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By the time
couples
separate or

divorce, it is usually
safe to say that
communication
has already broken
down. Once they’re

living apart and attempting to copar-
ent their children, all sorts of new
communication issues arise that can
cause everyone in the family more
pain in an already painful situation.
That’s where technology comes in.
Several online tools are available

today to help parents keep track of
schedules, expenses, and a host of
other information that can prevent
misunderstandings and arguments
down the road. In fact, these sites
can even allow parents to communi-
cate with one another less directly,
which is especially helpful when
talking on the phone has become
uncomfortable or problematic. In
short, these sites provide tools that
can promote greater harmony for a
two-household family.

Communication tools
Online tools even have the potential
to decrease the number of misunder-
standings that lead to repeated court
visits by significantly reducing the
“he said/she said” phenomenon. As a
result, courts are beginning to realize
the value of these online sites and, in
some cases, are ordering parents to
use one of them. When a guardian
ad litem or other professional is
granted access to such a site, it
provides the opportunity to easily
keep tabs on parents and make sure

that they are abiding by court orders.
Here is a rundown of some of the

most popular online tools for parents:
• OurFamilyWizard.com was

developed by a divorce lawyer in
Minnesota when a cousin’s family
experienced a particularly disastrous
Christmas. No one knew where he
or she was supposed to be, and it
created the kind of tension that ruins
the holiday season for everyone.
Holidays can be a special problem

because the normal schedule may
no longer apply. A miscommunica-
tion—whether inadvertent or on
purpose—can be traumatic for the
entire extended family. OurFamily-
Wizard.com is designed to resolve
issues like this by keeping a record
of all communications. This
eliminates the possibility of anyone
claiming that something was or
wasn’t said.
The visitation scheduling calendar

is just one feature of the site, howev-
er. Information can also be kept in
a journal, information bank, expense
log, and message board. Setting up
OurFamilyWizard and other sites
like it may be a bit labor-intensive
in the beginning, but once the
preliminary data is entered, updating
can be done with a minimal time
commitment.
Of course, the calendar remains

the most used tool on the site.
OurFamilyWizard color-codes the
calendar, making it easy to see which
visitation days belong to the father
and which to the mother. This
schedule can even be put into place
for up to three years. Scheduling
conflicts are highlighted with an



Dear Parent:
The American Bar Association Section of Family Law has
created this handbook for you. It is designed to help you
make the best possible decisions as you structure the
terms of your parenting time-share plan.

The articles in this issue will help you understand the
legal process, your children’s developmental needs, and
answer many of your questions about parenting plans and
coparenting. Ultimately, we hope that the plan you devise
will convey to your children that, no matter what, they
have two loving and involved parents and two places they
can call “home.”

Best wishes,

Kathleen A. Hogan, Editor in Chief
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exclamation point, and requests by a parent
for a schedule change are indicated with a
question mark. Children’s schedules also can
be listed on the calendar, and the color-
coding shows which parent is to pick up or
drop off the child.
The message board allows parents to

communicate with one another without
having to talk on the phone, and it gives
parents a communication forum that is easier
to keep confidential from the children. As
long as passwords are well guarded, commu-
nicating via the message board reduces the
possibility of a child’s overhearing a sensitive
telephone conversation or running across
an upsetting e-mail. The message board also
prevents lost e-mail, as all messages are kept
in one location without the need for e-mail
transmission.
Parents can decide whether they want

e-mail and/or text message notifications,
however, when new information has been
added to a particular area on the site. For
example, parents might choose not to be
notified when additional health insurance
information is updated, but they may want
to know immediately when the other parent
puts a last minute schedule change on the
message board.
An information bank allows parents to

upload school and health insurance informa-
tion, including school schedules, teacher
contact numbers, immunization records,
emergency contacts, and other data that may
be useful to keep in a central, easy-to-access
place. Keeping this information online can
be very helpful in an emergency situation
because it can be at a parent’s fingertips wher-
ever an Internet connection can be found.
The expense log is probably the most

complex but, arguably, the most valuable fea-
ture of OurFamilyWizard. It allows parents
to enter expenses for each child, and the site
tracks and calculates each parent’s share of
expenses, while also allowing the other par-
ent to approve or disapprove each expense.
Each time a parent adds an expense to the
log, a message is posted to the message board
alerting the other parent. Expenses, such as
court fees, that are to be shared 50/50 can
be calculated automatically, and parents can

(Continued on page 31)
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Over the past couple of decades, we have
become increasingly aware that children
benefit from having both parents
involved in their lives. In many families,
mother and father work outside the home
and participate equally—or nearly so—in
children’s day-to-day care. For these and
other reasons, an increasing number of
divorced (or never married) parents are choosing to
implement a parenting plan in which each parent has
physical custody of the children for roughly equal
amounts of time. Although such arrangements are
sometimes referred to as joint custody, the term equal
timeshare parenting plan distinguishes these arrange-
ment from situations in which legal, rather than
physical, custody is held jointly. (Legal custody refers
to parental authority to make decisions about the
important issues in a child’s life, such as education,
religion, and health care.)
Traditional timeshare arrangements typically involve one

parent’s (most often the mother) being awarded primary
physical custody of the children, with the other parent hav-
ing visitation or access. In many states, there is a presump-
tion that one parent will be the primary physical custodian
and the other parent will have the children for an amount
of time determined by statute. Your attorney can advise you
as to the laws and customs of your jurisdiction.

Calculating time
Parenting time may be calculated on the basis of days,
overnights, or hours of actual access to the children. The
time children spend in school or sleeping, for example, does
not count toward parenting time.
Most traditional parenting-time-plan schedules repeat

every 14 days and include children’s spending every other
weekend and part of one evening a week with the noncusto-
dial parent. Time with the noncustodial parent may expand
to include a Sunday or midweek overnight. If the midweek
visit is impractical because of the children’s schedules, the
noncustodial parent (typically the father) may end up seeing
the children only two out of fourteen days. In such arrange-
ments, the noncustodial parent may become less of a
parental figure, less involved in the day-to-day tasks of par-
enting, and more like a relative with whom the child visits.
If the noncustodial parent’s relationship with the child

evolves along those lines, he or she may be reluctant to spend
time with the child on homework and chores, instead pre-

ferring to watch movies, go out to eat,
and play video games together. Like-
wise, the noncustodial parent may be
reluctant to enforce behavioral bound-
aries for fear that the child will not want
to “visit” in the future.
In traditional arrangements, children

are less likely to enjoy the benefits of an
active father in their lives, and over
time, noncustodial fathers may, in fact, see their children less
often. However, children, especially boys, do better with a
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Parenting
So that “equal access” means “the best of both parents”

regularly and meaningfully involved father. Boys with
involved fathers are more likely to do better in school and less
likely to get into trouble.
On the other hand, children raised with a father as

primary physical custodian may long to spend more time
with their mothers. Girls, especially, need substantial time
with their mothers.
Some states (Texas, for example) have moved away from

traditional timesharing plans and toward shared parenting-
time arrangements. This trend is based in part on research
that appears to show that shared parenting can benefit chil-
dren by affording them access to both parents. There are
problems with these studies, however, in terms of the meth-
ods by which the adjustment of children is measured, vary-
ing definitions of “joint custody,” and the use of families
who have chosen joint custody for themselves.
Relatively little is known about how children fare in fam-

ilies upon which a shared parenting-time plan is imposed by
the court, or agreed upon under pressure in processes such
as mediation. Recently, data published in Australia (which
invoked sweeping family law reform in 2006) suggest that,
like most questions about complex human interactions, the
answer is “it depends.”
One consistent finding is that children suffer when par-

ents have ongoing conflict after the divorce and are unable
to shield their children from it. Coparenting in a shared
parenting arrangement provides even more opportunities
for conflict of the type that is particularly harmful: that
which is related specifically to parenting the children.
In establishing a parenting time plan, keep in mind the
importance of reducing the conflict and refraining from
using children to relay hostile messages or obtain informa-
tion about the other household.
When it comes to your family, it is important to remem-

ber that you are the expert. Research findings reflect average
results for groups of families, but every family is unique.

Although considering the collective wisdom of “experts”—
and sometime seeking their advice—is often helpful, you
and the other parent are best equipped to make decisions
about your family.
Regardless of what the courts will decree and even when

parents are unable to agree on a final parenting plan, they
generally have the right to determine any division of time
upon which they can agree. In fact, judges prefer that
litigants make their own decisions and, in so doing, choose
a division of time that is best for their children.

Should you choose equal access?
If experts are unable to agree about whether a shared par-
enting-time plan is good for children, how are individual
parents supposed to decide which plan will work best for
their children?

Parent-related factors. In some situations, one parent is
tempted to seek an equal timeshare to “keep the peace” and
decrease the conflict, but this is unlikely to work in the long
run. It may resolve the immediate issue, but conflict is like-
ly to resurface in the future. If you and your estranged or
ex-spouse are unable to communicate without a high level
of anger and hostility or if there is a history of domestic vio-
lence or an unequal division of power between the two of
you, shared parenting is not a good option for your family.
Shared parenting is not appropriate if either parent has

abused the children or has problems with substance abuse
or mental illness that interfere substantially with his or her
ability to parent.

Stability. What was it like for your children before the
separation or divorce? How did you share responsibilities
for the children? Did you do all the transporting, and your
spouse kept tabs on homework? In some families, even
when the marital relationship is strained, parents share most
caretaking tasks—taking turns giving baths, running to
baseball practice, changing diapers. In others, there is a

BY SUSAN A . DWYER



more traditional division of duties.
It may be less stressful for children and the less involved

parent to maintain the same parenting patterns after separa-
tion or divorce. On the other hand, many parents (dads,
typically) who before the divorce left most day-to-day child-
care duties to the other parent are willing to contribute more
when they have the responsibility to do so.

Flexibility. Another consideration is that it is neither
possible nor desirable to maintain the same plan over time.
As months and years go by, the developmental needs of
children change, and a parenting plan should change
accordingly.
The circumstances of parents may change over time, and

households may expand to include new members of a now-
blended family. Especially when the divorce process is a
lengthy one, it is not uncommon to see blended families
before a final divorce decree has been granted.

Blended families. Parents and stepparents need to deter-
mine if and when all children from both parents should be
in the household together, when to alternate children’s pres-
ence in the home, or whether to have a mix of all children at

times. Factors to consider
include the relationships
among stepsiblings and
the relationships between
stepparents and children.
Particularly when a new
relationship immediately
follows a separation or
divorce, children may feel
angry and resentful at the
new partner, believing
that this person is respon-
sible for their parents
being apart.
Other children will be

happy about a new rela-
tionship and appear to

like the new partner. Over time, however, they may feel
jealous and left out, particularly when they find they have
to share their parenting time with the new partner, the new
partner’s children, and siblings born from the new relation-
ship. Children often are reluctant to talk about these feel-
ings for fear of angering or hurting their parent. Instead,
sometimes they will misbehave.
Your ex-spouse may be the one to tell you about your

children’s concerns. Listen and try not to dismiss them out
of hand as stemming from jealousy on his or her part. It
may be helpful to spend time alone with a child or your
children, without the new partner or the partner’s children.
Most importantly, listen to what your children say about
their thoughts and feelings without being defensive or
overreacting.

Practical issues. In structuring your plan, consider such

things as the proximity of one household to the other, to
school, and to extracurricular activities. Take into account
parents’ work schedules and their needs to have some child-
free time.
In an ideal situation, parents would maintain homes in

the same neighborhood. Children are then able to have one
set of friends, one bike, and perhaps even to travel from one
home to the other on their own. Most families do not have
this luxury, however, and children’s free access to both homes
whenever they like has its own set of problems. Communi-
cation between parents must be frequent and clear or the
children can fall between the cracks or—more likely—learn
to manipulate their parents to avoid responsibilities or to do
things that neither parent would allow. Consider economic
factors, such as how one parent’s time allocation with the
child affects child support. Ask your attorney how this works
in your jurisdiction.

Child-related factors. Consider too the age and develop-
mental level of the children, their temperaments, any spe-
cial needs, the relationships of each child with each parent
and with siblings, and the wishes of the children. Bear in
mind that the quality of relationships between children and
their parents tends to ebb and flow naturally over time.
Infants and very young children can tolerate less time

away from their primary caregivers than older children.
Breast-fed infants in particular have obvious restrictions in
this regard. Even with nursing infants, however, motivated
parents can arrange for a mother’s breast milk to be supplied
to the father for feedings.
Older children need to develop relationships outside of

the family. Peer relationships may be disrupted by timeshare
arrangements in which the child lives far from friends for
much of the time. If one parent lives in a neighborhood
with many children, and the other in a setting with few,
older children may become disenchanted with having “no
one to play with.”
’Tweens and younger teens typically place great impor-

tance on “hanging out” with friends. If time spent in one
household interferes with these friendships, teens likely will
balk at having to be there.

E
xtracurricular activities are another important
consideration. Older teens with their own
transportation may more easily conduct their
social lives from either household. Some chil-
dren are naturally more flexible and adaptable
than others. If your child takes a while to “set-

tle in” and adapt to each household, you might consider hav-
ing as few transitions between households as possible.
Children with problems, such as AD/HD or autism spec-
trum disorders, generally do better with fewer changes. Other
special needs children may require environmental adapta-
tions that may affect decision-making about parenting time
plans. When special equipment is required, it may be simpler
to have relatively few transitions between households.
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Fewer transitions result in children hav-
ing more consecutive days away from each
parent, a circumstance that needs to be bal-
anced against the benefits. Generally speak-
ing, it is good to keep siblings together;
however, there are situations in which it can
be helpful to separate siblings so as to reduce
conflict and provide each child with more
access to a parent.

Decision-making authority
Typically (but not always) an equal access
timeshare plan would involve shared deci-
sion-making authority. The parent with
whom the child is staying would make deci-
sions about day-to-day matters. Bigger deci-
sions would be made jointly. Mediation or
court intervention could resolve disagree-
ments. For parents who have chronic, ongo-
ing disagreements about major areas of the
child’s life—such as religion or education,
joint decision-making or joint legal custody
simply may not work.
It is difficult—although not impossi-

ble—to have an equal access parenting-time
plan with legal custody assigned to one par-
ent. Whether this is workable depends on
the nature of the disagreements and the
degree to which they affect everyday deci-
sion-making. The limits of the legal custo-
dian’s decision-making authority and the
rights of the parent without legal custody
vary by jurisdiction.

Making it work
If you decide on an equal timeshare plan for
your family, there are things you can do to
increase the likelihood of success. Above all,
strive for an attitude of cooperation with
your ex-spouse. Think in terms of the chil-
dren’s time, rather than Mom’s or Dad’s
time. Be considerate of the other parent’s
schedule and check first before scheduling
activities during the other parent’s parent-
ing time. Talk with your coparent before
discussing plans with the children, and, generally, avoid
using your children to carry messages between you—espe-
cially if the “message” is less than friendly.
Decide ahead of time how you and the other parent will

manage the children’s clothing, school supplies, toys, home-
work, etc. Put your plan in writing. Arrange to revisit the
plan (and be prepared to revise it) on a regular, predeter-
mined basis. Addressing some of the common problem areas
before they occur may help to avoid unnecessary conflict

that may be stressful to your child.
Specify in your plan whether children will have separate

sets of clothing at each house. This may be a good idea if
parents have younger children and are likely to have conflicts
about clothing care. Older children are more likely to have
strong opinions about what they wear and will likely be less
amenable to not having access to half of their wardrobe.
Some parents find it helpful to duplicate some items,

such as bicycles and other sports gear. This can be a good
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Structuring an
Equal Timeshare

Equal timeshare plans can be con-
structed in a variety of ways.
At one extreme, children may
spend half the year with one

parent, and the other half with the other. At
the other extreme, children may rotate
between homes every other day. If parents
live close enough, children may be able to
enjoy daily access to both parents.

In rare situations, parents may consider
a “bird nesting” arrangement, in which they
alternate living in the residence with the

children. This arrangement requires parents to be very flexible and willing to
sacrifice for their children. Conflicts may arise over issues such as mainte-
nance of the property and privacy of personal effects. A bird nest arrangement
may offer a financial advantage to some couples early in a separation. It can
also ease the transition for children.

As a long-term arrangement, however, there are financial and practical
disadvantages. Parents need to determine who will own the home and be
responsible for its upkeep. They need to maintain separate residences (or deal
with issues inherent in sharing yet another place). Further complications are
likely over time, such as a parent’s need to relocate or to enter into a new
romantic relationship.

A more typical equal timeshare arrangement is one in which the children
alternate homes on a weekly basis. In one such plan, children leave for school
from one home on Friday morning and begin the week at the other parent’s
home after school on Friday. Sometimes, the rotation begins and ends on a
Wednesday or Thursday.

For younger children, a three-two/two-three schedule may be implemented.
For example, children would spend Tuesday and Wednesday and Thursday at
Mom’s, Friday and Saturday at Dad’s, then Sunday and Monday at Mom’s;
Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday at Dad’s and so on. Children are not separat-
ed from either parent for more than a few days, and over time parents have an
opportunity to be involved in daily activities all week long. On the other hand,
this arrangement requires good organizational skills on the part of parents, and
can be confusing to the children.

