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FOREWORD

President Franklin D. Roosevelt noted, “We may not be able to prepare the future for our children, but we can at least prepare our children for the future.” If this book has found its way to you, it is likely that you are facing the prospect of co-parenting following a divorce, and are thus taking a significant step towards preparing your children for their future. As parenting presents significant challenges even when you have a partner offering daily support, the thought of having to parent alone following a divorce can be frightening. The good news is that if approached in a healthy, thoughtful, and organized manner, a divorce may serve as a gateway more so than a roadblock, and afford an opportunity for families to co-parent in a more effectual manner. A useful resource for both lay people and professionals is Parenting through Divorce, as Dr. Lisa Rene Reynolds provides a roadmap for parents to make this transition by offering invaluable techniques, insights, and tips during this difficult journey.

I met Dr. Reynolds several years ago when she contacted me regarding the Iona College Marriage and Family Therapy graduate program, where she serves as a professor and director of The Iona Family Therapy Center (IFTC). During my first meeting with Dr. Reynolds, she impressed me with the passion and knowledge she brings to the issues families may endure during the divorce process. Listening to her stories of the clients she has helped over the years, it became clear to me that she is both dedicated to working with her own clients and helping the community through her extensive writing, lecturing, and teaching. Her knowledge and experience have allowed her to assist the individuals she directly serves and a wide range of other people.

After several years of collaborating with Dr. Reynolds, I am pleased that she now has the opportunity to reach an even wider audience and am honored to have been offered the opportunity to write this foreword, as I am confident from my experience as an attorney handling matrimonial and family law matters that this book conveys the much needed information that every parent faced with divorce should have.

The guidance offered in this book is of special importance to me from my perspective as an attorney who has worked with clients on all aspects of divorce, annulment, child custody, visitation, child support, family offense proceedings, and other family law matters. During my initial meeting with every client, educating them on the perils, risks, frustrations, and expense of the litigation process provides them with a glimpse into the realities of an imperfect system. I routinely suggest that the client use the litigation as an opportunity to both prepare for and address the immediate concerns raised in the litigation and, perhaps more importantly, to further plan for the future of their family following the resolution of the litigation. Over the years, I have noticed that most of the clients who take this important advice to heart are often more successful in coping with the significant life transition that occurs following a divorce or a family law proceeding. These clients often come to terms with the fact that they will need to co-parent for the well-being of their children, and also for themselves.

Unfortunately, in my practice, I have also observed clients who remain steadfast in their desire to engage in unnecessary warfare against the other parent to the financial and emotional detriment of their entire family. I recall one case that substantially impacted how I approach cases involving children in family law proceedings, as it provides an illustration of what every reader of this book should strive to avoid for their own family.

When asked to handle a last-minute appearance in the New York City Family Court on an emergency Order to Show Cause seeking to suspend the visitation of my client with his children, I was given little background by the handling attorney and rushed to the courthouse. From the moment of my arrival, the open hostility between my client and his ex-wife was unbelievable—shouting in the hallway prior to the appearance, sneering in the courtroom, and a near fist fight after we left. My surprise at the animosity between the parties stemmed not only from the conduct itself, but also due to my review of the motion papers, which revealed that the Order to Show Cause was obviously without any merit. There appeared to be no legitimate reason for these parties to have been in court other than my client’s ex-wife using the court system to attack my client without cause. As a young attorney, I drove away from the courthouse thinking that the ex-wife was patently unreasonable and felt badly for my client, who I felt was being victimized. Upon returning to my office, I discussed what had occurred with the handling attorney who began to laugh. He referred to the client as an “annuity” and offered me the advice that “zebras don’t marry elephants.” Having represented the client for years, the handling attorney told me that both the client and ex-wife had been battling ferociously in court for years, filing motions every few months against the other. Both were to blame, and all we could do as good attorneys was represent our client’s interests to the best of our abilities.

