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Court Orientation for Parents Entering  

post-dissolution family life  
 

Parent Handbook 
 
 

Children are a precious resource.  Family Court is dedicated to providing access 
to information to help parents navigate their way through court proceedings to 
protect their children from inappropriate intrusions and unnecessary parental 
conflict.  This handbook is offered as a tool in heighten parent awareness of the 
dynamics, pitfalls and opportunities presented by separation of the family during 
dissolution.  Social research shows that parents play a crucial role in how well 
their children will adjust to the new face of the family.  This handbook seeks to 
provide ideas that parents can use to do their best parenting during this 
transitions.   
 

Family Court services staff welcomes inquiries about our services and resources 
and invites parents to contact us for information on issues not covered in these 
materials. Contact us: 

 

By Phone:  816-736-8400  or on our website:  www.circuit7.net  
 

Family Court Services 
Children’s Justice Center, 351 East Kansas Street 

Liberty, MO  64068 

 

The staff of Family Court Services is eager to provide good customer service. Since we must be fair to 
everyone, however, we are only allowed to assist you in certain ways. We can answer general questions 
about how the court works, provide you with court-approved forms, and tell you about court services and 
community resources. We cannot provide legal advice, such as whether or not you should file a case, what 
words to use in court papers, how to try your case, or predict what may happen in court. We can give you 
information about how to become informed about your legal rights and obtain legal representation.  The 
results of any legal matter may vary depending upon specific facts and applicable law. You should seek 
appropriate professional advice before acting on the basis of any matter contained on this CD. No prediction 
of results should be inferred from information contained in these materials. The information is provided as is 
without warranty. You assume the liability that the information used is appropriate, accurate and up to date. 
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The Child’s Bill of Rights 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

1. I am a person, not a pawn or possession. 
 

2. I have a right to love both parents without feeling guilt, pressure or 
rejection. 

 

3. I expect love, care, discipline and protection from both parents. 
 

4. I am a child of both parents, and do not have to choose sides.  
 

5. I need to express my feelings about the separation of my family. 
 

6. I have a right to a positive and constructive on-going relationship with 
each parent. 

 

7. I am not required to play the “parent” or make decisions that should be 
made by adults. 

 

8. I am not required to become a surrogate companion for parents. 
 

9. I am entitled to the most adequate level of financial support that can be 
provided by the best efforts of both parents. 

 

10.  I am not required to be the battleground or weapon used by parents to 
hurt each other. 

 
 
Adapted from Johnson County, Kansas Mental Health Center, Mission, KS. and the GRASP parent education program. 
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A Parent’s Covenant with a Child 
 

A parent is at a crossroad in the parent-child relationship during separation and 
dissolution of the marriage.  Some ways of interacting with a child can increase the 
stress in the child’s environment and some ways of interacting with the child can be 
reassuring.  The sample parenting commitments listed below are desirable for reducing 
conflict and stress in the life of the child. 

 
 

Covenant 
I’m doing 
my best to 
do this now 

I’ll try harder 
to do this 
more 

My relationship with our child will be respectful of his/her 
personhood and feelings. 
 

  

Our child can depend on me to be trustworthy.  
 

  

Our child can formulate his/her own personal opinions 
about each parent (no “badmouthing”). 
 

  

Our child can feel it is okay to love and respect each 
parent in his/her own way. 
 

  

Our child can enjoy a relationship with the other parent 
without feeling guilty about hurting my feelings. 
 

  

Our child can have the support of both parents without 
having to choose between parents. 
 

  

Our child will not be asked to carry a message that I do 
not wish to communicate directly (either face-to-face, by 
phone, email or other writing). 
 

  

Our child’s welfare is protected by sharing of the 
following information between parents: 
     �  child care / supervision 
     �  medical care 
     �  schooling 
     �  activities for child 
 

  

All agreements and court orders will be honored, in letter 
and spirit, and if no longer appropriate, both parents will 
communicate about changes. 
 

  

Changes to parenting arrangements that affect both 
parents will have input from both parents. 
 

  

I will participate in a dispute resolution process to 
manage conflict appropriately. 
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Introduction 

 
Separation and divorce (known as “dissolution” in Missouri) often brings stress, 
heartache, fear and guilt.  It can take a heavy toll on you and your children.  There are 
choices you can make, however, that can help you cope and avoid a lot of pitfalls.  It 
does matter what you say and do to get through the dissolution and start a new life.  
Your children need your best parenting during this challenging time of transition. This 
handbook is a guide for making good choices in developing a positive and workable 
parenting plan for you and your children.   
 
During the separation process it is easy for the adult partners in the family to focus on 
the “partner” issues and equate the “parent” issues as more of the same.  In fact, partner 
and parent issues are quite different!  What a partner prefers and what children need 
may not be the same.  While partners are ending a relationship, the relationship between 
children and the parents will continue.  Parenting should be guided by what is in the best 
interest of the children. When partner conflict boils over into the parenting area, personal 
wants and children’s needs get mixed together and what’s best of the child can be easily 
lost in the mix.  Parents find is hard to do their best parenting. Children  become a 
battleground and a child’s quality of life rapidly deteriorates.  This handbook will guide 
you on some helpful strategies for removing your child from the partner conflict so your 
child can adapt to the new way of family life and enjoy the remainder of childhood. 
 

The Experience of Separation and Dissolution 
 

It often goes unstated, but there are three phases of separation and dissolution.  The 
physical separation occurs as family members divide household goods and establish 
separate households.  The legal phase involves court proceedings to obtain the  
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official judgment of dissolution.  There is also an emotional phase of separation as 
partners sever their emotional ties to each other.  The emotional separation normally 
takes time, two to three years for most families, and takes place independent of the 
other two stages.  Completion of the emotional separation is crucial when partners are 
also parents of children.  Parents will find it less challenging to focus on what’s best for 
their children when the are completing the emotional separation.  This has a big impact 
on how parents interact as co-parents during and after the dissolution.  
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 Forming a new Parenting Relationship 
 
Relationships as partner and parents are mixed in together during marriage.  An intimate 
relationship takes a lot of time, energy, and if at “war” a lot of money.  Smart parents find 
a way to relate to the other parent in a less intimate way.  Most parents find it more 
effective to conduct post-separation parenting as a “business” relationship that does not 
have the entanglements of the former partner relationship.   
 
 

Business      Negative Intimacy 
Formal & courteous     Disrespectful & competitive 

 

intensity 
LOW <---------------------------------------->  HIGH 

 

Friendship      Positive Intimacy 
Informal & respectful     Trusting & respectful 

 
Legally, the marriage partnership ends when the Judgment of Dissolution is signed.  In 
the minds and behaviors of the partners, however, the partnership is not over until 
emotional separation is complete.  This takes time ... two to three years for most people.  
Research indicates there are stages to emotional separation. 
 
�� DENIAL is the initial stage. If you are the partner who decided you wanted to end 
the marriage, at one time you may have had second thoughts: “I’m just irritable – it’s not 
so bad.”  That was denial.  If you are the partner who got the news that divorce was 
coming, you may have experienced it as a feeling that this is a nightmare from which you 
would wake up.  But you found out it was really happening. 
 
�� ANGER is an emotional cover for fear of loss and sadness over dashed 
expectations.  People usually feel more in control by blaming others than thinking about 
their role in the deterioration of the relationship. 
 
�� BARGAINING  takes place when we don’t think we can handle it anymore and are 
willing to put up with most anything to get back to the way things used to be.  Of course, 
without changes, it’s likely to end up the same way.  Bargaining may also be a process 
for trying to move on without learning anything from this experience… such as jumping 
into a new relationship right away.   
 
�� DEPRESSION and anger are stages where we hunker down to protect ourselves 
and try to re-group.  We feel vulnerable and put up a shield to deflect any more incoming 
hurt. Depression robs us of the energy to take on the challenges of separation.  
Depression and anger are usually the most intense and longest stages.  It can be very 
hard for parents to focus objectively on what’s best for their child in these stages.   If you 
are concerned about how long these feelings are lasting, it’s a good idea to check out 
how to move on.   
 
�� ACCEPTANCE is the final stage to emotional separation.  By “acceptance” we 
don’t mean that you have to like what has happened, but that you come to terms with the 
fact of separation and are ready to move on to a new life separate from your former 
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partner.  Acceptance is crucial for successfully conducting business as separated 
parents.  You have reached the acceptance stage when you are more interested in 
planning your future than dwelling on the past. 
 
WHERE TO FOCUS?   
 
Think of completion of the emotional separation as driving a car.  If the driver just 
looks out the rearview mirror (dwelling on the past) the road ahead is unclear and 
the passengers are at risk.  A parent, like the driver of a car, needs to look 
forward (out the windshield) to assess your child’s future needs and to plan for 
successful parenting.  
 
Progress Checklist : How am I doing in separating emotionally?  
 
�     I can think of the other parent in terms of their “parent” role when discussing our  
        child, and I can keep partner issues separate. 
 

