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Preface

Why are people so fascinated by their high school reunions? Alumni look forward to reuniting
with former classmates for the very same reason that life course scholars do research: ro find out
how people’s lives turned out. Life course and human development scholars seek to discover how
and why human lives unfold as they do. Why do some young people succeed in high school,
college, and in the workplace while others struggle to earn good grades, find rewarding jobs,
and stay out of legal trouble? Why do brothers and sisters from the very same families often
follow divergent paths as adults? How do sweeping social changes and historical events—Tlike
the Depression era of the 1930s, World War II in the 1940s, the sexual revolution of the 1960s,
the stagflation of the 1970s, and the internet explosion in the 2000s—affect the goals, values
and opportunities facing each new generation of young people? What factors predict whether
old age is marked by physical and cognitive impairment, or vigor and mental acuity?

These are just few examples of the countless questions that life course scholars investigate—
but finding answers requires a more systematic investigation than striding up to a former
classmate at a high school reunion and asking “what’s new?” Life course scholars have developed
a sophisticated theoretical paradigm to understand human lives. Four key assumptions guide
their selection of research questions, and their ways of thinking about human lives: (a) lives are
embedded in and shaped by historical context; (b) the meaning and impact of a life transition is
contingent on when it occurs; (c) lives are intertwined through social relationships; and (d)
individuals construct their own lives through their choices and actions, yet within the con-
straints of historical and social circumstances.

Life course scholars also rely on rigorous research methods and data sources—including
national censuses, sample surveys, in-depth interviews, and historical records—to document
human lives. Because a key question of life course research is “how does historical time and
place shape lives?” researchers often compare data obtained at different points in time, from
different birth cohorts (i.e., individuals born at different points in history), and from
different national and cultural contexts. Researchers also rely heavily on longitudinal data,
or data obtained from the same person at multiple points in time, so they can track
continuity and change within a single life.

ABOUT THE ENCYCLOPEDIA

We created the Encyclopedia of the Life Course and Human Development to introduce life
course theory, research, and methods to seasoned social scientists, graduate students,
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undergraduate students taking their very first sociology course, and anyone who has ever
wondered “what makes people turn out the way they do?” We hope that this volume conveys
our enthusiasm for the creativity, breadth, and both theoretical and practical contributions
of life course research.

This project was the brainchild of Barbara Rader, an acquisitions editor with Thomson
Gale, who retired shortly after setting the wheels in motion for the encyclopedia. Barbara
recognized that the core questions of life course sociology and human development are an
essential part of most college-level social science courses, yet there existed no single com-
pendium that brought together the latest research and theory on the life course for a broad
audience. I agreed that this encyclopedia was an absolute necessity, and happily signed on as
editor-in-chief. I promptly invited three esteemed colleagues to serve as the associate editors
for each of the three volumes that comprise the encyclopedia: Robert Crosnoe, University of
Texas-Austin (Volume 1, Childhood and Adolescence); Mary Elizabeth Hughes, Johns
Hopkins University (Volume 2, Adulthood); and Amy Pienta, University of Michigan
(Volume 3, Later Life).

The four-person editorial board then tackled the Herculean task of developing a list of
roughly 500 topics to be covered in the encyclopedia. Each board member individually
developed their own wish list of topics, and the team then discussed and debated each and
every suggestion. Was a topic substantial enough to warrant its own entry? Which classic
books were considered sufficiently influential to be included in the annotated bibliography?
Which of the hundreds of eminent life course and human development scholars should be
celebrated with a biography entry? Should the encyclopedia cover theory and research
findings only, or should it also point readers to data sources so that they could conduct
their own research? After much deliberation, we narrowed down our list from roughly 1,000
topics to around 450, and invited authors to write the entries. We had two goals in inviting
authors. First, we wanted to feature authors who are widely recognized as experts in their
field. Second, we wanted to include authors who represented the full range of the profes-
sional life course, from outstanding graduate students to eminent emeriti faculty. We are
absolutely delighted that such an accomplished group of authors agreed to write for us, and
are grateful for the care, creativity, and thoughtfulness that they invested in each and every
entry.

Deciding on topics and authors was not the only challenge we faced. The editorial board
also thought long and hard about their organizational framework. Should the three volumes
reflect separate (yet clearly overlapping and mutually influential) life course stages? Or
should it be organized by important life course domains, such as work, family, and health?
Or, should there be no organizational framework imposed, and the entries simply run from
A to Z? We ultimately decided to divide the encyclopedia into three volumes according to
the life course stages that are typically the foci of undergraduate social science courses, such as
Adolescent Development, and Sociology of Aging. Yet the debates didn’t stop there. In
which volume should we place each entry? Some choices were obvious; nearly all of the 34
entries on education-related issues were assigned to Volume 1 (with the exceptions of
“Continuing Education,” “Educational Attainment,” and “Lifelong Learning”). Yet other
decisions were less clear-cut. For instance, “Child Custody and Support” describes the
impact of custody decisions on children, their adult parents, and their aged grandparents.
In the end, we placed entries in the volume that we believed would be the most intuitive
“home” for an entry, in the eyes of our readers.

We also questioned whether a topic should be covered in one volume only, or in each of
the three. For more than a dozen topics—ranging from parent-child relations to health
differentials/disparities to cultural images to genetic influences—we decided that the core
research findings, theories and implications were sufficiently distinct for each life course
stage as to warrant a unique entry for each volume. Our intellectual deliberations underscore
key assumptions of the life course paradigm—Iife domains are intertwined, the fates of
generations are linked, and no single period of life can be understood in isolation from one’s
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earlier experiences and future aspirations. As readers peruse the encyclopedia, they will
become keenly aware of the fuzziness of boundaries demarcating life course stages and
domains. However, to help readers easily locate the topics they’re seeking, we’ve provided
a thematic outline that classifies individual entries by broad topical subheading and volume
number.

Each of the three volumes follows an A-to-Z format that mixes long “composite” (i.e.,
multi-part) entries on broad topics like aging, childbearing, health behaviors, mental health,
and stages of schooling, and short sidebars on up-to-the-minute and controversial topics like
“Bankruptcy,” “Mommy Wars/Images of Motherhood,” “Hurried Child Syndrome,”
“Third Age,” and “Virginity Pledges.” Entries range in length from a brief 250 words to
more than 7,000 words. Each entry defines key terms, explains why a concept is important
for understanding human lives, reviews classic and contemporary works, documents sub-
group patterns such as age, race, gender, or cross-national differences, identifies gaps and
controversies in research, highlights the implications of life course research for policy and
practice, and points to avenues for future study. Most entries are followed by a bibliography,
cross-references to related entries, illustrations, and statistical charts and graphs.

Of course, we recognize that we could not cover every possible topic but we hope that
the encyclopedia encompasses the topics, theories, scholars, data sources, and research
methods that are most central to the study of the life course and human development. We
believe that now is the perfect time to unveil this encyclopedia. Ph.D. level social scientists
and graduate students have long understood the appeal and importance of adopting a life
course approach when studying human lives. In the past decade, nearly a dozen excellent
edited volumes and monographs have brought together world-class scholars to synthesize,
critique, and extend research and theory on the life course (e.g., Mortimer & Shanahan
2003; Settersten 1999, 2003; Shanahan & Macmillan 2008). For the most part, these
sophisticated analyses are targeted toward graduate students and seasoned researchers.
However, we know of no other volume that provides a general readership with concise yet
cutting-edge statements on nearly 500 topics that represent the range and breadth of life
course research.

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE LIFE COURSE PARADIGM

Upon their initial foray into studying the life course and human development, students
sometimes ask the cynical question, “so, is life course sociology the study of everything?”
Researchers working in the life course tradition do study a broad range of topics, ranging
from childbearing to criminality, political participation to parenting styles, genetic influ-
ences to gender roles. Life course research also incorporates ideas from a broad range of
academic disciplines, including biology, economics, epidemiology, genetics, gerontology,
history, medicine, psychiatry, psychology, political science, and even statistics. However,
scholars working in this tradition approach their work by taking a clear-eyed and highly
focused lens on human behavior. The life course paradigm was first articulated by sociologist
Glen H. Elder, Jr. (see Elder, 1994 for a review) as an approach to studying human lives that
pays equal attention to individual-level biographies and macrosocial influences.

Time is a core component of the life course paradigm, and encompasses both personal
time (one’s own age and aging) as well as historical time (historical events and patterns). As
such, life course scholars recognize the importance of looking at whole lives in context, rather
than isolated stages, such as adolescence (Riley, Johnson, & Foner 1972). The emphasis on
whole lives or “life trajectories” has its conceptual and methodological roots in the classic
Polish Peasant in Europe and America study, conducted by W. I. Thomas and Florian
Znaniecki (1918-1920). Thomas and Znaniecki studied life histories and also encouraged
other researchers to “explore many types of individuals with regard to their experiences in
various past periods of life in different situations and follow groups of individuals into the
future, getting a continuous record of their experiences as they occur” (Volkart 1951,

p- 593). The authors featured in the encyclopedia have heeded this call.
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In the following sections, we revisit the four core life course themes mentioned in the
opening paragraph of this Introduction, and provide a brief description of the historical roots
and contemporary research relevant to each such theme. We hope this brief overview
provides readers a foundation for understanding the vast and diverse range of subject matter
addressed in this encyclopedia.

Historical Time and Place The life course of individuals is embedded in and shaped by the
historical times and places they experience over their life time. Think about how your life is
different from the lives of your parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents. The choice of
one’s occupation, plans for when (and whether) to marry and have children, the ability to
purchase a home, whether one’s schooling is interrupted by war or a family’s financial crises,
and one’s life expectancy are just a few of the many life course experiences that have changed
drastically in the past century. The notion that human lives are shaped by social and
historical context is a core theme of the life course paradigm, and dates back to the writings
of C. Wright Mills. In his classic book The Sociological Imagination, Mills (1959) proposed
that to understand human behavior, scholars must consider both one’s “biography” and
“history.” Mills noted that “the sociological imagination enables it possessor to understand
the larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and external career of a

variety of individuals” (Mills 1959, p. 7).

The impact of history on individual lives is most evident during periods of rapid social
change (Mannheim, 1928/1952). For example, during the latter half of the 20th century,
women’s social roles changed dramatically, as educational and occupational opportunities
expanded in the wake of the Women’s Movement. White middle-class women who were
stay-at-home mothers in their 1950s witnessed their daughters grow up to have successful
careers as lawyers, bankers, doctors, and other careers that historically were considered
“men’s” domain. Although mothers and daughters share many similarities, including genetic
background, ethnicity, religion, and (often) social class, historical changes created a seismic
divide in the life choices made by these two generations of women (Carr, 2004).

The impact of history also operates in very different ways, based on one’s age when a major
historical trend unfolds. Young people who were in elementary school when the internet
explosion occurred can’t remember life before e-mail, and are technologically-savvy computer
whizzes. Older adults, by contrast, often struggled to become comfortable surfing the net,
emailing, and text messaging. The effects of specific historical events also vary based on one’s age
when the event occurred. Research by Elder and colleagues showed that World War II had
vastly different impacts on soldiers, based on their age during the war years. Young entrants
had no family or work responsibilities when they shipped off to Japan or Europe, yet older
soldiers were abandoning jobs and marriages when they headed overseas. While the young
soldiers returned home to new adventures in work, family, and education (due in part to the
educational benefits provided by the G.I. Bill), the older soldiers often came home to find their
marriages were strained, or their former jobs were no longer available (see MacLean & Elder
2007 for a review). Throughout the encyclopedia, authors highlight the many ways that history
shapes individual lives—through processes like economic restructuring and the loss of man-
ufacturing jobs, the 1960s Civil Rights movement that expanded opportunities for ethnic and
racial minorities in the United States, and technological and medical advances that enable older
adults to live longer and healthier lives than ever before.

Place also affects how individual lives unfold. “Place” can be defined as broadly as one’s
nation, or as narrowly as one’s neighborhood or city block. Nation-level characteristics, such
its the level of economic development or “modernization” can profoundly influence its
citizens’ attitudes, values, gender roles, childbearing behavior, educational opportunities and
even personality (Inkeles & Levinson, 1969). One’s local social context also matters.
Neighborhood characteristics like “social capital” or the social cohesiveness and integration
of a city block (Coleman 1990), and “social disorganization” or the level of instability,
poverty, and crime in one’s neighborhood (Shaw & McKay 1942) can affect residents’
educational prospects, physical and mental health, occupational opportunities, and even
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one’s life span. Place also exposes individuals to potentially life-altering public policies. For
example, persons living in nations with restrictive population policies, like China’s one-child
policy, have little choice over their childbearing. Encyclopedia entries take special care to
highlight the ways that life course trajectories differ across neighborhoods, states, nations,
and even continents. Although geography is hardly “destiny” it does play an important role
in shaping life trajectories.

Timing in Lives The developmental impact of a succession of life transitions or events is
contingent on when they occur in a person’s life. How might your life have turned out if you
married at age 162 Or if you waited until age 35 to wed? If you married at age 16, you might
not have completed high school and might have gone on to have many children, or to hold a
poorly paying job that did not require a high school diploma. If you marry for the first time
at age 35, you probably have already completed your education, perhaps earning a graduate
degree, and having spent many years in the paid work force prior to marrying. Yet marrying
at age 35 may mean that one will have only one or two children, given that the likelihood of
conceiving a child declines steadily for women after age 35.

These examples illustrate the importance of “social timing.” Social timing refers to the
ways that age shapes whether, when, how, and to what end one experiences important social
roles and transitions between roles. The timing of life transitions reflects a broad range of
biological, social, and political forces. For example, the age at which one can physically bear a
child is contingent upon the biological transition to menarche (that is, a girl’s first menstrual
period). Social norms also provide guidelines for the “appropriate” time for making transi-
tions. Life course sociologist Bernice Neugarten (1965) has observed that people are
expected to comply with a “social clock.” This refers to “age norms and age expectations
[that] operate as prods and brakes upon behavior, in some instances hastening behavior and
in some instances delaying it” (Neugarten et al. 1965, p. 710).

Neugarten and her colleagues conducted surveys that reveal Americans generally agree
that there is a “right” age to marry, start a job, and find one’s own home (Neugarten & Datan
1973). Norms dictating the “right” age for life transitions change over historical time,
however. For example, marrying at age 19 and having one’s first child at 20 was normal
and even desirable for women, in the late 1950s. By contrast, few college students today (or
their parents!) would endorse marrying at such a young age.

Popular culture reinforces the belief that there is a “best” time to make important life
transitions. Recent Hollywood films like Failure to Launch and Stepbrothers are an obvious
indicator that Americans believe that life transitions that occur “off-time” or later than is
typical, are a sign of poor adjustment. Both films depict men in their late 30s who still live
with their parents, and who are portrayed as incompetent. Similarly, the 30-something
women portrayed in the hit television show Sex € the City bemoaned the fact that they were
single, and often were made to feel like failures by their married peers. They also worried that
they might not be able to have biological children, if they waited until their 40s to marry.
These cultural messages carry another important theme of life course research: “mistimed”
transitions—or transitions that occur earlier or later than one’s peers often create psycholo-
gical stress, difficult challenges, and social disapproval.

Although cultural norms informally prescribe the appropriate timing of life course
transitions, public policies mandate the timing of many important transitions. Although
state laws vary, the law typically dictates that children must stay in school until age 16, and
that young people cannot marry until they are 18 years old unless they obtain parental
permission. Likewise, the age that one can vote, drive, drink legally, serve in the military,
retire with full Social Security benefits, or become President of the United States is dictated
by federal or state law. Laws, like social norms, also change over historical time. While young
children labored on farms and in factories in past centuries, child labor was banned in the
United States by the Fair Labor Act of 1938, and strict rules now dictate the age at which
children can work for pay.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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Life course scholars recognize that legal, biological, and social time tables may be out of
sync, which may cause difficulties as individuals negotiate their life choices. For instance,
boys and girls may be physically able to bear a child at age 13, yet they may not be
emotionally prepared to enter the role of parent. Public polices encourage (and in some
cases, mandate) workers to retire at age 65, although many older employees are perfectly
healthy and willing to remain in the work force for another decade. Married couples may not
feel “financially ready” to have a child until both have their careers and finances in place, yet
if they delay childbearing too long, it may become biologically unfeasible.

The concept of timing weaves through many entries in this encyclopedia. Entries on
important life transitions such as marriage, childbearing, school-to-work transition, home
ownership, relocation, widowhood, mortality, and retirement reveal the ways that the timing
of such events is shaped by one’s past, yet also sets the foundation for one’s future. Many
entries also show that the timing of events varies not only by one’s birth cohort, but by factors
such as race, ethnicity, nativity status, and social class. In doing so, the encyclopedia authors
reveal the importance of heterogeneity in the life course.

Linked Lives Lives are lived interdependently, and social and historical influences are
expressed through this network of shared relationships. The third theme of the life course
paradigm is the notion of “linked lives.” “Linked lives” refers to the way that each indivi-
dual’s life is embedded in a large network of social relationships—with parents, children,
siblings, friends, coworkers, in-laws, romantic partners, and others. The notion that social
relationships matter dates back to Emile Durkheim’s (1997 [1897]) classic writings on social
integration. Durkheim famously found that persons with tight-knit social networks had
lower rates of suicide than those with weaker social ties. Married persons had lower suicide
rates than the unmarried, Catholics fared better than Protestants, and parents revealed lower
suicide rates than the childless. Since the publication of Durkheim’s work, social scientists
have sought to uncover why and how social relationships affect the life course.

Authors in the encyclopedia explore a wide variety of types of social relationships and
document patterns such as the impact of parent-child relationships on child outcomes, how
peer relationships among school-age persons affect psychological and educational success,
and the ways that older persons’ health is protected by spouses, friends, siblings, and
significant others. The protective effects of social relationships even extent to studies of
crime and deviance over the life course. For example, John Laub and Robert Sampson
(2006) found that social relationships, especially marrying, having children, and securing a
job, were considered the key pathways out of deviant careers for young men whose early years
were spent in reform school.

The concept of linked lives also refers to the ways that generations are linked to one
another. A core theme of life course research is intergenerational transmission; parents’ transmit
their values, attitudes, and even their socioeconomic achievements and intellectual resources to
their offspring (e.g., Sewell & Hauser 1975; Baumrind 1987; Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, &
Morgan 1987). Parents socialize their children, and thus teach their children how to become
well-adjusted members of society. Although classic studies of socialization revealed the ways
that children became like their parents, researchers also have focused on identifying why and
how children turn out differently from their parents—often placing emphasis on the many
other social relationships and social contexts that a child experiences. For example, James
Coleman’s (1961) classic study Adolescent Society shows how high schools students socialize
their peers to hold values that are in opposition to the values held by their parents.

Life course sociologists also recognize that /ife domains are linked. Even within a single
individual, work and family choices affect one another; working full-time may preclude one
from being a stay-at-home parent, or intensive parenting demands may prevent one from
working as many hours as one would like. Likewise, economic standing and physical health are
mutually influential; poverty exposes people to health risks such as poor nutrition, yet poor
health compromises one’s ability to work full-time. Moreover, life course influences can occur
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both cross-person and cross-domain. A spouse’s work strain may affect one’s own psycholo-
gical health, while a parent’s job loss (and loss of health insurance). may affect a child’s health.

The classic example of cross-generation, cross-domain linkages is Elder’s (1974) Children
of the Great Depression study. He found that when fathers lost their job during the Great
Depression, mothers and young sons were forced to seek work and earn money, while young
daughters often did household chores that would have otherwise fallen to the mother. Thus,
the imbalance of power between mother and father weakened the father’s ability to exert
control, and shaped the children’s gender role views. The family’s income loss also created
marital strain between the parents, and compromised their ability to supervise their children.
Elder reveals the cascading consequences of this economic strain across generations and across
domains. The complex interplay among generations, social relationships, and life domains is
evident in nearly every encyclopedia entry and underscores the key life course theme that lives
are embedded in rich networks of roles and relationships.

Agency Individuals construct their own life course through their choices and actions, within
the opportunities and constraints of historical and social circumstances. Thus far, we have
highlighted the ways that forces external to the individual, like history, birth cohort, wars,
and one’s social relationships shape individual biographies. Yet personal agency—or one’s
choices, aspirations, ambitions, and attitudes—also shape the life course. Whereas classic
sociological research and theory has traditionally emphasized the ways that social structures
constrain (or benefit) individuals, the life course paradigm views human behavior as a
reflection of both personal agency and structural constraint. Individuals select social roles
and opportunities that are consistent with their own personal preferences, traits, resources,
and even genetic predispositions (e.g., Scarr & McCartney 1983)—yet freedom of choice is
not distributed evenly throughout the population. Persons with fewer economic resources
have fewer opportunities to seek out and pursue desirable options, while characteristics such
as age, race, gender, physical ability status, sexual orientation and religion may create
obstacles for some individuals—at least at certain points in history.

A compelling example of the ways that agency and structure influence life course
trajectories can be found in John Clausen’s (1993) book American Lives. Clausen tracked a
cohort of men and women who were born in the early 20th century, and followed their lives for
more than 60 years. He found that an important cluster of traits— “planful competence” —
was a powerful predictor of successful careers and marriages, and good health more than five
decades after the adolescents had graduated high school. “Planful competence,” according to
Clausen, encompasses self-confidence, intellectual investment, and dependability. These attri-
butes, in turn, were associated with better academic performance in school, well-thought out
plans for post-secondary schooling, and focus when selecting one’s career. Clearly, planful
competence encompasses one’s own ambition, aspirations for the future, and conscientious-
ness in pursuing one’s goals. At the same time, however, children from more advantaged social
and economic backgrounds were more likely than their less well-off peers to enjoy high levels of
competence.

Many encyclopedia entries offer compelling descriptions of the ways that psychological
traits, like age identity, personality, self-esteem, and even body image, shape one’s future
orientations and accomplishments, yet also reflect the resources and relationships one has
enjoyed in the past. Psychological factors like agency do not only exert direct effects on life
chances, they also may buffer against the negative effects of early adversity, or exacerbate the
difficulties that accompany critical life stressors. The interplay between the social and
the psychological, micro- and macro-level phenomena, and biography and history, make
up the foundation of life course research and scholarship. The entries to follow reveal the
vitality and nuance that characterizes this field of study today.
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Introduction to Volume 1, Childhood
and Adolescence

Although childhood and adolescence are familiar concepts, they are deceptively ambiguous.
Each of these two stages of the life course can be internally divided into qualitatively different
substages. Moreover, the boundaries of each stage are notoriously fuzzy. Two and half
centuries ago, for example, childhood was a very short period of life, and the term
“adolescence” was not even coined until the turn of the 20th century (by G. Stanley Hall
in 1904). Today, the outer edge of adolescence is drifting upward, as powerful macro-level
forces (e.g., economic globalization, declining mortality rates) have added a period of
“adultolescence” to what has traditionally been thought to constitute the early life course
(Settersten, Furstenberg, & Rumbaut 2005).

When designing this encyclopedia, the other editors and I were occasionally confused
about whether many entries should go into Volume 1 or 2 and over whether other entries
were primarily about children or their parents. For the sake of clarity, it was decided that
childhood and adolescence involve the portions of the life course between conception and
the early 20s and the experiences that young people have during this time as well as what
happens to or directly affects them. This is about as precise as one can be with life stages that
tend to be a little slippery across time and place. Whatever the exact definitions are, the
importance of this volume lies in the foundational role of childhood and adolescence in the
life course. By foundational, I mean that what happens during childhood and adolescence
sets the stage for adulthood and beyond—when positive and negative trajectories begin that
carry individuals through life, when experiences happen that can be built on or torn down by
later experiences. As such, the entries included in Volumes 2 and 3 are prefaced by the entries
in this volume.

To illustrate this foundational role of childhood and adolescence, consider work from
two leading social scientists who study the early life course. First, the Nobel Prize-winning
economist James Heckman has advocated an eatly action strategy for public policy by
documenting how public investments in pre-school have bigger long-term returns than
investments in later stages of schooling precisely because young children are more malleable
and because initial experiences serve as building blocks for the rest of life. This idea has
become a guiding force in policy intervention, such as universal pre-Kindergarten programs
in several states that guarantee publicly funded pre-school education for all children as a
means of reducing demographic disparities in school readiness (see the child care/early
education entry by Gordon in this volume). Second, Glen H. Elder, Jr.—perhaps the
most important architect of the life course perspective—began his career tracing the life
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trajectories of children growing up in historical eras of economic hardship, such as the Great
Depression of the 1930s. The early experiences of these children left an imprint on their
lives. Some never overcame their initial hardship. Most, however, were resilient because later
experiences (in school, in the armed forces) provided turning points that counterbalanced

these early hardships.

The pioneering work of Heckman, Elder, and others demonstrates the need to view
what happens in childhood and adolescence as part of a larger sequence of inter-related
events, experiences, and roles, as links in the same chain. Given that this volume mixes
entries on macro-level and micro-level phenomena, the life course approach to understand-
ing childhood and adolescence can be seen on the macro-level of the population (e.g., the
evolving society) and on the micro-level of the individual (e.g., the developing person).

CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE IN POPULATION PERSPECTIVE

The size of the United States school population is at an all-time high (U.S. Census 2008).
This milestone is but one manifestation of the incredible growth of the child/adolescent
population in the United States and in many other parts of the world, which is just one trend
driving home the point that the size and composition of the youth cohort can change
dramatically over time with great consequences for society at large.

This growth in the youth population of the United States is a result of many things.
Most importantly, it represents a natural progression of the Baby Boom generation—a
succession of large birth cohorts from 1945-1965—entering their prime childbearing years.
What has also had an impact is the uptick in immigration after the reform of U.S.
immigration laws in the 1960s (see “Immigration, Childhood and Adolescence” by
Galindo & Durham). By lifting national origin quotas for immigrants, these laws set into
motion another population trend pertinent to understanding childhood and adolescence
today. Specifically, the growing predominance of Latin American and Asian countries in the
“sending” stream, coupled with differential fertility rates across race/ethnic groups, has
fueled the increasing heterogeneity of American youth. When I was born in the early
1970s, for example, 4 of 5 youth in the United States were non-Hispanic white. Now, just
over half are.

Two other population trends also warrant discussion. The first is that, because of
dramatic increases in divorce, cohabitation, and non-marital fertility throughout the late
20th century, only a minority of American youth grow up in homes with continuously
married parents, the family arrangement most probabilistically related to optimal child
outcomes. This trend, in turn, varies considerably by race/ethnicity and social class (see
“Family and Household Structure, Childhood and Adolescence” by Cavanagh). The second
trend is that, although concepts of equal opportunity and social mobility are ingrained in
American culture, socioeconomic inequality is at its highest point in modern history. For the
most part, this stratification has occurred because gains in income and wealth have primarily
been concentrated in the upper tail of the socioeconomic distribution. Since the oldest of
today’s youth cohort was being born in the 1980s, the fortunes of the upper and middle
class have diverged while those of the middle and lower class have converged (Fischer and

Hout 20006).

These population trends have varied in other parts of the world. Europe and Japan have
low fertility rates, which means smaller youth cohorts, but this is not the case in Africa or
Latin America. As a historically diverse society and major immigration destination, the
United States has a more heterogeneous youth population than many nations. Moreover,
because the United States lacks a large social safety net relative to other Western countries,
inequalities here may be more problematic than in other countries. Still, although it is not
always representative, the United States provides a clear case of how the demography of the
youth population can be shape the future of a society.
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To see how demographic trends link the present to the future, consider crime, educa-
tion, and marriage/fertility. First, the years when one is most likely to commit crime are in
late adolescence and young adulthood (see “Crime, Criminal Activity in Childhood and
Adolescence” by Macmillan). As a result, societies often experience crime surges when the
number of adolescents and young adults is large, a pattern suggesting that an upswing in
crime is to be expected. Second, the large number of students in the education system means
bigger schools and greater competition for courses, grades, and college slots. This trend is
likely to fuel socioeconomic disparities in educational attainment at a time when economic
restructuring is prioritizing technological innovation and, in turn, penalizing societies for
not pushing the best candidates into the right positions (Fischer and Hout 2006). Third, the
increasing race/ethnic diversity of today’s youth cohort means that they will experience a
more diverse marriage market, with increased opportunities to meet and interact with
members of other groups meaning that interracial marriage rates could be headed upward
(see “Transition to Marriage” by Sweeney). From a policy perspective, these examples of how
the demography of today’s child/adolescent population is linked to the future of American
society suggests a need to foresee consequences of demographic change and craft policies
accordingly, such as building schools, hiring teachers, and increasing college capacity. This
strategy seems self-evident, but, as the current Social Security crisis illustrates, it is one not
often employed.

CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE IN DEVELOPMENTAL PERSPECTIVE

Together, childhood and adolescence represent the period of most rapid change in the entire
life course. Just think about how different a newborn is from a 20 year old—how they look,
what they do, how they think and feel, what their worlds include. How this change
unfolds—and on what schedule—results in a basic “package” of a person, in terms of
appearance, personality, and skills that they will carry forward into the rest of life, that can
be modified and altered in various ways but is rarely fundamentally reconstitued
(Furstenberg 2000).

Consider physical, neurological, and psychosocial development. Over the course of
childhood and adolescence, young people gain weight and height at often exponential rates,
and their bodies gradually evolve in form to fit the functions they need to perform. This
physical change is clearly encapsulated in puberty. Puberty is not a discrete event, but rather a
transitional period that links childhood to adolescence. A biological process, it has social
meaning, and is viewed as the dividing line between young and old (see “Puberty” by
Cavanagh). Brain scanning has shed valuable light on neurological development, by, for
example, mapping out the explosion of brain growth that occurs in early childhood and the
ultimate pruning of neurological pathways as childhood progresses. Such scanning has also
documented how the different rates of development in parts of the brain regulating social
and emotional maturity from those regulating critical thinking and impuslivity over the
course of adoelscence provide a biological explanation for the risk-taking and defiance that
often occurs during the high school years (Steinberg 2008). Turning to other psychosocial
trajectories, as young people move through the various substages of childhood and adoles-
cence, they gradually gain the ability to take others’ perspectives, self reflect, and and connect
action to consequence. At the same time, their relationship systems expand from dyadic
interactions to diffuse interpersonal networks, and they try on multiple identities before
gradually integrating the different pieces of the self (Hartup and Stevens 1997). In turn, all of
this physical, neurological, and psychosocial development occurs as young people move
through a series of institutional structures, including early child care, school, and the health
care system, in which the take on new roles, gain credentials, and learn about their place in
the larger society.

To borrow images from the life course perspective, then, the life course is a tapestry of
developmental trajectories, convoys of social relations, and institutional pathways. We can
see why the structure and timing of this tapestry in childhood and adolescence is
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consequential for the future by considering crime, education, and marriage/fertility. First,
the increase in impulsivity and susceptibility to peer influence that occurs in adolescence,
which comes about because of both neurological and psychosocial changes, explains why
rates of crime and sexual risk-taking rise during this period and fade thereafter. Because of
the cumulative nature of the educational system, however, this rite of passage can have long-
term consequences even after this period is over—when psychosocial maturity has caught up
to physical maturity, and individuation from parents is complete. These long-term con-
sequences can occur if what happens during adolescence throws off trajectories through
school in some way that cannot be easily undone (see “Academic Achievement” by Grodsky).
As examples, getting arrested can foreclose many future work and schooling opportunities,
substance use can lower chances of going to college at a time when a college education is
especially important to one’s future, and an unplanned pregnancy can lead to truncated
educational attainment and early marriage or cohabitation. Because adolescence is not
isolated from the rest of life, the consequences of what happens during adolescence are not
necessarily confined to those years. The same goes for childhood.

From a policy perspective, the intertwined nature of developmental trajectories, social
convoys, and institutional pathways in childhood and adolescence means that efforts to
target any one must be grounded in a holistic view of the person and with an eye towards
long-term consequences. As with the discussion of the population level, this approach seems
self-evident. Consider Eccles’” work on the disconnect between the structure of middle
schools in the United States and the developmental needs of early adolescence and the
implications of this disconnect for healthy development and educational attainment long
after the end of middle school. A reading of this work reveals how an understanding of the
developmental processese of childhood and adolescence is not incorporated into the struc-
ture and organization of institutions serving developing children and adolescents.

PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER

The role of childhood and adolescence in the life course on the population level is
inextricably tied to its same role on the developmental level. Popualtions, after all, are
aggregates of developing individuals, and what goes on in a population is a setting of
individual development. This interplay between the macro- and micro-levels is what the
concept of the life course is all about—the intersection of societal history and personal

biography (Mills 1959).

The biography metaphor is a good one for understanding childhood and adolescence. If
the life course is a biography on a book store shelf, childhood and adolescence are the opening
chapters. By the end of the book, the memory of those eatly chapters may have faded, but the
reader cannot understand how the book ends if he or she skips Chapters 1 and 2.
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ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT

The primary function of primary and most secondary
schools in the United States is to imbue students with
core competencies in the academic subjects, including
English, mathematics, science, history, and social studies.
Achievement refers to students’ demonstrated command
over these subjects and can be measured in a variety of
ways. Although related to both cognitive ability and
learning, academic achievement is distinct from each.
Learning refers to a change in academic achievement
whereas cognitive ability may contribute to the capacity
of students to learn or their pace of learning. Achieve-
ment, in contrast, captures the knowledge or skills that
students possess at a single point in time. Students’
academic achievement has direct and indirect effects on
their educational and occupational opportunities, phys-
ical and mental health, and general well-being over the
life course.

MAIN THEMES AND THEORIES
IN RESEARCH ON ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT

Sociologists have drawn on four major bodies of theoret-
ical knowledge to guide their investigations of the deter-
minants and outcomes of academic achievement: status
attainment theory, reproduction and resistance theories,
organizational theory, and human capital. In this section,
each of these theories is reviewed briefly.

Status Attainment According to the status attainment
model, academic achievement is a critical pathway

through which social origins (or the social class of one’s
parents) affect one’s own occupational achievements.
This model originally measured occupational and educa-
tional attainment as a function of parental education and
occupation alone (Blau & Duncan, 1967). William Sew-
ell, Archibald Haller, and Alejandro Portes (1969)
changed the model by adding measures of cognitive
skills, academic achievement, and social psychological
measures. They found that academic achievement in high
school is significantly affected by cognitive skills but not
of cognitive skills, independent of socioeconomic origins.
Sewell et al. also showed that academic performance is a
key predictor of educational and occupational outcomes.
One avenue through which academic performance affects
outcomes is through its effect on students’ own educa-
tional and occupational aspirations as well as the aspira-
tions their parents and teachers hold for them.

Reproduction and Resistance Critics of the status attain-
ment model contend that it ignores structural barriers,
such as discrimination, tracking, or variation in school
quality, across groups that block even ambitious and
academically able students from achieving in school.
Whereas reproduction and resistance theorists, like status
attainment researchers, view academic achievement as a
key factor in explaining the relationship between social
origins and destinations, they contend that academic
achievement serves only as a means of reinforcing preex-
isting social distinctions among children. In one variant
of reproduction theory, Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002)
described how students and parents from elite social
backgrounds draw on their cultural capital to help them
navigate the educational process. According to Bourdieu,
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schools and teachers validate the cultural capital of middle-
and upper-class students both formally (through grades)
and informally (through their daily interactions), whereas
denigrating the cultural capital of working-class students.
In contrast to Sewell, empirical work in this tradition
suggests that student cultural capital, as measured by
involvement in art, music, and literature, has a significant
effect on high school grades, independent of social back-
ground and ability (DiMaggio, 1982).

Taking a more Marxian approach to social reproduc-
tion, Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis (2002) described
how schools mirror the labor force in structure, stratifica-
tion, and the social characteristics or personality traits it
rewards. According to Bowles and Gintis, teachers nurture
critical thinking skills in their middle- and upper-class
students while rewarding punctuality and conformity in
their working-class students. Thus grades reflect academic
achievement in part but also reflect the adoption of class-
appropriate personality attributes. Although these assertions
regarding the importance of noncognitive over cognitive
skills in the workplace enjoy substantial empirical support,
research on the relationship between social class origins and
grades fails to support the contention that teachers differ-
entially reward their students based on class-appropriate
personality characteristics (Olneck & Bills, 1980).

Some critics of reproduction theories argue that
these theories overlook the degree to which working-class
and poor students work to subvert the educational
system. For example, Paul Willis (1977) showed how
working-class boys in Britain resist engaging in mental
labor in favor of manual labor as the latter “carries with
it—though not intrinsically—the aura of the real adult
world” (p. 103). According to Willis, the boys in his
study made “partial penetrations” into the stratification
system, rightly seeing academic achievement as a means
of legitimating the social class hierarchy but failing to
understand their own roles in perpetuating that system.
Likewise, Giroux (1983) argued that working-class sub-
ordination through schooling is part of the process of
self-formation within the working class itself.

Organizations of Schools The sociology of organiza-
tional theory views academic achievement as heavily
influenced by the technology of instruction and structure
of the school organization. These two perspectives come
together to inform the substantial research on tracking
and ability grouping in education. In the primary school
grades, Rebecca Barr and Robert Dreeben (1983) found
few differences in academic aptitude across classrooms
but substantial differences in aptitude across reading
groups within classrooms. Teachers teach to the mean
of each ability group, and, as a result, academic achieve-
ment increases more sharply for some reading groups
than it does for others. This observation, which is borne

out across middle and high schools as well, led Alan
Kerckhoff and Elizabeth Glennie (1999) to characterize
the relationship between initial academic achievement
and learning as the Masthew effect, whereby academic
advantage and disadvantage are compounded over time.
The Matthew effect tends to reinforce the relationship
between social origins and academic achievement, as
children of less educated and less affluent parents, as well
as Latino and African American children, are more likely
to be enrolled in lower-track classes than their more
advantaged peers (Gamoran & Mare, 1989).

Human Capital Like the status attainment and repro-
duction theories, human capital theories view academic
achievement as both an outcome of social origins and a
determinant of an individual’s occupational outcomes.
Human capital can be defined as knowledge and skills
that contribute to worker productivity and thus increase
earnings and wealth. Parents invest in their children’s
human capital and that investment generally boosts the
child’s academic achievement. Research shows that these
investments are neither random nor equally distributed
among children, however. Parental investment is a function
of their number of children, the child’s apparent cognitive

endowment, and the child’s luck (Becker & Tomes, 1976).

Human capital theory also shows how achievement
in school is related to occupational outcomes. Achieve-
ment in kindergarten through high school contributes to
general human capital—that is, any basic knowledge and
skills that can be used to excel in an occupation. Achieve-
ment in secondary school and beyond that begins to be
tailored to an individual’s specific occupational interests
may pay off even more.

COMMON INDICATORS OF
ACHIEVEMENT AND HOW THEY
ARE USED

Like other unobserved characteristics, such as attitudes,
cognitive ability, and self-esteem, measuring academic
achievement is a challenge to educators and researchers
alike. Academic achievement may be assessed at any point
in the learning process. Teachers often measure academic
achievement early in the semester to help guide their
instructional practice. Several times over the course of the
term they will monitor learning, or change in achievement
(formative assessment), and at the end of the term they
evaluate student mastery (summative assessment). School
districts and states compel schools to assess students for
accountability purposes, whereas colleges, universities, and
graduate schools assess potential students prior to offering
them admission. Assessment instruments vary widely
depending on the education system, the subject, and the
type of skill or knowledge to be assessed.
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Indicators The most commonly used type of assessment
for comparative purposes is the standardized assessment.
Standardized assessments consist of a uniform prompt
given to all examinees in a uniform setting. Standardized
exams may consist of multiple-choice, short-answer, and
essay questions. Standardized assessments seek to system-
atically eliminate sources of variation in assessment per-
formance outside of student achievement (including the
influence of teachers or examiners, the use of notes or
readings, parent intervention, and so forth). Although
multiple choice questions are the most common and least
costly questions used in standardized assessments, con-
structed response items (such as the writing section of the
scholastic aptitude test [SAT]) are also common. There
are many alternatives to standardized assessment. For
example, in portfolio assessment, evaluators review a
collection of each student’s work, or portfolio. Perform-
ance assessments measure student achievement by requir-
ing the student to execute or complete a specific task or
process that directly reflects his or her academic achieve-
ment. An example of this might be asking students to
complete a lab experiment in a chemistry or physics
course. Portfolio and performance assessments grew in

Academic Achievement

popularity in the early 1990s when some states required
that students be evaluated with alternative forms of
assessment. Although potentially effective, the time-
intensive nature of grading these assessments may be
impractical for large classes.

How Indicators Are Used Measures of academic achieve-
ment are used for a number of different purposes in
American education. Within classrooms, teachers meas-
ure academic achievement to monitor student learning,
tailor instruction to student needs, and (in primary
schools) assign students to ability groups, primarily in
reading. Teachers and counselors rely on measures of
academic achievement (including standardized test scores,
grades, and teacher judgments) to assign students to
academic classes that vary in their content coverage and
pace or to targeted instructional programs, including
classes for English-language learners, remedial classes,
and classes for gifted and talented students.

Schools rely increasingly on high-stakes tests to make
grade retention and promotion decisions at the primary
school level and to award high school diplomas to those
who have satisfied other requirements for high school
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Figure 1. This NAEP chart shows mathematics achievement scores over the last few decades, broken out by the age of the
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graduation. In most cases, individual schools are com-
pelled to use tests in this manner by school districts or
states. In 2007 more than two-thirds of all aspiring high
school graduates were required to pass a high school exit
exam to earn their diplomas. Alternatively, students who
fail to pass the high school exit exam or to satisfy other
requirements needed to attain a high school diploma may
choose to take an alternative test of academic achieve-
ment in hopes of earning a general equivalency diploma.

State and federal policy makers also compel schools
to assess student achievement to hold schools accountable
for student learning. In 2001 the federal No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act strengthened the call for account-
ability in core academic subjects by requiring that ele-
mentary, middle, and secondary schools present data
each year on their students’ academic achievement. Con-
sequences for schools failing to meet that which is
considered adequate yearly progress include financial
sanction and, at the extreme, shift of personnel from
failing schools to other schools.

At the postsecondary level, most baccalaureate-
granting institutions and graduate and professional
schools require that applicants take an entrance exam
such as the SAT reasoning test, the American college
test (ACT) for baccalaureate programs, the graduate
record examination (GRE), or other professional exam
such as the graduate management admission test
(GMAT) for business or the medical college admission
test (MCAT). Baccalaureate programs also may require
one or more subject-specific achievement tests. Many
colleges and universities use their own placement tests
to determine what courses students must take in math-
ematics or composition. Although college instructors
assess student achievement in the context of individual
courses, and some colleges have summative assessments
of student learning (such as an undergraduate thesis or
comprehensive exam), most colleges in the past have not
evaluated how much students learn over their under-
graduate careers. However, as a result of pressures
exerted by organizations such as the Spellings Commis-
sion, many colleges and universities are now considering
assessments of achievement with which they could eval-
uate how much students learn during college (Secretary
of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher
Education, 2006). Finally, many professions (including
those in law and medicine) regulate entrance, in part,
with a standardized exam of student achievement.

TRENDS AND DISPARITIES
IN ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Longitudinal Trends The National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP) provides a longitudinal meas-
ure of achievement that allows for direct comparison

across years. National averages of student test scores have
been fairly steady over the past 30 years. Figures 1 and 2
show mathematics and reading achievement scores on the
NAEP, over the past few decades, broken out by the age
of the students. Whereas 9-year-olds show improvement
in their mathematics achievement, 13- and 17-year-olds
have fairly consistent mathematics achievement scores.
Reading scores changed little between 1971 and 2004,
although there is more variation across time for the
youngest students (U.S. Department of Education,
2004).

High school grade point averages (GPAs), by con-
trast, are less stable over time. The average GPA earned
by high school graduates has increased steadily from
1987 to 2000 in every academic subject (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2005). Whether this shows that
academic achievement has increased or simply reflects
grade inflation is a topic of debate.

Racial and Ethnic Variation Racial and ethnic gaps in
standardized test scores occur in almost all large, nation-
ally representative databases. The magnitude of these
gaps varies by academic subject, student age, and cohort.
Gaps persist in standardized exams administered to high
school students (the SAT and ACT) and college gradu-
ates (the GRE, GMAT, law school admission test
[LSAT], and MCAT).

Inequalities also appear across racial and ethnic groups
in high school GPA, with Black and Hispanic students
having lower GPAs than White students and Asian stu-
dents having higher GPAs than White students. Racial and
ethnic differences in grades are similar in math, science,
English, and social studies. Between 1987 and 2000 the
Black-White GPA gap in all four subjects increased,
whereas the Hispanic-White gap grew slightly in math
and science but declined in English and social studies.
The advantage Asian American or Pacific Islander students
held over White students has decreased since 1987 (U.S.
Department of Education, 2005).

Socioeconomic Variation Standardized test scores also
consistently vary across measures of socioeconomic status.
Differences in socioeconomic status across racial and ethnic
groups account for some, but not all, of the gaps described
above. Whether measured by parental education, occupa-
tion, or family income, less advantaged children have lower
average levels of academic achievement than more advan-
taged children across a range of measures.

Sex Variation Gender differences in academic achieve-
ment vary over time and across subjects. Girls consis-
tently have outscored boys in reading and writing on the
NAEP but have not always had a clear advantage in
mathematics and science. Girls enjoy a clear advantage

4 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



Academic Achievement

350 —

300 —

250 —

Scale score

200 —

150 —

1970 1975 1980 1985

Age 9 —@— Age 13 —@— Age 17

1990 1995 2000 2005
Year
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in grades, however. In math, science, English, and social
studies, between 1987 and 2000, male students never had
a higher average GPA than female students (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2005).

OUTCOMES

Academic achievement contributes to a range of impor-
tant adult outcomes. Secondary school academic achieve-
ment is among the most powerful predictors of attending
college and of the selectivity of the various colleges
students attend. Most people consider the primary bene-
fits of academic achievement and higher education to be
financial. However, in addition to economic returns,
academic achievement and educational attainment confer
a range of nonfinancial rewards.

Labor Market Achievement test scores in high school
increase the likelihood that adults will be employed
and, among those who are employed, make substantively
and statistically significant contributions to earnings
many years after students leave high school. Academic
achievement measured by high school grades may also

affect earnings, although the evidence is thin compared to
test scores. In the United States, James Rosenbaum and
Takehiko Kariya (1991) found that high school grades do
not have a significant effect on earnings for men, but they
do for women. Returns to academic achievement are not
limited to students who complete high school. A study
conducted by John Tyler, Richard Murnane, and John
Willetee (1999) showed significant, positive effects of
GED scores on earnings for White and non-White female
and non-White male high school dropouts. College grades
also appear to have a significant, positive effect on earnings
for both men and women (Jones & Jackson, 1990).
Although the academic achievement of college graduates
varies substantially, their average level of academic achieve-
ment is greater than that of otherwise similar adults without
a college degree. For example, in 2003 the average levels of
prose and document literacy of adults with a bachelor’s
degree were about four-fifths of a standard deviation higher
than those of adults with a high school diploma (Kutner
etal., 2007). Because the baccalaureate signals a broad level
of academic achievement, the literature on the economic
returns to academic achievement as measured by educa-
tional attainment is briefly reviewed.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 5



Academic Achievement

GRADE RETENTION VS.
SOCIAL PROMOTION

Schooling in the United States is age graded with
students progressing as they age, at least through the
primary and middle grades. “Social promotion” has
been criticized for passing students through the
educational system without requiring that they are
equipped with the knowledge and skills to succeed in
the next grade level. This concern was heightened after
the Ronald Reagan Administration’s publication of A
Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform
(1983), which declared that America’s schools were
failing to remain competitive with other countries.

Some studies show positive effects of grade-
retention (Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1994), but
the majority of research on outcomes of retention show
that at best there is no difference between retained and
promoted students, and at worst there are significant
negative consequences (Heubert & Hauser, 1999). One
study examined the outcomes of 44 different studies on
grade retention and showed that the academic
achievement of students that were retained was, on
average, 0.4 standard deviations below that of
promoted students (Holmes & Matthews, 1984).
Research also shows that students retained in the eighth
grade are significantly more likely to drop out of high
school than are similar students who were not retained
(Jacob & Lefgren, 2007).

College graduates make significantly more money than
students who complete only high school. In 2005 the
median income for adults (ages 25 to 64) who do not finish
high school was $16,678 compared to $25,389 for those
who complete only high school and $42,584 for adults
with a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007).

Estimating just how much students benefit from
attending college is difficult because there are other char-
acteristics of students that complete only high school that
differentiate them from college graduates. Several studies
using innovative techniques have found a significant
effect of college-going, yet the effect is smaller than the
bivariate association between education and income
(Angrist & Krueger, 1991).

Other Benefits Individuals who excel in academic work
benefit not only from increased income but from a variety
of other outcomes. Mark Kutner et al. (2007) showed that

adults with greater levels of literacy are more likely to vote;
utilize print and Internet sources for information about
current events, public affairs, and the government; and
volunteer. Also, individuals who pursue more schooling
have a greater understanding of current events and polit-
ical issues, benefit from greater control over their work
environment, and are healthier (Pallas, 2000).

WHERE THE STUDY OF ACADEMIC
ACHIEVEMENT IS MOVING

Research on academic achievement will continue to focus
largely on schools’ contributions to the production of
academic achievement and the effects that student aca-
demic achievement has on adult outcomes. Within pri-
mary and secondary schools, researchers and policy
makers are increasingly interested in evaluating student
growth, rather than achievement, at one point in time.
In part as a response to potential sanctions imposed by
the federal government under NCLB, many states have
proposed using growth models to measure student pro-
ficiency rather than relying on changes in mean student
achievement. More recently, interest in measuring learn-
ing has spread to higher education. As part of its effort to
increase the quality of information available to students
choosing among colleges, the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation is advocating for a common database to which
colleges report how much their graduates learn in college
(Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of
Higher Education, 2006).

Research will also continue to explore how academic
achievement shapes both occupational and nonoccupa-
tional outcomes. Some argue that the occupational
returns to academic achievement are higher than ever as
a result of rapid changes in technology and the availabil-
ity of blue-collar jobs, whereas others suggest that per-
sonal attributes correlated with academic achievement,
such as communication and interpersonal skills, may be
more powerful predictors of labor market returns than
academic achievement itself (Bowles & Gintis, 2002).

Sociologists of education have effectively shown how
academic achievement is a factor throughout the life
course as it is both a function of social origins and a
predictor of future outcomes. Unfortunately this research
also shows significant disparities in academic achieve-
ment between different racial and ethnic groups and
students from varying levels of socioeconomic status.
One hopes that as research on academic achievement
progresses, researchers will gain greater insight into the
processes that result in these inequalities and will be
better equipped to form policies that can reduce dispar-
ities in academic achievement across groups.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Cognitive Ability; Gender and
Education; High-Stakes Testing; Policy, Education;
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Socioeconomic Inequality in Education; Stages

of Schooling.
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ACADEMIC
MOTIVATION

SEE Volume 1: Academic Achievement.

ACTIVITY
PARTICIPATION,
CHILDHOOD

AND ADOLESCENCE

Extracurricular activities, or organized activities, are
defined as voluntary, structured, school- or community-
based activities in which school-age children and
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adolescents (ages 6 to 17) can participate outside of
normal school hours. They include, but are not limited
to, athletics, academic clubs (often called cocurricular
activities), fine arts, musical activities, lessons, student
government, and after-school programs. These are in
contrast to alternative, unstructured, free time activities
(i.e., hanging out with friends, watching television, and
playing games). Research on adolescent leisure time indi-
cates that a majority of children and youths participate in
extracurricular activities. Accordingly, these activities are
increasingly regarded as normative developmental con-
texts for the American youth. A review of participation in
extracurricular activities carried out by Amy Feldman and
Jennifer Matjasko (2005) suggests that extracurricular
activities are central developmental settings for school-
age children that are associated with many positive devel-
opmental outcomes.

The heightened interest in structured, out-of-school
contexts stems from a number of factors. First, consid-
erable increases in maternal employment and youth
leisure time have created a gap in supervision between
school and parental work hours. Investigators regard
extracurricular activities as contexts that can limit the

time a youth spends in unsupervised and unstructured
activities outside of school, which have both been linked
to negative developmental outcomes. Second, extracur-
ricular activities are seen as opportunities to combat
increases in academic underachievement, especially for
at-risk youth. Last, extracurricular activities are consid-
ered to be contexts that promote mastery of skills not
traditionally taught in the classroom, such as leadership,
organization, and social problem solving. These influen-
ces have contributed to an increase in the popularity
and availability of extracurricular activities since the early
1980s.

PARTICIPATION IN
ORGANIZED ACTIVITIES

Approximately half of school-age children’s time is
devoted to their leisure activities. For many youths, most
of these activities are school-sponsored extracurricular
activities. In 2003, according to U.S. census data, 70%
of school-age children (ages 6 to 17) were involved in at
least one extracurricular activity (Dye & Johnson, 2007).
Similarly, data from the National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health suggest that more than 70% of

Band Practice. Approximately half of school-age children’s time is spent in leisure activities. AP IMAGES.
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adolescents (ages 12 to 17) participate in at least one
extracurricular activity (Feldman & Matjasko, 2005).
Approximately 7 million children are enrolled in after-
school programs. Overall, these percentages represent
increases in extracurricular participation since the early

1970s (National Center for Youth Statistics, 1996).

School-age children initiate and continue to partic-
ipate in organized activities for a variety of reasons; these
reasons include, but are not limited to, developing and
learning new skills, involvement in competition, devel-
oping one’s identity, having fun, being with friends, and
passing time. Additionally, school-age children are more
likely to participate in extracurricular activities if they feel
they are competent in the particular activity type. How-
ever, youths are not always the initators of their partic-
ipation in these activities. Parental encouragement affects
participation decisions, and this is especially true for
younger children who are more likely to be involved in
activities valued by their parents.

There are considerable barriers to extracurricular
participation—the most basic of which are prerequisites
to involvement, including previous participation in the
particular activity, academic performance requirements,
and minimum skill level in the activities. Substantial
barriers to participation also exist for families living in
poverty, for whom availability of and access to extra-
curricular activities remain considerably lower than their
counterparts at higher income levels. Inner-city and rural
schools generally offer fewer opportunities for extracur-
ricular participation, where economic resources tend to
be fewer. In addition, lower-income families may have
difficulty paying for supplemental fees that accompany
some organized activities. Other obstacles include lan-
guage barriers, difficulty finding transportation to and
from the activity setting, and youth responsibilities that
limit the amount of time available for participation
(i.e., caring for younger siblings, working, and so forth).

Such factors may explain the lower rates of partic-
ipation for the poorer youth. Data from the National
Survey of America’s Families, a nationally representative
study of more than 42,000 households, suggest that
youths living below the poverty line are half as likely to
be involved in extracurricular activities as compared to
those children whose family income is at least twice the
income level defined as the federal poverty line (Casey,
Ripke, & Huston, 2005). Notably, the National Center
for Youth Statistics (1996) found that overall rates of
high school senior extracurricular participation increased
between 1972 and 1992 but not for those in the lowest
income brackets. This conclusion is especially disheart-
ening when considering that low-income children may
garner the most benefit from participation.

Activity Participation, Childhood and Adolescence

HURRIED CHILD SYNDROME

Most research suggests that organized activity
participation is beneficial for youth, yet there is
mounting concern in the popular media that
participation has become excessive. According to the
over-scheduling hypothesis, youth are under
considerable parental pressure to participate in
numerous activities in order to increase chances for
long-term educational success. This pressure and
resulting stress and time commitment are thought to be
harmful to youth and family functioning.

To evaluate the scientific basis of the over-
scheduling hypothesis, Joseph Mahoney, Angel Harris,
and Jacquelynne Eccles (2006) analyzed activity
participation for a nationally representative sample of
youth in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).
They conclude that many of the tenets of the over-
scheduling hypothesis are not supported. First, most
youth reported intrinsic (i.e., enjoyment) over extrinsic
(i.e., parental pressure) motives for participation.
Second, a majority of youth spent fewer than 10 hours
per week participating in organized activities, with
higher levels of participation associated with
psychosocial adjustment and academic achievement.
For a small percentage (less than 5%) participating
more than 20 hours per week, only a few associated
negative impacts were detected. By contrast, negative
outcomes were consistently associated with no
participation. Overall, the authors found minimal
support for the over-scheduling hypothesis, but further
support for increasing the availability of youth

organized activities.
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Involvement in extracurricular activities is also
dependent on a number of other characteristics beyond
income status, including age, gender, race, and neighbor-
hood context. First, studies suggest differing rates

and type of extracurricular involvement according to a
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child’s age. Children are more likely to participate as they
progress through elementary school, and this participa-
tion usually peaks in adolescence. Younger children are
more likely to participate in lessons (i.e., music, dance),
whereas adolescents are more likely to participate in
sports.

Second, gender may influence the type of extracur-
ricular involvement. Boys are more likely than girls to be
involved in unorganized activities (i.e., hanging out with
friends), whereas girls report more participation in clubs
and lessons (Dye & Johnson, 2007). Studies exploring
gender differences in extracurricular participation for
school-age children find that girls are more likely to
explore a wider variety of extracurricular activities as
compared to boys. This difference may stem from boys
being overrepresented in sports participation, a pattern
found in a number of other investigations. These trends
may reflect internal or external pressure to conform to
traditional gender stereotypes. Interestingly, the gender
of siblings and parents can affect activity choice. Children
are more likely to be involved in stereotypically male
activities when they have male brothers or when they
are involved in more activities with their father as
opposed to their mother.

Third, the amount and type of participation varies
across race and ethnicity. According to U.S. census data
(2003), European American school-age children are more
likely to participate in extracurricular activities than
traditionally defined minority students (Dye & Johnson,
2007). Hispanic adolescents, especially those of Mexi-
can origin, report the least amount of participation in
sports as compared to their European American, African
American, and Asian counterparts. Furthermore, His-
panic students may also be at risk for lower extracurric-
ular participation in general.

Finally, neighborhood context may impact organized
activity participation. Findings from Reed Larson, Mar-
yse Richards, Belinda Sims, and Jodi Dworkin (2001)
suggest that urban youth spend significantly less time
than their suburban counterparts in structured activities
outside of school, taking into account a number of
individual- and family-level factors. One explanation for
these results may be the increased likelihood for restrictive
parenting in more dangerous communities. Additionally,
as mentioned previously, barriers to participation may be
high for youths in urban, low-income settings, and the
availability of extracurricular activities may be low.

The above differences in extracurricular participation
illustrate that these activities are not isolated from other
developmental contexts in which they are situated.
Accordingly, differences in rates and type of participation
are dependent on a number of child-, family-, and
community-level factors. Researchers argue that further

work is needed to elucidate the patterns of activity partic-
ipation across different ages, genders, races, and poverty
levels—including the amount and type of participation at
any given time during the school years. They also contend
that further work is required to investigate the develop-
mental outcomes associated with participation and the
possible mechanisms underlying these relations.

DEVELOPMENTAL CONSEQUENCES
OF ORGANIZED ACTIVITY
PARTICIPATION

Given that a majority of school-age children are involved
in extracurricular activities, it is imperative to examine the
consequences of this participation. Researchers studying
the impact of extracurricular involvement on American
youth tend to find benefits for child and adolescent
adjustment. On the whole, partaking in extracurricular
activities may provide adolescents with the social and
human capital necessary to make a successful transition
into American adulthood; in addition, this involvement
will likely provide more opportunities for positive social,
emotional, and academic development.

In regards to social adjustment, extracurricular con-
texts are associated with the development of relationships
with peers and mentors and seem to increase the oppor-
tunity to observe and partake in prosocial group norms
and behavior. In addition, extracurricular involvement is
linked to forming friendships with academically oriented
peers who are more apt to abide by conventional group
norms, such as not skipping school and avoiding drug
use. Accordingly, involvement in extracurricular activities
is correlated with fewer behavioral problems among ado-
lescent youth. Unstructured and unsupervised activity
settings, by contrast, are related to behavior problems
and delinquency, especially for low-income youth, who
are already at heightened risk for these issues. Taken
together, these findings suggest that extracurricular par-
ticipation may be a way to address social adjustment
disparities between low-income youth and their counter-
parts of higher socioeconomic status.

Research also suggests a link between extracurricular
participation and positive psychological and emotional
functioning. For example, some adolescents involved in
extracurricular activities are less likely to experience a
depressed mood, less likely to have anxiety problems,
and are more likely to have high self-esteem than those
involved in unsupervised and unstructured out-of-school
activities. In addition, extracurricular activity contexts
may support positive identity development. Bonnie Bar-
ber, Margaret Stone, James Hunt, and Jacquelynne
Eccles (2005) argue that extracurricular activities pro-
mote positive identity development through opportuni-
ties for undertaking leadership positions, exploring and
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expressing one’s identity in a social context, fostering
relationships with peers and mentors, and developing
individual interests and skills. However, it must be noted
that negative identity development can also occur in these
contexts, although research has generally linked extracur-
ricular participation with positive impacts on identity.

