Why You Need
Children’s Cooperation
and How to Get It

c°.p'nnﬂn’ Editor's Note: Every year, RS ;
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children of divorce. In settling

custody issues, their parents are likely to create co-parent- v J
ing agreements - committing to working together to raise
their kids. But co-parenting has its challenges, In this
fourth part of our series on co-parenting, we explore
how to get - and keep - your children’s support
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Co-Parenting Different Age Children
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* Preschoolers

Successful co parenting requires your kids’ cooperation
as much as your own. Don't let your children control a
co-parenting schedule or arrangement. Let them know
that you value their input, but that ultimately co-par-
enting decisions are up to the adults.
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form of whining and difficult behavior. This 1s 2 normal part
of the adjustment process. Some kids become radically
opposed to visitation, going as far as to hide under their beds
or lock themselves in the bathroom

Regardless, visitation is not optional. If your child cried
about gaing to school, would you just give in and say, “Oh
OK, you can stay home™? Definitely not. Visitation is just as
important as school (more so, actoally),

If your child becomes upset about visitation, try to find
out what the problem is. Often, there'’s a specific issue at the
root of it - “Dad won't let me play video games” or “I'm
going to miss Amanda'’s party.”

Find out what is prompting the child’s opposition and
deal with the problem, not the issue of visitation. As far as
you're concerned, visitation has to happen

Wanting a Change in Custody

Some children will declare thar they want 1o live with
their other parent. And plenty of parents are thrown by this
statement, when, in fact, its a fairly normal reaction to
divorce or separation,

Kids often don't know what they really want. Your child
may be perfectly content living with you, or she may sudden-
ly declare that she hates you and wants to live with the other
parent. Understand that kids are going ro be confused by all
of this. It hard to have two parents in two places and to
want to be with both of them.

Some children do feel very strongly that they want a
change in custody. (Its common for teens to identify with
and want to live with the parent of the same gender, for
example.) The courts are always interested in children’s opin-
1ons in custody matters, but those opinions are given more
weight the older the child gets. And this is 4 rule of thumb
that parents can use as well: A 6-year-old telling vou that she
wants to live with mommy is much different from a 16-vear-
old who says the same thing,

Ideally, if « change in residential custody is ever going two
happen, it should happen by agreement. But this is almost
never the case — no parent wants to voluntarily agree to let
his or her child move oot and live with the other parent. In
most cases, the court will have 1o decide on a change of cus-
rody: If your teen is certain about what he wants, it’s a good
idea to listen and to try to avoid going to court. If you
protest 4 change in custody, your teen may feel that you're
fighting agamst him personally.

Overwhelmed by the Schedule

No matter what your schedule is or how perfect it may
seem to you, observe your child to see how she’s handling it.
A schedule that seems halanced 1o parents can be overwhelm-
ing to a child. Some kids simply can't handle going back and
forth between houses frequently. Kids who need more stabili-
tv may need to spend longer stretches at each house,

There are also kids who have a hard time with a schedule
that limits time with the nonresidential parent. Waiting two
weeks to see that parent can be really hard for a child who



needs constant contact. If your child seems to be struggling
with the schedule, it makes sense to consider changing it if
your child is not adjusting as well as you hoped.

Taking Sides

Another common problem in 3 co-parenting relationship
involves children who take sides, Often, it may seem as if
your child is tking your side, when actually he’s going to the
other parent’s house and taking that parent’s side as well.
Kids want 1o please the parent they're with, so it important
not to read too much into things your child says to you.

Some children end up firmly planted on one side of the
family battle lines. Boys may resent their fathers for leaving
and feel a need to protect their mothers, while girls may direct
their anger at their mothers. While there are some gender
links to this, any child can ¢nd up angry with either parent.
You and your ex have to make it clear thar the schedule will
continue. You must absolutely support each other and tell
your child that time with that parent is essential and not nego-
tisble. If you don't play into the game, the issue may go away.

Some kids maintain festering resentment against a parent
no matter what. These are situations when a good family
therapist can help a lot. Don't assume that you should juse
give up — therapy can be very helpful for everyone.

Manipulation

All kids are masters of manipulation, but children of
divorce may have the opportunity o perfect this behavior.
Your child may have his own agenda - reuniting the parents,
getting one parent in trouble with the other or changing the
schedule to be with the parent who is more lax.

To avoid this kind of manipulation, maintain open com-
munication with the other parent. Lots of families get into
trouble when the parents rely on what the child says instead
of what the other parent says. You and your ex have to devel-
op a level of trust that allows you to tlk to each other and
believe cach other when it comes to parenting.

Ultimately, snccesstul co-parenting 1s 2 team effort. The
parents must be the team leaders who work together to keep
the children on board with the process.4

Brette Sember is a former family law attorney and mediator.
She is the author of numerous books on divorce and child cus-
tody, including The Divorce Organizer & Planner, No-Fight
Divorce and How to Parent with Your Ex.

4 Read Our Co-ParentinD
Series Online

Brette Sember has written four articles for us on co-
parenting and how to make It work for your family.
Learn more about what co-parenting entails, how to
work more cooperatively with your ex and how to over-

come some common co-parenting pitfalls at
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