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ABSTRACT

The issue of resiliency is rapidly acquiring a prominent
place in child development. A greater understanding of factors
that promote successful adaptation of "high risk" children in
schools would enhance the effectiveness of preventive
intervention. The main purpose of this research was to examine
those factors that affect academic achievement of children
after parental divorce or separation.

Fifty-four children from grades one through eight who
maintained their academic grade levels (Adjusted) were compared
to twenty-three children who showed a significant decline in
academics (Non Adjusted) following the separation or divorce of
their parents. This evaluation took place approximately three
years post separation. The dependent measures included time
spent with the parents; sex-pairing; parental social supports;
psychosocial home environment; children's attitude toward the
parental separation; child competency related behaviors; and
parent-child relationships.

Results indicated that Adjusted children differed from Non
Adjusted children on various factors as measured by self-
reports, parent and teacher ratings. Overall, the findings
were independent of grade and sex of the child, as well as
income and education levels of the parent. In general, the
adjusted children spent significantly more time with both
parents, and were rated as having greater competency behaviours

by their teachers. Contrary to the hypothesized effect,
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parents of Non Adjusted children had significantly dgreater
social contacts than the parents of Adjusted children. A
statistical trend suggested that Adjusted children have better
attitudes toward parental separation than Non Adjusted
children.

These results are discussed in terms of protective factors

for children as they relate to separation and divorce.
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW AND RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

THE "HIGH-RISK" CHILD AND RESILIENCY

A daunting set of statistics and studies show that the once
traditional two-parent family 1is silently giving way to a
significant one-parent minority. In Canada, nearly half a million
children have been involved in divorcing families in the last 10
years. The number of single parents in Canadian homes rose to a
high of 12% in 1981 (Statistics Canada, 1986). In the United
States, over 1 million children experience the divorce of their
parents each year (Glick & Norton, 1979).

The significant increase in divorce rates has prompted many
studies into the psychological effects of parental separation and
divorce on children and families. An increase 1in research in this

area stems from the fact that parental separation has been regarded

a stressful life event (Hetherington et al., 1978, Felner et al.,
1980; Guidubaldi et al., 1983; Sterlings, 1985; Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1981). A stressful circumstance refers to an undesirable

condition that alters wusual activities either acutely or
chronically, and these <conditions usually require that the
individual readjust behaviorally and/or emotionally. Hence,
research has demonstrated that long term negative consequences may
result in these children undergoing such stress. Anthony (1980),

describes divorce as a traumatic experience in children's lives
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placing them in the "high risk" population, "high risk" meaning
greater susceptibility to future pathology. In parental

separation, the family unit is dismantled. A reorganization with

respect to its structure, roles, boundaries, and rules 1is
necessary. This adjustment process constitutes a potential stress
on each family member. Most stressors which appear to provoke

psychiatric disorder involve some type of loss or disappointment
and/or a disturbed interpersonal relationship (Rutter, 1981).
Divorce predisposes the occurrence of multiple stressful events
associated with the family's economic status, living conditions, or
support networks. Such a chain of events increases the subjective
levels of stress experiences and may adversely affect the physical
and emotional well-being of the individual (Sterling, 1985). Thus,
a child, a developing organism, who experiences a parental
separation or divorce is at risk and 1is "vulnerable" to deviations
from normal development.

In the turmoil of adjustment, certain children experience
difficulties in various aspects of their 1lives. Their emotional
well-being, their behavioral performance, their scholastic
achievement and peer relations are vulnerable to disruption.
However, there are children who experience the parental separation
without apparent adverse effects. In summary, even though all
children who experience the stressful 1life-event of a parental
separation are at '"high-risk" for varying degrees of maladjustment,
some children manage to remain "invulnerable" or "resilient" in the

presence of such life event adversities.
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O'Grady et al. (1987) define the term 'resilient' as "an
unusual or marked capacity to recover from or cope successfully
with significant stresses of both internal and external origin"
(pp. 6-7). Similarly, Rutter (1981) defines 'resilient'with respect
to children as an ability to develop healthy emotional and
behavioural lives despite having experienced stresses that usually
lead to adverse outcome.

