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"IT know the plans 1 have for you, 

says the Lond: 

plans of fullness, not of ham; 

to give you a future and a hope." 

Jeremiah 29 
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IDENTIFICATION OF PASTORAL CONCERN 

"Mater Dei High School is a regional 
Catholic school affiliated with the Roman 
Catholic Diocese of Belleville, Mater Dei 
is located in the midst of a cluster of 
small towns in an agriculturally-oriented 
part of southern I11inois on the outer edge 
of metro-St. Louis. The community is pre- 
dominantly German Catholic and generally 
supportive of Mater Dei." 

"Rooted in Catholic belief and tra- 
dition, Mater Dei believes that every person 
is a unique manifestation of God's creative 
love. Through baptism we have a unique 
Christian identity, and through identifica- 
tion with Jesus, we can realize our potential. 
Mater Dei accepts the responsibility, com- 
plementing that of parents and parishes, 
to foster faith and develop values based on 
Gospel truths." 

"Mater Dei recognizes the basic goodness 
and dignity of each person and respects the 
uniqueness, i.e., gifts and limitations, of 
each individual. Since we believe in each 
person?s potential and responsibility for 
growth, the school provides a variety of 
opportunities to integrate the spiritual, 
intellectual, social, aesthetic, and physical 
aspects of the student through curricular 
and extra-curricular programs." 

Those are the first three paragraphs of the philosophy 

statement of the high school community of which I am a part. As 

a teacher and campus minister at this secondary school centrally 

located in Clinton County, it has become increasingly obvious 

that there is a need to provide opportunities for students to 

get support and learn skills so they can cope with crises in  
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their lives. More and more students seem to need avenues or 

systems from which they can get strength as they try to deal 

with problems which make their 1ives less whole and happy. 

Recently, a young woman, studying to be an educator, sent 

information about problems confronting schools these days and 

how those problems are of an entirely different nature than 

problems in the past. Apparently this information came from 

the California Department of Education and the Police Depart- 

ment of Fullerton, California, and was reported in "Dear Abby." 

The top problems in 1940 were: talking, chewing gum, making 

noise, running in the halls, getting out of line, wearing im- 

proper clothing, and not putting paper in the wastebaskets. 

Today the top problems are: drug abuse, alcohol abuse, preg- 

nancy, suicide, rape, robbery and assault. It did occur to me 

that this college senior majoring in education must be a person 

of hope as she deliberately chooses to enter the mine-field of 

education. Perhaps she is of a mind with James B. Dunning: 

"G.K. Chesterton once claimed that hope is a virtue only when 

things look hopeless. Otherwise, it's just logic. My sense is 

that, in those terms, these are times for hope." (Dunning, p. 8) 

At any rate, the high school faith community of which I am 

a part does not mirror the California scene but it, too, has 

seen dramatic changes in top concerns. Some years ago, a 

miniscule percentage of students were touched by broken homes,  
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divorce, blended families. Even as recently as 1982, it was 

the rare student who lived in a single-parent home or in a home 

with a step-parent. To top it all off, most of the single- 

parent homes then came about because of the death of a spouse. 

Rarely would the discussion of the "unity and indissolubility" 

properties of a sacramental marriage be awkward. In this pre- 

sent year, however, it gets awkward in every class I teach as 

more and more students have had their lives touched by the break- 

up of a marriage. My husband sits on the circuit court bench in 

Clinton County and he remarked the other day that, when he began 

his judgeship in the early sixties, divorces and custody battles 

and property settlements took only a small portion of his time. 

In the summer of 1988, however, much of his docket is taken up 

with dissolutions and attendant troubles in this "stable" county 

of 35,000 people. It may have taken the folks in the predominantly 

Catholic and conservative area time to catch up with "American 

society" but we are now with "the trend." 

Changes in Family Structure. The traditional two- 

parent nuclear family is under pressure and losing 

its dominance in American society. Four trends 

illustrate this phenomenon. 

(1) The rising divorce rate. Figure 2 depicts the 

divorce rate, which doubled between 1965 and 1976. 

In 1978 there were 2,240,000 marriages in the U.S.  
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and 1,120,000 divorces--exactly half as many divorces 

as marriages. (U.S. Census, 1979:81) Probably the 

social forces causing the rising divorce rate are 

still present, so that there will be an even higher 

divorce rate in the future. Divorce cases involve 

an average of one child per case--typically young 

children, since the median duration of marriages 

ending in divorce is 6.6 years. Most divorced per- 

sons remarry within five years, yet the traumas of 

coping with divorce and adjusting to step-parents 

face increasing numbers of children. (Hoge, p. 15 

Other three trends: "The increase in cohabitation” 

"Births to unmarried women" "Increased premarital 

sexual freedom") 

As Hoge points out, "...the traumas of coping with divorce 

and adjusting to step-parents face increasing numbers of Children." 

And Mater Dei High School has its fair share of those "traumatized" 

children. The teachers at Mater Dei are perceived as a caring lot. 

This is helpful in a limited, unstructured way. There is no 

counselor of psychological background and clinical experience on 

the staff, although students can be put in touch with such trained 

professionals from local agencies like Community Resources and 

Catholic Social Service. And we refer, and help, a few troubled 

students in this way. Campus ministry sees itself as having a  
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pastoral caring component which "is a ministry of presence, 

listening, warmth, and practical support." (Clinebell, p. 184) 

Campus ministers, Jim Darr and I, do offer this "ministry of 

presence, listening, warmth, and practical support" to students 

on a one-on-one basis from time to time. But many students sit 

in suffering silence and never come forward. 

