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Kramer's Law:
You can never tell which way the train went by
the track.

lookinr

at
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Rationale:
The pace at which our society evolves is reflected in the
tranquility or tension found within the people and the institutions it
represents. Two of these institutions are the school and the family.
The institutions are affected by the rapidity of ongoing social change
which hallmarks our era and sets it apart from any previous society
(Elkind, 1981). Evidence of this rapid social change is found in current
attitudes tovvard the use of technology in our schools, morals and
values/ and the basic family structure.
Social change within a society seems to cause a ripple effect
within the institutions and in turn affect the attitudes of the people.
For example, while technology has offered new ways to increase
learning pote~ntial, we have paid a price for its rapid development.
Technology and the options it brings grow too fast for society. We are
losing track of the values that could keep us on course, values that are
1

1

universal, substantialg and human (0 Neill and 0 Neill, 1974). These
values, so important in how we interact in our world, are constantly
being tested and revised by the society.

These new attitudes are

prevalent in all institutions and directly influence the very core of
society- the family.
In the past, the family has been called the giant 'shock absorber'
of society - the place to which the bruised and battered individual
returns after doing battle with the world/ the one stable point in an
increasing flux-filled environment (Toffer, 1970). However, today the
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concept of family no longer implies a stay-at-home mother and a
bread-winning father complete with children. A new family pattern
has emerged -the single-parent family. No longer is it assumed that
the primary cause of the single-parent home is the death of a spouse.
Separation and divorce are increasing. In fact, between 1970 and 1980
the number of households headed by only one parent doubled, a
change which is attributed to divorce (Winn, 1981). The altered family
dynamics within our society may no longer serve as a satisfactory haven
from our ever-changing environment.
Clearly, the single-parent family has made a significant impact on
our society. These families face unique problems which involve both
parent and child. Many of these family members, especially children,
are vulnerable to stress due to current family situations, school
pressures or social influences. While some children develop their own
coping mechanisms, others only focus on the impermanence in their
lives. Stress is an organism's reaction to change (Elkind, 1981). The
children of thesf; families may require special help in coping with their
environment both at home and in school.
The purpose of this paper is to examine this important social
change - the single-parent family and focus on its effect on the
achievement of the child in the family in his role as a student. Dealing
specifically with fifth-grade students, a description of their physical,
social and emotional characteristics will be included, as well as the
symptoms, related causes and a definition of stress. Some children
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have developed mechanisms for dealing with stress, those mechanisms
will be described. Intervention techniques will also be included and a
statistical study comparing the California Achievement Test raw scores
in reading, math and total battery of thirty/ two-parent and twentynine single-parent fifth grade students will be included.
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What is a Fifth-Grade Child?
Fifth grade children bring to their environment certain physicat
emotional and social characteristics. When children reach agen ten
they enjoy a comfortable stage of development.

Piaget views

development as continuous and consistent. Each stage evolves out of
the one before it and contributes to the following one, as in a spiral
(Pulaski, 1980). Upon reaching their tenth birthday this spiral comes to
a point when~ they have mastered the tasks of childhood, but have not
yet had to face the complexities of adolescence.

A new task faces

them. They begin the process of establishing their own self-identity
which is influenced by their physical, social and emotional
development.

Physical Development
Physical development is marked by the unevenness in the onset of
puberty betvveen boys and girls.

Girls are slightly more advanced

sexually than boys and already give evidence of that sprint to maturity
than the boys at the same age (Elkind, 1978). However, there can be
quite a diffenentiation among the girls as not all of them mature at the
same rate. W'hile some of the girls may have begun to develop curves,
this is an age in which psychoanalysts call the latency period (Berger,
1983). A latency period can be described as a time when sexual urges
are not apparent.

These children are not yet concerned with this

aspect or cornplication in their personal growth.

They are at the
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beginning of great physical change and the differing rates of maturity
are taken in stride by the ten-year-old.

Social Development
Their physical nature and abilities also influence their social
pursuits and relationships. These children enjoy group activities and
11

11

belonging to a //gang and knowing the in talk are definitive oftenII

year-aids (Briggs, 1975). Whereas the boys enjoy engaging in physical
sports with other boys, the girls usually move in smaller groups to form
more intense friendships (Elkind, 1978). Secrets are often enjoyed in
these relationships.

The content of the secret is unimportant; the

process of shutting out a friend is vital. This bit of power gives control
in a world where so much is beyond their control (Briggs, 1975). Boys
also share secrets, but tend to seek control through fantasy play.
Today's He-Man action figures and toys similar to them are important
since they have the exact traits children want for self-respect, physical
strength, power_ and control over their environment (Briggs, 1975).
Fortunately, boys and girls enjoy their pare

and their teachers.

Children discover new qualities to in their parents, particularly as
companions or competitors in sports or games (Elkind, 1978). Children
begin to understand and appreciate their authority figures in ways
they never had before. These strong relationships, especially within
the family almost preclude any lasting commitment to a fixed peer
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group (Elkind, 1978). Social activities and relationships help children to
define themselves in their role as maturing students.

Emotional Development
The emotional make up of a ten-year-olld is further evidence of
ongoing development characterized by new choices by which a
positive self-identity is formed. At this point children are able to make
moral judgements, because they lose the sens4? of object responsibility
and begin to place more emphasis on subjective intentions (Pulaski,
1980). This means that they now can distinguish between children
who accidentally spill their books from their desk from children who
deliberately drop their books in defiance. Also, Pia get stresses that this
is the age when will power first appears and dE:fines it as a regulator of
energy reinforcing the superior choice (Pulaski, 1980). Perhaps they
have developed these two new abilities because their own fears and
anxieties are at an all time low (Elkind, 1978). Their thought processes
are preparing to ~ove ahead toward a more formalized process. This
new ability to make responsible judgements and choices add to their
emotional self-awareness and identity.

Conclusion
Therefore, it seems that ten-year-olds unwittingly use all aspects
of their development to come to terms with their own concept of self.
Erick Erickson, a psychosocial theorist interested in the study of societal
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influence upon children, considers self-identity as emerging from the
harmonious balance between the influences of one's parents, teachers,
and other important people during the course of reaching for personal
maturity (Erickson, 1984). The relationships forged during this time are
important in the children's development of th~eir own self-identity, but
the physical, social and emotional stages of th~eir development are also
significant variables from which they draw.

What is Stress?
We live in a time of rapid social chan~~e.

The children in our

society are as affected by this change as much as adults. There are very
few reflective moments in which we can stop and examine our lives.
Our coping mechanisms and adaptability are constantly being tested
and as a result we live in a time of widespread, deep-seated stress
(Elkind, 1981).

Definition of Stress
Simply, stress is a response to change. This change can be positive
or negative, external or internal in origin.

OnE~

might conclude that we

are always experiencing stress whether we receive an

II

A" on a paper

or our parents divorce. There can be either external pressures from
parents or teachers to achieve academically or socially, or an internal,
unrelenting drive to succeed. However, as long as we confront change
we will experience a stress response in our attempt to adapt. In fact,
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Dr. Hans Selye, the father of stress research, classified reactions to
stress as the general adaptation syndrome. This syndrome has three
stages: (1) the alarm reaction, (2) resistance, (3) exhaustion
(Charlesworth, 1985). Although these reactions are innate and not
consciously acted out, this pattern of progression allows for
acknowledgement, reaction, and acceptance in response to change.

The Internalization of the Stress Response
On a very basic level in our human existence this pattern of
reaction to stress has kept us alive by arousing bodily reactions that
exist to help us defend ourselves from danger by running, fighting, or
immobilization (Jewett, 1982). This response, so successful in the past
in saving us from danger, has also been influenced by social change
and has been internalized by today's society. Often this internalization
of stress translates into chronic physical difficulties. In fact, it should be
recognized that stress is physiological at its core and whether we are
having a headache or heart attack that our bodies are reacting in a
primevil way- to fight or flee (Edison, 1986). Even the very word we
use- stress- is of Latin origin coming from the \Nord STRICTUS meaning
to draw tight or compressed (Barnhart, '1964).

These are apt

descriptions of what is now an internalized pattern of response.
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Anger and Regression
Fortunately, not all responses to or symptoms of stress are lifethreatening.

Anger and regression are two common symptoms in

children. The anger may be redirected many times in their effort to
cope. It is possible for children to direct anger at parents, siblings,
themselves or to the situation itself. This anger must be expressed in a
healthy way and not surpressed. Once the anger is out in the open it
can be dealt with in a positive way. Regression, too, can be difficult to
handle. Instead of challenging a new reality with anger, a child may
introvert or regress to earlier developmental levels in the hope of
regaining gratifications enjoyed previously {Gardner, 1977). In most
cases these periods of regression do not last long. If the parent or the
teacher is patient and proves reliable to the child/ then anger will
dissipate and regression will subside·.

Denial
Whereas syr:nptoms of stress such as anger and regression may
appear in Dr. Seyle's first stage of response -the alarm reaction, denial
usually occurs in the second phase of the stress response - resistance.
These children deny to others, and on occasion even to themselves,
that there has been a significant change in their lives (Gardner, 1977).
Even when confronted by the truth, children will cling to their
manufactured reality. When the child discovers he will be judged by
peers based on his own attributes and can go on living even after a loss
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of a parent either by death, separation or divorce, then the child will
relinquish the denial response.

Grief
Once the denial phase has ended the child may enter into a
period of mourning and grief.

