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Families play a central role in
supporting the development and
well-being of young children with
disabilities, yet this role can come
with a complex mix of emotions,
evolving family dynamics, and the
challenge of navigating unfamiliar
service systems and decisions. Some
families begin this journey with prior
advocacy experience or strong
support systems, while others may
feel overwhelmed, isolated, or
uncertain about how to navigate the
complex landscape of services and
support (Kenny et al., 2022). Early
childhood (EC) professionals can
support families through this process
by encouraging active participation
in decision-making, guiding them
toward meaningful goals, and
offering opportunities to enhance
their parenting knowledge and
confidence (Division for Early
Childhood [DEC], 2014). Parent
support programs offer EC
professionals a meaningful way to
implement these practices by creating
structured spaces where families can
share experiences, learn from one
another, and increase their confidence
(McCrossin et al., 2022). While the
benefits of such programs are well
documented, recent reviews highlight
inconsistencies in outcomes and
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emphasize the need for more
intentional, evidence-based
implementation strategies (Lancaster
et al., 2023; Postma et al., 2024).
The Thriving Framework
(Feeney & Collins, 2015) provides a
strengths-based approach,
highlighting the importance of
meaningful relationships in fostering
resilience and well-being. It outlines
four key relational supports—safe
haven, fortification, reconstruction,
and reframing—that help
individuals thrive through
connection. Although the
framework is not specific to any one
diagnosis, its emphasis on resilience,
relational support, and peer
connection can be relevant across
many parenting experiences (Bray
et al., 2017). Families raising
children with autism, genetic
conditions, cerebral palsy, or
developmental delays may engage
with these supports in unique ways,
depending on the complexity of
their needs. To ensure effectiveness,
programs grounded in the Thriving
Framework should be flexible and
responsive to this diversity, ensuring
that support remains individualized,
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A safe haven is built

through supportive,
trusting relationships that
allow individuals to share

their experiences and
concerns without fear of

judgment (Feeney &

Collins, 2015).
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inclusive, and family-centered. When
rooted in trust and cultural
responsiveness, such programs can
reduce isolation, build confidence,
and strengthen families’ advocacy
skills (Martinez-Rico et al., 2022).
Honoring each family’s unique
experiences and priorities promotes
self-efficacy and improves outcomes
for children and caregivers (Hughes-
Scholes & Gavidia-Payne, 2019).
These outcomes reflect the DEC
Recommended Practices (DEC,
2014), which call on professionals
to partner with families to foster
learning, connection, and long-term
growth. This article highlights one
such program in action, offering
facilitators practical, research-
informed strategies to help families
not just cope, but truly thrive.

Thriving Framework

June is the program director of
EC services at a nonprofit that
supports children with disabilities
and their families. Her department
serves children from birth to age five
across urban and rural communities,
offering developmental assessments,
home-based intervention, family
resources, and consultations for a
culturally and linguistically diverse
population. Through conversations
with parents receiving services, June
noticed a wide range of experiences
and unmet needs. Some families felt
isolated and uncertain, while others
sought opportunities to connect and
learn more. Drawing on her
background in EC and parent
coaching, June designed a
comprebensive family education
and support program for parents
of children with disabilities. The
program would meet monthly at
the center, offering both respite care
and a focused topic session. She
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centered the program around four
core components: providing a safe
haven where parents feel connected
and supported; offering fortification
through knowledge and skill-building;
fostering reconstruction by helping
parents navigate new experiences
and challenges; and encouraging
reframing to help parents see new
opportunities and possibilities in
their parenting journey.

Safe Haven

“A safe haven is built through
supportive, trusting relationships that
allow individuals to share their
experiences and concerns without
fear of judgment (Feeney & Collins,
2015).” While the concept of a safe
haven is not explicitly outlined in the
DEC Recommended Practices, EC
professionals can foster this kind of
supportive environment by building
trusting, respectful partnerships that
are culturally, linguistically, and
socioeconomically responsive, as
outlined in Practice F1 (DEC, 2014).
This approach also aligns with
Practice F3 (DEC, 2014), which
emphasizes the importance of
practitioners staying attuned to
families’ evolving priorities and life
circumstances to ensure support
remains meaningful within each
family’s unique context.

