
 
Judith Wallenstein – Fourteen-, Fifteen-, Sixteen-, and Seventeen-Year-Olds 

• Unlike younger children, teenagers do not exhibit typical age-related reactions to 
divorce.  

• First, the fact that your marriage is in trouble probably won’t come as a surprise.  

• While they may be shocked to hear that you’re getting the divorce, which makes it real, 
they’re not surprised.  

• Your kids probably all have friends whose parents have split up and they’ve heard lots of 
stories about what happens at this time. You can be sure they won’t feel it’s okay just 
because so many families have gone through it before them.  

• The family home may have to be sold and the disruption and uncertainty piles up. 

• Most worrisome of all, they may have to change high schools and, if there’s no promise 
for financial support, revise their plans about college.  

• Your teenagers will have theories about what’s causing your divorce.  

• When talking to friends and family, the kid will play it cool and maintain their distance 
and keep their feelings from you.  

• They don’t see your divorce as a solution, though they may view it as being more honest 
than a pretense of a marriage.  

• The two adults most important to their lives have failed at one of the most important 
tasks of adulthood – creating and nurturing an intimate relationship.  

• Their first fear is the gnawing question, “Does this mean that my relationships are also 
going to fail?” 

• Mid-adolescence is a complicated time for your children because they’re dealing with so 
many big changes all at once.  

• They have a double self-image of themselves as children and as grown-ups.  

• As much as they rail against your curfews and discipline, deep down they know they’re 
not ready to set their own limits or rules.  

• Your divorce declares that you are leaving them and not vice versa. This is not your 
intent, but it feels that way.      

• Along with the loss of the family home, they lose their childhood as well, feeling 
prematurely pushed out by your divorce.  

• You’re abandoning the symbol of the family and also the place where their childhood 
friends reside.  

• Even if you don’t share their feelings, you need to talk about the loss and perhaps have 
a good-bye ceremony when you leave.  

• They often ask themselves searching and distressing questions. They carry these 
questions for years, less related to what you say but very related to what you do.   



• Their social lives are largely of their own making.  

• When discipline is lax and your attention is elsewhere, your teenagers are more likely to 
rely on their peers to set standards for behaviour.  

• Girls get more involved in sexual acting out and may suffer difficult consequences.  

• You should expect to remain an active parent at the time of the breakup and during the 
years that follow, whether your children remain home or go off to college.  

• You should also know that your teenagers can be enormously helpful to you during and 
after your divorce.  They want to help, are competent, and can provide a shoulder for 
you to lean on.  

• Your divorce has the power to push your teenager ahead into a greater sense of 
responsibility for themselves, a greater awareness of moral issues, and an enhanced 
sense of obligation to their family.  

• Keep in mind though that their emotional maturity is still new and unstable- subject to 
volatility. 

 
What to do  

• Realize that you’re a role model. Teenagers need to think of you as a good person, as 
someone they wish to emulate.  

• With all their sophistication, they still need you to serve as their conscience and to help 
them control their impulses.  

• Try to keep in mind that you’re setting an important example for moral adult behaviour. 
They’re watching you intensely, every minute.  

• They talk with siblings and they talk with friends and they make judgements about you. 
In one family, the four sisters discussed their father’s behaviour for decades, even after 
he married the lady they discussed.  

• This is the age when it’s very helpful to get support from peers.  

• Realize that your teenager is not your pal.  

• The tendency for divorce to blur generational differences is reinforced by the many 
parents who talk to their children as if they were friends, and very wise friends at that,  

• You may want to solicit the advice of your children about where to live, what house to 
rent or purchase, and perhaps what job you should take.  

• Do not burden them with the responsibility of being your best friend, closest confidante, 
and mentor at the time of the breakup or in the years ahead.  

• Don’t ask her what she thinks of your latest beau. Get her opinion on the choices you 
make about jobs and school.  

• Don’t impose this on your daughter, no matter how good it feels.  

• Your confidences can only oppress her and make her feel like a traitor whichever way 
she turns.  

