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Abstract 

The American public has been led to believe that the absence of involved fathers in 

the African-American community is responsible for the decline of high school graduation 

and college admission rates as well as the increase in incarceration and addictive behaviors. 

This critical analysis investigates the impact of father absence on the parenting styles of 

African-American female heads-of-household and the impact of these interactions on the 

adolescent African-American male. Specific parenting styles are determined by an 

examination of the research literature and media interviews. The research then correlates the 

identified parenting styles against college admission rates. It was concluded that African-

American single mothers utilize predominantly authoritarian parenting styles with male 

youth, resulting in behavioral acquiescence in ages 7-11 while leading to weak decision-

making, reduced goal-setting, and difficulty in developing positive strategies for situation-

based problems encountered during ages 12-18. Last, methods are suggested to provide 

improved decision-making and reflective behaviors for African-American adolescent males 

which correlate to increased educational attainment. 
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I. Introduction 

“Nothing has a stronger influence psychologically on their environment, and 

especially on their children, than the unlived lives of the parents.” Carl Jung succinctly 

uncovered a key element that is quietly played out in the daily lives of inner-city low-income 

African-American children – that parents with low self-esteem, low educational attainment, 

depression, and an overall negative existence are asked to somehow raise healthy, high-

achieving children. 

Fathers in the African-American community are the subject of studies ranging from 

economic reasons for their absence to the psychological inability of black males to remain 

monogamous and therefore participate in a single-unit family structure.  

Less discussed is the impact of father absence on mothers. The Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (2008) reported that 71 percent of African-American women who 

gave birth in 2006 were unmarried. How do women make up for the missing father? How do 

women establish themselves as parents with little to no male influence in the home; more 

specifically, how do women establish themselves as the head of the household when 

disciplining adolescent males? Is it possible for women to retain their maternal role while 

serving as the only arbiter of rules and regulations within the home? 

In an examination of the literature, both psychological and practical factors involved 

in single parenting are discussed and connected to the four classic parenting styles:  

authoritative, authoritarian, permissive, and neglectful (Baumrind, 1971; Maccoby and 

Martin, 1983). 
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Issues faced by African-American single female heads-of-household are identified, 

and verify that father-absence leads to parenting methodologies that run contrary to the social 

and emotional needs of adolescent males. 

Statement of Problem 

The parenting style practiced by African-American single mothers does not foster 

high-level educational attainment for adolescent male children. 

Purpose of the Study 

This paper determines 1) if African-American mothers exhibit a strong degree of 

authoritarian parenting as an emotional reaction to paternal disengagement; and 2), if 

conversion to a less authoritarian parenting style results in higher educational attainment by 

male African-American adolescents. Specifically, the study determines whether in the 

African-American community, the attitudes resulting from the failure of the male/female 

relationship (as evidenced in the life of the single female parent) create a negative parenting 

style that is then acted out by the mother and, if so, what are the results of this parenting style 

as seen through the lens of the African-American adolescent male? 

Lastly, the paper introduces alternative methodologies to improve communication 

between adolescent African-American males and their unmarried mothers and/or educators, 

leading to a potential increase in educational attainment. 
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Need for the Study 

Of the 3.5 million families below the poverty level in 2005, 42 percent, or 1.3 million 

were African-American families led by a single female head-of-household (U.S. Census, 

2006). The overriding factor leading to poverty in the female head-of-household is limited 

educational attainment which results in low-paying jobs or the inability to acquire a job, 

along with the absence of a second salary in the home (even if that salary is also based on 

minimal income levels). 

African-American women, of course, do not become mothers by themselves. Do the 

corresponding fathers suffer from a lack of employability as well? What is the reason for 

their lack of employability? For black men in their 20’s, the incarceration rate exceeds 40 

percent for those who dropped out of high school (Muncy, 2006). Assuming that, whether or 

not they live in the same home African-American fathers with higher levels of employment 

and resultant incomes make an equitable financial contribution in the lives of their children, 

the role of education becomes critical. 

