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TAKE ONE - and take heart.
GIVE ONE -and give hope.

Doing Your
Best as a
Single Parent

by Gail Grenier Sweet

Half of the children born today
will live in a single-parent family
before they reach adulthood. But
knowing that there are many
families like yours doesn’t neces-
sarily make your job easier. Rais-
ing a child is the most important
and difficult job in the world; it's
also a job filled with joyful possi-
bilities. For the single parent, the
daily struggles and triumphs are
magnified.
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parent support group. Since then, a great many
single mothers and fathers have talked to me about
their concerns. This is what [ often hear:

“1 feel lonely, isolated, outcast.” “My child has
no role model of the opposite sex.” “Am I being
too strict or not strict enough? I need adult feed-
back.” “My children will resent me because they
don’t have two parents.” “How can my children
learn about relationships when they don’t see me
in one?” “I wish my child could have siblings.” “I
feel guilty about things that happened to my
child.” “I never have enough time with my chil-
dren.” “I never have enough time for myself.” “It’s
hell living from penny to penny.”

Life is a balancing act.
And for single par-
ents, the act is even
trickier. Your child is
both your greatest joy
and source of pride and your greatest responsibility
and source of stress.

The only way to keep your balance is to keep
your mental health. Let me share some sugges-
tions that might help you—suggestions from other
single parents and from experts who have re-
searched the unique challenges one-parent families
face. They may seem difficult to put into action but
I promise you they won't let you down and they’ll
also help your children!

Working your
way through

M Be realistic and think positive. The hap-
piest single parents I've met are those who've tak-
en control of their lives. To do this, they’ve devel-
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“Society owes me” from them.

There are storms and sunshine in everyone’s life.
You need clear eyes—to see the truth about your-
self, your children, and your situation. At times,
your problems may seem insurmountable. But dra-
matic thinking—for example, “This has been the
worst day of my life!”—is useless. To survive, you
must feed yourself with the good you find. You
need to focus on your strengths and on the pre-
cious beauty of your children. Try making a list of
your strong points—and your children’s.

B Nurture yourself. Single parents are the orig-
inal “supermoms” and “superdads.” Place as much
importance on your own mental and physical
health as on that of your children. This is the only
way you’ll survive and succeed. You need and de-
serve relaxation, exercise, and solitude. It may take
extreme creativity for you to get these things, but
the effort is worth it. Becoming ill is the price you
pay for driving yourself too hard.
It’s said that we need at least eight hugs a day to

‘remain healthy. Enjoy all the

hugs and the kisses you can get

. from your children! And try to More important than the num-
have a good laugh with them ev- ber of parents you live with is
ery day. Laughter is as good as the kind of parent or parents

. jogging for our heart, lungs, and you have. Bad parents, wheth-
brain! er one or two, cause children to

be unhappy, and good parents,
B Build self-esteem. Seli- whether one or two, help chil-
esteem is the key to happiness. dren grow up healthier and
It's no accident that in the Bible happier.
we find the words “Love your

—Richard A. Gardner,
M.D.

The Boys and Girls Book
About One-Parent Families
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fore you can love anyone else. “Be careful when a
naked person offers you a shirt,” is a wise African
saying.

Consider these pointers for building self-esteem:
(1) Give yourself responsibilities. (2) Prove that you
can control things. Start small. (3) Keep up moral
standards that you believe in. (4) Surround your-
self with nurturers. Weed out negative “non-
friends.” Be tough; it’s a matter of survival.

I n the long run, we shape our lives and
we shape ourselves. The process never ends
until we die. And the choices we make

are our own responsibility.”

—Eleanor Roosevelt

B Build relationships (your safety net).
Your family’s well-being is closely tied to the help
that people in your social network offer. A healthy
social network supports you in times of crisis and
also stands behind you when you want to make
life adjustments. It's difficult, but not impossible,
to change and improve your network.

Y ildren will learn about relationships by
‘watching how sour friends. Friend-

ship happens when you reach out to others in will-
ingness to share. A new love relationship may
even evolve, especially if you're busy going about
life and not frantically searching for a new mate.
Divorced single parents often use the word fail-
ure in regard to past relationships. Reject that word
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B Build the family soul. 1 believe love is
spelled T-I-M-E. You may never have “quality
time”—so grab the available moment! Let your
children know you're all in this together. By work-
ing, discussing, playing, and praying together,
you'll build a sense of unity. The conviction that
your family is “one” will make your children feel
secure.