Anthony (1974) and Garmezy (1974, 1981) both encourage the
study of those "high-risk" children who have healthy outcomes. Such
research would increase predictive outcomes, improve our
understanding of the etiology of childhood pathology, and possibly
enhance interventions with vulnerable children. Existing
literature pertaining to the effects of divorce on children tends
to emphasize the maladjusted behavioural components. This focus
perpetuates a distorted and negative perception of those children
who are trying to cope with parental separation and those children
resilient to, and successful in, overcoming possible adversities
(Ahrons, 1983). Similarly, Garmezy (1987) emphasizes the lack of
research dealing with those resilient children who reveal
competence and strength despite the presence of stressful 1life
events.

Rutter (1979) pioneered the study of protective factors
through his studies on children in institutions. In a simple but
useful analogy, Rutter compared multiple factors linked to stress
as chemical "catalysts" - substances serving as agents to speed up

or slow down a process or reaction. That is, there are variables
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which are mainly inert on their own but if combined interactively
with acute stressors will either increase or decrease the effect of
stressors. In the case where an increase effect occurs, the
variable is known as a "vulnerability variable" and when a decrease
or attenuating effect occurs, the variable becomes a "protective
variable". Results of Rutter's studies identified the following
variables as protective components which figure significantly in
the stress of parental separation on children: a supportive, stable
and cohesive family climate; a good relationship with at least one
parent; and supportive school settings themselves.

Stiffman et al. (1985) emphasized that the social system in
which an individual lives has features that may serve as stressors
or protectors to the child. Environmental protectors to the child
whose parent has a mental illness include supportive peer groups,
accessible social services, parental employment and marital
happiness. Children characterized as having high levels of social
competence are generally resilient to high stress situations.

Others have added to the list of "protective" and "vulnerable"
types of variables most inherent to the make-up of the high-risk
child's profile. The following studies have focused on various
stressful 1life events that are often reported to be 1linked to
psychological disorders.

Garmezy (1985) identified the following three possible
categories of general protective components: 1) the personality
attributes of the individual child; 2) a supportive family

environment; and 3) a support network outside the family that
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promotes positive coping efforts by the child thus, strengthening
adaptability attributes.

Anthony (1980) identified elements contributing to a child's
vulnerability in the incidence of parental divorce: 1) the child's
age at time of divorce; 2) sex-pairing between child and custodial
parent; and 3) general make-up of the child's hypersensitivity to
change and previous sources of stress.

The Wallerstein-Kelly study (1980), which will be described at
greater length in a further section of this paper, also found
significant factors that contributed to a child's vulnerability to
a deterioration of school performance following marital breakup.
These factors were: 1) a strained relationship between custodial
parent and child; 2) the failure of the non-custodial parent to
remain interested in his/her child; and 3) a seriously disturbed
parent as the custodial parent.

Results of the O'Grady & Metz (1987) study indicate the
socioeconomic factor as the single best predictor of social
competence and school problems. Children of higher socioeconomic
status are associated with greater social support, fewer school and
behavioural problems, and greater social competence. Additionally,
the results lend support to a cumulative stress hypothesis which
proposes that the accumulation and interaction of multiple risk
factors enhance the emergence of psychological disorders. Children
with fewer prior life stress events were less likely to develop
psychological disorders. Internal locus of control orientation was

identified as a protective factor in high-risk infants who
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eventually overcame their early 1liabilities and subsequently
experienced fewer life stress events.

The aforementioned studies reveal that invulnerability to risk
is a multifacetted phenomenon. Resilience, appears to be determined
by what Garmezy (1981) describes as a net balance between positive
and negative environmental factors and the child's adaptive coping
skills. To better grasp the underlying mechanisms of resilience
one needs to consider how coping skills and protective factors

interact.

COPING PROCESSES

Coping processes constitute what a person does to reduce
adverse effects when confronted by a stressful situation. Lazarus
et al. (1978) describes coping processes as those "... efforts,
both action-oriented and intrapsychic to manage (ie. master,
tolerate, reduce, minimize) environmental and internal demands, and
conflicts among them, which tax or exceed a person's resources'" (p.
311) .