�     I no longer crave recognition, praise or appreciation from my former partner. 
 

�     I am breaking the habit of  over-familiar expectations that the partner will do me 
        favors by establishing boundaries for doing good business as co-parents instead.  
 

�     I am creating my own zone of privacy and am respecting the other parent’s zone of  
        privacy. 
 

�     I can observe the rituals of doing business with the co-parent courteously, even if I  
        don’t really feel it. 
 

�     I am focusing more energy on my relationship with my child instead of dwelling on  
        the old partnership. 

 
Mission Control . . . Taking Care of the Business of Co-parenting 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Separation changes family life from one universe into 
two separate worlds, each controlled by one parent. The 
child will travel between and live in both parent worlds. 
Imagine what that experience will be like for your child. 
Is it pleasant, stressful, destructive?  When parents are 
fighting with each other, it may seem like the “war of the 
worlds” to their children.  The child’s welfare is one of the 
first casualties. Parents who are fighting with each other 
focus on the disagreements, issues that create the 
strongest emotional response (usually the “partner” 
issues).  This focus diverts them from a parenting focus .  
The needs of the child get lost in the cross-fire.   
 
Think about how carefully we prepare astronauts to 
travel to destinations in outer space:  training, 
equipment, communication satellites, contingency plans 
for emergencies… Your child has the same basic needs! 
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As children travel between Dad’s house and Mom’s house, there are a lot of tasks that 
require coordination. You are engaged in a mission to raise your child responsibly, 
protecting your child from harm.  Separated parents must coordinate such basic 
matters as: adequate diet, adequate sleep, medical and dental care, changes of 
weather and activity appropriate clothing and equipment, homework, teacher 
conferences, and much more.  (It’s a good idea to let your child’s teacher or school 
counselor know about the changes taking place in your child’s life). 
 

 

  
Mission Control: 
 

�   Coordinating parenting tasks  

�   Decision-making policies  

�   Problem-solving procedure  

 

 
 
It’s important for parents to conduct “Mission Control.”  Parents need to have a plan 
for making decisions in an intentional way rather than letting the chips fall where they 
may.  When disputes exist, they need to have a plan for a way to resolve them instead 
of allowing the stress to build. 
 
 

Separation Makes A Child Vulnerable 
 
 Dr. Judith Wallerstein studied children of divorcing families for 25 years into their 
adulthood.  Here are six psychological tasks that she believes children of divorce need 
to resolve to survive the trauma of family breakup: 
 

1. Acknowledging the reality of 
separation of the family 

2. Disengaging from parental conflict 
and distress, and resuming the 
pursuits of childhood 

3. Resolving anger and self blame 
4. Resolving their grief over loss of 

family life as they knew it 
5. Accepting the permanence of 

divorce 
6. Achieving realistic hope for future 

relationships 
 

 

Children who are at risk may benefit from therapy to clear up mistaken beliefs, such as 
their conviction they were the cause of the breakup of the family.  Therapy can assist 
children to develop better coping skills. Counseling and support groups for children of 
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divorce may be available through schools, church programs, or community service 
agencies.  
 
Parents should also consider seeking assistance to deal with the trauma of divorce, 
since healthy and reliable parents can best help their children to adjust. 
 

Top 10 Stresses for Kids 
  
Researchers at the University of Arizona surveyed college students whose parents 
divorced during their childhood.  Here are the top ten things that children found stressful 
during divorce.  Is your child experiencing any of these stresses? 
 

 
�� Child was told they caused the divorce 
 
�� Child saw parents hit or hurt each other 
 
�� Child heard relatives say bad things about their parents 
 
�� Child sensed that a parent disliked the child spending time with other parent 
 
�� Child was present when parents argued. 
 
�� Child heard a parent say bad things about the other parent 
 
�� Child had to give up pets or other things they liked 
 
�� Child was around a parent who constantly acted unhappy around the child 
 
�� Child was questioned by one parent about other parent’s private life 
 
�� Child heard neighbors said bad things about the parents 
 
Notice that hearing negative comments about a parent is on the list three times.  
Children are usually unsure how to respond and may fear the reaction they will get if 
they do defend a parent.  Parents can reduce the child’s stress by refraining from 
making negative comments in the child’s hearing and asking family and neighbors to do 
the same.  Parents need to find more appropriate ways to diffuse their frustration and 
anger.  Children are least equipped to handle it. 
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Assessing Your Child’s Stress 
 

Dr. Kathy Harms, PhD, has worked with C.O.P.E. 
facilitators to develop a list of indicators that help 

parents assess the level of stress their children are 
experiencing.  These are behaviors that may 

indicate your child is finding it difficult to cope with 
stress or that the stress in your child’s current 

environment is challenging to your child’s sense of 
security and well-being. 

 
This survey is intended for information purposes only.  It 

is not designed for diagnosis or treatment. 
 

 
Check the indicators you are observing.   
 
�   Decrease in school performance 
�   Sleep disturbances 
�   Regression to behaviors at a younger age. 
�   Increased conflict for siblings or peers 
�   Trouble remembering things learned previously 
�   Eating or feeding problems 
�   Expresses worries about who will care for child 
�   More difficulty separating from others 
�   More problems with bed-wetting or soiling self 
�   Has started using drugs or consuming alcohol 
�   More withdrawn 
�   More fussy 
�   More clingy 
�   Increased temper tantrums 
�   Cries more easily 
�   Gets angry over small things 
�   More rebellious 
�   More headaches or stomach aches 
�   More problems focusing or paying attention 
�   Loss of interest in pleasurable activities 
�   Fear of being replaced by someone else 
�   Doesn’t talk to parent like child used to 
 
Indications from survey 
 
     3-5 boxes checked      some stress is indicated 
     6-8 boxes checked      moderate stress is present 
     9 or more checked      substantial stress is present 
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Translation Errors 
 
Parents should bear in mind that children are not miniature adults.  They do not have the 
knowledge and life experience that adults do.  When a parent seeks information about 
the other parent from a child, there will likely be translation errors.  The child hears an 
adult question with a child’s understanding.  A parent will hear a child’s answer with an 
adult’s interpretation of what is say.   There may be differences between what was 
heard, said and meant.  Keep conversations with the child appropriate to the child’s age, 
vocabulary, and understanding.  Many things a parent would confide to another adult are 
not appropriate to share with a child. 
 
Ways Children Manipulate their Parents 
 
Beware of taking everything your child says literally.  Children can feel hurt, neglected or 
deprived when their parents separate. Children are capable of saying and doing things 
to try to reunite parents, make them feel guilty, or divide and conquer: 
 

1. Telling one parent that the other parent made comments that were not made. 
(“Mom says she misses you very much.”) 

 
2. Telling parents things to drum up sympathy to get what they want. 

(“Other kids get a bigger allowance.  I shouldn’t have to suffer because you 
decided to divorce.”) 
 

3. Telling stories about what’s going on in the other parent’s house to gain attention. 
(“Dad’s new girlfriend is a lot of fun and let’s me eat dessert first.”) 

 
4. Telling one parent that the other parent is better or that the other parent’s 

residence is nicer.  (“I have a room to myself at Mom’s house and I have my own 
TV in it too). 

 
5. Telling one parent that the other parent consented for them to do something that 

the other parent did not approve. (“Dad said it was okay for me to go see that 
movie.”) 

 
6. Telling one parent that the other parent did something disturbing that isn’t true. 

(“Mom didn’t feed us all weekend.”) 
 

7. Trying to get one parent to go to bat for the child with the other parent. (“I’m 
afraid to ask Dad.  Please, please talk to him for me.”) 

 
8. Threatening to move to the other parent’s house unless child gets her way. 

(“They care about me over there.  I’m staying there.”) 
 

It’s wise to check things out with the other parent before accepting what your child is 
saying at face value. 
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Legal & 
Physical  
Custody  
 

 

Family Court judges are guided by state law in making decisions about the custody and 
parenting of children when their parents separation and dissolve their marriage.  The 
best interest of the child is a primary consideration. The following excerpts indicate the 
law’s preference for involvement of both parents when appropriate. 
  
“It is the public policy of this state to encourage parents to participate in decisions  
affecting the health, education and welfare of their children, and to resolve disputes 
involving their children amicably through alternative dispute resolution.” 

MO. Revised Statutes 452.375.4 
 
“It is the public policy of this state that frequent, continuing and meaningful contact 
with both parents  after the parents have separated or dissolved their marriage is in the 
best interest of the child except for cases where the court specifically finds that such 
contact is not in the best interest of the child.  In order to effectuate this public policy, a 
court with jurisdiction shall enforce visitation, custody and child support orders in the 
same manner.”                    MO. Revised Statutes 452.340.7 

 
In Missouri “custody” means joint legal custody, so le legal custody, 
joint physical custody or sole physical custody or any combination. 

MO. Revised Statutes 452.375.1 
 
 
“Joint legal custody ”   
The parents share decision-making responsibilities and authority for their children.  
Parents are required to confer with each other. 
    