PLAN OF ACTION FOR PASTORAL RESPONSE 

It is my conjecture that we as campus ministers on the 

staff of Mater Dei High School are called to provide more growth 

opportunities for students struggling with problems related to 

the fact that they are no longer part of "a traditional two- 

parent nuclear family." Under the aegis of campus ministry then, 

I propose to establish a support group, or groups, which will 

help "sustain troubled persons in, through, and beyond a plethora 

of hurts that brook no direct restoration..." (Clebsch and Jaekle 

quoted in Clinebell, p. 170) The ministry of healing and growth 

should feel right at home on a Catholic high school campus. I 

submit that small groups can provide supportive care and succor. 

"Supportive methods focus on here-and-now problems in 1iving-- 

helping persons to handle or accept these in reality-oriented 

ways, thus strengthening their ability to cope constructively in 

the future." (Clinebell, p. 171) Reid suggests that there is 

"dn explosion of interest in the use of the small group.” {p. 17)  
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Clinebell says, "Group caring and counseling methods consti- 

tute the single most useful resource for broadening and 

deepening a church's ministry of healing and growth!" (p. 349) 

When adults care, they help adolescents restore 

the trust and sense of belonging that have been 

damaged by the experience of loss. But young 

people also need to know that others their age are 

facing the same problems and fears. For this reason, 

it is important to provide opportunities for young 

people to share these experiences, (Nelson, p. 3) 

Being part of a support group may be one component of a young 

person's acceptance of change and challenge. Some single parents 

of our students have expressed interest in getting together with 

others in the same boat so our small group project may branch 

out. Primarily, the project will be student oriented. 

I have a vision of Mater Dei High School, of the support 

group as a "place where persons put together their fragmented 

selves and their broken relationships. Love, fear, anger, and 

pain are universal; ambivalences, forgiveness, and reconcilia- 

tions are longings of the human spirit no matter what its age, 

sex or condition...” and I see in my mind's eye a forum dedi- 

cated to caring, sharing and growth which can "reveal the honest 

love of God through the practice of an authentic love of persons.” 

(Andersons, p. 173)  
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The goal of this pastoral project, and the objectives 

and means of attaining it are presented here. 

GOAL: To provide organized, structured out-of-class experiences 

which, for students experiencing loss, enhance their chances for 

turning pain into possibilities. 

OBJECTIVE A: Situate this pastoral care effort in the 

1ife of the school, document official blessing and support, and 

provide for leadership. 

Means: 

+ place program under aegis of Campus Ministry 

+ volunteer myself to be the campus minister/ 
coordinator and continue efforts to equip 
myself to facilitate program intended for 
students who need unique attention 

+ secure approval of administration and 
school board for program 

OBJECTIVE B: Identify the students in grades nine through 

twelve of Mater Dei High School who have the added dimension of 

loss/grieving due to death/divorce added to the normal problems 

of growing up. 

Means: 

+ engage in systematic survey of student body 

+ solicit in-put from teachers, pastors and 
youth ministers who may have observed distress 
signals 

OBJECTIVE C: Educate students from single parent homes 

and blended families as to existence and function of support 

group and promote participation.  



Means: 

+ with sensitivity as the watchword, letters 
will be sent to the individual students and 
their parents, with the personal touch 
follow-up at school 

OBJECTIVE D: To have the single parents, the blended 

families, and the faith community/Mater Dei High School aware 

of the school's efforts to give pastoral care. 

Means: 

+ direct mailings to parents involved 

+ sharing news of establishment of pastoral 
program via school newsletter and 
informational presentations at "booster" 
groups 

OBJECTIVE E: Provide opportunities, within nurturing and 

non-judgmental atmosphere, for young persons to share their ex= 

periences with others their age who are facing the same situations 

and possible problems so they can accept the changes and chal- 

lenges in their lives and learn ways to use them for personal 

growth and wholeness, 

Means: 

get group together in informal, forum atmosphere 

get acquainted 

promote sharing of individual stories by 
encouraging, active listening, activities 
and exercises 

present communication skills and coping skills 

periodically make available expertise from  



counselors and other professionals 
trained in "broken" family therapy 

attempt to blend insights from experts 
and religious beliefs and values, always 
mindful that "we are never alone" when we 
are seeking healing and wholeness for 
"it is a gift of the creative Spirit of 
the universe." (Clinebell, p. 55) 

OBJECTIVE E: To have Mater Dei generally provide a 

safe, secure and predictable environment for students during 

time of turmoil, and to have the support group/forum be 

intensely so. 

Means: 

+ designate one particular meeting place and 
designate one particular study period out 
of the "cycle" for forum time 

+ make~every effort to keep this appointed 
time and place 

+ implore teachers to cooperate and encourage 

This support group project I propose to put into place 

at Mater Dei High School can be initiated immediately after 

approval of Professor L. Bernard LaMontagne. The jdentifica- 

tion and invitation phase of the process can be concluded by 

the end of November, 1988. The initial gathering of the group 

will be held before Christmas, 1988. I believe this to be 

especially fitting, for holidays can be especially trying for 

families wherein things aren't coming up roses. 

During January and February the group will meet according 

to the schedule established. After that, a pause in the action  
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will be used for evaluation. Direct query of the students 

who participated in the meetings will be the principal tool 

of evaluation. They will be asked to respond in writing to 

questions such as these: 

(a) What are your feelings about the group meetings? 

(b) What did you especially like about it? 

(c) What was the most meaningful thing vou learned? 

(d) What can we do to make the project more beneficial? 

The parents of the students involved and the teachers will be 

solicited for comment, opinion, and reactions they may have 

observed regarding the image and function of the group. As 

the coordinator of this support group project, I shall do an 

on-going self-evaluation adapting this formula: 

(a) What was the experience? 

