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A b strac t

Parenting m ay be considered  one  o f  th e  m ost difficult tasks th a t 

hum an s have to  perform ; for people, u n lik e  o th e r  anim als a re  n o t  bo rn  

know ing how  to be  paren ts. W hile o th e r  an im al species exh ib it in stin c tiv e  

p a ren tin g  behaviors, hum ans do no t. T he  necessary  skills a n d  know ledge fo r 

p a ren tin g  m ust be  acquired  th rough  a  p rocess o f m odeling, educa tion , an d  

experience. Yet, i t  has long been  a  socie ta l belief th a t p a re n ts  hav e  an  

in h e re n t u n d e rs tan d in g  of how to p a re n t, a n d  th a t they  will in s tin c tiv e ly  

perfo rm  as p a ren ts . Psychologists, e d u ca to rs , and  paren ts them selves, only  

recen tly  have begun  to  study th e  ed u ca tio n  a n d  psychological w ell-being o f 

ch ild ren . Thus, th e  overall grow th o f p a re n t /c h i ld  re la tionsh ips, how  th e  

p a re n t role develops, changes, an d  a d ap ts  over tim e, and the  com plexity  

involved in  p a ren tin g  is just now being ad d ressed .

In o rd e r  to  exam ine the  com plexities associated w ith p a ren tin g , 

researchers  o ften  view paren ting  as a  social ro le  th a t is to be p e rfo rm ed  by 

p aren ts . A social ro le refers to a ca tego ry  o f people, a  societal re la tio n sh ip , an d  

a  set o f expectations o f how people in  th e  category  should act. P aren t Role 

D evelopm ent T heory  (PRDT) has been  developed  to examine how  th e  p a ren t 

ro le  sh ifts an d  changes over tim e, an d  h a s  iden tified  the follow ing p a re n ta l 

charac teristics: bonding , d iscipline, ed u ca tio n , general w elfare a n d  

p ro tec tio n , responsiv ity , and  sensitiv ity .
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v i i i

The c u rre n t study  con tribu tes to  o u r u n d ers tan d in g  of th e  im portance 

and  com plexities a ttrib u ted  to the  p a ren t role from  th e  perspective  o f the 

child . Q uestions fo r investigation  were:

1. Do ch ild ren  acknowledge the  im p o rtan t p a ren ta l characteristics th a t  

have been  id en tified  from  the  resea rch  lite ra tu re?

2. Do ch ild ren  view the roles o f m others a n d  fa th e rs  sim ilarly? Are 

m others a n d  fa th e rs  equal p rov iders o f p a re n ta l charac teristics to  th e ir  

c h ild ren ?

3. How a re  gender d ifferences in  c h ild ren  reflec ted  in  th e ir  responses 

concern ing  im portance  o f p a re n ta l characteristics?  Do boys a n d  girls d iffer 

in  w hat th ey  th in k  p a ren ts  do?

4. Do ch ild ren  perceive p a rticu la r charac te ris tic s  of pa ren tin g  as 

shifting over tim e relative to th e ir own developm ental stages? For exam ple, d o  

affectional needs, and  needs to be p ro tec ted  an d  cared  fo r assum e lesser 

im portance, while aspects of d iscipline, a n d /o r  educa tion  assum e g rea ter 

im portance  w ith  changes in  developm ent?

5. Do ch ild ren  view the  characteristics o f  responsiv ity  an d  sensitiv ity  

(which encom pass paren t-ch ild  com m unication  a n d  em pathy) as decreasing  

over time?

An adap ta tion  of the  Parent Role Q uestionnaire  (PRO), an  in strum en t 

designed to assess p aren ts ' percep tions o f p a ren ta l characteristics a t 

ch ild ren 's  developm ental levels was developed  fo r u tiliza tion  w ith  children . 

This in strum en t, the  Child Response Parenting Q uestionnaire  (CRPQ), assesses 

ch ild ren 's  percep tions of the  im portance  o f p a re n ta l charac teristics a t th e ir  

d ifferen t developm ental ages. The CRPQ em ploys visual referen ts to po rtray  

p a ren ta l characteristics, an d  is com prised  o f two parts . The first p a r t  asks the
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i x

child  to iden tify  his o r  h e r  age an d  gender a n d  answ er an  open  en d ed  question  

ab o u t the  im p o rtan t th ings p a ren ts  do w ith th e ir  ch ild ren . Part two displays 

p h o to g rap h s o f m o thers a n d  fa th e rs  in te rac tin g  w ith  th e ir  ch ild ren , and  

prov ides defin itions o f p a re n ta l charac teristics  th a t th e y  p o rtray . The child  is 

th en  asked  to  ra te  the  im portance  o f each p a re n ta l charac teristic  based  on a  

fo u r p o in t Likert type scale ranging  from  v e ry  im p o rta n t to  n o t im portan t.

