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I. SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN’S REACTIONS TO PARENTAL SEPARATION

A. School Age Children's Expected Reactions to Parental Separation

B. Temperament(
“Temperament” refers to kinds of normal personality differences observed among persons from early infancy.  Temperament is the “natural” style of an individual’s emotional responses to and interactions with people, places, and things. It is present from birth and broadly stable throughout life. It is an enduring “style of behavior” (a person’s typical behaviors and moods).  Temperament is most easily noticed as children enter and “adjust” to new interpersonal situation.

Parents separating may change a child’s overall “family” situation (including his/her experience of daycare/preschool) into a “new” or much less “familiar” and emotionally secure one for that child.

“By understanding [and respecting differences in] temperament, we can work with [children] rather than try to change them” (or ourselves greatly).  Adults’ attention to the differences between their own and children’s predictably different ways of meeting and greeting the world can help parents and others assist children: (1) in less stressful and more productive ways, (2) to “fit in” and get their need met (3) n social settings having expectations that are new to the child.   There are no “bad” temperaments.  Rather, there can be negative attitudes towards them or non-constructive expectations and responses to them

C. Three Temperaments

1. Slow-to-Warm Up (Cautious, “Fearful”) Children – relatively inactive and fussy, tend to withdraw or negatively but mildly react to new situations, tend to warm slowly to people, beyond the usual “stranger anxiety.”  Sleeping and eating patterns are more regular than not.  Reactions gradually become more positive with continuous exposure.  Ample time to establish familiar relationships in new situations is necessary for independence to unfold.

2. Easy (“Flexible”) Children – generally calm, happy, regular in sleeping and eating habits, generally adaptable, positive approach to new situations and people, not easily upset.  The easy, “flexible” child is unlikely to spontaneously complain to their parents without a specific inquiry.  Because of this laid back, go along-get along, “easy” manner, adult care providers need to set aside special times to bring up and talk with these children about their frustrations and hurts.  Such “intentional communication” is necessary for relationship building and to find out what the child is “really” thinking and feeling.
3. Difficult (Active, “Feisty”) Children – often fussy, irregular in feeding/eating and sleeping, and display intense, frequently negative moods, and intense, fearful, negative reactions to new situations and people, easily upset by noise and commotion, high strung.  Benefit from vigorous play to work off stored up energy and frustrations as well as some freedom of choice in activities.  Preparing these children for changes and using redirection will help them transition from one place to another.  

D. Parent (or care provider, teacher) - child “Goodness of Fit”

Goodness of fit refers to the (close or weak) match between a child’s temperament and the demands of his or her environment [interpersonal, physical, structural, kinds and intensity of stimulation).  Results from the interaction and mutual shaping of behavior and attitudes between a child’s temperament and the (subjective interpretations and objective) “tolerances of significant people in the child’s life….” (Saposnek)

Fit is good “when the demands and expectations of family members and others in an individual’s life are compatible with one’s temperament, abilities, and characteristics.” (University of Maine Coop. Ext. Bull. #4358)

“Bad fit” is an interpersonal problem, and should not be “taken personally.”  When misunderstood or negatively interpreted, temperamental mis-matches have been associated with children’s behavior problems.    However, such “bad behavior” can be the result the working of a physical principle that often applies to human interaction: “for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.”

A bad fit of temperaments between primary care provider/teacher and child might be lessened insofar as the adult is able to compensate or adapt in ways that invite the child’s behavior and interaction to be more tolerable and manageable for the adult.

E. Adult Adaptations to Achieve a Good Enough “Fit”

1. “Fearful” children benefit from:

a. Frequent and varied reinforcement of the child’s attachment to care provider…until child feels confident or secure in the relationship.

b. No surprises!  Avoid changes in caregiver availability or in the interpersonal or physical environment without giving prior notice to the child.

c. Lots of support until comfortable.

2.  “Flexible” children benefit from:

a. Caregivers’ providing “special attention” so that the child doesn’t get “lost” in the midst of children with more demanding temperaments.

b. Drawing out of child’s knowledge (reminding him/her) about what is expected to be happening (by routine or rule) vs. what is occurring.

c. 1:1 time, checking in, about feelings, interests, desires, etc.

3.  “Feisty” children benefit from:

a. Caregiver attunement and responsiveness to the child’s changing, intensely expressed rhythms and moods.  Calm acknowledgement and identification of the child’s feelings and moods, and providing empathy, particularly when child is behaving intensely.

b. Calm and consistent redirection of difficult behaviors.  Calm, ample notice of transitions.  Caregiver flexibility.  Patience when child becomes “stuck” in a behavior or internal or self-reinforcing, disruptive feedback loop—which will only be worsened by rigidly implemented, “controlling” limits, expectations, rules, etc.

c. 1:1 contact during quiet times.  Responding to increased activity level as a sign child could benefit from active play.