(b) What are your feelings about it? 

(c) What did you learn from it? 

(d) What can you do to change it? 

One thing I do not want to change is the conviction that 

the success of this project is not entirely dependent on my 

own efforts. "We can be grateful that we need not and, in fact, 

cannotrscreate either the potential for growth or the elan within 

people that makes them want to grow. Both are there as gifts of 

God. As wholeness-oriented counselors, our work is to help 

people to respond to the longing for wholeness that is in them."  
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(Clinebell, p. 55) So I align myself and my effort with the 

creating Spirit, and proceed with preparing for this pastoral 

project with confidence. 

IMPLEMENTATION AND EVALUATION 

While I was making plans to conduct a systematic survey 

in order to get the names of the students from single parent 

homes or in blended families, the pastors of the area parishes 

asked the regional Catholic high school, Mater Dei, to research 

the need for hiring a professional to deal with parishoners' 

family problems. The priests are from the North Central Deanery; 

the majority of Mater Dei students come from this deanery. The 

request from the clergy came in response to a Mater Dei adminis- 

trator's proposal to them that the school serve as the adminis- 

trative agency for a family counselor or therapist who would take 

an active role in initiating contact with and establishing oppor- 

tunities for helping families in crisis. "This is more than a 

problem within the scope of the school - it is a Church problem," 

said the proposal and it suggested the expense of hiring this 

professional would be shared by all the parishes in the deanery, 

and the school. So our survey did double duty. (See Appendix A) 

The question: "Have you ever felt there was a critical 

time when your family might have benefitted from a Family Ministry 

program?" yielded this information:  



Seniors: 131 responses 26 yes 

Juniors: 148 responses 36 yes 

Sophomores: 153 responses 30 yes 

Freshmen: 125 responses 45 yes 

The response to the somewhat ambiguous question was, of course, 

a highly subjective one. I noted that many of the "No" responses 

came from students who are from home situations where observable 

problems exist or have existed in the past. The high number of 

"Yes" responses from the freshmen made we wonder if freshmen 

are more likely to interpret things as crisis, or, are they 

simply more honest. At this writing, no action has been taken 

on the concept of having a roving counselor based at Mater Dei 

be available to the families in the parishes of the North Central 

Deanery. 

Discussion of such a possibility did catch the interest of 

the Diocese of Belleville's social service agency, Catholic 

Social Service. Representatives of the agency came to Mater Dei 

to discuss the issue, and to offer its assistance and collaboration. 

At a conference with agency personnel, Mater Dei's campus ministers, 

and the chief administrator of the school, my proposed project 

for a support group came to the attention of Catholic Social Ser- 

vice. This led to their becoming involved in the formation stage 

of the project I proposed to put in place at Mater Dei High School. 

The survey of the student body of Mater Dei High School was  
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conducted in the religion classes during December of 1988. Of 

131 seniors surveyed, thirteen indicated they were from other 

than "traditional" families. The junior class had seventeen 

persons in that category, out of 148. Of the 153 sophomores 

surveyed, fifteen indicated single parent or blended family 

situations and nine of the 125 freshmen lived in such homes. 

We learned, then, that 9.69 per cent (54 out of 557) of the 

student body lived in other than the traditional, two-parent 

nuclear family. 

The survey indicated Campus Ministry was planning to es- 

tablish a forum. That was my euphemism for support group. I 

found it impossible to use the words "support group" in this 

preliminary contact with the students. This was a portent of 

the constant struggle I would have regarding the use of language 

in dealing with this sensitive topic with sensitive teenagers. 

From the survey we compiled our directory of the 54 Mater 

Dei students who were potential members of the support group 

envisioned. The school's newsletter told of our plan in 

general terms. Getting the students together in an informal 

forum type of setting was the next step. The perfect place to 

meet was Mater Dei's chapel, and the perfect time was a fifty- 

minute morning study hall. ( See Appendix B) 

At this point in the project, at this moment in my minis- 

try, I sensed that something was not right about the original  
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plan. I looked at the age and stage of 1ife of the persons 

involved and the circumstances. I "listened to" what I had 

learned about teenagers through the years of being a mother 

and being a teacher. Clinebell says, "We are never alone..." 

I did not feel alone. I felt the power and presence of the 

creative Spirit. The Holy Spirit was prompting me, telling 

me that I simply could not bull forward and invite a mass of 

54 high school students, a mix of freshmen, sophomores, juniors 

and seniors, to get together for "instant" support group. 

High school students range in age from 13 up to 18, Five years 

may not seem a long time but that variance represents much 

more than chronological variance when it involves high school 

students. Seniors and freshmen are worlds apart. The size and 

make-up of the group called for a revised approach. 

My reflection on the situation also confirmed that gnaw- 

ing sense I had that automatically including all the students 

from single parent or blended families in a support group was 

not particularly sensitive. I felt such lumping together was 

tantamount to telling them, "You are different than the other 

students here. Something is not working in your life. You 

need help." This implication made me uncomfortable and I knew 

I had to come up with a different strategy. 

Although the vision of setting up some sort of sharing 

and helping arena for students in other than nuclear family  
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systems was still intact, I realized that the establishing 

of such a group would have to be more process than event. It 

would have to evolve, take shape and form in time and not 

come into being with the wave of a coordinator's baton. Just 

how to initiate this process became the question. I eased 

past this phase of puzzlement and impasse when, after much re- 

flection, it dawned on me that the students themselves needed 

to be more involved in the beginning stages. I shifted from 

the autocratic "we are going to do this for you..." stance to 

a more collegial "let's talk about this..." approach. The 

students would be consulted as to their feelings and needs 

surrounding the pastoral project which I had pictured as part 

of the school's campus ministry program. I knew clearly that 

I had to get their perceptions and observations; I needed to 

be in touch with their experiences. I would get in-put from 

these students class by class. This meant the groups would be 

smaller, would consist of classmates and colleagues of com- 

patible age and out-look, and would have a more intimate tone. 

