Flying Solo Parent Tips
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 1

Flying solo as a parent is tough work.  Most of the Fridge Parenting tips still apply to single parents but Rob Rienow suggested that we provide an extra little vitamin shot for single parents.  So…. your first tip:  

Children grow up to believe and act basically the way their parent believes and acts.  Modeling.  Take good care of yourself.  Your child needs to see that you have a life apart from them even if they have to give you up occasionally.  Leaving them with a sitter is hard, emotionally on you and them and hard on the pocketbook but it is really important that they know that they are not the center of your universe.  Dust off that bowling ball and get out on the lanes by yourself or call a friend.  I know you are tired but you may as well be tired and having a little adult fun. It will be good for you…and thus for your kids. 
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 2
Children at an early age can do a lot for themselves.  While it may feel like you are stealing their childhood by having them do laundry, fix simple meals, clean the bathtubs, vacuum, it really doesn’t as long as they have plenty of play time as well.  This applies to all families but especially for you since your time on duty is double.  Often, the most effective way to do chores is to have everyone stop what they are doing for a few minutes and everyone work.  Be very specific about what a chore is.  Don’t make it too long at first.  Start with a 5 minute timer.  Everyone collapse afterwards and have a snack.    Ready… set… “Go!”

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 3
Figure out a way to let the kids see how a mom and dad relationship works.  It is important for them to see this over time, including healthy marital conflict.  One way to do this is to regularly invite couples over for cards, pot luck, a home movie.  You may feel awkward and they may feel awkward but you can’t let that undercut the body of Christ.  We are family.  And don’t wait for others to invite you.  These are your children.  You want what is best for them.  It is important that you arrange for your kids to see what a together (even if or especially if they don’t have it all together) couple looks like so they will have some reference point when they begin their own marriage.  

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 4
Go sit down with a tall glass of ____________.  Set the timer ( I did tell you to buy a kitchen timer didn’t I?) for 15 minutes and tell your child that you need some space and that you will talk to them again in 15 minutes……..Then ignore them.  They will learn to honor your time AND learn that they can do that to.  Tell them they can borrow your timer any time.  If you have real little ones you may have to set it for 3 minutes to start with.
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 5
Meals are a very important part of family health.  Make a list of meals for each day for three weeks.  Make sure to include several that the kids can fix on their own.  (e.g. oatmeal) Post it on the side of the fridge.  It will reduce your stress if you don’t have to think about what to have for dinner on your way home.  It also saves money, and makes it easy to assign parts to the kids.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 6

Humor is a great asset in parenting and worth learning.  I watched a single mom the other day teasing her son and saw the sparkle in both their eyes.  Endearing.  It was all the more encouraging when later she reprimanded him for something and he repented easily.  That showed that he had affection and respect for his mom.  Perfect.  Be in control and be stingy with freedom but tease and have fun within those parameters and your relationship will blossom.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 7
A single parent once told me, “I am not going to get home after a long day at work and fuss with my children.  I am too tired and our time together is too precious so I just let them do whatever.”  While it is absolutely true that the time with your child is precious and short, not dealing with discipline is a short road to more frequent, longer lasting and more intense conflict with your child.  Occasional fussing is hard but it makes the good times so much richer and their lives more successful.  

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 8
Routine is really important to single parents.  It increases stability and some measure of calm.  It is easy for you to stray from routine since you do not have another adult to support it but if you demand it from your children they (and you) will appreciate it. Children naturally rebel at routine but unconsciously LOVE IT.  So for a start, establish a firm bedtime ritual.  8:15 get bath.  8:30 get school clothes picked out and ready.  8:40 snack. 8:45 brush teeth.  8:50 bedtime story and SHEMA.  9:00 lights out.  Teach your children early to establish habits.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 9
Help your child become involved in a hobby.  Just what you need, one more trip somewhere.  But look at it this way, if you get your child involved in an activity they love then they have a good time and you can have a few minutes to run errands or sit and read or go for a jog while you wait on them.  Also they and you broaden your support base.  Research shows that kids involved in extra curricular activities are more likely to be a part of church as teens and as young adults.  Start plowing now for weed-free growth later.
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 10
Just so you know.  Just so I know that you know.  If you are at St Johns and you are a single parent, know that I pray for you.  I pray for YOU.  I pray for your children.  If you are not on my St Johns list of parents, let me know and I’ll pray for you too.  It is my privilege.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 11
Guilt is a good thing.  It keeps us humbled and at the feet of Jesus.  But that applies only to appropriate guilt.  We have all made a mess of our lives – that is appropriate guilt.  Single parents often feel guilty for not providing enough for their children – enough time, enough money, enough house, enough toys, enough patience, enough male influence, enough adventure, enough entertainment, enough already.