II. SEVERAL FACTORS AFFECTING CHILDREN’S ADJUSTMENT TO PARENTAL SEPARATION

The Effect of Divorce on Children: What Makes a Difference
Nithyakala Karuppaswamy with Judith A. Myers-Walls, Purdue University, Provider-Parent Partnerships (http://www.ces.purdue.edu/providerparent), revised and adapted

	Researchers do not believe that divorce always causes pain in children. Divorce can have both positive and negative results. For some children, the parents’ divorce can be a disaster. It might be negative for the child both now and later. Other children may grow from the experience. They may become more mature, sensitive, and responsible.

Researchers say that most families take from one to three years to adjust to a divorce. Some families can take five years or longer, depending on many factors. Reflecting these differences, children can have various types of reactions—some negative, others positive—to their parents’ separation. Several factors affecting parents’ and children’s adjustment to divorce are listed here. 

Level of conflict between parents

One of the most important is how—frequently, openly, aggressively—the parents fight in front of the children. Some children see constant fighting and often hear criticism by one parent (or other family members) about the other parent. There may be contentious custody battles. These experiences can make children’s adjustment to the divorce difficult and less certain. It is helpful if parents can discuss problems away from the children. It is best if they can cooperate. Parents might ask you to take sides. Try to stay out of the conflict. Help the parents find help if they ask.

How parents adjust to the divorce

Children adjust better to the divorce if parents adjust well. (Similarly, in case of emergency, airlines instruct adults to activate their own oxygen masks before their children’s.) Children will look to their parents for signs that the family can and will get through this. So parents need to show positive and healthy ways to deal with the feelings that go with divorce. Parents can work towards rebuilding the family by being consistent and stable. If parents are having difficulty with the divorce, you may be able to support them. Help them find counselors or supportive programs.

Information children are given about the divorce

Children adjust better if they have information about the divorce. (Of course, this does not either parent is required to “tell the—his or her—truth” about the other parent or keep the child abreast of legal disputes, difficulties, allegations, etc.) Children who do not have information might make things up. They might have some wrong ideas. There are some kinds of information that are especially helpful.

     • Children should know that they are loved and that the divorce is not their fault. 
     • Children need information that is understandable for their age.
     • Children should know what is going to happen to them, such as:

          --parent(s) will continue to care for them,
          --where they are going to live, 
          --whether will they go to the same school,
          --how and when they will be with their other parent, and
          --whether brothers and sisters will stay together.
     • Children may want to know what will happen to them if one parent dies. 
     • Children do not need to know about court matters, child support, finances, or intimate details about the divorce.


Children may ask their teacher or childcare provider questions, just as they may ask the parents.  Check with the parents before answering any of these questions. You may tell the child, “That is an important question. Why don’t you ask Daddy what he thinks about it?” You may then tell the parents about the child’s question and, with their guidance, help explain the answer to the child.


Some parents may have difficulty answering questions about their divorce. They may try to avoid the questions or may be under too much stress to answer. It may be easier for the child to ask you. Again, make sure you ask the parents what and how much you may say. Encourage the parents to talk to the child. They are the most appropriate people for the child to rely on at this time.


Level of social support

Having friends and family to support them is very important to all children. It is especially important during and after a divorce It is very helpful if children are able to stay in contact with family members on both the mother’s side and the father’s side of the family. Children need to feel safe and have someone they feel comfortable talking to. The support does need not to come from a professional. It could come from a neighbor, youth group leader, pastor, or teacher. It also can come from you as a childcare provider.

Parents are a very important support for the children. It is difficult for them to be supportive when they are under stress, though. The support you provide to the parents can be very helpful both for them and for the child. It is helpful for the absent parent to be active in the child’s life, too. You could try to provide opportunities for both parents to be in touch with you and the child as appropriate. 

Support does not need to come from adults. Brothers and sisters of a child are a good support to each other. You may also have several children in your childcare setting who have experienced divorce. Older children can be a support to younger children. Children who have adjusted to divorce can help children who are just starting the process. In general, the more people the child can turn to, the better. They will have different places to get support and comfort, and to ask questions.

Children’s gender
Of course, both boys and girls are affected by divorce and need support when a divorce occurs. However, researchers have found that boys are affected more. One reason might be that it is OK for girls to show their feelings in our society. They can cry when they are upset, or say they are sad. Sometimes adults give messages to boys that it is not OK for them to show their feelings. This may mean that their feelings are not noticed, and they may not have the chance to work through them. Boys are also often more active and aggressive than girls. They might show their feelings in this way. And when boys (and girls, sometimes) get active and aggressive, they might get in trouble. That might make it even more difficult for them to adjust. When boys act out, adults may not realize that they are showing how upset they are. It is important to remember that both boys and girls need a chance to show their feelings. Another reason that boys have more trouble might be because fathers often leave after a divorce. Boys might be missing their fathers especially.

Children's ability to cope with stress

Children react to the same situation in different ways.  It is important to pay attention to the clues children give you through their behavior. You can help them in ways that fit their age, personality, and situation. 

Children will benefit greatly if you can help them find healthy ways to work through their feelings. You can encourage them to make drawings or paintings of their family. They can express their feelings through drawings. Young children often work through their feelings with play. They also can read books. They can express their feelings in other ways, such as playing games, making things from clay, and creating puppet shows. You may not always know what to tell them once they show what they feel or think. However, just getting them to open up will help them move on in managing their feelings.