I proceeded with confidence that my revised approach 

was a more caring one. My anxieties about being judgmental 

and insensitive were allayed. I knew I could get the small 

groups together circumspectly, and the agenda for the gatherings 

came about easily and naturally. In the small groups, I would 

explain that we were trying to ascertain just what they thought  
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Mater Dei could be doing to help students who are going 

through difficult times because of separation, divorce or 

death. Each student would be invited to tell his or her 

story and to share how he or she had coped with that time in 

the 1ife of the family. I would tell of our thoughts about 

a continuing forum wherein students could be supported and 

be supportive. 

With that approach and agenda in mind, I met with seven 

seniors on February 7, 1989, Serendipitously, one corner of 

chapel was occupied by some other group so we met in a much 

smaller reconciliation parlor. This proved beneficial because 

it created a cozy atmosphere. I knew these seniors because 

they had been, or were, students in my religion class. Rapport 

was there from the start. The students unhesitatingly told 

their stories and volunteered their opinions. Of course, the 

option to "pass" was given. But openness existed. One boy 

said he had not needed any help when his parents went through 

a messy divorce but he wishes school would cut his younger 

sister some slack. A girl whose father had died when she was 

a junior expressed disappointment that not more of the teachers 

and administrators had paid their last respects at his wake 

and funeral liturgy. 

The same format was used with twelve juniors on the 

morning of March 10, 1989. During a study hall, we met in the  
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chapel. Again, each member of the group was more than willing 

to contribute his or her story and his or her comment. The 

head of the family counseling arm of Catholic Social Service, 

Pete Cerneka, sat in on this meeting and we worked as a team. 

One theme that came out of this conversation with Mater Dei 

juniors was this: it's not always easy to get along with a 

step-parent. The students thought that such a topic would be 

good to discuss further. One young man volunteered his opinion 

after the gathering had ended: "It was good to hear that other 

people here are having the same problems I am." One young lady 

wondered if seniors or juniors might not be able to talk to 

younger students about common predicaments of children of di- 

vorce. She said that she'd 1ike to help that way. 

Especially interesting to me was the unsolicited commen- 

tary of a young lady who was caught in the middle of hostile 

parents divorcing. She asked for a one-on-one talk in the 

Campus Ministry office and I set one up immediately. I heard 

more about her experiences and feelings and also heard some 

good advice. She had positive comments about the group meeting 

concept but she wanted me to stress emphatically the importance 

of confidentiality. I had mentioned that "what you hear here 

or say here, stays here," but had not been real strong on that 

point. This junior girl's advice was valuable. 

The meeting in chapel with the sophomores was held on  
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March 21. For this dialogue with this group of eight, there 

were three adults involved. Joining me were Pete Cerneka 

again, and a social worker from Catholic Social Service: 

Audrey Buescher. The students seemed almost anxious to tell 

their individual histories. One girl was especially poignant 

in discussing the help an older sister had given her during 

the time of the divorce, and was still giving her because of 

troubles with a step-mother and step-siblings. A young lady 

who had lost her father when she was in the sixth grade was 

quite verbal about that bad time in her life, and is eager 

to talk more about that loss and pain. "Mom would never let 

me see a therapist or anything and I wanted help." 

The most emotional group seemed to be the nine freshmen 

who gathered in Mater Dei's chapel with Audrey Buescher and me 

on April 3. There were some tears as sad times were recalled. 

There seemed to be considerable denial present in the lives of 

some of these freshmen. One girl allowed that she coped with 

her parents divorce by "never thinking about it." 

As we approached the end of the school year, I felt I 

needed a wrap-up session with the students who had been our 

panels. This "summit" meeting was held on May 12 and 18 stu- 

dents joined me in chapel during a study hall. This was a 

mixed group in that boys and girls from all four classes met 

together. Our judgment that classes should not be mixed was  
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confirmed; the degree of openness and comfortableness ema- 

nating from the younger set was not as high as it had been 

when they were with people from their own class. The seniors 

were not particularly intimidated, but there was generally a 

different ambience about this diverse group. I did not ask 

for much verbal sharing. I spent this group session giving 

my impressions and assessment of our survey sessions. I told 

them of some of the suggestions for schools I had read about 

and would try to implement. .I thanked them for their assis- 

tance, and I concluded by asking for specific written answers 

to these questions: 

(a) Do you think a support group would work 
at Mater Dei High School? 

(b) Would you be willing to be part of such 
a group? 

(c) What do you recommend as to who should 
meet with whom? Classes alone? Seniors 
and juniors together? Freshmen and 
sophomores together? 

The written responses (see Appendix C) resulting from my oral 

questioning served as my evaluation of what had occurred in the 

various in-put sessions, and also serves as my guide and en- 

couragement for the future. In the fall of 1989, there will be 

regular meetings established for the different classes. The 

students confirmed our perception that a need exists, and they 

would appreciate special attention and a chance and a place to  
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address cares and concerns resulting from being in non- 

intact families. I see myself coordinating the process which 

continues to give shape to genuine support groups. I may or 

may not work with Catholic Social Service; that agency is 

always looking to serve and it and Mater Dei High School could 

conceivably merge efforts in this area. We can say that Mater 

Dei High School is on the threshold of having in place a forum 

in which students who have gone through loss by way of death, 

divorce or separation can be helped, can help each other, and 

can help themselves. 

