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INTRODUCTION

Single Parenting: The Journey Begins

IN THE YEARS since this book was first written, some things about single parenting have changed, while many things have not. The statistics have not changed: About half of all marriages still end in divorce, and according to the U.S. Census Bureau, approximately 59 percent of the children in this country will spend some time living in a single-parent home.

Single fathers who have custody of their children are more common now than they used to be, one estimate claiming that the number of single fathers with custody has risen 25 percent from 1996 to 1999. Celebrities such as Jodie Foster and Rosie O’Donnell have drawn attention to the fact that some adults choose to be single parents—and like it that way.

Single parents are more numerous on television. The days when an American vice president felt comfortable publicly expressing outrage over a TV program promoting the idea of a healthy, happy single-parent family (remember Murphy Brown?) seem far distant. As with so many aspects of American family life, our perceptions of single parenting are changing, but some fears and other emotions about it are not.

When a group of single parents are asked what it feels like to be a single parent, we expect to be bombarded by emotional reactions. “I feel overwhelmed,” says one single mom. “Guilty,” says a single dad. And other words come tumbling out: “isolated,” “exhausted,” “bitter,” “scared,” “insecure,” “vulnerable,” “lonely,” “depressed,” “anxious,” “deeply sad.”

There are many roads that lead to single parenting. Some parents become single through the death of a spouse. Some never marry at all, either by choice or because of abandonment. Others divorce. Whatever the reason, once you’ve reached that destination—once you find yourself a single parent—what then?

Being a single parent in this complex world of ours is a tremendous challenge. Single parenting is a kind of “parenting plus”: You face all the everyday issues of raising children, plus the problem of doing alone a job that was originally designed for two people.

In addition, many single parents harbor doubts and develop attitudes that hamper their ability to parent (and to live) effectively. Single parents may have become more visible, but they still wonder about their capacity to raise their children successfully. Books such as Judith Wallerstein’s Second Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade After Divorce (Ticknor & Fields, 1989) have led many adults to believe that children suffer inherent damage through having a single parent, and the prospects of happiness and success are automatically dimmed for a child who does not have two parents who live under the same roof.

Being a single parent certainly is not easy. All three of the authors of this book have raised children as single mothers, and we would never underestimate the difficulties—nor the rewards. While many adults begin their single parenting journey by choice, many more do not. The grief and pain that accompany divorce or death make the reality of raising children alone even more daunting. It takes time to heal when you’ve suffered a loss, and many single parents bear wounds that remain raw. Feelings of grief, hurt, and rejection can be overwhelming at times and can make it difficult to embark with confidence and optimism on the journey of solo parenting.

Parents are usually aware of their own feelings about life in a single-parent family but it sometimes surprises them that their children feel many of the same things. If a parent has died, children have their own grief. If they have known only one parent, they may wonder why the missing parent isn’t around. And if they have witnessed their parents’ divorce, regardless of the reasons for that divorce, these children must learn to accept their new situation and come to terms with their own anger, guilt, confusion, and sense of abandonment.

Only time can heal the wound left by a spouse’s or a parent’s death, or by losing a parent or spouse by divorce. However, when divorced parents can work together in a respectful fashion for the good of the child, the trauma associated with the breakup of a marriage can be greatly reduced. Many divorced parents choose to remain actively involved in coparenting their children, which allows those children to have two homes (and two families), each with a parent who loves them. It takes time and a great deal of commitment to rebuild an intimate relationship into a working parenting partnership (we explore in this book ways to accomplish this transformation), but children are able not only to survive but to thrive in a family situation that may not match society’s definition of what is “normal.”

Single parenting can be an undeniably stressful way of life. Financial worries may seem insurmountable; balancing a job, a home, adequate time with children, and time for oneself is a tricky task. Mention the words social life to many single parents and you’re likely to get an incredulous snort. “What social life?” they say. “Who has time?”

Is it possible to be both happy and successful as a single parent? Are children harmed by growing up in a single-parent home? Will they have stable relationships themselves when they grow up? Can one parent really provide everything a child needs to grow up healthy and whole? These questions haunt all single parents from time to time.

When single parents gather together, however, and all of the fears and frustrations have been explored, an interesting thing can happen. “Wait a minute,” one dad may say. “My home is a lot more peaceful now that we’re on our own.” Heads may begin to nod, and slowly something wonderful occurs. Though it may take time to realize it sometimes, there are good things about being a single parent.

