The idea of visitation with your own child is
a ridiculous concept. Parents do not visit
their children; parents live with their
children. Your child has two parents who no
longer live in the same home, so you each
must take turns living with the child - even
if it is only for a few hours or for a
weekend. Here’s some advice for the

tustodial and non-custodial parent.
By Brette McWhorter Sember

Advice for the
Non-Custodial Parent

You used to live in the same house with your child, and your activities
together developed naturally. Now you see your child for visitation, and
everything feels artificial, It can be hard to figure out how to have a nor-
mal life with your child when you see each other on a schedule, The first
thing to do is just relax! You and your child love each other, and it
really doesn't matter what you actually do as long as you're spending
time together. Although you may experience bumps in the road as
your child ages and as situations change, generally speaking, it will
gel easier.

You Are Not an Entertainer

Many non-custodial parents feel as if they must entertain their children
when they're together (often called the “Disneyland Dad Syndrome”),
When you lived in the same house with your child, were you respon-
sible for his or her constant entertainment? Of course not. You were two
people, living under the same roof, who shared some activities. This
isn't going to be as easy anymore simply because your time together
is scheduled, feels more formal, and is shorter than it used to be. Some
changes will be necessary, but cultivate the attitude that you're living
together and that your time together is not some sacred institution
that must be recognized with continual exciting events and fast-food
dinners. You need to get back to being comfortable with each other.

Continuing Daily Activitie

Make the time you spend together feel comfortable and narural. Don’t
rent five videos or make plans to have a heart-to-heart chat unless
this is something you normally would have done. Get out of bed when



#r. waich TV together, play some
gone time. You can be in the same

sting with each other. It's OK 1o
sh. read the paper, or do your hair.

rally will reassure your child and
home and not a vacation spot.
with you, you shouldn’t ignore

b Your Home

& vour child comfortable in your
o or at least some space to call
d to arrange and decorate the
rge or overspend on the set up

i to make it comfortable and livable.

hings is fine, but your goal is not to
o compensale for the divorce or
m or her it would be better to live

we in your home - by using the TV,
aower, having friends over, and so
ean up his or her own messes and per-
% This is an important part of really feel-

‘home,” not as “my home.” Your home
—even if he or she isn't there all the

io Do

pee to expand your child’s horizons. Have
you ah=ys jske your child kite-flying? Do you think your
child mie & in starting a collection of some kind? Try
new things ! and see how you both like them. You can
do thingsth sver would have been able to do with the dther
parent be minaid to give new things a chance. Give both
you and your chk to experiment and try new things
logethes.
L
Going ouwt
2y
Just as you whes you lived under the same roof, sometimes you will
want 10 go ous with your child. Plan things that you will both enjoy,
but remember not 1o overplan. Get input from your child about
where he or she would like to go, and choose age-appropriate activ-
ities. Be sure to inchade visits to your family; children need to remain
connected to their extended families. If you have your child with you
for a weekend. one event or big outing is plenty. Continue to do nor-
mal errands and outings as needed. Simply riding in the car togeth-
er is a great opportunity to talk and be together.

Ideas for Visitation Activities

It can be hard to decide what you should do together during visitation.
Remember that your child may have activities such as sports =~

Things to Say About Visitation

* It is important to me that you spend time with
your mom/dad.

= | want you to spend time with Mom/Dad because
she/he is your other parent and that will never
change.

 Yes, I'll miss you, but I'm glad you’ll have some time
with Mom/Dad.

* Have fun! See you when you come home.

* |'m sorry you don't feel like going, but today is
your day to be with Mom/Dad.

* He/She will always be your mom/dad, and |
wouldn't have it any other way.
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practice or a friend's birthday party sched-

uled during your time; make sure you plan
around these.

You will probably find that as you have
more time alone with your child, you will
find more and more things to do together,
and you will be willing to try things that
you never would have when you lived
together. Remember to be yourself, and
if you are not comfortable with the
thought of a certain activity or outing, then
just don’t plan it. If you are simply terrified
of water, then it is silly to plan to take your
child fishing, Your child loves you for who
you are, not for the things you plan,

Try sgme of these ideas for things to
do together:

* Play cards or a board game

* Do a word or jigsaw puzzle

* Build a model from a kit

* Paint or draw

* Take a walk

* Rent a movie

* Play a computer or video game
* Make a snowman

* Make a scrapbook of your time
together

Cook something together

Do a craft project together
Toss a ball around outside
DPraw your dream houses
Make up a story together
Brush the dog

Do yoga, tai kwan do, or other
exercises

Wash the dishes or clean the house
Dance

Read aloud to each other
Invite family members over
Plan a party or vacation

Plant a garden

Go for a bike ride

Do car repairs together

Watch birds

Design a family crest

Paint the child’s room

Use a telescope

Tell your child stories about him/
herself

+ Play hide-and-go-seek
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= Be polite and friendly to the other

_parent. Smile!

