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Conflict between divorced spouses
can color the way a child perceives himself
and affectthe way he interacts with others

f CO-PARENT

STOP FIGHTING!

By ANNE-LOUISE DePALO

ou havereceived your fird judgment
of divorce. Perhaps you battled in
court, spent thousands of dallarsin
attorney's fees and dealt with the
emotional traumacf separating.

Now you breathe a sigh of relief and think to yourself,
“It's finally over."

However, if you have children, It is not over as
you mugt maintain contact and areationshipwith
your ex. Although the marital relationshiphasend-
ed, therédationshipas parentscontinues.

Parental functioning,and theabi i ty of divorcing
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parents to interact with each
other, greatly influence a
child's adjustment during this
difficult transition. In fact, pa-
rental interaction character-
ized by hostility and conflict
is the single most common
cause of tpoor adjustment in
children following a divorce,
as psychologistJudith S. Wall-
erstein notes in "The Unex-
pected Legacy of Divorce.™

Aldo Fossella, a psycho-
therapist with a private prac-
tice in Oakwood, agrees. "'Pa-
rental conflict has a
detrimental effect, not only on
a child's development,'” he
noted, "but also on their abil-
ity to sustain lasting and
healthy relationships as
adults.’

"It is very important that
parents understand how
speaking negatively about the
other damages a child,”" Dr.
Sara L. Welss says, adding
that Mom and Dad's behavior
can color the way a child
views himself.since he sees
himself as a part of them.

When it comes to co-par-
enting, divorced parents
'need to emphasize collabora-
tion and a focus on the chil-
dren,” explains Dr. Weiss,
‘who is the director of Heart-
land Psychological in New
Springvﬂie. “Parents need to
accept their. partner may not
parent exactly as they do, but
each parent has their own
strengths and contributions to
givetothechild” )

Stability and consistencyin
parenting are very important
1n raising healthyand well-ad-
justed children.” Fossella ex-
plains that when parents un-

‘dermine each other and are in
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t's crucial for divorcing paren

conflict, it builds anxiety and
stress in the children, which
can lead to future behavioral
and adjustment problems.

“During a custody battle,
the parents often become po-
larized and are so concerned
with making the other parent
look ineffective that they de-
liberately refuse to help or co-
operate with the other parent
— to the detriment of the chil-
dren,” explains Brian O’Hallo-
ran, an attorney with a family
law practice in Sunnyside.

Gerard Squillaro is in the
midst of a divorce. The Great
Kills resident wishes he and
his wife could communicate
effectively and maintain a
more congenial relationship.

"Right now we text mes-
sage each other even though
we live in the same house; and
when | suggested we attend
the first day of school to-
gether, she became angry and
refused.”

One of the best gifts you
can give your children is to
spare them from conflict and
bickering with your ex. They
should be a model for suc-
cessful communication by co-
parenting, which as O’Hallo-
ran explains, "means each
parent shares in the obliga-
tions, decisions and responsi-
bilities of chid rearing, as
well as enjoying quality time
with the children."

PARENT COORDII}JATORS
Co-parenting is a difficult
endeavor, so much so, it often
requires the assistance of a
professional. A recent innova-
tion in the divorce courts and

use of parent coordinators,
who are used to manage high-
conflict custody and visitation
cases.

"Parent coordinators are
best used after a final parent-
ing plan is approved by the
court," O’Halloran explains.

The coordinator helps par- 3

ents follow the terms of the
agreement and makes sugges-
tions if circumstances change
— for example, if as a child

ets older, his activities inter-

ere with a parent's scheduled
visitationsor if one of the par-
ents decidesto relocate.

"If the parties can agree to
certain changes,” O’Halloran
explains, "then there is no
need for court intervention
and costly litigation."*

A parent coordinator her-
self, Dr. Weiss says her role
"is to educate parents about
putting the needs of their chil-
dren frrst and teach appropri-
ate communication skills and
behavior techniques to co-
parent."