Seventy ch ild ren , 35 boys an d  35 girls in  k in d erg a rten  (ages 5,6), th ird  

g rade (ages 8,9), an d  sixth grade (ages 11,12) from  a  New York City Public 

School w ere interview ed. Results from  the o p en  en d ed  qu estio n  identified  the  

six p a ren ta l characteristics, in  add ition  to an  "o ther" category . The "other" 

category iden tified  p lay  a n d  recreational activ ity , an d  was th e  m ost 

frequen tly  rep o rted  charac teristic  cited  by p a rtic ip a n ts , a t 76% across all age 

levels. For th ird  graders, th is was the  m ost im p o rta n t k ind  o f paren t-ch ild  

in te rac tion  a t  33%. The nex t im p o rtan t p a re n ta l charac teristic , education, 

was cited  by  ch ild ren  across all age levels a t 51%. T he p a rtic ip an ts  found 

m others to  be significantly  m ore involved in  c h ild re n 's  ed u ca tio n  th an  

fathers, b u t th a t m o thers an d  fa thers were eq u al p ro v id ers  o f th e  rem aining 

five p a re n ta l characteristics . Girls felt th a t ed u ca tio n  was m ore im portan t 

th a n  boys. D iscipline was th e  least frequen tly  c ited  ch arac te ris tic  by both 

boys an d  girls, bu t sign ifican tly  less so by boys th a n  girls.

In term s of fu r th e r  g e n d e r d ifferences, g irls c ited  re sp o n siv ity  as 

sign ifican tly  m ore im p o rtan t th a n  boys. Sensitiv ity  in c reased  in  im portance  

fo r girls o v e r tim e. Bonding, as de te rm ined  by  freq u en cy  o f responses, was the  

on ly  charac teristic  to  be c ited  m ore often  by boys th a n  girls.
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In response  to s tandard  fo rm at questions, general p ro tec tion  an d  

w elfare was found  to be "very im portan t" fo r m o th ers  a t  91% , and  fo r fa the rs 

a t 82%. C h ild ren  in  k in d erg a rten  re p o rte d  s ig n ifican tly  g rea te r im p o rtan ce  of 

general w elfare  an d  p ro tec tion  th an  d id  six th  g rad e rs . T he im portance  o f th is  

ch arac te ris tic  was found  to  shift, o r  decrease  o v e r tim e. Discipline was th e  

only  p a re n ta l characteristic  to be rep o rte d  as o n ly  "som ewhat, o r n o t 

im p o rtan t"  a t  a  com paratively  h ig h e r ra te  th a n  th e  o th e r  five paren ting  

c h a ra c te ris tic s .

Results o f this study  con tribu te  to o u r u n d ers tan d in g  of w hat good 

p a re n tin g  is by  u n d ers tan d in g  c h ild ren 's  p e rc ep tio n s  o f p a ren tin g  a n d  w h a t 

ch ild ren  believe to be effective p aren tin g . R esults p rov ide  a  focus fo r fam ily  

assessm ent, b ro ad en  com m unication and  u n d e rs tan d in g  betw een p a ren ts  an d  

ch ild ren , and  help  evaluate fam ilies' s tren g th s  a n d  needs, as well as estab lish  

a p p ro p ria te  in te rv en tio n  goals.
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1

C hapter I

A ccording to Karl M enninger, "Being a  p a re n t, w h e th er fa th e r  o r  

m o ther, is the  m ost d ifficu lt task  hum ans have to perfo rm . People, un like  

o th e r  anim als, are n o t b o rn  know ing how to be p a ren ts . Most o f us strugg le  

th rough" (Karl M enninger, c ited  in  C arter & McGoldrick, 1989, p . 235). 