As I Took back on the in-put sessions with the separate 

classes in the investigative stage of our evolving project, I 

realize that these sessions had served somewhat 1ike support 

groups from the start. High school students often feel:that 

what they are experiencing as they discern who they are to be 

and what they are to do, is unique to themselves. Students from 

homes with one parent or divorced parents may feel that nobody 

else has thoughts or feelings like they do. Just seeing that 

others were in similar situations was helpful to the young men 

and women we gathered in chapel. Their willingness to share 

their stories and their thoughts and opinions was encouraging. 

Generally, and to varying degrees, their stories reflected the 

same tone as did the stories of the children in Wallerstein and 

“Kelly's longtitudinal study of 60 divorcing families.  



21. 

",..it should be emphasized...that over and be- 

yond the psychological functioning and develop- 

mental progress of the children even among those 

who had made splendid progress and certainly a- 

mong those youngsers whose adjustment was only 

adequate or barely holding, that all had the sense 

of having sustained a difficult and unhappy time 

in their lives which had cast a shadow over their 

childhood or their adolescence. (p. 306) 

Having included and involved the children who have known 

grief over the death of a parent, I will continue to include 

and involve them in the Mater Dei support groups. Both death 

and divorce are childhood traumas. I have, however, been 

delving more into the grief surrounding the death of a marriage, 

and the divorce process, and will focus on those areas in this 

paper. 

...the marriage dies. When it does, the children 

who mourn its passing are thrust into a sort of no 

man's land of grief: the marriage is dead, but 

the parents live. Family members are the same, but 

1ife is very different. Contradictions like these 

make divorce one of the hardest griefs for a child 

to bear. (Barr, p. 27) 

Barr reports that, in some ways, "divorce is actually worse than  
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if a parent had physically died." (p. 33) For one thing, 

there is no ritual that eases the grief, and there is no clean 

break. Children are hindered in the important task of griev- 

ing by their hoping for a reconciliation. When a parent dies, 

children experience the "confirmation that they are loved and 

cared about by a circle of concerned friends and family members. 

By contrast, a child whose parents divorce rarely receives ade- 

quate comfort from either family members or outsiders." (Barr, 

p. 36) Children of divorce, then, may need an extra measure of 

comfort and confirmation, care and concern, as they go through 

the process of grieving and adjusting. It did seem, in my 

contacts with Mater Dei students during this project, that those 

whose lives had known the death of a loved one had less compli- 

cated situations with which they had to cope. 

An exciting aspect of what went on from the time I pro- 

posed support group to the wrap-up session at the end of the 

school year, was the recognition that I, reflecting on the cir- 

cumstances and trusting my life experiences and the Holy Spirit, 

should and could make changes. The plan on paper did not trans- 

late into flesh and blood easily and automatically. Even though 

all participants would know that care and concern were the moti- 

vation, a large group cannot become an intensely personal 

sharing gathering instanteneously. 

I sensed, too, that I in noiway could reflect to the  
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students that they were seen as different because they were 

from homes sometimes called "non-traditional." These young 

people attend a parochial high school and live in an area 

where a high percentage of the population calls itself Cath- 

olic. Permanent marriages and nuclear families are viewed 

as the norm. We live in a society that considers divorce as 

pathology and "still views these families as deviant." (Ahrons/ 

Rodgers, p. 24) No student needs to hear that he or she is 

from a "broken home." Blended family is somewhat palatable; it 

attemps to use language sensitively. For students in homes 

with just one custodial parent, it is not accurate to suggest 

that they have only a "single parent." Mother and father may 

be leading separate lives but the student still has two bio- 

logical parents. "...marriages may be discontinued, families-- 

especially those with children=-continue after marital disrup- 

tion." (Ahrons/Rodgers, p. ix) Constance Ahrons has contributed 

a term which she prefers to such common ones as "single-parent 

family" or "broken home." Two ex-spousezparents living in 

separate households are like two nuclei to which children and 

others must relate. So she describes this family system as the 

"binuclear family." (Ahrons/Rodgers, p. 42) I have reservations 

about this description simply because I see an entity as being 

unable to have two nuclei. Can a circle have two centers? How- 

ever, I see the need to develop language surrounding the process  
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of separation, divorce and remarriage which does not indicate 

that the process is somehow "not normal” or even "bad," and 

the people in it are somehow "different." 

Being pointed out as "different" is the bane of many 

students, especially adolescents. 

Since separation, divorce, and nontraditional 

family arrangements are undisputably more common- 

place today, many people have concluded that 

children do not feel as embarrassed or as 

different as they did in previous decades; these 

people may assume that children do not need 

special attention unless they are having, or 

causing, problems, While one cannot dispute the 

statistics, one can take issue with the conclu- 

sion. ...the feeling of embarrassment can last 

for many years...they don't want to be singled 

out as different. (Diamond, p. 30) 

This aversion to being pointed out as somehow not 1ike 

everybody else came across very strongly in the months I worked 

on the project of establishing a forum for that appreciable 

minority of students in our school who came from non-intact 

families. It was apparent that the initial contact and invi- 

tation to gather was crucial. I chose to send a personal 

letter to each student at his or her mailing address. (See  



25, 

Appendix D) After that, I issued passes $0 the students 

could get out of their regular study. Most often, at Mater 

Dei High School, a pass to get out of a class or study hall 

is handed out in early morning homeroom by the homeroom 

teacher. I chose to give each student his or her pass in 

person, one-on-one. This was helpful for it gave the student 

a chance to ask questions and to express interest, and to 

express interest but regrets. Making up tests and getting 

special help with lessons is also done in study hall. 

