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School Functioning of Children from Single Mothers
Families - Selected Aspects

Anna ROG!

Abstract

The article presents the issues of functioning at schoolchildren living in single-
parent families. Two aspects of the functioning - the participation in class and school life,
and dealing with school education were analyzed. It is an attempt to answer the question,
what kind of problems and success in this area children have. The attention was paid to
areas requiring support for single-parent families to allow children the best possible
development and proper functioning in the school environment.
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Introduction

Participation in school life, learning, contact with other students is
one of the most important forms of activity of children and adolescents.
Young person spends at school several hours during the day taking at that
time a lot of activities not only in education but also develops their social
skills through contacts with peers and adults, such as teachers, educators and
other employees of the school system.

Undoubtedly environment that has largely affected the school
situation of the child is the family. Here the first attitudes to the surrounding
reality are formed, this is where we begin to develop our passions and
interests, and also build relationships with other people. Also at home child
largely shapes their attitude to school and learning. Children positively
motivated to work by their parents, praised for their successes will be more
willing to learn, be more confident in contacts with other people, which may
result in better performance of the child's school activities.

In contrast, a young man who has no parents’ support, with less
involvement will undertake various duties related to school attendance and
less likely will be involved in school life. Difficulties may happen when
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parents do not give the child enough time, they rarely talk to him, do not
always know what wortries child experiences, or what successes they achieve.
Such problems can be seen, among other things, in single-parent families
where the lone parent is busy with problems connected with ensuring
adequate material care to children and many daily duties, often tired of their
vastness. Such parent not always has time for meaningful contact with the
child and systematic monitoring of learning outcomes achieved by the child.

Moreover, as H. Cudak noted, child of single parent families as a result
of the breakdown often loses a sense of security, is suspicious, may be too
hostile to the environment, aggressive and may feel apathy, sadness, shame and
envy to their peers from full families (Cudak, 2004, 30). These factors may
adversely affect the school functioning of the child, causing learning difficulties,
conflicts at school and an isolation from the environment.

Research assumptions and used method

This study is devoted to the analysis of selected aspects of the school
functioning of children who are brought up only by mothers.
The main research problem was formulated as a question:

How do children from single mothers families function at school?
Specific problems took the form of questions:

1. What learning results do children from single parent families achieve?

2. To what extent are children of single-parent families engaged in classroom and
school life?

The study was performed by diagnostic survey, using the technique
of a questionnaire addressed to the students. Complementary studies are the
opinions of educators (8 respondents) and school pedagogues (7 respondents)
obtained during the partly directed interview Rubacha, 2008, 134).

The studies included 106 students from V and VI classes of primary
schools from the Subcarpathian and Swigtokrzyskie regions, teachers and
school pedagogues having direct contact with them.

The following table shows the demographic characteristics of
students participating in the study, taking into account sex and place of
residence.
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Table 1. Sex and place of residence of respondents*

Place of residence City Village Total
Sex N % N % N %
Girl 35 | 330 16 15,1 51 48,1
Boy 34 | 321 21 19,8 55 | 519
Altogether 69 | 651 37 349 | 106 | 100,

*Source: Own elaborations- datafrom the survey

A child in the role of pupil

One of the most important roles that man fulfils in their life is the
role of pupil. We undertake it at the age of 6-7 years and continue for at least
several next ones. For some, these are largely years of success, others often
struggle with defeats, and some others balance in this regard. How do
children from single-parent families cope with school? To which group do
they belong to?

During the study the children were asked about subjects they like
particularly. Preferences of respondents are in the table below.

Table 2. Subjects preferred by pupils

Sex Girl Bov Altogether
Subject N % N % N %
Polish lanouace 24 22.6 18 17.0 42 39.6
Maths 8 7,6 9 8,5 17 16,0
Foreign language 16 15,1 16 15,1 32 30,2
History 21 19,8 11 10,4 32 30,2
Nature 24 22,6 13 12,3 37 35,0
Music 16 15,1 13 12,3 29 273
Fine arts 35 33,0 7 06,6 42 39,6
PE 23 21,7 32 30,2 55 51.9
IT 13 12,3 17 16,0 30 283
Technical Classes 3 28 3 2.8 6 5,7
No subject 3 2,8 13 12,3 16 15,1
All subjects 10 9.5 3 2.8 13 12,3
Total 196 184.9% 155 146.3* 351 331.2%

*The sum exceeds 100% because respondents conld choose more than one answer. (Source: Own elaborations
- data from the survey)
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Studies show that in general, Physical Education, the Polish language
and Fine Arts are the most popular among children. However, when we
analyze these preferences, taking into account the sex of respondents, it
appears that boys more of ten choose Physical Education than gitls, and in
the meantime the girls prefer the Fine Arts.