Families bring a wide range of
experiences, perspectives, and
cultural practices to parent support
programs (Scheibner et al., 2024).
Some may be newly adjusting to
their child’s diagnosis or navigating
unfamiliar service systems, while
others bring extensive knowledge of
advocacy and community resources.
To honor this diversity, facilitators
can promote openness and
vulnerability by establishing clear
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Figure 1
Support Group Guidelines Handout.

Support Group Guidelines

Welcome! We follow these guidelines to build
trust in the group to help us share our
thoughts and feelings with each other.

We respect confidentiality and privacy.

We are supportive and respectful, --treating
each other with kindness and compassion.

We share feelings and experiences, but not advice.

We acknowledge and welcome diversity.

We give supportive attention to the person speaking
and avoid interrupting or having side conversations.

Everyone has an opportunity to share, but
no one will be pressured to talk.

*If you need support that falls outside this group, please
reach out to the facilitator for additional resources*
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Source. Photograph by Author

group guidelines centered on respect,
confidentiality, and empathetic
communication (see Figure 1). When
families feel accepted and
understood, they are more likely to
engage authentically by sharing their
stories, expressing vulnerability, and
offering mutual support (Gudka
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et al., 2023). These moments of
connection offer validation and
reassurance (Chen & Groves, 2023)
while also laying the groundwork for
shared understanding and mutual
support among parents (McCrossin
et al., 2022). Such peer interactions
can help reduce stress, build
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Image 1

Program Director Sharing the Group Guidelines

Source. Photograph by Author

confidence, and enhance caregiver
well-being (Gudka et al., 2023). In
doing so, parent support programs
can help foster both immediate
support and the potential for long-
term resilience (Image 1).
Establishing a safe haven
within a parent support program
requires a culturally and racially
responsive approach. Families from
marginalized communities may bring
past experiences of bias, exclusion, or
mistrust in health care, education, or
disability systems (Dodds et al.,
2018). To address this, EC
professionals should adopt culturally
responsive practices, such as offering
interpretation services, using
accessible materials in families’ home
languages, and partnering with
culturally representative
organizations (Harniess et al., 2024).
When these efforts are grounded in a
family-centered approach, they
promote authentic engagement and
shared decision-making. EC
professionals should partner with
families to co-create programs,
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ensuring caregivers have meaningful
opportunities to define their needs,
share feedback, and shape program
design, instead of relying on top-
down approaches (DEC, 2023). This
collaborative approach provides the
opportunity for EC professionals to
recognize and reduce barriers, such
as time constraints, financial
limitations, or transportation
challenges, so that families can
participate fully and meaningfully
(Agoratus, 2023).

Finally, building a sense of
community is foundational in
creating a safe haven. Offering
on-site child care, for example, gives
parents space to fully participate and
connect (Gudka et al., 2023). As
families share stories, challenges, and
small victories, they form bonds that
extend beyond the group setting.
Over time, these peer connections
can grow into a strong community,
offering families meaningful
validation and encouragement from
others who share similar experiences
(Kenny et al., 2022).
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Image 2
Program Director Actively Listening

Source. Photograph by Author.

To provide a safe haven, June
focused on creating a welcoming and
supportive environment. On the first
night, she greeted families at the
door, offering a brief orientation and
warm introduction. Staff were
trained to use inclusive language and
respond empathetically, especially to
parents expressing strong emotions
or arriving with a distressed child.
Child care was provided in a nearby
room by trained volunteers, giving
caregivers the space to focus. June
introduced clear group guidelines to
promote open and respectful
dialogue. This included
confidentiality, turn-taking, and the
use of empathetic feedback. As the
evening unfolded, a quiet
transformation took place; parents
began to open up, sharing stories
and forming connections with others
who understood.