Given then that a majority of the young African-American men born in this 

generation will be raised by single mothers, this study looks at how the single 

mother/adolescent male parenting dynamic impacts the level of educational attainment and 

offers recommendations on how this methodology can be improved to further 

communication and, ultimately, result in increased rates of educational attainment. 
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Definition of Terms 

Adolescent male: 

Young man between the ages of 12 and 18 

Absentee father: 

Biological male parent residing in the home less than twenty-five percent of 

any given year 

Female heads-of-household: 

Women who have sole or majority responsibility for the care and upkeep of 

self and dependent children (and select “head of household” category for 

income tax purposes, where applicable) 

Involved or Participatory father: 

Biological male parent who is engaged in daily or otherwise regularly 

scheduled interaction with his child, engaged in the education and health of 

his child; and otherwise takes a role similar or equal to that of the mother in 

the life management of his child 

Single mother; unmarried mother: 

Mother who has never been married, or is separated from her spouse, or is 

divorced from her spouse 

Assumptions 

The paper assumes the existence of anger or resentment on the part of [the majority 

of] single African-American mothers who raise children at or below the poverty level, as this 

population comprises the segment being examined. It is not believed that a majority of this 

population, if given the option, have selected to live at or below the poverty level and deal 

with the responsibilities of single-parenting as an optimum choice. 
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Also assumed is a minimal level of educational equality; that is to say that 

educational attainment is fairly consistent across cultural and societal variations (i.e., 

neighborhood, classroom size, training and education of instructional staff, access to libraries 

and digital resources, etc.). 
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II. Review of the Literature 

Summary of the Issues 

There are many thoughts and theories regarding the effectiveness or lack thereof 

regarding single parenting as it applies to African-American female head-of-households in 

the face of the absent black father. The literature review has been categorized to more easily 

identify the issues as they pertain to cultural child-rearing practices, male/female 

relationships and the unique dynamics within the African-American community, and specific 

parenting styles, all seen through the lens of their impact on African-American adolescent 

males. 

Cultural Child-Rearing Practices 

Joy DeGruy Leary, Ph.D. identifies several reasons that blacks in America operate on 

a daily basis in a state of anger, confusion, and pain in her seminal work on the on-going role 

of stress in the African-American community, Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome (2005). 

Using a survey instrument titled the African-American Respect Scale (AARS), Leary 

looked at the role of respect in the self-worth and psychological identity of African-American 

males ages 14-18. The instrument evaluated the following subscales:  Societal; Family; and 

Peer; and explored five specific conditions in which youth might react with violence -- being 

victimized; witnessing violence; dealing with daily urban hassles; issues of respect; and 

socialization. Findings showed that non-incarcerated youth had higher levels of pro-social 
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attitudes regarding respect from society than did incarcerated youth, it must be noted that the 

non-incarcerated youth acknowledged racism as a form of disrespect. Leary stated that: 

“For youth who are incarcerated, social workers will need to consider the 

attitudes toward respect held at the family and peer level by individual youth 

as background information to use in assessing them. The absence of 

significant-other relationships, such as mothers or fathers from the home, and 

the thinking that these particular youth engage in to establish social contacts, 

friendships, or homies may be tied to the lack of respect they feel in these 

domains. Working with youth to establish their feelings of self-worth and to 

develop skills to handle disrespect in the family and peer domains may assist 

them to respond to challenges without the use of violence. (p.469) 

In her research article built upon the AARS (2005), Leary looks at the concept 

of respect as it connects to violence perpetrated by African-American male youth, but 

her study does not investigate in any meaningful way the role of parental respect as 

applied to African-American male youth and its impact on societal norms such as 

education. It does not seem to be too far a leap, however, to connect the manifestation 

of disrespect within the family as a limiting variable within the more traditional 

constructs including educational attainment. 

The AARS looked at the role of respect in the lives of 200 African-American 

adolescent youth, ages 14-18; 100 were incarcerated and 100 were living within an 

urban community. Table 1 reflects the three categories of the AARS study: Societal, 

Family, and Peer Respect. 
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The AARS instrument (see Appendix 1) shows that the prediction of violence was 

most directly influenced by Peer Respect, followed by Societal Respect, and then Family 

Respect. The data show the connection between peer, society, and family interactions but 

also highlights the relative low impact of family when compared to peers and the larger 

society, within the adolescent mindset. 