If you see large changes in behavior, or if a behavior change lasts six  months or longer,  the child might need professional help.


Tips for Providers
     • Talk with the parents. Ask what is appropriate to say to the children.
     • Support the parents. Ask what they need from you.
     • Be flexible. Adjust your program where you can to help the parents and the child.
     • Know the child. Watch for signs that the child needs to talk. Discuss the divorce as appropriate.
     • Help the child have contact with both parents as much as possible.
     • Give children support. Help them find creative ways to express their feelings.
     • Realize that children adjust to divorce in different ways. 
     • Be patient. Adjustment takes time.



F. Does the Child Need Counseling?
 Nithyakala Karuppaswamy with Judith A. Myers-Walls
	Times of special changes like divorce, a death in the family, or a move can be stressful for children. During times like that, children may have a range of feelings that are very confusing. 

Children need time to adjust to major family changes.  Often support from you and the parents is enough to help the children adjust to the family event and move on. Some children may need a little more help, though. They may need the help of a professional counselor or therapist. 

Getting professional help can support children in different ways. Counseling can help children get in touch with their feelings. Some children may have difficulty sharing their feelings, because they want to keep the family event a “secret.” Other children can show their feelings in ways that cause problems by acting out, becoming violent, or becoming very quiet and withdrawn. When you see problems like this in childcare, ask the parents if they see them at home, too. Maybe you and the parent both feel that you are running out of ways to help. Counselors can help the children and parents deal with the family change. 

Here are some signs that might show that the child might need professional help. If you see these signs, you could encourage the parents to contact a counselor or therapist. Some of these signs are fairly common; many children will do the things on the list at some point. But when the behaviors become extreme or last for a long time, you and the parent may decide that the child needs professional help.

Signs that the child might need professional help

• Long periods of sadness
The child may seem to be sad for several days or weeks. Nothing helps the child feel better. You try to entertain or distract him, but nothing works. The child may cry over both little and big things and not be able to stop. Children might not talk about being sad. They show sadness mostly through their actions, for example, they might show they are sad by breaking rules or getting in trouble.

• Living in the past
The child may think more about the past than the present. Many children will talk about times when their family was altogether, or when the family lived in the old place. Some children may complain that they can’t stop thinking about their parents’ divorce, and possible other unsettling changes for the family. This is normal. However, at some point children should be able to move on and talk with greater acceptance about their life in the present. 

• Withdrawn behavior
Withdrawn children have little or no interest in playing or being with friends. They want to be by themselves. They want to be alone much of the time. They don’t laugh, joke, or enjoy much of anything they are doing. 

• Inability to concentrate
Some children may have a hard time getting things done. They may be distracted or unable to choose any play activity or undertake jobs you offer them. They may not follow instructions well. They may complain that they cannot concentrate.

• Changes in daily habits
Children may change what they normally do. Some children may wake up, but may not want to get up. Or they can start having problems going to sleep. They may have nightmares. They may eat much more or much less than before. Adults may have trouble predicting what the children are going to do or when they are going to do it.

• Feeling overly responsibility or guilty
This is sometimes a problem with older school-age children. They may say they have difficulty talking with a parent. They may think a divorce is their fault. They may believe that they are responsible for taking care of a parent or sibling.  Some increased responsibility, in order to supplement a single parent’s efforts to keep the household functioning within manageable limits may challenge an older child to appropriate maturity. However, such “caretaking” may be in response to a parent’s stated or unspoken emotional needs that exceed the child’s developmental capacity. Children may also feel caught in the middle of parents' disputes, torn between loyalty demands, or drawn into extended family members’ “issues” about a rejected parent.


• Feeling angry
Some children may be angry all the time. They may often get into fights with other children in the childcare. They may take their anger out on other children, and sometimes on adults, by hitting, biting, and shouting. Parents may complain that the children often fight with their brothers of sisters at home.

• Negativity, non-compliance, defiance
Some children might resist or refuse everything you ask them to do. Every small problem seems to become huge.

• Feeling anxious and worried
Some children may worry a lot. They may worry about the parents when they are not at home. They may worry about their parents’ physically hurting each other or them. They may worry that they will move again, change schools, be separated from friends or other “supports.”.


• Parents’ inability to help the child
You may notice that the parents are having a difficult time with their own feelings. A major change in the family affects all family members. Some parents may be dealing with many changes in work schedule or living situation. You may feel that the child needs more, but the parents cannot help at this point. You may suggest to the parents that they could get help from someone else.

At times, many children do the things just described. If the problems start suddenly after a divorce, death, or other stressful event (particularly if these difficulties persist), the child may need extra help. Getting help is important if:
     • the signs are more extreme than you normally see in other children, 
     • they last day after day or week after week, or 
     • you or the parents have tried to work with the child, but the problems continue. 