Dr. John Bowlby, working with

bereaved children, has observed three stages of grief that most
children experience - protest, pain/ and finally hope (Schaefer and
Lyons, 1986). These children feel thrown into the sharp light of reality
where truth hurts and the effects of a significant loss can last a
lifetime. Children who grieve can be expected to fear for personal
survival; experience separation anxiety; impaired ability to make
emotional attachments; sadness, guilt, anger, shame and despair;
problems with control issues; drops in developmental energy; loss of
self-esteem, and pessimism and feelings of futility (Jewett, 1982). As
children move through the grief process they may need to verbalize
their fears

repeat~dly.

If a parent or teacher can make opportunities

for this need, the grief will lessen and children will begin to accept and
cope with this new change in their lives.

Psychosomatic Responses
Often stress will manifest itself by causing chronic psychosomatic
responses. This type of response can vary from headaches to lethargy.
In facts pediatricians are reporting an increase in children with stomach
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aches and headaches, and low self-esteem that appear to be stress
related (Elkind, 1981). The word

11

Chronic" in chronic psychosomatic

response is descriptive of the stress response.

For whenever we are

stressed or coming down with an illness one organ can reflect it. All
children seem to have one weak organ (Brazelton, 1984). This weak
spot in their coping ability and pattern of response can stay with them
all their lives if a more positive outlet is not found.

Parents and

teachers need to monitor illnesses to observe any pattern of
occurrence.

Change in School Behavior
Teachers have a unique opportunity to observe children and
respond to their individual needs.

Because teachers works with

children on a regular basis/ they are usually the first people outside the
family to note there has been a significant change. As a result of stress
students may change their behavior and work habits entirely. Such
children may on,ly work well with individualized attention by the
teacher, whereas, previously they could work well independently
(Gardner, 1977). Their threshold for frustration is reduced. They may
become irritable and more aggressive in a vain attempt to gain control
over their environment. When, in fact, they are stressed and do not
know how to properly channel these emotions. If school personnel,
especially teachers/ recognize symptoms of stress, then they can offer
help to students.
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Conclusion
These symptoms of stress, or defense mechanisms, constitute
some of the many symptoms of stress which can be exhibited by
children. Our society which many believe to be the most educated and
open still operates on popular myths when it comes to children/s
reaction to change.

These myths do not follow the documented

theories which have been developed and add to the stress and loss of
control children experience. Susan Ramos (1975), an author concerned
with crisis management for children, offers several myths adults
believe when dealing with children experiencing crisis followed by
documented theory.

Myths

1. When a parent, sibling or

Documented Theory

1. It is essential for a child to share

other close relative dies, it

in the steps of mourning, so that

is best to protect the child

his grief, his guilt, and his ques-

from the truth for a while.

tions are brought to a conscious
level.

2. Divorce has become a
casual thing in the minds
of children.

2. Divorce is almost always trau-

matic for children.
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Myths

Documented Theory

3. A single parent should try

3. A single parent should scrupu-

as much as possible to

lou sly avoid the "parade effect

involve his or her children

in bringing dates home.

with their dates.
4. Children of single parents

4. Children of single parents feel

can't wait for their parents

threatened by their parenfs

to remarry.

dating and by the thought of
their remarrying.

5. What children don't know
won't hurt them.

5. If parents are not open with
children, particularly on serious
matters, the children may lose
trust and confidence.

6. Almost all parents feel

6. Many parents resent the finan-

fulfilled by their financial

cial burden placed on them

sacrifice in raising children.

because of having to raise
children.

II
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Myths
7. "Sure, kids can have

Documented Theory
7. Children with certain emotional

problems. But they are

symptoms almost certainly will go

just kids. They,! I outgrow

on to have serious personality

them.~~

problems. If treated early, they
stand a far greater chance of cure
than they would later in life.

Clearly, these myths contribute to the attitudes of adults and are
reflected in their treatment of children facing difficult change. This is
especially true of children who must adjust to life as a member of a
single-parent family. They, too, must deal with symptoms of stress as
they cope with a new family pattern.

Fortunately, parents who

become aware of the stress their children may be experiencing can
intervene to help their children successfully manage their lives and
adapt.
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Etiology of Stress for a Single-Parent Child
Sixteenth century English philosopher John Locke spoke of the
child as a tabula rosa, or a blank slate, upon which life experiences are
written (Elkind, 1981).

Nearly four hundred years later these life

~

experiences include rapid change within the family structure as a result
of divorce, separation or death that leave many children confused and
bewildered. Not only must they adjust to new family dynamics and
roles~

they must continue to cope within a school environment which

may include pressure from a teacher or parent to achieve.

School

success or failure play an important part in determining both the value
the growing person places upon intellectual activities and his own
mental abiliti·es in particular (Elkind, 1978) .. This pressure to succeed
may color the~ child's attitudes and efforts in school. While academic
'achievement is highly valued by some children, being accepted socially
is more important to others. They may involve themselves in a peer
group which

E~njoys

adult books, movies or ~television programs. These

activities may affect their attitudes towards drugs a·nd sex, and even
their self-expression. This may translate into children knowing more
than they understand.

To what extent parents, school or society

produce stress for a ch_ild may depend on his or her personality. Some
c.hildren are described as "invulnerable" because they seem to thrive
even when experiencing great stress, while others respond negatively.
In response t1o these negative reactions many differing intervention
strategies have been developed. These strategies help the child deal
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with stress in a positive way.

Today John Locke/s life experiences

would include the stressors single-parent children face. These stressors
include the single parent, school and society.

The Single Parent
The single parent must cope with many new responsibilities.
Either the death of a spouse, separation or divorce force parents to
adapt to a new life style, sharpen parenting skills and, in some cases,
assume new roles within the family structure. If the new single parents
are overwhelmed, angry or depressed concerning their situation, their
reactions may influence the child's attitudes, ability to cope, and
increase vulnerability to stress. What deeply, affects one member of a
family is bound to influence the others who, in turn, will react (Roman
and Haddad, 1978). This reciprocal influence exemplifies how single
parents can be a major stressor in a child's life.

A Death of a Parent

The death of a parent and the way in wh

the surviving parent

deals with the children can effect the amount of stress they will
experience. If the parent is truthful, sympathetic and ready to respond
to frequent and repeated inquiries/ then the children will be able to
react and cope in a realistic manner. For this reason it is recommended
that the children be included in funeral or memorial services.

By

involving children in the family rituals, they acquire an important sense
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of belonging and can concretely experience the fact of death (Jewett,
1982) and its irrevocable nature. If the parent shields the children from

the truth/ their emotions and expectations are left unresolved and
important questions are left unanswered. This can result in long term
anxiety and stress. Studies show that emotional distress in adolescence
and adulthood- including depression, alcoholism, anxiety and suicidal
tendencies - is often linked with bereavement suffered in childhood.
Psychologists agree that the effects of loss are severe, lasting well into
adult life if thE~ grief is not resolved (Jewett, 1982). When the death of
a parent occu1rs the safe, friendly world becomes a large, dangerous
place. Children fear for themselves and for the surviving parent. The
way in which they reconstruct their lives and reduce stress may depend
largely upon the reaction of the single parent.

Separation
Separatic>n, too, is a time of readjustment for many single-parent
families. While the parent is coping with new responsibilities and
altered relationships within the family, the children are trying to find
their place in this new scheme of life.

Much of the outcome of a

separation experience hinges on how adults allow and even encourage
children to accept their strong feelings about what has happened
(Jewett, 1982). Children need an environment in which they feel safe
and a patient adult in order to express the wide range of emotions
they experience. Access to an adult who will listen and be able to
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decipher the difference between what they say and what they actually
mean is essential in their efforts to cope with this new change.

The

separating parents must also help their children put divorce on the
grown-up listj, so that children do not see themselves as the cause of
their parent's decision to live apart (Rodgers and Head, 1983).
Conversely, writhout an outlet for their emotions or a sympathetic
adult, children rr1ay come to inappropriate or even harmful
conclusions.

Children and parents must share and learn from one

another in accepting separation, reducing stress and a new, positive
identity.

Divorce
Similarly, a divorce may be a positive or traumatic experience for
the child dep1ending on the parent's ability to respond to the child's
needs. Children of divorce, as well as bereaved children, face higher
risks of psychological impairment.

However, the bereaved child,

though he exper~ences profound grief, has not ordinarily been subject
to the stress of profound conflict between his parents (Berger, 1983).
Conflict between parents either forces the child to choose sides or
become increasingly confused as to the cause of the divorce. Children
commonly develop the notion that the divorce was due to their own
misbehavior (Gardner, 1977).

This conclusion often occurs when

parents are too stressed to realize how deeply their children are
reacting. This reaction may include acute grief.

After all, they are
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experiencing a very great loss: the loss of an intact family (Berger,
1983). When a child is suffering anxiety, guilt and grief in response to
a divorce, parents must constantly reassure their children that they are
loved and the divorce is not their fault.

If the child's fears are not

shared or resolved, then they may respond to the stress in their lives in
counter productive ways. Certainly, a parent's ability to listen, comfort
and love may ease a child through the trauma of divorce.

Prevalency of Single-Parent Children
Children nation wide are coping with the effects of becoming
part of a single-parent family.

