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McHale Presents Expertise at Illinois Conference
(St. Petersburg, Fla.) September 29, 2008 – James McHale, PhD, Psychology Department Chair and director of the Family Study Center, was the keynote speaker for the state of Illinois’ Infant Mental Health Association this month. He presented both a keynote address entitled “Beyond the Dyad: Strengthening Coparenting Alliances in Families of Infants and Young Children”, and a workshop focusing on clinical applications and coparenting interventions with diverse families. The annual conference draws psychologists, social workers, early childhood educators, child welfare and other front-line professionals from throughout Illinois.

In his address, McHale discussed a conceptual model supported by both his own work and that of collaborators and colleagues throughout the United States and Europe that has revealed the critical importance of properly understanding and supporting the coparenting alliances that develop in families. His talk bridged findings from McHale’s own NIH-funded studies of nuclear and three-generational family systems with findings from studies of fragile, extended kinship, and foster families.

This winter, the journal Family Process will publish a new article co-authored by McHale and two USF St. Petersburg undergraduates and has chosen the piece to be the featured article on the Family Process Web site in January. The study, “New Evidence for the Social Embeddedness of Infants' Early Triangular Capacities,” discovered that three-month-olds whose parents have developed more cohesive coparenting alliances exhibit a precociously mature capacity to communicate with multiple people at the same time.

“Babies aren’t supposed to be able to do that until around 12 months,” McHale said.

McHale’s USF St. Petersburg student co-authors, Janet Robertson and Matthew Daley, each started psychology graduate programs this semester. Robertson was accepted to a doctoral program at Antioch University New England, and Daley to a doctoral program in school psychology at the University of Florida. Work on their study was supported by an NICHD Career award, “Prebirth Predictors of Early Coparenting,” which enabled McHale and Robertson to learn the technology used in charting infants’ eye gaze.
While McHale’s last 15 years have been spent exploring coparenting alliances in two-parent families, detailed in the 2007 book, Charting the Bumpy Road of Coparenthood: Understanding the Challenges of Family Life (Zero to Three Press), his research focus has expanded to involve studies of coparenting in fragile families and in extended kinship systems. He is currently pursuing funding for a pilot study to work with unmarried expectant parents in St. Petersburg prior to the baby’s birth. The project would aim to determine whether a short-term, focused intervention can help the baby’s mother and father, who may not be co-resident, to nonetheless build a positive early coparenting alliance together. The intervention would also aim to integrate other family members in the extended kinship system who may be involved.

“Early experiences develop the infrastructure of the brain” McHale said. “The baby’s brain during the first two years of life is remarkable – it is still developing and it adapts in unique ways to the circumstances it experiences – whether they be consistent and predictable, or dissonant, unpredictable and stressful. Once brain circuits get established, they are harder to unwire and it can take a very long time to affect even small changes. The whole point of providing sensitive and effective intervention during pregnancy and the infant and toddler years is to maximally support healthy brain development, the foundation for everything that will come in the years ahead.”
-USF St. Petersburg-
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