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ABSTRACT 

This impact of parental divorce on childrens' 

adjustment has become the concern of many educators. 

Family life and childhood socialization has been 

continually redefined due to this marital disruption 

phenomenon. Since the st ructure of the contemporary 

American· family, composed of mother, father, and 

children has changed, educators need to be aware of the 

special needs and adjustments necessary for the 

children. 

The purpose of this study was to determine by a 

survey i f ch ildr en from si ng le parent h omes were 

perceived in a more negative way, by their teachers, 

than ch i ld r en from intact h omes. If children from 

single parent homes were perceived in a more negati ve 

way than child r en from intact h omes, then their self

concept would be diminished by these negative messages. 

A su r vey devised by Mary Lou Fuller (1984) was revised 

and used with her permission. This survey consisted of 

24 qu e sti o ns r egarding 12 positive and 12 negative 

behaviors as most apt t o be behaviors of children fr om 

intac t f amilies, single parent families or if no 

difference was seen between the two groups of children. 

The groups of teachers used in this survey were: 

i v 



Teachers from public and private schools. Teachers 

with 10 years or less experience and 11 years or more 

experience. Teachers who had no single parent 

experience and teachers who had single parent 

experience. The results of the answers to the 12 

positive behaviors and 12 negative behaviors were 

computed and percentages were tabulated. Then the 

results of each individuals ' responses were tallied and 

the mean score was found, then at-test was computed. 

The results of this study seemed to reveal that 

children from single parent homes are perceived in a 

more negative way tha n children fr om intact homes by 

some groups of teachers. 
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CHAPTF.R I 

Introduction 

Family configurations have chan ged r adically in the 

United States in recent decades. Whereas single parent 

households we re once a small minority of this country ' s 

population , s u ch is not the case today . Currently, the 

d i vo rce rate in this country is the h ighest reco rded 

anywhere with a bout h alf the marriages ending in 

divorce . Nearly 50 % of the children now be ing born 

will live in a single parent household before the age 

of eightee n (Garwin , 1984) . 

Sing l e parent ho mes are created not only by divorce 

but by the dea th o f spouses and the birth o f children 

to unma rried mothers. Th e latter phenomenon is also 

growing at a staggering pace . There are now more un 

married moth e r s with children than widowed mothers. 

However, by far the greatest number o f sing le pa r e nt 

h o mes are a co nsequence of di vo r ce (Brown, 1 980) . 

Hozman and Froiland (1977) suggested the experience 

of losing a parent through divorce is similar to that 

of losing a p arent through death. They conc luded that 

the Kubler-Ross model for dealing with loss through 

death also applied to loss through divorce . In this 

model , children go t hr ough five stages as they learn to 

accept loss of a parent. Th ese stages are, 1) den i al, 



2) anger, 3) bargaining, 4) depression and, 5) accep

tance. 
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Anthony (1984) and Hetherington and Cox (1978) 

cautioned against expecti ng all children and parents to 

react the same way. Each individual's behavior depends 

upon his o r her unique personality, experiences, and 

the support system available . 

Although single parent children still represent a 

minority of students in each class room, it is necessary 

for the teacher to be aware of how this factor affects 

th e schools. Teachers have involuntarily become 

involved in the trauma of s ingle parent children as 

they must work with them daily. If the perception of 

the teacher toward the single parent child is negative, 

it may hinder the single parent child's ability to 

achieve and build a positive self-concept. Teachers' 

perceptions of the student result in expectations that 

Brophy (1977) called self-fulfilling prophecies; that 

is, "individuals [children] tend to perceive and 

attempt to conform to the expectations that significant 

others [e.g., teachers] hold for them" (p. 580) . 

Teachers' perceptions of the single parent child are 

the focus of this paper. The research is designed to 

see if the single parent child is viewed in a more 

negative way than children from intact families. 



Significance of the Problem and Justification for 
Investigating It 

A child does not leave his or her worries at home 

when he or she arrives at school. If a child of a 
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single parent has a new situation to deal with, such as 

his or her parent is beginning to date, he or she will 

bring these concerns to school. This added stress 

carries with it new cha llenges for teachers. Teachers 

can add to this stress by their lack of understanding 

or lack of concern for the child. Teachers can 

alleviate some of this stress by being empathetic and 

understanding. 

Research by Fuller (1984) suggested that teachers 

perceive children from single parent homes in a more 

negati ve manner than children from intact homes. Fuller 

(1986) developed a 25-item questionnaire to determine 

elementary school teachers' perceptions of the behavior 

of students from intact and single parent homes. 

Observable school behaviors (called traits) were 

selected from items listed on report cards, in folders 

containing cumulative data, and on counselor-referral 

forms. A review of the traits by an elementary school 

teacher, a school counselor, and an elementary 

principal indicated that there were 19 positive and six 

negative behaviors. Although literature on classroom 

behavior of children from single parent homes was 
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sketchy, Fuller suggested the following hypotheses: 

(a) Teachers perceive students from intact families as 

exhibiting a greater number of positive school 

behaviors than do children from single parent families, 

(b) teachers perceive students from single parent 

families as exhibiting a greater number of negative 

behaviors than do ch ildren from intact families, 

(c) teachers age 35 or less will perceive students from 

single parent families more positively than will those 

who are older than 35 , and (d) teachers who have been 

or are single parents will perceive children from sin

gle-parent famili es more positively than those who have 

no experience as a single parent. 

The participants in Fuller's study were 117 

certified classroom and resource teachers from four of 

the fi ve schools in a southwestern urban school 

district eligible to participate in the study. The 

district was in a lower middle and middle-class 

neighborhood containing a large population of children 

from both single parent and intact-parent homes. 

Fuller's study demonstrated that elementary school 

teachers from this district perceived the school 

behaviors of children from intact homes more positively 

than they did children from single parent homes. 

Conversely, children from single parent homes were 

viewed as exhibiting more negative school behaviors 
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than children from intact homes. Finally, the age of 

the teachers seemed to influence their perceptions. 

Teachers 36 and over were more extreme than their 

younger colleagues in attributing negative behaviors to 

children from single parent families, whereas teachers 

35 and younger were more likely to attribute positive 

behaviors to these same ch ildren. Teachers' 

experiences as single parents were non-significant. 

In a study by Santiock and Tracy (1978), two groups 

of teachers viewed a videotape depicting the social 

interaction of an eight-year -old boy. One group was 

told the boy 's parents were divorced; the other group 

that his home was intact. Teachers rated the child of 

divorce more negatively on happiness, emotional 

adjustment, and coping with stress . 

In view of Fuller's research as well as other 

studies, it was felt that more research was needed. If 

single parent children were viewed in a more negative 

way than children from intact homes, it seemed this 

could be an underlying ca use for negative effects 

concerning the single paren t child found in academic 

achievement, emotional adjustment , self-concept and 

behavior. In this study the survey used by Fuller 

(1986) was examined in the light of additional litera

ture on the subject of single parent children . With Ms. 

Fuller's permission the survey she developed was used 



in a slightly altered form. (see Chapter III for 

details.) 

Comparisons used in this survey were: 

1. Publi c school teachers and private school 

teachers. 
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2 . Tea chers o f both groups with 10 or less years 

experience and 11 o r niore years experience. 

3. Teachers o f bot h groups with personal single 

parent experience as a child or as an adult and 

teachers with no direct single parent experience. The 

first two comparisons were not used in the first survey 

and the third comparison may differ due to the dif

ferent population area. 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were formulated for this 

study: 

1. There would be no difference between the 

private and the publi c sch ool teachers' perceptions of 

children from single parent homes and intact homes. 

2. There would be no difference between the 

teacher with 10 years or less experience and the 

tea cher with 11 y e ars or mo r e experience in perceiving 

the single parent child and the child from an intact 

home. 
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3. There wouJd be no difference between the 

teacher with single parent experience and the teacher 

with no single parent e xperience in perceiving the 

single parent child and the child from an intact home. 

Summary 

The increasing number of single parent children has 

become evident in elementary classrooms. This increase 

has caused teac hers to become involved in working with 

children from s ingle parent homes. Research suggests 

that teachers' perceptions toward the single parent 

child is very important. This research was an attempt 

to see if teachers perceive children from single parent 

homes in a more negative way than children from intact 

homes. 



CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

Divorce: How Adults Have Been Affected 

Divorce is not a new issue. Its effects have been 

felt keenly by adults and children. The structure of 

the American family composed of mother, father, boy, 

and girl, has changed. This change in the structure of 

the American family h as affected society economically, 

politically, socially, and also educationally. The 

divorce rate has increased in the United States from 

less than 1 divorce per 1,000 people to more than 5 

divorces per 1,000 people in 1980 (U.S. Bureau of the 

Census, 1981). 

In 1948 only 42 % of divorcing couples had children 

unde r 18 years of age (Hunt, 1966). Currently, ap

proximately 60% of divorcing people have children, 

many of whom are under the age of 5 when the divorce 

occurs (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983). It has been 

estimated that there are currently 12 million children 

under the age of 1 8 whose parents have been divorced. 

If the divorce rate somewhat stabilizes, it is expected 

that approximately one million children a year will 

fall into this category and suffer the shock of the 

break-up of their families. 

