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Since its inception in 1997, the children of Illinois have written more than 400,000 essays as part of
IFI’s annual Fatherhood Essay Contest. Themes for the essays have included “What My Father Means
to Me” and “What My Dad Dreams for Me.” Volunteers from across the state read the emotionallycharged essays in four categories: fathers, stepfathers, grandfathers and father figures.
Essays are written in January and February. In the spring, the 156 finalists are invited to a special
Faces of Fatherhood Celebration. Around Father’s Day, twelve essayists and their dads (three in each
category) are recognized at the annual IFI Fatherhood Dinner Celebration. Finally, educators from the
top participating schools are acknowledged at the IFI Fall Fatherhood Celebration.
The essay winners often get significant media coverage — with seven having appeared on the “Oprah
Winfrey Show”— but the big news is really the many kid/father connections made as a result of
our work.
To get your school involved or for more information, call 800.996.DADS or visit www.4fathers.org.

Jackie

Emily

Cover Illustration - Dave, First Grade

“what my father means to me”
fatherhood essay contest
FOR COMMITTED DADS

“What My Father Means to Me” is a representative
collection of children’s essays and drawings from the
“Father of the Year” contests held in Illinois since 1997
and sponsored by Illinois Fatherhood Initiative and
the National Center for Fathering. The essays included
here have been selected from more than 400,000 entries
received from communities across Illinois from both
public and private schools.

On the last few pages of this booklet, you will find the
I-CAN’s of Fathering, a short guide on how to be the best
father you can be. Together with the lessons we learn
from the children’s essays, it’s our hope this guide will
lead you to make changes in your life as you develop
higher aspirations for your role as father.
In the eyes of the children, responsible “every day”
fathers are heroes. The dads who rise early and work to
provide for their families; the dads who help with homework, play catch, drive car pools, and offer words of encouragement; the dads who, though separated from their
spouses, are unfailing in their visits and child support;
the dads who respect their children’s mother—these are
the dads who children admire most and hope to emulate.

As you read the essays and view the drawings that
follow, try to imagine what you might have said about
your father, and think about what your child or grandchild would say or draw about you.
Remember, children write from their hearts. When a
son or daughter renders an appraisal of his or her dad,
it’s heartfelt and it’s honest. Its sincerity cannot be challenged or doubted. It must be accepted as truth. And
the truth, whether painful or uplifting, can be the most
powerful tool we possess for learning.

Being a dad is a tremendous responsibility and a
wonderful opportunity. For good or for bad, by your presence or absence, action or inaction, you are shaping lives
and changing the future of our world. We hope this booklet will provide you with inspiration and information that
can help you capitalize on this most singular opportunity.

Each year, we involve hundreds of volunteers to
read and judge the essays. The undertaking rapidly
progresses from a “task” to a meaningful and emotional
experience, especially for the dads involved. The messages of the children lead to deep reflection and serious
consideration. We suspect the words and pictures in
this booklet will have a similar effect on you as you find
yourself asking, What’s really important in my life? What
occupied the bulk of my attention this past year? What
must I do this week to express my commitment and love
to my children?

David Hirsch, Founder
Illinois Fatherhood Initiative
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You may also find yourself surprised at what the
children think makes a great dad. We doubt that even
the award-winning “Father of the Year” finalists realize
the impact of the little things they do: taking time on the
front porch to listen to their daughter’s probing questions,
reading to their son at night, helping their teen during
a difficult time, or showing up at a ball game or recital.
The things we take for granted or may actually think are
insignificant are of great importance to our children.
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Jessica, First Grade

Katya

David, First Grade
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4

fourth

grade

Monique

Robyn, Fourth Grade

Jason, Fourth Grade
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how to be a better dad

THE I-CAN’S OF FATHERING

As you can tell from the essays you’ve just read, it isn’t necessary to pursue an advanced degree in child development to be a great dad. What may be most helpful in our quest to become better fathers is a fresh perspective on our
role as dads.
The National Center for Fathering has surveyed over 10,000 fathers about their fathering practices and ideals, and
synthesized their responses into 48 aspects or factors. Collectively, these form the framework for fathering which we
call: The I-CAN’s of Fathering:
THE I-CAN’S OF FATHERING

I
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=
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Involvement
Consistency
Awareness
Nurturance

Using the I-CAN’s framework, we developed a series of sessions to help
you understand and apply each fathering principle and tap into the experiences of other fathers. Each session has three parts to be completed
in order: READ specific essays in this booklet; REFLECT upon what they
suggest about your fathering; and RESOLVE to apply your learning to
your relationships with your children.

You will benefit greatly if you can meet with other fathers to discuss these questions, because when we listen,
support and hold one another accountable, we increase our opportunity for growth in our fathering. So, get
together with some other dads, and see where the I-CAN’s of Fathering can take you (while the sessions are
designed to stimulate discussion in small groups, they can also be studied individually or with your spouse).