Another variation is a plan in which parents have children on the same days
each week during the school week and alternate weekends. For example,
Mom might have the children every Monday and Tuesday, Dad would have
them every Wednesday and Thursday, and the parents would alternate week-
ends. —S.W.D .



idea when parents live far apart and have
numerous practice schedules and ballgames
to juggle. Obviously, this option is not finan-
cially workable for everyone.
Some parents feel that a gift should stay in

the household in which the child received it.
Unless there are special circumstances that
dictate otherwise, consider allowing children
to decide when to take their possessions. It is
especially important that prized “transitional
objects” (stuffed animals, blankets, etc.)
accompany the child from home to home.
It may not be realistic to aim for perfect

consistency of schedules, rules, and disci-
pline between households. If they are too
different, however, conflict is likely and chil-
dren’s adjustment may suffer. Attempt to
reach agreement with your coparent on key
issues, such as school-night bedtimes, meal-
time rules, and which electronic media are
permissible
Sometimes parents have children with

such divergent developmental needs that it is
necessary to implement multiple parenting-
time schedules concurrently. This type of sit-
uation is most common when there are
teenagers or infants with elementary-school
age siblings. Ultimately, divorced coparents
must—as all parents do—balance the needs
of individual children with those of the fam-
ily as a whole.
Although having an agreed upon struc-

ture and schedule is important, being flexi-
ble when necessary is most important. When
circumstances arise—the other parent must
work overtime or your child wants to attend
an event with the other parent on “your”
time—don’t rigidly insist on sticking with
the plan. Find a balance between providing a
secure and predictable structure for your
children and incorporating enough flexibili-
ty to account for unforeseen circumstances
and the normal changes that occur in fami-
lies over time. fa

Susan A. Dwyer, Ph. D., HSPP, is vice-president

of Collaborative Family Law Solutions, a group of

family lawyers and mental health professionals

working to promote collaborative divorce in Allen

County, Indiana. She is a licensed psychologist and

has worked in mental health for more than two

decades, serving families, parents, and children of

divorce in a variety of roles including therapist,

evaluator, expert consultant, and guardian ad litem.
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Prior to 2000, the general consensus was that infants and toddlers should
live with the person who historically has been the child’s primary caregiver.
However, beginning with a set of important articles published in 2000, the
general consensus today is that children are best served by continuous and
frequent contact with both parents.
In developing your parenting plan, you will hear and read about the con-

cept of “attachment.” Attachment refers to the type of relationship that
develops between parent and child. It is not linked to any specific parenting
behaviors, practices, or styles. Attachment refers to a parent’s tuning in to the
subtle and obvious signs and signals of a child. In a sense, attachment is
about the dance of intimacy between parent and child. Attachment develops
as parents respond in appropriate and timely ways to the signs and signals of
their child.
Most research during the 1950s and 1960s that examined attachment,

parenting, and child development was based on research involving young
children and their mothers. The focus on mothers was a matter of conve-
nience because the American middle-class family was generally composed of
a stay-at-home mother and a work-outside-the-home father. The available
research regarding child development, childrearing, attachment formation,
and parenting was often based only on studies that examined a child’s rela-
tionship with the mother—not because fathers were unimportant—but
because fathers were generally unavailable to participate in the research
because they worked away from home.
The results that were generated from the narrowly focused mother-child

research perpetuated the notion that children were best served by maternal
caretaking. How children developed attachments with their mothers was
described in study after study, with little, if any, corresponding research
examining children’s attachment to fathers. It was not until the late 1960s
that researchers began to include fathers in their research. This is an impor-

What child development research
tells us about age-appropriate
parenting plans has changed

significantly over the past 10 years.

One, Two,
Buckle

My Shoe
BY JONATHAN GOULD



tant fact to reflect upon. It was not that fathers were unim-
portant to childrearing. It was that little research focused on
father-based parenting and its impact on children.
At the same time, as researchers began to examine fathers’

roles in child development, changes began to occur in the
law of custody. The legal standard shifted from the “tender
years doctrine” to the “best interests of the child.” The tender
years doctrine was, simply put, that children need their moth-
ers more than they need their fathers during the tender years
from birth through about age seven. The best interests doc-
trine focused attention on what was best for the child,
whether it was parenting from the mother or from the father.
Interestingly, despite almost 50 years of legal precedent

supporting the best-interests-of-the-child standard, some
studies have found that judges continue to place greater
value on the tender years doctrine than on the best interests
standard. This is strong evidence that changing social beliefs
regarding a child’s needs for mother versus father is difficult
at best.
Why should historical context be important to you? You

may find several older resources that advocate for what I will
call the “happy mother–happy child” model. (It reasons that
if the mother is happy, the child will be, too.) There is little
support for this model today, but that does not stop people
from continuing to cite it and recommend it.
As research into the role of fathers in child development

continued, research into children’s attachment also pro-
gressed beyond the simple mother-child dyad. During the
1980s, researchers found that children were able to form

multiple attachments to multiple caretakers. Children were
also found to develop attachment hierarchies in which par-
ents were at the top and other caretakers occupied lower
positions. The finding that children are able to form multi-
ple attachments to multiple caretakers without any risk to
their development was contrary to earlier beliefs and con-
trary to the beliefs that laid the foundation for the tender
years doctrine.

During the 1990s, researchers focused attention on what
each parent provides to children through his or her respective
contributions to parenting. More recent research has revealed
that boys may react differently than girls to multiple, non-
parental caretakers during their infant and toddler and
preschool years. Other findings generally reveal how mothers
provide different types of parenting than fathers. The overall
consensus in the field is that children are best served when
they develop strong and secure attachments to each parent.
Likewise, when such attachments are developed, strong and
secure attachments should be enhanced, rather than disrupt-
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ed during separation and divorce.
If you have a very young infant, the sooner your child

learns to spend the night with each parent, the more likely
the child is to form secure attachments to each parent.
Recent literature about infants’ brain development suggests
that attachments may influence the development of brain
structures. Infants and toddlers who are well adjusted and
who have healthy and competent parents have few problems
spending the night with either parent. Most often, difficul-
ties in young children’s adjustment to overnights with the
noncustodial parent arise when a primary caretaker is anx-
ious about the arrangement. Another critical factor to suc-
cessful overnights is a predictable and consistent schedule
across households.

When parents separate and divorce and children are very
young, overnights with the father allow the child to be fed by
the father; bathed by the father; and nurtured by the father
at bedtime, during the night, and upon waking. The child
needs to learn that he or she is as safe with the father as with
the mother. Attachments strengthen when parents are able to
participate in caretaking of their child across different situa-
tions such as waking, sleeping, soothing, playing, and other
such activities.
Some recent research suggests that boys under six years of

age may have a somewhat more difficult time with
overnights because of their less developed verbal skills com-
pared with girls. Parental cooperation and communication
are needed to support such an enlightened and healthy par-
enting access plan.

Summary of research
You are going to read and hear a lot about attachment when
developing an age-appropriate parenting plan. Attachment
theory is very popular today. The original notion was that
mothers love their babies by protecting them from harm and
by nurturing them to explore their environment. Mothers
who protect their infants and toddlers from harm create an
environment in which the child is able to fully explore sur-
roundings and grow up to be big and strong and securely
attached. The problem with this romantic formulation is
that little research supports it.
In the beginning of attachment research, it was believed

that the early years of a child’s life are critical to developing
secure attachment and that once formed, a securely attached

infant or toddler is prepared to handle the big, bad world.
Over the past 10 years, we have learned that children’s attach-
ments are not necessarily stable over time. Attachments may
change over time, and there are predictable, acceptable rea-
sons for that change, especially if the child’s environment
changes as often happens in separating and divorcing
families.
It appears that the first 36 months of life are critically

important, and a child is best served by safe, secure, and con-
sistent caretaking from parents. The less disruption there is to
the child’s attachment to either caretaker, the better for the
child. Your job as a parent is to create a stable, safe, and pre-
dictable environment for the child, no matter his or her age.
There are factors, however, that may affect the child’s percep-
tion of the stability of your environment, the perceived safety
of your environment, and the consistency or predictability of
your environment. Each of these factors may affect the child’s
attachment to you and to the other parent.
The good news is that disrupted attachments can most

often be rehabilitated. Children need to spend time with
each parent to develop the view that each parent’s home is
safe. Children need to engage in a variety of activities with
each parent, across different contexts. That is, you need to
vary the activities you undertake with your child so that the
child develops a belief that no matter what the context, he or
she is safe, secure, and comfortable with either parent.
For many years, child development specialists and child

custody evaluators have tried to develop common-sense par-
enting plans based on research. Infants and toddlers general-
ly need time with each parent, but are unable to tolerate a lot
of time away from either parent. If there is a primary care-
taker, then the noncustodial parent should visit with the
child at least three to four times a week. Infants’ memories
are limited, and they have virtually no language expression.
Frequent visits allow for the infant to have multiple experi-
ences over time with the noncustodial parent, which increas-
es the likelihood that the infant will begin to remember who
the noncustodial parent is. Depending on the early caretak-
ing history, infants up to about 8 to 12 months may tolerate
an overnight with their father. Infants and early stage tod-
dlers may tolerate more overnights, depending on the care-
taking history, the temperament of the child, the level of
conflict between the parents, and other associated factors.
Infant attachment is best facilitated when each parent is

able to provide experiences in a variety of settings and across
a broad range of parenting situations. An infant is well
served when both parents are involved in bathing, feeding,
clothing, playing, soothing, diapering, and other parent-
child interactions.
As children grow, their memories and language skills

improve. As memory and language improve, toddlers and
preschoolers are able to spend more time away from each
parent. The general rule of thumb is that an early stage tod-
dler can tolerate about one to two days away from one par-
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ent, whereas an older toddler might be able to spend two or
three days away from a parent. Preschool children often can
tolerate three to four nights away, but parents need to be sen-
sitive to children’s feelings of homesickness and a need for
contact with the other parent.
A good rule of thumb is that both parents must be sensi-

tive to their children’s needs. Even when researchers recom-
mend no more than two days away from a parent during
toddlerhood, if the child reacts poorly to that separation,
parents need to adjust the parenting plan. This is where
things get dicey during custodial disputes. It is important to
respond to the specific and unique needs of your child. If a
child is homesick, parents need to place the needs of the
child ahead of their own needs and allow the child to have
access to the absent parent. The dicey part is when the
parent is projecting the parent’s own distress about being
separated from the child and making it seem as if the child is
distressed.
Most children in elementary school are able to handle

alternate weeks with each parent. This does not mean that a
one-week-on/one-week-off parenting plan is appropriate for
all children in elementary school. This means only that most
elementary school-age children have the capacity to tolerate
such parental separations.
Whether such a plan makes
sense for your child will
depend on a variety of vari-
ables too extensive to dis-
cuss here.
Researchers have found

no support for the notion
that midweek overnights
with the noncustodial par-
ent interfere with a child’s
adjustment. On the other
hand, clinical experience
has taught us that some
children are comfortable
with midweek overnights,
whereas others find them
disruptive. Again, although
research shows that mid-
week overnights do not
adversely affect adjustment,
some children are more
comfortable throwing their
book bags in one place for
the week.
Many parents ask for

“make up” time when
planned parenting time is
missed for work or other
reasons. If researchers have
it right, “make up” time cre-

ates more confusion for children because it interferes with
the consistency of their schedules. Once again, a parent
might need to sacrifice “make up” parenting time to provide
consistent scheduling for the children.
The bottom line is that using child development research

to create age-appropriate parenting plans makes sense as long
as we also apply common sense to each situation. As children
get older, they are able to spend more time with each parent.
Whether a particular child is ready to spent more time with
the other parent depends on many unique factors relating to
the child and how the child has been parented. fa
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Y ou find yourself in uncharted
territory. You have a child of less
than a year old and are either
getting divorced or ending an

unmarried relationship. The first questions
that come to mind are “Where and with
whom should our infant live?” and “How
much time should the nonresidential parent
be allowed to spend with the child?” Like
everything else about childrearing, controver-
sy surrounds how best to handle overnights
with young children when parents live in
different residences. The most important
consideration in these cases is the best interest
of the child—and not necessarily what the
parents want.
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Should Your Infant
Spend the Night?

What the experts say about overnight visits
for young children

BY MARC J . ACKERMAN & COLLEEN M. DROSDECK

A Baby & Attachment
A Minnesota couple decides to separate, and the mother
takes the three-month-old child to live in Arizona. In an
effort to be fair, the parents voluntarily agree to enter into
a one-month-on, one-month-off parenting schedule. But
after thirteen months, overnight arrangements break down,
and the couple asks the court to resolve their differences.
A court-ordered psychological evaluation of the child reveals
that the child has not developed appropriate feelings of trust
and security in the environment and is not appropriately
attached to either parent. The court invokes a drastic
placement order, based on the best interest of the child,
and places the child, at this young and tender age, in
psychotherapy to establish appropriate attachments.



What does it mean for a child to develop security, trust in
the environment, and have attachment? These are the theo-
retical underpinnings of an appropriate placement/access
schedule for young children.

Child development
Development theorists have identified the first two years of
a child’s life as the most important in learning to trust the
environment and in developing feelings of security. Erik
Erikson, a pioneer in the area of social development, con-
tributed to our understanding of personality as it is devel-
oped and shaped over the course of a lifespan. Erickson
understood that in infancy (birth to one year), the develop-
mental task is trust versus mistrust. When successful in
developing trust, an infant feels safe and secure in the
world, even when feeling threatened. When unsuccessful,
an infant feels fearful and finds the world inconsistent and
unpredictable. Depression, withdrawal, anxiety, and height-
ened insecurities are also likely to occur.
For a toddler (one to two years of age), the developmen-

tal task is to achieve autonomy. Autonomy is a sense of con-
trol and independence with feelings of security and confi-
dence and increased self-esteem. When toddlers are
unsuccessful in developing autonomy, they experience
separation anxiety, a disruption of separating self from
others (individuation), feelings of inadequacy and self-
doubt, and become overly dependent on others.

Attachment theory
For years, attachment theory was not as widely used as
other developmental theories. However, for at least the
past forty years, attachment theory has been the
primary focus of mental health professionals in helping
to develop relationships between young children and
others in their lives. Children can have a number of
attachment figures in their lives, at a number of differ-
ent levels. Primary attachment figures generally include
a parent with whom the child spends an appreciable
amount of time. Secondary attachment figures can
include caregivers, grandparents, daycare workers, and
other relatives. Children who do not attach well to oth-
ers can develop what is called Reactive Attachment
Disorder (RAD).
A diagnosis of RAD may be made when the child has

diffuse attachments or a persistent failure to initiate or
respond in a developmentally appropriate manner to most
social interactions. This includes being excessively inhibit-
ed, hypervigilant, or highly ambivalent (for example, the
child may respond to caregivers with avoidance and resis-
tance to comforting, or may stare blankly into space).
Reactive Attachment Disorder is most frequently found

in children raised in foreign orphanages without comfort,
nurturance, security, or trust in the environment. The child
does not adequately attach to parental figures, caregivers, or

subsequent adoptive parents. Likewise, young children who
have been in a number of foster placements or who have
moved back and forth between parents at too young an age
may develop RAD.
So why is attachment theory so important? Anyone who

has observed young children in the presence of a parent will
see that a child tends to stay close to the parent (the attach-
ment figure), wanders off a bit to explore the environment,
and returns to the parent for comfort and security. When a
young child becomes distressed, the first thing he or she
does is seek out the attachment figure for soothing and
comfort. This cycle occurs over and over as the child
explores, returns to the attachment figure, feels secure and
comfortable, and explores some more.
What happens when the primary attachment figure is

consistently unavailable? The child will become more dis-
tressed, even inconsolable, and will learn to distrust the
environment. The child learns to turn inward for security
and satisfaction. In the long term, this impairs the child’s
ability to trust the environment, to develop interpersonal
relationships and a conscience, and may result in more act-
ing out in adolescence and adulthood.

Placement/access schedules
So how much time does a child need to develop attachment
to a nonplacement parent? When parents live in the same
city, any parenting plan for a young child should allow each
parent to have contact with the child at least every three
days. This doesn’t mean prolonged contact or placement,
but it does mean visual, in-person contact at least every
three days for the first two years of the child’s life. (For a
discussion of long-distance parenting arrangements, see
Shear, page 27.)
A nonplacement parent with a child less than one year

old should have frequent contact for shorter periods.
“Frequent contact” is defined as four to five times a week. A
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When Attachment Is Disrupted
Mother moved from Nevada to Wisconsin with her ten-
month-old child. Prior to the move, the father had only seen
the child for three one-hour periods in the first ten months
of the child’s life. The father filed a motion in a Wisconsin
court requesting placement time with the child. The court,
in its misguided wisdom, attempted to even out the place-
ment time and ordered the child to spend one month in
Nevada with the father, during which time the mother was
to have no contact with the child. This order, entered with
a complete disregard to child development, was eventually
overturned on appeal.



shorter period is defined as two to three hours at a time. If
parents are acting in the best interest of their child, these
four to five contacts should be at different times of the day
to allow the nonplacement parent to play with the child,
bathe the child, feed the child, put the child to bed, and
participate in similar activities. In some cases, the non-
placement parent may spend more time with the child than
the placement parent who works outside the home for 50
to 60 hours a week.
During the first year of life, overnights should not be

scheduled regularly. Research shows that experienced child
custody evaluators unanimously support the notion of no
regularly scheduled overnights for children under one year
of age. The important term is “regularly scheduled.” An
occasional overnight will not damage the child’s attach-
ment. However, regularly scheduled overnights will put the
child in the position of seeking an attachment figure who is
not available. Ideally, most of these two- to three-hour peri-
ods will take place where the child lives, but, certainly, the
child can be taken out of the home for play periods, walks,
and similar activities.
Understand that such a parenting arrangement is likely

to be inconvenient and could strain the relationship
between parents, resulting in a child’s witnessing of inap-
propriate behavior between parents. However, this relative-
ly short inconvenience is a small price to pay for the healthy
attachment of a child. Attachment problems may become
apparent in infancy, but persist throughout childhood, ado-
lescence, and adulthood. (See chart below.)

Two year olds
By the time a child reaches age two, overnights can be
scheduled regularly. The question, of course, is what hap-
pens between age one and two? First, if overnights are to
take place, the child should initially spend only one night

away from the primary placement parent. The number of
consecutive overnights can increase, but should not exceed
three in a row until the child is at least four years of age. At
age four, the child is psychologically able to keep his or her
attachments in mind and self-soothe, without the primary
attachment figure being physically present.
A number of variables will determine whether overnights

should take place between age one and two:
• How secure is the child?
• Is the child outgoing or reserved?
• How much acrimony exists between the parents?
• How far apart geographically do the parents live?
• How strongly attached is the child to the primary
placement parent?

An insecure, withdrawn child who is not strongly attached
to the primary parent is not likely to benefit from overnight
placements with a parent who lives far away. With a secure,
outgoing child between one and two years of age, who
exhibits a high degree of attachment, and has parents who
do not display a lot of acrimony and live in close proximi-
ty, there is no logical reason to prohibit overnights.
Although parents may have difficulty being objective about
overnights, generally many couples are able to make the
decision together, gradually increasing from no overnights
to a substantially equal placement schedule. As inferred
above, a substantially equal placement schedule should not
occur until the child is at least four years old.

