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Coping with divorce

Abstract

This research paper targets children who are experiencing divorce in their families. The purpose of this paper
is to assist counselors in knowing how divorce affects children and how to work effectively with children and
families experiencing divorce. A look at the various developmental stages, the grief process of divorce,
practical interventions to be used with children experiencing divorce, and providing resources for educators
and parents will assist counselors and parents in helping children to cope with their experience.
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Abstract
This research paper targets children who are experiencing divorce in their families.
The purpose of this paper is to assist counselors in knowing how divorce affects
children and how to work effectively with children and families experiencing
divorce. A look at the various developmental stages, the grief process of divorce,
practical interventions to be used with children experiencing divorce, and
providing resources for educators and parents will assist counselors and parents in

helping children to cope with their experience.
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Coping With Divorce

Children are impacted by their environment and their experiences. The
condition of parents, children and family has been precarious surrounding divorce
rates with nearly 49.8 percent of children living outside traditional two parent
homes (Glennon, 1995). With the number of children experiencing divorce, there
is a significant need to support families sorting through the changes, feelings, and
situations that arise when parents live apart.

This manuscript provides background information about divorce, current
implications for parents and children, and modes of interventions. It also
addresses useful information for parents and teachers to consider when interacting
with children facing divorce.

Overview And History
Evolution

Divorce is defined by Scholastic Children’s Dictionary as “the ending of a
marriage by a court of law” or becoming “totally separated from something”
(1996, p.156). The history of divorce is difficult to trace because terminology and
definitions vary within cultures. The ending of a marriage, or divorce, has been
documented as far back as the Babylonians in Code of Hammurabi (“World
Book™, 2000) and was considered quite rare before the 18th century (“The New

Book of”, 1997).
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In comparison, DiMona and Herndon (1994) stated that the divorce rates
for Hispanic and White women were about 150 per 1,000 women. This compares
with Black women at almost 400 per 1,000 women. The rate of increase over a
twenty year span was about 100 per 1,000 women for White women and about
70 per 1,000 women for Hispanic women. For Black women, the increase was
approximately 300 per 1,000 women.

Gender Implications

The implications that follow divorce can be both similar and different for
men and women. Two-thirds to three-quarters of divorces are initiated by women
for various reasons. During and after the divorce, women and men tend to
experience a decrease in their economic situation, women by 30 percent and men
by 15 percent (Root Aulette, 2002). This significant reduction, for women
especially, results in the statistics that approximately “thirty-nine percent of
single women with children live below poverty” (Root Aulette, 2002, p.265).

This economic downturn often influences women to take second jobs, find sub-
standard housing, live with relatives, and reduce their standard of living.

Men generally see the greatest hurdle being maintaining relationships with
their children - as children most often reside with their mothers after divorce.
Fathers often become separated from their children and may lack the emotional
preparation or resources to restore relationships with them during or after the

divorce (Glennon, 1995). In conjunction, these men express that working with the
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“When Sophie gets angry - really, really angry...” by M. Bang (1999). The
counselor reads or has the child read the first few pages. When Sophie starts to
get angry in the book, the counselor may direct the student, “Tell me what you do
when you get angry at home.” This opens the door for personalized discussion of
the child’s anger. Counselors can also give books to children to take home to read
with family members. In those situations, the books can help to act as catalysts
for discussion and change. There are a plethora of bibliotherapy resources
available about divorce (Appendix A).

Play Therapy. Play therapy is a safe and non-threatening means to
encourage child expression. In play therapy, the child may choose any available
materials to manipulate. The child might begin to build with blocks, play with
dolls, or pick up the puppets. A significant aspect of play therapy is that the
counselor allows the child to set the tone, pace, and the play. The child is allowed
to be in control as long as safe practices are followed. Reflective statements are
used as auditory markers of what the child is doing. These help bring self-
awareness and increased self-perception to the child (Vernon, 1999).

Some counselors may use play therapy as more of an interpretive and
probing tool. The counselor might direct the child to display the family by using
dolls. The counselor can inquire, “Tell me who this is.” The child can talk as long
or as short as desired. The counselor may note that four family members are

together and interacting while one family member was left on the floor. This type
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of play often feels safe for the child while providing a significant look at the
family dynamic.

Music Therapy. An effective intervention to allow children self-expression
is music and it can be used in various formats. The counselor might put on
background music to help calm a child while meeting. A child might be asked to
make a song or rap that tells the story of the divorce or how the child is feeling.
The counselor can ask the child to bring in a song that symbolizes how the child is
feeling or what they are thinking. Together, the child and counselor could listen to
a song and then talk about the meaning. Miller (1996) shares that creating music
can be a wonderful release of energy and emotion.

When given an opportunity to play an instrument, a child might pound
away on the drums. The child can determine the time or the counselor can. At the
end of the playing, the counselor can direct the child to share the feelings or
thoughts that came to mind during the time. The counselor might point out that as
the child continued to play, the pounding became slower and quieter. The
counselor could inquire about what changed during the ‘song’.

Small Group. When children experience divorce, they can feel loneliness
or isolation (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980) (as cited in Vernon, 1999, p.220). Pedro-
Carroll (1997) and Stolberg & Cullen (1983) (as cited in Emery, 1999) discussed
creating “supportive peer groups for children from divorced families” to help

“lesson isolation, offer support, and clarify children’s misconceptions about
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divorce”(p.100). Preventive groups are helpful because the counselor can address
issues such as family make-up and life experiences. In these instances, no child is
targeted and all receive exposure to many lifestyles and families.

Counselors can provide parents with information to help support children
at home (Appendix B). In addition to parent information, it is important for
counselors to have resources at their fingertips (Appendix C).

Conclusion

Like adults, children sometimes need assistance in expressing themselves
and in understanding the world around them. “Other than the death of a parent,
divorce may be the most devastating thing that can happen to children” (Miller,
1996, p.106). When parents divorce, children often have strong feelings and need
a safe place to share their experience. Counselors can help children through the
confusion that frequently results from divorce. Through books, art, play, and
music, counselors can help children share their feelings in hopes of moving
forward.

Parents and educators also have significant influence on the perceptions
and development of children after divorce. Through educating themselves and
making small changes to their behavior, they can greatly help how children
respond to the situation. Children deserve support and to grow from this
experience. As Stern, et. al. (1997) stated, “I have learned a lot and I will keep

learning and growing from this experience” (p.88).
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