• Stress the fact that this divorce doesn’t change your expectations about academic 
achievement or the moral standards of the family.  

• Show a lot of interest in what is happening at school and at after-school events.  

• They’re well aware of the demands on your schedule and they take your being there as 
a gift of love.   



• There is a great deal you cannot predict.  

• Adolescents worry about how the divorce is going to affect their lives.  

• Without their cooperation, you’re headed for trouble or misery.  

• Other parents make complicated arrangements for their children to maintain their 
friendships by arranging visits on holidays and over summer vacations.  

• What matters more than the final outcome of where to live is the willingness of parents 
to take their child’s relationships seriously.  

• You must discuss custody arrangements and visiting arrangements in detail with your 
children and ask their opinions.  

• Your teenager needs assurance that you’ll still be there when needed and you’ll do your 
best to continue a stable family life.  

• It is important to discuss future plans for college education with your ex and then let 
your teenagers know this is being discussed in ways that will protect them.  

• In an intact family, parents and children tend to sit down together to plan for college.  
Sit down as a family and set down what financial help your child can reasonably expect.  

• If you cannot sit together with your ex, then have the family conference with just you 
and your teenager, preferably early in the junior year of high school.  

• Keep a very close eye on your teenager.  

• You must give your child priority, making yourself available, and instituting meetings 
that appeal to her.  

• Set up a dinner night, once a week so you and your child can “catch up”. 

• They should feel that you’re very interested in them and that their happiness and plans 
are of central importance to you.  

• Boys need a vote of confidence from their dads. When moving into adulthood, it helps 
them to be told by their father that’s proud of them.  

• There’s no reason why a mom cannot gently speak up about the boy’s need for 
encouragement.  

• Young women who are at the top of their class at leading universities often attribute 
their success to their fathers’ encouragement.   

• A father’s approval plays a special role in enhancing a teenager’s self-esteem and hope 
for the future.  

• If you find that your child is behaving badly and acting out, don’t look the other way. If 
you feel you’re getting nowhere, call a family conference which includes your ex. The 
sight of you and your ex sitting at a table together, cooperating, expressing your joint 
concern about what you know is happening, sends a powerful message to your 
teenager.  

• It’s better to keep your story short and encourage them to ask questions. Your meeting 
should be as interactive as possible, but be aware of their feelings.  

• Keep in mind that many children complain that they were never told why the divorce 
occurred.  

• You need to understand that your teenagers will judge you at this time. They’ll assess 
your moral stance and they’ll be especially concerned with your plans to take care of 
them and each other. (See section on Blended Families and step parenting) 



• Unlike the younger children, teenagers are aware who wants the divorce. 

• Teenagers are likely to side with the parent who looks the most troubled. This is an 
excellent reason for you and your spouse to treat each other with respect and decency.  

• If infidelity comes up, you have to be truthful. 

• We will try our best to provide what you need and to see you into adulthood.  

• “As we go along, we would like it very much if you could learn from our experience so 
you can avoid some of the mistakes we’ve made.” 

• As you give the reasons for the divorce, you have to answer honestly in a way that 
doesn’t defame your partner.  

• If your husband is having an affair, you can say to our teenager “Your dad doesn’t love 
me anymore. He’s decided that he prefers somebody else. This is not what I hoped for, 
but it takes two to make a marriage and he doesn’t want it. He loves you but he doesn’t 
love me.” 

• If one parent declares that he or she is homosexual, your teenager needs to be told. 
“Your dad has just told me that he cannot love me because he really feels drawn to 
men.”      

• “Even though he does not love me as a wife, he loves you as a father.” 

• “He needs your love and your friendship and your understanding more than ever.” 

• This kind of honesty is hard, but very possible.  

• “A temporary retreat is invaluable for you, too, at this hectic time. The strain of raising a 
teenager and of being a teenager is enormous in every family. But in a divorced family, 
when you have no help at your side and so much on your mind, it can be too much.” 

• Remember, your teenager can be very helpful to you, but don’t ask too much.  
  