To understand how the c hild ha s been affected, it 

is necessary t o understa nd h ow the parents have been 
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affected by divorce. When the marriage has failed, 

another lifestyle has emerged. The child has really 

lost two parents, the one who has left home and the one 

who remained at home, because this parent has changed 

also. 

According to Flosi (1980), the divorcing process 

begins when one person has decided not to devote the 

time and emotions necessary to continue the growth of 

the commitment to the marriage. This phase was 

referred to as the "erosion of the affection," a time 

when one partner wanted out of the relationship and 

began to develop strategies toward that end. 

The next phase was called "loss of attachment" and 

one partner started to provoke the other and the other 

partner tried to adjust. Finally, one partner said, "I 

want out." At this point, the marriage was publicly 

broken. This was considered one of two peak stress 

phases and this phase could continue for 10 to 15 years 

or longer, but the average time was two years. 

The next phase, the "change identity," really took 

place in three areas. First, the "litigation period" 

which was begun with the first real call to the lawyer 

and ended with the divorce decree. Second, was the 

"transition period" in which the person adjusted from 

being married to being single; third, came the most 

stressful time of all, the "recovery period." This 
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stress was unmatched by any other life experience, even 

death . During this time, the adult who usually coped 

adequately in the past and who would cope adequately in 

the future started using a variety of behaviors to act 

out his fears , one example of which was the fear of 

having a nervous breakdown. 

The final stage in the divorce process was called 

the "reorganization'' phase . The divorced person had 

succ e e d e d in ndjusting to the divorce . He/She had an 

income, some social life, self-satisfaction , future 

orientation , and an opportunity for personal growth . 

The parent - child relationships have been altered as 

a r esult of divorce . Parenting was difficult as the 

family structure broke down and the parent was making 

interpersonal adjustments such as dealing with stress, 

loneliness , and lowered self-esteem (Skeen and McKenry, 

1980) . However , there were many unanswered questions 

concerning parenting capabilities and behaviors during 

divorce. We have been cautioned against expecting all 

children and parents to react the same way in divor ce . 

Each individual's behavior depended upon each person's 

unique personality, experiences and the support avail

able. 

Leahey (1984) found that generally , the divorce 

process was a time of distress for both children and 

adults. Dec iding t o di vo r ce , dealing with the loss o f 



the noncustodial parent, and adapting to a one-parent 

household were all stressful experiences. Never-the

less, her research indicated that most children and 

adults reported not having been adversely affected by 

the divorce. Divorce was considered a crisis ex

perience rather than a chronic one. Many people used 
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it as a "marker event " and adults were more likely than 

children t o discuss its benefits. Although many such 

families coped well with the crisis , there remained a 

large number who did not. 

Divorce: How Children are Affected 

The word "divorce " is a commonplace term in the 

experiential vocabulary of many students. Freeman 

(1985) found in h e r rev i ew of research that the four 

most common characteristics of children in the im

mediate post-divorce situation are guilt, fear, anger 

and depression. 

Guilt 

Hetherington (1979) found it was not uncommon for 

children to assume guilt for being the cause of the 

divorce. Children viewed divorce as their punishment 

for wrongdoing and believed that if they had acted 

better or corrected inappropriate behavior, their 
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parents would have reconciled. Kalter and Plunkett 

(1984) found that children of divorced parents 

demonstrated higher internality in locus of control 

than children from intact families. Many excellent 

books for children and parents were available which 

offered explanations of divorce and emphasize that 

divorce is a grown-up problem. 

Fear 

A second characteristic of children who experienced 

divorce was fear. Children feared abandonment by the 

other parent or the loss of their parents. Many 

children became clingy and experienced anxiety. More 

generalized anxiety may be caused by less parental at

tention and children's concern over who will love and 

take care of them (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). Feel

ings of abandonment may stem from the children's 

belief that they are not worthy of affection and not 

loved by parents. 

Anger 

A third characteristic of children experiencing 

divorce was the feeling of intense anger. As Walsh 

(1980) described: 

Hostility may be directed at the parent who has 

left the fold, and the child goes through the 



"How could you l eave me like this?" syndrome or 

she may develop an e nmity toward the parent who 

remains, thinking "If you had been nicer to mom, 

she wouldn't hav e left" (p. 203) . 

13 

Children may become destructive in their behaviors, 

and display aggressi on toward their parents. Such 

negative behavior was mo r e fr e quently directed toward 

the c hild' s mother. Hammond (1979) found that elemen

tary aged boys disp]ayed significa ntly mo r e act ing out 

and distractibility in sch ool behavior than girls. In 

many post-di vo r ce homes, discipline may become erratic 

and parental expectations for c hildren's behavior may 

become inconsistent. A consistent, stable classroom in 

which expe ctations are clear a nd routines are predi c t

able may help the child feel secure . 

Depression 

Sadness and depression h ave been evidenced in l oss 

of appetite, hopeless ness , mood iness and self

c ritici sm . The c h ild may have experienced a lower 

self-esteem with feelings such as, "I can't do anythi ng 

right" (Wallers te in a nd Ke lly, 1980). 

There are additional behav i ors that some c hildre n 

may have displayed in r eacti on to divorce , they may 

deny the divorce and lie to their f riends about it . 

Other chi ldren may cling to the h ope that parents will 

reconc ile (Wallerst e in and Kel l y , 1980), becoming 
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preoccupied with the re c onciliation and inventing plans 

to engineer it. Other signs may be headaches, 

stomachaches, and "hypermaturity" which was evidenced 

in assuming adult mannerisms and become superefficient 

helpers. Leahey (1984) found that the impact of divorce 

and living in a single parent family has some implica

tions for sexual identity. Boys who experienced 

father absence early in life were found to have sig

nificantly less masculine self-concepts on a bipolar 

construct (masculine/feminine) than did boys with 

fathers. However, when an expanded construct was used, 

ten-to-19-year-old children of single parents were 

classified as androgynous (both male and female in one) 

or undifferentiated (boys tended to be more androgynous 

and girls more undifferentiated). It was found also 

that custodial mothers and fathers demonstrated higher 

levels of androgyny. There was no significant 

relationship, however, between parent and child self

concept of sex role . 

Hozman and Froiland (1977) suggested that the ex

perience of l o sing a parent through divorce is similar 

to that of losing a parent through death. They 

adopted the Kubler-Ross model for dealing with loss. 

In this model, children go through five stages as they 

learn to accept the loss of a parent. Initially, 

children deny the r e ality of the divorce. Denial is 
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followed by anger and then bargaining in which children 

try to get their parents back together. When they 

realize that their efforts cannot persuade parents to 

live together again, they become depressed. The final 

stage is acceptance of the divorce situation. 

During divorce , specific developmental needs of 

children have gone unmet because of parental preoc

cupation with their own needs and parental role con

flicts. Kelly and Wallerstein (1976) reported that 

young school-age children responded to divorce with 

pervasive sadness, fear, feelings of deprivation, and 

some anger. Hetherington et al. (1976) characterized 

behaviors of children as more dependent, aggressive, 

whiny, demanding, unaffectionate, and disobedient than 

behaviors of children from two parent homes. Anthony 

(1984) concluded that the major reaction during 

divorce was grief associated with guilt, while the 

major reaction after divorce was shame coupled with 

strong resentment. 

Some positive aspects of single parent children 

ha ve been found. Heth e rington e t al. (1978) suggeste d 

that divo r c e is often the most positive solution to 

destructi ve family functioning. F o r example, s ome 

c hildren of di vor ce exh i bited mo re empathy for others, 

increased helping behavior, and greater independence 

than children from in tact families. Doering (1980) 
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revealed in his study that some parents said that 

relationships with their children were enhanced after 

the divorce. His studies have also shown that the 

children a re better off in a one parent situation than 

in an unhappy, intact family situation. 

Divorce: How the Child is Affected in School 

Researchers have not been unanimous regarding the 

effects of divorce on children . Hammond (1979), for 

example, found no significant difference in self

concept, math and reading achievement, immaturity or 

withdrawal between students from intact families and 

those whose parents had divorced. Other researchers 

reported that some children even realized positive 

benefits when the stress o f parental hostility was 

eliminated by divorce. They (the children of divo r ce) 

also may ha ve highly developed strengths in e xplaining 

feelings , evaluating and understanding relationships, 

skills in managing confl i c t and mastering disappoint

ments, experience in assuming responsi b ility and 

character traits of independ e nce a nd r es ili ence 

(Garw in, 1984) . With the possibility of s ome posi ti ve 

effects being realized, the majority of research indi

cated that d i vorce has some detrime ntal effects upon 

most children who expe ri enced it. In studying the 
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education of the sing l e parent child, academic perfor

mance , emotional adjustments , self - concept and 

behavior wer e influenced. 

Acad emic Achi evement 

In a survey looking at the educational nee ds of 

single parent children and two parent children, 

ch ildren of s ingle pare nts s howe d lower achievement in 

school . Thirty- e i ght pe rcent of the single parent 

children were classif i ed as low achievers as compared 

to 23 % of children from two parent families. The NAESP 

Staff Report (19 80 ), revealed that children from one 

parent families moved in and out of the school district 

more often . They showed being tardy at least once 

compared to two parent children . They were also twice 

as likely to skip school and we re more fr e quently 

r e ferred to the school off ice for disciplinary r eas ons, 

16% were from one parent families compared t o 10% from 

two parent fam ilies . Academically it seemed that girls 

from single parent homes adjusted better than boys . 