As part of a study that explored the parenting strategies and goals of urban African-

American single mothers, Brodsky and DeVet conducted interviews with 10 women. “Our 

goal was to explore the parenting strategies of successful, urban, single mothers, to 

contextualize mothers’ parenting techniques within their community context, and to explore 

the interplay of parenting goals with parenting strategies.” (2000, p.162.). A unique finding 

was that although the paper focused on the parenting strategies of 10 women and their 

interactions with their daughters, references to male children were made only when 

discussing corporal punishment. 

Mothers displayed a wide range of parenting strategies including the instilling 

of values through lectures, role playing, and other non-physical interactions; the 

connection between physical punishment and behavioral expectation was the only 

area in which male children were brought into the narrative. 

This finding underscores  

In a recent study at the University of California Riverside, Telesford examines 

the African-American adage that “mothers raise their daughters, and love their sons” 

(2008). While no conclusions were reached regarding the distinct differences in 

childrearing as practiced by the African-American mother, data show that male and 

female children had distinctly different ways of interacting with their mother. 
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Telesford references suppositional data that purports that opposite sex parents are 

more lax (Williams, 1988; Jones and Berglas, 1978); his research did not reach that 

conclusion but did show that because of similar interests, mothers were more likely to 

instruct and proactively guide their daughters while showing less ability to do so with 

their male children. 

In Beating the Odds: Raising Academically Successful African-American 

Males (1998), the point is made that it is more difficult to raise Black males than 

females because young Black men must be taught a contradictory premise. It is 

important that they understand the need to accept subordination for survival in 

majority America while maintaining the gender prominence needed for cultural 

survival in the African-American community. 

In this scenario, Hrabowski and others are looking at the ways in which 

mothers and fathers must reinforce this theory. In reality, however, this duplicity is 

made even more difficult when thrust on the shoulders of women who themselves 

have no experience with this phenomenon.  

Male/Female Relationship Dynamics  

In Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome (Leary, 2005) maintains the male/female 

dynamic as an undercurrent throughout the entire work. The author cites vacant 

esteem, or dangerously low levels of self esteem, as a “critical piece to the 

puzzle…….in our tendency to sabotage ourselves, in our inclination to shame one 

another, and in our propensity to compete against each other.” Leary incorporates in 

her work the historical perspective of Black America that includes loss of language 
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and identity, and the separation and devaluation of family that continues to haunt 

African-American men and women to this day. 

Current conflict is bolstered by media images portraying lighter-skinned or 

white women as the ideal, distorted versions of salary and financial options that 

African-American men are unlikely to attain through legal means at best, and the 

sense of competition for jobs and recognition that pits black men and women against 

each other. 

The result, according to Leary: 

“.....our own black façade of the white façade, playing out a pathetic 
attempt to arrive at what turns out to be a mire chimera. Falling short 
of what was never attainable, black men and women punish one 
another for not living up to the elaborately constructed fantasy. They 
then become reminders, one to the other, of their failure; they act as 
mirrors that reflect back what they come to believe stands between 
their losing or winning, their one immovable reality, their ‘blackness.’ 
 

This punishment all too often comes in the forms of physical, 
emotional and psychological abuse black men and women visit upon 
each other in an ever intensifying cycle…….the end result is two 
damaged and hurting people, who once cared for one another, further 
damaging and hurting each other.” 
 
Although Leary does not make a direct connection between the anger felt by 

African-American women at the loss of their relationships and the impact of single 

motherhood on specific parenting strategies, she identifies the stress resulting from 

broken relationships and single parenting as a key component of the antisocial 

behavior exhibited by African-American adolescents, particularly males. 

Gray (1992) lays out the top requirements for men and women in order to 

achieve personal satisfaction within a relationship. The number one requirement for 

men in his topology is that of “respect”, particularly needed from the significant other 
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or the wife. In our racially-driven society, it is not always easy or even possible for 

African-American women to respond with total “respect”, especially given that 

respect for males is often a situational concept and is rarely static. 

Vanzant (1996) argues that Black men and women were forced to develop 

patterns of dishonesty and deceit in slavery in order to survive. In addition, black men 

were forced to allow the rape and disrespect of their women; illogically, the anger felt 

toward the ‘master’ was often taken out on black women. With regard to parenting, 

slavery instilled a culture of blind obedience, little to no evaluation of behavior 

beyond following directions, and clear observance of defined boundaries. These 

patterns have become part of our cellular makeup, growing in number and strength 

below the surface, resulting in the current state of African-American male/female 

relationships. 