Regardless of how you became one, you may discover strengths you never realized you possessed. You will certainly encounter opportunities to learn new skills, exercise your creativity, and deepen your faith in yourself and your children. There are other benefits, as well. Many single parents find that they enjoy the lack of conflict in their homes—not having the other parent second-guess their decisions and actions. Single parents are frequently able to be more spontaneous, and find they enjoy their children more.

The movie Kramer vs. Kramer is an excellent illustration of how a father was able to develop a close relationship with his son as a result of becoming a single parent. The father would have missed this wonderful opportunity if he had stayed on his hard-driving career track, leaving all the parenting responsibilities to the mother.

Some single parents find their new lifestyle liberating; they like their independence, the new opportunities that arise, and the satisfaction that comes from mastering a challenge alone. And it can be fun to feel open and available!

Children, too, can grow and flourish in a single-parent home. It is tremendously empowering to learn that you can not only survive a trauma but can learn from it—you may even reap benefits. Children being raised by single parents have the opportunity to make a real contribution to their family and to learn a great deal about their own worth and abilities.

If you’re reading this book, chances are good that you are (or are about to become) a single parent. It is the goal of this new edition of Positive Discipline for Single Parents—and the hope of its authors—that you will discover ways to identify potential problems and develop skills to prevent them. We hope you will discover solutions to the problems that do come your way. While we recognize that not all single parents have experienced a divorce, it is still by far the most common reason for parenting alone. If you have not had to live through a divorce, rejoice—and be patient with us as we share ideas and information with those who have. You will find among these discussions many things that apply to your own situation, as well.

Positive Discipline parenting skills can help you and your children work and live together happily—most of the time, anyway. All of the Positive Discipline parenting tools provided in this book were designed to help parents teach their children important skills for obtaining happiness and success in life, providing a focus that can be very encouraging for single-parent families who might otherwise dwell on grief and failure. We share with you the trials and successes of several single parents, through which we hope you will find encouragement and ideas to make your own journey smoother.

Gardeners tell us that without strong winds blowing against it occasionally, a tree will not develop a strong root system. It is the force of the wind that causes the tree to dig in, to sink its roots deep, to take a firm hold and hang on. The famous cypress trees along the California coast have suffered the lashings of wind and storm, but they are firmly rooted in the rock and they won’t let go even in the strongest gale. Their beauty has developed from the winds that shaped them.

Being a single parent may not have been your choice. You may wonder from time to time whether you or your children will survive it. Being a parent at all in this complicated world is often difficult, but being a single parent can be harder still. It is possible, however, to raise responsible, respectful, resourceful children in a single-parent home. If you’re open and willing to learn, you may find that life as a single parent holds opportunities you haven’t thought of—for you and for your children.

Wherever you find yourself at this particular moment, you most likely want what most parents want: a family that works for the benefit of all its members, a life that is rich and fulfilling, and children who are growing into contented, capable adults. No, this isn’t always easy; but yes, it is possible.


1

Setting the Stage for
Single Parenting

SINGLE PARENTS ARE, above all else, parents. They just happen to be parents who are single. Nevertheless, much of what concerns single parents—particularly at the start of their single-parenting—focuses on the “single” part: “Will my children suffer?” “How will I make enough money to survive?” “How can I possibly manage when my children are sick and I need to be with them but I have to be at work?” “How will I deal with the all the emotions I feel—the anger and guilt, the discouragement and depression?” “Will I ever find another relationship? And if I do, how do I squeeze in time for dating and still spend enough with my children?” “How do I deal with the anger and hurt my children display when I want to spend time with other people?” “Will my children be deprived by not having two parents who live together?” “How can I be both mother and father to my kids? I don’t have the time or energy to be one effective parent, let alone two.” “How can I possibly compensate for the hardships my children may experience?”
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There is another part to being a single parent, though—perhaps the most important part: the plain old everyday “parent” part. Single parents are just that: parents. They deal with the same mundane but often bewildering issues that all parents deal with: “How do I get my kids to do their chores?” “How can I encourage my teenager to talk to me?” “What do I do about discipline?” “Will my kids believe in themselves?” “Will my children repeat my mistakes?” “How can I enforce the limits I set?” “Is there any way to make my children stop whining?” “What about sibling fighting? Homework? Just getting along?”

