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Single Parenting: You Are a Family

Theword family used to mean ahusband, awife, and their biological
children. Today, family meansmany things. Parentsmay bemarried, single,
divorced or widowed. Familiesmight be small, large, adopted, blended,
separated by distances or headed by same-sex parents. So no matter what
your sStuationis, you areafamily. And your family can beahedlthy family.

All familieshave special traitsand problems. They a so share somecommon
concerns. If you' reasingle parent, thefeelingsand stories of thesefive
parentsmay sound familiar.

1. Carol hasnever been married. Sheisasingle mom with two young
boys. Sheandtheboys Dad lived together for many years. Whenthey
separated, hetook ajob inatown about an hour away.

“Being a single parent is hard. Sometimes people don't understand how hard it's been for us. They think
because Ray and | weren't married that it's easier. Yet in alot of waysit’s like getting divorced. When he
left, | felt abandoned. For so long it was “ we” and now it'sjust “ me.” | know it’s the right thing to do.
But it's hard for me to do all the things that Ray used to do. | have to work harder to make ends meet.”

Theboys spend timewith their Dad on weekends and in the summer. Still, Carol feelsthat most of the
respong bility isnow hers.

“The boys act up and test me more than they used to. They seem to sense that it’s harder for me to
discipline themall by myself. But other times | feel really close to them. We like to take day tripsto the
lake. They help me pack a lunch and get ready. That's when | know we' re okay. That's when | feel we can
be a strong family.”

2. Antonio hasbeen divor ced for about ayear. Heand hisex-wife sharelegal custody of a7-year-old girl
and a12-year-old boy. Thechildrenlivewith their mother most of thetime.

“1 think the hardest part is not really being sure what kind of dad I’ m supposed to be. There aren’'t many
role models out there for fatherslike me. | don't want to be seen as a “ deadbeat dad.” But | also want to
be more of a parent than just signing a check each month.”

Antonio hascreated awarm homefor hischildren. Still, hefeelsout of touch with their day to day lives.
Sometimeshisolder childwantsto play with hisfriendsrather than visit. Antonio a so hastrouble planning
activitiesthat both children enjoy. Still, with time and effort he' sfinding wayso stay involved.



“ At first, it seemed like everyone viewed me as a “ secondary parent.” | wouldn’t be told about teacher
conferences or planned sleep-overs. The tension between my ex-wife and me was so strong we couldn’t
be in the same room together. | had to make a real effort to get involved in all the things she used to take
care of. | went and talked to the kids' teachers and coaches. | got to know their friends. | also stopped
planning so many special things when the kids come over. Sometimes we just hang out at home. This
way it feels more relaxed and normal... not like a vacation.”

3.Linlost her husband toaterminal illness 16 monthsago. Now sheisraising three children aone.

“Grieving isalong process. | have gone through many feelings and stages of loss - shock, anger,
resentment, sorrow, self-pity, depression. Of course my children were grieving at the same time, in thelir
own ways. They had so many questions | couldn’t answer and sadness | couldn’t take away. On top of
this, | had to adjust to being a single parent. I’m responsible for everything. | had to learn to manage our
finances, the home, my job, and also, take care of the kids. Luckily, | had a lot of help. | still need friends
and family around. Even though my house is buzzing with children and their friends, | miss having
another adult around.”

4. Mikeisasingledad whowasdivor ced about two year sago. He hasrecently been awarded custody of
hisfive-year-old son.

“ Now that the custody fight is over, | feel better. | used to doubt if | was doing the right thing. | knew
that my ex-wife had some problems. She wasn'’t taking good care of Tommy. Still, she accused me of
being selfish and taking him away out of spite. Sometimes | wondered if she
was right. Lots of people believe that children belong with their mothers.”

Thechangesin hislife havebeen difficult for Mikeand hisson. Tommy misseshis
mother and often takeshisanger out on hisfather.

“1"mglad he can get his anger out, though. It's healthier that way. For
awhile we would get caught in this cycle. He would act up and | would let
him get away with it because | knew he was missing his mom. Still if he
pushed too much, | would blow up, and then feel guilty. Now | really try to
stick to the rules. | also try to help Tommy talk about his feelings. I’ m getting
used to taking care of him every day. It's hard not having someone right there
to ask advice and share the responsibility. | do get help; my sister has two
little ones. Also, Tommy and | have been seeing a counselor. | remind myself
that even though the change is hard, we can be a strong family.”

5. Emilioand Nicolesharecustody of their daughter. Both parentsare having ahard time handling their
parenting differences about discipline, choresand bedtime. Nicoleknowsthat it’ simportant for their daughter to
fee comfortablein both homes.

“1 have a hard time knowing how to answer my daughter when she says ‘When I’'mat Dad’s, | don’t
have to clean the table and | get to stay up later.’ | try to explain that different homes have different
rules. Sll, it doesn’'t seem to make a difference. We started writing down what behavior is expected and
why it's important. It seemsto help to have thislist posted. Then it’s clear what behavior is expected.”



Nicolea soworriesthat her former husband ishaving problemswith hisnew girlfriend and it might be affecting
her daughter.

“1 know that it has nothing to do with me. Still, | just can’'t help thinking about my daughter listening to
them arguing. Sometimes | suggest that she invite a friend over when she's there. Maybe that will help
the situation. | also talk to friends to see what has helped them. | make sure that the neighbors and my
relatives know when my daughter iswith Emilio. It helpsto feel | can support her.”

Coping with guilt

Many parentsmust copewith fedlingsof guilt. They may fed guilty for divorcing, separating childrenfrom
parents, disciplining children or working too much. Guilt can sometimesget intheway of setting firm limitsfor
children. Parentsmay beinconsi stent or permissive. Some parentstry to make up for thelossestheir children
experience. They may even feel the need to apologize. Yet apol ogies send the message that someonedid
something wrong. Instead, look at your decisionsand your situation realistically. Working toward being happy
and strong at home and work isthe best thing you can do for your children. Childrenwith consistent, loving
parentswill developin hedlthy ways.

Meeting the challenges: building strengths in single parent families
Thereisnooneway toraise children. Still, researchers suggest that single parents need to pay attentionto the
following speciad needsof their children.

Security: When security isshaken, children may be morefrightened of new and unusual events. After one
parent disappearsfrom their home (and sometimestheir lives), children may worry the other parent will
disappear. Show understanding and patience. With timeyouwill build your children’ssenseof trust.

I ndependence: You may feel the need to protect your children from fegling hurt again. Because of thisfear, you
may beoverly protective. Still, children need to test their wingsto becomeindependent. Ask yourself: Am|
being overly protective, or am| trying to watch out for my children’shealth and safety? Am | meetingmy
children’sneeds, or am | meeting my own needs by having my children closeto mefor companionship?

Acceptance: Let children know you love and accept them no matter what. No oneis perfect. Children needto
know youwill dwayslovethem, even when they make mistakes.

Love: Tell childrenyou lovethem. Show your lovethrough hugs, kissesand words, suchas“I loveyou. I’'m so
gladyou remy daughter (son).”

Time: Spend timedoing everyday thingswith your children. Reading, taking awalk, talking about your day and
setting thetablefor dinner aretimesto spend together. 1t'salsoimportant to share special events. Taking family
trips, attending baseball games, going to themoviesor going out for ice cream are pecial treatsfor children.
Spending timetogether buildsrelationshipsand lets children know they areloved.
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