LEGAL ASSISTANCE 

MCB QUANTICO
PARENTS ARE FOREVER

(PARENTAL RESPONSIBILITY DURING SEPARATION AND AFTER DIVORCE)
Dear Parent:

    A separation or divorce from your spouse does not end your responsibility as a parent. Both of you should continue to make every attempt to play a vital role in the lives of your children. They still need the ongoing affection, interest and concern of both parents. Your children should understand and feel that you still love them in spite of the fact that you and your spouse could not live happily with each other. Don't travel the road to self-pity, living in the past, nurturing bitterness and turning the children against your former marriage partner. Instead, try reaching out for the opportunities that will make your life productive, satisfying and meaningful in a positive way. The way you cope with your separation or divorce will in a large part determine how your children cope with it. The guidelines which follow are intended to assist you in helping your children cope with the separation of their parents.

Sincerely,







Your legal assistance attorneys

SUGGESTED GUIDELINES FOR PARENTS INVOLVED IN SEPARATION

AND DIVORCE ACTIONS
    The following suggestions are made in light of years of experience by courts, family law counselors and child guidance experts and are provided for the benefit of both you and your children. Although you may be an ideal parent, under the present stress you may tend to overlook behavior on your part which you should be aware of.

    1. Allow yourself and your children time for readjustment. Convalescence from the emotional trauma of their parents' separation and/or divorce is essential. (Persistent problems at school, problems with eating or sleeping, signs of depression or other problems call for counseling.)

    2. Remember the best parts of your marriage. Share them with your children and use them constructively.

    3. Assure your children that they are not to blame for the breakup and that you still love them. Children, especially the young ones, often mistakenly feel that they have done something wrong and believe that the problems in the family are their fault. Small children may feel that some action or secret wish of theirs has caused the trouble between their parents.

    4. Continuing anger or bitterness toward your former partner can injure your children far more than the separation or divorce itself. Remember that the feelings you show are more important than the words you use.

    5. Refrain from voicing criticism of the other parent. Although this may be difficult, it is absolutely essential. Your children's healthy development is dependent on respect for both parents. Remember that critical remarks about your former spouse are about your children's other parent too.

    6. Do not force or encourage your children to take sides. To do so often hurts the children by creating frustration, guilt and resentment.

    7. Try not to upset your children's routine too abruptly. They need a sense of continuity and it is disturbing to them if they must cope with too many changes all at once. Help your children ease into their new routines as smoothly as possible.

    8. Separation and divorce often exert financial pressures on both parents. When there is a financial crisis, the parents' first impulse may be to keep the children from knowing it. Often, they would rather make sacrifices themselves than ask the children to do so. The atmosphere is healthier when there is frankness and when children are expected to help.

    9. Marriage breakdown is always hard on the children. They may not always share their distress or realize initially what this will mean to them. Parents should be direct and simple in telling their children what is happening and why, and in a way they can understand and digest. This will vary with the circumstances and with each child's age and comprehension. You should not try to hush things up and allow your children to feel that they must not talk or even think about what they sense is going on. Unpleasant happenings need an explanation which is brief, timely, direct and honest. Remember that the questions asked by your children may be a key as to how much information they are ready to absorb.

    10. The story of your separation and/or divorce may have to be retold as your children grow older and consider life more maturely. Though it would be unfortunate to present either situation as a tragedy and either parent as a martyr, it would also be unfortunate to pretend that there are no regrets and that the breakdown of a marriage is so common that it hardly matters. Remember that your attitudes about marriage will be conveyed to your children.

    11. The guilt that parents may feel about the marriage breakdown should not interfere in their disciplining of the children. The discipline that was necessary when both parents were present in the home is just as important when only one is around. Children need consistent control and direction. Over permissiveness or indecisive parents who leave their children at the mercy of every passing whim and impulse interfere with their children's healthy development. Children feel more secure when limits are set. They need and want to know what is expected of them. Children need leadership and sometimes authority. Parents must be ready to say "NO" when necessary.