“Joint physical custody ” 
Each parent has significant, but not necessarily equal residential duties for their child, 
shared in a manner that assures the child of frequent, continuing, and meaningful 
contact with both. 
 

“Primary residential custodian ” 
The parent in a joint custody arrangement who lives in the primary residence of the child.  
Rights and duties vary depending on the terms of the joint custody arrangement.  
Generally must facilitate working cooperatively with the other parent.   
 
“Sole custody” 
One parent has the decision-making responsibility and authority for the child, and is not 
required to confer with the other parent.  Non-custodial parent has reasonable access 
(“visitation”).  
 
 



 13 

Parents should decide the Parenting Plan 
  

 
It’s your future and your child’s one 
and only childhood . . . 
 

Family Court judges prefer parents to 
design the parenting plan for their children, 
and will usually approve the plan parents 
mutually agree upon.  Parents who design 
their own plan build commitment to live by 
it and have 50% less post-dissolution court 
involvement compared to parents who 
have a plan created by the court. 
 
Mediation is available to help parents 
design a parenting plan they both can 
agree is in the best interest of their 
children. 
 
 

 
 

Factors considered when the Court  must 
determine Custody of Children 

                  MO. Revised Statutes 452.375.2 
 

 
 

 
Deciding custody, when contested, is based on the best interest of the child  
considering all relevant factors, including: 
 

1. Wishes of the child’s parents and the proposed parenting plan submitted. 
2. Needs of the child for a frequent, continuing and meaningful relationship with 

both parents and the ability and willingness of parents to actively perform their 
functions as mother and father for the needs of the child. 

3. The interaction of the child with parents, siblings and any other person who may 
significantly affect the child’s best interests. 

4. Which parent is more likely to allow the child frequent, continuing and meaningful 
contact with the other parent. 

5. The child’s adjustment to home, school and community. 
6. The mental and physical health of all individuals involved. 
7. The intention of either parent to relocate the residence of the child. 
8. The wishes of the child.* 
 
* A child does not have the responsibility to decide which parent will be the primary residential parent.  
This is a matter for the parents and the Court to determine.  The Court will not place a child d in the 
difficult position of having to pick between parents. 
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                   WORKABLE 
  Parenting Arrangements 
reduce conflicts, maintain 

good parenting   

 
Regardless of the amount of conflict that exists between co-parents, you still have a 
child to raise.  Your parenting arrangement should allow you to accomplish this while 
minimizing the parental conflict in your child’s environment.  
 

Cooperative Parenting 
 

Build on the respect that exists between parents. Seek confirmation on amount of 
agreement you have on parenting tasks and parenting styles. Decide how flexible you 
can be on things you do not readily agree upon. Make your plan specific in areas of 
disagreement.  Coordinate the task of raising your child through joint problem solving 
and frequent communication.  Have a dispute resolution plan for difficult issues.  For 
more information on this parenting arrangement read “Mom’s House, Dad’s House:  
Making Shared Custody Work” (Ricci 1997). 
 

Coordinated Parenting 
 

Parents can conduct their parenting business respectfully by separating “partner” 
grievances from parenting issues.  Build commitment to plan by allocating tasks and 
parenting time fairly.  Mutual agreement and reciprocity are crucial for maintaining a 
good working relationship.   Collaborate on how to raise and/or discipline your child and 
uphold your end of the plan consistently. Develop respectful communication channels 
and consult regularly.  Commit to appropriate and reasonable responses when problems 
arise. Include specifics in the plan to serve as “default” measures in areas where you are 
likely to disagree.  Realize that change will happen and periodically review the plan.  
Have a dispute resolution plan for difficult issues.  For more information on this parenting 
arrangement read “The Co-Parenting Survival Guide” (Thayer & Zimmerman 2001). 
 

Parallel Parenting 
 

Parents realize that providing a sane and nurturing home for their child is more important 
than winning arguments with the co-parent.  Parenting styles may be different and still 
appropriate. The parenting plan sets up a “truce” that relieves parents of constantly 
negotiating conflict.  Each parent is in charge of parenting the child in their own home. 
Cover all the bases by distributing who does what.  Spell out the duties of each parent 
clearly and in detail.   Have a communication plan that is low-key and informative. Set up 
exchanges to avoid unnecessary stress – at day care, school or SAFE Exchange – if 
parents are in conflict.  Be consistent and reliable. Have default clauses in your plan to 
settle disagreements (such as Mom gets first pick of summer vacation in even years and 
Dad in odd years).  Have a mandatory dispute resolution process for issues that are not 
covered by the plan. For more information on this parenting arrangement read “Joint 
Custody with a Jerk” (Ross & Corcoran 1996) and “Building a Parenting Agreement that 
Works” (Lyster 2005).   
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Choosing an Age Appropriate Parenting Schedule 
 

 

There is no conclusive research indicating the 
number of hours or days that a child should spend 
with each parent.  You should consider your own 
unique situation and the needs of your children as 
they move from one developmental stage to 
another.   Information below adapted from “Planning for 
Shared Parenting,” Assn of Family & Conciliation Courts (2006) 
 
 

Infants  are bonding to parents and require consistent, loving responses such as 
holding, playing, feeding, soothing, talking gently and meeting their needs promptly.  
Research shows that children form multiple and simultaneous attachments.  Previous 
restrictions on overnights have been reconsidered when both parents have been 
regularly involved with all aspects of care-giving.  Infants should have frequent contact 
with both parents and a predictable schedule and routine to maintain sleep, feeding and 
waking cycles. Separation anxiety is normal at about six months on as infants learn the 
significance of caregivers.  
 

Toddlers  can respond to different parenting styles.  They are becoming more 
independent and are developing the ability to comfort themselves.  Some children may 
become fearful of separations, so transitions between homes may be difficult.  If parents 
share driving, it is sometimes easier if the parent they are with drops the child off to the 
other parent.  Predictable schedules and supporting the relationship with both parents 
can make exchanges easier.  Toddlers are particularly sensitive to tension, anger and 
violence in the co-parental relationship. 
 

Preschoolers  experience a tremendous number of developmental changes.  It is 
important for parents to adjust parenting styles to accommodate their development while 
keeping in mind that preschoolers continue to require guidance and support.  They can 
benefit from structured time with children of their own age, away from their parents.  
Preschoolers continue to need consistency and predictability.  They are beginning to 
understand days and weeks, but not time. 
 

Elementary  age children have greater experience with multiple separations, e.g. 
school, relatives, friends, sports.  They are more secure with the idea of two residences 
and can adjust to different parenting styles.  They are starting to build social 
connections.  Peer activities are important and require parental coordination.  The child 
should have emergency contact information for both parents. 
 

Pre-teens  still need monitoring; too much unsupervised freedom can be hazardous.  
Structure is good, especially after school, to curtail risky behaviors.  Balancing time with 
peers and family requires flexibility.  A pre-teens’ preferences should be considered and 
respected.  They should be given the opportunity and privacy to call the other parent. 
 

Teens put more priority on time with peers than parents.  School, jobs, sports, friends 
etc complicate routine scheduling.  Maintaining stability and consistency can be 
challenging.  Teens still have a need for “home base.”  Parental involvement in activities 
is important to teens. Teens want to be consulted and informed when making plans. 
Communication between parents remains essential, especially regarding curfews, 
driving, dating and overnights away from both parents. 
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SAMPLE PARENTING SCHEDULES  
 
The sample schedules below illustrate some of the common parenting schedules.  Each 
schedule has benefits for children at certain ages.  Younger children require more 
frequent contact with both parents than older children. 
 
Days in black and white denote full days with one parent.  Days with hatch marks indicate split days. 