Do any of these questions sound familiar? All of these concerns are real, and we will deal with every one of them. Still, single parents do find more to worry about than just the everyday issues of parenting. And most harbor at least a few false beliefs and fears about divorce, and about single-parent homes and the children who grow up in them. Some of these ideas have been part of our culture for so long that we rarely stop to question them. But many of these beliefs are untrue and do far more harm than good.

Single Parenting: Myth vs. Reality

LONG AGO—when perhaps the world was a kinder, less difficult place—parents raised children alone only when they had suffered a tragedy (death of a spouse) or somehow violated society’s moral codes (conceived a child out of wedlock). Life today is different.


During the past twenty-five years, the number of single-parent homes has doubled; unmarried mothers account for almost 30 percent of all births in the United States, and according to the last census, approximately 16 million children live in single-parent homes.



During the past twenty-five years, the number of single-parent homes has doubled; unmarried mothers account for almost 30 percent of all births in the United States, and according to the last census, approximately 16 million children live in single-parent homes.

Some have been through the process more than once, when their parents divorced, remarried, and then divorced again.

Single-parent families may be more common today, but much of what we believe about them dates from an earlier time. These myths sometimes cripple the ability of adults and children to believe in their own potential and a promising future. What are some of these myths our society has cultivated about single parenting?

“My kids are doomed.” Many people believe that children who grow up with single parents are far more likely than their peers to struggle in school, get into trouble with the law, and develop serious social problems. In other words, the children of single parents will become delinquents, dropouts, and drug addicts. Is it true?


MYTHS ABOUT SINGLE PARENTING


• “My kids are doomed.”

• “Children who grow up in single-parent homes will never have healthy relationships themselves.”

• “Children of single parents need role models, and the sooner their parent remarries, the better.”

• “Children of single parents have lower self-esteem.”

• “Single-parent homes are ‘broken homes.’ ”





Actually, a number of researchers have studied this issue in recent years and have made some interesting—and reassuring—discoveries. Many successful people have been raised by single parents; in fact, researchers have found that good parenting skills can compensate for a great deal of stress and hardship. In other words, in homes where single parents are willing to devote time and energy to parenting their children and building loving relationships with them, children are at no greater disadvantage than are children in traditional nuclear families.


In other words, in homes where single parents are willing to devote time and energy to parenting their children and building loving relationships with them, children are at no greater disadvantage than are children in traditional nuclear families.



Many of the dire predictions for children of single parents have far more to do with economic hardship than the number of parents a child lives with. Poverty and financial struggles do have a serious impact on single parents and their children: 1994 Census Bureau figures show that the median income for a married couple with children is $47,244, while single mothers (divorced or never married) average only $14,902. The income of custodial mothers drops an average of 30 percent after divorce, and because the vast majority of custodial single parents are mothers, the results—long hours at low-paying jobs, increased stress, an inability to provide resources and opportunities for children—are serious indeed.


Single parents have the unique opportunity to teach their children that who they are and what they can accomplish does not depend on what they have.



Although we have no easy solutions to these financial dilemmas, we offer practical approaches for single parents to improve their situation—and their children’s prospects for the future. Single parents have the unique opportunity to teach their children that who they are and what they can accomplish does not depend on what they have. The good news is that the children of single parents are not “doomed.” With hard work, love, and Positive Discipline parenting skills, single parents can raise their children to be capable, contented, successful people.

“Children who grow up in single-parent homes will never have healthy relationships themselves.” Not so! In fact, a recent University of Michigan study of more than 6,000 adults found that 43 percent of the adult children of divorced parents were happily married—about the same percentage as those who grew up in two-parent homes! In fact, children of divorced parents seemed to invest more energy in maintaining their relationships, perhaps because their own experience made them less likely to take healthy relationships for granted.

Children learn from their parents, of course. If you become bitter, complain frequently about the opposite sex, and demonstrate through your behavior that relationships aren’t worth the trouble or say they “never work out,” your children are likely to adopt those attitudes. If, however, you are honest about your own feelings, work to keep an open mind, and model healthy relationship skills yourself, your children can learn that although relationships take commitment and patience, they can add a great deal of joy to life. Finding healing and hope for yourself is the best way to teach your children.

