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The

Parent Coach
PART CHEERLEADER, PART SOLUTION-SEEKER, PART CLARITY-GIVER,
PARENT COACHES STRIVE TO HELP PARENTS NAVIGATE AN INCREASINGLY
RAUCOUS WORLD. COULD YOU USE ONE? BY MELISSA CHESSHER
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e employ them in every aspect of our
lives. We pay them to help us achieve sixpack abs,we consult them on what stocks
to buy and sell, and when we want to toss in the
towel and consider a whole new line of work, we
can call upon them to help chart our life’s new
direction. Sure, they go by different names — personal trainer, financial advisor, life coach — but
their goals are similar: to help us sort through a
cacophony of information and achieve a specific
set of goals. But now there’s a new kid on the
coaching-biz block.
Enter the parent coach. Part cheerleader, part solution-seeker, part clar-
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ity- giver, parent coaches strive to help
parents navigate an increasingly raucous
world. “People are conscientious and are
looking for the best for their children.
They want advice from beyond their own
parents and grandparents,” says James
A. Crupi, a business futurist, speaker,
and president of Strategic Leadership
Solutions Inc. in Plano, Texas. A few parent coaches make house calls, but most
acknowledge the pervasive time deficit
and take advantage of technology by
using the phone and e-mail.
One of the first programs to train parent coaches and offer this type of service
is the Parent Coaching Institute of Bellevue, Washington, which was founded
by Gloria DeGaetano, the institute’s
CEO and a parent educator for 15 years.
Drawing upon her own experience as a
mother and her understanding of the
coaching model used in the corporate
world, DeGaetano decided parents could
use someone to help them initiate positive change. The institute opened its
doors in 2000 and has trained 15 coaches
(31 are currently enrolled at various stages of the program). To graduate, coachesto-be must successfully complete a oneyear, graduate-level program and 100
hours of practicum. All participants have
at least a four-year degree (of those currently enrolled, all but one hold a master’s
degree and two have PhDs) and typically
come from the fields of education, social
work, and counseling.
Here, DeGaetano, author of several
books including Parenting Well in a
Media Age (Personhood Press, January
2004), explains how parent coaches fit
into the fabric of the crazy quilt we like
to call the 21st-century family.
SPIRIT: How did you go from being a par-

ent educator to a parent coach?
GLORIA DEGAETANO: As I was delivering
workshops in the corporate world, I realized that, after a session, executives or
managers received follow-up coaching to
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present concern that’s more educative,
not a therapeutic one.
The other major distinction is that we
want parents to picture their preferred
future, their goals with their children,
and we want to really support them.
SPIRIT: As a parent I don’t know how

many goals I set. Can you give me an
example of a goal a parent might set?
GD: A client might come in for a specific
goal, for instance, to deal with the behavior of a 4-year-old who’s acting out. We
work with the parent to look for what is
already working in the difficult situa-

implement the ideas that were presented.
So I started investigating those models
and how successful they were in the business world. I thought, Well, the parent is
the CEO of the family. They sure could
benefit from ongoing support, help, and
encouragement.
■

Why the need for parent coaches?
There are so many stressors on parents in today’s world. It’s a very complex
society, and there’s a lot of “expert advice”
out there in parenting books and websites, but that advice isn’t situational, it
isn’t specific to their own needs.
SPIRIT:
GD:

■

Explain the difference between a
parent coach and a family therapist.
GD: A family therapist is looking at issues
that deal with the past that are preventing the person from functioning optimally. Or they’re looking at issues that
deal with huge emotional fallout: a high
level of depression, drug addiction, physical or sexual abuse. Those are therapeutic
issues. Those are not issues for coaches.
Parents who come to coaching want
help, assistance, or support with decisionmaking based on what’s best for the child.
A lot of times it has to do with school
— choosing schools — from preschool to
college. More often it’s a combination of
vari-ous stresses on parents or the family,
and the bottom line is sort of a listening
ear for “I think I should do it this way,
but maybe this way is better.” So it’s for a
SPIRIT:
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tion, and we start amplifying the good
and nudging the parent to pay more
attention to the strengths. I mean how
many times do we go to bed and say, “Oh
yeah, I am such a good parent. I juggled
this and that. I appreciate myself so
much.” We never do that and that’s what

a coach can reflect back. Frequently, as
parents, we can recognize our lacks but
not all of our internal resources. So that
becomes a very empowering process,
and the parent changes —-sometimes
dramatically.
SPIRIT: One of the institute’s areas of