 

S M T W T F S 
       
       
       
       

    Split Week Schedule 
��� �  3 1/2 days with each parent  
��� �  Weekend day with each parent 
��� �  Consistent weekday routine 
��� �  Appropriate for ages 5-12 years 

 
 

S M T W T F S 
       
       
       
       

    5/2 – 2/5 Schedule 
��� �  2 weekdays & 5 day alternating weekends 
��� �  Exchanges at school or day care avoids parent to 

parent contact and reduces exchange conflicts 
��� �  Appropriate for ages 5-17 years 

 
 

S M T W T F S 
       
       
       
       

    Alternate Weeks Schedule 
��� �  Child can settle in for a week 
��� �  7 straight days hard on young children 
��� �  Inconsistent routine from week to week is 

            disruptive unless parents cooperate 
 
 

S M T W T F S 
       
       
       
       

    “Guideline” Schedule 
��� �  Consistent weekday routine with alt. weekends 
��� �  Frequent access to both parents 

“Bed hopping” during week reduced by 
substituting a Sunday overnight instead of 
Wednesday overnight    

 
 

S M T W T F S 
       
       
       
       

    Split Day Schedule 
�   Daily access between child and both parents 
�   Good for pre-school children 
�   Parent schedules must allow them to be available 

           at different times  

 
To learn more about electronic ways of staying connected to your child consult The 
Virtual Visitation Handbook included with this CD. It is also available on line at 
www.circuit7.net   
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Holidays and Special Days 
 
Holidays and Special Days are events that build memories 
and traditions for your child.  There are a variety of options 
for sharing these times between child and co-parents to 
enhance the child’s experience and enjoyment of special 
days.  Flexibility in planning the schedule can reduce the 
anxiety of scheduling for everyone 

 

 
o Share the holiday 
o Split the holiday 
o Substitute another day or holiday 
o Swap holidays in even & odd years 
o Celebrate twice 
o Assign holidays according to family traditions 
o Allow for transportation time 

 

Special Days: 
 

o Birthdays 
o Family reunions & celebrations 
o Religious holidays 
o School holidays:  winter, spring & summer recess 

 
Popular U.S. Holidays (religious holidays are not listed): 
 

o New Years Day (January 1) 
o M L King Day (3rd Monday in January) 
o President’s Day (3rd Monday in February) 
o Valentine’s Day (February 14) 
o St. Patrick’s Day (March 17) 
o Easter 
o Mother’s Day (2nd Sunday in May) 
o Memorial Day (last Monday in May) 
o Father’s Day (3rd Sunday in June) 
o Independence Day (July 4) 
o Labor Day (1st Monday in September) 
o Columbus Day (2nd Monday in October) 
o Halloween (October 31) 
o Veteran’s Day (2nd Monday in November) 
o Thanksgiving Day (4th Thursday in November) 
o Christmas Eve (December 24) 
o Christmas Day (December 25) 
o New Years Eve (December 31) 
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Developing an Effective Parenting Plan  

 
Books parents find useful in designing their plan: 
 
Mom’s House, Dad’s House:  Making Shared Custody Wo rk by Isolina Ricci, Simon 
& Schuster 2nd ed., 1997.  This book contains a roadmap for developing a cooperative 
parenting arrangement for your child. 
 
Child Custody: Building Parenting Agreements That W ork  by Mimi Lyster, Nolo 
Press, 2005. 
 
Joint Custody with a Jerk: Raising a Child with an Uncooperative Ex  by Julie Ross 
& Judy Corcoran, St. Martin’s Press, 1996.  This book offers strategies for dealing with 
an un-cooperative parent more effectively. 
 
 

   
Communication Cooperation Dispute Resolution 
 
There are three critical factors  to consider in creating the parenting 
plan for your child: 
 

�  Communication  – This is the most significant indicator of effective co-
parenting. Are communications with the co-parent respectful?  Can you do 
business directly?  Do you communicate with each other regularly?  If you and 
the co-parent are engaging in dysfunctional communication you need to make a 
conscious effort to exchange those habits for skills that help you to conduct 
parenting business. 

 
�  Cooperation – The level of cooperation between you and the co-parent to 

coordinate parenting tasks determines what type of plan is most workable for 
you. The Parenting Arrangements survey helps you assess the current level of 
cooperativeness between you and the other parent.  The survey is included on 
this CD. 

 
�  Conflict Management  – When disputes arise, how frequently are you able to 

resolve them directly with the co-parent?  What process will you use when you 
and the co-parent are not able to resolve a parenting dispute between 
yourselves? Mediation is one way parents can engage the assistance of a 
disinterested third party to address the dispute while maintaining control over 
decision-making. 
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Exchanges between Dad’s house and Mom’s house  
 
Your child is prone to an emotional response to moving between Dad’s house and 
Mom’s house.  Exchanges may dredge up reminders of separation:  someone is going 
away and someone is being left behind.  Powerful emotions felt by children and their 
parents need to be recognized and managed appropriately. 
 

Exchanges are tricky for your child 
Children are under significant emotional stress during transitions between Dad’s house 
and Mom’s house.  Stress may be demonstrated by pouting or aggressive behavior.  
Children also pick up on the anxiety of their parents.  Will it be okay to stay with the 
parent?  Will the parent left behind be okay until I return? The child has a dilemma: how 
to look sad about leaving one parent while looking happy to see the other parent.  The 
child may feel responsible for parental conflicts during exchanges.  Often both parents 
have contributed to the circumstances that make transitions uncomfortable for the child. 
 

��������	
���		 � �	��
� � �����������
�������������������
��������	
������
� � ���� � ������������
 �  

 

Smooth transitions require coordination, communicat ion and cooperation. 
 

Conduct exchanges as efficiently as possible.  Demonstrate how mature adults are 
respectful and appropriately manage conflict despite the turmoil of family separation. 

�  Have a specific schedule for arrivals and departures. 
�  Be on time & plan ahead for delays. 
�  Avoid last minute changes if at all possible. 
�  Strive for a respectful ritual with polite greetings. 
�  Don’t discuss touchy subjects, absolutely don’t argue. 
�  Confirm next transition time, but schedule a time to discuss it later if there is a 

disagreement. 
 
Preparing your child for exchanges 
Your child needs to get ready emotionally and logistically for exchanges between 
parents.  Discuss the exchange matter-of-factly, demonstrating an expectation that the 
child will go and that it is just routine.  Free your child from anxiety by letting him know 
you have plans to care for yourself while he is absent.  Make sure your child is 
appropriately fed and dressed before the transition.  In advance, supervise your child in 
gathering the things to take along.  Arrange for your child to finish the last activity or 
chore in order to have a few moments of “down time” before the exchange. This helps 
your child to adjust emotionally for the exchange about to take place. 
 
A copy of the Child Friendly Exchange Handbook is included on this CD.  Also visit 
www.circuit7.net for a survey of County Police Department s regarding child-friendly 
exchanges. 

Free SAFE EXCHANGE Services are provided 
by Clay County Transitions Program 816-736-8400 

 

Monitored exchanges are designed to ensure that children are exchanged between 
parents in a child-centered and safe environment.  This service provides a safe and 
neutral location, conflict management, documentation of exchanges, and supervision by 
child advocates. 
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Family Access Enforcement  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A parent may file a family access motion to seek enforcement of an existing court order 
of custody or visitation when access has been interfered with or denied without good 
cause. The motion must state specific facts that establish a violation of specific visitation 
periods set forth in the court order.  A court that grants the motion can impose any of the 
following remedies: 
 

·  Hold the violator in contempt 
·  Order compensatory visitation not less than the time denied 
·  Order the violator to obtain counseling or pay for counseling between the child 

and parent filing the motion 
·  Require the violator to post security for future compliance 
·  Assess a fine of $500 (paid to the state) 
·  Grant attorneys fees and court costs  

 
How to File : The Circuit Clerk will provide forms and explain the filing procedure.  A 
filing fee is charged for filing the motion.  There is also a fee for serving notice on other 
persons entitled to notice of the motion.  Upon filing, cases are referred to Family Court 
Services. 
 
Dispute Resolution :  Family access disputes are fast-tracked by scheduling arbitration 
of the dispute, typically within 30 days of service.  Arbiters are Family Lawyers appointed 
by the Family Court.  Parents may opt to engage in mediation as an alternative to 
arbitration.  Arbitration awards and mediated agreements are forwarded to the court for 
review. Parents may request a court hearing after arbitration.   
 
Contact information: 
 
Stephen Haymes, Circuit Clerk 
James S. Rooney Justice Center 
11 South Water Street, Liberty, MO  64068 
Phone:  (816) 407-3850 
 
Office of Dispute Resolution Services 
R. Kenneth Elliott Children’s Justice Center 
351 East Kansas Street, Liberty, MO  64068 
Phone:   (816) 736-8400 
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Relocation of a child 
 

 
 
 
The court in which a dissolution case is filed retains “continuing jurisdiction” over custody 
and access (visitation) of the children of the marriage.  Missouri has enacted the 
UCCJEA, which provides that all other courts will defer to the jurisdiction of a court of 
“continuing jurisdiction” over child custody.  A court seeking jurisdiction to rule on child 
custody must comply with the provisions of the act before jurisdiction will be transferred 
from one court to another court.  This means that if your dissolution was filed in Clay 
County then jurisdiction of custody and access matters involving your minor children 
may remain in Clay County even when both parents move out of the county. 
 
Parents are free to move through the United States without court approval.  The change 
in the principal residence of a child for a period of 90 days or more, requires the consent 
of the other parent or an order of the court.  Each parent has a continuing duty to give a 
written notice of a proposed change of address of a parent or the child by certified mail 
to all other persons with custody or visitation rights at least 60 days in advance of the 
move.  A parent notified of plans to relocate a child may object by filing a motion to 
prevent relocation within 30 days of receiving the notice. 
 
 

 

The Notice of Proposed Relocation  must include: 
 

1. intended new address 
2. home phone number at new residence, if known 
3. date of intended move 
4. brief statement of the specific reasons for the proposed relocation 
5. proposal for a revised parenting schedule   
 
 
A court shall consider failure to provide notice of a proposed relocation as grounds for 
modifying custody or visitation, ordering the return of the child, and awarding reasonable 
costs and attorneys fees to the party objecting to relocation. 
 