“Children of single parents need role models, and the sooner their parent remarries, the better.” Pauline Mays was deeply worried about her son. Justin, eight years old, had never known his father, who had left Pauline before Justin was born. Life seemed to go along well enough for mother and son until Justin joined Cub Scouts. One evening, after Pauline brought Justin home from a Scouts meeting, she noticed that he was unusually quiet.

“You seem a little sad, buddy,” she said. “What’s going on?”

Justin was silent for a moment, thinking. Then he looked up into his mother’s face. “There’s a Cub Scout campout this weekend up at the lake. I really want to go, but all the other guys are going with their dads.” He hesitated, shooting a worried glance at Pauline. “Mom, you’re terrific—but you’d be the only mom there and I’d feel weird. And you don’t know how to put up a tent or anything. Clint’s dad offered to let me stay in their tent, but that feels weird, too.”

Justin sighed. “Mom,” he said wistfully, “why did my dad leave?”

Pauline reached out to hug her son, a jumble of emotions and thoughts rushing through her. Should she go on the campout with Justin? Maybe she should ask his uncle or one of the youth leaders at church to go with him. Maybe she ought to start dating again. Her last relationship had ended painfully, but maybe Justin needed a father. She sighed like her son, unsure of what to do and how to help him.

Then Pauline remembered something she had heard at a parenting class for single parents: Instead of feeling sorry for your child when difficult situations come up, get him or her involved in possible solutions. If a solution can’t be found, offer support through active listening (we explore this in chapter 2), and then have faith in your child’s ability to deal with painful situations without self-pity.

Pauline said to Justin, “Why don’t we sit down and brainstorm some ideas that might work for you? I’ll start. We could tell all the dads to stay home so mothers get a chance to learn how to pitch tents. Or I could dress up like a dad and see if I could pass.”
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Justin grinned and said, “I could go by myself and have a tent where all the other kids could come and tell scary stories after their dads are asleep.” Pauline said, “You could see if Uncle Joe would like to go, or you could accept Clint’s invitation.” Justin added, “I could invite Sammy. He doesn’t have a dad, either. We could take turns bossing each other around.”

By now Pauline and Justin were laughing. Then they took a serious look at their list. Justin said, “Mom, I don’t think the other dads will stay home, and you could never pass for a father. If Uncle Joe wants to go, I really would like to invite Sammy, too. If he doesn’t, it probably wouldn’t be so bad to go with Clint and his dad. After all, like you keep telling me, no one will feel sorry for me unless I feel sorry for myself.” Justin leaned over and gave his mom a tight hug. “Thanks, Mom.”

Sooner or later, most single parents face moments like this. Children can benefit greatly from the presence of both men and women in their family life—if those men and women are healthy. Children actually suffer far more harm by living with conflict and unhealthy role models than by having one healthy, effective parent. Still, most children occasionally want what they seem to see everywhere around them: a family with both a mom and a dad. So, if a child can’t have his birth parents together, should his single parent remarry?


You may find a loving and respectful partner; however, if you are parenting alone, be assured: You can do it!



There are ways single parents can help their boys and girls thrive—things that can be learned about raising sons and daughters (the influence of gender is discussed in chapter 7), but single parents can raise their children successfully without a partner. It is wise to build a good support system—to have a circle of friends, relatives, and helpers who can provide what from time to time you may not be able to. You’ll discover ways to do this in chapter 6. You may find a loving and respectful partner; however, if you are parenting alone, be assured: You can do it!

“Children of single parents have lower self-esteem.” Low self-esteem seems widespread in today’s world. But the truth is that children of single parents are no more likely to suffer from it than their peers from two-parent homes if these single parents are able to learn and practice the skills and attitudes that empower children and teach them to believe in their own value and potential.

When children believe, “I am capable; I can contribute in meaningful ways; and I have power and influence in my life,” they will have self-esteem. Single parents can provide as many opportunities as other parents for children to develop these beliefs. And both two-parent and single-parent families can fail to provide the foundation for self-esteem.

A strong sense of self-esteem is important. It helps children resist negative peer pressure and gives them courage to face challenges and the ability to try new things. This is well worth repeating: Parents—whether single or married—can teach their children life skills, practice the art of encouragement, and give children opportunities to test their wings. In fact, children of single parents have a wonderful chance to learn that they belong, that they can make an important contribution to their family, and that they can face and overcome any challenge.