Students expressed appreciation at the circumpsect way I 

handled the invitations. They liked the mailing and also the 

personal pass. I never once considered making invitation or 

reminder announcements over the public address system, as is 

sometimes done for other meetings. However, several students 

volunteered, "Whatever you do, don't use the P.A. to call us 

to chapel." They very definitely do not want to be singled 

out as being "deviant" or "different." 

On the other hand, neither did the teenagers eager not 

to be seen as abnormal want to remain anonymous. Only one 

girl voiced the opinion that perhaps her family's problems 

were "none of school's business." However, only minutes later 

she allowed that it would be helpful for teachers to know why 

students’ "Restlessness, inability to concentrate, and increased 

daydreaming interfere with their academic progress in both study  
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periods and classroom lectures." (Franke, p. 227) The boys 

and girls with whom we discussed the role of the high school 

in the lives of students experiencing family crisis gave the 

strong impression that "school" should know. The plan to 

reach out and provide a helping forum under Campus Ministry 

encountered no negative reactions. The active interest in 

helping children of separated and divorcing parents flowed 

from Mater Dei's philosophy of being interested in the health 

and welfare of the whole person, not just his or her academic 

progress. 

Susan A. Diamond, in her book, Helping Children of 
  

Divorce, aimed at aiding school personnel to understand and 

work more effectively with parents and children experiencing 

family disruption. She feels strongly about the importance of 

the school. 

The school is clearly in a position to make a 

positive contribution. After all, school may be 

the only consistent factor in a child's life at 

this time and teachers should be in a unique po- 

sition to provide support and some guidance. In 

most instances, teachers have daily contact with 

their students...at the minimum, one-fourth of a 

child's day is spent in school. To make the most 

effective use of their capabilities, teachers must  
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obviously understand the needs of their students. 

And students experiencing separation and divorce 

often have special needs. (p. xiv) 

A teacher, and editor of a book for young people about divorce, 

says, "You can't address the academic issues if the kid's 

bouncing off the wall because of a family crisis like divorce." 

(Franke, p. 225) Not all school personnel accept the call to 

be an institution fulfilling all the students' needs. A super- 

intendent of schools in Southampton, New York, says, "Our duty 

is to educate, not counsel." (Franke, p. 225) 

Although Mater Dei High School acknowledges that its pri- 

mary goal is to provide an education which is Catholic in aim, 

it also sees itself as an extrafamilial resource. In their 

discussion on where children turn for support as they try to 

survive a break-up, Wallerstein and Kelly acknowledge the value 

of the school: 

The school was helpful to the distressed children, 

largely because of its continuing presence in their 

lives at a time of great discontinuity. The on- 

going classes and the need to attend them regularly 

helped organize the children's lives. School also 

provided a refuge from family difficulties and 

sorrowing parents. (p. 44) 

At no time in our dialogue with the various class groups of Mater  
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Dei students did we get the message that the school the child 

was attending at the time of the breakup was perceived as a 

refuge. Neither did their parishes or their churches get any 

credit for giving them help in coping with a sad time. The 

young people with whom I talked indicated that friends were 

most helpful; friends abetted their coping efforts by simply 

listening. 

From guidance activities in classrooms on the topic of 

family change have emerged these common suggestions for kinds 

of coping mechanisms that children could try if they are having 

problems adjusting to change: 

(a) talking with teachers, parents, friends, counselors, 
siblings, and other adults 

(b) reading books about the changes they are experiencing 

(c) joining a group with others with similar experiences 
(Crosbie-Burnett/Newcomer, p. 157) 

The last suggestion is slated to be a reality in the next school 

year with the freshman, sophomore, junior and senior support 

groups ready to meet on a regular basis. Setting up that forum 

came out of the conviction that the school could be an ally and 

resource, a place of ministry to those hurting. 

Working on this project has confirmed my conviction that the 

school can be this positive and valuable support system for chil- 

dren in homes where parenting may perhaps be on a back burner be- 

cause the parents are preoccupied. "Put simply, the central  
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hazard which divorce poses to the psychological health and 

development of children and adolescents is in the diminished 

or disrupted parenting which so often follows in the wake of 

the rupture and which can become consolidated within the post- 

divorce family." (Wallerstein/Kelly, p. 316) Working on this 

project has convinced me that schools should more directly 

address the problem and should take steps to play the role of 

resource more fully. For example, the coping mechanism sug- 

gestion about stocking the library with "age-appropriate 

reading materials that deal:with divorce" could be implemented 

immediately. I have observed that students touched by divorce 

often use it as a topic for research papers. The faculty's 

professional reading room should be supplied with literature 

such as Diamond's excellent practical guide especially written 

for school personnel. 

"Although people of all ages need the affection and 

friendly, sustained support of others, children especially need 

the help of adults at a time of crisis." (Wallerstein/Kelly, 

p. 41) This, of course, implies that members of the potential 

extrafamilial support system are aware of what is going on. At 

Mater Dei High School, if a student has a health problem which 

may or may not affect his or her learning, teachers are quietly 

informed. A death of a parent is publicly acknwledge and is 

given attention. But, information surrounding the death of a  
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marriage is not generally, or comfortably, communicated. 

Campus Ministry will recommend that background information 

which may or may not have a bearing on a student's academic 

progress should be quietly shared with all the professionals 

involved. These professionals purport to strive to teach as 

Jesus did, and their teaching ministry, then, calls for them 

to witness to the unconditional love of God. The break-up of 

the home has a profound effect on people. 

When they ache, Christ aches with them. Their needs 

present us with tremendous opportunities to demon- 

strate God's love--not necessarily toward hundreds 

or even dozens of people, but toward the two or 

three or four whom God has already placed in our 

paths. It is to our shame that our Christian res- 

ponse to those wounded by divorce, both adults and 

children, has often been to turn our backs. 

