
Understanding Families
Supportive Approaches to 

Diversity, Disability, and Risk

Second Edition

by

Marci J. Hanson, Ph.D.
Department of Special Education

San Francisco State University

and

Eleanor W. Lynch, Ph.D.
Department of Special Education, Emerita

San Diego State University

 Baltimore • London • Sydney

Excerpted from Understanding Families: Supportive Approaches to Diversity, Disability, and Risk 
by Marci Hanson, Ph.D., & Eleanor Lynch, Ph.D. 
Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775 
© 2013 | All rights reserved

FOR MORE, go to www.brookespublishing.com/understanding-families



v

Contents

About the Authors ........................................................................................................... vii
About the Contributor.......................................................................................................ix
Acknowledgments ..............................................................................................................xi
Introduction ......................................................................................................................xv

1 Families in the 21st Century ........................................................................................1
Eleanor W. Lynch

2 Cultural, Ethnic, and Linguistic Diversity ................................................................23
Eleanor W. Lynch

3 Families in Context: Conceptual Frameworks for Understanding 
and Supporting Families ............................................................................................43
Marci J. Hanson

4 Traditional and Evolving Family Roles and Functions ............................................73
Eleanor W. Lynch

5 Families with Children with Disabilities ...................................................................97
Marci J. Hanson

6 Families Living in Poverty .......................................................................................123
Marci J. Hanson

7 Family Life at Risk: Pressure from Outside and Turmoil Within ..........................147
Eleanor W. Lynch

8 Infant/Family and Early Childhood Mental Health ..............................................171
Marie Kanne Poulsen

Excerpted from Understanding Families: Supportive Approaches to Diversity, Disability, and Risk 
by Marci Hanson, Ph.D., & Eleanor Lynch, Ph.D. 
Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775 
© 2013 | All rights reserved

FOR MORE, go to www.brookespublishing.com/understanding-families



vi Contents

9 Creating Family– Professional Alliances ..................................................................201
Eleanor W. Lynch

10 Communicating and Collaborating with Families .................................................233
Marci J. Hanson

11 Strategies for Supporting Families ...........................................................................255
Appendix 11A: Getting to Know Each Family .......................................................267
Marci J. Hanson

Conclusion: The Family as Possibility ...........................................................................271
Marci J. Hanson

Index ................................................................................................................................275

Excerpted from Understanding Families: Supportive Approaches to Diversity, Disability, and Risk 
by Marci Hanson, Ph.D., & Eleanor Lynch, Ph.D. 
Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775 
© 2013 | All rights reserved

FOR MORE, go to www.brookespublishing.com/understanding-families



vii

About the Authors

Marci J. Hanson, Ph.D., Department of Special Education, San Francisco State Univer-
sity, 1600 Holloway Avenue, San Francisco, California 94132

As Professor at San Francisco State University (SFSU), Dr. Hanson is actively engaged 
in teaching, research, and service related to young children and their families. In addi-
tion to these responsibilities, she directs the SFSU joint doctoral program in special 
education with the University of California, Berkeley, and codirects the early childhood 
special education graduate program. She is a consultant with the child and adolescent 
development faculty of the Marian Wright Edelman Institute for the Study of Children, 
Youth, and Families at SFSU.

Dr. Hanson received her doctorate in special education with a minor in develop-
mental psychology from the University of Oregon. Prior to joining the faculty at SFSU, 
she worked as a research scientist in charge of the Early Intervention Unit of the Institute 
for the Study of Exceptional Children, Educational Testing Service, in Princeton, New 
Jersey. For many years, Dr. Hanson has been actively involved in research and commu-
nity service related to young children who are at risk for or have disabilities and their 
families. She was one of the principal investigators of a national research institute, the 
Early Childhood Research Institute on Inclusion.

She also has directed a number of federally funded personnel preparation and 
research grants in early childhood and has directed two model demonstration early 
intervention programs. The graduate training programs and the early intervention pro-
grams refl ect the cultural diversity of the San Francisco Bay Area. Dr. Hanson has pre-
sented and consulted widely in the United States and internationally.

Dr. Hanson has contributed actively to the peer- reviewed professional literature, 
and she has authored, coauthored, or edited several books including Teaching the Infant 
with Down Syndrome: A Guide for Parents and Professionals, Second Edition (PRO- ED, 
1987); Teaching the Young Child with Motor Delays: A Guide for Parents and Professionals 
(PRO- ED, 1986), with Dr. Susan Harris; Homecoming for Babies After the Intensive Care 
Nursery: A Guide for Parents and Professionals in Supporting Families and Their Infants’ Early 
Development (PRO- ED, 1993), with Kathleen VandenBerg; Atypical Infant Development, 
Second Edition (PRO- ED, 1996); the Me, Too! series, with Dr. Paula J. Beckman (Paul 
H. Brookes Publishing Co., 2001); Early Intervention Practices Around the World (Paul H. 
Brookes Publishing Co., 2003), with Dr. Samuel L. Odom, Dr. James A. Blackman, and 
Dr. Sudha Kaul; and Coming Home from the NICU: A Guide for Supporting Families in 
Early Infant Care and Development (Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., 2013) with Kathleen 

Excerpted from Understanding Families: Supportive Approaches to Diversity, Disability, and Risk 
by Marci Hanson, Ph.D., & Eleanor Lynch, Ph.D. 
Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775 
© 2013 | All rights reserved

FOR MORE, go to www.brookespublishing.com/understanding-families



viii About the Authors

VandenBerg. Dr. Hanson and Dr. Lynch have also collaborated on Early Intervention: 
Implementing Child and Family Services for Infants and Toddlers Who Are At- Risk or Disabled, 
Second Edition (PRO- ED, 1995); and Developing Cross- Cultural Competence: A Guide for 
Working with Children and Their Families, Fourth Edition (Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., 
2011).

Eleanor W. Lynch, Ph.D., Professor Emerita, Department of Special Education, San 
Diego State University, San Diego, California 92182

For nearly 35 years, Dr. Lynch was involved in teaching, research, and community and 
family services that focused on improving the lives of young children who had, or were 
at risk for, disabilities. Prior to joining the faculty at San Diego State University (SDSU), 
Dr. Lynch received her doctorate in teaching exceptional children from The Ohio State 
University and joined the faculty of Miami University. She subsequently joined the 
faculty of the University of Michigan working in both academic and clinical positions.

She is Professor Emerita at SDSU, after chairing the Department of Special Educa-
tion, directing the Early Childhood Special Education graduate program, and serving 
on the faculty of the SDSU– Claremont Graduate University joint doctoral program. 
Over the course of her career, Dr. Lynch directed a model demonstration project and 
personnel preparation grants in early intervention and early childhood special education 
as well as a series of research grants on topics such as parental perspectives on special 
education, the status of educational services for children with ongoing medical condi-
tions, individualized family service plan development, and the use of behavioral data 
and refl ective practice to improve novice teachers’ skills.

Dr. Lynch has served on numerous local and statewide committees and was one 
of the national collaborators on the Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Services 
Early Childhood Research Institute. Before her retirement, she served as one of the 
Regional Coordinators of the federally funded Early Intervention Distance Learning 
Program, a collaborative project involving fi ve California state universities and state 
partners. In 2003, she was honored by SDSU as one of the Top 25 on the campus and 
as the Outstanding Faculty Member from the College of Education. Dr. Lynch has 
lived in and taught special education to college instructors in Indonesia, taught human 
services professionals in American Samoa, given invited presentations in Australia and 
Taiwan, and lived in India while her husband served on a U.S. Agency for International 
Development project. She is the author or coauthor of numerous books, articles, and 
chapters and has been a frequent presenter and workshop leader in the area of cultural 
competence.

