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• be treated as an interested and         
affected person, and not as a pawn or 
possession.

• love each parent, without feeling 
guilt, pressure, or rejection.

• love, care, guidance, and protection 
from both parents.

• be safe from parental violence.

• be free from pressure to choose sides 
or be asked to decide where they 
want to live.

• express their feelings about the di-
vorce, such as anger, sadness, or fear.

Children’s rights and privileges

• a positive and constructive on-going 
relationship with each parent.

• be free from pressure to make adult     
decisions.

• remain a child, without being asked to 
take on parental responsibilities, or be an 
adult companion or friend to parents.

• the most adequate level of economic 
support that can be provided by the    
best efforts of both parents.

• be kept out of the middle of parents’ 
conflict, including not carrying 
messages, or hearing disparaging 
remarks about either parent. 

The right to …

• learn from parents and model their 
behavior after their parents’ positive 
examples.

• learn courage, cooperation, and ac-
countability.

The privilege to …

• make friends, and participate in school 
and community activities.

• succeed in school and prepare them-
selves for independence.



Since 1992, the COPE program has been 
providing parents with insights, information, 
practical tips and tools to make their job as 
parents easier, more rewarding and -- most 
importantly -- more influential on their 
children’s successful adjustment to changes 
in their family life. The focus of the program 
is on increasing parents’ understanding of the 
process from the child’s point of view. There 
are many positive actions parents can take to 
increase their child’s security and acceptance 
of the family changes. What are some of these 
actions? One is to protect children from their 
own adult conflict. Children also adjust better 
when both parents maintain involvement 
and share family resources with them, and 
when the family can stay connected with their 
community, such as keeping children in the 
same school or childcare. 

This handbook expands on material that 
is presented in the seminar. It provides some 
information for parents dissolving abusive 
relationships, and for those who do not intend 
to share parenting with their child’s other 
parent, as well as information for cooperating 
parents. Some of what is suggested in the 
handbook and seminar may not fit for you 
and your family. Each family is unique and 
COPE offers a brief introduction to parenting 
during and after separation and divorce. The 
resources section of the handbook provides 

many ways to keep learning and accessing 
support through books, websites and Vermont 
organizations. COPE instructors are available 
during the class and at breaks to answer 
questions and provide resources and referral. 

Consider showing this handbook to 
grandparents, childcare providers, and others 
who love and care for your children. Everyone 
would like to see children sail right through 
the changes, to feel no pain, and to adjust 
easily. Few sail through without some distress, 
but the good news is most children adjust 
successfully. Although at times parents and 
children may be very unhappy about what is 
going on in their family, it is not the amount of 
the distress that determines the outcome; it’s 
the way the stresses are handled that makes 
the difference. Imagine in the future, perhaps 
at your child’s graduation or at the birth of a 
grandchild, reflecting back with your children 
on this time and hearing them thank you for 
handling the challenges well.

We welcome your  comments  and 
suggestions. Please send them to Coping with 
Separation & Divorce, UVM Extension, 278 
South Main Street, Suite 2, St. Albans, VT 
05478 or email to: elaine.burnor@uvm.edu.

For more information about the seminar 
and resources for parents and children:  
www.uvm.edu/extension/cope
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Part 1. 
Understanding the family changes from 

your child’s point of view.
 How parents react emotionally when their adult relationship ends depends on many 
factors: the history of conflict or violence in the relationship, the surprise of the decision to 
part, whether the decision was mutual, feelings of guilt about leaving or anger over having 
been left, for example. Parents and children may have a sense of relief, and hope for a better 
future, while simultaneously feeling overwhelmed by the many losses and changes ahead. 
A divorce or separation is often painful because it represents the loss, not just of the rela-
tionship, but also of shared dreams, routines, future security, social identity, and a familiar 
family unit. When faced with a significant loss people often experience a series of emotions 
that are referred to as the grief process.
 The grief process, with its five stages of emotions, was first described by Dr. Elisabeth 
Kübler-Ross in her 1969 book On Death and Dying. The five stages of grief have since been 
generalized as a natural response people have to significant losses in life. 
The five stages of grief are denial, anger, bargaining, sadness and eventually acceptance. 
 If you or your children are experiencing any of these emotions it may help to know that 
grieving is a natural and healthy response to loss. Not everyone who grieves goes through 
all of these stages and you do not have to go through each stage in order to heal. Most peo-
ple don’t experience the stages in a neat, orderly fashion and the strength and duration of 
these feelings will vary from person to person. 
 One day you might feel numb, the next you might be sobbing, and then you might be furi-
ous for a week. After some time you might feel you have arrived at acceptance, only to have 
an unexpected grief spasm when you come across an old photo, or hear a certain song on the 
radio.
 Though it may seem endless, the pain and confusion does lighten, generally over a 
period of eighteen months to three years. Often the parent who initiated the separation is 
further along in this process.
 Recognizing what stage you, your child, and your child’s other parent are in can be 
helpful, especially for understanding behaviors.
  What stage am I experiencing right now? 
  What stage is my child experiencing?
  What stage is my child’s other parent experiencing? 
Answer these questions again in six months to track progress.
 When you’re grieving it can be challenging to think clearly, or to make decisions at all, 
much less to make them well. 
Take your time; gather information and support before making important decisions. 
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GRIEF & LOSS: The Stages

STAGE FEELINGS CHILD’S BEHAVIOR PARENT RESPONSE

DENIAL Disbelief; Reality is too 
painful; If they don’t 
believe then maybe it isn’t 
really happening.

Believes whatever is going 
on is temporary; refuses to 
talk about the situation.

“It may be hard to believe our 
family is changing. I’ll always 
be here for you, that will never 
change.” 

ANGRY Angry at:

Having to experience pain

Having no choice

Changes that may occur

Themselves by thinking 
they caused the situation

Says painful things to 
parents

“This isn’t fair” “I hate you”
Wants to blame self or 
others

Rejects authority

Argues/fights with kids/
siblings

Tests limits (risk taking)

Show empathy by listening & 
apologizing: “It makes sense  
you feel angry and I’m sorry 
you have to go through this.” 

Acknowledge anger & ask child 
to tell you about his/her anger:

“I’m very upset that________”

Encourage problem solving: 
“What do you need? Let me 
hear your concerns and ideas.”

Keep your own anger in check

BARGAINING Desperation and anxiety 
with the wish to turn back 
the clock. Be prepared for 
anger or sadness when kids 
realize they can’t change 
the situation.

“If I promise to always do 
my chores will you two get 
back together?”
Creative attempts to get 
parents together

“Nothing you did caused this 
and nothing you do can change 
it.”

Explain what will stay the same 
and what will change

SAD/
DEPRESSED

Feeling sad about the 
family situation is very 
normal. 

Get professional help for 
depression

Signs of Depression:
*Withdrawal from family/
friends
*Not caring about usual 
interests
*Eating too much/too little
*Sleeping too much/too 
little
*Crying easily
*Not caring about 
appearance
*Irritable
*Drop in grades
*Difficulty concentrating
*cutting
*substance abuse

“It’s ok to feel sad, this is a tough 
time.”

“Let’s look at websites and 
books to see how others cope”

Allow your own sadness 
without burdening child by 
using them to “listen”

“When I’m sad it helps me to go 
for a walk, talk with a friend, 
take a bubble bath, play outside 
and remind myself that things 
will get better. ”

Maintain family routines and 
start new ones

ACCEPTANCE Secure, happy, comfortable Can talk about the past and 
is looking forward to the 
future.

“You’ve done a good job getting 
used to all the changes. I like 
hearing about your activities, 
you seem happier.”
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 How, when, and what you tell your child about your 
separation and divorce depend on the child’s age, what he 
or she can understand, and the family lifestyle the child has 
experienced until now. Many parents think their children are 
too young to understand, so they tell them nothing. Parents 
of older children may think the children already know what 
is happening from their own observa tions, and avoid giving 
them additional information. For all children old enough 
to have developed language, you need to put into words 
what is happening, what is going to happen, and how both 
parents will continue—if it is true—to care for, support, 
protect, and love them.
 When you first explain your decision to restructure your 
family, it is ideal if both parents are present and can tell all 
the children at one time. Parents who tell their children to-
gether show they can cooperate despite the change in their 
adult relationship. This provides a model for the children 
to continue to love and respect each parent and helps them 
avoid taking sides against one parent. If all the children are 
together, they can support and comfort each other from the 
beginning of the process.
 When children get the same message at the same time 
from both parents, they are more likely to believe that the 
parents know what they are doing. Most children want to get 
their parents back together. They may try to get their parents 
back together by being very good and making promises or by 
acting out in ways that bring their parents together to solve 
the child’s problems. Some children stay in denial refusing 
to believe what the parents are saying. The “certainty” of the 
situation that parents give children when they tell them to-
gether helps each child start accepting what is not going to 
change. It is helpful to the children if you invite them to ask 
you questions when they need to.
     While it may be ideal if both parents are able to tell the 
children together and model their cooperation as parents, this 
is not always possible. If you are concerned that a conversa-
tion involving both parents would result in anger, the pass-
ing on of too much or incorrect information, or an obvious 
breakdown of cooperation between parents, it may be better 
for the children if you talk with them separately.
     

Talking with 
your child about 
separation, divorce 
or a parent moving 
out. 
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     If you are thinking this discussion has nothing to do with 
me--my child is an infant now and/or I’m not married; my 
child won’t ever know the other parent-- it may be helpful to 
start thinking now about what you will tell your child in the 
future. At some point in your child’s life, questions concern-
ing the other parent are likely to arise. There are many ways 
to approach truth. It may take some creativity to focus on the 
good aspects of the other parent (for example their persuasive, 
winning personality) while at the same time acknowledging 
some negative realities that are obvious. Thinking about the 
qualities that first attracted you to the other parent may help 
you describe the other parent’s strengths to your child. Read-
ing children’s stories and books for older children that help 
explain truths in positive ways so that we learn and grow 
stronger from our experiences can help parents who want to 
give their children hope and self-confidence and the truth.

     You will have many occasions to talk with your child about 
what is happening and will happen in your family structure. 
If you are not satisfied with the way you first told your child 
about your adult relationship ending, think about what he or 
she needs to hear that will provide reassurance and hope for 
happiness. Plan to talk with your child again; don’t wait for 
questions.