HOW COACHING WORKED:
ONE MOTHER’S STORY
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We asked Gloria DeGaetano, a parent educator
for the past 15 years and the founder and CEO
of the Parent Coaching Institute of Bellevue,
Washington, for an example of how parent coaching helps. Here’s the story she shared with us.
“Beth” was a human resources director with twin
girls, age 6. She came to me for coaching regarding helping her daughters more with reading
and seeking clarity on whether or not to take a
sabbatical. She had two main goals: more time
for herself and improving her daughters’ reading
due to the school’s assessment.
Our coaching model is adapted from appreciative inquiry, which is used a lot in businesses
and corporations for positive change. The first
parts include discovering and establishing what
is working and establishing a clear dream. Beth
had two main goals — more time for herself and
finding out whether the school’s assessment
of her twin daughters’ reading was accurate. At
this point we explored a lot of questions: When
do you have time for yourself? What brings
you satisfaction? What do you appreciate about
yourself, your family, your daughters? What are
your daughters’ strengths? Beth and I spent a lot
of time detailing her preferred future and what
it looked like.
The other part of this is I began to collect
evidence of her dreams coming true and helped
her to do the same. I demonstrated to Beth the
evidence of moving forward with her daughters’
reading: meetings with school staff, a supportive reading specialist, her willingness to
get after-school tutoring for the girls, and her
and her husband’s dedication to reading aloud
and doing other ideas I gave them as a former
reading specialist.
Eventually she let go of the uncertainty of
where she would go after her sabbatical and
accepted that she could go back to her company,
but not necessarily in the same position. In the
end, she decided not to return to work.
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interest is media literacy. Can you illustrate the importance of this?
GD: At one of my workshops, a typical
father in his mid-30s comes up to me
and thanks me for all the information.
Then he says, “I really don’t know about
my 3-year-old and computers. I’m only
her father. I think the software developers know so much more about what
she needs than I do. So I’m gonna rely
on them to tell me what’s good for my
daughter.”
■

SPIRIT: Okay. That’s lunacy.

I was really taken aback. This is the
trend. It’s unbelievable. Basically, he’s saying a distant stranger knows more about
his daughter than he does. This is a major
problem or challenge in a media culture —
to trust our inner knowing, to trust what
is really important for the children. We
are at a place where the average amount
of time spent in front of a television or
screen is four to five hours a day. And the
American Academy of Pediatrics recommends one hour a day or less.
GD:

■

No TV in the kid’s bedroom. I bet
that’s a very common problem.
GD: Sixty-seven percent of children under
the age of 8 have a TV in their bedroom.
SPIRIT:

■

SPIRIT: Really?

I know. That’s my subversive reason
for being a parent coach. We have to
change this. If we could just preserve that
time before age 8, and get the kids on the
right track, and then when they do watch
it’s not as damaging because they’re analyzing. They’re not addicted to it. They
don’t need it. They have their own sense
of self-identity, their own empowerment,
their own creativity. But so many kids
are out of touch with their own authentic
self. In 1987, I decided we can’t say “parenting” any more without saying “parenting in a media age.”
GD:

■

SPIRIT: Do you have concerns about com-
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municating solely through the phone and
not seeing your client face to face?
GD: No. I did initially, but what I find
from the phone coaching is that there is
more of a focus on the content and there
is much more concentrated time. The
voice carries a lot of information; when
we are not able to see the visual clues, we
are forced to really listen. A unique intimacy develops between the phone conversations, and it makes it hugely easier
for the parent to discuss things. I see this
as a great way to begin this process. 
MELISSA CHESSHER, AN ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR AT
SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY’S S.I. NEWHOUSE SCHOOL OF
PUBLIC COMMUNICATIONS, HAS WRITTEN FOR HEALTH,
COOKING LIGHT, AND FITNESS.

HOME-TEAM ADVANTAGE:
HOW TO FIND A PARENT COACH
If you think you might like a coach on
your family’s team, check out www.Parent
CoachingInstitute.com. Expect to commit to three months with 12 sessions,
which can be weekly or every other week.
DeGaetano says most of her clients are
working mothers who stay with a coach for
six to eight months.
Sessions cost $75 and include unlimited
e-mails, a weekly between-call chat (10 or
15 minutes), and a 45- to 60-minute phone
session. When you consider a coach, here
are the three main questions to consider:
 BACKGROUND AND EXPERIENCE.
Have they worked with families and parents
in capacities other than as a coach?
 EDUCATION. How have they been prepared?
 REFERRALS. Ask to speak with clients
they have coached. “That is the best way
for the parent to see if it’s a good fit,”
DeGaetano says. And it offers a doublecheck on credibility and provides insight
into the coach’s style.
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