Fortification

“Fortification, as described by
Feeney and Collins (2015), refers to
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the process by which supportive
relationships help individuals become
stronger, more capable, and better
prepared to handle life’s challenges.”
In a parent support program,
fortification unfolds through
meaningful conversations, shared
strategies, and the exchange of lived
experiences among caregivers (Dodds
& Walch, 2022). Access to both
emotional and informational support
can strengthen caregivers’ mental
health and overall well-being
(Dembo et al., 2022; Dunst, 2023;
Gaspar, 2023). EC professionals play
a vital role in this process by helping
families identify and use formal and
informal support to reach their goals,
as emphasized in DEC
Recommended Practice F7 (DEC,
2014). These efforts also align with
Practice F6 (DEC, 2014), which calls
for providing flexible, individualized
opportunities that strengthen
parenting knowledge, competence,
and confidence based on each
family’s unique needs and
preferences (Image 2).
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Parents of children with
disabilities offer valuable perspectives
shaped by their experiences
navigating medical systems, accessing
community resources, and managing
daily life challenges (Agoratus,
2023). These lived experiences
become powerful tools for
supporting other families on similar
paths. By incorporating structured
knowledge-sharing sessions, EC
professionals can foster fortification
within a parent support program,
creating space for caregivers to
exchange ideas, explore strategies,
and learn from one another’s
journeys (Bray et al., 2017; Chen &
Groves, 2023). In these collaborative
spaces, parents gain practical insights
into caregiving, discover resources
they may not have known, and build
confidence to make informed
decisions for their children (Hughes-
Scholes & Gavidia-Payne, 2019;
Prest et al., 2022). By sharing their
stories of advocacy and navigating
challenges, experienced parents
model resilience and leadership for
others (Montgomery & Singer,
2017).

Alongside peer learning, formal
instruction also plays a role in
strengthening families. Fortification
is not about “fixing” families but
about equipping them with resources,
recognizing their lived experience,
and offering space to grow in
community with others. According to
DEC Recommended Practice F2
(DEC, 2014), families benefit most
when they receive up-to-date,
comprehensive, and unbiased
information in understandable and
actionable ways. Educational content
and expert guidance can strengthen
parental competence, enhance family
functioning, and improve outcomes
for both children and caregivers
(Lancaster et al., 2024; Marcus et al.,

- YOUNG EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN  Vol. XX, No. X, Month 2025

2022). EC professionals support this
by offering workshops that cover
topics such as EC development,
navigating and advocating in health
care systems, financial and
community support, and disability
rights and accommodations, while
encouraging families to share their
perspectives and ask questions
relevant to their needs (Prest et al.,
2022). Inviting guest speakers to
family support sessions, such as
therapists, educators, and seasoned
parents, offers diverse viewpoints
that enrich the learning experience
(Marcus et al., 2022). In addition,
EC professionals help bridge
knowledge gaps by addressing
cultural, linguistic, and access
barriers (Harniess et al., 2024).

By collaborating with community
organizations and providing
materials in families’ native
languages, EC professionals can
ensure that support remains inclusive
and culturally responsive (Dodds

et al., 2018).

To fortify families, June designed
her program to include formal and
informal learning opportunities.
Each month, the program would
include guest speakers such as
therapists, educators, and
experienced parents to share
information on topics such as
navigating IEPs, accessing services,
and advocating within the
community. Recognizing the benefits
of informal learning, she arranged for
trained staff to be available during
events to answer parents’ questions
in an approachable setting. She also
planned group outings, such as park
meetups and museum visits, where
families could interact naturally and
build relationships outside the
classroom. After their first outing,
one parent excitedly shared with
June that she connected with another
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parent who showed her how to use
the accessible swing at the park.

Reconstruction

“Reconstruction occurs through
the process of building one’s
confidence, developing effective
problem-solving strategies, and
cultivating resilience (Feeney &
Collins, 2015).” Support programs
can reinforce these qualities by
creating space for shared reflection,
encouragement, and collective
growth. These strategies reflect DEC
Recommended Practices F5 and F6,
which emphasize strengthening
families’ competence through
flexible, individualized support that
builds on their unique strengths and
experiences (DEC, 2014). When
supported by well-structured
systems, parents can better engage in
their child’s development with
resilience and optimism, leading to
increased confidence, empowerment,
and a stronger sense of parenting
competence (Brown et al., 2017;
Dunst, 2023).