When children believe: “I am capable; I can contribute in meaningful ways; and I have power and influence in my life,” they will have self-esteem.



“Single-parent homes are ‘broken homes.’ ” “Dad,” said five-year-old Miriam as she entered the kitchen one evening. “How come everybody else has more people and stuff in their families?”

Mark Singer put aside the vegetables he was chopping and smiled at his daughter. “That’s an interesting question,” he said. “What do you mean?”

Miriam sat down at the kitchen counter and took a slice of carrot. “Well,” she said as she crunched it, “Kitty Parks says I come from a broken home ’cause I only have a dad and my mom lives somewhere else. And everybody else in our neighborhood has a dad and a mom and more kids and stuff. So I wondered why we’re different.”

Mark scooped Miriam up in his arms and sat down on the couch. “I think we have a pretty terrific family,” he said, “but it is a little different. There’s you and me and Mugsy, the dog—”

[image: ]

“And Pebbles, the cat,” Miriam chimed in, “and my lizard, Rex. Is that really a family?”

“You bet it is,” Mark said, gazing into his daughter’s eyes. “We have the best family I’ve ever been in, and no one else has one exactly like it. That makes it special. And you know what? You have another family when you go to see your mom. You have two families!”

Miriam grinned and hugged her dad. “Thanks, Dad,” she said. “When’s dinner?”

You Can Make It Work!

NO HOME—AND NO FAMILY—is broken unless the people in it allow it to be. And even things that have been broken can be fixed. Families come in all sorts of shapes and sizes these days; children are raised by two parents, by single parents, by grandparents, and by gay or lesbian couples. Whatever the shape of your family, learning effective parenting skills, building healthy relationships, and celebrating the ways in which you are special will help everyone in your family do and feel their best.


2

Changing Your
Perception of
Single Parenting

YOU MAY HAVE believed that children living with single parents are automatically deprived, but it simply isn’t so. As we have said before, many happy, successful people have been raised by single parents—even in orphanages. It is not the circumstances of life but how we perceive those circumstances that has the greatest impact. Each person decides whether challenges will be stumbling blocks or stepping stones to joy and success in life. Understanding this does not eliminate the difficulties and concerns of single parents, but it can offer hope and a basis for dealing with the difficulties in ways that benefit rather than harm children.

Begin by giving up the belief that you have to compensate your child for having only one parent. Don’t try to be both mother and father; it’s not possible, nor is it wise. One healthy parent is enough. Work toward developing a positive attitude about being a single-parent family: “This is how it is, and we’re going to benefit from how it is.”

Children Follow Your Lead

CHILDREN USUALLY MIMIC the attitudes of their parents, though sometimes they choose the opposite. If you are feeling depressed, deprived, guilty, or tragic, chances are your children will feel the same. If you have a victim’s attitude, chances are your children will feel like victims. If you have an optimistic, courageous attitude, your children will most likely be influenced to learn from you. The greatest gift we can give our children is to have a hopeful outlook on life no matter what our circumstances—and all circumstances, no matter how difficult, offer opportunities to learn and grow. Try to focus on how you can make the best of your present opportunities.

Parenting for the Future

THINK FOR JUST a few minutes about the moment you first saw each of your children. Remember the wonder, the awe, the sheer power of those first moments of that precious new life? All too soon you took that baby home and life somehow became an effort to survive each day, deal with each new adjustment and each new phase. The wonder and awe sometimes fade into dim memories, overwhelmed by the sheer amount of work it takes to raise a child.

When will the baby sleep through the night? Stand up? Walk? We spend hours pondering feeding schedules and development charts, and earnestly discussing the varying approaches to toilet training. The weeks and months rush by. Before we know it, our children are toddlers and we must make critical decisions about discipline. Should we spank, and what about time-out? School days arrive, then the teen years. There are so many day-to-day decisions to be made, while often just coping with new behaviors (and misbehaviors) can take all our time and energy. (For more information about parenting young children, see Positive Discipline: The First Three Years and Positive Discipline for Preschoolers by Jane Nelsen, Cheryl Erwin, and Roslyn Duffy—Prima Publishing, 1998.)


