DEVELOPMENTAL  TASKS
The following information gives you an idea of what is common or the “norm”. It will tell you what you might expect based on what we know about children. Remember that each of your children will develop differently.  They have different strengths and skills and develop at different speeds.   You may have children that are at different ages and they will have different needs.  These are building blocks.  A child needs to finish the tasks of one period before he can successfully move on, or emotional and behavioral problems will develop.  You need to think about each of your children separately as you build your plan.  Also, you should remember to look back at these guides as your children grow.  You may want to or need to adjust your plans to meet their changes.

INFANTS:  Birth to 6 Months
Infants are totally dependent on the adults around them. They are completely dependent on their caregivers to protect them and to provide constant attention to their needs.  This includes their need for love, nurturing, and attention.  They form attachments by consistent, loving responses such as holding, playing, feeding, soothing, and talking.  When both parents have been actively involved, the child forms an attachment to both parents.  

Infants feel secure with routine and familiarly.  They require a predictable schedule.  Their sleeping, waking, feeding schedules should be consistent.  Parents need to adjust their schedules to meet the infant’s needs as this is an important time for the child to develop a sense of security and trust with others. Infants need their regular caregivers to recognize their signals for food, comfort and sleep;  this will allow them to learn to trust their caregivers to meet these needs.   

An infant does not have a sense of time. They have a limited ability to remember the absent parent. Thus it is important that they have frequent contact with both parents. Although their memory skills are not well developed, it is important to remember that infants can retain “emotional memories” of conflict that can have long-term negative effects, so parents should not argue when children, even infants, can overhear.

BABY/OLDER INFANT: 6 to 18 Months

Older infants are beginning to explore their world. There are many motor accomplishments: sitting, crawling, standing, and walking.  They are still very dependent on their caregivers and they continue to need holding, caressing, gentleness, and nurturing.  While they can hold on to a memory of an adult they haven’t seen for a day or two, they still may show fear or distress at the time of the next contact and cannot tolerate long separations. Long separations from either parent still feel like permanent losses, and they may show feelings of helplessness, abandonment, and sadness. 

The older infant shows and expresses a wide range of emotions through their gestures, actions, and expressions. They will begin to communicate with sounds, smiles and show simple emotions. They have special, familiar things that the parents should ensure go with the child (toys, blankets, pacifiers) between homes.
The older infant will benefit greatly from repetitive play and having adults talk with them to share their language and their feelings.  

A consistent routine increases their trust in others and their confidence that all of their needs will be met. They will benefit from having similar routines in each household.  

Your child will respond to multiple caregivers if each is sensitive to the child’s cues and follows along with the required and routine activities (sleeping patterns, eating schedule, and wakeful activities).
 Infants have emotional memories and can recognize anger and harsh words.

TODDLER:    18 to 36 Months

Toddlers are developing a sense of independence and more control over the world around them.  Mastery of language and toilet training occurs during this period.  As they try to understand the world, they also try to change the rules, limits, and boundaries set by the caregivers.  They have discovered that new word, “no.”

Toddlers require a balance between their need for greater independence and their equally strong need for fair and consistent limits to keep them safe.  They need to develop self-control and learn that trustworthy adults are caring for them.  They need supervision, encouragement, and a high level of caregiver involvement.  Patient, consistent, loving, supportive care is essential.


PRE-SCHOOL,EARLY KINDERGARTEN:  36 Months to Age 5 ½

Preschoolers are busy and creative in their thinking. They are beginning to enjoy time with other children and are learning how to cooperate and share.  Because they have better cooperation and because they like to be ‘big’ they can take more responsibility in caring for themselves such as getting dressed, using feeding utensils, and picking up toys.  They can begin to understand the idea of a day and a week but do not really understand time.  

They are beginning to understand ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’ They are very observant.  They begin to understand the difference between boys and girls and begin to watch the way their friends of the same gender make choices.  They try to do the same things. They begin to notice the ways that the parents relate to each other.  They begin to imitate.  This begins to set the stage for their own grown up relationships as well as how they will relate to each parent.  

They will get enjoyment out of most activities.  Naps are replaced by quiet time and a change of pace in activities.  They need consistency and predictability from the outside so that they can find a way to calm themselves.