Last, academic performance and achievement are also
associated with organized activity participation. These
include higher GPAs and lower rates of grade retention
and school dropout. Presumably, improvements in aca-
demic functioning can be attributed to opportunities in
extracurricular settings for positive social, psychological,
and emotional development. Additionally, extracurricular
activities are associated with increased cognitive stimula-
tion, school engagement, and school connectedness and
heightened motivation for learning, each of which may
contribute to positive academic outcomes. Longitudinal
research has also revealed long-term positive adjustment
associated with extracurricular participation, including
improved future employment and increased adult civic
involvement, even after accounting for a number of child-
and family-level factors.

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE
THE IMPACT OF ORGANIZED
ACTIVITIES

An abundance of research has shown that extracurricular
participation among youths is associated with numerous
positive developmental outcomes; however, such benefits
are not inevitable. A variety of factors impact the degree
to which extracurricular participation is linked to bene-
ficial outcomes. For example, developmental outcomes
may depend on the consistency of participation. Jona-
than Zaff, Kristin Moore, Angela Papillo, and Stephanie
Williams (2003) found that consistent adolescent activity
participation across the high school years was associated
with more positive developmental outcomes than either
occasional or no participation, even after controlling for
individual- and family-level characteristics. Outcomes
may also vary depending on the breadth and intensity
of a youth’s extracurricular involvement. Some studies
have found that participation in a variety of extracurric-
ular activities is more beneficial to youths, perhaps
because it provides students with a variety of skills and
experiences, allows for greater practice of these skills
across multiple contexts, and provides additional resour-
ces that may buffer negative experiences occurring in
other activities or unsupervised contexts.

High-intensity participation (i.e., more frequent par-
ticipation in a fewer number of organized activities) has
also been associated with positive outcomes, though find-
ings are somewhat mixed. Youths participating in fewer
organized activities may be able to invest more time and

Activity Participation, Childhood and Adolescence

effort into these activities, which may lead to greater
knowledge and skill mastery. However, other studies (Bus-
seri, Rose-Krasnor, Willoughby, & Chalmers, 2006) have
found that participation in a variety of activities is associ-
ated with more positive outcomes than higher intensity
extracurricular participation. Finally, some have suggested
that too much time invested in extracurricular activities
and other organized activities can lead to having an overly
demanding schedule, which may be associated with nega-
tive outcomes. However, research generally suggests that
greater extracurricular involvement is associated with
improved youth adjustment.

The associated impacts of extracurricular involve-
ment on development may also depend on the type of
activity in which youths are involved. For example, stud-
ies investigating high school sports suggest both positive
and negative consequences associated with sports partic-
ipation. Beneficial impacts of sports participation include
increases in initiative, educational aspirations, positive
attitudes toward school, and high school completion.
Sports involvement also offers opportunities to build
skills such as problem solving, goal setting, managing
time and emotions, teamwork, and maintaining physical
health. However, other studies indicate negative associa-
tions with sports activity. For example, longitudinal work
by Eccles and Barber (1999) found that sports involve-
ment may increase the likelihood of alcohol use among
adolescents (during the high school years), primarily
because of specific peer networks in these settings. These
contradictory findings suggest that beneficial impacts of
extracurricular involvement may depend on the type of
activity the youth is involved in, as well as the specific
processes and peer associations occurring in these
contexts.

INVESTIGATING UNDERLYING
DEVELOPMENTAL PROCESSES

Unfortunately, few studies have examined the develop-
mental processes taking place in the extracurricular set-
tings that promote youth development. However, an
initiative put forth by the National Research Council
and Institute of Medicine examined features of organized
activity contexts that are related to positive developmen-
tal outcomes—these include setting safety, structure, and
prosocial norms, and opportunities for feelings of belong-
ingness, supportive relationships, and skill and self-
efficacy building. Extracurricular settings that meet these
features are likely to contribute to positive youth
development.

Many researchers are calling for further exploration
of the underlying causes of positive outcomes for youths
involved in extracurricular activities and the examination
of specific processes in these settings. One possibility that
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would tie this work together is examining participation
with a more holistic approach. In their review of extra-
curricular involvement, Feldman and Matjasko (2005)
highlighted the need for investigations focusing on the
patterns of youth extracurricular participation and their
developmental implications. They contend that a pauc-
ity of research has compared involvement in more than
a single extracurricular activity and that different pat-
terns and profiles of participation may lead to different
outcomes.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
AND RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Overall, most research on organized activity settings has
shown positive consequences of participation for social,
emotional, and academic development. This fact has
fueled funding initiatives in both the public and private
sectors to expand the availabilicy and accessibility to
extracurricular activities. Most notable is the 21st
Century Community Learning Centers program, a fed-
eral initiative supporting funding of out-of-school youth
programs.

Unfortunately, financial support for extracurricular
activities is often pitted against funding for traditional
school academic initiatives that have taken even greater
precedence since the initiation of No Child Left Behind
in 2001. School districts making budget concessions are
more likely to cut funding for extracurricular activities
before other list items. Additionally, U.S. Supreme Court
decisions have actually increased barriers to participation.
The Court has ruled in favor of (a) allowing schools to
limit participation based on funding problems and (b)
drug testing for all students partaking in extracurricular
activities. Schools may also require students to meet
minimum academic standings in order to participate in
an organized activity. Unfortunately, these policies may
limit extracurricular involvement for precisely those stu-
dents who stand to benefit the most from them, as
it could promote a return to positive developmental
trajectories.

Despite the increased support and interest in extra-
curricular activities, substantial barriers to participation
exist for youths from low-income families. Researchers
call for policy makers to decrease barriers to participation
for these youths, as extracurricular activities may address
the socioeconomic disparities found in school achieve-
ment and overall adjustment. One possibility is to
increase monies to low-income families in order to facil-
itate increased extracurricular involvement. However,
David Casey, Marika Ripke, and Aletha Huston (2005)
maintained that policies such as welfare reform have done
litdle to increase family income. Family resources may be
augmented using subsidies that cover fees and transpor-

tation costs for extracurricular activities. In fact, studies
offering monetary subsidies and monetary assistance to
families, such as the New Hope Evaluation in Milwau-
kee, saw increases in youth organized activity participa-
tion. Another implication is to increase funding for
extracurricular activities at the school level, especially in
low-income areas where availability is limited. A substan-
tial way to guarantee funding is to include extracurricular
involvement as part of a child’s legal entitlement for a
minimally adequate education. On the whole, researchers
are calling for sustained funding for existing programs
and an increase in the availability of extracurricular activ-
ities, especially for children in low-income communities.

Past work also suggests that improving the quality of
extracurricular activities offered to youths should be a
target for policy makers. James Quinn (2005) asserts
that relatively few activity programs meet quality stand-
ards suggested by research. In addition, the focus of many
programs has turned to raising test scores rather than
concentrating on other important aspects of develop-
ment. This change has resulted from an increased atten-
tion on standardized test scores since the initiation of No

Child Left Behind.

Further research is necessary to inform policy practi-
ces suggested above. Researchers are increasingly moving
toward investigations that offer a deeper understanding of
extracurricular activities and their developmental impacts.
Investigations such as those by Larson and colleagues
(2005) demonstrates how research can elucidate the
underlying processes that may underlie the impact of
extracurricular involvement on youth adjustment. Some
scholars suggest that a person-environment fit model be
used when investigating whether and how extracurricular
participation benefits young people. Indeed, Eccles (2005)
suggests that future research is necessary to explicate the
specific characteristics of the activity settings and the spe-
cific adult and student behaviors that influence partici-
pants. Further research is also necessary for explaining
who participates in various extracurricular activities, who
continues to participate, and what influences the type of
organized activity youths decide to become involved in.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Data Sources, Childhood and
Adolescence; Academic Achievement; Drinking,
Adolescent; Drug Use, Adolescent; Identity
Development; Self-Esteem; Social Capital; Sports and
Athletics.
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Adopted Children

ADOPTED CHILDREN

Adoption is one way that family formation occurs. The
term adoption has a fairly uncomplicated connotation,
but the process itself is multifaceted and encompasses
several types of adoptive arrangements, each with its
own set of administrative protocols, legal regulations, as
well as developmental implications for the children.
Although there are many similarities across the various
types of adoption in how this process affects lifespan
development, recent research has uncovered a more
refined understanding of the discrete differences among
diverse populations of adoptees.

THE ADOPTION PROCESS

In the early 21st century, formal adoption refers to a
“legal procedure through which a permanent family is
created for a child whose birth parents are unable, unwill-
ing, or legally prohibited from caring for the child” (Tri-
seliotis, Shireman, & Hundleby, 1997, p. 1). Over the
past several decades, this “legal procedure” has become
increasingly popular, yet there is no nationwide govern-
mental authority that oversees all types of adoptive place-
ments, despite the fact that all adoptions entail some sort
of legal involvement. As such, determining the exact num-
ber of adoptions that occur for every type of adoptive
arrangement is difficult. Currently, research estimates that
there are about 1.5 million adopted children in the United
States (Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2002) and
that about 2-4% of families include an adopted child.
There are two exceptions to the imprecise collection of
statistics on adoption, however: international adoptions
and the adoption of children from the U.S. foster-care
system (public adoptions). Due to legislative changes and
other societal transformations, both of these forms of
adoption have become increasingly widespread (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2008). Not
only are there expanding notions of who is qualified to be
an adoptive parent, but potential adoptees are no longer
limited to “healthy infants.” The population of adoptees
has become increasingly diverse in terms of age, race,
country of origin, and developmental background,
whereas contemporary potential adoptive parents encom-
pass a wide range of demographic characteristics.

In the United States, adoptions can occur with the
assistance of a public or private agency, or independently
from a government-certified agency. Public agency adop-
tions are those that involve youth in the child welfare
system (foster care or other type of out-of-home care).
Such adoptions require the voluntary or involuntary
termination of (biological) parental rights and include a
range of children both in terms of demographic charac-
teristics and developmental histories. Independent adop-
tions indicate that the arrangement occurred without the

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 13



Adopted Children

National Adoption Day. Adopted children from lefi, Christopher Futschik, 10; Jessica Sherman, 8; Achaunti Strong, 5; and Johane
Strong, 7; stand with Connecticut Attorney General Richard Blumenthal to celebrate National Adoption Day in Hartford, Connecticut.
AP IMAGES.

assistance of an official agency but instead through a
third party such as a clergy, doctor, or attorney who
mediates the agreement between the birthparent and
adoptive caregivers, with a judge authorizing the final
agreement (Stolley, 1993). Private adoptions refer to
the assistance of a nonpublic adoption agency in negoti-
ating the matter; infants and children from a variety
of backgrounds are placed through private adoption.
Within these agency or independent entities, adoptions
may be domestic or international, and may also involve
transracial placements.

Although the practice of transracial adoptions has a
tumultuous history—and was actively discouraged by
adoption practitioners for many years—federal child
welfare legislation from the 1990s has helped break down
the barriers to this practice. In part due to the fact that so
many ethnic minority children were residing in foster
care indefinitely, the Multiethnic Placement Act of
1994 and its amended provisions, the Interethnic Place-
ment Provisions of 1997, were passed by Congtress; both
prohibit the delay or denial of an adoptive placement on
the basis of race, color, or national origin of either the

potential adoptive parent or the adoptee (U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 1997). Simply put,
adoption practitioners cannot legally factor in these char-
acteristics when making decisions about the potential
adoptive placement. Whereas there was once concern
that the psychological adjustment of transracial adoptees
would be irrevocably harmed, several longitudinal studies
of children and young adults have significanty disputed
this notion (Brooks & Barth, 1999). Yet transracial
placement needs to be handled with sensitivity and care-
ful forethought. This process may still engender difficul-
ties for young adoptees in terms of development of racial
identity and acculturation, while the adoptive family may
struggle with feelings of isolation in the community

(Lee, 2003).

In contrast to most of the other categories of adop-
tions, international adoptions are fairly well documented
by the federal government. International or intercountry
adoptions refer to the adoption of nonnative children
and typically involve infants. This form of adoption has
become increasingly popular in recent decades due to
worldwide changes in countries’ economic and political
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circumstances (e.g., Romania, Russia) as well as demo-
graphic and social transformations in the United States.
For example, the number of native infants available for
adoption in the United States has decreased due to
increases in the utilization of abortion and in growing
acceptance of single-parent households (Bartholet, 1993).
Around the world, international adoptions have increased,
including the adoption of American children abroad.
Increasing in popularity since the Korean and Vietnam
Wars, this practice has become especially widespread since
the mid-1980s. Between 2002 and 2007, Americans
adopted 100,000 children from other countries (U. S.
Department of State, 2008). In 1990, for example, the
number of international adoptions by American parents
was just over 7,000 children; by 2006, this figure had
tripled. Furthermore, children are adopted from dozens
of countries, with the greatest number in 2006 originating
from China, Guatemala, Russia, and South Korea.

In recent years, the face of adoptive parents has
evolved dramatically. Whereas adoption was once pri-
marily undertaken by childless, two-parent couples, in
the early 21st century gay and lesbian couples, single
parents, and low-income families are actively seeking to
adopt children (Howard, 2006). It was only as recently as
the early 1970s that single, unmarried men were able to
adopt children on their own (Dorris, 1989). For foster
children, it is not as uncommon as once thought for kin
adoption to occur (i.e., a grandmother or aunt chooses to
adopt a relative who has been placed in foster care; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2002).

HISTORY OF ADOPTION

The practice of adoption has been evident, both formally
and informally, for centuries, albeit with motives that are
distinct from the contemporary American practice of
adoption (Sokoloff, 1993; Triseliotis et al., 1997). For a
number of centuries, maintaining the familial lineage was
one of the ultimate goals of adoption. In ancient Rome,
adoptions were performed for the sake of the adoptive
family sustaining its familial lineage. Adult males were
preferred for adoption in order to provide heirs to
Roman emperors (Sokoloff, 1993; Triseliotis et al.,
1997). In 17th-century England, parentless or dependent
children were tended to in a manner that obviated
the need for adoptive homes. The de facto policy for
tending to unwanted children included placing them in
almshouses or relegating them to positions as labor
apprentices, indentured servants, or domestic help

(Sokoloff, 1993).

In later centuries in the United States, a controversial
method for tending to dependent children developed.
Over the course of several decades, these children were
shipped via trains from urban areas (primarily New York

Adopted Children

City) to farms in the Midwest, a movement referred to as
the orphan trains. This permanent relocation was spear-
headed by Charles Loring Brace under the auspices of the
Children’s Aid Society (also founded by Brace) because
he felt that children deserved a better upbringing than
living in institutions, or on the streets (O’Connor, 2001).
Upon arriving at their destinations, the young children
were put on display to the public, who then selected the
children they wanted, often as farm labor. Although
Brace’s intention was to place unwanted children in
stable, permanent adoptive families, the formal adoption
of these children did not often occur. Moreover, many of
these children were technically not orphans and had
living biological parents in their former residences. How-
ever, the fact that many of these children may have
benefited from this move west into secure families cannot
be overlooked (O’Connor, 2001).

By the early 20th century in the United States, legal
guidelines for adoptions emerged—mostly directed at
protecting the privacy and secrecy of both the adoptee
and the biological parent—and adoption has fluctuated
in popularity since that time. The demand for infants,
however, has remained fairly steady since World War I

(Sokoloff, 1993).

HOW ADOPTION AFFECTS
INDIVIDUALS’ PSYCHOSOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT

Do adopted children encounter more identity and devel-
opmental difficulties than nonadopted children? For
many decades, researchers and practitioners assumed that
adopted children were at a higher risk of poor outcomes
in numerous interpersonal and developmental domains
(Brodzinsky, Schecter, Braff, & Singer, 1984; Elonen
& Schwartz, 1969; Sharma, McGue, & Benson, 1998).
In part, theories for such problematic outcomes have
vacillated from biological issues, such as the genetic
inheritance of behavior problems (i.e., impulsivity; Deutsch
et al., 1982), to psychodynamic issues related to long-term
confusion on behalf of an adopted child about his or her
familial origins, often referred to as the adopted child syn-
drome (Kirschner, 1996), to difficulties stemming from
having resided in troubled international regions (Tizard,
1991). Alternatively, some researchers suggest that tainted
perceptions on the part of adoptive parents and/or mental
health professionals—who perhaps unwittingly look for
signs of difficulties in adopted youth—fuel the reported
higher rates of problem behaviors (Warren, 1992; Wegar,
1995).

Yet until the late 1990s, some of this research was
flawed methodologically in that all types of adopted
children were clustered together in many analyses,
causing the entire population of adoptees to appear
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troubled. More recent research, by contrast, has focused
on specific subgroups of adoptees and thus has teased
apart some of this heterogeneity. Such studies conclude
that with so much variability in the types of adoptive
placements, the developmental trajectory of the adoptee
is partly contingent on how the child is placed in the
home (Haugaard, 1998).

ADOPTION OF FOSTER CHILDREN

The foster-care population consists of children burdened
by particularly harsh early developmental histories, pri-
marily due to circumstances of physical and/or sexual
abuse and neglect. For these reasons, and because foster
children frequently already have biological families from
whom they must separate, the adoption of foster children
can be precarious. That is, public adoptions, unlike other
types of adoptions (e.g., private adoption of infants),
mostly entail the placement of toddlers and children
who, because of their early histories, may possess emo-
tional and behavioral difficulties that can engender unsta-
ble transitions into their new adoptive homes. Not only
do many foster children have histories of maltreatment,
but they are generally older and thus may have rather
distinct memories—or ongoing relationships—with their
biological parents and families, as well as with siblings

who are also placed in foster care. Although parents who
undergo a public adoption are well-intentioned, these
types of adoptions have inherent risks that may not be
present in other types of adoptions. Research on adopted
foster children indicates that both male and female
adoptees may evidence internalizing and externalizing
behavior problems, such as depression and anxiety and
disruptive behavior disorders for extensive periods of
time—especially if no services are provided (Simmel,
2007). Providing accurate preparation and ongoing serv-
ices to the adoptee and the adoptive family is critical for
cultivating and sustaining healthy psychosocial develop-
ment (Simmel, 2007).

Recognizing that foster children face decreased odds
of entering into an adoptive arrangement as they mature,
the U.S. Congress passed legislation in 1997 (the Adop-
tion and Safe Families Act) that partially addressed this
challenge. Foster children beyond the age of 5 years are
not likely to be adopted. If they do not reunify with their
biological families, they remain in foster care or other
institutional arrangements until age 18. Thus, for children
in the child welfare system, adoption is one of the most
desirable placement outcomes as it involves a sense of
permanency for children, as opposed to the “temporary”
option of residing in a succession of foster and group
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homes. The passage of the Adoption and Safe Families Act
in 1997 ushered in a revived focus on the permanency and
safety of foster children, and consequently the number of
public adoptions increased in the United States
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2008).

RECENT CHANGES IN
ADOPTION PRACTICE

The potentially problematic outcomes for adopted chil-
dren are not limited to foster children. Infants adopted at
birth—including through private adoptions—are not
necessarily free of problems. Difficulties in acquiring a
sense of belonging and developing a personal identity
may haunt some adoptees regardless of when or how
they came into the adoptive home. Anecdotally, two
recent personal memoirs shared insights about the
authors’ personal histories of adoption, the developmen-
tal impact of being an adoptee, and surrendering an
infant to adoption. A. M. Homes (2007), adopted at
infancy, discussed her search for and eventual reunion
with her biological parents and the complexities of this
process on her identity development, particularly when
this new relationship became problematic. In contrast,
Meredith Hall (2007) wrote about the painful process of
being a pregnant teen in the 1960s and the extensive
efforts to cover up her pregnancy and the adoption of her
infant son. She eloquently described the impact on her
own identity development, her reunion with her biolog-
ical son, and how they both navigated her new role as a
mother figure in his life as a young adult.

An increasingly common practice is open adoption,
or maintaining some form of contact among the child
adoptee, his or her adoptive family, and the biological
parent or family who surrendered the child. This contact
may take place through in-person contact, letters, phone
calls, or e-mails. The extent of these contacts varies. For
some it may be an annual letter from the adoptive
parents; for others it may be monthly visits with the
biological parent. As children begin to comprehend the
nature of what it means to be adopted, usually between
the ages of 7 and 11, allowing access to biological families
holds enormous potential for facilitating positive growth.
During adolescence, a time when struggling with identity
issues is paramount, having some continuity with one’s
biological heritage could be instrumental in fomenting
one’s sense of self (Brodzinsky, 2005). This practice
demonstrates a striking procedural change from tradi-
tional adoption practice, whereby all information about
both parties was strictly concealed (Sokoloff, 1993).
Reflecting societal changes in the 1970s pertaining to
personal liberties (e.g., the civil rights movement, the
women’s movement), as well as an increase in both

Adopted Children

adult adoptees and birthparents seeking information
about and/or reunification with one another, open
adoption was initially a revolutionary idea that has
gradually evolved into greater acceptance (Brokzinsky,
2005).

In addition, the use of open adoptions is becoming
evident in some public adoptions in the United States,
Canada, and Europe (Brodzinsky, 2005). It is not clear
whether this practice is uniformly beneficial to the
adoptee. Research shows that adoptive families may curtail
the amount of contact with biological families after sus-
taining contact with them for the first few years (Brooks,
Simmel, Barth, & Wind, 2005). However, as noted by
David Brodzinsky (2005), open adoption is a “fluid proc-
ess” and may fluctuate again as children reach the adoles-
cent phase. Yet Brodzinsky remarks that having had an
open adoption and maintaining open communication
with adopted parents may have a positive developmental
influence on adoptees’ psychological development in both

childhood and adulthood.

THE FUTURE OF
ADOPTION RESEARCH

Within the broad practice of adoption, many different
types of adoptive placements exist, affecting infants and
children from many different age groups who possess
diverse developmental backgrounds and demographic
characteristics. To apply a set of research findings to the
entire population of adoptees does a disservice to under-
standing the explicit and subtle differences among them.
Whereas recent empirical investigations are beginning to
hone in on the specific characteristics of unique types of
adoptive arrangements, the next wave of research will be
enhanced by taking this a step further. For example,
given the potential vulnerability of children adopted
from foster care, what are the long-term strengths and
challenges faced by these families and can effective serv-
ices be introduced to mitigate the stressors? For interna-
tional adoptees, closer examination of the regional
differences in how the sending countries care for their
young orphans and the ultimate developmental impact of
this early care is necessary.

Similarly, on a broader policy level, tighter regulations
of independent, for-profit adoption agencies (that may be
involved in domestic placements as well) are needed so that
the rights of potential adoptive parents and international
adoptees are carefully safeguarded. Finally, with respect to
the advent of openness in adoption proceedings, how
might this process help young adoptees reconcile potential
identity issues with their biological heritage? Understand-
ing the immediate (childhood) and long-term (early adult-
hood) impact of this process is an important step.
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AGE NORMS

The presence of elementary school girls in salons getting
facials, men in their 60s starting families, junior high
school boys drinking martinis—on some level, these
scenarios give one pause. Although there is nothing
remarkable about getting a facial, starting a family, or
drinking a martini, the age of the actors doing these
things is just not right. In life course parlance, these
behaviors are off-time, either too early or too late. They
violate age norms, or shared expectations about when life
events, transitions, or behaviors ought to occur.

Age is a key factor that organizes social life (Riley,
Foner, and Waring, 1988). And the sequence of socially
defined, age-graded events and roles that an individual
enacts over time is the cornerstone of the life course
perspective (Elder, 1975). That is, most individuals in
the United States can expect to begin formal education
around age 6, complete high school around age 18,
transition to marriage in their 20s and early 30s, main-
tain stable employment during adulthood, retire from the
labor force in their 60s, and die thereafter. Although
increased heterogeneity in the timing of transitions has
occurred over time, this general sequencing is still wide-
spread. Its stability arises from two related processes.
First, social institutions (such as the educational system)
and institutional transitions (such as retirement) that
have age-related boundaries attached play a key role in
ensuring the sequence of life events described above.
Second, age norms then add onto this institutional role.

This entry focuses on this latter concept of age
norms, describing what it means, outlining its appeal
and weaknesses, and providing applications of it in
research on adolescence. What should be noted up front
is that age norms are more often assumed in research
than tested directly despite theory that age norms matter
during this stage of rapid physical, social, emotional, and
cognitive development.

DEFINING THE CONCEPT

The concept of age norms gained prominence through
the work of Bernice Neugarten and colleagues on the
Kansas City Studies of Adult Life. Conducted during the
late 1950s and early 1960s, the study helped make age
research more prominent in sociology, emphasizing the
social and psychological elements of age that guide
human development. In their seminal article on age
norms, Neugarten and colleagues (1965) posited that
age norms are a pervasive system of expectations regard-
ing age-appropriate behaviors that lets individuals know
when they should or should not engage in a particular
behavior or transition to a new status. These norms, they
argued, are embedded into the cultural fabric of everyday
life, illustrated in phrases such as “Act your age,” “She’s

Age Norms

too young to be having sex,” or “He’s too old to be
unmarried.” Operating at the group level, age norms
create social expectations for behavior and provide a
social clock or timetable for major life events. As such,
individuals are aware both of the social clock and of their
own timing relative to others, easily describing them-
selves as “early,” “late,” or “on-time” with regard to
different transitions and events. Finally, age norms, like
all norms, are supported and enforced through a variety
of sanctions placed upon the transgressor (Neugarten,

Moore, and Lowe, 1965; Settersten and Mayer, 1997).

Using survey responses from a sample of middle-
class adults in two Midwestern cities, Neugarten and
colleagues found that nearly all agreed that a “right”
age for different life transitions exists (e.g., marriage,
parenthood, to be settled into a career). For example,
more than 85% of respondents thought that the right age
for a woman to marry was between ages 19 and 24. From
these results, they concluded that the normative pattern
of adult development, especially in the 1950s and early
1960s, comes about, in part, as age norms and age
expectations “operate as prods and brakes upon behavior,
in some instances hastening an event, in others delaying it”
(Neugarten et al. 1965, p. 711). This construct and its
related ideas (social clock, being off-time, etc.) have been
incorporated into a life course perspective, generating a
host of studies focused on the significance of age in society
and the timing of life events.

LIMITATIONS OF THE CONCEPT

Although intuitively appealing and a starting point for
much life course scholarship, a great deal of conceptual
ambiguity, weak measurement, and limited empirical
evidence is associated with the concept of age norms
(Hagestad, 1990; Elder, 1978; Marini, 1984; Modell,
1997). Using the marriage example from above, when
looking at the timing of an event such as age at marriage,
are researchers observing an actual norm or simply a
statistical regularity? As Marini (1984) noted, an
observed behavior that is very common may be a custom
but not a norm, the former referring to a collective
expectation of what an individual wi// do and the latter
referring to a collective expectation of what an individual
ought to do. Similarly, in relying on statistical regularities
to infer the presence of a norm, one may overlook the
possibility that no actual norm exists, but rather a range
of behaviors are acceptable. Continuing with the mar-
riage example, looking at union formation behavior
among young adults at the start of the 21st century, most
are single, neither married nor cohabiting with a partner.
Does this statistical regularity mean that to be single is a
norm or a behavior that one ought to engage in, whereas
to be married or cohabiting is nonnormative? Or, are
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Teens Smoking. Adolescents smoke cigarettes in a café. The image of adolescents engaging in “problem behaviors” such as smoking goes
against most age norms. AP IMAGES.

being married or cohabiting in young adulthood simply
other, less common options (Settersten and Mayer,
1997)? Together, these questions limit the scientific util-
ity and application of this concept.

TWO EXAMPLES OF AGE NORMS
IN RESEARCH ON ADOLESCENCE

Despite these limitations, age norms and the consequent
social psychological implications of being off-time under-
lie much of the research on adolescent development.
Although the salience of age in human development is
waning over time (Neugarten, 1996), some argue that the
first two decades of life remain a developmental period
where age-grading is more or less consistent (Hagestad,
1990) and, thus, a period where age norms may matter
most to development. To that end, three areas of research
have been reviewed—moving from the general to the
more specific—that build upon or test the role of age
norms in adolescent development.

First, much of the research on “problem behaviors”
in adolescence (e.g., smoking, drinking, drug use, sexual
intercourse) is predicated, in part, on the general belief

that engaging in such behaviors in the second decade of
life violates the shared expectations of about what an
adolescent is—one who is priceless, innocent, and in
need of protection—and what behaviors in which she
ought to engage. That is, smoking is bad for one’s health
regardless of age, but the image of a smoking 12-year-old
feels especially egregious. Similarly, the physical and, to
some extent, emotional risks associated with sexual inter-
course among two consenting 14-year-olds who love and
respect one another and use contraception are minimal.
Yet most adults, including many academics, and many
young people themselves fee/ that such a transition is
inappropriate. In both cases, the feelings of inappropri-
ateness triggered by these off-time or early transitions are
reflected in public policies (sexual education programs
in schools) and law (age restrictions on purchasing
cigarettes).

As another example, much of the research on puber-
tal timing in girls’ lives draws on the notion of being off-
time as a factor in explaining early-maturing girls’
increased likelihood of engaging in problem behaviors
(e.g., Ge, Conger, and Elder, 1996; Stattin and Magnus-

son, 1990). These studies assume that a departure from

20 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



the normative developmental schedule is less socially
desirable and even stressful for young people (Neugarten,
1979). Because early maturing girls depart from this
timetable and are visibly different from their peers at a
moment when being like everyone else matters a great
deal and because they are perceived by others as older
than they really are, early maturers enter the social world
of adolescence sooner, doing so with neither the support
of their larger peer group nor the development time
needed to acquire and integrate the skills needed to
confront the new tasks in adolescence.

The final example of the role of age norms in adoles-
cent development comes from a study on race/ethnic
differences in age, sequencing norms, and behaviors. Pat-
ricia East (1998) used survey data to chart the timing and
sequencing of girls’ sexual, marital, and birth expectations.
She found that the normative timetable by which girls saw
their lives unfolding was constructed differently by race
and ethnicity. Latinas desired early and rapid transitions
for marriage and birth. African-American girls perceived
the youngest desired age for first sexual intercourse and the
greatest likelihood of nonmarital fertility. Finally, whites
perceived older ages for each.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Drinking, Adolescent; Drug Use,
Adolescent; Elder, Glen H., Jr.; Puberty; Sexual
Activity, Adolescence; Transition to Marriage;
Transition to Parenthood; Volume 2: Roles.
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AGGRESSION,
CHILDHOOD
AND ADOLESCENCE

Aggressive behavior among children is recognized as a
major risk factor for subsequent developmental malad-
justment, both for the perpetrators and the victims. For
decades, attempts to understand and prevent childhood
aggression have focused on physical aggression. Physical
aggression is usually defined as the use of physical force
against another person either with an object (e.g., stick,
rock, knife) or without (e.g., slap, push, punch, kick,
bite). However, increasing press coverage of school-based
incidences of peer victimization as well as films such as
Mean Girls (2004) and books such as Queen Bees and
Wannabes (2002) have drawn attention to the fact that
children’s aggressive behavior incorporates more than the
infliction of bodily harm. Thus, children can hurt their
peers through more subtle forms of aggression, for exam-
ple through social exclusion or rumor spreading.

Different labels have been used to describe these more
subtle forms of aggression, including indirect aggression,
relational aggression, and social aggression. All three terms
refer to aggressive behavior that is intended to damage
another’s self-esteem or social status, but indirect aggres-
sion is mainly covert in nature (e.g., spreading rumors,
social exclusion from the group) whereas relational aggres-
sion can be both covert and overt (e.g., threatening to
withdraw friendship, divulging secrets). Social aggression
encompasses both overt and covert behaviors and also
includes nonverbal aggressive behavior (e.g., ignoring
someone, negative facial expressions or body movements).
A review of the literature reveals, however, that the three
labels essentially refer to the same overarching construct.
In this entry, the term social aggression will be used. Unlike
physical aggression, social aggression does not cause any
immediate physical injuries. Many adults therefore view
social aggression among children as less serious than phys-
ical aggression. However, social aggression has been found
to activate the same areas of the brain that register physical
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pain and is considered by the victims to be as harmful as
physical aggression.

SEX DIFFERENCES IN
THE DEVELOPMENTAL COURSE
OF AGGRESSION

With the exception of early infancy, when physical
aggression first appears, males are considerably more
physically aggressive than females throughout the life
course. This sex gap in physical aggression gradually
widens over the course of childhood and adolescence
and reaches a peak in young adulthood. In contrast, girls
are already more socially aggressive than boys during the
preschool period, when this type of behavior first
emerges. The sex gap in social aggression also continu-
ously widens over the course of childhood, with a peak in
adolescence, but decreases considerably thereafter. By
young adulthood, males and females show relatively sim-
ilar levels of social aggression (Coté, 2007).

What may explain these divergent trajectories for the
two sex groups? One possible explanation refers to differ-
ential rates of cognitive maturation in infancy between
boys and girls. Of particular importance in this context
may be the fact that girls develop expressive language
skills sooner than boys, which may enable girls to solve
conflict situations verbally instead of with physical force
and to use socially aggressive strategies that involve the
manipulation of others (e.g., rumor spreading). Another
explanation may lie in differential socialization experiences
of the two genders. Several studies show that socializing
agents such as parents, teachers, and peers tend to
encourage gender-normative behaviors and discourage
gender-non-normative behaviors, and this pattern is also
found with respect to aggression. Parents and teachers are
more likely to disapprove of girls’ than of boys’ expres-
sion of anger and are more likely to use firm directives
and follow through on requests for good behavior in girls
than in boys. Similatly, peers view physical aggression as
less normative for girls than for boys. The differential
structure of girls’ and boys’ peer contexts may also facil-
itate a greater use of social aggression in girls. Boys tend
to engage in more rough-and-tumble play than girls,
which may lead to more serious aggressive behavior when
conflicts arise. In contrast, girls’ play is more oriented
toward intimacy and social inclusion within relatively
small groups. As a result, girls’ peer groups may offer
more opportunities for the use of socially aggressive
strategies such as rumor spreading or social exclusion
than boys’ peer groups.

ETIOLOGY OF PHYSICAL

AGGRESSION

For several decades, the prevailing theory of the etiology
(or origin) of aggression among scholars was that it is a

learned behavior—occurring either as a response to a
provocation or threat or as an instrumental means of
goal attainment—that results from observing and imi-
tating aggressive role models. Such aggressive role models
may be observed either in the family, the peer group, the
neighborhood, or in the mass media. Empirical data
seemed to support the social learning theory of aggres-
sion. Aggression, especially physically aggressive behavior,
is more prevalent in children and adolescents who are
exposed to marital violence and child abuse, whose
parents use harsh discipline and physical punishment,
who have highly aggressive siblings or friends, who live
in disadvantaged neighborhoods characterized by high
crime, and who report frequent exposure to violence in
films, music, and print media.

Experimental studies also provided empirical sup-
port for observation and imitation of aggressive role
models as the primary explanatory mechanism of aggres-
sive behavior. For example, a now classic study by Albert
Bandura and colleagues (the “Bobo doll” study) showed
that children who observed an adult physically abuse a
puppet were more inclined to later use physical aggres-
sion themselves against the puppet than children who
had not witnessed the adult’s aggressive behavior (Ban-
dura, Ross, and Ross, 1961). Empirical support for the
idea that aggression is a learned behavior also came from
robust criminological statistics showing that arrests for
violent offenses (i.e., physical aggression) appear first in
preadolescence, increase sharply during adolescence, and
decrease slowly thereafter (Sampson and Laub, 1993).

More recently, researchers have challenged the idea
that physical aggression is a learned behavior that peaks
in adolescence (Tremblay and Nagin, 2005). They argue
that, whereas the increase in violent crime during ado-
lescence is in line with a social learning model of aggres-
sion, the decrease of violent crime in adulthood is not.
Moreover, both observational and questionnaire-based
studies suggest that physical aggression (i.e., kicking,
biting, hitting, or pushing another person) is already
prevalent in toddlerhood. Perhaps even more notewor-
thy, recent longitudinal studies indicate that physical
aggression increases in the first years of life up to a peak
at around 30 months of age and then decreases steadily
thereafter. These data suggest that, rather than being a
result of social learning, physical aggression appears to be
part of most—if not all—young children’s potential
behavioral repertoire. Of course, considerable individual
differences exist with respect to the frequency and inten-
sity with which such behavior is enacted. More impor-
tantly, over the course of development, most children
learn not to use physical aggression in interpersonal
interaction.

Despite the general decrease in physical aggression
after its peak in toddlerhood, recent studies show that up
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to 15% of children remain on a stable and high trajectory
of physical aggression throughout the preschool years and
beyond. What can explain these distinct developmental
patterns? At least part of these interindividual differences
may be due to genetic factors. A large body of research
suggests that at least 50% of the variance in physical
aggression during childhood is explained by genetic
factors (DiLalla, 2002). There is also evidence, however,
that genetic effects on physical aggression diminish with
age. Together, these findings suggest that genetic factors
may play a considerable role in explaining interindividual
differences in children’s initial propensity toward phys-
ical aggression, whereas socialization may influence to a
large extent whether and how quickly children learn to
replace physical aggression with socially more acceptable
behavior.

ETIOLOGY OF SOCIAL AGGRESSION

Although most children seem to “unlearn” physical
aggression in favor of more socially acceptable alterna-
tives, these alternatives may not necessarily comprise only
prosocial behavior. Instead, some children may revert to
more covert, socially aggressive strategies to obtain their
goals or to seek revenge against others. Unlike physical
aggression, social aggression is usually not observed
before the preschool period. Given its manipulative and
often circuitous nature, social aggression requires a cer-
tain amount of verbal skills as well as an understanding of
others’ intentions and emotions, which only start to
emerge at around 4 years of age (Sutton, Smith, and
Swettenham, 1999). Once these skills develop, however,
some children seem to use social aggression more and
more frequently. Thus, whereas physical aggression
appears to peak in toddlerhood and (for most children)
gradually decline thereafter, social aggression increases
with age.

By adolescence, social aggression is by far the pre-
dominant type of aggression in social interaction, and
remains such thereafter. Indeed, research with adults
suggests that psychological harassment, which is equiva-
lent to social aggression, is a major problem in the work-
place and one of the main reasons for absenteeism and
sick leave. The gradual increase in social aggression over
the course of middle childhood and into adolescence
suggests that social aggression may be more of a learned
behavior than physical aggression. Support for this
notion also comes from genetically informative research,
which showed that genetic effects only account for
only around 20% of the variance of social aggression
(Brendgen, Dionne, Girard, Boivin, et al, 2005).

If one type of aggression gradually replaces another,
one would expect that it is essentially the same children
who first display high levels of physical aggression in
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infancy and toddlerhood and then high levels of social
aggression in middle childhood and adolescence. Find-
ings from cross-sectional studies indeed reveal that many
aggressive children use both forms of aggression. More-
over, there is evidence that most children whose social
aggression increases from 2 to 8 years of age have dis-
played moderate to high levels of physical aggression in
early childhood. Additional evidence for a common root
of physical and social aggression comes from genetically
informed research (such as studies of twins), which shows
that the two types of aggression are in fact explained by
the same genetic factors (Brendgen, et al, 2005).

By the same token, however, this research reveals
that physical aggression and social aggression share rela-
tively few environmental predictors after the common
genetic factors are taken into account. Together, current
research thus suggests that a generalized—and to a sig-
nificant extent genetically driven—individual disposition
for aggressive behavior may shift from physical to social
aggression as children mature. Whether and when this
shift occurs, however, seems to be determined by the
extent to which the child is exposed to social environ-
mental influences that discourage the use of physical
aggression and tolerate, or even reward, the use of social
aggression.

ENVIRONMENTAL PREDICTORS
AND DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES
OF PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL
AGGRESSION

The finding that physical aggression and social aggression
share relatively few environmental predictors after the
common genetic factors are taken into account raises
the question what these environmental predictors may
be. Empirical evidence suggests that the family context
and particularly parental behaviors are among the main
environmental predictors of child physical aggression
(Loeber and Farrington, 2000). Thus, harsh disciplinary
practices toward the child and a lack of warmth have
been shown to foster physically aggressive behavior in the
child, and these effects are exacerbated in families living
in chaotic circumstances characterized by disorder and
noise. Notably, these environmental effects are found
even when controlling for genetic effects on physical
aggression. Children who are exposed to such a stressful
family environment at a young age are less likely to learn
how to regulate their behavior and more likely to show
continuously high levels of physical aggression.

Parental influences on social aggression have been
less frequently examined so far. Evidence suggests, how-
ever, that one way children may learn socially aggressive
behavior is by observing parents’ use of manipulative
tactics such as love withdrawal or guilt induction—either

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 23



Aggression, Childhood and Adolescence

toward each other or toward the child (Casas, Weigel,
Crick, Ostrov et al., 2006). Parents are not the only source
of influence on child behavior, of course, and arguably one
of the most important additional influences comes from
the peer group. Thus, research shows that affiliation with
highly physically aggressive friends may enhance the effect
of an existing genetic liability for physical aggression in a
child. In contrast, friends’ social aggression seems to foster
socially aggressive behavior even in children without a
genetic predisposition to such behavior. In other words,
having highly socially aggressive friends may foster socially
aggressive behavior even in children who do not have any

preexisting genetic liability for this type of behavior.

Socializing agents such as parents, peers, or teachers
may also foster physical or social aggression in the child
without even using these behaviors themselves. Social
learning theory postulates that a lack of punishment will
cause an individual to continue an undesirable behavior
that may lead to potential rewards (e.g., obtaining an
object or exacting revenge against someone). In line with
this notion, a lack of parental monitoring has been related
to physical aggression in the offspring. Lack of punish-
ment by socializing agents may play an even greater role in
children’s use of social aggression. By preschool age, chil-
dren already believe that socially aggressive responses to
provocations are more acceptable than physically aggres-
sive responses. Similarly, parents and teachers tend to view
social aggression as less serious than verbal and physical
aggression, and they are also less sympathetic to the vic-
tims of social aggression. Adults are also much less likely to
intervene in instances of social aggression, and if they do
intervene, they are less inclined to discipline the socially
aggressive perpetrator.

The lack of negative response from the social environ-
ment toward the use of social aggression suggests that the
developmental outcomes for this type of behavior may differ
from those of physical aggression. A plethora of studies have
documented the numerous negative consequences of physi-
cally aggressive behavior for the perpetrator; these range
from problematic relationships with parents, teachers, and
the peer group to academic difficulties (low grades, grade
retention, high school dropout), as well as later sexual risk
behavior (e.g., multiple partners, teen pregnancy) and delin-
quency (e.g., gang membership, drug use, theft, violence)
(Loeber and Farrington, 2000). In addition, there is evi-
dence for a link between physical aggression and internaliz-
ing problems (e.g., depression). Do socially aggressive
children and adolescents suffer the same fate? Empirical
evidence suggests that negative consequences may only
occur for individuals displaying extreme levels of social
aggression. Specifically, even when accounting for poten-
tially co-occurring physical aggression, children displaying
extremely high levels of social aggression are at risk for

subsequent delinquency as well as anxiety, depression, and
social withdrawal (Crick, Ostrov, and Werner, 2006).

These negative outcomes seem to be even more
pronounced for boys than for girls. One possible explan-
ation for this may be that gender non-normative behavior
(such as social aggression in boys) may incur more neg-
ative reactions from the social environment, which in
turn may result in greater adjustment problems in the
children displaying gender-non-normative behavior.
Social aggression does not seem to be related to negative
developmental outcomes in children who display less
extreme levels of this type of behavior, however. In fact,
some scholars propose that social aggression entails cer-
tain benefits for the perpetrator (Werner and Crick,
2004). For example, because social aggression often
involves shared contempt and the purposeful exclusion of
a third party from a small friendship circle, it may promote
cohesiveness and closeness among the perpetrators. Social
aggression has also been linked to perceived popularity in
the peer group and the receipt of prosocial attention, thus
affording the perpetrator a measure of social power over
others. The potential for such positive consequences may
also explain why, over the course of development, social
aggression gradually becomes the predominant type of
aggressive behavior for most individuals.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN
THE STUDY OF AGGRESSION

Although socialization likely plays a crucial role in
explaining the development of aggressive behavior in
children and adolescents, the links between a putative
environmental variable such as the use of corporal pun-
ishment by parents and aggression in the child may
reflect the genetic transmission of aggressive behavior.
Genetically informative research designs such as twin
studies make it possible to estimate the contribution of
genetic and environmental factors to the development of
aggressive behavior. In addition, the etiological mecha-
nisms linking environmental and genetic influences can
be explored. Two relevant etiological mechanisms in this
context are a possible gene-environment interaction and a
gene-environment correlation (Moffitt, 2005). A gene-
environment interaction is indicated if, for example, the
effect of an environmental risk factor such as physical
maltreatment on aggression is stronger in children with
a greater genetic risk for aggressive behavior. In contrast,
a gene-environment correlation reflects a mechanism
whereby individuals evoke or select their environment
as a function of heritable traits.

These environmental features may then help main-
tain or exacerbate the child’s aggressiveness. For example, a
heritable characteristic such as aggression may in turn
trigger aggressive responses from the environment, a proc-
ess referred to as evocative Gene-Environment correlation.
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Alternatively, an active Gene-Environment correlation
would be indicated if aggressive children seek out specific
social environments, such as peers with similar behavioral
characteristics, as a function of their genetic disposition
toward this behavior. Studies indeed provide support for
gene-environment interaction and gene-environment cor-
relation processes in predicting childhood aggression.

Even genetically informative studies, however, can-
not provide proof of the causality of effects between
aggressive behavior and putative predictors or outcomes
of such behavior. A test of causality can only be achieved
through experimental manipulation. In recent decades,
however, ethical concerns have been voiced about
research involving the direct manipulation of aggressive
behavior or its putative antecedents. One innovative way
to circumvent these pitfalls may be offered by experimen-
tal intervention studies that include both a treatment
group and a control group. For example, the causal link
between aggression and its putative antecedents can be
tested by reducing the hypothesized antecedent risk fac-
tor through intervention and by examining whether
aggressive behavior also decreases subsequently. With
innovative methods and analytical tools such as these,
future research will yield an ever better understanding
of the etiology of aggression. By the same token, findings
from this research will contribute to the optimization of
preventive interventions targeting early risk factors (e.g.,
parenting behaviors) and to the development of school
policies targeting context factors (e.g., teacher awareness
and classroom management rules) to help stem aggressive

behavior in all its forms (Zins, Elias, & Maher, 2007).

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Bullying and Peer Victimization;
Genetic Influences, Early Life; Media Effects; Mental
Health, Childhood and Adolescence; Peer Groups and
Crowds; Socialization; Socialization, Gender; Theories
of Deviance.
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SEE Volume 1: Aggression, Childhood and Adolescence;
Bullying and Peer Victimization; Crime, Criminal
Activity in Childhood and Adolescence; Theories of
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Adulthood.

ASSIMILATION

The question of immigrants’ progress lies at the heart of
the immigration debate in the early 21st century. Since the
mid-1990s, the debate has centered on the question of
whether the predominantly non-European immigrants are
ever able to assimilate into mainstream American society.
Consequently, the matter of immigrant incorporation
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generates the most uncertainty and controversy (Zhou &
Lee, 2007). The assimilation perspective has dominated
much sociological thinking on immigrant adaptation since
the turn of the 20th century. Central to this perspective are
the assumptions that there is a natural process by which
diverse ethnic groups come to share a common culture and
gain equal access to the opportunity structure of the host
society, that this process entails the gradual abandonment
of old-world cultural and behavioral patterns in favor of
new ones, and that once, set in motion, this process moves
inevitably and irreversibly toward assimilation.

THE CLASSICAL ASSIMILATION
PERSPECTIVE

Classical assimilation scholars generally assume that the
host society consists of a single mainstream dominated by
a majority group (White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, or
WASPs). Migration leads to a situation of the marginal
man in which ethnic minority groups are pulled toward
the host culture but are drawn back by the culture of
their origin (Park, 1928; Stonequist, 1937). As time
passes, however, diverse ethnic groups from underprivi-
leged backgrounds go through the painful process
through a natural race relations cycle of contact, compe-
tition, and accommodation as group members abandon
their old ways of life to melt completely into the host
society’s mainstream (Park, 1928). These scholars also
acknowledge the potency of institutional factors such as
family socioeconomic status (SES), phenotypical ranking,
and racial/ethnic subsystems in determining the rate
of assimilation. In particular, the assimilation of some
ethnic minorities is especially problematic because the
subordination of those groups often is based on ascribed
characteristics, or characteristics one is born with, such as
skin color, language of origin, and religion. The process
of assimilation of readily identifiable minority groups,
especially African Americans, is likely to be confined within
racial-caste boundaries, leading to intergroup differences in
the pace of assimilation (Warner & Srole, 1945).

Milton Gordon (1964) devised a typology of assim-
ilation to capture the complexity of the process, ranging
from cultural, structural, marital, identificational, attitude-
receptional, and behavior-receptional assimilation to civic
assimilation. In Gordon’s view, cultural assimilation, or
acculturation, is a necessary first step and is considered the
top priority on the agenda of immigrant adjustment but
does not lead automatically to other forms of assimilation
(e.g., large-scale entrance into the institutions of the host
society or intermarriage). In certain circumstances accul-
turation may take place and continue indefinitely even
when no other forms of assimilation occur. Ethnic groups
may continue to be distinguished from one another
because of spatial isolation and lack of contact, and their

full assimilation depends ultimately on the degree to which
these groups gain the acceptance of the dominant group in
the host society. Structural assimilation, in contrast, is the
“keystone of the arch of assimilation” that inevitably leads
to other stages of assimilation (Gordon, 1964, p. 81).
Although vague about how groups advance from one stage
to another and what causes the change, Gordon anticipates
that most ethnic groups eventually will lose all their dis-
tinctive characteristics and cease to exist as ethnic groups as
they pass through different stages of assimilation.

From the classical assimilation perspective, distinc-
tive ethnic traits such as old-world cultures, native lan-
guages, and ethnic enclaves are sources of disadvantages.
Those disadvantages affect assimilation negatively, but
the negative effects are reduced greatly in each of the
successive generations because native-born generations
use English as the primary means of communication
and become more and more similar to the mainstream
American population in life skills, manner, and outlook.
Although complete acculturation to the dominant culture
may not ensure all ethnic groups full social participation
in the host society, immigrants are expected to free
themselves from their old cultures so that they can begin
rising up from marginal positions. Between the 1920s
and the 1950s the United States seemed to have absorbed
the great waves of immigrants who arrived primarily
from Europe. Past sociological studies indicated progres-
sive trends of socioeconomic achievement across immi-
grant generations and increasing rates of intermarriage as
determined by educational attainment, job skills, length
of stay since immigration, English proficiency, and levels
of exposure to American culture (Alba, 1985; Handlin,
1973; Lieberson & Waters, 1988).

In the 21st century Richard Alba and Victor Nee
(2003) revamped the assimilation perspective in Rethinking
the American Mainstream. They argued that contemporary
institutional changes, from civil rights legislation to
immigration law, combined with individual incentives
and motivation, have reshaped the context of immigrant
reception profoundly, making it more favorable for the
assimilation of newcomers and their children despite per-
sistent racial discrimination and economic restructuring.
Instead of assuming a single, unilateral WASP mainstream
into which immigrants are expected to assimilate, Alba and
Nee reconceptualized the American mainstream as one that
encompasses “a core set of interrelated institutional struc-
tures and organizations regulated by rules and practices that
weaken, even undermine, the influence of ethnic origins
per s¢” (p. 12). This mainstream may include members of
formerly excluded ethnic or racial groups, and it may
contain not just the middle class or affluent suburbanites
but the working class or the central-city poor. Individual
experiences of intergenerational mobility among immi-
grants are thus not dissimilar to those in the mainstream.
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Upward, horizontal, or downward social mobility is possi-
ble for immigrants and their children as much as it is for
those in mainstream society.

However, according to Alba and Nee (2003), the
process of assimilation varies from individual to individ-
ual and from group to group, depending on two causal
mechanisms. The first is a set of proximate causes that
involve an individual’s or group’s purposive action and
social networks (particularly exchange mechanisms of
social rewards and punishments within a primary group
and community) and the forms of capital (human, social,
and financial) an individual or group possesses. The
second is a set of distal causes that are embedded in larger
social structures such as the state and the labor market.
Alba and Nee suggest that all immigrants and their
descendants eventually assimilate, but not necessarily in
a single direction as predicted by the classical theory.
They believe that “an expectation of universal upward
mobility for any large group is unrealistic” (p. 163). This
theoretical framework helps explain how immigrants,
particularly those of non-European origin and working-
class background, incorporate into the mainstream at
different rates and by different measures. Despite their
definition of the mainstream as inclusive, however, their
notion of successful assimilation explicitly refers to incor-
poration into the middle class, not the working or lower

class (Zhou & Lee, 2007).

ANOMALIES

Since the late 1960s the classical assimilation perspective
and its application to more recently arrived non-
European immigrant groups has been challenged. Instead
of eventual convergence into the middle-class mainstream
as predicted by assimilation theories, several anomalies
appear to be significant. The first concerns persistent
ethnic differences across generations. Classical theories
predict assimilation as a function of the length of U.S.
residence and the number of succeeding generations, but
this is not how it seems to work. Prior research has
revealed an opposite pattern: the longer the U.S. resi-
dence, the more maladaptive the outcomes, whether
measured in terms of school performance, aspirations,
or behavior (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Suirez-Orozco
& Sudirez-Orozco, 2001; Telles & Ortiz, 2007). More-
over, even small differences in parental educational and
occupational status result in substantial differences in
children’s educational and occupational mobility. In a
study of the Irish, Italian, Jewish, and African Americans,
for example, Joel Perlmann (1988) showed that even
with family background factors held constant, ethnic
differences in levels of schooling and economic attain-
ment persisted in the second generation and later gener-
ations and that schooling was not equally commensurate
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with occupational advancement for African Americans
compared with European Americans across generations.

Another anomaly is what Herbert Gans (1992)
describes as the second generation decline. Gans notes
three possible scenarios for the contemporary new second
generation: education-driven mobility, succession-driven
mobility, and niche improvement. He observes that
immigrant children from less advantaged socioeconomic
backgrounds had a much harder time than other middle-
class children succeeding in school and that a significant
number of the children of poor, especially dark-skinned
poor, immigrants had multiple risks of being trapped in
permanent poverty in an era of stagnant economic
growth and in the process of Americanization because
these immigrant children “will either not be asked, or
will be reluctant, to work at immigrant wages and hours
as their parents did but will lack job opportunities, skills
and connections to do better” (pp. 173-174). Gans
anticipated downward mobility for many immigrants,
including some of those from middle-class backgrounds,
and dismal prospects for children of the less fortunate
who must confront high rates of unemployment, crime,
alcoholism, drug use, and other pathologies associated
with poverty and the frustration of rising expectations.

Still another anomaly relates to the counterintuitive
phenomena associated with contemporary immigration.
In the fastest-growing knowledge-intensive industries in
the United States, foreign-born engineers and other
highly skilled professionals disproportionately take key
technical positions and even ownership positions, such
as Chinese and Indian immigrants in Silicon Valley.
Highly skilled and economically resourceful immigrants
appear to skip several rungs on the mobility ladder and
bypass the conventional enclave-to-suburbia route imme-
diately upon arrival. In immigrant enclaves, ethnic com-
mercial banks, corporate-owned expensive restaurants,
and chain supermarkets stand side by side with tradi-
tional rotating credit associations, coffee and tea houses,
and mom-and-pop stores, opening alternative paths to
social mobility without the loss of ethnic distinctiveness

(Zhou, 1992).

In urban public schools neither valedictorians nor
delinquents are atypical among immigrant children
regardless of timing and racial or socioeconomic back-
grounds (Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Although immigrant
children are overrepresented on lists of award winners
and in academic fast tracks, many others are vulnerable to
multiple high-risk behaviors, school failure, membership
in street gangs, and youth crime. Even Asian Americans,
the so-called model minority, have seen a steady rise in
youth gang membership. Some Asian gang members are
from suburban middle-class families, attend magnet
schools, and are good students. Some of the notorious
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Asian gangs include the Flying Dragons, the Fuk Ching,
the Viet Ching, and the Korean Power. These anomalies
indicate a significant gap between theory and reality.

SEGMENTED ASSIMILATION

Segmented assimilation as a middle-range theory
emerged in the early 1990s with the 1993 publication
of “The New Second Generation” by Alejandro Portes
and Min Zhou in the Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Sciences. The theory is built on the
empirical observations that the host society is highly
stratified by class and race/ethnicity, that immigrant
social mobility is contingent on ethnic specificities and
structural circumstances, and that immigrants arrive with
different amounts and kinds of resources to cope with
resettlement and socioeconomic incorporation.

Unlike classical assimilation theories that posit an
irreversible and unidirectional path leading to eventual
incorporation into an undifferentiated, unified, and white
middle-class mainstream by all immigrants, the segmented
assimilation theory conceives of the mainstream society as

being shaped by systems of class and racial stratifications. It
emphasizes the interaction between race/ethnicity and class
and between group membership and larger social struc-
tures that intentionally or unintentionally exclude non-
whites. It attempts to delineate the multiple modes of
incorporation that emerge among contemporary immi-
grants and their offspring, account for their different des-
tinies of convergence (or divergence) in the new homeland,
and addresses the ways in which particular contexts of exit
and reception of national-origin groups affect outcomes.

From this perspective, the process of assimilation
may take multiple pathways, sometimes with different
turns leading to varied outcomes. Three main patterns
are discernible. The first is the time-honored upward
mobility pattern dictating acculturation and economic
integration into the normative structures of mainstream
middle-class America. This is the old-fashioned path of
severing ethnic ties; unlearning old-world values, norms,
and behavioral patterns; and adapting to the WASP core
associated with the middle class. The second pathway is
the downward mobility pattern that dictates acculturation

Pledge of Allegiance. An integrated classroom recites the Pledge of Allegiance. © BETTMANN/CORBIS.
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and parallel integration into the margins of American
society. This is the path of adapting to native subcultures
in direct opposition to the WASP core culture or creating
hybrid oppositional subcultures associated with native
groups trapped in the margins of the host society or the
bottom rungs of the mobility ladder. The third pathway is
socioeconomic integration into mainstream American
society with lagged and selective acculturation and delib-
erate preservation of the values and norms, social ties, and
ethnic institutions of the immigrant community. This is
the path of deliberately reaffirming ethnicity and rebuild-
ing ethnic networks and structures for socioeconomic
advancement into middle-class status.

The segment of society into which an immigrant or
ethnic group assimilates is determined by the unique con-
texts of exit and reception. The context of exit entails a
number of factors, including the premigration resources
that immigrants bring with them (e.g., money, knowledge,
and job skills), the social class status already attained by
immigrants in their homelands, motivations, and the
means of migration. The context of reception includes the
positioning of the national-origin group in the system of
racial stratification, government policies, labor market con-
ditions, and public attitudes and the strength and viability
of the ethnic community in the host society. Segmented
assimilation theory focuses on the interaction of these two
sets of factors, predicting that particular contexts of exit and
reception can create distinctive cultural patterns and strat-
egies of adaptation, social environments, and tangible
resources for the group and give rise to opportunities or
constraints for the individual independent of individual
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics.

Whereas the unique contexts of exit and reception
lead to distinct modes of incorporation for immigrant
and refugee groups, different modes of incorporation
explain variations in the contexts in which individuals
strive to “make it” in their new homeland. For example,
to explain why immigrant Chinese or Korean children
generally do better in school than do immigrant Mexican
or Central American children even when they come from
families with similar income levels, live in the same
neighborhood, and go to the same school, one must look
to the unique contexts in which those children grow up.
Among the various contextual factors that may influence
academic outcomes, one stands out among Chinese and
Koreans: an ethnic community with an extensive system of
supplementary education, including nonprofit ethnic
language schools and private institutions for academic
tutoring, enrichment, standardized test drills, college prep-
aration and counseling, and extracurricular activities aim-
ing mainly at enhancing the competitiveness of children’s
prospects for higher education. The ethnic system of sup-
plementary education is built not only on the strong
human capital and financial resources that Chinese and

Assimilation

Korean immigrants brought with them to the new country
but also on their experience with a competitive educational
system in the homeland (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Mexican
and Central American communities lack similar ethnic
social structures that generate resources conducive to edu-
cation. Moreover, the children of Mexican and Central
American immigrants who live in the same neighborhoods
as Chinese and Korean immigrants largely are excluded
from these ethnic resources.

Empirically, segmented assimilation is measured by
a range of observable socioeconomic indicators, such as
educational attainment, employment status, income, and
home ownership. For the children of immigrants indicators
of downward assimilation include dropping out of school,
having children early, and being arrested or sentenced for a
crime, for these variables are strong predictors of future low
educational attainment, occupational status, income, and
likelihood of home ownership. Numerous qualitative and
quantitative works have produced evidence that supports
segmented assimilation predictions that the second gener-
ation is likely to assimilate upwardly, downwardly, or hor-
izontally into an American society that is highly segmented
by class and race and to do so in different ways.