Developmental milestones
Following is a chart that should be help-
ful in making decisions about place-
ment. It outlines what may be expected
of children developmentally at various
ages and what corresponding place-
ments are recommended. (See chart on
page 15.)
Sometimes parents must live in differ-

ent cities. When an infant’s overnight
stay with the nonprimary residential par-
ent is necessary, the primary parent
should accompany the child on the
sleepover. Regular overnights with a non-
residential parent who lives in another
city can be considered when a one or two
year old is able to tolerate overnights.
However, those placements should not
exceed three consecutive days.
The most important thing to

remember in crafting placement plans is
that the first two years of life are critical to a child’s devel-
opment of important personality characteristics. Parents
must act in the best interest of their child, even when doing
so is inconvenient. Parents must remember that this incon-
venience is only temporary and is vitally important to the
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Evidence of Attachment Problems
Infants Children/Adolescence

• Withdrawn, sad appearance • Withdrawing from others

• Failure to smile • Avoiding comforting comments
or gestures

• Lack of normal tendency to follow • Acting aggressively toward peers
others with eyes

• Failure to reach out when picked up • Not engaging in social interaction

• No interest in interactive games • Failing to ask for support

• No interest in playing with toys • Masking feelings of anger

• Engaging in self-soothing behavior • Alcohol or drug abuse

• Calm when left alone • Cruelty to animals

• Manipulativeness
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Age of Child

0 to 4 Months

4 to 8 Months

8 to 12 Months

12 to 18 Months

18 to 24 Months

Emotional
Development

Baby mostly cries, smiles,
learns to identify the touch
and face of caregiver, and
convey to others when
hungry or needs comfort.

Baby is able to recognize
family, friends, and
surroundings. Baby is
curious, recognizes itself,
and behaves according to

temperament.

Baby learns to crawl, sit up,
and stand up. Baby further
develops a sense of self,
learns more about its

surroundings, and begins to
explore more freely.

Child becomes more
independent of its

caregivers, begins to develop
more self-consciousness, and
shy away from unfamiliar

people.

Child is now capable of
remembering events that
occurred the previous day,
views other people as

distinct entities with their
own personalities, and
shows empathy.

Psychosocial
Development

Baby gazes at faces, smiles
responsively, uses vocaliza-
tion to interact socially,
distinguishes primary

caregivers from others and
will react if removed from

home.

Baby discriminates strangers
and stranger/separation anx-
iety begins, actively seeks
adult attention, will pat own
mirror image, and begins to
respond to own name.

Baby is social with family
and shies from strangers,
begins to show a sense of
humor, and becomes aware
of emotions of others.

Child shows strong depen-
dence on primary caregiver
with increasing difficulty
separating, wants to have
caregiver close by constantly,
shows a sense of “me” and
“mine,” imitates adult activ-
ities, becomes more interest-
ed in strangers but is wary.

Child moves about the
house without constant

supervision, plays parallel to
other children, mimics
real-life situations during
play, has temper tantrums in
situations of frustration, and
is conscious of family

as a group.

Placement
Recommendations

No regularly scheduled
overnight placement.

No regularly scheduled
overnight placement.

No regularly scheduled
overnight placement.

If these adaptive behaviors
are present in the child,
an overnight should be
considered. However, if
these behaviors are absent,
then an overnight should
not be considered.

If these adaptive behaviors
are present in the child,
an overnight should be
considered. However, if
these behaviors are absent,
then an overnight should
not be considered.

psychological development of their child. fa
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Jim and Joan Jones have decided
to divorce. They have two teenagers,
Jimmy, 15, and Joanie, 13. Jim
and Joan would prefer to settle their
differences amicably; but Joan
thinks the children would be better
off with her, and Jim feels they
should be with him. On one hand,
they wonder if the children should
decide for themselves, and on
the other, whether the children’s
opinions should be sought at all.
They decide to ask their lawyers.

When parents of teens choose to divorce, they and
the court generally want to consider their teens’ pref-
erences regarding where and with whom they will live
and how much time they will spend with the other
parent. Furthermore, teens want to have their prefer-
ence known and feel better when their opinions have
been considered.
As a result of extensive research on adolescent

decision-making, we now know much more about
how they think and how capable they are of making
such decisions. Following is a primer on what the
research shows. It begins with parenting styles.

Three kinds of parenting
The permissive parent attempts to behave in a nonpunitive,
accepting, and affirming manner toward the child’s impuls-
es, desires, and actions; consults with the child about deci-
sions and gives explanations for family rules; makes few
demands for household responsibility and orderly behavior;
allows the child to regulate his or her own activities as much
as possible; avoids the exercise of control; and does not
encourage the child to obey externally defined standards,
which are often considered arbitrary.
Children who are raised in such environments are at risk

for disrespecting authority and violating rules. Furthermore,
permissive parenting contributes to an increased likelihood
of adolescent experimentation with drugs and alcohol, par-
ticipation in minor delinquency, and disengagement from
school. In another study, anxiety and depression were high-
er among adolescents with parents who reported lower
levels of behavioral control.
The authoritarian parent attempts to shape, control, and

evaluate the behavior and attitudes of the child in accor-

dance with a predetermined and rigid standard of conduct.
Authoritarian parents value obedience as a virtue and favor
punitive, forceful measures to curb “self-will” at points
where the child’s actions or beliefs conflict with what the
parent thinks is right and proper. Such parents believe in
keeping the child in his or her place, restricting autonomy,
assigning household responsibilities to inculcate respect for
work, discouraging verbal give-and-take, and believe that the
child should accept the parents’ word for what is right.
Children who are raised by authoritarian parents may

have difficulty establishing their own independence as they
have little experience in making decisions for themselves.
The authoritative parent attempts to direct the child’s

activities, but in a rational, issue-oriented manner. Parents
encourage verbal give-and-take, share with a child the rea-
soning behind the rule or restriction, and solicit objections
when the child refuses to conform. Both autonomous self-
will and disciplined conformity are valued. Such a parent
enforces his or her own adult perspective, but recognizes the

Should



child’s individual interests and special ways. The authorita-
tive parent affirms the child’s present qualities, but also sets
standards for future conduct.
Research suggests that these children are most likely to

thrive as they are allowed decision making within their
capability and appropriately established parental limits.
To be more specific, teens who had either authoritative

parents or only a mother who was authoritative reported

greater well-being than those with no authoritative parent.
Similarly, fifth graders of parents who exerted greater exter-
nal control and provided less guidance had poorer academic
achievement that year, and within two years, had greater
difficulty with self-motivation. In contrast, when parents
supported their children’s autonomy, the children had high-
er academic achievement that year and greater internal moti-
vation in seventh grade.

In a related study, authors found that an authoritative par-
enting style had a very positive impact on children’s self-con-
cept. This study suggests that parents remain an important
source of guidance for their developing children, even in late
adolescence. Similarly, authoritative parenting provided the
most significant contribution to children’s ability to cope
with adversity, regardless of gender and racial differences.
These studies tell us that parents retain influence in ado-

lescents’ lives and may do so even in the face of potentially
negative peer influence.
Susceptibility to peer pressure in adolescence increases to

a peak around age 14, and declines thereafter across all
demographic groups. Resistance to peer influences increases
between ages 14 and 18 years of age. Middle adolescence is
an especially significant period for the development of a
capacity to stand up for what one believes and resist the pres-
sures of one’s peers to do otherwise.

Parental influence continues
Social scientists had assumed that parental influence is
sharply curtailed in adolescence, a time during which peers
have greater influence and parents have diminishing control.
What we have learned is that parents retain notable, albeit
more indirect, influence over their teenager’s peer relations.
For example, specific authoritative parenting practices (e.g.,
monitoring, encouragement of achievement, joint decision
making) are strongly linked with particular adolescent
behaviors, such as better academic achievement, lower drug
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use, and greater self-reliance. In addition, teens do
better and feel better about themselves when they
know that their authoritative parents accept them for
who they are.
In a related study, parents were more inclined to

talk with their teens about their personal or emotion-
al welfare, but they were more inclined to punish
when teens misbehaved in areas regarding physical
safety and in understanding the rights of others. In
response, teens reported feeling that doing nothing
was not appropriate for parents when issues regarding
understanding the rights of others and avoiding harm
arose. With regard to personal/emotional welfare,
teens viewed talking as appropriate, whereas yelling
and punishment were not. Teens were more likely to
behave in a positive way when they viewed their par-
ents’ responses to their behavior as appropriate and
reasonable. Therefore, how parents discipline their
teens is less important than the degree to which their
children view their responses as appropriate.

So what are the Joneses to do? If we look at only these
studies, they tell us that if Jim and Joan have been authori-
tative parents, accepting their children as individuals, and
disciplining them appropriately, chances are greater that
their children will make better decision for themselves and
benefit from being involved in decision making.

Thinking and judgment
Adolescents and young adults (generally ages from 13 to
24) take more risks than younger or older individuals, a
phenomenon that has puzzled researchers for years. What
we’ve learned is that adolescents’ inclination to engage in
risky behavior does not appear to be due to irrationality,
delusions of invulnerability, or ignorance. Rather, there is a
gap in time between puberty, which impels adolescents
toward thrill seeking, and the slow maturation of the cog-
nitive control that regulates these impulses. It is this gap
that makes adolescence a time of heightened vulnerability
for risky behavior.
Recent research on adolescent brain maturation indicates

that the systems responsible for logical reasoning and basic

information processing (thinking) mature before those
responsible for social maturity (judgment). A recent study
concluded that it is not wise to make sweeping judgments
about the maturity of adolescents relative to adults because
the answer depends on the aspects of maturity under con-
sideration. By age 16, adolescents’ general thinking abilities
are essentially indistinguishable from those of adults, but
adolescents’ social functioning and decision making, even at
age 18, is significantly less mature that that of individuals in
their mid-20s.

Widely ranging abilities
Socially responsible decision making is significantly more
common among young adults than adolescents. This finding
challenges the assumption that adolescents and adults are
equally competent socially, and, thus, laws and social poli-
cies should treat them equally. Instead, the picture is far
more complex since adolescents’ judgmental abilities range
far more widely than we previously had thought. Some
adolescents will exhibit more mature decision making than
others. Teens who do should be able to have a greater say in
custodial decisions than those who are less capable.
This information may place the Joneses in a difficult

position if they do not have a clear sense of where their
children are developmentally. This is understandable since
adolescence is such a moving target. Therefore, Jim and Joan
might consider having a child specialist or court-appointed
mental health professional talk with the children and pro-
vide an initial assessment of their abilities in this regard.
In various studies, teens subjected to more parental hos-

tility than their siblings showed more acting-out behavior,
and parental conflict made matters worse. Furthermore,
teens who exhibited more behavioral problems than their
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What Kind of
Parent Are You?
Billy, Susie, and John all break their curfews by 15 minutes.
Billy's parents, who are very authoritarian, ground him for a
month without exceptions, even though the senior prom is next
week. Susie's permissive parents dismiss the infraction and
do nothing about it. John's authoritative parents explain their
concerns, ask him for an explanation, and then impose a minor
punishment.

What is the result of these differing approaches? Because
of the unreasonable nature of Billy’s punishment, he is likely to
rebel against his parents and risks getting into greater trouble
in the future. A similar outcome may occur for Susie, who may
assume no one cares what she does. John, on the other hand,
has learned something from his experience and is likely to be
more responsible next time.

—M.C .G . & J .C .S .

Teens live within
a family, and when
they have problems,

all members of the family
should be evaluated to
determine the cause

of the problem



siblings received more hostile mothering, and, as a result,
their younger siblings were also subject to more hostile
mothering. Given this situation, when parents divorce, hos-
tile mothering, for example, could easily prompt a teen to
want to live with the father, even though such an impulse
may not be in the adolescent’s best interest.
Along similar lines, marital conflict was associated with

lower self-esteem, more acting-out symptoms, and lower
academic achievement in children. Children of parents who
exerted more psychological control, such as being authori-
tarian and/or more intrusive, were more likely to be anxious
or depressed. On the other hand, parental warmth was asso-
ciated with children’s decreased acting-out behavior and
increased self-esteem over time.
If the Jones children speak with a mental health profes-

sional, one of the questions that will arise is how have they
been reared. Even if it turns out that one or both of them is
having some difficulty with their feelings or behavior, this
may not be the child’s fault. Teens live within the context of
a family, and when they have problems, all members of the

family should be evaluated to determine the cause of the
problem. This assessment should be completed before decid-
ing how much say a child can have. This step is essential
since resolving certain family issues may help the adolescent
make better decisions for themselves.
One study found that the frequency of parent-child con-

flict was tied to first-borns’ difficulty in transitioning to ado-
lescence, but second-borns experienced no such problems.
These findings highlight that all siblings do not have identi-
cal problems with their parents as they move into adulthood
and that parents may learn from their experiences with older
children.

Kids benefit from having a say
Considering teen preferences is difficult because, as noted
above, adolescence is a moving target. It is a time of rapid
development during which teens experiment and learn
about the world as they mature. This period of development
brings both opportunities to exercise choice and the conse-
quences of those choices from which parents can often offer
little protection. Therefore, understanding how teens make

decisions is vital to the discussion. Never uncritically accept
what a teen says. Rather, it is important to understand the
complexity of the teen’s situation and the bases for his or her
preferences within a dynamic family situation.
Two Australian articles recently addressed the importance

of children’s involvement in their parent’s divorce. One
focused on why children should be heard within the context
of mediation when using a child specialist to facilitate the
process. One year later, these parents reported a general
reduction in conflict and an increase in resolution of subse-
quent conflicts, and the children agreed. The vast majority
of parents stated that their children should have a “say” in
where they want to live, but when asked if such preferences
should be determinative, only 22 percent of parents felt that
it should be, and nearly fifty percent worried that their chil-
dren might be manipulated in the process.
Seventy percent of all children felt uncomfortable with

the process; they wanted to be included, but nearly all said
they did not want to have the final say. Children referred to
feeling better if they knew what was going on and if they had
some control over the situation, rather than being at the
“mercy” of their parents’ actions and decisions.
The second study made three important points. First,

parents who mediated and used a child specialist felt that
the feedback they received about their children helped
them to reach a consensus on children’s needs and to
change their behavior toward each other. Second, fathers in
this group felt that bringing a child specialist into the
process leveled the playing field as it removed mothers
from the role of “gate keeper of the truth” about the chil-
dren. Third, parents’ agreements favored stability of resi-
dence and improved relationships.
How much say children should have will depend on a

number of things, but social science can tell us a good deal.
When parents can accurately evaluate their children’s needs,
they may need little or no decision-making help. But all par-
ents cannot do this, and genuine disagreements may arise.
One point that emerges from this research is that if conflict
arises, the Joneses would be well-advised to consider hiring a
mediator and mental health professional to work out their
differences. fa
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Linda and Paul Smith were
having great difficulty copar-
enting. They were distrustful
and unable to communicate
effectively about their six-
year-old son, Johnny. Linda

and Paul had joint custody, and Johnny
was often at the center of their conflicts.
Decisions were not being made, and the uncertainty

and constant tensions were having a detrimental effect on
him. Linda found Paul very controlling and rude and
hated having to talk with him to make decisions and
arrangements for Johnny. Her response to their difficulties
was to become very quiet, shut down, and refuse to budge
from her positions. Paul was distrusting and furious with
Linda, often attacking her verbally, and perceiving her as
unwilling to share their son.
Linda and Paul contacted the mediator with whom they

had met during their divorce. The mediator worked dili-
gently with the Smiths, but was unable to resolve several
issues, including whether Johnny would play soccer and how
to change the parenting schedule during Linda’s mother’s
annual visit. Paul and Linda left the mediator’s office feeling
defeated and angry.
Both parents contacted their attorneys, asking for ideas to

make things better. Their lawyers discussed options, such as
returning to court to modify their custodial arrangements,
holding a parent in contempt, and other litigation-based
options. Linda’s lawyer suggested hiring a “parenting coordi-
nator,” and Paul’s agreed. The lawyers came up with several
names, and Linda and Paul interviewed each of them by
phone, ultimately selecting Dr. Merry Harris.
Linda and Paul signed an agreement that the court

accepted as a court order appointing Dr. Harris as their par-
enting coordinator. Dr. Harris would help the Smiths make
their own agreements, but would have decision-making
authority if they couldn’t agree.

The Smiths’ story is a common one. About ten percent of
parents have difficulty parenting after their separation or
divorce decree and parenting orders. Although joint custody
(called joint decision-making in some states) may seem inap-
propriate for parents with ongoing conflict, some parents
agree to it and then find themselves unable to make even the
simplest of decisions together.
In a sole custody/decision-making situation, ongoing

conflict is reflected in continuous parenting-time disputes
and inflexibility by one or both parents. The constant con-
flict usually brings parents back to litigation where they ask
the court for changes to the parenting plan or to make one
or more decisions for them.
Children are hurt by unresolved, intensive conflict

between parents. Often children are used as messengers by
parents who cannot communicate with each other. Exposure
to such unrelenting conflict affects children psychologically
and physically, causing major distress and upheaval in their
young lives. No parents want to hurt their children, but
ongoing fighting is devastating for children.

Why use a parenting coordinator? If you are
unable to stop fighting with your ex—or your ex is unable
to stop fighting with you, you may want to use a parenting
coordinator (PC). A PC is essentially a case manager and a
“go to” professional who helps when parenting disputes or
other issues arise. The Association of Family and Conciliation
Courts (AFCC) describes the process this way.
Parenting coordination is a child-focused alternative
dispute resolution process in which a mental health or
legal professional with mediation training and experi-
ence assists high conflict parents to implement their
parenting plan by facilitating the resolution of their
disputes in a timely manner, educating parents about
children’s needs, and with prior approval of the parties
and/or the court, making decisions within the scope of
the court order or appointment contract.
Some states or courts authorize the use of a parenting
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Parenting Plan
Coordinators
When you need professional help
to make joint decisions

BY CHRIST INE A . COATES



coordinator but call it by another name. For example, in
California this role is called “special master,” and in other
jurisdictions, “parenting time supervisor,” “parent coordina-
tor,” or “case manager.”
Regardless of the name, a parenting coordinator can be

used when ongoing disagreements about the parenting plan
or coparenting issues are making life difficult and causing
parents and children distress. Many parents who have gone
to court several times over parenting disagreements decide to
use a PC to reduce the cost and burden of ongoing litiga-
tion. In some states, courts can appoint a PC without par-
ents’ consent if there is a history of extreme or unremitting
conflict or if parents have failed at mediation or mediation
has been deemed inappropriate. When parents are at their
wits’ end and are tired of the conflict, a PC’s intervention
may be what is needed for them to head in a more collabo-
rative direction.