Coping processes are triggered by coping mechanisms which are
the faculties that a person uses 1in adapting or adjusting to
environmental demands without altering his/her goals or purposes.
Coping mechanisms include attempts to directly alter threatening
conditions or indirectly change one's perception so as to attenuate
the threatening conditions. Thus, coping processes must offer the
dual function of problem-solving and of reducing emotional

distress.
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The mode of coping may vary according to the type of stress
and the circumstances surrounding the stressors. Consequently, the
effectiveness of the coping strategy is likely to vary accordingly.
Some coping processes may enhance adaptation and promote positive
outcome and others may increase the risk of maladaptation (Lazarus
et al. 1980). Conversely, it is predictable that resilient children
adopt coping processes that favour positive outcome to stressful
situations. To reiterate the thoughts of Rutter (1980), it would
appear that the outcome of stressful 1life events is determined
partly by those coping mechanisms that are inherent in individuals.
However, concepts and measures of coping strategies remain elusive
and there is inadequate evidence that particular coping mechanisms
used make a marked difference in terms of the risk for pathology or
increased distress.

Rutter (1981) adds that we cannot speak of coping strictly as
a tactic for dealing with specific events; we must also consider
individual differences. Personal characteristics such as age, sex,
genetic factors, temperament, intelligence and problem-solving
skills are 1likely to be important attributes of stress-reducing
mechanisms:

Age: Age and level of development tend to modify the form of a
child's response to the parental separation (these differences will
be outlined in the Wallerstein-Kelly study) . However, the general
threshold of vulnerability to the effects of divorce does not seenm
to be significantly different in any one age group (Rutter, 1981)

Sex: Numerous studies (Hess & Camara, 1979; Wallerstein-Kelly,
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1980; Hetherington, Cox & Cox, 1980; Rutter, 1981) have found that
boys in general appear to be more vunerable than girls to adverse
effects following a stressful 1life event. This discrepancy in
vulnerability according to the child's gender varies depending on
the types of stressors involved. Etiology for the sex difference
in response to adverse events remains unclear but possible
explanations have been proposed. For example, Hetherington, Cox and
Cox (1980) suggest that parents may be less supportive of boys in
stressful life circumstances and parents may respond negatively to
the boys who are eliciting greater emotional-behavioural
difficulties. Eme (1979) proposes that temperamental sex
differences discriminate the distinct sex related coping responses.
In yet other studies, Block et al. (1981l), suggest that a greater
stress salience for boys may account for the difference or that, as
Rutter (1970) proposed, perhaps there are biological differences in
vulnerability.

Intelligence and Other Skills: Rutter (1979) noted that there

is strong evidence which suggests that high intelligence and
positive scholastic attainment may serve as protective factors in
the presence of chronic psychosocial adversity. Once again,
etiology is difficult to establish and 1little is known on the
hypothesized effect. In a later study, Rutter (1981) cites the
possibilities of intelligence as a protective influence on high
self-esteem and a sense of achievement and/or an asset to better
problem-solving skills. Furthermore, Rutter proposes that perhaps

for yet unknown reasons, intellectually capable children are



constitutionally less vulnerable.

Every child who is confronted with the adversities of parental
separation is also confronted with his/her own coping realities.
How these are used varies according to the child's individual
attributes such as age, sex, intelligence and other related skills.
In addition to personal characteristics, the environment of the
stressor and the child's specific experience within the stressful
experience influence the process of coping (Anthony, 1980).

Social Support: Good personal relationships and social

supports may mitigate the effects of stressful life events (Lamb,
1977; Anthony, 1980; Rutter, 1981; Wallerstein-Kelly, 1980;
Hetherington et al., 1980; Stiffman, 1985; Thoits, 1986). Hence, a
lack of significant relationships may increase the adverse effects
of stressors.