The following table introduces the information about subjects that
make children the most trouble.

Table 3. Subjects that make children the most problems

Sex Girl Bov Altogether

Subject N % N % N %
Polish lanouace 14 13.2 20 18.9 34 321
Maths 29 274 21 19.8 50 472
Foreign language 20 18,9 19 17,9 39 36,8
History 25 23,6 20 189 45 424
Nature 11 10,4 4 38 15 14,2
Music 0 0,0 10 9.4 10 9.4
Fine arts 3 2,8 4 38 7 6,6
PE 0 0,0 7 6,6 7 6,6
IT 1 0,9 0 0,0 1 0,9
Technical Classes 0 0,0 0 0,0 0 0,0
No subject 11 10,4 4 3.8 15 14,2
All subijects 3 2.8 10 9.4 13 12.3
Total 117 110.4* 119 112.3* 236 222.7*

“The sum exceeds 100% becanse respondents could choose more than one answer. Source: Own elaborations-
data from the survey

It turns out that regardless the sex, children usually choose
Mathematics as the most problematic subject. Children also include History
and language for more difficult subjects. These choices are not surprising,
because most kids have problems just with these subjects and not willingly
participate in lessons. Mathematics certainly, as a subject from exact sciences
requires a special way of thinking and understanding of abstract concepts.
Mastering the mathematical material largely will depend al soon the
competence and teaching skills of the Math’s teacher. As regards the
History, as a reason to dislike it children of ten indicate that it is boring, they
must learn “outdated stuff” and have trouble remembering dates. The main
reason for difficulties in learning a foreign language is a complex grammar
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and the problem with differences between the writing and the way of
pronouncing each word.

Undoubtedly one of the factors affecting the quality of learning and
achieving positive results in this area is access to a various didactic aids
which help a child to acquire additional knowledge and have the ability to
meet school requirements.

Table 4. Possession didactic aids (dictionaries, encyclopaedias, etc.) at home

Sex Girl Boy Altogether

Possession

Didactic aids N % N % N %
Yes, everything which I need 5 4.7 11 10,4 16 15,1
Yes, but not all that T need 20 18,9 15 1421 35 33,0
No 26 | 245 | 29 | 273 55 | 519
Total 51 | 48,1 | 55 | 51,9 | 106 |100,0

“Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey

It turns out that a large group of children at home does not have any
didactic aids, such as encyclopedias, dictionaries or reference books. Among
these children there are also those who do not have a computer at home
(13.2% of this group of respondents). Among children, who have declared
that they have some of the didactic aids, there are those who do not have
access to the Internet. It should also be noted here that among all the
children who have stated that they have no home support necessary to learn
and properly prepare for classes, 76.2% - are children living in rural areas or
small towns.

Table 5. Obtaining help in learningfrom mothers

Sex Girl Boy Altogether
Obtaining help N % N % N %
Yes, always when I need 3 2,8 5 4,7 8 7,5
Sometimes 9 85 | 14 (132 23 | 21,7

No, because I solve my problems myself 20 | 1891 19 [179]| 39 | 36,8

No 19 1179 17 [16,1] 36 | 34,0

Total 51 |48,1| 55 |51,9| 106 | 100

*Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey
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An important factor positively influencing the child's results in
learning is also parents’ proper motivation and the child's awareness that
they can count on their help and support.

Children who cannot count on mother's help in learning
predominate in the group taking part in the research. Children explained
mainly: mother, who works, doesn’t have time, or as children characterized
“arranges important matters”, mother is tired and has low level of
knowledge and skills (“7zy mom does not know how to help me with homework”).

Undoubtedly, the single fulfilling of care and educational functions
in family is not an easy task. It becomes evenmore difficult when only one
parent has to do it. A single mother, willing to satisfy at least the basic needs
of children must often undertake extensive professional activities, allowing
her to get income for maintaining the family. Often this is a work in several
places, allowing to increase family income and thereby to improve economic
status. In addition, after work she does other tasks related to home-
shopping, cooking, cleaning, etc. Thus, the mother has no enough time for
children. Another problem is the low level of mothers’ education of children
involved in the study (the vast majority are mothers with basic and
secondary education).