The lesson I learned as a young attorney is pertinent to the subject matter of this book and should serve as a word of caution. Although it may be easy to point to the other person’s flaws or mistakes, it is usually harder to identify your own imperfections and errors. Successful co-parenting following divorce requires a commitment by both parents that includes a vigilant dedication to being reasonable and avoiding confrontation with the other parent, even in situations when you believe that you are 100 percent right. Furthermore, this also means you must be willing to admit when you are wrong, identify your own weaknesses and mistakes, and take steps to correct your own behavior. While I believe it is a cynical analogy to say that zebras don’t marry elephants, implying that if one party to a marriage has a bad trait, the other party must share that characteristic as well, it is only with cooperation, reasonableness, and willingness to put ego aside in order to reach the mutual goal of familial harmony, and for each side to move on with their lives, that the conflict can properly be resolved.

As I mentioned, I always urge my clients to plan for the future during the divorce process or when they are engaging in any family law proceeding. I stress the importance of utilizing their time and energy to enjoy their lives and to safeguard their limited assets for necessities, such as their children’s education. While this may seem untenable during the course of a contentious litigation, it is of the utmost importance to never forget that your life is your own and you make of it what you will. In regard to co-parenting following a divorce, in many cases parents may be successful if they are willing to work for it and avoid unnecessary conflict with the other parent.

Having taken the opportunity to obtain this book, I applaud your efforts to prepare yourself and your family to make effective post-divorce parenting a reality. I also ask that you take into consideration that this endeavor will have a lasting impact upon your children, making your efforts at proper co-parenting one of the most important things you will do. In the words of Frederick Douglass, “It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.”

—James L Hyer, Esquire, Attorney at Law – Partner, Bashian & Farber, LLP


INTRODUCTION

It is eight forty-five on a rainy Saturday morning. Twenty-five new faces stare at me from around a large conference table. Some expressions are hard and resentful, others are sad and anxious. There are more than a few people suffering from the pernicious blend of too much crying and too little sleep. Many look curious, wondering what will happen in this room over the next six hours.

This is how the Parent Education Program (PEP) began each week. I taught this six-hour mandatory class for Connecticut parents who were seeking a divorce (or separation if the parents were never legally married) for many years, and it was an integral part of the training and manual revisions. My experience in these classes is why I decided to write this book.

Seventeen states mandate that all divorcing parents attend a parenting class, and seventeen more leave the decision to the discretion of the judge. The rest of the states have differing rules on this, most requiring the class only in certain counties or districts (https://www.divorcewriter.com/parent-education-class-divorce.aspx). However, all states recognize the growing body of research that supports the many ways that divorce can negatively impact children, and therefore offer elective classes on divorce and parenting.

The six-hour class I facilitated was never quite adequate for addressing all the struggles the participants presented to me. Divorcing parents have so many questions and such a wealth of stories and experience among them; this book focuses on the areas that divorcing parents grapple with most. I address the questions that people asked over and over again in each class. The details may change from family to family, but the core issues are almost always the same among families experiencing a divorce.

The six-hour class I facilitated was never quite adequate for addressing all the struggles the participants presented to me. Divorcing parents have so many questions and such a wealth of stories and experience among them; this book focuses on the areas that divorcing parents grapple with most. I address the questions that people asked over and over again in each class. The details may change from family to family, but the core issues are almost always the same among families experiencing a divorce.

Most people use the old axiom, “About half of all marriages don’t make it,” as their reference for divorce rates. Indeed, the divorce rate in the United States is most often cited as about 50 percent for first marriages, 67 percent for second marriages, and 74 percent for third marriages. These numbers not only are difficult to accurately gauge, but are probably quite understated. DivorceSource.com is an excellent site for the most cutting-edge statistics on everything divorce. They offer great insight as to why the divorce rate is not always reflected accurately. For example, the divorce rate is based solely on legal, registered marital unions, but does not include any unmarried unions that yield children, such as couples that live together or common-law setups. In fact, the Children’s Defense Fund reports that four in ten American children are born to unmarried parents. Additionally, according to the National Center for Health Statistics through the C.D.C., only forty-five states (plus Washington, D.C.) track and report divorce statistics. The data from the remaining states is not incorporated into the national rate.