As an emerita faculty member, Dr. Lynch continues to write in the area of early 
intervention and cultural competence. Her commitment to family support and social 
justice continues through her volunteer work within the San Diego community.

Excerpted from Understanding Families: Supportive Approaches to Diversity, Disability, and Risk 
by Marci Hanson, Ph.D., & Eleanor Lynch, Ph.D. 
Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775 
© 2013 | All rights reserved

FOR MORE, go to www.brookespublishing.com/understanding-families



 1

Families in the 21st Century
Eleanor W. Lynch

“Families . . . At their best they make a profound contribution to the health of society and its indi-
viduals; preserving culture, values, ethics, and wealth; defending the weak; carrying out the great 
unpaid work of the world. At their worst, they resist change, restrict individual freedom, and indulge 
in prejudices that can lead to confl ict. Their power to form and reshape human minds is forever being 
rediscovered. Good or ill, we cannot do without them, they are the building blocks of our world.”

— Jo Boyden (1993, p. 20)

“Insight, I believe, refers to that depth of understanding that comes by setting experiences, yours and 
mine, familiar and exotic, new and old, side by side, learning by letting them speak to one another.”

— Mary Catherine Bateson (1994, p. 14)

A hallmark of the American family is diversity. Families are not unitary, nor can 
they be narrowly defi ned. Across the nation, in every community— and within 
the heart, mind, and experience of each individual— family is personal. Our fami-

lies help to defi ne who we are and who we are not, how we view the world, how we live, 
and how we share our lives with others. Like the individuals within them, families change 
over time. In the United States and elsewhere throughout the world, families share many 
characteristics but differ dramatically in others. This chapter provides an overview of the 
dimensions of family diversity and the implications of that diversity for individuals who 
work with children and families.

DEFINING FAMILY

What is a family? Each reader of this chapter has his or her own defi nition, and those 
defi nitions likely differ from individual to individual. The word family is typically asso-
ciated with specifi c mental pictures or images. The fi rst picture that comes to mind is 
often one’s own family— perhaps a mother, father, and little girl in a small Midwestern 
town; a grandmother and grandson living together in a city apartment; or a bustling 
houseful of brothers, sisters, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and other kin. Many 
people will see only themselves and their partners, whereas others may see a series of 
foster parents or a father, stepmother, and stepbrothers and stepsisters from previous 
marriages. A few images may resemble the classically depicted nuclear family with a 
mother, father, and two children; some people may see the faces of men and women 

1
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in their military unit. Personal images of family may come from the family with whom 
an individual grew up or the family one has created. For more than 10% of people, 
their families will include at least one person with a disability; increasingly, families will 
include parents and siblings of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. The image may 
look more like a kaleidoscope that changes, blends, and is redefi ned as parents, partners, 
brothers, sisters, and other relatives change through marriage, divorce, remarriage, or 
death. With this ever- expanding album of different family pictures, it is no wonder that 
defi ning families is not an easy task.

A review of the historical and contemporary defi nitions of family suggests that the 
defi nition— like families themselves— has changed over time. The defi nition also differs 
between various systems and societal institutions. For example, the legal defi nition of 
family may not be the same as the defi nition used in the local school, hospital, or social 
service agency. From studies of families, it is evident that researchers and theoreticians 
often disagree when they describe families. According to Gelles (1995, p. 2), “No other 
social institution is as poorly understood as the family.”

How, then, have families been viewed and described in the past? In 1926, Burgess 
defi ned family as “a unity of interacting personalities each with its own history” (as 
cited by Gelles, 1995, p. 10). A much more restrictive defi nition was used by Chris-
tensen (1964), who defi ned family as married couples with children. A series of studies 
conducted between 2003 and 2006 found that Americans’ views on what constitutes a 
family are broadening. Although the predominant view of family was still a married 
heterosexual couple with children (99.8%), other confi gurations were also considered to 
be a family, including a husband and wife with no children (92%), unmarried couples 
living together with children (83%), and same- sex couples with children (64%; Powell, 
Bolzendahl, Geist, & Steelman, 2010). In these studies, the presence of children was 
critical to many of the respondents’ views of family. The same relationships without 
children were far less likely to be viewed as families. For example, when there were 
no children, only 39.6% of respondents viewed a cohabitating unmarried couple as a 
family and only 33% thought that a cohabitating same- sex couple constituted a family. 
However, 60% of respondents indicated that if a group of individuals considers them-
selves to be a family, then they are a family.

There are many other ways to defi ne families, such as extended families and broad 
kinship networks that include multiple generations often scattered around the world. A 
family may also be a group of individuals who live together to share companionship, 
care, and common interests. Each defi nition creates a different lens through which to 
view families, and the picture that emerges shapes both policy and practice. For ser-
vices to be optimal, society must recognize the remarkable diversity of families and 
the many variations that exist across and within families. The defi nition of family used 
throughout this book has been developed as part of our work. In an earlier publication, 
we defi ned family as “any unit that defi nes itself as a family, including individuals who 
are related by blood or marriage as well as those who have made a commitment to share 
their lives” (Hanson & Lynch, 1992, p. 285). Inclusivity is the most important aspect of 
this defi nition. It allows for a wide range of family confi gurations, from nuclear fami-
lies to extended kinship networks to same- sex partners to a group of older adults who 
have chosen to live together. Gender is not part of the defi nition, nor is the presence 
or absence of children. Instead, “the key elements are that the members of the unit see 
themselves as a family, are affi liated with one another, and are committed to caring for 
one another” (Hanson & Lynch, 1992, p. 285).
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FAMILY STRUCTURE, MEMBERSHIP, AND DIVERSITY

Families are multidimensional and differ in almost every imaginable way, including 
size; membership; sociocultural and socioeconomic status; language; cultural, racial, 
and ethnic identifi cation; and beliefs, values, and traditions. Families also differ in the 
way in which they organize to accomplish the day- to- day routines and requirements of 
life. In recent years, the diversity of families within the United States has increased, and 
this diversity is being acknowledged by all and celebrated by many. This section high-
lights some of the changes that have broadened the understanding of families.

Smaller Families, Longer Lives

Large families with extensive kinship networks were common in the United States for 
centuries, but they typically received less attention than the smaller nuclear families that 
were glorifi ed in the 1950s and 1960s. Although much has been written about changes in 
family composition, it is diffi cult to precisely determine the numbers and size of families 
because of the differences in defi nitions and ways of counting. For example, the U.S. 
Census Bureau (2009b) estimated that the average household size for the period from 
2005 to 2009 was 2.6 people, but their estimate for average family size during the same 
period was 3.19. The difference in numbers is based on the difference in defi nitions: 
The U.S. Census Bureau (2009a) defi ned a family as “a group of two or more people 
who reside together and who are related by birth, marriage, or adoption,” whereas “a 
household includes all the people who occupy a housing unit as their usual place of 
residence” without regard to relationship. Even though the numbers differ, they confi rm 
that families now are smaller (Fischer, 2011).

