
Helping Single Parents in North Carolina 

Families today vary in terms of 
size and composition.  Many are 
single parent families due to 
death, divorce, or other circum-
stances.  Single parents and their 
children often have different 
experiences as well as perspectives 
that affect their lives.  How much 
attention should we pay to these 
experiences?  How much should a 
parent share with educators and 
others involved in their children’s 
lives?  What about involving non-
custodial parents in their 

children’s education?  These are all 
important questions to ask as 
children begin a new school year. 
              
So, what are the answers to these 
questions?  First of all, there is no 
one right answer or one way to 
handle these kinds of situations.  
There are, however, best practices 
or guidelines to try to follow. 
              
In terms of sharing information 
about your children remember that 
each child is unique and is affected 

differently by his or her exper-
iences.  Who we are as individuals 
is at least partly determined by 
what we have experienced and by 
our environments.   
 
When we learn about a person’s 
background we often understand 
the person better and, as a result, 
are better able to respond to and 
interact with the person.  Sharing 
information regarding family 
dynamics can be a very positive 
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The summer is just about over. No 
more going to bed late, sleeping in 
every morning, or playing outside 
until dark. Now the routine has to 
change. These new experiences can 
bring on stress or cause children to 
resist necessary adjustments. Sin-
gle parents often find the transi-
tion to a new school year even 
more stressful as they have more 
responsibilities, less time, and may 
be still struggling with difficult 
emotions.  Smooth transitions can 
be accomplished if the adults who 
care for children try to view the 
situation from the child's perspec-
tive. Here are some tips on what 
you can do to make going back to 
school a pleasurable experience. 

Prepare in advance 

Young children always feel more 
comfortable if they know what to 
expect. Before the new school year 
begins, family members can ex-

plain to children how their daily 
routines will change. Describe 
what the morning routines will be 
in age-appropriate terms. Some 
children may enjoy creating a pic-
torial chart to include each step of 
the morning schedule. 

Try getting up earlier a week be-
fore the new school year begins 
and explain why you're doing it. 
This may prevent your child from 
being confused, groggy, cranky, or 
refusing to get out of bed on the 
first day of school. 

Discuss how the school or child 
care environment will be different 
from the previous year. Many 
schools and child care profession-
als invite families to visit the class-
room and new teacher before the 
school year begins. If possible, take 
advantage of these opportunities to 
allow the child to meet the teacher 

or caregiver, find his classroom, 
the bathroom, and the playground.  

Try to be clear about the things 
that are changing by answering 
any questions children have such 
as: When will we eat? Where is the 
bathroom? How will I get home? 
Will I see my old friends again? 

Involve children in preparing for 
school. For example, they can lay 
out their clothes, pack a back pack, 
or select a favorite toy or photo to 
take with them to the program.  
Letting them bring familiar objects 
from home is important, too. 

Arrange play-dates with friends 
from school to re-establish connec-
tions that may have been dropped 
for the summer, or to create new 
ones. 
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As the end of summer vacation ap-
proaches, anticipation for the new 
school year ahead arrives. This is 
stressful for kids and parents alike. 
For most kids there are universal 
issues that cause anxiety at this 
time of year: What will my teacher
(s) be like? Have my friends 
changed?  Will the homework be 
harder?  Can I get better grades this 
year?  Will I make the football 
team? Will I have mean kids on my 
bus?  Do I have to go to bed as early 
as I did last year?  What time will I 
have to wake up?  All of these 
“unknowns” and many more can 
make the end of summer an anxious 
time for kids.   
 
For single parents, these issues are 
more complicated.  If there is more 
homework this year, you are going 
to be the one who has to make sure 
they finish it.  If they do have to 
wake up earlier for the bus, or have 
a longer drive to school, you will 
have to get them up and get them 
there earlier so that you can get to 
work. If they’re having academic or 
behavioral problems, you will be the 
one who advocates for them, and 
takes them to tutoring, therapy – 
and of course juggles these appoint-
ments with their other activities, 
sports, etc.   
 
While school provides a place where 
you know your child will be for 7 
hours a day, it also adds a lot of 
challenges to your everyday life – 
and makes your days longer, and 
busier.  As a single parent, the keys 
to lowering your stress level are to: 
gather information, plan ahead, and 
take care of yourself. 
  
Gathering Information 
 
First off, anxiety about the new 
school year is largely caused by 
questions about the unknown, the 
“what if”s. There are also memories 
of struggles from last year. When 
faced with these questions, parents 
often choose to stick their heads in 

the sand and hope for the best.   
This “wait and see” approach rarely 
works, and you may be adding a 
considerable amount of stress to 
your child. The way to avoid this to 
gather information, investigate ask 
questions.  You’re child can help as 
well. If they are a teenager have 
them write out questions and tell 
them to find the answers (later, you 
will help with what they can’t find 
on their own).  If they are 2nd 
grader, perhaps they can look over 
information you find with you (and 
you can explain things to them as 
needed).   
 