Reconstruction takes shape
within a parent support group as
families share how they have
navigated difficult decisions,
celebrate small victories, and offer
each other practical advice for
navigating complex systems (Bray
et al., 2017). Through these
exchanges, caregivers provide mutual
encouragement, insights, and
strategies that have supported their
own journeys (Brown et al., 2017).
Hearing how others navigate similar
situations helps parents gain
perspective, build confidence, and
better understand their child’s
development within a broader
context of growth and resilience
(McCrossin et al., 2022).
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EC professionals can further
support reconstruction by cultivating
a collaborative group culture that
encourages reflection and shared
learning. One effective strategy is
facilitator modeling, in which the
facilitator offers specific, strengths-
based feedback, such as recognizing
how far a parent or child has come.
These affirmations can be significant
for caregivers who may not yet see
their own progress. Facilitator
reflections also inspire group
dialogue. For instance, highlighting a
parent’s advocacy might be followed
by questions like, “What helped you
feel ready to do that?” or “How did
you learn those skills?” These small
but meaningful interactions help
build confidence and reinforce a
sense of capability within the group.

Another aspect of building
parental resilience is access to
ongoing, dependable peer support
beyond formal group sessions
(Dodds & Walch, 2022). Facilitators
can help foster these relationships by
encouraging families to stay in touch
through informal channels like group
chats, peer mentorship, or casual
meetups (Dodds, 2021; McCrossin
et al., 2022). While many families
benefit from peer connection, others
may prefer individualized support.
Offering a range of options allows
parents to engage in ways that best
meet their needs. These informal
support systems reinforce that every
caregiver’s voice and journey matter
while strengthening a sense of
community (Chen & Groves, 2023).
When families see their peer
networks as trusted sources of
encouragement and understanding,
they are more likely to feel
empowered and confident navigating
early intervention services (Martinez-
Rico et al., 2022).
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(2015) identify that
reframing occurs when
supportive relationships

help individuals reinterpret
challenging experiences in
ways that promote
growth, meaning, and
emotional well-being.
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To cultivate reconstruction
within the group, June made time for
reflection during monthly meetings.
She offered optional prompts such
as, “What is working well this
month?” and “What challenge did
you face or learn from?” One father’s
story about revising his child’s
bedtime routine sparked a rich
exchange of feedback and
encouragement among the families.
To extend support beyond the
meetings, June’s team started a group
chat for families participating in the
program. Soon, families were
organizing their own meetups and
offering each other real-time support,
turning the group into a self-
sustaining community of care.

Reframing

“Feeney and Collins (2015)
identify that reframing occurs when
supportive relationships help
individuals reinterpret challenging
experiences in ways that promote
growth, meaning, and emotional
well-being.” Parent support programs
are uniquely positioned to foster this
shift. While parents may initially use
these spaces to express grief, fear, or
frustration, over time, the shared
experiences and emotional support
from others can lead to a renewed
sense of hope, energy, and direction
(Montgomery & Singer, 2017).

While some parents may feel
overwhelmed by their child’s
diagnosis or new caregiving demands,
others enter the process with more
confidence and optimism. Regardless
of where they are in their parenting
journey, hearing stories of resilience
from fellow parents can help
caregivers envision a more
empowered and fulfilling future for
their child (McCrossin et al., 2022).
To support this shift in perspective,
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parent support programs can include
stories and reflections from parents
who have faced and navigated
through similar experiences.
Presenting video or in-person
testimonials from parents whose
children have transitioned through
key life stages can help caregivers
reframe their concerns into
opportunities for growth and
development. Programs can further
promote reframing through peer
mentorship by pairing newer families
with those further along in their
journey. These connections provide
reassurance, guidance, and evidence
that progress is possible in many
forms (Markoulakis et al., 2022).
Through these informal peer supports,
families often gain a greater sense of
confidence and empowerment
(Martinez-Rico et al., 2022).
Facilitators play a key role in
helping parents reframe both their
experiences and their role as
caregivers. By offering thoughtful
reflections on a caregiver’s efforts,
growth, and persistence, they can
highlight resilience and strengthen a
sense of confidence and hope. A
comment like, “Caring for a newborn
is already challenging. Adding a
disability brings even more to
navigate, and you are doing it with
such dedication,” can shift a parent’s
perspective and highlight their
strengths. Through strength-based
questions and affirming feedback,
facilitators create an environment
where resilience is acknowledged and
celebrated. This reflective practice
can spark broader group recognition,
helping families see one another and
themselves through a more
empowered lens. EC professionals
can further support this growth by
assisting families in understanding
their rights (DEC, 2014; F9) and
encouraging participation in
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leadership and advocacy
opportunities (DEC, 2014; F10).
When parents begin to see themselves
as informed advocates and change
agents in their child’s life, their
confidence and sense of agency
increase (Postma et al., 2024).