M enninger refers to  th e  in s tin c tiv e  p a ren tin g  behav io rs observed  in  n o n ­

h u m an  anim als th a t a re  n o t believed to  be p resen t in  hum ans. H um ans m u st 

acq u ire  the  necessary  sk ills a n d  know ledge fo r p a ren tin g  th ro u g h  th e  p rocess 

o f  m odeling, education  a n d  experience. Yet, it has long been th e  societal belief 

th a t p a ren ts  have an  in h e re n t  u n ders tand ing  o f how  to be a  p a ren t, a n d  th a t 

they  instinctively  p e rfo rm  as pa ren ts. Mowder (1995) writes th a t one o f  the  

d ifficu lties in  working w ith  p a re n ts  is due, in  part, to  the  overall assum ed  

n a tu re  of parenting. H illary Rodham  Clinton (1996, p. 69) writes, "C hildren do 

n o t com e with in stru c tio n s."  Parenting  is such a p rev a len t activ ity , w ith  m ost 

having  had  a  paren t, th a t  m any  miss the com plexity o f the  p a ren t ro le  a n d  

re la ted  parenting  activ ities. T here  is an  assum ption th a t we know w hat good 

a n d  poo r paren ting  en ta ils .

W ith regards to  p a re n tin g , B ronfenbrenner quo tes Goethe, "W hat is the 

m ost difficult of all? T h a t w hich  seems to you the easiest, to see w ith o n e 's  

eyes w hat is lying before"( Goethe, cited in  Belsky, 1984, p. 92). T herefore, 

p a ren tin g  which has long b een  considered  a  n a tu ra l a n d  sim ple p rocess is 

now  being understood  in  te rm s o f the  com plexities inheren t to  the  p rocess. 

T hus, the  overall g row th  o f  p a ren ts  over tim e, and  the  com plexities invo lved  

in  pa ren ting  are ju s t now  u n d e r  investigation  (Galinsky, 1987).
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2
F urth e rm o re , th e  c u rre n t social clim ate con trib u tes  to  th e  challenges 

th a t p a ren ts  face  today . Pugh (1984) m aintains th a t being a  p a re n t in  the  

second h a lf o f th is  c en tu ry  is o ften  a  lonely, difficult an d  dem and ing  

experience. W hile h u m an s have  b ro u g h t up  ch ild ren  since  th e  beg inn ing  of 

time, often  u n d e r  conditions of considerable hardsh ip , they  have n o t done so 

in  the  iso la tion  o f to d ay 's  nuc lear family. Parents face the  job  o f ra ising  a  

fam ily d u rin g  th e  ra p id  technological, social and  econom ic changes th a t we 

c u rre n tly  ex p erien ce .

G ordon believes th a t p a re n ts  receive little  tra in ing  fo r the  task  o f 

paren thood , b u t a re  b lam ed if  th e ir children are no t m olded in to  m odel 

citizens (D onnelly, 1992). W hile p aren ts  receive no special se t o f instructions, 

they  are  o ften  h e ld  responsib le  fo r th e ir  ch ild ren 's  actions, p a rtic u la rly  w hen 

the  are  negative . C oncerning h is view of the p a ren t ro le  G ordon (1973) 

writes, " M illions o f new  m others an d  fathers take on  a  job each  y e a r  th a t 

ranks am ong th e  m ost d ifficu lt th a t anyone can  have, taking an  in fan t, a  little  

person  who is a lm ost to ta lly  helpless, assum ing full responsib ility  fo r his 

physical an d  psychological h ea lth  an d  raising him  to becom e a  p roductive , 

cooperative, a n d  con tribu ting  citizen. What m ore d ifficu lt a n d  dem anding  job 

is there?" ( p . l ) .

In o rd e r  to  exam ine the com plex topic of paren ting , m any 

psychologists, sociologists, and  educators view paren ting  from  a  social 

learning th eo ry  p o in t o f view. From  this perspective, th e  social ro les  o f 

p a ren t an d  ch ild  a re  key. In general, a  role is charac terized  by  a  re la tionsh ip , 

refers to a  catego ry  o f people, an d  provides expectations fo r how  people  in  the  

category shou ld  act (Shonkoff & Meisels, 1990). Papilia a n d  Olds (1988) define a 

social role as a  set o f behavioral expectations for people o f p a rtic u la r  social 

positions.
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3
M ore specifically, w hat is the  ro le  o f a  pa ren t?  Mowder (1991) defines a  

p a re n t as a n  ind iv idual who recognizes, accep ts, a n d  perform s the  p aren ta l 

role. The p a re n t role rep re sen ts  how  ind iv iduals a n d  societies conceptualize 

th e  p a re n t  p o rtio n  o f a  p a ren t-ch ild  re la tio n sh ip  an d , depending on  the  

cu ltu re , typ ically  inco rpo ra tes th e  e lem ents o f bonding , discipline, education , 

general w elfare an d  p ro tec tio n , responsiv ity , a n d  sensitiv ity  (Mowder, 1991).

