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Implications for Cooperative Extension.  Experts have revised their recommendations concerning overnight visits in parenting plans for infants and toddlers.  Extension Educators will need to update the information presented in the Co-Parenting through Divorce classes.  In recent decades attachment research has moved from the notion of primary attachment to the mother to the concept of healthy, multiple attachments to mother, father, and childcare provider at age 6-7 months.  These research findings suggested study of parenting plans for divorced parents and the resulting revisions to the standard recommendation of no overnights.

In Parenting After Divorce, Impact Publishers, 2000, Philip Stahl describes parenting plans appropriate if there is only one primary parent.  The author has revised these suggestions to focus on the infant’s need for and ability to form healthy attachments to multiple caregivers.  Since attachment to two parents is preferred, Stahl now suggests, frequent overnight visits.

These recommendations consider the infant’s need for two parents, the importance of stability and security for children birth through age 18 months.  They may not apply in cases of domestic violence where safety is an issue and in cases where one parent has not been involved with the child or is incapable of parenting due to mental problems, alcohol or drug abuse or addiction.  In these cases high levels of involvement may be impossible or must develop gradually.  

Some separation from either parent is allowed but, shorter, frequent visits are recommended so that the infant or toddler is never apart from either parent for more than two or three days.  The parenting plan should resemble the parenting that existed before the separation and divorce.  The plan would include gradual increase in contact for the parent wanting to increase involvement.  

It is absolutely essential that the parents communicate changes in the child’s development, health, and needs that occur almost daily during infancy and toddler hood.  Co-parents exchange information about the baby’s emotions, experiences, new words and skills, medication, sleep, and other areas of development in a parenting notebook.  Each parent writes important information and milestones in the notebook.  They can share soothing, reassuring techniques that work with the child.  The notebook is passed along to the other parent as the child is transferred from the care of one parent to another.  They can give the notebook to the child at age 18. 

Transitions from one parent to the other must be without conflict.  Infants and toddlers are distressed by natural transitions and need reassurance from calm parents.  The parents must be able to talk about each other pleasantly to the baby, “Mom?  Where is mommy?  You will see mommy this afternoon.”

Overnights for Infants and Toddlers (continued)

Infants do best with frequent parent home changes so that they are not separated from either parent for more than two days.  It is fine for infants and toddlers to spend on day with one parent and the next day with another.  Preschoolers need less frequent transitions.  They do better with blocks of time to settle into a routine at each home for two or three days before changing homes again.  If and infant or toddler is sibling to a preschooler and parents want to keep children together, 2-3 day patterns may work well.  

School-age children do well with longer patterns, even a 9-month/3month pattern to correspond to school schedules.  For school age children and younger children the transfer of clothing, homework, supplies, athletic equipment, and medication from one house to another is the responsibility of the parents.  The transfer must be without conflict.  Teenagers should become more independent and responsible for the transfer of themselves and their belongings.  Children enrolled in year long schools will have more opportunities to travel and see both parents and avoid the very long summer break.




Use color-coded calendars to track where the children will be going.  If the schedule is every other weekend with the parent the child does not live with, add visits or overnights on Tuesdays and Thursdays during the week so both parents are involved with homework and school activities.  This pattern increases school success.  The 3-4-4-3 schedule works well for younger children.  The child is at one parent’s home on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays.  Thursdays alternate and the child is at the other parent’s home on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays.

The 2-2-5-5 schedule is good for teenagers or school-age children.  Weekends alternate and the child is never apart from either parent for more than 5 days.  The child spends Monday and Tuesday with one parent, then Wednesday and Thursday with the other and alternates Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays. 

(continued on reverse)