The parent seeking to relocate has the burden of proving that the proposed relocation is 
made in good faith and in the best interest of the child.  If the court grants the relocation, 
it shall order access to assure continuing frequent and meaningful contact and allocate 
the transportation costs between the parties, adjusting child support as appropriate 
considering the costs of transportation. 
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Your child’s future 
standard of living 

 
 

Statistics indicate that 75% of children whose parents separate will experience a 
decrease in their standard of living.  That stands to reason, as two households are more 
expensive to operate than one.  What should not become a dynamic in family life after 
separation is recurrent battles over what expenses should be incurred of the child.  This 
is a common problem when parents do not decide in advance what types of 
expenditures they can and cannot afford. It is crucial for parents to discuss the type of 
lifestyle they want for their child after separation of the family.   

 

Factors to consider in setting child support: 
 

�  Financial resources & needs of the child 
�  Financial resources & needs of parents 
�  Child’s standard of living 
�  Child’s physical and emotional condition 
�  Child’s educational needs 

 
The amount of child support set by Family Court is based on a child support schedule 
(Form 14).  It is based on a chart that establishes the basic level of support based on 
parental income.  The chart may or may not account for your child’s specific financial 
needs.  Parents should have a good understanding of what child support covers and 
what it does not.  

Form 14 
 

The court must consider the amount of financial support indicated by completion of 
Supreme Court Form 14.  A copy of Form 14 can be obtained from the Circuit Clerk, the 
Child Support Office, or your attorney. Parents can agree to the amount indicated by 
Form 14 or calculate an amount based on the needs of their child. The court may 
disregard the amount calculated on Form 14 upon making a finding, after considering all 
relevant factors, that the amount determined by Form 14 is unjust or inappropriate.  
Instructions for completing Form 14 are available on-line at www.courts.mo.gov  
 
Money issues can be lightning rods for sparking parental disputes, particularly when 
parents don’t agree on what is and is not covered by support payments.  Children can 
easily be drawn into these arguments when they have financial needs for school 
supplies, activities, etc.  Most parents would not normally dream of making their child the 
collector of support.  It’s best not to involve them in money disputes either.  The child 
could get the feeling that the argument over money is more important than taking care of 
their needs. Parents may use mediation as a means of determining the appropriate 
amount of child support and how any “extras” will be handled.  
 
Financial issues are matters for the parents to work out.  Teens usually worry about the 
belt tightening aspects of divorce. For many teens, this includes fears about financing 
higher education.  It’s very hard on teens to try to handle the breakup of the family and 
loss of personal opportunities at the same time. Teens need reassurance that they can 
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count on their parents for continuing help.  It’s better to tell your teen that you will help 
them work something out about education costs than to dash all hopes by saying it’s out 
the window. 

 
 

How Long Does a Child Support Obligation Last? 
 

Generally support payments continue until the child reaches age 18.  Support may 
terminate earlier if the child is judicially emancipated or marries.  Child support continues 
past age 18 under the following conditions: 
 
Disabled Child :  Support may continue beyond age 18 by court order for a physically or 
mentally incapacitated child who is insolvent and unmarried.   
 
Higher Education :   After age 18 child support may also be ordered if the child is 
enrolled as a full-time student (minimum of 12 credit hours, or 9 credit hours if the child 
works at least 15 hours per week) in a secondary, vocational or higher education 
institution.  A child with a developmental disability may receive special consideration as 
appropriate under the circumstances.  There are particular notice and reporting 
requirements for child support to continue while a child is in vocational school or college.  
Support may be terminated without reinstatement if the child receives a failing grade in 
half or more of the course load in any semester.  Legislation passed in 2007 changed 
the age for termination of child support for a child in vocational school or college to age 
21. 
 
 

Payment & Termination of Child Support 
 
Collection  Child support: payments made through the Missouri Family Support 
Payment Center result in an official record of payments that will be recognized by the 
court.  A court order is required to set up an account or modify account records 
(including the amount of the payment). Parents starting child support payments will need 
to directly pay for an average of two months until automatic withholding takes effect.   
 

Payments can be made by: 
�  Direct payment 
�  Automatic withdrawal from a bank account 
�  On-line payment 
�  Withholding by employer 

 

Payments are disbursed by: 
�  Direct deposit to a bank account 
�  “SecuritE Card” (a debit master card) 

 

To apply for payment services go to http://mo.smartchildsupport.com  
 

A payment center service fee of $10 per year may be charged. Employers may charge 
up to $6.00 per month as a withholding fee.  A fee of up to $25 may be charged on all 
insufficient checks. 
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Termination  of a child support order requires one of the following: 
·  A court order; or 
·  Automatically upon the child’s 21st birthday, if the child’s date of birth is stated in the 

child support order, and there is no order for support after reaching 21; or 
·  When the parent receiving child support sends a sworn statement of emancipation of 

the child to the parent paying child support; or 
·  When the parent paying support makes a sworn statement of emancipation, and the 

parent receiving child support acknowledges it as correct or does not respond in 30 
days of service of the statement by the court or Child Support Enforcement (CSE). 

 
Enforcement   Civil vhild support enforcement may be undertaken by a private attorney 
or the Family Support Center.  Contempt proceedings for unpaid child support may 
involve fines, court costs, attorneys fees or confinement on work release until the 
arrearage is paid.  A failure to pay an aggregate amount of 12 monthly payment is a 
Class D felony offense.  Criminal conviction may result in probation or incarceration  and 
denial of a passport.  The court can issue a withholding order to garnish wages for the 
payment of current and/or past due child support.  Past due child support bears interest 
at the rate of 1% per month.  Child support arrearages may be reported to credit 
agencies. A lien for past due child support may be imposed on real estate, motor 
vehicles, boats, and mobile homes.  Past due child support can be collected from bank 
accounts, federal and state income tax refunds, workers compensation payments, 
certain legal claims, and inheritance from estates. Driving privileges and some 
professional licenses may be restricted.  An arrearage greater than $10,000 may be 
grounds for seeking termination of parental rights. 
 

Modification: changing the amount of child support 
 
Child support can be “modified” by agreement of the parents but requires an Order of 
Modification to change the records of the MO Family Support Payment Center.  Parents 
can use the MARCH Mediation program to do this (no charge) or can retain the services 
of an attorney to file for modification.  The local Family Support Center will re-evaluate 
the amount of support once every three years at no charge upon the request of either 
parent.  A re-evaluation may take place more frequently if a parent has a fifty percent 
change in income.  The Family Support Center will handle modification proceedings at 
no charge if the amount of child support changes by twenty percent or more. 
Modification and enforcement services in Clay County are handled by the Family 
Support Center of the Prosecuting Attorney’s office. 
 
MARCH Mediation Program   (800) 595-9750   \www.marchmediation.org 
 

Clay County Family Support Center  (Prosecuting Attorney’s Office) 
11 South Water Street 
Liberty, MO  64068 
Phone:  816-736-8350  
 

MO Family Support Payment Center   Phone:  800-859-7999 
P.O. Box 109006     Fax:       574-761-1628 
Jefferson City, MO  65110-9006   Website:  www.dss.mo.gov/cse 
Customer service:  888-761-3665  Email:  mofspcsupport@smimial.net 
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Health Care Insurance for Children 
 

The parenting plan for minor children must identify which parent(s) will maintain or 
provide health insurance for the children and how medical, dental, vision, psychological 
and other health care expenses of the children not paid by insurance will be paid by the 
parties.  The plan must also propose how medical, dental and health care decisions will 
be made, including how health care providers will be selected.  Attention should be paid 
to the requirements of insurance policies with preferred providers to optimize the 
coverage of health care expenses.  It is a good idea to spell out the mechanics of 
insurance claims to avoid conflict over how claims should be processed.  Questions to 
address include:   

·  What type of coverage should be provided? 
·  Who will provide coverage; if both parents provide coverage, which policy is the 

primary policy? 
·  Who is responsible for providing proof of coverage and who is responsible for 

notification of changes to the coverage? 
·  Who is responsible for processing claim forms? 
·  How will insurance claim payments be processed, especially when a parent is 

entitled to reimbursement? 
·  What is the responsibility for paying deductibles, co-payments, and items which 

the insurance carrier declines to pay? 
·  How will expenses not covered by insurance be handled? 