An example of what she
and other parent coordinators
do, she continues, ""might be
setting up certain guidelines
such as neither party speaking
in a derogatory matter about
the other party, or settingup a
communication system
through e-mails."

Parent coordinators are
often mental health profes-
sionals; some family law at-
torneys may qualify as well.
The court usually maintains a
list of professional parent co-
ordinators; however, if you
are in need of a referral, It is
bestto ask vour attorney.

the world of psychology is the Thou@ a parent conrdina-l
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A parent coordinator and director of
Heartiand Psychological, Dr. Sarah L
Weiss says, “It is very important
that parentsunderstand how
speaking negatively aboutt he other
damages a child."

tor must have experience and
education in child develop-
ment as well as mediation, he
is not a therapist, Dr. Weiss
notes, and she recommends
that parents see their own in-
dividual therapist to deal with
any lingering Issues of resent-
ment, anger, attachment and
ambivalence toward their ex.
In addition, a parent coor-
dinator is useful in dealing
with co-parenting of children
with disabilities, remarriage
of a_spouse, extended family
conflicts, elective surgery, re-
ligious training, extracurricu-
lar activities, choice of
schools, special events such
as a sweet 16 or bar mitzvah
parties and dealing with a

child who has special needs.

It is clear tlgat spouses or
partners must emotionally de-
tach from each other and de-
veloF a relationship built
solely on the principfe of ad-
dressing the needs of the chil-
dren Parents must be clear
about how much parenting
thﬁf' will share and what they
will accomplish on their own
when the children are living
with them. A parent coordina-
tor attempts to educate the
parents and give structure
and stability to the child.

BATTLE OVER VISITATION

Kelly Yeugelowitz of Tot-
tenville has been divorced for
a year and was recently
brought back to court by her
ex who is seeking additional
weekday overmight visitation.

"'l tried to make hi munder-
stand | want him to have a
close relationship with the
children and spend time with
them,” she says, adding that
the children's” lives become
very disrupted with two over-
night visits.

She explains, "We recently
moved and they want to be
able to stay in the neighbor-
hood and™ play with their
friends.”

The best way to iet along,
Fosella recommends, is to
"treat your ex with kindness.”
This is easy to say, but per-
haps not so easy to do.

owever, when parents
focus on blame and remain
angry, they often become vi n-
dictive and unable to practice
compassion or kindness.
Being a good parent is about
putting your children first,
rather than your own per-
sonal needs.

S to maintain good relations

Philip A. Garippa, a board-

certified diplomate individual,
marital and sex therapist in
Oakwood, states, ""Divorcing
couples must learn to sepa-
rate their parenting interac-
tion from their feelings and
interactions as former
Sgouse_s or partners. Despite
the pain of separating, they
must let go of the marital rela-
tionship in order to thrive as
individuals and move on with
their lives.
_"The pain and fear of let-
ting go can be so great for
some people that they put all
their energies into staying at-
tached to the relationship,” he
continues. “A couple engaged
in revenge takes action not
because it is best for their
child but often to inflict emo-
tional pain on the other par-
ent. Unfortunately the chil-
dren are caught in the
middle."

Garippa suggests a very
useful technique as a guide,
which he calls the "Reasona-
bleness Test." If, for example,
a question arises about ?our
child, or a request comes trom
your ex regardinga change in
Scheduling, then take a step
back Pretend it is not your ex,
nor your child, but instead the
neighbor's. Ask yourself *Is it
reasonable?” and '"What
would truly be best for the
child?"

New Dorp resident, and di-
vorcee, Ellen Holt concurs: "'If
you remain civil, are nice and
think of your children, you
will save a ton of moneyand a

‘lot of heartache.”

Anne-LouiseDePalo is a and a freelance
writer. She may be contactedat via Elise
Mclntosh at mcintosh@siagvacne.com.