Sources of information include 
 
-     School websites 
-     PTA, (Wake County at: http://

www.wakeptacouncil.org/) 
-     Other parents 
-     School counselors/principles/

teachers/coaches 
 
Fortunately it’s easier these days to 
find information. Also, most schools 
provide opportunities for kids to 
visit a new school ahead of time (if 
they are transitioning to a new 
school).  You can also drive your 
child to their new school to show it 
to them - this will also give you an 
idea of how long the drive will take. 
 
Planning Ahead 
 
Once you have as many of your 
questions answered, then you can 
make a plan for the school year. 
Some of the many things to include 
in your plan may include: 
What is bed time/wake up time?  
What will we do about lunches? If 
bag lunches, who’s making them - 
can your child help? What chores 
will be expected during the school 
year?  What after school activities 
are your child interested in, and 
based on being a single parent, what 
is realistic for you regarding time/
cost/driving/balancing other child 
activities? When will homework be 
done/checked on by you? What will 

be done if grades decline, homework 
isn’t turned in, projects not finished 
(write down specific consequences 
that will happen ahead of time if 
these issues come up)?  If you had 
specific behavior issues last year, 
what are the positive things your 
child learned that helped them stay 
out of trouble later on? What are the 
positive skills they can use to deal 
with difficult peers? How will you 
monitor grades, classroom behavior, 
and how often will you contact 
teachers, etc.?  What grades are you 
willing to accept?  What kind of re-
wards will be given for positive be-
havior/grades (preferably non-
monetary)? Based on last year’s per-
formance, do you need to ask the 
school for testing, extra help?  What 
are the options for outside tutoring, 
mentoring, or therapy if emotional 
or behavioral issues arise?  The 
more specific your plan can be, the 
easier it will be to deal with issues 
on an ongoing basis (instead of 
blowing up when you see their re-
port card in December).  
 
If you’re child has another active 
parent, are they willing to help with 
any of this plan? The more you can 
get “buy-in” from your co-parent, the 
easier it will be to follow through. 
Ideally, you can have your co-parent 
with you when you go over the plan 
with your child (make sure you 
work out any disagreements with 
your co-parent before you meet with 
your child). Involving your co-parent 
is extremely helpful - when it is pos-
sible.  Even if your relationship with 
your child’s other parent is less than 
perfect, they will still have an im-
pact on your child, whether you like 
it or not.  Except in extreme cases of 
neglect or abuse, you are best off at-
tempting making you’re co-parent 
your ally. The more they know 
about their child’s school progress 
and activities, the better. Do not ask 
your son or daughter to relay infor-
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Read to your child 

Reading books with children is a 
great way to introduce any experi-
ence. They can see how other chil-
dren beginning school or a new pro-
gram have the same feelings of un-
certainty and how they overcome 
them.  Here are some book sugges-
tions for younger children to help 
ease the transition: 

Berenstain, Stan and Jan. The 
Berenstain Bears Go to School. 
Random House, 1978  

Bridwell, Norman. Clifford's 
First School Day. Scholas-
tic,1999  

Haywood, Carolyn. Back to 
School with Betsy. Odyssey 
Classics, reissue edition, 2004  

Jackson, Ellen. It’s Back to 
School We Go!. Millbrook Press, 
2003  

Parish, Herman. Amelia Bedelia 
Goes Back to School. Harper 
Festival, 2004  

Rey, Margret. Curious George 
Goes to School. Houghton Mif-
flin, 1989 

 
For the middle school child anxious 
about making the transition to high 

school, here is a book to help with 
easing the anxiety:  

Spethman, Martin J. and Klein, 
Chuck. High School Bound: The 
Ultimate Guide for High School 
Success and Survival. Westgate 
Publishing & Entertainment, 1997  

Talk about feelings 

Encourage children to describe how 
they feel about the new year; and 
try to ease any fears they may 
have.  

If your child is anxious about start-
ing the next grade, reassure her 
that other children have these feel-
ings too.  

Put a positive spin on going back to 
school. Talk about the fun things 
your child will be learning, the old 
friends he’ll see and the new 
friends he’ll make.  

Parents may also feel sad or fearful 
about their children going off to 
kindergarten or back to school after 
a summer together.  Even if you 
are feeling this way on the inside, 
exude confidence and good feelings 
when saying good-bye. 