Every year, more than two million adult Americans divorce. Divorce knows no borders. Couples from various ethnic, religious, and socioeconomic backgrounds go through the ordeal of relationship dissolution. In each of these cases, the littlest victims are the children, and much of the research on children of divorce supports the belief that the process often negatively affects them. There are over one million American children involved in new divorces each year who need their parents to do the right thing.

The changes a divorce brings to a family will be an adjustment for all children. Divorce can be devastating for them, but there are many things parents can do to make the experience less traumatic and painful. That’s one reason why this book focuses on how the child and the parents experience divorce at the child’s various ages and developmental stages. Additionally, the book offers parents practical suggestions as to how to handle common situations with the child and ideas for what to do and how to do it in order to ease the pain of divorce for a child.

No two divorces are the same, and alas, no two families are the same either. For this reason, no step-by-step recipe exists for how to divorce so that children do not suffer. Still, my goal is that this book will help you through each step of your divorce. The stories are real, although I have changed identifying data and specifics in order to protect the identity of the people involved. The suggestions are well-researched, and they are tested in tried-and-true cases by real parents. I hope you will read this book with great care and hold its message closely; your efforts will go far in helping support your child through this very difficult time.


1

THE BAD NEWS AND THE GOOD NEWS … AND HOW TO MAKE MORE OF THE GOOD NEWS

The potential negative effects of divorce on children are well documented. Over the years, there have been many research studies on the impact divorce has on children from such well-respected sources as Harvard University Press, the Journal of Early Adolescence, the Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, the Journal of Marriage and the Family, and the Journal of Divorce and Remarriage. The majority of the findings include substantial evidence that children of divorce, as a group, may experience more difficulty in school, more behavioral issues, more social problems, more fighting with parents, more promiscuity, lower self-esteem, and more adjustment issues than children in intact homes. There are also indications that children of divorced parents (“children of divorce”) can carry their negative experiences into adulthood, where these experiences can seriously affect their lives and romantic relationships. Adult children of divorce frequently report having commitment difficulties due to memories of their own parents’ bad relationships and breakups. These adults may also have poorer communication skills and lower trust levels in their relationships because their own parents did not model those traits.

However, these enhanced risks are generalities and do not speak to any individual child. In fact, numerous studies acknowledge that many children of divorce function just as well as their counterparts. Indeed, some children of divorce may fare even better than children in intact homes, especially when there is chronic violence, fighting, or other dysfunction in the latter. But as a whole, children of divorce are statistically more at risk for several (possibly long-term) problems. By deciding to divorce, parents inevitably increase the chances their children will experience such problems.

Parents in my divorce classes frequently got defensive when we discussed the increased risks for children whose parents divorce. These parents asked, “Aren’t the negative effects on kids worse if the parents stay together in a bad marriage than if they divorce?” Certainly, it is not healthy to raise children in a household where parents are continually in conflict or are violent. The negative effects on these children, however, are very different from those that occur when parents choose to divorce. For example, a child from a divorced family may feel abandoned by the parent who has moved out of the house. A child from an intact family with volatile parental interaction will not experience abandonment, but perhaps the child will feel a great deal of stress or nervousness in the home and ultimately anger toward his or her parents.

The bad news is that all children of divorce experience some pain and loss from the breakup of their parents’ marriage. This is not negotiable or preventable. Even when there may be some sense of relief (as in cases where there was direct abuse, neglect, or continual conflict), children of divorce will have to adjust to the family changes that will unavoidably occur. Feelings of anger, sadness, depression, and confusion are all normal. It’s like when a parent puts his or her five-year-old child on the school bus for the very first time. The parent is fully aware that this child will inevitably experience some pain in the school setting. Perhaps there might be an encounter with a bully or the child might be chosen last for a team at recess. Maybe the child will experience rejection by peers or be called a mean name. The parent knows this risk exists on some level, yet he or she smiles and puts the child on the bus anyway because the parent knows that pain is part of life.

In divorce, too, some pain is inescapable, but parents are able to reduce this pain greatly for their children. However, it takes a great deal of commitment and effort from both parents. For many divorcing parents, it is just too challenging to parent cooperatively during a time of such anger and conflict, so they fail and their children suffer deeply. Sometimes, one parent will genuinely try to co-parent peacefully but the other parent is too angry, sabotages the attempts, and it turns ugly. Again, the children suffer.