From the segmented assimilation perspective, down-
ward assimilation is only one of several possible out-
comes. Curiously, the segmented assimilation theory
often is misinterpreted as suggesting and predicting a
single outcome—downward assimilation—and therefore
criticized for being pessimistic about the immigrant sec-
ond generation. Nonetheless, to refute the segmented
assimilation theory or state that the second generation
will move into the mainstream middle class sooner or
later, one must demonstrate that both of the following
cases are false: the proportions of those falling into the
major indicators of downward assimilation—high school
dropouts, teenage pregnancies, and arrests for breaking
the law—are insignificant for each national-origin or
ethnic group and that the differences in outcomes are
randomly distributed across different national-origin or
ethnic groups regardless of the modes of incorporation of
those groups. Despite the fact that the majority of the
second generation in the early 21st century is likely to
follow the path of upward social mobility taken by the
children and grandchildren of earlier immigrant waves,
those who are at high risk of falling through the cracks
leading to downward assimilation would need external
supports, such as quality schools, language assistance,
after-school programs, and organized youth leadership
activities from the local community and the state.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Bilingual Education; Immigration,
Childhood and Adolescence; Oppositional Culture;
Racial Inequality in Education; Socialization, Race.
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ATTACHMENT THEORY

Close relationships are central to individuals’ physical
and emotional well-being, and attachment theory has
been a central framework that researchers have used to

study close relationships. Although most attachment
research has attempted to elucidate the infant-mother
relationship, attachment has been conceptualized as a life
course phenomenon that “plays a vital role ... from the
cradle to the grave” (Bowlby, 1969, p. 208). Accord-
ingly, attachment theory and research have expanded to
reflect the life course focus and illuminate attachment-
related processes and sequelae during the preschool years,
middle childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. The pub-
lication of Handbook of Attachment in 1999 (Cassidy &
Shaver, 1999) and the publication of a revised and
updated second edition in 2008 are testimony to the
growth and breadth of attachment theory and research
since its emergence in the 1960s and 1970s.

BOWLBY’S THEORY
OF ATTACHMENT

While working at a school for maladjusted children and
training as a child psychiatrist at the British Psychoana-
lytic Institute, John Bowlby developed a conviction that a
child’s early experiences in the family, especially with the
mother, are fundamental to psychological development
and well-being. This view was in sharp contrast to the
psychoanalytic theory of the time, which discounted
experience and emphasized inner fantasy as the root of
emotional disturbance.

In gathering evidence about the role of early experi-
ence, Bowlby focused on maternal separation and loss, and
his first published paper, “Forty-Four Juvenile Thieves:
Their Characters and Home Life” (1944), showed how
the absence of a consistent caregiver was associated with
later delinquency. In 1951, in response to an invitation
from the World Health Organization (WHO) to report on
the mental health of homeless children, Bowlby published
Maternal Care and Mental Health, which underscored his
major premise about the centrality of a continuous and
warm relationship with the mother (or “mother substi-
tute”) for a child’s psychological well-being and the neg-
ative consequences of maternal deprivation (e.g., prolonged
separation). However, questions about how and why
maternal deprivation is so disruptive remained unanswered
in the WHO report. Bowlby developed his ideas further
and explicated his theory of attachment in the three-volume
work Attachment and Loss (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980).
Drawing on theory and research in psychoanalysis, evolu-
tionary biology, ethology, cognitive development, and con-
trol systems theory, Bowlby posited that attachment serves
the biological function of protection by maintaining con-
tact between the caregiver and the infant. From an evolu-
tionary perspective such maintenance of proximity
ultimately aids in the survival of the species.

Bowlby (1969) delineated three hierarchically organ-

ized components of attachment. Attachment behaviors
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(e.g., crying, smiling, approaching) maintain proximity
to the caregiver. Those behaviors are organized within the
individual into an attachment behavioral system whose
goal is maintenance of proximity to the caregiver; the
goal of the attached individual is felt security. The con-
cept of a behavioral system is rooted in control systems
theory, and the system is analogous to a thermostat in
that it regulates the proximity between the infant and
the caregiver as circumstances vary in the environment
(e.g., threats, location of caregiver) and the infant

(e.g., tired, sick).

The attachment system is one of multiple behavioral
systems and complements the child’s exploratory system.
That is, whereas the attachment figure provides comfort
in times of stress, that figure also acts as a “secure base”
from which the child may explore the environment in
nonthreatening and relatively stress-free situations. The
attachment bond is the tie that an infant has to his or her
caregiver. In contrast to attachment behaviors, which are
situational, an attachment bond exists over time and does
not depend only on the presence of attachment
behaviors.

Bowlby’s theory of attachment has proved to be an
effective perspective from which to examine children’s
socioemotional development, and his discussion of the
internal working model provided a new way to conceptu-
alize continuity in development. The internal working
model is described as a mental representation of an
infant’s relationship with his or her attachment figure,
which is constructed continuously as the infant interacts
with the environment (Bowlby, 1969, 1973). This inter-
nal representation of the parent-child attachment rela-
tionship provides the mechanism of continuity between
the quality of children’s early relationships with parents
and their later socioemotional adjustment. Attachment
theory posits that a child carries the internal working
model of the parent-infant relationship forward into his
or her close relationships with others. Central to carrying
forward the attachment relationship is the child’s need to
maintain a coherent sense of self, and in doing that the
child may behave in a way that evokes the same treatment
in later relationships that has occurred within his or her
early attachment relationships (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986).

PATTERNS OF INFANT-MOTHER
ATTACHMENT

Bowlby’s theory of attachment put forth groundbreaking
notions regarding the mother-infant bond, but it was the
pioneering work of Mary Salter Ainsworth that led to a
proliferation of attachment research that continues in the
early 21st century. Ainsworth joined Bowlby’s research
unit at the Tavistock Clinic in London from 1951 to
1954, a time when Bowlby was constructing his theory of

Attachment Theory

attachment. Influenced by Bowlby’s thinking and the
ethological methods employed in his laboratory, Ains-
worth went on to conduct two studies—the first in
Uganda and the second in Baltimore, Maryland—that
employed detailed naturalistic observations of mothers
and infants. Those studies provided some of the first
empirical evidence of Bowlby’s conceptualization of
infant-mother attachment. Moreover, the development
and validation of the Strange Situation among the 26
mother-infant pairs in the Baltimore study (Ainsworth &
Wittig, 1969; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978)
was a critical methodological contribution that gave
researchers an empirical method to test the tenets of
attachment theory.

The Strange Situation is a laboratory-based para-
digm designed to heighten an infant’s attachment behav-
ioral system and typically is administered to infants
between 12 and 18 months of age. During the eight
episodes of the Strange Situation, which occur over
the course of approximately 20 minutes, the infant is
exposed to increasing, although moderate, levels of stress
(e.g., interaction with a strange adult, separation from the
mother). From observations of infant behavior during the
Strange Situation, especially behavior during two reunion
episodes with the mother, Aisnworth and her colleagues
(1978) derived three classifications of infant attachment:
secure (type B), insecure-avoidant (type A), and insecure-

resistant (type C).

In normative U.S. samples approximately 65% of
infants are classified as secure, 20% as avoidant, and
15% as resistant (van Ijzendoorn & Kroonenberg, 1988).
Infants classified as secure tend to seek out the mother in
the reunion episodes of the Strange Situation and appear
happy to see her return. If distressed during a separation,
the infant is able to be comforted by the mother during
the reunion. Infants classified as avoidant tend to demon-
strate lower levels of distress during separations and greater
avoidance of the mother (e.g., turning away, ignoring)
during reunions. Infants classified as insecure-resistant
become highly distressed during separations from the
mother, yet in the reunion episodes they have difficulty
being comforted by the mother. Their behavior may alter-
nate between seeking contact and angrily pulling away
from or resisting contact with the mother.

Ainsworth and her colleagues (1978) showed that
the attachment patterns that emerged in the Strange
Situation at 12 months of age were related to patterns
of mother-infant interaction assessed in extensive home
observations (approximately 72 hours per family) during
the first year of life. That is, an infant’s behavior in the
Strange Situation seemed to reflect his or her prior
experience and current expectations of the mother’s
responsiveness and availability. Ainsworth and her
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colleagues (1978) showed that mothers of infants classi-
fied as secure tended to be sensitive to the infant’s needs
during everyday interactions in the home and responded
to the infant’s distress in an appropriate, timely, and
sensitive fashion. When confronted with the moderate
stress of the Strange Situation, those infants’ behavior
(e.g., happy to see mother return, approach mother if
distressed) seemed to reflect an expectation that the
mother would be available and effective in responding
to signals of distress and the need for proximity. In
contrast, mothers of insecure-avoidant infants tended
actively to reject the infants’ signals of distress and
attempts to maintain proximity, especially close physical
contact, and those infants minimized displays of distress
in the Strange Situation as a strategy to maintain prox-
imity to the mother. Mothers of insecure-resistant infants
tended to be inconsistently responsive to the infants’
distress, and those infants heightened their attachment
behavior in the Strange Situation as a way to maintain
proximity. This correspondence between Ainsworth’s
intensive naturalistic observations in the home and infant
behavior in the brief laboratory episodes makes the
Strange Situation a powerful methodological tool.

Some infants demonstrate both avoidance and
resistance or odd behaviors (e.g., repetitive rocking) in
the Strange Situation and do not fall clearly into one of
the three attachment classifications described above. In
investigating these unclassifiable infants, Mary Main
and colleagues (Main & Solomon, 1990; Main &
Weston, 1981) developed a fourth attachment classifi-
cation (disorganized/disoriented; type D) that reflects
the lack of a coherent attachment strategy. Infants in
high-risk populations (e.g., exposure to maltreatment,
parental psychopathology) have been overrepresented in
the disorganized classification.

ANTECEDENTS OF INFANT-MOTHER
ATTACHMENT

Since the 1978 Baltimore study of Ainsworth and col-
leagues hundreds of researchers have examined maternal
behavior, particularly sensitivity, as an antecedent of
infant-mother attachment security as it is assessed in the
Strange Situation. In a meta-analysis of 66 studies, De
Wolff and van IJzendoorn (1997) reported that the sen-
sitivity-security association was significant yet modest
(i.e., 0.24). The modest extent of that association may
be due in part to the use of global ratings of maternal
sensitivity in low-stress situations (e.g., play). In line with
Bowlby’s (1969) emphasis on attachment as a biobeha-
vioral system of protection, some have argued that sensi-
tivity to infant distress is paramount to the formation of a
secure attachment (Goldberg, Grusec, & Jenkins, 1999;
Thompson, 1998), and in one study sensitivity to infant

distress versus nondistress at age 6 months predicted
infant-mother attachment security at age 15 months

(McElwain & Booth-LaForce, 2006).

Complementing correlational evidence of sensitivity-
security associations, intervention studies have provided
support for sensitivity as a causal factor in the develop-
ment of a secure infant-mother attachment (Bakermans-
Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003). For
instance, in a low-income sample of 100 Dutch infants
who were high in irritability at birth, a brief intervention
aimed at fostering maternal reading of infant cues and
sensitive responsiveness was administered between 6 and
9 months to half the sample. The results indicated that
infants in the intervention group were more likely to
receive secure attachment classification at the end of the
first year (68% versus 28%) (van den Boom, 1994).

Although maternal sensitivity is important, it is not
the only potential antecedent of a secure attachment.
Child characteristics also must be considered, and the
role of child temperament in particular has elicited
debate. Critics of attachment theory argue that security
as assessed in the Strange Situation simply may reflect
individual differences in child temperament. However,
evidence of a direct temperament-security association has
been mixed, and intervention studies such as the one by
D. C. van den Boom (1994) provide strong counter-
evidence of a direct effect of temperament. That is, even
in infants high in irritability, intervention efforts to bol-
ster maternal sensitivity increased the chances of a secure
attachment. In contrast, a high rate of insecure attach-
ment (72%) was found in the control group, and the
combination of infant irritability and low family income
that characterized this sample might have impeded sensi-
tive responsiveness among the mothers in the control
group. More complex models of the way child tempera-
ment interacts with risk or protective factors to predict
attachment security are needed.

The mother-infant dyad is situated in a larger con-
text. From an ecological perspective, the quality of the
marital relationship, levels of nonspousal social support,
and maternal psychological well-being are factors that
may affect the infant-mother attachment relationship
directly or indirectly (Belsky, 1999). Attention also has
been paid to the effect of maternal employment on
infant-mother attachment. In contrast to Bowlby’s focus
on prolonged and chaotic separations, separations expe-
rienced by children in day care tend to be brief and
routine. Nonetheless, because of the large number of
U.S. infants who experience nonmaternal care, investigat-
ing its effect on attachment is essential.

The NICHD Study of Early Child Care launched in
1991 is the most comprehensive study to date of this
question. The participants were 1,364 children and their
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families from 10 sites across the United States, and an
array of assessments in home, laboratory, and day care
settings were conducted beginning at one month of
age. The findings indicated that maternal sensitivity
and responsiveness predicted attachment security at 15
months, whereas child care variables (hours, onset, and
quality) did not (NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network, 1997). Child care variables, however, inter-
acted with maternal sensitivity so that infants who expe-
rienced lower-quality child care, more hours per week in
care, or more changes in care in combination with low
maternal sensitivity had a higher likelihood of insecure
attachment.

SEQUELAE OF INFANT-MOTHER
ATTACHMENT

In line with the tenet of attachment theory that early
attachment relationships influence children’s subsequent
functioning, a second major area of attachment research
has focused on the sequelae of attachment. In the process
infant-mother attachment has been related to a host of
outcomes, including social competence, peer acceptance
and status, friendship quality, and behavioral problems.
However, there is a range of views about how much
attachment theory should be expected to predict (Belsky
& Cassidy, 1994; Thompson, 1998). A narrow view
suggests that because attachment between the mother
and the infant is a close, intimate relationship, early
attachment should be related to the subsequent quality
of the mother-child relationship as well as the child’s
mode of relating in other close, intimate relationships.
A broader view posits that attachment should be related
to children’s interpersonal interactions with others more
generally (e.g., sociability, empathy). An even broader
view asserts that attachment provides a basic foundation
for later development in multiple domains, including
personality, cognition, and language.

Both quantitative and qualitative reviews seem to
concur with a more narrow view of attachment (Belsky
& Cassidy, 1994; Schneider, Atkinson, & Tardiff, 2001;
Thompson, 1998; van IJzendoorn, Dijkstra, & Bus,
1995). Associations with early attachment seem to be
most consistent when outcomes include indices of the
mother-child relationship or the child’s relationships
with close others (e.g., friends), although even those
associations tend to be modest. Less consistent and
weaker associations emerge between early attachment
and children’s more general social competencies, interac-
tions with unfamiliar others, and cognitive abilities.

In extending and refining predictions about the
sequelae of attachment, the next generation of research
should attempt to identify processes by which early
attachment exerts an influence on later functioning. In
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light of Bowlby’s notion of the internal working model
and others’ extensions of his theory, children’s processing
of social information (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985),
mentalistic understanding of others (Fonagy & Target,
1997), and regulation of emotion (Cassidy, 1994) appear
to be prime candidates for potential intervening mecha-
nisms. Furthermore, most research has examined secure-
insecure differences on child outcomes because of the
relatively low numbers of children in each of the insecure
groups (avoidant, resistant, disorganized). However, as
described above, the different insecure groups experience
different patterns of caregiving, and when examined sep-
arately, children in the avoidant and resistant groups
exhibit distinct behavioral and psychological outcomes.
Thus, detection of attachment-related differences may be
hindered by combining children into one “insecure”
group. Future research should continue to illuminate
the differential sequelae of the insecure groups.

BEYOND MOTHERS

Infants typically develop attachment bonds with multiple
caregivers, although the primary caregiver is usually the
preferred attachment figure during times of stress.
Research on infant attachment to fathers, day care pro-
viders, and teachers has provided a needed addition to
the study of the mother-infant dyad (Belsky, 1999). In
light of the increasing time fathers are spending in the
caregiving role in recent years, a better understanding of
the antecedents and sequelae of infant-father attachment
is an important direction for further inquiry. Relatedly,
attachment figures during infancy and childhood are
most often parents and other adult caregivers, yet during
adolescence and adulthood close friends and romantic
partners may become central (Hazan & Shaver, 1994).
As attachment research and theory move beyond the
mother-child dyad, important considerations arise
regarding the integration and organization of working
models across partners and time, concordance versus
discordance of attachment security with multiple attach-
ment figures, and the joint contributions of multiple
attachments for interpersonal functioning across the life
course.

BEYOND INFANCY

Although theory and research have focused on attach-
ment during infancy as measured through the use of the
Strange Situation, Bowlby conceptualized attachment as
a lifelong phenomenon; accordingly, attachment research
beyond infancy has burgeoned. Age-appropriate meas-
ures of attachment have been developed and include
modified Strange Situation procedures and observations
of secure base behavior in the home using a Q-sort
methodology for preschool- and school-age children as
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well as self-report and narrative measures for children,
adolescents, and adults. After Ainsworth’s Strange Situa-
tion, the most extensively used and validated attachment
measure is the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) devel-
oped by Main and colleagues (Main et al., 1985). The
AAI is a semistructured interview in which adult
respondents are asked about childhood experiences.
Labor-intensive coding of interview transcripts involves
assessing attachment classifications in a way that is based
not on the content of the responses (what happened in
the individual’s childhood) but on their coherence
(responses are truthful, relevant, and succinct). In this
regard, the AAI attempts to capture the adult’s state of
mind with respect to attachment. Paralleling the infant
classificatory system, the AAI dlassifications include
autonomous (secure), dismissing (avoidant), preoccupied
or enmeshed (resistant), and unresolved (disorganized).

With the development of attachment assessments
beyond infancy, it has been possible to examine the
continuity of attachment patterns across time and, if
discontinuity is detected, whether intervening events
account for change (i.e., lawful discontinuity). Attach-
ment theory posits that primary attachment relationships
become consolidated during the first 5 years of life, and
although children are open to new experience, they
become resistant to change later in development unless
there has been a major change in the environment
(Bolwby, 1969). Evidence for continuity, however, is
mixed (Thompson, 1998; Waters, Hamilton, & Wein-
field, 2000). For instance, among long-term longitudinal
studies, stability in attachment assessed in infancy by
means of the Strange Situation and in late adolescence
or young adulthood by means of the AAI has shown high
stability in two studies (64-77%) but low stability in two
others (39-51%). Importantly, however, in several of
these long-term studies instability of attachment appears
to be lawful in some cases in that intervening life events
(e.g., parental mental illness, child maltreatment) predict
change in attachment status from infancy to adulthood

(Waters et al., 2000).

In keeping with infant research on attachment pat-
terns, investigations of attachment beyond infancy have
focused primarily on individual differences. Although
this focus has been productive, explication of develop-
ment beyond infancy is needed. According to Bowlby
(1969), development of attachment occurs early in life,
and the last stage—the “‘goal-corrected partnership”—
emerges by age five. Some attachment theorists suggest,
however, that the preschool and adolescent years, with
their rapid advances in neurological and cognitive capaci-
ties, may be especially fruitful periods for considering
qualitative change in the attachment behavioral system
and related representations (Crittenden, 2000; Thomp-
son, 1998). In this regard, delineating developmental

changes in and reorganization of the internal working
model as individuals move through the life course will be
essential. Although important in its own right, further
theorizing about developmental change in attachment
also will move methodological assessment of attachment
forward in important ways.

Attachment theory and research have emerged as the
central framework for understanding close relationships
across the life course. Research spurred by attachment
theory spans infancy to adulthood, children and families
from a diverse array of cultures, and biological, cognitive,
and emotional processes. Perhaps most important,
Bowlby’s theory of attachment originated from his
observations of children struggling in real-world cir-
cumstances. Fittingly, the decades of research that fol-
lowed Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s work are being utilized
to make recommendations and consider implications
for clinical practice, intervention, and policy (Berlin,
Ziv, Amaya-Jackson, & Greenberg, 2005; Oppenheim
& Goldsmith, 2007).

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Bowlby, John; Child Care and Early
Education; Dating and Romantic Relationships,
Childhood and Adolescence; Family and Household
Structure, Childhood and Adolescence; Maternal
Employment; Parent-Child Relationships, Childhood
and Adolescence; Parenting Style; Poverty, Childhood

and Adolescence; Volume 2: Dating and Romantic
Relationships, Adulthood.
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ATTENTION DEFICIT/
HYPERACTIVITY
DISORDER (ADHD)

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
(fourth edition, text revision [DSM-IV-TR]; 2000),
Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is char-
acterized by a pervasive and persistent lack of attention
and/or heightened activity level. Children with ADHD
are defined as quantifiably distinct from their peers as
they have problems paying attention, staying on task, and
remaining sedentary. These particular behavioral patterns
are especially problematic in the school setting as chil-
dren displaying ADHD traits produce work that is dis-
organized and incomplete and they are easily distracted
by extraneous stimuli. Symptoms of hyperactivity include
fidgeting, squirming in one’s seat, talking excessively,
and/or acting as though one is driven by a motor (Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000).

ADHD diagnoses have risen steadily since the 1970s
in the United States, yet many other countries report little,
if any, ADHD among child and adolescent populations
(Breggin, 2002). Historically speaking, ADHD is a rela-
tively new phenomenon, and although millions of Amer-
ican children now carry the ADHD label, this was not
always the case. In the 1950s, ADHD did not exist in the
United States. In the 1970s, an estimated 2,000 American
children (the vast majority of whom were boys) were
diagnosed as “hyperactive” and the standard method of
treatment was behavior-modification therapies. In 2003
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the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported
approximately 4.4 million American children had been
diagnosed with ADHD (again, the majority are boys),
and the accepted method of treatment was daily doses of
Methylphenidate (MPH), often referred to by the brand
name of Ritalin (Breggin, 2002; Stolzer, 2005).

Although it is accurate to report that ADHD diag-
noses are increasing in many westernized countries,
scholars have pointed out that 80 to 90% of MPH
produced worldwide is prescribed for American children
in order to control behaviors that have just recently been
classified as pathological (Leo, 2000). Relatively recently,
typical childhood behaviors such as not paying attention
and being physically active in confined classrooms has
been classified by the DSM—IV-TR as a verifiable mental
disorder. According to the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000),
symptoms of ADHD include “fidgeting,” “running or
climbing excessively,” “often has difficulty playing qui-
etly,” and “often fails to give close attention to details or
makes careless mistakes in schoolwork.” Symptoms must
be present in two or more settings (e.g., home, school, or
various social settings), although it is unlikely that the
child will display the same level of dysfunction in all
settings as symptoms typically worsen in environments that
require “monotonous” and “repetitive” tasks (p. 86).
Conversely, ADHD symptoms are minimal (or absent)
when the child is receiving positive reinforcement, is under
close supervision, is in an interesting environment, and/or
is engaged in an activity that they find enjoyable. Typically,
symptoms of ADHD are present before the age of 7
(APA, 2000).

SCIENCE BEHIND THE FINDINGS

Scholars have suggested that the DSM’s diagnostic criteria
have serious scientific flaws. Fred Baughman (2006) asked:
At what point does hyperactivity become “persistent”? How
does one tell the difference between “normal” childhood
behavior and pathology? Baughman also asked: What is
“typical”? typical for a particular classroom? a particular
geographical location? or perhaps a particular culture? Also,
the DSM—IV-TR does not in any way control for gender
differences in behavior patterns—differences that can
be quantified across cultures, across historical time, and
across mammalian species (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2002;
Stolzer, 2005).

As is the case with all psychiatric disorders, members
of the APA vote on which disorders meet the criteria for
inclusion in the latest DSM. “The Purpose of the DSM is
to provide clear descriptions of diagnostic categories in
order to enable clinicians and investigators to diagnose,
communicate about, study, and treat people with various
mental disorders” (APA, 2000, p. xxxvii). It is interesting
to note that homosexuality was for many years defined as

a psychiatric disorder by the APA and, as such, was
included in the DSM until 1978. Defining homosexual-
ity as a mental disorder clearly illustrates the subjective
nature of the DSM and clarifies that perceptions of what
constitutes a legitimate mental disorder can change over
time. Despite the combined efforts by the APA and the
pharmaceutical industry, which both actively promote
ADHD as a neurologically based brain disorder, there
exists no scientific evidence to substantiate this claim
(Baughman, 2006; Breggin, 2002). No neurological or
metabolic tests are performed to confirm the existence of
ADHD. Rather, diagnostic testing typically follows a
prescribed pattern:

1. The child is having difficulty in school;

2. The parents are called in for a conference and are
informed that in order to get the child the help he/

she needs, a formal assessment must be conducted;

3. The formal ADHD assessment is done using a
standardized checklist of behaviors for the specified
child;

4. The child is then referred to a physician (most often
to a general practitioner);

5. The physician relies on a standardized ADHD
behavior checklist, and if the child exhibits six out of
nine of the ADHD behavior patterns, he/she is
formally diagnosed with ADHD;

6. Psychotropic medication is the prescribed treatment

plan.

Many scientists have actively refuted the reliability
and validity of current ADHD assessment procedures
(Baughman, 2006; Carey, 2002; Stolzer, 2007). Accord-
ing to published research, ADHD assessment tests are
highly subjective and vary tremendously from one rater
to the next (Carey, 2002). The answers contained on the
assessment tests are limited to never, rarely, sometimes,
often, and always. Scientifically speaking, these are not
operationally defined terms and clearly carry multiple
meanings depending on the perceptions of a specific
rater. At the present time, these terms are not universally
quantified, and this fact most certainly decreases both the
reliability and validity of the ADHD diagnostic process
(Breggin, 2002; Carey, 2002). Other scholars have sug-
gested that the status of the rater (e.g., the teacher,
parent, or physician) is not considered in the course of
assessment. Tolerance level, understanding of normative
developmental processes, gender, age, personality type,
education, and cultural background are variables that
heavily influence rater perception, yet these variables are
not controlled for in any quantifiable way (Carey, 2002;
Stolzer, 2007).
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ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Any discussion of ADHD must address the economic
context surrounding this disorder. In 1975, Americans
enacted legislation (often referred to as the Mainstream-
ing Act) that allowed children with physical disabilities
access to the public school system. In 1991, children with
behavioral and/or learning disabilities were included in
this amendment, and since that time, ADHD diagnoses
have skyrocketed across America (albeit this is not the
situation in other countries). Under the 1991 American
amendment, schools that enroll students with disorders
such as ADHD receive federal funding. That is, the more
children who are diagnosed with behavioral disorders,
the more money the individual school receives. It is also
interesting to note the disparities that exist with regard
to ADHD rates among American students. Private
American schools receive no federal money for children
diagnosed with ADHD and typically have extremely
low rates of ADHD among their student populations.
Conversely, public schools receive federal money for
each child diagnosed, and the rates of ADHD among
public school students are as high as 60% in some
American school districts (Baughman, 20006).

GENDERED AND DEVELOPMENTAL
INFLUENCES

Throughout human history, males and females have fol-
lowed very different developmental trajectories. Accord-
ing to Peter Jensen and colleagues (1997), males evolved
in an environment that required elevated activity levels.
As males perfected this “hyperactive” way of being, this
distinct and valuable male trait was not only highly
desirable but was in fact integral to the survival of the
human species. As compulsory schooling became the norm
in most societies, uniquely male traits were not at all
adaptive in the newly constructed classroom setting.
According to Bjorklund and Pellegrini (2002), the high
activity levels currently in observed children can be directly
linked to humanity’s ancient and evolutionary past. School
systems in the modern era require sedentary learning (e.g.,
sitting in desks for extended periods of time), and these
relatively new expectations coupled with the proliferation
of new childhood psychiatric disorders has, according to
Jensen and colleagues, fueled the unprecedented rise of
ADHD diagnoses across much of the United States.

From a developmental perspective, childhood has
been altered dramatically over a relatively short time
period. The unstructured, outdoor roaming of the past
has been replaced by sedentary, adult-monitored play.
Television, computers, and electronic video games now
engulf children at every developmental stage. Children
are continually immersed in artificial light and temper-
ature, are surrounded by four walls with no access to the
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natural elements, and are expected to remain sedentary
for hours at a time (Stolzer, 2005; Wilson, 1993). A
review of the literature indicates that aggression, hyper-
activity, and inattentiveness decrease when children are
exposed to the outdoors, have freedom to engage in large
motor activity, are interested in the subject matter, and
are involved in one-on-one interaction with a caring and
competent adult (Breggin, 2002). Although the DSM-
IV-TR currendy classifies ADHD-typed behaviors as
pathological, Breggin insisted that inattentiveness,
disorganization, high activity level, and getting bored
easily with mundane tasks is not only developmentally
appropriate but is in fact observable across cultures and
across historical time with regard to child populations.

IMPORTANT PREDICTORS
OF ADHD

ADHD is diagnosed by particular behavioral patterns that
include fidgeting, excessive running or climbing, not pay-
ing attention to instructions, and difficulty playing quietly.
These behaviors must be persistent and must be displayed
more frequently and more severely than is typically
observed in individuals who do not have ADHD (APA,
2000). However, according to the Surgeon General of the
United States (1999), diagnosing an individual with a
mental disorder is open to many different interpretations
that are rooted in value judgments that may vary across
cultures. The Surgeon General also stated that diagnosing a
disorder such as ADHD is rather precarious, as there are no
definitive markers (e.g., lesions, lab tests, or brain abnor-
mality) that can positively identify a particular mental
disorder. According to Peter Jensen and James Cooper
(2000), the belief that ADHD is neurological in nature is
not supported by scientific evidence as current assessment
procedures ignore the complex and diverse range of varia-
bles associated with particular childhood behaviors. Fur-
thermore, researchers have pointed out that drawing precise
and accurate boundaries between typical child behavior and
abnormal behavior patterns is difficult at best. The science
of accurately diagnosing ADHD is especially problematic
because of the ongoing processes of cognitive, emotional,
and physical development. By their very nature, children
are ever changing, thus making stable measurements and/or
diagnoses extremely complex. Using adult criteria for men-
tal illness in children and adolescents is also scientifically
questionable as many of the symptoms of adult pathology
are characteristics of normal development in child popula-
tions (Surgeon General of the United States, 1999).

KEY DISPARITIES IN THE CAUSES
AND TREATMENT OF ADHD

Proponents of the “disordered brain” hypothesis insist
that ADHD is the result of an atypical neurological
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system and that pharmaceutical drug intervention is nec-
essary to correct a chemical imbalance within the brain.
The pharmaceutical industry has a vested economic inter-
est in promoting this disordered brain hypothesis and has
been quite successful in using a multimedia advertising
campaign. Parenting magazines, television, and physi-
cian offices routinely distribute materials that refer to
ADHD as a brain disorder, although no scientific data
supports this assertion (Baughman, 2006; Breggin,
2002; Jensen & Cooper, 2000; Surgeon General of the
United States, 1999).

Jensen and Cooper (2000) postulated that ADHD-
typed behavior is highly adaptive and served human
beings well undil the advent of compulsory schooling.
Baughman (2006) hypothesized that ADHD assessment
tests actually measure adults’ frustrations with typical and
historically documented child behaviors. According to
Baughman, a respected pediatric neurologist, “In the
overwhelming majority of cases, the underlying issue is
either a clash between a normal child and the require-
ments of his adult controlled environment or the product
of diagnostic zeal in a newly deputized teacher-turned-
deputy brain diagnostician” (p. 215). Baughman clearly
pointed out the controversial nature of ADHD: Is this
disorder a brain malfunction requiring pharmaceutical
intervention? Or is ADHD a remnant of an evolutionary
past that does not fit in with the rigid structure of the
American school system?

MEDICATION

The overwhelming majority of children diagnosed with
ADHD are prescribed MPH in order to control undesir-
able behaviors (Baughman, 2006). Although it is well
known that MPH can reduce disruptive behaviors and
increase compliance and sustained attention, very seldom
are the dangerous effects of this drug discussed openly
(Stolzer, 2007). The Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) has classified MPH as a Schedule II drug along
with morphine, opium, and barbiturates as these types of
drugs have been proven to be highly addictive and to
cause a wide range of physiological atrophy (Breggin,
2002).

MPH has been found to produce severe withdrawal
symptoms, irritability, suicidal feelings, headaches, and
Tourette’s syndrome, a condition that causes both phys-
ical and verbal “tics” (Breggin, 1999; Novartis Pharma-
ceutical Corporation, 2006). The drug also has been
associated with weight loss, disorientation, personality
changes, apathy, social isolation, depression, insomnia,
increased blood pressure, cardiac arrhythmia, tremors,
weakened immunity, growth suppression, agitation,
fatigue, accelerated resting pulse rate, visual disturbances,
drug dependency, anorexia, nervousness, aggression, liver

dysfunction, hepatic coma, angina, and toxic psychosis
(Breggin, 1999; Novartis, 2000).

According to the pharmaceutical firm Novartis
(2006), MPH is a central nervous system stimulang
however, the mode of therapeutic action in ADHD is
not known. Novartis openly states that the specific etiol-
ogy or cause of ADHD is unknown and that no single
diagnostic test can definitively diagnose ADHD. Novar-
tis acknowledges that the effectiveness of MPH for long-
term use (i.e., more than two weeks) has not been estab-
lished in controlled trials and has stated unequivocally
that the safety of long-term use of the drug in child

populations has not yet been determined.

LABELING EFFECTS

For more than 40 years, social scientists have been aware
of the deleterious effects of labeling children and adoles-
cents. Once an official label is affixed, adults’ perceptions
of the individual child can actually bring about expected
behavior via a process called the “self-fulfilling prophecy”
(Feldman, 2007; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). With
regard to the ADHD label, the problem is assumed to
be within the individual child, requiring no alteration of
the familial, contextual, physical, or socioemotional var-
iables that surround the child. The children are not
taught that they themselves can control their behavior
(e.g., develop an internal locus of control). Rather, the
child is convinced by adults that the only way to control
behavior is through pharmaceutical intervention. In this
way, individual self-efficacy is compromised, and behav-
for is collectively defined as being outside of the child’s
control.

FUTURE DIRECTION
OF ADHD RESEARCH

The pharmaceutical industry currently monopolizes
ADHD research by systematically promoting ADHD as
a neurological disorder, funding major medical confer-
ences relating to ADHD, funding ADHD research,
providing financial incentives for physicians who pre-
scribe specific ADHD drugs, and funding groups such
as CHADD (Children and Adults with Attention Deficit
Disorder) who openly promote psychotropic drug use
in child populations (Breggin, 2002; Jureidini & Mans-
field, 2001). In the future, it is imperative that unbiased,
empirical research is conducted to increase our under-
standing of the highly varied nature of ADHD. Further-
more, laws must be enacted that guarantee that
scientifically based, objective research is guiding conven-
tional therapeutic practice (Stolzer, 2007). Certainly, it is
easier to medicate children than to collectively address
the wide-ranging factors that are affecting child and
adolescent populations in the modern era. Perhaps future
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researchers will concentrate on the multitude of individ-
ual and society-level variables that affect developmental
processes and, in doing so, will significantly increase our
understanding of the vacillating complexities associated
with the ever-developing human.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Disability, Childhood and
Adolescence; Learning Disability.
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AUTISM

Autism is one of five pervasive developmental disorders.
These developmental disorders were identified as perva-
sive because they affect more than one domain of devel-
opment (as opposed to a specific developmental disorder
that affects only one domain of development, such as a
reading disorder). The other four pervasive developmen-
tal disorders are Asperger’s Disorder, Pervasive Develop-
mental Disorder—Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS),
Rett’s Disorder, and Childhood Disintegrative Disorder.
These disorders vary in terms of timing, severity, and
nature of symptoms. However, all pervasive developmen-
tal disorders involve deficits in social functioning and
repetitive behaviors.

Current prevalence estimates suggest that 1 in every
150 children in the United States is affected by a pervasive
developmental disorder (Centers for Disease Control,
2007). Additionally, autism occurs four to five times more
often in boys than in girls (Volkmar, Szatmari, & Spar-
row, 1993). Current estimates of prevalence in the United
States are similar to those of other countries, though
significantly greater than in earlier decades. In 1979
autism prevalence was 2 to 5 children per every 10,000
(Wing & Gould, 1979). The cause of this increase in
autism prevalence is widely debated. Some argue that this
number reflects a true increase in cases of autism. Others
argue that the change in prevalence is because of increased
awareness and more accurate diagnosis of autism (espe-
cially high-functioning autism). Researchers have not fully
resolved this debate.

Autism is a characterized by deficits in three areas:
(a) social interaction, (b) communication, and (c) repet-
itive behaviors or interests. Although mental retardation
is more common in children with autism than in the
general population, not all children with autism also have
mental retardation. Furthermore, some experts have
argued that standard IQ tests, which rely heavily on
language, underestimate the intelligence of children with
autism.

Children with autism comprise a very heterogeneous
group, reflecting variability in the nature and severity of
symptoms. For example, children with a severe presenta-
tion of autism (e.g., low-functioning autism) may be (a)
entirely uninterested in social interaction; (b) have no

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 39



Autism

verbal language skills; and (c) engage in repetitive behav-
iors such as rocking back and forth, flapping their hands,
or banging their heads. By contrast, children with a
milder presentation of autism (e.g., high-functioning
autism) may (a) appear interested in social interaction
but lack the social skills to maintain appropriate social
relationships, (b) have age-appropriate language skills yet
have difficulty using language socially (e.g., reading body
language or knowing how to start or end a conversation
appropriately), and (c) have an unusual and all-consuming
interest (e.g., being intensely interested in one species of
moth such that it consumes all of their free time and is
the only thing they want to discuss). Researchers and
theorists have speculated that the heterogeneity in autism
may represent different subtypes or causes of autism.
However, this has yet to be clearly determined by
research.

Autism was first described by physician Leo Kanner
(1894-1981) in 1943. Kanner described 11 children
with what he termed extreme autistic loneliness. His orig-
inal case studies described the children’s physical and
psychological functioning and proposed that autism was
a disorder of biological origin. However, over time, he
discarded discussion of biological causes and focused
instead on family-related causes of autism. Specifically,
he suggested that mothers who were consistently cold and
rejecting of their children caused their children to turn
inward and develop autism. Often times, this is referred
to as the refrigerator mother theory of autism. This theory
has been widely disproven by decades of research and is
no longer recognized as a valid theory of autism.

CURRENT THEORIES OF AUTISM

Although Kanner’s refrigerator mother theory has been
widely debunked, current theorists continue to debate (a)
what constitutes the core deficit of autism and (b) the
causes of autism. Core deficit theories of autism seek to
better understand the disorder by clearly identifying the
defining features of the disorder. One prominent theory
focuses on the role of joint attention in the development
and maintenance of autism. Before children are able to
use words to communicate, they use eye contact and
nonverbal gestures for two communicative purposes: (a)
joint attention (nonverbal sharing) and (b) requesting
(Bates, Camaioni, & Volterra, 1975). For instance, imag-
ine that an 18-month-old child is seated at a table with
her mother when her mother accidentally knocks a plate
onto the floor. The toddler watches the plate drop to the
floor, smiles, and then makes eye contact with her
mother as if to say, “Wow! Did you see that?” In other
words, the toddler is making eye contact with her mother
in order to share her interest and enjoyment of this
surprising event. This is in contrast to the toddler engag-

ing in eye contact to request something. To exemplify the
distinction between joint attention and requesting eye
contact, imagine that the same toddler is sitting at the
table trying to turn on a musical toy without success.
After a while, the toddler makes eye contact with her
mother, while at the same time handing her the toy. In
other words, the toddler is using eye contact and a giving
gesture to request help.

This functional distinction appears to be particularly
important for understanding autism. In typically develop-
ing children, joint attention emerges at 6 months of age
and is well-developed by 18 months of age. However,
children with autism uniformly show severe deficits in
joint attention eye contact. They engage in joint attention
eye contact far less frequently than typically developing
children (Mundy & Sigman, 1989) and children with
other developmental delays (Kasari, Freeman, Mundy, &
Sigman, 1995). It is important to note that requesting eye
contact may remain relatively intact in a subset of children
with autism. Thus, children with autism have a specific
deficit in eye contact for social sharing, not a global deficit
in eye contact.

Theorists have proposed that an innate drive to
engage in joint attention is necessary for providing social
learning opportunities that promote normal brain devel-
opment and social development. Because children with
autism lack this innate drive to engage in joint attention,
they miss out on necessary social experiences. This, in
turn, results in atypical brain development and perpetu-
ation of social difficulties (Mundy & Neal, 2001).

Other theories of core deficits of autism focus on the
role of cognition, social or otherwise. One of the most
prominent social cognitive theories of autism proposes
that autism reflects mindblindness, which is reflected by a
core deficit in Theory of Mind (ToM). ToM reflects a
child’s capacity to understand that other people have
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs that are independent and,
perhaps, different from their own. Understanding ToM
allows one to understand and predict another person’s
behavior. Typically developing children usually develop
ToM by age 4. By contrast, there is a large amount
of research showing that children with autism lack a
well-developed ToM (Baron-Cohen, Leslie, & Frith,
1985). It has been suggested that this deficit in ToM
reflects deficits in information-processing abilities that
are social in nature. It has also been suggested that joint
attention is a precursor to ToM, although there is little
evidence to support this argument. Nonetheless, like
joint attention, ToM deficits do appear to be universally,
and specifically, impaired in children with autism.

Current theories on the cause of autism focus on
different mechanisms. The debate often focuses on the
role of nature (heredity and neurobiology) versus nurture
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Autistic Child. An autistic child plays with a toy. Children with
autism comprise a very heterogeneous group reflected by
variability in the nature and severity of symptoms. CUSTOM
MEDICAL STOCK PHOTO, INC. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

(environment). Evidence for the role of nature comes
from a large body of research showing that autism is
largely heritable. Family and twin studies have revealed
higher rates of autism and other pervasive developmental
disorders among family members of children with
autism. Indeed, having one child with autism increases
the likelihood of having a subsequent child with autism
50- to 100-fold what would be expected in the general
population (Folstein & Rutter, 1988). This inherited
vulnerability, however, may not be specific to autism.
Studies have also shown higher rates of other learning
disabilities (e.g., dyslexia) in family members of children
with autism than in the general population.

Research examining the role of specific genes in
autism has yet to find one specific autism gene. Instead,
researchers such as Dietrich Stephan (2008) have linked
autism to several genes and to a specific deletion or
duplication of material on chromosome 16 (Weiss, Shen,
& Korn, in press). However, the identified genetic
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markers have been found in different and relatively small
subsets of children. For instance, abnormalities on chro-
mosome 16 were found in only 1% of cases. No genetic
marker has been found to be present in every child with
autism, further spurring the debate about different
genetic pathways to and subtypes of autism.

Other biological factors that have been implicated in
autism include differences in brain structure and function,
as well as differences in autoimmune indicators. Research
on neurobiological factors associated with autism has
suggested higher rates of neurological disorders such as
epilepsy. Research regarding structural and functional
changes in the brain is mixed. However, accumulating
evidence appears to point to some children with autism
having larger brain volumes, as well as differences in the
structure and function of areas of the brain important for
attention, language, and emotions. Research also suggests a
potential autoimmune role in autism. Studies of children
with autism have found higher rates of autoantibodies and,
in particular, antibrain autoantibodies.

Exploration of environmental causes of autism is one
of the mostly hotly debated areas in autism. No one topic
has been more controversial than the debate over the role
of the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine.
Some have proposed that thimerosal, a mercury-based
preservative used in many childhood vaccines, causes
autism. Others have proposed that it is the MMR vaccine
itself that causes autism. Although many parents still
contend that the MMR vaccine caused their child’s
autism, a large body of evidence suggests otherwise.
Specifically, several large population studies have failed
to find a link between the MMR vaccine and autism.
One of the most compelling studies was a naturalistic
study of the incidence of autism in the Kohoku district of
Japan during a several-year period in which the district
discontinued giving the MMR vaccine altogether.
Despite there not being a single MMR vaccination given
after 1993, incidence of autism increased at similar rates
in the Kohoku district as seen elsewhere in the world
where MMR vaccinations were routinely given (Honda,
Shimizu, & Rutter, 2005). This study provides compel-
ling evidence that the MMR vaccine is not likely to be a
main cause of autism, nor can the administration of this
vaccine explain the rise in autism prevalence in recent
years. It is also notable that, as a precaution, thimerosal
was removed from all childhood vaccinations. Despite
this fact, autism prevalence rates have continued to rise.
Thus, it also seems very unlikely that thimerosal is a main
cause of autism.

Another proposed environmental mechanism involves
severe food allergies and intolerance. Specifically, it has
been suggested that severe intolerance to casein (milk pro-
tein) and gluten (wheat protein) may exacerbate symptoms
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of autism. Currently, evidence for this theory is largely
anecdotal. Furthermore, it may only be relevant to a subset
of children with autism who also have gastrointestinal
disorders. This is an area that would benefit greatly from
well-controlled research studies.

One compelling area of research on environmental
mechanisms involves the prenatal environment. Previous
studies have suggested a link between prenatal and birth
complications and autism. Similarly, studies have shown
increased risk for autism following prenatal exposure to
German measles, valproic acid, and thalidomide. Addi-
tionally, prenatal exposure to abnormally high levels of
testosterone has also been implicated in autism. Finally, a
recent study identified maternal antibodies that increase
the risk of having a child with autism. These researchers
suggest that these maternal antibodies may mistakenly
attack fetal brain tissue, which later results in autism
(Braunschweig et al., in press). However, not all mothers
of children with autism have these antibodies. Thus,
these antibodies likely play a role in only a subset of
children with autism.

In conclusion, many different genetic, neurobiolog-
ical, and environmental pathways to autism have been
proposed. Research has not found a link between any one
factor and the development of autism in all children. As
such, it appears likely that there are multiple pathways to
autism based on different combinations of genetic or
biological risk and environmental exposure.

TREATMENT

Autism experts agree that early identification and inter-
vention is crucial to reducing severity of symptoms and
optimizing functioning in children with autism. Studies
on the infant siblings of children with autism have iden-
tified several early warning signs for autism, including a
lack of joint attention eye contact or not responding to
one’s name when called at age 1. Other possible warning
signs include delayed language development and motor
milestones (e.g., walking).

Parents of children with autism have many treatment
options to choose from including, but not limited to,
educational interventions, speech therapy, occupational
therapy, sensory integration therapy, applied behavioral
analysis, facilitated communication, social skills instruc-
tion, play-based treatments, and medical interventions.
Parents of children with autism often use multiple types
of treatments at the same time, on the order of 20 to 60
hours of treatment per week. For example, a report from
the Interactive Autism Network (2008) suggests that
children with autism are enrolled in an average of five
different treatments at any one time.

To date, only three treatments have been shown to
be effective in randomized, controlled studies: applied

behavior analysis (ABA), joint attention and symbolic
play intervention, and the structured teaching of the
Treatment and Education of Autistic and Related Com-
munication-Handicapped Children (TEACCH) organi-
zation. Research on ABA found that young children with
autism who received 40 hours per week of therapy for 2
years showed significant increases in IQ and improve-
ment in educational functioning when compared to
children who received 10 hours or less of ABA per week
(Lovaas, 1987). Young children with autism who partici-
pated in either a joint attention or social skills interven-
tion for a length of 6 weeks at 30 minutes per day were
found to more frequently engage in joint attention and
demonstrate more sophisticated play skills than children
who received no treatment (Kasari, Freeman, & Papar-
ella, 2006). Finally, a study of the effectiveness of the
TEACCH program found that children who received
treatment for 4 months showed greater improvement in
developmental test scores than children who received no
treatment (Ozonoff & Cathcart, 1998).

Aside from these three instances, there is very littde
scientific evidence to support the effectiveness of the vast
majority of treatments for autism. This does not imply
that these treatments are necessarily ineffective but that
their effectiveness has not yet been tested in well-controlled
research studies. Several large comparative studies of autism
treatments are underway with the expectation that the
results of these studies will better inform treatment
decisions in future decades.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Astention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD); Disability, Childhood and

Adolescence; Genetic Influences, Early Life; Learning
Disability.
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BANDURA, ALBERT
1925-

Albert Bandura, born on December 4 in the Canadian
hamlet of Mudare, Alberta, is the founder of social
cognitive theory, which has been applied across disci-
plines such as psychology, sociology, communication
studies, and management to study human motivation,
thought, and action. Social cognitive theory posits that
people intentionally direct and orchestrate their own life
course within ever-changing social environments that
impose constraints and offer opportunities. Individuals
are not passive recipients of environmental influences.
Instead, they guide their own self-development, choosing
and creating environments. Children learn to regulate
their behavior, thoughts, affect, and motivation, thus
influencing their life course. This capacity for self-direct-
edness is a distinctive feature of the theory as it has been a
distinctive feature of Bandura’s life.

Bandura’s mother migrated from the Ukraine, his
father from Poland. Despite economic hardship, the
family valued education and the finer aspects of life. As
Bandura has stated, “My mother was a superb cook, and
my father played a sprightly violin” (Pajares, 2004, p. 1).
An appreciation of music and cuisine has characterized
Bandura throughout his life. The only school in Mudare
lacked resources, but rather than holding back the young
Bandura, this promoted his self-directed learning. He
received a bachelor’s degree from the University of Brit-
ish Columbia in 1949 and earned a master’s degree
(1951) and a doctorate (1952) from the University of
Iowa. In 1952 he married, his wife Ginny becoming his
life companion and mother of their two daughters. Ban-

dura joined the psychology department at Stanford Uni-
versity in 1953 and has remained there. He has received
many honors and awards, including 14 honorary doctor-
ates and an Award for Outstanding Lifetime Contribu-
tion to Psychology from the American Psychological
Association (2004). He has served on more than 30
editorial boards of scholarly journals and has written nine
books and hundreds of journal articles. In 2002 Bandura
was ranked as one of the most eminent psychologists of
the 20th century and the most frequently cited living
psychologist (Haggbloom, 2002).

Early in his career Bandura moved beyond the
prevailing behaviorist and psychoanalytic approaches by
providing a social learning analysis of social modeling
that did not rely on associationistic conditioning and
trial-and-error learning. From his classic Bobo doll
experiments, in which children were shown models
punching an inflatable doll, Bandura established the cog-
nitive factors of learning through observation. Children
learn novel physical and verbal responses by observing a
model. Their reproduction of the modeled responses,
however, is dependent on whether they expect punish-
ment or reward for that behavior. Social modeling ena-
bles people to transcend their everyday lives by exposing
them to new ideas. The principles of social modeling
have been generalized to television dramas in developing
countries to address problems such as literacy, family
planning, the status of women, and the spread of HIV/
AIDS (Bandura, 2002). Television modeling provides
strategies and incentives to guide people toward manag-
ing problems they encounter in their daily lives and thus
transform their lives for the better.
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Albert Bandura. LINDA A. CICERO/STANFORD NEWS SERVICE.

In recognition of the broadening scope of his research
and to distinguish his approach from the multiple versions
of social learning theory, Bandura expounded social cog-
nitive theory in the 1986 book Social Foundations of
Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory. Drawing
on a large body of research, he combined the central role
of cognitions, self-regulatory processes, and motivations
into an agentic theory of self-development, adaptation,
and change that emphasizes social influences. Individuals
are viewed as self-reflecting, self-regulating, and capable of
mapping their own life courses. Self-regulation develops
from personal standards constructed from a diverse array
of social influences and is not simply a mimicking of what
children have been taught, have been evaluatively pre-
scribed, or have seen modeled. As children age, they are
better able to regulate their behavior by means of self-
evaluative reactions that are based on personal standards;
however, most behavior is regulated by the interplay of
self- and social-evaluative reactions.

Self-efficacy is the cornerstone of the agentic social
cognitive theory of human behavior. Bandura introduced
the concept of self-efficacy, a judgment of personal capa-

bilities to produce specific attainments and goals, in an
article published in 1977. Strong self-efficacy beliefs
provide the staying power that allows children to master
academic skills and develop and sustain a wide spectrum
of social behaviors. Unless people believe they can attain
their goals, they have little motivation to attempt to do
so. Self-efficacy beliefs extend beyond individual beliefs
to collective efficacy: an individual’s belief about a
group’s capabilities.

Bandura later addressed the issue of moral agency.
Early in their lives children develop personal standards that
do not condone aggression and immoral conduct. How-
ever, they also develop the capacity to disengage their
moral standards. The concept of moral disengagement
explains how people who do not countenance violent
and immoral conduct can commit atrocities against
humanity. For example, soldiers killing “the enemy” is
justified in the name of righteous ideologies and national-
istic imperatives.

Concern for the improvement of the human condi-
tion is pivotal to social cognitive theory. This theory not
only offers an explanation of agentic human functioning
based on social modeling and self-regulatory processes
but also provides a basis for people to develop and
strengthen their efficacy beliefs so that they can improve
their own and others’ life circumstances through personal
and social change.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Aggression, Childhood and
Adolescence; Moral Development and Education;
Volume 2: Agency.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of
behavioral change. Psychological Review, 84, 191-215.

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A
social cognitive theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Bandura, A. (2002). Health promotion by social cognitive means.
Health Education & Bebavior, 31, 143—164.

Bandura, A. (2005). The evolution of social cognitive theory. In
K. G. Smith & M. A. Hitt (Eds.), Great minds in
management: The process of theory development (pp. 9-35).
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.

Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C.
(1996). Mechanisms of moral disengagement in the exercise
of moral agency. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
71(2), 364-374.

Haggbloom, S. J. (2002). The 100 most eminent psychologists of
the 20th century. Review of General Psychology, 6, 139-152.

Pajares, F. (2004). Albert Bandura: Biographical sketch. Retrieved
April 30, 2008, from http://www.des.emory.edu/mfp/
bandurabio.html

Kay Bussey

46 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



BEHAVIORAL GENETICS

SEE Volume 1: Genetic Influences, Early Life; Volume 2:
Genetic Influences, Adulthood; Volume 3: Genetic
Influences, Later Life.

BILINGUAL
EDUCATION

Bilingual education encompasses a range of instructional
programs in which children are taught in two languages. In
the U.S. context, bilingual programs provide instruction in
English and in a second language. Bilingual education origi-
nated to serve language minority students; however, pro-
grams now serve both language-minority and native-
English speakers. Numerous contextual factors—human
and material resources, administrative support, parent edu-
cation levels, neighborhood and school context—contribute
to great variation in program offerings and outcomes. Com-
plicating the matter, the end goal of bilingual education has
been fraught with conflict since its current incarnation under

the Bilingual Education Act of 1964 (BEA).

As a compensatory education model, the BEA legis-
lated the use of language-minority students’ primary lan-
guage for instruction as a means to acquire English.
Transitional bilingual programs (often referred to as early-
exit or late-exit bilingual) maintain as their goal English
language acquisition and a transition into English-only
instruction as quickly as possible. Alternately, maintenance
bilingual education programs promote biliteracy in both
English and the second language; dual-immersion, main-
tenance, heritage language, and two-way bilingual pro-
grams fall in this category. Whether the end goal is
biliteracy and biculturalism, or only English acquisition,
often determines student outcomes and achievement.

HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT
OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION

Bilingual education is not new to this century; the United
States has a long history of native language instruction. As
early as 1694, German-speaking residents of the colony of
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia established schools using
their mother tongue. German-language and other bilin-
gual schools operated through the end of World War I in
an environment of linguistic neutrality, if not tolerance.
After World War I, rampant nationalism and nativism
nearly brought an end to bilingual education; by 1923,
34 states had designated English as the sole language of
instruction permitted in public and private elementary
schools. Such restrictions, however, were curtailed after
World War II when U.S. military personnel returned,

having been frustrated by an inability to communicate

Bilingual Education

with their allies, who came from societies where linguistic
pluralism was the norm. After the Soviet Union launched
its Sputnik satellite, the U.S. federal government passed
the National Defense Education Act in 1958; Titles VI
and IX of that act focus on the retention and expansion of
foreign language resources in the United States.

The revival of bilingual education in the second half of
the 20th century began in 1963 with the opening of Coral
Way Elementary School in southern Florida. Established
by Cuban refugees anticipating a prompt return to Cuba,
the bilingual program at Coral Way provided a means of
maintaining their children’s native tongue. As a result of the
civil rights movement, the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act (ESEA) of 1965 was amended to include the
BEA of 1968, which became ESEA Title VII. The amend-
ment included bilingual education programs in federal
education policy and authorized the use of federal funds
to support primary language education for speakers of
languages other than English. Although the BEA permitted

primary language instruction, it did not mandate it.

In 1974 Lau v. Nichols went before the U.S. Supreme
Court on behalf of Chinese language-minority students in
San Francisco challenging the inequality of access to edu-
cation for nonnative speakers of English. The court found
for the plaintiffs, noting that “students who do not under-
stand English are effectively foreclosed from any mean-
ingful education” (Lau v. Nichols, 1974). Effectively, the
court decided, the provision of the same books, curricula,
and teachers, all in English, is insufficient to ensure access
to an equal education. Although Lax mandated linguistic
support services, no mandate existed for any speciﬁc aca-
demic programs or pedagogic practices; bilingual educa-
tion was listed as one of many possible curricular options.

In response to Lau, California was one of the first
states in the nation to enact a comprehensive bilingual-
education bill, the Chacén-Moscone Bilingual-Bicultural
Education Act of 1976. This piece of legislation mandated
that school districts must provide primary language instruc-
tion whenever ten non-English proficient (NEP) or fifteen
limited English-proficient (LEP) students of the same lan-
guage group were present in the same grade level. Chacon-
Moscone provided schools with detailed instructions about
the type of language support that should be provided and,
notably, proclaimed bilingual education a right of limited
English-proficient students. There was almost no enforce-
ment of Chacdén-Moscone, however. Even when most
widely offered in California, bilingual education only
served approximately 30% of students who would qualify
(California Department of Education, 2008). In 1998,
Californians passed Proposition 227 effectively banning
bilingual education and instruction in languages other than
English. Since then, Massachusetts and Arizona have also
passed English-Only amendments in order to curtail bilin-
gual education efforts.
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Story Time. Teacher reads a Spanish language book ro students. GALE, CENGAGE LEARNING.

Definition of terms Since the passage of the BEA and the
Lau decision, federal, state, and local entities have developed
many terms to describe the growing immigrant language-
minority population in public schools from kindergarten
through twelfth grade. Federal regulations refer to those
language-minority students deemed limited English profi-
cient as LEP; states, districts, and schools often prefer the
terms English language learner (ELL) or English learner (EL)
to designate such students. Lau requires that ELL students
receive some sort of services, the most common of which is
English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction. Bilingual
classrooms provide instruction in the students’ primary
language, but offer ESL services as well. ESL classes, how-
ever, do not generally involve bilingual instruction, though
at times the primary language is used for clarification.

As mentioned already, bilingual programs may be
classified as transitional or maintenance; transitional pro-
grams generally provide some instruction in the student’s
primary language in the first few years of schooling, with
a move to an English-only instructional setting by either
second grade (early-exit) or fourth grade (late-exit).

Maintenance bilingual programs continue instruction in
the primary language after the student has gained profi-
ciency in English, with the goal of biliteracy; these pro-
grams are also geared only toward language-minority
students. However, dual language and two-way immer-
sion programs incorporate both native English speakers
and language-minority students in the same classroom
wherein both groups are taught academic content in
English and Spanish, for example, while receiving ESL
instruction, and Spanish as a second language (SSL)
instruction. The goal in these classrooms is biliteracy
for all students. Despite its prevalence in popular dis-
course, however, bilingual education remains a relative
rarity; most ELLs receive little to no instruction in the

primary language (Zehler et al., 2003).

Significance of research in bilingual education Bilingual
researchers and educators currently point to the loss of a
natural resource: bilingual proficiency among language-
minority children in our society. Children of immigrants
lose the home or primary language within the first
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generation without active intervention (Rumbaut & Portes,
2001). The study of bilingual education is fundamental for
social, civic, cultural, and economic reasons. Bilingual edu-
cation provides one avenue through which schools can
engage immigrant language-minority students (and their
parents) who might not otherwise be drawn into the dem-
ocratic process. Bilingual education is one facet of the larger
field of muldcultural education, which posits the impor-
tance of the home culture, language, and identity; bringing
the family and the school together as partners in the educa-
tion of the next generation (Baker, 2006). Socially, bilingual
education validates the culture of the home in the context of
the host society, the school. Through bilingual education
and primary language maintenance and development,
schools work to develop students’ identities in a positive
reflection of the larger sociopolitical situation. Although the
goals of bilingual education are ultimately pedagogic,
focused on the academic achievement of language-minority
students, the role of bilingual education in these students’
social and cultural integration merits consideration.

Themes and theories underlying bilingual education
Pedagogically, bilingual education is based in part on
the theory of linguistic transfer (Baker, 2006); academic
and cognitive skills learned in the primary language will
transfer after sufficient proficiency is mastered in the
second language. In addition, bilingual education draws
heavily on Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and soci-
olinguistic theory wherein achievement depends not only
on the purpose for which the language is acquired, but
also the context in which the language is acquired.
Finally, SLA theory posits that two forms of language
exist: social and academic. Social language, or basic inter-
personal communicative skills (BICS), negotiates mean-
ing with the use of contextual clues (Cummins, 1984).
Many transitional bilingual education programs move
students into English-Only instruction as soon as they
demonstrate BICS proficiency. In contrast, a primary
goal of maintenance bilingual education is to foster aca-
demic language, or the development of Cognitive Aca-
demic Language Proficiency (CALP) in both languages.
CALP is more complex, entailing both cognitive skills
and knowledge of academic content. In an academic
setting it is imperative that both social and academic
language (BICS and CALP) are used to ensure an addi-
tive form of bilingual education. Here, social language
serves as a foundation for learning the more complex
academic language required for academic achievement.