Considerable research indicates that relationships with
others, especially with significantly related people, can result in
marked decrease in the risk of psychological disturbance 1in
response to stress experiences. Little is known about those
aspects of support that are protective and the mechanisms and
conditions that render support attempts beneficial or detrimental.
Thoits (1982) cautions us that the function of social support must
be interpreted with utmost care. Conceptualizations and
operationalizations of support have been inadequate and specific
buffer events have not been identified. 1In addition, direction of
effect 1is difficult to establish. Support may decrease the

likelihood of events occurring or life events may alter the



10
supports available to an individual. Thoits (1986) suggests that
social support may be conceptualized as a '"coping assistance" and
thus usefully integrate coping processes and support processes
within a broader theory of "stress-buffering".

Coping is usually understood as an attempt to enhance the fit
between a person and his/her milieu or the attempt made to meet
environmental demands to prevent negative repercussions. Research
usually identifies two fundamental ways of coping with stressors,
these being problem-focused and emotion-focused. Social-support
often refers to functions that are carried out by a significant
other to help out a distressed individual. Thoits (1986) suggests
that given the common functions between coping and social support,
the latter may be reconceptualized as coping assistance, or "the
active participation of significant others in an individual's
stress-management efforts" (p. 417). More specifically, social
support may function like coping in that assistance is provided to
help a person change the stresssful situation, to change the
meaning of the situation, to change his/her reaction to the
situation, or to change all three.

Changes in family structure and environment which accompany
divorce create a stressful situation. Divorce may also be perceived
as a threat to one's sense of self, as for example, the child who
blames him/herself for the breakup. Social support enhances an
individual's coping efforts through either direct participation or
through suggestions for alternatives to change the adversities of a

stress event such as divorce. Support works 1like coping by
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altering primary sources of threat to the individual. Changes are
brought about through the mechanisms of behavioural and cognitive
operations on the person's stressors; self-esteem, confidence and
identity are restored as a result. It has been noted that social
support 1is best received by people who are socioculturally

compatible and who have undergone similar life situations.

DEVELOPMENT

Inherent 1in both stressful 1life events, such as parental
separation, and in coping processes is the common factor of change.
Parental separation brings about change in the structure, roles,
and relationships within the family. Coping processes bring about
changes either behavioural, cognitive or emotional to adapt to the
stress-events. Masten and Garmezy (1985) state "Knowing how to
promote change requires knowledge of developmental processes
linking risk and protective factors with psychopathology and
competence." (pp.42-43).

Development of the child is a major component to consider in
the wvulnerability and resilient factors that distinguish children
in times of stressful events. Rutter (1981) reports that
development, prior experiences in the individual's repertoire of
adaptation, plays a major role in outcome of stress. He has
enumerated five possible influences that may 1link early life
experiences to future disorder. In the first possibility, stress
events early in life may induce disorder that persists into later

years independent of the initial provocation of the stressor.
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Parental divorce experienced adversely by the child may promote
continuing problems in early adult life. This link was mostly a
function of prior associations between adversities in childhood and
disorder in childhood (Douglas and Mann, 1979). Secondly, bodily
changes resulting from events may influence future functioning. In
a third possibility, Rutter suggests that early events may provoke
altered patterns of behaviour which may only take the form of an
overt disorder in later years. Fourthly, events such as parental
separation lead to altered family structures or conditions. These
may trigger a chain of psychosocial adversities which may result in
disorder some vyears later. Lastly, early events may modify
sensitivities to stress or alter styles of coping which will either
protect from or predispose one to disorder in future life stress
events.

All children in the course of their development will encounter
many potentially stressful life events. Long term outcome of such
occurrences will depend on the number of events experienced but
most importantly on how they dealt with those stresses at the time.
Were the stresses encountered with healthy adaptation, or did they
lead to a sense of failure? Part of the developmental task is to
promote adaptation and positive growth following various 1life
events whether they are beneficial or stressful.