Parents who contemplate divorce do not usually make the decision lightly. They often agonize for many months or even years, wondering what to do. Many parents delay divorce, wondering if they should stay together for the “kids’ sake.” These parents worry their children might suffer from the divorce. However, the real question is not “Will the divorce affect my child?” but rather “How much will the divorce affect my child?”

The good news is that parents are largely in control of how much divorce will hurt their children. There are divorcing parents who successfully communicate and co-parent during and after the divorce, and we can learn from their examples. These parents are able to reduce their children’s discomfort and help them see the positive aspects of their “new lives” more quickly.

CASE STUDIES

The following are three examples of parents who have gone above and beyond what is expected of them in order to keep the comfort of their children paramount, even while struggling with the agony of a divorce.

“Bonnie”

Bonnie is a thirty-four-year-old mother of three children, ages five, seven, and eleven. I saw Bonnie and her husband for couples’ therapy shortly after Bonnie confronted her husband, “Tim,” about cheating on her. Several friends alerted her to frequent sightings of Tim and his girlfriend behaving in an affectionate manner. Tim admitted to having a two-year affair with a woman he worked with and said that he was in love with her. Bonnie was devastated. She filed for divorce two weeks later, and Tim immediately moved in with his lover.

The children remained in the home with Bonnie, and Tim came over frequently to help with homework, yard work, and to take the children to swimming and T-ball practice. The children were very close with their dad and were visibly upset when Tim moved out. Even though he came over often, the children had angry outbursts, cried, and felt a general sadness about their dad’s departure.

Soon the time came when Tim said he wanted the children to stay overnight with him at his home with the new girlfriend. The children were unaware of the circumstances that led to the divorce and had no idea that their dad lived with another woman, whom they had never met. Bonnie and Tim sat down with the children and Tim explained that he had a new special friend that he wanted them to meet. He also told them he wanted them to come see the new place where he was living and to stay over for the weekend. The eldest child burst into tears and ran out of the room, and Bonnie suggested that Tim give it some time.

But time did not help the matter. The children refused to go to their dad’s new house and said they hated the woman he lived with. Soon the children refused to interact with Tim at all, even in their own home. As hurt and angry as Bonnie was by the whole affair and divorce filing, she knew she had to help her children. And it was not going to be easy.

Later that afternoon, Bonnie gathered the children around the kitchen table, where she had put out chocolate milk and cookies. She met their curious stares with nurturing eyes. Bonnie began: “Listen, guys—we have to talk. I know the last couple of months have been really hard for you, for all of us. I know it hurts, and I know you’re angry about some of the changes. But I also know you still love your dad very much. And it’s important for you to spend time with him.” The youngest child’s eyes welled up and his bottom lip quivered a bit. Bonnie fought back tears of her own.

“Your daddy has a person in his life who is very important and special to him. Because this person is so special to Daddy, I think you need to give her a chance. Meet her. You don’t have to like her. But I hope you do like her, because then I know it will be much more fun when you go visit Daddy. It’s okay if you like her too—it won’t hurt my feelings, guys. I think I’d feel relieved. Just give her a chance. It might not be so bad. I know it’ll feel weird, but we’re all going to have to get used to a lot of weird changes. I know you guys need to spend time with your dad. I can tell you miss him.”

Although this monologue was the hardest thing Bonnie ever had to do, in order to ease her children’s pain she had to swallow her pride, her disgust for a woman she didn’t even know, and her anger toward Tim. Bonnie could see how much the children missed and needed their dad. They didn’t need to know about the affair or how Bonnie felt about Tim. But they did need to know that they wouldn’t be disloyal to Bonnie by going with Tim. The children needed access to both parents; the roadblock to this was the children’s allegiance to their mother and their feeling that they needed to protect her.