COGNITIVE BENEFITS OF
BILINGUALISM AND BILINGUAL
EDUCATION

Before the 1960s, bilingual students were considered
disadvantaged; their performance on standardized intelli-

Bilingual Education

gence tests suggested a deficit in comparison with the
scores given to their monolingual counterparts. Many of
these studies in fact measured English language profi-
ciency rather than intelligence (Ovando, Collier, &
Combs, 2003). Peal and Lambert (1962) conducted a
landmark study that controlled for student background
variables and found that the intellectual experience of the
bilingual outpaced that of the monolingual in concept
formation, mental flexibility, and intellectual capacity.
Numerous studies since then have confirmed these find-
ings (August & Hakuta, 1997) suggesting the long-term
benefits for bilingual education.

LONG-TERM EFFECTS
OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION

It is unlikely that transitional models of instruction will
produce either high levels of academic achievement or
bilingualism because they are based on assimilation, rather
than acculturation. Bilingual education models that focus
on biliteracy and cultural pluralism promote primary
language maintenance while English is being learned,
allowing for selective acculturation (Rumbaut & Portes,
2001) and ultimately, bilingualism. The long-term effects
of bilingual education depend on the quantity and quality
of the primary language instruction provided, as well as
the context of the program itself.

FUTURE OF THE FIELD

After passage of English-Only legislation in several states,
bilingual education underwent an increase in dual immer-
sion and two-way programs. Native English speaking
parents now advocate for the development of second
language proficiency in their children. No longer relegated
to the compensatory education models of the mid-1960s,
researchers recognize the value of bilingual education as
enrichment-added education. Research and practice indi-
cate a shift to bilingual education as enrichment; the target
audience has expanded beyond language-minority students
to include their native English speaking classmates. How-
ever, although the field may shift from compensatory to
enrichment, the federal government continues to opera-
tionalize bilingual education and primary language
instruction as a means to an end. With the authorization
of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, Title VII and its
focus on bilingual education disappeared; in its place, Title
III now deals with English language acquisiton. Pedagog-
ically and culturally, the future of bilingual education rests
on its success in incorporating meaningful and challenging
curriculum, theory-based best practice and educators who
are well versed in language acquisition theory.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Assimilation; Immigration,
Childhood and Adolescence; Policy, Education; Racial

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 49



Biracial Youth/Mixed Race Youth

Inequality in Education; School Tracking; Vocational
Training and Education.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

August, D., & Hakuta, K. (1997). Improving schooling for
language minority students: A research agenda. Washington,
DC: National Academies Press.

Baker, C. (2006). Foundations of bilingual education and
bilingualism. (4th ed.). Clevedon, England: Multicultural
Matters.

California Department of Education (2008). Limited English
Proficient Services and Enrollment: R-30 Language Census,
LEPS by Type of Service 1989-1999. Retrieved March 3,
2008, from http://www.cde.ca.gov

Crawford, J. (1999). Bilingual education: History, politics, theory
and practice. (4th ed.). Los Angeles: Bilingual Educational
Services.

Cummins, J. (1984). Bilingualism and special education: Issues in
assessment and pedagogy. San Diego, CA: College-Hill.

Gandara, P. (2005). Learning English in California: Guideposts
for the nation. In M. M. Suarez-Orozco, C. Suarez-Orozco,
& D. B. Qin (Eds.), The new immigration: An interdisciplinary
reader (pp. 219-232). New York: Routledge.

Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974).

Ovando, C. J., Collier, V. P., & Combs, M. C. (2003). Bilingual
and ESL classrooms: Teaching in multicultural contexss. (3rd
ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill.

Peale, E., & Lambert, W. E. (1962). The relation of bilingualism
to intelligence. Psychological Monographs, 76, 1-23

Rumbaut, R. G., & Portes, A. (2001). Ethnicities: Children of
immigrants in America. Berkeley: University of California
Press.

Zehler, A., Fleischman, H. L., Hopstock, P. J., Stephenson,

T. G., Pendzick, M., & Sapru, S. (2003). Descriptive study of
services to LEP students and LEP students with disabilities.
Arlington, VA: Development Associates, for the U.S.
Department of Education. Retrieved March 3, 2008, from
http://www.ncela.gwu.edu

Rebecca Callaban
Soria E. Colomer

BIRACIAL YOUTH/

MIXED RACE YOUTH

The 2000 U.S. Census brought multiracial identification
to national attention through a policy change that
allowed respondents to check multiple boxes in answer-
ing the question about race. As a result of that change
multiracial people emerged as one of the fastest-growing
populations in the United States between 1990 and
2000; 41% of the multiracial population was under age
18, compared with 25% of the monoracial population.
In 2000 there were 2.9 million multiracial persons under
age 18, accounting for 3.95% of the youth population in

the United States. After the overturn in 1967 of laws
banning interracial marriage, intermarriage in all racial
groups increased dramatically (Lee & Bean, 2004). Mul-
tiracial births reached 5.3% of all births in 2000
(National Center for Health Statistics, 2002). Multiracial
youth are a growing demographic whose experiences are
relevant to the experiences of all young people growing
up in a muldethnic society.

Historically, research on multiracial people was sty-
mied by cultural norms against acknowledging multira-
cial ancestry, small samples, and a lack of theoretical
grounding or hypothesis testing. The marginal man
theory of Park (1928) and Stonequist (1935) argues that
multiracial people are marginalized and isolated by all
monoracial groups. That theory still informs the work of
some researchers despite evidence that multiracial people
are integrated and well-adjusted members of society.

THEORIES AND THEMES IN THE
LITERATURE ON MULTIRACIAL
YOUTH

Much of the literature on identity development among
multiracial persons starts by challenging the notion of race
as a single and fixed aspect of identity. Racial identity
develops slowly for these youth, and their sense of racial
boundaries is more fluid than fixed (Johnson, 1992).
Theories of multiracial identity development focus on
the phases and/or tasks that youth typically complete or
accomplish in establishing their identities, with variations
for different racial mixes. A second theme of the literature
has been an examination of the developmental implica-
tions of having a flexible racial identity. In this entry
literature on identity development is differentiated from
literature on the impact of identity on youth outcomes.

After Park’s and Stonequist’s work on multiracial
people there was a dearth of attention to the topic for
40 years. In the 1970s, when the biracial baby boom
began, theories of biracial identity and development
focused on adaptation. Research from that era suggests
that multdiracials and monoracials have equivalent,
though slightly different, processes of racial identity
development (Thornton & Wason, 1996). However,
the paucity of data prevented empirical testing of those
theories, and critics charged that they did not consider
the issue of choosing between identities or asserting a
multiracial identity in a world that was unaware of multi-
raciality or interested in sanctioning it rather than under-
standing it (Daniel, 2002).

Current theories focus on mulitracials as a unique
group for whom identity can be fluid across time and
contexts. These theories address the conflict and guilt asso-
ciated with choosing one identity over others and the
resolution of those conflicts as a person comes to accept,
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American multiracial youth, from Census 2000
N=2,856,886 youth

Three or more races 8%

Asian-other 5%

American Indian—other 1%

American Indian—Asian 1%

Black-other 6%

Black-Asian 2%

Black-American Indian 2%

White—-other 27%

White-Black 20%

White-American Indian 12%

White-Asian 16%

American Mutliracial Youth. Census 2000. CENGAGE LEARNING, GALE.

integrate, and assert all the parts of his or her identity. In
this entry these theories are divided into three types: devel-
opmental phase theories loosely based on Piaget’s stages of
cognitive development, task theories based on Erikson’s
identity development model, and a third group that was
designed specifically to explain multiracial identity.

Phase Theories The phase theories (Collins, 2000) typ-
ically begin with awareness, a stage describing young
children’s experiences of personal identity: becoming
aware of skin tone and its connection with group mem-
bership. The second phase, choice, typically includes a
growing awareness of cultural differences based on skin
tone, along with an internal struggle to embrace inter-
nally and claim publicly a particular racial identity.
Struggle, the third phase, involves confusion and guilt
over having chosen a particular identity and in so doing
rejecting those of some family members and peers. Multi-
racial youth may struggle in claiming an identity that is
inconsistent with the norm by which children are cate-
gorized in accordance with the race of the lower-status
parent (the norm of hypodescent). The fourth phase
consists in strategizing ways to resolve the struggle stage

by convincing significant others that one’s choice is legit-
imate and/or by broadening one’s own conception of
racial identity to include context or time-dependent racial
identity. The final phase includes integrating all of one’s
identities and accepting oneself as a multiracial person
whose identity is not compromised or determined by
others. There may be recognition of multiracial as the
appropriate reference group and/or a sense that all of
one’s different racial identities are valuable.

Task Theories The task theories (Gibbs, 1987), which are
based on Erikson’s (1968) general theory of youth identity
development, focus on the particular challenges of racial
identity development for multiracial people. Erikson argued
for the formation of a stable (and monoracial) identity
through the accomplishment of tasks such as gaining
autonomy and independence from parents, developing pos-
itive peer relations, developing a sexual identity, and explor-
ing career options. Multiracial task theorists argue for a
flexible but integrated identity that changes as needed over
time and across context. Although proponents of Eriksonian
theory might consider such variability an unhealthy sign,
multiracial theorists recognize it as a strategy for negotiating
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Biracial Youth. Because Jackson, Mississippi’s schools are largely divided along racial lines, Kim Stamps, center, home schools her
biracial children; son, Alkebu-lan, 12, lefi, and daughter, Abyssinia, 10. AP IMAGES.

various social expectations and multiple truthful ways to
identify. Thus, to the traditional Eriksonian developmental
tasks (establish peer relations, sexual identity, and career
choice), multiracial task theorists add the tasks of integrating
racial identities and managing others’ expectations for racial
identification.

Multiracial Identity Theories Proponents of theories of
multiracial identification argue that people’s identities are
fluid and are shaped by inherited influences, traits, and
context. Root (1999) explained how all these influences are
filtered through the lenses of generation, class, gender, and
history of race relations to produce a variable but healthy
racial and ethnic identity. Poston’s (1990) model is similar to
Root’s, but it also explains how the relative status of the
various ethnic groups in a person’s background affect that
person’s choice of racial identity, along with physical appear-
ance, language, age, and political involvement. Poston’s and
Root’s models consider physiological factors as well as envi-
ronmental factors at the micro (family, peer group), meso
(school, neighborhood), and macro (societal, national) levels.
These two theories were designed to capture the identity
formation of people of all racial mixtures.

In contrast, the 2001 model of Rockquemore and
Brunsma focuses exclusively on how the relatively small
population of Black-White people self-identifies. Despite
its size, this population merits special attention because of
the social distance between Blacks and Whites in North

American society and the resulting social pressures on part-

Black youth to identify as Black. Rocquemore and Brun-
sma’s model features four identity types: singular (Black or
White), border (biracial), protean (sometimes Black, some-
times White), and transcendent (no race). They found that
the “one-drop rule” constrains part-Black people, even those
with only one Black great-grandparent, to identify as Black.
The one-drop rule is enforced by Whites and Blacks alike; to
maintain political and social group strength, the Black com-
munity has developed an interest in maintaining this oppres-
sive rule (Davis, 2001). In contrast to part-Blacks,
Rockquemore and Brunsma argued that nonBlack multi-
racial people are not subjected to the one-drop rule. The
theories of multiracial identity development were devised
largely to fill gaps in identity theories that had focused on the
particular racial and cultural issues of distinct groups.

However, most of the issues facing monoracial
minority youth also are faced by most multiracial youth.
Except for those who look and act White, multiracial
young people face ethnic discrimination from Whites. All
multiracial youth experience ethnic discrimination from
members of ethnic groups who think they are not “ethnic
enough” to be legitimate members of their group. In
contrast, some part-White youth may benefit from the
privileges and networks of the White parts of their fam-
ilies, whereas others are cut off from all or most of their
White relatives. Like the varieties of monoracial minority
youth, multiracial young people develop in extremely
varied ethnic and cultural contexts.
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STATE OF THE FIELD

Changes in social interaction norms and data-gathering
norms increased the visibility of multiracial youth and
amplified empirical research on that population. Most
empirical research on multiracial youth has made use of
samples identified by ancestry regardless of whether the
respondents assert a multiracial identity (Rockequemore
& Brunsma, 2001; Hitlin, Brown, & Elder, 2006; Her-
man, 2004; Harris & Sim, 2002; Brunsma, 2005). These
studies consider the types and determinants of identity as
well as the effects of identity on developmental outcomes.
Herman (2004) found that physiognomy, ethnic iden-
tity, race of coresident parents, racial makeup of the
neighborhood, and racial makeup of the school are asso-
ciated with reported race among multiracial high school
students. Rockquemore and Brunsma’s (2001) study
shows that among part-Black multiracials skin tone is
not much of an influence on biracial identity; what
matters is the multiracial person’s assumption of how
others perceive his or her appearance. Brunsma (2005)
found that the parents of part-White multiracial pre-
schoolers often listed their children’s identities as mixed
or White. Similarly, Xie and Goyette (1997) found that
the parents of part-Asian biracial children used seemingly
arbitrary criteria to classify their children’s race. Among
parents of part-Hispanic children, 27 to 30% categorized
their children as multiracial, depending on the other
options. Finally, Hitlin et al. (2006) found that multi-
racial youth change their racial identities over time.

The new survey data have necessitated methodolog-
ical decisions and research on the management of race
data. For example, to summarize information about a
group of multiracial people, scholars must sort them into
groups. There are many different “mixes” of multiracial
youth. The early literature focused on Black-White
mixes, but mixes with Asian, American Indian, Middle
Eastern, and Hispanic are also part of the literature. For
biracial subjects in relatively populous categories such as
Asian-White, Hispanic-White, Black-White, American
Indian-White, and Black-Hispanic, categorizing respond-
ents is a straightforward task. However, for the small
number of multiracial subjects, the researcher must group
them in an uninformative “other” category or choose the
biracial category that “best” describes them.

CONTEXT AND RACIAL
IDENTIFICATION

Regardless of a multiracial youth’s particular racial ances-
try, the tasks of discovering and asserting a racial identity
are complex. Although they often are forced to designate
a single racial identification that ignores one or more of
their racial ancestries, multiracial youth typically do not
hold a single racial identity. Little or no research exists on

Biracial Youth/Mixed Race Youth

differences between racial identity and racial identifica-
tion that allow young people to designate more than one
racial or ethnic group for both identity and identifica-
tion. However, several articles have used survey data to
consider the factors that affect racial identification among
multiracial youth. Herman (2004) and Hitlin et al
(2006) look at adolescents’ self-identifications, and Brun-
sma (2005) looks at parents’ identifications of their chil-
dren. Although the respondents differ in these studies,
the findings are largely similar: Parent and youth reports
of racial identification are influenced by contextual fac-
tors such as neighborhood and school racial composition,
regional history of racial categorization types, immigra-
tion status, language use at home, race of peers and
coresident parent(s), skin tone, and racial ancestry. For
example, multiracial youth who live in wealthier and
whiter neighborhoods are more likely to identify as
White, whereas those who attend predominantly White
schools and are members of ethnic social crowds are more
likely to identify as nonWhite (Herman, 2004). Some of
these relationships may be endogenous: A youth’s racial
identity may influence that youth’s parents’ choice of a
school or neighborhood with a particular racial compo-
sition, and it is likely that racial identity is associated with
a youth’s choice of peers.

For multiracial youth, contexts contain people and
symbols of different racial and ethnic backgrounds, and
this may contribute to value and cultural incongruence.
Multiracial young people cope with this in part by having
fluid racial identities over time and across contexts. This
strategy allows different aspects of a multiracial youth’s
racial identity to become salient at different times and in
different places, similarly to the way monoracial youth
experience healthy inconsistency in cultural identity or
peer crowd identity. Although theorists have argued that
holding an inconsistent racial identity is detrimental,
Root (1997) showed that it is a typical and healthy part

of multiracial adolescent development.

Context influences much of an adolescent’s exposure
to stressors. Examples include being the only minority
group member in a high-track math course or living in a
neighborhood where most people are of a different race.
Such incongruent racial contexts are challenging for all
youth, and multiracial youth almost never have congru-
ent racial contexts that consist of people who all share
their particular racial mixes. Some scholars argue that
multiracial adolescents lack a sense of racial belonging
because no single race group embraces or can support
them (Gibbs, 1998). Others argue that belonging every-
where and nowhere strengthens and diversifies their iden-
tities because they learn to span boundaries and switch
codes appropriately in each context. Herman shows how
racial congruence within a context acts as an intermediary
between identity and outcomes (Herman, 2004). For
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example, belonging to an ethnic crowd and having a
smaller percentage of White students in a youth’s school
are associated with minority racial identification, whereas
residing with a White parent is associated with White
identification.

Time, generation, and geographic location also are
associated with racial identification among multiracial
populations. Twine (1997) provided ethnographic evi-
dence of multiracial young women’s changing identities,
particularly during adolescence, when dating begins.
Part-Black girls who are raised in White communities
are most likely to experience a change in identity from
nonBlack to Black as they start dating. Hitlin et al.
(2006) showed that multiracial youth’s racial identifica-
tions on surveys typically change over time by adding a
category, subtracting a category, or changing categories.
Generation of immigration affects racial identity in the
expected sense: The further in time they are from immi-
gration, the less likely multiracial part-Asian youth are to
identify as Asian (Herman, 2004). Some scholars argue
that the political and social history of a geographic loca-
tion can affect people’s racial identity (Root, 1997). In
Louisiana, which has a history of slavery and strict
enforcement of the one-drop rule, most part-Black peo-
ple identify as Black, whereas in Oklahoma, which has a
history of tolerance for racial mixing among American
Indians, Blacks, and Whites, many more part-Black peo-
ple identify as mixed.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

In 2000 the U.S. Census and other large, nationally
representative data sets began to change their demo-
graphic race questions to allow a “check all that apply”
option. This change has increased the visibility of the
multiracial population and also may have encouraged
multiracial people who formerly identified with only
one race group to recognize the legitimacy of expressing
their multiple ancestries. There is evidence that simply
asking students to categorize photos with both a “check
all that apply” item and a “check the one box that best
describes you” item increases the number who report a
multiracial heritage for themselves. Elsewhere research is
being done on the impact of holding a particular identity
on various developmental outcomes. For example, hold-
ing a minority identity is associated with higher self-
esteem and fewer depressive symptoms but lower school
achievement except in the case of Asian identifiers (Udry,
Li, & Hendrickson-Smith, 2003). Increasing attention
has been paid to multiracial youth in the clubs and
activities aimed at their population (Renn, 2004), the
magazines they can subscribe to, the organizations they
can join, and their celebrity status. Ideally, these organ-
izations and activities can help foster positive multiracial

identities, and they are sources of information and
camaraderie.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Assimilation; Identity Development;
Immigration, Childhood and Adolescence; Racial
Inequality in Education.
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BIRTH CONTROL,
ADOLESCENT USE

SEE Volume 1: Sex Education/Abstinence Education;
Sexual Activity, Adolescent; Transition to Parenthood;
Volume 2: Birth Control.

BIRTH WEIGHT

Birth weight is the first weight of a fetus or newborn and
is obtained shortly (ideally less than an hour) after birth.
Babies born weighing more than 2,500 grams (5.5
pounds) typically are categorized as having normal birth
weight, whereas babies weighing less than that are cate-
gorized as having low birth weight. Babies weighing less
than 1,500 grams (3.3 pounds) frequently are placed in a
separate category of very low birth weight. These conven-
tional thresholds are based on extensive evidence showing
that babies and children born in the lower weight ranges
have much higher risks of infant mortality, poor health,
disability, and developmental/cognitive delays.

A baby’s weight at birth results from the rate at
which the baby grew in utero and the duration of the

Birth Weight

pregnancy (the gestational age of the baby). Low birth
weight therefore results from growth restriction (being
small for gestational age) and/or preterm birth (birth
before 37 weeks of gestation). Growth restriction and
preterm birth are related to a range of factors that
include: (a) the fetus/baby’s characteristics (e.g., sex,
congenital anomalies); (b) the mother’s health and
behavior throughout her life (e.g., her birth weight,
childhood nutrition, history of smoking while pregnant,
use of prenatal care services); and (c) the past and
present social and physical environment (e.g., maternal
socioeconomic conditions during childhood and adult-
hood, exposure to toxins).

Although data before the mid-20th century are
sparse, it appears that birth weights increased with
industrialization. For example, between 1900 and
1950 rates of low birth weight in Europe appear to have
dropped from between 15% and 17% to between 7%
and 9%. Since the 1960s rates of low birth weight in
industrialized nations have remained relatively stable at
approximately 8%. There has, however, been improve-
ment in birth-weight-specific survival, particularly
among the smallest infants. In 1960 a baby with very
low birth weight in the United States had about a 50%
chance of surviving until age one, whereas in 2000 it
had about a 75% chance. Much of this improvement in
survival can be credited to advances in neonatal inten-
sive care. Although these mortality reductions represent
a significant accomplishment, very low birth weight
survivors face several physical health challenges, and
higher survival rates in this group ultimately can
increase adult disability rates.

BIRTH WEIGHT DIFFERENTIALS

Although low birth weight has been studied extensively in
industrialized nations, the vast majority (95.6%) of babies
with low birth weight worldwide are born in developing
countries. In 2000 the rate of low birth weight in devel-
oping nations (16.5%) was more than double the rate in
most industrialized nations and similar to the rates in
Europe about 100 years earlier. These dramatically higher
rates of low birth weight in developing nations reflect large
international disparities in income, maternal health, food

supply, shelter, and health care.

Disparities in birth weight in rich industrialized
nations also can be stark. In the United States in 2005
the rate of low birth weight among non-Hispanic Black
Americans was twice the rate among Whites (14% versus
7%, respectively). Rates of low birth weight in industri-
alized nations also tend to be significantly higher among
younger mothers and mothers with incomes below the
poverty line.
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Figure 1. Percentage of low birth weight infants by United Nations regions, 2000. CENGAGE LEARNING, GALE.

CONSEQUENCES OF BIRTH
WEIGHT

Birth weight is an important topic of study because size
at birth is a key indicator of the future opportunities, or
life chances, of a baby. Low birth weight has an effect on
life chances by increasing the risk of infant mortality
roughly 20-fold. Among those who survive the first year,
low birth weight can limit life chances by hindering good
health and cognitive development. Babies with very low
birth weight are at increased risk for a range of serious
disabilities, such as cerebral palsy, mental retardation,
hearing/vision impairment, and chronic lung or gastro-
intestinal problems. Slightly larger babies (those between
1,500 and 2,499 g [3.3 and 5.5 Ib]) are significantly less
likely to face these disabilities but still may encounter a
range of more subtle disadvantages. Relative to those in
the normal range of birth weight, infants with low birth
weight on average require more familiarization time
before they can recognize people and objects and typi-
cally are less adept at manipulating objects. Children
with low birth weight also tend to score lower on IQ
tests than their heavier counterparts. Such developmental
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disadvantages may affect school progress. By age 18 years,
individuals with low birth weight are less likely to have
graduated from high school and more likely to have been
left back a grade.

Low birth weight can continue to affect well-being
throughout adulthood. Individuals with low birth weight
earn about 8% less in the adult labor market than do
their counterparts with normal birth weight. Also, adults
with low birth weight have elevated risks of cardiovascu-
lar disease and type 2 diabetes. The consequences of low
birth weight may even be transmitted across generations.
Parents who were born at a low birth weight are signifi-
cantly more likely to have an infant with low birth weight
and may pass on to their children some of the disadvan-
tages associated with low birth weight.

CHALLENGES FOR RESEARCH AND
PRACTICE

An important concern for contemporary researchers and
policy makers is identifying the relative importance of
particular, distinct determinants of birth weight, such as
parental income during pregnancy, maternal childhood
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conditions, prenatal care, and nutrition. Understanding
the unique benefit generated by, say, an increase in
income or access to prenatal care is important in design-
ing interventions to increase birth weights and reduce the
disparities discussed above. However, it can be difficult
to estimate precisely the benefits of specific inputs
because women who had low incomes during pregnancy
also are likely to have had disadvantaged childhoods, to
have forgone prenatal care, and to have had poorer
nutrition. Thus, it is frequently unclear whether an asso-
ciation between poverty during pregnancy and low birth
weight reflects a true effect of income or the effect of
correlated, unmeasured factors, such as childhood con-
ditions and prenatal care. A central goal for research is
identifying strategies (e.g., trials, natural experiments)
that will generate more accurate estimates of particular
underlying causes.

The large gap in birth weight between Whites and
African Americans also has been debated. Because low
socioeconomic status is positively associated with low
birth weight and African Americans are concentrated
disproportionately in lower socioeconomic categories,
many argue that higher rates of low birth weight among
Blacks result primarily from their socioeconomic disad-
vantages. When Whites and Blacks of similar socioeco-
nomic status are compared, disparities in birth weight are
reduced significantly; however, even holding income con-
stant cannot eliminate the White-Black gap entirely.
Socioeconomic explanations of racial disparities also are
challenged by the Hispanic health paradox. Hispanics in
the United States face several socioeconomic disadvan-
tages. However, their rates of low birth weight are
frequently lower than White rates, challenging the argu-
ment that low socioeconomic status causes low birth
weight. As Hispanic immigrants become more accultu-
rated to the United States, however, this birth weight
advantage tends to decline, leading many to argue that
the Hispanic health paradox reflects healthier cultures
and lifestyles among recent immigrants, such as a health-
ier diet and a stronger network of community support.

Other researchers have proposed biological/genetic
explanations for racial differences in birth weight.
Although Black infants are twice as likely as White
infants to be born at a low weight, Black infants have
better birth-weight-specific survival rates than Whites do.
In other words, African-American infants with low birth
weight are more likely to survive than are comparable
White infants. This has led some researchers to suggest
that racial disparities in birth weight reflect a type of
biological adaptation. These arguments suggest that over
many generations, populations exposed to deprived envi-
ronments may experience natural selection for smaller
babies because in an environment of limited nutrition,
smaller babies may have survival advantages related to

Birth Weight

BARKER HYPOTHESIS

According to the Barker hypothesis, environmental
influences that impair growth and development early in
life are important causes of chronic disease in
adulthood. In the 1990s David Barker and his
colleagues published several studies showing that
individuals who were born at a low birth weight are
significantly more likely to have heart disease and type
2 diabetes later in life. Those findings led Barker to
hypothesize that when a fetus experiences nutritional
deprivation during key stages of pregnancy, its
development is altered in anticipation of postnatal
scarcity (organ structure and function are
“reprogrammed” to maintain metabolic thriftiness later
in life). These in utero adaptations may have conferred
significant survival benefits during historical periods
when starvation was a serious concern. However, in the
caloric abundance of contemporary industrialized
nations metabolic thriftiness may increase the risk of
adult diseases. The Barker hypothesis has received a
great deal of attention in academia and the media and

has helped popularize many life course concepts.

metabolic efficiency. Overall, there is little evidence for
genotypic bases of racial disparities in birth weight or
racial categorizations more generally, and research in this
area has been controversial.

Several unanswered questions remain about associa-
tions between birth weight and adult outcomes, includ-
ing low education attainment or wages, cardiovascular
disease, and diabetes. One question is whether these
associations really reflect a causal effect of birth weight.
Low birth weight is associated with several environmental
disadvantages, and so individuals who were born at a low
weight are likely to have faced a variety of challenges
throughout their lives—such as a low-quality education,
poor diet, and a disadvantaged neighborhood—all of
which may be alternative explanations for later outcomes.
Much of the research in this area is concerned with
developing strategies to isolate the effects of birth weight
by, for instance, comparing siblings or twins who are
likely to have had similar backgrounds.

Assuming that birth weight has a causal effect on
adult well-being, several questions remain about the pos-
sible pathways through which these effects work. One of
the most prominent hypotheses in this area is the Barker
hypothesis, which argues that environmental stressors
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cause changes in fetal development that ultimately
increase the risk of cardiovascular disease and type 2
diabetes. Although the Barker hypothesis provides a com-
pelling explanation for associations between birth weight
and chronic disease, it does not speak as effectively to
associations between birth weight and later socioeco-
nomic outcomes. An important ongoing research ques-
tion is how different mechanisms, especially brain
development, IQ, and physical health, may account for
associations between birth weight and adult socioeco-
nomic status.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Health Differentials/Disparities,
Childhood and Adolescence; Iliness and Disease,
Childhood and Adolescence; Infant and Child
Mortality.
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Kate W. Strully

BODY IMAGE,
CHILDHOOD
AND ADOLESCENCE

Body image is a complex multifaceted concept that gen-
erally encompasses how people perceive and feel about

their physical appearance, including the weight, size,
shape, or athletic ability of their bodies. Constructing
one’s body image typically involves the process of judging
the body against socially constructed and socially learned
ideals about attractiveness or beauty. These body ideals
are learned over the life course (beginning sometimes as
early as preschool) within the social and cultural contexts
(e.g., families, countries) where daily life unfolds.
Though macrotrends in body image ideals are often
identifiable (e.g., the emphasis on thinness as a sign of
beauty in women in most developed countries), these
trends are not universal and do not influence all individ-
uals uniformly. In particular, body concerns of boys and
girls tend to emphasize different aspects of the body and
tend to refer to different ideals. Boys often strive to
increase their body size to conform to ideals that equate
muscularity with masculinity, whereas girls often attempt
to decrease body size to conform to ideals that equate
being thin with being feminine.

WHY BODY IMAGE MATTERS

Though body ideals vary between boys and girls, research
(particularly studies published since 1995) has clearly
demonstrated that among children and adolescents, both
boys and girls, body image can be a complicated and
sometimes painful issue. This is also not a small social
problem. Although reliable nationally representative
prevalence rates of body image problems are difficult to
construe, numerous studies using diverse sampling
frames and methods consistently report that a significant
number of youth experience some type of body dissat-
isfaction. This is of concern because body image prob-
lems can have serious consequences for the physical and
mental health and well-being of girls and boys.

The most common response of gitls to body dissat-
isfaction and a desire to be thin is to engage in calorie-
restrictive dieting that can lead girls to develop eating
problems and disorders and can put girls at risk of
obesity, stunted growth, bone-density loss, anxiety, and
depression. Among boys, the desire to increase muscle
mass sometimes leads to the use of weight-gain supple-
ments and anabolic steroids. Body dissatisfaction among
boys can also lead to depression (Smolak, 2004). Finally,
in a culture that emphasizes antifat attitudes, the preva-
lence of overweight and obesity among youth is on the
rise (Ogden, Flegal, Carroll, & Johnson, 2002). Over-
weight children often experience painful social sanctions
for being overweight. Teasing overweight boys and girls
about their weight can lead to higher levels of emo-
tional distress and a higher frequency of binge eating
(Neumark-Sztainer, Falkner, Story, Perry, Hannan, &
Mulert, 2002). To help youth make healthy choices
about eating and weight-change behaviors, one must
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first understand how the fear of overweight and the
desire for thinness or muscularity develop in the early
life course.

Historical and Demographic Trends One only has to
look to Hollywood to see how body ideals for girls and
women have changed over time. In the 1950s, female
body ideals were significantly heavier and curvier than
ideals at the turn of the 21st century. The image of
Marilyn Monroe starkly contrasts images of movie stars
in 2008 (who are noticeably thinner and less curvaceous).
This historical change in ideal female bodies is frequently
commented on in the literature on body image; however,
historical trends in body ideals for men are less often
discussed. Some limited evidence suggests that body
ideals for men, as displayed in magazines or action fig-
ures, have become increasingly muscular since the 1970s.

Though there are identifiable trends in body ideals in
the United States, not all adolescents and children perceive
these ideals in a uniform manner. For example, the preva-
lence of weight-change practices and body dissatisfaction
varies significantly among adolescents of different racial and
ethnic groups. In particular, African-American girls seem to
have a more flexible definition of the ideal body than White
girls (Nichter, 2000). Additionally, African-American boys
and girls are more likely to choose a heavier ideal body
type for either gender. This flexibility means that African-
American girls are more likely to be satisfied with their
bodies (despite being heavier on average) and, even when
African-American gitls do perceive themselves as over-
weight, they are less likely to experience negative emotional
consequences.

African-American adolescents generally experience
protection against negative body images, but this is not
necessarily true for Asian-American or Latina girls (very
little is known about Asian-American or Latino boys). A
large study of adolescent weight control found that approx-
imately 40% of Asian-American and White girls were
currently dieting, compared with 33% of Latinas and
22% of African-American girls. Disordered eating was
originally considered a White, middle-class problem; how-
ever, research in 2008 suggests that it is not an insignificant
problem for girls of any race or ethnic group. Further, some
evidence suggests that Latinas and Asian-American girls
may engage in disordered-eating and experience body dis-
satisfaction at the same rate as white girls (Neumark-

Sztainer, Story, Falkner, Teuhring, & Resnick, 1999).

Developmental Trends In addition to differences in body
concerns among boys and girls among different ethnic and
racial groups, research suggests that body concerns change
as children age and as their bodies and cognitive and social
abilides develop. Although research on children is limited
by an inadequate ability to measure body image in early
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childhood, children develop the awareness that fat is bad
sometimes as early as preschool. As children age, this
knowledge is increasingly incorporated into how children
evaluate their bodies and body dissatisfaction becomes
more common (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2001).

The middle-school years are a critical time in the
development of body image. Both girls and boys tend to
experience increased body dissatisfaction during these years
(Rosenblum & Lewis, 1999). Several developmental
changes may make the middle-school years more difficult
for adolescents in terms of their body image. First, during
middle school, adolescents’ concern with how their peers
view them and whether they are socially accepted generally
increases. Second, physical appearance takes on new mean-
ing and plays an important role in how adolescents experi-
ence social life in schools (Eder, Evans, & Parker, 1995).
Third, puberty generally begins during the middle-school
years. For girls, this can produce drastic physiologic changes
that may move girls further away from normative body
ideals. For boys, puberty can bring them closer to norma-
tive male ideals by causing them to grow taller and
by allowing them to develop a more muscular physique.
Middle-school boys, like girls, experience decreased body
satisfaction, but boys tend to recover a positive body image
more quickly than girls, possibly because of the different
role puberty plays in bringing boys closer and girls further
from gendered body ideals (Littleton & Ollendick, 2003).
Though puberty usually begins in middle school, pubertal
development can also vary substantially among adolescents;
therefore, the timing of puberty also matters to adolescents’
body images. Fitting in or standing out because of early or
late maturation can exacerbate the difficulties that many
boys and girls experience as their bodies change during this

period (Martin, 1996).

Limitations In 2008 demographic and developmental
research on body image provides clear evidence that body
image is important to consider across groups and
throughout child development, but several limitations
of this research are present. First, although the focus is
changing, girls have received more attention in the overall
literature than boys. Second, research using rich psycho-
logical measures of body image tends to use relatively
small and predominantly White samples of youth
(though research is increasingly including youth from
different socioeconomic, racial, or ethnic backgrounds).
Currently, no nationally representative data are available
that include the complex measures developed by psychol-
ogists that are the most reliable way to investigate the
multidimensional aspects of body image. Third, existing
measures of body image were developed for girls (pri-
marily White) and may not have much to do with the
body concerns of boys or nonWhite girls. Fourth, despite
the growing awareness that body image construction
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Weight-Loss Camp. Overweight teen and pre-teen boys and girls swimming at Camp Kingsmont, a weight management camp for
teenagers with weight issues. © KAREN KASMAUSKI/CORBIS.

begins in early childhood, it is not yet known how to
measure body image in elementary-school aged children
reliably (Smolak, 2004). Therefore, before researchers
can understand the true demographic and developmental
trends in body image, they must identify more ways to
measure body image in different populations, and these
measures should be included in nationally representative
studies of children and adolescents.

THE ROLE OF FAMILIES
Children first begin to learn body ideals in the primary

context of their lives—their families. Within families,
especially around mealtimes, children learn values related
to food and fat. If parents express body image concerns
or model behaviors, such as dieting, in front of their
children, their children are more likely to experience
increases in body concern. Moreover, when parents tease
or express concern about their children’s weights, this can
harm children’s emotional well-being. Parents may have
good intentions, such as trying to help their child main-
tain a healthy body, but children’s perceptions of pres-

sure about weight can increase the likelihood that they
may develop problematic negative body images.

Much of the literature on the role of families in
adolescent body image has focused primarily on girls’
relationships with their mothers. The research that has
investigated daughters and sons suggests that adolescent
daughters are more likely than sons to discuss weight
with their mothers and to report observing mothers
modeling weight-change behaviors. The book Far Talk
by Mimi Nichter (2000) provides a full qualitative view
of what girls and their parents say about weight, bodies,
and dieting and of the complex ways that parents influ-
ence their daughters. Sometimes the parents’ intention is
to help their daughters maintain a healthy body or to
intervene when they observe unhealthy weight-loss strat-
egies; in other instances, parents reinforce normative
body ideals that equate beauty with being thin. Nichter
also investigated the role of families in the construction
of African-American girls’ body images. She found that
African-American girls receive more positive than nega-
tive comments from family members and that they expe-
rience more family and community support for
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constructing their own flexible definitions and portrayals

of beauty than their White peers.

THE ROLE OF FRIENDS AND PEERS

As children age, extrafamilial relationships, particularly
with friends, become an increasingly salient context
where social interactions either reinforce or contradict
body ideals learned in early childhood in families. Peers
first begin to influence children’s body image in elemen-
tary school where appearance-related teasing is often
common. By adolescence, being accepted by peers takes
on even greater meaning, and the opportunities and
mechanisms whereby friends influence body image diver-
sify. Fitting in to body ideals can affect how accepted or
ostracized adolescents feel. The peer appearance context
(Jones, 2004) of adolescents’ daily social lives becomes an
important source of information on acceptable weight
and weight-control behaviors. In this context, adolescents
learn weight-control behaviors by watching or talking
with peers. Teasing reinforces the stigma attached to
deviating from body ideals. Friends can either protect
or exacerbate the drive to conform to body ideals of
peers. For example, when girls have friends who practice
weight control, they themselves are more likely to prac-
tice weight control and to feel pressured to lose weight.

FAT TALK, SOCIAL COMPARISON,
AND THE MEDIA

In addition to friends exerting direct pressure to lose
weight, fat talk among gitls is a common way that girls
construct their image of an ideal body among their
friends (Nichter, 2000). Fat talk occurs when girls discuss
(or overhear other girls discussing) how fat or dissatisfied
with their bodies they are. In these informal discussions,
girls are expected to chime in and express their own body
dissatisfaction. Disparaging one’s body is often the
expected norm. The result of these interactions is that
girls construct an image of what is 700 fat that frequently
does not correspond to medical definitions of overweight.
Though fat talk can result in increased feelings of body
dissatisfaction, not all girls engage in fat talk for the same
reasons and a girl’s motivation for participating can
moderate the impact fat talk has on her self-concept. In
particular, tone must distinguish between girls who
express body dissatisfaction to fit in, conform, or be
friendly, and girls who have internalized thinness ideals
and may be on the path to eating orders or depression.
In addition to fat talk, social comparison of one’s
body with those of friends, peers, and representatives of
ideal bodies (such as fashion models in magazines) is
another way that adolescents socially construct their feel-
ings and perceptions of their bodies. The media provides
ample examples of body ideals. Frequent exposure to
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these idealized bodies can negatively affect the body
images of children and adolescents.

Because mass media are large diffuse social institu-
tions, how these corporations create the body images of
youth involves a complex multifaceted process. Even if
adolescents see media images as unrealistic or express a
preference for more realistic images, their own sense of
body image may still be harmed if they assume that
significant others will use media images to judge them
(Milkie, 1999). Importantly, not all adolescents respond
to exposure to the media in the same way. Some boys and
girls have personal resources, such as self-esteem or social
support, which allow them to limit the extent to which
they internalize (or personally believe in) the body ideals
portrayed in the media. One thing that the media and
social comparison with media icons does highlight is that
children and youth do not learn body ideals simply in
direct interactions with parents or friends. Diffuse social
messages about bodies are prevalent in developed soci-
eties and even in the absence of direct pressure from
significant others, these messages can be internalized.
For both boys and girls, internalization of normative
body ideals is a key step toward unhealthy or negative
body images; therefore, understanding the circumstances
under which children and youth internalize these mes-
sages is fundamental.

SCHOOL CULTURE

Because the internalization of potentially problematic
body ideals is most likely to develop within subcultures
that emphasize being thin or muscular, it is crucial to
investigate the primary social contexts of adolescents’
lives. Family and friends are contexts that have received
a lot of attention in the literature on body image; how-
ever, the role schools play in fostering adolescent cultures
that affect body image has not been thoroughly inves-
tigated. As children age, schools become an increasingly
salient context. By adolescence, schools serve as the pri-
mary location of adolescents’ social and academic lives.
Schools have long been recognized as an important venue
for the formation of peer cultures with specific values and
codes of behavior (Coleman, 1961; Eder, Evans, &
Parker, 1995). School-based adolescent cultures are
known to affect a range of adolescent values and behav-
iors (e.g., smoking). In fact, one of the only studies of
school cultures and body image by Eisenberg, Neumark-
Sztainer, Story, and Perry, (2005) found that adolescent
girls who attend schools where a large proportion of the
female student body practices unhealthy methods of
weight control (e.g., diet pills, or laxative abuse) are more
likely to engage in unhealthy behaviors themselves.
Future work on body image should expand this area of
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research to look at more schools across the United States
(and other countries) and to include boys.

CONCLUSION

Developing a healthy or positive body image is an impor-
tant part of children’s development into happy, healthy
adults. Understanding how to encourage youth toward
healthy lifestyles without damaging their emotional well-
being is an important challenge for parents, researchers,
and professionals who work with youth. Current research
has clearly established that body image is not a problem
that can be ignored for girls or boys, young children or
adolescents. Continuing to investigate the multifaceted
aspects of body image across the early stages of the life
course and the complicated factors that influence how
children’s body images develop over this period are
important steps toward creating policies and interven-
tions that empower children to lead healthy, well-
adjusted lives.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Eating Disorders; Media and
Technology Use, Childhood and Adolescence; Obesity,
Childhood and Adolescence; Peer Groups and Crowds;
Self-Esteem; Socialization, Gender.
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BOWLBY, JOHN
1907-1990

In creating attachment theory, John Bowlby, who was
born in London, was guided by a unique combination of
family, personal, and educational influences. After reject-
ing a naval career, he studied preclinical sciences and
psychology (including child psychology) at the University
of Cambridge from 1925 to 1928 at the suggestion of his
father, an eminent surgeon. Reluctant to pursue further
with medical training, Bowlby spent the year after grad-
uation as a volunteer teacher at two progressive schools
for maladjusted children. That experience convinced him
that children’s emotional problems frequently are linked
to disruptions in early family relationships and led to his
decision to become a child psychiatrist and psychoana-
lyst. Bowlby’s painful memories of losing his favorite
nanny as a young child and later being sent to a boarding
school also might have played a role in his choice of
profession (Holmes, 1993).

CLINICAL WORK AND EARLY
PUBLICATIONS

In 1936 Bowlby had completed his psychiatric training
and began to work at the London Child Guidance
Clinic, where he noticed that the symptoms for which
children were referred often could be explained by prob-
ing their parents’ childhood experiences. His concurrent
training as a child analyst under the supervision of Mel-
anie Klein was filled with tension because of his strongly
held view that actual relationships, not internal drives, are
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the instigators of children’s emotional disturbances.
When Bowlby’s work with children was interrupted dur-
ing World War II, he gained expertise in experimental
design and statistics as member of a group of army
psychiatrists and psychologists charged with improving
officer selection procedures. That training is evident in
the quasi-experimental design of a seminal study linking
children’s stealing behavior to early family disruptions

(Bowlby, 1944).

In 1945, as director of the department for parents
and children at the Tavistock Clinic in London, Bowlby
founded a research group to study the responses of young
hospitalized and institutionalized children experiencing
long-term separation from their parents. The results of
that study, along with the documentary film A Two-Year-
Old Goes to Hospital (1952) by Bowlby’s collaborator
James Robertson, contributed to the liberalization of
hospital visiting rules for parents. Based on that work,
the World Health Organization (WHO) commissioned
Bowlby to write a research-based report on the well-being
of homeless children in postwar Europe. The report
concluded that to facilitate healthy development, “the
infant and young child should experience a warm, inti-
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mate, and continuous relationship with his mother (or
permanent mother substitute) in which both find satis-
faction and enjoyment” (Bowlby, 1952, p. 13).

LATER WORKS AND THEIR
RECEPTION

Seeking theoretical grounding for his recommendations,
Bowlby searched the literature on ethology, evolutionary
biology, cybernetics/systems theory, information process-
ing, memory, the emotions, and developmental psychol-
ogy. His goal was to reinterpret psychoanalytic views of
human relationships in light of contemporary science.
However, in 1958, when Bowlby presented his first
version of attachment theory to the British Psychoana-
lytical Society, the reception was hostile. Undeterred, he
expanded his early theorizing into the trilogy Aszachment
and Loss (1969, 1973, 1980). In those volumes he
showed an unusual ability to recognize cutting-edge ideas
before they gained general acceptance.

In Attachment (1969) Bowlby reviewed research on
social bonds in birds and primates to propose that fleeing
to an attachment figure when frightened and using that
figure as a secure base for exploration increases an infant’s
survival chances. He also contended that an attachment
figure’s prompt and appropriate responsiveness to a
child’s expression of fear or distress engenders a more
secure, trusting, and happy relationship that fosters the
growth of self-reliance. His argument relied on Mary
Ainsworth’s 1967 short-term longitudinal studies of
infant—mother attachment in Uganda and her then-
unpublished work in the United States. Their collabora-
tion had begun in London in 1945.

In Separation (1973) Bowlby stressed that young
children experience fear not only in the presence of
unlearned and cultural “clues to danger” but also in the
absence of an attachment figure. He regarded the systems
controlling escape and attachment behaviors as distinct
members of a larger family of stress-reducing and safety-
promoting systems whose function is to maintain an
organism within a defined (safer) relationship to its envi-
ronment. Additionally, he proposed an epigenetic model
of healthy and unhealthy developmental pathways from
infancy to adulthood, drawing on the work of C. H.
Waddington (1957). He also noted the link between
secure attachment and warm but limit-setting parenting

styles during early and later childhood.

In Loss (1980) Bowlby fleshed out ideas on the role of
representation (internal working models) in relationship
functioning and personality development, a topic he had
introduced in the first two volumes. In the context of
discussing clinical case studies of bereavement, he presented
tentative ideas about the distortion of representation by
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defensive processes, building on emerging findings on cog-
nition and memory.

The initial impact of attachment theory on develop-
mental psychology was due largely to the empirical work
of Mary Ainsworth and co-workers. However, as attach-
ment research moved beyond infancy, Bowlby’s trilogy
began to exert a more direct influence. This is evident in
longitudinal attachment studies from birth to young adult-
hood in the United States, Germany, and Israel. It is also
evident in research on attachment representations in chil-
dren, parents, and couples as well as in a growing number
of clinical studies (see Cassidy & Shaver, 2008).

Partly as a result of changes in societal norms, Bowlby
has been criticized for excessive emphasis on the maternal
role, insufficient attention to fathers, and devaluation of
women’s work outside the home. Studies on child—father
attachment and the effects of nonfamilial child care insti-
gated by these criticisms have refined and expanded his
theory. Promising new avenues for attachment research are
also opening up in affective and social neuroscience.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Attachment Theory; Parent-Child
Relationships, Childhood and Adolescence; Parenting
Style.
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BREASTFEEDING

Infancy is the first and most vulnerable stage of the life
course of the child and a significant passage in the life
course of the mother. Because they occur at this critical
juncture, decisions about infant feeding reflect concerns
about optimizing infant and child health but also about
dividing familial roles and resources and negotiating the
cultural norms for what constitutes a good mother.
Although current medical opinion unanimously endorses
breastfeeding over bottle feeding, social researchers, who
view breastfeeding as a sociocultural as well as biological
process, disagree about the importance of breastfeeding
in contemporary society for both mothers and children.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Historically, breastfeeding often symbolized a mother’s
moral duty to her child and to the larger society. In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, maternal
breastfeeding was part of new democratic values and was
thought to instill strength and virtue in the nation’s future
citizenry. Nonetheless, alternative practices such as wet
nursing (hiring a woman other than the baby’s biological
mother to breastfeed the infant) and bottle feeding with
animal milk or other foods continued because circum-
stances could make maternal breastfeeding difficult or
impossible but also because some groups, particularly in
the affluent classes, retained strong cultural preferences
against it (Fildes, 19806). By the early 20th century, how-
ever, cultural prescriptions for the good mother shifted
and breastfeeding rates declined as public sanitation,
hygienic water and supplies of cow-milk, and the prestige
of science made physician-prescribed infant formulas the
more appealing, modern practice (Apple, 1987).

The late 20th century marked the revival of breast-
feeding prescriptions, a turnaround in rates, and, some-
what paradoxically, the extension of medical authority
over what had been the less medicalized, less modern
practice. Authority over other aspects of childbearing
and child rearing had shifted a century earlier, particularly
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for the middle class, from kin and religious leaders to
medical professionals for the final word on what was best
for child and mother. Christian groups aiming to
strengthen the traditional family against scientific author-
ity first embraced natural birth and breastfeeding in the
1940s and 1950s, but resistance to medicalization grew
with the 1960s back-to-nature ethos and feminist
demands for woman-centered health care (Blum, 1999).
With increased scientific understanding of the immuno-
logical properties of human milk, the partial incorpora-
tion of feminist demands into hospital birthing, and the
involvement of the U.S. government in breastfeeding
promotion, medical authority became predominant.
Thus, social research on breastfeeding is an outgrowth of
the critical feminist response. However, although there is a
shared sociocultural perspective, the recent surge in social
research on breastfeeding is divided on the validity of
medical claims, the role of government, and whether
breastfeeding among all mothers should be prioritized
by feminists and sociologists.

A SIDE NOTE ON GLOBAL ISSUES

The movement toward breastfeeding in the United
States, Britain, and other developed nations spurred con-
troversy over the use and rampant promotion of formula
in developing nations. The severe risks to infants and
children in forgoing breastfeeding amid poverty, conta-
minated water, and unsanitary conditions have led to
repeated international protests against formula producers
as well as international agreements under the auspices of
the World Health Organization and the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) to promote breastfeeding
and restrict the marketing of substitutes (Dykes, 2007).
However, social scientists point out that breastfeeding is
not free or without consequences (Blum, 1999; Carter,
1995; Smith, 2004). In conditions of scarcity lactation
can compromise mothers’ nutritional status and ability to
perform household and paid work, and this can put the
entire family and the nursing baby at risk. Breastfeeding
is always more than its product, human milk; it is a social
practice involving trade-offs of women’s time and
activities.

MEDICAL RESEARCH: IS BREAST BEST?

The health risks to children of advanced nations in for-
going human milk are less clear, leaving social research
divided. The current American Academy of Pediatrics
recommendation, which is supported by other medical
professionals, is that mothers should breastfeed for a
minimum of 1 year (i.e., using no formula or other
milks), the first 6 months exclusively, as the only source
of infant nutrition (AAP 2005). The U.S. government

promotes this standard, as it has set steadily increasing
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national goals. The goals for 2010 are for a 75% initia-
tion rate, 50% at 6 months, and 25% at 1 year (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2003).
Rates over time have responded to such campaigns but
continue to fall below targets. Initiation rates in the first
decade of the 21st century were about 70%, with just
over a third of mothers still breastfeeding at 6 months,
and less than 20% at 1 year. Moreover, many mothers
rely on formula; by 3 months 30 to 40% of breastfeeding
mothers are supplementing (in addition to the 30% who
never breast-fed), and at 6 months less than 15% report
relying on breast milk alone (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2007). This rapid turn to formula sup-
plementation indicates that most mothers attempt to
breastfeed, but for a number of reasons, the standard of
using breast milk exclusively is unrealistic. Rates for the
United Kingdom and Australia are similar, with high
drop-off and supplementation rates (Lee, 2007; Murphy,
1999; Bartlett, 2005).

The most well established benefits of human milk
include decreased risk for common ear, respiratory, and
gastric-diarrheal infections among infants and young
children (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2007; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2003). The evidence for more dramatic claims—reduced
risk of childhood cancers, sudden infant death syndrome,
diabetes, and lifetime obesity, along with a higher IQ—is
equivocal. Although many social researchers appear to
accept medical claims without skepticism, several have
raised important criticisms.

The sociologist Linda Blum, as part of a larger ethno-
graphic study, examined 30 years of late-20th-century
infant-feeding advice, finding that it oversimplifies com-
plex results and thus exaggerates the benefits of breastfeed-
ing. She also noted that because breastfeeding rates are
correlated strongly with income, education, and race, the
distinct contribution of breast milk to infant and child
health is difficult to determine even with advanced stat-
istical techniques because researchers do not yet under-
stand the myriad ways in which social advantage is health-

enhancing (Blum, 1999).

Jules Law (2000) found that much medical research
is flawed because unexamined normative assumptions
favoring the gendered division of care giving are con-
flated with breastfeeding. Some research on breast versus
formula feeding has used infant hospitalization as an
outcome variable, ignoring the tendency of physicians
to assess breast-fed babies with full-time mothers as better
cared for and thus better off at home compared with
formula-fed babies with other caregivers. Thus, formula
feeding may be associated with higher rates of hospital-
ization but not higher rates of illness. Such circular
studies also have claimed that breastfeeding leads to
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mother-child bonding when it is used as both an out-
come and a presumptive indicator of bonding. Though
retained by breastfeeding advocates, this notion of bond-
ing—of a critical early stage in which separation from the
mother causes children’s pathology—was based on ques-
tionable analogies from studies of war orphans and mon-
keys and was discredited by subsequent research (Blum,

1999; Eyer, 1992).

PUBLIC HEALTH: SHOULD
MOTHERS BE MANIPULATED?

The sociologist Joan Wolf (2007) has shown that medical
journals are riddled with conflicting findings on breast-
feeding; she demonstrated how this equivocal research
may be misused by breastfeeding promotion campaigns
under government sponsorship. The American Public
Health Association Code of Ethics states that public
health, in its tapping of public resources and intent to
change behavior, should address only fundamental causes
of disease. However, formula feeding in advanced nations
has not been shown to be a primary cause for any known
disease; therefore, according to Wolf, it should not be
interpreted as a danger to children.

Other social researchers also take issue with the
public health approach, citing its role in creating
unnecessary guilt on the part of bottle-feeding mothers
for the implied lack of care for their children (Dykes,
2007). In a longitudinal qualitative study the British
sociologist Elizabeth Murphy found that the obligation
to follow expert advice is profoundly moral, heightened
by the maternal imperative to place children’s interests
first; thus, bottle-feeding mothers experience stigmatized,
deviant identities (Murphy, 1999). In a related survey,
Ellie Lee found a large minority of mothers reporting
guilt, failure, uncertainty, and worry about the harm
done by formula feeding; mothers who had planned to
breastfeed but found it difficult after complicated births
reported the most distress (Lee, 2007). Murphy, Lee, and
Wolf built on the sociology of risk, which has shown that
that even well-informed publics misunderstand risk cal-
culation and probabilistic statements of likelihood, trans-
lating imperfect options such as bottle versus breast into
absolutes of “hazard or safety” (Wolf, 2007, p. 613).
Moreover, “bombarded with [expert] advice about how
to reduce their risk of everything,” most take personal,
individual responsibility for problems with persistent
social roots (Wolf, 2007, p. 612).

Social researchers largely agree that most obstacles
to breastfeeding are social and that such obstacles
should be changed to avoid blaming individual mothers.
Changing workplace policies that limit mothers’ ability
to combine labor force participation and infant care are
a clear priority, particularly in the United States with its

Breastfeeding Protest. Lisa Pierce Bonifaz, of Boston,
breastfeeds her 11—-week old baby Marisol during a breastfeeding
protest near the Delta Airlines ticket counter in Boston’s Logan
International Airport. Mothers were there to protest the removal
of a nursing mother from a Delta commuter flight in Burlington,
VT. AP IMAGES.

lack of nationally guaranteed paid family leave. For
some, such reforms should aim to enlarge the range of
positive care giving choices for mothers and families
rather than increase breastfeeding rates; but others argue
for policy change primarily so that more mothers will
breastfeed.

SHOULD BREASTFEEDING BE THE
PRIORITY?

Two Australian political economists have contributed
significantly to policy arguments. Judith Galtry argues
for policies based on the International Labor Organiza-
tion’s Maternity Protection Convention; in addition to
paid leave, this includes flexible work programs and paid
breastfeeding breaks during the workday. Comparing the
high, moderate, and low breastfeeding nations of Swe-
den, the United States, and Ireland through a review of
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quantitative studies, Galtry discovered that only Sweden’s
generous paid leaves, along with its many gender equity
measures, raise both breastfeeding initiation and duration
rates (Galtry, 2003). Julie Smith argued somewhat differ-
ently for changed incentive structures, calculating that if
human milk were given a market value that included
mothers’ labor and consumption costs, mothers no lon-
ger would be compelled to choose the ostensibly cheaper
formula (Smith, 2004). However, Galtry ignored larger
factors that contribute to “Sweden’s enviable child health
statistics” (Galtry, 2003, p. 174), notably generous anti-
poverty and universal health care measures. Smith echoed
manipulative, fear-inciting rhetoric with her contention
that “artificial [i.e., formula] feeding is the tobacco of the
21st century” (Smith, 2004, p. 377).

Contemporary cultural studies scholarship on breast-
feeding similarly argues for prioritizing breastfeeding,
exaggerating its contribution to infant and child health
and the risks posed by bottle feeding. Such studies ana-
lyzing popular culture, however, add that priority be
given to breastfeeding for mothers to increase their sen-
sual pleasure, empowerment, and resistance to having
their bodies thought of as sex objects (Bartlett, 2005).
Following earlier sociological work (Blum, 1999; Carter,
1995), cultural studies confirm that norms for women’s
sexual bodies pose another major obstacle to breastfeed-
ing. That is, contemporary norms of heterosexuality
define breasts as objects of display for the male gaze.
Though infant-feeding advice trivializes mothers” embar-
rassment and counsels learning to nurse discreetly,
numerous instances of mothers being sanctioned for
public breastfeeding demonstrate that the conflict
between maternal breasts and sexualized breasts is an
obstacle with social, not individual, roots. Laws in several
nations protect public breastfeeding, removing it from
categories of lewd and lascivious or indecent conduct, yet
the sight of maternal breasts continues to threaten
strongly held cultural norms (Bartlett, 2005; Blum,
1999, 2005). Thus, cultural scholars argue for breastfeed-
ing as a “creative corporeal model” for women’s empow-
erment (Bartlett, 2005, p. 178).

RACE AND CLASS DIFFERENCES?

Cultural scholars who contend that breastfeeding can be
empowering and pleasurable for all mothers often write
about their own experience, noting but discounting the fact
that they mother within privileged social locations (Bartlett,
2005; Hausman, 2004). Many sociologists, in contrast,
question whether breastfeeding is objectively the best
choice for all mothers and their children (Blum, 1999;
Carter, 1995; Law, 2000; Lee, 2007; Murphy, 1999).
Qualitative studies consistently find that institutional and
cultural obstacles loom larger in the lives of lower-income
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mothers who confront more stressful lives, competing
health and family needs, rigid workplaces, and scarce pri-
vacy, with single mothers being particularly vulnerable.
Middle-class women also find breastfeeding difficult, cha-
otic, and autonomy-compromising (Blum, 1999; Carter,
1995; Dykes, 2007; Lee, 2007; Murphy, 1999).

Nonetheless, public health officials repeatedly
assume that less-privileged mothers must be ill informed
in light of their lower propensity to breastfeed (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007; U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 2003). Ethno-
graphic studies strongly suggest that this assumption is
false; Blum (1999) and Carter (1995) demonstrated that
working-class mothers are just as informed and con-
cerned with what is best for their children as middle-class
mothers. In addition to these obstacles, Blum found that
African-American low-income mothers often chose not
to breastfeed to resist racist legacies that cast them as close
to nature, ostensibly oversexed, and in need of monitor-
ing (Blum, 1999). Bartlett has argued similarly for Aus-
tralian aboriginal women, who, particularly when
migrating to urban areas, confront racialized stereotypes
and scrutiny of their mothering practices, leading to
lower rates of breastfeeding (Bartlett, 2005).

FUTURE RESEARCH: AT THE
BREAST OR AT THE PUMP?

For many mothers in contemporary society, infant feed-
ing at the breast has been melded with experience with
the pump, a manual or electric device to speed the
expression of breast milk. Breast pumps are ubiquitous
in advice and public health literature, portrayed as a
handy tool for mothers returning to the workplace and
other everyday activities while providing the very best for
their babies. The limited research on their use suggests
that most women find breast pumping unpleasant, time-
consuming, physically draining, and professionally com-
promising (Blum, 1999; Dykes, 2007). Blum noted the
irony of public discussion increasingly collapsing the
natural practice of feeding at the breast with mothers at
the pump. Future research should focus more centrally
on this phenomenon, which challenges depictions of
breastfeeding as a creative corporeal model of womanly
empowerment as well as of intimacy and attachment
between mother and child. Breast pumping may offer a
positive option for partners who share parenting (Dykes,
2007); however, Blum found that African-American
mothers who relied on kin networks tended to reject
breastfeeding because of reliance on this unpleasant prac-

tice (Blum, 1999).