Communication Tips for Parents

• Notice when your kids are most likely to talk – for exam-
ple, at bedtime, during mealtimes, in the car.

• Start the conversation – it lets kids know you care about 
what’s happening in their lives. Use an open-ended ap-
proach, for example: What was the high point of your day? 
What was the low point? Sharing high and low points (or 
other open-ended questions) can become a routine conver-
sation starter that builds family connection. Family rou-
tines and traditions provide comfort and security for kids.

• Kids love one-on-one time with a parent, make this a pri-
ority. Even short amounts of focused time can create spe-
cial moments that fuel the parent-child relationship.

• Name it to Tame it:  Help kids identify their feelings, to label 
them. The simple act of naming your feelings can help to 
calm the brain and foster reslience.

Stop 
Ask yourself:
How will this 
information
help my child?

Communication Tips
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 Tips for Listening To and Talking With Your Children
Gary Neuman author of Helping Your Kids Cope with Divorce: the Sandcastles Way offers 4 steps 
to help children talk with their parents about the family changes:

1. Choose an informal setting. Disguise the talk by participating in a fun, distracting activity: 
having a meal together, folding the laundry, cooking together, driving in the car, tucking in at 
bedtime – these are great times to encourage sharing of feelings.

2. Don’t be a conversation killer. This is the number one mistake that loving parents do. Parents 
want to rescue their children, tell them “everything is going to be okay” or tell them why they 
shouldn’t feel bad – this shuts the child down by implying what they’re feeling is wrong.

3. Put yourself in their shoes (empathize). If you really do that in your heart you will always 
say the right thing. You will say things like- “It sounds like you’re feeling sad and kinda mad.” 
When you acknowledge your children’s feelings they’ll say: “Wow, yeah I do feel that way” and 
they’ll continue talking to you.

4. Initiate the conversation. Many parents say come to me if you want to talk, but it’s the par-
ent’s job to make sure the talking happens. Too many parents avoid bringing up certain sub-
jects because they’re afraid they’ll make their kids feel sad. If they’re not sad or you get the 
feeling wrong, they’ll correct you. You’re not going to make them feel that way. So if they are 
not talking or if they’ve had a conversation and you need to talk about it again, just bring it up. 
You can say: “Listen, I know you must be feeling kind of sad” or “Kids in this situation often 
have sad/ mad feelings”.

Reflective Listening is a communication skill that will help you to put these steps into action.
Reflective listening is “reflecting back” the emotions and content of what the speaker is saying:

What you’re saying is…………..
You’re trying to say that…………
It seems that………
You feel………..
You sound sad, angry, happy, excited…………

Examples of Reflective Listening:
 Child: I can’t believe mom didn’t pick me up.
 Reactive Parent: Oh, it’s no big deal, you know how she is.
Reflective Listening: I see you’re disappointed that mom didn’t pick you up.

 Child: Yesterday, I got all my homework done!
 Reactive Parent: I wish you could be that focused at this house.
Reflective Listening: You sound proud of your hard work.
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Scenario: Parent using Reflective Listening
 Child: This rule stinks!
 Parent: You sound angry about this rule.
 Child: Yeah what’s the big deal, why are you so strict?
 Parent: You think that I’m overly strict?
 Child: You used to be a lot nicer.
 Parent: It seems like I’ve changed?
 Child: Before the divorce you didn’t bug me so much
 Parent: (rephrasing and not taking it personally) It sounds like you feel that I’ve 
been on your case a lot since we moved?
 Child: (pauses, tearing up) I hate it. I hate it since the divorce.
 Parent: I’ve been more moody and all these changes seem to make you sad and mad too.
 Child starts to cry. Parent comforts child.
 Parent: What can we do to make things better here?
Child: I need a place where I can keep all my school stuff.
Parent: Let’s set that up and give it a try for a week. I’m glad you told me how you’re 
feeling and that we talked about everything. How about we check-in about this again 
tomorrow night?

 Reflective Listening can prevent many conflicts between parents and children and 
with your child’s other parent too.

Co-parent: You never make the kids do their homework when they’re with you.
Rather than reacting by defending yourself respond respectfully by validating the 
feeling and the concern. (It doesn’t mean that you necessarily agree, but that you 
understand.)
Reflective Listening: I hear that you’re worried that I won’t make sure the kids do their 
homework.

Use Reflective Listening because:
• When people feel understood they’re less defensive.
• When people feel heard they’re more open to problem solving.

Reflective Listening sends a respectful message:  “I get you, I hear you, I understand 
your situation and feelings.” It takes practice to replace common reactions like ques-
tioning, analyzing, judging, and advice giving, with a reflective listening response.
Reflective listening isn’t just for face-to-face communications. Practice this skill when 
writing emails, texting or with other written responses. Take a few deep breaths and 
compose yourself before composing responses when faced with difficult topics.
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One parent at a time

Changes in parenting As your adult relationships change, it’s likely your par-
enting is going to change as well. Your child will experience 
in some way the changes in your emotions and behavior. 
The disruptions in your life and in your routines are disrup-
tions in your child’s life, too. And as your child reacts to 
those disruptions, he or she will behave differently toward 
you; so the whole transaction is different. It’s typical for 
parents to have less time and energy for being with chil-
dren, to be more easily upset by what their children do, to 
change normal routines and schedules, and to provide less 
struc ture and guidance. Changes such as these are normal 
and they happen whenever there’s any big change in the 
life of a family, such as when a family is experiencing an 
illness, or a death of a member, or moving or even taking a 
vacation. Seek out resources that help you to recharge your 
parenting battery: other parents, extended family, profes-
sionals, books, websites, classes and support groups.

When parents live separately, one of the realities is that 
children can’t be with both parents together as often as the 
children might like. Children often experience this as a loss, 
even if they really haven’t spent much time with both par-
ents together. They react to the loss of the possibility of hav-
ing both parents together. They may be sad about that, they 
may blame one or both parents, and they may try to get the 
parents to be together—often in very creative ways. Your 
child may not understand that it’s not comfortable for the 
two of you to be together. It helps if you both assure your 
child that you will both be available, and then make sure 
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you are. When you are supposed to be spending time with 
your child, make that your top priority. If you’re not going 
to be available to your child, be honest about that and take 
responsibil ity for it. Children tend to blame themselves if a 
parent dis appears from their lives. 
 Generally the children who do best when their parents 
don’t live together are those whose parents try to support 
rather than interfere with one another’s relationship with 
the children. If you criticize and “bad-mouth” the other 
par ent, you’re telling your child it’s not all right to love 
that parent. Being asked to take sides is harmful to chil-
dren and they may come to distrust and resent you.
 If you think your children’s other parent is unreliable 
or has other problems, give your children the chance to 
discover those realities for themselves. Children need to be 
free to experience both parents in ways that are comfortable 
for them and that allow them to form their own images and 
draw their own conclusions about their relationships. Your 
role as a parent is to help your child understand the experi-
ence, not to control all the experiences. If you feel as though 
your child is endangered when they are with the other par-
ent, remember that there are legal options to help ensure the 
safety of both children and parents.
 When the other parent disappears from your child’s 
life, you may breathe a sigh of relief, or you may be angry 
because the other parent isn’t sharing the responsibility of 
parenting. You may be sad that your child is deprived of that 
parent, or annoyed if the child is sad, if you feel that parent 
is best out of your lives. You may want to forget the other 
parent; but for your child, that parent can’t be forgotten and 
must somehow be understood. You can help by being hon-
est with your child, while remembering your child wants to 
have good experiences with and memories of that parent. 
It will help if you keep in mind that the other parent still 
ex ists, is still a developing human being, and may reap-
pear in your child’s life at some point. And keep in mind 
that your child may want that parent to re-appear, and as a 
teenager may seek out that parent and has the right to do so. 
So it helps if you’ve been honest and charitable toward that 
par ent; otherwise, you may lose your child’s respect.
 Children’s reactions to all experiences in their lives de-
pend on the skills they have developed, their histories, their 
individual temperaments, and their current situations. A 
child’s reactions to parents restructuring their family may 
be similar to the reactions of other children the same age, 

An absent parent
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but they will also be unique, because each child is unique. 
We can describe some general expectations and offer some 
sugges tions for children of different ages, but you will have 
to de termine if they fit or are appropriate for your particu-
lar child. Observe your child carefully, listen to what other 
people say about your child, and listen to what your child 
says, and you will have good clues about how your child is 
experiencing the changes in your family.
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• Give a simple explanation for the sepa-
ration that is without blame. For exam-
ple:  “We can’t agree about things that 
are very important to each of us. We will 
be happier living apart.” 

• Emphasize that only the adult relation-
ship has ended. The special connection 
between a parent and child is forever. 
(This is true even when one parent is not 
able to fulfill the parenting role at any 
particular time.)

• Explain that you will continue to be par-
ents and provide physical and emotional 
care for them. (If the other parent is not 
fulfilling the parent role, talk about what 
you can do for your child without criti-
cizing, making excuses, or promising 
that things will change.) 

• Offer reassurance that your child’s fam-
ily will continue, including relationships 
with siblings, grandparents, and other 
relatives.

• Reassure your child that he/she did not 
cause the divorce. Nothing the child did 
changed the feelings between the par-
ents and nothing he/she does now will 
change your decision. 

• Explain that the decision to separate or 
divorce was not easy. After working to 
make the relationship work, you decided 
you could no longer live together.

• Say that you are sorry for the hurt this 
decision is causing your child.

• Talk about whatever you will be able  
to keep the same or similar in your 
child’s life (school, residence, neigh-
borhood, friends, relatives, place of 
worship) when explaining the things 
that will have to change, such as time    
spent with parents.

• Talk about the daily routines, weekly 
events, and family traditions that will    
continue. Show the scheduled time 
with each parent by color coding a 
calendar.

• Encourage your child to talk with 
friends, relatives, school counselors, 
and other trusted people in your 
community to find comfort and 
support.   It isn’t necessary to keep  
the family changes a secret; children 
need to be free to get support outside 
their fami lies.

• Most children are aware of extreme 
circumstances (domestic violence,  
child abuse, drug and alcohol use, etc.) 
that may have led to their parents’ 
separa tion. If and when it is safe,  
allow children time to explore 
their questions and feelings. Not 
acknowledging what is already 
 known adds to unhealthy “se crecy”.