Hess and Camara (1979) report that the stress of parental
separation impedes children's developmental process by absorbing
much of the children's mental and emotional resources. Salient

developmental tasks that occur during early and late latency-aged
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children are those of building cognitive skills as a basis for
learning, and acquiring social skills needed for securing positive
peer relationships. The threat of loss of a primary bond to the
parent who 1is 1leaving the household may provoke emotional
consequences for children that in turn may disrupt or delay
developmental progress of effective learning and play. Hess and
Camara go on to describe parental separation as a '"cognitive
puzzle" for the children who must reorganize their social and
affective world. This reorganization requires energy that is
subtracted from academic endeavours and /or from peer relations.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1981) support the hypothesis that learning
is one of the central developmental tasks of children. Life
stresses may impose temporary interruptions in the learning process
which in turn may lead to significant academic problems if the
process 1is not resumed within an appropriate time frame and within
an adaptational environment.

Recently, Wallerstein (1983) proposed a broader framework to
examine the effects of parental-separation in children. Using the
concept of stress as a disequilibrating event requiring adaptation
and change, Wallerstein described how children's initial responses
are influenced mainly by age and developmental factors and, to a
lesser extent, by sex differences. Children's ability to
successfully overcome the divorce-engendered stress 1is partly
related to initial responses, and directly related to children's
long-term ability to address the coping tasks posed by divorce. As

previously mentioned, parental separation is 1inherently a stressor
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and precipitant of family change. During the process of marital
breakdown, children, at different stages of development, must
address particular tasks using their appropriate armamentarium.
Coping tasks of children, as defined by Wallerstein, represent
efforts of the children to adhere to the developmental pathway to
overcome perceived difficulties. The sequence of the six tasks for
children of divorce are as follows: 1) Children must acknowledge
the marital rupture and understand its immediate consequences
despite the many fantasies that may be evoked in children. The
developmental factors are relevant to the perception and mastery of
this task. Younger, more developmentally immature children will
have difficulty separating the reality from the fantasized ideas
about the divorce:; 2) Children must be able to resume normal daily
goals and activities with the appropriate pleasure and energy
despite preoccupation about the home situation. Many school age
children experience disruption in their abilities to concentrate
and learn following marital breakdown. Others, especially those
with a history of successful achievement in many areas and reliable
peer support, were able to accomplish this task more readily;

3) Children must deal with the loss of one parent in the household
and come to terms with the feelings of rejection that the parent
departure may have instilled in the child. For younger children,
the primary source of difficulty in this task stems from separation
anxiety. The ability of the non-custodial parent to maintain a
regular and positive contact with the children may help children

alleviate their fears about the separation; 4) Children must be
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able to forgive the parents and work through detrimental feelings
of anger; 5) Related to the previous task of dealing with feelings
evoked by a parental departure is the acceptance by children of the
permanence of divorce; and 6) Finally, a major task, which is
shared by all growing children but is heightened in children of
divorce, 1is the capacity to resolve issues of relationship.
Wallerstein suggests that perhaps the major developmental task for
children of divorce is " To achieve realistic hope regarding future
relationships and the enduring ability to 1love and be loved."
(1983, p.295).

When tasks are successfully completed, Wallerstein proposes
that children of divorce will 1likely be able to carry on
prosperously into the adult years without significant psychological
inhibition or behavioral deviance stemming from the stressful
experience of parental separation (Wallerstein, 1983). It is
noteworthy to add that these developmental tasks are for children
of divorce above and beyond the normal developmental tasks that are
inherent to all children.

It is evident from the studies reviewed that coping processes
and developmental 1issues have a major role 1in predicting
vulnerable and resilient factors in children following life-stress

events.

MARITAL CONFLICT AND PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIP
Two components not yet discussed that have precipitated much

concern 1in studies of children of divorce, are the issues of
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conflict in the family prior to the marital breakup and the parent-
child relationships following marital dissolution.

Reactions to divorce depend on the emotional changes prior to
divorce and differ according to the conflict configuration
(Anthony, 1980). If the marital relationship was not emotionally
or physically abusive, children react, but symptoms are usually
more transient. Early studies conducted by Rutter (1971, 1979)
dealt with children in discordant homes where the child had either
a good or a tumultuous relationship with at least one parent.
Results showed that of the number of children living with one good
parent relationship, only one-quarter of the children displayed a
conduct disorder. Conversely, of the number of children 1living
without at least one good parent relationship, a stunning three-
quarters of these children developed a conduct disorder. Caution
is warranted in interpretation of these findings given the small
number of subjects. Nevertheless, these observations warrant
further research into the possible effects of vulnerability and
protective factors in childhood.