The number of children involved is

staggering. It has been estimated that at least one million children in
this country are involved in separation and divorce each year (Berger,
1983). There are 100,000 widows under the age

35 who have school

age children (Atlas, 1984). These children look to a parent in an effort
to cope and reduce stress. The roots of a child's ability to cope and
strive, regardless of the circumstance, lie in that child's having at least a
small, safe place (an apartment? a room? a lap?) in which the
companionship of a loving person will help that child to discover that
he or she is lovable and capable of love in return (Rodgers and Head,
1983). Children must also be reassured that the parent who left the
family loves them and that their leaving was not the children's fault. If
parents are open and honest in their relationships with their children,
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then their children may resolve anxieties, reduce stress and reconstruct
their lives in a positive way.

The New Life Style
Many single-parent families are faced with adapting to a new life
style. This may involve moving to an apartment and finding new

I

'

friends. Often the family finances are l~mited, so there is less money
available. The children may be expected to take a more responsible
role in caring for themselves, siblings and the home. Even the child's
relationship with the parent can reflect this altered life style. The new
single parents may become more strict or so busy with their new life
that they let their children run around on their own (Boeckman, 1980).
, There is a danger that in addition to coping with increased
responsibility the child may begin to grieve or become frustrated for,
in a sense, he has lost two parents. The parent at home may return to
work, go out on frequent dates, or at least be involved in some
independent a_ctivities (Ramos, ~975).

In order to cope with this

change some children will actively seek more respons~ble roles which
increases the possibility that a stressed parent may\look to the child to
fill the role of the missing adult. If this happens, children then acquire
equal footing with the parent and may become a confidant or take on
even more domestic chores. The child begins to lose the trappings of
childhood and must cope with adult pressures and stress. Boeckman
(1980) warns children in his book about divorce, "You may have a tug
f
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of war with your parent and maybe yourself, to maintain your
identity~~

(p. 8:5). This identity, the identity of a child, is a concept that

is important for both the child and the parent to grasp. If a child is
treated as a child, then the stress involved in coping with the rigors of a
new life style and appropriate family role is reduced.

Child Rearing Practices
Child rez1ring practices employed by parents, may also have a
direct bearing on how well a child copes with change. Unfortunately,
much of our ,experience in raising children is learned on the job.
Observations of child rearing practices indicate that too often the
natural experiences of parents are inadequate (Ramos, 1975).

This

inadequacy is detrimental to the child during a time of crisis when the
task of the parents is to help the child cope. Parents may expect their
children to react as they do and are upset when children do not behave
as adults. But such expectations are unrealistic (Berger, 1983). Parents
must allow forth~ child's age and developmental level and realize that
what the child knows and what the child understands may not be the
same. Certainly, if the parent is unable to confront such issues as
death, divorce and other difficult experiences children encounter, then
this tends to increase a disorganizing effect on these children (Ramos,
1975). This disorganizing effect may send the child on an emotional

roller coaster in an attempt to cope, and could intensify his reaction to
stress.

However, if the child can maintain a warm and loving
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relationship with one parent or another significant adult who is
consistent, reliable and straightforward/ then the child's stress level
may be reduced and he can realistically face a crisis.

Child rearing

practices can increase or decrease the child's adaptability to change
and are an example of how single parenfs expectations can be a
tremendous stressor in the life of a child.

Conclusion
Single parents in their role of a parent exert significant influence
on their children's ability to cope with the stress in their lives. Their
reaction to the situation that created their single parent status, the
direction they choose in pursuing a life stylef and even their ability to
nuture, affect their child's response to change. Many single parents
are capable if they recognize that they are still a family, if the single
parent is honest and open, and if the roles for children and adults are
not confused. Depending upon reactions and expectations, the single
parent may be a,significant stressor with which the child of that family
must contend.
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The School
Whereas, the single parent can exert pressure within the home,
there are a host of other stressors within the child's milieu -namely the
school. The three most important ingredients in the school setting are
the student, the teacher, and the length of time they are together
(Elkind, 1981). The opportunity to work with a student on a consistent
basis, affords the teacher a unique opportunity to observe and record
any changes in behavior or work habits, and respond appropriately.
The push for academic excellence so pervasive in our society may
acutely stress a child from the single-parent family. These children may
push themselves to achieve in order to restore a disintegrating family
or choose to fail in an attempt to gain attention. They may or may not
have a parent who loves and respects learning. Some single-parent
children have to reach deep within themselves for motivation, or
become frustrated and reject this pressure to achieve. Often the choice
they make concerning academic responsibility depends on their peer
group. Peer pressure may heavily influence choices the student makes.
The school experience creates additional stress for single-parent
students in which the teacher, academic performance, and peer
pressure are all a part.

The Teacher
By virtue of their availability and reliability, teachers deeply
influence the students they teach.

For some single-parent students
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the school and the teacher are the most stable and predictable factors
they face each day. In fact for some students, school has become so
important a family substitute that graduation ceremonies are often
scenes of true grief and mourning (Winn, 1981). Teachers, in some
cases, become the replacement for the adult the single-parent student
has lost either through death, separation or divorce. Their reaction to
a stressed student may help that student come to terms with the
change in his or her life. Many teachers will give some leeway to the
child who is undergoing a major separation or loss (Jewett, 1982). if
told in advance, teachers may begin to help the students express their
fears by providing for this outlet in a place where the students feel safe ,
and secure. However, there is a danger that the~ teacher will form new,
possibly lower expectations for students from single-parent families.
While no one has brought forward reliable ernpirical data indicating
that teacher's expectations in themselves influence children's behavior,
it is plausible that teachers do behave differently toward children
depending upon. their expectations for them (Kauffman, 1985). The
result may be that the student responds to the lower expectations and
halts any further achievement or becornes frustrated if the
expectations are too high. Good diagnostic teaching will account for
the abilities of the student and the quality of the student's learning
environment both at home and in school. A teacher's response and
expectations toward a stressed student has a tremendous impact on

I
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that student. The course of action a teacher pursues could determine
the amount of stress that a single-parent student will experience.

Academic Achievement
Academic achievement is highly valued in our society.
U n f o rt u nate I y, beg i n n i n g i n pres c h o o I c h i I d r e n a r e p u s h e d
scholastically in an effort to assure them a head start. As the child
matures, achievement comes to be a focus of concern and
preoccupation (Elkind, 1978). This is particularly true of single-parent
children.

They may wish to excell or fail academically in a bid for

attention or in an attempt to resolve a separation or divorce, especially
if they feel they are the cause of their family's dissolution.

This

constant pressure to achieve may cause the child to respond in two
ways.

The child n1ay fulfill academic expectations set by others.

However, these children become competitive and egocentric in their
peer relations (Elkind, 1978). Often this response develops from a fear
of failure or an attempt to gain some control in their lives. A child may
also choose to respond in a drastically different manner. These are the
children who consistently fail and do not have an outlet of peer
relations. Children who drag themselves to school day after day to
face repeated failure, sometimes develop chronic symptoms which can
be physical or psychological (Elkind, 1981).

This response calls for

individualized attention and a positive outlet for chronic stress.

For

the single-parent student the reasons behind either response may
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involve control issues, a wish for more attention, fear of failure, or a
hope for reuniting parents. These responses reflect the stress academic
excellence can produce for the single-parent child.

Peer Pressure
Peer pressure, too, may create great stress for the single-parent
child. Belonging to a group and feeling accepted is vital for this child.
However, acceptance by a group becomes an increasingly potent
source of anxiety (Elkind, 1978). This is especially true if he feels he will
be rejected because of his single-parent status.

The child may feel

different, inferior or unworthy. Knowing his single parent's schedule,
this child may begin to take risks. Since most single parents must work
it is easy to find an empty house or apartment in which to

"party~~

a

verb children use to refer to their periodic get togethers (Winn, 1981).
If the child is desperate to be accepted, then the group will dictate to
or control him. This control may extend to choices a single-parent
student may make in regard to academic achievement and social
relationships. As a result, the single-parent child is caught between
loyalty to his single parent and loyalty to his peer group. This conflict
can cause significant stress for the child who cannot choose between
these loyalties.
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Conclusion
There are many choices a single-parent student must make during
his school experience. He may choose to accept help in coping with his
new family status. He may come to terms with his loss of a parent and
not succumb to fear of failure or purposeful indifference toward his
academic abilities. Finally, he may choose to accept his single-parent
family as his main base of security and not rely on a peer group for
acceptance or replacement for the lost parent. These choices are not
easy for single-parent students, however, the choices that are made
have a direct effect on how much stress is added to their lives.
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Societal Stressors
The constant redefinition of moral standards and social rules
exemplify rapid social change. In teaching acceptable values and rules
single parents confront what some perceive as a negative influence of
the media, via books, television and movies, on their children. Many
single parents feels helpless because they believe that the media may
affect their children/s attitude towards drugs and sex. Even children,s
dress and mannerisms may belie what should be their own special
identification as a child. Today the media routinely exposes children to
adult themes before they are capable of understanding them. Singleparent children are pa rticu Ia rly vu I nera ble to a negative stress
response if they strongly identify with themes portrayed in books,
television programs or the movies they experience. Dealing with adult
themes presented by the media and coping with their own realities are
factors which may increase the stress experienced by single-parent
children.

The Media
Today/s books, television programs and movies created for
children often contain adult themes which could influence a singleparent child's attitudes toward social values and rules. Unfortunately,
children are increasingly depicted as precocious and presented in more
or less explicit sexual or rnanipulative situations (Winn, 1981). Books
11

11

labeled Young Adult often contain adult themes. Readers aged ten

30

to thirteen deal with stores involving prostitution, divorce and rape
(Winn, 1981}. Television also permits themes with which single-parent
children may identify. Now these children must relate the confusing
and frightening actions they have been watching on the television
screens to their own parents (Winn, 1981). This may be harmful for a
child who must sort out the difference between his reality and that of
a drama on television. Movies, too, feature preteenagers who deal
with the physical loss of innocence, as in Pretty Baby and Little
Darlings.