 
From the date of filing a petition and while the case is pending, no party shall terminate 
coverage for any other party or any minor child of the marriage under any existing policy 
of health, dental or vision insurance.  R.S. MO. 452.317 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

MO HealthNet for Kids 
 

For children under the age of 19 who have been uninsured for six months or more, 
health insurance is available through Missouri’s HealthNet for Kids.  Children who do not 
have access to affordable health insurance are eligible when family income does not 
exceed 300% of the federal poverty level.  Coverage costs are set on a sliding scale 
based on income and families pay no more than five percent of their annual income for 
premiums and out of pocket expenses.  See the website at 
www.dss.mo.gov/mhk/index.htm  for eligibility and premium charts.  (Phone 888-275-
5908)  Children in the western region of Missouri can choose from four health plans. 
Children will receive all medically necessary services including primary, acute and 
preventive care, hospitalization, sports physicals, physical, occupational and speech 
therapy; dental; home and community-based services such as nursing and personal 
care; medical equipment and supplies; pharmacy; vision care; lab and x-ray; and 
behavioral services such as outpatient counseling and inpatient psychiatric treatment. 
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Managing Parental Conflict 
 
The single most important indicator of how well children 
and their parents will adapt after separation is their ability 
to communicate.  We cannot stress enough how important 
communication is for successfully conducting parenting as 
separated parents.  Information is the fuel that generates 
good parenting.  An uninformed parent is dangerous for 
your child … it’s a failure of Mission Control. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

By law parents are required to provide this general information to the other parent and 
update the information as it changes: 

 
Your residence address  
Phone numbers at home and work 
Contact information on child care providers 
Information about the child’s school and activities 
Information about the child’s extra-curricular activities 
Contact information for the child’s healthcare providers 

 
BY law each parent has the right to direct access to their child’s school and medical 
records. 
 
Respectful interactions : �� During exchanges 

�� Parent phone calls 
�� Conversations with child 
�� When making requests or talking about problems 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Good business requires respectful dealings with each 
other.  (Go through list of interactions requiring respect) 
Parenting after divorce is a house of cards.  Unless each 
parent respects the role of the other parent, follows 
through with their duties and supports the plan, the house 
of cards collapses.  The rule “do to others as you want 
them to do to you” is certainly true. You may not feel the 
other parent deserves your respect.  For your child’s sake, 
you need to take care of business, so fake it until you 
make it. 

 
 
 

“Your child doesn’t need a parent who can win a fig ht…. 
but a parent who stops losing focus on parenting by  fighting.” 

 

                                              -- Charlie Asher, UptoParents.com 
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Put more energy into loving your child 
than being upset with the other parent. 

 

 
 

 
 
Focus on Your Parent Role. 
 
Roles as partner and parents were interwoven before separation.  As the partnership 
ends, establish new boundaries as co-parents who are no longer partners.  The more 
you can focus on parenting the quicker the partnership tension recedes into the 
background. 
 

Parent Focus Partner Focus 
 

Our child 
 

What I can do to meet 
 our child’s needs 

 
How I can have a good 

 relationship with our child  

 

My “ex” 
 

What the “ex” is or is not 
 doing for our child 

 
How “ex’s” relationship with 

 child is inadequate 
 

 
Setting New Boundaries .  
People going through divorce may not think of sitting down and drawing new boundaries 
for their business relationship.  Boundaries provide a “safe zone” in which to discuss 
parenting business without confusing it with old partnership business.  It’s easy to invade 
the other parent’s universe and make them defensive, or worse – aggressive, by 
bringing up topics that used to be your business as a partner but are too hot to handle 
now.  What subjects, if brought up with the other parent, would make either of you feel 
invaded, put down or controlled?  Those are your boundary violations.   
 
Separating Partner and Parenting Issues 
 
Parents who successfully disengage emotionally and move into a constructive co-
parenting relationship after separation tell us that separating discussions about partner 
issues from discussion of parenting issues was a key step.   Often there are things from 
the partner relationship that bug you about the co-parent.  
Focusing on a parenting issue frequently requires disengaging from your personal 
issues with the co-parent.  You don’t have to defend yourself because it’s about your 
child, not about you.  
 



 28 

   
 

Communicating with the Co-parent 
 

REMEMBER:  IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU … it’s about your chi ld. 
Focusing on the parenting issues takes discipline. 

 
Indications you are taking is personally  (making it about you) during interactions 
with the co-parent: 
�  you get defensive (feel accused, threatened, fearful, angry) 
�  you want to fight or flee (reactive response) 
�  you start to blame the co-parent (externalize) 
�  you only see two outcomes:  my way or their way 
�  you want to gain control over the co-parent  
�  you think you have to prove something to the co-parent 
�  you feel the co-parent is intentionally trying to get away with something 

 
Indications you are focusing on parenting  (making it about your child) during 
interactions with the co-parent: 
�  you are willing to hear the co-parent out before you decide how to respond 
�  Instead of attacking or avoiding the issue, you go into a problem-solving  
           mode (proactive response) 
�  you think about what your responsibilities are in the situation (internalize) 
�  you think about a range of choices “outside the box” 
�  you seek to gain some cooperation from the co-parent  
�  you think about you can learn from this situation 
�  you don’t jump to conclusions about the co-parents motives 
 
Adapted from Change Your Questions, Change Your Life by Marilee Adams and the work of Bill Eddy, High 
Conflict Institute 
 
Ineffective Communication Techniques  
 

 
�  Talking “at” the co-parent – refusing to have a two way discussion 
�  Interrupting another speaker – quickens the pace and volume of the conversation 
�  Insisting on having the last word – my way or the highway 
�  Judging and accusing – putting others on the defensive 
�  Assuming others know what you want or have all the information 
�  Not listening to what others are saying, giving inattentive nonverbal cues 
�  Demanding sole decision-making authority – not looking for mutual satisfaction 
�  Assuming there are only two choices – the right one and the wrong one 
 
Adapted from Co-Parenting Survival Guide, by Elizabeth Thayer & Jeffrey Zimmerman 
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Two-Way Communication Techniques  
  
�  Set a goal for the conversation and rehearse the words in advance 
�  Try to stay calm and relaxed – anxiety makes us react impulsively 
�  Frame the discussion in a way you both have something positive to talk about 
�  Sticking to “what’s best for our child” keeps you off the bunny trails 
�  Don’t’ take “the bait”- slow down and think before you speak 
�  Keep the tone respectful – don’t expect respect, give it to get it 
�  Avoid accusations – avoid  “you” language that puts the co-parent on the defensive 
�  Try to understand what the co-parent is saying – that means listening carefully 
�  Don’t call the co-parent’s feelings into question or belittle their concerns 
�  Don’t give unsolicited advice 
�  Verbally acknowledge positive things the co-parent is saying or doing 
�  Express “concerns” in a child-focused way 
�  Remember you can be assertive without being aggressive 
�  Do not make demands or ultimatums – a cornered co-parent comes out fighting 
�  Remember there are usually more than two decent solutions to a problem 
�  Be willing to explore multiple options and let go of your solution if there is a better one 
 
Adapted from Custody Chaos, Personal Peace, by  Jeffrey Wittman  
 

Communication Tools 
 

Once you decide on the right negotiating style for the situation, there are a number of 
effective communication tools that can help you as well.  These tools are discussed in 
more detail in the book Joint Custody with a Jerk, by Judith Ross and Julie Corcoran. 
 
The “I” statement  is a way of revealing how you feel about an issue in a way others 
can’t argue with.  You state your feeling about an issue (as opposed to your opinion 
about it) and make a specific request for action. 
 
Active Listening  is an important communication tool to help you hear what others are 
saying.  People tend to repeat themselves until they think we hear them.  Active 
listening: making eye contact, using “open” body language, allowing others to finish, 
provides cues that you hear what has been said. 
 
Reflecting  is the second part of active listening.  You repeat back what others said to 
see if you heard it right.  Be careful to do so objectively without putting your own spin on 
it.  Even if you don’t agree at all with what the other person has said, the fact the you 
heard them out opens up communication so you can discuss the issue.   
 

Reframing  is the skill of restating an issue in a way both of you can discuss it. This 
does take some practice.  When emotions are high, you may find it helpful to use a 
mediator to reframe and discuss issues. 
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High- Conflict 
Conversation 

 Conflict-managed 
Conversation  

Technique used 

Parent 1:  “The kids aren’t 
ready to go again!  When 
are you going to get off 
your sorry %^/# and take 
some responsibility?” 

 Parent 1: “I get anxious 
when the kids aren’t ready 
to be picked up on time. 
Let’s talk about how we 
can change this to a time 
we can all depend on.” 

 
Use of “I Statement” to 
address a concern  

Parent 2:  “Go  #/^% 
yourself.” 
 

 Parent 2:  “What are you 
saying?  I’m not to blame!” 

 

Parent 1:  “Listen, you 
better get out and read the 
court order, if you can 
remember how to read.” 

 Parent 1: “It’s hard on the 
kids when we get in a 
hassle over exchange 
times.  We ought to be 
able to manage this so it 
doesn’t continue to be a 
problem.” 

 
Keeping the conversation 
focused on what’s best for 
the children 

Parent 2:  “Get out of my 
yard or I’ll call the cops.” 
 

 Parent 2:  “They just don’t 
want to get ready in time. 
We are always running 
around at the last minute.” 

 

Parent 1: “I’m taking you 
back to court.  The next 
cop you see will be serving 
papers on you.” 

 Parent 1: “I hear you 
saying that the kids aren’t 
on top of when the 
exchange is coming up, is 
that right?” 

