Fractured families

March 2-8, 1989

Central Sun Press B-1

Talking makes a difference for Wheeler’s students

By CAROL CHANG
Staft Writer
CENTRAL

With so many of today's chil
dren living in broken homes. the
school setting provides ane of the
only constants in their lives
Some schools in Hawmi have
also become the > wher
these voung victims divor
can find help, not just act out
their problems

Kaneohe psychologist Robert
Woliver and his wife, Gail, who
1s a fteacher at Kamehameha
conducted chil
dren’s divorce groups at Wheeler
Intermediate School for the past
two years, getfing a positive
response for the support groups
from both students and parents
Some parents want to enroll
their younger unes when they
reach Wheeler,” said Gail of the
private program. which is offered
through the Forest Institute of
Professional Psychology, a Ka
neohe graduate school where her
husband is dean.

Another program, Banana
Splits, is supported by federal
money from Chapter 11, In the
past two years. it has been intro
duced in a dozen Hawaii schools
by trained counselors who pro
vide recess “rap groups' for
youngsters in transition through
divorce, death or remarriage in
their families.

Studies predict that nearly half
of all children will experience
divorce in their families before
they reach age 18. But Woliver
sees how that abstract statistic
shows up in conerete ways. such
as crime reports and school drop-
out rates.

Yet many troubled children are
overlooked by busy school coun-
selors and upset parents. They
don’t cause trouble or flunk out,
they're just quiet and withdrawn
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PAIN AIDES: Robert and Gail Woliver have just completed a suppott aroup program at Wheeler Intermediate

School for children of divorced parents The two display s

the sessions

— “the quiet failures,” Woliver
calls them.

“The odds are they don't talk
about it with others. Just at the
time when they need more com
munication, they won't tell par-
ents their feelings,” he explained.
“They need more parenting but
there's less to give. What we do
is build a support system at the
school so they can talk to each
other.”

Experts say that divoree is
hardest on kids between the ages

of “and 13 — the imes wh
old enough to understand
concept of diverce, hut
enoughtodeal with their fe
about it. They have dift

Wolivers said there canbel
i isturbances d phys

it the request of parent
nd Wheeler's counselors the
gan f weekly Ho

of the students” art work drawn during

sions after classe
at the M school in the
spring of 1887, There were seven
structured meetings with a group
of six to cight students

Muore groups formed this year
and the prospects for continuing
next year are good. The Wolivers
available for follow-up
with the students who frequently
IF to report their progress or
hacks,
Principal Paul Misaka sup
rts the Wolivers™ program be

minute t

cause he helieves the students
must become survivors. “In the
long run thev have to realize
things and learn to adjust We're
afraid of that depressed state
where they go into a shell and
have thoughts of suicide. It (the
group) teaches that divoree isn't

I bad.”

The students become close,
opening up to each other through
discussion — which is never
forced — in comfortable sur
roundings They draw pictures,
watch films, write serip nd act
out scenes common to fractured
and blended families. There
one session just for figuring out
what all the terms mean.

T'hey have very original ideas
about alimony, custody, child
support and the courts” Gz
satd

Playdough is another useful
medium that lets cach child
“mold™ family members and
arrange them in relationship to
each other. Students are then
able to sympathize with each
other about their families. 1
know how you feel and this is
how I handled it" is a frequent
starting point for friendship and
healing

In Banana Splits groups, the
structure and mood are a bit more
laid-back, at least with school
counselor Tom Aitken’s gang at
Ahuimanu Elementary in the
Windward District. He has six
different age-level groups that
meet with him for lunchtime
talks every two weecks. Their
names are written on 99 bright
yellow paper bananas(about one-
ixth of the school population)

“N's completely voluntary for
hem,” Aitken said of the meet-
ings. “It's an outlet, a way to
make them feel special. We don’t
go into the smut. They do spill

milk on my carpet though,” he
added
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“You couldn’t even tatk about
divoree in those days.” said the
38-year-old bachelor, who seems
to talk about it every day now
The two support groups empha
size prevention, not crisis inter-
vention. But in their private
practice, the Wolivers often see
voung patients after hostilities
and unresolved conflicts
plagued them for several years
Aitken worries that he's miss-
ing children who need his help
He must balance the needs of 615
children at the schoc
It's his guess that there may
be another 99 who should be
referred to Banana Splits. Some
tell him that they wish their folks
would get divorced. Others worry
that they may have to drop out
of the group if the parents rec
oncile.
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