« Try not to rush. Being frantic just

= Make it clear you're happy to see

your child when your time togsther
begins.

Talk about what's happening at
school or in the news

Do homework (you do some of your
work while your child does schoolwork,
or assist vour child when needed)
Watch TV and ralk about what you are
watching

Start a stamp collection

Research bugs

Paint a room

Research your family history or
genealogy or the meanings of your
names

Go to the park

Go to the library

Go to a make your own pottery shop
Go to a movie

Do volunteer work together

Waich a sporting event

Get your hair cul together

Go to an amusement park

Visit friends or relatives

Go to a museum

Go kite-flying

Walk around city hall

Ride a bus or the subway

Go camping, even if for an afternoon
Pick flowers or collect rocks

Go to the zoo

Take a nature walk

Take a class together (such as art,
karate, dance, horseback riding, etc.)
Go hiking, skiing, sledding, skaring,
bike-riding, rollerblading, or canoeing
Attend local puppet shows and
children's performances

Attend story-time at a library or
bookstore

Browse around a book or music store
Hang out with friends whd have kids
the same age

Go on a picnic

Go grocery shopping for a meal you
plan to make together

Attend a concert
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Vacations

Your parenting plan may include a long
period of time each year for you and your
child to vacation together. Remember that
you do not have to actually go anywhere
during this time. Staying at home is
absolutely fine. You should try, however,
to arrange your schedule so you can spend
alarge portion of this time with your child.
Ifyou do decide to travel or go somewhere,
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riencing. Maybe a schedule change would
help things.

If none of this helps, and the other par-
ent continues to deny you visitation at
your scheduled times or is consistently
late getting the child to you for visitation,
you need to speak to your lawyer.

Advice for the
Custodial Parent

You may feel that, in many ways, your hard

ork . You take the time to make
a good relationship with

your child, and anything the other parent
does or doesn't do isn't your problem.

Actually, this really isn't the case. You
need to encourage visitation and your
child's relationship with the other parent
to make sure that your child is able to
handle it and get the benefits from it.

If you feel your ex-spouse is not the
greatest parent, it is even more impor-
tant that you support and encourage vis-
itation since he or she may not be com-
pletely on top of it. Part of your
responsibility as a custodial parent is

making sure that your child benefits from
a continued relationship with his/her oth-
er parent.

Talking to Your Child About
Visitation

The one thing to remember when com-"
municating with your child, verbally and
non-verbally, is that you must be positive
and encouraging about the time he or she
spends with the other parent. Your actions
convey as much information as your e
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Advice you can trust.




child

words. If you slam the door when the oth-
er parent leaves, speak to him or her ina
hostile voice, or allow your body language
to convey your anger, this information will
get through to your child and inform him
or her that you really wish he or she was-
n’'t spending time with the other parent.
This is hurtful and confusing to children
and teens alike,

Sometimes, children act as if they don’t
want to go with the other parent; your job
is to make sure that they do. Sometimes,
children act as if they can't wait to get

away from you; your job is not.show any
resentment or anger about this, You are, of
course, going to have emotional reactions
to these two situations. The key is not to
show them around your child if possible,

Your Responsibility for
Visitation

When the court gave you custody of your
child, the ]udge also gave you the respon-
sibility for making sure your child contin-
ued to have the other parent in his or her

# express your anger more constructively
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life. In faet, if you interfere with or try to
avoid visitation, this can be the basis for a
change of custody. You have a responsi-
bility to make sure that visitation is a pri-
ority in your child’s life. Do not schedule
vour child for a regular activity on the oth-
er parent’s day without discussing it with
your ex or seeing what arrangements can
be made. Make sure you emphasize to
your child that visitation must be given
priority in his or her life.