The greatest gift we can give our children is to have a hopeful outlook on life no matter what our circumstances—and all circumstances, no matter how difficult, offer opportunities to learn and grow.



Sooner or later, though, the moment arrives when a proud teenager zooms off in the family car with a group of friends, leaving Mom or Dad to sit in a silent home surrounded by questions. Is she smoking cigarettes? Marijuana? Is he drinking or partying? What about sex? Does she trust me enough to tell me what’s going on in her life? Does he believe in himself? Can he make good choices about life? Did I do enough? Too much? Was I a good enough parent?


Perhaps one of the best things you can do right now is to take a moment to ask yourself a very important question: What is it that you really want for your children?



All parents face these moments and these questions. Single parents sometimes worry more than they should; after all, it seems the responsibility rests squarely on only one all-too-fragile set of shoulders. If your children are almost grown when you’re reading these words, be assured; it’s never too late to make changes—to make things better. And if your children are still young, you have the opportunity to shape the future for all of you—to parent your children in a way that is thoughtful, loving, and focused on the future.

Perhaps one of the best things you can do right now is to take a moment to ask yourself a very important question: What is it that you really want for your children? When they’ve grown up and set off to lead their adult lives, what qualities do you want them to possess? Is what you’re doing now nurturing those qualities in them?

You may want your children to have good judgment, to be responsible, self-reliant, kind, honest, thoughtful, courageous, moral, hard-working, appreciative—each parent’s list will be a little different. What matters is that you realize this: What we do today as parents will shape our children’s future. If we want our young ones to be responsible, then how we handle the spilled milk, the broken curfew, or the homework left undone must nurture those qualities in them.
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These thoughts overwhelm most parents and may make you wonder, “How on earth can I do that? Especially as a single parent?” Just remember that the most important tools are those you already possess: your love for your children, and your wisdom and common sense. Your own life and the decisions you make about it will teach your children a great deal (more, sometimes, than you might like). This book is intended to provide you with additional tools and techniques, and perhaps some new ideas.

If you were to decide to drive across the country from your home to a place you’d never visited before, you would undoubtedly check a map, plan out the best route, and make sure your car was in good running order. Raising children should be an equally careful journey. Spending the time now to set your goals as a parent and to think about the long-range results will save you untold trouble and confusion down the road. As a single parent—with all the distractions and responsibilities that entails—it may be even more important to have a plan and to know what you want the results to be. There will undoubtedly be wrong turns and dead ends along the way, as there are for all parents.


Just remember that the most important tools are those you already possess: your love for your children, and your wisdom and common sense.



Taking the time to think about what we want our children to learn from life—and from us—is a critical first step on the road to successful single parenting.

Appreciate the Benefits

AMAZING AS IT MAY SEEM, there are benefits to being a single parent. The widely perpetuated myth that parenting is always easier when two people share the job is not necessarily true! It’s easy to idealize the advantages of having a partner when you’re going it alone, but disharmony often prevails in two-parent households. Mom and Dad almost never agree completely about how to raise their children. As Alfred Adler put it, “Opposites attract, but they usually have difficulty living together.” It’s amazing how quickly differences that once seemed endearing become faults that are annoying. Couples who have opposing parenting styles usually fail to make this charming discovery until after children arrive.

Look around you and see how many couples disagree on the “right” kind of parenting—and how often they do battle over their children. While one believes in strict control, the other believes in leniency. These beliefs become even stronger and more pronounced as each feels the need to compensate for the other’s misguided ideas—the strict parent becoming stricter to make up for the “wishy-washy” parent, and the lenient parent becoming even more lenient to make up for the “mean” and “rigid” parent. They argue furiously over who is right when they are both actually being ineffective. In fact, children respond best to something in between called kindness and firmness with dignity and respect—something single parents can provide quite effectively.

Strict control is ineffective because it can ultimately produce a dangerous combination of rebellion, resentment, revenge, sneakiness, and low self-esteem. Sometimes overly controlled children become “approval junkies” and spend their lives allowing others to control them, often basing their choices in life on the approval and opinion of others. Permissiveness is equally ineffective because it teaches children to manipulate others into giving them whatever they want without having to put forth any effort on their own. Sometimes children who are raised permissively believe they aren’t loved unless someone else is serving them or giving in to them, and may continually test their limits in an effort to feel secure.