Transitions between households require positive support to help the child know that everybody is ok and gets along.


ELEMENTARY SCHOOL:  5 to 10 Years
During this period the child begins to have a variety of experiences away from the home and the family.  Children become involved in their school activities and find other sports and interests that they share with a number of friends and other adults.  While they are interested in their teachers and peers, they still strive to please their parents most of all. They want the security of stable patterns in caretaking, and regular contact with each parent, including individual time with each parent.  They want help in grooming, dressing, eating, and remembering things, but the more they succeed at such tasks themselves the better they feel.  
Early school children can understand the concept of time and routine.  They can look forward to things that will happen and can remember things that were done before.   
They are beginning to understand the difference between fantasy and reality.  They know what is “fair.”   They begin to have definite opinions about what they like and what they don’t like.  They learn to solve simple problems.

MIDDLE SCHOOL / PRE-TEEN: 10 to 12 Years

These children are preparing to make the leap into adolescence.  They become far more independent and want to do things for themselves.  They pay attention to the way they look and the acceptance of a peer group is very important.  Their increased ability to think logically and their more developed sense of conscience may lead to stronger judgments, statements of opinion, and increased arguments.  They can discuss issues in detail, want explanations for other’s decisions, and want the freedom to solve problems on their own.  They may side more with their peers and confide in them more readily.  They will often choose to be with their friends over their family.  

Children begin to develop and test values and belief systems.  Children this age need to be able to express their feelings but must recognize that the parents make the final decisions.  
They may choose to side with one parent over the other. This may change based on the specific issue or the parenting style.  They need to be encouraged and given permission to love both parents and understand that the parents’ separation matters are not their burden.  

There is a difficult balance between providing structure and creating the chance for independence.  Families need flexibility so the child may have the time required with friends and activities as well as with both parents. Parents need to encourage the move towards independence while providing reasonable and consistent limits and boundaries.


MIDDLE/HIGH SCHOOL / TEEN: 13 to 15 Years
Children between thirteen and fifteen use the family as a base for support and guidance.  Although they may not show it, young adolescents continue to need both the nurturing and the oversight of their parents.  Decision making ability varies widely in this age group as well as from one situation to another.  

Girls tend to mature earlier than boys.  The primary task for children of this age is one of increasing independence from the family and developing a separate identity.  They are involved in the difficult task of preparing themselves to function as young adults.

As their bodies change and they begin to physically develop into adults, they may feel more self-conscious, they may feel more emotionally sensitive, and their need for privacy will increase.   It is necessary to provide them privacy while staying aware of their activities.  There is an increase in moodiness, tiredness, and sloppiness. They will want to have a “say” in things that matter to them.  They want explanations, will voice their opinions more loudly, and may become argumentative.

Children have frequently formed close relationships with other teachers, adults, peers, and generally regard their relationships with their peers as the most important relationships in their lives.  They want to spend much more time with their friends and less time with their parents.  They have strong opinions and want to have more control over their lives.  They should be expected to assume greater responsibility for their decisions and consequences of their actions.   If they are given some flexibility in their schedules and the arrangements, most adolescents can adapt, compromise, and enjoy the limited time they chose to spend with the parent.

Parents need to provide safe options for teens’ exploration of their independence while setting reasonable limits and appropriate rules (curfew, family tasks, responsibility for schoolwork). The challenge for parents of these early adolescents is to support their growing independence while maintaining basic structure and close contact with both parents.  The guidelines must be reasonable, firm, and fair, as should the privileges and consequences.  It will be important that the parents talk or communicate directly with each other to be certain that the child is safe and accountable.   Children are exposed to a variety of situations that put them at risk, and parents must stay informed and able to discuss hard topics (sexual behaviors, alcohol use, drug abuse).


HIGH SCHOOL/TEEN: 15 to 18 Years

Children this age are preparing to become independent and self-sufficient young adults.  It is necessary for them to have a gradual and healthy separation from both parents.  These adolescents will establish their own sense of self with regard to rules and behaviors, taking into consideration the family, the peer group, and their community standards.  Adolescents are developing their own personal standards.  They have developed strong and lasting relationships with both boys and girls.  Appearance and “fitting in” continue to be important.  Closer groups, that have something in common, begin to form.  