Give yourself permission to not be enough.  You are not.  And it isn’t your fault.  Don’t own this guilt.  It belongs to someone else.  Know that God is big enough.  He will be enough for your child.  Relax.  Do the best you can with the time you have (leaving some time for you) and like Keith Greene’s song “He’ll take care of the rest.”

 

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 12

Pass this on to your parents.  From one of our tips readers.

To parents of the divorced couple, "grandma and grandpa": 

Be very careful about maligning the other party to the children or talking about fault and blame. The best thing grandparents can do is remind the children of how much they are loved by so many people and that they, the kids, have NO accountability for any of the issues of the parents.   THEN, grnadparents, go about having a happy bonding time with the kids, so that the kids are reminded that all of life is not drama and the struggle to make it.  Encouragement.  If children really need to process the relationship, help them to find a youth minister or counselor or pastor and go together.  Children generally do need to talk about what happened to their family but not with Grandpa and Grandma.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 13
With 2 parents engaged in their children’s lives, connecting with the kids is easier.  For single parents, with no chance to tag team, the demands of daily chores can quickly over-shout a minute with your child.  You CAN actually stop for 2 minutes at some point and say “Boy, you look happy.  School was good?  What did Ms. Smith do in class today?”  Specifics help a lot.  Share one specific incident in your day.  They desperately want to know who you are when you’re away from them.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 14
The tip for this week for everyone was not to compare your child with anyone else.  This is especially true but much more difficult for single parents.  Anger about the spouse can easily spill over onto a child in times of frustration and stress since those feelings often have no vent. This is especially likely when the child actually IS acting like the spouse.  Be careful.  Practice taking a breath before you say things during all small confrontations so you might remember to take a breath during a major one when you are more likely to slip up.  Take a breath and really focus on the specific behavior itself………..  And find an appropriate vent.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 15
Children are resilient.  That means that they often overcome adversity and decks stacked against them.  Remember that.  In times of discouragement and with despair at your heels, remember that your kids will be alright. God is with you and He is a redeeming God.

Flying Solo Parent Tip #  16
“Home alone” is typical for most children in our society not just in single parent homes.  Go over some basic rules to help keep them safe.  Doing a role play is fun but time consuming BUT really does change behavior.  One recent study showed that almost all home alone children opened their door to a stranger if the stranger said “I have a package for you.”  They do not need to even go to the door to see who it is if they are alone.  For phone calls, say “My mom can’t come to the phone right now.  Call back in a few minutes.”