The report also revea led that one parent children we re 

classi fi ed as low a chi evers when compared to t wo 

parent chi ldre n. Strom (1980 ) suggested that much of 

research is contradi c t o ry, but most showed lower 

ach i evement and negative effec ts on social behavior s 

where divo r ce is i nvolved . Academic achi evement might 
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be impaired by other va ri ables , such as sex of the 

child, or family income (Guidubaldi, 1983). It was 

also suggested that schools should be careful not to 

interpret all problems as being a result of divorce, 

but to look at other factors , such as a learning dis

ability (Black , 1979). 

Emotional Adjustme nt 

Emotional behaviors were ev ident in children who 

had recently experience divorce . Some emotions were 

guilt, aggression, acting-out , mourning, and often a 

deterioration in the parent-child relationship. The 

children's emotional adjustment was seen to be deter

mined by the nature and quality of the new family en

vironment . Hammond (1979), noted that teachers rated 

behavioral problems of boys much higher in a divorce 

setting. Such things as "acting out " and 

distractibility were more noticeable. Additionally, 

boys from single parent h ome s rated lower in math and 

they said their families were less happy. Hammond 

noted that boys ~ay be reacting more than girls in a 

divorce because 79 % of these children lived with the 

mother, indicating that boys at this age exhibited more 

symptoms related to the Joss of a father than girls. 

Schoettle and Ca ntwelJ ( 1980) found that physi ca lly 

aggressive behavior wa s significant ly more commo n for 
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all children of divo r ce . Palker (1980) found that some 

signs of emotional stress in children of divorce can be 

misbehavior, social withdrawal and crying easily . Al

lers (1980) noticed that withdrawal is one of the many 

symptoms found in children undergoing the type of 

stress caused by their parents ' divorce. Snyder (1980) 

found as a result of her studies that children from 

broken homes do, in fa ct , visit the school nurse more 

often than students from intact families. 

Self-Concept 

Changes in self-concept have been a major research 

concept have been a major research concern. Raschke 

and Vernon (1979) used the Piers-Harris Children's 

Self-Concept Scale t o study the effects of family con

flict and family structure (i.e ., intact, single 

parent, reconstituted) on children 's self-concepts. 

Results of the study showed that there was not a sig

nificant difference in the self-concept scores of 

children from intac t, single parent, reconstituted, or 

other family types. Self-concept scores were sig

nificantly lower for children who reported higher 

levels of family conflict . The a uth ors stated that 

this r esearch does not lend support to the cliche that 

"broken homes yield broken young lives." (p. 373). 

Parish a nd TayJor (1979) studied students to see if 
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self-concepts differed when the father was present in 

the home as opposed to situations where the father was 

absent due to divorce. Results showed that students 

who had experi e nced f ath e r-loss through divorce and 

whose mother had not r emarried had significantly lower 

self-concepts than those from non-divorced families. 

Children who had father-loss due to divorce but whose 

mothers had remarried, showed lower self-concept than 

c hildre n from in t a ct f amili e s, but not as low as the 

group whose mothers had not remarried. 

Rubin and Price (1979) agreed with Parish and 

Taylor and also found that the age of the child at the 

time of the divorce was a factor in determining the 

extent of lowering the s e lf-c oncept. Allers (1982) 

found that singl e p a r e nt c hildren may no longer derive 

enjoyment fr om a ct i v iti e s and social interaction. 

Acc ording to Par i sh (1981), children's self

concepts slowly e vol ve a s a r e sult of successive 

comparisons a nd contras t s between one's self and one's 

parents. On the Personal Attributes Inventory f o r 

childre n, he f o und that children recorded persistently 

high scores be tween themsel ves and their mothers no 

matter what their families configuration was, but 

scores between th emse)ves and their father did diminish 

progressively f o llo wing pare ntal divorce and then after 

the r e ma i n ing p a r e n t ' s r e mar ri a ge . 
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Leahey (1984) found as a result of the Piers-Harris 

Self-Concept Scale that boys and girls with single 

parents did not differ significantly from children of 

intact families on self-esteem. In fact, these 

children evidenced significantly higher levels of 

self-esteem than did children who perceived their 

families as rejecting. 

Some of the research pinpointed more specific 

reasons for the lowered self-concepts that were found. 

Again, father absence was found to be a significant 

factor by Parish (1981). Suggested as a possible 

reason for lowered self-concept is the tendency of 

teachers to stereotype children of divorce, thus stig

matizing them. Santiock and Tracy (1978) documented 

this tendency in their study. 

Another issue that should be considered is the 

mediational influence of the noncustodial parent on the 

child's self-esteem, Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) 

reported that the father-son relationship increases in 

importance to the boys self-esteem as the child ma

tures. At five years post divorce, a good father-child 

relationship appears linked to good self-esteem. 

Behavior 

The Student Rating Scale (SRS) test, which is a 

standardized, norm ref e renced evaluation of a child's 



22 

behavior in a variety of settings, was developed by 

Brown and Hammill (1978). This test was given to 483 

student participants. Results of the study revealed 

several different findings. According to Delaney, 

Richards and Strathe (1984) children from single parent 

families perceived their own behavior as more negative 

and less appropriate than children from intact families 

in all three of the ecological areas--home, school and 

interpersonal relations. Although perceiving them

selves more negatively when compared to intact 

families, children of divorce did view their own be

havior in school as more appropriate than their be

havior in the two other areas. Thus, the findings 

would suggest that the type of support, assistance 

and/or continuity provided in the classroom may be im

portant to the child's positi ve perception of his / h er 

own behavior in that setting. Younger children per

ceived their behavior more negatively than did older 

children in all three areas . The school may need to be 

particularly sensitive to the needs of these younger 

students from divorced/separated parents. Doering 

(1980) found that the children from divorced families 

exhibit more acting out behaviors in the classroom. 

Boys seemed to h ave more b ehavior problems than girls 

as seen by teachers and parents. 
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Teacher Expectations 

Expectations tend to be self-sustaining . They 

affect both perception, by causing teachers to be alert 

for what they expect and less likely to notice what 

they do not expect , and interpretation, by causing 

teachers to interpret and perhaps distort what they see 

so that it is consistent with their expectations. Some 

expectations persist even though they do not coincide 

with the facts. Brophy and Good (1974) presented this 

model on how self-fulfilling prophecies affect class 

room behavior: 

1. The teacher expects specific behavior and 
achievement from particular students. 

2. Because of these expectations, the 
teacher behaves differently toward 
different students. 

3. This treatment by the teacher tells each 
student what behavior and achievement the 
teacher expects from him or her and 
affects the student's self-concept, 
achievement motivation, and level of 
aspiration. 

4 . If this teacher treatment is consistent 
over time, and if the student does not 
actively r esist o r change it in some way, 
it will shape his or her achievement and 
behavior. High-expectation students will 
be led to achieve at high levels, but the 
achievement of low-expectation students 
will decline . 

5 . With time, the student's achievement and 
behav ior will conform more and more 
closely to that originally expected from 
him or her (p . 521). 

Johnson (1970) , has suggested that students who are 

dependent, adult-oriented , and generally other-directed 

would be especially vulnerable to expectation effects . 

With this res ea r c h in mind, it seemed relevant to 
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see if teach e rs' perceive children from single parent 

homes in a more negative way than children from intact 

homes. 

Divorce : How Schools and Teachers Can Affect 

Children of Single Parents 

More than three decades ago, w. I. Thomas (1931) 

wrote, "If men define ... situations as real, they are 

real in their consequences" (p. 177). This theory has 

come to be known in the social sciences as the self

fulfilling prophecy. It is based on two assumptions. 

First, that the act of making a definition about a 

situation is also an act of making a prophecy about it. 

Second, that the act of making a prophecy about a 

situation is also an act of creating the conditions 

through which the prophecy is r ea lized (Palardy, 1969). 

In his Doctoral Thesis, Palardy found when first

g rade t eachers reported that they believed that boys 

are far less successful than girls in learning t o r ead , 

the boy pupils of those teachers did achieve less well 

on a standardized reading test than a comparable group 

of boy pupils wh ose teachers r e p orted that they 

believed that boys are as successful as girls in 

learning to read. 

The research found that children of single parent 

famil ies showed many stresses and problems due to their 



parents' divorce. However, these problems were not 

manifested in all children, and researchers have not 

been unanimous regarding the effects of divorce upon 

children. 
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Because divorce was found to be a crisis involving 

disruption of the family structure, the role of the 

school schooJ and the teacher were of particular impor

tance. Delaney, et al. (1984) tested teacher's with 

the Teacher Rating Scale (TRS) which assessed school 

student's behavior from the teachers perception. 

Highly significant differences were found: Children of 

intact families were pe rceive d by their teachers as 

showing more positive and appropriate school and class

room behaviors than children of families of divorce/ 

separation. The teachers did perceive the children of 

families of divorce/separation higher than these 

children perceived themselves. The communication of 

the teacher's more positive perception may be of par

ticular importance t o the single parent children ex

periencing changes in their lives as a result of 

divorce/separation. Message based on the elementary 

classroom teacher's perception affect the self-concept 

of children from intact and single parent homes, espe

cially because the development of self-concept in 

elementary school ch ildren is incomplete and still open 

to c h a ng e (Hamachek, 1972). Research by Fuller (1984) 
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suggested that teachers perceive children from single 

parent homes in a more negative manner than children 

from intact homes. Fuller (1986) developed a 25-item 

questionnaire to determine elementary school teachers' 

perceptions of the behavior of students from intact and 

single parent homes. 