Expect an occasional meltdown. Be-
ginning something new can be 
stressful and adjustment takes a 
lot of concentration and effort. 
Child care professionals, teachers, 

and families should expect--and be 
prepared to handle--a few tears and 
other emotional displays from 
young children. 

Be there 

If possible, arrive at the new school 
or program early on the first few 
days to help the child settle in. The 
teacher or caregiver may also be 
available to talk one-on-one with 
your child before the day's learning 
begins. 

It is also important to arrange for 
predictable pick-up schedules. Chil-
dren need to feel confident from the 
beginning that they can count on a 
loved one to come back and to come 
when they said they would. Use the 
commute to ease the transition be-
tween school and home. 

How adults handle transitional 
situations can set the stage for how 
well a child adjusts to other chal-
lenges in life. Those who love and 
care for children can help them 
adapt by making preparations in 
advance, clearly explaining the 
changes about to take place, and 
listening if doubts or fears develop. 

Let teachers and guidance 
counselors know what’s going 
on.  

If your child has recently under-
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    Join us on Friday, August 26th for our Summer Edition of After Hours.  We are 
meeting on the 4th Friday of every month.  Our coffee House opens at 6:30 and the 
program begins at 7:00 PM.  This summer we continue with our '05 series: Singular 
Devotion. 
    Stick around afterwards for games, fellowship, and fresh fruit smoothies!  Immedi-
ately following the service, we would like to invite you to stay and enjoy all that our 
coffee house has to offer.  This is an opportunity to hang out with some other singles 
from the RTP area! So come on out and let us introduce you to some other single 
adults and to the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!  Don't forget, we offer free childcare 
every month! 
 
For more information contact Chris Dowd, Singles Pastor at cdowd@churchatthepark.org 

After Hours at Bethesda Baptist by Chris Dowd , Singles Pastor, Bethesda Baptist, Durham, NC 
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mation for you – the other parent 
may disagree with you about an is-
sue, and your child is the one who 
will hear it if they are the messen-
ger.  Call your counterpart, or send 
them an email, or set up a regular 
meeting.  If you and your co-parent 
have a difficult time sitting in the 
same room together, meeting with a 
mediator or a therapist is an option 
to help with working out details 
about your plan for the year. 
 
If a child has significant anxiety 
about the year transition, I recom-
mend calling ahead to meet with a 
school counselor with your child.  
Help them make contact with their 
school counselor so that they have 
that person to contact who they feel 
comfortable with. Once the school 
year starts, call their teacher(s) and/
or school counselor to get feedback 
(often kids who are having problems 
will not want to tell you right away).   
If your son or daughter had prob-
lems with peers last year, or social 
anxiety, or they are depressed about 
a recent move, or if there are di-
vorce/separation issues they are up-
set about, they may need the help of 
a therapist.   
 
Some signs to watch for include: ir-
regular sleep patterns, stomach 
problems, head aches, increased ir-
ritability, isolating, decreased com-
munication, lack of motivation, de-
creased energy, or decreased inter-
est in old activities.  Finding a pro-
fessional for them to talk to can help 
them learn positive coping skills, 

learn positive behaviors, and in-
crease their self confidence for the 
year ahead.  A therapist can also 
talk to you about news ways to re-
late to your child as they go through 
a difficult transition. 
 
Finally, if you have had specific 
challenges facing you or your child, 
communicate with your school about 
them ahead of time. You do not need 
to go into details – often school re-
cords will inform teachers of what 
happened last year. However, you 
can help them understand what was 
helpful for your child last year, and 
your input on what has changed for 
them.  In doing so, be careful not to 
blame anyone for your child’s behav-
ior (especially last year’s teacher, 
this will put your new teacher(s) on 
the defensive from day one).  You 
are the expert on your child and you 
can help a teacher who doesn’t know 
your child by providing information. 
You can also the school know that 
you’re a single parent, and if there 
are easier times/places to get a hold 
of you should they need to contact 
you or set up appointments with 
you. 
 
SELF-CARE 
 
Last but not least is SELF-CARE.  
You need to take care of yourself. 
Take care of the caretaker.  You will 
be busy, tired, and stretched at 
times.  Take time to plan time for 
yourself. Plan exercise time, time 
for friends/relatives, alone time, 
sleep time, fun time.  Proper diet, 
sleep and exercise are not just for 

your kid, they will also help you sur-
vive when your child is pushing the 
limits of your frustration. Don’t feel 
guilty about saying “no” to your 
child once in a while. If you are giv-
ing a 110% for your kid(s) and never 
have time for yourself, then you will 
resent your child and they will feel 
it.  Put self-care time in your Plan.  
Write it down. Commit to it. Find 
support.  Find another single par-
ent/or parents with whom you can 
talk to, vent with, plan with, have 
fun with, share rides with, and 
laugh together with.  
 
