SHEET 4 SP: Helping your children cope (3 pages)
What children need when parents separate from www.parentingtogether.gov.wales
What children need:
1. To be allowed to distance themselves from their parents’ conflict
2. To have a predictable routine with consistent boundaries within the same household
3. To know that they have two homes where they belong
4. To be able to stay in contact with extended family like grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins
5. To have access to other types of support if they want it
6. Have hope for the future
7. Above all – to be allowed to be a child.

What children don’t need:
1. To hear or see their parents complaining about or blaming each other
2. To hear criticisms or negative comments about either parent
3. Adult information about the reasons for the separation or details about finances including child support
4. To feel that they may be asked to choose one parent over the other
5. To pass messages from one parent to the other
6. To feel uncomfortable in one parent’s home.

How a child adjusts to the situation depends on the following:
· The level and intensity of conflict
· Loss of contact with a parent, brother, sister, other close family member or friends
· The level of support they get from their parents
· Their parents’ ability to adjust
· Changes in their household’s finances
· The speed and amount of change – new partners, where they live, changing schools, access to friends
· Their personality, age, gender and stage of development.

Talking and listening to children
For any family going through a separation, communication is extremely important. Talking to your child about your separation and listening to them to ensure you understand their needs and concerns are essential skills. Areas covered in this section include:
· When to tell your child about your separation and anticipating questions they may ask you
· Developing your emotional ‘readiness’ and listening to your child
· Understanding your child’s worries and seeing things from their perspective
· Reassuring your child while remaining honest and realistic
· How your child may react depending on their age
· Helping your child maintain relationships with family and friends after a separation.

Typical reaction of children and young people
Here are some typical reactions of children and young people. Remember there are no typical children:
· Clinging to one or both parents
· Being aggressive and blaming one or both parents
· Being very good or misbehaving in the hope that this will bring parents back together
· Rejecting one or both parents
· Being upset or crying
· Behaving differently or having problems at school.
The way a child responds can depend on how old they are.	

Talking to your child:
1. Tell your child what’s happening and that it’s not his or her fault
2. Tailor the discussion to your child’s age and understanding
3. Let him or her know that there will be other times to talk
4. Listen and talk to him or her about any feelings
5. Don’t ask or expect your child to choose sides
6. Try not to argue, make sarcastic remarks or lose your temper in front of your child.
Some of the questions that your child might want answers to are:
· “Will I be able to see my grandparents?”
· “Where will mum and dad live?”
· “Can I still go to scouts/ youth club/ friends’ houses?”
· “Who will I live with?”
· “Do I have to change schools?”
· “Where will my pet live?”
· “What about the holiday we were going on?”
Remember:
· Most children will be OK and small changes in your behaviour can make a big difference.
· Your relationship as a couple is over but your relationship as parents is not. Whilst you may have separated some time ago, talking to your child is still important and some of the tips may be something to think about doing now.

Listening to your child after separation – tips that can help:
· Help your child to put a name to a feeling. Sometimes putting a name to it can make an overwhelming feeling seem more under control.
· Look at your child’s body language and behaviour – this might help you to offer a good guess about how they might be feeling. You can suggest a possible feeling, without any judgement, and help your child to put a name to how they feel. This helps to make it OK to talk about how they are feeling – you have the words and a safe place to talk about them.
· Once you have labelled a feeling together, reassure them that it is a normal feeling in the circumstances.
· To spot a child’s difficulty in expressing distressing feelings, look for changes in their behaviour, trouble at school, falling out with friends, or being unusually quiet.
· Look out for your child ending conversations about separation or the other parent too early – this might mean that there is more that your child needs to talk about.
· If you need some help with how your child is feeling, talk to your GP, school counsellor, or other health worker.
It is best if parents can cooperate about listening to their child, and respond with realistic and long-term plans. However, sometimes a child needs to talk things over with someone else and a school counsellor may be best placed to do this.






How your children react to separation and how to help them:
	Age
	Age reactions
	How to help

	up to 1
	Crying, clinging, irritability
	Be honest with your care for your child – be patient with them

	2-5 years
	· Behaving younger than they are.
· Complaining of mysterious pains and being in distress.
· Aggressive, defiant, argumentative, attention-seeking.
· Being clingy and possessive.
· Not sleeping well.
· Blaming themselves and worrying about being abandoned or sent away.

	· Try to maintain routines (especially at bedtime) to help your child feel more secure.
· If you are the main carer try not to be away for long periods as this may make them feel insecure.
· Reassure your child that the split is nothing to do with anything they have done and that both parents still love them.
· Tell their nursery or school about the situation and any changes.

	5-8 years
	· Feelings of loss, rejection, guilt.
· Feeling disloyal to the parent they do not live with and showing concern and longing for them.
· Feeling disloyal to the parents they live with when they see their other parent.
· Behaving younger than they are.
· Crying.
· Being sensible, appearing to cope well and being composed.
· Thinking it is their fault.

	· Explain the reasons for any changes to their lives.
· Avoid being angry.
· Reassure them that they are loved, it is not their fault and that it is ok to be upset.
· Tell their school about the situation and any changes.


	9-12 years
	· Taking sides with one parent.
· Crying.
· Appearing to want to grow up too quickly or behaving like your parent or a replacement partner.
· Behaving like another adult perhaps a brother or sister rather than a child.

	· Assure them that you will continue to care and look after them.
· Be positive about the other parent.
· Avoid arguing in front of them.
· Tell their school about the situation and any changes to it.
· Encourage them to mix with their friends.

	13-18 years
	· Any of the previous reactions.
· Avoiding their own feelings by distancing themselves.
· Showing contempt to one or both parents.
· Acting more independent than they should be or need to be.
· Having discipline problems at home or at school.
	· Give them space to discuss their feelings.
· Make sure you do not rely on them to give you emotional support.
· Allow friends to visit them at both homes.


	18+
	· Showing extreme attitudes in their own relationships.
· Losing confidence and distancing themselves.

	· Be honest about what happened and provide hope for the future. Just because it hasn’t worked for you, it doesn’t mean their relationships will fail.