Chapter III .) 

(Details of this survey are in 

If the s c hoo l , a maj o r institution in the life of 

parents and children, has been found conveying negative 

messages to children from single parent homes, then 

school counselors must be prepared to help these 

children evaluate and deal with these messages. It is 

not just children from single parent homes who need the 

support and understanding of school counselors; parents 

need it also . In a survey of 1,200 single parents from 

47 states, 62% through school personnel did not per

ceive the single parent family as normal, and 45% 

thought the school staff assumed that any problems 

their children experienced were related to being from a 

single parent (Clay, 1981) . 

The research on children from intact and single 

parent homes suggested that teachers perceive the lat

ter in the negative manne r . Levine, referring to 

Birdwhistell (1982), e xamined how the preoccupation 



27 

with the ideal (tra di t ional) family affects the way 

families are labe l ed a nd described. 

A growing number of family researchers take 
the position that Americans, both lay and 
professional, hold to an idealized model of 
(the) family as breadwinning husband, 
homemaking wife and their two children .... 
The use of th e traditional model as the 
ideal cause s serious complications for the 
study of f amili e s by distorting the 
perspective of the investigators, leading 
the labeling of other family forms as 
deviant, brok e n, or unstable (p. 94). 

It appe ared that whi le t e achers have a strong sense of 

the nature of pare nts o f intact homes, they are less 

certain of the characteristics of single parents. 

Knowledge about familial stereotypes prevalent in 

schools and the broade r c ommunity, as well as 

t e levisi on, popu la r l iterature , movies, press, and 

sch oo l c urri c ul um, can eventually help remove the 

artific ial barriers r esulting fr om such stereotyping. 

Leahey (1984) f o und that e du c at ors can intervene in 

several ways no t only to h e lp f amilies that have 

experienced di vo r c e but a lso to influence social 

attitudes. Within the cla ssroom, teachers must avoid 

stereotyping. It is poss ible to be sensitive to the 

situa ti on o f c hi l dr e n of d i vo r c e without routinely 

suspe cting tha t they ha v e learning or social adjustment 

difficulti e s. Educ ato rs were a l so found to be in a 

p ositi on t o init iate dis c uss i on a nd t o mode l a cceptance 

of va ri ou s fami ly li f e sty l es . 
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Teachers involunta rily become involved in the 

divorce trauma as they worked with these children of 

divorce and dealt with the impac t that marital 

separation had upon the academic and social perfor mance 

of their students . Hammond (1979) suggested that 

teachers can provide ex tra time and attention, and 

opportunities to talk about feeli ngs if the children 

wish . This personal attention from teacher s is crucial 

in schools where counselors are not ava i lable . 

El e me ntary school teachers ca n do much t o model 

acceptance of various familial life styles. Teachers 

can initiate classr oom discussions about families and 

c an inc lude in the discussions families that have 

only one parent and families t h at have a remarriage . 

It was suggeste d that teach ers could become more 

aware of th e ir choice o f words, e xamples, and attitudes 

when talking about famil i es with their students . 

Teachers cou ld be provided with workshops or periodic 

training relative to the e ffects of marital separati on 

upon child r e n and strategies for dealing with the 

effects as seen in the c lass r oom. Teachers could 

duplicate repo r t cards , school calendars , etc. so th e 

nonc ustodial pare nt could h ave a copy as well . 

The teacher or principal could also encourage 

support groups f o r children of single parent homes . 

There was f ou nd to be a real need for c aring adults t o 

be present fo r th e s e childre n to help them wo rk thr oug h 
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the ir g ri e f a nd p r ov i de a place for them to meet new 

fri e nds wh o have shared similar experiences. Most o f 

all, the teach e r s shou l d be reminded to appraise their 

own a ttitudes to c hec k the t e ndency to stereotype 

children fr om o ne p a rent f amilies and the tendency to 

e xpect lowered achieveme nt. 



CHAPTER III 

Purpose 

The purpose of this paper was to survey elementary 

teachers in public and private schools, regarding the 

way single parent children were viewed to see if they 

were perceived in a more negative way than children 

from two parent families. If the perception of the 

teacher toward the single parent child is negative, it 

may hinder the single parent child's ability to achieve 

and build a positive self-concept. Teachers' percep

tions of the student result in expectations that 

Brophy (1977) called self-fulfilling prophesies; that 

is, "individuals [children] tend to perceive and at

tempt to conform to th e expec tations that significant 

others [ e • g • , teachers ) ho l d for th em " ( p . 5 8 o) . I n 

view of the research reported in Chapter II, it seemed 

important to do mo re r esearch. A survey developed by 

Mary Lou Fuller was revised and used. (A full ex-

planation is in the nex t s ection.) The following 

hypotheses were f ormulated for this study: 

1. There would be no difference between the private 

and the publi c s c h ool t eachers' perceptions of children 

from single pare nt homes and intact homes. 

2. There wou l d be no difference between the 

teacher with 10 yea rs or less experience and the 

t e acher with 11 yea r s or mor e experience in perceiving 
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the single parent child and the child from an intact 

home. 

3. There would be no difference between the 

teacher with single parent experiences and the teacher 

with no single parent experiences in perceiving single 

parent child and the child from an intact home. 

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire used in this study was developed 

by Mary Lou Fuller, a professor from the Center for 

Teaching and Learning, Uni versity of North Dakota, 

Grand Forks, North Dakota. The instrument was revised 

and used with her permission. (A copy of the revised 

questionnaire and the letter of permission can be found 

in the Appendix . ) Fuller's survey consisted of 25 

questions which included 19 positive and six negative 

behaviors. In the revised quest ionnaire for this 

study, two questions were combi ned, which seemed 

similar and the wording o n six questions was changed to 

negative behaviors . This questionnaire then contained 

12 positive and 12 negative behaviors, a total of 24 

questions. This was done for the purpose of tabulating 

responses more easily. In Fuller's survey the respon

dents were asked to mark a large X on the response 

that most nearly reflected their opinion. In this 
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r evised su r vey , t h e respondents were asked to circle 

reflected th e ir opinion . The choices were 1) Children 

from Intact Homes , 2) Probably Children from Intact 

Homes, 3) No Difference, 4) Probably Children from 

Single Parent Homes , 5 ) Children from Single Parent 

Homes , 6) "I have no idea ." This format was changed to 

shorten the numbe r of pages on the questionnaire . 

Items which reflect positive behaviors are numbers 

3 , 4, 5, 8 , 9 , 11, 12 , 13, 17 , 20,22, 23 (i.e., good 

grades, responsible behavior, gets along well with 

peers). The items which reflect negative behavi o rs 

are numbers 1 , 2 , 6, 7 , 10 , 14 , 15, 16, 18, 19, 21 , 24 

( i. e., tardy, shy/ withdrawn, overt acting out 

behaviors). 

The survey devised by Mary Lou Fuller was selected 

based on the review o f literature found in Chapter II. 

The following paragraphs have shown how the survey 

questions relate to t he literature review . 

Schoettle and Cantwel) (1980) found that physica lly 

aggressive behavior was s ignificantly more common for 

all children o f divorce . Palker (1980) found that some 

signs of e mot i o nal stress in children of divorce can be 

misbehavjor, social withdrawal and crying easily . Al

lers (1980) noti ced t ha t withdrawal is one of the many 

symptoms found in chiJdren undergoing the type of 
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stress caused by their parents' d i vorce. Doering (1980) 

found that children from divorced families exhibit more 

acting out behaviors in the classroom . Boys seemed to 

have more behavior problems than girls as seen by 

teachers and parents. 

Statements 1, 2 , and 16 concerned aggressive be

havior, misbehavior and social withdrawal as seen in 

the single parent child . 

1. Which group of c hildren is most apt to be ac

ting out behavior problems? (i.e., excessive noise, 

fighting, etc.) 

2. Which group of children tends to have trouble 

getting along with other children? 

16. Which group of c hildren is generally most apt 

to be shy and/or withdrawn? 

In a study of children ' s perceptions on the con

sequences of divorce, Kalter and Plunkett (1984) found 

that more than half of their teachers believed divorce 

caused behavior/emotional problems. Hetherington, et. 

al. (1976) characterized behaviors and single parent 

children as more dependent , aggressive, whiny, demand

ing, unaffectionate, and disobedient than behaviors of 

children from two parent h omes . Garwin (1984) found 

that single parent children may have highly developed 

strengths in explaining feelings, evaluating and under

standing relationships , sk ills in managing conflicts 
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and mastering disappointments, experience in assuming 

responsibility and c harac ter traits of independence and 

resilience. 

Statements 3, 9 and 10 addressed the aggressive, 

demanding, unaffectionate characteristics of the single 

parent child. 

3. Which group o f children generally displays the 

most responsible b e hav i or? 

9 . Whi c h group of chil d r e n plays be st with o th er 

children? 

10. Whic h gr oup o f children is more inconsiderate 

of othe rs? 