• Say that children will no longer have 
to witness upsetting fighting or hostile 
arguments. (If this is not the case, seek 
support for yourself and your children) 

What children need to hear
	 It	is	helpful	to	plan	what	you	will	say	to	your	children	when	you	first	explain	about	your	
divorce. The following suggestions and guidelines might help.
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Part 2. 
Communicating with your child 

and with your child’s other parent

Communication with child  
 When parents communicate effectively with their 
children, it helps children cope with all the changes 
family restructuring involves. Children can:
• Understand they are not the cause of their parents’   
 decision
• Begin to see the positive side of change as well        
 as losses.
• Accept the permanence of the family change.
• Find acceptable ways to express and let go of anger.
• Turn thoughts to succeeding at school and with  
 friends.
• Develop hope for future relationships by               
 learning from others’ experiences.

Communication with child’s other parent 
 When parents communicate effectively with each 
other they are able to: 
• Protect their children from their adult conflict by  
 dealing directly with each other when the child  
 is not present.
• Make fair financial agreements.
• Make decisions in the best interest of their children.
• Create a cooperative parenting plan.

Helping children 
cope according 
to their age       
and stage of               
development

 Many reactions are predictable if you know a child’s age 
and stage of development. You can use your understanding   
of your children’s needs and likely reactions to prevent 
some of their distress, and to help them cope with their 
concerns. When you do this well, your children will keep 
developing in healthy ways, your relationships will be 
strengthened, and everyone will learn skills that will be 
helpful in the future.
 You may not be able to follow some of these suggestions 
if you’re not going to be spending regular time with 
your child. If you’re not in a position where you can help 
directly, it may still be useful to understand what your child 
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Developmental Stages of Children

What they understand about their family
• Understand nothing about adult relationships, but are keen-

ly aware of parents’ emotions.
    
Characteristics
• Time of rapid physical, mental, and emotional growth.
• Development stimulated when parents make eye contact    

to talk, sing, smile, cuddle, play games. 
• Learning to trust their world and significant people.
• Sense love through parents’ responses to their needs.

Reactions
• Changes in eating or sleeping patterns.
• May have bowel disturbances (diarrhea or constipation)     

or may spit up more often.
• May seem more fretful, fearful, and anxious. 

Signs of stress
• More fretful, fearful, and anxious; cry more.
• Eating, sleeping, and elimination patterns change.
• Low weight gain, less growth than normal.
• Unresponsive or withdrawn.
   
What you can do to help
• Talk and sing to the baby in calm, gentle tones.
• Be consistent with feeding, nap time, and other routines.
• Make any necessary changes in caregivers and routines as 

gradually as possible.
• Rest or relax when the baby is sleeping.
• Call on family or friends for help.
• Remember that infants need frequent contact to maintain 

relationships.
• Remain calm in front of the baby.
• Protect infants from parents’ fighting or emotional outbursts.

is experiencing and what the other parent may be deal ing 
with. You may be able to work toward a more supportive 
co-parenting relationship, and you may be able to help your 
child cope later.

Infants (birth to 18 
months)
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What they understand about their family
• Understand that one parent no longer lives in the home,    

but not why.
   
Characteristics
• Learning language, but can’t describe activities or feelings well.
• Remember and recognize familiar people, places, and activi ties.
• Have a shaky grasp of reality, and think magically.
• Need routines and regular repetition of familiar and com-

forting activities and games.
• Are widening their interest in peers and new adults.
   
Reactions
• Increased crying, clinging behavior.
• Sleep problems.
• Changes in toilet habits.
• Return to earlier, more infantile behaviors, such as demand-

ing to be fed by parents instead of feeding themselves.
• Often feel angry or frustrated about the situation, but can-

not understand or explain their feelings.
• May express anger by more frequent temper tantrums, acting 

sulky, hitting, being irritable and reckless, or withdrawing.
• May start to worry about any kind of separation and may be-

come fearful any time the parent is out of sight, even briefly.
   
Signs of stress
• Clinging, whining, crying.
• Temper tantrums, biting, hitting, resistance.
• Regression in toileting, feeding, dressing, and other inde-

pendent behaviors.
   
What you can do to help 
• Continue to provide nurturing and reassurance, cuddling, 

and affection.
• Continue established routines.
• Prepare in advance for changes, and give the child signals to 

get ready for a change.
• Allow some return to more infantile behavior, but be clear 

about expectations for acceptable behavior and maintain 
consequences for misbehavior.

• Keep stress of everyday life to a minimum by allowing ex tra 
time to accomplish tasks and try not to hurry the child.

• Try to spend some special time alone with each child in the family.
• Give the child some time with other adults (a grandparent, 

aunt or uncle, or family friend) who are the same sex as the 
parent who is not available.

• Protect toddlers from parents’ fighting and emotional outbursts.

Toddlers (18 months 
to 3 years)
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Preschool children   
(3 to 5 years)

What they understand about their family
• Still don’t understand what separation or divorce means, 

but do understand that parents are angry or upset and 
aren’t together anymore, although don’t understand why.

  
Characteristics
• Developing a sense of self. 
• Egocentric; believe the actions of others are controlled by 

them.
• Do not understand time concepts.
• Need consistent caregivers, environment, and routines.
• Learning about being a boy or a girl.
• Need affection and attentive care—holding, rocking, and 

hugs.
• Language is getting more elaborate.
• Work out understanding of situations by dramatic play, tell-

ing stories.

Reactions
• Feel a sense of loss and sorrow, and may fear the absent 

parent is gone forever.
• Are likely to have fantasies, both pleasant (“Daddy will 

come back”) and frightening (“Monsters chased me”).
• Wonder what will happen to them and fear being aban-

doned by parents.
• May feel responsible, often blaming themselves for the par-

ents parting.
• May think that if they had behaved better, their parents 

would have stayed together.
• Feel insecure about who will take care of them.
• Often become very angry, which they may show either by 

attacking whichever parent they blame or by turning their 
anger inward, toward themselves, and becoming depressed 
or withdrawn.

   
Signs of stress
• Clinging to adults or security objects.
• Numerous fears, irritability, anxiety, increased crying.
• Regression in sleeping, eating, eliminating, and dressing 

behaviors.
• Show anger through temper tantrums; sulky, irritable, and 

reckless behaviors; or withdrawal.
• Fear abandonment; continuously ask for absent parent.
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What you can do to help
• Show affection by holding, comforting, being available, 

listening.
• Give verbal reassurance—both parents saying “I love you.”
• Maintain consistency of caregivers and routines.
• Rehearse or role-play new activities or events.
• Make and stick to a parent-child contact schedule that chil-

dren can count on.
• Keep promises and schedules.
• Prepare child for transition from one parent to the other.
• Make sure child has special blanket or toys when with each 

parent.
• Write facts about child in a notebook to pass among all 

caregivers or use email. 
• Give the child some time with other adults (a grandparent, 

aunt or uncle, or family friend) who are the same sex as the 
parent who is not available.

• Protect preschoolers from parents’ fighting and emotional 
outbursts. 

• Encourage children to share any questions or concerns 
about the divorce or separation.

• Encourage children to express their feelings, including their 
anger, whether through talking, some form of art, physical 
activity or dramatic play.

• Set aside some time each day just to talk and reassure chil-
dren their parents’ care about them.

• Tell children, perhaps repeatedly, that they are not respon-
sible for the divorce.

• Let caregivers know what’s going on at home.
• Speak positively projecting a sense of hope and security. 
• Use picture and story books about families to help child 

talk about feelings.
  

Preschool 
(continued)
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What they understand about their family
• Understand what separation means and can think about 

what might happen to them. 
• Believe that their parents no longer love each other, and 

know they will live apart.

Characteristics
• Developing skills that result in feelings of competence. 
• Like to act out the roles of adults and enjoy fantasy play.
• Identify with super-heroes from books and television. 
• Identify with same-sex parent; loyal to both parents.

Reactions
• Feel guilty and responsible for causing one parent to leave.
• Feel sad about loss of family.
• Fear abandonment and loss of order in life.
• Long for absent parent, regardless of how that parent      

treated them.
• Concerned about parents’ welfare.
• Doubt they are loveable—Did a parent leave because I’m no good?
• Sometimes feel rejected by an absent parent.
• Fear replacement by other children in their parents’ lives.
• Strong wish to reunite parents.
• Feel deceived.
• Feel acute sense of loss for a parent who is not regularly 

present.
• Usually hope strongly that their parents will get back               

together.
• May become very depressed, showing changes in eating    

and sleeping habits, overall lack of interest in life, poor 
concentration, crying, irritability and withdrawal, and a            
general sense of hopelessness.

• May fear abandonment, and worry about the future and 
their parents’ wellbeing.

• May have trouble going to sleep and may show symptoms 
of physical illness.

• May become extremely angry with both parents over the 
divorce.

• May direct anger outward into misbehavior, or inward into 
shame or develop physical symptoms.

  

Elementary school-
age children (5 to 9 
years)



17

Middle school-age 
children (9 to 12 
years)

Signs of stress
• Pervasive sadness, grief, withdrawal.
• Anger and increased aggressiveness.
• Trouble going to sleep, more physical illnesses.
• Fear going to school, not being picked up on time.
• Difficulty playing and having fun.
   
What you can do to help
• Maintain a consistent routine. 
• Offer physical and verbal reassurance.
• Rehearse or role-play new activities or events.
• Assure your child that he or she will continue to see both 

parents, if that is true.
• Make a plan for parent-child contact the child can depend on.
• Give child permission to love and talk about and be with the 

other parent, if that’s possible.
• Inform teachers and school counselors about family changes; 

get help with school problems.
• Encourage children to talk about the divorce—with parents, 

with relatives, or with trusted friends. 
• Read a book that includes situations like yours.
• Look for signs of depression, fears, and troubled behavior 

and be willing to get professional help.
• Talk to other adults—not your elementary school children—

about adult problems such as money troubles, unresolved 
feeling toward the other parent, work stresses, etc.

• Inquire at your school or community center about a sup-
port group for children in family transitions that your child  
might join.

   
What they understand about their family
• Understand separation and divorce in a realistic way, but  

usually do not accept easily the changes in family restructuring.  

Characteristics
• Focus on rules, right and wrong, black or white.
• Peer group and activities are very important.
• Developing a sense of self that includes characteristics of 

both parents.
• Going through puberty, very self-conscious, often trying to 

separate from parents.
   