(Barr, p. 235) 

Encouragement and understanding should come easily from a high 

school faculty that is already known as a "caring" one. It 

might be good to have a workshop session for the teachers on a 

professional development day. It could deal with results of 

studies, and give practical suggestions about how to deal with 

children of divorce. For example, adults should know about the 

range of feelings and concerns held in common by each child and  
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adolescent. Wallerstein and Kelly call them central themes 

of the child's divorce experience. These are the themes they 

detected: 

(a) Divorce is frightening 

(b) Divorce is a time of sadness and yearning 

(c) Divorce is a time of worry 

(d) Divorce is a time of feeling rejected 

(e) Divorce is a lonely time 

(f) Divorce is a time of conflicted loyalties 

(q) Divorce is a time of anger 

These central themes, the authors say, 

...appeared over and over, in different configura- 

tions and varying intensities, in the play and be- 

havioural symptoms of the very little children, up 

the developmental ladder to the often sophisticated 

reflections and comments of the adolescents. (p. 45) 

If this lamentable litany is lived out by students in the class- 

room, teachers can hardly ignore it. Here are several of the 

"quiet ways you may be able to help," suggested by Barr. 

(a) Initiate a private discussion that allows a child to 
air his feelings about what is happening at home. 

(b) Deal with unruly behavior or falling grades with as 

much understanding as possible, striving to reinforce 
desirable behaviors with compliments and praise. 

(c) Pray specifically for the needs you see in the child's 

life. (p. 253)  
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One consequence of my working on this pastoral project 

is that I will make a strong recommendation to Mater Dei High 

School's administrative team that the school play a role in 

making clear to divorcing spouses that their commitment as 

parents continues, and both mother and father are essential to 

the well-being of their children. One strong and consistent 

theme that came through in my readings is the finding that con- 

tinuing parenting from both parents, no matter who has custody 

or if there is joint custody, is extremely important for the 

uninterrupted development, the psychological health of the 

child. If the court or social agencies or churches are getting 

this message to parents, a school can reinforce it. Unfortunately, 

all too often the issue is not addressed. Functional family life 

requires socially supportive structures and, as Ahrons/Rodgers 

suggest, "...professionals in the legal, therapeutic, religious, 

and education fields will need to take leadership..." (p. 220) 

At some point, separating parents need to hear, 

Growing up is not a smooth process for any child. It 

is inevitably accompanied by inner--and often--outer 

turmoil. Your separation complicates this process... 

no matter how much you would like to spare them pain, 

They are bound to be affected by your separation... 

(Goldstein/Solnit, p. 8) 

A child's successful adjustment to divorce seems to hinge on the  
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the continued positive involvement of both parents in the 

child's 1ife. 

Our findings regarding the centrality of both 

parents to the psychological health of children 

and adolescents alike leads us to hold that, where 

possible, divorcing parents should be encouraged 

and helped to shape postdivorce arrangements which 

permit and foster continuity in the children's re- 

lations with both parents. (Wallerstein/Kelly, 

Pp. 311) 

Besides providing a forum in which young people can dis- 

cuss their pain and problems, and besides making efforts to have 

the school staff grow in awareness and knowledge about the di- 

vorce process, Mater Dei could call something like a staffing 

or a conference for those in the separation transition and make 

clear the school's interest in fostering "continuity in the 

children's relations with both parents." How the family re- 

shapes itself socially and emotionally has "profound implica- 

tions for the future development of all family members." (Ahrons/ 

Rodgers, p. 108) School should place a mantle of expectations 

over the two adults who seek separate lives but who are needed 

to be a communicating, cooperating, compromising pair of parents. 

No matter how long ago the divorce, one way a school like 

Mater Dei could reinforce the importance of the continued in-  
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volvement of both mother and father, even though apart, is by 

treating them equally when it comes to information concerning 

the child and the school. I would like to see schools esta- 

blish a policy of sending out duplicate newsletters, progress 

reports, "deficiency" reports, grade reports and invitations 

to special events like honors night. It would be one way to 

encourage and help, to enhance that presence of both parents 

in the 1ife of a child, even if they are no longer husband and 

wife. 

The school enjoys a unique relationship with a 

child's mother and father. Its prime objective is 

to promote the child's personal and academic de- 

velopment--a goal it shares with both parents. 

Separation and divorce do not necessarily signal 

a forfeiture of these goals by the child's mother 

and father or by the school. Yet in practice, the 

majority of the time, the noncustodial parent is 

either dependent on the custodial parent for all 

school information, dependent on his children for 

all school information, or automatically severed 

from the educational aspect of his child's life. 

(Diamond, p. 80) 

School informing both parents and including both parents 

furthers the sense of responsibility and involvement of both  
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parents. Just because a marriage was not successful, does 

not mean a divorce cannot be successful. A supportive, 

educational, caring, counseling presence can mitigate the 

crossfire in which children are sometimes caught. "Children 

have two basic homes, their own and the school...when some- 

thing goes wrong in the home, they look for help at the other." 

(Francke, p. 224) Helping those looking for help, those in 

distress, is our mandate, our straight-forward commission right 

out of Scripture. In Matthew 25, the last judgment scene tells 

us who has the Father's blessing, and who will be condemned. 

The king will say to those on his right: "Come, 

You have my Father's blessing! Inherit the king- 

dom prepared for you from the creation of the world. 