Statement s 11-19 a d d r e s sed the characteristics of 

inde p e nde n ce and r esp o n s ibility. 

11. Whi c h g r oup o f childre n responds best t o adult 

autho rity ? 

12. Whi c h gr oup o f children displays the greatest 

independence ? 

13 . Whi c h g r oup of c hildre n generally gets along 

b e st with adults? 

19. Whi c h g r oup o f c hildren generally behaves in 

an immature manner? 

Wallerstein and Ke lly (1980) found as a result of 

their study that sing le parent children may experience 

insecurity and lowe r e d self-esteem with feelings such 

as, "I can't d o a nyt h ing right". All e rs (1980) found 
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that single parent children may no longer derive enjoy

ment from activities and social interaction. Leahey 

(1984) found as a result of the Piers-Harris Self

Concept Scale that boys and girls with single parents 

did not differ significantly from children of intact 

families on self-esteem. In fact, these children 

evidenced significantly higher levels of self-esteem 

than did children wh o p e rceived their families as 

rejecting. 

Statements five and six were chosen to reflect 

lowered self-concepts of single parent children. 

5. Which group of children is most apt to par

ticipate in extracurricular activities? (i.e. band, 

chorus, sports, c lubs, etc.) 

6. Which gr oup o f children do you judge to be more 

unhappy? 

In a study of children's perceptions on the con

sequences of divorce, Kalter and Plunkett (1984) found 

that more than ha l f of their teachers believed divorce 

caused behavior/emotional problems. The NAESP Report 

(1980) revealed the following: (1) One parent children 

showed lower achieve me nt in school. (2) Children from 

one parent families moved in and out of a school dis

trict at twice the rate of children from two parent 

families. (3) 31% of the elementary school children 
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from one parent families were tardy at least once com

pared with 25% of those from two parent families. (4) 

One parent children were found to be twice as likely to 

skip school and twice as likely to drop out of school 

as their counterparts from two parent households. (5) 

Of those elementary students who were referred to the 

school office for disciplinary reasons, 16% were from 

one parent home s c ompared to 10% from two parent homes. 

According to De ] a ne y, Richards and Strathe (1984) 

children from sing l e parent families perceived their 

own behavior as mor e negative and less appropriat e than 

children from intac t famili e s in all three of the 

ecological areas - home, school and interpersonal rela

tions. Although perceiving themselves more negatively 

when compared to intact families, children of divorce 

did view their own behavior in school as more ap

propriate than their behav ior in the other two areas. 

Thus, the finding s would suggest that the type of sup

port, as s is t ance and /o r c ontinuity provided in the 

classroom may be imp ortant to the child's positive per

cepti o n of his/ h e r own behavior in that setting. Ham

mond (1980) found that boys from divorced families were 

rated lower in Math. achievement, although not to a 

signifi c ant level, than boys from intact families. The 

NAESP Staff Report (1980) revealed that one parent 
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ch i ldren were classif i ed as low achievers when compared 

to two parent children . Strom (1980) sugge sted that 

muc h of resea rch i s contradictory, but most showed 

lower achievement and negative effects on social be

hav iors where divo rce is involved. Academic 

achievement migh t be impaired by other variables, such 

as sex of the child , or family rank (Guidubaldi, 1 983) . 

It was also suggested that schools should be careful 

not to interpret all problems as being a result o f 

divorce, but to look at other factors, such as a 

learning disability (Black , 1 979). 

Statements 7, 8 , 14, 1 5 , 21-24 addressed school be 

haviors and achievement of the single parent child . 

7 . Which group of ch ildren is most apt to require 

services of the s c hool counselo r / psychologist? 

8 . Which group of child ren is the most coopera 

tive within the classroom setting? 

14. Which group of children is generally mos t apt 

to make poor grades? 

15 . Which group of children requires the most spe

c ial services (E . M.H. , E . H., L . D. , Speech , etc .), not 

includ ing counseling? 



21. Which group of children is the most 

likely to be late to school? 

22. Which group of children appears to be 

the most organized? 

23. Which group of children is most apt to 

complete homework assignments and 

projects which are to be completed 

outside the school? 

24. Which group ha s the poorer attendance 

record? 
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Snyder (1980) found as a result of her studies that 

children from broken homes do, in fact, visit the 

school nurse more often than students from intact 

families. 

Statements 4, 17 and 18 checked the physical 

characteristics that might be seen in single parent 

children . 

4. Which group of children is most apt to 

be nent ~nd well gr o omed? 

17 . Whi c h g£ o up of c hildren has better 

g e neral physi ca l health? 

18 . Which group o f children is most apt to 

visit the s c hool nurse? 

Leahey (1984) found that the impact of divorce and 

living in a single parent family has some implications 

for sexual identity. Boys who experienced father 
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absence early in life were found to have significantly 

less masculine self-concepts on a bipolar construct 

(masculine-feminine) than did boys with fathers. 

However, when an expanded construct was used, ten-to-

19-year-old children of single parents were classified 

as androgynous (both male and female in one) or 

undifferentiated (boys tended to be more androgynous 

and girls more undifferentiated). It was also .found 

that custodial moth e r s and fathers demonstrated higher 

levels of androgny. There was no significant 

relationship, however, between parent and child self

concept of sex role. 

Statement 20 was used to observe sex role concepts 

of single parent children. 

20. Which group of girls/boys displays the 

most feminine /masculine traits? 

Direct ions for Completing the Survey 

A cover letter was stapled to the top of each 

survey. The respondents were told that this survey was 

being done as part of the requirements in the Masters 

in Education Program. They were told the purpose of 

this survey, and that participation was voluntary and 

confidential. They were asked to respond based on 

their observations, and asked to return the survey to 
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their respective school office either completed or 

unmarked by March 18, 1988 (private schools) or March 

28, 1988 (public sch ools ). They were also advised that 

results of the study would be sent to each participat

ing school. (A copy of the letter can be found in Ap

pendi x C). 

The second page consisted of demog raphic informa

tion for the teacher. This included: (a) years o f 

teaching experience , (b) type o f schoo] in which th ey 

were currently teaching, (c) estimated percentage o f 

children of c lass membership living in a single parent 

home, (d) whether they are now, or have ever been a 

single parent, (e) if as a child, they ever spent any 

time as a member of a single parent home. 

Finally, two definitions, Single Parent Home and 

Intact Home , were given. 

Pages t h r ee and fou r consisted of the survey. 

The su r veys were delivered to each school per

s onally and were g i ven to the secretary or placed in 

the teachers' mailboxes. The questionnaires were to be 

returned t o the off i ce and were pi c ked up perso nally on 

the given date. 

Population 

Three private schools in St. Charles County, MO. 

participated in the survey. Forty-five questionnaires 
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were given to private school elementary K-6 classroom 

and special teachers. 

One public school in St. Charles County, MO. also 

participated. Seventy-two questionnaires were given to 

elementary K-6 classroom and special teachers. Three 

of the four schools were located in the same attendance 

area (2 private and 1 public). The third private 

school drew students from a similar socio-economic 

population. 

In Mary Lou Fuller's survey teachers from four of 

five schools in a southwestern urban school district 

were eligible to participate in the study. The 

district was in a lower middle and middle class 

neighborhood containing a large population of children 

from both single parent and intact parent homes. 

Fuller's study demonstrated that elementary school 

teachers from the district perceived the school 

behaviors of children from intact homes more positively 

than children from single parent homes. Conversely, 

children from single parent homes were viewed as 

exhibiting more negative school behaviors than children 

from intact homes. 

Finally, the age of the teachers seemed to 

influence their perceptions. Teachers 36 and over were 

more extreme than their younger colleagues in 

attributing negative behaviors to children from single 
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parent families, whereas teachers 35 and younger were 

more likely to attribute positive behaviors to these 

same children. Teachers' experiences as single parents 

were non-significant. 

This survey was used in St. Charles County, 

Missouri (the midwest), an area in which shopping 

areas, churches and activit ies are not easily 

accessible by walking . The schools used were from 

l ower -m iddle to upper middle- class economic 

neighborhoods. The schools used in this survey have 

adopted self help groups for single parent children in 

their schools; this was not mentioned in Fuller's 

study. Comparisons used in this survey were 1) public 

school teachers and parochial school teachers, 

2) teachers of both groups with 10 or less years 

experience and 11 o r more years experience and 

3) teachers of both groups with personal single parent 

experiences. The first two compa risons were not used 

in Fuller's survey and the third comparison may differ 

due to the different population area. 

Since the population in this survey was different 

and different comparisons were made, this research 

seemed val id. 
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Summary 

Mary Lou Fuller's survey was used with some minor 

changes because the research in Chapter II followed so 

closely the concerns suggested in her survey. Her 

permission was granted. This questionnaire was given 

to elementary teachers in four St. Charles County, MO. 

schools. Responses were vol untary and confidential. 

The reason for this survey was to see if the teachers 

perceive the single parent child in a more negat ive way 

than the child from an intact home . 

Three compa ris ons were made in this study: 

1. Elementary teachers in public and private 

schools. 

2. Teachers with 11 years or more experience and 

teachers with 10 years or less experience. 

3 . Teachers with single parent experience as an 

adult or a child and teachers with no single parent 

expe ri ence . 