Reactions
• Often become very angry.
• May feel disillusioned, betrayed, or rejected by one or both 



18

parents, and may lose trust in their parents or in relation-
ships in general.

• Tend to blame one parent and side with the other.
• May feel shame and powerlessness about parents’ breakup.
• May lose self-esteem, and may worry about being loved  

and loveable.
• Tend to be highly moralistic and critical, and may harshly 

judge parents’ decision to part.
• May be extremely embarrassed or disturbed by any change 

in parental sexual behavior.
• May take greater risks and be more rebellious than is        

normal at this stage.
• May become depressed or withdrawn, or may threaten suicide.
• May behave much better—not worse—feeling that if their 

own behavior improves, they can save the marriage.
• Process of developing a sense of independence may be dis-

rupted, as children may feel afraid to separate from the par-
ents or feel a strong need to align with one or the other parent.

Signs of stress
• Anger directed outward into misbehavior.
• Physical symptoms, headaches, stomachaches.
• Depression, crying, irritability, and withdrawal; a general 

sense of hopelessness.
• Changes in eating and sleeping habits.
• Overall lack of interest in life, poor concentration.
• Academic difficulties because of inability to concentrate.
• Peer problems from acting out anger or withdrawing.
• Cruelty to animals or smaller children.
• Taking things that belong to others.
   
What you can do to help
• Encourage child’s questions and talk about concerns.
• When answering questions limit adult details.
• Listen; accept feelings and complaints without judging.
• Help child find words to describe the experience.
• Get professional help for depression and troubled behavior 

when needed.
• Maintain consistent routines and family traditions that in-

crease feeling secure.
• Ask teachers about signs of stress they may observe in    

your child.
• Encourage your child to see the good in the other parent.
• Support the child’s contact with the other parent through 

phone calls, email, etc.

Middle school-age 
(continued)
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• Avoid comments or behavior that would lead your child 
to choose sides.

• Protect your child from adult conflict.
• Foster children’s involvement with friends and group ac-

tivities. 
• Coach them in problem solving and constructive ways to 

handle feelings.
• When children have difficulty talking with their own par-

ents, encourage them to confide in another trusted adult 
(relative, family friend, teacher, or other professional).

• Plan as few changes as possible including waiting to intro-
duce children to new relationships.

• Continue to monitor children’s activities: where they are, 
who they’re with, and what they’re doing. Emphasize 
that although the family may be changing, children must 
continue to show respect for both parents, to follow house 
rules, to do their best in school, and so on.

• Resist the urge to use children as “replacements” for the 
missing partner: parents must develop adult sources of 
support and an adult social life, not depend on their adoles-
cents to fill empty places left by the divorce or separation.

What they understand about their family
• Understand family changes and their implications. Usu-

ally want to know reasons and may try to argue with par-
ents about the decision. 

  
Characteristics
• Developing a separate identity from parents, may reject 

family activities. 
• Need peer approval and are concerned about image. 
• Struggle with conflict between wanting to be close to fam-

ily and being independent. 
• Need support and limits, and guidance to become adults.
• Become cynical when parents act like adolescents—for 

example, dating.
• Understand divorce issues, but usually do not accept them.
• Involved in own romantic relationships.
• Preparing for a future outside the family.

Reactions
• Grief, anger, resentment over loss of family and childhood.
• Concerned their own future relationships may be doomed.
• May idealize absent parent.
• May be embarrassed or disturbed by parents’ dating or 

sexual behavior.

Adolescents             
(12 to 18 years)
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• Resent having to assume more responsibility at home. 
• May take greater risks and be more rebellious (shoplifting, 

using drugs, skipping school, becoming sexually active).
• May abandon plans for the future, fearing loss of finan-

cial support that was expected.
• Anxiety may cause them to rush into intimacy, or avoid it 

altogether.
• Internalize emotional distress (depression, suicidal 

thoughts, loss of self-esteem).
• Experience problems in school because of difficulty con-

centrating.
• Fatigue, physical complaints.
• Developing autonomy may be disrupted because of need 

to support a parent.

Signs of stress
• Depression, feelings of hopelessness.
• Anger, fighting, defiance of authority, delinquency.
• Substance abuse.
• Leaving home.
• Other risky behaviors.
   
What you can do to help
• Give teenagers opportunities to discuss and understand 

their feelings.
• Maintain expectations and reassure them about the future.
• Maintain some family traditions and routines, and in-

volve them in designing new ones.
• Involve teens in planning parent-child contact time (but 

don’t expect them to take responsibility for initiating     
contact).

• Monitor your teenager’s activities and companions. It 
may be tempting to allow teenagers to become more in-
dependent faster, but they need more, not less, parental 
supervision when the family is changing.

• Insist that your teen show respect for both parents, follow 
rules, and do his or her best in school. 

• Do not overburden teens with adult responsibilities.
• Create an adult support system; avoid depending on 

your child for emotional support.
• Use a team approach; adolescents will play parents 

against each other to get what they want.
• Protect your teenager from adult conflict.
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 Children do benefit when their parents can communicate 
with each other. The parents may no longer be partners, but 
they are still parents to the children. 
 After a separation and/or divorce, parents have several 
ways of communicating (or not) with each other. 
• Some parents do not communicate at all.
• Some parents are unable to communicate (e.g., when do-

mestic violence or safety concerns prohibit equal and 
healthy communication). 

• Some parents try to communicate and end up in arguments. 
• Some parents are able to cooperatively, respectfully, and pa-

tiently communicate with each other about their children.
• Some parents can communicate fairly well with each other 

about their children some of the time while at other times 
they end up in conflict.

 Whether parents should try to communicate with each 
other depends upon several factors:
• Safety of either parent and/or children.
• History of communication between the parents (problem 
solving, unresolved arguments, or the use of violence and 
intimidation to control the other parent).
• Ability of parents to focus the conversation on the chil-
dren, now that parents live separately.
• Willingness of each parent to end a conversation respect-
fully if tension escalates.
• Willingness and ability of each parent to use written com-
munication if phone or face-to-face communication is difficult 
or impossible.

Parallel Parenting
If there is a high level of conflict between parents, they may 
benefit from a style of co-parenting referred to as “paral-
lel parenting” or parenting “next” to each other. Eventually 
these parents may move towards a more cooperative style of 
co-parenting. Until then, parallel parenting can help parents 
disengage from each other while maintaining their involve-
ment with their children. Each parent follows the guidelines 
set out in a detailed parenting plan. Parents develop inde-
pendent relationships with their children’s teachers, coaches, 
doctors, caregivers and friends so they don’t have to rely on 
the other parent. Parents’ communication about their children 
is in writing unless there is an emergency.  The written com-
munication is limited to facts about children’s health, dates of 
activities, or other specific and necessary daily details.

Should parents try   
to communicate with 
each other?

Parent-with-parent 
communication

Parallel Parenting
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Business-like 
communication
between parents

Communicating in writing 
• Options include email, texting, notes in a binder and   

websites for tools to organize written communica-
tion,  such as: sharekids.com, twohappyhomes.com,                
myfamilywizard.com, google calendar, etc. 

• Keep all written communication brief and about the chil-
dren only. Stick to the “facts only”—for example, “Johnny 
needs	his	ear	medication	given	to	him	3x	daily	and	kept	in	the	
fridge. Sally is staying dry through the night. Michelle wants to 
go to her friend Mary’s birthday party Saturday; her phone # is 
555-1121.” 

Communicating on the phone, if possible
• When you call the other parent, always ask if it is a good 

time to talk about the children, and if not, ask when may  
be a better time.

• Use a business-like and respectful tone when speaking to 
your child’s other parent. 

• Keep all communication focused on the children.
• If communication is sometimes difficult with the other 

par ent, make sure the phone calls happen when the      
chil dren are not present or at least are out of earshot.

• If you feel yourself begin to get upset, you can tell your 
child’s other parent that you must resume this conversa-
tion at another time and end the call.

Meeting face to face, if possible
• Meet in a neutral public place (like a coffee shop or park). 

This may help each of you keep feelings in check. Make 
sure the children are not present.

• Develop an agenda and stick to it. Agree that discussion  
will focus on the children. 

• Be clear on the topic of discussion. Think of various op-
tions that might meet your children’s needs. Try to think 
in advance about your parent partner’s point of view. Sort 
out what points might be negotiable on the issue. Bring any 
relevant facts or papers to the meeting.
• Introduce a topic in terms of a goal—for example, I’d like 
to talk to you about Sally’s summer plans. Set a tone of problem 
solving—for example, This is the issue, how can we solve it?
• Make statements in terms of your feelings rather than 
statements that accuse your parent partner of wrongdo-
ing—for example, I feel that the children need more supervi-
sion after school rather than You put the children at risk by 
letting them stay home alone after school.

Parent-with-parent 
communication tips
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• Express your views as clearly and completely as possible. Ask 
the other parent his or her opinion, and whether more infor-
mation or time is needed to make a decision. Ask for clarifica-
tion if you don’t understand the other parent’s response.
• Identify areas of agreement and areas of disagreement. Be 
prepared to negotiate.
• Stop talking for a while if you feel an argument beginning. 
Schedule another meeting if necessary to conclude the dis-
cussion.

Remember the priority should be the safety of yourself and 
your children. If communicating with the other parent is 
not safe, then parent-to-parent communication may not be 
possible. In this case, communication can be through a neu-
tral third party or through attorneys. The court may appoint 
a professional Parent Coordinator to manage com munication 
between parents.

Child’s picture from Gary Neuman’s book:  Helping Your 
Kids Cope with Divorce the Sandcastles Way.
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   CHILDREN ARE HURT BY:

	Displays of rage or hostility between 
parents. Angry conflict at pick up and 
drop off is particularly harmful. 

	Hearing one parent criticize or bad-
mouth the other (including eye rolling, 
sarcastic tone.)

	Inconsistent contact or no contact with a 
parent. *

	Carrying messages and/or payments. 

	One parent moving more than a days 
drive away.

	Chaotic changes, surprise separations 
and disturbing departures.

	Interference with the other parent’s time 
and authority.

	Adult information “who did what to 
whom” “who wanted the separation/
divorce”. 

	Parents  who are  not  emot ional ly 
available, because they’re distracted 
by their distress, new partners, friends, 
social media & the phone.