Vanzant’s strategies for correcting this imbalance are sometimes mocked due 

to the holistic or spiritual nature of her solutions. Without addressing the spiritual 

relevance of her theories, the idea of internal socialization of learned negative 

behaviors must be addressed if female/male relationships are able to improve in any 

comprehensive way in the African-American community. 

Jones and Shorter-Gooden (2003) refer to Sisterella, a super accomplished-

yet-depressed black woman who subjugates her own wishes and desires to protect her 

man as he deals with racism and oppression on a daily basis while often failing to 

carry his familial and financial load. 

Hrabowski, Maton, and Greif (1998) focus on African-American male youth 

in the Baltimore, MD. area who participated in the Meyerhoff Scholars Program, 
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funded by the University of Maryland Baltimore Campus (UMBC). While 

acknowledging that more than half of the Meyerhoff participants came from single-

parent households, Hrabowski et al gleaned information from the available fathers in 

order to make several generalizations about the role of the father in the nurturance of 

academically successful young males. 

Specifically, they argue that fathers who were unable to meet the role of 

“provider” or who were unable to address the financial and practical needs of the 

family were less likely to be involved in the rearing and development of their sons. In 

addition, though less strongly raised as an undercurrent was the idea that being a man 

included maintaining one’s position within the family and that the lack of 

monogamous fidelity (or maintenance of one’s marriage) was likely to be a learned or 

intergenerational behavior. 

What Hrabowski and others do drive home is the clear relationship between 

successful fathers and successful sons, at least in the area of high school graduation 

and college admission and completion. 

Ironically, Kweise Mfume (as cited in Hrabowski et al, 1998) highlighted the 

role of black women: 

I am in awe of my mother’s ability to understand what a boy needed to 
become a man…I find it astonishing that so many black women who 
possessed so little materially were able to give so generously. They have 
provided generations of black boys with the crucial range of skills essential 
for survival. 

 
Mfume is known for his intelligence and notable career. He is also known for 

his multiple relationships, absentee parenting, and infidelity, leading to the question 
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of whether his mother did indeed know exactly what is needed to become a man, in a 

broader context.  

Parenting Styles 

Tiller et al (2007) investigate the influence of parenting styles on the cognitive 

development of elementary-age children using the Brief Intellectual Ability section of 

Woodcock-Johnson instrument. Because there were a high number of variables, including 

race and strategies, the results are not conclusive enough to be of any use here. 

Attaway and Bry (2005) provide succinct yet useful definitions of the four parenting 

styles:  authoritarian, where parents are the sole decision-makers; authoritative, where 

parents collaborate with adolescents in decision-making but have the final say; permissive, 

where adolescents make the majority of the decisions unilaterally; and unengaged or 

neglectful, where adolescents make all of the decisions with no parental intervention. From a 

study of 59 African-American mothers and legal guardians, it was found that the greater the 

amount of control desired by the parents, the lower the grades received by the adolescent 

population. 

Due to multiple variables and the small participant number, reaching definitive 

conclusions is not possible. A valid point, however, was realized with regard to analytical 

skills. For persons who agree that cognitive development and the ability to think critically is 

necessary for academic achievement, it is important to note that authoritarian parenting most 

likely discourages these needed attributes and would therefore lead to reduced problem 

solving techniques and lower academic rankings. Unfortunately, the sample population was 

located in a single geographical area. What seems most likely, given the data reached by 
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Attaway and Bry, is that parenting style and adolescent academic achievement make up a 

cyclical process with one driving the other repetitively. 

In a small research study conducted at Rowan University (Picasano, 2006), 41 college 

students were compared based on self-identification of parenting styles and grade point 

average (or academic success). The research focused on Baumrind’s three parenting styles: 

authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive. Table 2 reflects the results of the survey for 

males only – a clear correlation is shown between academic success and authoritative 

parenting as well as a negative correlation between permissive parenting and academic 

success. The data, however, are not directly related as there is no information regarding the 

racial makeup of the study population. 
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TABLE 2:  Male Academic Success Correlation Table (Picasano, 2006) 

 

According to Gray (1992), any male over the age of 12 includes among his primary 

needs the receipt of an appreciable amount of what is loosely categorized as “respect” from 

his wife or the prominent woman in his life, followed by the same need from his peers and 

colleagues. 