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 17

Children’s anger towards the absent parent is typical in single parent homes.  It is important that children have permission to be angry.  They need to be able to express what is going on inside them and to be reassured that their feelings are normal.  It is very complicated here because children will be angry at their absent parent and just as angry at themselves for being angry at their parent.  Repressed anger is going to spill out on everyone around them so in the middle of confrontations, remember that very likely, the issue at hand is not the real issue.  Giving children opportunities to vent their anger and hear that they are not to blame is critical.  Be honest with them but careful.  Let them know that you are angry too but unpack their feelings not your own.  Refrain from criticizing your spouse.  You need an adult sounding board.  They need you.  Be specific in conversations.  Generalizations don’t heal.  Starters could be, “I know your Dad not being around is really hard on you.  What do you miss about him?”  Or “It would be easier if your Dad was here, wouldn’t it?  You miss him?”  These are hard conversations that open wounds but the alternative is festering which will only get worse.  Make sure you set aside some time so the conversation can flow.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 18
You pick up your child after a long day.  You are stressed and they are cranky and they want you to do everything for them…NOW.  Be proactive.  Plan for their attack.  Be ready.  As soon as you sense a tank bearing down on you ask them to sit down beside you on the couch so you can scratch their back.  It is one more thing to do but this one pays peace dividends.  And who knows, they may return the favor.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 19 (sorry so long)
Abandonment.  #1  Anger  Feeling abandoned is probably a, if not THE, major threat to your peace and through you to peace in your family.  Children (and perhaps you) will deal with this in several ways so let’s talk through those in the next couple of weeks.  This week let’s deal with being plain mad.  Anger is appropriate and good.  You should not have been abandoned and your child should not have been abandoned.  You should be angry.  They and you have permission to be angry.  Focus your anger though and help your child talk through that anger.  It is good to acknowledge to your child that your spouse was wrong in this but be careful not to disparage your spouse completely.  Your child will love the absent spouse no matter what you say or what they did.  Setting up the conflicted feelings in a child of loving their absent parent and being coached to despise them usually ruins their relationship with you.  Isolate the absent parent’s behavior that led to them leaving and acknowledge that that is a part of them that you don’t like and are mad about.  (“Hate the sin” kind of thing) Never say to yourself or to your child that being mad about that behavior is wrong or that your child shouldn’t talk like that about the spouse.  Try to keep from name calling –“He is such a jerk.”  What name calling does is rob people of expressing fully how hurt they are.  It sums up all your feelings into one word and feels like you got everything out when in reality you have just opened the can of hurt and haven’t poured anything out.  “Makes me sad” – why?  Makes me Frustrated – Why?  Makes me feel lost – why?  Help your child explore and name their feelings so they can play without so much baggage.  You should share some of your hurt with your child but only enough so that they know that they are not alone in their feelings.  You need to unpack as well with an adult friend.  Call someone. You really do have friends all around – risk that. 
Flying Solo Parent Tip #  20
Abandonment.  #2 Blame.  Children of all ages, 2yrs-100yrs, generally blame themselves for things that go wrong in their lives, especially if it involves conflict with a parent.  For children it is worse because they have much more difficulty moving responsibility to the actual responsible party.  Responsibility has to land somewhere.  The main thing in this area for single parents is to make sure it doesn’t land on kids.  It is important to verbalize that they are not to blame for the parent leaving but you must take the next step by telling them who IS responsible for them leaving.  (Matt 12:43) The next most important thing is that as responsibility lands on a parent, be that you or the absent spouse, don’t hate that parent.  Remember that in 99% of the cases there is goodwill on the spouse’s part…somewhere.  Accept that piece while you also identify problem behavior.  He is an alcoholic.  She is abusive.  He is irresponsible with money.  But those are not the sum of all that parent is.  Help children to see that, for example, he is a good person inside but he has become addicted to alcohol and that makes him not able to be a good father.  Be clear that this does not excuse his behavior.  You are trying to help your child see that it is the father’s behavior they hate while they still love the person.  You may not be there yourself (work on that), but it is very important to help your child get to a point where they can distinguish who he is from what he does.  This will help them reconcile the love/hate conflict in their heart.  They will always love the absent parent so if they do not achieve this distinction they often end up spreading their confused and negative feelings to everything including you, teachers, grandparents, themselves and even pets.  Children will go to extraordinary lengths to find relief from internal emotional conflict so take this to heart while they are young.    
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 21
Abandonment.  #3 Control.  Your life seems out of control sometimes.  Everyone these days lives on the edge of sanity but a single parent’s edge gets razor thin more often than not.  For children, their life doesn’t just seem out of control – it is.  They are not the boss.  They shouldn’t be the boss.  But being at the beck and call of every adult in their world is overwhelming for many children and especially for those in distress.  2 things:  1) Be vigilant looking for cries for control/power; 2) Create situations where children actually have power to wield.
1) If a child cannot stop abuse for instance, they will often control it by making it happen by being “bad” when they are ready to take it.  That way they can plan recovery and plan time when they will be safe for a while.  This is usually a subconscious manipulation of their environment but is a very powerful tool.  It also confuses onlookers because the child appears to be the antagonist when in reality, she is just trying to create order in her life.  Children fearing another abandonment will often instigate minor ones –tests- to be momentarily reassured that they are safe for the time being.  Abandoned children will sometimes force more abandonment so they can quit worrying about being abandoned again.  If your child is trying to get you to reject them, or leave them alone, or send them off, or walk out, take a breath and try to see what is going on underneath the behavior.  Frequent reassurance and talking through abandonment fears ahead of time will help alleviate their pressure to test.
2) It is easy to give some control to children.  Give them choices between 2 things.  You stay in overall control but they also get a sense of power.  Never give up your ultimate authority but by giving minor choices you choose your battles.  “You can wear this or this.”  “You can pick the fast food restaurant we go to tonight – but only $5 each.”  If it comes to a battle, always win but being smart means very, very few battles.  
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 22