The idea of a first visit at Tim’s new home was difficult for the children. They were initially nervous and resistant about going, but Bonnie stood at the door with them, encouraging them to go and have fun with Daddy. When the kids told her they felt bad leaving her alone, she smiled and said, “I will miss you very much but I know you’ll be having a good time. And I have a lot of work around the house to catch up on, so when you guys get home tomorrow, the work will be done and we can relax and play and you can tell me all about your visit.” Bonnie waved and kept that smile on just until Tim’s car (with the children buckled safely in back) pulled away. Then she closed the door, slumped down to the floor, and cried.

“Rich and Lynne”

I counseled Rich and Lynne on parenting issues related to their impending divorce. They had two sons together, ages five and nine. They had separated a few weeks before they (mutually) filed for divorce. Rich moved in with his divorced sister and her two kids in a condo that was an hour and a half away from Lynne and the boys. Due to the long commute to Lynne’s home and his limited schedule (after picking up a second job to make ends meet and to allow Lynne and the boys to stay in their home), Rich only saw the boys every other weekend. For one son, “Luke,” this arrangement was just fine. But for the second son, “Gabriel,” it was a lousy situation.

The other piece that complicated the scenario for Rich was that he had two other children from a previous relationship. He saw these children on the same weekend that he had his two boys with Lynne. This made for very little one-on-one time for any of his children, and their visits seemed rushed and chaotic.

Gabriel had always been very close with his dad, but Luke had been more of a “mama’s boy.” Gabriel cried almost every night for his dad and was continually asking, “When will I see Daddy again?” The answer “in two weeks, honey” would bring on even more tears.

One day, while Lynne was venting her frustration to Rich about what to do about Gabriel, Lynne thought of a plan. She asked Rich if on the every other weekend that was hers (the one when Rich did not see the boys at all) he might be able to meet her halfway somewhere so that Gabriel could spend a little time with him. Rich worked until one on Saturday afternoons, so Lynne offered to bring Gabriel to a halfway meeting point at two on those days. From there, Rich would take Gabriel for a couple of hours to run errands. They picked up dry cleaning, did some grocery shopping, picked up lightbulbs at a home improvement store, got the oil changed, and so on. For a special treat, Rich and Gabriel always made a stop at a particular gas station that sold Gabriel’s favorite Yoo-hoo drink. While Rich was with Gabriel, Lynne would do some shopping, see a movie, or go bowling alone with Luke. Both children enjoyed their special time alone with one parent, even if it was only for a few short hours.

Although the children thoroughly enjoyed this setup, it was a huge inconvenience for both parents. Lynne interrupted her weekend to do whatever she wanted with the kids in order to make this extra visit happen for Gabriel. She adjusted her schedule to make the forty-five-minute drive and spent extra money on gas and activities for her and Luke while Gabriel was with his dad. Similarly, Rich sacrificed a large part of his limited downtime and extra money for gas and treats in order to help alleviate Gabriel’s sadness. The most important part of this arrangement was that the parents compromised and kept focused on their children’s needs and best interests.

“Julie and Billy”

Julie and Billy were enrolled in court-mandated therapy with me due to the high level of disagreement and verbal conflict during their initial divorce proceedings. They had been married for two years and had a five-month-old daughter named “Isabella.”

At our first session, Julie and Billy jumped right into their fighting with the topic of the moment: Billy’s desire to have Isabella overnight. Julie protested, saying that she was still breast-feeding the baby and that it would be traumatic to have Isabella pulled away prematurely from that comfort. Billy countered by saying that he would have his lawyer make the overnights happen because it was his right to have Isabella half the time, including nighttime. Billy suggested it was time for Julie to wean Isabella from nursing anyway. Julie refused, referring to the American Pediatric Association’s recommendation to breast-feed babies at least through one year of age.

Billy then suggested that because Julie was able to pump breast milk ahead of time, she could make enough bottles for him to get through the night. He cited the research on the need for fathers to bond with infants from the start and how divorce made that difficult. He was worried that he wouldn’t properly bond with Isabella if he wasn’t able to participate regularly in all aspects of her care. Julie was concerned that past attempts at expressing breast milk and feeding Isabella with a bottle had failed; the infant had been very hungry and distressed. Both Julie and Billy were correct in their concerns.

