


No one plans to grow up, get
In important first step in helping your

c
kids, is getting on with your own healing.

Seek out counsellors, support groups and

books to help you sort out your own

emotions around the end of your marriage.

Whether you were the "leaver" or the "leavee"

does not matter. Somewhere along the way,

your hopes and dreams were destroyed and

you need to make peace with yourself and

your children's other parent. With your

own "act together," you'll be better able to

deal with your ex-spouse, even if they are

being difficult and uncooperative.

mamed, get divorced and live

apart from their children

it happens. And it's very, very
I. You may want to crawl into bed,

pull the covers over your head and stay
there forever, but you are a parent and at
the very time that you are in the worst
pain yourself, your children will need
you the most. Don't abandon them.

Note: Another brochure by the Council,

entitled, "Parenting Through Separation and

Divorce," will be very helpful to you.

Your parental role will be different than it

was and it certainly won't be what you

had planned on, but this is where you and

your children are now. Explore this new

parenting role with your children and

realize that life can still be rich and full and

wonderful. Your children love you and

need you now. Work with what you have.

Search out courses, programs, support
groups and books that will help you be
a better parent. Doing a good job of
parenting is a real challenge whether
your children live with you or not. We

can all use some help.



Parent to Parent Your relationship with your ex-spouse
will last the rest of your lives. Not only
will you always be parents of the same
children, but at some time in the future
you will probably be grandparents of the
same grandchildren. It's in everyone's
best interest to make it workable.

Researchers tell us that

while kids from divorced families

appear to have more problems

and lower levels of well-being, this A NeW Relatlonshlp

If you can't establish a friendly

relationship with the other parent of

your children, make it a workable,

business relationship. Your kids are

depending on you.

does not appear to come from the

divorce itself.

Children's long-term problems are, for the

most pan, the result of ongoing parental

conflict that draw the children into it.

From the kids' point of view, the one

positive thing about separation/divorce

could be that it means an end to the

fighting. But in many cases the warfare

just escalates. Now on top of everything

else they used to fight about, the parents

are arguing about support cheques, visita-

tion schedules, how late the kids stayed

up, who is going to pay the dental bills,

etc. The fighting is now obviously child-

centred and the kids see themselves as

the cause of it. This is an unbearable

burden for children and can lead to

severe depression and even suicide.

A good technique for doing this is to

Think of your relationship with your

former spouse as having two parts:

the marital relationship which

caused and may still be causing

pain, anguish, frustration and anger

and the parental relationship which,

hopefully, was a little more positive

and which will continue into the future.

Keep these relationships separate.

The legal system promotes the idea that

everything can be settled in a courtroom

and that after a divorce the couple can

walk away from each other forever. But

when children are involved, the divorce

ends the marriage, but it does not end

the family or the parent's responsibility

for their children's well-being. Its more a

case of reorganizing the family.



If you need help in establishing this new

relationship and in settling the issues

regarding the children, make an appoint-

ment with a professional mediator

(look in the yellow pages), Mediators

are very good at keeping parents

focused on the best interests of their

children and working co-operatively

on issues concerning their children,

Strive for a workable, business-like

relationship with your children's other

parent. Think of the kinds of qualities

that business-like relationships have and

try to work towards that:

courtesy, manners, politeness

no personal or emotional interaction

meetings with specific agendas and

note taking

no assumptions about who is doing what

or about what anyone is thinking

clear contracts and agreements in writing

Then work at keeping your marital
and parental roles very separate. This
means that if you're on the phone
arranging a time for her to pick the
kids up for the weekend and you feel
an undeniable urge to comment on her
lousy choice of dates, you say goodbye

politelyand hang-up. Any conversations
you have about unresolved "marital"
issues must happen at another time.
Keep the roles separate and needle.ss to
say, keep any hostile conversations out
of your children's hearing.

