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Our purpose at Howard Books is to:


• Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians


• Inspire holiness in the lives of believers


• Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere Because He’s coming again!
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♦ PREFACE ♦
SOME THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW



This workbook will help all families, whether they use it on their own or, for the absolute best results, as participants in Family Dynamics Institute’s eight-week interactive course called Fantastic Families. We encourage you to provide an individual workbook for each parent and for every child who can read and write. That way each person can be honest in how he or she answers questions, not fearing censure, rejection, or ridicule.


In addition to the Fantastic Families book and Fantastic Families: Shaping the Future Workbook, those enrolled in the course will receive additional materials such as a student handbook and a series of audio cassettes. Several families—traditional families, single-parent families, blended families—meet together once each week for eight weeks in a two-and-a-half-hour session that is fun, fast-paced, and life-changing. Children age 13 and up also attend the seminar sessions. Children under that age participate in the weekly family sessions at home. This powerful course is scientifically designed to deepen relationships between all family members, even those who may have poor relationships now. Specially trained and certified facilitators lead the Fantastic Families course. For information on how to enroll your family in this eight-week interactive course, or to get more information on how to become a certified facilitator, call 1-800-650-9995, or visit www.familydynamics.net. To speak with someone, call 1-706-855-9900.








♦ INTRODUCTION ♦
WHAT MAKES A FAMILY STRONG, HEALTHY, AND HAPPY?



Welcome to eight weeks of fun family exercises and activities!


It will be more fun than not, but we have to alert you to one aspect of this workbook before you begin. Mixed in with the pleasurable may be an exercise or two that will make some members of the family uncomfortable. We’d like it if all growth came easily and no unpleasant subjects had to be broached, but real life isn’t that way. Whether we like it or not, “no pain, no gain” is one of those proverbs that contains more truth than myth.


Gain. An interesting word. Webster’s gives it definitions like “to get (something desired)…to obtain as a profit…to win…to reach…to improve; make progress; advance.”1


That’s why you purchased this workbook, isn’t it? You want your family to profit, win, improve, and advance. You want every member of your family to be stronger, better equipped to face the world. You want to be extremely effective in preparing your children to make worthwhile lives of their own. While achieving those goals, you want to make your home as happy and safe as it can possibly be. You want God to be in, around, and throughout your family.


Are we right? Is that what you crave; what you seek?


Good news. That’s what this workbook offers.


As you’ve seen in Fantastic Families, the accompanying book on which this workbook is based, we intend to show you how to implement for your family the six powerful secrets for family success. Drs. Nick Stinnett and John DeFrain validated these six characteristics of strong families through more than twenty-five years of research with families in all fifty states and twenty-four countries around the world. At last count about forty master’s theses and doctoral dissertations have been written on these six principles. When a family uses all six of these principles, it becomes strong and stays strong. To the degree a family doesn’t implement one or more of the principles, it becomes correspondingly weaker.


Understanding the universal effectiveness of these six principles, you’ll want to make the effort and do the work to ground your family in every one of these principles.


They work.


If you’ve enrolled in Family Dynamics’s interactive Fantastic Families course, your entire family will experience an extraordinary eight weeks. Not only will you learn from the book, workbook, and each family member over the next eight weeks, you’ll also gain revealing insights from your specially trained and certified facilitator and the other families in your course. We’ve designed this interactive course to do more for you than teach good information: It will change the way you relate with each other. Because of our experience with thousands of families who have participated in FDI interactive seminars around the world, we confidently anticipate your family’s bonding more deeply than you ever could have imagined as you complete each course session.


THE SIX CHARACTERISTICS OF STRONG FAMILIES


What are the universal characteristics of strong families?


1. Commitment. Members of strong families are dedicated to promoting each other’s welfare and happiness. They value the unity of the family.


2. Appreciation and Affection. Members of strong families show appreciation for each other a great deal. They can feel how good a family is.


3. Positive Communication. Members of good families have good communication skills and spend large amounts of time talking with each other.