In fact, children respond best to something in between called kindness and firmness with dignity and respect—something single parents can provide quite effectively.



Either way, these children are not exploring and developing their own capabilities. They are not learning the skills and beliefs that will help them to solve problems, exercise good judgment, and face the challenges of life with confidence and optimism.

By pointing out the problems of dual parenting we do not mean to imply children will be harmed if they have two parents. Most single parents occasionally long for a helper, while most married parents occasionally disagree with each other. No situation is perfect. Our intent here is to help single parents stop idealizing dual parenting so they will be more open to other solutions to their problems. Most situations offer both assets and liabilities. You can choose to focus on the assets of single parenting.

Assets of Single Parenting

MANY PEOPLE LOOKING back on their failed marriages have said, “I was so devastated by my divorce that I would never have believed I would one day say that it was actually a good thing. I had no idea how much I could grow and learn, and never thought I’d find a relationship that was ten times better than the one I had. When I became stronger and more mature, I was ready for a partner who was stronger and more mature. I thought my divorce was the end of the world, when actually it was the beginning of a much better world.”


You can live the rest of your life with anger, resentment, low self-esteem, or whatever debilitating beliefs you allow to run your life, or you can look for the opportunities to learn and grow from whatever circumstances with which you are faced.



When we are immature and insecure, we often (unconsciously) look for mates who have characteristics we lack as a way of completing ourselves. We may also have a tendency to choose partners who have the same level of maturity (or immaturity) as we do. But soon after we marry these people, instead of feeling complete we begin a campaign to change our mates—to make them more like us. This does not create a loving, respectful relationship. When we become more mature and secure, however, we want mates who share our interests and lifestyles. When our needs for a shared lifestyle are met, it becomes much easier to create a loving, respectful relationship.

Divorce can be extremely painful, especially when it is beyond your control. If you were abandoned, you may be dealing with feelings of rejection, doubts about self-worth, and fear that no one will ever love you again. If you chose to leave your former partner, you may be feeling both guilt and sadness. We strongly suggest that you find a counseling program to help you deal with these issues. You can often find free groups through your church or other community organizations.

Essentially you have two choices: You can live the rest of your life with anger, resentment, low self-esteem, or whatever debilitating beliefs you allow to run your life, or you can look for the opportunities to learn and grow from whatever circumstances with which you are faced. For yourself—and for the sake of your children—we strongly encourage you to use this opportunity to model some of the characteristics you hope your children will develop—courage, tenacity, and confidence in your ability to learn and grow.

Many single parents are fearful of loneliness. They forget that they were often extremely lonely while they were married. Usually so busy dealing with the distractions of a bad relationship, they didn’t take the time to focus on their loneliness. But when the distractions are gone, they have a chance to experience the loneliness. Though it may not be a pleasant feeling, you can learn from it. Sit quietly and meditate on whatever is bothering you. Ask your loneliness, “What do you have to teach me?” and you may be surprised at the answers you receive.

Ways of coping with loneliness are explored in chapter 13.

Shared Responsibility and Contribution

Another asset of single parenting is the opportunity it provides the children to feel needed. Single parents have an extra incentive to enlist their children in sharing responsibilities for the family and the household. Children become capable when they are allowed to experience the pride and joy of making a contribution. Participating in shared responsibility—being part of a team—is one way they can gain this experience.


Rather than worrying about deprivation your children may suffer because you are single, concentrate on giving them responsibilities that will nurture a positive outlook and the skills with which to achieve their goals.



If parents try to do too much for children to make up for the fact that they have only one parent, the children will not have a chance to develop initiative and gain new skills. Strength of character comes from patience, hard work, and delayed gratification. Rather than worrying about deprivation your children may suffer because you are single, concentrate on giving them responsibilities that will nurture a positive outlook and the skills with which to achieve their goals.

Shared Decision Making

A great way to get children involved in sharing responsibility and making a contribution to the family is by inviting them to share in decision making through family meetings. Children feel especially capable when they are genuinely needed and have a sense of belonging and significance. Children are much more likely to be enthusiastic about and motivated to follow decisions they have participated in making. Let your children help you decide on routines for bedtime, morning schedules, chores, homework, planning family-fun events, and anything else needed to help your family run smoothly.

We discuss family meetings in greater detail in chapter 9.