Carefully treading, and being sure to validate both parents’ concerns, I suggested that maybe we could come up with some sort of compromise that would reduce the adjustment for Isabella but at the same time meet both parents’ needs. The couple laughed and agreed for the first time; they both stated that this would be impossible because they were no good at compromising. I begged them to let me take a stab at it. They agreed.

It took the remainder of the session as well as one half of the next to lead the couple to an agreement they could both live with. It was not my decision, but solely theirs. They were able to put down their defenses and come up with a solution only when I kept them focused on what was least upsetting and traumatic for Isabella.

Their plan called for Julie to spend every other Saturday night on the couch at Billy’s apartment while he cared for Isabella through the night in a crib in his bedroom. (This lasted until the baby unexpectedly weaned herself four months later.) It began slowly, with Billy bringing Isabella to Julie around 4:00 AM for the middle-of-the-night feeding she still had not given up. Isabella was still refusing bottles. But not long after, Isabella began sleeping through the night and Julie would nurse her only at 7:00 AM, when the baby awoke hungry. A few weeks later, Julie felt comfortable letting Billy take Isabella overnight without her being there. Isabella had adjusted well because her parents sacrificed and compromised to make that adjustment easier.

Julie certainly did not want to be crashing on her ex-husband’s couch two nights a month, and Billy most definitely did not want her there either. But both parents agreed because they could see the positive effect their arrangement had on Isabella. This was the beginning of many compromises Julie and Billy were able to make when they remembered to keep their child’s best interests as the central focus.

HOW TO AVOID NEGATIVE VERBAL EXCHANGES THAT HURT YOUR CHILDREN

I have had the opportunity to meet many inspirational parents like Bonnie, Rich and Lynne, and Julie and Billy through my work with divorcing families. But I also see the worst-case scenarios. It is through this wide exposure that I have been able to compile a list of ideals divorcing parents should strive for when modeling communication skills for their children.

Using disparaging comments and fighting in front of the children are perhaps the number-one stressors for children of divorce. The following is a template for “best practices” in avoiding negative verbal exchanges and thereby helping children of divorce to feel less pain and adjust more quickly to the changes in their families. A short discussion follows each suggestion.

Don’t Fight in Front of the Kids

If communication between parents is tense or bitter, perhaps the best thing you can do is to keep it out of the view/earshot of the children. This can be extraordinarily difficult to do, especially when there is a great deal of emotional fuel.

Even the youngest of children are aware of harsh tones and unkind words exchanged between parents. Children often hear what their parents mutter under their breath or behind closed doors. You need to be extremely careful with what you say to each other and where you say it.

Most parents do not intend to expose their children to arguments. One divorcing couple I was seeing for therapy came to a session with a ten-month-old baby because the sitter cancelled at the last minute. I agreed to see the couple as long as the conversation was constructive and calm. I reserved the right to end the session early if I felt the conversation was negative or heated. Shortly into the session the couple began to argue, and I interrupted to point out the reaction of the child. The baby, who had been happily cruising around the coffee table in the center of the room and mouthing the toy she held in her chubby little hand, had stopped and was standing still. She was fully focused on her parents, directing her gaze back and forth between the two. The parents had momentarily lost track of everything around them and had been consumed by their anger and aggravation with each other. They had literally forgotten she was in the room. How many times had this happened without these parents even being aware of it?

One common intervention in marital counseling is called “date night.” A therapist directs a couple to carve out a specific time each week, with rigid rules: The couple must be alone, and the conversation must be about the couple, not about the kids. I like to prescribe this same intervention to parents who are divorcing, with a slightly different twist: The couple must be alone, but the conversation must be about the kids, not the couple. For couples who tend to get a little heated in their discussions, I recommend going out for coffee in a public place rather than being alone together. Most parents, even when feeling angry, will keep their voices down and act appropriately when there are many others around.

Making time to touch base regarding their children’s welfare is perhaps even more important when parents are divorcing than when the parents were together. All too often, after the divorce is final, parents get comfortable with parenting separately, move on with their lives, and less and less frequently contact each other regarding these issues.

