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Rainbow of emotions


FOCUS ON SINGLE PARENTING 





              Kids: working through a rainbow of emotions 


              Many children are flooded with emotion after the divorce, loss, or 


              absence of a parent. The intensity of these emotions can frighten 


              a child who has not felt them before. Children, just like adults, 


              need support and time to work through their mixed emotions. As a 


              parent, you can guide your child by learning about these emotions 


              and their causes and encouraging your child as he works through 


              them. 


              Can you remember the range of emotion you felt when you separated, 


              lost a spouse, or had a child on your own? Your children will have 


              many of the same feelings. Feelings of loss, anger, and hurt are 


              common. Children have one disadvantage. They do not understand 


              many of these emotions. They don't know things will usually get 


              better. They don't have the experience to deal with these 


              problems. You can help your child through many of the emotional 


              hurdles he will face. The first step is to understand your child's 


              point of view. Here are what a few children had to say about the 


              emotions they felt: 


                "The hardest part about losing my father was that I needed 


                someone to talk to. My mom had her own problems to deal with. My 


                friends were more into cars and things, so I never really talked 


                it out. Now, my mom wants to talk, but I feel like everything is 


                bottled up and I can't get it out." - Jerry S. 


                "I felt angry. Angry at my dad for not having the courage to 


                make it work and angry at my mom for letting him go. Angry at 


                myself that I couldn't see it. Angry at God for putting us 


                through this. I turned to drinking and drugs because I didn't 


                know how to get the anger out." - Monica W. 


                "Everything that was secure, wasn't anymore. I mean I never 


                thought this would happen in my family. I don't feel like I can 


                trust anyone anymore." - Kerri L. 


              This is a sampling of emotions in children. Learning how and 


              taking the time to identify your child's feelings can help prevent 


              the emptiness many children feel. Let's examine each emotion more 


              closely. 


              THE EMOTION: WORRY


              When a child's environment is drastically changed she will worry 


              that more unwanted changes may come. Common worries of children 


              include: worrying that something might happen to the absent 


              parent; worrying they might be divorced from the family (this is 


              more common in young children who do not understand divorce); or 


              worrying that something might happen to the parent they live with 


              and there will be no one to take care of them. 


              THE SIGNS


              A child who worries a lot will ask questions for reassurance. 


              "When will you be coming home?" The child may look for an exact 


              time and begin to worry if you're even a few minutes late. Watch 


              for questions that show a child is seeking constant reassurance 


              such as "You love me, right?" Or other questions that show the 


              child is seeking affirmation of your feelings towards him. 


              IDEAS TO WORK WITH


              You can ease a child's worries through constant affirmation and 


              consistency. When you go out, let your child know when you will be 


              home and be true to your word. This can minimize a child's fear 


              that you won't return. The child may still ask each time you leave 


              when you will be coming back and the process of eliminating that 


              fear may take years. Each time you come home on time, you are one 


              step closer to abolishing that fear. 


              To minimize the fear that something might happen to the parent 


              outside the home, let the child get to know that parent's 


              environment. Many times children don't understand where that 


              parent has gone and introducing the environment will help minimize 


              that fear. Consistent phone calls can help reduce the anxiety as 


              well. Make a phone date with your child. For example call on 


              Monday, Wednesday and Friday at 7:00 PM. 


              THE EMOTION: ANGER


              A child's anger may not be directed at any person in particular, 


              but more at the situation as a whole. Displaced anger is common. 


              Children may attempt to punish you, the other parent, or a sibling 


              as they try to deal with this strong emotion. 


              THE SIGNS


              Common signs of an angry child include:


                A short temper 


                A child who will get frustrated during a conversation and walk 


                away 


                A child who frequently raises his voice 


                A child who quickly challenges his parents' advice or decisions 


                A child who has problems in school fighting with peers or 


                talking back to teachers


              IDEAS TO WORK WITH


              Try to find a way for your child to vent his anger such as a 


              pillow fight, a punching bag, fast dance-- anything that can use 


              up his energy. It is important your child understands that feeling 


              angry is okay. Help your child to find an acceptable means of 


              expressing the anger. 


              Listen to your children. Many children will be too angry to talk 


              to their parents. Be observant and take advantage of all 


              opportunities to communicate. 


              Don't meet anger with anger. Showing your anger to a child will 


              only increase the problem. Instead, let the child cool down, then 


              go share rationally that you are upset with his behavior. Do not 


              reward the angry child. Do not try to make up for the anger or 


              "solve" it by giving in to his every desire. Do not buy things to 


              compensate or give him more attention because of his actions. 


              Doing these things, will promote staying angry. He will learn that 


              by being angry he will get his way. 


              Finally, if you feel that the anger is self-destructive, you will 


              need to consult a professional. 


              THE EMOTION: JEALOUSY


              When a parent moves into another relationship, a child may quickly 


              become jealous. She may fear you are trying to replace the other 


              parent. Many single parents are short on time. When that parent 


              becomes involved with a new interest their child may feel there 


              will be little time left for her. 


              THE SIGNS


              The signs of jealousy are usually quite apparent.