To help families reframe their
journeys, June invited parents of
older children and adults with
disabilities to share stories of
growth, resilience, and hope. June
also shared information about
upcoming advocacy and community
events, encouraging parents to take
an active role in shaping a positive
future for their children and the
broader disability community.
Montbhs later at a fundraising event,
June watched as several parents in
her program stood up to share their
stories. Not every journey looked the
same, but each parent described a
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meaningful shift in how they coped,
connected, or envisioned the future.
For June, these moments were a
powerful reminder that thriving does
not have a single definition; it is
about creating space for each family
to grow in their own way.

Conclusion

Helping families thrive requires
more than just providing information
and resources; it demands intentional,
relationship-based support rooted in
trust, growth, and empowerment. “By
centering families’ experiences,
strengths, and needs, EC professionals
can design family education and
support programs that foster
connection, growth, and resilience.”
For implementation strategies, see
Table 1.

Table 1

Examples of Thriving Program Strategies

Concepts

Examples

Safe Haven: create an
environment where
families feel accepted,
respected, and
supported

Survey families in advance to identify and reduce participation barriers (e.g., transportation, scheduling,
accessibility).

Offer on-site childcare provided by trained professionals to ensure safety and peace of mind.

Provide interpreters as needed and ensure all materials are available in families’ home languages.

Begin each session with a consistent structure: introductions, time to share about their child, a recent
success or challenge, and an open invitation to raise topics.

Start group discussions with more experienced parents to model openness and create a supportive tone
before inviting quieter voices.

Use a bank of prepared discussion prompts to guide conversation if topics do not naturally emerge.

Model empathic listening and provide specific, strengths-based reflections in response to parent sharing.

Invite ongoing family feedback to inform future group topics, session structures, and guest speaker planning.

Fortification: support
families in building
knowledge, skills, and
access to community

Offer optional monthly workshops on practical topics such as navigating |EPs, accessing respite care, or
exploring local resources.
Invite guest speakers (e.g., therapists, educators, experienced parents) based on family feedback and
identified interests.

Reflect cultural and linguistic diversity by including community representatives and tailoring content to
reflect families’ lived experiences.

Encourage peer learning by inviting parents to expand on what they’ve learned (e.g.,“VWould you feel
comfortable sharing more about what you learned or found helpful?’).

Facilitate follow-up by emailing shared resources, contact information, or events after each session.

Incorporate learning opportunities into informal moments (e.g.,a community outing to an accessible
playground), where parents can observe strategies in action and ask questions.
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Table 1
(continued)

Concepts Examples

Reconstruction: help Provide specific, strengths-based feedback in response to parent stories, highlighting growth, resilience, or
families process advocacy skills.
experiences and feel Use reflective comments to help parents recognize their progress over time (e.g.,“l remember when you
less alone through first joined, look how far you've come.”).
shared stories and Encourage peer learning by asking follow-up questions like,“What helped you get through that?”
perspectives Promote informal connections through optional group chats, coffee meetups, or shared community activities.

Offer optional peer mentorship opportunities by pairing newer parents with those who have been attending
for a longer time.
Provide individual check-ins or follow-up options to support families.

Reframing: support Invite guest speakers, such as parents of older children or adults with disabilities, to help families envision
families in discovering diverse futures and ask real-world questions.
new perspectives, Host panel discussions with experienced parents who have advocated for services or accommodations,
strengths, and future offering both inspiration and actionable strategies.
possibilities Celebrate meaningful milestones (e.g., starting preschool or trying a new food) as shared moments of

growth and reflection.

Plan inclusive, all-ages family events to foster community and allow families of young children to engage with
others at different stages.

Provide leadership opportunities for parents, such as co-facilitating a session, organizing an event, or sharing
their journey in a newsletter.

Share advocacy tools and community resources that help parents build connections and engage confidently
with broader support networks.

Guided by the Thriving family voice will remain critical in
Framework and aligned with DEC’s building inclusive, supportive
Recommended Practices, this article communities where all families feel
illustrates how safe haven, seen, heard, and empowered. June’s
fortification, reconstruction, and program shows that when families
reframing can be woven into the are given space to connect, reflect,
fabric of parent support. As and lead, they move from simply

programs evolve, prioritizing cultural ~ coping to truly thriving.
responsiveness, peer connection, and
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