Abandonment #4.  Withdrawal/Depression.  You are on the verge.  The last statistic I saw said that 60% of all single parents are clinically depressed.  If you are not, then you have at least all the ingredients to bake that casserole so pay attention.  Depression is a chemical state in your brain.  Persistent stress changes the way your brain releases and removes chemicals.  Being sad is a good emotion.  It is a feeling that comes and goes according to circumstances.  So you are most likely getting plenty of that but you generally recover.  However, over time, persistent sadness and stress can actually change the way your brain works.  It is kind of like your brain getting worn-out from the ups and downs of constant sadness and stress so it tries to turn that system off.  That’s depression.  The major signal is that you are not so much sad as flat – apathetic.  Nothing really exciting.  Nothing really sad.  Everything is stale bread.  

If your emotions are flattening out, if you just can’t find your get up and go, if you’re “tired” and will try to get to it tomorrow, then go see a counselor or your doc.  It is not a weakness.  It is not a disease.  You won’t get addicted.  With treatment (medication and talking), people usually find who they were and find their way back without too much trouble.  Without treatment, most people end up trying to “medicate” themselves with alcohol, or something else.  Don’t go there.  If you have the slightest notion that you might one day need some little bit of assistance, go ask.  It won’t hurt to chat with someone about your life for a few minutes.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 23

Abandonment #5.  Holidays.  This may be the hardest note for me to write yet.  Nothing spells family like home for Christmas.  For many singles though, holidays mean having to let their kids go to the other parent for some or all of that time.  

For those who get to be with their kids during those times, rejoice and give them T.I.M.E.  
For those of you who have to give them up, there may be some solace in the fact that kids are pretty aware and know that “events” are icing but you have them for the real meals.  Let them know that you will miss them. Let them know that you have plans (make some real plans) and won’t be sitting miserably alone at home and that you genuinely want them to have a great time.
If you are on either end of the kids swap, be pleasant.  Cooperate/sacrifice to make things good for your child.  Spoiling their time won’t help anyone.

I am praying for you.  If any time should not be hard it should be Christmas so this situation is terrible.  I know it sometimes feels more lonely to be in a group at times like this but insert yourself some.  You need to be with people.  If you need help, call me.  Need shopping time? We have a new ministry – Sitters for Singles.  Free baby-sitting for St Johns’ single parents.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 24

Money woes are big deals at Christmas.  Children are pretty good at accepting life’s problems if they are explained to them so don’t be reluctant to tell them that you have a limited amount of money so you can’t buy them a lot of things.  It also helps if you teach them along the way that you do not think Christmas centers around presents.  They may be sad if their expectations are for lavish under-the-tree experiences but understanding why they are not softens the feelings.  It will also help if gifts throughout the year are restricted so that anticipation (and your wallet) for Christmas can build.  If children get presents/toys monthly, then it will be hard to scale up Christmas enough to make them feel that it is a special time.
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 25
Structure and routine are very comforting to children.  To you it may seem like a rut or silly to make a fuss over or overly controlling on their part but to children under stress, having the same thing happen regularly is a good thing.  If your child likes spaghetti on Wednesdays, there is no need to buck that.  It also makes your life simpler and makes them feel like life is at least a little predictable.  

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 26
You are worth it.  You are worth every penny of that massage or new blouse or pedicure or climbing shoes.  Buy it this Christmas.  And we know a gift to yourself is a sacrifice – it takes money from something else but you really must do this.  This is not just buying something you want.  The intent matters.  In Deuteronomy, God tells the Israelites to kill their best lamb and then have a feast in His honor.  Who gets to eat the best lamb?  They do…not God.  You need to feast and celebrate who God is in your life.  He says “Do something wonderful for you… for me.”  We don’t do this anymore but we should.  Plant a feasting flag this Christmas.  It is humbling and a little embarrassing, a self-indulgent feel on the surface but when the question bubbles up “God would want this for ME?”, you must be able to answer, “Yes.”  This will be a sacrament, an outward demonstration of a spiritual truth, an everlasting monument to remind you that you ARE worth it.  To Him.  To your children.  Buy the shoes.  It’ll remind you that He loves you.
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 27
Another year gone.  Don’t wait another minute.  Go tell your child, “I love you.”  And “I LOVVVE you.”  And “I love YOU.”