You can suggest resources that parents might look into for professional assistance. They are responsible for deciding and getting the needed help. Set a special time to the talk with the parents about this. Have a list of resources to share with them.  Encourage parents to make decisions that, in the short term, may require them to do even more when they already feel stretched to their limits.  You can point out that making time and arrangements to get a child to his or her therapy appointment may show quick dividends in reducing the child’s emotional needs and demands on the depleted and distressed parent.


G. When the Two “Co-parents” Might Benefit from Counseling

Some, if not many, about-to-be or already separated parents will anticipate or observe signs of distress and seek separation-related counseling for their child, or for themselves in order to support their child.

In other cases, it will be the child’s therapist or others professionally involved with the child who will suggest that parents seek therapy for themselves or for their present and continuing relationship as separated or divorced “co-parents.”

· Parents will be less able to ease their child’s adjustment to this major (usually, highly stressful) family change and transition, if they cannot talk (much less, problem solve) about their child, or if their well-intended communication often becomes an angry confrontation of perceptions, proposals, or wills.

· Difficulties in children’s emotional and behavioral “adjustment to divorce” will often greatly subside, once the animosity and conflict displayed between their parents are diminished.

Separation from an intimate partner or spouse is one of the most stressful life changes a mother or father is likely to experience.  “Parenting together” after separation can retain its intimacy and is often an emotionally difficult task—even under the best of bad circumstances.  The hurt and loss can be intense for one or both parents.  Sometimes, this pain is acted-out in angry disputes over what’s best for their child.  When called to their attention, many parents will understand the situation has gotten beyond their own present emotional capacities and best efforts to manage for their child, and will welcome a suggestion to find professional mental health support for their co-parent relationship. 

III. HOW CARE PROVIDERS AND TEACHERS OF SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN CAN HELP THEM AND THEIR SEPARATED PARENTS 

A. Some things that childcare providers can do to help school age children during a time of divorce.
 • Maintain normal schedules and routines. Encourage parents to do the same at home. Try not to change any more things  than necessary.

· Be patient. Allow children to be upset. Let children be babyish for a while.        Within customary—reasonable, responsible, and respectful—limits be flexible and forgiving toward their reduced emotional resources and resiliency. Their more mature behavior should return soon. 
• Do not change the rules just because of the divorce. Discipline as you always would. The child needs guidelines. 
• Reassurance. Let them know that you are there and available. 

• Find out what the children know about the divorce. Ask the parents what they have said. Ask what the parents would like you to say.
 • Ask the parents about their plans for schedules and living situations. Help the child understand what will change and  what will not change.
 • Support parents during this transition time.

B. What can childcare providers do for school age children?
 • Talk with children about their thoughts and feelings; be sensitive to children's fears. 
 • Help both parents be involved in the childcare, if possible.
 • Do not take sides. Help the child feel good about both parents as much as possible.
 • Gently remind children that the divorce is final and that parents will not get back together again.

C. Explaining Divorce to Children

It is difficult to know how to talk to children about divorce. However, research has shown that talking to children about the divorce is helpful for them. Explaining about divorce helps them to make some sense of what is happening in the family. By talking to children, adults can help them understand tension between parents, a parent moving out of the house, or the unhappiness and anger of a parent. 

	When you as a provider talk to children about divorce, take your lead from the parents.  Find out what they have said to the children. This can help you support the parents and avoid confusing the child. You can give information that is consistent with what the child has already been told. These explanations from you can also help children ask questions that may not have occurred to them previously. 

Remember that divorce is confusing for children. When you first talk with them, include only the most important and immediate issues. Children need to hear that their basic needs will be met. Children also need to know that their relationship with BOTH parents will continue, if possible. You will need to ask parents whether the children will have contact with both parents. Find out from the parents what will be the same or different in the child’s life now. This will help you decide what to tell the children.

 Keep the explanations appropriate to the child’s age and development.


 Avoid blaming either parent.


Avoid talking about details. Use general statements. These statements can be very helpful:
      • “Mom and Dad have decided they would be happier living in different homes.”
      • "Daddy and Mommy divorced. I know you are sorry this has to be the way, but Mom and Dad think this is best for everyone. I know you may not agree”
     • Listen to the child’s questions. Find out what she already knows. Take your lead from the child.
     • Be prepared for children to ask the same questions again and again.
     • Avoid giving false hopes that the parents may get back together.
     
What to say to children and how to say it
     •  Children are not responsible for the divorce
Tell children that the divorce is not their fault. Many children who are 4 or 5 or older believe that the divorce might be the result of something that they did. For example, some children may think that parents are divorcing because the child misbehaved or received bad grades in school. Children need to be told again and again that they are not responsible for the divorce.

•  The divorce is permanent
Children need to hear that their parents will not be getting back together, and that they cannot rescue or restore the marriage. Children may grasp at straws, for example, noticing friendly exchanges between mom and dad, which they mistake for signs of reconciliation. Keep parents abreast of these developments. For years, even under acrimonious circumstances, school age children can wish for a return to the original, intact family while knowing and accepting the unreality of this possibility.  The sooner and more children begin to live in the present real world of their parents’ permanent separation, the more readily the can move on and accept other changes that may come into their lives.

