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SHALLOTTE, N.C.| Elizabeth Smith thinks if she had taken a parenting class when she was a young mother, she wouldn't be going to one now with her daughter and granddaughter. 

``I've learned that I've probably been doing it wrong all these years,'' said Smith, 67, who this week finished a 14-week parenting course offered by Brunswick County Communities in Schools. ``I used to believe in spanking.'' 
The need for such training is growing as family structures have changed and challenges facing parents have increased, experts said. Nowadays, some parents aren't home when their kids get home from school, family members may not spend time together in the evenings and more unsupervised children have the opportunity to be exposed to inappropriate information online. 

The problems that can ensue - poor grades, bad behavior and even lawlessness - show up in schools and courts, so both institutions are turning to third-party parenting courses such as the one that Smith has taken to help corral incorrigible behavior. 

``In the majority of cases, there's not a
father in the home,'' said Alicia Richardson, senior assistant solicitor in Horry County Family Court. 

Horry has a variety of agencies and counselors that have programs ready for parents and youth referred by the schools or courts. 

Bob Waldrop of the Horry County Department of Social Services said ideally courses are geared to the age of the children. 

But they all try to underscore the fact that the child is an individual who likely won't see the world the way his or her parents would like. 

``A child not only has [his or her] own mind, but [his or her] own talents,'' Waldrop said. ``The parent has to tap into that.'' 

The parenting program in Brunswick County was started with a $50,000 boost from county commissioners and a couple of grants from foundations. 

This year, Communities in Schools has started a class for Hispanic parents at the Brunswick County Education Transition Center on U.S. 17 to serve a community the English-language classes in Leland can't reach. 

The need for parenting classes is growing throughout the country, said Dr. Doug Kramer, a psychiatrist at the University of Wisconsin's medical school and a member of the Family Committee of The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. 

``For an increasing number of people,'' he said, ``there is no good parenting model in three generations. There is nobody in the family memory who knows what parenting is.'' 

Kramer said that changes in the ways most Americans live have resulted in more and more need for help teaching parents how to be parents. Today's households are increasingly headed by a single parent whose children are in daycare during the day and in front of televisions at night. Families are isolated from not only their blood relatives, but from the communities where they live and social networks within it. 

To add to the pressures, Kramer said, even within families, parents and children often spend large blocks of time at home isolated from each other as each retreats to separate rooms to watch separate television programs or play individual video games. 

The results of this, said Rex Gore, Brunswick County district attorney, show up in three major ways: parents in court, child delinquencies and crime, and child abuse. 

Gore said it is important to help young people establish positive values and a system of decision-making as a key to preventing or reducing the problems that come without them. The first and best place that can happen is with parents, but Gore said that parents need to have the values themselves and the communication skills to give them to their children. 

When problems do arise, said Linda Perry, director of the parenting program for Brunswick Communities in Schools, ``The best thing is early intervention. Get them while the children are young.'' 

Perry said the agencies funding the Brunswick program - the United Way, the Cape Fear Memorial Foundation and now the state Department of Social Services - insisted that CIS use a parenting program that had a record of success. CIS officials chose a system called the Nurturing Program, developed in the 1980s by Asheville, N.C., psychologist Stephen Bavolek. 

The program, Perry said, is based on the precept that children will repeat behaviors that get their parents' attention. It tries to teach parents to reward good behavior and, when discipline is necessary, to take away privileges rather than use corporal punishment. 

When possible, parents bring their children to the classes and CIS officials work with them separately from their parents. 

The success rate for any parenting program can be mixed and recidivism is a factor with participants, said Waldrop of the Horry County DSS. 

``Those who have been parenting for years can be reluctant,'' he said. ``Sometimes they think they're not doing anything wrong.'' 

Smith said her family's wakeup call came when the school system ordered them into court because her granddaughter, who is in the fourth grade at Bolivia Elementary School, was having recurrent behavior problems at school. No crimes had been committed, Smith said, but the school system had hauled a number of children and parents into court to get their attention. 

``A lot of children were there,'' Smith said. 

Besides the judge, Smith said that representatives from the Department of Social Services and Communities in Schools were there and told them about help that was available. 

Smith called about the parenting program and is attending to make sure her daughter goes. 

She said she's seen changes in her granddaughter's behavior. 

``She's a little more respectful than she used to be,'' Smith said. 

There's still improvement to be made, but she believes it will come as the new learning becomes a matter of habit for her, her daughter and her granddaughter. 

Kramer, 61, laughs when he thinks of his own trials as a parent. He said he finds that his adult children still need more parenting than he ever thought they would. 

It's hard to know which parenting program might be best for which parent, he said, but he suggested that parents seek advice from people like pediatricians or ministers. The important thing is that parents think about their roles in helping their children to become the best they can. 

Smith said that she now believes that all parents could use the education she's received. 

``I think it should be mandatory,'' she said. 
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