What does a parenting coordinator do? A par-
enting coordinator’s goal is to help parents minimize conflict
for the well-being of their children—and for the sanity and
health of parents. Sometimes a parent is so hurt or angered
by the separation and divorce that he or she lashes out at the
other parent without realizing the effect on the children.
Parents may become reluctant to communicate because of
the reaction they receive on the phone or by e-mail, and
when every little request becomes a big deal. The PC will
refocus parents’ attention on the needs of their children and
assist them in implementing the parenting plan and court
orders in a way that maximizes the best interests of the chil-
dren, but still honors parental rights. Since communication
is usually difficult for parents in conflict, the PC will suggest
and implement techniques and a protocol to improve com-
munication so that information can be shared in a timely
and efficient way.
The parenting coordination process is different for every

family because the PC tailors interventions and format to
the needs of the parents and the children. The PC will meet
with parents as necessary and as requested and usually will
communicate by phone or e-mail in between sessions. By
working together over time, the PC gets to know the parents
and can build on their strengths.
A PC will try to understand the cause of the conflict to

help parents avoid defensive and button-pushing behavior
that can occur when a person feels discounted, hurt, frus-
trated, or angry. Because parenting plans may not be detailed
enough to avoid misinterpretation, an early and important
task is clarifying the parenting plan and creating a parenting
calendar. As unanticipated events arise or schedules change,
the PC can help adjust the schedule to accommodate chang-
ing circumstances. The PC will facilitate negotiations
between parents about a range of issues, including occasion-
al requests to vary parenting schedules. The PC’s goal is
always to help parents make their own decisions.

Parents can decide to allow the PC to make decisions for
them when they cannot agree. (In some jurisdictions, the
court can give decision-making or recommendation author-
ity to the parenting coordinator without the parents’ agree-
ment. Research the rules of your jurisdiction.) The PC may
need to decide issues about a one-time change in parenting
time to accommodate a special activity, such as a grandpar-
ent’s visit, or ongoing issues, such as which parent takes the
child to routine doctor’s visits.
A PC may collaborate with other professionals, such as

the child’s therapist or teachers, so that accurate informa-
tion is exchanged. By communicating with other profes-
sionals, the PC can help identify and manage parental con-
flicts and keep the focus on the needs of the children. The
PC may recommend that parents seek the help of other

professionals, such as mental health therapists or parent
education instructors. The PC becomes a resource for par-
ents on parenting, child development, communication,
and conflict resolution. He or she will coach each parent
about effective parenting strategies with the goal of keep-
ing children out of the conflict.

How to select a PC. If you decide to use a PC, inquire
about his or her background and training. Qualifications for
parenting coordinators vary from state to state. Some states
have laws, rules, or standards governing PC training, educa-
tion, experience, and knowledge needed, but many do not.
Since dispute resolution is the bedrock of parenting coordi-
nation, parents should look for professionals with training in
mediation. Extensive experience with high-conflict or liti-
gating parents also is essential. A PC can hold a mental
health, law, or other relevant degree and should have specific
training in child development, family systems, the effects of
divorce on children, the dynamics of power, relevant law,
high-conflict relationships, parenting coordination skills,
interventions and processes, and domestic violence.
Both parents must be comfortable with the PC and able

to talk with him or her and feel listened to and understood.
Because agreements and decisions will be in writing, the PC
also must have good oral and written communication skills.
Finding the right parenting coordinator will take some

investigation. Since he or she will be appointed by the
court, some jurisdictions have lists of candidates on the
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court’s website or at the courthouse. Attorneys, therapists,
and other professionals will usually be able to recommend
other PCs in the community. Parenting coordinators are
most commonly mental health professionals, mediators,
lawyers, custody evaluators, or parent educators with special
training in parenting coordination. Most work privately and
charge for their services, much like therapists and lawyers.
If money is tight, inquire about low-fee programs in your

area. Interview several PC candidates before selecting one. It
is important to get an initial understanding of the profes-
sional’s approach, fees, appointment requirements and
process, and to see a copy of his or her contract before initi-
ating engagement. Select one whose strengths in term of
background and approach match your family’s needs.
Parenting coordination will not be effective when a high-

ly dysfunctional parent does not accept the court’s authority
and repeatedly violates court orders or if one parent is men-
tally ill or a substance abuser and unable to follow a parent-
ing plan. It is highly probable that this parent will not accept
the authority of the parenting coordinator and will dispute
or defy the PC’s decisions. Since the PC has no enforcement
authority, the process may not have the “teeth” that many
parents need and expect. In some jurisdictions, the PC will
report to the court; in others, the process is confidential, and
the PC has no communication with the court except to file
written memoranda of agreement or decisions.

Committed to the process
Both parents must be committed to staying out of court and
to abiding by the agreements they reach or the PC’s decision.

Typically, a PC is appointed for one or two years,
and during that time cannot be fired by either
parent. If a parent is dissatisfied with the PC’s
work, he or she can ask the judge to terminate
the appointment. Judges are reluctant to do this
unless a parent can show good cause, such as
extreme bias or some other egregious behavior.
The judge has the responsibility to review all
decisions or recommendations before making
them binding orders of the court. The goals of
parenting coordination, though, are for parents
and the PC to work together as a team to
improve their coparenting, to help parents make
decisions for the benefit of their children, and to
keep parents out of court.
When domestic violence has occurred, par-

enting coordination may be inappropriate
because the perpetrator may seek to use the par-
enting coordination process to control the other
parent or interfere with his or her parenting
rights. The PC’s role largely becomes protecting
the victim’s parenting rights by resolutely imple-
menting the court-ordered parenting plan and
thwarting any attempts by the abuser to control
the victim. fa
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How did it
work for
the Smiths?

Attheir first appointment with
the parenting coordinator, both
Linda and Paul admitted how
tired they were of the fighting.
They were both concerned
about Johnny and wanted him

to remember his childhood fondly.
The PC worked with the parents to make their parenting plan more

specific and straightforward. They created a six-month calendar that
very clearly set forth parenting times for each week and holidays.
Nothing was left to chance, and Linda and Paul discussed everything
they hadn’t worked out during their divorce, such as transportation for
extracurricular activities, maintaining clothing for Johnny in both
homes, the transfer of school items, daycare arrangements, conse-
quences, and a backup plan for when either parent is running late, a
holiday schedule, and myriad other unanticipated details.
Linda, Paul, and the PC met several times over a couple of months,

created a communication protocol, and checked in at each joint session
to see how things were going. Any glitches in coparenting were dis-
cussed and resolved. It took some time, but they learned through the
skilled work of the PC to communicate more effectively and to trust
each other’s parenting skills. After the PC made several decisions for
them, they began to try harder in PC sessions and through e-mail to
resolve their disputes.
Issues that once would have taken several hours of intense and heat-

ed discussion now take minutes. Although not best friends by any
means, Linda and Paul have learned to negotiate day-to-day issues as
they arise. They know, however, that when they are unable to do so
themselves or when a value-laden issue that is likely to be difficult to
discuss comes up, the PC is only a phone call or e-mail away.
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Young children have no understanding of
what a day or a week means. Infants have no
sense of time, as long as they get fed, dia-
pered, and prepared for bed when they are
hungry, soiled, or tired. Days can feel like
years to toddlers or preschoolers, and they
don’t understand what it means to have one
more or less day with one parent to balance
out time with the other.

Young children “forget” about their con-
nections to significant adults between visits;
they need a little time to refamiliarize them-
selves and feel comfortable in a place or with
a person they haven’t seen on a regular and
frequent basis. It is because of this sense of
time and children’s need to reestablish levels
of comfort during each new encounter with a
loved one that professionals question the idea
that children should spend most of their time
with one caregiver and see the other parent/
caregiver relatively infrequently.
In fact, young children should have more

frequent transitions between caregivers when
they can do so with minimal discomfort.
This allows the child to become more famil-
iar with the secondary caregiver, experiencing
him or her as a stable and predictable part of

Parenting plans are about each parent’s desire
for access to his or her children and an opportunity to be
involved in the activities and responsibilities of parenting.
The plans are all about time—how much and when.What
parents often forget is that young children’s sense of time
is very different from their own adult perspective.

Don’t think
of time ticking
on a clock, but
nurturance,
understanding,
guidance,
discipline,
and play

All Parenting
Plans BY MARSHA KL INE PRUETT

Are Not Equal

�



the child’s care. Research has estab-
lished that even the youngest children
are capable of developing multiple
important attachments (two to three in
infancy) and that frequent transitions
do not work well when parents are in
conflict. Conflict between parents dur-
ing transitions undermines their ability
to provide consistent care for the child’s
biological and psychological needs.
In the absence of such conflict, chil-

dren develop best in a stable environ-
ment, but that stability should include

involvement with both parents when
they are available, interested, and nur-
turing caregivers. Establishing a bal-
ance between frequent contact with
both parents and providing a stable
environment will depend on the
unique characteristics and circum-
stances of the family.
In addition to transitions, parenting

plans often become tangled up in issues
of overnights for young children. My
own research shows that in families
with low to moderate stress, the distress

of infants and toddlers relates more to
erratic schedules than to overnight
transitions. Likewise, when mothers are
anxious about their young child’s
(under age three) overnights during the
week, such anxiety can become a source
of a child’s distress as well, according to
the child’s father. Whether a mother
should be helped to manage her dis-
tress, or overnights with the other par-
ent curtailed until the child is older,
again will depend on whether the
mother can tolerate it without passing
on her worry to the child to a greater
extent than is good for the child.

Quality time with fathers
As parenting plans are established, each
parent usually wants to spend “quality
time” with the children. The key is to
focus on what quality time means.
Fathers tend to spend less time in direct
childcare activities and may find them-
selves fighting for more time than their
divorcing spouse is willing to cede.
Research shows that the amount of
time a father spends with his child
matters less than the quality of his
involvement. Quality involvement is
sensitive to the child’s needs, based on
the parent’s understanding of the
child’s developmental stage and person-
ality.
Clinical wisdom also shows that

many men view involvement as attend-
ing daily activities that center around
drop-off at childcare, bedtime routines,
sick days, and other times that include
more caregiving than normal weekend
activities. Such involvement appears to
promote the father’s sense of paternal
responsibility, authority, and sense of
inclusion—all of which result in more
nurturing and structured caregiving,
which is essential to optimal parenting.
Children respond favorably to such
warm and “authoritative” parenting
throughout childhood, but especially
in toddlerhood when they are strug-
gling to achieve autonomy and inde-
pendence.
Children don’t really think about

quality time. They don’t talk to parents
when parents have four hours to spend
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Parenting Plans for Young Children
1. Consistency matters more than an extra night. Try to keep schedules the
same from week to week, especially during the week. This makes young
children more comfortable by establishing a rhythm, and slightly older
children more content in knowing where they will be tomorrow, next
week, and next month.

2. Too many transitions take a toll on youngsters. Build transitions around
natural breaks in a child’s life, such as going to daycare or school.
Avoid transitions that take place after dinner or when a child is tired,
a notoriously fragile time for most youngsters.

3. Put the burden on parents, not children. Parents should do most of the
juggling, traveling, dealing with awkward scheduling and schedule changes
Parenting plans should not be designed primarily for parents’ convenience.
For example, one option is to have parents “birdnesting” (moving in and
out of the home in which the children live) for a time. This helps parents
understand first-hand what they are asking their children to do.

4. Research shows that parenting plans that involve issues such as overnights
and consistency of schedules are more closely related to fathers’ views of
children’s behavioral outcomes than to mothers’ and to the family’s legal
outcomes (the cost and litigiousness of the divorce).

5. Children with siblings need one-on-one time with parents. Much of family
life consists of one parent staying with or driving a child in one direction,
while the other heads off with another child in a different direction. This
one-on-one time allows parents to key in to each child’s developmental
needs and temperament. After divorce, most parenting plans move
children en masse from house to house.
If the plan were designed to organize life more like an intact family,

each parent would have one-on-one time with each child, and children
would have more alone time for refueling in relative peace. Some parents
don’t like such structure because it cuts into their personal time to pursue
interests, careers, or new relationships. But personal time is a rare luxury
for parents. Parenting is a full-time commitment. It is tiring, and often
draining—not always rewarding—but part of the complete package.
Free time is not a privilege of divorce.

—M.K .P.
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with them; they talk when they are
making transitions, feeling particularly
relaxed or anxious, or stalling to stretch
bedtimes out a little longer. If they do
not see both parents on a regular and
frequent (weekly) basis, they feel it
deeply. Children want each parent
around to help them grow and take
delight in their daily achievements or
offer support for their small and large
disappointments.
Parents should not emphasize

absolutes in parenting time but devise a
plan that enables both parents to feel
and act engaged and responsible. That
typically requires extended periods of
togetherness over weekend-weekday
transitions. Parents then learn that they
can handle the good, the bad, and the
ugly moments of parenting, and chil-
dren trust that each parent can handle
whatever happens.

The desire for a 50-50 time split
arises out of parents’ sense of loss from
the divorce, not from children’s needs.
Children are rarely parented “equally.”
Mothers still do the lion’s share of
housework, scheduling, and adminis-
trative family tasks. Do not get bogged
down in arguments about equal time.
It may count in terms of child support,
but there are other ways to make sup-
port palatable to both parties.
The “approximation rule” structures

parenting plans based on how much
time each parent spent with the child
during the marriage. The idea is for the
child’s relationship with each parent to
remain consistent after the divorce.
Such a concept ignores one essential
fact of family life: that the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts. You
cannot divide a marital family’s life by
the same denominator as a divorced

family’s life. The rules have changed,
and so has the whole system.

D
uring the first two
years of life, chil-
dren may prefer
one parent over
the other for a
time. Typically, a

one-year-old child in the presence of
both parents will seek out his mother
for comfort; by age one and a half, gen-
der becomes less important and the
child seeks comfort from either parent;
from two to two and a half years old,
the child may prefer to be comforted
by his father.
During the first years of life, a child

shifts from being driven primarily by a
need for comforting and safety to a
desire to venture out into the wider
world. She notices Father’s ability to
come and go and have adventures away
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Tips
on Shared
Parenting
• Don’t get caught in the 50/50 trap. Don’t confuse equal
time with equal relationships. Set up your plan to
minimize unnecessary transitions between homes and
the amount of time and energy required by back and
forths. Try letting children stay longer in one place,
with a parent moving in and out of the child’s world,
for example, picking up and taking a child to music
class and then dropping him off again.

• Plan one-on-on time. Develop your plan so that each
parent spends some one-on-one time with each child
and total parenting time equals or exceeds what was
spent prior to the divorce.

• Listen to what matters to your child. Make sure your
plan fits your child’s temperament and activities, even
if it means that one parent spends less time with the
child than the parent wants. Be attentive to your
child’s behaviors. Build fairness between parents in the
long term, rather than the short term.

• Be honest about a child’s preferences at different
developmental stages. Take the competition out of

parenting by viewing a child’s favoritism as evidence
of normal development. If the skew begins to feel like
a schism, have a fallback plan to shore up the less-
favored parent’s time with the child and reestablish
balance.

• Moms—shore up dads’ influence.With most young
children and in cases of older children in which
moms have the primary parenting role, moms have
an easier time maintaining relationships with their
children after divorce. It is critical to establish a plan
that allows dads ample weekday and nighttime access.
Otherwise, your child loses the positive influence and
benefits of having Dad involved in his or her life.

• Dads—don’t push for equal over involved. It is fathers’
desires to stay involved and their fears of being left
out of a child’s life on a regular basis that often spur
conflicts regarding parenting plans. These conflicts
can intensify in level and length as fathers dig in their
heels. Put your energies into accepting that the change
toward a more balanced access plan may take time.
It may never be equal. Your child won’t keep score if
you don’t. What a child needs to know is that you are
available, interested, and knowledgeable about his or
her interests, activities, and needs and that you want
to be part of every aspect of your child’s life. Your
child needs to know too that you will not give up on
continuing to be part of his or her day-to-day life.

—M.K .P.
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from and aside from Mother. She
wants a part of that and, thus, iden-
tifies with Father’s role in the outside
world. Father has a different way of
comforting than Mother, and it fits
with this mood and desire for explo-
ration. As the child becomes more
interested in shaking off the hurt and
returning to play and mastery, Father’s
way of comforting becomes prefer-
able.
This works for a little while, but

preferences will shift many times as
the child grows older. As young chil-
dren become more sophisticated in
social relationships, they learn quickly
that Mom is best for some needs and
Dad for others. A preference for one
parent over the other is evident in
adolescence, too, as many children in
shared custody situations move to the
other household for a time; perhaps to
get what the teen wants from the “eas-
ier” parent, but often out of a healthi-
er realization that one parent’s style or
relationship works better at certain
stages of development. The strengths
of each parent may relate a bit to gen-
der, but far more on who each parent
is and what he or she does best or
cares about most. For example, a child
may need more structure, flexibility,
stimulation, a slower pace, or to be
nearer or further from peer influences,
and so on.

I
n competitive sports, we
track touchdowns, points
scored, and records bro-
ken. But within teams,
the focus is on what each
person contributes to the

group’s optimal functioning. The
same goes for families. The burdens of
parenting are unevenly distributed,
especially early in a child’s life. But

over time, the balance shifts, and
things equal out. What matters most
is whether parents are responsive
when a change is needed and whether
adjustments can be made to accom-
modate optimal sharing now and in
the future.
If children designed the rules of

post-divorce parenting, they would
count what each parent offers in terms
of nurturance and understanding,
guidance, discipline, and play––not
hours in a day. If your children’s inter-
ests were the yardstick of success,
would your parenting plan be differ-
ent?

Parenting plan in “real” time
Family members should not be left to
twist in the wind while the court
process grinds on. It is fine to make a
temporary plan with built-in reevalu-
ation later. Insisting on a permanent
parenting plan ignores a cardinal rule
of child development: children change
rapidly and unpredictably. Rather
than relying on a rigid schedule just to
keep the family out of court, make a
plan that incorporates “room to grow”
but includes very specific ways to
modify the plan without returning to
court. This includes choosing a thera-
pist or mediator to help with transi-
tions when family dynamics change.
It helps for parents to designate

ahead of time a trusted professional

who can make a preventative “visit.”
Just as we go to doctors for a regular
check-up to identify small health
problems before they get worse, a par-
enting plan check-up can be useful in
building in the expectation that things
will evolve, especially over the first
years after divorce.

L
et’s say that Mom
has been much
more involved on a
daily basis than
Dad, and she isn’t
sure she trusts him

to adequately and sensitively meet the
child’s needs. A parenting plan can
call for fewer overnights for a specified
period of time, such as six months,
and then a modification can be built
in that allows for increasingly more
time during the week. A move toward
parity builds up slowly and steadily.
Then Dad, who is afraid that fewer
overnights now will mean fewer in the
future can begin to trust that as his
spouse gets used to the change in fam-
ily status and works through losing
some time and autonomy over parent-
ing, he can build up a relationship
with his children that ensures every-
one’s comfort levels when the children
are spending more time away from
Mom. fa
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What matters most is whether parents are
responsive when a change is needed and
adjustments can be made to accommodate
optimal sharing now and in the future.

Make sure your plan fits your child’s
temperament and activities, even if it means
that one parent spends less time with the child
than the parent wants.