4. Time Together. Strong families spend time—quality time in generous quantities—with each other.


5. Spiritual Well-Being. Whether they go to formal religious services or not, strong families have a sense of a greater good or power in life. That belief gives them strength and purpose.


6. The Ability to Cope with Stress and Crises. Members of strong families are able to view stress or crises as opportunities to grow.


In this chapter we give you an exercise to determine how your family rates each of these characteristics. In the following chapters we lead you through exercises to increase the presence of each characteristic in your family life.


Before we get started, we need to emphasize three guidelines to follow as you work through this study.


GUIDELINES


Complete one chapter each week. If you follow that schedule, in just eight short weeks you’ll have advanced through this entire workbook, including the exercises in this introduction. Why stay with so strict a regimen? Because some of these exercises will really make you think, and some of them will lead to sessions of unmasked sharing with each other. That can be emotionally draining at times, just as it can be emotionally exhilarating at others. If you take too long or don’t follow a specific schedule, you’ll never finish. Therefore, to gain the most from the exercises, make yourselves stay on schedule. If you’re in the Fantastic Families interactive course, the facilitators and other class members will help you stay motivated and on track.


Don’t skip any exercises or chapters. Take things in order. Even when the reason for the order isn’t apparent to you, be assured that we designed these exercises to flow from one to the other. If you skip one, you may discover a few exercises down the line that ask you to incorporate information you wrote in a previous exercise. Obviously, if you’ve skipped that called-for exercise, you won’t be able to complete the one that you’re currently working on. So please stay on track and stay in order.


Always write down your answers to the questions. (Of course, this applies only to family members who can write!) It isn’t good enough just to tell your spouse or your children what your answer is. Good teachers and trainers understand this basic truth: You can talk without thinking, but you cannot write without thinking. The very act of writing your answer will take you to deeper levels of understanding of yourself, your spouse, your children, your parent(s), and the principles for developing a stronger, happier family. We’ve even provided an extra-wide margin for taking notes as you think and work through the exercises.


In some chapters you’ll notice that the exercises call for you to answer questions that are similar to questions you answered in earlier chapters. Don’t despair; that’s by design. We know from our work with families that you will evolve in your view of these questions as you work through the chapters. As you grow in understanding each other, you should be sharing that growth and those evolving thoughts. The occasional repetitive nature of questions about specific, important family matters not only allows but also creates the right scenario for you to share your personal growth—whether gradual or rapid.


Follow these guidelines and in eight weeks you will have more peace, harmony, and love in your family.


The exercises in this chapter will take time to finish. If you have children under twelve or children not yet ready to understand and participate in the exercises, we suggest that the parent(s) and older, more mature children complete exercise 1 together before involving the rest of the family in the other two exercises. If there is only one parent and no older children, then the parent should complete the first exercise alone. Of course, families with older children may not need to complete exercise 1 at all. Read it and decide whether it applies to your family.


We designed the exercises in this chapter to bring family members closer together. Be aware that as you incorporate younger family members into these exercises, they may react with resentment if the sessions are too long. Therefore, we recommend that you set a maximum time limit (appropriate for your family members’ ages and temperaments) for each session. It’s better to have two sessions or to slightly speed up a project to finish in a prescribed time limit than to turn these exercises into dreaded drudgery. Have fun! If everyone is enjoying themselves, let a session run longer. Remember, these exercises are made for your family, not your family for these exercises.


We strongly urge you to plan a meeting of the entire family during the week to complete exercises 2 and 3. As you plan your meeting, please remember the extremely important advice in the following text box.


Each person may read ahead and jot down responses to each of the exercises. Those helping younger children should make notes on their responses so they can help them during the sharing time included in the family meeting. During the family meetings, everyone will share what he or she has written.



EXERCISE 1: UNDERSTANDING EACH PERSON’S ROLE
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Any family—no matter what the combination of people—can make effective use of this workbook. Maybe you’re a single parent with one or more children. Or it could be that you’re a couple without children. It’s even possible that you’re a large family unit that includes more than parents and children: Grandparents, aunts, uncles, or cousins also are an integral part of your daily family life. That’s okay. Whatever the composition of your family, this workbook is for you.