When all else fails and parents are completely unable to stop fighting in front of the children, there is one last option. The parents may cease all verbal interaction when the children are present and move to communication via e-mail or a notebook. For children, no verbal communication is better than just plain bad communication.

The notebook option is an especially good one. When one parent needs to vent something to the other, he or she writes it down in the notebook. This gives the parent a chance to reread what he or she wrote and tweak it if necessary. The parent can also choose to run the note by a neutral party, such as a friend or family member, for feedback before giving the notebook to the other parent. Then, rather than being put on the spot, the other parent can choose when he or she feels up to dealing with the issue at hand with the other parent. In this way, the parent does not feel confronted or ambushed at a bad moment but can read the note at his or her leisure. Then, he or she can have the same luxury of writing and rereading the response or sharing it with someone else for comment. Of course, this method works only with nonemergency issues. Concerns needing a more rapid response should be sent via e-mail, or in certain urgent situations a parent may need to pick up the phone and make the call to his or her ex-spouse directly.

Keep the Children’s Best Interests as the Focal Point in All Discussions

When divorcing parents keep their discussions geared toward what’s best for the children, the conversations generally go better. This is because for most parents the love of the children is the one common ground divorced parents have. For many parents, however, it is very difficult to do this. Some parents are so angry or wounded by the separation/divorce that they find it hard to see outside their own pain and keep focused on the kids.

If you are a divorcing parent who is having a very overwhelming time with the divorce, be sure to take the time and effort to take care of yourself first (see chapter 3); this will maximize healthy and effective parenting. Then, try to keep your conversations with the other parent geared toward the children.

Let’s say an argument is brewing between you and the other parent about your annoyance with his or her decision not to attend a child’s school play. You might recognize this conversation is fruitless and redirect it toward the effect on the child. Perhaps you might say, “Okay, fine. You’re not going to little Johnnie’s play tonight. So let’s talk about how this might affect Johnnie. Who’s going to tell him you won’t be there? And what should we do if he gets upset about it?”

One divorcing couple I counseled shouted “Bail!” whenever either of them felt their conversation was deteriorating. This was their clue to refocus quickly.

Give Up Control over the Other Parent’s Parenting

When a couple divorces, neither parent has control over how the other parent parents. Parenting is a right, not a part in a play that someone else wrote. No one is perfect, and each parent will have to make mistakes in order to find his or her own way. Of course, if one parent is neglecting or endangering a child, that’s a different story.

Try to keep conversations with the other parent away from criticizing what he or she does differently than you do. Parenting doesn’t have to be the same, and chances are that it never will be. Of course, the more consistency between Mom’s and Dad’s parenting practices, the easier it is for the children, but this holds true for any family, divorced or intact. It makes sense that if the children have a reasonable bedtime at Dad’s house (that correlates closely to the one that seems to work well at Mom’s house), they will not return to Mom’s house the next day feeling cranky and irritable from a lack of sleep.

If you feel you must address a parenting difference that affects the children negatively, try to do so in a calm and nonaccusatory manner. Rather than saying, “It is such bullshit that you return these kids to me whiny and grouchy because you let them stay up all night,” you might want to say: “Listen, I need to share my thoughts with you on something. I know you have the right to parent however you see fit during your time with the kids, but I feel like they push staying up late at your house and when they don’t get enough rest, they suffer the next day. I just wanted to make you aware that some days, I notice they don’t seem to have gotten enough rest and maybe you don’t notice it because they are back with me by then.”

There’s no guarantee that reframing your statements and tone will result in having the other parent change or even see your point of view. But the change in your delivery of the words will certainly have a more positive influence on the direction and possible outcome of the conversation.

Use “I Statements”

“I statements” are a cornerstone of effective communication. They should replace the opposing “You statements” that imply fault or blame. Some examples of common you statements are “You are crazy,” “You can’t go,” and “You are controlling me.” I statements that correspond with these same examples might be “What I’m hearing from you doesn’t seem like it is well thought out,” “I don’t feel it’s a good idea for you to go,” and “I feel like you’re not letting me have a say in this matter.” So, for example, “You interrupted me,” might be replaced with the I statement, “I am feeling like you don’t want to listen to me about this.”