Although families are smaller, family members are living longer. More than 40 
million people in the United States are 65 years of age or older, and those numbers 
are projected to rise rapidly in the coming decades ( Jacobsen, Mather, Lee, & Kent, 
2011). With the growing number of older adults, more studies have focused on family 
gerontology, with an emphasis on the aging family and aging family systems (Price & 
Humble, 2010). As a result of increased life expectancy, the amount of time spent child 
rearing has changed. In the early part of the 20th century, child rearing was a task that 
continued through most of an individual’s adult life. People— especially women— tended 
to marry younger, start a family sooner, continue to have children over many years, and 
die younger than they typically do today. As a result, direct parenting continued for many 
years. For most adults, this is no longer true. Americans spend an average of 35% of 
the years between the ages of 20 and 70 in direct parenting roles (Riche, 2000), although 
this fi gure varies considerably based on sex, race, and socioeconomic status. Because 
women are more likely to retain custody of children after divorce or separation, slightly 
more of their years are devoted to parenting when compared with men. Men, how-
ever, are more likely than women to remarry, with many of these remarriages including 
responsibilities related to the new spouse’s children. As a result, men may spend twice as 
much time parenting nonbiological children; these parenting years are often concurrent 
with the parenting that they continue to provide for children from a previous marriage 
(King, 1999; Riche, 2000).

Increased life expectancy also has contributed to changes in family composition. 
Because people are living longer but having fewer children, families span more gen-
erations but have smaller numbers in each generation. According to Riche (2000, p. 22), 
“Today’s living family tree is taller than it used to be but its branches are shorter.” These 
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taller family trees give rise to more opportunities for intergenerational contact and 
involvement in everything from recreation and education to various types of support. 
Many grandparents provide daily care for grandchildren, and some provide fi nancial 
support for adult children, grandchildren, and even great- grandchildren. These opportu-
nities are made increasingly possible as Americans experience more active, healthy years 
before the end of life.

Under Whose Roof?

As families have changed, so have living arrangements. In 2010, there were 74.2 million 
children (birth through 17 years) in the United States, making up 24% of the popula-
tion. Of those, 66% of children lived with two married parents (compared with 77% in 
1980), 3% lived with their own unmarried but cohabiting parents, 23% lived with only 
their mothers, 3% lived with only their fathers, and 4% lived with neither parent. Of 
the 3 million children who did not live with a parent, 54% lived with grandparents, 21% 
lived with other relatives, and 24% lived with nonrelatives (Federal Interagency Forum 
on Child and Family Statistics, 2011). These numbers, however, do not tell the whole 
story. Many children and teens spend evenings, weekends, or time during school breaks 
and holidays shuttling between homes. Some children live with their mother during 
the week but spend weekends with their father. School vacations may be spent with 
grandparents, a noncustodial parent, or other relatives; holidays may be split between 
two homes. For these children and families, there are multiple residences— each with 
neighbors, friends, and rules associated with it.

Not all children are born into their family. Every year, between 118,000 and 127,000 
children join U.S. families through adoption (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services [DHHS], 2004). In 2000 and 2001, 40% of adoptions were through publicly 
funded adoption agencies, 15% were adoptions that brought orphaned children from 
other countries into U.S. families, and another 20% were kinship or tribal adoptions 
made through private adoption agencies. Some of these children have lived with one or a 
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 Families in the 21st Century  5

series of foster families prior to adoption, in orphanages outside the United States before 
adoption, or with a family member prior to their formal adoption by that family mem-
ber. Some adopted children maintain contact with their birth parents and their country 
of birth, whereas others do not. Whatever the circumstances of adoption, adopted chil-
dren become a part of the adoptive family.

In 2009, there were approximately 423,773 children living in foster families in the 
United States (DHHS, 2010). The length of stay in foster care varies from less than 1 
year to 20 years, averaging just over 2 years. For nearly half of the children residing 
with foster families, the goal is reunifi cation with their parents or principal caretaker. 
Some children in foster families are being fostered by a relative or a preadoptive fam-
ily, but far more of these children reside in the homes of nonrelatives, group homes, or 
institutions.

Your family may be the one you are born into, one that you have joined through 
adoption, or one that serves as family through the foster care system. The next section 
describes the range of parental possibilities that are part of 21st- century families.

Divorce, Blended Families, and Single Parenting

The commonly cited divorce rate for the United States is approximately 50% (Copen, 
Daniels, Vespa, & Mosher, 2012; Gelles, 1995). This marriage- to- divorce ratio suggests 
that nearly half of all marriages end in divorce. Such a ratio, however, is both inaccurate 
and invalid because it compares the number of divorces among all married people to 
the number of marriages in just a single year. The crude divorce rate is the number of 
divorced individuals per 1,000 people in the population. In 2008, the crude divorce rate 
was estimated to be 3.5 (Hughes, 2010). Although this statistical approach improves 
the marriage- to- divorce ratio, it is also inaccurate because children are included in the 
number of unmarried people. The refi ned divorce rate calculates the annual number of 
divorces per 1,000 people, using only married individuals older than 15 years as mem-
bers of the population (Gelles, 1995). The refi ned divorce rate is estimated to be 20.9, 
much lower than the 50% often cited (Hughes, 2010). A further complication in deter-
mining the actual rate of divorce is the lack of data. A number of states, including 
California, Indiana, and Louisiana, ceased collecting divorce data in the 1980s; the U.S. 
National Center for Health Statistics stopped collecting data on divorce in 1996. States 
that still gather data on divorce often use different methods of data collection, which 
makes comparisons across states complex to impossible. Although a precise number is 
elusive, all divorces affect those involved— the couple dissolving their marriage, children, 
other family members, and friends.

Many divorces are followed by remarriage. It is estimated, however, that 67% 
of second marriages and 73% of third marriages also end in divorce (Averbach, 
2012). Remarriages often result in blended families that may include stepparents, 
stepchildren, stepbrothers, and stepsisters. Approximately 20% of children younger 
than 18 years live in households with a stepparent (Portrie & Hill, 2005) and 25%– 
33% of U.S. children will spend some part of their lives in blended families (Ahrons & 
Rodgers, as cited in Seibert & Willets, 2000). The complexities of blended families 
are not diffi cult to imagine: threats to emotional security imposed by new sib-
lings and parents, changes in family rules and power structure, changes in available 
resources, multiple sets of relatives with whom to interact, moves back and forth 
from one home to another, and the residual issues related to the divorce. Although 
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many families demonstrate on a daily basis that these complexities can be managed 
effectively, blended families face an array of potential obstacles.

Single parenting often occurs for at least some period of time following a divorce, 
primarily for parents who do not remarry, cohabit, or rely on members of an extended 
family or kinship network for coparenting. Census data from 2008 indicated that single 
parents maintained 29.5% of family households with children younger than 18 years 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Using this data, the Annie E. Casey Foundation estimated 
that 34% of U.S. children lived in single- parent families in 2009 (National Kids Count 
Program, 2010). Although there have been increases in the number of single- father fami-
lies in recent years, relatively little research on these families has been conducted. How-
ever, demographic data suggest that single fathers have less education and considerably 
fewer fi nancial resources than their married counterparts (Brown, 2010). Most single- 
parent families are headed by single mothers (Mather, 2010). It is estimated that 23% of 
children live only with a mother compared with 3% who live only with a father (Federal 
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2011). This disproportion between 
heads- of- household single fathers and single mothers may be partially attributed to cus-
tody laws, which tend to favor women in some states; in addition, fewer women than 
men remarry after a divorce (Teachman, Tedrow, & Crowder, 2000). Single mother-
hood varies considerably across ethnic and racial groups, with approximately 16% of 
white children, 27% of Latino children, and 52% of African American children living in 
single- mother families (Mather, 2010).