Developing Closeness

LIVING WITH A single parent, children have the opportunity to make meaningful contributions to the family, to feel needed and listened to, and to be taken seriously, all of which develops family closeness. Your circumstances can be seen as an opportunity to build a team relationship with your children. By emphasizing these benefits, we don’t mean to imply that problems don’t exist. But we do mean to point out that by idealizing other family situations and maintaining a negative attitude about your own simply will not help. Focusing on the benefits is not the same as denying the painful issues and feelings you or your children experience. It can in fact help you and your children work through the negative feelings and difficult issues in beneficial ways, as you will discover in the following chapters.
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We can’t control everything that happens in our lives, but we can control the way we deal with what happens. As a single parent, you have the opportunity to teach your children this valuable principle. If you’ve been choosing a negative approach to your situation, acknowledge this to your children and ask for their help. It’s never too late to start over.

A Few Points to Keep in Mind

PARENTING, ESPECIALLY ON your own, is rarely simple. And no matter how much helpful information you receive, not all things work all of the time for all children—or for all parents! Reading a parenting book can be discouraging, as it might tempt you to think, “I’ve done it all wrong,” and give up before you start—or to think, “This sounds great,” and then try to change everything at once. Keeping the following points in mind as you read this book may help you to make the most of what you learn. Also remember that the ideas in this book have been shown to be extremely helpful to many parents—single and married—who have raised or are raising their children using these same Positive Discipline parenting skills.


POINTS TO REMEMBER


• It is always the relationship that matters most.

• Don’t try to change everything at once.

• Trust your own wisdom and common sense.





It is always the relationship that matters most. Tips and techniques for parenting are great and can be very helpful, but what matters more than anything is a relationship between parent and child that is based on unconditional love, respect, and trust. If that relationship is strong—if your children know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you love them no matter what—you can make a lot of mistakes and still come out okay.

All parenting works best when it is based on a foundation of love. Techniques without love are just techniques. Taking the time to build the proper foundation through talking, laughing, playing, and just being together may be the best investment you make in your children.
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Don’t try to change everything at once. You may find in this book many ideas you want to try. But changing too much at once—especially in a single-parent family that may have experienced a great deal of change already—may complicate life instead of making it easier.

Pick one or two ideas at a time and try them for a while. See how they feel and how your family reacts before trying anything more. Change that is made gradually and thoughtfully may be more effective than sudden changes that disrupt the family and are then quickly abandoned.

Trust your heart, wisdom, and common sense. No one knows your children better than you do. Your own inner wisdom will tell you when the time is right to make changes in your family. Remember, however, that new skills often feel awkward at first. Learning to trust your own judgment and to follow your heart may take time, and you may have to work at developing the confidence to do it, especially if your faith in yourself has been shaken. As you read and think about what you learn in this book, let your love for your children be your guide. It will help you decide what is needed for your family, when it’s right to change, and how to make those changes.


Remember, however, that new skills often feel awkward at first.
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Coping with Feelings:
Yours and Theirs

ANGRY SHOUTING, irritable nagging, hysterical sobbing, stony silence—the ways in which we choose to express our feelings are often anything but productive. And so many things can cause strong feelings in us: change (such as divorce or death), stress, difficult relationships, sometimes just life itself. What many parents fail to understand is that children have the same emotions they do—and may have even fewer resources for coping with them.

Parents sometimes forget how deeply emotions can influence behavior. And it is often tempting to deal only with behavior and to focus on “fixing” it in the same way you might try to mend a broken doll or find the missing piece to a favorite game. You may find that sometimes you want nothing more than peace, quiet, and an absence of the problems and the feelings they generate.


What many parents fail to understand is that children have the same emotions they do—and may have even fewer resources for coping with them.



When children express their feelings, particularly strong feelings, parents sometimes want to take responsibility for those, too, instead of simply trying to understand them. We want to protect our children, so we often find it difficult to share with emotional honesty what we are really feeling. Or we dismiss the messy subject entirely. “Don’t use that tone of voice with me, young man!” we say, or “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Because of these reactions, children may decide that feelings are dangerous 






What Are Feelings?












What About Anger?
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Dealing with Angry Feelings in Appropriate Ways
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Acknowledging Children’s Feelings

















Active Listening: The Key to Communication
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