to a mom and baby swim class. An instructor leaned 

 into the pool one session and said, ‘You know we do have a special class,’ I said, ‘Thanks, but this is working 

 out fine for us.’ She was just a baby like all the other babies. Why did we need a different class?” 

How can young children learn RECIPROCITY in everyday interactions and how can a child’s worth 
be conveyed to the community? 

“I don’t even let myself sit and read the paper with her nearby. I feel guilty if I’m not interacting with her in 

 some way that will help her skills. Maybe now I will, but I will still keep talking to her, she likes that. 


 “Of all of the kids, he is the best listener. When I come home everybody needs me for something, even the 

 dogs look at me with ‘I need’ in his eyes. He is so happy to just hang out with me in the kitchen. He listens, 

 never interrupts and I tell him all about my day.  He even laughs at my jokes.” 
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Anticipating Next Steps About Desired Longer Term Outcomes 

Primary Message Possible Questions 
to Ask 

Listen For... Follow Up 

• I can be a resource to 
you in thinking about 
places where your 
child and family may 
spend time in the 
future. 

•You can help me 
understand what is 
important to you. 

• What changes are • Fear or worry about • Discuss with families 
coming up for your the future. that with risks come 
child, yourself and 
your other children?  

• Concerns about risks. opportunities. 
• When we focus all our 

• What could your child 
be practicing that 
might ensure her/his 
success with those 

energy on eliminating 
risks, we also reduce 
or eliminate all 

changes? opportunities. 
• What are your 

concerns about trying 
something new? 
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Translating CORE Conversations into Meaningful Outcomes 

What is likely to be helpful for families and providers? 
• Open conversations about CORE aspects in families’ lives. 
• Support in learning how to talk about children to other people. 
• Support in figuring out the relationships parents want in their lives. 
• Support to remember the aspects of parenting that are important to families and how to maintain these elements in 

their everyday lives. 

Once CORE Conversations happen, valuable information emerges that can support families in living the life they want 
to live, not just connecting them to services. This activity offers examples of ways to translate CORE information from 
families into outcomes. When figuring out what is important, consider identifying why some things are important to 
parents. 

What the Parent Has Said Is 
Important

  Child or Family Outcome 

The mother likes to get out everyday to do shopping The child will accompany parent to store, riding calmly 
and see her neighbors. in the stroller, for two 20-minute trips each week. 

The parent will make a weekly schedule to plan 
family outings for 2 to 3 days each week. 

The child loves to play with his younger sister, 
but has been too rough. The father often has to 
intervene. 

The family wants to go to the library every month, but 
some people there seem uncomfortable with how 
active the child has been. 

Both parents really need a break, but are very 
hesitant to ask people to care for their three children. 

The child will stop when shown the Time Out sign 
when playing with his sister. 

The parent will have a 10 minute guided play time 
with both children 3 to 4 evenings each week. 

The child will read 2 picture books with an adult from 
beginning to end, calmly, while sitting together. 

The parent or provider will talk with the librarian to let 
her/him know that when the family is at story hour, 
they may need to get up and walk for a few minutes 
with the child. 

The child will play independently with adult 
supervision for 15 minutes. 

The parent will contact her sister to do childcare for 
two of her children while she and her husband take 
a walk with one child once a week. 
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Worksheet 

Translating CORE Conversations into Meaningful Outcomes for Parents and Children  

What is likely to be helpful for families and providers? 
• Open conversations about CORE aspects in families’ lives. 
• Support in learning how to talk about children to other people. 
• Support in figuring out the relationships parents want in their lives. 
• Support to remember the aspects of parenting that are important to families and how to maintain these elements in 

their everyday lives. 

Teams can use this worksheet to discuss and consider how to use information gathered from your CORE conversations 
to plan outcomes for children and families. 

What is important to the How could this be written as a 
family? measurable outcome? 
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Barriers and Challenges 

A commitment to a change in thinking and practice is often accompanied by barriers as well as benefits.  How can 
families and providers support each other in taking next steps, getting through the barriers and working toward CORE 
relationships in their daily lives? 

Many parents said they needed to get past their own perceived obstacles before they could really consider the CORE 
conversation questions. Rather than offering advice or resources, a useful strategy is often to ask what gets in the way 
of trying something new.  

There are many times when families and providers have limited choices. CORE conversations provide an opportunity to 
notice and take advantage of choices that do exist and ones to work towards creating in the future.   