	Being around people who perpetuate 
conflict and “take sides”.

   CHILDREN ARE HELPED BY:

	Living in homes that are free from angry 
parental conflict.

	A predictable & detailed parent-child  
contact schedule that allows for some  
flexibility.

	Conflict free & on-time pick-up and drop 
off experiences.

	Having both parents involved in their day 
to day activities. *

	Scheduled business-like parental commu-
nications when the children are not pres-
ent. *

	Easy access to each parent (phone, email, 
Skype). * 

	Parents healing and taking care of 
themselves.

	Parents who know that discipline is: 
teaching, guiding, nurturing and loving.

	Parents maintaining & creating family 
routines and traditions. 

	Parents balancing creating their own new 
life and focusing on their child’s one & 
only childhood.

	Waiting one year after separation, before in-
troducing children to a new relationship.

	A support system of siblings, extended 
family, teammates, and friends. Support 
from teachers, school counselors, thera-
pists, and faith-based organizations can 
also be helpful. 

 

What Hurts What Helps:

*  Parents’ and children’s        
   safety may be a factor.
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 When parents come to court to legally dissolve their re-
lationship, the parents have to make decisions about issues 
concerning the children. The court has the responsibility to 
make sure the decisions are consistent with the law and are in 
the best interest of the child. The court must deal with ques-
tions about decision-making on behalf of the children, living 
arrangements, and financial support. These kinds of is sues are 
governed by legal standards and are part of Vermont statutes. 
This can involve complex legal issues that have long-term ef-
fects on families, and it is often a good idea to seek legal ad-
vice.
 The law encourages parents to agree on the plan for par-
enting the children after separation. In order to ensure that 
parents consider all aspects of parenting, such agreements are 
required to address the following areas: 

• Physical living arrangements. Where the children stay and 
when they stay there. 

• Parent-child contact. This usually refers to the schedule for 
both parents to spend time with the children. Sometimes 
parents work out a schedule for how holidays and school 
vacations are to be spent with the children. If parents have 
difficulties communicating, the more detailed the schedule 
the less likely it is that disputes will happen.

• Medical, dental, and health insurance and care. Who will 
provide the coverage and what the specific coverage will be 
and who will take the children for the care. 

• Travel arrangements. Who will provide transportation for 
parent-child contact and who will pay for it. Under what 
circumstances the children can travel out of state or out of 
the country.

• How the parents will communicate with each other about 
the child’s welfare. Specifically, how parents will pro-
vide each other with information about the children, their    
schedule, school progress, extra-curricular activities, child-
care, etc.

• If parents have chosen to share or divide parental rights 
and responsibilities, what the procedures are going to be 
if they disagree over some part of parenting their children. 
Parents need to state specifically how they will resolve any 

Part 3. 
Restructuring your family

The law and your 
decisions about 
your family
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disputes that arise regarding the children. Some solu tions 
might be to agree to seek mediation or to work with a par-
ticular therapist or counselor in deciding what is best for 
the child. 
The court may refuse to approve any agreement that is 

found not to be in the best interests of the children. The law 
is based upon the principle that the best interests of the child 
should determine the outcome of these issues, and therefore, 
when parents cannot agree and the judge is making the deci-
sion, he or she is bound by the requirements of the statutes. 

The relationship between children and their parents in a 
divorce, once called “custody,” is now called parental rights 
and responsibilities. The word “custody” is sometimes used 
when describing people who have broken the law and are 
arrested and placed in detention. Chil dren in a divorce don’t 
need to think that any of these things are happening to them 
because their parents are ending their legal relationship. 

Children need to know that their parents each have the 
responsibility to take care of them financially and emotion-
ally, to guide and parent them and to spend time with them 
no matter how angry the parents are with one another. 

There are two major parts to parental rights and respon-
sibilities—legal responsibility and physical responsibility.
• Legal responsibility defines the right and responsibility 

of a parent to determine and control matters affecting a 
child’s welfare and upbringing, other than routine daily 
care and control of the child. Examples include decisions 
regarding education, non-emergency medical and dental 
care, religion, and travel. Essentially it is the right to make 
major life decisions for the child. Legal responsibility 
may be held solely by one parent, or may be shared be-
tween both parents, or divided when at least one child is 
living with each parent. 

• Physical responsibility defines the right and responsibil-
ity to provide routine daily care and supervision of the 
child while taking into consideration the right and respon-
sibility of the other parent to have contact with the child. 
Essentially, it is the right and responsibility to make daily 
decisions for a child. Physical responsibility, like legal 
responsibility, may be held solely by one parent, or may 
be divided or shared. 

Parental rights and 
responsibilities 
(formerly referred 
to as custody)

The wording of the 
law has changed from 
“custody” to “parental 
rights and responsibili-
ties” to emphasize the 
law’s policy of protect-
ing children.
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 Parents don’t have to like each other to make cooperative 
parenting agreements. While keeping other aspects of their 
lives separate and private they can work together to come to 
an agreement that ensures the health, happiness, and well-be-
ing of their children. 
 Parents may share the legal decisions affecting their chil-
dren and share physical rights and responsibilities, if they 
both agree and can plan how they will resolve their differenc-
es in the future. Vermont law does not permit shared paren-
tal rights and responsibilities—either legal or physical—un-
less both parents choose this arrangement. 
 Making decisions together as parents is successful when 
parents are committed to actively raising their children to-
gether. Parents must be willing to put their children’s needs 
ahead of their own. They need to be able to see each oth-
er’s point of view, respect and encourage the children’s 
bond with the other parent, and separate their anger and 
disappoint ments with each other from their parent roles. 
Shared parent ing requires parents to communicate and co-
operate to carry out a specific plan and to be flexible about 
changing the plan when necessary. 

 Shared parenting is not possible or even safe in every situ-
ation. It is a risk when there is a history of family violence 
and/or emotional, physical, or sexual abuse. Substance abuse 
that interferes with responsible decision-making would in-
dicate that a shared parenting agreement might not be in the 
children’s best interest. Parents who cannot separate their 
own needs from those of their children and who continue 
intense, bitter hostility and conflict toward each other are not 
likely to succeed with a joint parenting arrangement. Work 
schedules and geographic distances may make sharing par-
enting decisions unworkable. It is easy to focus on what is 
convenient for parents and to forget that it is the children 
whose lives are complicated by having parents in two dif-
ferent homes. Consider how the schedule affects them, and 
accept that the adults who have made the decisions ought to 
bear the inconveniences as much as possible. 
 The court will decide Parental Rights and Responsibilities 
if the parents cannot come to an agreement. When the court 
has to decide for the parents, the law says that the court 
must award parental rights and responsibilities primarily to 
one parent. If the parents are unable to cooperate in order to 
reach an agreement, it is unlikely that they would be able to 
make joint decisions in sharing responsibilities.

Cooperative
parenting

Shared
parenting
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 Parent-child contact is the term used to describe what has 
been known in the past as visitation. Children are dependent 
on the love and support of both of their parents to grow and 
develop into healthy adults. The wording of the law was 
changed to be more sensitive to the fact that children need to 
be parented, not “visited” by their parents
 Children need to be able to spend as much time as pos-
sible with each of their parents. When parents separate, their 
children should not be denied the opportunity to spend 
qual ity time with each of their parents. If the parents had 
re mained together, the children would have enjoyed access 
to each parent on a daily basis. Therefore, unless there are 
good reasons to limit the contact a parent has with the chil-
dren, such as one parent’s use of violence against the other 
and/or the children, the parenting plan should include 
contact with both parents on a regular basis. 
  
 Despite the fact that many children still feel a bond with 
an abusive parent after the parents separate, the children’s 
and victim’s safety must always be the paramount consider-
ation.
 When one parent’s behavior with a child or a parent plac-
es the child or parent at risk, limitations need to be placed 
on the parent-child contact. Such limitations may include 
supervised visitation or prohibitions on the use of alcohol or 
restrictions about where the abusive parent may pick up or 
take the child. 
 Even when there are concerns about a child’s or parent’s 
safety, an abusive parent will usually not be denied contact 
completely. The contact may be supervised by an appropri ate 
person or a supervised visitation center, or structured to pro-
tect the child and abused parent. Denying a parent contact 
with his or her child is only a so lution where all other op-
tions for protecting the child and abused parent have failed.
 Child support and parent-child contact are two separate 
issues. A parent who is not paying child support is still al-
lowed contact with his or her children. In the same manner, 
payment of child support does not determine the amount 
of parent-child contact. Children need both the financial 
and emotional support of their parents. It makes no sense to  
deny children emotional support of one parent because that 
parent is not being responsible for financially supporting his 
or her children. 
 If one parent decides to relocate, the parenting arrange-
ment may have to be re-evaluated in light of the change to 
ensure the children still have the opportunity to spend time 

Abusive parents and 
parent-child contact

Child support and 
parent-child contact

Parent-child     
contact

Relocation issues
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with both parents. Whether a long-distance move of a par-
ent is reason to change parental rights and responsibilities 
depends on the circumstances of the case. The move will be 
evaluated in light of the best interests of the children. The 
court may order the parent to delay the moving plans until 
the parenting issues have been resolved. 

 The court cannot force a parent who is not spending 
enough time with his or her children to change. A judge       
ordering a parent to spend time with the children won’t 
work. There are other reasons and problems that prevent par-
ents from continuing their relationship with their children. 
Education or counseling will help more than a court order. 

 As in the case of parenting, the law encourages the par-
ties to come to agreements on the division of their personal 
property and obligations. However, child support is gov-
erned by other considerations and agreements must comply 
with certain criteria.

 Vermont, like every state, has established child-support 
guidelines. The underlying principle of the guidelines is to 
make sure that children receive the same proportion of pa-
rental income after separation and divorce as they would 
receive if their parents were living together. Studies show 
that parents tend to spend the same proportion of their 
combined income on their children, regardless of whether 
the parents are rich or poor. Because of these studies, the 
Vermont guidelines have been designed to consider the com-
bined income of both parents.
 Another purpose of the guidelines is to ensure that par-
ents with the same income levels are required to pay similar 
amounts of support for their children. A Magistrate decides 
the amount of child support paid. The Agency of Human 
Services has prepared a booklet that explains the steps you 
need to follow.
 Child support amounts can only be changed with a 
written order from the Magistrate, and then only in cases 
where there is a change in the circumstances of one of the 
parties. 
 A child support order issued by the court is effective 
until the court modifies it. Parents do not have the right to 
change the order themselves. 
 If the paying parent fails to pay child support, the chil-
dren involved will suffer. Our laws require that court-or-
dered child support be withheld from wages if any child 

When one parent is 
not spending enough 
time with the children

Financial 
decisions

Child support 
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support due under an order is more than one week late. 
Child support also may be deducted from tax refunds and 
other payments, and the state may suspend a person’s drivers 
license, hunting license, or other license certification or reg-
istration issued by the state to conduct a trade or business, 
including a license to practice a profession or occupation. 