A child , o n  the  o th er h a n d  is a n  ind iv idua l w ho is th e  receiver o f p a ren tin g  in  

a  p a ren t-ch ild  rela tionsh ip  (M owder, 1991).

W hile m any professionals view  the  p a re n t  ro le  as a  social ro le  with 

im plicit societal obligations, p a re n ts  them selves m ay consider paren ting  to  be 

one  o f life 's  m ost rew arding , y e t challenging  experiences. It is also a full tim e 

job  th a t requ ires knowledge, pa tience  a n d  com m itm ent. W hether viewed as a  

role, experience o r job, it is o n e  th a t h isto rica lly  has requ ired  no special skills 

o r professional train ing. M owder (1992) no tes th a t being a  paren t is seldom  

though t o f  in  term s of a very  com plex social ro le, o r  as an  equally com plex 

re la ted  se t o f expected activities. Parenting is a  social ro le  that is indiv idually  

in te rp re ted  (Mowder, 1991). It is an  ind iv idual c rea tion  in  that people bring to 

th e  ro le  th e ir  own p rio r  experiences from  th e ir  ow n p a re n t child  re la tions. 

Brazelton (1981) believes th a t learning to be a  p a re n t is likely to be a  complex 

process fo r  m ost people. P aren ts a re  learn ing  ab o u t them selves as they  lea rn  

abou t th e ir  children. The ro le is a  dem anding  one a n d  requires a  k ind  of 

ded ica tion  for which we have a lread y  been  sh ap ed  by  o u r own past 

experiences of being m o th e red  o r fa th ered .

Yet, th ere  are  several ways th a t p a re n ts  evolve, develop and  redefine  

the  p a re n t role: They develop  an  aw areness o f  p a ren tin g  practices in  

p revious tim es, they u n d e rs tan d  the im portance  o f early  childhood
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4
experiences, an d  finally , they  re ly  on  advice a n d  books from  ch ildcare  

p ro fessionals.

P aren t Effectiveness T rain ing  ( PET), a  cou rse  designed  by  G ordon in  

1962, was in itia lly  m ea n t to h e lp  p a ren ts  w ho w ere  having d ifficu lty  w ith 

th e ir  ch ild ren  (Donnelly, 1992). This course  la te r  expanded  to  p rov ide  

p rev e n ta tiv e  tra in ing  fo r  p a re n ts  befo re  th e  d ifficu lties  began . W hile G ordon 

(1973) believes p a ren ts  re ly  a lm ost un iversally  o n  the  sam e m ethods o f raising  

c h ild re n  used by th e ir  p a re n ts  a n d  g ran d p a ren ts , he  feels th a t  w ith  a  special 

type  o f  tra in ing , p a ren ts  can im prove th e ir  effectiveness. Above all, G ordon 

em phasizes that p a ren ts  m u st be  taugh t to accep t, an d  com m unicate  w ith th e ir 

c h ild ren . W hen p a re n ts  d em o n s tra te  a  feeling o f  accep tance  tow ard  th e ir  

c h ild re n , th is feeling c an  be in flu en tia l in  th e  c h ild re n 's  lea rn in g  to  accep t 

them selves (Donnelly, 1992).

"A Job For Life" (Pugh, G., Kidd, J. & T orkington, K. 1982 ) a  p a ren t 

ed u ca tio n  m anual, focuses on  th e  life cycle ap p ro ach  to p a re n t education . It 

no tes th a t today 's p a ren ts  a re  m ore acu tely  aw are th an  th e ir  own p a ren ts  an d  

g ra n d p a re n ts  of the  c ruc ia l ro le  th a t th ey  will p lay  in  th e ir  c h ild re n 's  

developm ent. They are  also cognizant o f the  h igh  expectations th a t society 

places o n  them  to do th e ir  job  well (Pugh, 1984). Parents m ust be ab le  to fulfill 

th e ir  ed uca tiona l ro le  in  face o f  o ften  conflic ting  advice from  ch ildcare  

ex p erts  an d  professionals. T herefore , th e re  is a  need  fo r activ ities o ffering  

p a re n ts  p reparation , education , and  su p p o rt so th a t they  m ay co n tinue  to 

b ring  u p  th e ir  c h ild ren  w ith  g re a te r  se lf-con fidence, in c re ased  know ledge, 

u n d ers tan d in g  and  en joym en t (Pugh, 1984).

