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the interview, Mrs. Slater does not seem able to think about her chil-
dren or her children’s needs independently of her own, as the following
staternents illustrate:

What do you enjoy most about your children?
I enjoyed them when they were small.

Why was that the best?

Because then you can do things for them, they cling to
you more, they appreciate what you do for them, and they are
more loving and everything, you know. Now that they are
grown, they are looking for their own way of life. So I think
when they are smaller, they are the best.

Why do they appreciate you when they are small?

In certain ways they show you because small kids, they
hug you, and like Bobby is very affectionate, and he would hold
you and kiss you, and if you go out and come back, he says, “I
am glad you came back,” things like that. He is alright.

When her children present her with problems, Mrs. Slater
appears to have few conceptual resources for recognizing their develop-
mental needs or for finding ways of changing their behavior. Rather,
she sees them as being unchangeable and herself as helpless and gives

up.

What do you find the hardest to put up with?

There is no problem with the small kids. The only prob-
lem I have is with the big ones, when they want to do things I
don’t want them to do, and then it upsets me.

What kind of things do they want to do?

They want to go to parties, and you wouldn’t want them
to go, or you wouldn’t want them to do this, and they figure
they are old enough to do it, and they sometimes look at what
someone else is doing, and they want to do it too, and they get
into a lot of trouble. More than a small child.

How do you handle that?

I dor’t know, I went through different stages. Right now
I am in a stage that I just leave them alone. I try to understand
that is a different age than when I was in. Before I could not
understand it, and it used to worry me, but now I just get
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myself down and say there is no sense fussing and fighting, and
I just let them go and try to be cool and calm, because if I fuss
and worry about it, it would just upset me more, because if they
want to do it, and they figure they want to do it, they are going
to do it anyway, so I just leave them alone.

Bobby is a child who has presented Mrs. Slater with problems,
and she appeared to be unable to understand or to attend to his needs.
He was born prematurely eight years after the next oldest child.
Despite his fragility as an infant, he received variable and inadequate
medical care because Mrs. Slater was concerned that she might be dis-
covered to be here illegally if she registered for Medicaid. She had no
money for private care. Bobby was malnourished in infancy because
Mrs. Slater would only use one particular formula, which did not meet
his nutritional needs as he got older.

Mrs. Slater seriously infantalized Bobby. He was fed with a
bottle until age five and remains extremely infantile. Although she has
been urged to permit a psychological assessment of Bobby, Mrs. Slater
refuses to have it done. As we could see by her statements above, she
feels better when her children are babies and is trying to keep Bobby in
the infantile state. As she said in the interview, Bobby is a small kid
who holds her and hugs her and kisses her. How remaining a small kid
is affecting Bobby is not being considered at Mrs. Slater’s level of rea-
soning.

Mrs. Brooks has no history of extreme parental dysfunction.
She has three children between the ages of seven and ten. The children
have presented no special problems except for the youngest, who has a
minor orthopedic problem. She lives with her husband, a salesman ata
small shoe store, and works part-time in a factory. For Mrs. Brooks,
childrearing is a frustrating task, a continual struggle against the anar-
chy of her children. Consider, for example, the following statement:

Can you describe your children for me?

They are always fighting. You can see what they are
like. First of all, they are noisy. 1 don’t think that I could stand
to have them around me too much all the time. And they are
not very orderly, they have the worst room, I can’t get them to
clean it up.

Her reasoning about how children develop focuses on a Level 1
conception that “they copy their parents. They end up copying their
parents or someone they admire.”
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What has been the most important influence on you as a parent?
How have you learned to become a parent?

I am a lousy parent really. I could be a better one. I feel I
shouldr’t have to yell at them and ask them not to do this and
that. And they should clean up their rooms. Maybe if I didn’t
keep my own room a mess, they would clean up theirs. I think
about that a lot. So I think parents, in order to make good chil-
dren, have to set a good example. Like parents expect them to
be perfect, but if youre not perfect yourself, if you swear in
front of the children, they are going to swear. That is why I
think I am not so perfect as a parent, because there are things
that I could do or should do and I don’t.