�

�
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Developing
a long-
distance
parenting
plan
BY LESL IE ELLEN

SHEAR

R E L O C A T I O N

Coparenting well in the same community is challenge
enough. Coparenting across a distance presents far greater
challenges and fewer options. Family court judges and
appellate courts describe moveaway cases as among the most
difficult on their dockets. Although American family courts
are charged with creating parenting plans in children’s best
interests, moveaway cases typically focus on figuring out
which plan is the least detrimental alternative given the chal-
lenges of distance.
Each of the fifty states and various U.S. territories has its

own set of custody statutes and its own laws. While there are

variations in moveaway law, each of those legal frameworks
provides a structure for considering the same practical con-
sequences of a move. The same considerations that go into
parental decision-making will usually be important to a
child custody evaluator and to a judge if the relocation
request goes to trial.

Legal custody information exchange
Your legal custody plan governs how you will share informa-
tion, what information must be shared, and what decision-
making authority each of you will have. When both parents

Parents who are considering moving with their children
after separation or divorce, and parents deciding whether
to oppose the children’s move have a lot to think about.
Many of the same dilemmas arise when one parent moves
away from the community in which the other parent
lives with the children.

R E A L I T I E S



are involved in the children’s daily care, each typically gets
much of the important information about the children’s lives
directly from observation and through direct contact with
schools and care providers. It takes more effort to keep both
parents in the loop in a long-distance parenting plan.
Start your collaborative information exchange before the

move with each parent researching and sharing information
about schools, child care, medical care, day camps, and
activities. The earlier in the information-gathering process
that you invite the other parent’s participation, the better.
For example, rather than saying, “I’m planning to send the
children to Red Rooster School, do you agree?” begin with,
“I’ve found three schools in Newtown that we might look at.
Here’s the contact information for each. Are there any other
schools you think we should consider? I’ll let you know what
I find out—please do the same for me.”
Look for schools and care providers who are willing to

keep an absent parent well informed through regular phone
and e-mail contact. Look at the school’s website—many
share homework information, calendars, and event informa-
tion directly with parents online or by e-mail. Some teachers
will accept a stack of stamped envelopes addressed to the
absent parent and send a weekly packet of copies of items
that went home with the child—but others have little time
for such assistance.
Look for doctors who will have the trust of both parents,

involve the absent parent in medical appointments via
speakerphone, and who both parents will trust to advise

them as to whether a child is too ill to travel. Make sure the
child has a doctor in each town, and that each faxes or e-
mails all changes to the child’s chart to the doctor in the
other community.
Some coparents stay in touch daily by phone, text, or e-

mail, whereas others have much less frequent contact. Try to
find the pattern that is comfortable for both parents.
Internet services, such as www.ourfamilywizard.com, offer
structured ways to exchange e-mails, forward documents,
and maintain a family calendar. (See also Rosen, page 2.)
Keep a mommy or daddy “in-box” easily accessible when

children are emptying their backpacks after school. Get the
children involved in choosing notices, samples of school-
work, report cards, invitations, calendars, drawings, and
other items for faxing or scanning to the other parent daily,
or at least a few times a week. Items in the “in-box” also can
prompt memory of things to talk about by phone or video-
conferencing with the other parent. Send lots of pictures
that show children, activities, and the important people and
places in the child’s life.
Whatever communication methods you use, ex-etiquette

is important. Use friendly language, share lots of concrete
information, and involve the other parent in all stages of
decision making—rather than just asking the other parent to
ratify a decision you have already made. Don’t express unin-
vited opinions about the other parent or that parent’s
actions, ideas, or the people in that parent’s life. Keep the
topic on coparenting issues, and occasional small talk. Make
regular deposits into the bank of goodwill by showing appre-
ciation for what the other parent does as a parent or copar-
ent, and invoking shared pride and positive memories. The
more goodwill you build up, the easier it will be to resolve
conflicts and complaints when they arise.
Don’t expect that coparenting will be conflict-free.

Conflict is normal—no two people will always agree. Sooner
or later your long-distance parenting will hit a bump in the
road. Research tells us that it is unresolved conflict that harms
children. Approach the other parent with a complaint from
a problem-solving perspective, rather than one of blame.
Explain the practical problem, ask the other parent for his or
her perspective, brainstorm alternatives, and then work
toward a shared solution.
An exchange of information is important for each par-

ent’s connectedness to the child and ability to know what is
going on and be able to discuss experiences with the child.
It is also critical for joint decision-making. In addition to a
plan for what information you will share, and how you will
share it, develop a clear plan for what decisions each parent
may make alone (for example, signing a consent for a school
field trip), which decisions will always be reserved to a par-
ticular parent (perhaps one parent will choose school enrich-
ment activities, while the other will choose summer pro-
grams), and which decisions will require the consent of both
parents (possibly, a change of schools or physicians).
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� Information exchange—How will you share information
about the children, and what kind of information will
need to be shared?

� Decision-making authority—How will you allocate
authority to make parenting decisions?

� Parenting schedule—How much time will the children
spend in the care of each parent?

� Travel arrangements—What are all the logistics for
travel between the two communities by parents and
children?

� Parenting from afar—How will the distant parent
remain part of the children’s day-to-day lives?

� How will holidays, vacations, special days, and
relationships with extended family be handled?

� Support services—What counseling, coparent
education, coparenting websites, etc., are available?

� How and when will the paternity plan be renewed and
updated?

—L.E .S .

Pondering Your Plan



Parenting schedules
Work and school schedules, travel time and expenses, and
children’s ages all factor into the parenting schedule.
Before developing a schedule, you’ll need some concrete
information.
It is difficult to establish a meaningful long-distance

parenting plan for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. To
develop and sustain a comfortable, familiar, “reciprocally
connected” parent-child relationship, young children need
to spend time in the care of each parent every few days, and
need to experience that parent’s involvement in all aspects of
care—from soothing to playing, and from eating to bathing.
Although some parents have successfully traveled to spend
part of each week with a young child, most do not have the
time and money to do so. Experts urge parents to delay
moves until the child reaches at least age three or four.
If the parent-child relationship doesn’t get off to a strong

start during the child’s first few years, the child and parent

will not suddenly be ready to spend long stretches with one
another. Neither knows what to expect from the other, and
the absent parent is not a source of emotional security for
the child. Consequently, their time together can be upsetting
and disappointing. At all ages and stages, the level of famil-
iarity and comfort that the parent and child have with one
another is a critical element in determining the schedule. A
plan for sustaining a strong relationship is very different
from a plan for developing a relationship.
Where the child and parent have an established bond, fre-

quent videoconferencing can help the child maintain a sense
of continuity with the absent parent. This requires both the
parent who is with the child and the distant parent to
become skilled at engaging the child, and interacting in ways
that the child finds enjoyable. In addition, the child should
have access to photo albums of the child and the absent par-
ent. Watching videos of the absent parent playing with the
child, singing songs, and telling stories should be part of the
child’s daily routine.
Once children start school, their schedule typically is tied

to the school calendar. Every month has either a three-day
weekend or a holiday. During the school year, it is best if the
distant parent can spend a few days each month (one school
day tacked on to a long weekend) in the child’s community.
That way the parent can meet teachers, attend checkups,
and get to know the child’s friends, parents of friends, activ-

ity leaders, and the places where the child spends time. Most
communities have condo-style residence hotels, timeshare
condominiums, or short-term rental apartments in which
the parent can maintain family life, including cooking
meals, doing homework, and having children spend the
night. Some parents make arrangements to store personal
property between trips.
Children then spend most of the long school vacations

and a significant part of the summer in the home of the
nonschool-year parent. Many parenting plans include some
vacation time with the school-year parent, and a week to
settle in before school starts. The younger the child, the
more important it is for the school-year parent to come to
the summer-parent’s community for several three-day
stretches so that separations from the school-year parent are
not longer than a young child can tolerate. Some families
schedule the school-year parent’s summer vacation stays—
spacing them in midsummer.
If the children need summer school, find out if they qual-

ify to attend in the “summer parent’s” school district. If the
nonschool-year parent has become a familiar face to a child’s
friends’ parents, those parents may accept invitations for
their child to visit in the other town.
As kids get older, they may have enrichment activities,

such as sleep-away camps, that are important to them,
reducing time available to spend with parents. Teenagers
may or may not want to spend the summer in a different
community and may have plans with friends or for programs
reflecting their interests. Teenagers typically expect to partic-
ipate in decision making about their own schedules.
Friendships and enrichment activities are important to

children once they reach school age. It takes more work to
help children sustain their connections with friends in the
other community, but instant messaging, social networking

FAMILY ADVOCATE 29

Whatever communication methods
you use, ex-etiquette is important.
Use friendly language, share lots
of concrete information, and
involve the other parent in all
stages of decision making

Holidays, Vacations,
& Special Days
Holidays, vacations, and special days are important
because they build traditions, connectedness with
cultures and heritage, and are occasions we enjoy
with extended families. Alternating holidays dilutes
much of that experience—the children don’t experi-
ence the repeated rituals of preparing for the holiday,
setting up the same decorations, preparing and
eating the same foods, enjoying the same activities,
and celebrating with the same people that give these
events deeper meaning. Consider choosing some
holidays that the children will celebrate with the same
parent every year, rather than alternating holidays.

—L.E .S .
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Still More Questions?
We’ve got answers.
FAQ: 200+ Frequently Asked Questions About Divorce

• Child Custody • Your Lawyer • Divorce Costs • Soon-to-Be-Ex Etiquette
• Calculating Child Support • Your Pension • The Military Spouse, etc.

To order, see back cover order form in this issue.

sites, e-mail, videoconferencing, telephones, and texting all
help. It also takes work to find day camps, and other activi-
ties that will be a good fit.

Making it work
The same tools (phones, smartphones, and computers) that
help parents stay in touch for coparenting, and children
remain connected to friends in other communities can be
used to bridge the distance between children and parents if
both parents genuinely support these contacts and are flexi-
ble in making these arrangements. Do not expect that any
child will always be home and in the mood for a phone call
or videoconference. Some families are comfortable doing
this spontaneously, whereas others need a schedule. If you
are using a schedule, make sure that it integrates into the
child’s routine and expect to complete perhaps 70 percent of
scheduled virtual visits.
Planning and paying for travel by children and parents is

one of the thorniest aspects of long-distance parenting.
Figure out which airports and airlines serve each communi-
ty and use airline-linked credit cards that help accrue miles
to reduce travel costs. Take turns booking flights—and do so
with consideration for the other parent’s needs—price, loca-
tion, and times all make a huge difference. Book early and
forward itineraries. Come up with a formula for sharing
travel expenses. These include housing, rental car, and other
expenses when a parent comes to the children —not just
when the children travel to see a parent.
Consider the physical realities of travel and the toll they

take on parents and children. Remember that travel time
includes the ride to the airport, parking, navigation through
security, waiting, boarding, occasional long waits on the run-
way, and then claiming luggage, and the drive home. Don’t
make plans that will put a travel-fatigued parent behind the
wheel with cranky kids, or have kids get off a plane in a dif-
ferent time zone and plunge into frenetic activity.
Be cautious about making plans in which younger chil-

dren travel unaccompanied, even if the airline permits it.
Generally children under age 10 are too young to fly alone
on short direct flights (although they may manage it with a
responsible older sibling), and children under age 14 may be
too young for international or connecting flights. Consider

the child’s own maturity, judgment, resourcefulness, and
confidence. Travel can be stressful and uncertain, even for
adults. Airline personnel have lots to do besides providing
supervision and care to children. Flights get delayed and
diverted. Children struggle to keep themselves amused in
transit, and sometimes misbehave. It is difficult for children
to be seated for so long. They end up with energy to burn.
A receiving parent may get delayed by weather or traffic, and
not be there to meet a flight. Seatmates may make inappro-
priate remarks. Young children get confused about where the
restrooms are, or when they can be visited. They are often
too shy to ask for help.
You may want to develop an ongoing relationship with a

coparenting counselor or mediator to help you implement
and adapt your long-distance parenting plan. Technology,
such as online meeting programs or videoconferencing,
allow you to have meaningful joint sessions with your copar-
enting counselor from a distant location, augmented by in-
person sessions when both parents are in the same town.

Successful long-distance parenting
Successful long-distance parenting takes work, patience,
flexibility, money, time, genuine goodwill, and respect for
the other parent. No matter how carefully you plan, unex-
pected events will require adapting the plans. Experience;
changes in the children’s ages, development, and schedules;
the needs of new mates and children; parents’ changing
work demands; and other factors will require both parents to
adapt your long-distance parenting plan. Taking the time
before the move to consider the practical issues and develop
shared expectations will make carrying out the plan and
adapting to change much less difficult. fa
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Tools of the Trade
(Continued from page 3)

make notations on the site when the other parent has
made a payment.
As a protection, the parent who creates a data entry

is the only one who can alter it. This prevents either
parent from maliciously or inadvertently manipulating
the information. Every time an entry on the site is
changed, it is dated so that there is never any question as
to when the information was added or modified.
Of course, sites like OurFamilyWizard are encrypted

and secure to protect very personal and sensitive data.
The cost of OurFamilyWizard.com is $99 for one year
or $179 for two years. These prices are per parent.
Accounts for professionals are free, and children can
maintain their own accounts for free as well if their
parents choose. Child accounts are restricted so that
children cannot have access to parents’ confidential
messages and information.

• JointParents.com allows parents to try out the site
for free for 30 days. While personal preferences will vary,
many people find this site less user-friendly than Our-
FamilyWizard.com. To set up the calendar, the site takes
parents through a series of questions that specify the
terms of the custody agreement. These include how often
the child changes residences, with whom, and at what
times, essentially setting up the rules for visitation.
Like Our-FamilyWizard.com, each parent is designated
by a color.
The expense log allows parents to simply and easily

add an expense, enter the amount and payee, and speci-
fy whether the other parent is required to pay for a por-
tion of it. JointParents has a section set up for “virtual
visitations” through use of a webcam, and it maintains a
forum for entering school and extracurricular activities,
as well as special events. Other pages are set up for a
photo library (with 50MB of photo storage space),
daily routine, contacts, medical information, and a
diary. The home page contains an overview of the other
pages, including events scheduled for that day, a list of
upcoming events, login history of all users, updates
within the last two weeks, and a chart showing the
expense allocation for both parents.
The site includes a tool to calculate the number of

nights each parent spends with the children and a page
for managing the locations where children are most
frequently dropped off or picked up. Under “User
Accounts,” parents can grant permissions or restrict
users from viewing various pages on the site. The cost
of JointParents is $9.95 per month or $99.50 per year,
which includes two free months. These prices are per
parent.

• ParentingTime.net is another comprehensive online

site, which costs $149.95 per year. It includes a calendar;
messaging; a page for important contacts, tasks, and
expense tracking; a page for file sharing; and, most
important, a way to create several charts that show
visitation totals for each parent. These can indicate how
many overnights each parent has had with a child by
month and how many days per month a parent has had
contact with a child. Graphs on the site show percent-
ages of visitation distribution between parents, mileage
by month, expenses by month, and denied visits by
month. If there are visitation disputes, these charts may
be invaluable in court hearings.

• CustodyPlanner.com is a simple online tool that
allows parents to set up a calendar based on custody
rules they specify, as well as the ability to add exceptions
to those rules. They can add a visitation schedule and
special events, and there is a message page called
“mailbox,” as well as a photos page. This site is strictly
for scheduling and has no expense tracking, nor does
it calculate a parent’s time spent with the children.
This site is free, however, so if all you require is a very
simple visitation calendar, CustodyPlanner may be a
good option.

• CustodyXchange.com is software that parents
can download onto their computers rather than using it
directly on the Internet. To share the calendar, a parent
must convert it to Adobe PDF format and e-mail it to
the other parent or an attorney, guardian ad litem, etc.
Parents can try out the software for free for 30 days, and
there are several versions that range from $150 to $400.
This software is simpler than OurFamilyWizard.com
or JointParents.com. It does not include messaging and
does not allow parents to track expenses or add informa-
tion about health insurance, school contacts, etc.
If all that parents need is a calendar that automatical-

ly calculates percentages of overnights they have with
their children, this software may be sufficient. In addi-
tion to the custody calendar, the program allows parents
to include common parenting provisions, such as the
fact that one parent has purchased a passport for a child
or that a parent is not allowed to drink alcohol in the
presence of the children. Reports can be printed out
for the court, but this program is restricted to custody
scheduling issues.

• SharedGroundonline.com is another program that
must be downloaded onto a parent’s computer rather
than used online. Like CustodyXchange, it is only set up
for visitation scheduling. It does not include any expense
tracking functions or areas in which to maintain health
insurance and contact information.

(Continued on page 45)
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When
Your Child
Says BY LYN R . GREENBERG

“No, I
Don’t
Want
to Go!”

F ew experiences are as difficult for a
separating or divorcing parent as dealing
with a child who is reluctant to spend

time with the other parent. The situation is
particularly difficult when the child’s behavior
or statements mirror a parent’s own feelings or
concerns about the other parent.
The suggestions that follow are designed to help over-

come a child’s resistance to having contact with the other
parent, although the techniques may be useful in dealing
with other difficult behaviors as well. Concerned parents
also should note that many of the methods described
will be helpful when there are legitimate reasons to be
concerned about a child’s contact with the other parent.
When problems are intractable or serious safety concerns
exist, a mental health consultation is always advisable.
The focus of these approaches is to strengthen children’s

coping skills and enhance parents’ ability to obtain appro-

priate assistance for their children. Children with strong
coping skills are more likely to be able to express indepen-
dent feelings and be heard by adults. Judges are more likely
to listen to such children and to parents who follow the
rules and make appropriate efforts in their own relation-
ships with their children. Following these procedures
will also help any involved professionals make accurate
assessments and offer the best assistance for the family.

