
Becoming a Parent
Becoming a parent can be one of
the hardest challenges you face
as an adult. New parents often
have happy feelings — love, wonder
and joy. At the same time, they
may feel tired, confused, angry or
not skilled enough for this new
“job.” This mix of feelings
sometimes makes parents feel
worse, not better. They may also
be overwhelmed by the changes
they must make and new things
they must learn. New parents
may feel unhappy with their life
and need some “parenting”
themselves.1

Becoming a parent and being
a parent are stressful. You’ll
probably have many questions
about whether you’ll be a good
parent. You might worry about
leaving your child with a caregiver
and wonder how much time a
baby needs. Just like your child,
you may go through your own
stages of development as a parent.

Parenting Basics
Children need three kinds of basic
experiences to grow and develop
emotionally.2 If we think of these
as parts of a triangle or pyramid, it
makes them easier to understand.
At the bottom of the pyramid is
physical care. Everyone, but
especially children, need medical
care, nutritious food, protection
from abuse and neglect, and
nurturing and support for growth.

On the middle level of the
pyramid is the need for ongoing,

positive human relationships.
Positive relationships mean that
people can share their feelings
and expect to be understood and
valued. It means, as a parent,
that you are available for your
child. It means your child can
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rely on you for time, interest, love
and support. Your child needs to
feel that, no matter what, you, as
a parent are “on their side” —
their own private cheerleader.
This positive relationship is the
cornerstone of the child’s first
sense of security.

The middle level of the pyramid
can be the most demanding. Even
in the best of times, parent-child
relationships can be trying. All
parents have a limited amount of
time, but this is especially true
for single-parent families and
two-parent working families.
Plus, we often forget that adults
are growing and changing every
day, too. Sometimes the
challenges adults face in their
own development conflict with

being a nurturing parent. 
At the top level of the pyramid

is the need for specific emotional
experiences. At each stage, your
child has different emotional needs.

The emotional needs of a new baby
are primarily to feel safe and
comforted. These are very different
from the needs of the 2 1/2-year-
old for pretend play and use of
language.

Providing all three basic
experiences — physical care and

protection, a constant loving
human relationship and specific
emotional experiences — is a lot.
It may not be easy to get all the
adults in your child’s life to work

as a team — an “extended family”
tied together by common goals
and feelings. But all three levels
are needed for your child to grow
emotionally.

Stages of Parenthood
Do parents also go through stages
of growth? Child development
expert Ellen Galinsky thinks so.
She has written a book called
The Six Stages of Parenthood.3

In her interviews with over 200
parents, Galinsky found that
parents have “images” (visual
expectations) about how things are
supposed to go and the way they
and their children are supposed
to act. Usually, parents are not
aware they have these expectations
or that they judge their behavior
and their child’s behavior by these
images. But even when these
images are unconscious, we use
them to measure our successes
or failures as parents. If our
behavior or our child’s behavior
doesn’t match the image, then we
may see this as a loss and feel
angry and depressed. If the image
and the behavior are the same,
then we feel happy and successful.

These parenthood stages occur
when parents modify or change
an image to be closer to the real
behavior, or they change the
behavior to more closely match
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the image. The parenthood journey
is a personal story of “images
failed and achieved.” The stages
are times when we put much of
our energy into sorting our images
of what we think should happen
and what is really happening.
Let’s look at each of the stages
more closely.

The first stage is the Image-
Making Stage. It occurs during
pregnancy. This is the time when
parents think and form images
about their new baby, what they
will be like as parents, how the
baby is going to effect their lives
and the changes they will have to
make.

The second stage, the
Nurturing Stage, starts at birth
and lasts until the baby is 18
months to 2 years — the age
when “No” is your baby’s most
important word. At this stage,
parents compare their images of
birth, of their child, and of
themselves as parents with their
actual experience.

The third stage is the
Authority Stage. It starts at
about the baby’s 2nd birthday
and goes until the child is 4 or 5.
In this stage, parents have to
decide how strict or permissive to
be, what kind of rules they need
and how to set them, and what to
do when the rules are broken.

The Interpretive Stage begins
about the time the child enters
preschool or school and ends
with the start of adolescence —
about age 11 or 12. In this stage,
parents are concerned about how
realistic they have been as parents
and how they are helping their
child develop positive self-concepts.
They may worry about how to
answer their child’s questions and
what kind of values, knowledge and
skills they want their child to have.

The Independent Stage is
very similar to the Authority Stage
but covers the child’s teenage
years. Parents have the same
questions about rules, strictness
and permissiveness, but now need

different answers. As their child
grows to adulthood, parents also
need to start forming a different
kind of relationship with their child.

The sixth and last stage is the
Departure Stage — the time
when the child leaves home. This
is a stage of evaluation and, often,
loss for the parents. Parents judge
how well they have done and how
their image of their child fits the
reality. In addition, parents have
to change their lives to let go of
their child, to let their child become
another adult.
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For more information on family issues,
contact your county Extension office or the

State Family Living Office, UMCE,
5717 Corbett Hall, Orono, ME 04469-5717
(207) 581-3448/3104 or 1-800-287-0274.
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