The study of Hetherington et al. (1980) has also shown that in
the long term effects on children, a conflict-ridden intact family
1s more detrimental than a stable one-parent family situation, and
a hostile parent is more deleterious to the development of children
than the absence of a parent. However, hostility in the home is a
detrimental force on the healthy development of children whether
they are in intact or divorced families.

According to Anthony (1980), it is not so much the absence of
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a parent that is detrimental to children's development, but rather
it is the nature of the relationship between the child and the
custodial-parent. These findings support those of Hess & Camara
(1979). It may happen that unconsciously the custodial parent may
attribute the absent parent's characteristics to a particular
child, most often a child who 1is of the same-sex as the absent
parent. In the case of maternal custody, the mother's projection
of the father's image onto the son weighs down the child with an
added pseudo-identity (Anthony, 1980). Accordingly, it 1is not
surprising that the son adopts over time some of the father's
attributes which were source of irritation between the couple and
now source of conflict between parent-child. Similarly, other
children may adopt, for fear of a second abandonment, the positive
attributes of the custodial-parent and in doing so avoid parent-
child conflicts. Some parents make requests of the child that are
above his/her maturity level, placing additional stress upon the
child (Hetherington, Cox & Cox, 1980).

Ahrons (1983) identifies within a maternal custodial
arrangement two of the most disconcerting factors for children
following the stress of the divorce; firstly, the absence of the
father from the home and his ongoing relationship with his child
and secondly the residual conflict between the parents. The
researcher adds that a major methodological flaw in most of the
father-absent literature is the failure to consider the duration of
father-absence.

Given the high incidence of children living in separated homes
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and the relatively high proportion of <children who adjust
positively, Ahrons (1983) stresses that it 1is important to
conceptualize separation as a normative family transition. Ahrons
describes five periods of transitions, similar to those tasks by
Wallerstein (1983). 1In the first transition, individual cognition,
children develop coping strategies to avoid the covert or overt
conflict between the parents. These coping strategies may include
outside family interests or withdrawal of emotional investment in
the family wunit. The second transition phase, metacognition,
occurs when the family members come to realize that the couple unit
is disintegrating, and as a result, the future becomes ambiguous.
In the actual separation, phase three, the family is in a state of
flux. Children may wonder at this point if both parents are still
part of his/her family. Additionally, the redefined relationship
between children and non-custodial parents creates uncertainties.
During the fourth phase of transition, the family reorganization,
two major stresses are evident; 1) defining the coparenting
relationship; and 2) resolving custodial issues. It is important
at this stage that coparental relationship be well defined as this
new partnership allows parents to continue their childrearing
duties and responsibilities following the marital break-up
(Bohannan, 1971). It is essential that within this coparental unit,
both parents establish separate relationships with the child.
Essential to accomplish this, especially with younger children, is
the redefinition of relationship between the former spouses.

Consensus 1s needed between the parents even though the husband-
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wife relation has ended. Ahrons(1983) suggests that there exists
evidence that children who suffer most from parental separation are
those who have been emotionally deprived from one parent. This
factor is most evident in the phase of transition where the family
unit is redefined. Recent research tends to reveal that more
adaptive coping strategies are possible in a family system where
the absent parent provides greater emotional support.

Grief (1979) reports that non-custodial fathers with
infrequent postdivorce contact with their children were notably
more depressed. Ahrons (1980, 1981) adds that these fathers were
also more dissatisfied with their relationship with their children.
Reciprocally, single-mothers were more depressed and overwhelmed by
the extra burdens of dual role and responsibilities (Hetherington,
Cox & Cox, 1976; Weiss, 1980). Both the Hetherington et al. (1979)
and Wallerstein & Kelly (1980) studies have reported that children
in mother custody homes who have 1little or no father contact
suffered the most developmental and emotional stress. When the
family is able to reorganize itself as a double unit or "binuclear"
family system where both parents constitute an integral part of the
child's world, the distress of the parental separation is lessened.
Children can function without the apprehension that they have lost
a parent.