Here are additional ways to provide a stable
homelife:

@ Invest yourself in where you live. Don’t move
unless you really have to; moving in itself
doesn’t solve any problems.

NE7

® Children love belonging to a “clan.” Encourage
them to keep close to other caring adults and rel-
atives. I've never heard anyone say, “Too many
people love me.”

© Communication with your children is the key to
good relationships with them. It is priceless—
you'll never regret the time you spend learning
good communications skills. The library has
hundreds of books about this vital art.

@ Be honest. Like you, your children need to live a
life based on realities. The
truth, gently told, is best for
them. But don’t burden your
children with problems they
can’t handle, especially con-
cerning your emotional life.

To cope effectively with prob-
lems, or to rise triumphantly
to challenges, may require
courage, patience, sustained
® “No” is a loving word. Chil- energy, and imagination, but
it also requires something even
more basic: realism.
—TJoan Bel Geddes
How to Parent Alone
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them with an ordered world that they can un-
derstand.

@ Hugs, “Ilove you,” and time spent together will
counteract the children’s feeling cheated out of
growing up in a home with two parents.

B Make time and be flexible. No one has
time; we have to make time. Decide with your chil-
dren what’s important and then set goals together.
Beware of those demons that can keep you from at-
taining your goals: procrastination, perfectionism,
fear of saying “no,” clutter, and preoccupation
with the past. Plan a daily list of things to do, but
be flexible—there’s always tomorrow. Think about
possible ways to change or improve your situation.
You're not in a traditional life-style; to solve prob-
lems creatively, you must go beyond traditional
ideas.

B Cooperate on parenting. If you are di-
vorced, refuse to get into battles with your former
spouse. Design co-parenting based on your areas
of agreement. Custodial parents need to share

Sources of additional help

Books and Pamphlets: How to Parent Alone: A Guide for Single Parents by Joan
Bel Geddes, San Francisco, California, Seabury Press, Inc., 1974. What Color Is
Your Parachute? by Richard N. Bolles, Berkeley, California, Ten Speed Press, up-
dated annually. The Boys & Girls Book About One-Parent Families by Richard A.
Gardner, New York, New York, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1978. Parenting on Your
Ouwn (Series of 14 booklets), by R. Hughes, Jr., and J. Scherer, University of Illi-
nois at Urbana-Champaign, College of Agriculture, Cooperative Extension Ser-
vice, 1986. On My Own: The Kids’ Self-Care Book by Lynette Long, Ph.D., Wash-
ington, DC, Acropolis Books, 1984.

Organizations: Parents Without Partners, Inc., 8807 Colesville Rd., Silver
Spring, Maryland 20910, (301)588-9354. Rainbows for All God’s Children (sup-
port group for children of divorced parents). Contact your Roman Catholic
Archdiocese. Child Welfare League of America, 67 Irving Place, New York,
New York 10003 (offers services to single parents and their children).
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role in raising them. Noncustodial parents must re-
sist the temptation to buy love. They must recog-
nize the necessity of rules.

Never use your child as a weapon against the
other parent. Let your children know that the other
parent has strengths and limitations, too, just as
we all do.

B Worry not—have faith. Worry is a time-
waster and ulcer-maker. No matter what your con-
cept is of the Creator, your faith can give you
strength when you need it most. The philosophy
of Alcoholics Anonymous puts it well: “Live and
let God [worry about things you can’t handle].”

It's true that the demands on a
Take single parent are twice as intense
heart as those on parents who live and
work together raising their chil-
dren. But remember—your joys

can be twice as great, too.

You can build a stable home and a family soul.
Your children will grow in maturity and self-
esteem under your care. They’ll remember you,
not for the material things you provided, but for
the feelmg that you cherished them. And they’ll
w into understanding, responsible, and realistic

G@‘ﬁ!l’ts because they’ve faced the truth and shared
in the work and fun of living with you. Hl

A mother of three, Gail Grenier Sweet founded HOPE Net-
work for Single Mothers in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in 1982
and served as its director until 1987. She continues to volun-
teer for that organization and works as a free-lance writer.