SESSION 1: THE IMPACT OF A FATHER

Your relationship with your father has a significant impact on the way you will father your own children.
READ: Essays by Ingrid, 10th grade, “Looking Up,” page 11, and Crystal, 9th grade, page 10.
REFLECT:
Think about your own relationship with your father and answer the three questions below. If possible discuss with
one or more other adults.
s What do you remember most about your father?
s What would you like to have heard more from him?
s Write down five ways you’re like your father, and five ways you’re different than him.
CAUTION:
Our goal is to think about both the strengths and weaknesses of our relationships with our father. There may be some
issues you need to work through. The first three chapters of The Heart of a Father by Ken Canfield (Chicago: Northfield, 1996) give excellent guidance in this area, or you may want to seek the help of a wise friend or counselor.
RESOLVE:
1. What one thing can you do to strengthen your relationship with your own father or father figure?
2. Do you see one area where the way you were raised affected your own fathering negatively? What can you do
about it?
3. Do you see an area where your dad affected your fathering positively? How can you capitalize on this legacy?
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SESSION 2: INVOLVEMENT

Involvement has three dimensions: taking responsibility for everything from changing diapers to providing food to
driving kids to school; connecting in a direct way by participating in activities with your child; and being accessible:
being immediately available (physically), or your child knowing they can reach you on short notice by telephone
or email.
READ: Essays by Tommy, 2nd grade, page 3, and Jaquin, 8th grade, page 9.
REFLECT:
s Which of these dads was really involved with his children? What stood out about that involvement to the
children—was it special trips or everyday activities?
s Approximately how many hours of your week are devoted to your work, to each child, to your marriage?
s How would you describe the ideal work/family arrangement for your situation?
s What secrets have you learned to create more time for your family?
RESOLVE:
Decide on one thing (and one thing only) you want to change to be more. Involved as a dad. Commit yourself to make
the change, in writing, or to another dad. Agree to revisit your commitment at a future date.

SESSION 3: CONSISTENCY

A dad needs to be consistent in several ways: in his schedule, in his moods, and in his character. Above all else, a
dad needs to keep his word, admit when he’s made a mistake, and correct the situation.
READ: Essays by Mary, 6th grade, page 7, and Matt, 7th grade, page 8.
REFLECT:
s How do these dads demonstrate consistency in different areas of life?
s Have you been able to tell your children you were wrong about something? What happened and what was
the result?
s What is the difference between consistency and rigidity?
RESOLVE:
1. Make a list of promises you’ve made to your children and haven’t kept, then ask each of your children and your
wife if there are any promises you haven’t kept. Take action to set the situation right.
2. Write each of your children an affirming note.

SESSION 4: AWARENESS

Research by the National Center for Fathering shows that one key practice that separates effective fathers from
other fathers is “active listening.” Dads must take the initiative to find out what’s going on with their children. Dads
need to be aware of 1) general child development information (e.g. that most 3-year olds actually enjoy having the
same book read to them again and again) and 2) specific individual information about their children (e.g. individual
personality and temperament, learning style, and interests).
READ: Essays by Jesmin, 8th grade, page 9, and Jason, 4th grade, “Thomas is My Step Dad,” page 5.
REFLECT:
s How does Jason’s father find out about what’s going on in his son’s life?
s What would Jesmin’s dad know about her interests?
s What are the emotional and physical issues your child’s age group is dealing with?
s Try answering these questions about your child: Who is your child’s all-time hero? What’s your child’s most prized
possession? Who are his three closest friends? What would she point to as her biggest accomplishment recently?
What was your child’s biggest discouragement this past year?
RESOLVE: Pick one of these action points as a next step:
1. Listen to some of your child’s music and discuss it with them.
2. Eat a meal at school with them and some of their friends.
3. Have a discussion with one of your child’s instructors to find out how they doing.
15

SESSION 5: NURTURANCE

Love is undoubtedly the bottom line – but is it expressed? That’s what nurturance is: love made tangible. It includes
everything from spoken or written words of encouragement, to physical touch, to discipline. It’s the ability to connect
with your child on an emotional level.
READ: Essays by Ruth, 3rd grade, “My Dad Adopted Me,” page 4, and Nachama, 12th grade, “Abba,” page 13.
REFLECT:
s What struck you about the dads described in these essays by their children?
s What are the special ways you say, “I love you” to your children?
s How did your dad express affection to you? How has that affected the way you communicate it to your children?
s Is discipline an expression of love? How is it perceived in your home? What causes you to hesitate in nurturing
your children?
RESOLVE:
Decide one area where you can grow in expressing affection for each of your children: verbal encouragement,
physical touch, sharing who you are, or setting boundaries and enforcing them. Write down what it is and develop
a specific action plan for you to take with each of your children.

SESSION 6: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Fathering is both constant and ever changing. As you and your children age, you both enter into new stages of life.
READ: Essays by David, 1st grade, page 2, and Lisa, 3rd grade, page 4.
REFLECT:
s What aspect of fathering would you like to develop further? Who can assist you? How can you help another dad?
s Project yourself and your children ahead five and ten years. How will you prepare for your children’s continuing
development and your changing relationship with them?
s You may have prepared your child’s financial future in the case of your untimely death. Are there other men in
your child’s life who could become father figures if necessary?
s Is there a fatherless child you know who needs a father figure? What can you do to reach out to him or her?
RESOLVE:
Decide how you will prepare yourself for the future joys and challenges of fathering. Consider continuing to meet
with one or more of the dads in your group on a periodic basis for mutual encouragement and accountability in your
critical role as a father.