Percentages were computed of the total average for 

the 12 positive a nd 12 negative responses for each 

group . At-test was also computed for each 

individual's r espons e for each group. 



CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Participants 

There were 45 elementary teachers in the three 

private schools and 72 elementary teachers in the 

one public school surveyed in this study. The 

response rate was 53% (54 of the 117 participants 

responded). There were 28 responses from the public 

school teachers and 26 r e sponses from the private 

school teachers . Th e range in experience was from 1-

40 years with 24 teach e rs having 10 years or less ex

perience and 30 teach e rs having 11 or more years 

experience . There were 45 teachers who had no single 

parent experience and 9 t e achers who had single 

parent experience . 

Sc oring and Analysis 

The s urve y con s is ted of 24 items which were 

d e scribe d stude nt be h av i o rs. The statements des c ribed 

12 positive and 12 negati v e behaviors. The teachers 

responded by indicating whether the behavior was most 

likely t o be attribu ted t o a c hild from an intact 

family, a single p a r e nt f a mily or if no difference was 

seen. Answers o ne a nd two attributed behaviors to 

children from intact home s, answer three attributed "no 

difference", answers four and five attributed behaviors 

to childre n of s jn9 J e pa r e n ts . 
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Each response was tallied and percentages were 

computed f o r six groupings. There we r e three tallies 

of the responses--publ i c school teachers versus private 

s c hoo l teachers; teache r s with 10 years experience or 

less versus those with 11 years or more experience ; 

teac hers with no s ingle parent experience versus th ose 

with sing le pare nt experi e nce . These percentages are 

s h own in Table 1. 

Public 
Private 

10 Years 
Or Less 

11 Years 
Or Mo re 

No Single 
Parent 
Exper. 

Single 
Parent 
Expe r. 

In
Tac t 

51% 
40 % 

39 % 

49 % 

47 % 

44 % 

Table 1 

Pe r centages For ALL Groups 

Positive Negative 

No Sing le In- No Single 
Diff. Parent Ttl. Tact Diff. Parent Ttl. 

41 % 8% 100% 4 % 46% 50% 100% 
52 % 8% 100% 6% 5 3% 41% 100% 

52% 9% 100% 3% 55% 42% 100% 

44 % 7% 100% 5% 46 % 49 % 100% 

45 % 8% 100% 5 % 47% 48% 100% 

45 % ] ] % JOO% 3% 66% 31% 100% 



46 

Table 1 shows all groups a nd the total percentages 

for each group. The percentages for each group varied 

by only a small amount. Concerning the positive 

behaviors, the "no differences" responses showed very 

close to 50% for each group of behaviors, ranging from 

41%-66%. The percepti o ns of teachers attributing 

positive behaviors to ch i ldren of intact families was 

also close with r esponses ranging from 39%-51% . Total 

positive behaviors att ributed to c hildr en from single 

parent families ranged from 7%-11%. As for the 

negati ve behav i or of single parent children, the 

percentage range was also very close for all groups. 

The "no difference" group ranged from 46%-66%. The 

percepti ons of teachers attribut ing negative behaviors 

to children from intact homes ranged from 3%-6% and the 

percentage range for teachers attributing negative 

behaviors to children from single parent homes was 31%-

50%. 

Comparison of Publi c and Private School Teachers 

The first hypothesis for this study was that there 

would be no difference between the private and public 

school teachers' per ceptions of children from single 

parent homes and intact homes. The percentages for the 

12 positive responses were computed. Then, the 

percentages for the 12 negative responses were 
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computed. The percentage results are shown in Figures 1 

and 2 . 
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Figure l: Posi t ive nc havio r s by F~m1ly Types Ti gu re 2: Negat ive Oehaviors by Fam il y Types 

As sho wn in Fi g ur es 1 and 2, the teachers from both 

the publi c (51 %) an d pri va te (4 0 %) schools seemed to 

attribute more p ositive b e ha v i o rs to the children from 

intact families. The t e a c hers from the public school 

seeme d t o attri b ut e a hi g her percentage of positive 

behav iors to children from intact homes than teachers 

from the private schools. Teachers from the private 

(52%) schools attributed a higher percentage to "no 

difference" than the publi c (41%) school teachers. 

Both groups attributed 8 % o f the positive behaviors to 

children of single parents. 

As sh own in Figure 2, b o th groups of teachers 

attributed more negative behavi o rs to children of 

single parents, with the public school teachers (50% ) 

attributing a higher per c entage of negative behaviors 

to children of single parents than private scho ol 

t each e r s ( 41 %) . The tea c hers in th e pri vat e schools 



(53%) attributed a higher percentage to the "no 

difference" items than the public school teachers 
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(46%). Both groups of teachers attributed a very low 

percentage of the negative behav iors to children from 

intact families, with the teachers from the private 

school (6%) attributing a slightly higher percentage of 

the negative behaviors to the children of intact 

families. According to these percentages it seemed 

that public school t each e rs we re more extreme in 

attributing more positive behaviors to children from 

intact families and more negative behaviors to children 

from single parent families. 

To test the hypothesis, a mean response was 

computed for each individual complet ing the survey. 

This was done by adding the number va lue of each 

individual's responses to the 12 positive items and 

dividing by 12. Then the number value of each 

individual's responses to the 12 negati ve questions 

were added and divided by 12. A mean score of 3.0 

would indicate "no difference" was perceived by the 

teacher attributing behaviors to intact or single 

parent children. The score of 1.0-2.9 meant more 

behaviors were attributed to the children from 

intact homes and 3 .1-5 . 0 meant more behaviors 

were attributed to children from single parent 

homes . At-test was comput e d for each of the 



groupings to see if there was a s tatisti ca lly 

s i gnificant difference with E < .10 b e ing 

signif i cant (equal to or less than .10) . 
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Table 2 shows the results of the t-test for 

elementary teachers fr om public and private schools in 

their r esponses to the 12 positive behav i or items on 

the survey . 

Table 2 

t-Test of Mea n Re sponses On Positive 
- Items Given By Public And Private 

Sc ho o l Te achers 

Positive 
Responses N 

Public 26 

Private 28 

Mean 

2 . 29 

2 . 55 

S. D . 

. 60 

.56 

df 

52 

t 

-1. 63 . OS 

The results s h owed a statistically significant 

d iffere nce. The teachers from the public schools seemed 

~0,~~:i bute more positive behaviors to children from 

- c :-. t_.~: fnf"a't t} families, although both groups attributed 
.. ,. •.+"'• .:,...I ,.I 

1 '•-:-·-.:;;,_~--PO~.ittive behavio rs to ch i ldren from intact families. 
~- _...~ ... ~.r 



Table 3 shows the results of the t-test for the 

negative behaviors. 

Table 3 

t-Test of Mean Responses On 
Neijative Items Given By Public 

And Private School Teachers 

Ne gati ve 
Responses N Mean 

so 

Public 26 3 . 71 

3 . 43 

S.D. 

. 48 

. 33 

df 

52 

t 

2.51 . 007 

Private 28 

Table 3 showed that both groups of teachers 

attributed negati ve behaviors to the children of single 

parents , but teachers from the public school seemed to 

perceive the single parent child more negatively than 

teachers from the pri vate schools . The results showed 

a statistically significant difference. 

Comparison of Teachers By Experience 

The second hypothesis stated that there would be no 

difference between the teachers with 10 years or less 

experience and the teachers with 11 years or more 
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experience in perceiving the single parent child and 

the chi ld from an in tact home. The percentages were 

computed for the 1 2 positive behavior items, and the 12 

negative behavior items . 

These percentages are reported in Figures 3 and 4. 
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Figure 4 : Neg a tive Behavior■ by Family Types 

As shown in Figures 3 and 4, both groups of 

teachers attributed more positive behaviors to children 

of intact families. The teachers with 10 years or less 

experience seemed to attribute a l owe r percentage of 

the positive behaviors to the children of intac t 

families than did the teachers with 11 years o r more 

experience. In the "no difference " category, the 

teachers with 10 years or less experi ence gave a higher 

percentage of positive responses . 

As shown in Figure 4, both groups of tea c hers 

attributed negative behaviors to chi ldren fr om singl e 

parent families. The teachers with 11 years or more 

experience attributed a lower percentage of negative 

behaviors to "no difference ", and a hi gher percentage 
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of negative behavior to children from single parent 

families. It appears that teachers with 11 years or 

more experience were more extreme in attributing 

positive behaviors to c hildren from intact families and 

negative behaviors to children from single parent 

families than those teachers with 10 years or less 

experience . 

To test this hypothesis, a t-test of means was 

computed . Table 4 s h ows the results of the t-test on 

the positive responses . 

Table 4 

t - Test of Mean Responses On Positive 
- Behavi o r Items By Teachers With 

10 Years Or Less Experience And Teachers 
With 11 Years Or More Experience 

Positive 
Responses N Mean s .o. df t 

10 Years 
Or Less 24 2.54 . 53 52 1. 33 

11 Years 
Or More 30 2.33 . 62 

. 09 



As shown in Table 4, the teachers from both 

groups attributed more positive behaviors to 

children from intact families . Th e teachers with 11 

years or more experi e nce seemed to regard the 
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positive behaviors as more typical of children from 

intact families than did teachers with 10 years or less 

experience . The t - test results show a statistically 

significant difference . 