In response to these confusing and all too often sexual

themes some children may develop a thin veneer of sophistication as a
defense mechanism. Parents who encourage this false maturity fail to
see the confused child inside who may. know more than they
understand.

Single-parent children need answers to questions

concerning their personal identification with what they have read or
seen, either on television or at the movies, so they can realistically deal
with adult themes. In this way single-parent children may reduce the
stress they encounter in dealing with these changing values and
sensitive social rules to make responsible choices.

Choices Concerning Drugs and Sex
Two areas of concern for single parents are the initial choices
their child makes concerning drugs and sex. Single parents often feel
helpless when observing their child's struggle to cope with a significant
change within the family structure.

While the number of pre-

31

adolescents seriously involved in drugs, alcohol and sex remain
relatively small, the incidence of these problems is far greater in
troubled families (Winn, 1981). Unfortunately, dulling the mind with
drugs or pursuing a replacement for a loss of security are two avenues
a single-parent child might choose.

What is frightening for most

parents is how early these choices are made.

Now we are finding

people coming into high school who started using drugs in the fourth,
fifth or sixth grade (Winn, 1981). This destructive pattern of response
compromises school achievement. Many blame the parents, but single
parents busy with their own lives may not recognize a serious problem.
Single parents may not even be aware of their unconscious messages
which may influence their child's ability to cope. For example, single
parents who are dating provide a very different model for children,
overt sexuality with all the positive affection it demonstrates, may
encourage young persons to look for something similar (Elkind, 1981).
These children may seek an intimate relationship to gain the security
they have lost. Certainly, conflict within the home or overt dating
practices of a single parent may stress a child. Appropriate choices or
alternative outlets for stress are required for single-parent children so
they may responsibly deal with these pressures.

Self-expression
The degree of self-expression is another response to societal
pressure. Often single-parent children will attempt to act and look
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much older than their years. They may begin to experiment with their
emotions before they are ready to deal with the consequences.
Growing emotionally is complicated, but especially so when children's
behavior and appearance speak adult while their feelings cry child
II

II

II

II

(Elkind, 1981). Their appearance and actions send conflicting messages
to parents.

There is a danger that a stressed single parent may

encourage this psuedo-adulthood and raise their level of expectations
for that child.

This potentially stressful pattern is not unusual as

children believe they have lost the identity of a child.

An informal

survey of fifth and sixth graders revealed that the majority of them no
longer considered themselves as children (Winn, 1981). Those singleparent children who are rushed into adult roles may take on an
attitude of equality with the single parent and an air of superiority
with their peers. However, this new identity does not assure academic
success.

An ambitious study of over 18,000 students found that

children in one-parent families showed lower achievement and
substantially more school problems than children from two-parent
families (Winn, 1981).

Poor school achievement and pseudo-

adulthood add to the stress a single-parent child may experience. To
avoid damaging stress responses a single-parent must define
appropriate boundaries and roles for th

r children.

Knowing their

limits and where they fit in the family's hierarchy may reduce the stress
created by societal pressures.
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Conclusion
The constant revision of moral standards and social rules is
mirrored in the acceptable limits society sets for the media, drug abuse,
sex and self-expression. These limits are especially sensitive when they
concern acceptable standards for children. Single-parent children risk
identification with adult themes so prevalent in the current media.
They may respond to this identification by using a coping mechanism
that may make them appear more adult than they actually are. Many
single parents believe the media has a negative effect on their children
and compromises their attitudes toward drugs and sex. These children
may make harmful choices concerning drug use or sex in their efforts
to cope. Some single-parent children deny the trappings of childhood
and rush into adulthood before they are ready to cope with the
realities or responsibilities of adulthood. These children are at risk for
developing negative responses to stress due to the societal pressures
they find difficult to adapt to. These negative responses may diminish
if the single-parent child is made aware of healthy alternatives.
The etiology of stress for a single-parent child is as varied as the
child it affects. Children react to stress in response to their own unique
situation. For a majority of children these reactions are characterized

by internal struggle and choice. Stress can positively or negatively
stress children as they struggle to cope with their single parent, their
school experience, and societal pressures they experience in their daily
life. Often causes of stress seem magnified for the single-parent child.
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Not only must they deal with a loss of a parent, but also cope with a
new life style and possibly new child rearing practices.

Emotionally

these children are at loose ends in finding a secure sense of self. The
choices they make in their attempts to cope spill I over into their school
environment. The child may bring with him fears, anger or grief,
which may in turn affect his peer relationships. Children must make
decisions as to what extent they will let the media influence their
choices concerning drugs, sex and how they wish to present themselves
to the world. If a child is overwhelmed in his struggle to cope, the
greater the chance he will choose

inappropriatE~

outlets in response to

the stress he feels. However, an understanding parent, a responsive
teacher and a strong sense of self are ingredients which will help
children deal with the changes in their lives in a positive way. The
varied sources of stress for single-parent children are critical for the
single-parent, the school and the child to recognize.

The lnvulnerables
II

As the twig is bent so grows the tree.~~ This proverb may be an

apt description of the effect of stress upon a child. However, there are
children in dire circumstances who successfully deal with extraordinary
11

pressures in their lives. These children are described as invulnerablesll
(Elkind, 1981). They have developed an ability to rise above conflict,
grief or depression and are able to put their lives and the stressors they
face in perspective. Critical factors such as a strong sense of self, an
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understanding parent or a responsive teach~er have already been
discussed as positive influences on a child's abillity to cope with stress.
Investigators E. J. Anthony and Norman Garmezy were interested in
studying invulnerables in order to glean some understanding of the
effective ways of coping these children utilize.

They found five

different qualities were involved:

1.

Social competence.

lnvulnerables seem at ease with

peers and adults and make others at ease with them.
2.

Impression management.

lnvulnerables are able to

present themselves as appealing and charming. They
seem to really like adults, not in an independent way,
but rather in a way that suggests that they have much
to learn and are willing to do so.
3.

Self-confidence.

Such children have a sense of their

own competence and an ability to master stress
situations.

Accordingly they see problems as a

challenge rather than evidence of their incompetence.
4.

Independence. lnvulnerables are indE?pendent and are
not swayed by suggestion.

In effect, they think for

themselves and are not dissuaded by persons in
authority.
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5.

Achievement.

lnvulnerables are producers. They get

good grades, have hobbies, write poetry, sculpt, paint,
do carpentry, and so on {Elkind, 1980).

These qualities have helped children cope with the stress in their
lives in a positive way.

One could reasonably conclude that

invulnerables may be gifted children who in other circumstances
would have had outstanding careers (Elkind, 1980). The implications
of this research concerning invul.nerables may provide a direction for
developing coping strategies for other less fortunate children who
cannot successfully deal with stress.

Intervention Strategies
The following intervention strategies represent only a sample of
the many techniques and integrated strategies which are being
incorporated into school and private programs.
strategies certain commonalities can be found.

Among these
Not only is the

integrity of the child a focus of concern, but also an emphasis on the
responsibility of the child to cope with the external environment "as
is

/I.

These interventions contain a certain amount of flexibility in order

to meet many diverse needs.

These commonalities are critical for

successful intervention between the effects of stress and the child's
well being.
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Assertiveness Training
Assertiveness training is not a new technique in stress
management, however, its application for chi!ldren has only recently
been considered. This approach often requires two major ingredients
for successful assimilation. First, the child must be made aware of his
or her behavior style. Behavior styles have be~?n described as passive,
aggressive or assertive. Passive children are content to go along with
the flow of play and will not confront other children with their needs.
Aggressive children will often bully others into doing things their way
without concern for the other children's needs.

Assertive children

understand their needs and the needs of others and are able to
successfully communicate those needs without belittling others.
Second, once a pattern of behavior has been identified, the child must
be willing to reshape his or her pattern of behavior. During training
sessions the child will learn to focus on

speci~fic

needs and succinctly

communicate those needs without debasing the other person. There
are three characteristics of an assertive messagE::

First, you use language that best describes how you
feel. Therefore, the subject of an assertive sentence is the
11

personal pronoun "1 rather than

11

YOU

11
•

Second, it is not important that you be

11

right

11

in

order to have feelings or to express thern. Assertiveness is
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important for its own sake, not for the sake of winning an
argument.
Third, it is not important to be clear about your
feelings before you say something. When we hold on to
them too long, feelings become magnified (McCullough
and Mann, 1985).

These three characteristics are essential for children to grasp if
they wish to become more assertive. There are pitfalls which prevent
both children and adults in becoming proficient in this alternative
behavior pattern. There are five main obstacles concerning assertive
self-expression:

1.

A lack of awareness that we have the freedom to
respond assertively if we choose to

2.

so.

Anxiety concerning what might happen if we were
assertive.

3.

Negative beliefs about ourselves.

4.

The lack of verbal skills.

5.

The inappropriate use of gestures, facial expressions, or
tone of voice (McCullough and Mann, 1985).

Once the child is made aware of these obstacles~ mere selfawareness will not alone assist the child in becoming actively assertive.
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Children need to plan, imagine and role play an encounter which is
within their schema. When they have practiced in a safe environment
they will be prepared to be consciously assertive in appropriate
situations, and thereby, reduce the stress in their lives.