Future research also might expand on Galtry’s cross-
national comparisons of infant-feeding norms and prac-
tices. Although it is important to compare developing
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nations to ameliorate high infant mortality, comparing
advanced nations may shed greater light on the efficacy of
varied forms of policy support for diverse families and
care giving arrangements. Social movement researchers
also might compare breastfeeding activism within
advanced nations. Although voluntary organizations
dedicated to breastfeeding support have been scrutinized
(Blum, 1999), little attention has been paid to recent
breastfeeding demonstrations, the public “nurse-ins” of
U.S. “lactivists” (Blum, 2005) and Australian “breast-
fests” (Bartlett, 2005). Equally compelling are questions
of why breastfeeding activism in other advanced nations
focuses more centrally on antiglobal, anticorporate
efforts.

Social research on breastfeeding reflects continuing
concerns for children’s health and well-being. However,
it also reflects concerns about changing gendered divi-
sions of caregiving and questions about which women
can be good mothers who contribute to the nation’s
future.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Astachment Theory; Illness and
Disease, Childhood and Adolescence; Infant and Child
Mortality; Parent-Child Relationships, Childhood and

Adolescence.
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BRONFENBRENNER,
URIE
1917-2005

Urie Bronfenbrenner, a developmental psychologist,
changed the way in which scientists theorize about and
conduct research in human development. In his formu-
lation of the bioecological theory of human development,
he developed a theoretical paradigm that emphasized the
dynamic relations between the individual and a multi-
leveled ecological context. His emphasis on theory, mul-
tidisciplinary scholarship, research designs that both test
as well as formulate hypotheses, and the interplay
between science and policy has powerfully transformed
research in human development and its application in
programs serving children and families.

Bronfenbrenner was born in Moscow and came to
the United States at the age of 6. He settled with his
parents in a small town in upstate New York, where his
father, a neuropathologist, worked at the New York
Institution for the Mentally Retarded. In 1934 he
attended Cornell University and majored in psychology.
At the time, the field of psychology was dominated by
lab experimentation and defined the individual in terms
of a set of unconnected, maturationally based systems
such as sensation, perception, emotion, and motivation.
It was not until he met Frank Freeman (1898-1986)
at Cornell that Brofenbrenner’s training supported
a developmental model integrating genetically based
characteristics and the environment. Under Freeman’s
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mentorship, Bronfenbrenner went on to receive his M.A.
from Harvard under Walter Fenno Dearborn (1878-
1955), followed by a Ph.D. in developmental psychology
from the University of Michigan. Literally 24 hours after
completing his Ph.D., he was inducted into the U.S.
Army. As part of a unit of the Office of Strategic Services
(now the Central Intelligence Agency), he met psycholo-
gist Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) and several other leading
scientists. With Lewin, Bronfenbrenner received what he
believed was his true graduate training by spending the
evening hours singing songs and thinking about human
behavior and development. Following World War II
(1939-1945), Bronfenbrenner was briefly at the Univer-
sity of Michigan before taking a joint professorship in
psychology at the then-named College of Home Econom-
ics at Cornell University. At his death, Bronfenbrenner
was the Jacob Gould Schurman Professor Emeritus of
Human Development and of Psychology in the College
of Human Ecology at Cornell University.

Bronfenbrenner is probably best known for the bio-
ecological model of human development, in which the
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individual is conceptualized as developing within “a set
of nested structures, each inside the next, like a set of
Russian dolls” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3). Bronfen-
brenner’s theories moved the field from the study of “the
science of the strange behavior of children in strange
situations with strange adults for the briefest possible
periods of time” (p. 19) to the study of individuals in
the natural contexts in which development occurs.

In his groundbreaking 1979 book, The Ecology of
Human Development, Bronfenbrenner described four
interrelated ecological levels: (a) the micro-system, which
contains the developing individual, such as the family
unit; (b) the meso-system, the interrelationships between
micro-systems, such as the link between the home and
school context; (c) the exo-system, those contexts that do
not directly involve the developing person but have an
influence on the micro-system, such as parents’ place of
employment; and (d) macro-systems, the highest level of
the ecological model, involving culture, policy, and other
macro-institutions that create consistency in the under-
lying systems. In later versions of the model (Bronfen-
brenner & Morris, 2006), he directed attention to
characteristics of the individual person—biology, psy-
chology, and behavior—that underlie individual develop-
ment, as, in his words, there came to be “too much
[research on] context without development” (Bronfen-
brenner, 1986, p. 288). He incorporated the contexts
that were typically the domain of other social science
disciplines and, in linking them to the individual, invited
interdisciplinary scholarship on human development
across the life course.

Bronfenbrenner highlighted four defining properties
of the bioecological paradigm: process, person, context,
and time (PPCT). Proximal processes, or the interactions
between individuals and persons, objects, or symbols in
their environment, were conceptualized as the “engines
of development.” In influencing development, they are
thought to vary as a function of characteristics of the
person, the immediate or distal context, and across time.
This model is dynamic in nature. It incorporates the
notion of time at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels
and has the individual as both a producer of change in
developmental processes (through effects on proximal
processes) and a product of the process of development.
In short, the model nests the individual in an ecological
framework but considers change in development as a
function of the exchanges between the individual and
an actively changing context.

With a framework that highlights the plasticity of
development in the context of risk, Bronfenbrenner was a
long supporter of integrating research with practice to
improve the human condition. He was one of the
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founders of Head Start, the nation’s largest federally
sponsored early childhood development program provid-
ing comprehensive programming to low-income pre-
school children. As he has described quite eloquently,
science should inform policy and vice versa. To Bronfen-
brenner, his theoretical and policy focus were as mutually
reinforcing as the dimensions of his ecological model.
His call to action pervades his writings: “The responsi-
bilities of the researcher extend beyond pure investiga-
tion, especially in a time of national crisis. Scientists in
our field must be willing to draw on their knowledge and
imagination in order to contribute to the design of social
interventions: policies and strategies that can help sustain
and enhance our most precious human resources—the

nation’s children” (1988, p. 159).
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BULLYING AND PEER

VICTIMIZATION

In the decade since the highly publicized school shoot-
ings of the late 1990s, school bullying has received
increased attention from scholars, journalists, and school
administrators. However, significant research had already
accumulated well before the shootings at Columbine
High School in Colorado in 1999. Dan Olweus (1978)
is widely considered to have founded the subfield in the
late 1970s, partly in response to the highly publicized
suicide of a victim of bullying. Unfortunately, there are
many tragic bullying stories, and their consequences are a
significant part of why it is important to study. Even so,

bullying stands out as a research topic not only because of
its horrific consequences but because of its paradoxical
nature. It is ubiquitous, yet mysterious: ubiquitous in that
it is unlikely that a primary or secondary school student
makes it through the day without at least witnessing a
bullying event, but mysterious in that the motives for
bullying are difficult to discern—often for the bullies
themselves—and the benefits obtained unclear.

With contributions from psychology, sociology,
education, public health, and other social sciences from
across the industrialized world, research on bullying is
diverse with respect to both discipline and nationality.
The language barriers of the latter are trivial when com-
pared with the former, so one might expect chaos.
Instead, a relatively high degree of consensus exists in
bullying research, particularly with regard to its conse-
quences and the profiles of victims. However, some areas
of confusion remain, including definitions, the role of
race, the social status and mental well-being of bullies,
and the extent to which it is instrumental (i.e., done in
order to achieve some desired, immediate outcome) or
pathological. This entry discusses both consensus and
confusion, beginning with definitions and measures of
bullying, followed by a theoretical overview and conclud-
ing with promising new directions.

DEFINITIONS OF BULLYING

Espelage and Swearer (2003), in their review of the
literature, point out that “perhaps, the most challenging
aspect of bullying prevention programming is reaching a
consensus on a definition of bullying” (p. 368). There
are nearly as many definitions as there are researchers, but
many are variations of the one proposed by Olweus
(1978, 1993), who defined bullying as “engaging in
negative actions against a less powerful person repeatedly
and over time.” However influential this definition, in
practice, measuring relative power is difficult and often
circular: Researchers may only know if one student is less
powerful than another if the former has already been
victimized by the latter. An additional limitation con-
cerns the requirement that the abuse be both repeated
and enduring: A student who pours milk on a classmate
in the cafeteria need not repeat the act for it to have
lasting consequences.

Kenneth Rigby (2002), another leader among
researchers on bullying, has combined elements from
several definitions: “Bullying involves a desire to hurt +
hurtful action + a power imbalance + typically repetition
+ an unjust use of power + evident enjoyment by the
aggressor and generally a sense of being oppressed on the
part of the victiim” (p. 51). If all these elements must be
present, this definition becomes even more restrictive.
Tattum and Tattum (1992) conceived of bullying as a
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“willful, conscious desire to hurt another and put him/
her under stress,” although perhaps this definition goes
too far in the other direction because even thinking about
harming another person would qualify. What virtually all
definitions of bullying have in common is that it repre-
sents intentional harm and is one sided. Additionally, the
consensus is that it can involve a wide range of behaviors,
generally categorized as physical aggression, direct verbal
abuse, and indirect or relational aggression (which
includes spreading rumors and ostracism).

MEASURING BULLYING

Researchers use diverse methods to measure bullying,
coding behaviors they observe directly, asking subjects
to report their own involvement, or asking teachers,
parents, or peers to report on the behaviors of subjects.
Naturally, the choice of method is likely to influence
results inasmuch as they address, or fail to address, two
key obstacles to accurate and unbiased measurement of
bullying: social desirability bias and stereotype. Concern-
ing the former, many roles are unappealing to either
parents or teens, but the bully is unusual for the low
regard in which he or she is held by both. Powerful or
popular though they may be, bullies are invariably por-
trayed by the media as cowardly, insecure, and disliked.
This is evident not just in popular culture but also in
academic studies describing clusters of aggressive, popu-
lar pupils who are also widely disliked (e.g., Farmer,
Estell, Bishop, O’Neal, & Cairns, 2003). Desirability
bias can lead to underreporting, and studies that compare
bully and victim reports have found results consistent
with this scenario (Veenstra et al., 2007).

The second obstacle to accurate measurement is a
stereotypic view of bullying as direct aggression. One
study of pupils’ definitions found that they were often
limited to overt aggression (Naylor, Cowie, Cossin, de
Bettencourt, & Lemme, 2006) and another found that
less than 20% of pupils identified indirect or psycholog-
ical abuse as bullying (Boulton, 1997). For schoolchil-
dren, the term bully is strongly associated with direct
aggression and substantially less so with indirect aggres-
sion (Smith, Cowie, Olafsson, & Liefooghe, 2002). For
these reasons, approaches relying exclusively on self-
reports or those that use the term bully are less than ideal,
although they have the advantages of ease of administra-
tion and comparability across studies.

Surveys with multiple informants are probably the
most accurate, however. Some ask teachers to rate stu-
dents, but teacher accuracy is often low (Leff, Kupers-
midt, Patterson, & Power, 1999) and varies according to
the teachers’ attention to the problem and opportunities
to observe it. Accuracy may improve when students
themselves are asked about their classmates’ behaviors.
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Some studies ask each student to nominate a (generally
fixed) number of bullies, whereas others ask them to rate
all their classmates on their aggressive behaviors, both of
which produce consistent and accurate measures.

CAUSES

Despite the diversity of contexts and focal variables,
much of the literature on bullying can fit into what
might be labeled an individual-pathological framework,
which suggests that bullying is a consequence of mental
health problems such as depression, anger, anxiety, low
self-esteem, or low empathy. Researchers have found that
bullies have significantly lower self-esteem than bystand-
ers (O’Moore & Kirkham, 2001), are more depressed
(Roland, 2002), and have lower global self-worth, scho-
lastic competence, social acceptance, and greater behav-

ioral conduct problems (Austin & Joseph, 1996).

However, other studies have found no significant
differences in self-esteem between bullies and bystanders
(Olweus, 1993) and still others have found that bullies
have higher self-esteem or that bullying enhances self-
regard (Kaukiainen et al., 2002; Rigby & Slee, 1992).
These findings pose a significant challenge to the individual-
pathological model, but other weaknesses play a part as
well. The social psychological processes by which some
depressives, for example, become bullies and others vic-
tims are generally not specified, nor are broader contex-
tual factors taken into consideration. These contextual
factors are important, particularly to the extent that they
influence both bullying and mental health.

To that end, some researchers have focused on fac-
tors that operate at the family, peer, or higher levels of
aggregation. The theoretical frameworks applied at these
levels are diverse. Some can be labeled transitive models,
which suggest that adolescents who are abused abuse
others in turn. This argument is most common at the
family level, where it is found that parents who are
aggressive or neglectful, use corporal punishment, or
engage in serious conflicts are more likely to have chil-
dren who bully (Smith & Myron-Wilson, 1998). They
also operate at the peer level, as evidenced in some
accounts of bully-victims, whose aggression is a response
to victimization.

Other studies approximate classic criminological the-
ories such as social control or social learning theory.
Social influence, the key component of social learning
theory, is seen as an explanation for patterns of homo-
phily, by which bullies are friends with other bullies,
which are observed in adolescent friendship networks
(Mouttapa, Valente, Gallaher, Rohrbach, & Unger,
2004). In fact, a longitudinal study of sixth through
eighth graders found even stronger homophilic effects
for bullying than for other aggressive behaviors (Espelage
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Victim of Bullying. The motives for bullying are difficult to
discern. GALE, CENGAGE LEARNING.

& Holt, 2001). Other studies adopt, at least implicitly,
variants of social control theory, suggesting that weak
attachments to school, for example, may lead to aggres-
sive behavior (DeWit et al., 2000). Despite the value of
social ecological approaches, few studies have included
factors operating in multiple contexts.

Although these theoretical frames have expanded the
horizons of bullying research, they share with their psy-
chological counterparts an implicit view of bullying as
pathological. They generally ignore the possibility that
bullying is instrumental in enhancing and maintaining
status and are difficult to reconcile with other findings
that bullies are often popular among their peers. In
contrast, some researchers (Hawley, Littde, & Card,
2007; Pelligrini & Long, 2002) argue that bullying is,
at least in part, designed to accomplish social goals. One
study found that target characteristics influenced the
status gains obtained from bullying, as boys who bullied
other boys won more prestige than those who tended to

bully girls (Rodkin & Berger, in press).

THE DEMOGRAPHICS
OF BULLYING

As already indicated, theories of bullying are often only
implied, and many studies have produced findings that
are unattached to any particular perspective. Gender is
perhaps the only variable universally included in studies
of bullying. Generally, boys are more likely than girls to
bully their peers (Nansel, Overpeck, Haynie, Ruan, &
Scheidt, 2001; Olweus, 1993), although it is possible that
some of this effect is due to de-emphasis of relational
aggression, in which girls are as likely, or more likely, to
engage (Crick, 1996). Relational aggression is a form of
bullying whereby rumors, ostracism, and similar tactics
are used to destroy or damage the relationships, reputa-
tions, and social status of peers.

In comparison with gender, research examining the
role of race in bullying is relatively slim and offers mixed
results. Studies from outside the United States often find
no racial significant differences in bullying or victimiza-
tion (Boulton, 1995; Smith et al., 2002), though some
have found that minorities are more likely to be victimized
(Rigby, 2002; Wolke, Woods, Stanford, & Shulz, 2001).
One national study in the United States found that Afri-
can American students were less likely to be victimized
(Nansel et al., 2001). It seems likely that the broader racial
context is more important for bullying than the racial or
ethnic background of particular individuals.

Most research has focused on children and adoles-
cents in elementary or middle school rather than high
school. The studies that have incorporated subjects from
all levels of education have generally found that bullying
increases over the course of elementary school, peaks in
middle school, and then slowly declines in later adoles-
cence (Smith et al., 2002).

CONSEQUENCES

Although the causes of bullying remain unclear and con-
tested, its consequences for victims are unfortunately all
too clear. Victimization by bullies has been linked to
most mass-casualty school shootings over the past two
decades (Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski,
2002). Victimization is also significantly related to suici-
dal ideation (Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpeld, Marttunen, Rim-
peld, & Rantanen, 1999), social isolation (Hodges &
Perry, 1999), anxiety and depression (Baldry, 2004),
low self-esteem (O’Moore & Kirkham, 2001), physical
health problems (Ghandour, Overpeck, Huang, Kogan,
& Scheidt, 2004), and diminished academic performance
and school attachment (Woods & Wolke, 2004). Many

of these effects can last well into adulthood.

It is not only the victims who suffer negative con-
sequences from bullying. Most studies distinguish among
victims, pure bullies, and bully-victims. For most
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outcomes, bully-victims are at least as likely to suffer
negative consequences as pure victims and are often
worse off. However, bullies also experience difficulties.
Aside from their increased likelihood of mental health
problems (which are generally viewed as precursors but
rarely tested longitudinally), they face increased risk of
criminal convictions later in young adulthood (Olweus,
1993) and are also more likely to have difficulty main-
taining positive relationships as adults (Rigby, 2001).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Several promising new directions for bullying research
have opened up. First, scholars are increasingly commit-
ted to the consideration of multiple factors operating in
multiple contexts. This trend is likely to culminate in the
application of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) social ecological
framework, which emphasizes the interaction between
contexts as much as the contexts themselves. However,
data for such efforts remain scarce.

Second, social network methods, by which students
nominate those whom they bully and those who bully
them, have recently been applied to bullying (Rodkin &
Berger, in press; Veenstra et al., 2007). Social network
analysis offers several advantages over prior approaches.
First, it easily incorporates multiple perspectives on a
relationship, thus mitigating reporting bias. Second, it
allows for sophisticated analyses at both the individual
and aggregate levels. Blockmodeling, for example, cate-
gorizes individuals based on whom they bully, not just
whether they bully. Compared with simple aggregate
prevalence rates, network data provide more nuanced
information such as centralization and structure. Most
important, network data raise a host of new questions
about who bullies whom. The prevalence of intergender
and interracial bullying, for example, should be of great
theoretical and practical interest.

Finally, the increasing commitment of schools
toward bullying prevention provides unique opportuni-
ties for experimental intervention designs. The Olweus
Bullying Prevention Program (Olweus, 2005) is among
the most widely used and has been shown to significantly
reduce bullying. However, these results are based on a
small number of experimental tests, and a meta-analysis
of school interventions (including the Olweus program)
found that very few had any significant effects, those that
were found did not last long, and effects generally did not
extend to all groups (Vreeman & Carroll, 2007).
Another randomized experimental design found signifi-
cantly greater declines in victimization in the treatment
schools, although the prevalence of bullies was not sig-
nificantly different (Jenson & Dieterich, 2007). Substan-
tial work remains to be done in the area of prevention.
Thus, although network data and social ecological
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approaches may be pushing the field toward significant
new insights, they will be incomplete, if not hollow, if
they are not used to improve the lives of children and
adolescents.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Aggression, Childhood and
Adolescence; Friendship, Childhood and Adolescence;
Peer Groups and Crowds; School Violence.
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CANCER, CHILDHOOD

AND ADOLESCENCE

SEE Volume 1: /llness and Disease, Childhood and
Adolescence; Volume 3: Cancer, Adulthood and
Later Life.

CHILD ABUSE

All people experience some negative events in their child-
hood. At what point do unpleasant experiences cross the
line into abuse? Child abuse can be divided into three
major areas: emotional, physical, and sexual. All forms of
abuse can have negative consequences on child develop-
ment, with the impact lasting into adulthood. Although
there are no clear-cut criteria for what constitutes abuse,
the behaviors that meet legal and psychological defini-
tions are discussed for all three areas.

EMOTIONAL ABUSE

Emotional abuse can include both active forms of insult-
ing and terrorizing as well as acts of omission such as
neglect. These descriptions capture two separate types of
behavior: The first is the active behavior of insulting,
ridiculing, terrorizing, or threatening a child through
words; the second is the failing to provide attention to
children through neglect, ignoring their physical needs
(food, shelter, or medical attention), or failing to support
them emotionally (not attending school events, ignoring
a teacher’s requests, or not spending time interacting
with them). Other terms used to describe emotional

abuse include psychological maltreatment, psychological
abuse, verbal abuse, verbal aggression, psychological damage,
or mental injury.

Emotional Maltreatment Emotional maltreatment is
important because it is inherent in all types of child abuse
and some researchers argue that it connects the cognitive,
affective, and interpersonal problems related to sexual
abuse, physical abuse, and neglect (Brassard, Hart, &
Hardy, 1993). There is consensus that emotional abuse
aggravates other forms of abuse; however, research on
emotional abuse is not as plentiful as in other areas of
child abuse.

It is a challenge to identify or categorize nonphysical
injuries. Without visible physical injuries, it is very diffi-
cult to determine the line between insensitive or poor
parenting and emotional abuse. For example, bragging
about one’s own children offends the Chinese-honored
virtue of humility. Historically, the Chinese parenting
strategy of shaming a child, even in public, has been
considered a necessary part of discipline. Clinicians must
balance sensitivity toward ethnic differences in parenting
practices with assessment of potential harm to the

children.

One example of terrorizing-like emotional abuse
might be threatening a child with physical violence.
Among adults, threatening bodily harm is the crime of
assault. For children, the use of physical threats is wide-
spread in North America. Verbal aggression is often
considered a subtype of emotional abuse or psychological
maltreatment. Whether this should be considered abusive
is under debate. North American society tolerates parents
using threats of violence or intimidation, as long as that
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violence is couched in the form of physical discipline.
One naturalistic study observing parents in public
reported the use of threats to spank, hit, punch, hurt,
pop, or beat children (Davis, 1996). Author Phillip Davis
argued that the use of a culturally approved label such as
spanking legitimized the behavior. This observational
study also found that 50% of the adults who threatened
a child went on to hit the child. Parents might lose the
social acceptance of their verbal aggression or physical
intimidation if they threatened to physically attack or
injure children rather than relying on euphemisms such
as spank (Straus, 2000).

Neglect Neglect is sometimes considered a passive form of
maltreatment, in that it often consists of failing to parent
appropriately. Extreme failures of neglect might include
failing to provide the necessities of life (food, medical care,
or clean housing). Emotional neglect may be as subtle as
denying a child attention, reassurance, or acceptance. Both
emotional and physical neglect have been identified as
causes of delayed development or “failure-to-thrive” diag-
noses among children (Iwaniec, 1997). Symptoms of fail-
ure to thrive include slow weight gain and height growth
and psychosocial development that is significantly below
norms and not caused by organic illness.

The definition of parental neglect may vary because
it is often a parental failure to meet community stand-
ards, and standards vary from one community to the
next. One example of neglect could be leaving a child
at home alone. Whereas the community standards may

be clear on whether leaving a 4-year-old child home
alone is neglectful, there may be less agreement on
whether leaving a 10-year-old child home alone consti-
tutes neglect.

Prevalence rates of emotional abuse are estimated in
several different ways. The U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services (DHHS) compiles the child abuse
cases reported to child protective services (CPS) in each
state. In the 2005 report on child maltreatment by DHSS
(2007), 7.1% of children were identified as having suf-
fered emotional abuse. In comparison, 62.8% of victims
experienced neglect. Another estimate of prevalence rates
are the National Incidence Studies (NIS) mandated by
the U.S. Congress. The NIS included both CPS inves-
tigations and estimates from professionals who may
encounter child abuse. The NIS-3 results released in
1996 indicated that nearly 22% of the more than 1.5
million children who were abused in 1993 in the United
States were physically neglected (Sedlak & Broadhurst,
1996). It was estimated that 13.7% of the children
identified were emotionally neglected.

Consequences The impact of emotional abuse is varied and
widespread. Identifying the exact consequences of emo-
tional abuse can be difficult because negative consequences
may appear slowly at different developmental stages as
impaired emotional, cognitive, or social abilities. Psycho-
logical abuse has been linked to low self-esteem; hostility
and higher aggression; anxiety, depression, interpersonal
sensitivity, and dissociation; and shame and anger. Various
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studies have attempted to isolate the negative correlation
between emotional abuse and the impact of physical abuse.
For example, Collete Hoglund and Karen Nicholas (1995)
argued that emotional abuse, but not physical abuse, corre-
lates with higher levels of shame. Emotional abuse inflicted
by parents may relate to hostility in the victims specifically
because victims develop a sense that other people do not
value them or are unlikely to be kind (Nicholas & Bieber,
1994). In that research, no such relationship with hostility
was found for physical abuse alone. In another study com-
paring the impact of different types of child abuse, emo-
tional abuse was revealed to double the risk for feeling
suicidal and psychopathy (Mullen, Martin, Anderson,
Romans, & Herbison, 1996).

PHYSICAL ABUSE

Physical abuse consists of any assault on a child by a
caregiver. What constitutes an assault is controversial.
Some researchers would argue that any form of physical
discipline can be considered a physical assault (Straus,
2001). Physical abuse can include slapping, scalding,
burning with a cigarette, hitting with an object, punch-
ing, or kicking a child. David Kolko (2002) pointed out
that the definition of physical abuse is a social judgment
as to what constitutes an excessive form of parent-to-
child discipline. There is no clear line where physical
discipline crosses from nonabusive to abusive behavior.
That line will vary depending on state statutory defini-
tions, the injuries sustained by the child, prior history of
child welfare interactions, judgments made by the case-
workers, and other social characteristics.

The prevalence rates of physical abuse differ some-
what among estimates. The 2005 DHHS (2007) report
on child maltreatment estimated that 16.6% of the CPS
investigations involved cases of physical abuse. This per-
centage follows the pattern of decreasing reports of phys-
ical abuse. Between 1992 and 2003, a 36% decline in
physical abuse cases was reported (Jones, Finkelhor, &
Halter, 2006). The older NIS-3 estimated that nearly
25% of the children identified as harmed by abuse in
1993 were physically abused. Community samples report
low rates of childhood physical abuse around or below
10% (Mullen et al., 1996).

One example of physical discipline that can esca-
late into physical abuse is spanking. Disciplining chil-
dren by slapping or hitting them, although falling
under some research definitions as a form of physical
abuse, is a contentious and potentially problematic
practice. One study found that only 55% of parents
support the idea of spanking, although more than
94% have spanked their children at one time or
another (Straus, 2001). Some countries in Europe
have banned corporal punishment entirely, even in
homes. Sociologist Murray Straus, developer of the
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Conflict Tactics Scale, has criticized the fact that
researchers hoping to discover ways to end physical
abuse routinely ignore the risk factor of spanking.
Even if the risk factor for corporal punishment is
moderate, the prevalence of this risk factor (94%)
means it can have a greater impact on public health
than a high risk factor with low prevalence (Straus,
2000). The problem is that although corporal punish-
ment is usually the precursor to physical abuse, most
spankings do not lead to physical abuse.

Consequences Children who are physically abused can
experience lasting damage that goes beyond the immedi-
ate injuries and pain inflicted. Even corporal punishment
that does not exceed accepted cultural norms in North
America (e.g., moderate use of spanking) now appears to
have a negative psychological impact on children. The
negative psychological effects can be social or interperso-
nal, behavioral, intellectual, or cognitive. For example,
physical abuse appears to have a unique relationship with
anger in victims—a relationship that does not appear for
sexual or emotional abuse. A history of physical abuse has
also been linked to increased mental health issues, eating
disorders, depression, low self-esteem, and marital prob-
lems. Experiencing childhood physical abuse relates to
increased rates of feeling suicidal, whereas battering expe-
rienced as an adult does not. Cynthia Perez and Cathy
Widom (1994) reported that physical abuse was a pre-

dictor of lower IQ and lower academic performance.
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Higher rates of physical illness, anxiety, anger, and
depression were reported by adults almost 40 years after
their physical abuse occurred (Springer, Sheridan, Kuo,
& Carnes, 2007).

SEXUAL ABUSE

Sexual abuse of a child includes any sexual activity to
which a child cannot or does not consent. Nearly every
U.S. state has legislation that defines sexual contact with
a child under 14 years old as illegal and abusive. Addi-
tionally, sexual activity with children ages 14 to 18 may
be considered illegal if the perpetrator is significantly
older than the child, if the perpetrator is a caregiver or
in a position of authority over the child, or if the activity
is against the child’s will.

Sexual abuse occurred in less than 10% of the CPS
determinations in the 2005 child maltreatment report
(DHHS, 2007). The NIS-3 estimated that 14% (more
than 300,000) of the children identified as abused in
1993 were sexually abused (Sedlak & Broadhurst,
1996). In the 12 years following 1993, however, there
was a significant drop in the number of sexual abuse
cases reported in the annual child maltreatment reports
(47%) and in self-report measures among youths (Jones

et al., 2000).

Retrospective estimates of childhood sexual abuse
present higher prevalence rates perhaps because they cap-
ture victimization that occurred over a number of years.
Rates of childhood sexual victimization reported by col-
lege students remain consistently around 20 to 25% of
women and 5 to 15% of men. Adult rates of disclosure
among the general public are similar to college popula-
tions: 27% of women and 16% of men (Finkelhor,
Hotaling, Lewis, & Smith, 1990). The rates are even
higher in other populations—46% in a psychiatric clinic
(Wurr & Partridge, 1996) and 66% in a clinic that treats
sexually transmitted diseases (Senn, Carey, Vanable,

Coury-Doniger, & Urban, 2007).

Consequences Similar to other types of abuse, sexual
abuse has been linked with a variety of negative psycho-
logical, emotional, and interpersonal difficulties. The first
area is trauma-specific consequences. A large number of
sexually abused children meet the diagnostic criteria for
posttraumatic stress disorder. Cognitive distortions are
the second problem area. Victims of sexual abuse may
develop feelings of self-blame, lowered self-esteem, or
feelings of helplessness. Emotional distress is a third
problem area for some victims. Anxiety, depression, and
anger have all been found to correlate with sexual abuse,
and these types of distress can continue at rates higher
than seen in nonabuse victims into adulthood.

Another area of impact is seen in problematic exter-
nalizing behaviors such as aggression and high-risk sexual

activity. Finally, the fifth area of concern is that there is
evidence that sexual abuse can be associated with poorer
educational achievement; however, it may be the limita-
tions in the social and family contexts within which child
maltreatment occurs that is the true interference.

CO-OCCURRENCE

Much of the research on child abuse has focused on one
type of abuse without assessing or holding constant the
other types of abuse. Current research is focusing on the
cumulative effects of experiencing multiple types of
trauma. Physical abuse and emotional abuse are often
associated or co-occurring. Experiencing both types of
abuse appears to compound their potential negative
impact. Emotional abuse appears to also co-occur with
sexual abuse and neglect. Researchers are also beginning
to look at the abuse occurring within the entire family
unit, as child abuse and domestic abuse co-occur in a
majority of instances (Edleson, 1999).

Children’s reactions to abuse vary widely. The severity
and length of negative symptoms experienced may depend
on the severity and length of the abuse, characteristics of
the abuser, family support, or mental health, disposition,
age, or gender of the child. It is also important to recog-
nize that not all victims of child abuse will experience all or
even any of the negative consequences. Jean McGloin and
Widom (2001) found that 22% of abused children
showed no long-term symptoms but demonstrated strong
psychosocial resilience.

THE ABUSERS

Despite the popular fear that children are being preyed on
by the stranger lurking in the bushes, it is parents or family
members who commit the majority of abuse against chil-
dren. According to the 2005 child maltreatment report,
79.4% of the abuse investigated through CPS was perpe-
trated by parents. Another 6.8% of the abuse was com-
mitted by other relatives (DHHS, 2007). Specifically,
76.5% of physical abuse was committed by parents and
7.3% by another relative. For neglect, 86.6% was perpe-
trated by a parent and 4.5% by another relative. For sexual
abuse, 26.3% of the perpetrators were parents and 28.7%
were another relative. In addition, another 9.2% were
people in caregiver positions (legal guardian, day-care
provider, or the romantic partner of the parent). The
remaining perpetrators were either neighbors or friends

(4.9%), other individuals (23.3%), or unknown (7.7%).

CHILD ABUSE PREVENTION

Ideally, distinguishing abusive behavior from acceptable
childrearing practices should be simple and consistent
across the diverse groups in North America. In reality,
however, definitions of appropriate parenting practices
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are culturally bound. For example, the Vietnamese have a
tradition that is still in use of hitting a disobedient child
with a bamboo stick. Clinicians regularly have to make
decisions based on behaviors that could be labeled either
as a culturally specific parenting practice or a mild
instance of abuse. Caseworkers must be culturally com-
petent in order to assess true threats and communicate
with at-risk families.

Child abuse remains a serious social problem in the
United States. Despite the decline in rates of physical and
sexual abuse reported in the annual child maltreatment
reports, at least 1,460 children died in 2005 because of
child abuse or neglect (DHHS, 2007). Child abuse pre-
vention requires strengthening the parenting skills of fam-
ilies at risk. New resources for parents are still not reaching
all of the families in need. Future child abuse research
should examine intervention programs and practices of
child protection investigators to ensure that at-risk popu-
lations are being served in the best manner possible. Fur-
ther information and support can be found through the
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children
(www.missingkids.com) or the National Children’s Advo-
cacy Center (www.nationalcac.org).

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Foster Care; Mental Health,
Childhood and Adolescence; Parent-Child
Relationships, Childhood and Adolescence; Poverty,
Childhood and Adolescence; Resilience, Childhood and

Adolescence; Volume 2: Domestic Violence.
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M. Alexis Kennedy

CHILD CARE AND
EARLY EDUCATION

With more than 12 million children in the United States
under the age of 6 in non-parental care every day, partic-
ipation in early care and education settings has become
relatively commonplace (Children’s Defense Fund [CDF],
2005). In fact, most children have experienced some level
of non-parental care by the time they enter kindergarten.
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Because children’s early care and education experiences can
provide them with the foundational skills necessary for
later school and life success, understanding what programs
produce short- and long-term benefits is critical.

DEFINING EARLY CARE AND

EDUCATION

A variety of terms are used to describe children’s early
experiences in non-parental care. The term early care and
education (ECE) encompasses all arrangements that pro-
vide care, supervision, and education to infants, toddlers,
and preschoolers prior to formal school entry. These expe-
riences can occur in a home or center setting as well as in a
public school system and are often thought of as either
informal or formal arrangements. Informal care includes
home-based settings such as family child care, which is
most frequently provided in a private residence other than
the child’s home, and nanny or relative care, which is
typically provided in the child’s home by someone other
than a parent or in a relative’s home. Formal care experi-
ences include center-based care and pre-kindergarten pro-
grams. Center based care is typically provided in a non-
residential facility for children ages 0 to 6 and can have
different sponsors, including religious organizations, inde-
pendent owners, universities or social service agencies. Pre-
kindergarten programs are generally associated with a K—12
school system and include a year or two of learning in
which children develop skills necessary for the kinder-
garten classroom (CDF, 2005; Magnuson & Waldfogel,
2005).

Informal arrangements are generally funded by
parent fees and tend to be considered of lower quality
than formal arrangements. In contrast, formal care
arrangements can be either privately (e.g., most infant
and toddler programs) or publicly (e.g., Early Head Start
and Head Start programs or pre-kindergarten programs)
funded and typically vary in the populations they serve.
For example, publicly funded programs such as Head
Start are intended to serve children from families with
fewer economic resources and are not available to middle
and upper income families. Most early care and educa-
tion settings offer full or part day programs that can last
from as little as 1 year to as many as 5 years.

BASIC TRENDS IN EARLY CARE AND
EDUCATION RESEARCH

Changes in the goals of early care and education, as well
as shifts in the economic needs of families, have contrib-
uted to an overall increase in enrollment in these pro-
grams and thus to an urgent need to understand the
impacts of these experiences on children’s development.
In the United States, early care and education began
primarily as a support for employed parents and helped

Head Start. Pre-school teacher Keiwana Jones, 23, adjusts the
headphone for three-year-old Kacia Gay as she prepares to play an
educational computer game ar Fundamentals Academy, in
Cuyahoga County, OH, as James Wallace, 3, waits patiently for
his turn. Fundamentals Academy is one of many Head Start
Centers in Cuyahoga County that is struggling ro cope with the
changes in eligibility rules. AP IMAGES.

encourage economic self-sufficiency, especially among
single and low-income women (Lamb & Ahnert, 2006).
Early care and education also served to acculturate chil-
dren, especially immigrants, and their parents, and to
enrich children’s lives in a variety of domains. Over time,
the purposes of early care and education have shifted to
focus on the academic and social preparation of children
for entry into formal schooling. Indeed, kindergarten is
no longer reserved for pre-academic foundational learn-
ing, but instead is used to teach skills once taught in first
grade. As such, early care and education settings must
now provide the foundational skills children need to
succeed in kindergarten and beyond (National Associa-
tion for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC],
1996). In a recent review of the early childhood educa-
tion literature, Hyson and colleagues outlined two pri-
mary goals of early care and education: a) to develop
cognitive skills necessary for academic success (e.g., rep-
resentational thinking, self-regulation, and planning) and
b) to develop emotional competencies (e.g., emotional
security and emotional regulation) (Hyson, Copple, and

Jones, 2006).

Research suggests that early care and education
programs can provide promising avenues for preparing
children for formal schooling and for deflecting negative
academic and behavioral trajectories. These experiences
also offer long-term economic benefits—both personal
and societal (Barnett, 1998). The positive effects of
ECE appear to be particularly strong for children from
less-advantaged backgrounds (Votruba-Drzal, Coley,
and Chase-Lansdale, 2004). Yet little is known about
which specific features of these experiences support
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children from different backgrounds and with different
developmental needs. Despite the fact that there is
ample evidence suggesting that high-quality ECE expe-
riences promote positive outcomes, child care participa-
tion, especially extensive hours in care, has also been
found to predict higher levels of aggression in young
children (NICHD ECCRN, 2005). It is important to
note that although children’s aggressive behaviors were
elevated, they were typically still within the normal
range of problems.

Just as the purposes of early care and education have
shifted, so, too, has the demand. According to the U.S.
Department of Labor, participation in early care and
education programs has increased by approximately
26% between 1998 and 2008, although these rates differ
considerably by child and family demographics. For
example, older children are more likely to be placed in
formal care arrangements such as preschool or pre-kin-
dergarten than are younger children. Similarly, families
with the highest and lowest incomes are most likely to
use center-based care and preschool settings (Magnuson
and Waldfogel, 2005). These settings are more accessible
to low-income families than middle-income families
because of government subsidies and publicly funded
programs such as Head Start. Even with the rising par-
ticipation in ECE, these programs are not offered uni-
versally. In fact, the universality of early care and
education settings differs considerably by state, with
some states providing public preschool for all children
(e.g., Oklahoma or Georgia) and others leaving the care
and education of young children to individual families
(e.g., Mississippi). Thus, as the National Research Coun-
cil (2003) has suggested, researchers must continue to
investigate systematically which programs and practices
work, for whom, and under what conditions in order to
generate effective early care and education policies and
practices and to determine whether universal versus tar-
geted programs are necessary.

THEMES AND THEORIES IN EARLY

CARE AND EDUCATION

A variety of topics drive research and practice in the field
of early care and education. Of particular relevance to
this entry are quality, developmentally appropriate prac-
tice, and short- and long-term impacts. Policymakers are
just beginning to recognize the importance of quality
early care and education in building the foundational
skills necessary for later learning and life success. How-
ever, the definition of quality is quite heterogeneous, in
part because quality is often described more in terms of
desired outcomes than necessary inputs. Indeed, the
majority of research on ECE describes outcomes in terms
of “what happens to children” as a result of their educa-
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tional experiences rather than what practices are necessary
to produce positive outcomes (Bennett, 2000). Research
trends in ECE, however, have led to increased efforts to
understand how providers and teachers behave in the
classroom and what is being taught. As such, a growing
number of studies examine which quality indicators,
including developmentally appropriate practices, are nec-
essary to produce short- and long-term outcomes.

Quality In the United States, quality has typically been
measured and monitored using instruments that assess
process and structural characteristics of programs. Process
quality includes caregiver sensitivity and responsiveness as
well as cognitive stimulation and is typically measured via
observations of activities and interactions in the childcare
setting, including interactions with caregivers and peers
and language stimulation. Some measures focus primarily
on the experiences of individual children (e.g., Observa-
tional Rating of the Caregiving Environment [ORCE])
whereas other measures focus primarily on the experien-
ces of the group (e.g., Infant/Toddler Environmental
Rating Scale [ITERS], Early Childhood Environmental
Rating Scale [ECERS]).

In general, process quality assessments offer an
attempt to quantify the care and education children
receive. Structural quality includes child-adult ratio,
group size, and the formal education and training of
teachers and is typically measured via observations or
reports of structural features of the classroom. Structural
quality is more easily quantified than process quality and
as a result, these features tend to appeal more to policy-
makers because they may be formally regulated. Studies
suggest that both process and structural quality across
settings in the United States is fair to minimal (Cost,
Quality and Outcomes Study Team, 1995; NICHD
ECCRN, 2005). It is worth noting that high structural
quality does not guarantee high process quality, although
many believe structural quality is necessary for providers
to offer sensitive caregiving and age-appropriate activities
(Phillips, Howes, & Whitebook, 1992).

There are several other important indicators of qual-
ity to consider when examining ECE policy and practice,
including federal and state level structural indicators,
such as licensing and government subsidies for programs,
as well as funding mechanisms. As with process and
structural quality at the local level, federal and state
structure also tends to be relatively poor. For example,
despite the fact that licensed care providers typically offer
more sensitive and responsive care than do unlicensed
providers, only about half of U.S. states require that
providers be licensed. With respect to funding, parent
fees rather than government subsidies typically fund early
care and education programs. As a result, not all children
are guaranteed a preschool education. For example, in

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 81



Child Care and Early Education

the United States the average state expenditure on
children enrolled in early childhood education programs
in 2007 was approximately $3,642, compared with
$11,286 in K-12 (National Institute for Early Education
Research, 2007).

Best Practice Another topic of particular relevance to
researchers and practitioners in the field of early care
and education has to do with developmentally appropri-
ate practice for young children. In 1987 the National
Association for the Education of Young Children released
a set of best practice guidelines that were based on five
interrelated dimensions of early childhood practice:

creating a caring community of learners,
teaching to enhance development and learning,
constructing appropriate curriculum,

assessing children’s development and learning,

hAREEN e

establishing reciprocal relationships with families

(NAEYC, 1996).

These guidelines are meant to support practitioners
in their daily practice and are based on extensive knowl-
edge about how children develop and learn. Importantly,
they are intended to be both age appropriate and indi-
vidually appropriate and contribute to a child’s positive
development in a variety of domains. Indicators of devel-
opmentally appropriate practice include the presence of
active learning experiences and varied instructional strat-
egies, as well as a balance between teacher-directed and
child-directed activities (NAEYC, 1996). Programs that
use an integrated curriculum as well as learning centers to
engage children in a variety of topics are also considered
developmentally appropriate. It is important to note that
although these guidelines are generally accepted as a
strong indicator of high-quality early care and education
programs, not all practitioners agree that they reflect best
practice for young children. Among the criticisms are
that the guidelines are too prescriptive, that they discour-
age self-reflective practice among teachers, and that they
are not culturally sensitive (Novick, 1996).

Impacts One of the most robust findings in the early
care and education literature is that children who attend
high-quality preschool programs are better at following
directions, joining in activities, waiting and/or taking
turns, problem solving, and relating to teachers and
parents than children who do not attend preschool
programs (for reviews, see Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen,
2005; Lamb & Ahnert, 2006; NICHD ECCRN, 2005).
Further, children in settings with higher process-quality
have more secure relationships with their mothers and
caregivers and perform better on standardized tests of

cognitive and language ability. Children also exhibit
fewer behavior problems when they are in settings in
which their teachers are more sensitive and responsive to
their needs. Similarly, children in settings with high
structural quality, indexed by low child-staff ratios, for
example, are better able to initiate and participate in
conversations, are typically more cooperative, and show
less hostility during interactions with others (Clarke-
Stewart & Allhusen, 2005; Howes, 1997; Lamb &
Ahnert, 2006; NICHD ECCRN, 2005;). It is worth
noting that a limited body of evidence suggests that the
effect of early childhood care and education on kinder-
garten reading and math skills accrues to children who
start their care between ages two and three; starting
before two or after three results in fewer gains (Loeb,
Bridges, Bassok, Fuller, & Rumberger, 2007).

Evidence of the long-term effects of early childhood
education programs is mixed. Experimental studies such
as the Perry Preschool Project and the North Carolina
Abecedarian Project suggest that there are long-term
benefits of high-quality early education programs, includ-
ing higher levels of educational attainment, lower levels
of juvenile crime and arrests, and lower rates of public
assistance (Barnett, 1998). A limited number of non-
experimental studies have identified modest effects of
children’s
through second grade, including greater receptive lan-
guage ability, math ability, cognitive and attention skills,
and social skills, as well as fewer behavior problems
(NICHD ECCRN, 2005; Cost, Quality, & Child Out-
comes Study Team, 1995). Moreover, children who
experience high-quality stable early care and education
settings also have more secure attachments with adults
and peers, engage in more complex play, and are less
likely to be retained a grade or be assigned to special
education (Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2005; Lamb &
Ahnert, 2006). Other studies have found no evidence of
long-term benefits.

high-quality programs on

development

There is also a growing body of research examining
the specific impacts of developmentally appropriate prac-
tice on children’s social, behavioral, and academic out-
comes. Results suggest that on average, children who
attend preschool and kindergarten classrooms where
developmentally appropriate practices occur exhibit
greater academic success in the early grades than do other
children. Children who attend developmentally appro-
priate classrooms also exhibit fewer stress-related out-
comes and greater motivation levels than other children
(Charlesworth, Hart, Burts, & DeWolf, 1993). Devel-
opmentally appropriate practices appear to be even more
important for children at risk for academic failure.
Among a sample of predominantly African-American
and Hispanic children who participated in the Head
Start/Public School Transition Project, children who
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attended more developmentally appropriate classrooms
exhibited significantly higher achievement than their
peers who did not attend such classrooms (Huffman &
Speer, 2000). There is also some evidence of long-term
effects of developmentally appropriate practices (DAP)
on children’s outcomes. For example, children who
attended developmentally appropriate classrooms had
higher graduation rates and higher monthly incomes, as
well as fewer arrests, through early adulthood (Barnett,

1998).

STUDYING EARLY CARE AND
EDUCATION: RESEARCH
CHALLENGES AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

Although the field of early care and education has made
tremendous strides in identifying features of high-quality
programs and best practices for children, additional sys-
tematic studies of which particular programs and practi-
ces work, for whom, and under what conditions are
needed (NRC, 2003). Indeed, the vast majority of
research in this field has been based on non-experimental
or observational studies. Because parents’ choices about
early care and education programs are often constrained
by their background characteristics, including socioeco-
nomic status, isolating the effects of ECE programs on
children’s subsequent behavior and achievement from the
effects of family factors is difficult. That is, a child may
exhibit better skills in a given domain not because of her
preschool experiences per se but because her family values
a particular set of skills and has sought out, and provided,
many other opportunities for the child to build these
skills. Moreover, the variability in type, quality, and dura-
tion of early care and education settings makes it difficult
to understand the full impact of these experiences on
children’s development. Nevertheless, non-experimental
studies offer critical information about beneficial features
of ECE settings.

In the coming years the field of early care and
education would benefit from rigorous experimental
studies in which one group of children is randomly
assigned to classrooms or programs with a specific set
of features, while another group of children who are
eligible to attend these classrooms and programs are
assigned to classrooms and programs that do not offer
these features. By randomly assigning children to these
different groups, the researcher is able to determine the
impacts of the classroom or program features on child-
ren’s outcomes because any initial differences between
children who experience the program and children who
do not are considered to be due solely to chance.

Child Care and Early Education

For both practical and ethical reasons, however,
random assignment is not always possible. In this case,
researchers should make every effort to take advantage of
natural experiments (also referred to as quasi-experimen-
tal designs) in which a change in a policy or practice
occurs. Because participants have no control over these
policy or practice changes, they offer a non-biased esti-
mate of program effects. Not only will experimental or
quasi-experimental studies provide the estimates of causal
impact that are necessary for creating policies and for
changing practices in early care and education, but they
will also be important for informing ongoing debates
about universal versus targeted programs and interven-
tions. Finally, methodological advances in the study of
development also provide researchers with a valuable set
of tools for understanding the effects of early care and
education experiences on children’s outcomes (for a
review, see McCartney, Burchinal & Bub, 2006).
Employing these methods whenever possible will con-
tinue to advance the study of early care and education.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Cognitive Ability; Maternal
Employment; Racial Inequality in Education; School
Readiness; Socioeconomic Inequality in Education;

Stages of Schooling.
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CHILD CUSTODY
AND SUPPORT

One out of every three children in the United States is
born to an unmarried parent, and at least half of all
American children will spend some time living apart
from one of their parents by the age of 15 (Andersson,
2002). In 2004, 14 million parents had custody of 21.6
million children under the age of 21, and 83% of these
custodial parents were mothers (Grall, 2006). Put
another way, 27% of all children under the age of 21

resided with only one parent. These trends suggest that
there may be a large portion of the population eligible for
child support from a nonresidential parent at some time
before they reach the age of majority, either as a result of
parental divorce or separation, or being born to an
unmarried parent. Understanding the implications of
child custody for child well-being are important above
and beyond the effect of divorce and being born to an
unmarried parent on child well-being. The parent with
whom the child lives provides daily interaction that is
critical for child development and it is largely through
this primary parent that the child has access to economic
resources (Fox & Kelly, 1995).

CHILD CUSTODY

The early American judicial system relied heavily on
English common law where children were property and
fathers had absolute power and legal obligations to pro-
tect, support, and educate their children. As a result, until
the middle of the 19th century, the legal system was
patriarchal and fathers were granted custody in divorce
cases with judges having great control in custody deci-
sions. By the late 19th century, states adopted the Tender
Years Doctrine—a guiding principle that existed in most
states until the late 20th century—which held that the
best interest of the child, especially very young or female
children, in divorce cases was maternal custody. At the
same time, courts favored placing older children with the
same-sex parent, which often meant separating siblings.
Although there are few published court decisions on this
matter, judges recognized that maternal care was para-
mount for infants but in one case a judge declared that a
boy of 3 years was at a tender age, but the same is not
true once that boy is 5 years. The women’s rights move-
ment of the 1920s further increased maternal preference
in custody decisions as the legal status of women
increased over this time. The assumption of maternal
preference was also supported by Freudian psychoana-
lytic theory (which emphasized the mother’s roles as the
primary nurturer) and psychological theories on the
development of infant attachment. As a result of these
changes, maternal custody remained the norm for many
decades.

Demographic changes in the middle of the 20th cen-
tury, marked by dramatic increases in the divorce rate, once
again challenged presumption of custody. Fathers’ claims
of discrimination, constitutional challenges of equal pro-
tection, and the entry of women into the workforce led
most states to reject the model of maternal custody in favor
of more gender-neutral policies. The Uniform Marriage
and Divorce Act in 1970 provided for a best interest of
the child standard of practice in custody cases, a practice
adopted by most states. Judges determined custody based
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on the individual needs and interests of the child rather
than the gender or rights of the parents. Despite this, most
custody determinations continued to be made in the moth-
er’s favor. Contemporary advocates have claimed that chil-
dren should spend time with both parents, resulting in
policies of shared physical custody, which has become the
preferred option in many states.

Decisions concerning custody arrangements following
a divorce can be very informal reached privately between
parents, or alternatively decided more formally through the
judicial system. National estimates of custody arrangements
and requests are not available, however a study in California
suggests that at least 50% of parents make private decisions
between themselves about custody and visitation, and an
additional 30% settle these issues after further negation
(Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). When parents are not able
to reach negotiated agreements the formal legal process
including judicial hearings, pretrial settlement conferences,
and custody trials is used. These custody disputes are
expensive and can require up to 3 years for settlement

(Kelly, 1994).

Custodial outcomes reveal how parents and the legal
system assess the well-being of children as well as the state
of gender relations among parents (Seltzer, 1990).
Examination of contemporary custody decisions has
found that the likelihood of father custody is increased
in cases where children are older, and particularly when
the oldest child is a boy (Fox & Kelly, 1995). Greer Fox
and Robert Kelly (1995) also find that the likelihood of
father custody following divorce is decreased when moth-
ers are highly educated or when fathers are unemployed.
The influence of fathers’ income on custody decisions is
ambiguous. Fox and Kelly found that fathers with higher
incomes are less likely to receive custody of children,
whereas other studies found that the likelihood was
higher (Christensen, Dahl, & Rettig, 1990). Maria Can-
cian and Daniel Meyer (1998) found that father custody
is less likely when total income is high, but the mother
has a higher share of the total income.

Empirical research has examined the effects of cus-
tody arrangements on child outcomes and finds that
several important child outcomes may vary based on
the gender of the single parent. Children residing in
father-custody families have a significantly higher risk of
drug use, more problems at school, take part in risky
health behaviors more frequently, and exhibit more prob-
lematic behavior and are slightly disadvantaged in terms
of cognitive skills. Adults who grew up in a single-father
household obtain approximately one-half year less of
education than their counterparts who grew up in single-
mother households (Downey, Ainsworth-Darnell, &
Dufur, 1998), and do worse even once socioeconomic
status has been taken into account (Biblarz & Raferty,
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1999). Children living in single-father families generally
do just as well or better on indicators of mental and
physical health than children residing with two biological
parents, but exhibit worse access to health care compared
to children residing in other family structures (Leininger

& Ziol-Guest, 2008).

These types of studies are unable to assert causality
due to the observational nature of the study design and,
since relatively little is known about single-father fami-
lies, it is difficult to identify the potential causal mecha-
nisms driving the results. These findings could indicate
selection effects, namely that fathers are less likely to
maintain custody of children who are in poor health or
that fathers are more likely to take custody of children
who are exhibiting problem behaviors. Very little
research exists that illustrates the direction of these selec-
tion effects. Previous literature on women who relinquish
custody of their children suggests that they do so because
of economic difficulties, emotional problems, fears about
lengthy custody hearings, and abuse (Herrerias, 1995).
However, changes in the labor market experiences of
women and fathers’ increasing interest in being the sole
caretaker than before also influence the types of fathers

who retain custody (Greif, 1995).

CHILD SUPPORT

In 1950 the federal government implemented a policy
designed for child support collections at a time when the
prevalence of single-parent families (primarily mother-
headed) was low. Congress required state welfare agencies
to notify law enforcement agencies when welfare benefits
were being distributed to families where the child had
been abandoned by one of the parents. Law enforcement
then would attempt to locate the nonresident parent and
collect child support. Between 1950 and 1975, child
support policies at the federal level were primarily
focused on these children.

Since the late 1970s, Congress has enacted policy to
strengthen the private child support system, particularly
for low-income children. An important goal has been to
shift the cost of raising children away from the govern-
ment and onto parents (especially absent parents). While
many of the changes have been targeted at increased
financial responsibility by absent parents, there has also
been much more focus, recently, on increasing the rights
of the absent biological parent (usually the father). Prior
to 1975, child support orders were the outcome of pri-
vate negotiations between parents and the courts. The
outcome of these negotiations varied, as did enforcement,
with much of the enforcement done by mothers follow-
ing a divorce, often requiring lawyers and court action.
The private court nature of these negotiations also
resulted in different outcomes for low-income and
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higher-income parents who were able to afford good
lawyers and avoid support orders altogether. By contrast,
low-income fathers often could not afford lawyers and
had unrealistic orders imposed. Further, orders were
often based on the minimum amount of money required
to raise a child, differentially affecting low-income fathers
relative to higher ones.

The child support enforcement system was estab-
lished when Congtress enacted Title IV-D of the Social
Security Act of 1975. The federal Office of Child Sup-
port Enforcement (OCSE) was established to oversee the
federal-state child support program and lets states operate
their own child support agency (the IV-D program) in
accordance with the federal laws. The goal of this policy
was to ensure that public support was not going to
support children who could be supported by the nonres-
ident parent. Since 1975 Congress has acted on several
occasions to increase the purview of child support
enforcement. For example, in 1980 and 1984 the law
was changed to include all children regardless of house-
hold income and welfare status and provide services
universally. In 1993, changes required states to develop
in-hospital paternity programs, while the 1996 welfare
reform instituted changes in child support payment pen-
alties and paternity establishment.

Most children receive little or no child support from
the noncustodial parent due to the lack of a formal child
support order or because either no payments or only
partial payments were made on an existing child support
order. In 2004 40% of custodial parents did not have a
child support agreement (36% of custody mothers and
60% of custodial fathers). Among families due child sup-
port, 45% received all that was due, 31% received some of
what was due, and the balance received none of what was
due. Research suggests that children whose families
received child support received, on average, 16% of their
total family income from child support (Grall, 2006).
Child support is an especially important source of income
for poor children who receive it, representing between 26—
50% of total annual income (Grall, 2006). Further, empir-
ical research also indicates that child support income may
be more beneficial to children than income from other
sources and that child support itself is associated with
positive outcomes for children.

Custodial fathers are less likely to have child support
orders, compared to custodial mothers. According to
findings from the four-state Child Custody and Child
Support Project (CCCSP), child support orders exist in
about one-third of father custody cases, whereas orders
are in place for more than 80% of the mothers who
retain physical custody (Christensen, Dahl, & Rettig,
1990). Further, Susan Stewart (1999) found that 36%

of noncustodial mothers contributed child support when

their children resided with other relatives, whereas only
27% of noncustodial mothers contributed child support
when their children lived with the father.

Few studies examine the characteristics of fathers
who secure child support orders following divorce. J.
Thomas Oldham (1994) suggests that fathers are less
likely to receive orders compared to mothers because of
judge opinions on the following: They may be hesitant to
require women to pay support, custodial fathers have
higher incomes than non-custodial mothers so they may
suggest that fathers are less in need of child support, or
mothers may give up custody of their children in
exchange for no payment of support required. Findings
suggest that fathers with low incomes and earnings, espe-
cially lower than their wives, were more likely to have

child support orders (Greif & DeMaris, 1991).

Child support enforcement and child support receipt
may influence the behavior of both the custodial and
noncustodial parent, and also may affect various child
educational, developmental, and cognitive outcomes. A
small but growing empirical literature focuses on the
noneconomic impacts of child support receipt on chil-
dren. Child support has been estimated to play an impor-
tant role in children’s cognitive test scores, perceived
scholastic competence, and reading and math scores on
standardized tests above and beyond its influence on total
income, effects that endure even after controlling for
unobserved characteristics of fathers and families. Studies
also find that these associations extend to educational
attainment—specifically that higher child support, inde-
pendent of the effect on total income, is associated with
greater school completion and that income from child
support may be more important than income from other
sources. Researchers also have investigated whether child
support receipt is associated with behavioral and devel-
opmental outcomes. The evidence is mixed, suggesting
weak associations between receipt and reduction of
behavior problems, but no significant relationship
between receipt and cognitive stimulation in the home
or behavioral development.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD
CUSTODY AND CHILD SUPPORT
RESEARCH

Child custody and child support populations, practices,
and policies are ever-changing and the next wave of child
custody and support research needs to contend with and
address such issues. Specifically, an increase in the num-
ber of father-custody households highlights the impor-
tance of examining this family structure as it may differ
from mother-custody households. Further, important
population changes require focusing on child support
within the context of multiple-partner fertility and

86 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



incarcerated noncustodial parents. Additionally, joint
and shared custody practices have shifted the dynamic
both to how custody is examined and how child support
payments are relevant in these cases. Finally, evaluating
policy changes as a result of welfare reform reauthoriza-
tion is going to be important.

Future research needs to concentrate on the chang-
ing dynamics of family structure and custody and how it
relates to child well-being. By 2006 single-father families
represented 14% of all single-parent families with chil-
dren. While this represents only 5% of all families with
children, single-father families are one of the fastest
growing family types, increasing at a rate faster than
single-mother families (Meyer & Garasky, 1993). Some
research explores differences in child well-being associ-
ated with residing in a single-father family; however,
more research needs to be conducted pertaining to the
health of children, as much of the existing research
regarding the effects of family structure on child out-
comes often compares the experiences of children living
with single mothers to those living with married parents.

Perhaps one of the most important changes in con-
temporary family structure is the prevalence of multiple-
partner fertility, that is, families in which at least one
partner has a child by someone else. Figures from Wis-
consin suggest that more than half of mothers on welfare
had children with more than one partner. Among the
entire child support enforcement caseload, for 9% of
mothers, both the mother and at least one father had
children with more than one partner; 16% of the moth-
ers had children with only one father bug, also, the father
had children with more than one mother; and 6% of
mothers had children with more than one father who
only had children with her (Cancian, Cook, & Meyer,
2003). Future research should focus on how these fami-
lies manage child support obligations.