Single parenting has been blamed for a wide range of societal ills, but studies do 
not support such a simplistic cause- and- effect perspective: “Most indicators of declining 
well- being for children— low test scores, drug use, teen pregnancy, and growing crime 
rates— began to rise at the same time, or even shortly before, divorce and non- marital 
childbearing rates began to rise” (Furstenberg, as cited in Coontz, 1995, p. K10). Many of 
the challenges to a child’s well- being may be attributable to the family’s socioeconomic 
status, which is likely to be lower in a single- mother home (Mather, 2010; Shore & Shore, 
2009). Although the risks for poor outcomes are greater in single- mother homes, it is 
diffi cult to tease out the actual causes because of the multiple variables at play, such as 
income, mother’s education, child’s age, and involvement of the noncustodial parent. 
Despite the reports citing negative outcomes for children in single- mother homes, many 
single mothers and their children have proven their resilience.

Many single mothers have never been married. The rate of childbearing among 
unmarried women has increased considerably in the past 25 years, from 22% in 1985 
to 41% in 2009 (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2011; 
Shore & Shore, 2009). The increase in births to unmarried women has occurred for 
women in all age groups studied. In each age group, the increase in birth rates between 
1980 and 2009 is striking: from 62% to 94% for ages 15– 17 years, from 40% to 84% for 
ages 18– 19 years, from 19% to 62% for ages 20– 24 years, from 9% to 34% for ages 25– 29 
years, and from 8% to 20% for ages 30– 39 years (Federal Interagency Forum on Child 
and Family Statistics, 2011). However, the designation of “unmarried” does not necessar-
ily mean that there is no one else in the home or in the family. Unmarried mothers may 
be cohabiting with a man or same- sex partner; living with their parents, grandparents, 
or other relatives; or residing with friends or roommates. Regardless of the living situa-
tion, the dramatic increase in the number of unmarried mothers alters the way in which 
many people think of families, as well as the most effective ways to provide programs 
and services.
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Same- Sex Parents and Families

The gender makeup in families is also changing. An increasing number of gay and lesbian 
adults are establishing families that include children. The number of gay and lesbian fami-
lies is diffi cult to determine, so estimates vary (Sileo & Prater, 2012). Based on data from 
the 2007 American Community Survey, it was estimated that 741,000 households include 
same- sex partners (Shore & Shore, 2009). Of those, 21% of the male- partnered unmar-
ried couples and 31% of the female- partnered unmarried couples had children living with 
them. The Family Equality Council data indicates that there are approximately 1 million 
families with same- sex couples raising 2 million children in the United States (Onderko, 
2011). Although the largest numbers of gay and lesbian families in the United States live 
on the coasts or in major urban centers, same- sex families reside throughout the country. 
Utah, Hawaii, Wyoming, and Nevada are among the top 10 states with the largest num-
ber of same- sex couples for every 1,000 households (Onderko).

Children typically become part of a gay or lesbian family through second- parent 
adoption or coparent adoption (Gates, 2011). Second- parent adoption most often occurs 
when a child from a previous marriage is adopted by the new same- sex partner, just as one 
partner may adopt the other partner’s child in a heterosexual marriage. In a number of 
states, it is legal for gay or lesbian couples to adopt a child who is not biologically related 
to either partner (i.e., coparent adoption). The right to coadopt is important because it 
provides both parents and child with the same rights as those afforded to children and 
parents in a heterosexual partnership (Crawford, 1999). In addition to adoptions of chil-
dren from previous heterosexual relationships as well as traditional adoptions by same- 
sex couples, an increasing number of lesbian women are choosing to have children via 
donor insemination (Patterson, 2000). As the number of gay and lesbian families with 
children increases, so does the research on their children’s outcomes. Research compar-
ing children of gay men or lesbian women with those of heterosexual couples has found 
no signifi cant differences in psychosocial development, gender identity, separation indi-
viduation, locus of control, intelligence, self- concept, personality, or moral judgment 
(Ahmann, 1999; Patterson, 2000, 2006; Rimalower & Caty, 2009). Across children’s age 
levels, a parent’s gender does not have a signifi cant impact on a child’s outcomes. The 
quality of the relationship between parents and children in both heterosexual and gay 
and lesbian families is a much more salient variable. Thus, the greatest concern about 
the well- being of children in gay and lesbian families is not about how the children will 
be raised but about negative societal perceptions and persecution.

Teenage Parents

The number of births to teenagers decreased substantially between 1991 and 2005, with 
a slight increase in 2006 (Edelman, 2008). But even with those decreases, nearly 2,000 
babies were born each day in 2008 to teenagers between 15 and 19 years of age— a total of 
434,758 infants (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2011). The teenage birth rate in the United 
States is nearly twice that of the rate in the United Kingdom (which has the highest rate 
in Europe) and nearly three times the rate in Canada (Annie E. Casey Foundation). The 
rate of births varies across racial and ethnic groups, with the highest rate among teens of 
Latino origin, followed by teenagers who are African American, American Indian, and 
Alaskan Natives.

Any discussion of teenage pregnancy and teenage parenting includes a catalogue 
of risk factors. These factors are not simply moral platitudes. They are real issues that 
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stem from research that describes the challenges of child rearing by those who are just 
leaving childhood themselves. Teenagers who give birth prior to high school graduation 
are more likely to have academic diffi culties or mental health problems than their peers 
who graduate (White, Graham, & Bradford, 2005). Teenage parents face numerous chal-
lenges, including limited education and reduced educational opportunities, economic 
insecurity, social isolation, and emotional immaturity (Korfmacher, 2005). Discussion 
of teenage parenting is typically focused on teenage mothers. In the vast majority of 
teenage pregnancies, the father is an older man; only one in seven teenage pregnancies 
involves a teenage boy. When the father is also a teenager, the issues increase in complex-
ity because of the personal characteristics of adolescent boys that predict teen father-
hood: sexual intercourse from an early age, gang membership, high levels of antisocial 
behavior, and chronic drug use. Coupled with low self- esteem, poor education, large 
families, and limited fi nancial resources, these characteristics of teenage fathers paint 
a picture of extremely high risk (Fitzgerald & McKelvey, 2005). The stories of teenage 
parents, as with any individual or family, cannot be told with statistics. Each story differs 
because of the resources, resilience, and support systems that are available and actively 
engaged. As a result, a number of children of teenage parents develop without diffi cul-
ties and become stable, productive adults. Others, however, are not so fortunate. The 
challenges faced by their parents become their own, increasing the number of risks they 
face throughout their lives.