If this need for respect is not accommodated within the predominant parenting style, 

especially within the female-led household, young males are less likely to feel personal 

satisfaction and value and begin to exhibit less-than-positive behaviors in an attempt to 

generate respect from other sources. (The rise in antisocial behaviors in schools can be 

attributed to this need for extra-familial respect, as young men search for validation or receipt 

of respect through attention-seeking acts). 

Possibly the most informative and comprehensive theory on the educational 

attainment of African-American male youth in the past 50 years is the work of Ogbu (2003, 

1978). His findings do not correlate to parenting styles, but delve deeply into the dichotomy 

of being black in America and the dual roles that Blacks have incorporated into their daily 

lives as coping mechanisms. Therefore, his work does not impact the findings related to the 

purpose of this study. 
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III. Implications for Parents and Educators 

An assessment of the current literature uncovers several areas where even relatively 

small behavioral modifications can impact the educational achievement of adolescent 

African-American males. 

Implications for Single Mothers 

As outlined in the literature review, the cultural background of African-American 

society is based on the premise that children “should be seen and not heard”. Although a 

growing number of African-American baby boomers and Generation X’ers do not believe in 

corporal punishment, the overarching disciplinary portfolio in the Black community includes 

physical punishment as the ultimate tool. This is particularly true in lower-income African-

American families to whom the negative findings regarding the use of physical force have 

not yet filtered down. 

Corporal punishment is one of the tools of authoritarian parenting; in this model, 

parents dictate what should be done and children have limited-to-no recourse in terms of 

response. Although this tactic works well when children are young, as young males enter pre-

adolescence and adolescence the need for respect and some degree of control over individual 

decisions creates a household at cross purposes. 

A basic illustration of the results of authoritarian parenting is reflected in the example 

of the young Black boy who does well in elementary school, but by middle school is 

exhibiting less and less interest in academics and more interest in being one of the “boys”. 

Not withstanding the puberty-generated desire to fit in, to mesh with one’s peers, young boys 
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who have not experienced any decision-making opportunities are often overwhelmed when 

placed in a position to make even elementary choices. 

“Do I go to class or not, when each subject is covered in a different classroom?” 

“When given the opportunity to submit homework, or not, without any parental input, what 

do I do?” When these questions are raised in a decision-making vacuum, with no prior 

experience in shouldering responsibility or understanding of cause and effect, it becomes 

difficult to make informed decisions even at the middle-school level. 

Whenever possible, African-American single mothers should outline cause and effect, 

starting with small, unimportant tasks and moving to larger, more consequential activities. 

Authoritarian parenting, when faced with a question regarding joining the football team at 

school is a simple “yes” or “no” response. Participatory, or authoritative parenting, would 

outline school sports as an earned activity; weekly and interim grades would be monitored 

with continued participation based on the child’s achievement and efforts, not on the whim or 

desires of the parent. 

Moving from authoritarian to participatory parenting also requires unmarried mothers 

to eliminate displays of accrued anger or disappointment over the role in which they find 

themselves – that of primary caretaker and/or breadwinner in the absence of an involved 

father – as such residual feelings will prevent them from seeing the child in an unbiased and 

non-judgmental viewpoint. 

Accordingly, any negative biases held toward African-American men and their 

inability and/or disinterest in maintaining involvement in their familial role should not 

become a part of the dialogue between the unmarried mother and her male offspring. 
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Whenever possible, the positive traits of a young black male’s father must be introduced into 

family discussions as they pertain to legal, socially acceptable behaviors.  

In his assessment of the unequal and increasingly lower academic achievements of 

Black students, McWhorter shares, “Namely, the main reason black students lag behind all 

others starting in kindergarten and continuing through postgraduate school is that a wariness 

of books and learning for learning’s sake as “white” has become ingrained in black American 

culture (2001). 

Single mothers in the African-American community must also exhibit their love for 

learning and, just as important if not more so, must continually praise the men in their 

community (or in their church, or in other venues as appropriate) who have included 

educational attainment as a part of their manhood. Nothing is gained if mothers continually 

talk about the value of education, yet develop romantic relationships with men for whom 

education is unimportant or who prescribe to the notion that education and learning are 

“white” traits which must be treated with disdain. 

