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New York State Parent Education and Awareness Program

It is estimated that more than one million children are affected each year by their parents’ separation or divorce.
  Divorce and separation represents a traumatic life event for spouses or unmarried partners, and can have an equally traumatic effect on children.  Where parental conflict exists, and litigation is commenced, family conflict can be intensified exponentially.  

In 2001, then Chief Judge Judith S. Kaye announced the creation of the Parent Education Awareness Program, which is a resource used in all Family Courts and Supreme Courts throughout the State.   The New York State Parent Education and Awareness Program (“Parent Education”) provides information to parents  who are going through court proceedings involving divorce, annulment or separation (including parents who are not married), child custody or visitation to help them understand what they can do to help themselves and their children to adjust to changes caused by the family breakup. Parent Education provides research-based information to parents to help them focus on their children and better understand the effects that the parental breakup has on them.  The program offers practical strategies on how to protect children from unnecessary emotional distress, to successfully parent with the former partner, and to reduce conflict in the family. Parent Education also offers parents information about the legal process and ways to resolve disputes outside of litigation.  Parent education has the potential to benefit all parents, regardless of the difficulty of the case or the level of conflict present.

Parent Education is not the same as “parenting education”.   Parent Education helps parents learn strategies to deal with the unique circumstances of parenting children in the midst of, or after, a separation or divorce.  Parenting Education, which is usually ordered in neglect or abuse proceedings, helps parents acquire general parenting and problem-solving skills necessary to build a healthy family.  

Part 144 of the Rules of the Chief Administrative Judge sets forth the rules governing Parent Education.  That Part provides that in any action or proceeding brought in Supreme Court or Family Court to annul a marriage or declare the nullity of a void marriage, for separation, for divorce, to obtain custody of or visitation with minor children, to obtain a modification of a prior order of custody or visitation, or in any other matter where the family would benefit, a court may, in its discretion, order the parents of a child under eighteen to attend a certified parent education program.
    Such order must be made as early in the proceeding as practicable, but may not “delay the expeditious progress of the underlying proceeding
.”  Parent education programs are now available in all 62 counties in the State, with two programs in Albany County. 

If the court finds that Parent Education is appropriate
, both parents – not just one parent – must attend. For safety reasons, divorcing or separating spouses or former partners may not attend the same class session, even if they request to do so.
 

In cases where there is a history, specific allegation or pleading of domestic violence, the court cannot mandate attendance
, but it may refer the parents to Parent Education, even if there is an outstanding temporary or final order of protection.
 
Despite a court order to attend Parent Education, a parent who is a domestic violence victim and has concerns about safely traveling to or attending a class may “opt out” of the program.   The decision to “opt out” is left to the parent.  While this policy may appear to undermine the court’s order, “it is a pragmatic and cautious provision that recognizes the extremely difficult task that confronts courts in determining the presence of domestic violence and seeks to provide maximum safeguards for victims of domestic violence.”

Parent Education classes are from six to eight hours in duration and are typically presented in two sessions.  The cost for the program is determined by the provider, but is  subject to waiver or reduction if requiring the parent to pay the full fee would result in a hardship.
 

All communications made by a parent in Parent Education are confidential and are not available for evidentiary use in any action or proceeding.
  The program’s success depends on the parent’s ability to freely discuss issues with the program providers without fear of the potential for adverse consequences in court.

The ordering or referring court receives the names of all  parents who are given certificates of compliance, but does not receive information about whether compliance was the result of attendance in a class or on an ‘opt out’.  This policy is in place to discourage the inappropriate use of parent education as a weapon in the litigation.   

A parent who refuses to comply with an order to attend Parent Education may be held in contempt or sanctioned for willfully failing to comply with the court’s order.   The court may also consider the failure to comply in its ultimate determination.  A parent who has “opted out” due to safety concerns related to domestic violence cannot be sanctioned or penalized for not attending. 

More information and a list of certified parent education programs can be obtained from the Chief Clerk’s Office in Family and Supreme Courts, on the New York State Parent Education website (www.nycourts.gov/ip/parent-ed) or by calling 1-888-809-2798.
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