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Chapter 1

DINNERTIME RITUALS FOR CHILDREN IN MARRIED
- AND DIVORCED FAMILIES: EXPLAINING THE LINK
| BETWEEN DIVORCE AND ACADEMIC MOTIVATION

Michelle Weiner, and Jeffrey T. Cookston
San Francisco State University, CA, USA

ABSTRACT

Data from parent interviews and child diaries collected during the Family Routines
and Eating Habits study were used to examine the relations between family structure, diet
quality, dinnertime rituals, and academic achievement (N =34). It was hypothesized that
(1) family dinnertime routines will be related to positive eating habits, (2) Positive eating
habits will be related to better achievement motivation, (3) Children from
divorced/separated families will have a higher risk for obesity and lower achievement
motivation compared to peers in married/cohabitating families; (4) Dinnertime rituals
will explain the link between divorce and children’s achievement motivation; and (5)
Dinnertime rituals will predict lower obesity risk. Analysis indicated support for
hypotheses 3 and 4 and partial support for hypothesis 2, whereby, eating breakfast (but
‘not overall obesity risk) was positively related to better children’s academic motivation
(hypothesis 2), and children from divorced families had a lower level of achievement
motivation compared to children from married families (hypothesis 3), and more
dinnertime routines were - related to higher achievement motivation in children after
controlling for family structure. The importance of family routines and eating habits is
discussed as a way to encourage achievement motivation in children.

The health and well being of American children is in a state of emergency. One in 7
American children and adolescents are overweight (Schwimmer, Burwinkle, & Varni 2003).
Obesity is a serious health concern because it places children at risk for many health problems
including high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and stroke (Serdula, et
al., 1993). In addition, individuals who are overweight during childhood are at an increased
risk for becoming obese adults. Besides the health risks presented by obesity, children’s
academic performance can also be negatively impacted by overweight (Florence, Asbridge &
Veugelers, 2008) and results in a decrease in school attendance (Schwimmer et al., 2003).
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From an ecological viewpoint, the family plays a major role in socialization
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Family routines and structured rituals provide children both explicit
and implicit cues regarding the family dynamics and expected behavior of family members,
which supports child development (Spagnola & Fiese, 2007). Family meals provide recurring
and informal opportunities for parents and children to engage in activities that promote
intellectual development. Planning a meal, going grocery shopping together, preparing the
meal, eating, and cleaning up after the meal provide opportunities for socialization and
communication between family members. Because routines and rituals support child
development, it is'important to understand factors and transitions that may cause changes
within a family structure (i.e., separation or divorce) and stress within the family. Taking a
more narrow approach and focusing on the rituals surrounding mealtimes is important
because rituals involve role assignment, conversation, and promoting family routines and
values. As such, dinnertime can be perceived as a family ritual that is indicative of overall
family functioning (Fiese, 2006; Douglas, 1968). In the current study, dinnertime family
meals are investigated as a tool for promoting better eating habits and increasing achievement
motivation in children who have experienced a family transition, namely divorce.

MIDDLE CHILDHOOD

Middle childhood is a developmental period that spans from approximately 6 to 12 years
of age (Eccles, 1999) when self-esteem emerges, individuals compare themselves to peers,
and performance expectations appear. As children transition from early to middle childhood
some emotional and cognitive factors change while others remain consistent. A 3-year
longitudinal study of children starting in first, second, and fourth grades by Wigfield and
Eccles (1994) provided evidence that competency beliefs (i.e., how good a child is at a given
activity), usefulness beliefs and importance beliefs decreased over time in math, reading,
music, and sports (Wigfield & Eccles, 1994). Despite the changes in competency, usefulness,
and importance beliefs, children’s self-esteem and perceived interest in math and science
remained constant. The study then looked at sixth and seventh grades students, which
revealed that self-esteem and competency beliefs both decreased over time as children
transition into preadolescence. This decrease in self-esteem that occurs at the end of the
clementary school years as children transition into adolescence, further highlights the
necessity for research targeting this population in order to better serve this age group.