Biofeedback
Biofeedback, an alternative stress management technique, is the
mental contrc,l of involuntary bodily functions. The watchwords for
biofeedback <~re learned and .control.

Behaviorist Dr. B. F. Skinner

believed if on~e could control the environment, then one could control
behavior (Benson, 1975).

His findings concerning overt learned

responses inspired Dr. Neil Miller of the Rockefeller Institute to apply
Skinner's theories of overt conditioning to studies of the automatic
nervous systen1 (Smaller and Schulman, 1982).

By monitoring heart

rate, muscle tension, skin temperature, blood pressure and brain
I

waves, Dr. Mnler found that these involuntary functions could be
altered through. mind control.

The visual or auditory output of a

monitor provides the ufeedbacku needed for the children to learn and
focus on altering a physiological stress response.

The goal of

biofeedback techniques is for the child to recognize internal bodily
responses to stress and learn to counteract negative responses through
mind control \Nithout benefit of monitors. However, biofeedback does
have some drawbacks. Initially, monitors must be available in order for
the child to l~?arn appropriate responses to "feedback". Depending
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upon what type of monitor is available, a child can only concentrate on
altering one physiological function at a time. The child must practice
relaxation techniques and proper responses in stressful situations both
at home and in school.

This practice involves a recognition of

involuntary responses to stress and a focus on mind control to
counteract ne~gative physiological responses.

Relaxation Training
Relaxation training is a learned ability to evoke a relaxation
response

whE~n

involved in a stressful situation.

In evoking this

response both children and adults may feel more control in their lives
and allow the~mselves more time to adjust to a situation before they
react. The tirne involved depends upon the technique utilized. Some
techniques focus on breathing patterns, contracting or relaxing
muscles, or

pe~aceful

visual images. In order to experience a successful

relaxation response there are four essential elements:

1.

A quiet environment.

2.

A m1ental device such as a word or phrase which should
be nepeated in a specific fashion over and over again.

3.

The adoption of a passive attitude, which is perhaps the
most important of the elements.

4.

A comfortable position (Benson/ 1975).
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'This exercise is recommended twice a day for ten to twenty
minutes to counteract negative stress responses.

Although this

technique is not totally representative of other relaxation techniques
available, it only requires a child, a short span of uninterrupted time
and a quiet environment.

Kidde QR
Kidde QR is a stress management technique developed by
Elizabeth and Charles Stroebel expressly for children. QR is a metaphor
for a six second technique called the Quieting Reflex, and it, along with
sixteen "body friends" represent the inherent good power within the
child to acquire a life long coping skill for achieving homeostasis or
,My very own good feeling self" (Balog, 1987). Children learn that QR
is a special friend within them always ready to step forward and help
children cope.

Body friends may include "grouchy face" or "magic

draw string".

These names represent a negative stress response

(grouchy face) and a course of action to counter that response (magic
draw string). The technique emphasizes a choice of appropriate body
friends in response to the stress they experience.

By practicing QR,

children learn to recognize differing degrees of physiological arousal
in response to stress. For example, "The Hurrier I Go" response is a
high state of tension that seems to feed upon itself, thus making the
child increasingly anxious. QR assists the child in recognizing this type
of reaction, "shift body gears", and select a more appropriate
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response. The Stroebel's describe three steps necessary to train a child
for this technique:

The first step in teaching a youngster how to shift
body gears begins by teaching him descriimination of body
states. The second step is to help him examine what in his
or her life encourages the "Hurrier I Go" behavior. The
third step is to effect an appropriate change in his
physiological reaction to identifiable stress (Stroebel and
Stroebel, 1986).

Therefore, Kidde QR is not a relaxation technique, but rather
teaches children to recognize their level of physiological arousal and
keep this level of reaction to stress in persp1ective. Children have a
choice of learned alternatives to choose fro 1m, and as a resu It, can
control their reactions and deal with a stressful situation in a rational
way.

K.I.D.S. Group Therapy Program
K.I.D.S. Group Therapy Program developed by Susan Dennis
offers children between the ages of four and twelve an alternative in
reducing the effects of stress. This extremely flexible program may be
tailored for specific groups with respect to their developmental levels
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and stress related circumstances. The process goals/ however# remain
the same for all participating groups:

1.

To establish an attractive group to individual members
such that they will consistently attend and participate.

2.

To maintain a high degree of member-to-member
participation/ participation related to group content
and participation of an increasingly self-disclosure
nature.

3.

To establish a cohesive group such that the group is a
strong reinforcing agent for behavioral changes
among members (Sensor, 1986).

This program guided by these goals may enjoy success in schools if
the group membership remains constant, if the group facilitator is
flexible and positive, and if the group meets at predictable intervals.
Groups become. more intimate and self-reinforcing if children can look
forward to a consistent pattern for each
recommends a specific routine:

1.

Leadership Role

2.

Review Questions

3.

Session Theme

4.

Wrap-Up (Sensor, 1986)

on.

Susan Dennis
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The leadership role is a special opportunity for each child to
assume this role for a three to five minute period. This responsibility
may involve taking attendance, explaining rules or sharing an
experience which is related to a past meeting. Review questions may
involve a short review of the past meeting usually presented by the
group facilitator. This refreshes memories and brings absent members
up to date. The theme is explained and introduced. Theme's must be
relevant to the child's experience and may involve games, role play,
debate or positive personal experiences relating to the theme. Wrapup consists of each member stating a positive benefit derived from the
meeting. Usually a program of this nature will reap positive rewards
for the children within a span of twelve weeks.

The Importance of Play
There are many interventions which have been created or
modified from adult models which help children deal with the stress in
their lives. However, one technique used by children for centuries is
disappearing at an alarming rate. This age old remedy for reducing
stress in childhood is childhood play.

Play is an expression of our

creativity; and creativity is at the very root of our ability to learn, to
cope and to become whatever we may be (Rodgers and Head, 1983).
Current society leaves a child little time to create, much less visit the
land of make believe. Today's children may be missing a chance to
express themselves or work out problems through play.

Play may
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involve toys, art work or dramatic play. A large part of children's play
comes from a desire to feel in control of the outside world and the
inner self (Rodgers and Head, 1983). This control or gratification which
comes from play is not available from television, books or movies.
Children require the freedom to play as children. If the ability to play is
lost, then not only have children lost a very special skill that defines
them as children, but also a positive outlet for reducing negative stress
responses.

Conclusion
There is no doubt that change within our society has affected the
social institutions and accepted family patterns.

Some of these

patterns include a separated adult with children, a divorced adult with
children# or a widowed adult with children. All are now described as
single-parent families.

This unique family pattern is not a new

occurrence in society, but due to rapid social change the potential
effects of stress have become more apparent in children from these
families.
These children cope with similar stressors, and it is their individual
capacity to deal with change which is the all important variable in their
well being.

Certainly, the custodial parent's reaction to his or her

single-parent status, the school environment and societal influences
may increase or decrease a child's vulnerabiliity for a stress reaction.
However, the most important variable is the child involved. If these
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children have developed a capacity to reach deep within themselves
for strength, then they have an internal reservoir of personal power
and control. In short they are motivated to successfully deal with their
lives uas is."

This motivation coupled with an acceptance of their

circumstances may affect their decisions concerning social relationships
and academic responsibility. This involves a recognition that not all
problems are theirs to solve, that there are certain limits to their
problem-solving capabilities, and they must prioritize the problems
they face. Children may have a caring adult, a safe and secure place to
retreat and a strong sense of self to support them in times of stress.
However, it is the motivation to actively cope with life's stressors in a
positive way which makes the difference.
The motivation to cope with stress and accept a reality that
cannot be changed may be sparked and developed by introducing
certain intervention strateg les.

These strategies emphasize an

awareness of the physical and emotional self, levels of .relationships,
and an acceptance of the role of a child. However, not all strategies
work for all single-parent children. Stressors continually change as a
child progresses through the stages of d~velopment.

Not all

developmental levels are as stable as that of a ten-year-old. Certainly,
\

for any intervention strategy to succeed the children must practice new
patterns of response in order to consistent~y reduce the stress in their
lives. They may require a consistent time, pl~ce and mentor to discuss
their progress. Also by reinforcing one another, children .may begin. to
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'

develop the positive motivation they need and as a result, actively use
this internal reservoir as a defense against stress.
Due to their increasing numbers in our population, single-parent /
families no longer suffer a negative social status. Society has accepted
this family pattern and has recognized the special needs of its children.
These special needs may be addressed by encouraging single~parent
children to take charge of their choices concerning social relationships
and academic responsibility. In an attempt to help these children cope
with the stress they experience, and make responsible choices, many
intervention strategies have been developed.

These strategies

encourage children to learn new patterns of response to stress in an
attemptto reduce the detrimental effects of stress they may encounter
in our ever-changing society.
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STATISTICAL STUDY

Introduction
Current literature concerning single-parent children and
academic achievement is extremely

negativ~e.