Implications for Educators 

It is an understatement to say that educators play a pivotal role in the educational 

attainment of African-American males raised in fatherless homes. Without entering the more 

focused arena of pedagogy and instructional design, there are broader areas where teachers 

can impact this population’s view of education.  

Several referenced books and articles attest to the value of respect in the African-

American urban male culture, particularly in adolescence and early adulthood (Philips, 2006; 

Leary, 2005; Williams, 2004; Ogbu, 2003; Vanzant, 1996). 
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Small adjustments such as the use of “Sir” or “Mr.” when addressing adolescent 

males will support his need for respect; it is critical, however, that such respect must also be 

evidenced by the student population in order to underscore the need for mutual respect. 

Especially in schools with majority Black student populations, examples of positive 

male behavior and accomplishment should continually and consistently reference African-

American males whenever possible. In the reverse, negative behaviors and activities should 

not always focus on Black males but should incorporate examples from the larger population. 

Offering a selection of assignments (i.e., taking a test or writing a paper) will generate 

self-esteem and decision-making in young people for whom both are lacking. By outlining 

the class expectations, requirements, and consequences, and addressing these areas in a 

consistent and standard fashion, students will be able to see where their behavior impacts 

results. Keep in mind that, at least initially, the awarding of grades will be a less-than-prized 

incentive; other mechanisms must be in place to show the connection between performance 

and accomplishment. 

Educators should support the cause-and-effect methodology as well. Sequential logic 

should be readily available, allowing students to see the impact of their choices on earned 

grades and related privileges. This is a difficult practice; many school systems are driven to 

reach specific test and grading targets by local and state school boards; in many cases, it is 

easier to grant a student a ‘D’ than to issue a failing grade or to have a student repeat. Again, 

ramifications of behaviors must be clearly set forth and exceptions should not be granted as a 

reaction to disgruntled parents or concerned legislators. 

Finally, teachers must recognize and honor the lessons learned outside of school that 

students bring with them into the classroom. Although “experiential learning” is an accepted 



 Parenting Styles 24 

. 

concept in andragogy, minority K-12 students must feel that their experiences and insights 

are not thrown away at the school door but instead are incorporated into the learning 

environment and giving them an increased degree of self-awareness and self-actualization. 
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IV.  Conclusion and Recommendations 

Based on the research, there is a possible correlation between parenting styles and the 

level of academic achievement. What has not been proven is the direct relationship between 

parenting styles and academic achievement as opposed to the skills needed to succeed 

academically and whether the authoritative parenting process provides the needed behaviors 

and guidance to acquire the skills for creating problem solving and critical thinking. 

Impossible to determine from an academic standpoint is the impetus behind the 

parenting styles selected by African-American women. Although a case has been made for 

cultural and historical implications of parenting styles, the relationship to the anger felt by 

African-American single mothers has not been borne out by the literature. 

Discussion 

This work has been conducted solely based on academic research; this has most likely 

had an impact on the conclusions reached, or lack thereof. There exists a body of anecdotal 

information that cites the anger of African-American women as the primary reason for 

implementing authoritarian parenting styles, particularly with respect to males. 

Given the declining rates of marriage and the growing number of families led by 

women, the African-American community is seen by some to be under siege. Women who 

thought they were involved in a partnership find themselves carrying the burden of parenting 

by themselves, accompanied by responsibility for the other requirements of family life 

including shelter, food, health care, and other dynamics. 
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Although the data does not directly correlate to specific parenting styles, it does 

reflect that parents must provide opportunities for children to think critically, to bear 

consequences, and to reflect on the decisions reached (Brodsky, 2000; Browder, 2000; 

Chapell and Overton, 2003; Ellis, 2003). These opportunities are less likely to be afforded in 

situations where inappropriate decision-making on the part of a child may have life-

threatening consequences, as reported by single mothers in the urban city (Brodsky, 2000).  

In situations of father-absence, mothers are often able to project a stern, commanding 

air when disciplining young males between the ages of two to ten or eleven. Based on the 

desire to successfully navigate their male child from childhood to early adulthood without 

physical harm or even death, African-American mothers often revert to a strict, forceful, i.e., 

authoritarian style of parenting. However, when males enter adolescence and begin to 

experience significant degrees of physiological and hormonal changes, coupled with 

emotional detachment from their primary (or sole) parent, single mothers find themselves 

unable to project the same degree of control. The imposing presence of motherhood is no 

longer a deterrent to unwanted acts and interests. 