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty 

and you gave me drink. I was a stranger and you 

welcomed me, naked and you clothed me. I was ill 

and you comforted me, in prison and you came to 

visit me." Then the just will ask him: "Lord, when 

did we see you hungry and feed you or see you thirsty 

and give you drink? When did we welcome you away 

from home or clothe you in your nakedness? When did 

we visit you when you were ill or in prison?" The 

King will answer them: "I assure you, as often as 

you did it for one of my least brothers, you did it  
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Then he will say to those on his left: "Out of my 

sight, you condemned, into that everlasting fire 

prepared for the devil and his angels! I was hun- 

gry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty,and 

you gave me no drink. I was away from home and you 

gave me no welcome, naked and you gave me no clothing. 

I was i11 and in prison and you did not come to com- 

fort me." Then they in turn will ask, "Lord, when 

did we see you hungry or thirsty or away from home 

or naked or ill or in prison and not attend you in 

your needs?" He will answer them: "I assure you, 

as often as you neglected to do it to one of these 

least ones, you neglected to do it to me." 

This story makes it quite clear that we are to take an active 

role in meeting the physical and emotional needs of others. We 

are responsible because, as Barr says it, "...it is Christ 

Himself whose needs we are responding to, so deeply does He align 

Himself with humanity." (p. 231) 1 feel this pastoral project 

did address the emotional needs of a contingent of Mater Dei 

students. And the recommendations flowing out of it will broaden 

the response. We hold fast to the ideal of marriage as permanent, 

but we know we must tend to the reality in our ranks; we cannot 

neglect the children of divorce for they are naked and vulnerable,  
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and need to be clothed with affirmation. They are hungry 

for the certainty that both parents still treasure them, even 

though they do not treasure each other. They are thirsty for 

support as they try to master transitions and manage their 

lives in reorganized families. Children of divorce need to 

realize that they are never alone. They need to know that 

caring adults on the campus of their high school are with them, 

and that the creating Spirit is with us all as we seek heal- 

ing and wholeness. 
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APPENDIX A: Survey 

  
December, 1988 

Mater Dei High School Students 
From: Sylvia H. Henken/Campus Ministry 
Survey: Survey 

The clergy of the North Central Deanery and Mater Dei High 
School are considering the possibility of a Family Ministry 
program. 

1 am in the process of establishing some sort of “forum” 
wherein students who have gone through loss by way of death, 
divorce or separation can be helped, can help each other, and 
can help themselves, 

We need some information before we proceed. Please answer 
the following questions: 

| am a at Mater Del High School. 
(Write Tn the word freshman, sophomore, junior or senior.) 

Hy name is 
  

My mailing address Is 
  

{House # and Street or Box # and RR) 

  

(Post Office and Zip Code) 

My home telephone number is 
  

Please circle the line below which describes your current situation. 

| live with my mother and my father. 

1 live with my mother, 

| live with my father, 

}] Vive with my mother and my step-father. 

i live with my father and step-mother. 

(If none of the above, please add your own line in space on right.) 

Please respond to the final question with a yes or a no. No details. 

Have you ever felt there was a critical time when your family 
might have benefited from a Family Ministry program?  
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APPENDIX B: Mater Dei High School "Revolving" Class Schedule 

Letters represent the day 

Numbers represent class periods 

Study halls underlined 

40 minutes 

50 minutes 

3 3 2 1 40 minutes 

Periods 4 and 5 and lunch take 56 minutes 

7 6 40 minutes 

8 7 50 minutes 

40 minutes 

 



APPENDIX C: Students' Responses 

Yes. I believe it will work and that it will help people. 
Yes. I would be willing to. 
Fr. & Soph./Jr. & Sr. Thank you. 

I do believe it could, but you have to keep at it (don't give up) - 
get people involved. Yes. I would be a part of it. 
Don't put all together. 

Yes, I do believe it will work here. 
Next year I would join a forum like this. 
I think it would be better if a little from each class would work, 

I think this project would be helpful for people at our school. If 
they know it's available they might need someone to talk to. 
I think it will be more comfortable if the class members are 
separated. Like Juniors with Juniors, etc., this won‘t be so 
intimidating. All ages can be involved. 

Yes, I do believe it would work if the students would act together, 
I would participate next school year, It would be fun, 
Put in own age group, Then maybe a few seniors to help the others. 

Yes, if people are willing to participate and talk about their feelings. 
Yes. 
Freshmen in one group. Sophomores in one aroup. Juniors in one group. 
Seniors in one group. 

Yes, 1 do believe that this program will help many people. 
Next school year I do want to join a program, 
I think there should be separate times for every year, 

Yes. People would want to talk about their experiences. 
Next school year I would be willing to join a group. 
I would be comfortable with freshmen/sophomore and junior/senior. 

Yes, I do believe. 
Next year I would consider being part of this. 
Don't put them all together, 

Yes, if the kids involved are serious and feel that they can confide in 

one another, 
Yes, I think kids are more apt to join if you personally invite them rather 

than over P.A., etc... 
Senior & Freshmen--Sophomore & Junior, 

Yes, I think that if we helped more and had more people share feelings we 

would have a good support group. 
Yes, I would love to join next year, and I'm sure my sister, who will be 
a freshman, would, too. 
Don't put all four classes together, 
1 would be willing to help vou at any time if you need any help.  
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APPENDIX D: Example of Letter to Students 

- 

MATER DEI HIGH SCHOOL 

Dear Senior, 

We're working on a project for which we need in-put. 

Would you mind giving up part of a study hall, coming to 

chapel, and being part of a “forum" to discuss ways and 

means Mater Dei can be of help to students who have gone 

or are going through the experience of "loss" via death, 

divorce, separation or estrangement? 

THIRD PERIOD STUDY 

SECOND TIME-SLOT 

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 7 

We'll see that you get a pass so that you can get out of 

the classroom and down to chapel. Thank you. 

Sylvia H. Henken 

Campus Ministry 
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