•  Help children with the balancing act of relating to two divorced parents
Help children understand that it will be confusing to deal with their two parents. It may be hard to love both of them at once when the parents don’t love each other. Tell children that it’s OK to love both Mom and Dad. Children should not feel they have to take sides or worry about losing the love of either parent. After a divorce, children’s loyalty may become split. They may feel caught between the parents. Though the parents may never ask a child to take sides, children can still feel they have to choose one parent over the other. Many children take a long time to work through feelings of split loyalty. This is a normal process of children adjusting to their parents’ divorce. As a childcare provider, you may be able to help the child deal with these issues. You may say, “Sometimes you may feel guilty for missing Dad while you are staying with Mom. Sometimes you may feel you have to choose whether you love Mom more or Dad more. It’s OK to feel all these confused feelings and thoughts. Many children feel that way when their parents get divorced.” 

• Give children a chance to express their feelings, and name the different feelings they have. Sometimes children (or adults!) don’t understand their emotions. You can help them learn about feelings by recommending books about divorce and about feelings. 


•  They are not alone in the way they feel
Children can feel that they are the only ones who have these troubles. They may feel that their family is the only one that has ever gone through divorce. You can help children learn that divorce happens in many families. This can help the children feel less alone. If you have divorce in your family, you could share how you feel about it. For example, you may say, "I’m sorry that this is so sad for you. I can understand. I feel sad, too. I remember when my parents divorced…” Help children understand that they are not the only ones feeling sad or angry or relieved. You may help the child understand the parents by saying, “Mom and Dad are probably sad about the divorce too. I am sure they are sorry this had to happen to you. They also may wish that your family did not have to separate. How do you think they are feeling? What do you think makes them happy and what makes them sad about the divorce?” This can teach children that everyone has some of the same feelings. It is OK to have feelings and express them to others.

•  Their feelings may be different from the parents’ or siblings’ feelings
Let children know that members of the family may not always share the same feelings about the divorce. Explain to the children that it’s all right to feel differently from the parents and from brothers and sisters. A child may not understand why Mom or Dad is relieved about the divorce while the child is sad and hurt. Explain to the child that people have different feelings and that feelings are neither right nor wrong. For example, you could say, “I know you are hurt that Daddy left home. But he and Mom may have been unhappy for a long time. This divorce may be a relief for them. But it is OK for you to be sad.” Tell them that feelings may be different on different days, too.

•  Check with the children often about their fears and concerns
Watch for signs that show how the children are feeling. Let them talk about their fears, concerns, and feelings about the divorce or about what is happening at home now. Give children time to think about the divorce and the changes it may have brought about. Don’t expect to have only one big discussion. Talk as many times as the issue may come up. Children will want to talk about different issues as time goes on. Take children's questions and concerns seriously and LISTEN to what they say. As one older child said, "this is gonna affect the rest of my life and I don't know if they just don't realize that, or don't care, or what, but I don't feel like I'm being heard." Children need to know that adults (caregivers, parents, and concerned others) want to help them deal with the divorce and are concerned about how the divorce is affecting them. 

Explaining divorce to other children
Sometimes a childcare setting will include more than one child whose parents have divorced. If that is true in your childcare, those other children can be very helpful. They can show that divorce does not need to be a secret, and they can help the child realize that she is not alone. The children may help each other by sharing their experiences. 

Some children may be afraid that their own parents will also divorce. This may be difficult to answer. You may not know if there are problems in the families. But you may be able to help the children with that question. You can answer, “Sometimes when parents are not getting along together, they decide to divorce. But not all parents make this decision. Most parents stay together, even though they might argue sometimes. Others may divorce. But even if they decide to divorce, both parents will love their children.” You can also ask the children to ask their parents this question. Parents are in the best position to reassure the child that they are not getting a divorce. It may be helpful to let parents know if children ask about whether their parents will divorce. You can tell them you asked the child to talk to them. This way they can be prepared with an answer for their child. 
IV. WHEN “FAMILY COURT” CALLS ABOUT PARENTS’ LEGAL (CUSTODY AND “PHYSICAL PLACEMENT”) DISPUTES

I. “Best Interests” regarding “Custody” and “Periods of Physical Placement”

A. Legal standard and selected statutory factors:

1. Child’s age and developmental and educational needs.  Normative/expectable developmental needs, capacities, and tasks of school age children (how these children seem or do not appear “age-appropriate”).  What is “normally” expected for school age children in the midst of separation and divorce, as well as moods and conduct that go beyond these normal limits. 

2. Child’s [actual] adjustment to home, school, religion, and community.

3. Extent and quality of parent-child relationships and interaction (from birth until parents’ separation).

4. Lifestyle changes parent (usually, father) is prepared to make to be more available to the children than s/he has been in the past.  (Such changes may include a changed work schedule or entry into an alcohol and drug abuse treatment program.)