What did parents say about challenges and barriers?  Challenges to thinking about CORE relationships came in two 
categories. 

 Parents talked about barriers and limitations in their own thinking. 

• Not having enough usable information about their child’s needs 
• Discomfort in dealing with differences 
• Values related to giving and receiving support 
• Personality differences that influenced the kinds of relationships they wanted in their lives 
• Fear of risks to their child outweighing the perceived benefits in trying new things 
• Thinking of themselves as “experts” about their children’s needs 
• Difficulty asking for help, friendship, company, resources, time and attention 
• Balancing the needs of different family members and other daily obligations and responsibilities 
• Feeling exhausted by the demands of services, supports and multiple providers and interventions

 Parents talked about barriers and limitations that they perceived in other people. 

• Resistance to either understanding or accepting the child’s needs or disability 
• Differences in opinion or style about what the child needs or how to interact with the child 
• Not enough energy, time or interest 
• Someone on the team thinking of her/himself as “the expert” 
• Limited view of the child only seeing the disability 
• Fear of differences or the unknown 
• Lack of accurate information 

Too often parents find themselves up against barriers in their own thinking or the limited thinking of others. Families 
and providers benefit from reminders about choices, the company of supportive others, humor, perspective and 
balanced information. Stories from other families who have worked toward the vision they hold for their child and 
family are also powerful. 
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Closing Thoughts 
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Parents and children will benefit 
from the courage to have 
conversations about what is really 
important to them in their lives. They 
have given a clear message that 
they want providers to help them 
explore possibilities. 

The conversation strategies 
described throughout this guide offer 
a method of interacting that may 
take place between a parent and a 
provider, between parents or with 
anyone else in their lives. These 
conversations give new energy and 
underscore the importance of early 
experiences in setting the stage for 
families’ perceptions about what to 
expect from service systems and 
possibilities for involvement in their 
communities. 

While ordinary, natural relationships 
may at first be more challenging for 
parents to cultivate, they grow with 
time, awareness and energy.  
Relationships typically develop 
because of shared opportunities--
soccer, dance, school events. 
Friendships develop over years, 
months, weeks or for an afternoon. 
Relationships between children and 
adults other than their parents also 
take shape naturally, in ordinary 
ways, during everyday activities in 
the communities. Children and 
families can have opportunities to 
pursue their interests, make choices, 
have a say in how they spend their 
time and with whom they spend 
time. These experiences help 
children begin to have identities of 
their own in addition to being their 
parent’s child. 

For children growing up with 
disabilities, the natural flow of 
opportunities and connections to 
other people might not evolve so 
easily. Parents of young children 
who are not having these natural 
connections or supports and 
opportunities are likely to feel either 
lost or confused, sad or angry. 

Even though at times it may have 
been harder, most families have told 
us that finding and enjoying 
ordinary opportunities, activities and 
relationships have enhanced their 
life as a family. The effort was 
worthwhile. 

CORE conversations about CORE 
relationships can help people shift 
from treading water to moving 
toward points of interest. Some 
might start with social or 
recreational opportunities. As 
children get older, the opportunities 
parents want to pursue might be 
related to events in and out of 
school and with other children and 
adults. 

Parenting is exhausting, exhilarating 
and most likely not always what was 
anticipated. Parents have made a 
long term commitment and are 
trying to build the resources to keep 
that commitment. Relationships 
provide at least some needed 
support. 

CORE conversations will not take 
away the challenges that families 
encounter. Instead, conversations 
can guide parents in a direction that 
will eventually lead to natural 
supports. 

Choices, information, 
companionship, stories and insight 
make a difference. 

Remember to Ask: 

•Is this child and family going to 
  the places they want to go? 

•Is this child and family 
  participating in the activities they  
  want to try? 

•Is this child and family feeling part
  of the community to the extent that
  they want? 

•Are people in this child’s 
  extended family and others 
  getting to know this child? 

•Are this child and family having 
fun? 

COMMUNITY 

connections and participation 

OPPORTUNITIES 

to explore and pursue our 

interests 

RECIPROCITY 

in our relationships 

ENJOYMENT 

in our lives 
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If you have any questions or ideas, please feel free to contact us at: 
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608.890.1687 

www.waisman.wisc.edu/naturalsupports/ 
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