Finally, self care means giving your-
self a pat on the back once in a 
while (just like you do for your 
child). You are a good parent.  You 
do your best even though you can’t 
do everything. You will continue to 
strive to do better. You drive, and 
monitor homework, and cook and go 
to work and clean, and all the other 
things single parents do everyday – 
so give yourself credit for it. At 
times you will wish you could do 
more, and your child will not under-
stand why you can’t. That’s ok. They 
will live. What kids really need is to 
know they have a parent who loves 
them, and is committed to helping 
them succeed. This is what will mat-
ter in the long run. 
 
Hans J. Sieber, MC, LPC is a thera-
pist who specializes in working with 
children and families.  He is at Cary 
Behavioral Health Care.  They can 
be reached at www.CaryBehavioral.
com or by phone at 919-467-4799. 
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step.  However, it depends on the 
family and their comfort level in 
sharing or disclosing personal 
information.  What and how much a 
person shares is ultimately a 
personal choice.  If a single parent 
decides to disclose information to an 
educator or another person involved 
with their family it is important to 
make sure that what is shared is in 
the best interest of the children.  It 
is never helpful to share negative, 
derogatory, and/or insignificant 
information about the other parent.  
This sets up a very divisive 
relationship between all parties, 
which is never beneficial for a child. 
              
Involving an “ex” with their child’s 
educational progress is essential.  
Certainly there are some non-

custodial parents who are not 
involved at all with their children, 
however if a parent is willing and 
able to be involved, “Get That 
Parent On Board”!  The more people 
invested in a child’s education the 
better.   
 
Support breeds success! If children 
know that there are people that care 
and are there to support them then 
they are more confident about 
themselves and their school 
experience.  Non-custodial parents 
can be involved in the following 
ways: parent-teacher conferences; 
receiving copies of progress reports/
report cards and work samples; 
volunteering at the school; assisting 
with homework and assignments; 
and consistent communication with 
the school and staff via phone, e-

mail, and/or notes.  Again, 
determining how much to involve a 
non-custodial parent in a child’s 
education varies from family to 
family.  It is very important that all 
parties have clear expectations and 
know their appropriate roles. 
 
So, how can single parent families 
help their children transition into a 
new school year? The answer is, the 
same way any other family would.  
This means meeting and developing 
a positive relationship with the 
teacher, being upfront and sharing 
pertinent information, getting 
involved, and supporting children’s 
education at school and at home. 
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gone a stressful change such as di-
vorcing/separating parents, share 
this information with his/her 
teacher and school counselor.  You 
don’t have to go into great detail, 
but a simple statement like, 
“Johnny’s father and I separated 
over the summer, and he’s having a 
difficult time with the transition” 
can alert the teacher and counselor 
to the situation.  You may want to 
tell the guidance counselor specific 
concerns you have, i.e., “Johnny has 
started to become much more fear-
ful in new situations and has trou-
ble leaving me” so that he or she can 
help your child during the day if a 
problem arises. 

The school is in an excellent position 
to offer supportive services to chil-
dren of divorce. Children spend 
much time in school, where the con-
tinuity and routine can offer a safe 
environment for interventions. 
Counselors, teachers, and other 
school personnel are available on a 

daily basis and can provide help 
during the school day. 

Checklist for the first day of 
school: 

Is your child registered? When is 
the first day of school? What time 
does school start?  

What time is lunch? Can your child 
buy it at school, and how much will 
it cost? Will he or she need a snack?  

Have you filled out all the health 
forms or emergency contact forms 
that have been sent home?  

Have any new health problems de-
veloped in your child over the sum-
mer that will affect his school day? 
Does the school nurse know about 
this condition, or is an appointment 
set up to discuss it?  

Does your child know where she is 
going after school (e.g., home, baby-
sitter)? Does she know how he will 
get there? If you will not be there 

when she arrives, does she know 
who will be responsible for her, 
what the rules are, and how to get 
help in an emergency?  

The following websites were helpful 
in writing this article and are good 
resources for additional information. 

 
http://www.kidsource.com/
kidsource/pages/Education.html 
 
http://www.greatschools.net 
 
The American Academy of Pedi-
atrics website at http://www.aap.
org/advocacy/archives/augschool.
htm  

 
Kristen C. Wynns, Ph.D. is with 
Lepage Associates Solution-Based 
Psychological Services.  Lepage As-
sociates is a family practice serving 
children, teenagers, and adults; we 
provide therapy, evaluation, and 
consultation. For more information 
visit their website at www.
lepageassociates.com or call them at 
919-933-5355. 
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