In adolescence, then, single mothers often move to the least effective of the parenting 

styles –neglectful, where all decisions are made by the child. It is this parenting style, the 

antithesis of authoritarian, where urban single mothers often find themselves when faced 

with the reality of size and power. 

In short, little boys grow up to be young men. Inherent in that manhood is the ability 

to obey, or not, when obedience is based on strict conformity and the threat of physical 

punishment. For that reason, social scientists now tend to agree that parenting must include 

from the very beginning understanding of rules, processing and self-incorporation of values, 
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and consequences as deemed appropriate. Positive discipline is outlined in three parameters:  

protection, such that children feel safe; affection, so that children know without any doubt 

that they are loved without question; and correction, with an emphasis on the underlying 

concept and value and not just the superficial behavior (Tharps, 2004). 

The absence of cultural understanding and the lack of familial wholeness adds to the 

cultural inversion (Ogbu, 1978) exhibited by African-American male teens who reside in a 

reality where the cultural norms defined as desirable have not brought about the desired 

results within their environment.  

Final Recommendations 

The question, then, is based more on the opportunities for adolescent youth to engage 

in reflective thinking; what parenting styles best accommodate these characteristics? What 

parenting styles allow adolescents to explore ways in which their choices result in different 

manifestations, without eliminating the concern for racism and poverty which causes some 

short-range decision to become life-altering? 

Perhaps the answer began with Frazier in 1950 when he reasoned that “disorganized 

families have failed to provide for …emotional needs and have not provided the discipline 

and habits which are necessary for personality development”. This explanation is a fitting 

segue to the need for authoritative parenting in place of the constraining demands of 

authoritarian parenting followed by permissive or neglectful parenting in concession to the 

physical and emotional growth of adolescents. 

In addressing the sub-argument that African-American single women are angry about 

the responsibilities thrust upon them by absent or non-participatory fathers, the concept of 
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forgiveness is a critical element in establishing a sense of harmony in which mothers can 

focus on positive parenting minus anger and stress. 

Within authoritative parenting is the ability for African-American adolescents, 

particularly males, to explore their own sense of right and wrong while incorporating the 

wisdom of their elders as they acknowledge that there is a behavioral code to which they 

must adhere. This validation of self-discovery within defined boundaries is often lacking in 

the single-parent household for many reasons; self-discovery can be seen as a treat and not a 

necessity in areas where survival of the fittest is the primary focus. Although additional effort 

will be required, single mothers must re-define their definition of successful parenting, and 

incorporate elements of independence in their childrearing techniques starting at a fairly early 

age. 

It is important to note here that I am not advocating the relaxation of rules, or that 

children should be thrust into the role of adulthood before they are prepared. Rather, African-

American children must be given guidelines and boundaries under which they can explore 

their understanding of the world around them, of their relationship to others, and develop the 

creativity and sense of investigation that leads to healthy, inquisitive children who 

incorporate learning and the acquisition of intelligence as an active and positive part of their 

lives. 



 Parenting Styles 29 

. 

Appendix 

The African-American Adolescent Respect Scale (AARS) 
 
Respect has been an essential part of African and African American culture. The African 
American Adolescent Respect Scale has been developed to assess youths’ attitudes toward 
respect. * The original study looked at the relationship of respect and the use of violence 
among young African American males. 
 
The AAARS instrument was developed using four groups of items that dealt with ‘prosocial’ 
attitudes towards respect. The four areas included: 
 

• Family 
• Peer Group 
• Society (part 1) Institutions 
• Society (part 2) Culture 
 

Family 
The items developed to address the family sphere of influence looks at the issue of esteem as 
it relates to membership within the family. 
 
Peer Group 
These set of items reflect how a youth might assert a need to demand respect inclusive of the 
use of aggression or intimidation. The Peer Respect scale items are reverse scored to reflect 
the lack of perceived respect resulting in readiness to act aggressively towards peers in an 
effort to control their potential disrespectful behavior. 
 
Societal (part 1) 
This domain measures the degree to which the adolescent felt respected when integrating 
with institutions such as businesses and public and private agencies or organizations. 
 
Societal (part 2) 
This domain measures the degree to which the adolescent felt respected as an African 
American within the general culture. 
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