SESSION 7: CONNECTING TO FATHERING RESOURCES

The I-CAN’s sessions are a starting point to give you a sense of who you are as a dad, and who you could be. Being
a father is a lifetime commitment, and one of the ways you can keep your commitment strong is to connect with
organizations that provide support.
The National Center for Fathering provides a wide range of practical resources and timely assistance for dads seeking advice. The Center’s web site at www.fathers.com contains more than 100 short articles addressing nearly every
fathering situation, each with recommendations for further assistance. The site also hosts chat rooms and bulletin
boards, and provides links to other fathering sites.
For ongoing information, you can subscribe to Today’s Father, a FREE quarterly magazine published by the National
Center for Fathering. To subscribe, call 1-800-593-DADS. Please mention the “What My Father Means To Me” booklet
when you call.
Another way to get continuing support is to be proactive and establish resources in your community. For those interested in bringing the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative to their area, you can call 1-800-996-DADS. Again, please mention
the booklet when you make your call.
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fathering resources

The National Center for Fathering and Illinois Fatherhood Initiative are committed to helping men become better fathers and
father figures. Please visit our web sites or contact us with any questions you may have. We would be happy to help you as an
individual, or support an organization you’re involved with in you efforts to equip men for their fathering roles.
Illinois Fatherhood Initiative
208 S. LaSalle, Suite 1900
Chicago, IL 60604
(800) 996-DADS
(312) 795-8631
www.4fathers.org
email: IFI@4fathers.org

National Center for Fathering
P.O. Box 413888
Kansas City, MO 64141-3888
(800) 593-DADS
www.fathers.com
email: dads@fathers.com

In addition, there are a number of other organizations throughout the country that can either provide information, or serve as an
example of what can be done to support responsible fathering. The groups listed below represent only a sampling:
Athletes Against Drugs
455 N. Cityfront Plaza, Suite 1420
Chicago, IL 60601
(312) 321-3400
athletesagainstdrugs.com
email: info@athletesagainstdrugs.com
Dad’s Adventure and
Boot Camp for New Dads
15375 Barranca Parkway, Suite H104
Irvine, CA 92618
(949) 754-9067
www.newdads.com
www.bootcampfornewdads.org
email: headcoach@bcnd.org
Dave Thomas Foundation
for Adoption
525 Metro Place North, Suite 220
Dublin, OH 43017
(614) 764-3009
(800) 275-3832
davethomasfoundation.org
email: info@davethomasfoundation.org
Smart Families/Family University
P.O. Box 3667
Escondido, CA 92033
(858) 513-7150
www.smartfamilies.com
email: info@smartfamilies or
plewis@smarftamilies

Children, Youth, and Family Consortium
University of Minnesota
McNamara Alumni Center
200 Oak Street SE, Suite 270A
St. Paul, MN 55455
(612) 625-7849
www.cyfc.umn.edu
email: cyfc@umn.edu
Families and Work Institute
267 Fifth Avenue, 2nd Floor
New York, NY 10016
(212) 465-2044
www.familiesandwork.org
email: kevineja@aol.com
Resource Center for Fathers & Families
1201 89th Avenue N.E.
Suite 224
Blaine, MN 55434
(763) 783-4938
www.resourcesforfathers.org
Institute for Responsible Fatherhood &
Family Revitalization
3594 Hayes St. NE
Suite 102
Washington, DC 20019
(202) 396-8320
www.responsiblefatherhood.org
email:
bcjenkins@responsiblefatherhood.org

National Center on Fathers & Families
(NCOFF)
University of Pennsylvania
3440 Market Street, Suite 450
Philadelphia, PA 19104-3325
(215) 573-5500
www.ncoff.gse.upenn.edu
National Fatherhood Initiative
20410 Observation Drive, Suite 107
Germantown, MD 20878
(301) 948-0599
www.fatherhood.org
email: info@fatherhood.org
Prison Fellowship
44180 Riverside Parkway
Lansdowne, VA 20176
(877) 478-0100
www.prisonfellowship.org
email: justicefellowship@pfm.org
Urban Ventures Center for Fathering
2924 4th Avenue South
Minneapolis MN 55408
(612) 638-1000
www.urbanventures.org
email: johnturnipseed@urbanventures.org

FOR ADDITIONAL COPIES
OF THIS BOOKLET PLEASE
CALL 800-996-DADS
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IFI MISSION:
Connecting children and fathers by promoting
responsible fathering and helping equip men to
become better fathers or father-figures.

More then 400,000 essays have been written
by school-aged children, Kindergarten through
High School, since the program began.

For more information about the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative
call 800.996.DADS or visit www.4fathers.org.