The im portance o f  early  experience has becom e a n  essen tia l aspec t in  

u n d e rs tan d in g  ch ild  d ev e lo p m en t w ith in  th e  fram ew ork  o f p a re n t-ch ild  

re la tio n s. Early ch ildhood  experiences an d  th e  social c lim ate o f th e  fam ily,
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5
includ ing  values, a ttitu d es , a n d  behavioral styles, have  been  iden tified  as 

im p o rtan t con tribu to rs to a  ch ild 's  developm ent (B ronfenbrenner, 1974; Hunt, 

1961; Rutter, 1985, Shonkoff & Meisels, 1990). W hat we do early  in life lays the 

fo u n d a tio n  for all the  res t. T h e  early  years can  p rov ide  a  basis fo r a  long, 

h e a lth y  life-span (Shonkoff & M eisels, 1990).

T he im portance  o f e a r ly  experience was s tre ssed  by F reudian  

psychoanaly tic  th eo ry  a t  th e  sam e tim e th a t behav io rism  was sw eeping the  

c o u n try  (Bettleheim , 1987). Psychoanalytic th eo ry  stresses bo th  the  

in tra c ta b ility  o f m uch o f o u r  evo lu tionary  in h e rita n c e  a n d  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f 

ea rly  experiences. T hough  we a re  unab le  to  a lte r  a n y  o f th is in h eritan ce , 

e a rly  experiences m odify th e  w ay th ey  find  expression  in  an  in d iv id u a l's  

personality . Psychoanalysis a d d s  to  the theory  of evo lu tion  the  idea  th a t  ju s t as 

th e  em bryo  in th e  m o th e r 's  w om b repeats in  it's  g row th  certa in  stages in 

anim al evolution, so do th e  in fa n t and  sm all child  recap itu la te  th e  im p o rtan t 

stages o f the  h isto ry  of m an k in d  (Bettelheim ,1987). How in h erited  

charac teristics will be sh a p ed  d ep en d  on a p e rso n 's  life experiences. Analytic 

in sigh ts in to  th e  sign ificance  o f th e  in n er life of c h ild re n  have sp a rk ed  a  

v irtua l explosion in to  the  system atic  study o f ch ildhood  (G alinsky,1987).

T he im portance of be ing  ra ised  well has been  exam ined  by num erous 

ch ild  specialists. Bettelheim  (1987) writes th a t a  p e rso n  who has been  raised  

well possesses an  in n e r life  w hich  is rich  an d  rew ard ing , a n d  w ith  w hich  she 

o r  he  is satisfied. Having b een  ra ised  well enhances o n e 's  ab ility  to  cope  w ith 

th e  m any  hardsh ips, and  th e  serious difficulties she  o r  he  is likely to 

e n c o u n te r  in  life, p r im a rily  because  of feelings o f  secu rity  a n d  self-w orth . 

Growing up in  a  fam ily w ith  good in tim ate re la tio n sh ip s betw een p a re n ts  an d  

ch ild ren  fosters one 's  ab ility  to  form  lasting, satisfy ing , in tim ate  re la tio n s  to 

o th e rs , w hich th u s gives m ean in g  to  th e ir lives (B ettleheim , 1987).
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6
Spock (1988) writes th a t feelings o f  love and  tru s t fo rm  the  foundation  

o f a ll th e  ch ild ’s fu tu re  developm ent a n d  fu tu re  re la tionsh ips. Fraiberg (1959) 

no tes th a t long befo re  th e  ch ild  develops his in n er resou rces fo r  overcom ing 

dangers, he  is d ep en d en t upon  his p a re n ts  to  satisfy his needs, to  relieve him  

o f tension , to  an tic ip a te  danger and  to  rem ove the  source o f d istu rbance. 

A ttachm ent a n d  paren ting  are  no t sim ple m atters o f caring , b u t are  also 

processes o f learn ing  how to deal w ith  anger, fru s tra tio n  a n d  th e  w ish to 

escape th e  ro le  (Brazelton, 1981).