    12. Don't overlook the fact that you are only human and don't be afraid to admit it. You won't be able to attain a perfect score as the perfect parent. (No one ever does even in the best of times.) Acknowledge and understand your shortcomings as a parent and try to improve every day.

    READ AND RE-READ these basic guidelines. Add to them by writing down your own positive approaches to handling your new way of living. Whenever practicable, discuss your thoughts and feelings with others whom you trust and feel comfortable with.

SUGGESTED VISITATION GUIDELINES FOR PARENTS

    The behavior of parents has a great influence on the emotional adjustment of their children, particularly after the family has experienced a separation or divorce. The following visitation guidelines have proven to be helpful in achieving meaningful visitation and are recommended for your consideration.

    1. Visitation should be pleasant not only for the children, but for the parents too. It should help your children maintain a positive relationship with their visiting parent.

    2. The visit should not take place only in the children's home. The visiting parent may want the children to visit in his or her home overnight, or may want to plan an enjoyable outing.

    3. The question is often asked, "Should the father take the children to his girlfriend's house?", or vice-versa if the mother is the non-custodial parent. Visitation is a time for the parent and children to be with and enjoy each other and to maintain positive relationships. Remember that although such trips should not be ruled out altogether, having other people participate may dilute the parent-child experience. Before involving stepparents, grandparents or anyone else in the visitation experience, consider that such involvement may appear to the children that the parent does not have time for them and that he or she does not care enough to give them his or her undivided attention.

    4. Adhere to your visitation schedule; however, when a must be cancelled or delayed (and sometimes it will have to inform the other parent immediately with a full explanation the children. The parent with whom the children are living prepare them physically and emotionally for the visit and failing to keep a visit without notification may be construed as rejection by the children.

    5. It may be necessary to adjust the visitation schedule from time to time according to your children's age, health and interests. Remember that as children grow older, their own friends and activities become increasingly important. If there is a scheduling conflict, you should be reasonable adults and work the problem out together.

    6. Frequently, non-custodial parents ask, "Why should I visit?" Although they are hurt and no longer feel needed, the answer is simple. The children still need both parents even though their parents are no longer able to get along.

    7. The visiting parent often wonders where he or she will take the children on the visits and what should be planned in the way of amusement, particularly if the children are young. Although activities may add to the pleasure of a visit, the most important aspect of a visit is the visiting parent's involvement with the children. A giving of yourself is more important than whatever material things you may give your children.

    8. The visit should not be used to check on the other parent. The children should not be used as little spies and pumped for this kind of information. Often in the children's minds, the parents hate each other and, if this belief is reinforced, they may be uncomfortable at the time of visitation.

They feel that they have already lost one parent and are afraid of losing the other. For this reason, parents should show mutual respect for each other.

    9. Children may be confused and anxious after a visit. If so, both parents should make every effort to discuss the problems and agree on ways to deal with them.

    10. Both parents should strive for agreement in decisions pertaining to the children, especially those involving child discipline, so that one parent is not undermining the other parent's efforts.

    11. Use your common sense. Do not attempt to visit your children if you have been drinking.

We realize that these guidelines will not answer every problem that may arise nor will they provide a solution to every question raised; however, if they are able to assist you in a time of crisis, or stress, then they have served their purpose.

IF YOU NEED HELP

    It is unfortunate that many people believe that to ask for help is a sign of weakness, for in reality it is a sign of strength. It takes a great deal of courage for a person to say, "I have a problem that I cannot solve alone and I need help with it." Asking for help does not mean that a person is incapable of solving his problems, for in the final analysis, it is the person himself who solves his problems.

    Professional counseling may create an awareness which an assist you in dealing with your, or your children's problems. The counselor's function is simply to guide people and give them some direction in their search for solutions. There are few people who have not needed help at some time in their lives. Those who reach for professional help in times of crisis tend to have a better chance of finding effective and permanent solutions in a short time.

    If you need marriage and/or family counseling before, during, or after a separation or divorce, do not hesitate to ask for help. Sources to contact in order to obtain the needed assistance here include, among others, your legal assistance attorney, your doctor, your chaplain, or the Family Services Center.