5. Communication and cooperation (openness, responsiveness, and flexibility) with other parent.

6. Each parent’s facilitation vs. “unreasonable” interference with the child’s relationship with the other parent.

7. The “need for regularly occurring and meaningful periods of physical placement to provide predictability and stability for the child…that maximizes the amount of time the child may spend with each parent taking into account [only?] geographic separation and accommodations [of the] different households.”

8. Communication and cooperation (openness, responsiveness, and flexibility) with other parent.

9. Each parent’s facilitation vs. “unreasonable” interference with the child’s relationship with the other parent. 

B. Some of the major findings of Dr. Mary Whiteside’s 1996 “Integrative Review of the Literature Pertinent to Custody for Children Five Years of Age and Younger” apply or may apply to the divorce adjustment of school age children.

1. General considerations

a. “…young children can form positive relationships and bonds with numerous caregivers as long as they are available, responsive, and consistent… other factors…such as relationships between the caregiving adults, and the parent-child relationships, also must be positive.

b. “…factors such as the number of changes in the daycare provider, the mother’s belief about the maternal role and the role[s] of other caregivers,…the level of parental stress, and the child’s temperament are associated with [children’s] adjustment in both divorced and [intact, single-household] families.”

c. This “underscores the feasibility of two-household parenting arrangements, single-parent households, and networks of care that include the parents, extended family members, and daycare professionals.”

d. The gender-neutrality of the Wisconsin Family Code (the statutes governing paternity and divorce actions) is supported by research.  Men are not biologically inferior to women as caregivers for their children.   According to Whiteside, “the child’s interactions with the parent, as well as the dynamics of the family, determine the quality of each parent-child relationship.  Both mothers and fathers can promote their children’s psychosocial adjustment and achievement [by providing “authoritative” parenting, that is,] warmth [with firmness], closeness, and positive involvement.[in contrast to] overly strict, indulgent, or neglectful parenting….”

2. Specific factors

a. The parent’s own post-separation psychological adjustment (anxiety, depression) ---> lowered availability and/or punitiveness toward the child.

b. The co-parental alliance (marked by civility, cooperation, reciprocity, and flexibility)…frequent communication about the child, coordination of routines across households, ability to resolve differences with win-win outcomes, and respect and support for the other parent’s relationship with the child.

c. Emotionally hostile parental conflict (vs. simple disagreement).  “…is associated with

i. a tense and upsetting emotional climate within the home

ii. parental depression

iii. lack of parental self-control

iv. parents’ modeling of blame and attack

v. less effective discipline practice

vi. less frequent father-child contact

vii. poorer relationships for the child with both parents

viii. increased child externalizing symptoms (e.g., irritability, disobedience, aggression)

ix. deficits in social and cognitive skills.”

d. These results are worsened when parents’ disputes are

i. “verbally or physically aggressive

ii. not resolved over time,” and when

iii.  the children are exposed to the hostility, or 

iv. are the identified subjects of the disputes.”





I. MOST SEPARATED PARENTS ARE ABLE AND WILLING TO DECIDE (AND RE-DECIDE) WHAT’S BEST FOR THEIR CHILDREN—WHY?

A. Parenting motivations and capacities: balanced and imbalanced

1. These differences are usually acknowledged and acknowledged by parents when placement planning for their children.

2. In this way, upwards of 85% of divorcing parents, establish custody and placement without requiring intervention by the Family Court system.

B. Other emotional, spousal, and financial issues of the intact relationship/marriage and the separation/divorce are either of low intensity or have been resolved enough—so as not to interfere in consideration of custody and placement.

C. Parental cooperation, aka, “co-parental” motivations and capacities are valued.

II. HOW THIS WHIRLWIND OF INTENSE EMOTION WITHIN A FAMILY SYSTEM MAY IMPACT ON CHILDCARE PROFESSIONALS

· Ways Parents in Legal Disputes regarding their Children’s “Best Interests” Invite Professionals’ “Support” and Involvement in their Conflict and

· Ways Providers are Tempted to become a Part of Disputing Parents’ Dysfunctional Support System

A. “Levels” of high conflict divorce and the professional’s role in the  “external system”: fueling or cooling the conflict

1. External system – defined

2. How childcare professionals can become part of the problem
B. The emotional whirlwind of high conflict divorce

Childcare professionals can unintentionally “empower” the individual parent to act at cross-purposes to the children’s reliance on a functional co-parent alliance.

1. Bids for “support” (i. e., side-taking) by parents result from their:

a. Perceiving and thinking in the midst of chronic and acute stress ---> heightened emotionality and survival-oriented, defensive behavior (fight, flight, or freeze)

b. Disowning and externalizing power and responsibility

c. Victimization and suffering

d. Unawareness of how the conflict impacts beyond themselves, specifically, on their children…and on others in relationship with them or the children, such as extended family members and care providers

e. Closed, interactive, distorted “feedback loops” between parent/s and child/ren, and between parent/s and their external system “support network”

2. In the face of change, there can be a strong “system” pull --> back toward the more familiar, “comfortable,” predictable relationship and emotions of conflict