Table 5 shows the r esults of the t-test for 

negative responses. 

Table 5 

t - Test of Mean Responses On 
Negative Items By Teachers With 
10 Years Or Less Experience And 

Teachers With 11 Years Or More Experience 

Negative 
Responses N Mean s.o. df t 

10 Years 
Or Less 24 3 . 56 .43 52 - .07 

11 Years 
Or More 30 3 . 57 . 4 4 

. 4 7 
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In Table 5 , the teachers from both groups 

attributed more nega t ive behaviors t o the c hi ld r en from 

single parent famili es . The mean f o r the teachers with 

11 years or more experience attr i b uted slightly more 

negati ve behav i o rs to children f r om single parent 

fam ili es. The t-test results showed no statisti c ally 

significant difference . 

The second hypothesis sta t ed that there would be no 

difference between teachers with 10 y ea rs o r less 

experience and teachers with 11 yea rs o r more 

experience in perceiving the single parent child and 

the child from a n in tact home . This hypothesis was 

confirmed by th e teachers attributing positive 

behaviors to the 12 positive responses, but it was 

supported by the t eache rs attributing negative 

behaviors to the 12 n ega ti ve responses. 

Comparison of Teachers With Single Parent Experience 
a nd Teachers With No Single Parent Experience. 

not 

The third hypoth esis for this study was t hat there 

would be no difference between the teacher with single 

parent experience and the teach e r with no single paren t 

experience in perceiving t he single parent child and 

the ch i ld from an intact home. The percentages f or the 

12 positive responses were computed. Then, the 

percentages for the 12 negative responses were 
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computed. 

5 and 6. 

The percentage r esults are shown in Fi gu re s 
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As sh own in Figures 5 and 6, the teachers from b o th 

groups, no single parent expe rience (47%) and single 

parent experience (31%) , seemed to attribute more 

positive behaviors t o the ch ildren from intact 

families. The tea c hers with n o single parent 

e xpe rience seemed t o attribute a higher percentage of 

positive behaviors t o ch ildren from intact families 

than teac hers with single parent experience. Teachers 

with no single parent experience (45%) attributed a 

lower percentage to "no difference" than the teach e rs 

with single parent experi e nce (58%). The teachers with 

n o single parent expe ri ence attributed a l owe r 

percentage (8%) of th e posit i ve behaviors t o children 

fr om single parent homes than the teachers with single 

parent experience . 

As sh own in Figur e 6, bot h gr oups o f teachers 
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attributed more negat i ve behaviors to children from 

single parent homes . The tea c hers with no singl e par e nt 

experience (45%) s eemed t o attribute more negative 

behaviors to children fr om single parent homes than 

tea c hers with single p a r e nt experience (31%) . The 

tea c hers with single pa r e nt experience (61%) 

attribute d a higher pe r centage to the "no difference" 

items than the t each e r s with no single parent 

expe rience (47 %). Both groups of teachers attributed 

a very low p ercen tage of th e negative behaviors to 

children of in t a c t fa mi l i e s , with the teachers with 

single pare nt expe ri e nce (3 %) attributing a slightly 

lower p e r centag e than the teachers with single parent 

expe rience. Ac c ording to these percentages it seemed 

that teachers with no sing le parent experience were 

more extreme in attributing more positive behaviors to 

children of intact families and more negative behaviors 

to children from single parent families. 

To test this hypothesis a !-test of means was 

computed. Table 6 shows the results of the t-test for 

teachers with no single parent experience and single 

parent experienc e in t h e ir responses to the 12 positi v e 

beha v i o r items o n t h e su r vey. 



Positive 
Responses 

Single 
Parent 

Tab l e 6 

t-Test of Mea n Re sponses On Positive 
- Items By Teachers With Single Parent 

Experience And Teachers With No 
Single Parent Experience 

N Mean S . D. df t 
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Exper. 9 2. 51 .58 52 - .47 . 32 

No Single 
Parent 
Exper. 45 2.41 . 59 

The results showed no statistically significant 

difference . The teachers with no single parent 

experience seemed to attribute more positive behav i ors 

to children of intact families than teachers with 

single parent experience, although both groups 

attributed positive behaviors to children from 

intact families . 

Table 7 shows the results of the t-test for the 

negative behaviors . 



Negat ive 

Table 7 

t - Te st of Mean Responses On Negative 
Behavi o r Items By Teachers With Single 
Parent Experience And No Single Parent 

Exper i e nce 

Responses N Mec1n S . D . df t 

Sing le 
Parent 
Expe r . 9 3 .42 . 46 52 -1.08 

No Single 
Parent 
Exper. 45 3 . 59 . 42 
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.14 

Table 7 showed that both groups of teachers 

attributed negati ve behav iors to the children of single 

parents , but teachers with n o single parent experience 

seemed to percei ve the chi ldren of single parents mo re 

negatively than teachers with single parent experience . 

The results of the ! - test compu t e d no statistically 

significant difference between t each e rs with single 

parent experience and teachers with n o s i ngle pa r ent 

experi e n ce . 

This group of teachers confirmed the third 

hypothesis which was , thcrc would be no difference 
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between the teacher wi t h no single parent experience in 

perceiving the children from the intact home and the 

single parent home. The null hypothesis being accepted. 

Summary 

The results of the total percentages s h owed that 

teachers from each group were consistent in attributing 

positive behavior responses to children from intact 

homes and negati ve behav i o r responses to children from 

single parent homes . 

The results of the !-test showed a statistically 

significant difference between the teachers in the 

public and private school, which resulted in the first 

hypothesis being unconfirmed . 

The results of the t - test showed a statistically 

significant difference between those teachers with 10 

years or less experience and those with 11 years or 

more experience when answering the 12 positive behavior 

responses. No statistically significant difference was 

found between these groups in answering the 12 negative 

behavior responses. 

The results of the t -test for the third grouping 

between teachers with single parent experience and those 

without su c h experience resulted in a null hypothesis 

for both the positive a nd negative behavior responses 

attributed to children from an intact family and 
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children from a single parent family. 



CHAPTER V 

Conc lusions 

The review of Ljterature in Chapter II revealed 

mixed results in studies concerning single parent 

children . The effec t of divorce is a crisis event 

rather than a chronic one. Not all children react to 

divorce in the same way . Research revealed that some 

children reacted positively once the pressures of 

living in a disruptive home were removed. Some of the 

research dealt wjth th e perception of the teacher 

concerning the behavior of the s ingle parent child. 

The following hypotheses were formulated for this 

study: 

1. There would be no difference between the 

private and the public school teachers ' perceptions of 

children from single parent homes and intact homes. 

2. There would be no difference between the 

teacher with 10 years or less experience and the 

teacher with 11 years or more experience in perceiving 

the single parent child and the child from an intact 

h ome . 

3 . There would be no difference between the 

teacher with single parent experience and the 

teacher with no single pa rent experience in 



perceiving the single parent child and the child 

from an intact home. 
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The teachers fr om both the public and private 

schools attributed more positive behaviors to children 

from intact families and more negative behaviors to 

children from single parent families. The public 

schoo l teachers seemed more extreme in attributing 

p os iti ve behaviors to child ren fr om intact families and 

more negat i ve behaviors to c hildre n from single parent 

families. On the survey, teachers were asked to 

estimate the percentage of single parent children in 

their classrooms. The response from teachers in the 

public school was estimated at 13%, while the response 

from teachers in the private school was estimated at 

6%. The higher percentage of single parent students in 

the public school classrooms may be a reason for the 

difference in perception of teachers from the public 

and private schools. Thes e results may also indicate 

that children fr om intact homes do respo nd better to 

th e school atmosphere than ch ildren from single parent 

homes . 

Acco rding to the research done by Mary Lou Ful ler 

(1984), the children fr om single parent homes may be 

receiving negative messages that help diminish their 

self-concepts. The iden tificat ion and awareness of 

tea c h e r percepti o n s m~y aid in plann ing for class room 

• 



env ir o nments t h at ar e more conducive to developing 

positive self-co ncepts of ch i ld ren from intact and 

single parent homes. 
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Another result fr om this s tudy seemed to reveal 

that teachers with 11 years o r more experience seemed 

to attribute more positi v e beh a v iors to children fr om 

inta c t h omes and more negative behaviors to children of 

single par e nt homes th a n teache rs with 10 years or less 

expe ri e nce . This may be due to the assumption that 

teachers with 11 ye a r s o r more experience may be older 

teache rs and base their behavioral expectations on the 

nature and needs of the intact family. Until recently, 

only a small percentage of students ha ve been from 

single parent homes; teachers with 11 years or more 

experience may not have had much involvement with 

single parent children. Tea chers with 10 years or less 

years experience are probably younger teachers and may 

ha ve more awareness of th e single parent family due to 

experience of family members or friends. This could 

also be due to the percept i o n o f the teacher assum ing 

that a certain g r oup of c hildren ( in this case, 

c hildren of single parents) will beha ve in a ce rtai n 

wa y . 

Als o , according t o this study , the expe ri ence of 

the t e a c her (single parent o r n o single parent ) wa s 

n o n - sig n ifica n t . Thi s grouping was also n o n-signifi ca nt 
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in the research done by Mary Lou Fuller (1984). This 

finding seems to suggest that teachers' experiences as 

single parents do not change their expectations of 

positive and negati ve behaviors for students from 

single parent families and in tact families. 