Grandparents as Parents

As a result of improved health, increased life expectancy, the high divorce rate among 
adults with children, and the increases in teenage pregnancies, the number of adults 
raising their children’s children also has increased. In many families, grandparents are 
responsible for raising their grandchildren (or even great- grandchildren) because of the 
biological parents’ lack of competence or their incapacity due to imprisonment, abuse, 
drug addiction, psychiatric disorders, economic conditions, or extended military deploy-
ments (Bengston, 2001; Letiecq, Bailey, & Dahlen, 2008). Data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau indicate that 4.9 million children (7%) younger than 18 years live in homes 
headed by grandparents (Goyer, 2010). Nearly 1 million (20%) of these children live 
with their grandparent(s) with neither parent present in the home. In 2000, the percent-
age of children living with grandparents without their parents present was even greater 
(33%). The increased presence of parents in 2010 may have been a result of the serious 
economic downturn, causing unemployment and home foreclosures in the late 2000s. 
In that austere economy, many families moved in together and created multigenerational 
families (Goyer, 2010).

The state of New York has recognized the number and value of grandparent- headed 
families. A state law requires that grandparents be informed whenever a child is placed 
in foster care so that they can step forward to take care of the child if possible. In 2005, 
New York City also acknowledged the needs of grandparents raising their grandchildren. 
The city developed the fi rst public housing complex specifi cally for grandparent- headed 
households. Grandparent Family Apartments in the South Bronx is a six- story, 51- unit 
apartment building with a range of in- house services for children as well as their grand-
parents (Gordon, 2006).

Grandparents provide a range of support to their children and their children’s chil-
dren, not the least of which is fi nancial (Bengston, 2001). This phenomenon has been 
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increasingly evident, with grandparents spending an unprecedented amount of money 
on diapers, toys, private- school tuition, car insurance, and college (MetLife & Francese, 
2011). Of course, not every grandparent has the resources to provide fi nancial support 
to their children and grandchildren. Grandparents who raise their grandchildren are 
more likely to have lower socioeconomic status than grandparents who do not raise their 
grandchildren (Gordon, 2006). Even in situations in which grandparents are not imme-
diately involved in supporting their children and raising their grandchildren, they play 
a role that Hagestad (as cited in Bengston, 2001, p. 7) has titled the “Family National 
Guard.” When their children, grandchildren, and great- grandchildren experience crises, 
many grandparents who would otherwise have stayed in the background marshal their 
resources to try to ensure the younger generation’s well- being.

Families in the Military

In 2011, the U.S. military included over 1.4 million men and women— many with spouses, 
partners, and children (U.S. Department of Defense, 2011). In 2002, slightly over half of 
all service members were married and 71% had children (Segal & Segal, 2004). The vol-
unteer army of today differs considerably from the military of the mid- 20th century. As 
Segal and Segal (p. 3) pointed out, today’s “all- volunteer military is more educated, more 
married, more female, and less white than the draft- era military.” Military personnel 
are racially, culturally, ethnically, and economically diverse. In fact, serving in the U.S. 
military has been viewed as an opportunity for many citizens with limited resources to 
be assured of employment and further their education through government- sponsored 
programs. Some documented immigrants who are not yet U.S. citizens serve in the mili-
tary and use their service as a more rapid path to citizenship. For many, military service 
has paved the way to a new and better life. Others, however, gave their lives before they 
could reach their personal goals.

During the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the extent and frequency of deployments 
increased substantially, which separated, stressed, and generally disrupted family life for 
those serving their country (Chandra et al., 2011). Active military personnel have been 
joined by those in the National Guard and Reserve forces for months and even years at 
a time, thus forcing families to accommodate rapidly and unexpectedly to separation, 
reduced income, loss of day- to- day companionship, help with child rearing, and over-
all support. In 2009, approximately 700,000 children had at least one parent deployed 
overseas; more than 500,000 children younger than 5 years were waiting for a parent on 
active duty in the Reserves or National Guard to return home (Turner, 2009).

Even when not engaged in war or disaster relief, military families face the stressors 
of frequent relocation. It is not unusual for a military family to move every 3 years, and 
their moves are much more likely to take them greater distances than civilians who move 
or are relocated by their employer (Segal & Segal). Within the Armed Forces, there are 
dramatic differences in pay and perks. As in any organization, those in the lowest ranks 
are at the lowest pay grade. Young enlisted personnel are more likely to be married than 
their civilian counterparts, and many have children. Because military pay at the lowest 
pay grades is not suffi cient to support a family, many young military families are eligible 
for civilian welfare benefi ts (Segal & Segal).

Another signifi cant change in military families is the number of women and 
women with children who are active duty personnel. Coupled with the increasing num-
ber of families in which both husband and wife serve in the military, changes in family 
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functioning occur, especially when the couple has children. Dual- military couples with 
children and single parents are required to have a written plan specifying who will take 
care of their children in case of deployment (Segal & Segal).

As previously mentioned, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have taken a toll on 
military families. Not only have there been long and frequent deployments, but the wars 
themselves have been fought on hostile ground with enemies that are not always easy to 
recognize. New technologies have proven to be invaluable and battlefi eld medicine has 
accomplished things that were unheard of in previous wars, but the loss of life and limb 
has been great. Each of those losses has affected the men and women on the battlefront 
as well as their families back home. For those who return home, the battles are not 
always left behind. There may be months or years of hospitalization, therapy, and adjust-
ment to lifelong physical disabilities. There may also be years of anxiety, depression, and 
medication management for those who continue to wage a battle against posttraumatic 
stress disorder. Even for those who return physically and mentally healthy, the complex 
tasks of reestablishing expectations and renegotiating roles within the family system still 
remain (Turner, 2009).

Parents with Disabilities

In more than 10 million families with children, at least one parent has a disability (Kirsh-
baum & Olkin, 2002). Information about these families is sparse, but it is safe to say that 
there are no generalizations that apply. Each family is unique, and the challenges and 
needs differ based on the disability as well as the family’s support system. Intellectual, 
sensory, physical, and psychiatric disabilities or a combination present different capaci-
ties as well as limitations. Too often, research has been conducted on the broad category 
of parents with disabilities without regard to the type or extent of their disability or their 
functional levels.

The progressive philosophy of normalization with its emphasis on the rights of 
individuals with disabilities has been an important and expanding social and political 
movement since the 1970s. Mainstreaming, inclusion, community- based services, and 
individual rights and responsibilities for individuals with disabilities have evolved from 
the normalization movement. Although it has taken nearly a half century, the number 
of individuals with learning and intellectual disabilities electing to exercise those rights— 
including the right to establish their own families through marriage, partnerships, and 
children— has increased (Lightfoot, Hill, & La Liberte, 2010; Young & Hawkins, 2006). 
For those with learning disabilities, parenting may present no more challenges than it 
does for others. Their learning problems are primarily related to academic skills and do 
not affect their decision making, judgment, or interpersonal interactions. For others, 
disabilities may make parenting more challenging. Organizing, managing, remember-
ing, disciplining, and assisting with schoolwork may be problematic; however, even if 
this is the case, there are strategies to compensate for the majority of these issues. When 
strategies are not available, studies suggest that partners may assume responsibility for 
providing the necessary knowledge and skills (Young & Hawkins).