T he w ays in  w hich p a ren ts  ra ise  th e ir  ch ild ren  pow erfu lly  in fluence  

how  c h ild ren  develop and  who they  becom e. It is u n d e rs tan d ab le  th en  th a t 

p a ren ts  seek  th e  advice o f experts, p a rticu la rly  w hen th e y  can n o t d ec ip h er 

th e  m eaning  o f th e ir  ch ild 's behav io r o r  th e y  a re  anxious a b o u t h is o r  her 

fu tu re . D uring th e  p a s t few decades p a re n ts  have increasing ly  sough t and 

come to tru s t  the  advice provided by ch ild  rearing  books an d  articles 

(B ettelheim ,1987). Spock has observed  w om en's g rea te r w illingness to  take 

advice from  professionals as one of th e  basic differences betw een th e  sexes 

(Eyer, 1992). Goldberg (1983) notes th a t  w hen professionals whisk the  baby 

away in  th e  de livery  room , they  convey to  the  paren ts th a t  they  

(p ro fessionals) a re  com peten t to  care  fo r  th e  baby, w hereas th e  p a ren ts  are  

no t. M uch o f  th e  trad itiona l hosp ita l system  for new born  care  carries  th is 

m essage. F u rtherm ore , when p a ren ts  a d h e re  to experts adv ice  th e re  is a  near- 

un iversal b ias in  o u r society tow ard th e  id ea  th a t th e re  is on ly  one  rig h t way 

to do som ething , while all o thers a re  w rong (Bettelheim ,1987). Consequently, 

p a ren ts  feel ob liga ted  to use the  co rrec t approach . W hile theories on  child 

rea ring  a n d  p ro fessional advice a re  he lp fu l, p aren ts m u st rem ain  objective, 

an d  n o t a d h e re  rig id ly  to one approach . They m ay allow them selves to  be 

gu ided  by view s th a t fit in to  th e ir  lifesty les and  suppo rt th e ir  views on
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7
h ea lth y  ch ild  rearing . For exam ple, a  p a re n t w ho has been  advised  to  place 

h e r  in fa n t  on  a  rig id  feeding schedu le , w hile she  h e rse lf  is uncom fortab le  

w ith rig id  schedules, m ay choose to  d o  w hat is m ore rea lis tic  fo r h e r as a 

p a re n t. By choosing m ore flexibility, she  can  resp o n d  im m ediate ly  to  the 

in fa n t 's  n eed s, w hich in  tu rn  m ay  re su lt  in  a  h a p p ie r  m ore  fulfilling 

in fa n t /p a re n t  re la tionsh ip . T herefo re , while expert adv ice  m ay  be 

in co rp o ra te d  in to  the  decision m aking process o f p a ren tin g , p a ren ts  m ust 

o ften  re ly  on  th e ir  own sense o f w h a t effective p a ren tin g  m eans to them .

Galinsky (1987) writes th a t th ro u g h o u t h isto ry , p a ren th o o d  has been a 

p e rso n al saga o f images failed and  achieved. It is a  h is to ry  o f passing th rough  

stages, led  b y  o u r  ch ild ren 's grow th. Over th ree  h u n d re d  years ago ch ild ren  

were seen  as m in ia tu re  adults, sm aller, b u t n o t th a t d iffe ren t (Galinsky, 1987)). 

Jean  Jacques Rousseau was the  first to  in troduce  ou r m odern  notion  of 

ch ildhood  (Elkind, 1988). He critic ized  educational m ethods fo r presenting 

m ateria ls from  an  adu lt perspective, reflecting a d u lt values an d  in terests. 

Rousseau w rote, "Childhood has it 's  ow n way o f seeing, th inking  an d  feeling, 

and  n o th in g  is m ore foolish than  to try  to substitu te  o u rs fo r theirs." (Elkind, 

1988, P.4).