For example, an

ambitious study of over 18,000 students found that ch.ildren in singleparent families showed lower achievement and substantially more
school related problems than children from two-parent families (Winn,
1981). Based upon this and other similar studies, literature abounds
with the same conclusion that single-parent children who are subject
to a wide range of stressors can't make it acade1mically in school. As a
result, single-parents and teachers, already aware of the stress a child
may be experiencing because of his family status, may lower their
academic expectations and the child, sensing this, may become selffulfilling prophecies. This type of scenario coulld already exist within
elementary and secondary schools. Would a controlled study yield the
same negative results in a middle-class community where the singleparents may be better educated and financially stable? As a setting for
a data collection and statistical analysis, the Town of Chili, New York
was chosen.
The suburban community of Chili, New York is located on the
western side of Monroe County. Founded in 11822, Chili has evolved
from an agricultural town to a residential area. The population as of
1979 was 23, 676 (Forsyth, 1984) and continue~s to grow at a steady
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rate. In fact, Chili has proved itself attractive to young families due to
the availability of affordable housing in both single family and
multiple dwellings. Whereas the majority of the population in Chili
remains two-parent families, single-parent families with children
under eighteen rose a dramatic 137% between the years 1970 and
1980 (Forsyth, 1984).

Most heads of households are employed by

manufacturing firms and the major employers are Eastman Kodak and
Xerox Corporation (Deans, 1987). Chili residents enjoy a comfortable
standard of living as the mean hou$ehold incorr1e in 1979 was $25,972
(Forsyth, 1984).

Due to the steady influx o·f young families the

population in the elementary schools remain steady.

As a whole,

Monroe county residents have a high percentage (71.7%) of persons
aged twenty-five or older who have completed four years or more of
high school. This same age group boasts a 22.3 percentage rate for
those who have completed four years of college or more (Forsyth,
1984). This relatively stable, middle income community met the criteria
needed for a statistical study of this nature.
The subjects involved in the study are 29 single-parent and 30
two-parent ten-year-old, fifth grade students from the ChurchvilleChili school district.

Children from the fifth grade were selected

because at this stage of their development they are relatively
emotionally, physically and socially stable.

If there is a statistically

significant difference, and an important difference in achievement,
then there would be some indication that th~e difference might be
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attributed to their single-parent status and the unique stressors which
accompany that distinction.

Hamlin

Greece

Clarkson

Webster

Sweden
Ogden
Gates

Riga

Chili

Mendon

The instrument used to determine whether or not there was a
significant statistical difference in achievement between the two
groups was the California Achievement Test (C.A.T.). Raw scores from
the C.A.T. in total math, total reading and total battery were chosen
primarily because of the availability of this information.

Also, the

C.A.T. is administered every spring to every student in the district
beginning in kindergarten; the students are equally acquainted with
the test and the testing procedure. Therefore, differing scores could
not be the result of an unfamiliarity with the measuring instrument.
The null hypothesis is: There will be no statistically significant
difference in the achievement of fifth grade students from singleparent families and fifth grade students from two-parent families as
measured by the raw scores of the California Achievement Test in total
math, total reading and total battery.

The independent t-test

procedure unbiased at the 95%J confidence level will compare the two
group means. Since testing the mean may mask differences between
the two groups due to extreme scores, a test of statistical
indepencence will also be performed with achievement level
categories ..

Experimental Hypothesis (H 1):
When tested at the 95%) confidence level in the null form, will
there be a statistically significant difference in the total reading raw
scores between the random samples of 30 two-parent fifth grade
students and 29 single-parent fifth grade students who took the
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California Achievement Test at local elementary schools in the
Churchville-Chili district?

t-test Approach:

Unbiased Experimental Hypothesis/ Independent

Formula.
t-required = (30-1) + (29-1)

=

=

57degreesoffreedom

±2.000

Calculation of the t-obtained for total Reading Raw Scores
Two-Parent Students
69

62

52

67

62

51

67

62

50

67

61

49

66 61

43

65

61

42 Sx

65

Single-Parent Students
69

nx = 30

59

66 58 47 ny = 29
66 58

x = 55.667

48

66

46

58 44

v = 53.345

66 56 43

= 11.481

53

41

58 41

64 53

32

64 57

37.

64 51

31

63

32

63

18

63

54 24

65

51

62 49

Sy

= 12.283

53

t-obtained:

=

55.667-53.345
(30-1)*11.481 2 + (29-1)*12.283 2 (1/30 + 1/29)

8047.006*.067
57

30 + 29-2

F

2.322

=

t- obtai ned

= .755

3.076

Findings H 1~
Since the t-required for 57 degrees of freedom at the 95%
confidence level is

± 2.000

and since the t-obtained is .7551 we must

clearly accept the null hypothesis.

Graphic Outcome H 1:

.755

-2.000

+ 2.000

L___________ , __ L _____________ j
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Result H 1:
In this study testing at the 95% confidence level, it was found
that there is not a statistically significant difference in reading
achievement between 30 fifth grade two-parent

students and 29

single-parent fifth grade students.

Experimental Hypothesis H2:
When tested at the 95% confidence level in the null form, will
there be a statistically significant difference in the total math raw
scores between the random samples of 30 two-parent fifth grade
students and 29 single-parent fifth grade students who took the
California Achievement Test at local elementary schools in the
Churchville-Chili school district?

t-test Approach:

Unbiased Experimental Hypothesis, Independent

Formula

t-required = (30-1) + (29-1) = 57degreesoffreedom ± 2.000
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Calculation of the t-obtained for total Math Raw Scores:
Two-Parent Students
80

67

55

77

66

52

74 65

49

73

65

48

70

Single-Parent Students
81

66

52

80

65

50

77

64 49

77

64 49

64 48

77

63

43

69

64 46 Sx = 12.311

76

59

42 Sy = 15.035

68

64 45

74

58

36

nx = 30

x = 60.133

68 62

45

72

56

36

68

60

38

71

56

21

68

59

27

67

55

ny = 29

v = 59.862

t-obtained:

60.133-59.862

=

1 12.311 2 + (29-1)*15.035 2 * (1/30+ 1/29)

F

10724.695* .067
57

30 + 29-2
.305

.271

=

.305

3.550

t-obtained = .086
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Findings H2:
Since the t-required is for 57 degrees of freedom at the 95°/o
confidence level is ± 2.000 and since the t-obtained is .086, we must
clearly accept the null hypothesis.

Graphic Outcome H2:
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Result H2:
In this study testing at the 95°/o confidence level, it was found
that there is not a statistically significant difference in math
achievement between two-parent fifth grade students and singleparent fifth grade students.

Experimental Hypothesis H3:
When tested at the 95% confidence level in the null form, will
there be a statistically significant difference in total battery raw scores
between two random samples of 30 two-parent fifth grade students
and 29 single-parent fifth grade studens who took the California
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Achievement Test at local elementary schools in the Churchville-Chili
district?

t-test Approach: Unbiased Experimental Hypothesis/ Independent
Formula.

t-required = (30-1) + (29-1)

= 57degreesoffreedom

= ±2.000

Calculation of the t-obtained for total, Battery Raw Scores:
Two-Parent Students

Single-Parent Students

218 200 170

223 190 165

216 197 168 nx = 30

220 187 155 ny

214 197 165

218 186 153

x = 180.767

185 148

213

184 139

210

180 137 Sy

195 156

211

194 151

211

187 141 Sx

203

187 13T

204 180 117

201

184 116

204 1

201

182 114

200 170 75

200

181

197 166

113

= 31.302

y=

215

213

110

= 29
176.000

= 35.898
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t-obtained

180.767-176.000

=

4.767

(30-1)*31.3022 + (29-1)*35.8982* (1/30 + 1/29)

64497. 300*. 067

30 + 29-2

57

4.767

=

t-obtained

4.767

y;;;;;-

= .547

8.707

Findings H3:
Since the t-required is for 57 degrees of freedom at the 95%
confidence level is

± 2.000

and since the t-obtained is .547, we must

clearly accept the null hypothesis and find there is no difference.

Graphic Outcome H3:

.547

-2.000
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__ L _____________ J
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Retain H¢
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Result H3:
In this study testing at the 95% confidence level, it was found
that there is no statistically significant difference in total battery raw
scores for the California Achievement Test between two-parent fifth
grade students and single-parent fifth grade students.
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Chi Square Procedure:
In order to determine if there is a relationship between type of
family pattern (two-parent or single-parent) and achievement, a Chi
Square procedure was calculated for total reading, total math and
total battery taken from the California Achievement Test administered
to all fifth grade elementary school students from the Churchville-Chili
school district. High, average and low scores were calculated using a
normal distribution procedure. Raw academic scores were categorized
into high, average and low categories by using units of standard
deviation from the mean to establish category limits in the following
manner:

Categorization for Total Reading:
Two-Parent Student
nx = 59
X :::

Sx

54.506

= 11.882

-_j_- _j___ l__ - -- _l_- _l_--- (5.~41)
-1

-2

30.742
1

4

42.624

48.565

I

I

5

0

+..L2

+1

+2

54.506

60.447

66.388

78.270

I

High = 16 Average

3

=8

I

12

Low = 6

4
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Single-Parent Student Scores
nx = 59
X

Sx

= 54.506
= 11.882

-- j_-- J-- _l_-- -- _l_- _l_--- :~ )
41

-2

30.742

I

3

-1

_..L
2

0

42.624

48.565

54.506

I

5
High

I

= 10

5

I

Average

60.447

5

= 10

I

+ 1

+2

66.388

78.270

I

9

Low == 9

2*3 Contingency Table for Total Reading Achievement and Family
Status {Two-Parent or Single-Parent}:

High

Average

Low

(1

C2

C3

SingleR 1

29

Two R2

30
26

18

15

59
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Calculation of the Chi Square:

Frequency
Observed (fo)

Frequenc~

Expected (

€!)