From 6 to 12 years old, children experience rapid cognitive growth, which includes the
emergence into formal operations for many. Between the ages of 6-12 children are thought of
as being in the concrete operational stage where they learn to use logical reasoning and
perform concrete operations (Piaget, 1972). After concrete operations, children move into the
formal operational stage where they develop the abilities to use abstract, idealistic, and logical
thinking. During the middle-childhood years, children become attentive not only to their own
schoolwork, but are also able to attend to the performance and the abilities of others (Butler,
2005).

The cognitive development that occurs during middle childhood is important because
research has shown a connection between development during middle childhood and
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behavioral problems later during adolescence (Kupersmidt & Coie, 1990; Spivack, Marcus, &
Swift, 1986).

During middle childhood the social environment continues to play an important role in
children’s development. As children progress through middle childhood and into higher
grades, school culture begins to play an increasingly important role in understanding student
motivation (Maehr, 1991).Although academic achievement has long lasting implications in a
child’s potential for academic success, completion of high school, and job attainment later in
life, the psychological construct of achievement motivation appears to be an early warning
sign for later academic struggles. In addition to exploring a child’s motivation and self-
perception in class, physical readiness for learning is an important factor that influences
academic performance.

Given the importance of middle childhood and the implications for later development and
academic success, achievement motivation is the focus of this study, specifically in light of
family processes, namely, family routines and family stress, that may explain concurrent
adjustment. Specifically, we argue that dinnertime ritnals and routines are closely related to
children’s achievement motivation and may prove a useful tool to help families cope during
times of stress.

Achievement Motivation

Achievement motivation is a type of motivation that is strongly associated with feelings
of competence in learning and efforts toward achieving performance goals (Dweck, 1986). In
essence, achievement motivation embodies one’s aspirations to succeed at a given academic
task. For example, achievement motivation embodies a student’s desire to complete
assignments, attend to class materials, and perform well on tests and exams. Motivational
beliefs and self-regulated learning strategies are two components of achievement motivation.
Motivational beliefs, in turn, include self-efficacy, intrinsic values, and levels of text anxiety.
Self-efficacy is an individual’s perception and beliefs regarding their own abilities and skills
(Schunk, 1991). Both parents and teachers can positively influence children’s self-efficacy
beliefs about academic motivation and math performance (Friedel, Cortina, Midgley, &
Turner, 2010). In addition to self-efficacy, intrinsic value is another aspect of motivational
beliefs, which support achievement motivation.

Intrinsic value describes a student’s beliefs regarding the importance of completing a
specific task (Pintrich & DeGroot, 1990) and plays an important role in a student’s choice
regarding classroom engagement. Besides influencing behavior, intrinsic value is
significantly related to the use of cognitive strategies and self-regulation. In addition to
intrinsic value, test anxiety plays an important role in students’ academic motivational beliefs.

Unlike self-efficacy and intrinsic value, test anxiety has a negative impact on
achievement motivation. Culler and Holahan (1980) found a negative relationship between
test anxiety and grade point average (GPA) and a positive relationship between GPA and
study skills, whereby students with more test anxiety displayed poorer study skills. In
addition to motivational beliefs (i.e., self-efficacy, intrinsic values, and test anxiety), self-
regulated learning strategies are another aspect of a child’s achievement motivation.

Self-regulated learning strategies related to academic motivation include cognitive
strategy use and self-regulation. Self-regulated learning was defined by Zimmerman (1989) as
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“actions and processes directed at acquiring information or skill that involve agency, purpose,
and instrumentality perceptions by learners” (p- 329). Examples of self-regulated learning

strategies include organizing information and using memory aids. Cognitive strategy use is a

Cognitive strategy use requires that a student be cognitively engaged in learning,
Furthermore, intrinsic value towards learning may play a role in individual differences
regarding children’s use of cognitive strategies (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). It appears that ‘
| children must have motivation for learning in order to utilize cognitive skills and self- -

regulation strategies to promote learning, :

