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PARENTING

By Rob Cullivan
Staff writer

IRONDEQUOIT - If you're having
trouble dealing with your separated
spouse or your ex-spouse, think of what
-your children may be going through as
well, noted Michele Hughes, a trained pri-
mary school counselor.

_“I really don't think that parents start
out with the intention of hurting their
kids,” she said.

But parents can allow their negative
feelings for each other to spill over into
their relationships with their children, she
said. Being aware of that possibility is the
first step a parent or parents can take in
keeping their child from being hurt too
much when parenis split up, she said.

Hughes, a parishioner at Christ the
King Church, was employed as a coun-
selor from 199097 in the West Ironde-
quoit School District, and is currently on
child-care leave. As a counselor, she
worked with support groups for children
whose parents had separated, divorced or
remarried. Huglies sees herself as an ad-
vocate for such children who are often left
confused by their parents’ antagonism to-
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ward one another, or by the entrance of a
stepparent into their lives,

“The biggest thing we saw is they felt
caught between (divorced) parents,” she
said. ‘

For example, she said, sometimes a
mother would ask her kid to ask daddy for
his child support check. This might upset
dad if the kid asked, or mom might get
upset if the kid didn't ask.

“No mattér what they did, they'd make
somebody upset with them,” she said.

Hughes and a colleague, Noreen
Poplvchak also a school gounselor in the

pévents and stepparents to help them bet-
ter understand their children’s plight dur-
I mg or after a divorce or remarriage. The
~"workshop-took place at the Hope 2001
conference at Guardian Angels Parish,
Henrietta, March 31. The conference fea-
tured several presentations on such issues
of personal loss as divorce and death, and
drew 40 people.

Hughes talked about the themes dis-
cussed in her workshop during an inter-
view in her home. Married with two chil-
dren, she noted that the children of
separated, divorced and remarried par-
ents are no different than the children of

ether.

“The child’s job is to be a child, not to
be the parent. To play soccer, to play tee-
ball, to go to school.”

Yet, the children of split-up parents of-
ten feel put upon to assume responsibili-
ty for their parents’ problems, she said.
For example, young children especially
fantasize about bringing their parents
- back together. Such children may even go
so far as to fake an illness or injure them-
sclves in a misguided attempt to bring
their parents back together via their mu-
tual concern for their child, she said.

Children also need to be reassured that
both parents love them always. Hughes
urged non-custodial parents to spend as
much time as possible with their children,
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Michele Hughes, with her two_children, Analeigh, 3, and Lauryn, 11 months, at
their home in irondequoit Aptil 5. Hughes has counseled children of divorced
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and not shower them with expensive gifts
designed to make up for a lack of time
spent together.

“Material objects don't take the place
of love,” she said. “On the outside, (kids
are) thrilled they're getting all these
things, but on the inside what they want
is timme alone with the parent or special
time with thé parent.”

Parénts can doa lot to mike the'lives of
their children easier during or after a di-
vorce or remarriage, she said. For one
thing, it’s best. not to fight too much in
front of the child or talk down the other
parent in front of or within earshot of a
kid. However, if you do argue in front of
a child, make sure such a kid also sees you
reconcile, she said.

“It’s not that parents shouldn’t have dis-
agreements in front of Kids, it’s that the
kids should see that their parents can have
solutions ...,” Hughes said. “(Otherwise),
they just see the argument, they don't see
the resolution and this is just as impor-
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tant.

Another issue that can be problematic
for-split-up parents is differences in child-
rearing approaches, she said. It's best if
such parents work together on areas of
agreement, and as far as possible, coop-
erate on child-rearing, she said. For ex-
ample, they could attend a child's parent-
teacher conferences together.

- Meanwhile, they may explain to their
children Lhamhey_ ave to follow dif-
feﬁlfcnt rule§when Lhey are in each parent’s
house.

Parents should ensure that school rou-
tines are organized well, since the often-
unavoidable shuttling from one house to
another taxes children. Parents can ask a
child’s school officials to send out dual
mailings of vital parent newsletters, she
said, so both parents can be in sync when
it comes to their kid's academic life.

As for stepparents, Hughes advised
them to not rush into parenting their non-
biological childrén. When possible, she
said, let the biological parent do the dis-
ciplining. Stepparents should insist that
children behave properly, of course, but
be aware that a child needs to build a re-

 lationship first with a non-biological par-

ent in order to live in harmony with him
or her.

" Most importantly, be aware that chil-
dren are not armed with the maturity or
reasoning ability to discern properly how
to respond to a divorce or remarriage, she
said.

“They're the littlest victims with the
softest voices,” she said.
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