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The Welfare
of Families

Educators can fight family poverty and

| he death of the family, like that
| I of Mark Twain, has been greatly
| exaggerated. For most of this
| century, public opinion makers—jour-
nalists, professional social scientists,
and politicians—have wrung their
| hands and beat their breasts over the
impending doom of the family. While
| its obituary continues to be written,
| the family itself has held on and, some
| would say, actually flourished
In recent years the controversy has
| focused on the status of the "tradition-
[ al” family. Its self-proclaimed defend-
ers on the political Right have feared
that teenage sexuality, abortion, and
| welfare have undermined the author-
| ity of the father, while critics on the
Left have taken aim at the oppressive
character of the family and called for
its replacement by more egalitarian
forms of domestic association
These garrulous experts on the fam
ily have largely ignored how un-"tradi-
tional” the American family is and how
adaptable it has been to new social
and economic circumstances. For ex-
| ample, the traditional family—consist-
ing of a male wage-earner, a full-time
female housekeeper, and children ei
ther at home or at school—was invent
ed less than a century ago and did not
become the dominant family form un-
til the early rwentieth century

inequality by helping to shape public
perception of social and cultural problems.
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mitigatng poverty s disastrous fmpact.

| Withowt changes i welfare policy and the economy, little beadway can be made in
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The Family
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In 1970 11 percent of families were beaded by women, between 1970 and 1984 the
proportion of famulies with female beads increased among blacks by 52 percert and
among whites by 40 percert

Over this century the family has
undergone major changes—the rise of
the nuclear family, the extension of
schooling, the democratization of fam-

| ily decision making, and the massive

entry of women into the labor force
While these changes have created
stresses and obstacles to individuals
and families, they have testihed more

to the vitality of the institution than to
its waning influence. The family is
“here to stay,” as Mary Jo Bane (1976)

| noted

Late in the twentieth century, the
American family is again facing chal-
lenges as our economic and cultural
realities change Yet, as in the past, we
can expect the family to adapt rather

| 64. (Unless otherwise noted, all data

“While the increased
number of female-
headed families is a
product of complex
social and cultural
changes, the reason
for their increased
poverty is quite
simple: government
neglect.”

than die. This time we are contending
with shifts in the age distribution of
the population, a decline in family
size, and the impact of poverty on
families

The Changing Age
Distribution

Fertility and mortality have profoundly
affected the composition of the Ameri-
can population over the past several
decades. Taken together, these shifts
have an impact on the nature of social
dependency in America. Since most of |
those who cannot support themselves
are the responsibility of their families,
dependency poses a significant prob-
lem for America’s families.

The steadv decline in ferility and
mortality and the expectation that they
will continue to fall has shifted the
“dependency ratio’—the number of
aged dependents per 100 perscns
aged 18—64. Since 1960 the number of
aged has increased steadily, the ratio
rising from 17 to 19. At the same time,
the number of child dependents has
fallen precipitously from 65 to 46

| Thus. the total dependency ratio be-

ween 1960 and 1980 fell from 82 to

are from US Census Bureau 1986.)
This trend will not continue. The
decline in the dependency ratio will
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last out this century, but early in the
twenty-first century, it will begin to
rise and continue to do so for at least
40 years. By 2050 the number of aged
dependents per 100 active persons
will be 38, greater than the number of
children.

These projections have already led
to dire predictic s, including the fail-
ure of the social security system and
an all-out war of young versus old
While such predictions are out of pro-
portion to the problem (remember,
the total dependency ratio in 2050 will

be lower than it was in 1960), they do | Smaller Families

call for changes in the way we think
about social support. Because most
children are supported by their fam-
ilies and a large proportion of the
aged's income comes from the gov-
ernment, by the middle of the next
century there will be fewer demands
on family resources by dependents
and more put on the public purse. Of

| particular impontance for educators,
| these demographic trends will divide

public resources berween the young
and the old
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policymakers i libely to increase ' Thetr neglect at the bands of grandmothers,

bowever, ts not likely to increase

Not only have the number and types of
individuals changed, but the family
forms in which people live have also
altered. In 1950 married couples head-
ed 78 percent of America’s house-
holds; by 1985 the percentage had
fallen to 58 percent. The “typical”
American family—mom, dad, and the
kids—was not so common a descrip-
tion anymore; it applied to less than 40
percent of American families. Indeed,
while the number of married couples
increased by almost 10 percent be-
rtween 1970 and 1980, the number of
nonfamily households grew by 78
percent

The reasons for this shift are com
plex Between 1970 and 1980 the num

| ber of elderly women living alone, for

example, grew by 63 percent, while
the number of young adults living
alone nearly tripled, as did the num-
ber of unmarried couples. The twao
biggest causes of these shifts, however,
were changes in marriage and divorce