The tasks of parenting may be more diffi cult for individuals with defi cits in areas 
of functioning and performance that are associated with more severe intellectual dis-
abilities. Research in the United Kingdom has established that an individual’s potential 
to parent and the types of support received are key for families in which a parent has 
learning or intellectual disabilities (Young & Hawkins, 2006). Parents with intellectual 
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disabilities typically need training in critical areas of parenting such as child care, deci-
sion making, effective communication, providing appropriate activities for children, 
behavior management, stress management, home safety, health care, food preparation, 
and cleanliness (Wade, Llewellyn, & Mathews, 2008). In a federally sponsored project in 
Southern California focusing on parents with mild and moderate intellectual disabili-
ties, weekly home visits were used to teach skills, model appropriate behavior, provide 
opportunities to practice these skills and behaviors, and review family needs (Lynch & 
Bakley, 1989). Challenging aspects of the intervention included helping clients to general-
ize or reduce overgeneralization. For example, one child disliked eating, so her mother 
asked the home visitor to teach her to make pancakes— a food that she thought her daugh-
ter would enjoy. The mother quickly learned how to follow the recipe. During a visit 
several weeks later, the home visitor asked the mother how her daughter was eating. The 
mother happily reported that her daughter was eating very well. The daughter loved the 
pancakes so much that the mother made them every day for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

Parents with signifi cant intellectual disabilities require considerably more external 
support to successfully manage the routines and responsibilities of daily life than parents 
without intellectual disabilities. However, data indicate that children of parents with 
intellectual disabilities can have successful outcomes (Lightfoot et al., 2010).

Studies that focus specifi cally on parents with sensory and physical disabilities are 
sparse in the professional literature. Although it is often assumed that individuals with 
physical disabilities and their families experience many stressful events with ensuing 
adjustment problems, it has been argued that these families are more similar to than dis-
similar from families in which neither parent has a disability (Mazur, 2007). In fact, in 
a study of 19 parents with a range of acquired disabilities (multiple sclerosis, rheumatoid 
arthritis, fi bromyalgia, degenerative disk disease, and lupus), parents and their adoles-
cent children reported many more positive than negative events related to the disability 
(Mazur). Although physical disabilities can certainly make many of the responsibilities 
of parenting more diffi cult, they do not necessarily reduce its quality.

Individuals with psychiatric problems or mental health issues present a range of 
complex and challenging concerns. Individuals may be limited in the range of responses 
that they have in their interactions with others. They may misperceive others’ actions 
and intentions, lack fl exibility, and have diffi culty trusting and relating to others (Tom-
lin, 2002). Many lack insight into their own behavior and engage in behaviors that are 
not understood by others. Individuals may be frustrated by interactions with profes-
sionals and systems that are unaware of their needs and the daily challenges that they 
experience. These characteristics make effective, consistent parenting and attachment 
diffi cult; however, treatment methods can be used successfully with many individuals 
who experience these challenges.

The Sandwich Generation

Although many adults play a supportive role in the lives of their children and grand-
children, not every older family member is able to help. Instead, adult children must 
provide care and support for their aging parents as well as their own children. The 
population of people engaged in such double duties has been described in the popu-
lar press as the “sandwich generation” (Pierret, 2006). For these families, juggling jobs, 
dependent children, and the needs of older family members is challenging. An estimated 
9 million adults fi nd themselves in this situation. Although both men and women are 
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affected by their parents’ aging, women are more often squeezed in this multigenera-
tional sandwich: 70% of the caregivers are women, and 60% of these women work full 
time (McCombs, 2001). Longer life expectancy, later childbearing, smaller families, 
and greater physical distance between family members all contribute to the plight of 
the sandwich generation (Pierret).

The day- to- day needs associated with the care of older parents include monitoring 
medication, making doctor’s appointments, providing or arranging transportation, han-
dling fi nancial affairs, maintaining a social support system for homebound older adults, 
ensuring physical and psychological safety, and advocating for required care; these tasks 
can be demanding and exhausting (McCombs, 2001). In some respects, the role reversal 
may be even more diffi cult than these daily demands.

SOCIOECONOMIC DIFFERENCES: THE DOLLAR DIVIDE

One of the most potent differences between families may be their socioeconomic 
statuses. Although money cannot buy happiness or love, it can buy access to educa-
tion, health care, enriching life experiences, and numerous opportunities that are not 
available to those with limited resources. Socioeconomic status can dramatically affect 
families and every aspect of family life.

During the late 1990s, the United States had a strong economy in which the over-
all wealth of the nation grew; unemployment was low and there was little infl ation. 
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Newspaper headlines and stock market reports were rosy. However, in many instances, 
the words of an old adage were accurate: The rich got richer and the poor got poorer. 
During that time, the gap between the wealthiest 5% of American families and the 
poorest 20% of families reached a 52- year high (Children’s Defense Fund, 2000). For 
many families, things have only gotten worse since then. In 2008, despite the recession 
and some loss of income, the richest 1% of U.S. households received 21% of the nation’s 
total income, and the top 10% of households received 48.2% of the country’s income 
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2011).

For those households that control nearly half of the country’s income, life is good. 
Adler (1995) described these families as the “over- class.” Diffi cult to defi ne through statis-
tical measures, members of this group have both incomes and attitudes that set them apart 
from the middle class. These individuals are not necessarily the benefi ciaries of family 
fortunes and wealth that has been accumulated over generations; rather, they likely have 
created the wealth that has catapulted them into this group. These individuals tend to be 
achievement oriented. They are in the top 20% of the nation on income, have degrees 
from prestigious universities, and are clustered primarily on the East and West Coasts but 
are transnational in perspective. These families have emerged as a new elite class (Adler), 
although elite may not be the word that they would choose. It may be diffi cult for many 
in the overclass to recognize that they live a life of privilege. Some may have a conviction 
that success fl ows from merit, which makes it diffi cult for them to understand that failure 
is often based on societal, rather than personal, shortcomings.

With the increase in affl uence for these households, two issues that are especially 
relevant to this book emerge: the lack of involvement in child rearing in some affl uent 
families and the income inequality in the United States. Just as economic strain can pre-
vent parents from giving full attention to parenting (White & Rogers, 2000), so can the 
strain to earn more, do more, and get ahead faster. The drive to become ever wealthier 
and more successful can take parents’ attention away from children. As stated by Mack 
(2000, p. 11), “Where once maternal engagement was hampered only by the burdens 
of critical subsistence tasks, today the principal thief of time is a fast- moving market 
economy offering a cafeteria of ever- changing, often senseless temptations.” For many 
families on the fast track, the temptations become realities as they watch out for the next 
best thing that will replace today’s toys, smart phones, sport utility vehicles, and exer-
cise gurus. Although the advantages and opportunities associated with growing up in a 
wealthy family cannot be ignored, money does not guarantee success for children in affl u-
ent families. Shootings and other violence in schools have occurred in suburban areas 
with average and above- average material resources. Material advantages do not outweigh 
the importance of spending time with children, including instruction and modeling of 
values such as compassion and social justice.

Concern is mounting over the widening income gap within the United States. As 
the gulf widens, attitudes may become more rigid and policies related to families with 
low socioeconomic status may shift. The shift could take many directions, from pater-
nalistic forms of support to punitive approaches; however, it is important for service 
providers to be aware of the dangers that exist for families who live in the margins. 
Endorsement of a meritocracy in which rewards are believed to fl ow fairly to those who 
work hardest does not take into account the systemic societal biases in many policies, 
programs, and services that favor individuals who are already on top. Service providers 
are in a position to consider the context of each family’s life, as well as the opportuni-
ties that have been unavailable to families because of their socioeconomic status, race, 
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educational level, or primary language. In addition, it is important for service providers 
to consider how they can help families overcome those barriers.