I statements are helpful in avoiding assumptions, and when you use them, you are never wrong. This is because when using I statements, you are speaking only about what you feel and believe to be true. You are entitled to your own beliefs. They may be challenged by the other parent (that’s what happens in communication), but your feelings cannot be denied.

I statements can be helpful in facilitating more peaceful communication between parents in disagreement or conflict. Using them also sets an excellent example for children and can reduce the fighting they are exposed to.

Be Flexible

Life is not a pretty picture that hangs on the wall and never changes. Flexibility is a necessary part of living; when parents are prepared to bend a little, it makes life’s unexpected twists and turns more bearable.

One parent may attempt to control the other parent or take advantage of him or her by continually asking for changes to the parenting plan to suit that parent’s needs. This is a blunt misuse of the flexible co-parenting arrangement and is not acceptable. However, it is helpful when divorcing parents can be less than rigid when dealing with the occasional unexpected change requested by the other parent. For example, let’s say you ask to swap weekends with your husband or wife because there’s a family reunion you’d like to attend with the kids. If he or she doesn’t already have an equally important commitment, that parent should make the effort to accommodate this arrangement. Likewise, if he or she asks to pick the kids up a couple of hours later than usual one Friday due to mandatory training at work, you should try to make this work.

Remember to Mention the Good Stuff

One of the biggest tension triggers for divorcing parents is when one parent continually criticizes the other. Snide remarks and sarcasm will not create an environment for peaceful communication. As one of my divorced therapy clients put it: “It doesn’t feel good to have my ex continually point out all my flaws and weaknesses. I can only hear so much of how inadequate I was in bed or how much weight I’ve gained or how our daughter hates me before I completely shut down or lose it on her.”

Try to remember that even though you may be divorcing, you must remain co-parents for the rest of your lives. In order to nourish this necessary relationship with your ex-spouse, a little “good stuff” goes a long way. Try to focus on the positive things you see, as difficult as it may be during such an emotional and trying time. Perhaps an ex-spouse has made an excellent effort to attend all the children’s school activities and sports events. You might point out to him or her that you valued the effort.

A divorced client I once saw for treatment told me that amid a very bitter divorce, the nicest and most meaningful thing his ex-wife ever said to him was that she appreciated him being timely with the child-support checks. He reported that because his ex-wife said that to him, he softened a bit toward her and made every effort to ensure that all the other financial stuff was done when it was due. Don’t people like to hear that their positive efforts have not gone unnoticed?

*    *    *

Remember that there is more than loss and sadness that children can experience from a divorce. An important gift children can receive from the divorce is a model for good behavior and respect between their parents.
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REDUCING THE RISK OF TRAUMATIZING YOUR CHILDREN

Parents report the initial decision to divorce as one of the most difficult, heart-wrenching choices they ever have to make. In fact, many parents delay the decision to divorce for many months, even years, because they don’t want to hurt their children. Inevitably, though, one parent reaches the breaking point and decides to end the marriage.

The vast majority of divorces are initiated by one partner. Rarely do both parents sit down over dinner one night and say in unison, “Gee, honey, I was thinking that things are not good between us and haven’t been for a long time and maybe we should break up.” This extremely atypical scenario might be followed by one parent suggesting, “Okay, dear, let’s grab the phone book and choose a divorce lawyer to contact in the morning,” and the other parent responding with a resounding, “Sounds great!”

In the real world, one parent is the “ender” and the other parent is the “endee.” Even if both parents have been unhappy and are toying with the idea of divorce, there is usually only one who really “ends” the marriage. This can often set up one parent as being “the bad guy” and the other as being “the victim.” This can create a lack of balance in what remains of the marital relationship, sometimes causing a whole host of issues between parents. But the principal victims are often the children.

So what can parents do from the very beginning to reduce the risk that the decision to divorce will traumatize their children? First and foremost, they need to take care of themselves mentally, physically, and emotionally. (See chapter 3 for more on this important topic.)
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