I Achievement motivation examines an individual’s desire for learning. Intrinsic value, ¢
o self-efficacy, test anxiety, self-regulation, and cognitive skills are five factors that are used to i
help measure and better understand children’s motivation for learning. Achievement . C
motivation is important to understand because it is related to children’s school performance in
j math and reading grades in elementary school (Stevenson & Newman, 1986) and to increases €
s in GPA for 6th and 7th graders (Anderman, Anderman, & Greisinger, 1999). Understanding o
f how children’s environment, including diet quality, influences their achievement motivation v
n

2

f for school is the focus of this study.
! Children’s diet quality has been reported to influence children’s academic outcomes.

| Eating breakfast may improve cognitive functioning, school performance (Taras, 2005), and cl
» ‘:J] ) academic performance among children (Rampersand, Pereira, Girard, Adams, & Metzl, ju
' H; ! 2005). Considering the established relationship between children’s school achievement and fr
IH eating breakfast, diet quality may be an Important factor in understanding children’s ey

J

F:
Diet Quality
| Families who eat meals that are planned in advance tend to eat more fruits and vegetables pr
[ (Boutelle, et al., 2003). In addition to increased quality of food, family dinners are inversely far
IJ { related to the prevalence of over-weight adolescents (Tarveras, et al., 2005). Family meals ve,
i j provide the opportunity for a homemade meal. Food prepared at home tends to be lower in : chy
! calories, higher in nutritional value, and lower in saturated fat when compared to premade, the
ﬁ | ] store bought, restaurant, or fast-food meals (I\Iemnark-Sztainer, Hannan, Story, Croll, & an
a J ’ Perry, 2003). '
y ) Children who skip breakfast, consume sugary drinks or have diets high in calorie dense : pro
] foods, and eat meals not prepared at home are at increased risk for poorer health outcomes ritu
| ‘ such as obesity (Stephens & Summer, 2008) compared to peers with healthier eating habits, (Fic
I In a study that focused on the relationship between diet quality and academic performance, und
; i ’ consuming food from all recommended food groups, including an increase in consumption of 200
f ) fruits and vegetables, and a small intake of fat, was considered to be a healthy diet (Florence, assc
f‘ Ashbridge, & Veugelers, 2008). Consuming a healthy diet made g positive contribution to beh:
J academic performance in fifth grade students (Florence, Ashbridge, & Veugelers, 2008).
Considering the large number of overweight children in America who are not eating a high and
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quality diet (Stephens & Summer, 2008), it is vital to understand how diet quality is affecting -
the academic performance of our nation’s children.

Diet quality is an important factor in physical, emotional, and cognitive development,
Poor diet quality, including an inadequate daily consumption of fruits and vegetables is linked
with lower family connectedness, unhappiness with weight, and poor academic achievement
for adolescents (Neumark-Sztainer, Story, Resnick, & Blum, 1996). This body of research
provides evidence of negative outcomes related to poor diet quality among children. Cross-
sectional studies have found that children who regularly eat dinner with family members are
significantly less likely to be overweight and more likely to have healthier eating habits
compared with those who eat less regularly with the family (Taveras et al., 2005).Several
factors may explain why family meals promote positive eating habits including: learning to
eat at a slower pace, learning to recognize internal satiety cues, a decrease in consumption of
fast food, and an increase in consumption of fruits and vegetables compared to children who
do not eat regular family meals (McCaffiey, Rennie, Wallace, &Livingstone, 2007).

Family time can be composed of household chores, shopping, playing, conversations, and
eating meals. Reports show that children spend approximately 5 hours and 30 minutes
participating in household chores and shopping per week, and an additional 9-hrs-per week
were spent eating (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). Other studies show that family eating is the
most common shared activity followed by TV watching time (Mestdag & Vanderweyer,
2005). Reports by the National Survey of Children’s Health (2003) indicate that 47.2% of
children aged 0-17 are eating meals together with their families-on a daily basis. That number
jumps to 70% of children who ate family meals at least four times per week. A Gallop Poll
from 2003, shows that only 28% of families with children under the age of 18 reported eating
evenings meals together 7-nights a week compared to 37% of families in 1997 (Kiefer, 2004).