In 2008, when the top 10% were getting richer, the bottom 90% of households had 
the largest single- year drop in income since 1938 and their lowest incomes in a decade. 
Almost all of the gains that these families had made during the 1990s were lost during 
the recession (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011). Many families lost more than income; 
they lost their savings, homes, and jobs. In 2010, 46.2 million men, women, and children 
were living in poverty— a 50- year high (Lee, Levey, & Lazo, 2011). As families faced crises 
in income, employment, and shelter, 3.4 million children received assistance through 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families in 2010— a decrease of 59% compared to the 
number receiving assistance in 1996. Chapter 6 provides a comprehensive discussion of 
these issues in the United States.

Poverty affects both families and children; it can impair children’s emotional, intel-
lectual, and physical development (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011). In 2009, 20% of 
children (15.5 million) in the United States lived in poverty. Almost half of those chil-
dren lived in extreme poverty, which is defi ned as an annual income of half the poverty 
level (amounting to $11,025 per year for a family of four). In 2010, the number of chil-
dren living in low- income U.S. households reached its highest level since 1962 (Lee et al., 
2011). For children in families with such limited incomes, almost nothing is certain. A 
place to sleep, food, clothes, toilets, sinks, medicine, and an education are not assured. 
The energy that goes into healthy development must often be used for survival.

Poverty is not evenly distributed across types of families. Nearly 60% of children 
living in poverty in 2009 lived in single- parent households, with the majority of those 
being single mothers (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011). More than one in three Afri-
can American children and one in three Hispanic children lived in poverty in 2009, 
compared with one in ten white, non- Hispanic children. However, wide variations exist 
within each racial and ethnic group. For example, the poverty rate in 2009 was 3.5% for 
childless, married African American families with a householder who held a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. For married African American couples with children in the home and a 
householder without a high school diploma, the poverty rate was nearly 50%. For fami-
lies with African American single mothers without a high school diploma or equivalent, 
the poverty rate was nearly 75% (Children’s Defense Fund, 2011).

Poverty is frequently associated with developmental risk because it promotes an 
accumulation of risk factors that compound its hardships (Hanson & Carta, 1996). Insuf-
fi cient food, inadequate housing, lack of health care, nonexistent transportation, home-
lessness, and neighborhoods plagued by violence interact to reduce resilience. Although 
many parents and families struggle mightily against the factors that surround poverty, 
they face many obstacles. Inadequate nutrition, substance abuse, maternal depression, 
exposure to environmental toxins, trauma, and physical abuse are often part of the every-
day experience. Children are particularly vulnerable to these frequently co- occurring 
circumstances. The fi rst years of life contribute signifi cantly to emotional and cognitive 
development, so the risk factors faced by millions of children living in poverty or extreme 
poverty place them at considerable risk for negative outcomes, including less- than- optimal 
brain development (Brooks- Gunn, Klebanov, Liaw, & Duncan, 1995; National Center for 
Children in Poverty, 1997). In a complex statistical analysis of data gathered between 
1983 and 1996 from the National Health Interview Survey, poverty emerged as a signifi -
cant predictor of disability (Fujiura & Yamaki, 2000). In 1983, poverty did not statistically 
predict disability; however, by 1996, the odds of having a disability were 86% higher for a 
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child living in poverty than for a child living above the poverty threshold. On refl ection, 
this fi nding is not surprising given that children living in poverty are more likely to be 
exposed to conditions that are predictive of disability, such as low birth weight, chronic 
health problems, limited access to health care, inadequate nutrition, and trauma.

RACIAL, CULTURAL, AND ETHNIC DIVERSITY

Cultural diversity has received increasing attention lately. When considering cultural 
diversity, it is typical to think in terms of race, culture, ethnicity, and primary language. 
Because of the long- standing power structures in the United States, it has been com-
mon to assume that those with Anglo- European roots are the norm and everyone else is 
diverse. This is the fi rst myth that needs to be dispelled. With the transformation of the 
United States into a country in which no single group will hold the majority, there is no 
norm. We are all diverse.

The Demographics of Diversity

Data from the decennial census indicate that 308.7 million people lived in the United 
States in 2010 (Mather et al., 2011). White, non- Hispanic Americans accounted for 63.7% 
of the population, with 16.2% Hispanics/Latinos, 12.2% African Americans/Blacks, and 
4.7% Asians. American Indian and Alaskan Natives were approximately 1% of the U.S. 
population, with Native Hawaiian and other Pacifi c Islanders at less than 1%. For 
the fi rst time, the 2010 census allowed individuals to indicate that they belonged to more 
than one race. Nearly 2% of the population checked that they were from more than one 
race (Pew Hispanic Center, 2011). Although Hispanic/Latino Americans made up only 
16% of the population, they were the fastest growing group in the years between 2000 
and 2010, with a 43% increase. The number of Latino children increased 39% during the 
same decade, making them 17.1% of all children in the United States younger than age 18 
(Pew Hispanic Center). The considerable growth in the number of young Latinos, as well 
as the youthful composition of other groups, suggests that the 2020 census will confi rm 
the changing demographics within the United States. Chapter 2 provides a comprehen-
sive discussion of cultural, ethnic, racial, and linguistic diversity in the United States.

The Effect of Diversity

Many people seldom think about the role that culture, ethnicity, race, and language play 
in their lives; they may assume that others’ perspectives and worldviews are the same 
as their own. White Americans in particular tend to see themselves as being without a 
culture (Lynch, 2011). However, culture is refl ected in all that individuals think and all 
that they do. Interactions with others, food, views on childrearing, the kind of medical 
care used, religious and spiritual beliefs, and ceremonies and rituals of celebration and 
mourning are all refl ections of culture, ethnicity, and race. These practices and beliefs 
are not monolithic, and cultures are not static. They evolve over time and even location, 
but they provide a framework for living one’s life. These deep- seated, if unrecognized, 
roots affect daily life in myriad ways. For example, it is typical in the United States for a 
couple expecting a child to visit the doctor together, take childbirth classes together, and 
have the father present during the delivery. In some other cultures, such as Middle East-
ern, pregnancy and childbirth are viewed as women’s affairs. Fathers are not as involved 
in the pregnancy and are seldom present during the delivery (Sharifzadeh, 2011).
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Beliefs about child rearing also differ from culture to culture. In many U.S. homes, 
children are expected to become independent as soon as possible. Sleeping alone, toilet 
training, dressing, and feeding oneself are valued goals. This is not the case in every 
culture. In many families with roots in countries throughout the world, infants sleep 
with parents for an extended period of time. Toilet training is not taught or scheduled 
and occurs when the child seems to be ready. Mothers, grandmothers, and older siblings 
may follow a toddler around with their meal, spooning food into the child’s mouth as 
they play. The milestones that are viewed as so important in mainstream American cul-
ture do not have the same power for many families with Chinese, Southeast Asian, and 
South American roots. Expectations related to independence and self- care for children 
in those cultures, however, increase after the age of 5 or 6 years, becoming far greater 
than expectations for the majority of children in the United States.

The ways in which families and communities view death and dying and honor 
the dead also differ from culture to culture. For some, burial or cremation must 
take place within 24 hours. For others, the deceased may be prepared for burial but 
remain in the home for several days while family members and friends keep a vigil or 
celebrate the life of the deceased. In many cultures, such as Mexican and Chinese, there 
are annual rituals of remembrance of ancestors, cleaning of the graves, and eating tradi-
tional foods (Chan & Chen, 2011; Zuniga, 2011). Throughout much of the world outside 
North America and Great Britain, it is not uncommon to see women walking down the 
street holding hands or men walking arm in arm. Same- sex greetings may include kiss-
ing. However, in the United States, the same displays of affection typically suggest a 
more intimate relationship.