It should be also emphasized that parents who have a higher
education are more interested in the results of their child's learning and
motivate them to work. Besides these, parents try to give the child access to
those goods that can help their child to explore the world and help their
intellectual development.

Parents with low education have often a problem how to support the
child, and often do not appreciate the essence of education and its
importance for the future life of the child, and in the future to turn up in the
labor market.

Research conducted under the direction of B.Matyjas indicate that
42% of mothers perform the tasks associated with providing child education
and getting the job just at sufficient level, and only 16% do it very well
(Izdebska, 2004, 220).

According to the opinions of teachers working with children
participating in the study, these children often achieve results slightly worse
than their peers growing up in full families. They more often do not do their
homework, explaining it as forget fulness or in ability to do the task.
Teachers emphasize, however, that the differences in results between
children from full and in complete familie sare not very significant.

Educators point out one more fact. Single parents are often absent
during parents-teacher meetings, rarely contact with school and have a little
less interest in child’s education than other parents. It can affect less interest
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to learning by children, if parents do not put too high expectations to child,
and do not fully identify with the belief that a good education significantly
improves the social situation of the individual.

Participation in school life

One of the indicators of man social maturity is the active
participation in the life of the community which they belong to. According
to J. Izdebska, children from single-parent families often have problem with
social adaptation. The author points to the fact that these children isolate
consciously, are alienated and inhibited that make them difficult to achieve
the required level of social maturity in a given period of development
(Matyjas, 2008, p. 78).

Undoubtedly the sign of student's social maturity is their
participation at class and school life in such forms as participation in local
school and class government, in contests and competitions, performances
and school trips.

Therefore, during the research there was a try to establish whether
and how the children of single parent families are activated at the above-
mentioned areas.

Table 6. Membership at the class government

Sex Girl Boy Altogether
Membership N % N % N %
Yes 18 | 170 9 85 | 27 | 255
No, but I would like to 3 2,8 2 1,9 5 47
No and I don’t want to 30 | 283 | 44 | 415 74 | 69,8
Total 51 | 481 | 55 | 51.9 | 106 |100.0

“Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey

The study shows that just over "4 pupils function in local class
government. It is noted here a significant difference between girls and boys.
Girls more often belong to local class government. It can be assumed that
this is due to their greater social maturity and the ability to represent the
class responsibly, organize its self-governing life and speak on important
issues. Most often examined gitls were class treasurers, (8 people), secretaries
(6 persons), deputy chairman (3 persons) and chairpersons (1 person). As for
the boys, they were most often deputy chairman (6 people). There were also
treasurers (2 persons) and secretary (1person).
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Higher level of the child socialization seems to be belonging to the
local school government. It allows the student to influence the current
affairs of the school community, express their opinions and ideas, as well as
the implementation of interesting ideas and solutions to optimize the school

functioning.
Table 7. Membership at the local school government

Sex Girl Boy Altogether
Membership N % N % N %
Yes 0 0.0 3 2.8 3 2.8
No, but I would like to 3 2,8 3 2,8 6 5,6
No and I don’t want to 48 45,3 49 46,3 97 91,6
Total 51 48.1 55 519 | 106 | 100.0

“Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey

The data from the tables how that far fewer children declared their
membership at the local school government than at class government. 91%
of the respondents answered that they are not and also do not want to be a
member of the local government. The main arguments were the statements:
“T am not competent” and “1 am not fit to them, because I'm shy”.

Children who belong to the local school government fulfil function
of member (2 persons) or secretary (1 person).

Another form of the children involvement in the class and school
life is participation in ceremonies and other celebrations.

Table 8. Participation in ceremonies and assemblies

Sex Girl Boy Altogether
Participation
N % N % N %
Yes 45 | 424 22 [208] 67 | 632
No, but I would like to 2 1.9 3 2.8 5 47
No and I don’t want to 4 38 | 30 | 283] 34 | 321
Total 51 | 48.1| 55 | 51.9 | 106 |100.0

“Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey

As table 8 shows, the boys less frequently engage in projects of an
artistic nature than girls. Boys primarily motivated their aversion to such
activities: “this is not my cup of tea”, “this is boring”. The boys, who did not
participate in the ceremonies and assemblies, but would like to have such
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possibility, stated that “#hey are ashamed of” and that “teacher did not choose them:”.