According to the data from this study it seemed 

that all groups of teachers attributed more positive 

behaviors t o children fr o m intact homes and more 

negative behaviors t o c hildren from single parent 

homes. It is also importan t to note that in nearly all 

the percentage results, all teachers attributed a high 

percentage to "no difference " in the perception of the 

behaviors of the tw o family types. This seems to mean 

that many teachers attempt to see children as children 

instead of attributing certain behaviors to certain 

family types. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

In studying this topic further, it may be helpful 

to include a mu ch larger population than was used f o r 

this study. Selection of participants by a random 

sample may also be r ecommended . Mary Lou Fuller (1984 ) 

included the age of the teacher in her study. This 

would possibly be more helpful than the years of 

experience in futur e r esea r c h. It may also be helpful 
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to include High School t eachers in the survey . 

Nea rly 50% of child r e n now being born will live in 

single parent homes at some time before the age of 18. 

It s eems fitting that teachers aware of the power of 

expectations be prepared to teach children from single 

pare nt homes as informed and caring individuals . It 

seems that teachers a nd school administrators aware o f 

the problems which children of single parents may be 

experiencing need to take steps to help teachers and 

children of single parents deal with this situat i on . 

These suggestions may be helpful . 

1. In-service training for teachers and 

administrators on the nature of contemporary family 

styles. 

2 . Classroom teachers can try t o encourage 

reading of books , v i ewi ng of T . V. programs , etc. that 

are about single parent families. 

3. Teachers and administrators can encourage 

self-help programs f o r chil.dren from single parent 

homes . (Each school used in this survey had a special 

program for chi l dren of s ingle parents.) 

4. Teachers and administrators should try to 

avoid assuming that al] 

a nd Mother in the h ome. 

families consist o f a Father 

This may prove h elpfu l in 

assigning homework a nd send ing papers home (duplicates 

c ou]d he made o f p r o~ rcss r e p o rts , good pape rs, etc . , 
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so t he s ingle parent c h ild will have a copy for each 

parent). 

5 . Tea c hers and a dministr a tors should be careful 

not t o stereotype c hildren from single parent homes as 

ha v ing negative behaviors because of their family type. 

These suggestion s may develop mo re awareness about 

the nature and needs o f single parent famili es and 

while helping th e s ingle parent ch i ld they may also 

h e lp t h e t each e r s . 



APPENDIX A 

LETTER TO MARY LOU FULLER 



Mary Lou Fuller 

6 Circle Way 
St. Charles, MO 63303 
1 March 1988 

Center for Teaching and Learning 
P. O. Box 8158 
University of North Dakota 
Grand Forks, North Dakota 58202 

Dear Ms. Fuller, 
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Thank you for sending me a copy of your survey. As 
you know, I am working on my Thesis from Lindenwood 
College. I would like to use your survey in my research 
but I have made a few changes. I have changed the 
format. The respondents are to circle a number from 
one to six with number one representing Intact Fami
lies, number two Probably Intact Families, etc. I have 
re-worded questions number 2, 6, 11, 18, 22 and 24 
which were positive behaviors to negative behaviors, 
and combined questions number 10 and 15, making a total 
of 24 questions. I have enclosed a copy of these 
changes for your approval. 

I appreciate the h e lp you ha ve already given me 
and anxiously await y ou r reply. I will need your 
approval before I use this survey. 

Sincerely, 

7?{ a<-~-L ~ 
Margaret Huebner 
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()I N O I.' T 1-/ D I\ 1: <) 

I 1 .: I " 1 •1 • . I•' I' . 

' • •' I • ·~ • • 

Ma rgaret Huebner 
6 Circle Way 
St. Charles, MO 63303 

De a r Ms. Huebne r, 

. ,·. , , ":."- " .. . . : 

~:; , rc:t, 8. J ';i.Jf. 

I applaud you f o r you i nterest in this timely subject a nd 
encourage you in y ou r research . Please feel free to use my 
survey i nst rument and materials in your study . I find your 
rev i s i ons int eresti n g and acce ptable and l ook forward to 
rece iving a copy of y our f indings. 

Pl,?asl! fe el f ree to call i;pn11 me if 
,, ss is tance. 

Si n cert-l y, 

Mary Lou Fuller, Assoc. Prof . 
Chair. Elementa r y Ed ucation 



APPENDIX C 

LETTER TO DEAR COLLEAGUE 



72 

Dear Colleague, 

I am a student in the Masters in Education Program 
at Lindenwood College. As part of the requirements for 
this program , I am conducting a research project. I 
would very much appreciate your participation by 
filling out the attac hed survey . 

It is common knowledge that the number of children 
in our schools who live in single parent homes has 
increased dramatically in recent years . Educato r s are 
expressing concern abo ut the effect this change in 
family structure has upon children. A number of 
research studies have tried to identify these effects, 
both positive and negative. The purpose of my research 
is to gather additional information on this subject. 

Your participation is completely voluntary and 
confidential . The reporting of results will not 
identify respondents by name or by school. 

Please respond to the questions based upon your 
observations of behaviors typical of children in a 
particular group, not on your observation of any one 
particular child. There are, of course, no "right~ 
wrong" or "better or worse" responses. 

When you have completed the questionnaire, please 
return it to the office. The questionnaire needs to 
be returned by 
FRIDAY MORN I NG, MARCH 18TH, 1988. 

If you d o not wi sh t o participate, please return 
the questionnaire unmarked. 

The results o f th e survey will be sent to each 
participating s c hool whe n the study is completed. 

Thank y o u f o r t a k i ng the time t o complete this 
survey. 

Sincerely yours, 

Ma r ga r e t Hu e bn e r 
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TEACHER PERCEPTION SURVEY 
PLEASE DO NOT PLACE YOUR NAME 

ON THIS SURVEY 

Demographi c Informati on 

Years of tea c hing experience 

Type of sch ool in whi ch y ou are 
c urrently teaching 

Definitions 
Single Parent Home--A home in 
which only one parent and 
child, or children reside. 

(If the child lives in a 
step-parent home cons ider him 
as "single-parent" if y o u 
believe the time spent in a 
single pare nt h ome i s still 
affecting behavior and/or if 
the child is experienc ing 
difficulty adjusting to the 
step-parent . ) 

Intact Home--A home in whi c h 
the child lives with t wo 
parents (ie., both nat u ral 
parents or ad optive parent s 
with adoption at an ea rly 
age. If y ou do no t know i f 
the children are from 
stepparent h omes (r emar riag e) 
or inta ct h o me s , conside r 
them as members of intac t 
homes). 

What percenta ge of your class 
membe rship do you estimate lives 
in a single parent home? 

Are you n ow, or have y ou ever 
been , a single parent? 
As a child did y ou spend any time 
as a member of a single parent 
home? (pri or to age 1 2) 

*Comment 

There is n o "right or wr o n g " or 
" better or wo r se " r esponse . 

Public 
Private 

______ % 

Yes 
No 

Yes 
No 

*Unsure 
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INSTRUCTIONS: Please circle the number of t h e r esponse 
that most nearly reflects your opinion, based on your 
observations: 

1. Children From Intac t Hornes 
2. Probably Children From I n tact Homes 
3 . No Different 
4 . Pr obably Child ren From Single Parent Homes 
5 . Children From S i ngle Pa r ent Homes 
6. I Ha ve No Idea 

1 . Which group of children is 
most apt to demonstrate "acting 
ou t " beh avior problems? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

2 . Which group of children 
t ends to h a ve t r oub l e getting 
along with other children? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

3. Which g r oup of ch i ldren 
gene r a ll y displays the most 
responsible behavior? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

4 . Which group of children is 
mos t apt to be neat and well 
g r oomed? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

5 . Which group of children is 
most apt to participate i n extra-
curricular act i vities? ( i . e. 
band, chorus, sports , clubs, 
etc.) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

6 . Which group of children do 
you judge to be more unhappy? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

7 . Which group of children is 
most a pt to r equire services of 
the school counselor/psychologist? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

8 . Which group of children is 
the most cooperative within the 
classroom setting? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

9. Which group of children 
plays best with other ch i ldren? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

10. Which group of children is 
more inconsiderate of others? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

11. Which group of children 
responds best t o adult authority? 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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12. Which group of children 
displays the greatest 
independence? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

13. Which group of children 
generally gets along best with 
adults? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

14 , Which group of children is 
generally most apt to make 
poor grades? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

15. Which group of children 
requires the most special 
services (E.M.H., E. H. , L. D. , 

Speech, etc.) , not including 
counseling? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

16. Which group of children is 
generally most apt to be shy 
and/or withdrawn? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

17. Which group of children has 
better general physical health? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

18. Which group of children is 
most apt to visit the school 
nurse? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

19. Which group of children 
generally behaves in an 
immature manner? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

20. Which group of girls/ boys 
displays the most feminine/ 
masculine traits? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

21. Which group of children is 
most likely to b e late to school? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

22. Which group of children 
appears to be the mo st 
organized? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

2 3. Which group of children is 
most apt to complete homework 
assignments and projects which 
are to be completed outside the 
school setting? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

24. Which group of children has 
a poorer attendance record? 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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