3. Human and professional biases:

f. Empathy

g. Impulse to support 

h. Impulse to “caretake” or “fix” 

i. Impulse to ignore/deny or perceive selectively

j. Leaping from a part to the whole story—as if there is only one

k. Losing perspective – “feeling” what’s going on (and what needs to be done), despite “knowing” better – because you’ve “been there” or are there

· Ways Childcare Professionals can Avoid Fueling—or, perhaps, Cool—the Fire of Parents’ Conflict and, in so doing, Assist the Children in their Care

3. Countering biases with professionalism and good practice:
a. Being “child-focused”—even without full or certain knowledge about this child

b. The child’s experience, needs, wishes, etc. are seldom, if ever, the same as either parent’s—in relationship to the other parent

c. Child-focus ---> freedom from “side-taking”

d. Child-focus and advocacy ---> leverage in settling disputes and in solving problems

e. If the child could speak, s/he would say, “the problem is the conflict (sometimes, the chaos) … not (only) the other parent”

f. Maintaining neutrality and “boundaries”: remaining professionally focused on the parents and children you serve
i. Recall: professional ethics, the mission of your center or program, your contract with the family

ii. Ethics Code, National Association for the Education of Young Children:

Principle 2.7 – “…We shall not…enter into relationships with family members that might impair our effectiveness in working with children.”

Principle 2.9 – “We shall maintain confidentiality and shall respect the family’s right to privacy, refraining from disclosure of confidential information and intrusion into family life.”

Principle 2.10 – “In cases where family members are in conflict, we shall work openly, sharing our observations of the child, to help all parties involved make informed decisions. We shall refrain from becoming an advocate for one party.”

g. Asking for consultation from colleagues—particularly when you’re especially vulnerable to losing perspective or if you already may have “crossed the line” from professional to personal involvement in the family’s difficulty
h. Being compassionate (not, enabling)

from Sharon Salzburg on “Loving Kindness” (emphasis added):

May you be free of pain and sorrow

May you find a way to heal

May you find peace.
Providers Talking with Parents About Divorce
 Nithyakala Karuppaswamy with Judith A. Myers-Walls
	Talking with parents about divorce can be a delicate matter for a childcare provider. At the same time, it is important that you and the parents have open communication about this topic, if possible. Working together, you and the parents can focus on the child’s needs. You also can work together to help the children find coping skills that will work for them. Such open communication will help you figure out what your role should be with the child and with the “custodial” and the non-custodial parent. It is important that you know and follow the legal—custody and placement—rights and responsibilities of the parents’ court orders.
Some parents may be open about their divorce and talk with you about it. They may let you know as soon as the other parent has moved out, or they may tell you that they recently went through a divorce. They may even ask you to be on the lookout for signs that their child is upset. They may share their concerns with you about some behavior changes they have noticed in their child. Some of those changes might be bed-wetting, increased reactivity and temper tantrums, withdrawn behavior, increased sensitivity, or lessened frustration tolerance. Parents may even ask you how to help the child, or may ask for suggestions about how to talk to their child about the divorce.

Other parents may not talk with you about their divorce at all. They may be so caught up in the stress of the situation that they are not ready to talk about it. Still others might think that the divorce is a “personal family matter.”  Some may not understand how childcare is related to the divorce. If you see changes in the child’s behavior or the child lets you know that he is upset, you may need to bring up the topic with the parent. This might not be easy. If the parent has not talked about divorce or marriage problems, you do not want to assume you know what is happening. 

Sometimes the child may be the first one who tells you that the parents are getting a divorce. You may then want to report to the parents what the child has said about this. You could say, “Jenny was telling me and the other kids that you were getting a divorce. Is that true? I was wondering if there is something I need to be aware of so I could help Jenny.” Or you may ask directly, “Are there any changes that I should know about? Are there schedule changes or changes in who will pick up Jenny?” 

As a childcare provider you may begin the discussion by telling the parent that you have noticed changes in the child. You may say something like, “Tommy seems very quiet recently. He used to love to play with the other kids. Now he seems to stay by himself. Sometimes I even see him get very angry if kids want to play with him.” Starting the conversation this way can do two things:

1. This opening will help the parent know that the child was showing some changes in behavior. When parents are getting a divorce, they may not have the time or energy to notice or attend to the changes in their children. 


2. Such an opening also can open the door for the parents to talk to you about the divorce without putting them on the spot.


Tips for communicating about divorce to parents:

• Choose a good time to talk, especially the first time. Make sure you can talk in a private place. Choose a  time when you will not be in a hurry.

•  If both parents are involved with the child, try to talk to both of them. Talk with them together if they are both comfortable with this. Otherwise, talk with them separately.

•  Listen. Give parents your full attention when they are talking to you. Particularly at this early stage, listen to them without trying to fix, judge, criticize, or change their feelings or behavior.

•  Try to understand the parent’s feelings and perspectives. Repeat what you understand. Make statements such as “I can understand why you would feel that way,” “It sounds like you are...” or “That must be really difficult when....” Remember that understanding does not mean you agree with another person's perspective; it only means you understand.

•  Let parents know how you can help them with the child. Help parents feel that you are a “team.” Be a helpful resource or support system during this stressful period.