Over most of this century, the per
centage of the population ever mar
ried rose and the age at marriage fell
After 1970, however, both of these
trends reversed. For example, be-
tween 1970 and 1984, the percentage
of 30- to 34-year-olds who had never
married increased for men from 9 1o
21 and for women from 6 to 13, while
the average age at first marriage rose
by about two years for both men and
women (in 1982, 24 years of age for
men and 22 years for women) More
adults were either waiting longer to
marry or not marrying at all

At the same time, divorce became
increasingly common. The divorce
rate grew from 2.5 per thousand in
1965 to over 5 per thousand during
the 1980s. While remarriage rates re-
mained high (in 1982, 60 percent of
ever-married women had remarried
after a divorce or widowhood), this
did not prevent the proportion of the
population that was divorced from in-
creasing. By 1984, 6 percent of men
and 8 percent of women over 18 were
divorced

Finally, as the number of unmarried
women increased, the number of chil-
dren they had also rose In 1970 fewer
than 400,000 children were born 10
unmarried women (about one in 13
births), in 1982 there were 715,200
(one in five births). Interestingly, this

=
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was not simply a maner of teen preg-
nancies; the proportion of out-of-wed-
lock children born 1o women under
19 actually declined from 44 to 38
percent. While the raw number of teen
pregnancies increased, it was part of a
general trend among unmarried wom-
en of all ages to have children

The result of fewer marriages, more
unwed mothers, and more divorces
was the growth of female-headed fam
ilies In 1970, 11 percent of families
were headed by women; by 1984, 16
percent were. Between 1970 and 1984
the proportion of families that were
female headed increased by 52 per-
cent among blacks (from 28 to 43

| percent). while the increase among

whites was 40 percent (from 9 to 13
percent)

The growth in female-headed fam
iles has affected the family status of
children In 1984, 15 percent of white

| children and 40 percent of black chil

dren lived with only their mother. Yet,
in all fairness, it must be noted that in
the four previous vears, the propor-
ton of children living with both par-
ents had hardly declined at all (from
83 10 Bl percent for whites, 42 to 41
percent for blacks). Rather, the major
shift in the family status of children
was from hiving with foster parents or
other relatives to living with only one
parent

The female-headed family has be-
come the centerpiece of the “family
crisis” of the 1980s. Twenty vears ago
Daniel Patrick Movnihan ( 1986) identi
fied the female-headed family as the
center of the “pathology” of the black
family While advocates of the “pathol
ogy  school sull claim that the female
headed family is inherently bad (since
the absence of a father impairs the
moral and psvchological development
of the child), in the 1980s more armten-

| ion has been paid to its economic

impact, in particular to the frequency
of poverty. Yet this issue can be fully
explored only in the context of the
poverty status of all families

Poverty and the Family

The poverty rates of both individuals
and families have increased sharply in
the past decade After reaching a low
of 88 percent during 1973-74, the
percentage of families in poverty in-
creased o 103 percent in 1980 and
12 4 percent in 1983, before declining

For some voung children m New York, hanging ow means playving i Central Park
u¥nle mother, a nanny, or a siter beeps watch. For some older yowuths m Washington
D €, banging owut mears freedom from the watch and care of family. school, or

CORImLTIY deTICy

| to 116 in 1984 While white families

have always had much lower povern
rates than black families (9 compared

mcrease among whites has been near-
Iy three umes as great as the rate
among blacks Of the 1.8 million new
poor families added since 1979, 1.3
million have been white and 372.000
have been black.

Virtually no group has escaped the
rise of poverty during the 1980s. The
poverty rate among Some groups is
particularly appalling: 21 percent
among children, 22 percent among
unrelated individuals living together,
34 percent of families with seven or

and

children

members.

black

more
among

48 percent
Even the

| aged—who it is widely reported have
to 31 percent in 1984), the rate :_:_r'l

escaped from poverty—have been
touched by its rise. While the aged
poverty rate has declined from 15 to
12 percent since 1980, the rate of aged
female householders has gone up
from 13 to 16 percent

The poverty of female-headed fam
ilies must be assessed in this context
To be sure, it has reached terrible
heights. Among all races, 40 percent of

| persons hiving in female-headed fam-

ilies were poor in 1983, including 36
percent of householders, 55 percent
of children. and 22 percemt of other
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| family members. Among blacks, the
data are even worse: 57 percent of all
persons, 54 percent of householders,
and 69 percemt of children. Among
those children in black female-headed
families whose mothers did not work,
96 percent were poor
While the increased number of fe
male-headed families is a product of
| complex social and cultural changes,
the reason for their increased poverty
is guite simple: government neglect
Between 1971 and 1983, the number |
of persons in female-headed families |
who were below the poverty line in
creased by 47 percent (from 7 7 1o 12
million ), while the number of beneh
craries of Aid o Families with Depen
dent Children—the chief assistance
program for this group—rose by only
5 percent, the average payment per
family declined by 32 percent when |
controlled for inflanon (from 461 o
313 constant [1983] dollars) |
The changes in the age distribution |
structure, and economic circum
| stances of American families pose im
portant challenges that professionals
in education and the human services
must address both in their daily work
and in influencing policy. We must not
lose sight of the magnitude of these
problems or their source and solution