The dilemma for parents
Many divorcing parents harbor serious concerns about the
other parent, which may have contributed to the decision
to separate or divorce in the first place. Each parent may
sincerely believe that the other engages in behaviors that
are not optimal for the children, and each may doubt the
other’s sincerity in addressing the children’s needs. When
children test limits or express reluctance to spend time
with the other parent, behaviors can be compelling and



dramatic. Children may whine, cry,
complain about the parent, or even
directly refuse to go.
The transitioning parent may think

it obvious that the receiving parent is
at the root of the problem. The
situation is particularly difficult when
the receiving parent has problems in
parenting or is less experienced or
aware of the child’s needs than the
transitioning parent. The transitioning
parent may believe that the best
solution is to suspend contact until
the recalcitrant child “wants to”
spend time with the other parent.
Many separated or divorcing par-

ents have problems with parenting. A
custody conflict is often extraordinarily
stressful, and both parents may be
adjusting to radical changes in their
daily lives and to an often-unfriendly
legal system. Although parents can
sometimes be each other’s best source
of information, separated or divorcing
parents commonly mistrust each
other’s perceptions and have a hard
time supporting one another. This
makes handling a child’s problems
and/or changing developmental needs
even more difficult.
All of these circumstances may

contribute to difficulties in the
relationship between parent and child.
In some cases, serious problems exist
in the child’s relationship with one
or both parents and professional
intervention or child protection is
required. In other cases, the child’s
behavior results from a combination
of issues: the child’s age, the parental
conflict, either parent’s reactions to
the child’s behavior, or a variety of
other issues. Children also may resist
transitions because of their own
emotional difficulties or feelings
about the parental conflict.
Such situations are particularly

difficult when a parent disagrees with
court orders governing parenting time.
The legal system is by no means infal-
lible, and a parent may be correct that
a different order would be better for
the child. The behavior of a recalci-
trant child may both increase the

stress on parents and create a dynamic
that appears, at least to a parent, to
“prove” that the court is wrong.
Parents also may resent any extra
effort required to implement a court
order with which they strongly dis-
agree. The result can be an escalating
cycle of negative behaviors and
parental interpretations or responses
that are not healthy for anyone
involved.

Coparenting strategies
In addition to the specific strategies
outlined below, both parents and
children should make every effort
to stay focused on some central ideas
that underlie most professional
recommendations about these difficult
situations. These ideas are not always
intuitive to parents who are in the
midst of a high-stress situation.
Counselors, parent educators, and
attorneys may help parents focus on
the essential issues outlined below.

Court orders are not suggestions;
they are obligations. This can be
one of the most difficult concepts
for parents, particularly when they
are accustomed to making most or all
of the decisions about their children’s
lives. Although parents may have
turned to the court to resolve a par-
enting dispute, the court’s ultimate
decision may feel like an intrusion
that usurps parents’ rights.
Enforcement of orders is slow and
inconsistent, which may tempt parents
to either violate the orders or allow
children to decide whether to follow
the rules.
Aside from the legal consequences

for parents, children may suffer
serious emotional harm as a result of
parents’ failure to follow court orders.
Most children are taught from an
early age that laws govern society and
that children and adults must follow
certain rules. They learn to wear seat-
belts, to stop at stop signs, and not to
damage others’ property. A parent’s
sudden disregard for certain rules or
laws contradicts what children have
learned all their lives. Associating that

message with the other parent says to
the child that normal rules no longer
apply. This undermines the consisten-
cy and reassurance of adult bound-
aries, which are so important to
children at this difficult time. The
effects can be felt far beyond the
parental dispute, and can result in
serious problems for children.
This is not to suggest that chil-

dren’s feelings are unimportant, or
that they should be ignored. Children
have independent feelings about their
relationships, and often have impor-
tant concerns that should be addressed
and resolved with adult assistance.
Parents can comply with court orders
and simultaneously open formal or
informal communication with the
other parent, or seek professional
help for the child.
Children also may find that they

are better able to resolve problems
with the other parent when they
spend time together. The focus then
shifts to the child’s feelings and issues,
rather than arguments about comply-
ing with the court order. Drawing the
child into discussions about the court
order places the child in the middle of
the adult conflict and may suggest
that one parent needs or expects the
child to resist the order. At a mini-
mum, this diverts attention from real
problems the child may be having
with the receiving parent.

“Scientific method” for parents. The
first rule child custody professionals
learn is to maintain professional objec-
tivity and consider all possible expla-
nations for a family’s problems or a
child’s behavior. This is an extremely
difficult expectation for separated par-
ents who are dealing with distressed
behavior in a child they love.
Nevertheless, true understanding of
the reasons for the child’s behavior
may depend on the parent’s ability to
consider a variety of possibilities.
Fortunately, many parents already

are skilled at critically evaluating chil-
dren’s statements. Parents apply those
skills everyday in noncontested rela-
tionships. Many have been told by a
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teacher, “I’ll ‘take with a grain of salt’ what your child
tells me is happening at home, if you take ‘with a grain of
salt’ what your child tells you is happening at school?”
Children need to know that their feelings are taken seri-
ously, but that parents will listen to others and try to gain
a true understanding of the situation before taking action.
Transitioning parents need to bear in mind that a

child’s behavior or complaints may be affected by knowl-
edge of the parental conflict. A parent who is the focus of
a child’s complaints must consider the possibility that both
parent-child relationships need improvement. Likewise,
both parents should consider that the child might be
reacting to changes in his or her life, school pressures, peer
anxieties, or any number of other age-appropriate issues.
Most important, both parents should think about whether
the child’s concerns can be resolved through remedies less
drastic than violating the court order, abandoning the
parenting plan, or initiating litigation.

Show your children that you follow rules and that you
expect them to do the same. Structures and rules provide
stability and constancy to children’s lives. The basic rules
of social behavior generally are consistent across settings
and relationships. At times, family routines may seem to
be the only aspects of children’s lives that are not caught
up in the parenting conflict. Children continue to attend
school, to follow rules in various activities, to complete
homework, to speak respectfully to adults and appropriate-
ly to other children, to resolve problems through words
rather than aggression, and to respect others’ property.
Typically children are not permitted to solve problems
through tantrums or acting out. Most important, when
children behave inappropriately, important adults in their
lives offer reassurance through redirection. These limits
and boundaries provide order and stability to children’s
lives, normalize their feelings, and help them adjust
successfully as they mature.
Many parents enforce household rules and require

children to comply with school rules and traffic laws, but
have difficulty requiring compliance with court orders
about parenting time. In effect, these parents tell their
children that they are expected to follow rules in every area
except contact with the other parent. These conflicting
messages undermine the child’s relationship with the other
parent and make it more difficult for children to solve
problems effectively. In most cases, parents’ insistence that
children follow rules and routines, even while parents seek
other resources to resolve children’s distress, is important to
children’s development. The message needs to be, “I know
you’re upset right now, and we will work together to solve
the problem. But for right now, you need to follow the
rules.” When Mom makes a point of requiring that Dad
be treated with respect, and Dad emphasizes the same
standard for Mom, the effect is immediate, healthy, and
powerful.

Support healthy problem-solving. As children mature,
normal development requires that they master certain
“tasks” and develop certain abilities. However, it is normal
for children to want to avoid problems, rather than having
to resolve them, particularly when they are aware of
parental conflict and that one or both parents have nega-
tive feelings about the other parent. Nevertheless, healthy
emotional development requires that children learn to
identify their own feelings and actively solve problems.
Typically, solving problems requires the child to verbalize
feelings and speak directly with the other person involved
in the conflict. Sometimes learning to listen to each
other and solve problems together requires counseling or
professional assistance.
Often parental encouragement is a powerful tool. If a

child is unwilling or unable to resolve problems directly
with the other parent, or if a parent doesn’t respond well,
it may be helpful to involve a therapist for the child
or a family therapist. Early intervention may produce
significant benefits in a short time, particularly if parents
are able to cooperate.

Parents can best assist children by separating the behav-
ior in question from their feelings about the other parent.
Try imagining your response to your child’s identical behav-
ior toward a teacher, another child, or a member of your
extended family. Respond as you would in that situation.
This may allow you to resolve the underlying problems.

Listen. Once children are behaving appropriately and
the parenting transition has been completed, the parent
with custody should explore what the child is upset about.
In some cases, the child’s fears or concerns will relate to
common parent-child issues, such as conflicts about rules,
routines, and activities. On other occasions, the child’s
concerns will relate to developmental issues, such as the
child’s ability to maintain peer activities and relationships
while spending time in both households. Children also
may have difficulty with the many changes that accompa-
ny parental separation.
Although transitioning parents have a responsibility to

ensure that children complete the custody transition and
respect the court order on parenting time, both parents
have a responsibility to actively work with the child to
solve problems. It is often easier to blame the other parent
than to take a hard look at improving one’s own relation-
ship with the child. Nevertheless, one of the greatest gifts
you can give your child is a willingness to address any
complaints or concerns that the child has about your
household, separate and apart from conflicts with the
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other parent. You may not solve every problem––for exam-
ple, children may miss activities in one neighborhood
while spending time with the other parent. However, par-
ents can listen to children, empathize with their distress,
and seek creative solutions to improve the situation.
Children initially may approach parents with simplistic

solutions that are impractical or impossible, or with gener-
al frustrations about changes in their lives. Sometimes
these discussions will lead to adjustments in the parenting
plan, or problems can be addressed through improved
communication or adjustments in each household. Parents
and counselors can help redirect children’s feelings toward
creative problem-solving or help the child adjust to new
realities that will not change. Just as your child would be
expected to try to resolve problems with a teacher before
transferring out of math class, he or she should be made to
resolve problems directly with each parent before consider-
ing a change to the parenting plan.

Seeking professional assistance. Notwithstanding
parents’ best efforts, some behavior problems escalate
quickly and resist easy solutions. The interventions
suggested here are often helpful, but may be difficult for
parents to apply consistently and may not be sufficient in
the face of deteriorating child behavior or high tension
between the parents. Parents may have difficulty separating
their own feelings from those of the child, or trusting that
suggested interventions would ease the child’s distress.
When poor communication between parents hampers
cooperation, talk with your lawyer about finding a
professional who can coordinate interventions, maintain a
focus on the child’s needs, and help each parent address
problems in the relationship with the child.
Where there is serious reason to suspect a child is in

danger, emergency professional assistance may be neces-
sary. Talk with your lawyer about what to do in such a sit-
uation. In most other circumstances, parents should dis-
cuss a child’s need for counseling. Even if one parent has
the legal right to initiate psychotherapy unilaterally, treat-
ment is most effective when both parents are involved.
A therapist proceeding with one-sided information is less
likely to secure the trust of the other parent, to form an
accurate assessment of the child’s difficulties, or to manage
an effective treatment plan.
Therapists familiar with contested custody cases are

most likely to be effective in coparenting conflicts.
Experienced therapists will be sensitive to the need to
involve both parents, consider each parent’s perspective,
and balance therapy so that the child’s independent needs
will be emphasized. Effective therapists must confront
unhealthy behavior and promote constructive problem-
solving, so it is unlikely that the counselor’s statements
will always please both parents or the child. Look for a
counselor’s interventions that encourage your child to solve
problems directly and to exhibit social behavior consistent

with what is expected of other children the same age.
When either parent disagrees with the therapist, he or she
should speak directly with the therapist without involving
the child. Many therapists can provide useful suggestions
for working through such difficulties. Parents should stay
focused on productive problem-solving and refrain from
threatening to litigate.
Many families resist psychotherapy, feeling that they

should be able to resolve problems themselves. Professional
counseling is not necessary in all cases, but early interven-
tion may be the greatest gift you can give your child.
Many problems can be addressed quickly, and the experi-
ence of focusing cooperatively on the child’s needs can
benefit parents. Even if some problems continue, a skilled
therapist can stabilize the situation and keep the child on a
normal developmental path.

Keep options open for the future. Most problems with
parenting transitions resolve over time. Children adjust to
having separate households and benefit from what each
parent and family setting has to offer. Parents move on with
their lives and may even use the time away from their chil-
dren to pursue individual needs and interests. When par-
ents are feeling more comfortable in their own roles and
less concerned about attacks from the other parent, they
are more likely to use their strengths to assist the child
with future developmental struggles. Mom may be better
at language arts; Dad may be better at math. With time,
each may become more effective at working together and
dividing parenting responsibilities.
In the throes of parenting conflict and/or recent separa-

tion, believing that the other parent will make a meaning-
ful contribution to your child may be difficult. The other
parent may not have attended to parenting responsibilities
prior to the separation, and strong disagreements about
parenting and other issues may continue. Leaving open the
possibility of improved parenting does not require either
parent to alter strongly held opinions. Good-faith efforts
at problem solving may not produce immediate results,
but may provide options for better cooperation after the
divorce. Your child has little to lose and much to gain
from your staying open to the possibility that both
parents can contribute to your child’s well-being and
healthy development. fa
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In this case, they know it’s time to go
when the judge tells them so.

T he parenting time plan presented to the
court came neatly packaged in a blue binder
with glassine separators highlighting the var-
ious charts and graphs. Submitted by a par-
ent who was not represented by counsel, it

was the most detailed plan I’d ever seen, breaking down
time with children into minutes, including waking and
sleeping times, holidays and school year, considering both
parties’ work schedules, and carefully ensuring a precisely
equal balance between Mom and Dad. The only things
missing were the interests and needs of the children.
Although carefully considered, mathematically precise,

and beautifully presented, the parenting plan featured 6:00
a.m. and 10:00 p.m. transfers, schedules with no consisten-
cy over weeks or months, and frequent exchanges that

required transfers over long distances.
Although the litigant did not get the parenting timeshare

he wanted, the philosophical essence of his request—finding
a plan that met his needs and desires as a parent—cannot
simply be dismissed. While statutes and cases tell us to focus
on that illusive “best interest of the child,” other cases make
it clear that parents do have a fundamental, constitutional
right to rear their children. The State of California, for
example, adopts as its public policy the proposition that
both parents should have frequent and continuing contact
with their children after the parental relationship or mar-
riage has ended.
Thus, it is up to trial courts to carefully balance a basket

of competing factors and tailor a solution to each family and
occasionally each child. Legislators have tried to assist with
guidelines to aid the court’s decision-making, but typically
these are nothing more than generalized pap repeating the
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Across the morning sky, All the birds are leaving,
Ah, how can they know it’s time for them to go.

—Who Knows Where The Time Goes, music and lyrics by Sandy Denny.
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issues any competent judicial officer would, of course, con-
sider (e.g., the health, safety, and welfare of the child, and
each parent’s capacity and interest in meeting the needs of
the child).

General principles. Although each plan must be tailored
to the individual family, certain general principles apply. I
start with the belief that, by and large, children benefit from
having two adequate parents involved in their lives.
Although social science research supports this view, and it

reflects both the constitutional requirements and state pub-
lic policies noted above, my experience suggests that hun-
dreds of other family law judges support this view even more
profoundly.
A second general principle and, perhaps more important

than the first, is that we must take into account the individ-
ual reactions of children. Clearly, the best plan in the
abstract might not actually work for any individual child.
I’ve seen children who handled easily changing households

1. Long-distance plans—Nothing can
replace daily or even weekly year-
round involvement in a child’s life,
but the loss suffered by the stay-
behind parent can at least be ame-
liorated. Frequent scheduled con-
tact through computer-based video
conferencing (even as often as a
nightly virtual goodnight kiss and
hug or reading a bedtime story) can
help maintain a sense of connected-
ness and allow a parent to track
physical and emotional changes in
the child. Timeshare divisions that
give every spring recess, most of the
summer, and alternating 50 percent
and 100 percent winter recesses are
typical. If distance and finances
permit, some extended three-day
holiday weekends (occasionally
allowing the child to miss school
on a Tuesday when school
resumes), plus parental visits of up
to five days each month in the new
location can equate to one-third of
the child’s time.
Orders that split the cost of

travel and use of frequent flyer
programs for the child can help
finance this schedule. Where funds
are tighter, placing a portion of
child support in a travel account
(used to partially support the stay-
behind parent’s visits to the new
location and refunded to the custo-
dial parent if not used during the
year) can contribute to the long-
term best interest of a child.

2. Transportation responsibilities—
Often a sore point with the custo-
dial parent who complains that he
or she does most of the driving to
school, activities, and appoint-
ments, while the noncustodial
parents says, “You fought me to
get that time. I’d gladly switch.”
I believe that custodial exchanges
must be separated from the rest of
life’s activities, and the default
position should split transportation
duties with the receiving party
picking up.
If there are concerns regarding

contact between parents or he
said/she said disputes about who
didn’t show up to the exchange,
a third-party-supervised drop-off
location could be sought. Some
states have agencies that provide
this service, but a relative or trusted
mutual friend or even a privately
compensated person (such as a
college student seeking part-time
work) could be used.
If the drive between households

is lengthy, I suggest that each party
drive the entire distance one way.
The problem with midpoint
exchanges, so frequently favored
by the parties, is that both parents
must travel for every exchange
(versus one having a heavier travel
burden half of the time), plus the
lateness or no-show issues that are
doubly compounded when a party
is sitting in a fast-food outlet off an
interstate in the middle of
nowhere. If midpoints are used, the
parties should be advised to make
a small purchase upon arrival to

provide a date- and time-stamped
receipt.

3. Special events—Flexibly trading
weekends or extending custody
time when Grandma comes to
town for a visit or the traveling
soccer team has a playoff game is
the ideal that all children of
separated parents should enjoy.
But when that kind of cooperation
is not possible, limited overrides of
custody time can be built into a
plan. For example, one could order
that on seven or fourteen or twen-
ty-one days’ written notice for two,
three, or four weekends each year
(excluding holidays and other
special times), one parent could
take an extra weekend or swap a
subsequent weekend.

4. Everything is a problem—In these
cases, no order can anticipate all
issues, disputes, and roadblocks a
parent or parents can create.
These are cases for a Parenting
Coordinator (PC), also known as a
Special Master. The PC is typically
appointed through agreement of
the parties to resolve disputes on
custodial issues without court
involvement or with limited court
involvement. The PC is often a
mental health professional or a
lawyer, and the parties agree in
advance to the scope of the PC’s
authority. (See Coates, page 20.)
For a comprehensive sample
stipulation, go to http://www.
lacba.org/Files/Main%20Folder/
Sections/Family%20law/Files/
PPC-1Stipulation2007.pdf.

—R.S .
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Devising Your Plan
Translating these general principles into practical
and workable timeshare orders might look
something like this.

1. The classic: Alternate weekends from Friday
to Sunday with a Wednesday night dinner is virtually a
cliché for fathers’ timeshares. However, old standards,
adages, and clichés exist for a reason and, that is, to some
degree they reflect reality. Though I have no studies to
quote, I am certain that this is the most common time-
share order for noncustodial fathers. The reason is not
that judges are old-fashioned and biased in favor of
women in custody matters. Judges do not make most
custody orders. Like every other area of litigation, most
family law cases are resolved through settlement (in
family law, settlement and default). This is the plan a
majority (or plurality) of fathers choose or accept by
default. That is because it reflects the current social
structure of our society, in which most parenting,
whether in intact families or not, is done by mothers.
If a case does get to a contested trial, fathers typically

receive a much greater timeshare. However, this classic
formula can still work well for noncustodial parents
(NCPs) with practical limitations, such as work obliga-
tions or long distances between the two households or a
lack of practical hands-on parenting skills.