Incarcerated noncustodial parents are an important
topic of study because incarceration poses a real barrier to
child support payment and employment, and because it
is an important child support enforcement tool. In one
study, 29% of noncustodial fathers were institutionalized
primarily in prisons (Sorensen & Zibman, 2001), esti-
mates similar to those from the Fragile Families study
where 27% of fathers were known to have been incarcer-
ated (Western, 2006). Additionally, 55% of male
inmates in state facilities and 63% of male inmates in
federal facilities are parents of children under the age of
18 (Mumola, 2000), and between 22-26% of state
inmates are part of the child support caseload (Griswold
& Pearson, 2003). Incarceration is an important contrib-
utor to growing child support arrears as well. Future
research needs to investigate whether policies and practi-
ces related to child support orders for incarcerated non-
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custodial parents should change, and what the outcomes
are as a result of the modification of orders due to this
changing circumstance.

As noted above, joint and shared custody arrange-
ments have become much more common in contempo-
rary society. Previous research suggests a positive
association between joint legal custody and child support
and interactions (Seltzer, 1998). However, child support
guidelines in these cases are less clear, and different states
have developed different approaches to how child sup-
port is calculated. Future research should examine what
the differential approaches used by states has on child
support compliance and child well-being, as well as
whether guidelines influence parental behavior.

Prior to welfare reform in 1996, federal law mandated
that states pass through the first $50 of collected child
support each month to families receiving cash assistance.
Welfare reform changed the pass-through policy by grant-
ing states the option to determine their own pass-through
policies; all but 16 states eliminated the pass-through
policy. Welfare reform reauthorization in 2006 changed
the pass-through policies once again, making federal par-
ticipation more generous. States can pass through $100
per month for one child or $200 per month to a family
with two or more children receiving cash welfare and the
federal government will resume the cost share of the pass-
through. Previous studies indicate that more generous
pass-through policies are associated with higher probability
of paternity establishment and child support receipt.
Given these latest policy changes, research should deter-
mine how these policies affect transfers to children and
families. Preliminary work suggests that if all states
adopted this pass-through policy, the average amount of
child support received while on cash welfare would more
than double (Wheaton & Sorensen, 2007).

CONCLUSIONS

Given the changing nature of family structure in the
United States, the number of children affected by cus-
tody decisions and eligible for child support has grown
significantly. Public policy has historically responded to
these changes by increasing involvement in what previ-
ously has been considered the private domain. Moving
forward, as more children interact with the judicial and
policy system, researchers will need to continue to under-
stand the relationships between these systems and child
well-being.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Child Abuse; Family and Household
Structure, Childhood and Adolescence; Parent-Child
Relationships, Childhood and Adolescence; Policy,
Child Well-Being; Poverty, Childhood and
Adolescence; Volume 2: Fatherhood; Motherhood;
Noncustodial Parents.
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CHRONIC ILLNESS,
CHILDHOOD

SEE Volume 1: Illness and Disease, Childhood and
Adolescence.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT,
CHILDHOOD AND
ADOLESCENCE

The topic of civic engagement on the part of U.S. citizens
is routinely investigated in and outside of the social
sciences. Questions pertaining to political participation
and civil society target all age groups, but in recent years,
scholars have become interested in the question of civic
engagement among youth. Normally, the definition of
youth centers on those who are eligible to vote, between
the ages of 18 and 24, or sometimes referred to as
generation next; however, researchers have also begun to
focus their lens on childhood and adolescence, primarily
because of the impact previous civil rights struggles have
had on this group. Overall, it is believed that this gen-
eration is more liberal on a number of topics in relation-
ship to their older counterparts, especially with regard to
gay marriage and women’s rights. Social scientists have
focused on civic engagement among children and adoles-
cents in relationship to three areas: voluntary organiza-
tions, youth leadership and development, and youth
activism. Focusing on youth, particularly adolescents,
allows scholars to expand the definition of activism to
include a range of political and social activities.
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VOLUNTEER AND AFTER-SCHOOL
ACTIVITIES

Because civic engagement and political participation is
often linked to young adults over 18, studies of civic
participation among adolescents often focuses on volun-
teer activities. Teenagers are often encouraged to partic-
ipate in after-school and volunteer activities, for instance,
as a way to encourage and mold future political partic-
ipation. Volunteer organizations vary in their definition
and can begin in childhood and often include organiza-
tions such as the Girls Scouts, Boy Scouts, and Little
League sports. Some of these organizations originate and
are affiliated with the schools that youths attend, or are
already included as part of the school infrastructure.
Religious institutions, such as synagogues and churches,
also offer youth a way to become involved in civic activ-
ities. Research questions typically focus on the relation-
ship between the particular activity, age of the youth, and
future civic engagement. Through these organizations,
youth establish social networks, peer relationships, and
may even deepen relationships with their parents, who
may be involved in similar civic activities.

The importance of after-school activities in regard to
youth involvement in voluntary associations and civic
engagement is made especially clear in Daniel McFar-
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land’s and Reuben Thomas’s (2006) study. Using quan-
titative data to study school-related activities, parental
engagement, and other social networks, McFarland and
Thomas found that those organizations where youths
were encouraged and trained in the areas of public speak-
ing, vocal, dance, and instrument training enhance and
encourage future civic engagement and political partic-
ipation. Therefore, as the authors suggest, cuts in per-
forming arts programs such as drama and music will have
deleterious effects on the breadth and depth of American
political and civic involvement. As this and other recent
studies suggest, voluntary and after-school activities have
a significant impact on the leadership potential of youth.
Sociologist Amy Best (2000) even found that innocuous
events, such as the senior prom, are important sites for
communicating civic responsibilities, democracy, and
political ideology among youths.

Similar in importance to childhood voluntary activ-
ities, parental civic engagement is a significant influence
on childhood and adolescent involvement in political
activities. Overall, there is a concern that the decline in
social capital among youths and adults alike will contrib-
ute to the lack of political participation on the part of
those in their youth; therefore, the political participation
of parents, peers, and the neighborhood a youth grows
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Figure 1. Percentage of young adults (ages 18—24) who reported registering to vote and
voting in Presidential elections, 1972-2004. CENGAGE LEARNING, GALE.
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up in also affects their own participation. While volun-
teer and extracurricular organizations may remedy this
problem somewhat, the social capital in one’s own neigh-
borhood and social circle may have a larger impact on
future civic involvement. For instance, in their research
on young citizens’ knowledge of political issues, Scott
Wells and Elizabeth Dudash (2007) found that youths
gleaned most of their political information from the
Internet, their family, and their friends. They use this
knowledge to determine their individual political strat-
egies and future voting patterns. Additionally, and per-
haps more importantly, their family’s voting patterns and
political beliefs were held in higher regard than media
sources. Overall, most research on the political knowl-
edge of youths (adolescents in particular) is related to
their parent’s political involvement, knowledge, and will-
ingness to share with their children.

YOUTH LEADERSHIP
AND DEVELOPMENT

Among teenagers, scholars have also begun to study more
traditional forms of youth and leadership development as
a way to understand youth civic engagement. Moving
away from volunteer and after-school activities, youth
leadership organizations set out to train the youth to
assume leadership roles in their communities, often on
par with adults. These organizations vary from being
youth-led organizations to organizations led by adult
allies who train the youth as organizers. The overall
assumption in these organizations is that youths are as
deeply and equally invested in the well-being of their
communities as adults, who are often positioned as lead-
ers. The topics of the organizations vary, ranging from
educational change, art, speech and debate, and spoken
word poetry. In each case, the overall goal is to engage
and support the youth as leaders in their community,
able to make decisions for the good of all. There are
several goals in these organizations: (a) to have youths
and adults work together as allies; (b) to provide youths
with leadership capabilities that will be sustained over
time; and (c) to create opportunities for the youth to
understand and incorporate their own experience into
their organization’s strategies.

Teenagers as a group are overwhelmingly disenfran-
chised, and are not allowed to participate in traditional
forms of civic engagement, such as voting. Therefore,
their relationships with adults are imperative in achieving
their civic goals. Over time, working with adults allows
the youth to learn how to take on leadership roles in peer
situations with people who are older than them and
outside of their family. For instance in Wendy Wheeler’s

and Carolyn Edlebeck’s (2006) work on youth civic
engagement, it was concluded that youth-adult relation-
ships should be intentional, elucidating the ways that
youth and adults work together, envision change with
one another, and produce strategies to that effect. A
central aspect of this relationship is self-reflective activ-
ities in which youths build self-esteem; build alliances
across race, class, and gender lines; and begin to connect
what sociologist C. Wright Mills (1916-1962) described

as personal troubles to public issues.

YOUTH ACTIVISM

Similar to the research on youth leadership and develop-
ment, scholars have begun to focus on youth activism as
part of their analysis of youth civic engagement. Ques-
tions surrounding what inspires youths to participate in
social change and politics dominate these discussions.
Recognizing that contemporary forms of activism may
not fit into previous models of social change, sociolo-
gists have begun to ask questions about how youth
activism in the early 21st century might compare to
activism of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. For instance,
sociologist Todd Gitlin’s (2003) book, Letters to a
Young Activist, tackles this issue directly. In particular,
Gitlin questions how the youth can organize in what
many refer to as the post—civil rights era when the
discussions of 1960s activism mark cultural and politi-
cal understandings of social change. Perhaps because
of this, social scientists have turned their eye toward
popular culture as a potential mechanism for civic
engagement.

Many scholars have focused on popular culture as an
important mechanism for engaging youth in political
consciousness and political debate. For instance, popular
cultures such as hip-hop have received considerable atten-
tion because of their ability to draw youth to social
change events. Similarly, the relationship between hip-
hop culture, politics, and post—civil rights youth is the
focus of both academic and popular discourses. Many
approaches focus, importantly, on the relationship
between the hip-hop generation and mainstream demo-
cratic processes. During the 2004 and 2000 presidential
elections, Russell Simmons (b. 1957), cofounder of Def
Jam records, was central in organizing the hip-hop vote.
For youth of color, in particular, popular culture is an
important site for political mobilization.

SEE ALSO Voume 1: Activity Participation, Childhood
and Adolescence; Political Socialization; Religion and
Spirituality, Childhood and Adolescence; Sports and
Athletics.
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Campaign Volunteers. Barack Obama smiles for a group photo with young volunteers. AP IMAGES.
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Andreana Clay

CLAUSEN, JOHN
1914-1996

John Adam Clausen, an American sociologist who was
born on December 20, in New York City, is considered

the father of the sociology of mental health. He was a
primary figure in the sociology of the life course whose
academic and organizational contributions include the
conceptualization of planful competence, pioneering
work in the social psychological study of mental illness,
leadership of the Socioenvironmental Laboratory at the
National Institute of Mental Health at its inception,
and overseeing one of the most important data archives
in life course studies. Clausen died on February 15 in
California.

Clausen’s most influential life course concept was
planful competence, an umbrella term that links three
dimensions developed early in life that influence adult
outcomes: intellectual investment, dependability, and
self-confidence. Planful competence involves awareness
of one’s intellectual abilities, social skills, and emotional
responses to others. It includes the ability to recognize
and develop one’s interests and options and to think
about ways to maximize those options. The theory sug-
gests that individual rationality and possibilities for
choice have replaced traditional determinants of life out-
comes. Adolescents with greater planful competence evi-
dence higher self-knowledge and self-confidence and
realistic goal setting. They are more likely to achieve
later-life goals because these capacities inhibit unwise
choices. In American Lives (1993) Clausen used life
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John Clausen. PHOTO COURTESY OF UNIVERSITY OF
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histories and quantitative analysis to show that planfully
competent adolescents had more stable careers and mar-
riages and found more fulfillment in later life.

Clausen’s early life trajectory illustrates the concept
of planful competence. Born in New York City, Clausen
recognized his strengths in mathematics and science at an
early age. He began undergraduate studies in engineering
at Cornell but after two years switched to economics, a
field more closely aligned with his broadening interests.
After graduation Clausen’s ability to follow his own
interests and recognize the impact of those around him,
even in the face of adversity, cost him a job. He was fired
from a bank position for wearing a button supporting the
1936 presidential candidate Franklin D. Roosevelt in
defiance of the organization’s requirement to wear but-
tons supporting Alf Landon, the Republican candidate.

Clausen returned to Cornell, earning a master’s
degree in sociology in one year while working full-time
as a caseworker for the welfare department. What Clausen
learned in that work experience helped develop his focus
on the social psychological aspects of sociology. In 1938 he
entered the University of Chicago, where his training was
shaped by Samuel A. Stouffer, Harold Blumer, and Ernest
Burgess. During those years Clausen spent time as a
research assistant at the Institute for Juvenile Research,
studying ex-convicts and delinquents, and developed “an
interest in what you can learn by looking very intensely at

an individual life history” (Clausen, 1991). During that

time he married Suzanne Ravage, with whom he had four
sons during their 54 years together.

Clausen worked at the Virginia State Planning Board
until World War II, when he joined the War Depart-
ment, where he contributed to the American Soldier
series. After the war he briefly took a position as an
assistant professor of sociology at Cornell. In 1948 he
was appointed to the newly established National Institute
of Mental Health (NIMH) and within three years
became chief of the Laboratory for Socio-Environmental
Studies. In that capacity he brought together talented
young scholars, including Erving Goffman, Morris
Rosenberg, Leonard Pearlin, William Caudill, Marion
Radke-Yarrow, Carmi Schooler, and Melvin Kohn. The
laboratory played a major role in establishing the impor-
tance of social science at NIMH.

In 1960 Clausen was named director of the Institute
for Human Development (IHD) at the University of
California at Berkeley and became a professor in the
Department of Sociology, where he remained for the rest
of his career. The IHD center conducted three well-
known longitudinal studies that followed individuals
from their early years in the 1920s and 1930s into late
life: the Oakland Growth Study, the Guidance Study,
and the Berkeley Growth Study. Clausen recruited Glen
Elder to work on the Oakland Study, resulting in the
pioneering study Children of the Great Depression (1974).
During his years as director Clausen oversaw the merging
of the three studies, leading to Jack Block and Norma
Haan’s Lives through Time (1971) and the anthology
Present and Past in Middle Life (Eichorn, Clausen, Haan,
& Honzik, 1981).

Clausen contributed numerous chapters and papers
to the field of life course research and wrote influential
books such as The Life Course: A Sociological Perspective
(1986) and American Lives (1993). This body of work
reflected his lifelong concern with individual develop-
ment, linking childhood and adulthood, including the
ways people exert agency over their lives. Clausen was
praised for his logic and rigor in both theory and meth-
ods and won many scholarly honors.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Data Sources, Childhood and
Adolescence; Elder, Glen H., Jr.; Volume 2: Agency.
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COGNITIVE ABILITY

A precise definition of the term human cognitive ability is
elusive even though it is a subject widely studied by
psychologists, sociologists, behavioral geneticists, and
other scientists. In the most general sense, cognitive
ability can be defined as the capacity to perform a set
of cognitive tasks, or “task[s] in which appropriate or
correct mental processing of information is necessary for
successful performance” (Carroll, 1993, p. 10). In prac-
tice, however, concepts and measurements of cognitive
ability are more narrowly defined to capture individual
capacity to perform specific tasks that predict educational
and labor market success, such as verbal and mathemat-

ical skills.

The literature also makes a distinction between cog-
nitive ability and cognitive achievement (e.g., educational
attainment). Ability is more likely to be genetically deter-
mined whereas achievement is more acquired through
individual effort, schools, and peers, for example. Also,
in contrast to achievement, which is more heavily influ-
enced by motivations and opportunities in later life,
ability is most malleable in childhood and tends to
stabilize in adolescence (Carroll, 1993).

Attempts to measure ability are limited by both con-
ceptual and practical problems. Some argue that assess-
ments of children under age 6 cannot be accurately
obtained. Others argue that ability tests are more likely
to capture test-taking skills than true underlying cognitive
traits. However, several cognitive assessments exist that are
reliable (i.e., produce the same results when individuals are
retested or tested in alternative ways) and can be efficiently
administered to large representative samples (Rock &
Stenner, 2005). Two of the most commonly used are
the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test—Revised and the
Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery—Revised
tests. The former tests vocabulary size among children ages
3 to 5 whereas the latter can assess individuals age 3 to 95
and is a more comprehensive test of four broad abilities:
reading, mathematics, written language, and general
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knowledge. Other noteworthy tests include the Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study—Kindergarten Battery, the
Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence—
Revised, and the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale.

MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

Two main conclusions can be drawn from research on
cognitive ability. First, there is consensus that neither nature
nor nurture fully explains the development of human cog-
nition; rather, interactions between the two produce cogni-
tive outcomes (Plomin, 1994). These studies compare the
cognitive outcomes of siblings who were raised together and
siblings who were raised apart, or compare monozygotic
twins (100% similarity in genetic makeup) and dizygotic
twins (50% similarity in genetic makeup). The findings
demonstrate that whereas cognitive functioning is a herit-
able trait, environment goes a long way in shaping cognitive
development. For example, meta-analyses of adoption and
twin studies involving more than 10,000 twin pairs found
that at least half of the variation in cognitive ability across
individuals could be attributed to environmental influences
(Chipeur, Rovine, & Plomin, 1990).

Second, early childhood is the most critical stage in
cognitive development. From a biological perspective, this
period is most crucial because brain development occurs most
rapidly during early childhood (Shore, 1997). Additionally,
social science research shows that most of the genetic and
environment effects are realized by the time children reach

adolescence (Guo, 1998; Keane & Wolpin, 1997).

PREDICTORS OF COGNITIVE
OUTCOMES

The environmental predictors of cognitive ability include
both prenatal and postnatal factors. Maternal behavior
can influence cognitive outcomes even before birth. For
example, alcohol and drug-use during pregnancy can
impair healthy fetal development.

Family Income and Poverty Perhaps the most widely
studied and best understood environmental factors are
family income and poverty. First, the effect of family
income is most prominent when economic hardship is
experienced in early childhood relative to any other
period of development (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn,
1997). Guo (1998) found that the effect of cumulative
poverty over childhood (from birth to age 8) is more
detrimental for childhood ability than the effect of cumu-
lated poverty from birth to adolescence on adolescent
ability. Duration of poverty also matters. Studies that
have contrasted multiyear to single-year measures of
income and demonstrate that single-year measures under-
state the influence of poverty because much of child
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poverty is persistent rather than transitory (Duncan,
Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1994; Korenman, Miller,
& Sjaastad, 1995). Possible mechanisms through which
income may influence cognitive function include (but are
not limited to) childrearing practices and quality of the
home learning environment, parental employment and
childcare provisions, family structure and change, and
neighborhoods. Each of these factors can also have an
independent effect on cognitive outcomes.

Parenting Behaviors and Home Learning Environments
Studies based on naturalistic and laboratory settings
document important socioeconomic variation in child-
rearing practices that may influence child cognitive devel-
opment. For example, socioeconomically advantaged
parents are more likely to talk to their children, use
complex vocabulary, engage in educationally oriented
activities, and encourage child-initiated conversation
(Hoff, 2003; Lareau, 2003). Additionally, parents facing
economic stress tend to be more volatile and are more
likely to use harsh physical punishment (Bradley, Cor-
wyn, McAdoo, & Coll, 2001; Elder, 1999). What is less
clear is to what extent these differences go on to affect
children’s cognitive development.

Studies show that the characteristics of children’s
home environment relate to child cognitive outcomes
and also mediate the relationship between income and
cognitive outcomes. Quality of home environment is
often measured using the Home Observation and Meas-
urement of the Environment (HOME) scale, which is a
composite measure of the material resources at home
(e.g., toys and books), childrearing practices (e.g., disci-
pline, maternal warmth), and physical organization of the
home (e.g., disorganized and cluttered). Home measures
account for up to half of the statistical relationship
between poverty and cognitive outcomes (Korenman
et al., 1995; Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1997).
However, because Home scores aggregate such a wide
assortment of characteristics, it is difficult to identify the
specific aspect of home environment (i.e., material vs.
childrearing practices) that matter.

Parental Employment and Childcare Maternal employ-
ment dramatically increased in the late 20th and early
21st century, and parents looked outside of the family for
alternative childcare options. As a result, the type and
quality of nonparental childcare plays an increasingly
important role in influencing children’s early learning
environment.

Both randomized trials (see Currie, 2001, and Kar-
oly et al., 1998, for a detailed review) and examinations
of large-scale programs such as Head Start (Currie &
Thomas, 1995) show that developmentally appropriate

preschool programs have the potential to enhance verbal
development and math reasoning, especially among dis-
advantaged children who may not be receiving appropri-
ate cognitive stimulation at home. Low quality, informal
childcare (e.g., care by untrained relatives), on the other
hand, may have negative effects. However, high quality
preschools alone are not enough. Gains in cognitive out-
comes are lost if children are subsequently placed into
low quality schools (Garces, Thomas, & Current, 2002).

Studies have found that high quality childcare may
partially mediate the potentially negative effects of early
maternal employment (Han, 2005; National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development Early Child
Care Research Network, 1997, 1998). Access to high
quality childcare, however, is varied in the United States.

Family Structure and Change Numerous studies show
that family structure (e.g., single parenthood and non-
marital birth) and changes (i.e., divorce, separation,
cohabitation, and remarriage) have the potential to cause
instability in children’s lives (Amato, 2000; Demo &
Acock, 1988). However, it may not be family structure
or change, per se, that causes lower cognitive outcomes;
rather, preexisting conditions that jointly determine fam-
ily formation and cognitive outcomes (e.g., poverty,
mother’s age and education) may partially explain why
children born into nonmarital unions have worse reading
scores than children of mothers who are continuously
married (Cooksey, 1997). Additionally, many studies
find that the association between family structure and
change disappears once maternal characteristics such as
mothers’ education, 1Q, age at first birth, and smoking
behavior during pregnancy are accounted for (Carlson &

Corcoran, 2001; Fomby & Cherlin, 2007).

OTHER SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC

DISPARITIES: RACE/ETHNICITY

AND SEX

White-Black and White—Hispanic gaps in cognitive out-
comes are well documented; limited data has often pre-
cluded the study of other ethnic groups such as Asian
Americans. Studies show that White advantage in test
scores begins before children enter school and lasts into
adulthood (e.g., the White-Black gap in verbal tests
among preschool children ranges from one fourth of a

standard deviation to more than one standard deviation;
Rock & Stenner, 2005).

Theories arguing a genetic basis for these gaps per-
sist, in spite of the fact that no genetic evidence has
substantiated these claims. The weight of the evidence
shows that a complex and interrelated set of environ-
mental factors produces these gaps. This argument is
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based on the following findings: (a) gaps in test scores
have declined during the 20th century; (b) test scores of
Black or mixed-raced children who were raised by adop-
tive White parents are substandally higher than their
nonadoptive counterparts; and (c) environmental changes
can have a substantial impact on test scores (Jencks &

Phillips, 1998).

Racial differences in family backgrounds can be
stark. For example, one study estimated that 10% of
White children, 37% of Hispanic children, and 42% of
Black children live in poverty and account for 50 to 80%
of the gap in verbal and math scores (Duncan & Mag-
nuson, 2006). However, because family background is
related to so many characteristics that also affect cognitive
development (e.g., parenting practice, maternal health,
neighborhood experience), teasing out the specific family
effects is problematic.

Relative to the White—Black test gap, sex differences
are small, ranging from one fifth to one third of a stand-
ard deviation. Gender gaps in test scores only begin to
emerge in high school with math scores slightly favoring
boys and larger gaps in verbal scores favoring girls
(Hedges & Nowell, 1995). Environmental explanations,
rather than genetic ones, are most compelling given that
these gaps only emerge later in adolescence and have been
declining over the past several decades (Friedman, 1998).

The most prominent explanations point to gendered
socialization, which differentially promotes verbal and
mathematical competency among boys and girls. For
example, some scholars argue that schools discourage
female success in the math and sciences (see American
Association of University Women, 1995). Additionally,
sex differences in out-of-school experiences may also
matter (Downey & Yuan, 2005; Entwisle, Alexander, &
Olson, 1994). For example, boys are more likely to
perform activities that enhance quantitative skills (e.g.,
using computers, participation in math/science clubs)
whereas girls are more involved in activities that tend to
promote verbal/reading skills (e.g., reading, art classes).

Long-Term Effects The literature suggests two important
longer-term trends: (a) Child cognitive development has
lasting effects on adult outcomes and (b) both racial and
sex gaps widen over the life course. First, cognitive devel-
opment in early childhood is predictive of a variety of
adult outcomes ranging from educational achievement,
criminality, health outcomes, and labor market perform-
ance (Rouse, Brooks-Gunn, & McLanahan, 2005). Addi-
tionally, comparing the effects of education and cognitive
ability on occupational standing, John Warren, Jennifer
Sheridan, and Robert Hauser (2002) showed that whereas
the effect of education declines over time, ability has a
positive and persistent effect over the life course. Second,
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both racial and sex gaps in test scores widen when children
enter schools, suggesting that school quality may contrib-
ute to producing disparities. These findings, coupled with
studies emphasizing the importance of early childhood
environment, have led prominent scholars to argue that
early childhood is fundamental in setting individuals on
trajectories that become increasingly difficult to alter as

individuals reach adulthood (Heckman, 2006).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Although the literature shows that cognitive ability is
influenced by both genetic and environmental factors, it
also suggests several important avenues for future
research. First, future research should better identify the
relative importance of genetic versus environmental fac-
tors and provide a better understanding of how this
relationship may change over the life course. For exam-
ple, attempts to quantify genetic determination of cogni-
tive ability provide mixed results, and estimates vary
dramatically by age. For example, from infancy to child-
hood, 20% to 40% of cognitive outcomes can be attrib-
uted to genetic factors (Kovas, Harlaar, Petrill, &
Plomin, 2005; Plomin, 1994). In late adulthood, nearly
60% can be accounted for by shared genetic traits.

Second, methodological challenges remain in identi-
fying the causal effect of environmental characteristics,
such as family background. For example, family income
is highly correlated with other characteristics of the fam-
ily that can also affect ability, so it is difficult to identify
causality. Although sibling and longitudinal data can
help tease out unobserved family and individual factors
that bias estimates, perhaps the best solution lies in the
implementation of large-scale experiments.

Third, there is considerable racial variation in how
environment affects cognitive outcomes. For example,
studies have shown that neighborhood characteristics,
maternal employment, and preschool quality have a
greater effect on the cognitive development of White
versus Black children. Are these differences due to racial
differentials in family organization, access to goods and
services, or demographic composition (e.g., income, edu-
cation)? Future research can provide insight into the
culturally specific pathways through which cognitive out-
comes can be affected.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Academic Achievement; Child Care
and Early Education; Family Process Model; Genetic
Influences, Early Life; Learning Disability;

Socialization, Gender.
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COLEMAN, JAMES S.
1914-1996

James S. Coleman (1926-1995) was one of the preemi-
nent sociologists of the second half of the 20th century.
His writings span many subjects including the sociology
of education, mathematical sociology, political organiza-
tion, diffusion of innovation, rational choice theory, and
numerous other topics. He was born in Bedford, Indiana.
He graduated from DuPont Manual High School in
Louisville, Kentucky, in 1944, received a Bachelor of
Science degree from Purdue University in 1949, and
earned a Ph.D. in sociology from Columbia University

in 1955.

During his studies at Columbia he was a research
associate at the Bureau of Applied Social Research. His
career of research and teaching was spent at the Univer-
sity of Chicago (1956-1959 and 1973-1995) and Johns
Hopkins University in Baltimore (1959-1973). His con-
tributions to understanding the life course and human
development focus primarily on youth and adolescence,
although his body of work is ultimately much broader
and encompasses organizations and informal groups in
addition to individual trajectories.

Along with many journal articles, Coleman’s major
publications on youth, adolescence, and education
include The Adolescent Society (1961), Equality of Educa-
tional Opportunity (EEO, with Campbell, Hobson,
McPartland, Mood, Weinfeld, & York, 1966), High
School Achievement: Public, Catholic, and Private Schools
Compared (with Hoffer & Kilgore, 1982), Public and
Private High Schools: The Impact of Communities (with
Hofter, 1987), and Parents, Their Children, and Schools
(edited with Schneider, 1993). Two important policy
reports were Youth: Transition to Adulthood (1973) and
Becoming Adult in a Changing Society (with Husen,
1985). The publication of EEO was a monumental event
that brought Coleman squarely into the media and policy
spotlights. The report was one of the earliest examples of
a large-scale social survey being used to shape public
policy, and it challenged widely held assumptions about
the dominance of school funding and teacher traits in
determining student achievement. EEO emphasized the
influence of family background and the characteristics of
one’s classmates on learning. The full body of Coleman’s
research, however, must be considered to appreciate his
influence.

Without attempting to summarize all of Coleman’s
theoretical contributions and empirical findings on
youth, adolescence, and education, a couple of dominant
themes can be highlighted. First, Coleman was a keen
observer of broad social changes occurring in the United
States (and elsewhere) during the 20th century. He was
fascinated by the dual advents (social inventions, really)
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of nearly universal participation in secondary schooling
and adolescence as a distinct stage of life during which
youth were segregated in formal institutions set apart
from the rest of society. The broad lesson Coleman took
away was that informal social systems would emerge
within schools fostering values and norms among youth
that would often be at odds with the formal goals of the
adult-designed institutions.

Second, Coleman assumed social actors were goal
directed and purposive. When his writings offered policy
prescriptions, he urged designers of social systems to take
into account the preferences and choices of actors. Wise
designs of schools, workplaces, and other institutions of
socialization would structure incentives in ways that would
motivate people to work toward organizational goals.

An insightful essay by Heckman and Neal (1996)
juxtaposes Coleman the rational choice theorist with
Coleman the empiricist. According to these authors,
Coleman the theorist consistently described goal-directed
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actors and the primacy of people’s choices made in
response to incentives. Coleman the empiricist was a true
inductive scientist, bringing his own hypotheses to a
project but also learning from the data and revising his
vision in light of the evidence.

Coleman was often criticized for neglecting to artic-
ulate explicit quantitative models suggested by theory
before beginning data analysis. He was also criticized
for not explicitly modeling the consequences of choices
and self-selection into social settings; he left himself open
to criticisms of not having properly separated spurious
correlations from genuine causation. In response to the
first criticism, both Coleman and Heckman defend
splendidly Coleman’s refusal to follow rigid econometric
conventions (see Postscript 2 in Heckman and Neal,
1996). The second criticism is harder to dismiss.

In several essays late in his career, Coleman reflected
on the themes and tensions in his collective works on
youth and education. He saw great analytic power in how
The Adolescent Society sought to understand youths’
behaviors and outcomes only after conceptualizing and
measuring the goals and interests of the youth them-
selves. Such work stressed the norms and bases of popu-
larity characterizing social systems, and the social location
of any particular actor within a social system. He saw
considerable limitations to studies (including Equality of
Educational Opportunity) that sought to explain youths’
behaviors and outcomes as a function of, or measured
against, administrative goals. Coleman fundamentally
wanted to use schools as microcosms that could reveal
more general principles about society at large. Given this
goal, Coleman was aware insights are severely limited if
the primary questions are, “What are the official goals of
a school, and how well are these met? How effective are
schools in facilitating or generating academic achieve-
ment? What inequalities exist in educational resources,
and how do these translate into inequalities in the out-
comes of schooling?” He was much more interested in
discovering the emergent norms, values, bases of status,
and social cleavages of adolescents’ worlds—and how
these shaped behaviors, attainments, and the commun-
ity’s functioning.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Cultural Capital; Intergenerational
Closure; Parental Involvement in Education; Racial
Inequality in Education; School Culture; Social
Capital; Socioeconomic Inequality in Education.
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COLLEGE CULTURE

College culture refers to patterns of student life within a
college or university campus. It encompasses collective
behaviors and values—as distinguished from the mere
compilation of aggregate data about numerous individual
students. Furthermore, the concept emphasizes continu-
ity of these social patterns, in contrast to transient or
haphazard episodes. In sum, a college culture is a com-
plex social network that endures over time through elab-
orate rituals and symbols. It includes, for example,
inviting a student to be the member of a prestigious
honor society or extending a pledge of initiation as part
of a sorority or fraternity. It also includes the scars one
acquires when turned down for inclusion in such groups.
As such it has become an integral rite of passage for late
adolescents in American society. Thanks to the seminal
work of sociologist Burton Clark (1971), characteriza-
tions of college culture emphasize institutional belief and
loyalty as central to affiliation. These help to create and
to transmit a college’s culture to newcomers over gener-
ations, contributing to a legendary memory about cam-
pus events, often called the “institutional saga.”

An excellent source for literature review of college
culture as explored from a variety of disciplines is the
monograph by George Kuh and Elizabeth Whitt, The
Invisible Tapestry (1988). Placing this concept within
research on college students is covered in two classic

works: Nevitt Sanford’s anthology The American College:

98 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



A Psychological and Social Interpretation of the Higher
Learning (1961) and, more recently, Ernest Pascarella
and Patrick Terenzini’s How College Affects Students: A
Third Generation of Research (2005).

HISTORICAL TRENDS

Observation of college culture has a rich tradition first
associated with memoirs about clustering tendencies of
students at medieval universities. At the University of
Paris and elsewhere in Europe, migrating students
formed associations reflecting their national roots. Band-
ing together, they acquired distinctive colors and codes,
giving rise to the characterization of “Town versus
Gown.” This distinguished local citizens from university
students, who were required to wear academic gowns.
Student clashes with landlords and merchants around
charges of price gouging on rents, food, and wine, led
to higher authorities such as popes, bishops, and kings
bestowing permanent legal protections on university stu-
dents. Within this framework of academic rights and
responsibilities, student cultures flourished.

In contrast to the urban universities on the European
continent and in Scotland, English universities around
the 16th century underwent a structural change, and the
college cultures within these universities veered in a new
direction. At Oxford and Cambridge, the crucial unit
became the residential “colleges” that formed a honey-
comb within the university framework. So, although the
university conferred degrees and administered examina-
tions, undergraduate life and learning took place within a
self-contained residential college. Each college had its
own charter, endowment, faculty, curriculum, admis-
sions plans, and traditions of student life. Construction
of a spacious university campus and its college quadran-
gles gave rise by the late 19th century to an elaborate
array of teams and clubs that were run by students, for
students. A student could join with fellow debaters,
athletes, or musicians whose shared experience often
surpassed the formal course of studies as a source of a
student’s primary identity.

This “collegiate way” was successfully transplanted
to colleges of the American colonies and, later, the
United States (Rudolph, 1962). Groups formed within
the college flourished as extracurricular activities and
were a major source of socialization into American life.
Student clubs at American colleges pioneered serious
interest in reading and writing fiction, establishing book
collections and libraries, projects in scientific field work,
sophistication in debate, forming athletic teams, and
discussing politics. There was a discernible life cycle to
these student-initiated activities. After creation by stu-
dents, the success of an activity led to attempts by admin-
istrators and faculty to prohibit the activities because they
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were seen as diverting student attention away from for-
mal studies and even undermining the strict, formal
mission of collegiate education at the time. Such inter-
ventions usually failed, as students persisted in forming
renegade groups for literary societies, athletic teams, and
publications. After presidents recognized the futility of
suppression, they tried to salvage some official control by
incorporating student activities into the formal university
structure.

Faculty accounts of student life in the late 19th
century invoked colorful metaphors. Undergraduates at
Yale brought to mind thoroughbred ponies at play, can-
tering and frolicking (Santayana, 1892) in the campus
meadow. Shifting from turf to surf, another depiction
was that of fellow passengers in a boat—a common fate
while rowing from freshmen to senior status. Students
who had to drop out due to poor grades were mourned as
sailors who had fallen overboard and missed all the good
times (Santayana, 1892).

COLLEGE CULTURE IN THE LIVES
OF STUDENTS AND IN AMERICAN
SOCIETY

A college culture socializes assorted students into a coher-
ent group. In the United States this usually has focused
on undergraduates. However, the concept is sufficiently
elastic to include other constituencies, including graduate
students and professional school students. Indeed, one of
the classic studies of college culture is Boys in White,
based on an ethnographic study of medical students at
the University of Kansas (Becker, Geer, Hughes, &
Strauss, 1961).

Sociologists Burton Clark and Martin Trow (1967)
identified the concept of “student subcultures.” Accord-
ing to their model, a campus was a fluid configuration of
subgroups, many of which provided a student with a
primary affiliation within the context of the general
campus culture. This conceptualization allowed an ana-
lyst to impose a loose template on any particular college
or university—and then refine the relative strength of
each subculture both to confirm the universal model
and simultaneously to capture the precise variations for
the case study. Also, Clark and Trow’s typology was
neutral. It did not say that the persistence of a strong
subculture of fraternities and sororities was good or bad;
rather, the researcher had to identify and interpret on a
case-by-case basis. It even allowed for subtle, important
distinctions. One might find that a campus had a dis-
tinctive subculture—for example, being a place where
performing arts enjoyed a strong tradition of prestige—
yet there was no imperative that this same subculture
would be—or should be—found elsewhere.
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Although one can speak generally about a college
culture, historians and sociologists have parsed this broad
concept into components. Helen Horowitz (1987) char-
acterized campus life, whether in the 17th century or
20th century, as having three layers: insiders, outsiders,
and rebels. Groupings were related to prestige, power,
wealth, race/ethnicity, and gender. She identified what
she called the “College Men” as the group with inordi-
nate power to set the tone and reward system for the
entire institution. Later, with the emergence of women’s
colleges as well as coeducation, Horowitz noted that the
“College Women” could be added to her original con-
cept. “Rebels” referred to relatively small groups—rang-
ing from reform-minded student editors to innovative
clubs—who did not seek the affirmation of the dominant
“inside” culture. “Outsiders” typically were those stu-
dents denied full acceptance into the prestigious groups,
suggested in the early 21st century by the social exclusion
of “nerds” or racial minorities from fraternities and
sororities.

MAIN THEMES AND THEORIES
IN RESEARCH

Central to research and theories on college cultures is that
students have the power to create a world of their own
within the institutional regulations and campus environ-
ment. One editor of The Saturday Review described
college cultures to be no less than a “city-state” estab-
lished by students within the institution (Canby, 1936).
For students in the late 19th century the collective motto
was, “Don’t Let Your Studies Interfere with Your Edu-
cation.” Implicit in this good-natured banner was the
serious fact that college culture was not the same as those
of the faculty or administration. College culture demon-
strated the ability to defer when necessary to official rules.
Yet the enduring college was in the quite separate arena
by and for students themselves. The college culture was
sufficiently strong that it even led behavioral scientists to
write about a “hidden curriculum” of what was taught
and learned, as distinguished from the formal curriculum

(Snyder, 1971).

If a college culture had the capacity to resist control
by adult groups, it also had the leverage to split the
student body into factions. Although admission to a
college was supposed to provide entrée to campus citizen-
ship, this usually worked only so long as a college was
small and homogeneous. However, when enrollments
expanded rapidly and included increasing student diver-
sity in religion, ethnicity, family income, and geography,
a major function (often a dysfunction) of college cultures
was to break down shared experiences of students and
to fragment them by exclusion within the campus. This
relates closely to historian Horowitz’s typology of
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insiders and outsiders within a student body. This was
most controversial when membership in an internal sub-
culture was based less on merit and more on ascribed
characteristics.

The power of exclusion was a formidable detriment
to integration of diversity for women and for racial and
ethnic minorities. One partial response was for outsider
groups to form their own subcultures. Hence, one finds
exclusion from established fraternities may have led to
creation of Jewish fraternities or African American frater-
nities as a counterbalance to the dominant Greek letter
system. Cultural patterns reinforced by the Greek letter
societies were complex. To one extreme, they were hailed
for promoting loyalty to fellow members and teamwork.
To another extreme, fraternities were often associated
with encouraging ritualized student drinking and
extended immaturity. In sum, the crucial research ques-
tion was whether a college culture was inclusive or exclu-
sive in campus life.

NEW DIRECTIONS IN RESEARCH

The bulk of systematic research on higher education since
the 1950s has drawn heavily from psychology and the
behavioral sciences. Yet for the serious study of college
culture, an appropriate and sorely needed discipline has
been anthropology. Perhaps one of the most original and
provocative studies of college cultures was the book by
anthropologist Michael Moffat, Coming of Age in New
Jersey (1989). Relying on strategies of fieldwork usually
associated with the analysis of distant cultures, anthro-
pologist Moffat chose to undertake an ethnographic
study of a dormitory at a large state university—his
own campus, Rutgers University in New Jersey. An
important feature of the campus residence hall was that
it was coeducational. Moffat focused on how young
women and men cooperated to create an environment
with norms and values in the relatively new format where
members of both sexes shared living spaces. The findings
were counter to fears of concerned parents and clergy.
Coeducational dormitories did not promote licentious
behavior or rampant promiscuity. To the contrary, stu-
dents emphasized respect for privacy and mutual concern
for the welfare of members of the dormitory community.
Instead of amorous relations, men and women tended
more toward sibling interactions of brothers and sisters.
A promising sign of continued reliance on anthropology
to study college culture is the recent book, My Freshman
Year (Nathan, 2005).

The hegemony of such student organizations as
Greek letter fraternities and sororities to dominate Amer-
ican college culture for centuries now faces a new per-
spective. Whereas selection into a fraternity or sorority
was long seen by insiders and outsiders as advantageous
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to adult affiliations and success, signs of change have
surfaced. At the University of California, Santa Barbara,
for example, data indicate that membership in a frater-
nity tended to be counterproductive as a base from which
to gain campus leadership. At Yale there were surprising
signs that seniors who had been “tapped” for member-
ship in elite senior societies were making decisions that
would have been unthinkable to earlier generations of
undergraduates: Invitees were rejecting membership invi-
tations. One explanation was that exclusive student
groups not based on merit were seen as detrimental to
adule life, especially public office, where discrimination
by gender, race, religion, or ethnicity have become a
liability. How this groundswell of refusal develops in
the 21st century will be important.

A fertile area of reconsideration involves attention to
students’ family affiliations as part of college life, based
on criticisms of an earlier model in which a new student
who entered college was seen as poised to discard family

affiliation to become a citizen in the campus (Tinto,
1987). Many sociologists saw this transitional split as
necessary if students were to internalize new cognitive
skills, values, curriculum, and networks. It was captured
in the expression of “breaking home ties” as a feature of
“going away to college.” A revised perspective is that a
fulfilling college experience need not require this break.
For many students, maintaining family ties has been
recast as helpful to navigating the new demands of cam-
pus life. This is an important deliberation given concern
about undergraduate attrition and alienation (Braxton,
2000).

The diversity of American higher education also has
meant that college culture requires recognition of new
constituencies. Commuter students often have been
ignored as marginal or disengaged. This neglect makes
litele sense if commuters dominate an institution’s stu-
dent profile. One novel study focused on “The Com-
muter’s Alma Mater” to identify how nontraditional
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students worked among themselves and with campus
officials to reconfigure services and facilities to fit their
social patterns (Mason, 1993).

Worth final note is that college culture is a topic
long central to memoirs and fiction (Kramer, 2004). A
challenge for social and behavioral scientists is how to
give adequate consideration to this genre of American
literature as an important source of data as part of their
own systematic scholarly research. It could mean reliance
on Owen Johnson’s 1912 novel Stover at Yale to describe
the round of life and values at Yale and other historic
East Coast campuses prior to World War 1. In the early
21st century, one might consider how well or how poorly
a popular Hollywood movie such as Animal House pro-
vides a reasonably accurate portrayal of fraternities and
sororities as strong influences on the college culture of a
state university.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: College Enrollment; Drinking,
Adolescent; School Culture; Sexual Activity, Adolescent.
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COLLEGE
ENROLLMENT

College enrollment entails taking classes at a college or
university to fulfill the requirements for a bachelor’s degree
or associate’s degree. In most cases enrollment for a bach-
elor’s degree is done at a 4-year college or university that
provides a general liberal arts education with a specific
focus or major in preparation for a professional career.
Enrollment for an associate’s degree, in contrast, typically
takes place at a 2-year community college where the focus
is on preparing for midlevel and semiprofessional occupa-
tions in the local labor market. The boundaries between
the two educational missions have eroded as the demand
has increased for 2-year community colleges to provide
remedial instruction to academically unprepared students
who can transfer later to a 4-year college or university
(Rosenbaum, 2001). College enrollment generally occurs
in young adulthood in the years immediately after high
school graduation, and students take an average of 4.6
years to complete a bachelor’s degree and 3.6 years to
complete an associate’s degree.

In the first decade of the 21st century, college enroll-
ment rose in the United States: Almost 15 million stu-
dents were enrolled in 2005, up from 7.4 million in 1970.
This was due in part to the economic and social benefits
that accrue to those who earn postsecondary credentials.
On average, recipients of a bachelor’s degree have higher
lifetime earnings and lead healthier, longer lives than their
peers who have some or no college experience. Although
the majority of college graduates do not go to graduate
school, a bachelor’s degree is a prerequisite for a more
advanced degree and, on average, a more lucrative career
in law, business, medicine, or science.

HISTORICAL TRENDS

College enrollment, like school enrollment in general, is
fueled largely by the demand for labor. Before the Civil
War, when the domestic economy was driven primarily
by manual labor and agriculture, the need for education
beyond the primary years was low, and youths left school
at an early age. After the war and into the 20th century,
the industrial revolution brought a growing need for a
more educated workforce as industry and large-scale
manufacturing came to dominate the domestic economy.
In response, school enrollment surged: In the Northeast,
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the center of industrial production at that time, high
school enrollment grew from 4.9% of youth in 1890 to
52% in 1940. Postsecondary education, however, remained
the province of affluent young people who were preparing
for white-collar professional jobs in business or medicine.

In the second half of the 20th century, the economy
became increasingly reliant on technological, quantitative,
and communication skills, and this created a demand for a
college-educated workforce. Consequently, school enroll-
ment among college-age youth rose dramatically: In 1950,
9% of those 20 to 21 years old, the prime college-going
age, were enrolled in school. By 2000 that figure had more
than quintupled to 48.7%. By 2004 the majority of high
school seniors were enrolled in college (60.3%), making
postsecondary enrollment the modal experience for young
people after leaving high school in the United States. In
light of those changes in the economy and the demand for
labor, college enrollment as a distinct component of young
adulthood and the life course more generally is, histori-
cally, a relatively new phenomenon.

COLLEGE ENROLLMENT IN THE
EDUCATIONAL LIFE COURSE

The transition to college involves a unique set of changes
that extend beyond the gradually increasing rigor of course-
work that typically accompanies the passage from grade to
grade. In high school most students work among a com-
mon set of teachers and classmates and take classes in one or
two buildings. Academic progress is tracked by a guidance
counselor or school administrator with whom contact is
frequent and personal. Postsecondary institutions, in con-
trast, tend to be larger than high schools: The average
public high school has approximately 760 students whereas
the average 4-year public college or university has about
8,800. Because of their size, colleges have complex and
often confusing bureaucratic mechanisms to organize and
process students. For example, administrative necessities
such as tuition and payments, course scheduling, and
financial aid are housed in different offices or buildings,
and a professor who may or may not teach students often
serves as an academic adviser. The volume of students
enrolled in a college often limits access to those resources
and makes the interactions less personal.

The curricular organization of college, particularly
with respect to time requirements and coursework, is less
regulated than it is in high school; consequently, students
have greater autonomy and more choices. For example,
high school students generally are expected to be present
on school grounds Monday through Friday, approxi-
mately between 8 A.M. and 3 p.M. (25 hours per week),
whereas full-time college students spend less time in the
classroom (typically 15 to 20 hours per week). In high
school the curriculum is designed to meet state gradu-
ation requirements, and high school students thus have

College Enrollment

JUNIOR/COMMUNITY
COLLEGE

One of the most notable recent changes in the
postsecondary educational system in the United States
has been the gradual growth in 2-year community
college enrollment, which accounted for 43% of all
postsecondary enrollment in 2005, up from 31% in
1970. These schools, which are funded by state and
local government agencies, typically have open
admissions policies by which all individuals regardless
of academic proficiency can enroll in courses. Because
of their affordability and accessibility, 2-year
community colleges often serve economically and
academically disadvantaged youths. In terms of their
educational mission these schools serve a dual function:
providing youth with basic skills and training for
midlevel and semiprofessional occupations and giving
less prepared youth an opportunity to acquire course
credits and remedial instruction before transferring to a
4-year college or university. Two-year colleges thus
serve both as labor market intermediaries and as part of
the pipeline to a bachelor’s degree. However, only 13%
of youths who start off in these schools complete an
associate’s degree (Berkner, He, & Cataldi, 2002) and

only 26% transfer to a 4-year college or university.

limited options in the courses they can take. In college
the curriculum is organized to give students a core com-
petency in a specific discipline, which typically is decided
on during the first or second year of enrollment. In
contrast to the more general subject matter in high
school, the major-driven college curriculum gives stu-
dents an opportunity to focus on their specific interests
and develop skills unique to their planned occupations.
Moreover, college students have more course options
available to them and therefore have more flexibility to
schedule classes so that they can meet obligations to their
classes, families and friends, and, in many cases, jobs.

In addition to the structural and organizational
changes, the transition to college marks the first time in
the educational life course that the majority of enrolled
students live outside their parents’ or guardian’s home
while taking classes, mostly in dormitories and residence
halls. Considered in the social demography literature a
semiautonomous living arrangement, dorm life lacks the
responsibilities associated with renting an apartment or
owning a home but involves physical and emotional
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separation from the family, an experience that is often
daunting and stressful for those just out of high school.
Historically, in the United States the move out of the
parental home accompanied marriage, and together those
experiences served as key markers in the transition to
adulthood. As the age at first marriage has increased
along with rates of college enrollment immediately after
high school, the first forays out of the parental home have
become linked more closely with college enrollment than
with marriage.

PERSPECTIVES ON COLLEGE
PERSISTENCE

These structural, curricular, and organizational changes,
which are most salient during the transition to college,
often are overwhelming, particularly for disadvantaged and
academically unprepared students. Thus, rates of college
dropout are highest during the first year: Among first-time
college freshmen enrolling immediately out of high school,
34.7% either dropped out at some point in the first year
or did not return the next fall. Currently, only 13% of
youths who attend a 2-year community college earn an
associate’s degree and about 51% of those who attend a 4-
year college or university earn a bachelor’s degree.

In light of the importance of a highly educated labor
force and the socioeconomic benefits that accrue to those
with a bachelor’s degree, much theoretical and empirical
attention has been paid to identifying the determinants
of sustained enrollment, or persistence. Most research on
postsecondary persistence is approached from one of
three perspectives: the role of social structure, individual
ability and preparation, and the relationship between the
student and the university.

A social structural approach, which is informed by
the conflict perspective in sociology, implicates college
enrollment and persistence in larger processes of educa-
tional stratification. With limited slots available in the
higher education system, inequalities in social status,
particularly race/ethnicity and socioeconomic back-
ground, lead to an unequal allocation of students to
institutions of varying stature and quality; this creates
very different enrollment experiences. For example,
racial/ethnic minorities and less affluent students are
more likely to enroll in public schools, 2-year community
colleges, and academically less selective schools (Karen,
2002), which tend to have fewer support systems and
resources than do private and more academically com-
petitive colleges. These institutional differences exacer-
bate the difficulties associated with the transition to
college and thus contribute to different rates of persis-
tence. Among students entering college in 2003-2004,
43.4% of Blacks and 37.2% of Hispanics left college
without a degree within the first 3 years compared with

31.2% of Whites. Similarly, 43.7% of students whose
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Figure 1. Proportion of total postsecondary enrollment, 1970~
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parents did not attend college left college without a
degree within 3 years compared with 17.7% of students
whose parents earned bachelor’s degrees.

Whereas structural explanations emphasize allocation
processes that are determined by ascribed characteristics
(characteristics one is born with), individual-level perspec-
tives focus on achieved characteristics such as academic
preparation and orientation toward the future. Most of
this research is informed by William Sewell and colleagues’
Wisconsin Model of Status Attainment, which was one of
the first empirical studies that used longitudinal data to
identify the individual-level mechanisms that link family
background with educational attainment (Sewell, Haller,
& DPortes, 1969). Their analyses showed that strong aca-
demic preparation in school (as measured by grades and/or
standardized test scores) and ambitious plans for one’s
future education (as measured by how far students
expected to go in school) were strong predictors of how
far individuals would progress in the educational system.
Those relationships have been replicated in a large body of
research within the sociology of education: Students who
have a solid foundation in academic subjects and who
express commitment to higher education before they enter
are best able to navigate the transition to college and
persist through degree completion (Deil-Amen & Turley,
2007).

In contrast with the structural and individual per-
spectives, which emphasize characteristics of students
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before they enter college, more recent research in the
higher education community has explored the emerging
relationships students have with the university, particu-
larly the process through which students integrate into
the academic and social communities of a school (Tinto,
1993). Upon entry into college, students are detached
physically and/or academically from the communities of
their past: their families, high schools, and peer groups,
as well as their local areas of residence in many cases. This
transitional period tends to be isolating, stressful, and
disorienting as entering students encounter the structural,
organizational, and housing changes described above.
Consequently, it is at this time that students are most
likely to drop out. However, once students establish and
maintain relationships with faculty members, school per-
sonnel, and classmates, they feel a stronger bond with
and commitment to the university and are more likely to
remain enrolled.

Although they have different emphases, these three
perspectives complement one another in that the identi-
fied characteristics and processes often work in tandem.
For example, racial/ethnic minorities and young people
with limited economic resources tend to receive the
poorest academic training in the elementary and secon-
dary years and as a result are less ready for the rigor and
demands of the college curriculum. If these students
enroll in college, they usually attend less competitive
schools such as 2-year community colleges, which pro-
vide fewer opportunities and resources to facilitate inte-
gration. With limited preparation before enrollment and
less contact with classmates and faculty once they are
enrolled, disadvantaged youths are the most likely to
leave before finishing a degree. In this way college enroll-
ment intensifies educational stratification processes
rooted in a person’s social origins and serves to reproduce
existing status differences in adulthood.

Once students weather the transitional obstacles
associated with the first year, the odds of persisting until
degree completion increase substantially. For example,
74% of students who enroll continuously without a break
in enrollment in a 4-year school complete a bachelor’s
degree compared with 20% of those who take a break in
enrollment of 4 months or longer.

DEVELOPMENTAL GROWTH

Although persistence is one of the most frequently
studied outcomes because of its bearing on degree com-
pletion and socioeconomic well-being in adulthood,
other important developmental changes accompany the
college enrollment experience. With respect to academ-
ics, as students work their way through their degree
requirements, they increasingly focus on courses within
their majors and as a result develop more specialized skills

College Enrollment

and proficiencies. Many students participate in intern-
ships and co-op programs that provide real-world expe-
rience that sometimes leads to full-time work after
graduation. These curricular and noncurricular experien-
ces are associated with growth in abstract reasoning and
communication skills and an intellectual orientation
toward problem solving (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).

College students also form health and lifestyle pat-
terns that are shaped by their environment and position
in the life course. With less parental supervision and, for
most on-time traditional students, without the full
responsibilities of a family or career, many college stu-
dents experience a prolonged adolescence in which they
have greater freedom to make choices about their behav-
jors and activities. In some cases this autonomy can
compromise the health of enrollees. Between 1989 and
2001 the number of students on campus seeking help for
depression, stress, anxiety, and eating disorders rose sub-
stantially. Moreover, compared with their nonenrolled
peers, college students are more likely to binge drink

and gamble.

THE CHANGING POSTSECONDARY
LANDSCAPE

As enrollment has grown and the role of colleges as a
central institution in young adulthood has emerged, a
host of changes have continued to alter the postsecondary
landscape. For example, although they historically
enrolled at lower rates, women reached parity with men
by the late 1970s and gradually began to surpass them. In
the first decade of the 21st century, women had a sizable
enrollment advantage: Among graduating seniors in
2004, 74.8% of women enrolled in college compared
with 65.4% of men. Despite this progress, women
remain less likely to major in science and engineering,
majors that lead to highly valued and compensated jobs
in a global, technology-driven economy.

At the same time that college is becoming a prereq-
uisite for socioeconomic well-being in adulthood, it is
becoming more expensive. In the 2006-2007 school
year, tuition at 4-year public schools accounted for
12.1% of median family income, up from 4.9% in the
1976-1977 school year. If this trend persists without
options for financial aid that keep pace with it, the role
of college in reproducing inequality will expand rather
than narrow.

Two-year community colleges provide a more
affordable alternative to 4-year colleges and universities,
an option that is particularly attractive for those with
limited economic resources (Dougherty, 1994). Enroll-
ment in these schools has risen, accounting for 56.6% of
all postsecondary enrollees in 2005, up from 31.4% in
1970. In addition, there are increasing opportunities to
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enroll in shorter-term programs that award specialized
certifications in fields such as information technologies
and paralegal services (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2003).

As new technology and innovative methods of pro-
duction continue to dominate the economy, the need for
new and adaptable skills has implications for older work-
ers, who often lack those skills. Colleges have responded
to this change by reaching out to adults in need of skill
development and/or retraining. In 2005 those age 25 or
older accounted for 17.7% of all undergraduate enrollees.
In addition to affecting labor demand, technology has
altered the way postsecondary education is administered.
Many courses use the Internet for lectures and assign-
ments, and nearly all university libraries are linked to an
expansive network of cyber-repositories. Additionally,
online programs and distance learning are readily avail-
able; 89% of public 4-year colleges and universities offer
some form of distance learning.

As these and other trends continue to alter the post-
secondary landscape, college enrollment as a distinct
component of young adulthood—an economically feasi-
ble experience immediately after high school that is cen-
tered on a physical campus—may give way to new forms
of training and skill development and consequently may
have different implications for the relationship between
higher education and the life course.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Academic Achievement; Cognitive
Ability; College Culture; Gender and Education; High-
Stakes Testing; Policy, Education; Racial Inequality in
Education; School Tracking Socioeconomic Inequality
in Education; Volume 3: Lifelong Learning.
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CONSUMPTION,
CHILDHOOD AND
ADOLESCENCE

The lives and experiences of children and adolescents
cannot be understood with any depth without accounting
for and addressing the world of commercial goods and
media in which they are situated. Historically speaking,
the world of consumer goods increasingly has come to
define the contours and content of childhood and ado-
lescence. Over the course of the 20th century and into
the 21st, commercial products, retail spaces, advertising,
marketing, and media not only have provided the
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markers of various age-based identities but also have
helped delineate and create some of the widely recog-
nized stages of the early life course—such as the toddler,
“tween,” and teenager. Children and adolescents, as well,
have taken an active part in the historical shaping of the
life course in their changing roles and activities as con-
sumers and audiences.

HISTORY OF YOUTHFUL
CONSUMPTION

At the opening of the 20th century, commercial interest
in children was generally sparse and unremarkable. In the
United States, some goods for children could be found
advertised in a few magazines for parents, on select
shelves in department stores, and described on a few
pages in mail-order catalogs for companies such as Sears,
Roebuck or Montgomery Ward. Products for children at
this time consisted of some ready-made clothing; break-
fast foods such as cold cereal or hot oats; simple toys such
as dolls, hobby horses, and gun-and-target sets; books;
and nursery ware (Cook, 2004; Cross, 1997; Jacobson,
2004; Kline, 1993; Leach, 1993). Besides the candy
counter in drug and general stores, few, if any, commer-
cial spaces were designed with children in mind or
intended for their patronage.

By 1920, creating markets for children’s goods had
become an increasingly collective, organized, and pur-
poseful endeavor. Merchants and manufacturers insti-
tuted trade organizations and published trade journals
as a way of coordinating efforts to capture the child and
mother trade. By this time, a number of industries had
come to recognize children and mothers as key patrons
for their products and had organized themselves to cater
to these new clienteles. The toy industry led the way with
Toys and Novelties Playthings in 1903 and Toys and Novel-
ties in 1909. The first trade journal devoted exclusively to
children’s clothing, The Infants’ Department, began pub-
lication in 1917. In 1924, the Horn Book was founded to
promote books for children, although as early as 1874
Publishers Weekly listed children’s books.

Consumption, goods, and commercial contexts prove
to be significant factors in shaping the understandings of
childhood and youth and in fact the very definitions,
boundaries, and transitions between stages or phases of
the early life course. This effect was felt in the 1920s and
1930s as the United States toy industry positioned itself
and its products as integral to the “healthy” and “appro-
priate” development of children. According to Ellen Seiter
(1993), the growing toy industry was buttressed by a new
ethos of hands-on parenting promulgated by Parents mag-
azine (est. 1926). This new parenting brought the rela-
tively new theories of developmental psychology into the
marketplace by popularizing the “idea that childhood is

Consumption, Childhood and Adolescence

divided in to discrete, observable stages” that can be
supported and even hastened by giving the right toy to a
child at the right time in her or his growth (p. 65).

The children’s clothing industry played a similar but
distinct role in helping to reshape childhood, particularly
gitlhood. In 1920 only three size ranges in gitls’ clothing
existed—newborn to 1.5 years, 1.5 years to 6 years, and 6 to
14 years. By 1950 there were seven size ranges: infant, tod-
dler, children’s, gitls’, subteen, junior miss, and miss, which
covered girls from birth through aboutage 16. The increasing
differendation of the life course for young females over this
time stemmed in part from age grading in the educational
system—Tfor example, nursery schools, kindergartens, and
middle schools—and their ensuing effects on the social lives
of girls. The finer distinctions in clothing sizes and styles both
reinforced and helped produce differentiations in age and
social status in American girlhood. Merchants in the 1930s,
1940s, and 1950s reported that girls often sought to “jump”
to “more sophisticated” styles in order to appear older than
they were, actions that prompted merchants, and eventually
manufacturers, to add new styles or change age-style desig-
nations to accommodate the girls’ behavior and preferences.

