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I have the pleasure of leading educational support
groups based on Parenting from the Inside Out
(P10) (Daniel Siegel & Mary Hartzell, 2003) in
West Los Angeles. My groups have included
“Mommy and Me” (babies under one year),
parents with children under five, adoptive parents,
parents with elementary school-aged children,
parents with teens, and prenatal couples and moms.
I have tried variations in formats and adjusted to
the focus of the group. I limit the group to between
5-8 participants to allow time for concerns,
reflection, and sharing.

In this article, I want to share the step-by-step
process of these Educational Support Groups. My
overall approach is to stay in an Explore-
Understand-Join therapeutic style as opposed to
Interrogate-Judge-Fix (Chapter 4), and I admit to
the group when I slip into a “fix-it” mode. I also
like to find out if moms are visual or auditory
dominant learners because this helps me combine
discussion with visual charts and handouts. The
groups are an opportunity to plant seeds and give
tools that work. Parents with small children may
feel too overwhelmed to read the book, so I explain
the goal of “good enough” parenting.

Before starting groups, I recommend that clinicians
learn about community resources that can help
build trust. For instance, for parents of special
needs children, be ready to inform them about
accessing Regional Center, IEP procedures,
literature, and websites; low income parents may
want resources for low cost health care, free
materials, and childcare options; other families
appreciate an understanding of private or public
school systems.

With those basic ideas in mind, what follows is the
pattern of a six-week group for moms without their
children present.
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INFORMAL ASSESSMENT: I initially meet
with each potential member of the group privately
to do an informal assessment of their AAI and
group readiness. As I myself am a busy mother
and recognize the demanding schedules of
parents, the groups are 90 minutes with a flexible
half hour before or after should a parent need a bit
more processing time.

INTRODUCTION: In the first group, I ask each
member to do a five-minute introduction
addressing why she came, what’s working for her
as a parent, and what she would like to change.

OVERVIEW: Based on shared introductions, I
start with an overview of IPNB, including implicit
and explicit memory and how the discovery of
mirror neurons challenges parents to be more
authentic with their children. I sprinkle in the
significance of a coherent narrative in attachment
research, the potential of an earned secure
attachment at any age, and the value of the repair
of ruptures. I discuss the “high road” versus “low
road”; fight, flee, or freeze responses; and “Pause
Before Acting” (PBA)—get a drink of water, take
a breath, etc. I explain the concept of releasing
from “the dog bite of trauma.”

BODY AWARENESS: In the first group, based
on an example from an introduction by a parent, I
ask the parent who shared to identify what part of
her body gets triggered with her child or partner.
For example, chest, throat, stomach upset,
shoulders, and headache. Also, how does she
generally respond: fight, flee, or freeze?

IDENTIFY INTENSITY OF RESPONSES: I
then ask each member of the group to discuss her
pattern of physical responses. For example, a
mom reports her stomach tightens when her child
says “no” to her. Where does she feel triggered in
her body? Does it feel like a 10 (highest—tiger




coming at you) or a 2 (something to be aware of
but not alarmed)? What do you think your body
is communicating to you? One response a
parent will give is “I am not being heard or I am
feeling out of control.” I ask that she begin to
notice these bodily experiences as her body
alerting her to “pay attention” which will help
her choose the high road. We explore where or
when she has experienced parallel feelings.
Sometimes group members will feel triggered
by an exchange in the group or by something I
have said. Look for these spontaneous
moments to explore triggers and unravel the
significance.

APPLICATION OF CHAPTERS BASED ON
CHECK-INS: Each week we start with a quick
3-minute check-in based on what has been
better or what moms have noticed since last
week. After all have shared, I usually take the
examples and apply concepts from the book
from whichever chapter applies. For instance, I
may skip to chapter 6 “Adult Attachment” if a
mother reports that she no longer talks to her
mother, and when her three-year-old child does
not listen to her, she says, “I’m feeling scared

that my child will become a spoiled brat and
hate me at 18.” As opposed to my agenda of
going in chapter order, the group stays more
focused and dynamic if we stay with what’s
being discussed in the moment. I gradually

weave a skipped theme into the group topic.

JOURNALING: From the first meeting, I
encourage moms to journal, giving a journal to
each of them, again to make things a little
easier. I share that the research shows that
when journaling or talking, we improve our
immune system and cardiac health while just
thinking about the situation does not. The
journal responses can serve as a basis for
personal disclosure and group discussion
(especially in groups that continue past the six-
week introductory group).

DEVELOPMENTAL EXPECTATIONS: I
educate parents about where children are age
appropriately; through their willingness to
share, moms teach each other as well. I have
found that PIO helps give a parent a foundation
for staying in the present moment where she can
see that the child is trying to learn and does not
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have the “intention” of upsetting her. Children
just don’t know how to do it differently. In the
supportive group environment, a mother often

makes a connection to what is happening with
the child or spouse and what happened in her
family of origin.

With this increased awareness of the PIO
connections between implicit memories, present
situations, and PBA, parents on the high road often
have the ability to use “mindsight” with their
children or partner. Rather quickly during the
course of the groups, moms report feeling more
empowered in making positive choices during
previously challenging situations.  Family
dynamics improve for all.

As one last suggestion, I highly recommend you
purchase the Parenting from the Inside Out DVD.
Then jump in and start the groups! If you would
like to learn more about other formats that I have
tried, please e-mail me at info@laurenculp.com.

Parcnting from the Inside Out

Daniel J. Sicgcl, MD and Mary Harl:zc”, MEd

To purchase the DVD, contact Mary Hartzell at
maryhart@earthlink.net
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