
35Module 2: Contexts of Development

•• children who have a difficult temperament or who have always been less able to adjust 
to change within their environment;

•• children who do not have a supportive relationship with an adult outside the immediate 
family (for example, teacher, aunt, uncle, coach).

Although most difficulties occur around the time of divorce, children whose parents have 
been divorced for years may encounter problems again during adolescence; this is called the 
sleeper effect (Hetherington, 1993). Adolescents experiencing the sleeper effect exhibit diffi-
culties such as drug and alcohol use, behavioral problems, poor school performance, and poor 
interpersonal relationships—including higher rates of divorce themselves later in life. The awak-
ening of these difficulties is thought to occur because the period of adolescence introduces more 
opportunity to engage in drugs and alcohol use and to develop intimate relationships with peers 
and romantic partners, typically not a factor during childhood (Sarigiani & Spierling, 2011).

Some of the same family functioning issues surrounding divorce, such as family con-
flict and disruptions in parenting styles, continue to exist in remarried homes (Hetherington  
et al., 1998). Children’s and adolescents’ well-being suffers each time a transition or change 
occurs within the family. Remarriage adds a second transition to the family dynamics. As a 
result, adolescents from stepfamilies may have lower academic achievement and more involve-
ment in delinquent acts than adolescents from single-parent homes (Amato & Keith, 1991; 
Hetherington, 1993; Sun & Li, 2009, 2011). Some children are particularly at risk for experi-
encing difficulties following remarriage, including (Hetherington et al., 1998; Sun & Li, 2009):

•• older children;

•• girls more than boys;

•• children with more difficult temperaments.

How do divorce and remarriage within the family interact with the school in the meso-
system? Children from both divorced and remarried families are more likely to have lower 
academic achievement and more problematic school behavior than children from intact 
families (Kurdek & Sinclair, 1988; Potter, 2010; Sun & Li, 2011). Understanding that family 

Family Transitions. Children 
and adolescents experience 
fewer difficulties during 
family transitions when 
they have a supportive 
relationship with an adult 
outside the family, such as a 
teacher or coach.
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