Even when people are unaware, they are often thinking and behaving in ways that 
refl ect their cultural, ethnic, or racial heritage. These ways of being in the world give 
meaning and structure to each individual and each family. In many ways, the practices 
are sustained because they bring people together. Sometimes, however, beliefs and prac-
tices limit tolerance of others and cause confl ict with those who do not share the same 
traditions.

The roles that culture, color, ethnicity, and language play in each individual’s life 
are as unique as that person. Generalizing about the impact of diversity is diffi cult. How-
ever, when diversity (culture, color, race, ethnicity, or language) deprives an individual 
or family of equal access and opportunity or puts them in danger, the well- being of the 
family and its members is in jeopardy. For most individuals and families in the United 
States, the impact of their culture, ethnicity, and home language appears to be minimal. 
They go about the tasks of everyday living without thinking about these characteristics 
or the ways in which they are touched by each of them. For others, these characteristics 
defi ne who they are and profoundly affect daily interactions with others. They may be 
viewed with curiosity, suspicion, dislike, disdain, or indifference, and each day may 
bring challenges that other people do not face.

IMPLICATIONS OF NEW FAMILY 
PARADIGMS FOR SERVICE PROVIDERS

Families in the United States were never as monolithic as some nostalgic politicians and 
screenwriters would have the public believe. Diversity in family size, membership, 
and intergenerational involvement has always existed, but the diversity of family struc-
tures that is publicly acknowledged and celebrated by many has increased dramatically 
since the middle of the 20th century. The challenges, failures, and successes that have 
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emerged as family structures evolved have provided new ways of defi ning, studying, and 
working with families. These new paradigms have, in turn, taught everyone that there is 
no “right way” to be a family.

What are the implications for service providers? How can those who work with fami-
lies and children improve their practice to ensure that the wide range of family structures, 
life circumstances, racial and cultural identifi cations, and needs are addressed and met? 
Two characteristics of service providers and the systems in which they work are essential 
to effective practice: The fi rst characteristic is an openness to listen, learn, and change, 
whereas the second characteristic is a commitment to engage in refl ective practice. Listen-
ing, learning, and changing sounds simple, yet it is one of the most diffi cult skills required 
of professionals. On the surface, it is easier, faster, and less stressful to fi nd a way of doing 
things and to follow that routine over and over again. However, if you rely on a routine 
approach, you may lose the ability to listen. Instead of hearing what the family is saying, 
you will hear what you expect to hear. When this occurs, you can miss what the family is 
saying about their needs, resources, and preferences. When you follow the same routines 
that you have used in the past, there is no guarantee that you will be meeting the family’s 
current or future needs. It is more likely that you are simply meeting your own needs to 
complete the paperwork. As a result, putting one’s practice on automatic pilot is not, in 
reality, easier, faster, or less stressful for the professional or the family because it greatly 
reduces the likelihood that the intervention and support will be effective.

Refl ective practice is a hallmark of the effective professional (Schön, 1987). It 
requires professionals to continuously review their actions, consider the results of those 
actions, and when necessary alter their approach to improve outcomes. Committing 
to refl ective practice means that professionals must continuously analyze their experi-
ences in order to learn from them. The constant process of experience, analysis, and 
application to practice results in lifelong learning— another hallmark of an effective 
professional.

Professionals who work with families come from a broad array of disciplines, includ-
ing education, special education, and early intervention; psychology; social work; child 
development; nursing, medicine, occupational, physical, and speech therapy; and law. 
Working with families is one of the most challenging as well as one of the most reward-
ing career choices. It is also a career with many responsibilities— the fi rst of which is to 
support families in their own growth and development.

SUMMARY

Family diversity is increasing in many ways. Families vary in membership, socioeco-
nomic status, culture, race, ethnicity, and language. Many families have a single parent 
who is responsible for providing for children’s fi nancial and emotional well- being. Other 
families may appear to have a single parent responsible for all aspects of family life, but 
in reality they have a wide range of family and kinship support available. Divorce is no 
longer unusual; many children will live in homes with stepparents, stepbrothers, and 
stepsisters. More often than one would hope, children of divorced parents will experi-
ence a second divorce. Grandparents often become primary caregivers when children 
live in homes without either biological parent. Other children may live in foster homes 
until they are adopted.

It can no longer be assumed that two- parent families are composed of male and 
female parents. Gay men and lesbian women are forming strong family units, as well as 
adopting and having their own children. Families who serve the nation as members of the 
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military service face special challenges because of frequent and extended deployments, 
low pay for those at the bottom of the chain of command, and frequent relocations. Par-
ents with disabilities are another group with unique needs that require understanding and 
adaptation of strategies and services provided by practitioners.

Families’ fi nancial circumstances vary dramatically, with a growing gap between 
those with resources and those without. At the same time that the top 10% of Ameri-
cans are becoming wealthier, many others struggle daily just to feed, clothe, and house 
their families. The differences in sociocultural experience of the majority of providers 
and many of the families that they serve provide additional challenges to effective policy 
and practice.

In addition to the diversity of family membership, the cultural, ethnic, racial, and 
linguistic diversity among families is on the increase. The nation’s demographics paint 
a colorful picture. Challenges related to the way in which families are organized; their 
values, beliefs, and behaviors; and what they fi nd meaningful in their lives demand 
attention and new skills from professionals.

If families are to benefi t from professional skills and knowledge, it is incumbent 
on professionals to understand each family’s context and to develop interventions that 
fi t those contexts. One size does not fi t all when working with families. Instead, both 
programs and services need to be tailored to fi t. When the match between family needs, 
perspectives, and resources can be made by a service provider, outcomes for children and 
families will be improved— the ultimate goal of intervention.

ACTIVITIES TO EXTEND THE DISCUSSION

1. Join a group within your class and discuss the questions that follow. When 
you have answered the questions, compare the responses of group members to 
develop a profi le of the similarities and differences of the families that are repre-
sented within the group.

• How many members are part of your family?

• How is each one related to you (e.g., biological father, stepmother, maternal 
aunt, half- brother)?

• How many families have you lived in since your birth?

2. Investigate the family structure and diversity within your own community. 
Find statistics from the U.S. Census Bureau or other sources on families within 
your state, community, or neighborhood. Develop a profi le to share with other 
class participants describing the percentage of different family structures, racial/
cultural diversity, educational levels, income levels, individuals without health 
insurance, and any other statistic that you fi nd interesting.

3. From this week’s newspapers and/or magazines, clip at least one article that 
addresses some issue that affects families. Prepare a synopsis of the article and 
be prepared to discuss which families may be most affected.

TO LEARN MORE: SUGGESTED WEB SITES

The Annie E. Casey Foundation
http://www.aecf.org
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Children’s Defense Fund
http://www.childrensdefense.org/child-research-data-publications

Military Homefront Supporting Troops and Their Families
http://www.militaryhomefront.dod.mil

National Center for Children in Poverty
http://www.nccp.org

Population Reference Bureau
http://www.prb.org

U.S. Census Bureau
http://www.census.gov

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration 
for Children and Families: Child Welfare Information Gateway
http://www.childwelfare.gov/systemwide/statistics/adoption.cfm
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