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What will I need to
parent effectively?

g- need to look after yourself.

L 1 the best circumstances,
parenting is a challenging job. While you
are undergoing separation/divorce it
becomes even more so. At the very time
your children are going to need you the
most, your own resources will be at their
lowest. The best thing you can do for
your kids is to get your own act together.

some suggestions:

seek out counsellors, support groups and
good books to help you sort through
your own emotions

learn relaxation techniques, both to
combat the physical and emotional
effects of stress and to help you get the
rest you need

get lots of physical exercise — it relaxes
tensed muscles, increases energy levels,
clears your mind and helps sort out
problems

eat well — if you're not up to cooking,
choose restaurant meals that do the body
some good, like veggie-packed subway
sandwiches, grilled chicken on
wholewheat, salad bars, lean burgers,
yogurt treats, etc.

go for a massage from a registered
massage therapist (usually paid for by
medical insurance)

avoid alcohol and drugs — they may
seem like they make you feel better but
that’ only in the short term — alcohol is
actually a depressant and many drugs
make people suicidal

Look for support
outside your home

Separation and divorce is a process

that will take a long time and you will

need to be patient with yourself.

Don' try to do it alone. Look for friends,
family or professionals you can talk things
through with. Although you shouldn' hide
your feelings from your kids, don't make
them your confidantes. They are children
and you are an adult with adult problems.
More than at any other time, they need to
believe that you are in control and know
what you're doing. Find other adults with
whom you can break down, fall apart and
unload your anger and unhappiness.

Many kids have great strength and there is
an enormous temptation to lean on them
for support. These are the great kids who
see that the laundry gets done and the
younger ones do their homework. They
screen your calls and protect you from
problems. But in protecting you, they ignore
their own needs. They push their own fear,
anger and worries into the background
because they need to keep you strong.

In the short term, they seem like such
wonderful, well-adjusted kids, but in the
long term, this “parentification” really
damages a kid.

Be watchful for the kid who is so
helpful he starts becoming the second

parent in the house.
Kids really need to be kids.



What will my kids need?

T@ HKNow

Lo your kids (both parents together,
if possible) about the separation/divorce.
Honestly, but without the gory details,
tell them why you are separating/
divorcing. If parents don't explain
this, kids tend to take the blame on |
themselves. Make sure they know that
the separation/divorce is not their fault.

nppurtunitg to erieve

divorce as a second chance for
themselves, but kids rarely see it that
way. For them, the loss of their parent on
an ongoing daily basis is painful. Very
often, separatiorv/divorce also means
major changes in the family’s lifestyle.
There may be a change of home, of
school and friends. There will probably
be less money and this may mean the
loss of things that were important to
them, like team sports, dance classes,
holidays, allowance, etc.

If the separation/divorce has been very
traumatic for the family, your instinctive
reaction may be to “close ranks” and try
to deal with everything yourself. Resist
this. Be open to the idea that other
people can be an important source of
support for your children. Children
show their grief in many ways: anger,
acting out, overcompensating (being
“too” good), depression, anxiety, etc.
Look to extended family, coaches,
friends, teachers, counsellors, etc. to be
your children’s confidantes. Let these

important people in your children’s lives
know what is going on in your family.

At a time when you yourself are grieving,
other caring adults may be able to
provide support you are temporarily
incapable of giving.

No child can have too many people

who care about him or her.

ANSWers

going on. lhey need answers to practical
questions like:

Who will take care of me?

Where will we live?

Where will I go to school?

When will T see my Mommy/Daddy?
How will I keep my friends if we

have to move?

Can I still play hockey?

What will happen at Christmas?

Will Grandma and Grandpa still love me?

You may not yet know the answers to all
their questions. If so, say so and assure
them that as soon as you know, you will
tell them. Then make sure you do.

Understand that kids need time to digest
information. While you are explaining
the situation to them, they may nod and
appear to understand everything, but in
their heads they may be stuck on
thinking about something you said in
the first few moments. Be prepared to
revisit discussions you thought were long
over and let them know that you are
willing to talk about things as often as
they need to. Be patient.



some eouer

Separation/divorce turns a child’s world
upside down and all the ensuing changes
in his or her life are the result of decisions
made by someone else.

Children need to believe that they
still have some power to influence

what happens in their lives.

Let them know that while the decision to
separate/divorce was made by the adults,
they do have some say about what
happens next. Hold “Family Council
Meetings” to talk about where you'll live
and how you'll manage your household
together. Even very young children can
be very creative problem solvers and will
be willing participants in the solution if
they feel they'’re part of a team.

While children shouldn't be burdened
with financial worries, they can participate
in setting priorities and deciding how to
spend disposable income, even if it is
little. For example, the children could
decide they want a video and pizza night
every Friday, or they could agree to save
up the entertainment funds for a whole
month and blow it all on a trip to the
amusement park.