Choose someplace neutral, like a restaur-
ant, to sit down with your children's
other parent and ask him or her, for the
sake of the children you both love, to
work this out with you. You will need to
figure out how you are going to handle
this new relationship. Here are a few
questions to get you started:

If the breakup of your relationship is

still so raw and painful that you feel

incapable of this, then minimize all

contact with your children's other

parent by arranging for pick-ups and

drop-offs to be handled by neutral

family/friends or to happen in neutral

places. For example, if he has the kids

for the weekend, have him pick them

up directly from daycare on Friday. If

you need to pass information, do it

through a note. Do not use your kids

as message carriers. This puts them in

an uncomfortable position and the

potential for a miscommunicated

message is very high.

How will you communicate?

Which decisions will you share and

which will you make separately?

Will each of you commit to encouraging

your children to have a relationship with

the other and pledge not to undermine

each other?

What will happen around vacations?

How much notice do you need to

change visitation schedules?

How will the kids maintain relationships

with grandparents, cousins, etc.

Who will attend parent conferences at

school?

How will you settle disputes?



Make it Home

IJhink about how you view your kids'
tvisitation." Are they really visitors to
your home? Is that how you want
them to feel?

Keep things just for them, like a tooth-

brush, hairbrush, favourite bubble bath,
shampoo, etc. Stock your cupboards
with the cereal they eat, the canned
ravioli they love and the juice they prefer.
Expect them to clean up after themselves
and share in the chores of family life.
This is home. They are not visitors.

Hold Family Council Meetings (see the
Council's Skill Card on this) with your
children to establish house rules and talk
about what they would like their time
with you to be like. Give them the gift of
your time and attention, that's what they
really need. Hang out together and avoid
the "Disneyland Mom or Dad" routine.

Make a place for them that is theirs

alone. Best of course, would be a room

of their own, that no one else uses. If

that isn't possible, how about a cot of

their own and a chest of drawers with a

locking drawer for their private things.

Try to avoid having them sleep

on a pull-out couch while they

live out ofa suitcase, because this

truly reinforces the idea that they

are temporary visitors who don't

are stressful
Be aware that the time of re-entry

(when you first pick them up) can be

stressful for kids.

The actual business of packing up
really belong.

They are in your life forever, so as much

as you can afford, base your choices

about the size of your housing on how

many children you really do have.

their belongings and changing

houses, reminds kids that their

family is no longer togetheJ:

If they are very young, try to duplicate
things like their bed and bedding on
what they have in their other home.
For example, a three-year-old will be
very definite about the blanket being
blue with a ribbon binding, etc. If they
are older, take them shopping for bed-
ding and let them design their own
space, however small it might be. Things
don't have to be new. Scour the want
ads or garage sales for furnishings.
Make it part of your time together.

While they can avoid thinking about
this most of the time,

The actual moving can be like a

smack in the face.

Make those first hours together as
peaceful and stress-free as possible. For
example, choose soup and sandwich at
home over dinner out. Save special
events for another day



It is also natural for kids to want more

autonomy as they grow older. This has

actually been happening since the day

they were born, but sometimes, we

parents only notice when we come up

hard against disappointment. All of a

sudden, it seems, thirteen-year-old Jamie

would rather spend all day Saturday at

the mall with his friends than he would

with us. This is normal. We separated

from our parents, and our children will

separate from us.

you have more than one child, plan on

spending time alone with each child.

They aren't a package and really need

that one-on-one with you. Ask extended

family me!llbers to help you accomplish

this. For example, a grandparent is often

very eager to spend some one-on-one

time with their grandchild themselves, so

trade-off, giving each child time alone

with you and time alone with a

grandparent. This one-on-one time is

especially important if you have moved

on to a new relationship. Even if the kids

really like your new partner, they still

need to be with you alone.

As kids get older, their peer group plays

an ever-more-important role in their lives.

It's not natural for a fourte~-year-

old, for instance, to spend the whole

weekend in the company of his or her

parent. This wouldn't be normal.

Try to work around this and realize that
as your children get older, there will be
times when their own schedules mean
that your titne together is cut short. When
this seems to be happening regularly, talk
about it and be prepared to be flexible.
For example, rather than spending every
second weekend together, maybe it would
work better for you to get together for
dinner twice a week. Be open to the
realization that as your children grow
older your relationship with them will
change, just as it would if you were
living together full-time. All parents find
this hard to accept.

yourself

aware of how your children are

changing developmentally. Particularly if

you only see them a couple times a year,

realize that their need for independence,

their interests and their abilities can

develop dramatically between visits. The

kid who loves dinosaurs in August may

be appalled by them at Christmas. Stay

in touch and sensitive.