Lamb (1977) has, through multiple studies of mother-custody
homes, identified major social implications of father-absence on
children's personality development. The nonpresence of the father

figure in the home, is also an absence of a male role model for
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boys who learn to perform through imitation and for girls who learn
to complement through interaction. An important socializing agent
and disciplinary figure is lacking. The absence of the husband
also constitutes in the majority of cases, a loss of income which
entails social stress for many single mothers. The wife has also
lost a partner, a source of emotional support which when lacking
can at times lead to social isolation. These different loses are
of course qualified by previous family status such as income,

available support systems, and previous marital conflict.

Impact of father-absence on sons.

The impact of father-absence on sons has been most noteworthy
in past 1literature. Lamb (1977) reports the impact on the
development of masculinity which 1is supported by the social-
learning theory of sex-role development through identification
process. More important than physical absence of fathers, is the
psychological absence of fathers. Lamb cites several studies which
attest that men who are nurturant are 1likely to have sons who

identify with them and develop more secure sex roles.

Impact of father-absence on daughters.

Psychoanalytic and social-learning theories of sex role
development emphasize the importance of same sex parent for the
development of gender identity. Given the high number of father
absence, many studies have accentuated the impact on boys who lose

their primary identification figure. Less attention is given to
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girls as they generally maintain contact with mothers, their
primary role model.

Lamb (1977) suggests that reciprocal role learning is also of
importance, especially for girls. A girl may learn to adopt
behaviors complimentary to those of her father and incorporate
these into her gender identity. As is the case for boys, girls are
most affected by father absence during the early years of
childhood. The effects themselves of father absence differ between
gender, the girls not being affected until adolescence and the boys
experiencing a much earlier or immediate effect.

Divorces may be preceeded by emotional distancing and greater
alienation between partners. In such instance, Lamb predicts that
some children are minimally affected by the absence of the father
following parental separation.

An important factor to consider in gender identity is the age
of children. Children's recognition that they are female or male
is established during the second and third years of life. The
influence of family on the development of gender role 1is most
salient at the ages of three to five.

Fathers appear to interact with sons and daughters in a more
differentiated way than do mothers. Consequently, father absence
1s most 1likely to have a greater impact during early childhood
development and less impact in later years where other adults can
resume the rcle of socializing agent. Other studies have shown
that the impact of father absence on children is also modulated by

the mother's adjustment to the new social and economic demands that
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result from separation (Biller, 1971).

Hess and Camara (1979) stress that a close, positive
relationship with both parents reassures children that the
separation conflict is not their fault and that the primary bond
with each parent is not lost. This heightened confidence in the
children allows them to properly channel energy for healthy growth
in social and learning development.

Our review of the research thus far, supports the finding that
parental divorce constitutes a stressful life event for the family
unit. The repercussions of this stressor are experienced
differently for both adults and children and between the
individuals themselves. In fact, elements of individual
differences in responses to the stressful life events are crucial
to the direction of the stressor path. These individual
differences include; factors that may constitute vulnerability or
resilience, personal characteristics, a person's cognitive
appraisal of the event, coping processes used to relate to the
stressor, the developmental armamentarium of the children and the
life-context surrounding the stress event.

Although all of these elements are intertwined with one
another, the focus of this study is mainly concerned with the issue
of resiliency. More specifically, special attention 1is given to
those resilient factors associated with academic achievement in
children following parental separation. The following section will

review literature more closely related to this area.
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PARENTAL SEPARATION AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Many literature reviews have documented the negative results
of parental divorce on children (Emery, 1982; Felner, Farber, &
Primavera, 1980; Guidubaldi & Perry, 1984; Hetherington, 1979;
Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1978; Kurdek, 1981; Wallerstein, 1983).
Roseby and Deutsch (1985), report however, that deterioration in
school performance and behavior are among the most consistently
reported outcomes associated with separation and divorce.