They won't always get their way, but let
them know that their voice will always
be heard. This empowers children by
making them feel that some things in
their life are still within their power to
influence. Everyone needs this.

piscipline
differently. Some will express their grief
and anger openly, others will express it
through their behaviour. Encourage
them to talk to you, to their other parent
and to adults and friends they trust.

Be more tolerant of their anger
than you might usually be, but
make a clear distinction between
expressing angry feelings and
being destructive.

Help them find non-destructive ways
to work out anger — draw it, write
letters that are never mailed, talk it
out, use physical exercise, pound a
block of wood with a hammer, etc.

Also realize that with so much in their
life out of control, they need the
security of knowing that you are in
control. Although you may be tempted
to relax the house rules because “we’ve
been through so much,” the kids need
the stability of normality. Don't
abandon discipline at the time they
need it most.



aoutine ) Badmouthing the other parent is very
i destructive to your kids. Kids see

and you reintorce that by sending themselves as one part of one parent and

them off to school, going to work, one part of the other parent.

cooking dinner, attending their soccer The verbal daggers you throw at the
games or class plays, reading a story at . . )
bedtime, etc. Although you may feel . other parent will lOdge dlreCtly mto
like crawling under the covers and not l your child’s heart.

coming out, your kids need you to get

up and on with your life. And you

1 If your children’s other parent is
need to get on with it too.

choosing not to see them, reassure them

parental approval that this says nothing about their value.
P e It only shows how mixed up and

confused the other parent is right now.
otner parent might be, your child will

still love him or her and they should
. : Tell other adults in your childrens life,
not have to feel guilty about that. Nor

should they ever have to feel like they

need to choose between you.

like coaches and teachers, what is
happening. Your children’s self-esteem
will be battered by their parent’s
They need to know that it’s okay rejection and having other adults show

them that they are valued may help.
to love you both. Y yep

This means being supportive of their
transition between homes and being
respectful of the relationship between
your child and his other parent.
“Visitation” is not for your ex-spouse.
It’s not a reward to be offered when that
ex-spouse behaves or held back when
they displease you. Visitation is for
your children. They need both of you.



Parent-to-parent relations

R«  tell us that while kids from
i lamilies appear to have more
problems and lower levels of well-being,
this does not appear to come from the
divorce itself. Children’s long-term
problems are 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,
visitation 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.

The legal system often promotes the idea
that everything can be settled in a court-
room 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.

It’s more a case of reorganizing the family.

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.

A New relationship

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.

A good technique for doing this is to
think of your relationship with this
person as having two parts. There is the
marital relationship which caused and
may still be causing pain, anguish,
frustration and anger. This relationship
needs to end.

Then there is the parental relationship
which, hopefully, was a little more positive
and which will continue into the future.

In your mind, and in hew you deal
with your ex-spouse, keep these
relationships separate. Strive for a
workable, business relationship with
your children’s other parent.



Think of the kinds of qualities that
business 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

Choose someplace neutral, like a
restaurant, 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:

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.

Will you attend parent conferences at
school separately or together?

How will you settle disputes?

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.

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 politely and
hang-up. Any conversations you have
about unresolved “marital” issues must
happen at another time. Keep the roles
separate and needless to say, keep any
hostile conversations out of your
children’s hearing.

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 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.

Betueen Houses

they often act out and are very difficult
to handle for a few hours or even days.
Parents often blame the other parent for
this, assuming that they are letting the
kids “get away with murder” or even
encouraging the children to behave badly.
But the truth is very often quite different.



When kids move between houses,
This pamphlet was published to help you with

they are rel'ninded, in very real the challenging job of parenting. The BC

. . . Council for Families has many other resources
t ’ that thelr f amlly Is no longer that could be helpful. Contact us for a free
together. The act of packing their publications catalogue.

bags and physically moving, can

This pamphlet was written b
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They are acting out feelings of grief and
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loss. They need your patience.

If possible, agree with the children’s other
parent about the ground rules of daily
life. If it’s not possible to agree don’t

worry about it. Kids are accustomed
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to dealing with different rules and
expectations everywhere they go —
teachers, coaches, work supervisors,
grandparents, etc. And remember that
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whatever the negative effects of a late peg

. . http://www.bccf.bc.ca
bedtime or too much junk food might P

be, they are nothing compared to the

loss children feel when they are BC COUNCIL fOT FAMILIES
deprived of one parent. (/\'
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Children need both their parents and
they need you to send them off with a
hug and a hope for good times. If your
own feelings about the separation/
divorce are still very raw and volatile,
this will be very difficult to do. Remember
though, that you are doing it for your
children. No one ever said parenting
would be easy, but it is very rewarding.
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