•  Avoid being judgmental. Parents might do some things that seem very unreasonable during a divorce. You do not need to correct them. You need to work together for the child. 

•  Avoid taking sides or forming alliances with one parent against the other. Avoid joining with the child against the parent or parents. Maintain your professional role relationship, being available to all family members (only) as much as you reasonably can.

•  Keep your focus on the child’s feelings and issues. Don’t worry about the details of the divorce. 


 •  Check often with parents for changes in what you should tell their child about the divorce. Help them understand that you are trying to match what you tell the child with what parents are telling the child.

•  Think ahead about some of the changes that may come up. For example, a parent who has moved out may not remember to tell you about the change in address for emergency contacts. You may have to remind them and ask that they keep you informed.

•  Review your agency policies regarding family information and changes in information. Make sure you know about custody arrangements and any restraining orders. 

•  When necessary, get help or find information and resources that will help you help the parent.


WORKING with PROVIDERS DURING DIVORCE (adapted)

Purdue University Provider-Parent Partnerships
(Consider adding the following statement to information parents’ receive when enrolling their child in your program.)

Your childcare provider can be an important partner at times of family change, such as, divorce.  She can give your child a safe, familiar place to be.  She can be a friendly adult who cares about your children and is not as sad or angry as you might be.  You need to tell your provider about what is happening about the major decisions involved in the family change, so she can help.

Divorce can be difficult for everyone in the family.  It can be difficult for childcare providers, too.  Your provider may be close to both parents.  It can be sad to see the marriage end.  Or it may be that the provider worked with only one parent, but she now needs to work with both parents.  It also is possible that the provider has had a divorce in her own life.  Try to understand your provider’s feelings.  Do not put your provider in the middle.  Do not ask the provider to tell you about the other parent.  Remember that you (possibly the other parent, too) and the provider need to work together for your child.

It helps to know what to expect from your provider.  You also have some responsibilities.

· Childcare providers might be confused about who is in charge at what times of day or days of the week.  They might be confused about custody and placement issues.  They want to be sure that the child is leaving with the right parent.  Make sure you tell the provider who will pick up the child and who is allowed to take him or her from our program.

· Explain to your provider what she should do in an emergency.

· If you and the other parent live in distant locations, you may use more than one childcare setting.  You may want both childcare providers to coordinate how they handle the care of your child.  This would be helpful for your child.

· If you and the other parent share placement, your child may be in your provider’s care only part of the time.  You might want to speak with your provider about special rates.  Ask if it would be possible to pay part-time rates.  However, do not be surprised if this is not possible.  Remember, your childcare provider must maintain a certain level of income.

· If your child spends much time in childcare, she probably will talk about the divorce there.  She might ask questions, and she might talk about how she feels.  Tell your provider about what is happening.  The she can answer these questions and do things the way you do them.

· Your child may meet other children in childcare whose parents have had a divorce.  The children of divorce can talk about how they feel.  They can share ideas that work for them.

· Other children in childcare may not understand divorce.  You could give your child words to use when other children ask questions.  You and your childcare provider can work together to help all of the children understand divorce.

School Age Children’s Experience of Parental Separation – 


How Childcare Professionals Can Help





This workshop presents school age children’s adjustment to separation and divorce within two- (or more) household “family systems” composed of parents, the young child and any siblings, extended kin, and others.  Topics covered:


School age children’s expected and unusual reactions to parents’ separation.


Several factors that affect children's adjustment to parents' separation (child development, temperament, parent adjustment, and separated parents' cooperation with one another about their child).


How care providers and teachers can help separated parents and their children.


Why and how childcare professionals may be asked to share information with Family Court when parents disagree about custody or placement arrangements.





Related issues of particular interest to workshop participants will be highlighted.











High Conflict Separated Families’ Challenges to Childcare Providers – Avoiding the Pitfalls





This workshop describes “high conflict” parental separation.  Topics covered:


Most separated parents are able and willing  to decide what’s best for their children.


How this whirlwind of intense emotion within a family system may impact on family service professionals


Ways providers might be tempted to become a part of disputing parents’ dysfunctional support system.


Ways childcare professionals can avoid fueling—and, perhaps, cool—the fire of parents' conflict and, in so doing, assist the children in their care.





Related topics of particular interest to workshop participants will be highlighted.








( I am grateful to Child Care Specialists Lorna Aaronson and Linda Eisele of the City of Madison Office of Community Services, and Madison nursery and preschool directors Pam Bennett of Meriter Children’s Center, Sarah Dill of Meeting House Nursery School, and Debb Schaubs of Eagle’s Wing, who generously shared their time, experience, and knowledge by identifying major issues and specific practical concerns facing childcare providers and early childhood and after school educators when assisting young families undergoing crises and transitions of separation and divorce.


( Thanks to Lorna Aaronson of the City of Madison Office of Community Services, the University of Maine Cooperative Extension, Bulletin #4358, and Donald T. Saposnek, Mediating Child Custody Disputes, Jossey-Bass, 1985, from whom this material on temperament has been drawn and adapted.
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