Family Meals

Eating family meals prepared at home is one technique that has been suggested to
promote healthy eating habits among children (Stephens & Summar, 2008). Children who eat
family meals prepared at home generally consume fewer calories and eat more fruits and
vegetables, two qualities vital to promoting healthy eating habits in children, compared to
children who eat meals prepared outside of the home. In addition to the nutritional value of
the food consumed during family meals, routines and rituals occurring during meal times are
an important factor in understanding overall family functioning.

Family meals provide an opportunity for communication between family members and
promote family rituals and routines. The rituals and routines that are embedded in family
rituals set the tone for daily life and showcase the relationships within a family’s structure
(Fiese & Spagnola, 2007). Within the family context, routines and rituals provide a way of
understanding communication, commitment, and continuity of family members (Fiese et al.,
2002). Family mealtimes are opportunities for families to spend time together, a factor that is
associated with a more stable and organized family life and with raising children with fewer
behavior problems (Hofferth & Sanberg, 2001).

Family meals highlight cultural, religious, and ethnic customs. Blessings, food choices,
and seat assignments all reflect the traditions and beliefs of a family (Fiese, Foley, &
Spagnola; 2006). Family meals are full of rituals (e.g., recipes, blessings, or dishes) and
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routines (e.g. setting or clearing the table) (Fiese, Foley, & Spagnola, 2006). The family
mealtime is just one example of how routines and rituals manifest and influence the way in
which events are carried out.

Routines involve instrumental communication whereas rituals involve symbolic
communication (Fiese & Spagnola, 2007). Routines that surround the family meals include:
who prepares the meal and how the meal is prepared, who sits in which seat at the table, and
the types of conversations that occur. Beyond the routine, the meaning that each family
member perceives from the routines exemplifies the ritual aspect of the family mealtime.

Dinnertime

The routines and rituals that unfold during family meals, especially dinnertime, have
proved to be a useful diagnostic tool for overall family functioning (Douglas, 1968). For
many families, dinner is the only time of the day that all family members are together and
participate in a common activity. Fiese and Schwartz (2008) discuss the importance of family
meals in terms of providing a valuable venue for emotional release, communication, and
development of family relationships. Reviews of the day’s events, sharing of practical
information, and planning of future events are often the focus of dinner table conversation.
Research has shown that families use dinner table conversations as a tool for promoting
children’s language development (Ely, Gleason, MacGibbon, & Zaretsky, 2001). Not only do
parents engage their children in conversations during dinnertime, but they also teach children
proper use of language and provide children with feedback. The use of such meta-language
during dinnertime conversations provides children with opportunities for intellectual
development. Additionally, family eating has been correlated to children’s literacy
development (Snow & Beals, 2006). Mealtimes provide families the opportunity to
participate in discussions, provide narratives of the day’s events, and share information
between family members.

Engaging in family meals has both physical as well as emotional consequences for family
members yet a clear understanding of how times of transition can upset family dinnertime
routines is lacking. A change in marital status between parents may challenge previously
naturally occurring family routines. Since established family routines and rituals promote
child development, (Spagnola & Fiese, 2007), it is important to expand the understanding of
. how times of transition within families can influence family routines and rituals.

Divorce

During separation and divorce, children may experience the following life style changes:
economic stressors increase, relationships with parents may be disrupted, and changes occur
in residences, schools, and peer groups (Dlugokinski, 1977). Children may have two parents
who work, which causes a change in their after school routines. Children whose daily routine
included a stay at home parent when parents are married or cohabiting may begin to attend
after school day care centers, have a babysitter, or be left alone at home until the custodial
parent arrives home after work, once both parents begin to work following separation/divorce.
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In addition, children have to take on new familial responsibilities including household chores
as family roles are redistributed.