As she is not a perfect parent, her children do things they should

not. But in finding ways to make her children behave better, Mrs.
Brooks is limited severely by her lack of understanding of what goes on
inside the child. She can only think in terms of stopping outward
behavior, not in terms of stimulating change in the child’s values or
motivations. She and her children are consequently engaged in an ongo-
ing struggle, and her efforts to change behavior are only temporarily
successful.

What do you feel is the best way to get children to mind you?

Well, yelling at them all worked, though once in a while
I have to get my belt, and I will use it when they get to the point
where they just don’t mind me. And I hate that procedure
because it takes a lot out of me. But you have to show them.
You have to discipline them one way or another. They say spare
the rod and spoil the child or something like that.

Do you find that this approach works?

Yes. Why? Well, no one likes to be punished, especially
with a belt. I imagine to a child it hurts, and they know you
mean business.

Do you think there are better ways?

There are only three ways I can think of, yelling and
scolding them, punishing them, and third, taking away some-
thing they like, a privilege or an allowance. But where my kids
don't get anything like that, I couldn’t use that method. I'm
always yelling at them, but I punish with a belt as a last resort.

It seems conceivable that Mrs. Brooks could, if sufficiently

stressed, abuse or neglect a child. However, there may be supports in
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her life that keep her from such extremes of behavior. Although she
berates her husband for not spending more time with their children, he
does make a contribution. She’s not entirely pleased, however, that
they behave better when he is around, as the following statements indi-
cate.

What do you feel children need most from their parents?
Well, they need love. I think children need love from
both their parents.

What do you mean by love?

The parents are supposed to keep them well and take
them places and do for them and buy for them and spend time
with them. I think children need love from both their parents,
not one, but both. Like in this case, they get it mostly from me,
since I am ruling the suite and they aren’t with their father
much. When they do see their father, they can do no wrong.
My husband doesn’t discipline the kids at all, and he leaves
everything up to me, which I wish he wouldn’t do. I would like
for him to scold them or spank them. When he is with the kids,
they set a good example, they act good for him. I don’t know
why.

Although Mr. Brooks was not interviewed, it is possible that he
understands his children at a higher level, modifying the effect within
the family of his wife’s immature understanding.

Another factor that may protect this family is their relatively
higher level of income as compared with Mrs. Slater. Their $10,000
income is certainly modest, but they are able to avoid the stress of
extreme poverty. Indeed, when comparing low scoring parents who
have abused or neglected their children with the low scoring parents
from the original sample of fifty-one, one finds striking differences in
income. The average income for the parents who had abused or
neglected a child was approximately half that of the other low scoring
parents. Parents in the abuse and neglect sample were also twice as
likely to be living alone. This suggests that for parents with immature
conceptions of their children and of the parental role, greater social and
economic supports may play a role in enabling more adequate func-
tioning. But in the face of greater stress, these families may be particu-
larly vulnerable to extreme dysfunction in the parental role.

In contrast, let us look at two parents with higher levels of rea-
soning. Both are high school graduates. Of the eight parents in the
abuse and neglect sample, Mrs. Morgan had the highest Parental
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Awareness score, 2.75. She has a five-year-old daughter, Ellen, and is
divorced. In the interview, as the following example indicates, Mrs.
Morgan was aware of Ellen as a person independent of herself and
demonstrated Level 3 reasoning as she described her concern to under-
stand and be responsive to Ellen’s needs.

What do you think children need most from their parents?

Love and time, and they need to have their needs con-
sidered, that they can’t be happy doing what we do and they
can’t be happy with the things that we want to make them happy.
You have to look at them, and if they don't tell you, you have to
ask them. You have to try to find out what is going on in their
heads. If I feel that I have lost touch with where she is at, I will
sit down and talk and say, “What is happening,” and “Is every-
thing alright?” And she will tell me. And I ask if anything I am
doing is upsetting her or making her angry. And if there is any-
thing wrong, she lets me know, and we just talk about it, and
we try to reach an opinion.

Clearly, Mrs. Morgan is sensitive to Ellen’s feelings and sees
their relationship as an emotional exchange, not just as an exchange of
goods and services. She does not feel that she must be a perfect mother
but emphasizes the importance of a strong emotional tie. For her, a
good parent has a good relationship with his or her child and thinks
about the effects of his or her actions on the child: “I try to think about
what I am doing; think about what effect it has on her.”