R1 C1

10

12.780

.605

R1 C2

10

8.847

.150

R1 C3

9

7.373

.359

R2 C1

16

13.220

.585

R2 C2

8

9.153

.145

R2 C3

6

7.627

.347

TOTAL

1.

(fo-fe) 2 + fe

2.191

P(R1) What is the probability of being a single-parent fifth grade
student? .492 or 49%.

2.

P (R2) What is the probability of being a two-parent fifth grade
student? .508 or 51%.

3.

P (C1) What is the probability of being a high achiever in total
reading raw scores at the fifth grade level?' .441 or 44%.

4.

P (C2) What is the probability of being an average achiever in
total reading raw scores at the fifth grade level? .305 or 31%.

5.

P (C3) What is the probability of being

<~

low achiever in total

reading raw scores at the fifth grade level? .354 or 25%.
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Result for Total Reading Raw Scores:
Since the critical value for Chi Square is for 2 degrees of freedom
at the 95% confidence level is 5.990 and since the Chi Square is 2.191,
we accept the null hypothesis of independence and conclude that
knowing the number of parents in a family does not influence the
probability of achievement upon the total reading raw scores of the
California Achievement Test.

Categorization for Total Math:

Two-parent Student Scores
n

= 59

X :::::

59.998

s : : : 13.673
37

------J--_l_ -- --_l_ -_l_ ---:·:
-2

-1

32.652
I

46.325

4

I

53.161

4

I

2

0

+.1.
2

59.998

66.835

I

8

High= 11 Average= 10

I

+2

+1

87.344

73,671
8

Low::::: 9

I

3

I

)
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Single-Parent Student Scores

n

=59

X=

s=

.

I

------ J___ .:._~ __ _
-2
32.652

46.325

4

I

---·----------

_j_
2

0

53.161

59.998

-1

4
High

I

= 10

5

59.998
13.673
(6.837)

I

66.835

5

Average= 10

I

+1

+2

73,671

87.344

3

I

7

I

Low= 9

2*3 Contingency Table for Total Math Achievement and Family Status
(Two-Parent or Single-Parent):

High

Average

Low

C1

C2

C3

Single R1

29

TwoR2

30
21

20

18

59

65

Calculation of the Chi Square:

Frequency
Observed (fo)

Frequency
Expected (fe)

(fo-fe) 2 + fe

R1 C1

10

10.322

.010

R1 C2

10

9.831

.003

R1 C3

9

8.847

.003

R2 C1

11

10.678

.010

R2 C2

10

10.169

.003

R2 C3

9

9.153

.003

TOTAL

1.

.032

P (R1) What is the probability of being a fi·fth grade single-parent
student? .492 or 49%).

2.

P (R2) What is the probability of being a two-parent fifth grade
student? .508 or 51%.

3.

P (C1) What is the probability of being a high achiever in total
math raw scores at the fifth grade level? .4356 or 36%).

4.

P (C2) What is the probability of being an average achiever in
total math raw scores at the fifth grade level? .339 or 34%.

5.

P (C3) What is the probability of being a low achiever in total
math raw scores at the fifth grade level? .:305 or 31 °/o.
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Result for Total Math Raw Scores:
Since the critical value for Chi Square is for 2 degrees of freedom
at the 95% confidence level is 5.990 and since Chi Square is .032, we
accept the null hypothesis for independence and conclude that
knowing the number of parents in a family does not influence the
probability of achievement upon the total math raw scores on the
California Achievement Test.

Categorization for Total Battery:

Two-Parent Student Scores
n

= 59

= 178.384
s = 33.600
X

:
:
i
__ i ______ j ____ ___ j _______ --

(16.800)

111.184

I

0

-1

-2

144.784

5

I

161.584

2

178.384

3

+1

+.1.
2

195.184

7

High = 13 Average= 10

I

+2

211.984

9

Low= 7

I

245.584

4
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Single-Parent Student Scores

= 59
= 178.384
s = 33.600
n

X

.

.

l

..
.

..
.

( 16.800)

-_l_--'---_:_--- ---_; __ ----- -I

111.184

2

I

_.1.

-1

-2

I

161.584

3

I

+1

0

2

144 . 784

3

a

•

178.384

4

195.184

7

High = 10 Average = 11

I

+2

211.984

245.584

5

5

Low= 8

2*3 ContingenC'i Table for Total Battery Achievement and Family
Status(Two-Pare~nt

or Single-Parent}:

High

Average

Low

C1

C2

C3

Single R1

29

Two R2

30

23

21

15

59

68

Calculation of the Chi Square:

Frequency
Observed (fo)

Frequency
Expected (fe)

(fo-fe) 2 + fe

R1 C1

10

11.305

.151

R1 C2

11

10.322

.045

R1 C3

8

7.373

.053

R2 C1

13

11.695

.146

R2 C2

10

10.678

.043

R2 C3

7

7.627

.052

TOTAL

1.

.490

P (R1) What is the probability of being a fifth grade single-parent
student? .492 or 49%.

2.

P (R2) What is the probability of being a fi1fth grade two-parent
student? .508 or 51%.

3.

P (C1) What is the probability of being a high achiever in total
battery raw scores on the fifth grade level? .39 or 39%.

4.

P (C2) What is the probability of being an average achiever in
total battery raw scores at the fifth grade level? .356 or 36%.

5.

P (C3) What is the probability of being a low achiever in total
battery raw scores at the fifth grade level. .254 or 25%.
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Result for Total Battery Raw Scores:
Since the critical value for Chi Square is for two degrees of
freedom at the 95% confidence level is 5.990 and since the Chi Square
is .4901 we must clearly accept the null hypothesis for independence
and conclude that knowing the number of parents in a family does not
influence the probability of achievement upon the total battery raw
scores on the California Achievement Test.

Study Conclusion:
In this study testing at the 95°/o confidence level using a t-test
approach independent formula in the null form, it was found that
there is no significant statistical difference in the raw scores in total
math, total reading and total battery on the California Achievement
Test between 30 two-parent fifth grade students and 29 single-parent
fifth grade students. By calculating the high! medium and low scores
using a normal distribution, the Chi Square procedure yielded no
relationship between the number of parents a fifth grade student has
and academic achievement on the California Achievement Test.
The limitations of the study are many. To begin, the random
samples are small in number and come from one school district, which
is located in an area that is described as middle-class. Grades, absence
records and disciplinary reports were not made available for either
group. This added information may have made a difference in the
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final outcome of the study. By using only the California Achievement
test, those who score well on that type of test had an advantage. Also,
only fifth grade students were used in the study. These children are
relatively stable emotionally, physically and socially. However, if the
same random samples were used in a similar study when these students
have completed sixth grade and have attended the middle school, the
outcome may be substantially different.

Finally, interviews with

parents and students involved in the study were not possible. Each
single-parent family has its own ,characteristics, advantages and
disadvantages.

Having had that personal information may have

assisted in providing a total picture of the families involved.
Even though this is a limited study some observations can be
made. Most of the single-parent students involved in the study live in a
single apartment complex.

By living in such close proximity, these

single-parents have developed a unique support system.

If single

parents are unable to attend a school function, or provide
transportation for their children, arrangements are made and another
single parent stands in for the missing parent. There is a concerted
effort to provide these single-parent children with all the advantages
and opportunities that two-parent children might enjoy. This caring
and sharing provides children with a group of supportive, and
consistent adults to whom these children may turn. This study may also
be positively skewed because of the many educational opportunities
available in the surrounding area via colleges and universities.
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However/ parents who attend higher education classes demonstrate to
their children a love of learning, which may motivate their children to
take a more responsible role in their academic achievement.

Many

single parents return to school in an effort to learn skills in order to
support the family. Finally, if children, whether they are from a twoparent family or a single-parent family, have at least one consistent,
and caring adult, they can cope and manage their lives in a positive
way. This study indicates that these conclusions are indeed strong
possibilities in explaining why there is no difference in achievement
based upon the California Achievement Test raw scores in total
reading, total math and total battery for 30 two-parent fifth grade
students and 29 single-parent fifth grade students.
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Appendix A
Introduction

The following assessment charts assess stress-prone personality
characteristics, type A/B lifestyle behaviors and descriptions of specific
stressors with proportionate numerical values. These charts have been
developed for adults and have been modified for children.

Their

purpo$e is to concretely demonstrate personal characteristics which
may add to the stress a person experiences. By becoming aware of our
unique tendencies we may be able to regulate and control our
responses to stress.
Shaffer, Martin (1982) Life after stress.
1

New York, New York:

Plenum Press, 216-217.

Directions:
Circle the answer that best describes your average frequency of
experiencing each feeling or attitude listed.
answers are in the

"Frequently~~

you may be stress-prone.

or

If you find that your

~~very Frequently~~

category, then
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Rating Chart for Stress-Prone Personality Cha1racteristics

Never

Seldom

Occasionally

Frequently

Very
Frequently

1.

Do you have self-destructive health
haoits (overeating, drinking,
smoking compuls1ve exercise)?

N

s

0

F

VF

2.

Do you find yourself questioning
whether you want to live?

N

s

0

F

VF

3.

Are your goals for work, family,
and Rlay unidentified or not very
clear?

N

s

0

F

VF

4.

Do you think of yourself as not
worthwhile?

N

s

0

F

VF

5.

Do you feel vaguely guiltt when
you lie around and do no hing but
relax?

N

s

0

F

VF

6.

Do life chan1es seem like burdens
or obstacles as opposed to positive
challenges?