Researchers largely agree that children whose parents divorce are at increased risk for
negative developmental outcomes compared to children who have not experienced divorce
(Amato, 2001). Children with divorced parents display lower scores on measures of
achievement, adjustment, and well being compared to children from families with married
parents. A meta-analysis that included 92 studies compared the outcomes of children from
married and divorced families (Amato & Keith, 1991). The results showed that children from
divorced families scored lower on measures of academic achievement, and psychological
outcomes (i.e., conduct, psychological adjustment, and social competence). Looking at health
outcomes, children from divorced families showed an increase risk of premature mortality
compared to children who never experienced divorce (Tucker et al., 1997). Additionally,
studies on family health show that marital status was related to the health status of both
parents and children, favoring those from married families (Guidubaldi & Cleminshaw,
1985).

The process of change in family structure is a time of increased stress for both parents
and children. The divorce-siress-adjustment perspective (Amato, 2000) highlights how
stressors experienced by parents and children mediate the adjustment outcomes of individuals
involved. Adult and children experience stress related to the process of divorce including: loss
of emotional support, continuing conflict, and a decline in economic stability. Despite the
negative effects of stressors, positive factors may mediate the negative influence of stress on
overall adjustment in children. Employing the divorce-stress-adjustment paradigm, the
current study investigates whether family dinnertime rituals may be a protective that is at risk
for disruption during divorce and whether eating rituals mediate the link between divorce and
achievement motivation associated with divorce.

SUMMARY AND STATEMENT OF PURPOSE OF THE PRESENT STUDY

Despite what is known about the short and long term risks achievement motivation, the
negative consequence of divorce, and the role of families meals, further investigation is
needed to understand how dinnertime family meals influence child eating habits and
achievement motivation for children between the ages of 8-12 years old. Family routines and
rituals are investigated as a mechanism for which to understand children’s eating habits and
achievement motivation. Understanding the rituals of individual families and the relationship
between family rituals and achievement motivation allows researchers to explore the
relationship between dinnertime routines and eating habits. Furthermore, dinnertime habits,
family routines, eating habits, and children’s achievement motivation are considered in light
of families who are recently undergoing a time of transition and stress caused by a recent
separation or divorce.
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Hypotheses

The current research investigates five main hypotheses including: (1) Higher levels of
family dinnertime routines will be positively related to better eating habits among children
(e.g., consume higher number of produce, fewer sugar-sweetened beverages, eat breakfast
regularly, and eat dinner at home), and fewer dinnertime rituals will be related to poorer
eating habits (i.e., coming less produce, more sugar-sweetened beverages, and less likely to
eat breakfast, more likely to eat dinner out); (2) Positive eating habits will be positively
related to higher achievement motivation; (3) Children from divorced/separated families will
have a higher risk for obesity and lower achievement motivation compared to peers in
married/cohabitating families. Finally, we sought to demonstrate that these trends held true
after family structure was controlled, (4) Thus, higher levels of dinnertime rituals are
predicted to be related to higher levels of achievement motivation; and (5) Higher levels of

dinnertime rituals will be associated with lower obesity risk. A model of all hypotheses is
displayed in Figure 1.

Dinner Rituals

Model occurence, rules, routines, attendance
affect symbolic significance.
communication and deliberateness

Family Structure Achievement
marrigd-cohabitating or Motivation
divorced-separated

Eating Habits Obesity Risk
number of sugar sweetened beverages
eating breakfust
number of times eating at fast food restaurants
number of produce consumed

Figﬁre 1. Model displaying proposed hypotheses.

Method

Participants

The sample included 34 families with children between the ages of 8 to 12.9 years old (M
= 10.31, SD = 1.36) and parents between the ages of 36 to 52 years old (M = 43.64, SD =
4.60). Out of the 34 families, 11 families were recently divorced and/or separated (32%). Out
of the 34 children, 10 children were female (30%), and 29 parents were female (85%). All
parent and child participants were fluent in English and from diverse socio-economic and
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