2. Alternate weekends with an
extra overnight: Is a plan that builds on
the alternate weekend’s approach by adding one extra
overnight, typically a Sunday, but it could be a
Thursday. One major advantage of this plan is that it
involves the noncustodial parent in school drop-offs,
possibly school pickups, and possibly the return of
homework (with teacher comments or further work
requirements). This plan is particularly good as an
interim plan for the “born again” father who didn’t
assume much direct parenting responsibility during the
marriage but now wishes to increase his participation.
If things go well and his interest continues, both parents
and the children can use this time arrangement to pre-
pare themselves for the next step, (short of the next cate-
gory) which would be to add an additional overnight at
the beginning or end of the weekend or an overnight in
the “off week.”
Some judges might add more dinner visits, but I

believe those should be used sparingly to maintain
some contact when there are long stretches between
overnights. Dinner visits offer a more artificial parent/
child interaction, are less likely to require or enhance

real parenting skills; more likely to be disruptive to
routine and homework; and more demanding in terms
to drive time, cost, and work interruption for the
parent. Although they have their place—particularly
when distance between residences makes weekday
overnights unattractive or when a work schedule does
not allow the noncustodial parent to handle after-school
pickups for a longer visit—dinner visits should rarely be
substituted for overnights.

3. Significant timeshares short of
50/50: Under this order the noncustodial parent
would be awarded Thursday after school till Monday’s
return to school in one week and Thursday and Friday in
the next (or occasionally, Friday through Tuesday, alter-
nating with Monday and Tuesday). This gives the
noncustodial parent five overnights out of every fourteen.
I often make this type of order in contested custody

cases. It frequently reflects the division of parenting
responsibility that went on during the marriage. It
allows the person who had primary parenting duties in
the past to feel that the plan acknowledges prior efforts
and knowledge, whereas the other parent gets a sense
that the road to fuller involvement and knowledge is
open if additional effort is expended. Moreover, during
the marriage, the primary parent frequently did not
work outside the home or had limited employment.
After separation or divorce, greater outside employment
is likely, and this plan allows for that. On the other side
of the coin, the parent who has in the past spent less
time parenting will often have to readjust priorities
without abandoning a work schedule that maintained
family finances.
Another advantage of this schedule is that the less

involved parent now will have interaction with the child
on a significant number of school days and for a longer
block of time, which allows for more normal parent-
child interaction. For example, a child can have an inci-
dent on day one, be caught on day two, be disciplined
on day three, and get over it by day four. Obviously,
things don’t always go so smoothly, but by spending
longer chunks of time with a child, a parent is more
likely to be able to impose discipline, be present as the
child experiences the consequences of his or her actions,
and have some time to reflect on and repair any strain.
Although a one-day visit on the off-week is not ideal,

it allows parent and child to maintain contact. This
order is especially good for the former noncustodial
parent who is growing into the more demanding parts
of parenting, or in cases where an equal timeshare
would be appropriate, but for residential distance that
makes travel to school burdensome or where work
requirements block an equal timeshare.
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on a daily basis and others who were disoriented by a change
every two weeks. So the plan must work sensibly for the indi-
vidual child.
Plans that include exchanges at odd hours, too many shifts

between households or a lack of consistency and stability over
weeks are unlikely to be successful. At the same time, the plan
must work for the adults, too. If, for example, the plan puts
one parent in his or her car too often or on the road so long
that it makes a normal work schedule nearly impossible, it just
doesn’t matter how good it looks on paper for the child. A per-
fect plan from the child’s point of view is a classic Pyrrhic vic-
tory if a parent loses his or her job because complicated or
inconvenient exchanges interrupt work or leave the parent too
frazzled to spend quality time with the child once he or she
finally arrives.

One factor I include when possible is having
the parent who spends less time with the
children more involved in some school-
night care. Of course, disruption of nor-
mal homework or bedtime routines is pos-

sible, but this negative is outweighed by the potential benefit
of giving an often less involved parent opportunities to inter-
act with teachers and school staff. The parent, thus, gets direct
feedback about the child, and, importantly, learns how his or
her parenting might be affecting the child. The more contact
a parent has with any of the child’s activities the more buy-in
or commitment the parent is likely to have for the activity. It
is much easier to think, “That’s Mom’s problem” or “Dad
needs to handle that” if you never have to deal with a teacher
upset by a lack of homework or a child’s falling asleep in class.
Finally, give a plan some time to settle in before truly judg-

ing whether it works. Many (in my experience, most) children
are able to adapt to almost any schedule after a time and learn
its ins and outs. Parents too often need time to adapt the rest
of their lives to the negotiated or court-imposed schedule.

Conclusion
I end where I began—all time-share plans must be tailored to
the individual realities of each child. Thus, plans created by
parents who are much more likely to know and understand
the needs of their children are almost always better than court-
imposed plans. Parents and children should be flexible, open
to experiment, and willing to make changes when the facts
dictate. Almost any plan can work well if parents focus on the
needs, desires, and best interests of their children. fa
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4. Alternative significant time-
share: If distance or other factors prevent the
noncustodial parent from having physical custody
on school nights, a less desirable, but possible,
alternative is to award three out of four or four out
of five weekends (four times a year there will be
five weekends in a month).

5. Equal timeshare: If not the default
option some proponents have been seeking, over
the last 30 years, this timeshare has morphed from
something extremely rare to a perfectly acceptable
alternative. Although unusual examples exist
(including bicoastal equal timeshares), typically this
is ordered when parents live in reasonably close
proximity (such as 30 minutes or less from school),
when significant parenting duties have been shared
during the relationship, both parents possess
adequate physical and emotional parenting skills,
and each has a solid bond with the children.
The time can be sliced up in a variety of ways.

For younger children a split-week plan (Monday
and Tuesday in one household, Wednesday and
Thursday in the other, with alternating Friday to
Monday weekends) is common. The rationale is
that less time away from each parent is easier for
younger children.
A week in one house, alternating with a week in

the other house, has much to recommend it: it
more fully allows the rhythms of normal household
life to play out, involves fewer exchanges (often a
source of tension, even between cooperating par-
ents), and is inherently stable (we often mentally
measure things in blocks of weeks).
In an alternating week schedule, each parent has

nearly identical responsibilities; the same burdens;
access to participation in extracurricular and school
activities; and the responsibility to deal with conse-
quences of children’s nonperformance at school,
home, or in activities. For children or parents who
have difficulty with long separations, informal
visits or a scheduled midweek dinner can alleviate
concerns.
A two-week rotation (with a middle Sunday

activity or extended dinner visit) has all the advan-
tages of the weekly exchanges with even greater
stability for older children (who often see much
less of their parents anyway) and for adults who are
starting a new relationship or marriage. For those
who haven’t experienced it, it is difficult to explain
how healing and restorative two weeks without
the daily demands of children can be for an adult
relationship.

—R.S .
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Separation and divorce are major stressors in the
life of a parent and child. Everyone in the family
must adjust to the new structure, often changed
economic circumstances, painful feelings of loss,
as well as initial feelings of helplessness as par-

ents and children try to figure out who they are in this new
family and how to navigate changed relationships. Although
this adjustment usually takes a year and a half to two years,
in some families the process goes on for years and conflict
between parents continues.
Conflict has long characterized the marital relationship

for some couples, even years before the divorce. For others,
this conflict is new and has led to or directly results from the
divorce. The impact of this conflict on children cannot be
underestimated and has implications for the parenting access
plan.
Consider this family’s situation:
Sally and Don had a seemingly happy marriage until Sally
announced that she wanted a divorce. Sally felt stifled
and controlled in the marriage and needed to find herself
again. Don was strongly opposed to the divorce and
wanted to work things out with a therapist. Sally refused,
saying that it was too late.
Neither would move out of the house, so they fought

over that as well as what and when to tell their three chil-
dren: Jesse, age 12; Jenny, age 9; and Justin, age 6. Sally
wanted to tell the children about the divorce and that
Don would be moving out but would see them on alter-

nate weekends and Wednesdays for dinner. Don refused
to tell the children until Sally moved out. He wanted
equal parenting time, and wanted the children to spend
alternate weeks with him.
As time passed, tensions increased. Sally and Don

argued constantly, as the children looked on. After nine
months, Sally filed for divorce and filed a motion for Don
to vacate the home. She also told the children about the
divorce and that Daddy would be moving out. When
Jesse and Jenny asked Don about this, he broke into tears
and told them he would never leave them and that he was
trying to get their mother to change her mind.

Impact of conflict on children: Jesse, Jenny and
Justin are now in the middle of their parents’ conflict. Each
parent tells the children something different. They must
decide who to believe and who to trust. For Justin, age 6,
this is quite frightening as his security is based on feeling
protected by his parents. Now he feels helpless and blames
himself because his parents argue about him and his siblings.
Jenny and Jesse are in the middle of two very different points
of view and must also figure out whom to believe, whom to
trust, and whom to blame.
One of the biggest stressors for children is exposure

to conflict between their parents and, particularly, being
engaged in the conflict as a confidant or messenger. At such
young ages, these children must figure out on their own
who to trust and who will keep them safe. They struggle to
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When the
CONF L I C T

Continues
The right parenting plan
can help defuse tensions

BY ROBIN M. DEUTSCH
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make sense of two very different viewpoints from the peo-
ple they love and trust most in the world.
Another significant stumbling block for children is that

divorcing parents tend to become preoccupied with their
own distress and consumed with worries about how they
will recreate their identities and move forward. Because of
this shift in focus, parenting practices may not be as effective
as in the past. Such preoccupied parents find it difficult to
keep children’s needs at the forefront and to provide ongo-
ing emotional support and responsiveness. The second sig-
nificant factor affecting children’s adjustment to divorce is
“good enough parenting.” This means having warm,
involved parents with appropriate expectations and consis-
tent discipline.
Shielding children from exposure to the conflict is essen-

tial. When parents are not living together, transitions should
occur in neutral settings and need not be face to face. Parents
should communicate via e-mail or apart from the children.
When parents fight in front of their children, children tend
to feel helpless and invisible. They feel a loss of control and,
depending on their ages and personalities, may try to find
ways to intervene, believing it is their responsibility, or to
cope by distancing themselves and tuning out.
Often children overhear part of a conversation and pick

up on a phrase that may be frightening or confusing to
them. For younger children, like Jesse, who understands
things quite concretely, hearing his mother say, “he will be
gone soon” can elicit fears of abandonment and fantasies of
never seeing his father again. Parents should make every
effort to contain the conflict and hide any outward signs of
hostility toward the other parent.

Develop a parenting plan: A number of factors need
to be considered in developing any parenting plan.
Beginning with the preseparation parenting responsibilities
and caregiving arrangements, parents need to think about

how best to ensure continuity in children’s relationships with
each parent and how to strengthen those relationships.
Children of different ages and developmental needs require
different arrangements. Sometimes, this is less relevant with
close sibling groups, but, of course, infants and toddlers have
their own special needs.
Unless there has been serious domestic violence, child

maltreatment, or a current pattern of untreated mental ill-
ness or substance abuse, research leads us to create parenting
plans in which both parents care for their children’s day-to-
day needs, are involved in school and extracurricular activi-
ties, and monitor their children’s development and responsi-
bilities. The parenting plan needs to build on quality as it
leads to closeness in parent-child relationships. We know
that children do better in school, socially, and emotionally
when both parents are involved in their lives in a positive
and active way. The quality of parenting and the relationship
between parent and child are more important than the struc-
ture of the parenting plan.
One caution regarding high-conflict families: Although it

is important to structure the parenting plan in a compre-
hensive way so that parents have little to fight about, it also
is important to provide opportunities for modification to
meet the changing needs of children and changing circum-
stances of parents.
Communication about the children is essential, whatever

the plan and whatever the relationship between parents.
Effective communication need not be face to face or voice to
voice. Parents can communicate via e-mail at prearranged
intervals with defined categories of information, such as
medical issues, homework, activities, developmental or
behavioral concerns, or changes. For infants and babies, a
log or e-mail at each transition should include information
about eating and sleeping routines and changes, health,
responses to soothing, and developmental changes, mile-
stones, and other issues.

Infants (0 to 9 months):
The job of the infant is to
develop trust. A parent
responds to an infant with
food, soothing, and hold-
ing, and the baby learns to
trust that his or her needs
will be met. As a parent
effectively responds to an

infant’s crying, the baby also learns self-soothing so as not to
become overwhelmed. As parents respond to crying or coo-
ing, trust and closeness develop between infant and parent.
As the baby’s needs are met over the first six months, a

gradual process of differentiation between baby and parent
begins to develop, and the baby recognizes and responds
more readily to primary caretakers. Between two and seven

months, the baby will soothe and calm more easily with
those people. The process of attachment is beginning as the
parent consistently and predictably meets the baby’s needs.
If parents separate during this first nine months, frequent

contact is very important for attachment to develop.
Contact needs to include opportunities for all caretaking
activities, such as feeding, playing, soothing, bathing, and
putting the baby to sleep. Whether that occurs during the
day or at night is not important as long as feeding routines
are maintained. What is important is that the baby experi-
ences the parent as one who meets his or her needs in all
areas. Of course, it is essential that parents either have or
acquire the necessary skills, such as filling and holding a bot-
tle; feeding the baby; knowing developmentally appropriate
toys; responding to the baby’s smiles, babbles, gestures; and
knowing how to soothe the baby. ���
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�Age-appropriate
Plans
Following are suggested
guidelines for parenting
plans based on the age
of the child.



The baby’s needs are best met when parents can commu-
nicate about the baby’s activities, schedule, and idiosyn-
crasies. Communicating about the baby’s signals and sleep,
feeding, waking cycles, as well as sharing tips for staying
attuned and being responsive also will help the baby adjust
to two separate lifestyles. If parents have very different views
about these things and the baby is responding poorly to dif-
ferent caretaking practices and beliefs, it may be better for
one parent to have a more limited role.
By about seven months of age, the process of attachment

begins. The baby will actively seek contact with and close-
ness with the preferred caregivers/parents. At about eight
months of age, babies develop stranger anxiety. They want to
be with their preferred caregivers and are now able to dis-
criminate between those they trust to meet their needs, and

with whom they are developing an attachment, and others.
For this reason, between seven and twelve months is a
difficult time to reintroduce a parent, after an absence.
During this period, babies need to be able to develop at

least one, if not two, secure attachments. This requires short
separations and a basically seamless transition between par-
ents/caregivers. If parents cannot communicate effectively
about the baby, and/or if one parent is unable to gain the
necessary caretaking skills, having one parent designated
the primary parent, with the other having frequent short
contacts, may be best. Also at this age, babies can be more
sensitive to conflict during transitions, affecting the baby’s
ability to be soothed and comforted. If parents are unable
to transition the baby without conflict, a third person may
provide a better transition.

Between the ages of nine and 18 months, the
transition from infancy to toddlerhood takes

place. There is great and rapid development, including
motor skills (crawling, standing, and walking), the refine-
ment of communication from sounds and smiles to words,
the organization of emotions (hugs, kisses, deliberate
expressions of anger, fears, and anxiety), and the organiza-
tion of behaviors (imitating, understanding functions, and
meanings of people and things).
Maintaining predictability and consistency promotes the

development of self-regulation and self-soothing for the
baby. Multiple caregivers can maintain a consistent schedule
of waking, eating, and sleeping. However, if the baby is par-
ticularly sensitive to transition and change, or difficult to
soothe, one parent may need to take a primary caretaking
role with briefer contact with the other parent.
Developing a parenting plan for babies will depend on

two factors: (1) the parents’ involvement with the baby
before the separation, including feeding, bathing, playing,
soothing, bedtimes, and waking; and (2) each parent’s abili-
ty to be attuned and responsive to the baby’s needs. Together
these factors suggest how responsive a baby may be to each
caregiver. Because separation anxiety generally continues up
to eighteen months of age, parents must be sensitive to the
baby’s ability to separate and transition. Overnight contacts
for babies up to 18 months of age can be considered:

• Baby has secure attachment to both parents, usually
the result of joint caretaking;
• Both parents have participated in all caretaking;
• Both parents are able to follow a consistent schedule
and maintain sleeping and eating routines;
• Both parents are attuned to the baby’s needs, both
physical and emotional;
• Baby has an easy, resilient temperament;
• Conflict between parents is low or contained;
• Parents are able to communicate nondefensively and
with minimal acrimony about the baby’s sleeping,
waking, and feeding schedules.
• The parent with greater parenting time can minimize
his or her anxiety about separation from the baby;
• Breast-feeding routines can be maintained with
periodic bottle feeding.
If overnight contacts are not in the best interests of the

baby because criteria above are not met, the parent with
less parenting time should have opportunities to partici-
pate in feeding, playing, and bathing. To develop the skills
or connections with the baby, the parent may establish a
nap routine that is consistent with the child’s already estab-
lished routine. To further the relationship, the parent and
baby should have contact every few days, gradually increas-
ing the length of separation from the primary parent. As
with infants, a communication log is essential.

This period is one of increasing indepen-
dence. Toddlers have ever-increasing mobility

and language skills, are able to ask for what they want, devel-
op independent toileting skills, and learn self-soothing skills.
Because they are better able to differentiate themselves from
others, and remember another even when out of sight, they
are able to tolerate longer separations from a parent. While
most children at this age seek to explore their environments,
some toddlers have increased fears of separation, sometimes

nightmares, and may become clingy. Conflict between their
parents or exposure to parental tension can exacerbate these
fears. Toddlers are often able to tolerate longer separations
and more easily manage transitions with older siblings.
Toddlers need predictable and consistent routines and

firm limits and boundaries. They may test these limits, and
need help learning limits and finding ways to settle and
soothe themselves. Toddlers also need a balance of close
supervision with opportunities for exploration.

18 months
to 3 years

9 to 18
months

�
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Preschoolers are able to internalize rou-
tines and to rely on a sense of day and

night routines. Their social networks expand to children of
their own age, teachers, and possibly caregivers. They are
learning social skills, such as using words and taking turns,
giving them a sense of control. Preschoolers look for oppor-
tunities to feel powerful, including mastery of new and chal-
lenging experiences. Yet they need the presence of a parent
to whom they are attached to support these new experiences.
Preschool children are more sensitive to their caregivers’
moods and may blame themselves or enlist themselves as a
caretaking agent, though through the eyes of a four year old.
Separations from regular caregivers may be difficult for

preschoolers and may result in fear or anxiety. They may
have night-time fears, such as monsters in the closet or
under the bed. They may have difficulties with transitions
between homes, but once settled in the other home, calm
down and appear happy. Often having a transitional object

that goes with them between homes is helpful. In addition,
if the parent who is caring for the child drops the child at the
other parent’s home, it relieves the child of feeling “taken
away” by the other parent. Preschoolers are very attuned to
parental tension, anger, and anxiety and may react more to
their parent’s feelings and lose sight of what they want.
Parents must limit their communication in front of the child
if they cannot contain their own feelings. To consolidate
their developmental gains, preschoolers need parents to be
calm and controlled so as to view the world as safe.
Predictable routine and structure also are important for

the preschooler. Holiday routines begin to take on impor-
tance. They can tolerate increasingly longer absences on a
regular basis for up to three days. Multiple parenting
arrangements work with this age, with attention to the
child’s temperament and preseparation parenting arrange-
ments. It is important that the child have contact with each
parent a few times a week.

