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More JOY for Children in Divorced and Separated Families
Often times the children from divorced/separated families seldom get to see their other parent, because the rancor between the parents is so strong. A few years ago, Mary Ann Peterson decided to do something so these children could see their non-residential parents.  Her idea was to create a safe place for children by creating a place for supervised parenting time, exchanges, visitation and parenting education. This new place would have evening and weekend hours, and is now called the Joy Center at 225 W. Broadway in Monticello. 

After working with many divorced/separated parents for years Mary Ann Peterson realized that a safe, healthy, and neutral environment was needed where a non-custodial parent​ could spend quality time with their children and/or have an exchange take place.  During the 19 years she worked for the MN Extension Service in Buffalo, MN, Mary Ann Peterson had the opportunity to be the coordinator for the Parenting through Divorce Educational Class. In January of 1998 the Minnesota Supreme Court mandated divorcing/separating parents with minor children to attend a supreme court-approved program.  This is the program that Mary helped start and run, and it was because of this contact with the parents that Mary Ann recognized the need. Wright County does have a place for visitation and exchange of children in the human services building in Buffalo, but that facility was only available Monday – Friday during daytime working hours when most of the parents were working.

Almost all the professionals, whom Mary Ann visited with, encouraged her to start a visitation service.  However, it was hard for her to make the decision to open a visitation center. On May 28, 1998 she had an epiphany.  In other words, she had a lucid moment where she felt a spiritual support to do this project in spite of her limited resources and doubts.  She decided to do something and started by applying for a nonprofit corporate status, after a trusted adviser suggested that she would have more freedom to be creative on her own without government support.  It was at that time she also got a phone message service.  

In the meantime, her personal life was about to change radically.  She had been living in Buffalo but got sick from the mold in her apartment.  She had to move out and destroy all of her belongings, so temporarily she was homeless.  Then she found a town house in Monticello and moved into it.   All this time she was also looking for a visitation place that had a homey feel to it, so it would feel like a safe place for the children when parents came there for supervised parenting time and exchange.  

She found a place at 225 W. Broadway in Monticello.  As soon as she opened the doors, there were several families that wanted to use it right away. But she didn’t have any furniture to put in the building, yet.  However, parents, who were using the service, brought different pieces such as old chairs, tables, toys, etc.  From the beginning the need for volunteers was very important.

Demand for this facility continues to remain strong and to grow.  Currently, the court systems and human service systems, therapists and clergy from five counties are recommending the use of this facility for parents in conflict. Families from Cass, Clay, Sherburne, Stearns, and Wright Counties use this space to meet in a neutral setting.  Usually these cases involve some commonality of the Monticello location such as a half-way point.

Mary Ann belongs to the National Supervised Visitation Network and helped start a Minnesota Chapter.  In designing this center and others like it, Mary Ann is always thinking about the children’s viewpoint and safety.  At the old address both parents would enter through the same front door.  In the new place at 225 W. Broadway, there is a back door for the visiting parent to enter through, and the child and other parent enters through the front door.  That way the conflicting parents do not see each other, and the child is not subjected to the verbal arguing that the parents are inclined to do.

Training is a constant process.  New volunteers need to be trained, and the parents need to be in a parenting class. This effort is part of the process of trying to change the bad parenting habits that are often the results of previous generations; also known as “poison pedagogy”. Counseling is encouraged.  

Moreover, both Mary Ann and her assistants Linda Peters and Bernice Lawson, frequently attend training sessions so the process can be delivered as smooth as possible for the best welfare of the children. Mary Ann is also a certified trainer and does training in other locations such as Mankato, MN, where there is currently an effort to open another center.

Interestingly, the Mental Health Center in Wellington, New Zealand recently discovered Mary Ann through the Joy Center website:  www.joycenteronline.com and have asked her to come to New Zealand.  The main mental health center of New Zealand located in Wellington, the capital, has requesting her to bring the Parenting through Divorce educational class and the JOY Center to them.  There is no model like this in New Zealand, and the country is eager to have someone with Mary Ann’s skill and expertise to help set up the education class and a center there.

Mary Ann will be gone from 6 to 8 weeks.  She doesn’t know exactly how long it will take to train the people in New Zealand and set up a safe site, parenting education classes, and an internship program, but has been promised a lot of cooperation.  Meanwhile, Mary Ann’s assistants Linda Peters, Bernice Lawson and volunteers will be running the center. They all realize more volunteer help will be needed.  This is a place that does wonderful things on a shoe-string budget, so both financial and volunteer help is needed to keep the Joy Center humming along smoothly for the sake or our children.

“JOY stands for Journey Of Youth.  We are handing our world over to our children. They NEED to know both their parents, have the support and unconditional love from both parents and a place they can develop positive memories.  If this does not happen we are doing the future generations a major dis-service”, according to Mary Ann.

 The Joy Center is a 501 (c) 3 non-profit and is a great place for your local Christmas and end-of-the-year donations.  We are grateful that such a neat organization is located in Wright County.  Thanks to the JOY Center for being an important part of this community!

Written by Noel LaBine, Executive Director of the Wright County Economic Development Partnership.
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	Linda Peters (standing)
& Mary Ann Peterson of The Joy Center
	The hands of two parents and one child are recognizable
In the window of the Joy Center 

at 228 West Broadway  in Monticello.
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