The cases of the toy and clothing industries point to
a general feature of child and youth consumption—
namely, that advertising and marketing appeals often
include parents as well as children. The historical incli-
nation and impetus, however, has steadily and strongly
favored addressing and appealing to children directly,
instead of or in addition the parent. The middle-class
home had become a site of sentimental domesticity—an
emotional haven set apart from the cold, calculating
world of work and money—and thereby increasingly
oriented toward children’s wants and desires. This atti-
tude paradoxically also helped shape the emerging world
of consumer goods and spaces for children (Cook, 2004;
Zelizer, 1985).

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, children’s goods
in department stores steadily acquired their own spaces,
child-oriented iconography, specialized personnel, and
selling techniques as well as their own separate depart-
ments. Some stores dedicated entire floors to juvenile
merchandise. More than simply housing children’s
goods, the overall layout, the height of the fixtures and
mirrors, and the color schemes of these departments and
floors were designed intentionally to appeal to the child’s
point of view, rather than that of the mother, with the
express purpose of inducing children to request goods
from their mothers. A similar impetus to appeal to the
child directly could be found with the rise of radio in the
1920s and the concomitant child-specific programming
that ensued (Cross, 1997). In addition, comic books,
films made for children’s viewing, and later television
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programs arose and configured themselves with a child
audience and child market in mind.

Appealing to and addressing children and youth as
direct and primary consumers had the cumulative effect of
idendifying and defining youth and childhood as distinctand
internally differentiated phases of life identified by increas-
ingly nuanced, age-graded goods, media, and commercial
spaces. The designation of the “the toddler,” for instance—
which is now a general, named stage of the life course—arose
inidally almost entirely as a merchandising and manufactur-

ing category of children’s clothes (Cook, 2004).

The rise of teenagers and their accompanying youth
culture in the 1950s and 1960s represents perhaps the
most prominent example of the convergence between
consumer culture and the formation and expression of
age-based identities. The teenager came into prominence
beginning in the mid-1940s. A new national media for
teen girls cultivated an audience of peers with the pub-
lication of Seventeen magazine in 1944, followed by Miss
America and Junior Bazaar in 1945. Grace Palladino
(1996) discusses some of the various versions of teen-
agerhood in the 1950s, including swingers, bobby soxers,
and hepcats, whose subcultural lingo, comparatively open
sexuality, and freedom worried many parents and school-
teachers. Teenagers and youth in the 1960s and early
1970s took their place on the national stage as visible
proponents and symbols of counterculture rebellion.

A cultural phenomenon, “the teenager” has come to
represent a new kind of adolescence realized through the
medium of consumption of such things as fast food, rock
music, distinctive dress, and forms of speech that differ-
entiate their world from that of adults. High school—the
institutional “home” of adolescent culture—provides for
peer contact among teenagers and the regular opportu-
nity to gauge oneself vis-a-vis others. In ensuing decades,
the experiences one has in high school are heralded by
psychologists, educators, and in the popular imagination
as some of the most important of one’s youth and per-
haps of one’s life. The dramas and rites surrounding
prom night, with its focus on heterosexual dating, con-
spicuous display, and expectations of romance, become
stories relived and retold, for better or worse, throughout
one’s adult life (Best, 2000). The social divisions and
social labeling that occurs during adolescence often
take place in the context of the high school social relations
and interactions. As Murray Milner, Jr. (2004) discussed,
“geeks,” “freaks,” “cool kids,” and “brains”—social types
typically found in American high schools—acquire social
definition in contrast to one another by displays of taste
through popular culture goods.

The dominant trend of the relationships among
consumption, childhood, and adolescence over the first
seven decades of the 20th century was one in which
commercial goods and contexts, in part, shaped and

Toy Debut. Two children look at a new toy. AP IMAGES.

created new categories and understandings of the early
life course. Many of these age designations—as found
with and through various means of consumption—
helped define childhood or youth in contradistinction
to adults and, in so doing, delineated various, more or
less bounded identities of adolescence and childhood.

By the 1980s, observers and commentators expressed
concern about the apparent “loss” of childhood. Neil Post-
man (1982) famously argued that childhood was disappear-
ing due to the predominance of electronic media—
particularly television. Television, unlike print media, does
not require language literacy to be consumed and so does
not effectively pose a barrier to participation. As a “total
disclosure medium,” contended Postman, television opens
the “back stage” of adult society to children—that is,
depictions of and discussions about sexuality, money,
parenting strategies—that used to be gradually and delib-
erately revealed to children by adults. Hence, childhood is
losing its distinctiveness. Joshua Meyrowitz (1985) offered
an alternative view that, instead of a one-way movement of
childhood disappearing into adulthood, adults are also
behaving and dressing in ways traditionally associated with
children; hence, he argued, it is more useful to pay
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attention to the blurring boundaries between childhood

and adulthood.

YOUTHFUL CONSUMPTION TODAY

Concerns about the loss or blurring of childhood in the
late 20th and early 21st century continue to be voiced by
academics, educators, politicians, and parents with
increasing alarm. The rise and ubiquity of digital
media—in particular, the Internet—shatters barriers to
various kinds of information in ways that make broadcast
television’s break from print media seem minor, because
the Internet, unlike television, does not determine the
direction of the flow of information. Twenty-first cen-
tury moral panics about children’s ability to access mate-
rials deemed unfit for them, such as pornography, sit
side-by-side with concerns about how children can be
accessed and tracked by sexual predators as well as by
marketers, requiring children to be knowledgeable about
and prepared for such eventualities.

The phenomenon of “kids getting older younger”
arose in the 1990s in light of concerns about the apparent
“adultification” of children and youth. Much of this con-
cern has, as in the past, focused on girls and sexuality.
Observers point to girls as young as 9 years old discarding
Barbie dolls as “babyish” in favor of Bratz dolls, whose
style and “attitude” are said to be flamboyant, “street,”
and sexual, as an indication of age blurring. The term
tweens—Dboys and girls approximately 7 to 12 or 13 years
old—was coined initially by marketers in the early 1990s
but has since become an accepted designation by adults as
well as children for this age range (Cook & Kaiser, 2004).
The clothing and personal styles of tween gitls remains a
constant topic of concern for mothers and in public dis-
cussion at stores such as Claire’s, an international chain,
that offer a variety cosmetics, jewelry, and lace underwear
for preteen girls. In the 21st century, some parents take
their prepubescent children to spas for makeovers, pedi-
cures, and other body treatments once thought the reserve
of adult women. For boys, much of the concern centers on
exposure to violence in digital video games and to sexual-
ized images of girls and women.

The cultural landscape of childhood and youth
remains in a state of flux in large part because the various
stages and designations of the early life course are now
thoroughly enmeshed with the goods and images of the
commercial marketplace. Public concern about the over-
commercialization of childhood and adolescence has
spurred public discussion about the role of advertising
and marketing in public life. Social critics such as Juliet
Schor (2004) argue that the overall materialistic values
promoted by advertisers and marketers have a negative
effect on children’s self-image, their physical health, and

Crime, Criminal Activity in Childhood and Adolescence

their relationship to peers and family. Beyond a few
safeguards such as rating systems for television, films,
and video games and limitations on what kind informa-
tion can be collected from children on the Internet, few
public policy initiatives are in place that address children
and commercial life to any significant degree.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Activity Participation, Childhood
and Adolescence; Body Image, Childhood and
Adolescence; College Culture; School Culture; Media
Effects; Peer Groups and Crowds.
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Daniel Thomas Cook

CRIME, CRIMINAL
ACTIVITY IN
CHILDHOOD AND
ADOLESCENCE

The brute fact of age always complicates efforts to under-
stand the nature of crime and victimization. Study upon
study shows criminal behavior to increase steadily
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through the adolescent years, peak in late adolescence or
early adulthood, and then decline rapidly and steadily
through the remainder of the life span. Although the
generality and stability of this trend has provoked con-
troversy, the general conclusion that crime is strongly
clustered in adolescence is not seriously in dispute. That
offending typically occurs so early in the life span makes
it particularly significant for life course scholars, both for
understanding what factors influence crimes among teens
and for its implications for the unfolding life course.

Although seldom explicitly acknowledged, the age
distribution of crime has organized much criminological
research. Most importantly, it has meant that the study of
crime, at least for much of the 20th century, has been the
study of juvenile delinquency. Here, researchers tradi-
tionally focused on teenagers and sought to understand
what differentiates offending among them. Early studies
in the social ecology of crime used arrest statistics of
juveniles from police to develop a general theory of social
disorder and crime (Shaw & McKay, 1969). Yet in the
1950s and 1960s, arrest data fell into disrepute as social
scientists drew attention to the organizational factors that
influenced their collection and suggested, with powerful
consequences, that such data told much more about the
activities of the police than about the criminal activities
of individuals. In light of this, researchers increasingly
turned to self-report surveys to study crime, but again
focused their attention almost exclusively on the activities
of adolescents. Regardless of the overall pattern of
offending over the life span, the main focus of researchers
was crime among adolescents, and explanations of such
crime were used, for better or worse, to explain offending
in general.

The traditional focus on juveniles has shaped both
how crime is understood and how it is studied. In the
latter respect, researchers have focused on measuring
juvenile delinquency. The concept of juvenile delin-
quency is interesting. In one respect, it encompasses
many of the behaviors that both the public and social
scientists regard as crime. This includes actions such as
vandalism, theft, violence, and drug use. At the same
time, it also includes behaviors that are often seen as
outside the domain of official crime statistics, such as
skipping school, cheating on tests, breaking curfew,
drinking, and even smoking. To make matters more
complicated, serious efforts to compare the types of acts
captured by self-report survey studies with acts that rou-
tinely appear in police and court data conclude that there
are some significant differences in both the range of acts
under study (typically excluding white-collar crimes such
as fraud and embezzlement) and the severity of incidents
(typically excluding serious violence such as aggravated

rape and murder). Still, the most thorough assessments
also conclude that there is nothing inherent in self-report
approaches or the study of juveniles that precludes inves-
tigation of the severity or range of youthful deviant acts.
Instead, it is more a question of what types of issues the
researcher wishes to study and what types of populations
(i.e., school, street, or incarcerated) of adolescents are

included.

TRENDS IN JUVENILE
DELINQUENCY

Studying delinquency over time is complicated by the
fact that definitions of offending, as well as social policy
regarding adolescent offenders, have been quite variable.
In some time periods, societies were quite resistant to the
idea of criminalizing adolescent behavior and would
often go to quite elaborate lengths to ignore or downplay
juvenile delinquency. The “decriminalization” of delin-
quency in the 1970s and early 1980s, for example, saw
the widespread adoption of policies designed to divert
delinquents away from the courts and prisons. In con-
trast, more recent years, including much of the 1990s
and early 21st century, have seen a hardening of atticudes
and policies such that adolescents are increasingly subject
to the criminal justice system.

In light of such historical variability, criminologists
interested in trends over time typically look to homicide
data, given that homicides are particulatly visible to law
enforcement (i.e., very high rates of detection and report-
ing), police have little to no discretion for such offenses,
and definitions are very consistent over time and across
jurisdictions. Drawing upon such data, most criminolo-
gists agree that while the overall pattern of offending
across the age span and the general concentration among
adolescents has not changed appreciably, there have been
some notable historical shifts in the overall volume of
delinquency. Contrary to much theory and expectation,
the decades following World War II (1939-1945), a
period of considerable prosperity, saw significant
increases in rates of delinquency. After this, rates stabi-
lized through the early 1980s, but then dramatically
increased through the early 1990s.

Drawing upon data from the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s supplemental homicide report (2003),
the number of juvenile homicides rose from approxi-
mately 1,000 in 1984 to more than 3,600 10 years later.
Equally interesting, as quickly as juvenile homicides
increased, they decreased. After peaking in 1994, homi-
cides showed steady and consistent declines through the
late 1990s and early 21st century, such that homicides, as
well as rates of juvenile violence more generally, are as
low at the start of the 21st century as they have been at
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any point since the early 1960s. While a variety of
explanations have been offered, there is considerable
consensus that the homicide boom and bust was a simple
function of the rapid spread of crack cocaine and the
resulting “arms-race” among inner city males and the
equally rapid decline in the popularity of crack, stabiliza-
tion of the drug trade matured, and large scale
incarceration.

THE DEMOGRAPHY OF
DELINQUENCY

Any understanding of the nature of delinquency begins
with accounting how much offending actually takes place
and how specific groups are differentially involved. In the
first respect, minor delinquency is quite common in that
almost everyone commits some delinquent act at some
point in their adolescent years. Here, most surveys show
that upward of 90% of teenagers have hit someone, stole
something, damaged or destroyed property, or used
drugs and alcohol at some point during their adolescent
years. At the same time, serious delinquency is very rare
given that very few adolescents engage in serious, fre-
quent offending and even fewer engage in the most
serious forms of violence. In light of this, it is useful to
consider the general demography of offending, and focus
attention on both the more mundane and more serious
types of delinquency.

One important aspect of delinquency is the pervasive
and enduring sex differences in offending. Considering
homicide, males accounted for 92% of all offenders,
outnumbering females by more than 9 to 1. Sex differ-
ences are also prevalent among more common types of
delinquency. For example, Howard Snyder and Melissa
Sickmund (2006) report that almost twice as many males
(11%) as females (6%) belong to gangs, have vandalized
property (47% compared to 27%), or sold drugs (19%
compared to 12%). Differences are even smaller with
respect to theft and assault. Overall, males are much
more likely to be involved in delinquency than females
and such differences are evident across a range of contexts
and time periods.

A second demographic feature of delinquency, and
arguably more contentious, is racial differences in delin-
quency. On one hand, researchers have amassed consid-
erable data showing significant race differences in
offending. On the other hand, critics argue that data
showing race differences comes from agencies, notably
police and courts, that have historically shown significant
biases against racial minorities. Starting with homicide,
African-American adolescents account for one-half of all
juvenile homicides, even though they account for only
14-15% of the adolescent population. White adolescents
account for the vast majority of other teen homicides

Crime, Criminal Activity in Childhood and Adolescence

(47%), whereas Asian Pacific Islanders and American
Indians account for 1% and 2%, respectively. For other
offenses and delinquency measured through self-report,
race differences are less extreme and considerably more
variable. For example, while twice as many African-
American adolescents have been suspended from school
when compared with Whites (56% compared to 28%)
and African-American adolescents have higher rates of
assault (36% compared to 25%), differences for vandal-
ism, theft, and drug dealing are more similar across each
race (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). In general, there is a
consensus that African Americans are slightly overrepre-
sented among adolescent offenders.

A final feature of the demography of delinquency is
the age patterning of offending within adolescence. The
distribution of delinquency through adolescence is
important to consider, especially because certain crimes
(e.g., drinking and soff drug use) may be gateways to
more serious offending (e.g., hard drug use or robbery).
For homicide, it is clear that offending increases with
advancing age through adolescence. For example, those
13 years of age have rates of offending of only 0.32 per
100,000. This increases to 1.16 for 14-year-olds, 2.29 for
15-year-olds, and 4.08 for 16-year-olds. By age 17, the
rate of homicide offending is 28 times greater (9.00) than
that of 13-year-olds. Other arrest data such as that from
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (2003) suggest a
similar pattern, whereas self-report data, again, is more
varied. That offending increases through adolescence fea-
tures prominently in life course and developmental the-
ories, as well as criminal justice policy, although its exact
implications are still being debated.

DELINQUENCY AS BEHAVIOR:
UNDERSTANDING THE FACTS

Although there are a number of important theories and a
long tradition of testing theories of crime, several scholars
have noted that all theories seem to have reasonable empir-
ical support. When such claims are subjected to scrutiny, it
quickly becomes apparent that most researchers typically
attribute particular variables to particular theories, find
some statistically significant association, and conclude
empirical support for the theory. Unfortunately, such con-
clusions lack credence when one recognizes that variables
have various meanings and interpretations, and that the
broad expectations of any given theory require more than
just the presence of a particular association.

Consider, for example, the almost universally observed
finding that delinquents have delinquent peers. Many
researchers find this association, attribute it to the social
learning camp (i.e., that young people learn deviant behav-
jor from their deviant peers), and then conclude strong
support for social learning perspectives (Akers, 1998).
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The skeptic, however, might suggest that (a) having delin-
quent peers implies nothing about their capacity or activity
in teaching criminal values and behavior; (b) friendship
patterns are not randomly occurring, and individuals select
and are selected into peer groups based on characteristics
such as shared values and shared interests (e.g., delin-
quency); and (c) reporting delinquent peers may itself be
reporting delinquency given that much delinquency occurs
in groups (i.e., co-offending). Acknowledging such consid-
erations casts doubt on delinquent peers as evidence of
social learning and thus challenges its contribution to the
overall support of social learning perspectives.

An alternative way of thinking about empirical sup-
port is to consider the key aspects of criminal behavior
and ask what theory (or theories) best accounts for such
facts. Several features are noteworthy. First, crime as an
activity requires very littde time commitment. Even
among the most extensive and hard-core delinquents,
the vast majority of their time is spent on noncriminal
endeavors. Second, there appears to be virtually no spe-
cialization in offending. The teenage robber is also steal-
ing property from houses and cars, illegally selling guns,

skipping school, getting into fights, vandalizing property,
and using drugs and alcohol. Third, most juvenile delin-
quency involves co-offending; that is, it tends to be a
group activity. Fourth, the social networks and peer
relationships of delinquents are quite porous and ephem-
eral. The peer group of any adolescent, let alone a
delinquent one, includes a mix of delinquent and non-
delinquents; and adolescents, including delinquent ones,
change peer groups with considerable frequency.

Fifth, efforts to actually show a well-defined learning
process among delinquents have generally failed. Delin-
quents clearly have delinquent associations, but the role
of delinquent attitudes and beliefs is much more equiv-
ocal (i.e., delinquents show the same conventional values
as nondelinquents) and little evidence exists of tutelage
and reinforcement. (In contrast, evidence abounds about
the intensive and extensive efforts of parents and teachers
to promote prosocial, antideviant behavior.) Sixth, delin-
quents clearly have weaker connections to conventional
institutions. Their popularity among peers is question-
able, they are less connected to and involved with parents
and family, they do worse in school, and they are less
involved in a range of school-like activities. The latter
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point may be particularly important because it suggests
that delinquents may be poor learners when compared to
nondelinquents. This raises an interesting dilemma for
theories that emphasize positive socialization—given that
successful socialization of any sort requires that one is a
capable learner. Finally, delinquents clearly have a wide
array of social strain (e.g., poor peer relationships, greater
family conflict, and poor grades). Yet the link between
strain and delinquency is heavily contingent upon pro-
pensity to engage in delinquency. In other words, not all
people react equally to strain and those who already show
delinquent tendencies are most likely to adopt delinquent
“solutions” to their problems.

The patterns described above are not in serious dis-
pute and, in the aggregate, highlight three important
features of criminal behavior. First, it is difficult to see
evidence of significant and successful socialization among
deviant youth. Clearly, deviance can be and is a group
activity among adolescents. But this does not imply that
deviance is a product of successful socialization of any
meaningful sort. The social networks of delinquent ado-
lescents are not necessarily conducive to strong and effec-
tive socialization, particularly socialization that would
(presumably) counteract the influence of all prior and
all peripheral socialization. The evidence of extensive or
profound value commitments among delinquents is
sparse at best and connotes the idea of a failure of social-
ization rather than a success.

Second, crime and delinquency appear as remarkably
simplistic activities with nothing of substance to learn.
Any random individual already possesses most, if not all,
the necessary skill for virtually any delinquent endeavor.
Moreover, even if someone did need to learn some type
of crime, it would not be difficult or require extensive
tutelage. The (fragile) networks of adolescents are char-
acterized by a generality of deviance that is a mixed bag
of petty violence, pecuniary offenses, destructive acts, and
substance abuse.

Third, there are important differences in the social
relationships of delinquents and nondelinquents, with
respect to families, peers, friends, and authorities. Adoles-
cents are not really delinquents as much as they drift
between delinquent and conforming behavior, between
delinquent and conventional social groups. Indeed, the fact
that this encyclopedia entry repeatedly refers to delinguents
throughout the discussion should be seen as nothing more
than a shorthand convention for the more accurate desig-
nation of “those more likely to engage in delinquency.”

So what perspective best accounts for the key features
of crime in the early stages of the life course? For several
decades, some criminologists argued that traditional theo-
ries of crime have asked the wrong question in focusing on
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why people commit crimes. Instead, control perspectives
begin with the question of why people do not commit
crimes. Here, the starting point is that the intrinsic benefits
of crime are self-evident and widely applicable. Violence is
a response to social disputes that does not require patience
or understanding. Theft provides immediate rewards to the
offender without the requirement of hard work, significant
effort, or long-term investment. Drugs and alcohol provide
quick highs without concern for the future or its effects on
others. Indeed, a wide variety of crime is thrilling and
exciting (and the prospect of getting caught or besting
police and law enforcement merely add to the thrill) for
some youths. Control theories emphasize the idea that
crime is not like all other behaviors in that it is intrinsically
a self-interested activity, requires no real skill or planning,
and provides immediate benefits to the offender.

In offering such a view of crime, control perspectives
focus on the idea of restraint. If crime is intrinsically
rewarding and is so for most young people, what is it
that restrains people from engaging in it? Travis Hirschi’s
(1969) seminal contribution, Causes of Delinguency,
answered this question by emphasizing the power of the
social bond. Specifically, Hirschi argued that if crime is
really just self-interested behavior, individuals are free(er)
to act in such a way when their bond to society is weak or
broken. Social bonds, according to Hirschi, involve the
following:

* Attachment to others in society that makes one
sensitive to the opinions and values of others;

¢ Commitment to conventional activities that involve
investments of time, energy, and self that ultimately
are costs in the face of engagement of crime;

¢ Involvement in conventional activities that make a
person simply too busy to engage in deviant
behavior;

* Belief in the values of the dominant society, values
that are common within the society or common
within the social group.

The key distinguishing feature of control perspec-
tives is that they assume social values are inherently
against crime, that no social group could be organized
by criminal values (and thus values such as the Holly-
wood stereotype of organized crime as hierarchical, struc-
tured, and efficient is quite literally fiction), and that
socialization, particularly effective socialization, will be
inherently against crime. Thus, individuals who violate
the values of society do so because they are not commit-
ted to others and their values and are thus more immune
from social influence. It is this that frees them to act in
their own self-interest. From this perspective, crime is
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neither forced nor required and thus it is really a question
of more or less likelihood of deviant behavior. For the
contemporary adolescent, the issue is how attached, com-
mitted, and involved they are with school, peers, and
families and how these determine their likely involve-
ment in crime.

Future work needs to recognize the behavioral reality
of adolescent delinquency and consider the ways in which
it is connected to early life experiences and later life
outcomes. While such work is clearly on the table, the
vitality of future research will depend heavily on the degree
to which theory and research recognize the capacity of
individuals as actors at any given age and how they select
and accept or avoid and challenge the socialization efforts
of those around them. Ironically, scholars have for more
than a century viewed adolescence as a period of “storm
and stress” (Hall, 1904), but have been remarkably ret-
icent to consider the full implications of this. From a
control theory perspective, any understanding of offend-
ing in adolescence and over the life course would benefit
greatly from a questioning of the power and practice
of socialization and the recognition of individuals as
constructors of both their life circumstances and their
activities.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Aggression, Childhood and
Adolescence; Juvenile Justice System; School Violence;
Theories of Deviance; Volume 2: Crime, Criminal
Activity in Adulthood; Incarceration, Adulthood.
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CULTURAL CAPITAL

The noted French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu first devel-
oped the sociological concept of cultural capital (Bour-
dieu, 1977, 1984, 1986, 1996; Bourdieu & Passeron,
1990; Swartz, 1997). The concept, in its most simplistic
form, encompasses the distinctive sets of social class-
based cultural and behavioral attributes (e.g., disposition,
style, worldview, knowledge), material possessions (e.g.,
music, art work), and institutional representations (e.g.,
educational degrees, honors, other credentials), which
tend to distinguish individuals of dominant class (or
middle-to-upper class) background from those of domi-
nated (or lower class) backgrounds. At the heart of the
concept of cultural capital is the more widely familiar
notion of economic capital (i.e., money, property, busi-
ness ownership, other assets). In industrialist and post-
industrialist capitalist societies, economic capital is
routinely exchanged for material possessions, services,
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and property. In addition, individuals, and indeed,
groups, have different levels of economic capital at their
disposal in any given historical period. Differing levels of
economic capital at the group level are often used to
define distinct social classes. Bourdieu’s concept of cul-
tural capital, along with other forms of noneconomic
capital (social and symbolic), extends the more funda-
mental notion of capital and exchange to other less readily
recognizable areas of social relations and everyday life.

Bourdieu (1986) classified cultural capital into three
broad types: (a) embodied forms—such as dispositions,
tastes, aspirations, and knowledge; (b) objectified forms—
such as the material objects representative of high culture;
and (c) institutionalized forms—including formalized
symbols recognizing competence or distinction (e.g.,
degrees, academic honors, memberships). Although cul-
tural and economic capital are highly associated, cultural
capital is a much more effective form of capital in legit-
imating existing social inequality, given that its posses-
sion is widely viewed in terms of competence rather than
economic wealth. The possession of cultural capital is of
great advantage to its holder because it facilitates contin-
ued accumulation—those with high levels tend to do well
both educationally and professionally—and because
increasing levels of cultural capital, exemplified by educa-
tional degrees and other formal credendals, can eventu-
ally be converted back into economic capital through
occupational placement.

However, in Bourdieu’s view, the particular sets of
dispositions and symbolic possessions that, statistically
speaking, distinguish middle and upper class people from
those of lower and working class backgrounds are not
inherently superior. Rather, their relative value (as capi-
tal) is arbitrary, and purely based on their association
with social groups of high status and power within soci-
ety. As such, the concept of cultural capital provides an
explanation of the ways in which more subtle, symbolic
possessions, less visible and recognized as economic capital,
function as a form of capital, which can be exchanged for
(or converted into) other forms of capital to maintain or
elevate one’s position in the social hierarchy.

Bourdieu’s concept is contextually grounded within
a larger theory of social reproduction; that is, a compre-
hensive model of how existing social inequalities are
transmitted from one generation to the next. Integral to
understanding the concept of cultural capital are Bour-
dieu’s related concepts of habitus and field, which,
respectively, help to explain the formation of cultural
capital, and to contextualize its relative power. Habitus
represents the internalization of the conditions associated
with one’s socioeconomic position in society; that is, it
constitutes the mental constructs and behavioral inclina-
tions that have developed across one’s formative life
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experiences, shaped by one’s position in the social hier-
archy. As such, habitus represents the master patterns
of dispositions, tastes, and perspectives, which have
developed across time, shaped by one’s cumulative
experiences.

Field, for Bourdieu, represents the context in which
individuals compete (although not necessarily con-
sciously) for resources, power, and position within the
social hierarchy. Features of habitus, depending on one’s
set of life experiences, can become cultural capital—in
that they place the individual at a relative advantage—
within specific fields of action. For Bourdieu, however,
those in higher social positions are much more likely to
be relatively advantaged across many different fields of
competition, because they have been socialized into the
dominant culture and therefore have a better understand-
ing of the rules of the game, which have been shaped

historically by dominant class interests.

CULTURAL CAPITAL AND SOCIAL
REPRODUCTION IN MODERN
SOCIETY

In modern, developed societies, Bourdieu argues, cultural
capital has come to play a pivotal role in reproducing
social inequities, whereas in feudal societies, or even non-
democratic forms of capitalist society found in past cen-
turies, economic capital, possessed by the few, was
sufficient to control most, if not all, sectors of societal
operations and social relations. Status ascription, the
overt transmission of both economic capital and social
status from one generation to the next, was an accepted
fact, just as royalty is passed on from a king to his
progeny. In modern meritocratic societies, however,
although economic capital is still passed from one gen-
eration to the next, it is much less acceptable for children
to simply inherit social status (e.g., occupational posi-
tions, political posts) from their parents. Because cul-
tural/behavioral attributes tend to closely correspond to
one’s socio-economic position in society, individuals
originating from higher social positions tend to value
and recognize these same attributes—attributes more
commonly exhibited within their higher status social
surroundings—in others. As such, the possession of these
symbolic attributes, when recognized by others in sim-
ilarly high social positions, functions as a cue, of sorts, to
signify one’s appropriateness for group inclusion.

This cultural recognition, however, often occurs at a
subconscious level and is usually interpreted (by the
individuals, themselves) as competence, intelligence, lan-
guage facility, and natural ability. This subconscious
process of mutual recognition provides relatively contin-
uous access to other forms of capital readily available
within higher social strata. Moreover, the culturally
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specific knowledge of the field of competition (i.e., the
rules of the game), and associated level of comfort acting
within this field, enables higher status individuals, who
possess these attributes, to successfully navigate the field
and access other forms of capital, whether cultural (e.g., a
degree from a prestigious university), social (inclusion
into powerful social networks), economic (high paying
employment), or symbolic (general recognition of talent
or competence). It is the possession and activation (Lar-
eau & Horvat, 1999) of such attributes and field-specific
knowledge that together constitute cultural capital.

With the expansion of the education sector across
the past century in modern industrialist societies, school-
ing and educational credentialing have developed into an
increasingly important and, theoretically, merit-based
route to social mobility. Bourdieu argued that schools
and educational institutions, more generally, now con-
stitute a key field of play in which individuals, and
groups, must vie to secure or elevate their social status.
In Bourdieu’s view, educational institutions, from pre-
school to postgraduate study, have been structured his-
torically in close correspondence with existing social
inequalities. Similarly, the orientations and expectations
of teachers and administrators have been shaped by expe-
riences tied to their own social class backgrounds—
generally middle and upper middle class. As such, the
subtle process of class-based cultural recognition (and
lack of recognition) continuously occurs within schools
and classrooms between teachers and students, adminis-
trators and parents.

Children from middle- and upper-class back-
grounds, whose cultural dispositions and experience-
based attributes tend to align closely with those of their
teachers (i.e., children who possess cultural capital), are
much more likely to experience success in school. Their
levels of requisite knowledge and their behavioral pat-
terns/styles, possessed by virtue of their out-of-school
experiences (which are in turn shaped by their position
in the social class hierarchy) are rewarded within schools
in the form of good grades, positive praise, and height-
ened academic opportunities (e.g., college-level tracking,
admission to more selective schools). Moreover, these
cultural/behavioral attributes are legitimated by schools,
because their educational success is christened as the log-
ical consequence of hard work and/or natural ability.

In contrast, children from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, who have little access to cultural capital—
because they have developed significantly different hab-
itus across their lives than have their more middle- and-
upper class peers—are therefore disadvantaged in school.
They, unlike their more advantaged peers, do not share
the class-based cultural dispositions of teachers and
administrators, and therefore, are less likely to succeed

in school. As such, they are compelled to operate within a
foreign system, one that expects them to have already
mastered certain linguistic and behavioral patterns and
associated social and cognitive skills, which are, in turn,
directly implicated in academic success. These students
experience the cultural misalignment between home
(social class) and school in the forms of academic failure,
disciplinary action, and frustration. Schools, therefore,
may inadvertently work to reproduce existing social
inequities. This represents one possible explanation of
why middle- and upper-class children are much more
likely to successfully complete each stage of schooling
(Gambetta, 1997), enter postsecondary institutions of
learning and obtain degrees (Horvat, 2001), and secure
better paid professional employment, thus maintaining
their relatively advantaged position in society.

CULTURAL CAPITAL’S TREATMENT
IN RESEARCH

The concept of cultural capital offers a more nuanced
understanding of the ways in which class-based inequal-
ities are reproduced, at the level of the individual, from
generation to generation in modern differentiated soci-
eties. Embedded within a class-based theoretical frame-
work, it provides an alternative perspective on the subtle
processes by which individuals, shaped by their class-
specific environments, differentially interact with societal
institutions in statistically predictable ways to reproduce
their objective conditions of existence. However, since its
initial conception and development, the concept of cul-
tural capital has been interpreted and operationalized in
manifold ways in social science research.

Unfortunately, the concept has often been defined for
the purpose of measurement and hypothesis testing in
ways that have not been faithful to Bourdieu’s larger
theoretical project (Lareau & Weininger, 2003). Quanti-
tative studies, which have primarily used secondary sur-
vey—based data sets not designed specifically to measure
the concept of cultural capital, have been able to only
partially capture the concept’s full meaning (for a com-
plete review of this literature, see Lareau & Weininger,
2003). Most often, these studies, which primarily examine
the impact of cultural capital on educational outcomes,
define the concept in terms of leisure activities associated
with high brow culture, such as interest in and/or visits to
theaters and museums and knowledge about the classical
arts (De Graaf, De Graaf, & Kraaykamp, 2000; DiMag-
gio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Kalmijn & Kraay-
kamp, 1996; Katsillis & Robinson, 1990). Some studies
have extended the concept to more mundane activities,
such as library visits, parent/child reading behaviors, and
educational resources in the home (De Graaf, 1986; Kal-
mijn & Kraaykamp, 1996; Roscigno & Ainsworth-
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Darnell, 1999; Sullivan, 2001). Some researchers have
defined the concept in opposition to academic ability or
technical skills (DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr,
1985), whereas others have, to varying extents, incorpo-
rated such skill levels into the concept (Farkas, Grobe,
Sheehan, & Shuan, 1990; Sullivan, 2001).

The results of such studies have tended to support
the relationship between cultural capital and educational
achievement and attainment, although the size (or mean-
ingfulness) of these relationships has been questioned
(Kingston, 2002). However, the possession of cultural
capital, so defined, has not always been as tightly linked
with social class as Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduc-
tion would predict. In fact, some researchers have found
that within the educational context, the possession of
cultural capital tends to yield greater benefits to individ-
uals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds than to
those in higher social class positions (Aschaffenburg &
Maas, 1997; DiMaggio, 1982; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp,
1996). That is, the possession of cultural capital may
provide people from lower class backgrounds with the
means to attain social mobility through schooling
(DiMaggio, 1982). Those richer in economic capital
may have less need of cultural capital (and the academic
success that it brings) to retain their social position into

adulthood.

Qualitative studies of cultural capital have proved a
bit more enlightening than survey-based research,
because they have focused on discovering the processes
by which parents interact with children and schools,
charting the variety of ways in which class-based differ-
ences in knowledge, styles, and comfort level influence
both family-to-school relationships and child develop-
ment (Lareau, 2000, 2003; Lareau & Horvat, 1999).
These studies have contributed to the further develop-
ment of the concept by providing more concrete exam-
ples of actual class-based differences in practices and
dispositions (i.e., manifestations of habitus) at the
ground level within specific contexts. However, qualita-
tive work, arguably, has not been able to increase the
operational clarity of the concept, nor has it improved its
measurability. As a result, the concept remains largely
abstract and subject to different interpretations.

Limitations of the Concept Most research on cultural
capital that has been produced to date, including that of
Bourdieu himself, has neglected to examine the ways in
which cultural capital is acquired by some proportion of
the lower class (Carter, 2003). The concept, therefore,
has not been able to explain how some people from
socially disadvantaged backgrounds are able to succeed
in school and take advantage of educational opportunities
to improve their social status as adults. Bourdieu was
specific in defining cultural capital, and the habitus that

Cultural Capital

it engenders, in terms of statistical occurrences, a clear
acknowledgement that some variation in the possession
of cultural capital does exist between individuals within,
as well as between, social class positions. However, no
clear explanation exists for how this occurs, especially
with regard to variation in cultural capital evident within
lower and working class strata. If cultural capital accrues
in relation to one’s objective, class-based living condi-
tions, then how do some people from socially disadvan-
taged positions develop the requisite cultural/behavioral
attributes to succeed in school and to achieve social
mobility? Have they simply been able to supersede the
effects of the objective conditions in which they were
socialized, and if so, how? Have they learned the cultural
dispositions in school, which according to Bourdieu’s
theory, expects but does not explicitly teach these dispo-
sitions? These theoretical problems continue to challenge
the conceptualization and use of cultural capital in the
research.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The concept of cultural capital continues to provide a
rich foundation for research into the widely documented
statistical association between social class background and
educational attainment. Future research will need to
further explore the ways in which families advantage their
children in educational and other contexts; the degree to
which differences in practices, expectations, and aspira-
tions are based in social class positioning; and how insti-
tutions respond to such differences. Moreover, as
Bourdieu’s overall theoretical project features the school
so prominently in the intergenerational transmission of
social status, it is essential that more research be con-
ducted within schools and classrooms to examine the
extent to which teachers implicitly recognize and reward
existing stores of cultural capital as academic competence
in students from more advantaged backgrounds. Studies
will need to carefully examine the practices of schools and
teachers to distinguish between the explicit instruction of
skills and implicit expectations of personal styles and
habits. Finally, more research will need to focus on differ-
ences in educational and occupational choices made by
youth at key institutional junctures to determine the
degree to which such choices are made with conscious
and strategic intent (as in a rational choice model) or are
reflections of more subtle and generalized class-based
dispositions derived from the subconscious schema of
what constitutes one’s appropriate place in the social
structure.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Coleman, James; Human Capital;
Intergenerational Closure; Racial Inequality in
Education; School Culture; Social Capital;

Socioeconomic Inequality in Education.
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CULTURAL IMAGES,
CHILDHOOD AND

ADOLESCENCE

Childhood is a key stage in the life course, and cultural
and historical approaches to childhood have moved in
two somewhat contradictory directions. One approach
has focused on children’s lived experience—on children’s
voices, perceptions, behavior, and experiences. This line
of investigation has focused on the highly specific cir-
cumstances in which children have grown up, emphasiz-
ing differences rooted in class, ethnicity, gender,
geographical region, and historical era. This approach
treats children as agents who play an active role in their
own social, cognitive, physical, and moral development,
constructing their own cultural and social identities, and
reshaping cultural sensibilities.

The other approach, derived largely from cultural
studies, focuses on childhood as a cultural category that
reflects adult nostalgia, anxieties, expectations, and desires,
and that is imposed on children. This approach, which is
less concerned with the lived experience of individual
children than with cultural symbolism and representation,
examines the symbolic and psychological meanings that
adults attach to the child. This cultural approach explores
the shifting divide between adults and children, the repre-
sentation of childhood in literary and visual culture and
social and political discourse, and how artists, educators,
psychologists, physicians, and poets have played a crucial
role in defining childhood, in essentialist terms, as a
sacred, symbolic category, defined in opposition to adult-
hood yet embodying adult preoccupations with asexual
innocence, vulnerability, and spontaneity.

Ambivalence has characterized cultural images of
childhood. This life stage has often been viewed posi-
tively, as a time of innocence, freedom, creativity, and
imagination; as such, it has offered a critical vantage
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point for apprising the pretensions, blindnesses, and
weaknesses of adults. But images of childhood also con-
tained explicitly or implicitly negative elements. Children
have been regarded as naive, incompetent, irrational,
emotional, dependent, and vulnerable. Children, from
this perspective, required protection and sheltering from
the adult world, and growing up could be seen in neg-
ative terms, as corruption. Bad children could easily be
regarded not simply as naughty or mischievous but as
precociously or inherently wicked, or even demonic.

Superficially, it would seem that these two approaches
could scarcely be more divergent, with one approach deal-
ing with “real” children and the other with adult represen-
tations and conceptions of childhood. However, the two
approaches are only superficially contradictory. Cultural
conceptions of childhood, age, and gender inevitably
color observations of children’s behavior and shape the
institutions and practices that structure children’s lives.

In the 17th-century American colonies, childhood
was generally regarded as a life stage that should be passed
through as quickly as possible. The New England Puritans
regarded children as sinful, even bestial creatures, reflecting
a religious belief in original sin and humanity’s innate
depravity. As the Reverend Cotton Mather put it: “Are
they Young? Yet the Devil has been with them already. ...
They go astray as soon as they are born. They no sooner
step than they stray, they no sooner lisp than they ly.” The
Puritans regarded crawling as animal-like, toys as devilish,
and play as lacking in value. In fact, however, the Puritans
were obsessed with children, regarding the young as a trust
from God and the key to creating a godly society. The
Puritan emphasis on education reflected this preoccupa-

tion with childhood.

By the time of the American Revolution in the late
18th century, a new conception of childhood was arising.
Urban, middle-class parents began to regard their off-
spring as innocent, malleable, and fragile creatures who
needed to be sheltered from the adult world. These
parents kept their children at home much longer than
in the past. Instead of putting them out to work, they put
them in school instead. Childhood, according to this
view, was the opposite of adulthood. At a time when
the preindustrial social order was breaking down, and
increasingly commercial and urban patterns of life were
appearing, children were an important symbol; they were
regarded as asexual and pure and were associated with
nature and organic wholeness.

It is important to note, however, that at the same
time that urban, middle-class parents romanticized their
children as little angels, working-class and farm children
became more valuable economically than ever before.
Although reformers (later known as “child-savers”)
romanticized the bootblacks, newsboys, match girls, and
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“street Arabs” found on urban streets, there was a ten-
dency to sharply differentiate between the innocence of
middle-class children and the precocity and incipient
corruption of these street children (who were part of
what was called “the dangerous classes”).

Toward the end of the 19th century, new images of
childhood appeared. The emerging popular culture
industry—literature, photography, and the movies—
played a particularly important role in disseminating
images of heartwarming infants, wide-eyed waifs hunger-
ing for a home, curly-haired cherubs, and savvy street
urchins. Among images of girlhood, there was an assort-
ment of Cinderellas, Pollyannas, princesses, tomboys,
bobby-soxers, and, later in time, prepubescent Lolitas.
Among images of boyhood were mischievous scamps,
rambunctious ragamuffins, little rascals, angry and alien-
ated adolescents, and, more recently, a parade of prank-
sters, burnouts, stoners, and homeboys.

These images, in turn, reflected shifts in public
anxieties, aspirations, fears, and fantasies. At the begin-
ning of the 20th century, the Victorian image of the child
as a little angel gave way to a new ideal. The new stand-
ard was spunky, sassy, naughty, and cute, a response to
public worries that boyhood, in particular, was becoming
too constrained and female-dominated. The earliest com-
ics promote the image of the adorably willful child. First
came the Yellow Kid, among the first American comic
strip characters and the prototype for Dennis the Men-
ace, Bart Simpson, and other gap-toothed rascals and
troublemakers. Then came Buster Brown, the little rich
kid with a blond pageboy haircut who was always getting
into mischief, but a milder brand than the Yellow Kid.
Mary Pickford, the movies’ first influential screen child
(despite the fact that she was an adult), embodied the
new ideal of childhood. She was naughty and coquettish
but also innocent and sweet. She was followed by the first
true child star, 6-year-old Jackie Coogan, who reinforced
the image of the ideal child as rambunctious, excitable,
and energetic.

These positive images of childhood contributed to
making the early 20th century a period of reform. Child-
savers embarked on a crusade to universalize a middle-
class notion of childhood, by launching “pure milk”
campaigns, enacting compulsory school attendance laws,
establishing “mothers’ pensions” that allowed single
mothers to keep their children at home (rather than
institutionalizing them), and restricting and ultimately
outlawing child labor.

The Great Depression brought many new images of
childhood. The Depression sparked fears of a lost gen-
eration of children, who might fall into crime and be
susceptible to demagogues. One popular Depression-era
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image of childhood was of “angels with dirty faces.”
These included the Little Rascals and the Dead End Kids,
the urban offspring of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn.

It was during the Depression that Walt Disney
became synonymous with children’s movies and his films
developed their trademark traits. The Disney studio self-
consciously reworked fairy tales, myths, and classic child-
ren’s stories, erasing elements that it considered inappro-
priate for kids and making the stories more didactic and
moralistic. Thus, for Pinocchio (1940) to become a real
boy, he must prove himself “brave, truthful, and unself-
ish.” Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) empha-
sized proper gender behavior. Foreshadowing later
Disney films, the heroine finds fulfillment in housework
and makes marriage her life’s ultimate goal.

The most popular child star of the 1930s was Shirley
Temple, who topped the box office every year from 1935
to 1938. She was America’s litde darling, tap-dancing
and singing through the Depression in 50 short films and
features by the time she was 18. Part of her attraction was
her cuteness, charm, dimpled cheeks, and bouncing curls.
During a time when the nation’s self-confidence had
been battered, she provided reassurance. She was adults’
ideal girl—independent, even-tempered, flirtatious, and
infectiously optimistic. She was undeniably talented: She
could sing, dance, act, and melt the heart of the grouch-
iest sourpuss. Escapist fantasy, too, was part of her
appeal. Lacking a mother in almost all of her movies,
she was free from domestic constraints. But her appeal
went beyond escapism. In many films, she served as a
“spiritual healer” who resolved family disputes, bridged
class differences, and restored adults’ confidence in them-
selves. Oblivious to class and racial differences, she
moved easily between poor and wealthy homes without
ever being greedy or envious.

At the end of the decade, a new cinematic stereotype
appeared, supplanting even Shirley Temple in popularity.
This was the all-American teen, personified by Mickey
Rooney and Judy Garland in the Andy Hardy movies,
which focused on middle-class teenagers’ crushes, infatu-
ations, and humorous and embarrassing mishaps. Such
“Kleen Teens” as Deanna Durbin, Roddy McDowell,
Dickie Moore, Lana Turner, and Jane Withers provided
the caricature that the troubled, misunderstood, and
alienated teen characters of 1950s films rebelled against.

During World War II, a highly sentimental view of
childhood appeared on the screen, one that bore little
resemblance to children’s actual wartime experiences. A
deeply romanticized view of childhood was apparent in
movies such as National Velvet (1944), A Tree Grows in
Brooklyn (1945), and, shortly after the war, Miracle on
34th Street (1947).

The 1950s marked the beginning of the end of
innocence. Before World War II, the mystery and other-
ness of childhood had been rarely depicted in popular
culture, but the mounting influence of popularized ver-
sions of Freudianism resulted in new images of children.
Beginning in the 1950s, movie-goers saw depraved chil-
dren, anticipated in Mildred Pierce in 1945, then realized
in The Bad Seed (1956) and such later films as Children of
the Damned (1963) and The Exorcist (1973). In the
1970s, children were depicted as precocious, miniature
adults, as in Harold and Maude (1971), and as emotional
footballs, such as in Kramer v. Kramer (1979). Another
key theme was the death of childhood innocence, seen in
Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976) and Louis Malle’s
Pretty Baby (1978). Few American films before the 1960s
explored children’s psychological life or tried to see the
world through children’s eyes; but many, like the Our
Gang comedies and Walt Disney cartoons, tried to depict
the world of a child’s imagination.

During the 1950s, amused condescension gave way
to concern and bewilderment. No longer were portraits
of children exclusively images of wholesome naughtiness,
mooning boys, and puppy love. Kids increasingly became
a vehicle for exploring the confusions of modern society.
The cute child was replaced by the evil child, such as
Rhoda Penmark, the 8-year-old pigtailed murderer in
The Bad Seed (1956). The movies also brought to the
screen rebellious and alienated adolescents, as well as the
world of leather-clad juvenile delinquents, switchblades,
and drag racing.

During the 1960s, there were attempts to recapture
an image of childhood innocence, evident in such movies
as Mary Poppins (1964), Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (1968),
The Sound of Music (1965), 40 Pounds of Trouble (1962),
and Oliver! (1968). But there were also more psycholog-
ically nuanced portraits of childhood. 7o Kill a Mocking-
bird (1962) viewed racism through the eyes of a child.
The Effects of Gamma Rays on Man-in-the-Moon Mari-
golds (1972) portrayed the psychological and emotional
abuse of a child.

During the 1950s and 1960s, specific genres of
movies were, for the first time, marketed directly to the
young, including science fiction films, motorcycle and
juvenile delinquent movies, and beach blanket and surfer
films, reflecting the large cohort of Baby Boomers who
were born between 1945 and 1964. After 1970 the
targeting of children and adolescents became much more
intensive and self-conscious. One recurrent formula
involved a teenage outcast, mocked by her popular,
style-setting classmates, who has a makeover and ends
up going to the high-school prom with the handsomest
boy on the football squad. Yet especially striking were
deeply disturbing images of youthful depravity. The
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movies portrayed kids as demons in such films as Carrie
(1976) and The Exorcist (1973), as prostitutes in Pretty
Baby (1978) and Taxi Driver (1976), and as incipient
murderers in Basketball Diaries (1995). Portraits of indif-
ferent, uninvolved, unobservant, and uncomprehending
teachers and clueless, disconnected, self-deceived, and
self-absorbed parents became much more common. The
impact of family breakdown and disconnection was a
particularly popular theme, apparent in movies as diverse
as WarGames (1983), ET: The Extra Terrestrial (1982),
and the Home Alone films.

A number of the most memorable recent American
films dealing with childhood paint particularly unsettling
portraits of the psyche and culture of the young. There
was River’s Edge (1986), based on the true story, which
looks at how a group of working-class northern Califor-
nia teens responds after one of the boys murders his
girlfriend. It paints a picture of emotionally numbed kids
disconnected from the adults around them. Others were
Thirteen (2003), which shows an adolescent world of
body piercing, self-mutilation, tattoos, sexually provoca-
tive clothing, underage sex, and casual drug use, and the
Columbine-inspired Elephant (2003), which portrays
high schools as a brutal Darwinian world of cliques,
taunting, and tormenting, culminating in violence.

These highly negative representations of childhood
reflected, and perhaps reinforced, the tendency at the end
of the 20th century to treat children, especially delin-
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quent children, in more controlling ways. The trend
toward trying juvenile offenders in adult courts, the
increase in testing in school, and the adoption of school
dress codes and zero-tolerance discipline policies reflected
a view of the young as a “tribe apart” and a declining
tolerance for certain kinds of “childish” behavior that
had been celebrated in popular culture a century earlier.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Consumption, Childhood and
Adolescence; Media and Technology Use, Childhood
and Adolescence; Volume 2: Cultural Images,
Adulthood; Volume 3: Cultural Images, Later Life.
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This entry contains the following:

I. GENERAL ISSUES
Robert Crosnoe

II. BALTIMORE STUDY
Robert Crosnoe

III. BENNINGTON WOMEN’S STUDY
Robert Crosnoe

IV. BERKELEY GUIDANCE STUDY AND THE
OAKLAND GROWTH STUDY
Robert Crosnoe

V. EARLY CHILDHOOD LONGITUDINAL STUDIES
Robert Crosnoe

VI. NATIONAL EDUCATIONAL LONGITUDINAL STUDY
Robert Crosnoe

VII. NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF
ADOLESCENT HEALTH
Robert Crosnoe

VIII. NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL SURVEY OF YOUTH
Robert Crosnoe

IX. STANFORD-TERMAN STUDY
Robert Crosnoe

I. GENERAL ISSUES

Longitudinal studies follow the same group of people
across multiple points in time. Over the last century,
social scientists have conducted thousands of longitudinal
studies. These studies, which serve as the lifeblood of life

course research, are quite diverse in design, execution,
focus, and purpose, as evidenced in the list below:

* Some studies are short term, lasting weeks or
months, whereas others span years or even decades.

* Some studies are sponsored by the government for
public use, whereas others are private enterprises.

* Some studies rely on surveys and require various
kinds of statistical analysis, whereas others rely on
ethnography and require qualitative analysis.

¢ Some studies focus on the individual’s own
characteristics, whereas others focus on the
individual’s relationships and social settings.

* Some studies are representative of the nation or
some other well-defined population, whereas
others were created with less systematic sampling
frames.

Together, these diverse kinds of longitudinal stud-
ies have been used to construct the broad literature on
the life course that is reviewed in this encyclopedia. This
section focuses on longitudinal studies examining the
early stages of the life course: childhood, adolescence,
and young adulthood. A complete review of such stud-
ies would fill volumes, so a small sample of important,
influential studies was selected because, first and fore-
most, they have been critical resources for life course
researchers but also because they represent the great
diversity in methods, approaches, and organization in
longitudinal research described above.

These studies do more than investigate young people
over time. Of equal importance, they all target the main
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concepts of life course research, including trajectories,
transitions, timing, and context.
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II. BALTIMORE STUDY

Most major longitudinal studies of the life course have
been either nationally representative or focused on mid-
dle-class, white samples. The Baltimore Study, however,
offered a window into how life unfolds for young people
growing up under disadvantaged circumstances. This
distinct focus reflects the study’s origins as an evaluation
of a prenatal service program for pregnant teenagers.

Funded by a consortium of private foundations as
well as by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, the Baltimore Study began in 1966 with a
sample of 399 pregnant adolescents in obstetric care at
a hospital with a high rate of teen births in Baltimore.
The majority of these young women entered a compre-
hensive prenatal and postpartum program aimed at
improving the health of children and promoting the life
prospects of mothers, with the larger goal of breaking the
intergenerational cycle of poverty. A minority of the
young women were randomly assigned to the regular
hospital program.

Study personnel reviewed medical records and inter-
viewed the mothers and their parents at various intervals.
In 1972, the young mothers were systematically com-
pared to classmates who had delayed becoming mothers
themselves. The mothers and their children were reinter-
viewed in 1983. At this point, life history calendars were
also completed dating back to the time of the focal child’s
birth. Mothers, children, and then grandchildren were
followed up again in 1987 and 1995 (when the children
of the original study were in their mid-20s), with life
history calendars again completed.

The sociologist Frank Furstenberg (b. 1940) and his
research collaborators have produced a series of books
and articles documenting the experiences of the young
mothers in the Baltimore Study. His 1976 book, for
example, explained how these young women had become
mothers at such an early age—largely through accidental
rather than motivational means—and how their transi-

tion into motherhood had disrupted their lives, although
some were able to return to school after having their
children and, consequently, proved to be more resilient
in the long run. A 1987 book, written with Jeanne
Brooks-Gunn and Philip Morgan, took advantage of
the two-decade follow-ups to examine how young moth-
ers’ lives and careers had shaped their children’s develop-
ment. For the most part, the children of the young
Baltimore mothers had many problems as they grew up.
These poor outcomes resulted from a combination of
adverse circumstances (e.g., economic stress and family
instability) with the timing of such events in children’s
lives. In other words, not only did they experience hard-
ship, they experienced hardship at particularly vulnerable
times in their lives.

The Baltimore Study provides a glimpse into the
mechanics of the life course and the links between the
life courses of family members (e.g., the linked lives
concept in life course theory). Because of its focus on a
portion of the American population that was historically
overlooked by sociologists, the study’s findings are par-
ticularly relevant to research in the social sciences.

More information about access to the Baltimore
Study can be found on the Web site supported by the
Department of Sociology Population Studies Center at
the University of Pennsylvania. The original sample
included 399 women, and the timeframe of the study is

from 1966 through 1995.
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IIT. BENNINGTON WOMEN’S

STUDY

From 1935 to 1939, social psychologist Theodore New-
comb (1903-1984) examined the political attitudes and
experiences of the student body of Bennington, a private
women’s college in New Hampshire. The study is widely
regarded as a classic.

Although Bennington was a historically liberal envi-
ronment, its expensive tuition meant that, during the
Great Depression (1929-1939), most of its students came
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from economically advantaged families that were also
politically conservative. This mismatch between the send-
ing families and the receiving college made for an interest-
ing dynamic that has great relevance to life course research.
In short, young women tended to enter Bennington with
politically conservative views, but would often graduate
from Bennington 4 years later with liberal views. For
example, each class became progressively more liberal in
voting patterns than the one below it (Newcomb, 1943).
Moreover, follow-up interviews conducted decades later
revealed that this liberalism had endured, with the vast
majority of the Bennington alumni voting Democratic
and participating in progressive political activities in the
1980s (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991).

Why and how did this happen? At Bennington, the
faculty members tended to be liberal, as did many
popular students. Liberalism, therefore, had high status.
In a new, potentially frightening environment far from
home, the young women starting college tended to
adopt the prevailing norms and attitudes of the campus
culture. This strategy, conscious or not, was self-pro-
tective. It helped them adjust and fit in. Yet as they
became more immersed in campus life, they began to
internalize the Bennington worldview, becoming true
believers so to speak. Furthermore, after they left the
Bennington campus, the views that they had developed
there selected them into marriages, communities, and
careers that reinforced their liberalism. In other words,
they moved in liberal circles and married liberal men,
which further supported their political worldviews.
This phenomenon illustrates a key idea of life course
research: Life experiences can accumulate in a self-
propagating way.

The basic phenomenon documented by the Ben-
nington study still resonates with views about the college
experience in the early 21st century. More generally, the
lives of the Bennington women demonstrate how expe-
riences at one stage of life set the stage for experiences at
subsequent stages of life in self-fulfilling ways.

The Bennington Women’s Study is not publicly
available at this time. The original sample included 527
women. The time frame of the original study was 1935

to 1939 with follow-up studies in 1960 and 1984.
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IV. BERKELEY GUIDANCE
STUDY AND THE OAKLAND
GROWTH STUDY

The Berkeley Guidance Study and the Oakland Growth
Study—following cohorts of young people born between
1920 and 1921 and 1928 and 1929 respectively—were
conducted separately but are often grouped together. Both
began around the Great Depression (1929-1939) era at
the Institute of Human Development at the University of
California at Berkeley, and, together, they have been semi-
nal to the development of the life course paradigm.

The Oakland Growth Study was launched in 1932
under the direction of Harold Jones (1894-1960) and
Herbert Stolz (1886-1971). In its original incarnation, it
ran until 1939. Designed to study patterns of normal
physical, emotional, and social development, it followed a
group of 167 fifth and sixth graders living in Oakland,
California, as they grew into teenagers. Multiple follow-ups
were conducted decades later, spanning five intervals
through 1981. Perhaps the most famous work associated
with the Oakland Growth Study is the book Children of the
Great Depression by Glen Elder Jr., which was first pub-
lished in 1974. Focusing on the historical era in which the
data were collected, Elder demonstrated how children
adapted to the dramatic economic changes of their lives.
As expected, he found that they had been deeply affected by
their experiences during this period, with many of their
troubles resulting from disruption to relationships within
their families. Yet the overarching conclusion of this book
stressed the resilience of the Oakland children.

The Berkeley Guidance Study began in 1928 under
the direction of Jean MacFarlane (1894-1989), who
enrolled 248 infants born in Berkeley, California, during
1928 and 1929. The study ran through World War II
(1939-1945), with two additional data collections in 1959
and 1969. Again, Elder exploited the longitudinal and
historical nature of the data to craft the basic principles
of his life course approach. A series of articles he wrote
with Avshalom Caspi and Daryl Bem (1988) on the long-
term consequences of being shy or explosive during child-
hood is a good example. The team reported that shy boys
faced delayed transitions into marriage and parenthood
when they became adults and that, in the long run, they
had lower occupational attainment than other boys.
Another finding from this research was that explosive boys
faced downward socioeconomic mobility relative to their
peers and had higher rates of divorce when they grew up.
In both cases, a personality characteristic selected young
people into settings that reinforced their original disposi-
tions. As demonstrated by the Bennington Women’s
Study, which was conducted between 1935 and 1939, life

pathways took on a highly cumulative form.
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A 1993 book by the sociologist John Clausen (1914—
1996), American Lives, detailed how the original Oakland
and Berkeley study members turned out and articulated
the concept of planful competence (e.g., human agency)
to explain who met with success in work and family and
who did not. The theme of all of these works emanating
from the Berkeley and Oakland studies is that lives are
lived the long way and need to be studied as such.

These two studies are not publicly available at this
time. The original Oakland sample included 167 school-
aged children, with a timeframe of 1939 through 1981.
The original Berkeley sample included 248 school-aged
children, with a timeframe of 1928 through 1969.
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V. EARLY CHILDHOOD
LONGITUDINAL STUDIES

The adolescent-focused data sets collected by the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reveal
just how much inequality was set before secondary school
began. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Studies
(ECLS) were designed to identify the origins of such
inequalities. These studies follow two cohorts.

The Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K) is a nationally
representative sample of 22,782 American kindergartners
in more than 1,000 programs. The first data collection
occurred in the fall of 1998, when the children were just
beginning kindergarten. They were given diagnostic tests
in several arenas (e.g., oral language skills, math knowl-
edge, and so forth), and their parents, teachers, and school
administrators were interviewed. This protocol was
repeated in the spring of their kindergarten year. A 25%
random subsample was followed up in the fall of first
grade, primarily to better understand the role of summer
break in achievement disparities, and then the full sample
was followed up in the spring of 2000 (the end of first
grade for most of the original sample children), 2002 (end
of the third grade), and 2004 (end of the fifth grade).

The Birth Cohort (ECLS-B) is a nationally repre-
sentative sample of 14,000 infants born in 2001. Data
collection began when they were 9 months old. The

primary form of data collection was a parent interview,
but children also were assessed by study personnel at
home (e.g., evaluation of cognitive skills and physical
measurements). This protocol was repeated when the
children were 2 years old and then when they were pre-
school age in 2005. At the 2005 data collection, the
children’s child-care providers and preschool teachers
were interviewed. In the fall of 2006, when the majority
of children entered kindergarten, they were again fol-
lowed up, with their teachers also interviewed. The
remainder of the sample was followed up when they
entered kindergarten the following year (2007).