 In Vermont, the court will divide all property at the time 
of your divorce or dissolution. Virtually all property is con-
sidered to be marital property or property of the union. For 
instance, property that you inherit and property given to  
you by a family member will be divided. The court can also 
divide property which either of you owned before the mar-
riage or civil union. It does not matter in whose name the 
property is held.
 Unlike child support and parenting plans, the property 
division cannot be changed after the divorce or dissolution 
is final. This means that once your divorce or dissolution is 
final, the division of property is final. It is important, there-
fore, that your property division is not tied to your child 
support or your parenting plan. 
 You have debts for which you are responsible, such as 
a bank or family loans, credit cards, medical bills, or utility 
bills. Your divorce or dissolution does not make either of 
you free from the financial responsibility incurred while you 
were together. If a creditor cannot collect the debt from one 
of you, the creditor can sue the other for the debt. Cars may 
be repossessed and homes lost through bank foreclosure un-
less both of you make responsible and timely plans for the 
way the debt will be paid off.
 “Spousal maintenance” is the payment of support by one 
of you to the other. The purpose of maintenance is to pre-
vent financial and social hardship and disruption that the 
transi tion may cause a financially dependent person. The 
court may order maintenance if one of you does not have 
enough income, property, or both to support your reason-
able needs, and is unable to support yourself by working. 
Reasonable needs are measured by the standard of living 
you had togeth er. 
 The court may order “long-term maintenance” or what 
is called “rehabilitative maintenance,” which is temporary. 
If, as an example, one of you has been away from the job 
market for a while, or needs more education or training to 
become self-sufficient, maintenance may be ordered for the 
time nec essary for the training or education to be completed. 
If, how ever, there is a big difference between your incomes, 

Property debt

Spousal maintenance
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there has been a long marriage during which the dependent 
person was a homemaker, and will never be able to earn 
enough to live in the life style established together, long-term 
mainte nance may be more appropriate. 
 If you do not request any maintenance at the time of the di-
vorce or dissolution, you cannot ask for it after it is final. But once 
the court orders it, the amount and the length of time it is ordered 
may be changed later if there are changes of circumstances.

 Domestic violence is a pattern of coercive behavior used 
by an individual to gain and maintain power and control 
over an intimate partner or ex-partner. Tactics may include 
physical, sexual, emotional and economic abuse. There is a 
30-60% overlap of child abuse and domestic violence, if one of 
these issues exists in a family the other may exist as well. 

Victims of domestic violence, and those who abuse them, 
come from all walks of life, all races, all cultural groups, 
all socio-economic backgrounds, all educational levels, all 
religions, and all occupations. Abusers can be in same-sex 
relationships as well as opposite sex relationships. 

Abuse impacts every aspect of a relationship and of a 
victim’s life including mental and physical health, friend and 
family relationships, parenting and financial status. Abuse is 
a learned behavior and a choice, rooted in the abuser’s belief 

Protect children from conflicts over money 
Above all, issues of money are issues for the parents. 
The following guidelines will help you protect your 
child from conflicts over money: 
• Schedule time to talk about money issues when 

children cannot hear the conversation. 
• Separate parenting issues from financial issues in 

discussions with the other parent.
• Don’t blame the other parent when explaining 

financial reality to children.
• Constantly reassure children that they will be 

cared for after the separation and divorce. While 
it may seem obvious that children will always 
have a place to live and food to eat, they may have 
some fears about what will become of them.

Domestic violence/
Safety issues

Parental	conflict	is	not 
the same as domestic 
violence. Parental 
conflict	may	include	
angry verbal attacks, 
but it does not include 
the ongoing pattern 
of threats and tactics 
of control found in 
situations involving 
domestic violence.
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system. Abusers frequently see their behavior as justified 
and/or harmless. Abusers often continue to be abusive 
or escalate their tactics after a victim attempts to end the 
relationship. 

The Vermont Network Against Domestic & Sexual 
Violence compiled a list of warning signs: 

You may be in an abusive relationship if your partner: 
 Puts you down, calls you names, or criticizes you. 
 Acts jealous or possessive. 
 Tries to control or limit your contact with friends and 

family 
 Takes control of your finances, makes you ask for 

money, or refuses to give you money. 
 Undermines your parenting 
 Refuses to allow you to use the family car or help you 

with transportation. 
 Follows you, listens in on phone calls, or reads your 

email or texts. 
 Threatens you with harm or acts in ways that frighten 

you or make you uncomfortable. 
 Threatens to report you to the police, family services, 

INS, or other legal authorities. 
 Displays or threatens you with weapons to make you 

afraid. 
 Expects you to ask permission to do anything. 
 Makes all the decisions for the household and does not 

respect your opinions. 
 Does not want you to work or attend school. 
 Punishes you by withholding affection. 
 Shoves, slaps, strangles, or hits you. 
 Forces you to have sex when you don’t want to or 

makes you perform sexual acts you don’t want to do. 
 Throws things, destroys your property, or threatens to 

harm your children or pets. 
 Denies abusing you, acts like what he or she did is not 

a big deal, or blames you for the abuse. 
 Forces you to try to drop charges after a violent 

incident. 
 Uses suicide threats as a method to control you. 
 Uses parenting and child related issues as vehicles to 

control you. 

Are you afraid of 
your partner or 
former partner?
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Domestic violence affects every member of the family. 
Many children experience emotional, behavioral, physical, 
social and cognitive impacts from exposure to abusers. How 
children are impacted by domestic violence depends on 
what the child sees and hears, the frequency and severity of 
the abuse, their gender, birth order, age and developmental 
stage.  Children are least impacted when they have a strong 
relationship with their parent who is non abusive and a 
supportive extended family and community. 

If you think you may be a victim of domestic violence 
reach out and get help for yourself and your children. Call 
the Helpline at 1-800-228 -7395. What can you expect when 
you call? First, and most importantly, you’ll talk to a caring 
person (advocate) who will listen carefully without judging 
you or your situation. Advocates understand abusive 
situations. They can connect you to local resources, and 
help you think about options so you can determine what 
will work best for you and your children.

Statewide Helpline: 1-800-ABUSE95 (1-800-228-7395) a 
free 24/7 hotline for crisis support, ongoing peer support and 
advocacy, connection to your local program and resources.

    

Statistics show that most single parents will date and re-
partner within five years of separating from the other parent. 
Parents must help their children adapt to the new people 
in their lives. Be cautious about introducing people you are 
dating into your children’s life. Consider not including dates 
during your time with your child until it’s certain the person 
is likely to become a permanent partner. If chil dren become 
involved with their parents’ casual dates, they can be hurt 
and confused again and again when the parents stop dating 
someone for whom the children feel attachment.

 Second marriages are at statistically greater risk for end- 
ing in divorce than first marriages. There are many reasons 
this might happen. Sometimes the rules for each family   
don’t always fit together very well. Parents often have unre-
alistic expectations that all the children will love each other 

New relationships

How can parents  
keep themselves and 
their children safe? 
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and the new step-parent just because the adults love each 
other. They may also expect that each partner will easily love 
the other’s children. Members of stepfamilies can be greatly 
disappointed, confused, and unhappy when expec tations 
can’t be quickly realized and new rules cause major conflicts.
 Parents wishing to create a stepfamily may avoid prob-
lems and conflict by reading about success ful step-parent 
attitudes and skills (see the reading list at the end of this 
handbook). Educational programs or counseling can help 
parents prepare for the challenges they will face.

 Step-parents can take the role of respected significant 
friend and mentor instead of disciplinarian for their step-
children. Children will adjust more quickly to new partners if 
the parent with the established relationship handles the dis-
cipline. Older children particularly will resent the new parent 
trying to impose and enforce new rules. 
 Children should not be expected to love a new step-parent 
in the same way they love their other parents. Feel ings of 
deep affection and attachment may develop through shared 
experiences, happy moments, and stress-free interac tions. The 
children will decide if and how much they can love the step-
parent without betraying loyalty to their other parents. Creat-
ing a strong, happy blended family takes time and effort and 
does not just happen because a parent has a new partner.

Stepfamilies
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Extended family 
and friends

 When parents part, their family of origin can be part of 
the solution or part of the problem. Grandparents and other 
relatives who have developed close bonds with children can 
provide stability and continuity in a time of great change. 
They give emotional support to parents and children, pro-
vide emergency or ongoing childcare, and can act as a parent 
substitute when children lose contact with a parent. Parents 
need to allow children continued contact with relatives on 
both sides of the family. They also need to caution family 
members to be respectful of the children’s relationship with 
the other parent. It may be necessary to educate relatives 
about the negative effects on children of hearing either 
par ent criticized. Relatives need to encourage the children’s 
relationship and contact with both parents when there are 
no safety issues, regardless of their own feelings of disap-
pointment or anger with a parent they blame.
 Separating and divorcing couples may drift away from 
mutual family friends because the friends become uncom-
fortable about taking sides. Newly single parents are likely to 
make new friends as they develop interests no longer com-
patible with their couple friends. It may be necessary to plan 
how children will continue their contact with the chil dren 
and adult family friends with whom they have enjoyed close 
relationships. This will prevent further loss for chil dren. It is 
also important for children as well as parents to make new 
friends with others who are experiencing family changes.
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 Both parents have the right and responsibility to see their 
children’s school records and to participate in school events 
and activities, regardless of parenting agreement plans (un-
less there is a specific court order that terminates all parental 
rights of a parent). Both parents should make contact with 
the school to ask for notices of school events and parent 
con ferences. Depending on how the school communicates 
with parents, it may be helpful for nonresidential parents to 
pro vide a homeroom teacher with self-addressed envelopes 
for school notices or it may only be necessary to give the 
school administration a current address and email.
 Encourage children to participate in support groups at 
school or in the community to help them cope with family 
changes. If a group is not available, parents can ask schools, 
agencies, and community organizations to start groups to 
give children support. Counseling and support groups can 
teach children communication skills, help them change mis-
taken beliefs, and improve their skills for managing feelings. 
Therapy, counseling, support groups, and educational pro-
grams can help both children and adults.

