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During emotional stress, children may regress to younger behaviors. A little 
“tender loving care” is the best remedy. This doesn’t mean lowering your 
standards for your child’s capabilities, but there is no need to overreact to what 
are most likely temporary setbacks. Bring out comfort items for a temporary fix. 
Perhaps you had been leaving her lovey at home during the day. Why not let it 
come in the car or even to the center for a short while? 
  
It can be tempting to use bribes to help your child move past any regressive 
behaviors. But it’s a short-term fix that can have long-term effects. By “bribing” 
children to act happy or “mature,” we can imply that their unhappy or angry 
feelings aren’t acceptable. And they may stop sharing with us, which can lead to 
other displaced emotions and acting out.  
 
Kids need permission to express their emotions — sadness, anger, relief, 
whatever — in order to resolve them. Instead of using material rewards to induce 
desired behavior, try focusing on feelings. “You seem angry. But throwing toys 
hurts people. Let’s think of a better way for you to show me you’re angry.”   

Further reading 
about divorce 

 
• How to Win as a Step-

Family, by Emily Visher 
and John S. Visher 

 
• I Don’t Want to Talk About 

It, by Jeanie Franz Ransom 
 
• Mom’s House, Dad’s 

House, by Ricci Isolina 
 
• Vicki Lansky’s Divorce Book 

For Parents, by Vicki Lansky 
 

Divorce signifies a loss for most 
young children. The loss of a 
parent, the loss of a family unit, or 
the loss of the idea of a family—
even if the reality wasn’t so rosy. 
Most children grieve this loss in 
pretty typical ways.  
 
Infants and toddlers tend to miss 
the physical comfort of the spouse 
who moves out and their daily 
routines with that person. They 
may become clingy or fussy at 
tough times of the day— when 
they’re tired or hungry, for 
example. Establishing a new 
routine and some new comfort 
rituals will help them feel secure 
with the new arrangement. The 
“away” spouse might leave a t-
shirt or blanket with his or her 
scent on it for the child to cuddle.  

Preschoolers and younger school 
age children are still very 
egocentric, and may assume they 
had some effect on the divorce. 
Parents should be careful to use 
words and concepts that make it 
clear that it is the adults who 
could not live together and that no 
amount of good or bad behavior 
on the part of the child can affect 
that outcome. Preschoolers may 
also identify with the 
“displaced” (in their eyes) spouse 
and wonder if they, too can be 
divorced. Emphasizing 
unconditional love and 
distinguishing bad behavior from 
“bad kids” can help them feel 
more secure.  “I feel frustrated 
when you don’t listen to me, but I 
still love you.” 
 

Older children may act out their 
parents’ disharmony with a 
sibling, testing limits to see if that 
bond, too, can be severed. They 
can feel compelled to take sides 
and label one parent as the “bad 
guy.” They may gather evidence 
of perceived wrongs in an attempt 
to assign blame to one party.  
 
With children of all ages, two 
factors determine how well they’ll 
cope with a divorce: how well the 
parents deal with each other 
during the process, and the 
child’s involvement with each 
parent. Professional counseling 
can help every member of the 
family cope with divorce.   



 

If you share custody of your child, we must have 
emergency contact information for both parents. We 
also need to know who will be picking up each day. If it 
doesn’t matter, please say so. Sometimes parents take 
an unexpected day off and want to visit with their child 
for the afternoon. You can imagine your teacher’s 
discomfort at having to referee these kinds of 
arrangements. If it’s not on paper, we can’t enforce it. 
  
If you have sole custody and do not want your child’s 
non-custodial parent to have any contact, we need this 
in writing, as well as a copy of the custody agreement. 
This information should include what steps you expect 
us to take if your ex-spouse shows up at the center. 
 
Tuition is another consideration for divorced parents. If 
you will share the cost of care, we need both parents to 
sign the contract and put the payment arrangements in 
writing. If your spouse is not fulfilling his or her 
obligations, please speak with the director as soon as 
possible to avoid becoming delinquent. 
 
Teachers communicate with parents in a variety of 
ways. Please let us know if both parents should receive 
copies of any written materials that are sent home — 
newsletters, notes, etc.  If you would prefer to do 
separate parent-teacher conferences, we can 
accommodate that.  

If both parents will be dropping off on different days, 
you should figure out a way that everyone knows what 
to bring to the center each day. It’s especially important 
to keep children’s cubbies stocked, check bags for 
notes, and check the calendar for special events. Young 
children can’t be expected to remember what they need 
to bring every day.  
 
If you aren’t yet divorced but are having a trial 
separation, please let us know how we can support 
your family during this period. Sometimes separated 
parents want to spend more time alone with their child 
and will change their child care schedule. A regular 
schedule with shorter days is a great option. We do 
suggest you keep things consistent. Children are very 
dependent on routines to feel secure, so they need to 
know where they’ll be from day to day. 
 
Please let the center director know when you have big 
family changes. She will share pertinent information 
with teachers, who will keep everything confidential. It 
helps us help your child when we understand there’s 
stress at home.  

 
 
 

My ex-spouse bad-mouths me to my child’s 
teachers. I have tried to be mature but I really 
want to defend myself. You have an existing 
relationship with your child’s teachers that you need 
to maintain. Keeping staff out of the he said/she said 
game is a good way to show respect for that 
relationship. If you feel compelled to clarify some 
gossip, please speak with your center director, who 
can de-personalize the situation and relay any 
necessary information to the teachers.  
 
I am overwhelmed by the responsibilities of being 
a single parent. I feel so ashamed when I forget 
my child’s lunch, for example. Married parents 
forget to send things to school some days, too. And 
even if your parenting isn’t up to your usual gold 
standard, teachers understand that dynamic and can 
be a support — we have spare clothing and extra 

food at the center. Your child isn’t likely to make a 
big deal about a pair of boots if you don’t. Cut 
yourself some slack — it’s most important that you 
are emotionally available to your child right now, 
not berating yourself about minor incidents.  
 
My ex-spouse is much better off financially than I 
am. I hate that I can’t give our child all the things 
that  s/he can. The things don’t matter. Really! 
Children want time and attention. Toys and 
vacations are like dessert — yummy, but you can’t 
live on them. Think of your together time as the 
protein and carbohydrates your child needs to get 
through the day and build a strong sense of self, 
something infinitely more valuable than gizmos, 
cool clothes, and big backyards.  
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