 
Active listening and 
reflecting 

Parent 2:  “Oh yeah?  How 
about the child support?” 
 

 Parent 2: “Yeah. It’s a fight 
every time.” 

 

Parent 1: “Stop avoiding 
the subject.  Give me the 
kids now or else.” 

 Parent 1:  “What if we 
discuss a routine for the 
kids to follow at both 
houses so they know when 
and how to get ready on 
time” 

 
Reframing 

Parent 2:  “I don’t think so.  
They’re staying here if you 
are going to threaten me.” 
 

 Parent 2:  “Okay.  When 
would you like to discuss 
this?” 

 

 
    

Get a coach.   You may find it helpful to get some coaching from others to do your best.  
A friend can give you feedback on things you plan to say.  Ask your friend to tell you 
whether your statement invites a conversation or turns it off.  It may also be useful to talk 
with a counselor about a variety of ways to handle a situation.  A counselor can give you 
an objective appraisal of how effective your approaches may be.  Also, you can consider 
arranging mediation.  A mediator will help guide you through the steps of negotiation to 
maximize the chances of a mutually agreeable resolution.   
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COPING with Conflict without Playing Pain Games 
 
As you come to grips with the emotional separation as partners, you will explore ways of 
dealing with the new situation. It’s okay to experiment in order to find ways to cope with 
this new situation.  Sometimes, however, what parents are trying causes problem for the 
child.  “Pain games” cope with hurt and anger in a way that may make the adjustment 
more difficult for yourself and your children.  Be aware of how your interactions with the 
co-parent affect your child. 
 

 
 

 

I Spy  
The parent plays 20 questions with the child to find out about the 
other parent, but usually finds out information that feeds personal 
anger.  The child will experience a conflict of loyalty between 
parents.  This also puts the child in a position to manipulate the 
situation and the parents for the child’s own purposes. 

 

The Messenger Game 
Parents reluctant to communicate directly, so  put the children in 
the middle to carry messages. Now the child gets the flak the 
parent would have received because of the “kill the messenger” 
response.  Children are burdened with adult concerns and may 
cause more confusion trying to gain control by altering the 
message. 
 

Cut Down 
Negative and exaggerated statements about the other parent are 
made in earshot of the child. This affects the child’s self-esteem 
and creates loyalty conflicts. 

 
 
 

 

 

Disneyland Parent  
Fear of losing a relationship with the child results in bribery.  One 
parent becomes a recreation director, leaving discipline to the 
other parent.  A child needs two fully functioning homes, not one 
for work and another for play.  The child’s natural affection for the 
parent becomes jaded by     materialism. 

 
 
 

 

 

Don’t Worry It’ll Be Okay 
This game pretends that everything will be the same.  Children 
need to know how changes will affect them and that their needs 
will be met. 

 
I Wish 
This is a children’s game of denial.  The finality of separation is hard for children to 
accept. False hopes interfere with adjustment and acceptance of change. 
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Change What is in Your  Control 
 
If your interactions with the co-parent are not tolerable, adjustments are needed in the 
way you do business with the other parent.  There probably are changes the other 
parent “should” make (they won’t happen unless that parent wants to change).  Hoping 
the other parent will live up to your expectations sets you up for frustration and 
disappointment.  Your energy is more successfully invested in changes you can make.  
 
When you change the way you deal with the other parent, they have no choice but to 
make an adjustment to the new way of doing things.  Ongoing parental conflict is a 
bottomless pit.  To climb out, first stop digging. Here are some steps you can take to 
escape the conflict trap: 
 

�  Realize you can only control yourself and no one else. 
�  Understand that making it someone else’s problem to solve is just ducking your 

own responsibility 
�  Keep “partner” issues separate from “parenting” issues during discussions about 

the child . 
�  Try to think about the consequences for your child before reacting. 
�  Rein in anger so it doesn’t interfere in making good parenting decisions for your 

child. Going with anger keeps you from thinking through the best choices. 
�  Discuss parenting in concrete details with the other parent without making 

personal attacks or criticism. 
  

 
Books parents find useful in managing conflict: 
 

Co-Parenting Survival Guide:  Letting Go of Conflic t after a Difficult Divorce  by 
Elizabeth Thayer & Jeffrey Simmerman, New Harbinger Publications (2001) 
 

Custody Chaos, Personal Peace: Sharing Custody with  an Ex who Drives You 
Crazy by Jeffrey P. Wittman, Berkley Publishing Group (2001) 
 
 
Gaining Positive Influence.   Believe it or not, positive feedback can help you 
influence the other parent in a good way.  Just think how it works with your child:  when 
you praise your child, he feels good about himself and wants to do things to get more 
praise.  Maybe the other parent won’t care about getting praised, but knowing that you 
are paying attention to what he or she is doing well will likely encourage that parent to 
continue it.  Also, telling the other parent what you like gives them hints on what you 
expect and want.  Criticism doesn’t give the other parent hints about what to do and only 
makes the other parent defensive.  They fall into a predictable pattern to disagreeing 
with everything you say.   
 
Pick Your Battles .  At some time or another we all feel we have the best idea about 
how things should be done.   The costs of trying to force others to do things our way are 
very high.  At the least, the tension this creates will be harmful to your child.  It is 
important to decide whether the particular issue merits the risk of going to battle.  Lots of 
parents add to the confusion and stress of separate parenting by trying to solve 
problems that are not in their power to solve.  Our natural reflex is to jump on our white 
charger and save our child.  This doesn’t work if we are not in a position to solve the 
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problem.  Information about identifying who owns a problem and who needs to solve it is 
available in Joint Custody with A Jerk, by Judith Ross and Julie Corcoran. 
 
Develop a Variety of Negotiating Skills.  
 
In other cultures, bargaining is pretty routine.  Americans, however, have grown used to 
set prices - the " take it or leave it” transaction.  We generally do not have a lot of 
practice negotiating.  Think how it feels when you go into a car dealership to negotiate 
the price of a car.  It’s just not something most Americans feel comfortable about. 
 
Here are four common ways we negotiate. The reactive methods (avoiding and 
attacking) come to most people naturally.  The pro-active or problem-solving methods 
(bridge building and team work) usually require some planning and discipline to put them 
to use.  They are good ways to be assertive about your ideas without being 
unnecessarily aggressive.  Just being aggressive is often counter-productive in problem 
solving. 
 

Reactive:                  Pro-active: 
 

    Avoid     Cooperate  
    moving away                                 moving toward 

 

  Attack           Team up  
moving against                               moving with 

 
Each strategy has its benefits and drawbacks.  When a problem calls for quick, decisive 
action in an emergency, such as “Don’t touch that hot stove!” attacking is very effective.  
On the other hand it is not very productive if the other person feels threatened, gets 
defensive and pushes back.  Avoiding may be smart when the problem may be irritating 
but is not very important to resolve, such as not making a big deal when your child 
doesn’t eat all the food on her plate. On the other hand, avoiding an issue that is very 
important to someone else will frustrate the other person.  They end up being resentful 
and may do disagreeable things to get your attention.   
 
The point of this is that people going through separation and dissolution of their marriage 
have anxiety and fears.  They feel threatened and tend to rely on the reactive methods, 
not the proactive methods.  Reactive methods are hard on people.  In many cases 
people avoiding or attacking don’t even get around to discussing the issues because 
they are busy defending themselves from attacks.  The proactive methods focus on the 
problem, focus “hard on the problem” father than hard on the people. Pro-active 
strategies are less like to put people on the defensive and focus on the positive.  Overall 
pro-active strategies are very effective negotiating models for most separated parents. 
 
Decision-making Options.   Your child needs his parents to continue to make 
appropriate decisions in his best interest.  When there is conflict between co-parents, 
there is a tendency to avoid or to attack.  Avoiding a decision means the decision is 
made by default, whether it’s a good decision or not.  Attacking each other may not lead 
to resolution at all.  There needs to be a plan for intentional decision-making.   
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Here are some options for a parenting dispute resol ution plan: 
 

o Parents discuss issue with each other and attempt to agree. 
o Parents agree to allocate decisions to one or the other parent and to consult with 

each other before the decision is made by the designated parent. 
o Parents allocate decision-making without receiving input for each other. 
o Parents have a “default” plan they go by when they can’t agree 
o Parents take turns making the decision when they cannot agree. 
o Parents use mediation to help them negotiate a mutually agreeable decision. 
o Parents allocate decision-making to a third party, such as a counselor, parenting 

coordinator, arbitrator or judge. 
 
 
 

 

Mediation 
 

It’s normal for parents to say “I don’t want to talk to the other parent.”  What they mean is 
they don’t want to talk if it’s going to be unpleasant or unproductive.  Mediation helps 
each parent have their say in a way that is heard by the other parent.  Communications 
stay on task and are respectful.  Parents can concentrate on parenting business and 
what’s best for their child. Parents who resolve issues in mediation double their chances 
of co-parent cooperation.   
 