Paradoxically, Mrs. Morgan has behaved in a way that has
seriously harmed her child. She was taken to court for severely neglect-
ing Ellen. She has refused to have her psychologically evaluated, as was
demanded by the court. She has failed to follow up on ophthalmologic
care for strabismus, which Ellen has had since birth. How can we
explain the extreme discrepancy between Mrs. Morgan’s capacity to
consider her child’s needs and her lack of action on behalf of those
needs?

Perhaps some explanation is offered by Mrs. Morgan’s own
upbringing and recent history. She was raised as the oldest child in a
very strict, religious home. Her adolescence was stormy and rebellious,
and during her early adulthood, she became a serious abuser of hard
drugs. She lived with members of what might be called a drug cult.
Even after Ellen’s birth, Mrs. Morgan led a nomadic existence, drifting
from one place to another with other drug abusers. Mrs. Morgan’s
mother took her to court because of the neglect of her grandchild and
gained custody of Ellen. Currently, Mrs. Morgan and Ellen are living
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with Mrs. Morgan’s mother. Mrs. Morgan is in a drug rehabilitation
program but has been unable to find a job. The struggle to escape the
hold of drugs is excruciating. Mrs. Morgan is on welfare and feels
worthless as a mother and as a provider. She is back in the situation of
dependency on and overly rigid control by her mother that led her to
flee into drugs in the first place. Mrs. Morgan reports a great deal of
tension between herself and her mother, and Ellen has developed
asthma in this situation. Mrs. Morgan feels overwhelmed and at times
becomes so angry and frustrated that she takes out her anger by yelling
at or hitting Ellen. At other times she simply cannot cope with respon-
sibility for another and so does not follow up on Ellen’s medical care.
Clearly, she has a long and difficult struggle ahead of her, if she is to
realize in behavior the potential as a parent that is suggested by her
reasoning.

Our last example is that of Mrs. Frank, whose score on the Par-
ental Awareness interview was 3.29. She is also separated and is
struggling to support herself and her two children, ages two and four,
on less than $5,000 a year. Mrs. Frank supplements her welfare check
with babysitting in her home. She cannot afford a telephone and feels
quite isolated and alone. Yet despite her problems, Mrs. Frank is not
only able to respond sensitively to her children’s needs but also to learn
from and grow with her children, as the following statements illustrate.

What do you enjoy most about the children?

I think it is their dispositions that really make it easy for
me to care for them. I am not an easygoing person. I'm terribly
hard to live with, but both of them are so different. They make
me a better person because of themselves.

How is that?

A lot of times I will hold back my feelings on something
and not let it out, and Stacey will come along, and if something
makes her mad, she will get mad. Yet with her I can say, “That’s
okay, you can explode, but now it is time for me to do it.” I've
become a little more outgoing a little more talkative because I've
seen things in them that I couldn’t do, that I don’t feel I could
ever be able to do. Yet seeing that they are not shy and seeing
that they are not held back by anything, and if they want to
know something, if somebody else is standing there and they see
something, they will walk up and ask, “What is going on,” or
“What is that?” They are not shy at all, and I think by seeing
them, I can learn their lesson and teach other people, which I
have never been able to do.
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How do you feel about that?

I feel good, I really do. It is not just their learning from
me, I am learning from them, also, about my own feelings and
what to do about them.

An important difference between Mrs. Frank’s and Mrs. Mor-
gan’s situations is that Mrs. Frank is emotionally and economically
independent. She is making it on her own, and her children are seen as
an important part of a process of personal growth that enables her to
address her own and her children’s needs. Such a process orientation is
illustrative of Level 4 reasoning.

Mrs. Frank’s struggle to survive at this difficult time, does not,
despite her own need for the insights and support her children offer,
appear to diminish her capacity to take into consideration their needs
as individuals independent of her. Consider, for example, how she
handles their relationship with their father, her former husband.

Do they see their father?

Yes, they do, very much. I think more so than before. It
is not something I would stop. As far as I'm concerned, we are
finished and that’s it, but as far as they are concerned, he is their
father. I don’t allow anyone to put him down, and I don’t put
him down, even though I'm angry at him because he doesn’t
give me any money for their support. But I don’t feel that should
have anything to do with the children. They need their father
and need to feel loved by him. And he does still care for them
very much. But as far as our relationship with each other, no.