Make sure you're accessible to your kids.

Do they know your number off by heart?

If you live long distance, give them a

"Call Me" card. This lets them call you

anytime they want, and the charges are

billed to your number. If you're spending

quite a bit of time in a new relationship,

can they reach you there too?

--When you only have your kids for a

short period of time it is tempting to

ignore discipline.

Non-residential parents worry that

their children won't want to come -

Give your children a clear photo of

yourself to keep in their room. If your

child is still a baby, give the photo to

your child's other parent and ask them to

put it where the baby will see it often.

while residential parents worry that

the kids will want to move out.

Don't let these fears dictate how you

parent your children. You are the parent

and it is your responsibility to parent

them in ways that will help them develop

into healthy, caring adults. Be clear about

your expectations and consistent in

enforcing the house rules.

Be creative about looking for

opportunities to spend time with

your kids.

For example, volunteer as coach or

manager or "team Mom." Help the kids

fundraise for a school trip, volunteer to

chaperone or be the ticket-taker for the

recital. Even though it might not be in

your "visitation schedule," volunteer to

drive your kids to lessons, practices,

games, etc. Children (and especially

teens) are often more open to conversa-

tions while driving in the car (they don't

have to look you in the face). It's a good

opportunity to connect.

At the same time, don't waste your limited

time together nagging them about things

that are no longer your responsibility.

For example, be encouraging about their

schoolwork, but leave the day-to-day

supervision to the residential parent

(unless you have an agreement to the

contrary). Enjoy your time together and

use it to build a satisfying, loving

relationship with your children. By doing

this, you'll be in a much stronger

position to influence them positively.

If your children have friends who are an

important part of their lives, encourage

them to sometimes bring a friend along

when they come to stay with you.

In Touch

in whatever you do, be consistent and

reliable. So much in your children's lives

has changed, they must be able to count

on you to do what you've said you will.

When parents cancel visits, don't call

when they say they will, or forget to send

something they said they would, they hurt

their children very deeply: "I'll make it up

to you," is a lie. It cannot be "made up."



You may not be able to help them with
day-to-day homework, but even if you
live at a distance you can help with
projects and term papers by collecting
articles and doing some research.

Videotapes can be a powerful way to

keep in touch. If your kids are far

away, videotape (rent one if necessary)

a "Day in the Life of Mom/Dad," Have

a friend tape you waking up, eating

breakfast, going to work, jogging

through the park, etc. Show them

what your workplace looks like (make

sure their picture is visible!), what's in

your drawers, the gym where you

work out, etc. Young children will play

a tape like this over and over and over.

Take lots of pictures of your times
together and order two sets of prints.
Plaster yours allover the fridge and
send the extra set home with them.

Pictures are memories they can touch

They'll love being able to take them out

and go over them again and again. Be creative about holidays and
traditions. Why can't Christmas be
celebrated on December 24th or cake
served on a day other than the birth
day? Get your kids together and talk
about making some new family
traditions. If their other parent always
celebrates birthdays with a big family
party, maybe the kids would love it if
you took them and a couple friends to
the water slides instead. Remember,

Once you've done it twice, it's

Help young children find an interesting

container to keep mementoes and keep-

sakes of your times together in. This

could be a simple shoebox, an old brief-

case, a fancy shopping bag, etc. They

will enjoy going through these things

and looking at them again and again.

Encourage them as well, to bring things

to show you, like a school project, or

a photo of a friend, or tbe badges they

earned at Scouts or Guides. Give them a

special bag just for this purpose that they

can hang on their door and fill as the

time goes by until your next time together.

a tradition!

Buy them a children's tape recorder

for a birthday, then send a steady

supply of audio tapes that you've

made by reading their favourite books

into a recorder. If you can sing (young

children aren't critical!), sing some

favourite songs into the recorder.

Learn some if necessary. Children love

these tapes and you'll be with them as

they fall asleep. Not in body, perhaps,

but your love will be strongly felt.