Parents like mediation because … 
 

�  It’s more informal than court.  You get to do more of the talking. 
�  The process is respectful of persons and ideas involved. 
�  Mediation gets to the “heart” of the issues.  
�  Mediation helps parents think of options that may not have occurred to them 

before and to evaluate what they can live with. 
�  Since it’s a non-binding process, parents make their own decisions. 
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Mediation is a series of non-binding conferences where parents can confidentially 
discuss the future parenting for their children with the assistance of a neutral person 
trained to help them communicate and negotiate.  Mediation respects a person’s right to 
disagree and still be able to discuss issues that are important to each person.  Mediators 
are trained to identify what is really at issue and put it on the table in a way both parents 
can discuss it. 
 
The most effective and time-efficient way of mediating is for the parents to meet together 
with the mediator.  Parents and the mediator may also talk privately.  This is called 
caucusing. Some people caucus for most of the mediation with the mediator going back 
and forth between parents.  Caucus is also used for short individual meetings with each 
parent during mediation. Telephone mediation can be arranged when a parent is unable 
to attend in person.  Again, this is slower and less effective.  Mediators prefer to meet 
face to face if at all possible.  Sometimes people will be more comfortable coming to 
mediation if they have the support of others.  For example, a parent may arrange for 
their attorney to attend the session or to be available by telephone for consultation.  A 
family member or friend may come to the meeting place and wait outside for moral 
support. Mediation is intended for the use of parents to talk to each other.  If attorneys 
attend a session they play a support role. Mediators are usually open to allowing others 
to participate in the mediation only after reviewing the process with the parents and 
having them both agree on how it should be handled.   
 
Over the past ten years mediation has been very helpful for families going through 
divorce in Clay County.  Since 2000, local court rule 68.8 requires parents to try 
mediation before a contested hearing on parenting issues. The cost of mediation 
arranged with a private mediator varies depending on the training and experience of the 
mediator.   
 

Court  services has a program to make mediation mor e affordable. 
For more information about mediation call (816) 736 -8400. 

 
 
Parents who complete the C.O.P.E. Program are eligible for a voucher for two hours of 
free mediation.  Indicate that you wish to have a voucher on the registration form for the 
program or call Court Services.  The voucher can be used with any mediator who 
participates in the Seventh Circuit voucher program. A current list of mediators can be 
viewed on the Court website at www.circuit7.net    Click on a mediator’s name for 
additional information about location, appointment times, and mediation services. 
 
The Missouri Bar maintains a list of private mediators approved by the Supreme Court 
for court-ordered mediation.  
 
The Community Mediation Center offers mediation on a sliding fee scale based on 
income.  Phone: 816-461-8225 
 
Low income families may apply for reduced fee mediation through Court Services at 
816-736-8400. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Let’s review the steps in a plan to succeed as parents after separation: 
 

 

Tune in to your children.  Their needs are different 
than yours.  They are grieving the loss of family life 
as they knew it.  The feelings they have for the 
other parent are not changed by the fact that the 
marriage partnership is dissolving. 

 

 

Now as much as ever you need to attend to 
parenting your child.  You also have tasks to 
coordinate with the co-parent.  Separate partner 
issues from parenting issues so you can focus on 
being an effective co-parent. 

 
 

 

              Put time and effort into creating a parenting 
              plan that both parents can commit to  
              implementing.  Reduce parental conflicts to 
              relieve your child of stress in the family    
              environment. 
 
 

 

Attend to “Mission Control.”  Address issues that 
must be coordinated between parents:  exchanges, 
child care, medical care, homework, scheduling and 
attending activities, etc.  Watch for indicators of 
stress in your child and work to reduce it to the 
extent it is possible. 
 

 

 

              Have a plan for resolving parenting disputes as 
              productively as possible. The absence of a plan is 
              a plan to fail.  Be willing to address issues as they  
              arise. 
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Casenet  
 

Casenet is the public access electronic database for court cases.  Information about 
dissolution of marriage cases includes: names of parties and attorneys, docket entries, 
and court action on cases.  The data base can be searched by party name, county, 
circuit, and date ranges.  Access information about court case at 
www.courts.mo.gov/casenet   

 
 

IMPORTANT PHONE NUMBERS 
 

Clay County Services 
Circuit Clerk (Civil) 816-407-3850 
Children’s Division 816-781-8900 
Family Support Center 816-736-8350 
Family Court Services 816-736-8400 
Transitions Exchange Services 816-736-8400 

 
Child Well-Being 

MO HealthNet for Kids  (Health Insurance) 1-888-275-5908 
MO HealthNet (Health Insurance for adults) 1-800-392-2161 
MO Child Abuse/Neglect Hotline 1-800-392-3738 
MO Vital Records 1-573-751-6400 
National Center for Missing/Exploited Children 1-800-843-5678 
United Way Dial “211” or 816-472-4289 

 
Family Counseling Services & Support Groups 

Catholic Charities 816-333-2040 x103 
National Domestic Violence Hotline 1-800-799-7233 (SAFE) 
Synergy Services, Inc. 816-587-4100 
The Family Conservancy 816-436-0486 

 
Legal Help 

Legal Aid of Western Missouri 816-474-6750 
Missouri Bar Lawyer Referral Service 816-221-9472 
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On-Line Resources 

 
www.courts.mo.gov/casenet 

Real time court dockets and case 
information 

 
www.circuit7.net 

MO statutes, Form 14, Family Court 
Services, Case information on Case.net 

 
www.selfrepresent.mo.gov 

Free legal forms, Litigant Awareness 
Program 

 
www.google.com 

Google calendar - Free online tool to help 
parents organize schedules 

www.moga.state.mo.us Database of Missouri state statutes   

www.mobar.org Legal and consumer information 

www.dss.mo.gov/cse Child Support payments, records and 
collection 

www.marchmediation.org Mediation Resources, Form 14 link 
 

www.dss.mo.gov/mhk/index.htm 
MO HealthNet for Kids -State health 
insurance program for children 

www.dhss.mo.gov Vital records MO Dept. of Health  

www.outreach.missouri.edu/parentlink FAQs and resources on parenting 

 
Recommended Books 
 
These books are available on the internet, in major book stores or in local libraries. The 
information desk at each library branch can help you find books pertaining to your and 
your child’s needs.   
 

Children’s Books 
 
Mom’s House, Dad’s House for Kids: Feeling at Home in One Home or Two  by 
Isolina Ricci, Fireside Books, 2006.  For children ages 10 and older. 
 
Was it the Chocolate Pudding? A Story for Little Ki ds about Divorce  by Sandra 
Levins, American Psychological Association, 2006, www.maginationpress.com  For 
children ages 2-6 
 
What Can I Do?  A Book for Children of Divorce  by Danielle Lowry, American 
Psychological Association, 2001, www.maginationpress.com  For children ages 8-12 
 
 

Parent’s Books 
 
Building a Parenting Agreement That Works: How to P ut Your Kids First When 
Your Marriage Doesn’t Last  (5th edition)  by Mimi E. Lyster, Nolo Press, 2005.  This 
book can help you write your own agreement, modify an existing agreement, address 
special needs, and minimize conflict. 
 
Custody Chaos, Personal Peace: Sharing Custody with  an Ex Who Drives You 
Crazy by Jeffrey P. Wittmann, The Berkley Publishing Group, 2001.  This book can help 
you learn ways to help your child and yourself cope with a difficult parent. 
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Difficult Questions Kids Ask – and Are Too Afraid t o Ask – About Divorce by Meg 
Schneider & Joan Zuckerberg, Simon & Schuster Inc., 1996.  From toddlers to young 
teens, here are the hidden messages behind the questions children are asking and how 
to answer them with honesty and love. 
 
How to Talk to Your Kids about Really Important Thi ngs  by Charles Schaefer & 
Theresa DiGeronimo, Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1994. 
 
How to Talk to Your Teens about Really Important Th ings  by Charles Schaefer & 
Theresa DiGeronimo, Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1994. 
 
Joint Custody with a Jerk: Raising a Child with an Uncooperative Ex  by Julie Ross 
& Judy Corcoran, St. Martin’s Press, 1996.  This book offers strategies for dealing with 
an un-cooperative parent more effectively. 
 
Making Divorce Easier on Your Child: 50 Effective W ays to Help Children Adjust  
by Nicholas Long & Rex Forehand, McGraw-Hill, 2002. 
 
Mom’s House, Dad’s House:  Making Shared Custody Wo rk (2 nd edition) by Isolina 
Ricci, Simon & Schuster, 1997.  This book contains a roadmap for developing a 
cooperative parenting arrangement for your child. 
 
Parenting After Divorce: A Guide to Resolving Confl icts & Meeting Your Children’s 
Needs, Philip M. Stahl, Impact Publishers, 2000. 
 
The Co-Parenting Survival Guide:  Letting Go of Con flict After a Difficult Divorce  
by Elizabeth Thayer & Jeffrey Zimmerman, New Harbinger Publications, 2001. 
 

 
 
 

 
 