Kennell (1980) who has been  c red ited  w ith Klaus fo r developing the 

th eo ry  of m aterna l infant bonding in  th e  1970's w rites, "Are we in  the  m idst 

of a revolu tion?" referring  to  c u rre n t rad ically  advanced  m ethods of child  

rea rin g . K ennell w rites th a t fo r m illions o f y ears h u m an s have w atched and  

stu d ied  the  stars move across the  heavens, apples fall from  trees, an d  wood 

b u m . O ver a  sim ilar span of tim e, h u m an  beings have  observed  the b irth  of 

babies an d  th e ir  nursing an d  n u rtu r in g  un til th ey  w ere rea d y  to lead 

in d e p e n d e n t lives. Yet, Kennell asks if  factors affecting h u m an  developm ent 

have received  the  scrutiny, investiga tion  an d  ev a lu a tio n  th a t  has been
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8
d irec ted  to  th e  stars an d  p la n e ts  a n d  principles of chem istry , physics and  

m athem atics . Kennell no tes th a t  th e re  have been  a n  acce le ra ted  n u m b er of 

pow erfu l in fluences on  c h ild  re a r in g  p ractices, w hile  th e re  h as b een  a 

sh ifting  a n d  changing o f  c h ild  re a rin g  theories fro m  re s tric tiv e  a n d  ad u lt 

o rien ted , to  child cen te red  a n d  m ore perm issive.

An exam ple o f  a  po w erfu l p a ren tin g  in fluence  was th e  th eo ry  of 

behaviorist John W atson in  th e  la te  1920's. Bettelheim  (1987) w rites th a t the 

belief th a t all is possible, p ro v id ed  one applies th e  c o rre c t scientific  m ethods, 

found  it’s expression in  ten e ts  o f  W atson's behaviorism . W atson believed in  the 

" tabu la  rasa", a  concept dev e loped  in  the  six teenth  c e n tu ry  by  ph ilosopher 

Jo h n  Locke. Locke spoke o f  th e  ch ild  as a  b lank sla te  u p o n  w hich life 

experience is w ritten . W atson advoca ted  a  rig id  a p p ro a ch  to  ch ild  rearing  an d  

advised  p a re n ts  to im pose s tr ic t schedules on th e ir  c h ild ren  fo r feeding, 

to ileting a n d  alm ost every  o th e r  activity , including loving. He adv ised  m others 

n o t to  kiss th e ir  ch ild ren  b ecau se  kissing in te rfe re s  w ith  th e  g lan d u la r system  

(Kennell, 1980). He adv ised  n e v e r to hug children o r  le t them  sit in  your lap. 

W atson believed th a t d ep en d in g  on  the  conditioning  to  w hich a child  was 

sub jected  in  his early  years, h e  cou ld  be tu rn ed  in to  any  type  o f rad ically  

d iffe ren t person .

In con trast, Piaget v iew ed th e  ch ild 's in te llec tua l developm en t as p a rt of 

the ongoing larger p rocess o f  b iological adap tation  (E lkind, 1985). Piaget's 

(1936, 1952) account of developm en t relies upon th e  active processes of 

assim ilation and accom m odation; th e  developm ental m odifications of 

s tru c tu re s  a lready  p re se n t com e a b o u t th rough  ac tive  o rgan ism -env ironm en t 

in te rac tio n s  (Ainsworth, 1969). P iaget's in te res t in  how  c h ild re n  com prehend  

the  w orld led  to his belief th a t  know ledge is a process ra th e r  th a n  a  state 

(Miller, 1989; Santrock & Yussen, 1989). Piaget th eo rized  th a t cognitive growth
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9
is m uch  like em bryological grow th; an  o rgan ized  s tru c tu re  becom es m ore  a n d  

m ore d iffe ren tia ted  over tim e. Cognitive developm ental th eo ry  em phasizes th e  

develop ing  ch ild 's  ra tio n a l th ink ing  an d  stages o f th o u g h t. T houghts a re  th e  

cen tra l focus o f developm en t, th e  p rim ary  d e te rm in an ts  o f c h ild ren 's  actions. 

In te lligence is view ed as a d a p ta tio n  to th e  env ironm en t. T herefo re , 

e n v iro n m en ta l experiences from  Piaget's perspec tive  a re  th e  food  fo r 

c h ild re n 's  cogn itive  m ach in e ry  (M iller, 1989).

Cognitive developm en ta l th eo ry  proceeds th rough  a  series o f  stages. 

Piaget em p h asized  th a t cognitive  changes in  c h ild ren 's  d ev e lopm en t can  be 

explained  by  the  process o f ad ap ta tio n  an d  its two subtypes: assim ilation  an d  

accom m odation, an d  o rgan ization  an d  equ ilib ra tion  (Santrock & Yussen, 1989).