Another form of the child's school activities, allowing for the
development of their passions, interests and intellectual capacity is
participation in the subject contests and other competitions.

Table 9. Participation incontests and competitions

Sex Girl Boy Altogether
Participation N o N o N o
Yes 30 28,3 24 22,6 54 50,9
No, but I would like to 5 4,7 3 2,8 8 7,5
No and I don’t want to 16 15,1 28 26,5 44 41,6
Total 51 48,1 55 51,9 106 100,0

“Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey

Research shows that gitls prefer this kind of activity much more than
boys. More than half of respondents willing to take part in various contests
and competitions which allow to check their knowledge and skills and
compete with others.

Children who do not become active in this field mainly motivate in
this way:

- “T'm not good enongh at any subject”,

— T do not like competition, because they are boring”,

— “T'm not interested”.

It should be noted that the motives indicated by girls and boys in
principle do not differ.

A small group of children declared that they would like to participate
in contests and competitions, but they do not so, explaining mainly as
follows:

“T am afraid that others will laugh at me if 1 did not succeed in anything”.

Teachers asked about how to engage children in the class and school
life responded that most often children themselves report, so, mainly the
ones are involved who want. In a situation when there are no eagers to
participate in contests and competitions, there are selected children who are
assessed as the most courageous and those who are able to remember
allotted issue well.
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To participate in contests children are encouraged primarily by
teachers of different subjects.

This request could be at the same time an indication for teachers - it
is worth paying attention to children less bold and confident of their
capabilities to help them overcome barriers, and thus effectively
incorporated into class and school life. But it is important to start working
with these children from increasing their integration into the class and make
them aware of the strengths they have.

A slightly different, but equally important from the point of view of
social development activity is participation in class trips. It gives children the
opportunity to get acquainted with the history and culture not only of the
local area, but also all Poland, allows to explore the specific nature, or
geographic configuration of the various regions of the country, and besides,
it is a great opportunity for mutual understanding and integration of

children.
Table 10. Participation at school excursions
Sex Girl Boy Altogether
Participation N % N % N %
Yes 46 43,3 45 42,6 91 85,9
No 5 4,7 10 9,4 15 14,1
Total 51 100,0 55 100,0 | 106 | 100,0

“Source: Own elaborations - data from the survey

As table 10 shows, most children have the opportunity to participate
in trips and do so. Children, who do not travel, motivate it mainly so: the
lack of financial resources (89% of children), lack of positive relationships
with the class (6%) and lack of interest in this type of trips (5%).

It turns out that the most serious obstacle preventing children trips
together with the class is not very favorable financial situation of the child's
family. One can see from the teachers’ statements, schools try to support the
families in difficult financial situations and partially subsidize trips of
children. However, it happens that this assistance is not enough for the child
to participate in the trip.

A very interesting and worthy of dissemination initiative is seeking
sponsors. As teachers emphasize, such trials to raise funds for trips or
participation in cultural activities for their students, are extremely difficult,
because especially in small towns there are not many people willing to
provide such assistance. However, they claim that this effort pays off,
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because more children can go, for example, to green schools, and such
effective action gives a lot of satisfaction for educators.

Completion

The continuous transformation in the modern family, changing its
structure and functioning cause that this extremely important social cell
encounters on its way more and more obstacles to prevent the proper
fulfillment of basic tasks. The effects of these problems and disorders feel
all family members, including children.

One of the factors that may disturb the functioning of the family is
undoubtedly its incompleteness. A single parent has a decidedly more
difficult task, as they have been struggling with everyday problems associated
with child care and upbringing. This may result in greater problems of child
with everyday situations, especially those that are connected with the school
activity.

The considerations presented in this study conclude that by far the
greater importance should be given to a genuine support of single
parents in fulfilling their parental duties. This support should not be
limited only to the material and financial sphere, but should also include
activities aimed at helping families with problems in coping with everyday
life. It is important that a child whose parent is often all day outside the
home, working and taking care of family matters, could get help in the study,
or have the opportunity of interesting and safe way of spending their free
time.

Without a doubt, programs that support dysfunctional family have a
great value here, an example of which can be The Program Older Brother Older
Sister. However, to increase the effectiveness of such initiatives, it is
necessary to broaden the scope of their activities and extend the support for
families from small towns and villages, that now unfortunately is wanting.
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