Voices of children from the Kids 
First Center in Maine.

School and 
community support
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Room for improvement  
if kids would say:

	Check all that apply
 _ My parents say mean things about 
each other.

 _ At pick up and drop off my parents 
fight or do the silent treatment.

 _ Child support is scary

 _ My parents blame each other for 
everything. Am I a screw-up too?

 _ Will my parents both go to my 
graduation (or game or other event)? 
They can’t even be in the same room!

 _ My parents never talk or email each 
other; I can get away with things.

 _ Who is picking me up today?

 _ I don’t get to see my parent who 
moved far away.

 _ My parent is either on the phone or 
computer or hardly ever home.

 _ I’m the “man” or “mother” of the 
house now. 

 _ My parents try to squeeze stuff 
out of me about what’s going on at 
the other’s house. 

 _ I go between my parents with 
messages& money.

 _ I hardly ever get to spend alone time 
with my parent now, they are always 
hanging out with their new “friend.” 
 
 
 
 

Parents are on the high  
road if kids would say:

	Check all that apply
 _My parents work together to 
parent me.

 _My parents and I look at pictures 
and movies from the past, it’s fun.

 _Even though my parents don’t get 
along great, they sometimes say 
nice things about each other. 

 _At bedtime or in the car I talk to 
my parents about lots of stuff

 _I still get to have movie night and 
we started a new tradition: Friday 
night pizza! 

 _My parents and I email, text and 
talk on the phone when we aren’t 
together

 _Both my parents know my friends, 
my homework and even my favorite 
music. 

 _We have lots of family meals even 
if it felt strange, at first, with 
just one parent. 

 _The fighting has stopped.

 _I’ll meet my parent’s date if it’s 
looking “serious.” 

 _If my parent remarries that person 
will never replace my other parent 
in my heart. 

 _My teachers and coaches have 
both my parents’ email and phone 
numbers.

	Safety concerns may impact parents’ responses 

What would your kids say?
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Programs/services to which the 
court might refer parents who 
are parting
 Several programs are now available 
statewide for use in cases where the parties 
cannot or will not agree or want to use an 
alternative way of coming to an agreement. 
There are subsidies available for all of these 
programs. In most cases, the court will de-
termine costs and the parties’ financial re-
sponsibilities.

Mediation 
 Mediation is a process in which separat-
ed parents work with a trained and experi-
enced dispute-resolution professional to ex-
plore their interests, evaluate possible solu-
tions, and create agreements. Mediation can 
occur before, during, and after a separation 
and/or divorce. The mediators are neutral 
and do not represent any one point of view. 
They do not decide who is right or wrong, 
but help parties communicate in an infor-
mal and confidential setting. The media-
tion sessions focus on helping parents reach 
agreements about the children, parent-with-
parent communication, parent-child contact 
schedules, division of property and debt, 
support of partner and/or children, tax is-
sues, etc. 
 When final agreements are made, the 
mediator drafts a memo reflecting the par-
ents’ agreements. This document can be 
given to attorneys and/or submitted direct-
ly to the court for approval and to be or-
dered by a judge. 

Part 4. 
Resources for you

Getting help  Agreements made in mediation are 
usu ally more workable—thus less likely to 
return to court—than arrangements ordered 
by a judge. Mediation is often much less ex-
pensive than a court trial or other processes 
of negotiation and resolution. The media-
tors who are contracted under the Vermont 
Court Mediation Program are able to adjust 
their fee depending upon your house hold 
income and other qualifications. 
 Mediation is not for everyone. If either 
party feels fearful or terribly intimidated by 
the other, because of past or current psycho-
logical or physical abuse, then mediation is 
not appropriate. If either party is engaging 
in habitual substance abuse (such as alcohol 
or drugs), mediation may not be helpful. 
 You can learn more about mediation 
from the mediation pamphlet available in 
the court or call: (802) 828-6551.

Parent Coordination
 In cases where there is great conflict 
between parents, the court may order Par-
ent Coordination. Parent Coordination is 
a child-centered process in which trained 
professionals make recommendations to the 
parents and judge regarding parent-child 
contact if the parents are unable to agree.
 You can learn more about this program 
by contacting the Vermont Court Mediation 
Program at (802) 828-6551

Family access and 
supervised visitation services 
 Family access refers to a range of pro-
grams and services that can be offered to 
high-conflict families in order to help par ents 
and children sustain and/or reestablish their 
relationships. These include un-monitored 
parent/child contact time on-site at a service 
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provider, monitored pick-up and drop-offs 
(also known as “exchanges”), and monitored 
parent/child contact, either on- or off-site. 
Monitored parent/child contact is the most 
frequently used family access service, and 
is what is commonly known as “supervised 
visitation.” It is the contact time between a 
non-residential (non-custodial) parent and 
one or more children in the presence of a third 
person who is responsible for observing and 
seek ing to ensure the safety of those involved. 

For statewide information go to
www.safevisitsvt.org 

Home Study
The purpose of a Home Study is to de-

velop information helpful to parents and the 
court in making decisions about children. 
Its emphasis is on learning about each par-
ent by studying his or her social history, 
home environment, and network of relation-
ships with other persons con nected with 
that home. It is particularly useful when 
the children’s relationship with others in 
the parents’ lives (e.g., step-parents, half-
siblings, parents’ significant others) may be 
an important factor. It is not intended to be a 
psychological study of family members. It is 
useful in determining which parent’s home 
offers a more suitable living environment 
for the children, as it focuses on the impact 
of not just each parent but other household 
members on the children’s development. 
The court determines who will pay the cost.

Special-purpose 
evaluations/forensic evaluations:
 Special-purpose evaluations: Qualified 
professional evaluators perform evalua-
tions focused on specific issues using tech-
niques particular to that field. Examples 
include mental health status examinations 
of one or more parties, or substance abuse 
assessment evaluations.

 Forensic evaluations are conducted by 
psychiatrists or psychologists trained in 
these procedures. The professional is a neu-
tral third party appointed by the court to 
conduct the evaluation from the perspective 
of what is in the best interests of the chil-
dren. Evaluators file a detailed report with 
the court and may be called by the parties 
to testify at additional cost to the parties. 
Forensic evaluations are costly, and will be 
ordered under circumstances indicating a 
need for information available only through 
mental health professionals trained in foren-
sic evaluation techniques. 

Guardian ad Litem
 When parents can’t come to an agree-
ment on how they will continue to parent 
their child, the judge may appoint a Guard-
ian ad Litem to act as an independent pa-
rental advisor and advocate whose goal is 
to safeguard the child’s best interests. The 
Guardian ad Litem is a trained and super-
vised volunteer who may be an attorney    
but shall not serve as the child’s attorney. 
The Guardian ad Litem will meet with the 
child and others necessary for an under-
standing of the issues and provide assis-
tance to the parents in resolving their par-
enting conflicts. If the parents are unable to 
resolve their conflicts, the Guardian ad Li-
tem will state to the court their position and 
reasons therefore, on what is in the child’s 
best inter ests. A Guardian ad Litem position 
must be based on the evidence in the record. 

Legal representation
Hiring an attorney
 You may hire an attorney to help work 
out the agreements with your partner or 
to represent you if agreements cannot be 
reached. The following offer information 
or referrals to attorneys:
• The Vermont Bar Association Lawyer Re-

ferral Program (1-800-639-7036)
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• Legal Aid, Inc., VT: 1-800-889-2047, 
www.vtlawhelp.org

Choosing an attorney
• Look for an attorney with experience in 

family matters.
• Go to a court (Family division) and watch 

the lawyers in the courtroom. Interview 
several be fore deciding on one. You want 
a person who will take the time to find out 
what is important to you.

• Lawyers may have reduced fees or no fees 
for the first interview.

• Choose someone who understands the 
need for a continuing relationship be tween 
the parents until the child is an adult. 
“Winning in court” may be a big loss in 
the long run.

• Ask friends who have been through the 
process what they liked or didn’t like 
about their lawyer.

Collaborative law (collaborative practice)
Collaborative practice is a dispute resolution 
process in which parties settle without resort 
to litigation. Each parent’s lawyer is com-
mitted to negotiating a mutually acceptable 
resolution without having the court decide 
the issues. Mental health and financial pro-
fessionals may be utilized to ensure that all 
areas of negotiation are considered. 

Representing yourself
 In Vermont, you are not required to 
have an attorney represent you in court. 
The decisions you make have im portant 
consequences, so you may want to obtain 
legal advice. All parties repre senting 
themselves are ordered by the court to 
attend a Pro Se Litigant Educa tion Program 
before they appear in court to pursue their 
claims (except for Relief from Abuse or 
Child Support hearings).

 Pro Se is a legal term that means you 
do not have a lawyer representing you 
in court. A one and a half hour program 
is held each month and is conducted by 
an attorney who regularly practices Fam-
ily Law. The purpose of this course is to 
educate litigants about the following:  
their responsibilities while representing 
themselves, courtroom etiquette, general 
court procedures.
 Anyone may attend these courses, and 
the program is free. 

“When angry count ten, 
before you speak; 

if very angry, a hundred.”

 Thomas Jefferson
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Attorneys for children
In some family cases, including post-judg-
ment filings, the court appoints an attorney to 
represent the interests of a minor child. 
Examples include cases in which the parents 
have significant factual disagreements over 
whether a child has been physically or sexu-
ally abused by a party or household member, 
or when there are indications that a child has 
substantial physical or psychological prob-
lems that the parents do not appear to be 
addressing in a responsible manner, or when 
parents appear focused on their own needs 
and not those of the children. 