| The Role of Educators |
| Social theorists have long debated
whether social problems are objective
conditions, or whether they exist sim
ply in the eves of the beholder The
changes occurring in the family pose a
textbook case for this controversy. Not
only is there linle agreement abour
| whether the family is in crisis, but
even those who believe a crisis exists
are divided about its nature

| late a pro-family policy that included

| family policy is likely to remain futile

For example, President Carter came
to office with a commitment to formu-

expanded welfare entitlements and
support for gender equality, while
President Reagan—also ardently pro-
family—has stressed school prayer
and opposition to abortion and the
Equal Rights Amendment. The 1980
White House Conference on the Fam-
ily was disrupted as feminists and anti

feminists, each attempted to grasp the
pro-family mantle. Given the pluralism
of American society and its degree of
political polarization, the search for
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The Family

The sharpened ideological splits
will not leave the nation's schools
undisturbed. A number of changes in
the family have already been cast at the
feet of public school administrators,
and the list will continue to grow
While out-of-wedlock pregnancies
have increased among women of all
ages, leen pregnancies have attracted
the most attention. Child abuse—par-
ticularly sexual abuse—has gained in-
creased attention nationally, and again
the schools have been asked to re-
spond. Finally, shifts in public policy
have reduced aid to poor children,
again adding to pressure on schools

Given the polarization of the politi-
cal environment, school administra
tors are likely to view themselves as
“firehghters,” simply responding to
crises. It is important, however, thar
educators and others in the human
services realize the part they play in
the public’s consciousness and inter
pretation of social problems. Profes
sionals can perform an imporant role
in molding how problems are per
ceived and what steps are taken. If they
abdicate this responsibility, others are
likely to take the initative

Even in the most ideologically
charged areas, educators still have
some room o maneuver. For exam
ple, at the federal level concerns about
teen pregnancies and sexuality have
led to calls for continence centers,
which would encourage teenagers o
abstain from sex, and to restrictions on
the availability of contraceptives. Yet
creative administrators—like those of
the Teen Choice program run by In-
wood House in the New York public
schools—have used the renewed pub-
lic interest to increase services to teen
mothers and to sponsor programs that
allow adolescents to consider the role
of responsibility and self-expression in
their own behavior

Yet not all problems can be ad-
dressed by schools. The number one
problem of American families is their
increasing poverty. Educators know
that poverty is connected to a host of
school problems—such as dropouts,
truancy, and low motivation. They also
know that without changes in welfare
policy and the economy, little head-
way can be made in mitigating pover-
ty's disastrous impact. The reality is
that one of every five children—one of
two black children—is poor

“[By 1985] the
‘typical’ American
family—mom, dad,
and the kids—was
not so common a
description
anymore. .. ."”

The changing demography of the
American populaton will not make
solving this problem any casier Even
during periods when the vast majority
of dependents were children, public
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policy viewed the poor as other peo-
ple’s children and either ignored their
needs or provided inadequate re-
sources. As children become a dwin-
dling share of the population, their
neglect at the hands of policymakers is
likely to increase

Educators and other human service
professionals need a dual strategy 1o
address the problems of the family
and their impact on education. On the
one hand, administrators must be sure
that theirr programs and initiatives
grow not out of stereotypes but from a
full understanding of the nature of
family problems. At the same time,
thev must also make themselves heard
on the public level through research,
public forums, and political involve-
ment to fight the crippling impact that
poverty and lack of opportunity con-
tnue to have on the lives of America's
families

American families have, for over
two centuries, adapted to the “crises”
posed by social and cultural change
Nearsighted social observers have
continually behieved that the family
itself was in crisis. While we cannot be
complacent about the stresses that so-
cial changes place on families, we
must focus on the sources of these
strains. The realites of increasing pov-
erty and inequality and the mockery
they make of the American dream
must hold center stage as we educate

the parents of the twenty-first
century. O

Referenices
Bane, Marv lo. Here to Stay  American

Famihes m the Twenneth Ceniany New
York Basic Books, 1976

Grubb, W Normon, and Marvin Lazerson
Broken Promises Hou' Americans Fail
Therr Children: New York Basic Books
1982

Moviuhan, Damel Patrick. Farmily and Na
norn. The Godkim Lectures, Harvard U
versany. San Diego: Harcourt, Brace, and
Jovanovich, 1986

LS Bureau of the Census Staristical Ab
stract of the [ 'nuted States, 1986 Wash
ington, DC. Government Printing Of
hice, 1986

Mark J. Stern 15 Associate Professor of
Social Welfare and History, School of So
cial Work, University of Pennsvivania. 3701
Locust Walk, Philadelphia. PA 19104




Copyright © 1987 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development. All rights reserved.