                The child may become competitive 


                The child may compare your new interest to her father or mother 


                The child may become overbearing in seeking your attention 


                The child may frequently interrupt any conversat- ions that you 


                have with a new interest 


                The child may say outright, that you love or care for your new 


                interest more than her


              IDEAS TO WORK WITH


              Many parents simply avoid dating to avoid this problem. That is 


              not the healthy answer. Your child can have a say in your dating 


              life, but she should not control it. 


              Make sure that you're not spending too much time with your new 


              interest. Don't have that person over on days you normally spend 


              with your children. Instead choose one day that you will all spend 


              together. The rest of the time, meet somewhere. As your children 


              grow used to another person in their lives, you can gradually 


              increase the amount of time you all spend together. 


              After a few months, let your child and your friend do something 


              together on their own. You may be surprised that they find common 


              interests. 


              THE EMOTION: FEAR


              Children who live in a two parent home expect to wake up every 


              morning with two parents. Children become accustomed to this 


              routine. When a routine is changed by the loss, divorce, or 


              separation of a parent, fear often arises. Children fear that 


              since they have, in their mind, "lost" one parent they could 


              easily lose the other as well. 


              THE SIGNS


              Children who feel fear can display a wide variety of signs, some 


              of the more common include:


                A child who constantly seeks reassurance that everything will be 


                okay. 


                A child who does not like to be separated from a parent, and 


                becomes insecure when separated. 


                A child who clams up and quits talking and does not want to 


                discuss his fears.


              IDEAS TO WORK WITH


              Helping a child overcome his fears will greatly benefit the child. 


              A child can overcome his fears using one of two basic methods: 


              "expression" or "action." 


              Action involves trying to conquer the fear by confronting it. A 


              child may feel fear when separated from a parent. To conquer the 


              fear a child might begin by being away from the parent for thirty 


              minutes, then increasing that time to an hour. The child would 


              increase the time apart in small increments until he felt little 


              fear in being separated. 


              Expression, is verbally working through the fear. A child would 


              discuss with a parent or other trusted adult what it is he fears. 


              The child would search for the source of that fear. The parent 


              then uses questions to help the child put the fear into 


              perspective. 


              Which method you use depends on your child. A verbal child would 


              benefit best from the expression method whereas a child who is 


              hands-on would benefit best from the action method. 


              Some fears may be too deep-rooted for the parent to offer the help 


              that is needed. If you cannot reach your child's fear, seek help 


              with a trained professional. 


              THE EMOTION: WITHDRAWAL


              Children who withdraw may do so for a variety of reasons. Some 


              children fear further pain and think that if they do not show 


              emotion, or attempt not to feel, they cannot be hurt. Other 


              children withdraw out of anger in an attempt to shut out parents. 


              Other children who have witnessed fighting or abuse withdraw in an 


              attempt to make themselves "disappear" from the hurt. 


              THE SIGNS


                A child talks less than usual and does not share her daily 


                events. 


                The child may answer questions with short responses. 


                The child may spend as much time out of the house as possible, 


                or spend more time alone in his room. 


                The child may find new reasons to be away from the house, such 


                as studying at the library or new extra-curricular interests.


              IDEAS TO WORK WITH


              After any big change in a person's life, a certain amount of space 


              is commonly needed to sort through one's thoughts. Parents should 


              be able to recognize a healthy distance from withdrawal. 


              It is important that parents encourage and support a child who is 


              withdrawn. Do not nag, yell or ridicule a withdrawn child-- this 


              may cause an adverse effect and the child may withdraw more. 


              Spending time together on a regular basis along with encouragement 


              and support will help your child to open up. 


              If your child seems severely withdrawn he could be suffering from 


              depression, alcohol abuse, or drug abuse. In these instances, seek 


              professional help. 


              EMOTION: REJECTION


              Children cannot always understand that a divorce or separation is 


              between the parents, not the child and the parent. Children may 


              feel that they have been rejected or divorced by a parent. Hectic 


              visitation schedules and short abrupt calls from the non-custodial 


              parent can also leave the child feeling rejected. A parent 


              spending time that used to be spent with a child, with a new 


              interest can cause feelings of rejection as well. 


              THE SIGNS


                A child compares his parents to one another and says things like 


                "he or she likes me more." 


                A child complains that "nobody likes me," or "no one ever has 


                time for me." 


                A child gets very upset when visitation plans are broken. 


                A child seems to suffer from low self-esteem.


              IDEAS TO WORK WITH


              Reassure the child that you and your spouse have separated and 


              this has nothing to do with your child. 


              Attempt to keep visitation times and/or phone calls frequent and 


              on schedule. Make sure to take the time to hear out your child and 


              truly listen to her concerns and fears. 


              There is a fine line between these emotions and their signs. Many 


              signs cross into other emotions. These signs should serve only as 


              guidelines, and as always, if you have any serious worries or 


              questions, consult a professional. 


              This article was reprinted with permission from Single Parenting 


              in the Nineties. Copyright 1995 by Pilot Publishing. All rights 


              reserved. This article may be printed out for personal use but may 


              not be reproduced in any other manner, including electronic, 


              without prior written consent from Pilot Publishing. Permission 


              requests may be submitted to Brook Noel. 