We said above that even very young children may participate and learn. In every chapter we’ll give you guidance on how family members in every age group can use the principles in that chapter to make your family stronger. On pages 211-212 in Appendix C of the Fantastic Families book, we tell of the work of Virginia Bert and Kathleen Funderburk. They developed the Family/School/ Community Partnership Program at the Florida State University School that educates kindergarten through grade 12. The six characteristics of strong families formed the foundation of their program model and were used in the family education programs, the school curriculum, and in guiding the supportive partnerships among the families, the school, and the community. On page 12 of the Executive Summary of Family/School/Community Partnership, A Model for Strengthening Families, they give the following chart. This chart will help you determine the level of involvement your children are capable of for the exercises each week.
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In each chapter of this workbook, we include ideas from the Executive Summary to help you know how to involve each person in your family in developing that chapter’s characteristic. Right now, we encourage you to examine carefully the above chart and answer these questions.


1. What ideas can you come up with to involve each family member on his or her level? (Remember that the above chart serves as a starting point for your ideas.)
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3. Now, let each older family member take turns deciding how to specifically adapt each chapter’s exercises for the younger members (or anyone who has difficulty reading or understanding). That adaptation depends more on your knowledge of family members than it does on the suggestions we provide. Use the following form to volunteer to work ahead and design applications for specific family members for specific chapters. (You may help more than one family member during a specified chapter.)


When it comes time to adapt the exercises for each chapter, you should first read all the exercises, then go to the end of that chapter (under the heading “Helping Others”) to find a few ideas for involving every person in your family in these exercises.
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6. 3. Bring the group together to discuss what each has written for numbers 1 and 2 above. When you come to a consensus, list here what each person will do to help plan/design activities and applications as you work through the remainder of this workbook.



EXERCISE 2: DISCOVERING WHERE YOU ARE NOW
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In Appendix A of the Fantastic Families book, we give a tool for assessing family strengths. We reproduce that assessment tool here. Each family member capable of reading and understanding the statements should complete the assessment on his or her own. For those who either cannot read the statements or cannot yet comprehend every statement, another family member should read and explain the statements. When explaining a statement, be careful not to inadvertently change its meaning!


ASSESSING YOUR FAMILY’S STRENGTHS


Each family member should give his or her own answers for the questions below. (There is one exception: You will notice that statement 3 applies to husband and wife only.) Put an “S” for strength beside those qualities you feel your family has achieved, and a “G” for growth beside those qualities that are areas of potential growth. If the particular characteristic does not apply to your family or is not a characteristic important to you, put an “NA” for not applicable.


By doing this exercise, family members will be able to identify those areas they would like to work on together to improve and those areas of strength that will serve as the foundation for their growth and positive change together.


COMMITMENT
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APPRECIATION AND AFFECTION
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POSITIVE COMMUNICATION
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TIME TOGETHER
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SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING
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ABILITY TO COPE WITH STRESS AND CRISES
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When everyone has completed the survey, it’s time for the family to discuss it. Follow these ground rules for discussion:


• No one may be censured, criticized, or in any way made to feel bad because of the answers he or she gives.


• Everyone has permission to share what he or she really feels.


• Each person’s feelings will be respected, even if he or she is the only person in the family to feel that way.


Now, elect a chairperson to lead the discussion (usually a parent considered by the majority to be fair and evenhanded). The chairperson designates a secretary to record the number of “S,” “G,” and “NA” assessments given to each statement. The chairperson starts with the family member sitting on his or her right and goes around the room one person at a time getting each person’s assessment.


Once all assessments are tallied, the chairperson again starts with the person on his or her right and asks why each person gave the assessment he or she did. Take your time and let each person explain as much as he or she likes. Other family members may ask questions for clarification, but if anyone in any way indicates displeasure or disagreement, the chairperson must intervene. Openness and honesty must be established in this meeting, or subsequent meetings will suffer. It is much more important to have family members share their real feelings than to try to force everyone to see things the same way.


When the discussion is finished, the entire family examines the tally sheet and decides which characteristic is the strongest in their family and which is the weakest.
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