N

s

0

F

VF

7.

Are rcou pessimistic about life, the
word, and yourself?

N

s

0

F

VF

8.

Do you feel as thou~h you are not
in control of your li e?

N

s

0

F

VF

9.

Do you feel conflict and tension in
your work, relationships, and play?

N

s

0

F

VF

10. When thin?s go wrong all at once,
do you fee overwhelmed?

N

s

0

F

VF

11 . Do/cou feel trapped or tense when
un oreseen mtrus1ons occur?

N

s

0

F

VF

N

s

0

F

VF

13. Do you blame others or external

N

s

0

F

VF

14. Do bou avoid taking responsibility

N

s

0

F

VF

15. Do you think of stress as something

N

s

0

F

VF

16. Do you tend to be serious,

N

s

0

F

VF

17. Are you tense in the face of life's
everyday vicissitudes?

N

s

0

F

VF

12. Do you find yourself do%ged7s defenaing ~our ideas and elie s
when ot ers present divergent
ways of viewmg a situation?
phenomena for what goes wrong
with your life?

for oth your successes and your
failures?

to oe rid of or to overcome?
unliappy, or gloomy?
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The AlB life-Style Questionnaire
Directions:
As you can see, each scale below is composed of a pair of
adjectives or phrases.

Each pair represents two kinds of contrasting

behavior. Choose the number that most closely represents the type of
person you are and put it under the column labeled YOUR SCORE. Add
your scores to get your total score. Charlesworth, A. (1985). Stress
Management. New York, New York; Antheneum 7,154-155.

RATING SCALE
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Work regular hours
012345678910
Waitclam!y
012345678910
Seldom judge in terms of numbers (how many, how much) 012345678910
Not competitive
012345678910
Feel limited responsibility
012345678910
Unhurried about appoint012345678910
ments
Never in a hurry
012345678910
Many interests
012345678910
Try to satisfy self
012345678910
Not very precise
012345678910
Can leave things temporarily unfinished
012345678910
Satisfied with job
012345678910
Listen well
012345678910
Easygoing
012345678910
Do things slowly
012345678910
Do one thing at a time
012345678910
012345678910
Rarely angry
012345678910
Slow speech
012345678910
Express feelings easily
012345678910
Rarely set deadlines

YOUR
SCORE

Bring work home or work late
Wait impatiently
Place value in terms of numbers
Very competitive
Always feel responsible
Frequently hurried for
appointments
Always in a hurry
Work is main interest
Want to be recognized by others
Careful about detail
Must get things finished
Striving on the job
Finish sentenc~:!s for others
Hard driving
Do things quickly
Think about what to do next
Easily angered
Forceful speech
Bottle up feelings
Often set deadlines

YOUR TOTAL AlB SCORE

---
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What Your Total A/8 Score Means
If your total score was 160-200, and especially if you are over forty
and smoke, you may have a high risk of developing cardiac illness.
If your total score was 135-159, you are in the direction of being
prone to cardiac disease.

You should pay careful attention to the

advice given to Type A's.
If your total score was 100-134, you are a mixture of A and B
patterns. Beware of any potential for slipping into A behavior.
If your total score was less than 100, your behavior is generally
relaxed and you express few of the reactions associated with cardiac
disease. You probably have a Type 8 pattern.
Your score should give you some idea of where you stand in the
discussion of Type A behavior. Even Type B persons occasionally slip
into Type A behavior. It is important to remember that any of these
patterns can change over time.

Directions:
Read each description of a stress-producing experience. Under
the words Child's Score, put the numerical value assigned to the
description. Add all numbers in that column. Elkind, David (1981), The
Hurried Child. Reading, Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley Publishing.
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Hurried Children: Stressed Children

Stress
Parent dies
Parents divorce
Parents separate
Parent travels as part of job
Close family membe.•r dies
Personal illness or injury
Parent remarries
Parent fired from job
Parents reconcile
Mother goes to work
Change in health of a family member
Mother becomes pregnant
School difficulties
Birth of a sibling
School readjustment (new teacher or class)
Change in family's financial condition
Injury or illness of a close friend
Starts a new (or changes) an extracurricular
activity (music lessions, Brownies, and so forth)
Change ih number of fights with siblings
Threatened by viol4ance at school
Theft of personal possessions
Changes responsibiilities at home
Older brother or si-ster leaves home
Trouble with grandparents
Outstanding personal achievement
Move to another city
Move to another part of town
Receives or loses a pet
Changes personal habits
Trouble with teacher
Change in hours with babysitter or at
day care center
Move to a new house
Changes to a new school
Changes play habits

Points
100
73
65
63
63
53
50

47
45
45
44
40
39
39
39
39
37
36
35
31
30
29
29
29
28
26
26
25
24
24
20
20
20
19

Child's
Score
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Points

Stress
Vacations with family
Changes friends
Attends summer camp
Changes sleeping habits
Change in number of family get-togethers
Changes eating habits
Changes amount of TV viewing
Birthday party
Punished for not "telling the truth
11

Child's
Score

19
18

17
16
15
15

13
12
11

150 and below:

The child is average with respect to stress load.

150-300:

He or she has a better than average chance of
showing some symptoms of stress.

300 and above:

There is a strong likelihood he or she will
experience a serious change in health and/or
behavior.
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Appendix B
Resources

Introduction
There are groups who have formed to help solve the unique
problems that single-parents face. These groups have chapters across
the country, and more and more families are becoming involved in
order to help themselves and others. The following list of groups are
of special interest to the single-parent family. Taken from Atlas, S.
(1984), Parents without Partners. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Running
Press, p. 174-181.
Before- And After-School Care
Before/After School Program,
Dale Jackson, Program Coordinator,
Columbia Association
1 Knoll North, Suite 400
Columbia/ MD 21045
(30 1) 730-2616.
Reston Children's Center
11825 Old Craft Drive
Reston, VA 22091
Attn: Donna Kessler
(703) 476-8150.
Latchkey Program
Northrop Community Education Center
1611 East 46th Street
Minneapolis, MN 55407
(612) 627-2414
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Shirley J. Bryant, Community Education Specialist
Birmingham School District
746 Purdy Street
Birmingham, Ml 48009
(313) 642-4012
National institute for Latchkey Children
P. 0. Box 682
Glen Echo, MD 20812
(30 1) 229-6126
Career Help for Displaced Homemakers
Displaced Homemakers Network
755 8th Street, N.W.,
Washington, DC 20001
(202) 347-0522
Children from Single-Parent Families.
Big Brother/Big Sister
117 South 17th Street
Suite 1200
Philadelphia, PA 19103
(215) 567-27 48
International Youth Council
c/o Parents Without Partners
7910 Wood mont Avenue
Suite 1000
Bethesda, MD 20814
Toll-Free: (800) 638-8078
From Alaska; Hawaii; Maryland; Washington, D.C.; Canada; and
other areas outside the United States: (301) 654-8850
Youth Resource Center of Howard County
5851 Robert Oliver Place
Columbia, MD 21045
(301) 992-3726
Counseling for Families and Individuals
Family Service America
44 East 23rd Street
New York, NY 10010
(212) 67 4-6100
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Discipline: Parent Groups
Tough love
P. 0. Box 70
Sellersville, PA 18960
(215) 257-0421
Divorce and Family Mediation
The Divorce Mediation Research Project
1720 Emerson Street
Denver, CO 80218
Attn: Jessica Pearson, Executive Director
Fathers
Coalition of Free Men
P. 0. Box 129
Manhasset, NY 11030
(516) 482-6378
Fathering Support Services
3248 North Racine
Chicago/ IL 60657
(312) 327-3752
Parent Groups: General
Parents Without Partners
7910 Wood mont Avenue
Suite 1000
Bethesda, MD 20814
Toll-Free: {800) 638-8078
From Alaska; Hawaii; Maryland; Washington,
; Canada; and
other areas outside the United States: (301) 654-8850
Single-Parent Families: Counseling and Support Programs
Children of Separation and Divorce Project
Family Life Center
Columbia, MD 21044
Attn: Risa Garon and Barbara Mandell, Co-Directors
(301) 997-3557
In Washington, D.C.: (30 1) 596-4568
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Single Parents: Day-to-Day Assistance
Parent Aide Program
Center For Children and Parents
800 E Street
Suite 200
Anchorage, AK 99501
(907) 276-4994
Single Parents and The Schools
Dial-A-Teacher
Dade County Public Schools
1410 N.E. 2nd Avenue
Miami, FL 33132
(305) 350-3001
Pamela Kirkekval
Pupil Personnel Administrator
Andover Public Schools
Andover, MA 01810
(617) 470-1700
Home and School Institute
1201 16th Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20036
(202) 466-3633
National Committee for Citizens in Education
Wilde Lake Village Green
Columbia, MD 21044
Toll Free: (800) 638-9675
From Alaska"Hawaii, Maryland, and outside the United States:
(30 1) 997-9300
Singles: Resources for Single Adults
SOLO
1822 N.W. Broadway
Portland, OR 97232
(503) 287-0642
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Widowed Parents
Widowed Persons Service
Dept. SA
American Association of Retired Persons
1901 K Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20049
Attn: Ruth Loewinsohn
(202) 872-4700
Widowed Persons Service
Adele Nudet Director
Sinai Hospital
Belvidere and Greenspring Avenues
Baltimore, MD 21215
(30 1) 578-5018
Women
NEXUS
P. 0. Box 176
Garden City, NY 11530
(516) 248-0043