Although one cannot generalize from two case examples, one
might speculate that for Mrs. Morgan, the emotional price of drug
dependency and withdrawal and of living as a dependent adult in her
mother’s home is severe and compromises her ability to express consis-
tently in behavior the concern and awareness she articulates toward her
child. For Mrs. Frank, however, a high level of Parental Awareness
appears to support her ability to function sensitively as a parent (and as
a person) in the face of considerable stress.

Directions for Future Research

Clearly this research is just a beginning, the initial construction
of a rationale on which to grow. The next step in this analysis will be
construct validation, using a new sample to confirm that the measure
discriminates among parents, that parental reasoning shows structural
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consistency and represents a developmental sequence, and that paren-
tal awareness levels cannot be reduced to 1.Q)., social class, ethnicity,
or to other possibly confounding variables. Such new data are now in
the process of being collected.

The question of parental development might best be addressed
with a longitudinal study. An initial issue is why some parents begin
parenthood at lower levels than others. As parents are followed over
time, perhaps beginning with their first pregnancy, development of
reasoning about the child and childrearing choices could be monitored.
Within a longitudinal framework, experiences and characteristics that
appear to stimulate or to impede parental development could be iden-
tified and used to guide intervention. Parental behavior might also be
systematically observed and analyzed in a longitudinal study in order
to clarify the relationship between parental reasoning and parental
action.

A further question for future research is the relationship between
Parental Awareness and children’s development. Of particular interest
would be the relationship between parents’ levels of awareness and
their children’s developing sense of themselves and of others, and ulti-
mately, of their own children. Also of interest and importance is the
child’s contribution to the parent’s conception of the child. When
reading the clinical records of the children of the eight parents in the
child abuse sample, it is striking to note how high the incidence of mor-
bidity in the neonatal period was. How do prematurity or congenital
handicap affect the development of a mature awareness of the child as
a person, and how might more mature awareness be fostered under
such circumstances? As the child gets older, what is the role of tem-
perament and of temperamental match between parent and child, in the
parent’s developing awareness of the child and of the parental role?

implications for Intervention

Parental reasoning is but one aspect of parental process, but it is
an aspect that may be important in parental functioning. Interventions
on parental reasoning would be an important supplement to current
intervention modalities.

Shure and Spivack (1978) report a program in which mothers
are taught to train their children in interpersonal problem solving skills
and receive training in interpersonal problem solving skills themselves.
They have found that the mothers have become more aware of their own
and other’s feelings and the effects of their behavior on others. Such
encouraging findings suggest that the development of Parental Aware-
ness, although assessed with a measure other than the one presented in
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the Shure and Spivack study, can and does take place with thoughtful
and carefully implemented intervention.

Two intervention modalities might be considered—family
intervention and parent group intervention. Family intervention would
provide interpersonal experiences with family members, such as
mutual problem solving or discussions of feelings and perspectives
about family problems and family issues.

In Parental Awareness groups, perhaps in addition to a tradi-
tional emphasis on group support and child development information,
hypothetical parent-child conflict dilemmas could be presented to focus
and stimulate discussion. The dilemmmas would present tasks to be
resolved concerning such issues as trust, authority, conflict resolution,
and meeting needs. Discussion of hypothetical situations might lead to
sharing and discussion of parents’ personal dilemmas in their own par-
ent-child relationships. Through the process of reasoning about tasks in
the parental role and through hearing and considering reasoning at
higher levels than their own, development of more mature conceptions
might be stimulated.

These suggestions for future research and clinical intervention
are not meant to be exhaustive. Rather, they suggest some of the possi-
bilities for this approach, both for developing greater understanding of
the nature and role of reasoning in parenthood and for applying greater
knowledge to the understanding and amelioration of problems in the
parent-child relationship.

The value of the cognitive-developmental approach to clini-
cal practice would not be to provide an alternative explanation for
understanding and intervening in parental functioning. More cor-
rectly, it would supplement sociological, psychological, and educa-
tional approaches and insights, enabling a more comprehensive under-
standing of parental development and process and offering new insights
into the formation of the enduring parent-child relationship.
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