School 1is an 1integral part of children's environment.
Family variables of status, stability, and the provision of role
models affect children's academic and social behavior at school
(Hetherington, 1972; Shea, 1976). Shinn (1978) reports that results
in divorce-related research are complicated by the finding that
children who come from single-parent families lower their
expectations of achievement at school. These children exhibit
various learning difficulties, such as inability to concentrate,
short attention span, and anxiety about learning (Wodarski, 1982).

The large scale study conducted by the National Association of
Elementary and Secondary School Principals and the Kettering
Foundation (Brown, 1980; Lazarus, 1980; Zakariya, 1982) reported a
disproportionately high number of children from single-parent
families in low achievement groups and low proportion of these
children in high achievement groups. Global school criteria such
as grade point average, attendance, tardiness, suspension, student

mobility and referrals for behavioral problems of single-parent
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children were found to be more remarkable than those for children
of intact homes.

Mundek (1980) reported similar results; adolescent students
from recently divorced families earned significantly lower grade
point averages, more demerits, and were absent significantly more
often than adolescents whose families remained intact. Blanchard
and Biller (1971) found that academic performance of high father-
present groups was superior compared to boys from situations of low
father availability. Following a literature review on the effects
of the single-parent family on the academic achievement of children
from such households, Dawson (1981) cites that children from one-
parent families show poorer socio-emotional development and lower
academic achievement. Furthermore, students from intact households
have higher reading comprehensions than do students from homes of
divorce. Similarly, a study conducted in a Health Examination
Survey 1963-1965 (Svanum, Bringle, and McLaughlin, 1982) reported
that scores on the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC)
and the Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) were significantly
depressed for father-absent children compared with father-present
children. These results occured only when socioeconomic status
(SES) and divorce were not controlled. Guidubaldi et al. (1983b)
conducted a nationwide study where SES factor was controlled and
similar results were found. Data based on 341 children from
divorced families and 348 children from intact families, revealed
that within the divorced family group, boys scored lower on social

and academic adjustment scores, performed more poorly on classroom
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behavior ratings, were absent more frequently, had lower Full Scale
IQ's and lower WRAT reading and spelling scores. In addition,
grades in reading and math were lower, and these children were more
likely to repeat a grade than children from intact families.

Despite the many reports of negative divorce-related impacts
on academic achievement adjustment in children, several research
findings are contradictory to those previously mentioned. For
example, Fowler-Richards (1978) found no difference in intelligence
or academic achievement between father-absent or -present homes.
Hammond (1979, 1981) found that on a number of measures, including
reading achievement, there were no significant differences between
children of divorced and intact families. Other authors report
overall positive effects of divorce on children's adjustment
(Bernard & Nesbitt, 1981; Colletta, 1979; Kurdek & Siesky, 1980a;
Reinhard, 1977).

In the often cited study of Wallerstein and Kelly (1976), 131
children from 60 families were assessed following recent parental
separation. These children ranged from 2.5 to 18 years of age.
Findings from the initial assessment at time of breakup revealed
that most children from all age groups suffered feelings of
anxiety, depression, worry about one or both parents, anger,
loyalty conflicts, and guilt. The responses varied according to
the age and developmental level of the individual.

In general, two groups were discerned and each of these
featured unique responses. The first group, the preadolescents or

later latency children, displayed regressive behaviours, 1i.e.
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social withdrawal from involvement with friends and investment in
school, irritability, aggressive behavior, powerlessness vis-a-vis
the marital rupture, self-blame and intense anger at one or both
parents. These youngsters were more inclined to align with one
parent and have fantasies of reconciliation. It is also reported
that half of these children suffered a severe drop in their school
performance that lasted into the year following the marital breakup
(Wallerstein, 1976, 1985).

The second group, all adolescents, demonstrated sadness,
shame, embarrassment, and were more vulnerable to depression and
acting out. They also tended to withdraw socially from friends and
to invest less effort in school. Many were reported to worry about
future and family but also showed mature and genuine feelings about
helping their parents.

A follow-up study at 18 months revealed that although 50% of
the preadolescents showed equilibrium in their lives, 50% still
displayed depressive and aggressive behavior patterns. Young boys
were significantly more troub