�Preschoolers
3 to 5

Six- to nine-year-old children are
initially learning and then settling

into new demands and routines in school and play. They are
now focused on experiences with school, friends, and activ-
ities, resulting in greater separations from family and more
experiences with others, such as teachers, babysitters, neigh-
bors, and coaches. Differences in parenting styles and
blocks of time away from a parent are easier to understand
and manage as these children have a sense of time and can
understand another point of view. At the same time, early
school-age children may still find separations from either
parent difficult, and having an object or picture that travels
back and forth with them may be helpful. At this age, chil-
dren need their parents to be interested and supportive.
When one parent has been minimally involved in parent-

ing, it is still a good idea for the child to have one over-night
each weekend and a dinner or visit of a few hours each week.
Such a schedule can expand after a transition period. If
coparenting has been shared equally, these children can spend
half a week or two weekdays and alternate weekends with

each parent (for example, Monday andTuesday with one par-
ent, Wednesday and Thursday with the other). Or one parent
may have a Thursday until Monday morning one week and
Wednesday and Thursday the second week. Whatever the
parenting plan, it needs to be consistent and provide the child
a time and place for schoolwork, friendships, and other activ-
ities. These children are very rule-bound; they can understand
a schedule that provides predictability and consistency.
To develop increased competence, early school-age chil-

dren at this age need to be protected from ongoing conflict
between parents. Often, transitions that occur in a neutral
setting, such as at school or at the site of an activity, shield
children from unpleasant interactions between parents.
Parents must learn to greet each other cordially at such activ-
ities or events and then move to separate spaces if they are
unable to control negative interactions. Children will also
suffer if they are asked to carry messages from one parent to
the other. To the extent that parents engage their child in
interparental conflict, the child’s focus and energy will be
diverted from normal developmental tasks and growth.

Early school-age
6 to 9
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If parents have shared caretaking arrangements, the child
has an easy temperament, or there are older siblings, parent-
ing time can be shared evenly as long as the separations from
each parent are not too long (not more than two or three
days or two nights). If the child has trouble with transitions
or is not particularly adaptable or flexible, or if parents are
unable to communicate effectively with each other about the
child, it makes sense for the child to have a primary home
with frequent contact, including some overnights, with the
other parent. If one parent has not established the parenting
skills necessary to effectively and safely manage a toddler,

frequent contacts can be initiated, possibly with the help of
a friend or relative experienced in parenting toddlers.
Cooperation and flexibility between parents is essential to

foster optimal toddler development. You may observe regres-
sion in newly acquired skills, such as toilet training or dress-
ing and independence, when toddlers are exposed to
parental conflict. Again, a log or e-mail exchange between
parents about feeding, sleeping, health, and activity issues is
helpful. To the extent that parents can put aside their anger
or hurt feelings, they will be better able to parent children of
this age who can be challenging for many parents.

�



Conclusion: Research does not support any particular
parenting plan. Each family needs to consider the age, tem-
perament, and special needs of their children, previous care-
taking arrangements, and the child’s relationship with each
parent. Most important is that parents are able to commu-
nicate about their children on a regular basis. Parents do not
need to parent cooperatively, but they must share informa-
tion so that children’s experiences as they transition between
parents are as seamless as possible and children are not drawn

into their parents’ disputes. The most well-adjusted children
know that their parents are more focused on their children’s
well-being than on their own parental conflict. fa

Robin M. Deutsch, Ph.D., is a psychologist and mediator in Boston.

She is director of Forensic Services of the Children and the Law

program at Massachusetts General Hospital and assistant professor of

psychology at Harvard Medical School. She has worked with families in

high conflict for more than 25 years.

Later school-age children branch
out even more outside the home.

They develop increased confidence as they become more
competent in activities, skills, and situations. These children
tend to be rule-bound, yet are branching out and consider-
ing moral issues. They also can understand another point of
view and can take another perspective. As a result, children
between age 10 and 12 are vulnerable to alignment with one
parent. They are vulnerable to diverting energy and focus,
which they need to participate in activities, make friends,
and develop good study habits, to “being fair” to both par-
ents or to aligning with one parent.
These preteens continue to reflect their parents’ points of

view, but take more notice of peers’ interests, clothing, man-
nerisms, etc. They can anticipate future plans and schedules
and are beginning to take more control over their time and
decisions, yet require and rely on the stability and security of
their parents. They anticipate time and schedules and need

some flexibility in the parenting plan to manage their activ-
ities and friendships. These children exhibit a need for some
control over their time as they participate in activities.
When parents are in conflict, the child’s anger may fester

and be exhibited as alliance with one parent or intense and
tumultuous relationships with friends. If the child feels
abandoned by the parents’ focus on conflict, he or she may
learn excessive self-reliance and avoid participating in the
conflict between parents. Such children are very aware of the
issues that are being argued and may “assist” one parent as a
spy or as an ally, or may disengage too much and too early.
Parenting plans can range from alternate weekends and

one evening visit during the school year with shared parent-
ing in the summer, to shared time either alternating weeks
or splitting weeks and alternating weekends. Maintaining
activities in both homes and helping the child develop
increased competence and independence while providing
predictability and stability are key.

�Later school-age
10 to 12

Adolescence is all about change: to the
body, dreams and wishes, Friday night

plans, relationships with friends and family. The task of the
adolescent is to become independent and have an identity
separate from anyone else. While the family continues to be
the major seat of influence and guidance, peers, school, and
other activities become more of the focus. Parents provide
critical guidance and support, anticipate dangers and risk,
and help the adolescent practice decision making.
Adolescents maintain their own schedules, and parent-child
relationships have been known to fall apart if parents are
unable to respect the adolescent’s increasing independence
and provide flexibility. A critical parenting function is nego-
tiating time and rules, providing a model for decision-mak-
ing, while relinquishing control.
If parents are absorbed in conflict, their adolescent may

slip through the communication void. Parents must be able
to keep track of their teenager and communicate about his
or her whereabouts, as well as their own empty houses. If
they are unable to share information, risks to their teen
increase as their adolescent finds ways to break rules and
engage in unsafe behaviors. For a resilient teen, distancing
from disputing parents and becoming more involved in peer

relationships, activities, and interests can provide a safety
net. But for more vulnerable teenagers, difficult peer rela-
tionships, poor interpersonal skills, depression, and suicidal
thoughts may result from the absence of a good model of
problem solving and interpersonal relationships.
A variety of time-sharing schedules will work for adoles-

cents, as long as they have input into the plan and parents
are flexible in accommodating the teenager’s activities
(including school, extracurricular, and employment). Some
of the most valuable time a parent spends with an adolescent
is transporting them to activities and attending their events.
Some adolescents need and request that they maintain a

base in one home with a traditional alternating weekend
schedule. Others want to divide their time with parents by
alternating weeks or even two-week periods, to limit transi-
tions and disruptions. In the latter plan, if a parent does not
see the teenager at events or activities, the parent may sched-
ule weekly dinners during off-duty weeks. It is critical that
parents and the adolescent are clear about where and under
whose supervision and authority the teen is at all times.
Summer schedules need to be developed after the adoles-
cent’s summer plans for employment, camp, and other activ-
ities are established.

Adolescence
13 to 18



Tools of the Trade
(Continued from page 31)

FAMILY ADVOCATE 45

The software is user-friendly with a wizard that walks
parents through the set up of their family’s database.
The first page asks for the family name, followed by the
number of children, and whether the residential plan
that will be set up applies to all children or whether each
child has an individual residential plan. Next, data is
entered for each parent, specifying whether visitation is
allowed on that parent’s birth date. Then, data is entered
for each child, including whether the child is in school
and if holidays will be part of the visitation plan. Each
parent and each child is given a color, which can be
chosen by the user. Parents can then enter a school
schedule for each child, including all breaks for the
school year, and the exchange schedule, indicating child
transfers from one parent to the other. Then, vacation
and holiday schedules can be entered, as well as special
events. Like CustodyXchange, the calendar can then be
converted to PDF and e-mailed.

SharedGround also shows the percentages of time that
each parent has spent with each child—an important
feature when disputes arise. One advantage of Shared-
Ground is that it contains sample parenting plans that
can be accessed and used as templates for creating a cus-
tomized plan. These include equal visitation, with each
parent alternating weeks; 80/20 visitation in favor of the
mother, with the children visiting the father on alternat-
ing weekends; 65/35 visitation in favor of the mother;
and two different split-week visitation arrangements.

• CustodyToolbox.com is another simple software
program that can be downloaded on to the parents’
computers. There is a 15-day free trial, and the program
costs $49.95. It is primarily for simple visitation calen-
dar creation, but it also includes pages for an address
book, a to-do list, a journal, a minimal expense log, and
a mileage log. As with the other programs that are used
on a computer rather than online, the calendar can be
converted to PDF format and e-mailed to others, but
other users cannot add to the calendar or alter it directly.

Other Helpful Tools
Other online tools that are not specifically created for
separated or divorced parents can certainly be helpful in
these situations.

• Google.com has a calendar function that can
easily be used for visitation and child event scheduling,
especially if the custody situation is amicable. It allows

parents to create and alter a calendar online and share it
with others through the use of a password. Google also
has a Documents function that allows parents to upload
documents onto Google’s site and, again, share them
with others through the use of a password. Of course,
the best part about using Google is that it’s free.

• Meetways.com is a site that helps people find a
meeting place halfway between two points. You type in
each parent’s address, and you can specify if you want to
avoid highways and if you have a point of interest, such
as a pizza restaurant, a coffee shop, or a hotel. It can
then assist in finding a viable meeting place in the mid-
dle so that each party is traveling the same distance. This
can be very helpful if couples are arguing about where to
meet or about the amount of mileage or time that each
is expending to arrange visitation.

• Webcams and Scanners. Other great technical tools
that parents can use to both keep the peace and stay
organized are webcams and scanners. Webcams are
invaluable for virtual visitation situations. When one
parent must move away or travel a great deal, the
webcam allows that parent to speak with the children,
and see them as well. This is particularly comforting to
children who may experience tremendous separation
anxiety when a parent must move or travel.
A scanner allows parents to quickly and easily scan

documents, homework, report cards, and children’s
artwork. The latest scanners can send the scanned page
directly to a shared folder or to e-mail, and the devices
are quite inexpensive.
With so many options, it may be difficult to deter-

mine the best site or software to choose. If parents are
in a conflict, a more complex online tool, such as Our-
FamilyWizard.com, may be the best choice because it
allows for expense tracking, holds a great deal of infor-
mation, and prevents miscommunications. When a sep-
aration or divorce is amicable, one of the simpler online
tools or software programs may be sufficient and easier
to use, especially for those who are less computer-savvy.
Whether or not a court orders the use of such online

custody tools, parents may find that these tools keep
everyone organized and on the same page, preventing
the arguments and headaches that can add to the stress
of parenting in a two-household situation. These tools

can be invaluable for both maintaining
the peace and maintaining sanity when
life becomes hectic. fa

Lee S. Rosen practices family law with

offices in Raleigh, Durham, and Charlotte,

North Carolina. His firm site is Rosen.com.

One advantage of SharedGround
is that it contains templates for
creating a customized plan
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1. Court: the “off-the shelf” model. Adversarial civil
litigation, in addition to being expensive and subject to
delay, may actually heighten tensions between parents. In
addition, court systems generally afford public access to
court files and documents, with certain limited excep-
tions. Even when litigants are not celebrities and the case
is not “high profile,” they may not wish to have the facts
of their parenting dispute accessible to nosy neighbors or
to their children ten or twenty years after the fact. The
court system, however, is always available, and its use
requires no agreement between the parties.
So, what else is there?

2. Private judges/arbitrators. Businesses have long
taken various disputes “outside the court system.” Almost
any dispute that I might have with my bank, HMO, real-
tor, or broker is subject to binding arbitration. By prior
agreement, an arbitrator listens to the facts in dispute and
makes a decision. Some states also permit the parties to
designate a “private judge” (usually a retired judge) to act,
by agreement, as a true judge in a private setting.
Private adjudication offers a streamlined trial process.

A private adjudicator’s time “is your time,” and extended
trials can be conducted without the interruption of other
court business. Private adjudicators control their own cal-
endars; some may even be amenable to working evenings
or weekends. Parties also may ask a private adjudicator to
be available to resolve postdivorce issues that surface in
subsequent months and years.
Private adjudication permits the parties, to some

degree, to tailor their own procedural rules. By advance
agreement, discovery disputes, calendaring issues, and
other minor issues (such as changes in holiday visitation
scheduling, for instance) can be resolved by informal or
even hearings by telephone. Evidentiary rules can be
adjusted to maximize efficiency, and expert witness evi-
dence can be examined expeditiously.
Although some states restrict the extent to which par-

ties, even by agreement, can prevent public access to the
records of private proceedings, they generally are not con-
ducted in a location available to the general public and
news media. The parties have substantially more control
over proceedings, files, and documents in the record.
Private adjudicators also may permit the parties to take all
or many of the issues out of the court system.
Using a private adjudicator as a binding arbitrator, as

permitted in some states, may allow more latitude and
privacy. Arbitrators’ powers are, however, more limited
than true “private judges”; for instance, an arbitrator gen-
erally cannot hold a party in contempt. Likewise, some

T
he adversarial civil court system is not
generally regarded as the “best and most
desirable forum for addressing parenting
issues. Today, more than ever, as court

resources shrink and court congestion balloons,
other dispute resolution mechanisms may be more
appropriate, affordable, and attractive to parents
who need help resolving parenting disputes.
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states require an independent judicial review of the arbitrator’s
decision in all family law cases.
When there is a substantial disparity in the parents’

incomes or wealth, the less-monied spouse may be reluctant
to accept a private adjudicator for whom the other spouse
pays, even in jurisdictions with broad and liberally applied fee
and cost-shifting statutes. Although state law and ethics rules
require broad disclosure of conflicts of interest by private
adjudicators, divorcing parents will want to discuss with their
attorneys the use of and payment for an “all-issues” private
adjudicator.

3. Parenting plan coordinators. A parenting plan coordi-
nator (PPC) is a mental health or other trained professional
hired to assist parents in developing communication so that
they can make their own decisions, and when they cannot do
so, make decisions for them. Parties may hire a PPC to act as
“informed tie breaker” for decisions that cannot be promptly
and cost-effectively addressed by the court, such as a last-
minute schedule change to accommodate unforeseen changes
in travel plans or a child’s extracurricular activities. The agree-
ment can specify the type and extent of disputes to be
addressed and whether decisions will be made by the parties
and/or the PPC, or whether the PPC will decide only when
the parties cannot reach agreement. A PPC may be selected
with special expertise (beyond that of a civil court judge) to
address complex psychological, health-related, or education
issues. For a detailed discussion of PPCs, see Coates, page 20.

4. Other third-party “deciders.” Another source of “out-
of court” adjudicators are broadly described as “trusted com-
munity members.” These may include clergy, especially when
parents share the same religious tradition, particularly when
those traditions include a dispute resolution role for clergy.
Clergy may be able, by agreement of the parents, to resolve
issues that civil judges are not able to resolve, such as issues of
selection between parochial schools or selection of specific
religious education.
One concern with nonjudicial, nonexpert “dispute

resolvers” is that even when the parties initially agree to bring
them into the process, they may prove to be inappropriate
should a future dispute arise about how the process should
work or should one parent later decide to leave a particular
religious community.

5. Mediation/collaborative law. The options above
assume an essentially adversarial model and focus specifically
on decision making. Some alternative dispute resolution
options for family law matters generally, and child custody
cases in particular, are explicitly less “adjudicatory.” These
include mediation and the processes collectively described as
“collaborative law.” True mediation proceeds by confidential
negotiations among the parties and a neutral, with or without
the involvement of attorneys.
The collaborative process proceeds by negotiation among

the parties, “collaborative” counsel, and a team of other col-
laborative professionals, including mental health profession-
als. Collaborative counsel can advocate within the process, but
are barred from acting as litigation counsel if collaboration
breaks down. As in mediation, if the process is unsuccessful,
there are limitations on the use of information exchanged in
the collaborative process in subsequent litigation.
Anecdotes suggest that agreements reached by the parents

themselves yield a higher level of satisfaction, tend to “stick”
better, lower the level of future conflict in the family and stress
levels in the children. Used correctly, these models also can
result in an outcome that is less expensive than those achieved
through the court system or an “alternative adjudicator.”
The potential drawbacks of these models of dispute resolu-

tion may be particularly acute in the context of parenting
issues. Unlike a division of assets and obligations or most dis-
putes over dollars, parenting decision-making is almost never
“one-shot,” but instead involves parents who will be interact-
ing and making decisions over an extended period.
These models are not appropriate in cases in which there

is an imbalance between parents in negotiating skills or
power. One parent may be substantially less able to negotiate
one-on-one with the other due to temperament, family back-
ground, psychological health, a history of intimidation and
manipulation during the relationship, or a history of domes-
tic violence. Such an inequality of bargaining power, or dif-
ferences in psychological “robustness” may affect parenting
arrangements during the relationship and the parties’ inter-
actions during and after the relationship generally. Habits of
that sort die particularly hard.
Some have expressed concerns that in parenting and

domestic violence contexts a manipulative, psychologically
savvy, or wealthier parent could convince the other to enter
into the collaborative process, ostensibly for valid reasons,
only to initiate adversarial litigation and thus require the other
parent to discharge his or her attorney and other professionals
with whom a relationship already exists, and to “get a new set
of wheels on the wagon.”

Conclusion. The adversarial system is only one option
among many for parents negotiating a parenting plan. Even
after the divorce is settled, when a dispute erupts, adversarial
litigation in the court system may not be the best tool for
fixing all problems. Alternatives to litigation, which include
arbitration and private judging, parenting plan coordinators
or other community resources, mediation, or collaborative
law may be more appropriate and cost-effective. Parents
should pursue the full range of options available to them as
they work to resolve their disputes and finalize a parenting
plan agreement to meet their children’s needs. fa

Richard F. Gould-Saltman is a partner at Gould-Saltman Law Offices,

LLP, in California. He is a certified family law specialist since 1992 and has

practiced law for 31 years, 13 of which he has practiced with his wife,

Dianna Gould-Saltman.
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