When Your Child Doesn't
Want to Go

Most children reach a point where one day
they say that they do not want to go on
visitation. Visitation is not optional for your
child, just as it is not optional for you.
Spending time with one's parents is a life-
long commitment. When your children
are adults, they can decide for themselves
il they wish to continue their relationships
with their parents. While they are children,
they don't have this choice. You are the
parent and you must make sure that your
child follows the rules that have been cre-
ated for your family. Furthermore, you
have been ordered by the court 1o allow
visitation at scheduled times. If you do not,
vou are violating a court order and can be
held in contempt of court, which can mean
jail time and fines, not to mention the fact
that you could lose custody.

If your child refuses to go, you are
responsible for making sure he or she goes.
Use the discipline techniques that are
effective with your child (note; physical
punishment is never an effective discipline
technique): take away privilefes, take away
cherished items, and so on.

You and your ex must present a united
front on this matter. You must both aet
as if the scheduled time is going to happen
and you must not give in. If you give in
and allow your child to stay home with
you once, jt becomes clear to the child
that he can play one of you off the other.
that you don't mean what you say, and
that you're not serious about how impos-
tant time with the other parent is.

Il you think that you "win" by keep-
ing your child home, you're mist :
You're effectively denying your child his
her right to have two parents that love
care for him or her - through good
and bad times.
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lincourage them to send each other
letters and packages. Set up an e-mail
account for your child. or use an online
instant messenger program so that the
child and other parent can communicate
quickly and easily. They can send each
other [axes, post things on a private web-
site, or see each other via web cams. There
are also computer games you can buy,
such as “JumpStart Baby” (from The
Learning Company), that allow the child
and other parent to play a computer game

together over the Internet. Take photos
vour child can send to the other parent.
Send copies of report cards and video-
tapes of recitals.

When the other parent and your child
do see each other in person, it will need to
be in bigger chunks of time than the typ-
ical visitation schedule. If your child is
very young, it makes more sense for the
other parent to come to your area so that
the child can continue to have time with
both parents. As a child grows, he or she
will be able to visit the other parent out
of town. Think about how you will arrange
transportation. Perhaps one of you could
drive the child there and the other parent
could drive the child home, Some parents
are comfortable allowing their children to
fly alone, and airlines can make accom-
maodations for this so that an employee
will escort the child.

While your child is away with the oth-
er parent, make sure that you have fre-
quent telephone and/or e-mail contact
so that the child knows you are still acces-
sible to him or her.

Coping With All That “Stuff"

One of the main things parents argue
aboutis their child's belongings. “You did-
n't send any clean underwear,” “How
could you forget to bring his soccer uni-
form back?” or “What do you mean you
can't find the pacifier?” Dealing with your
child’s “stuff” is one of the biggest diffi-
culties you may have to cope with.

It is a good idea to set some ground
rules about the belongings. There are
some items that will need to travel with
the child, such as school books, instru-
ments, sports equipment, special toys or
blankies, coats and shoes. It is best if the
other parent is encouraged to provide
some items that can stay at his or her
home. He or she can purchase some
clothes, toys, books, and 50 n to keep at
his or her home, or maybe there are some
items you are willing to send from your
home thar can stay at the other home.
This will reduce the amount of items being
exchanged.

Laundry is a heated point of contention
with some parents. The best policy is to
return the clothes that belong at the oth-
er house daundered. Older children can
take on this responsibility themselves.

Develop a system for making sure the
right items go with your child on visita-
tion. It may be helpful to post a list on
your refrigerator or bulletin board so that
nothing is forgotten while packing. In the
beginning, you will need to assist with
packing. 1t will take a while for your child
to get into the swing of this. Children over
age eight should be encouraged to start
to manage their belongings themselves.

If your child returns home and essen-
tial items are missing, you'll need to con-
tact your ex and arrange for him/her to
drop them off or for you to go pick them
up. Encourage the other parent to use a list
to keep track of what needs to come home.
You can also send a checklist of every-
thing you have packed if you think this
will help. You may wish to use a marker
chart so the list can remain permanent.
You can mark items off each time in
erasable marker. B

This article has been edited and excerpt-
ed from The Visitation Handbook for
the Custodial and Non-Custodial
Parent: Your Complete Guide to
Parenting Apart by Brette McWhorter
Sember (Sourcebooks, 2002). This book
is actually two books in one: one side for
each separated/divorced parent who
must now figure out how to share their
children. The two parts address the
unique concerns, situations, emotions,
and practical problems faced by the
custodial and the non-custodial parent.
Written by a divorce attorney, this book
is filled with practical advice from her
own experience with families facing the
challenges of shared parenting.
Available at better hookstores every-
where; visit www.sourcebooks.com for
more information about this and other
divorce-related titles.
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