Counseling
Finding a counselor

Counseling and psychotherapy are of-
ten helpful in coping with the stresses and 
challenges of parenting and restructuring 
your family and your life. It is not a sign 
of weakness to consult with a counselor or 
therapist to help sort out feelings and ana-
lyze alternatives. Many healthy, competent 
people choose counseling in times of transi-
tion. You may get counseling for yourself, 
for your child, for both of you, for you and 
your cooperative partner, or for your entire 
family.
 Psychologists, counselors, psychothera-
pists, clinical mental health counselors, clini-
cal social workers, marriage and family coun-
selors, pastoral counselors, psychiatrists, and 
others provide counseling services. 
 Cost is often a limiting factor for profes-
sional counseling. Some HMOs and insur-
ance programs cover the cost. Some coun-
selors offer sliding fee scales, which charge 
according to your resources. In Vermont, 
availability is also a problem in many rural 
communities.
 Important note: When one person has 
physically, sexually, or emotionally abused 
the other parent or the children, including 

the abuser in interventions such as family 
counseling is inappropriate as it may place 
the victim in danger of further abuse.

Choosing a counselor
• The internet and the yellow pages provide 

contact information for counselors, psy-
chologists, social workers and psychiatrists.

• Ask for provider names from your primary 
care health professional, your child’s school 
counselor, your religious affiliation, a friend 
or acquain tance who has had a good expe-
rience with counseling, the Vermont As-
sociation for Mental Health, your county’s 
Community Mental Health Agency, your 
attorney, your mediator, your local abuse 
prevention pro gram or crisis service, the 
Department of Social and Rehabilitation 
Services, etc.

• It is important that you feel comfortable 
with the person you will see. Interview 
potential counselors. Find out about their 
credentials, how they work, and whether 
they can work with you.

• Choose one with appropriate training and 
experience, who is licensed to prac tice in 
Vermont.

Vermont Resources

Vermont Network Against Domestic 
& Sexual Violence 
www.vtnetwork.org   

• If you’re in immediate danger call 911

Domestic Violence Helpline:  1-800-228-7395  
Sexual Abuse Helpline: 1-800-489-7273   

Relief from Abuse, after court hours: 
1-800-540-9990  
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Have Justice Will Travel: 
Provides legal services and support for  
abused women and their children  
1-877-496-8100 www.havejusticewilltravel.org

Vermont Legal Aid (VLA)
1-800-889-2047 
www.vtlawhelp.org

Vermont Lawyer Referral Service:
1-800-639-7036

Collaborative Law
www.collaborativepractice.com

Mediation
www.mediate.com

Vermont Commission on Women
www.women.vermont.gov/resources

Vermont Court Mediation Program:
802-828-6551

Health and Human Services 
Information and Referral:
Call: 2-1-1
www.vermont211.org

Vermont Prevent Child Abuse:
Parents’ Stress Line
1-800-CHILDREN (1-800-244-5373)

Supervised Visitation:
www.safevisitsvt.org

Vermont Office of Child Support
1-800-786-3214

Vermont Student Assistance Corporation 
(VSAC):
1-800-642-3177

Websites for 
families in transition 

www.uvm.edu/extension/cope
The COPE program’s website has registration infor-
mation, links  to websites for parents and children, 
the Parent Handbook and a PDF of the Appendix to 
make copies of the children’s  activity pages.

www.VermontJudiciary.org                        
The Vermont Judiciary Website

www.sharekids.com, www.twohappyhomes.
com, www.myfamilywizard.com (has domestic 
violence tools) online family management tools: 
share calendars, photos, document storage and 
accounting.

www.uptoparents.org
www.proudtoparent.org
These confidential sites are interactive and 
personalized helping parents focus on their 
children’s needs and the future. Uptoparents is 
for divorcing and divorced parents; proudtopa-
rent is for parents never married to each other. 

www.travel.state.gov
Children’s Passport Alert Program
Tools to prevent child abduction
 1-888-407-4747

Parenting 
www.parenting247.org
The University of Illinois Extension program 
hosts this website, offering parenting informa-
tion about children, birth through adolescence. 
Provides links to the best parenting resources 
on the Web.

www.kidshealth.org
The KidsHealth team of top-notch editors and 
medical reviewers stock this site with informa-
tion for parents. There is a separate activities 
section for children and teens.
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www.stepfam.org
The Stepfamily Association of America 
website provides answers to FAQ’s about 
stepfamily life and offers a free online, 
video based, parenting class.

Additional websites can be found by 
topic in the Reading List section of this 
Handbook.

“Problems can not be solved by 
the same level of thinking that 

created them”
Albert Einstein

Reading lists 

General Parenting
Dinkmeyer, D., et. al. The Parent’s 
Handbook:	Systematic	Training	for	Effective	
Parenting (STEP). American Guidance 
Service, 1997. (young children and teen 
versions available)

Faber, A and Mazlish, E. How to Be the 
Parent You Always Wanted to Be. Scribner, 
2013.

Gottman, J., et al. Raising an Emotionally 
Intelligent Child: The Heart of Parenting. 
New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997.

Kurcinka, M. Raising your Spirited Child, 
William Morrow, 2006.

Markham, L. Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids. 
Penguin, 2012.

Nelson, J. Positive Discipline. Ballantine 
Books, 1996.

Riera, M. Staying Connected to Your 
Teenager. Da Capo Press, 2003.

Siegel, D. No Drama Discipline. Bantam, 
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Part 5. 
Appendix: Children’s Activities

Once you’ve told your children about the 
family changes, expect to have many more 
conversations, both planned and un-
planned, over the coming weeks, months, 
and even years. This appendix provides a 
compilation of ideas and activities to foster 
positive communication between parents 
and children. Build your children’s resil-
ience by providing outlets for their emo-
tions and opportunities for conversation 
and connection.

1. Physical Activity: Any activity that gets 
children up and moving will help them to 
release the pent up energy that accompa-
nies strong feelings. Jump rope, play tag, 
dance to music, take a walk, shoot baskets 
or slow it down and practice deep breath-
ing for a quieter physical outlet.

2. Shed Tears: crying is an important re-
lease for frustration, anger and sadness. 
Tell your children, girls and boys alike, that 
crying can help them to feel better. Have a 
box of tissues ready and honor their tears 
and yours as well.

3. Drawing and Writing: Children enjoy 
journaling in a notebook, diary or on the 
computer. Younger children can dictate their 
thoughts especially as an accompaniment to 
their drawings. Keep a basket of markers, 
crayons, colored pencils and lots of paper 
readily available.

4. Reflective Listening: Reflective listening 
is an essential skill of effective parenting. 
When children feel listened to and under-
stood they are more receptive to parental 
guidance. The book: How To Talk So Kids 
Will Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk teaches 
active listening. Guidance counselors and 
teachers can direct parents to other books, 
websites, and parenting classes.

5. Use Media: Books, television shows, 
songs, and movies often provide opportuni-
ties for conversation starters with your chil-
dren.

6. Plan It: Be proactive and have family 
meetings or a regular “check in” time with 
your children. The latest research shows 
that it’s beneficial for children to sit down 
to a meal five times a week with at least one 
adult. Children also enjoy routines and fam-
ily traditions (e.g. bedtime stories, movie 
night, Saturday game time, pizza night).

Family tradition ideas:__________________

7. Laughter: Keep a sense of humor. Take 
time to play and goof around, this type of 
activity engages children and helps to dif-
fuse some of the overwhelming feelings. It’s 
great for the adults too!
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People have a lot of different feelings:

Sad Confused Happy

           

Excited       Angry

How are you feeling right now? Can you look at each face and think about a time 
when you felt that way?

Draw a face from your imagination and give it a feeling name:

Ask someone you love to draw a feeling face and 
tell about their feelings:
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My Family Has Changed
Draw a picture showing how your family has changed.
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Let’s write a letter or email…

Write a short letter to express your feelings about the changes in your 
family.  There is no “right” or “wrong” way to write the letter.  Here are 
some things to think about to help you get started:

Be honest.  Tell how you really feel.

Use all the feeling words you can think of that fit you.  Include all 
kinds of feelings.

Tell what happened to make you feel the way you do.

Write what might help you feel better.

Write to as many people as you want (use extra paper).

Dear___________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

From_________________________________

            

You’ve got mail…

Feeling words: confused, happy, 
sad, excited, disappointed, 
surprised, mad, awesome, 
anxious, curious, afraid, lucky,
stressed, relieved…

        



52

What are your top three questions?

1.

2.

3.

Ask your questions!
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Family changes bring up lots of questions.

Make a list of what you think will stay the same and a list of things 
you think might change.

These things will stay the same:

___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________

These things might change:

___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
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Feelings Meter

Let people know how you’re feeling by using this meter.

1

3 4
5

2
Bad News

Needs
Improvement

Okay

Good

Great

How do you feel about:

___ Schedule with your parents

___ Your day at school

___ Time with friends

___ Amount of homework

___ Weekend plans

___ ______________________
                        (Your own words)
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Kids’ tips for living in two homes:
 ❖ Make sure I get to see my friends, cousins and grandparents.

 ❖ I want to be with my pets!

 ❖ I like to just be with my parent, no girlfriend or boyfriend over.

 ❖ I like to call or text my other parent.

 ❖ I keep pictures of my family by both my beds.

 ❖ I have doubles of what I use a lot like my toothbrush.

 ❖ I have a “launching pad” where I keep stuff that goes back and 
forth. I have a list of stuff I need to remember, and a big calendar 
that shows my schedule, no guessing.

 ❖ When I forget stuff no one gets mad and my parents make sure I 
get the stuff I really need, even if it’s a pain! (like my bike)

 ❖ Being picked up and dropped off at school/childcare is the best.

 ❖ I get help packing and when I get home my bag is there. 

 ❖ I asked my parents not to get into talking when we switch because 
I don’t like waiting and sometimes they fight!

 ❖ When it’s close to the time to switch I get a few reminders so I 
can finish what I’m doing.

 ❖ When there is crying or a sad face when I leave I feel sad and guilty.

 ❖ If I don’t want to go, my parents remind me of the good times.

 ❖ I like it when one parent helps me make gifts or buy cards for my 
other parent for holidays and birthdays.

 ❖ Say “have fun” when I leave!

 ❖ My parents ask me what I like and don’t like about my schedule.

 ❖ My fuzzy bear is always with me.

 ❖ My clothes are mine and I can take them back and forth, even my 
special stuff that one parent bought me.

 ❖ If I get to stay up late my other parent doesn’t care as long 
as I get my homework done.

 ❖ When my school work gets put on the refrigerator I get help making 
a copy to show to my other parent.

Add to this list and circle ones that you want to show your parents!
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