A ch ild 's  effective in te ra c tio n  w ith th e  en v iro n m en t is ca lled  

a d ap ta tio n . This in te rac tio n  is a  cognitive one  as it involves the  ch ild 's  use  of 

th inking  skills. A daptation  is d iv ided  in to  assim ilation an d  accom m odation  

w hich o ccu r to ge ther. In assim ila tion , the  ch ild  tries to  in c o rp o ra te  fea tu res  

of th e  e n v iro n m en t in to  a lre ad y  existing ways o f th ink ing  a b o u t them . In 

accom m odation , a  ch ild  in co rp o ra te s  new fea tu res o f the  en v iro n m en t in to  his 

o r h e r  th in k in g  by  sligh tly  m odify ing  existing m odes o f th o u g h t (S an trock  & 

Yussen, 1989).

C ognitive o rg an iza tio n  re fe rs  to the  tendency  fo r th o u g h t to  consist o f 

system s w hose p a rts  a re  in teg ra ted  to form  a  whole. Isolated behav io rs o r  

th o u g h ts  a re  g ro u p ed  in to  a  h ig h er-o rd er, sm o o th er function ing  system . 

E quilibration  explains how  a  ch ild  shifts from  one stage to th e  nex t. The goal 

o f o rgan iza tion  is to reach  a  m ore lasting s ta te  o f balance an d  th ough t. Before 

a  new  stage o f th o u g h t can  be reached , th e  ch ild  m ust face th e  in ad eq u acy  o f 

th e  c u rre n t  one. The ch ild  w ill experience  cogn itive  conflict, o r  u n c e r ta in ty  

an d  th e re fo re  ex p erien ce  eq u ilib ra tio n .
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In th e  Lockean fo rm ula tion , th e  c h ild  is construed  in  physica l ra th e r  

than  biological term s (Elkind, 1985). The ch ild  is seen as raw  m ateria l to  be 

m olded and  shaped  by paren ts, educa to rs an d  social institu tions. Elkind views 

these con trasting  p rincip les as m e tap h o rs  fo r  childhood th a t  we have 

traditionally  em ployed (Elkind, 1985). These two m etaphors a re  th e  child  as a 

growing organism  w ith  it 's  own em e rg en t iden tity , versus th e  ch ild  as 

m alleable m a te ria l aw aiting im p rin tin g .

T herefore, in  o rd e r to  u n d e rs ta n d  ch ild ren  w ithin th e  con tex t o f 

parenting , past a n d  presen t, it is im p o rta n t to  understand  th e  m any  aspects of 

the p a ren t role. Those who becom e p a re n ts  create, as well as resp o n d  to, and 

m odify the  role (Donnelly, 1992). W hile p a r t  o f this role is ind iv idua lly  

created, a n o th e r p a r t  is im posed b y  social norm s tha t have a lre ad y  been 

estab lished  by th e  cu ltu re  w ith in  w hich  o n e  lives. In c u rre n t society  th ere  

are  ex ternal forces as well im posing  ru le s  in  regard  to p a re n tin g , th a t are  

m andated  to p ro tec t the hea lth , w elfare an d  rights of ch ild ren .

Child focused professionals, as well as the general pub lic , o ften  regard  

the p a ren t role as som ething ab o u t w hich there  is consensus (M owder, 1991). 

Previously c ited  exam ples have  b e en  a b o u t how paren ts  lea rn  ch ild -rearing  

practices from  the cu rren t lite ra tu re  an d  ch ild  specialists. G ordon (1973) 

believes th a t p a re n ts  rely  alm ost u n iv ersa lly  on the sam e m eth o d s of raising 

ch ild ren  an d  dealing  w ith p rob lem s in  th e ir  families th a t w ere used  by  the ir 

paren ts  and  g ran d p aren ts . Spock (1988) believes th a t young ch ild ren  learn  to 

be paren ts th rough  the  process of m odeling  and  im itation. A sm all boy im itates 

his fa th e r 's  actions an d  m annerism s, to n e  o f  voice and  p h rases . A girl learns 

to be wom an an d  m o ther by w atching  a n d  m odeling the  b eh av io r o f h e r own 

m other. Ideas an d  though ts ab o u t p a re n tin g  and  w hat it  m eans beg in  w hen 

one is very  young (Donnelly, 1992). Elkind (1976) explains th a t  pre-school
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