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 28
Loneliness is a constant companion for almost everyone and especially for you.  
There are 2 loneliness-es:  one is for the physical company of someone you care about and who cares for you.  The other is for God.  The trick is that if you don’t satisfy your loneliness for God, your longing for company will only grow.  Company will be like drinking salt water – the more you drink the thirstier and more desperate you become.  Find someplace where heaven opens up for you and you have access to God.  Spend time there, regular, dependable time.  I am not talking church necessarily but someplace and time where God is.  Be there.  It is actually true, “Seek first the kingdom of God, and all else will be added unto you.”

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 29
Everything competes for time.  One trick for single parents is to create situations that accomplish a parent goal and a child goal at the same time.  Some examples:  Exercise – walk with your child and chat; let them bike while you run; take them to the gym and talk through the Shema for the Road while you workout; Eating – Have your child help you prepare the meals; make setting the table a game, naming an animal for each piece; Grocery shopping – give them a calculator to add up the prices while you pick stuff up, for older kids -have them pick out some items while you get others; Reading – have them grab a book while you grab a book and read together, play Candyland while you match socks.  Remember that you still need to give them exclusive time but many chores and errands can include your children.
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 30
Separation anxiety is really difficult for many young children even from two parent families but can be especially difficult for single parents.  It requires confidence on your part and nerves of steel and lots of affection.  Like most of parenting, timing is everything.  Start by having an affectionate relationship with your child.  Touch and kiss and hug as a normal household thing.  When you have to leave your child, steel yourself with confidence knowing everything will be ok…eventually.  DON’T be affectionate at parting.  “I’ll be back at 3.” A quick kiss on the cheek and you’re off.  Don’t be pulled in by a child’s last minute questions or regrets or “One more thing’s” or wailing or struggling.  Have confidence in the caretaker, say good bye and leave.  You can cry in the car after you get around the corner.  They’ll be playing before you will.
One extra note:  Don’t sneak out.  It may seem easier but your child’s anxiety will increase and be more persistent since they don’t know when you are going to “disappear” next time.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 31
Success breeds success.  There is a very effective reading program for pre-schoolers that I used as the Head Teacher in the Early Childhood Laboratory School at USC, called SUCCESS.
Clever.  It understood that if you want children to succeed at something, you really must get them to love doing it – then they will teach themselves and all you have to do is hang on.

For children from single parents, blame and a sense of failure as a son or daughter is a major factor in their development.  This cannot be overstated.  While all children need successes to build on, success for children from single homes creates a cascade of resilience.  Single parents need to structure or manufacture situations in which their child will be successful as often as they can.  This is not too time consuming but rather takes a change of mindset.  Look at every activity as a chance for little successful events.  How will you make those happen?  Its dividends are huge.  Work to place your child in situations where things will go right for them.  The trick is that the activity cannot be too easy but can still be completed successfully.  Then add in a modest celebration.  For young ones – setting the table, pulling weeds, dusting, the card game “war”.  For older children - fixing scrambled eggs with a skillet on low, sweetening ice tea, vacuuming, checkers, writing a story, hammering a nail (let them finish the last ¼ inch).  Opportunities abound so just think..SUCCESS!
Flying Solo Parent Tip # 32

Resiliency means bouncing back.  Statistics for single parent kids are not good.  I don’t say this to indict you but to get your attention.  There are important things that make resiliency happen in kids.  These are the things I typically try to bring out in these tips.  I know that your life is really, very hard most of the time.  But I also want you to be assured that your child can be an “outlier” in the statistics – the one that doesn’t fit – the one that got out.  Two parents can get away with a lot of screw-ups and the statistics still look ok.  If you are by yourself, you really do have to pay attention twice.  I know your heart is there. Put feet to your heart though.  Be strong.  Be vigilant.  Hang in there.  Ask for help.  Resiliency in kids –you are making it happen.

Flying Solo Parent Tip # 33

The house doesn’t look its best.  There is laundry everywhere.  Dishes in the sink.  The kids toys are …where are there NOT kids toys?  Invite a two parent family over for one hour to eat.  No kidding.  Short notice.  If you wait ‘til the house is ready, it’ll never happen.  Have them bring part of the meal.  Make it short.  They eat, short chat, and leave.  It normalizes things, for you, for your kids, for them.  Vulnerability makes community – hiding makes isolation.  Invite them.