By late adolescence, they have begun to view their parents as individuals with qualities they both like and dislike.  They begin to figure out how that may affect who they are and who they want to be.  The peer group has great impact on choices that they make. Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to changes in the family and pressure from outside the family.  Maintaining stability and consistency can be challenging as an adolescent’s feelings are often changeable and intense.

Increased schoolwork, extracurricular activities, and jobs become important.  Many students begin to focus on future goals such as work, further education, or other post-high school plans. 

The freedom to set their own schedule (both between households and about driving, curfews, dating, and overnights) becomes a priority.  Parents should be aware of a teenager’s efforts to be in control while the teenager’s judgment and experience is still limited.  The driver’s license adds freedom which increases the need for trust, communication, and accountability.  

This is a “practice” for their being out on their own, so it becomes a period of teaching and learning.   They need the opportunity to make plans while the parents maintain age-appropriate guidelines and structure.  Privileges come with responsibilities.  Compromise is encouraged when conflicts arise between the wishes of adolescents and their parents, including conflicts regarding the contact schedule.


Designing the parenting plan for your infant should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





Both parents should support the forming of a strong attachment to one parent; this is the foundation from which the infant will soon bond with other caregivers.





The other parent should have frequent, short, repeated visits, daily if possible.





Contact should provide time for feeding, playing, bathing, soothing, napping, and nighttime sleeping.





Infants should not be away from either parent for more than two days, if possible.


Both parents must develop the required skills to be good caregivers, demonstrating the ability to manage ALL aspects of their infant’s care.





If the mother is breastfeeding, overnights with father may disrupt the breastfeeding process in the early months.





Parents will need to share their experiences about their child in a way that does not expose the child to anger.





Consistency and continuity of care by a limited circle of nurturing and stable caregivers is ideal for infants.














Designing the parenting plan for your baby should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:


To maintain and consolidate attachments formed with both parents prior to separation, it is important for infants and toddlers to have frequent contacts, including overnights, with parents who are able and competent. Breastfeeding should not be an insurmountable barrier for overnight contact with fathers at this stage.





Each parent should participate in the daily routines including feeding, bathing, putting the child down to sleep, and waking the child up from a nap.  This will help the child develop a secure relationship and help both parents master the tasks of caretaking.





Stability and consistency of the daily schedule is essential, especially for less flexible children. Young children need a safe and predictable environment from which to explore. Each household should follow similar patterns and routines.





Separations of more than three days may interfere with the child’s sense of safety and stability.  Work responsibilities must be balanced with the child’s need for regular involvement with each parent during the weekdays and shared time on weekends.





Mature parents respect their baby’s sensitivity to discord between the parents and rigorously shield that vulnerable human being from this potentially grave harm.





Parents need to communicate about their child’s well being, either in person or by voice-mail, e-mail or daily log.























Designing the parenting plan for your toddler should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





At this stage children should develop the ability to separate from parents as well as a sense of independence and autonomy.





A picture of each parent in the child’s room along with the “special blanket or teddy” that travels back and forth can be reassuring.





Predictability of schedule and consistency of routine continue to be essential factors in a child’s adjustment.





At transfers, parents must remember that children of this age are sensitive to negative affect, touch and eye-contact, even if parents are being careful with their words. Calm, brief, loving and physically secure transfers are the goal. Neutral sites, such as daycare, should be utilized whenever possible.





These children are best served by parents who can communicate about them on a frequent basis.





Toddlers consistently test limits and seek boundaries. Close supervision of play is necessary as they are at significant risk of accidents.








Designing the parenting plan for your pre-schooler should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





Contact with both parents should continue to be regular and frequent. Interruption of contact can be detrimental to the long-term parenting relationship. Time away from either parent should not exceed three days, if possible.





Each parent should become competent and comfortable in helping the child be successful in the daily routine which includes getting ready for the school experience.  





Each parent should participate in the daily routines like feeding, playing, bathing, reading.





These very young children require a high level of stability, consistency and predictability in the co-parenting schedule.





Frequent communication remains a plus but is less important at this stage; of paramount importance is that all communication in front of the child be positive and civil. Pre-schoolers have a limited ability to separate themselves from what goes on around them and will personalize negative interactions between parents as being their fault.





