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Community classes help reunite parents, children 
BY SARAH SHEW WILSON, Staff writer 

For Heather Stonebrook of Leland, the Communities in Schools parenting classes were a godsend. They allowed her to keep her children and gave her the skills she needed to be a better mother to her two boys.

Alexander, 13, and Justin, 3, were in the state's custody for 10 days following a car accident and Stonebrook's arrest. In order to have the kids returned to her custody, Stonebrook was required to take the 14-week class.

She says it's one of the best things she's ever done and praises the program director and teacher Linda Perry for making the classes enjoyable as well as informative.

"I learned so much not only about being a parent but also how to cope with your kids' difficult behavior," she said.

"Linda was very understanding and very patient. She knew we were all there for reasons concerning our children. She was always willing to listen.... She made it so it wasn't boring. She always kept it fun and lighthearted."

Stonebrook says she encourages all parents to take the classes. 

"There's always something more you can learn," she said.

Stonebrook was a member of the first parenting class and has since spoken at other classes about going through the program. She plans to continue doing that so that others will be encouraged.

They apparently have been. According to Perry, 10 students will graduate from the program this week, many completing the last step toward getting their children back.

For the past two years, Communities in Schools of Brunswick County has provided these classes for DSS-referred parents as well as those referred by the court system and some who just want to learn better parenting skills. Brunswick County and grants from the Cape Fear Memorial Foundation and Cape Fear Area United Way provide funding for the program.

Perry, a former teacher and foster parent, says she works mainly with parents whose children have been taken away due to neglect, most often related to substance abuse.

The Brunswick County Department of Social Services has a goal to reunify parents with their children within a year, if it's feasible, and the parenting classes are a major step toward that goal.

"The goal is reunification within one year, and that's good. It pushes them," she said.

But that doesn't mean Perry wants to lower the bar on good parenting just to meet the time line.

Perry teaches the classes at various sites in Brunswick County, and CIS even provides transportation for parents who need it.

"We really start with them taking care of themselves, then we move on to how children's brains develop, empathy and parenting skills," Perry explained.

Two other CIS employees, Courtney Milliken at the Waccamaw Family Resource Center and Margaret Roseman of the Leland Family Resource Center, also work with the children during the sessions, and the families share meals together.

Perry says the best part of teaching the classes is getting to know the parents.

"I told them, when I had children, even though I had been a teacher, the first thing my husband and I did was attend a parenting class," Perry said. "We needed some tools."

According to Perry, most of the referred participants have similar backgrounds. They dropped out of high school, and education was never very important in their families.

Many have substance abuse problems and homes that are unsuitable for children.

Before the students "graduate" from the program, they must pass a test, taking inventory of their parenting skills, identical to the pre-test they take when they first enter the program.

"The first time, we had a 100 percent improvement rate," Perry said.

She sends reports of the students' progress to their DSS caseworker and, in some cases, to the judges handling their custody cases.

"They used to just show them a certificate. This gives [the judges] a little more insight," Perry said.

Parenting classes meet once a week and are available at the following locations.

Leland Family Literacy Center, 1492 Village Road, Leland

Shallotte Presbyterian Church, 5070 Main St., Shallotte

Supply Baptist Church, 88 Ocean Highway E., Supply

Waccamaw Family Resource Center (for Spanish speaking adults), Waccamaw School Road, Ash

For more information on the next scheduled classes, call Perry at 253-8221.

Sarah Shew Wilson is a staff writer at the Beacon. Reach her at 754-6890 or at swilson@brunswickbeacon.com
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