Understanding the Needs of Children whose Parents have Recently Separated or Divorced

INTRODUCTION

It has become increasingly difficult for the guidance counsellor to cope with students’ problems that have their roots in the family. This article looks at the background to the rapidly changing family and outlines some of the difficulties facing it. It then goes on to examine the needs of students whose parents have separated or divorced and looks at how the guidance counsellor can help such students 

BACKGROUND

In looking for indicators of how the notion of family and family life has changed in Ireland in the past few decades, it might be useful to reflect briefly, on how the family has been portrayed in television dramas and soap operas. 

In the sixties and seventies, examples of middle-class, mainstream, value-loaded couples and offspring were plentiful on television screens. This wholesome depiction of family life was evident in programmes such as The Brady Bunch, The Sullivans, The Waltons, and The Cosby Show. As we embark on a new millennium, most students in secondary schools will not even remember these shows. 

Since the beginning of the late eighties, there has been an increasingly diverse depiction of the “new” family in shows like Eastenders, Emmerdale, Fair City, Glenroe, Coronation St. and The Simpsons. 

The modern family as reflected in programmes such as the above, appears fluid and changing with no single dominant pattern. Two-income families, single-income families, one-parent households and single-sex parents are increasingly evident. The old definition of family, where the father worked and the mother stayed at home full-time no longer applies.

Guidance counsellors know full well that the real situation on the ground mirrors fairly accurately the family dramas and traumas occurring daily on our television screens.

INFORMATION ON STUDENTS HOME BACKGROUNDS

There was a time when it was almost impossible to learn anything of note about the background to children coming to schools. Now, the chances are that the school secretary will have quite a lot of information about the home circumstances as a result of telephone calls, letters sent home etc. Time spent with the secretary seeking such information will usually prove worthwhile. 

At the start of each school year, it is always a good idea to spend some time going through the student files in the school office, checking for changes in family circumstances. Indicators of a recent separation or divorce might include two addresses for parents where there was one previously. 

Certainly, there is nowadays a greater openness at parent-teacher meetings about home circumstances than in the past. Often information on a recent separation first reaches the school at such a meeting. Guidance counsellors may therefore find it useful to collate data on students with teachers after parent-teacher meetings.

PROBLEMS IN SCHOOL

Any difficulties experienced in the home as a result of a separation or divorce, are usually very quickly manifested in the classroom. While it would be too simplistic to blame all deviant behaviour in the classroom on marriage or family break-up, the student’s home background is one area that should be explored by the guidance counsellor, when counselling a student who has exhibited behavioural problems in school.

Often by the time that the student’s behavioural problem has come to the notice of the guidance counsellor, it is not unusual that a long line of discipline procedures has been exhausted. Sometimes the dilemma facing the guidance counsellor is the fact that a student in this situation may be facing suspension. An appearance before the school’s Board of Management may also be imminent, if sufficient material has been accumulated against the student. This may ultimately lead to expulsion. 

It is essential that guidance counsellors follow proper procedures in instances where a student who is being counselled, is facing suspension or expulsion. Guidance counsellors’ attention should be drawn to the Code of Ethics of the Institute of Guidance Counsellors in this regard and in particular to sections 3, 4 and 5 which deal with competence, conduct and confidentiality. (Copies available from the IGC Head Office, 17 Herbert St., Dublin 2., telephone 01- 676 1975.) It may also be useful to contact the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) for advice on any of these matters, telephone 01-889 2239 or 01-889 2245. 


SPECIAL NEEDS OF STUDENTS WHOSE PARENTS HAVE SEPARATED OR DIVORCED

It is well to bear in mind that children experiencing the trauma of recent family break-up may have special needs. Not all children will have all of the following needs; however during counselling sessions with students it may be useful to keep these in mind.

(a) They need time to re-adjust to the new situation that has arisen. There is a process to be gone through which is similar to grieving.

(b) Once this process has been worked through, children should be encouraged to direct their energies into their favourite extra-curricular activities. Teachers in charge of extra-curricular activities in the school can be great allies in any such programme.

(c) Children should also be encouraged by the counsellor to look on all the positive things that happened before the break-up.

(d) Sometimes children experience a sense of guilt and they may blame things they have done for the fact that their parents found it necessary to separate. 

(e) Younger children, in particular often feel a sense of insecurity, when one parent leaves the home.

(f) It is very important to advise parents that any bitterness or recriminations should not be aired when the children are present. On the contrary, it is essential for the child to know that both parents still love him/her.

(g) 
Children should be fully aware of and fully understand the future contact arrangements.

(h) The counsellor should encourage the child to think positively about both parents, showing them both respect.

(i) It is important for children not to take sides in any dispute. This can often be very difficult, so the guidance counsellor should encourage parents to answer their children’s questions as honestly as possible.

CHILDCARE AND CUSTODY ISSUES

It is often in the childcare arrangements that other problems arise. The guidance counsellor often has to deal with a situation where, for example, one parent has visiting rights at the weekend and goes overboard in the manner in which the children are entertained. The guidance counsellor may then receive a telephone call from the other parent on a Monday morning, exasperated with the change that has happened over the weekend and the difficulties involved in getting a discipline structure in place again. 

In these situations it is important to try and remain objective and not to “take sides.” The guidance counsellor should attempt to talk to both parents individually, if time permits. It should be remembered that the student’s behavioural difficulties are the priority. Most of the guidance counsellor’s limited time should be spent helping the student work through the difficulties, rather than spending too much time helping the parents.


PARENT-TEACHER MEETINGS

When it comes to parent/teacher meetings, it is always important to alert the school secretary to send out notice to both parents - not just the parent who has custody. 

NEW PARTNER

The question of whether or not children should have contact with the ‘new partner.’ is one that can often be posed to the counsellor either by the child or a parent. Some children cope very well with this – others do not, it depends on the child. Although it is impossible to replace the love a child has for his/her parents, the avenue should always be left open so that the child may form a valuable relationship with the new partner.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION

In the end, even the best efforts of the counsellor may not be enough, so it is important to know where to turn for help. The NCGE supplement, 1.3.30 – 1.3.33, may be useful. This supplement gives contact details of referral agencies and support organisations dealing with the issue of divorce and separation. 
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