Transitions for the pre-schooler must be calm and brief with no negative interactions observed or heard. Neutral sites such as daycare should be utilized whenever possible.





There is no “right” schedule for a pre-schooler. The child’s temperament, the parents’ schedules, obligations and parenting skills will factor into the decision making process.








Designing the parenting plan for your elementary school aged child should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





Children of this age have two jobs – to succeed academically and to positively relate to a larger world of friends and extra curricular activities.





A consistent schedule and routine is necessary so that the child can focus on the job of school, friends, and team activities.





The child’s schedule of school and after school activities must be considered so that the child can succeed in these areas.





Parents support academic success when they provide structure and set aside time to check homework and when they interface with their child’s teacher and school.





Fewer midweek transitions make it easier for finishing school projects but both parents need to participate fully in the child’s academics.  Research shows that children with fathers involved in their schooling perform better in school.	





Elementary school is a time when children “try on”  a variety of activities and/or sports. Optimally, this leads to finding their “passion.” Research shows that this is a protective factor against later drug and alcohol abuse.





Parents should select activities that match the child’s interests and work together to balance these activities with the demands of school.





Parents must accommodate their child’s outside interests, providing support and transportation even when it encroaches on parenting time. This is true of “play dates” and birthday parties as well.





Transfers should now take place at school whenever possible. Building in a “buffer time”, in order for the child to relax and adjust to change, (such as time in their room alone or scheduled recreational activity) at both homes assists the child in transitioning between homes.





While children at this stage become more self-sufficient and schedules may become slightly more flexible, the need for a predictable parenting schedule never disappears. Regular, frequent contact with both parents should continue.





Parents should share information on a frequent basis, taking care never to use their child as a messenger. This practice fosters distortion of information, tempts the child to manipulate the parents and gives the child an inappropriate level of power.





Designing the parenting plan for your pre-teen should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





Pre-Teen children do well with many different options of parenting plans as long as the contact is structured and consistent.  When possible, plans should include overnights during the school week and on weekends so that both parents may be active participants.





Schedules can provide longer times away from either parent (up to a week) but must take into consideration the child’s activities and school responsibilities. 





Children should be given open telephone access to the other parent and be given privacy for the calls.





Rules and routine between the households should have some consistency and continuity for increased success.





Children can be consulted about their views and suggestions, but the parents should still make the final decision.





Friends are of paramount importance and parents need to “make room” for increased social and extra curricular activities. While the child’s needs for parental interaction may seem to diminish, their need for a strong parental presence actually increases.





Parents need to remain vigilant and involved and communicate frequently in order to help their pre-teen make good choices and manage the stress of increasing demands. This remains true throughout the teenage years.





Develop a format for discussing the child’s academic and extra-curricular activities without including the child in discussions (journal, email communication, phone conference, “business like” meeting).





Children of this age still benefit from exchanges taking place at school whenever possible. Transitions must contain completely neutral parental interaction. Teens and pre-teens will “key off” parental discord and create a position from which to negotiate their demands. They continue to benefit from “buffer time” as they move between homes.











Designing a parenting plan for your early teen should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





The child’s schedule, commitments, and obligations must be taken into consideration.  


Flexible creative plans that would not have worked for younger children may be considered.


While each parent may have a longer period of time without the child in residence, the parent should increase contact and awareness through regular attendance at the child’s athletic events, performances, academic events, and other activities. 


Frequent communication between parents is advised as children may distort the situation and seek to play one parent against the other.  Consider communicating by using a journal, email, phone calls, or “business like” meeting.


Transitions must contain completely neutral parental interaction. Teens and pre-teens will “key off” parental discord and create a position from which to negotiate their demands. They continue to benefit from “buffer time” as they move between homes.








Designing the parenting plan for your teen should take into consideration their developmental tasks in the following ways:





The teenager’s world continues to expand and the demands on his/her time increase. Sensitive parents continue to support increased independence while providing a safe context in which their teen can demonstrate responsibility.


Adolescents do well with a variety of parenting plans.  


Parents need to be aware of the adolescent’s need to be consulted, informed, and involved when making the schedule and making family plans.


Parenting times and schedules will need to take into consideration school demands, job hours, automobile access, and extra-curricular and social activities.


Adolescents need to balance time between independent social time with peers and meaningful family time.











