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PARENTING TOGETHER APART:
Splitting Up the Kids
March 5, 2010

I’m Jen Singer, the
mother of boys who
talk to her through the
bathroom door.
At MommaSaid.net,
moms like you can get
some laughs and
validation while your
kids find new places to
leave crumbs.

by Brette Sember
In most divorces or separations, the
children live together at one parent’s home.
There are times though, when the children
end up in different households after a
separation or divorce. In general, courts
believe it is in the best interest of siblings for
them to live together. A divorce is hard enough, but to ‘lose’ a parent
and also a sibling at the same time is a huge change.
If you had Child A living with you and your ex had Child B living with
him and you each had visitation with the opposite child on the
weekends, the two children would never actually see each other. The
sibling relationship is one that courts want to preserve and which you
as a parent should be concerned about maintaining as well.
When You Should Split Your Kids Up
Most of the time, as I’ve said, you want your kids to have their primary
residence together. There are some situations when this isn’t the best
plan. If you have two children who are very, very combative or abusive
with each other, putting some space between them could be a wise
thing. This could also be useful if one child is working through some
serious mental health problems, or if you find parenting both of them
together all the time is an impossible task because of the way they
behave when they are together and a therapist recommends a
separation between the siblings.
If you are in a situation where Child A has a very difficult relationship
with you and Child B has a very difficult relationship with your ex, it
might make sense to place them with the parents they are least
combative with. Consulting with a therapist is a wise move before
making this type of decision. Remember that ALL kids go through
phases where they are in conflict with a sibling or parent and this does
NOT mean an automatic separation is the solution. In fact, in most
situations, it is best if everyone remains in place and learns how to
work through the problems they are facing.
Perhaps the most common split custody situation happens when one
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child is an older teen and feels like there is more freedom at the nonresidential parent’s home and asks to live there. This is usually an
attempt to try a little wing-spreading and test the waters of
independence away from the residential parent. Living with mom and
kid brothers or sisters sometimes feels babyish to older teens who see
the other parent’s home as the perfect solution.
It’s also common for a teen to seek same-sex bonding and want to
live with the same-sex parent. In these situations, you and your ex
need to talk about what the teen is asking for. If you’re both willing to
give it a try, it can be a helpful experiment. The teen often finds the
grass is not always greener on the other side. If you are opposed to it
but your ex is not, you should know that courts do generally listen to
teen’s preferences as long as the other parent can provide a safe
home.
When Money Woes Play a Role
Some families consider splitting the kids up because neither parent
feels financially able to support all of the children in one home. This
idea is usually misguided – if you have all of the children, you will be
entitled to child support, which will make it more financially feasible.
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Explaining the Split to the Kids
If you do come to the conclusion that your kids would be better off in
different houses, it is very important that you do not paint one child as
the difficult one whose fault it is. Always make it clear that you the
parents have decided this is what is best (or that the judge decided
this) and it is no one’s fault and there is nothing the children did that
made it happen.
Brette McWhorter Sember is a
retired family attorney and
mediator and nationally known
expert about divorce and
parenting after divorce. She is the
author of The Complete Divorce
Handbook (Sterling), The Divorce Organizer & Planner(McGraw-Hill),
How to Parent With Your Ex: Working Together for Your Child’s Best
Interest (Sourcebooks) and No-Fight Divorce: Spend Less Money,
Save Time, and Avoid Conflict Using Mediation (McGraw-Hill). Her
web site is www.BretteSember.com.
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