ECLS-K allows the study of school readiness—who
enters the formal educational system with the most devel-
oped academic and academic-related skills—and its con-
sequences for early learning and achievement. ECLS-B
came after ECLS-K, but it allows for inquiries into why
the differences in school readiness documented in ECLS-
K came to be. Because of their nationally representative
samples and large numbers of low-income, racial minor-
ity, and immigrant children, the ECLS studies are well-
positioned to study inequality.

The ECLS data sets are relatively new and, as such,
have not produced as many studies as the other NCES
data sets. What has come out so far, however, has been
informative. One of the first monographs based on ECLS-
K, by Valerie Lee and David Burkham in 2002, docu-
mented just how much inequality existed among different
race and ethnic groups and different social classes at the
very beginning of formal schooling. This “inequality at the
starting gate” is a bellwether for future inequalities across
the life course, primarily because the educational system is
so cumulative and because subgroup differences in educa-
tional attainment powerfully predicts subgroup differences
in occupational attainment, earnings, family formation,
and health throughout adulthood. Thus, ECLS-K targets
one of the first major life course transitions—the transition
from the private world of the family to the public world of
the school—that helps to establish life trajectories for indi-
vidual children as well as differences in these trajectories
across various segments of the American population.
Although still in their beginning stages, the ECLS data sets
have great potential to influence life course research because
they provide a national picture of the stages of life that
precede the stages captured by most national studies, such
as the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS),
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health
(Add Health), and the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (NLSY).

The ECLS data sets are publicly available through
the National Center for Education Statistics. More infor-
mation about access can be found on the Web site
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supported by the Institute of Education Sciences. The
original ECLS-K sample included 22,782 kindergartners,
and the timeframe of the study is currently from 1998
through 2004 (with future data collections planned). The
original ECLS-B sample included 14,000 infants, and the
timeframe of the study is currently from 2001 through
2007 (with future data collections planned).
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VI. NATIONAL EDUCATIONAL
LONGITUDINAL STUDY

Like the pioneering High School and Beyond study
(HS&B), the National Educational Longitudinal Study
(NELS) was designed by the National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics (NCES) for research on the link between
school contexts and educational pathways. NELS had the
added mission of providing better information on the
link between home and school. NELS is valuable to life
course research because it allows the examination of
schooling experiences that set the stage for the rest of life
in connection to the family and school contexts that are
major settings of early life.

NELS began in 1988 with a nationally representative
sample of 24,599 eighth graders enrolled in 1,052 schools
across the United States. After the base year data collection,
which included interviews with students, parents, teachers,
and school administrators, follow-up interviews were con-
ducted in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000. Parents were
reinterviewed in 1992, and teachers and school adminis-
trators were interviewed at all time points through 1992.
High school and college transcripts were also collected
during the 1990s. It is important to note that efforts were
made to follow dropouts as well as those who remained in
school, and that some young people were added to the
sample after 1988 in order to maintain the representative-
ness of the sample as a whole. The student is the unit of the
analysis, but data were collected from multiple actors in the
students’ lives as they transitioned through, and then out of
(by graduating or dropping out), the educational system
and higher education.

Data Sources, Childhood and Adolescence

As already mentioned, NELS is especially rich in
relation to home-school connections and other forms of
social capital. James Coleman and Barbara Schneider
(1993) provide examples, using NELS, of how parents
can work the system for their children and of how
schools can thwart or facilitate the educational participa-
tion of parents. Such information has shed valuable light
on the persistence of socioeconomic and racial disparities
in academic achievement and educational attainment.
Other major topics relevant to the life course that are
often studied with NELS include pathways to dropping
out and the disruptiveness of school transitions.

For example, Robert Croninger and Valerie Lee
(2001) reported that teachers—another important source
of social capital—were protective factors in the lives of
young people most at risk for dropping out because
of their family or academic circumstances. This form of
linked lives—a student connected to a teacher by virtue of
classroom assignment—proved to be a turning point for
many young people on a clear trajectory toward dropping
out from school. As another example, Kathryn Schiller’s
1999 study documented that transitioning from middle
school to high school often leads to declining rates of
academic achievement because of disrupted social relations.
Yet young people who performed poorly academically in
middle school tended to increase their achievement when
only a small portion of their middle school peers made the
transition to high school with them. In other words, some
students are better able to start fresh when they attend a
different school than most of their middle school peers. A
transition that is often seen as problematic, therefore, could
be positive depending on the context in which it occurred.

NELS provides data that can be used to construct
academic histories across different family and institu-
tional contexts. Moreover, its time frame allows research-
ers to understand how these histories forecast adult
experiences. In this way, NELS allows researchers to take
a life course perspective on education.

The NELS data set is publicly available through the
National Center for Education Statistics. More informa-
tion about access can be found on the Web site supported
by the Institute of Education Sciences. The original
sample included 24,599 eighth graders, and the time-
frame of the study is from 1988 through 2000.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Croninger, R. G., & Lee, V. E. (2001). Social capital and
dropping out of high school: Benefits to at-risk students of
teachers’ support and guidance. Teachers College Record,
103(4), 548-581.

Institute of Education Sciences. National Education Longitudinal
Study of 1988 (NELS 88). Retrieved May 29, 2008, from
hetp://nces.ed.gov/surveys/nels88

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 127



Data Sources, Childhood and Adolescence

Schiller, K. S. (1999). Effects of feeder patterns on students’
transition to high school. Sociology of Education, 72(4), 216-233.

Schneider, B., & Coleman, J. S. (1993). Parents, their children,
and schools. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Robert Crosnoe

VII. NATIONAL
LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF
ADOLESCENT HEALTH

Add Health is the moniker for this large, ongoing study
of adolescents in the United States. Sponsored by the
National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment and other funding agencies and operated out of the
Carolina Population Center in Chapel Hill, North Car-
olina, Add Health is a nationally representative sample of
seventh to twelfth graders during the 1994 and 1995
school year. Its original purpose was to provide informa-
tion on the social contexts of the health and health
behaviors of the American youth.

Add Health began with a census-like survey of more
than 90,000 students in its 132 focal middle schools and
high schools. From there, a representative sample of 20,745
students was selected across schools for the primary data
collection. Wave I, in which adolescents were interviewed
at home, occurred in 1995. The adolescent interviews were
supplemented with parent interviews, school administrator
interviews, and census information on neighborhoods.
Wave 1I followed up the Wave I youth, except seniors, in
1996. Wave III followed up the Wave I youth, including
seniors, in 2001. Wave IV is currently under way, with
most sample members being in their late 20s. Add Health
has several special features, including a sibling subsample
and biomarker data that allow for genetic inquiries, a net-
work component in which friendship patterns within
schools are mapped out, a partner module in which roman-
tic partners were identified and in some cases interviewed,
and an education component that includes extensive aca-
demic information from high school transcripts.

Add Health has provided insight into major adolescent
health issues, including obesity, depression, suicide, sub-
stance use, and, in particular, sexual activity. Many studies
have linked together these various aspects of health, with
Stephen Russell’s and Kara Joyner’s (2001) studies of the
mental health and health behaviors of gay and lesbian
youth being a widely cited example. Yet the influence of
Add Health extends beyond health. The peer networks data
have been especially informative. For example, Dana Hay-
nie (2001) demonstrated that the well-documented influ-

ences of friends on adolescents’ engagement in risky
behavior was in fact largely conditional on the position of
the adolescents and their friends in larger networks of social
relations in their schools. As another example, James
Moody (2001) demonstrated that many racially integrated
schools in the Add Health sample were in fact largely
segregated by race in terms of everyday social interaction.

Add Health is a resource for understanding many
aspects of adolescence. Because the sample has been
followed over time, these adolescent experiences can be
linked to young adult outcomes, facilitating understand-
ing of continuity and change across the life course. More-
over, its ability to link biological and social data puts it at
the vanguard of new movements to understand the inter-
play of genes and the environment in the life course.

The Add Health data set is publicly available
through the Carolina Population Center. More informa-
tion about access can be found at the Carolina Popula-
tion Center Web site supporting the study. The original
core sample included 20,745 adolescents, and the time-
frame of the study is currently from 1994 through 2002
(with future data collections planned).
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VIII. NATIONAL
LONGITUDINAL SURVEY

OF YOUTH

The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY)
refers to a collection of studies overseen by the Bureau
of Labor Statistics as part of an umbrella program of
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national longitudinal studies on the life events of Amer-
icans. Two iterations of NLSY have been particularly
useful to researchers interested in adolescence as the
foundation for later stages of the life course.

NLSY79 began in 1979 with a sample of 12,686
young people who had been born in the late 1950s and
early 1960s. This sample included an over-sample of
African-American, Hispanic, and economically disadvan-
taged youths as well as a subsample of youth who had
enlisted in the armed forces by 1978. A mixture of
personal interviews and telephone interviews, NLSY79
ran annually through 1994 and then biennially up
through 2008. It also included some additional data
collection components, including surveys of schools and
the collection of high school transcripts. Primary subject
areas include labor market experiences, education, mili-
tary experience, health, behavior, and family life. Begin-
ning in 1986, the children of the NLSY79 sample

members also were included in the data collection.

NLSY97 was similar in form and function to its pred-
ecessor, but focuses on young people in a different era and
birth cohort. Its purpose was to gauge the transition
between adolescence and adulthood, specifically how
young people move from school into work and family life.
It began in 1997 with a sample of 8,984 youths born
between 1980 and 1984. Like NLSY79, it over-sampled
the African-American and Hispanic youth and runs annu-
ally, with a parent interview in 1997 and a school supple-
ment including surveys of school administrators and the
collection of high school transcripts. NLSY97 covers many
of the main subject areas as NLSY79, including labor
market experiences, education, and family formation, and
it also catalogs major event histories.

Several widely cited studies demonstrate the value of
the various NLSY data sets to life course research. First,
Daniel Lichter and colleagues (1992) used the NLSY79
survey data to construct relationship histories for young
women, and then linked the data with the U.S. census to
identify sex ratios in their local areas. They reported that
socioeconomic attainment improved women’s chances of
marrying. Moreover, they were able to conclude that the
quantity of marriageable (i.e., employed and financially
stable) men in the area predicted their odds of getting
married and trumped other important factors (e.g.,
welfare history, family background) in explaining why
African-American women were less likely to marry than
young white women. In other words, a key relationship
pathway in the life course was dependent on larger social
and economic contexts that shaped interactions among

people.

Second, Richard Strauss’s and Harold Pollack’s 2001
study used the children of the NLSY79 respondents to
track trends in obesity over the 1980s and 1990s. Their

Data Sources, Childhood and Adolescence

results detailed the dramatic increase in obesity among
young people during this period, providing sound doc-
umentation of the obesity epidemic that had generated so
much coverage in the national media. Yet, more than just
establishing a basic population health trend, these data
provide a historical and cultural context for understand-
ing the role of obesity in the early life course. Third, the
NLSY has been used extensively by criminologists. Its
long-term frame and focus on the transition between
adolescence and adulthood has been especially useful for
establishing patterns of entry into and desistance from
crime behavior across different stages of life and how
these patterns are related to life course transitions and
social relationships.

The guiding purpose of the NLSY, in all of its
incarnations, has been to understand the kinds of adults
that young people turn out to be. This purpose positions
the NLSY as a pre-eminent tool for studying, on a
national scale, the early stages of life within a life course
framework.

The NLSY data set is publicly available through the
Bureau of Labor Statistics. More information about
access can be found at the Web site supported by the
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.
The original NLSY79 sample included 12,686 youth. It
began in 1979 and is ongoing. The original NLSY97
sample included of 8,984 youth. It began in 1997 and

is ongoing.
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IX. STANFORD-TERMAN

STUDY

Begun in 1922, the Stanford-Terman Study is the longest-
running longitudinal study of Americans. The study was
created by Lewis Terman (1877-1956), a psychologist at
Stanford University, to determine the kinds of adults that
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bright children became. A sample of 857 male and 671
female children in California schools who scored in the
gifted range on the Stanford-Binet IQ test was assembled.
The sample members (referred to as Termites) ranged from
young children to teenagers and generally came from
White middle-class homes. They took diagnostic tests,
and they and their parents were interviewed.

After the initial data collection, the original sample
members were followed up in fairly regular intervals
through 1992. Because of budget constraints, the pri-
mary means of data collection was a mail-in question-
naire, but other forms of data were collected in less
systematic fashion over the years, including press clip-
pings, written responses to open-ended questions about
family and work, and notes and letters from the Termites
to Terman and his successors. In the 1980s, the sociolo-
gist Glen Elder Jr., and his research assistants (1993)
developed codebooks for military service and health for
this archived supplemental material. The resulting codes
were coupled with the questionnaire data to create life
record files for the Stanford-Terman subjects.

As expected, based on their family backgrounds and
IQ scores, the Stanford-Terman children obtained high
levels of education. Many had extraordinary career suc-
cesses, reaching high posts in the government, making
significant scientific breakthroughs, and gaining renown
in television and movies. Yet others struggled, and the
rates of divorce, suicide, and depression were higher than
expected. One recurring theme in the data is that mem-
bership in the study, which was quite famous in its day,
provided a sense of identity, purpose, and pride.

As the Stanford-Terman Study continued from dec-
ade to decade, it was used for many other purposes
beyond its initial scope of studying the long-term con-
sequences of intelligence. It has been especially useful for
investigating trajectories of individual behavior over time,
the role of transitions and turning points in peoples’ lives,
and how individuals respond to historical events. George
Vaillanc’s 1983 study of the lives of alcoholics is a fasci-
nating example. Also influential has been the work of
Elder and others on the timing of life events, which has
shown how one’s year of birth determined whether Ter-
mites hit major events (e.g., the Great Depression [1929—
1939], World War II [1939-1945], and so forth) at
“good” or “bad” times in their lives and ultimately
influenced how their lives turned out in the long run.

Started for one specific purpose, the Stanford-Ter-
man Study has been used more often for other purposes.
Although a highly specialized sample, its sheer longevity
makes it incredibly valuable to life course research, espe-
cially on the long-term consequences of early experiences.

The Stanford-Terman Study is archived at the
Henry A. Murray Research Archive at Harvard Univer-

sity. More information about access can be found at the
Web site supported by the archive. The original sample
included 1,528 boys and girls, and the timeframe of the
study is from 1927 through 1986.
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DATING

AND ROMANTIC
RELATIONSHIPS,
CHILDHOOD

AND ADOLESCENCE

From the plays of William Shakespeare to contemporary
Hollywood films, popular culture has highlighted the
importance of adolescent dating and romance. Social
science research has emerged to confirm that these
romantic experiences are an important part of the life
course and human development. These experiences con-
tribute to the development of identity and interpersonal
skills, as well as provide a forum for sexual activity.
Adolescent romance may also act as a gateway to roman-
tic and sexual relationships later in the life course. This
entry provides an overview of adolescent dating and
romantic relationships in the United States, including
key terms and concepts, theoretic perspectives, some
basic trends about the prevalence of these experiences
and the consequences for adolescents, and the direction
of current and future research in this field. Although it
may be easy to dismiss romance as fleeting and incon-
sequential material for teen comedies, the prevalence and
centrality of these relationships in adolescent life coupled
with empiric research documenting far-reaching conse-
quences suggest the importance of critically examining
adolescent romantic relationships.
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TERMS AND CONCEPTS

Although the terms dating and romantic relationship are
often used interchangeably, it is useful to differentiate the
two, particularly when discussing adolescents. The term
romantic relationship refers broadly to a range of behaviors
and emotions that occur between two persons. Although
dating also refers to these experiences, it is difficult to
separate from the concept of a “date,” which is a specific
behavior that may or may not happen within an adoles-
cent romantic relationship. Other terms are used by ado-
lescents themselves to describe these romantic experiences,
and these vary temporally and geographically (e.g., going
steady). Despite the wide array of conceptualizations of
romantic activity, recent academic publications primarily
use romantic relationship to describe these experiences.

Researchers have also grappled with conceptualizing
romantic experiences and measuring the incidence of
these experiences. For instance, two major survey instru-
ments used in the study of adolescent relationships use
different questions. The National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health (Add Health) asks respondents to list
any same or opposite sex special romantic relationships, as
well as asks about nonromantic sexual relationships. After
extensive pretesting, the Toledo Adolescent Relationship
Study (TARS) employed a section that asks about oppo-
site sex dating, using the definition that dating means
“when you like a guy [girl], and he [she] likes you back,”
but that it does not require going out on a formal date
(Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 2000).

The concept of romantic relationships contains
multiple dimensions, including emotional and physical
elements. The emotional dimension captures feelings
such as physical attraction, a sense of intimacy, love,
and personal closeness. The physical dimension includes
sexual activity, but also nonsexual contact, such as hold-
ing hands and kissing. However, relationships may also
be characterized by behaviors (such as going out alone on
a formal date) or by the social recognition of the relation-

ship by peers.

Although the activities and emotions just given form
a foundation for defining romantic relationships, roman-
tic experiences in adolescence take many different forms.
Some relationships, particularly those in later adoles-
cence, may rival that of adult relationships in terms of
emotional intensity and physical activity. However, other
relationships may be low on the emotional dimension,
may contain no physical contact, or in some cases are
characterized by neither dimension. Relationships most
commonly form with partners of the opposite sex, but
same-sex romantic relationships also occur in this period.

Romantic encounters have long been an important
element in adolescence, but the implications of these
relationships have shifted with cultural changes regarding

gender, sexuality, and the increasing age of marriage.
Relationships in adolescence were formerly tied closely
to marriage, but they are less so connected now with the
increasing age at first marriage (Fields, 2003). Relation-
ships also were once characterized by formal rules of
behavior, particularly around gender norms and appro-
priate levels of physical intimacy. Although this tradi-
tional model of romance may have largely disappeared
for contemporary adolescents, romantic relationships
continue to be central to the teenage experience and are
still prevalent, with most adolescents reporting some
type of romantic experience by age 18 (Carver, Joyner,

& Udry, 2003).

PERSPECTIVES ON ROMANTIC
RELATIONSHIPS

Early theories of adolescent romance focused on the devel-
opmental implications, highlighting these experiences as a
crucial component of the life stage (Sullivan, 1953). Erik-
son’s classic description of identity formation (1968) cites
romantic relationships as crucial to the development of
emotional intimacy. Interactions in childhood revolve
around the family and same-sex peer groups, but adoles-
cence reflects a time for mixed-sex peer groups, and the
emergence of romantic pairs.

Developmental theories have paid specific attention to
how the form and function of romantc relatdonships
change over time and across adolescence. Shulman and
Seiffge-Krenke (2001) summarize developmental research
and theory identifying four sequences: initation, affilia-
tion, intimate, and committed. The initiation stage
includes limited contact, with the primary benefit of giv-
ing the adolescent confidence that he or she can find a
romantic partner. Affiliation involves going out in peer
groups, and these relationships are generally characterized
by partner companionship. In intimate relationships, there
is a more clearly identified couple orientation, and these
relationships may involve sexual activity. The final phase
is a committed reladonship, which is long term and
involves deep intimacy and caring, and may resemble adult
relationships.

Consistent with this perspective of the changing
nature of relationships over the adolescent period, research
finds that the duration of relationships varies with the age
of the adolescent. Although Carver, Joyner, and Udry
(2003) found an average relationship duration of 14
months, adolescents age 14 and younger reported an
average duration of 5 months, and those 16 and older
reported an average of 21 months. One element in extend-
ing this development perspective is situating these roman-
tic experiences on a trajectory into adult relatonships
(including romantic, cohabiting, and marital unions).
Research finds that adolescents who form romantic
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relationships report higher expectations to marry after they
reach adulthood (Crissey, 2005) and are more likely to
form relationships, cohabit, and marry in early adulthood
(Meier & Allan, 2007; Raley, Crissey, & Muller, 2007).
This research supports Meier and Allan’s (2007) depiction
of adolescent romantic relationships as the social scaffolding
for romantic experiences in early adulthood.

Gender is particularly important in the study of
heterosexual adolescent romance. Although both boys
and girls have romantic relationships, these experiences
may not be the same. Cultural expectations of traditional
gender roles are frequently most salient in romantic rela-
tionships, and Feiring (1999) argues that the develop-
ment of romantic relationships coincides with and
encourages the development of gender identity with girls
and boys experiencing greater conformity to their gender
roles when they are engaged in romantic relationships. In
addition, the centrality of dating is also likely to vary by
gender, with romance traditionally having greater
importance for girls compared to boys (Hudson,
1984). Interest in heterosexual relationships is ubiqui-
tous in female peer groups, and being attractive to poten-
tial mates consumes a considerable amount of the time
and energy, but research has not found this in male peer
groups (Holland & Eisenhart, 1990). However, boys are
certainly not oblivious to romance, as research finds that
adolescent boys are also emotionally invested in roman-
tic relationships (Giordano et al., 2006).

The romantic experiences of adolescents also may be
influenced by characteristics such as race, socioeconomic
status, and family background. For instance, research has
found that Black adolescents are less likely to form roman-
tic relationships compared with their White peers (Crissey,
2005; Meier & Allen, 2007). Some evidence suggests that
relationship characteristics vary by race, including dimen-
sions such as duration and physical activity (Carver et al.,
2003; Crissey, 2005; Meier & Allen, 2007). The develop-
ment of the TARS romantic relationship section specifi-
cally addressed this by recognizing that the concept of a
formal date is “strongly class-linked and would tend to
exclude lower socio-economic status (SES) youth” (Gior-
dano et al. 2006, p. 268).

A crucial component of these theoretical perspectives
on adolescent romance is the recognition that these rela-
tionships emerge in a critical time for physical develop-
ment. The pubertal period includes the emergence of
sexual attraction, as well as the desire to engage in phys-
ical and sexual contact, and to form romantic relation-
ships. The sexual component of adolescent experiences
has received considerable attention, both from researchers
and within public discourse. A large body of research on
romantic relationships is rooted in the idea that these
relationships serve as a main venue for adolescent sexual

activity, and therefore provide the potential for preg-
nancy and contracting sexually transmitted infections.
Research has found that adolescents who form romantic
relationships are more likely to have sex (Kaestle, Morisky,
& Wiley, 2002). Early sexual debut is particularly a
concern for younger adolescents. However, compared to
sexual partners who just met, adolescents in relationships
are more likely to use contraception (Manning, Longmore,

& Giordano, 2000).

Media attention has recently pointed to the sexual
component of adolescent experiences with reports on the
rise of nonromantic sexual encounters, termed hooking up
and friends with benefits. These reports suggest that the
conventional scripts of dating are extinct and that romance
is no longer a feature of adolescent life. Published research
suggests that this is not true. Although the norms of rela-
tionships have changed over the past few decades, teenagers
still overwhelmingly participate in romantic relationships
and report that these emotional experiences are desirable
(Carver et al., 2003; Giordano et al., 2006).

Although the deviance perspective on romantic rela-
tionships focuses on sexual activity, researchers have also
noted the potential for other negative consequences from
romantic relationships. As recognized in the developmental
perspective, romance is important for emotional develop-
ment. Because these relationships are frequently emotion-
ally charged, negative experiences may be particularly
detrimental. Larson, Clore, and Wood (1999) note that
romantic relationships are “the single largest source of stress
for adolescents” (p. 35). Relationships may include argu-
ments and infidelity, and they frequently end in a break-up.
These experiences may lead to negative emotional conse-
quences including depression, anger, and jealousy (Joyner

& Udry, 2000; Larson et al., 1999).

Romantic relationships may also be problematic
when considering differences between the partners. The
developmental benefits of romantic relationships depend
on age and emotional maturity. However, romantic
relationships routinely occur between partners of differ-
ent ages. This age gap can have various consequences for
the younger participant, such as increased relationship
intensity and duration, exposure to an older peer group,
and involvement in activities such as going out alone or
having sex. For example, young adolescent females with
older partners have an increased risk of sexual activity and
of not using contraception (Kaestle, et al., 2002; Man-
ning, et al., 2000).

GAY AND LESBIAN RELATIONSHIPS

The bulk of romantic experiences in adolescence are
heterosexual, and consequently the vast majority of the
research on romance considers opposite sex interactions.
However, more recent research has paid specific attention
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to the romantic experiences of sexual minority youth
(including gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered ado-
lescents). Research from the TARS study found that 8%
of respondents report being bisexual and 1% report being
homosexual, whereas about 6% of respondents in Add
Health report same-sex attraction. In the Add Health
study, 2.2% of boys and 3.5% of girls who had a roman-
tic relationship in the 18 months before the interview
occurred had reported a partner of the same sex (Carver
et al., 2003). Although the literature documents higher
incidence of such negative outcomes as depression,
school problems, and substance use for sexual minority
youth, researchers suggest moving out of this ar risk
model to understand the experiences of these adolescents
completely (Russell, Driscoll, & Truong, 2002).

RELATIONSHIPS AND ABUSE

Romantic relationships can also be a venue for negative
interactions such as coercion, violence, and abuse. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
estimates that about 1.5 million high school students, which
is nearly 9% of the population, have been hit, slapped, or
otherwise physically hurt by a romantic partner (CDC,
2006). According to a 2006 survey conducted by Teenage
Research Unlimited, more than 60% of adolescents who
have been in a romantic relationship report that their part-
ner has made them feel bad or embarrassed about them-
selves. Furthermore, this study found that adolescents in
romantic relationships experience pressure to have sex with
their partners, physical and emotional abuse, and control-
ling behaviors such as repeated calls and text messages.

CURRENT AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

Despite the prominent role of romantic relationships in
popular culture, the topic is only now amassing a large
body of scholarly research with increasing recognition of
the potential risks and rewards of these relationships.
Researchers continue to explore the developmental bene-
fits by connecting romantic experiences to the formation
of adult relationships and marriage. By locating adoles-
cent romantic relationships as a midpoint between the
family of origin and adult relationships, research is
uncovering how adolescent romance factors into develop-
ment across the life course. The focus on negative con-
sequences including those resulting from sexual activity,
and more recently on emotional well-being, is beginning
to widen to include implications for outcomes such as
substance use and educational performance. Research
dedicated to understanding the heterogeneity of romantic
experiences, including differences by race, class, family
background, and for sexual minority youth, continues
to emerge.

Research can also continue to explore how the mean-
ings and consequences of romantic relationships are
changing with cultural and technologic changes. Gone
are the days of the distant pen pal. Relationships can now
be easily maintained in real time between partners on the
opposite side of the globe using cell phones, e-mail, text
messages, webcams, and other technologic modalities.
With the expansion of virtual social networks, adoles-
cents may form deep emotional bonds with people they
will never meet in person. In fact, they may even form
bonds with a figment of someone else’s imagination.
Media are filled with reports of the hazards of this type
of interaction, but researchers are just beginning to
explore how these technological changes are influencing
adolescent development.

Romantic relationships continue to be a fixture on
the modern adolescent landscape, even if these experien-
ces bear little resemblance to the conventional notion of
teenage romance. Romance continues to be an important
component in the development of interpersonal skills
and identity formation, as well as providing a training
ground for romantic experiences in adulthood. Relation-
ships also contain the potential for risk, including phys-
ical outcomes such as contracting a sexually transmitted
infection, unintended pregnancy, and physical abuse, as
well as a range of negative emotional outcomes. Research-
ers need to continue to study these romantic experiences to
help parents, teachers, and teens themselves understand
and navigate the adolescent period.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Health Behaviors, Childhood and
Adolescence; Peer Groups and Crowds; Puberty; Sex
Education/Abstinence Education; Sexual Activizy,
Adolescent; Transition to Marriage; Transition to

Parenthood.
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DELINQUENCY

SEE Volume 1: Crime, Criminal Activity in Childhood
and Adolescence; Theories of Deviance.

DEVELOPMENTAL
SYSTEMS THEORY

The contemporary study of human development is
focused on concepts and models associated with devel-
opmental systems theories (Cairns & Cairns, 20006;
Gottlieb, Wahlsten, & Lickliter, 2006; Lerner, 2002,
2006) and on their use in understanding behavior across
the life span (Baltes, Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 2006).
The roots of these theories are linked to ideas in devel-
opmental science that were presented at least as early as
the 1930s and 1940s (e.g., Maier & Schneirla, 1935;
Novikoff, 1945a, 1945b; Von Bertalanffy, 1933), if not
even significantly earlier—for example, in the concepts
used by late 19th century and early 20th century found-
ers of the study of child development (e.g., Cairns &
Cairns, 2006). Developmental systems theory provides
an innovative and important frame for the study of the
human life span.

In the early 21st century, developmental systems the-
ories are understood as a family of conceptual models that
promote a holistic, or integrated, view of human develop-
ment. Development is seen as a change process involving
mutually (bidirectionally) influential relations among all
parts of the individual (e.g., genes, hormones, brain, emo-
tions, thoughts, and behaviors) and all levels of the ecology,
or contexts, of life (such as families, peer groups, schools,
after-school programs, businesses, faith institutions, neigh-
borhoods, or the physical setting), all of which vary across
time and therefore history. As such, in this theoretical
approach, the whole individual is seen as “greater than
the sum” of his or her parts (he or she is the “multiplica-
tion” of the parts, not the addition of them).

Accordingly, within a developmental systems per-
spective, the study of development does not attempt to
isolate for analysis individual components of the overall
system (e.g., genes, the person, the family). Because each
part of the system is related to all other parts, the func-
tion and meaning of any part of the system is derived
from this relation. Features of the individual (his or her
genes or personality) and features of the context (his or her
peer group, school, or culture) must be studied together, as
they each influence each other across time. In other words,
given the integration of all these levels, from genes to the
physical environment and history (temporality), a devel-
opmental systems perspective emphasizes that complex and
changing relationships exist between individuals and their
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Figure 1. A developmental systems view of human development: Parent—child relations and interpersonal and institutional networks are
embedded in and influenced by particular community, societal, cultural, and designed and natural environments, all changing across

time (across history). CENGAGE LEARNING, GALE.

ecology. This systematic integration of systems is known as
relationism, and it stands in contrast to theories that
attempt to dichotomize development, such as in the now
passé nature versus nurture controversy. Figure 1 illustrates
the integrated relations within the developmental system,
here in regard to the links between a child, a parent, and the
other levels within their ecology of human ecology.

Because all levels of the system are interrelated, they
are also mutually influential. The characteristics and
actions of a person affect and are affected by the features
of all the other levels of organization within his or her
social and physical ecology. Moreover, changes in the
person (such as cognitive, emotional, and physical devel-
opment across childhood and adolescence) mean that the
individual will differentially affect the context. Individu-
als with different intellectual abilities and interests, with

varying identities and purposes, or with different physical
and health attributes and needs require different inter-
personal and intellectual resources or educational or
health programs to grow and prosper in healthy ways.
In turn, environmental changes can elicit or require the
development of new behaviors in individuals if healthy or
positive behavior (i.e., adaptive functioning) is to exist.

Therefore, by influencing the contexts that influence
them, individuals contribute to their own development.
There is a bidirectional arrow (¢<—>) between individuals
and contexts. This bidirectional arrow signifies the mutu-
ally influential relationships between the person and all
the other levels of organization in his or her biological,
psychological, social, cultural, and physical world.

As discussed by Paul Baltes and colleagues (2000),

these contextual changes can occur normatively across

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 135



Developmental Systems Theory

age, such as in a young person’s transition from elemen-
tary school to middle school or from high school to
college or to the world of work. In addition, these changes
can take place normatively across history (e.g., the
invention of new electronic devices may make methods
of interpersonal communication different for a new gen-
eration of youth in comparison to their parents’ genera-
tion). Moreover, there can be nonnormative life events
(such as accidents, diseases, or death of a loved one) and
nonnormative historical events (wars, hurricanes, or
economic depressions) that can require behavior and
development to change if healthy functioning is to occur.

In short, to understand the character of human
development across life, relations among all the levels of
organization within the ecology of human development
must be viewed holistically. In addition, the mutually
influential relations between people and their real-life
contexts (i.e., individual <— context relations) need to
be studied across the life span, because changes in person
and/or in the context at any point within life or history
can alter significantly the relations a person has with his
or her world. Furthermore, because of the sensitivity of
human development to changes in the ecology, develop-
mental systems theory stresses that development happens
in the real world, not in contrived laboratory situations.
Changes in families, schools, businesses, or the physical
environment can change the course of life.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH
AND PRACTICE

This developmental systems theoretical approach has
important implications for research and practice. For
instance, the evaluation of an educational program must
be framed by trying to understand the relation between an
individual’s unique qualities and the specific facets of a
program. Do children’s levels of cognitive development,
interests, motivations, or behavioral skills match the con-
tent of a curriculum or its method of presentation (such as
lectures or online delivery)? Does this fit between children
and context apply also to adolescents, adults, and the
aged, who vary in sex, race, ethnicity, religion, socioeco-
nomic circumstances, or culture? A developmental sys-
tems perspective would provide an important framework
for researchers and practitioners who seek to advance or
promote for diverse individuals knowledge about,
involvement in, or skills associated with such programs.

From these examples, it is evident that the unit of
analysis within this theoretical approach is the relation-
ship between an individual and the multiple levels that
comprise his or her ecology, rather than the individual or
the ecology alone. A person’s development is determined
by fused (i.e., inseparable and mutually influential) links
among the multiple levels of the ecology of human

development, including variables at the levels of inner
biology (such as genes, the brain), the individual (such as
personality, temperament, values, purposes, or cognitive
style), social relationships (with peers, teachers, and
parents), sociocultural institutions (educational policies
and programs), and history (normative and nonnorma-
tive events, such as elections and wars, respectively).

The dynamic (i.e., mutually influential) changes that
exist across the developmental system create openness
and flexibility in development. The presence of such
potential for change in development implies that there
is a potential for plasticity (systematic change) across life.
In turn, the plasticity of development means that one
may be optimistic about the ability to promote positive
changes in human life by altering the course of individual
<> context relations. In comparison to developmental
perspectives that regard people as passive recipients of
environmental stimulation (e.g., Bijou & Baer, 1961) or
as automatons (“lumbering robots”; Dawkins, 1970)
controlled by the set of genes acquired at conception,
viewing development as a matter of at least relatively
plastic individual <— context relations suggests that
each person is an important producer of his or her own
development.

People can play an important role in determining
the nature of their relationships with their contexts
through characteristics of physical, mental, and behavioral
individuality, including the setting of goals or purposes
(Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003) and the actions they
take to pursue their objectives (Baltes et al., 2006; Freund
& Baltes, 2002). Through the purposes they set—for
instance, their selection of goals (S), their skills and strat-
egies for optimizing their paths towards their goals (O),
and their abilities to compensate (C) when goals are
blocked or purposes are not reached—individuals influ-

ence their own developmental trajectories (e.g., Baltes et
al., 2006; Freund & Baltes, 2002).

Interaction between a child and a teacher may illus-
trate this active agency of individuals. A child with an
“easy” temperament (e.g., an ability to rapidly adjust to
new events and stimuli, a positive mood, and a long
attention span) is likely to elicit positive, attentive
responses from his or her teacher. Such responses may,
in turn, promote further positive behaviors from the
child. Uldimately, a healthy, adaptive teacher <— child
relationship is supported by such relations (Chess &
Thomas, 1999). In turn, a child with a “difficult” tem-
perament (e.g., slow to adjust to new stimuli, a negative
mood, and a short attention span) may elicit negative
reactions from a teacher; this temperament might con-
tribute to problematic teacher «— child relations. In
both cases, the respective behaviors of both the child
and his or her teacher have influenced the behaviors of

136 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



the other person in the relationship, and the child is
therefore co-shaping the course of his or her own devel-
opment. By underscoring the active contribution that
each individual has on his or her developmental trajec-
tory, the developmental systems perspective brings the
importance of individual differences to the fore: As each
individual interacts in a unique way with his or her
context, he or she may develop differently from other
individuals.

Therefore, from the developmental systems perspec-
tive, development is not seen as a simple, linear, cause-
and-effect process but as a complex, flexible process
whereby the actions and purposes of the individual play
a causal role (Brandtstidter, 2006). Moreover, the reason
that developmental systems theories place a strong
emphasis on ecological validity (i.e., the importance of
understanding people in settings representative of their
real-world settings), as opposed to ecologically unrepre-
sentative laboratory settings, is because this contribution
of the person to his or her own development occurs
within the actual ecology of human development—in
the homes, schools, faith institutions, after-school pro-
grams, businesses, and physical settings of a community.
Thus, a strength of developmental systems theories is
that, rather than concentrating on a limited aspect of a
person’s functioning or focusing on people in contrived
situations, it focuses on the diversity and complexity of
human development, as it takes place in the contexts
within which individuals actually spend their lives across
the breadth of the entire life span.

In sum, the ideas of plasticity and optimism within
the developmental systems perspective provide a theoret-
ical foundation for applying developmental science to
promote positive change across the life span. By devising
programs and policies that have the flexibility to max-
imize the fit between diverse individuals and the settings
of human development, the probability of positive devel-
opment may be optimized.

CONCLUSIONS

The interrelated features of contemporary developmental
systems theories involve concepts such as relationism, the
integration of levels of organization, historical embedd-
edness (temporality), relative plasticity, and diversity.
These concepts lead to themes ranging from the impor-
tance of context for understanding human development
to the idea that one may be optimistic that the applica-
tion of developmental science can result in the promo-
tion of positive development for diverse individuals
across the breadth of the human life course. Develop-
mental systems theories provide rich and varied concep-
tual tools for describing, explaining, and enriching the
course of human development.

Developmental Systems Theory

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Cognitive Ability; Genetic
Influences, Early Life; Social Development.
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DIABETES,

CHILDHOOD
SEE Volume 1: Illness and Disease, Childhood and

Adolescence.

DISABILITY,
CHILDHOOD AND
ADOLESCENCE

According to the International Classification of Function-
ing, Disability and Health, Second Edition (ICIDH-2)
(World Health Organization, 1999), not all impairments
are disabling. Most scholars working in the field of dis-
ability studies in the early 21st century would define an
impairment is an anatomic or physiologic trait or con-
dition, the effects of which sometimes may be amelio-
rated by appropriate professional intervention. The term
disability is used to describe conditions with social con-
sequences. Because society stigmatizes people with dis-
abilities and creates physical and social barriers to their
full participation in society, they are at a disadvantage in
relation to more typical individuals. This disadvantage is
shared by families of children with disabilities (Darling,
1979). From the time they know or suspect that their
children may have impairments, parents and other family
members must adapt to this knowledge and to the reac-
tions of others in society. The impact on family roles
continues throughout childhood, adolescence, and
beyond. The nonstandard life course trajectories of peo-
ple with disabilities (and their families) reflect on how
disability is socially constructed (Irwin, 2001).

RESEARCH ON PARENTS

Most social science research on children with disabilities
has focused on parents and families rather than on the
children themselves. Many early studies concentrated
exclusively on mothers; more recently, fathers and other
family members have been included as well. Much early
research dwelled on pathologic family reactions and
suggested that childhood disability had a negative effect
on family integration (Mandelbaum & Wheeler, 1960).
More recent studies have noted some positive effects and
have suggested that negative effects are more the result of
societal barriers than of family pathology (Seligman &
Darling, 2007).

Because most families have little experience with dis-
ability before the birth of an affected child, they are usually
pootly prepared for the diagnosis and its consequences.
This lack of preparation is sometimes complicated by
medical professionals who withhold the truth about the

child’s condition, resulting in parental anomie (Darling,
1994). Interactional difficulties faced by parents during
the early months postnatally involve negative reactions
from family members, friends, and strangers. Usually by
the end of infancy, most parents have resolved their
anomie and have developed some strategies for coping
with the reactions of others.

The goal of most families of children with disabil-
ities is to achieve a lifestyle that is as close as possible to
the norm for families with nondisabled children. The
achievement of a normalized lifestyle may be related less
to the degree of a child’s impairment or parents’ coping
abilities than to the opportunity structure within which
the family resides (Seligman & Darling, 2007). Barriers
to normalization include lack of access to appropriate
medical care, educational opportunities, child care, and
other resources. Consequences include restrictions on
parents’ employment or career paths and social opportu-
nities. Families who achieve normalization during the
school years may again encounter difficulties when their
children reach adolescence or adulthood, because of
issues relating to limited opportunities for independent
living.

The literature on childhood disability contains
numerous accounts of difficult interactions between fam-
ilies and the professionals who work with them, including
physicians, teachers, therapists, and others. Some of this
difficulty derives from the conflicting roles of parents and
professionals (Seligman & Darling, 2007) and from the
continued presence of professional dominance (Leiter,
2004). Some newer training programs for medical profes-
sionals have been incorporating the family’s point of view,
resulting in some decrease in the power imbalance in the

professional-family relationship (Darling & Peter, 1994).

STUDIES OF CHILDREN

As already noted, most of the literature in this field has
been centered on the effects on the family rather than on
the reactions of the children themselves. However, a
small social science literature on children does exist.
Some early studies suggested that children with disabil-
ities had lower self-esteem than other children. Like early
studies of parents, this body of research had methodo-
logic flaws, including reliance on clinical samples and
lack of comparison groups (Darling, 1979). More recent
research on children reflects the findings of studies of
parents—that difficuldies stem more from social disad-
vantage than from limitations inherent in the children’s
impairments themselves (Middleton, 1999).

In a discussion of children with disabilities in South
Africa and other countries, Philpott and Sait (2001)
argue that this population has been excluded from both
children’s programs and disability programs. They take
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the view that in a context of poverty, disabled children
are especially vulnerable to neglect and exclusion.

CURRENT TRENDS
AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Whereas earlier research tended to employ a medical
model and to focus on parents’ and children’s coping
strategies, more recent studies have tended to be based in
a “social” model (Oliver, 1996) and to focus on social
change. Federal legislation, like the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) and the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) in the United States and compa-
rable legislation in other countries, has reflected a shift
from a charity perspective to a rights perspective (Scotch,
2001). In the United States especially, children with
disabilities are increasingly being educated in inclusive
settings with nondisabled children. Future research must
address the effects on children of greater integration into
the societal mainstream.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Astention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD); Autism; Cognitive Ability;
Illness and Disease, Childhood and Adolescence;
Learning Disability; Volume 2: Disability, Adulthood;
Volume 3: Disability and Functional Limitation,
Later Life.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Darling, R. B. (1979). Families against society: A study of reactions
to children with birth defects. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Darling, R. B. (1994). Overcoming obstacles to early
intervention referral: The development of a video-based
training model for community physicians. In R. B. Darling &
M. L Peter (Eds.), Families, physicians, and children with
special health needs: Collaborative medical education models
(pp. 135-148). Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Darling, R. B., & Peter, M. L. (Eds). (1994). Families, physicians,
and children with special health needs: Collaborative medical
education models. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Irwin, S. (2001). Repositioning disability and the life course: A
social claiming perspective. In M. Priestley (Ed.), Disabilizy
and the life course: Global perspectives (pp. 15-25). New York,
Cambridge University Press.

Leiter, V. (2004). Parental activism, professional dominance, and
early childhood disability. Disability Studies Quarterly, 24,
1-16.

Mandelbaum, A., & Wheeler, M. E. (1960). The meaning of a
defective child to parents. Social Casework, 41, 360-367.

Middleton, L. (1999). Disabled children: Challenging social
exclusion. Oxford, England: Blackwell Science.

Oliver, M. (1996). Understanding disability: From theory to
practice. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Philpott, S., & Sait, W. (2001). Disabled children: An emergency
submerged. In Priestley, M. (Ed.), Disabilizy and the life
course: Global perspectives (pp. 151-166). New York,
Cambridge University Press.

Drinking, Adolescent

Scotch, R. (2001). From goodwill to civil rights: Transforming
federal disability policy. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Seligman, M., & Darling, R. B. (2007). Ordinary families, special
children: A systems approach to childhood disability. New York:
Guilford.

World Health Organization (1999). International classification of
functioning, disability and health. Geneva: Author.

Rosalyn Benjamin Darling

DIVORCE, EFFECTS ON

CHILDREN

SEE Volume 1: Child Custody and Support; Family and
Household Structure, Childhood and Adolescence;
Volume 2: Divorce and Separation.

DRINKING,
ADOLESCENT

Adolescence is a period of the life course often characterized
by an increase in engagement in behaviors that pose a risk
of harm, including alcohol use. During adolescence many
individuals begin to experiment with a variety of substan-
ces; alcohol is the most widely used. Research has examined
the ways in which alcohol use progresses throughout this
developmental period as well as across the life course.
Scientists have gained a more complete understanding of
adolescent drinking by identifying risk and protective fac-
tors that predict alcohol use and developing theories to
explain these behaviors. Innovative research to address
unanswered questions is ongoing, due to the importance
of understanding adolescent alcohol use and its implica-
tions for the health of growing individuals.

DEFINING AND STUDYING
ALCOHOL USE IN ADOLESCENCE

Research attempting to indentify antecedents and conse-
quences of adolescent alcohol use typically examines four
distinct constructs: age of initiation (or onset), frequency
of alcohol use, intensity of alcohol use, and heavy episodic
(or binge) drinking. Taken together, measures of initia-
tion, frequency, and intensity illustrate the overall pattern
of an individual’s consumption of alcohol. The definition
of the age of initiation, also called onset, differs slightly
based on what researchers are interested in examining.
Age of initiation has been operationalized as the age at
one’s first drink (more than a few sips), first regular use
(i.e., weekly use), or first episode of drunkenness. Early
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alcohol use is considered detrimental largely because of its
association with continued use, association with deviant
peer group selection, contribution to injuries and acci-
dents, and negative effects on the developing brain during

childhood and adolescence.

Frequency of alcohol use describes how regularly or how
often adolescents consume alcohol. Some adolescents use
alcohol sporadically whereas others are habitual users. Often
individuals are asked to mentally aggregate their behavior.
For example, they may be asked to report how offen, on
average, over the past 12 months they consumed alcoholic
beverages, from never, to once a week, to every day.

Measures of intensity, Or quantity, generally assess
how much an individual drinks on an average drinking
occasion or on a peak drinking occasion. Combined with
knowledge of an individual’s gender, weight, and the
amount of time over which the drinks were consumed,
researchers use total quantity of drinks to calculate a
person’s peak blood alcohol concentration (BAC). BAC is
an estimate of the level of intoxication an individual
experienced, with high levels associated with specific
physiologic effects (e.g., impaired judgment, blacking
out). Therefore, intensity of alcohol use is associated with
acute health risks that may be relatively minor, such as
injury, or severe, such as death due to alcohol poisoning.

One specific way to describe the intensity of alcohol
use is heavy episodic drinking, also called binge drinking.
Heavy episodic drinking describes an occasion when a
man consumed five or more drinks in a row or a woman
consumed four or more drinks in a row. The discrepancy
in the number of drinks by gender takes into account the
relative weight differences and differences in ability to
metabolize alcohol. Therefore, the gender difference in
number of drinks reflects the amount of alcohol necessary
to reach a similar BAC (i.e., become intoxicated). This
measure is intended to describe an individual’s drinking
behavior over a relatively short amount of time (e.g., an
evening), rather than a “binge” over several days.

Adolescent alcohol use is widespread. Data from the
2006 Monitoring the Future Study indicated that alcohol
use had been tried by 41% of eighth graders, 62% of tenth
graders, and 73% of twelfth graders in the United States
and that 20%, 41%, and 56% in these three grades had
been drunk at least once in their lifetime. Further, heavy
episodic drinking at least once in the prior 2-week period
was reported by 11% of eighth graders, 22% of tenth
graders, and 25% of twelfth graders (Johnston, O’Malley,
Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2007). Although alcohol use is
common, it has many risks and negative consequences.
Immediate consequences include fighting, injury, risky sex-
ual behavior, victimization, alcohol poisoning, and drunk-
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driving fatalities (Hingson, Heeren, Zakocs, Kopstein, &
Wechsler, 2002). Long-term consequences include aca-
demic failure, alcoholism, and deficits caused by alcohol’s
effects on the developing adolescent brain. Each year in the
United States, about 5,000 people under age 21 die as a
result of motor vehicle crashes, unintentional injuries,
homicides, and suicides that involve underage drinking

(NIAAA, 2004/2005).

DEVELOPMENTAL TRENDS
IN ALCOHOL USE

In general, people’s use of alcohol tends to increase during
adolescence before peaking and then decreasing during the
transition to adulthood (see reviews by Maggs & Schulen-
berg, 2004/2005; Schulenberg & Maggs, 2002). Some social
role changes accompany these average drinking increases
(e.g., college entrance) and decreases (e.g., spousal and
parenting roles). Within these broad normative trends are
specific pathways (or trajectories) followed by individuals or
small groups of people with more similar origins, develop-
mental course, and outcomes of their alcohol use (see Figure
2). The most common, and lowest-risk, trajectory reflects
drinking patterns of abstainers, light drinkers, very rare heavy
drinkers, or individuals who rarely drink at high levels regard-
less of age (i.e., a low, flat line for amount of heavy drinking
over time). A second pattern is stable-moderate drinking,
described by some heavy drinking during adolescence and
early adulthood but without dramatic escalation to severely
problematic levels.

Groups of more problematic alcohol users have also

been identified. Chronic heavy drinkers typically begin

using alcohol at relatively young ages (by middle adoles-
cence) and continue to use at high rates into their twen-
ties. A second more problematic group, late-onset heavy
drinkers, tends to initiate drinking slightly later—for
example late in high school—but to increase steeply in
drinking and continue heavy use into early adulthood. A
third more problematic trajectory, for individuals often
called “fling” drinkers, exhibits heavy drinking within a
developmentally limited time period and desists by late
adolescence or early adulthood. In the realm of clinical
psychology, Zucker (1995) has identified four types of
alcoholism that are distinguished by their antecedent
causes, courses, and outcomes. One of these types, devel-
opmentally limited alcoholism, shows a similar pattern to
the fling drinkers, that is, time-limited, peer-focused
heavy drinking that reduces spontaneously with the suc-
cessful assumption of adult family and career roles.

ALCOHOL-RELATED RISK
AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS
DURING ADOLESCENCE

Certain personal and social-environmental characteristics
have been consistently associated with heavier adolescent
alcohol use (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992). The
antecedents of adolescent alcohol use can be conceptual-
ized into two categories: risk factors and protective fac-
tors. Risk factors are variables (e.g., personal, family,
environmental characteristics) that predict a higher like-
lihood of a negative outcome, in this case of using or
abusing alcohol (Maggs & Schulenberg, 2005). Some
commonly researched risk factors for adolescent alcohol
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use include genetic vulnerability, childhood impulsivity,
sensation seeking proclivity, psychiatric diagnoses, family
history of alcoholism, heavy drinking peers, positive alco-
hol related expectancies, and childhood trauma (Griffin,
Scheier, Botvin, & Diaz, 2000; NIAAA, 1997). In addi-
tion, early initiation of alcohol use in adolescence (prior
to age 14-106) is a noted risk factor for later problems
including heavy alcohol use, drug use, and driving after

drinking (Hawkins et al., 1997).

Gender is also a risk factor: Men tend to drink more
than women. In addition, individuals who do not live with
two biologic parents and who have parents who use alcohol
more heavily and have more symptoms of alcoholism are
more likely to use heavily themselves. Male heavy drinkers
in late adolescence are also especially likely to have exhib-
ited more externalizing symptoms, such as delinquency and
aggressivity (Maggs & Schulenberg, 2004/2005). In regard
to ethnicity, White and Hispanic high school students are
more likely to report using alcohol than their Black peers
(Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2007).
Disparities in risk are also found among varying levels of
socioeconomic status, with higher rates of alcoholism
found among families of lower socioeconomic status (Ellis,

Zucker, & Fitzgerald, 1997).

In contrast, protective factors are variables that predict a
higher likelihood of a positive outcome. In this context,
protective factors would be characteristics that are likely to
result in abstaining from alcohol use, later initiation or lower
levels of alcohol use, or fewer alcohol-related negative con-
sequences. Examples of such protective factors include school
commitment, academic achievement, religious involvement,
prosocial peer involvement, peer acceptance, self-esteem,
parental attachment, parental involvement, and structured
free time. In many studies, the lack of an established risk (e.g.,
not having parents who drank heavily) might also be consid-
ered as protective (Hawkins et al., 1992).

When accounting for possible risk or protective
factors of alcohol use during adolescence, the concepts
of equifinality and multifinality must be considered
(Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996). That is, the same problem
may have different causes, and not all people exposed to a
given risk factor will develop the problem. These terms,
therefore, highlight the varying nature of risk and pro-
tective factors and help to explain why some people do
not develop problems despite exposure to significant risk
factors, and why some individuals do develop problems
despite little exposure to risk factors. Equifinality involves
the idea that different patterns of risk and protective
factors may lead to the same outcome. For example,
heavy alcohol use in adolescence may be caused, in part,
by a family history of alcoholism for some youth and by
peers who use alcohol heavily for others. Multifinality
denotes the idea that a given pattern of risk and protec-
tive factors may lead to many different outcomes. For

example, parental alcoholism has been shown to increase
the likelihood of alcohol misuse and dependence in some
people, whereas it causes others to abstain from alcohol

completely (Sher, 1991).

Much is known of the vast array of potential risk and
protective factors for adolescent alcohol use. However,
due to the notions of equifinality and multifinality, our
understanding of exactly how risk and protective factors
work together to predict an individual’s behavior or how
they are more or less influential at different phases of an
individual’s life remains somewhat limited.

THEORIES OF ADOLESCENT
ALCOHOL USE

Several important theories have been applied to alcohol
use in adolescence and early adulthood (see review by
Chassin et al., 2004). The overarching developmental-con-
textual perspective (Baltes, 1987; Lerner, 1982) asserts that
development occurs across the lifespan in multiple
domains of functioning (e.g., cognitive, interpersonal,
emotional) as individuals select and accommodate to
multiple contexts. These processes are especially evident
during transitions, and the adolescent transition to alco-
hol use is no exception. Several factors influence the tim-
ing and course of alcohol use for individuals, as already
discussed. Three main theoretical perspectives on adoles-
cent alcohol use are reviewed here.

Social control theory is a dominant perspective in
sociologic delinquency research that argues that adoles-
cents who are not connected to institutions (e.g., schools,
religious organizations) and role models (e.g., parents,
teachers) in society are more likely to engage in risk
behaviors, including alcohol use (Elliott, Ageton, & Can-
ter, 1979; Hirschi, 1999). Several versions of the theory
exist, but the unifying concept is that delinquent behav-
ior is the result of weakened ties to the values and norms
of conventional society. As a result of weak bonds to
people and organizations that would provide norms for
prosocial behavior, people may use alcohol or other
drugs. Delinquency is learned through imitation and
differential reinforcement. Social control theory is a gen-
eral deviance hypothesis that describes the quality of
informal social controls as shapers of risk behavior ini-
tiation, behavior maintenance, and behavior change.

Second, problem behavior theory is a well-known and
oft-cited perspective to explain substance use (Jessor &
Jessor, 1977; Donovan, Jessor, & Costa, 1988). Problem
behavior is defined as behavior that (a) is considered
inappropriate for adolescents, (b) departs from the social
and legal norms of society at large, and (c) tends to elicit
social control responses from authoritative institutions.
This definition is broad, and therefore problem behavior
theory contends that adolescents with these characteristics
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tend to engage in multiple problem behaviors, including
alcohol use, illicit drug use, delinquency, and precocious
sexual behavior. The prediction of both problem and
conventional behaviors is hypothesized to be possible
through the influences of demographic characteristics,
and, primarily, through the influences of the personality
system (i.e., motivations, beliefs, and attitudes) and per-
ceived-environment system (i.e., peer and parental supports
and approval of behaviors).

Third, from the tradition of experimental psychol-
ogy, the theory of reasoned action is a widely acknowl-
edged model for understanding behavioral intentions in
many domains, including substance use. This theory
asserts that attitudes and expected consequences from
drinking, as well as the perceived social norms of alcohol
use, explain the behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975).
Attitudes are defined as an individual’s belief that
a behavior will lead to a given set of consequences
(e.g., having more fun, having a hangover), weighted by
the value attached to those outcomes (e.g., very impor-
tant to me to experience or avoid). Subjective social norms
are defined as the combination of normative beliefs
(i.e., perceived approval of drinking by others) and moti-
vation to comply with these beliefs. The theory of rea-
soned action focuses on attitudes about drinking and
beliefs about social norms for use and resulting conse-
quences. It has also been extended into the theory of
planned behavior by Ajzen (2001) to include perceptions
of control over the behavior.

TRENDS IN RESEARCH

ON ALCOHOL USE

Trends in research on alcohol use and abuse among ado-
lescents are focused largely on improving the quality of

Drinking, Adolescent

data. Innovative approaches include assessing adolescent
drinking expectancies, behaviors, and consequences on a
series of specific days (or drinking occasions) to understand
better why and how adolescents use alcohol and their
experiences when they do. For example, new developments
in statistics such as multilevel models allow researchers to
ask whether people drink more on days they are in a better
mood compared with occasions when they are in a worse
mood, instead of just asking whether people who are more
or less happy drink more than others. Such data will allow
researchers to understand more fully the reciprocal relations
of alcohol use and constructs such as affect, sexual behavior,
other drug use, and sleep patterns of adolescents.

To improve understanding of normative develop-
mental changes in alcohol use, person-centered analysis
of substance use over time is becoming increasingly
popular. Statistical strategies include latent transition
analysis, which models how people move in and out of
discrete categories (e.g., current alcohol user or not) over
time, and trajectory analysis, which fits a curve to the
patterns of alcohol use (see Figure 2), are increasingly
popular. These statistical approaches enable researchers to
identify developmental patterns of alcohol use across
early, middle, and late adolescence that differentiate
potentially problematic alcohol users. In addition, these
approaches may help prevention efforts to identify ado-
lescents who are particularly at risk for future alcohol-
related harm and addiction based on early indicators.

In addition, genetically informed designs—for exam-
ple twin and adoption studies—are able to control for
biologic differences in sensitivity to alcohol and for envi-
ronmental factors such as patterns of parental use. These
designs provide important information about the causes
and effects of alcohol use initiation and maintenance
(Fowler et al., 2007). Furthermore, because individuals
who initiate alcohol use earlier are also likely to continue
using it, the true influences of early initiation on later
alcohol problems and dependence is not firmly established.

Approaches for the prevention of alcohol use by ado-
lescents and interventions to reduce harmful use are being
developed. Efficacious programs include approaches that
teach refusal skills (Botvin & Griffin, 2002), focus on
changing perceived social norms for use (Walters &
Neighbors, 2005), correct expectancies of alcohol’s posi-
tive effects (Baer, Kivlihan, Blume, McKnight, & Marlatt,
2001), or use environmental strategies (e.g., checking
identification, reducing alcohol oudet density) (Imm
et al., 2007). Randomized trials of prevention programs
that are designed to reduce risk factors (e.g., delay initia-
tion of use) or increase protective factors (e.g., increase
positive leisure time use) to produce positive changes in
outcomes of interest (e.g., fewer alcohol-related negative
consequences) can also inform an understanding of the
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development and course of alcohol use in the lives of
individuals.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: College Culture; Drug Use,
Adolescent; Health Behaviors, Childhood and
Adolescence; Mental Health, Childhood and
Adolescence; Peer Groups and Crowds; School Culture;
Theories of Deviance; Volume 2: Health Behaviors,
Adulthood; Volume 3: Health Behaviors, Later Life.
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DRUG USE,
ADOLESCENT

Use of illicit drugs by adolescents has been a concern for
many years. Because most developed societies in Europe,
Asia, and North America prohibit the use of tobacco and
alcohol by those under the age of 16 or 18, and laws are
in place proscribing the use of marijuana, cocaine, and
other psychoactive substances, adolescent drug use falls
under the purview of the juvenile justice system. Further-
more, it is a relatively common behavior that is studied
by scholars from several academic disciplines, including
medicine, public health, psychology, sociology, econom-
ics, and anthropology. Concerns about drug use have also
led to well-funded federal, state, and local government
programs designed to detect, prevent, and treat adoles-
cent drug use and users. The study of adolescent drug use
includes examining the reasons for use, patterns and
consequences of use, prevention programs designed to
identify and curb use, and treatment for those who
develop problems associated with use. Important research
has also focused on two distinct developmental issues: (a)
development of use from one type of drug to another;
and (b) consequences of adolescent drug use for social
and psychological development and the achievement of
life course milestones.

WHY ADOLESCENTS USE DRUGS

Several biological and social scientific theories attempt to
explain why adolescents use drugs; however, they rarely
distinguish among types of drugs. Biological theories
tend to address risk factors such as low impulse control
or impaired neurochemical functioning. For instance,
some genetic-based theories argue that adolescents with
impaired dopamine, serotonin, or monamine oxidase
(MAO) functioning—which are associated with impul-
sivity, aggression, and sensational-seeking personality
traits—are at greater risk of drug use and problems
related to use.

Psychological theories have increasingly adopted
cognitive-affective or social learning approaches. Cognitive-
affective theories suggest that adolescents who know where
to find and successfully use drugs are more likely to use
them. A similar approach focuses on refusal self-efficacy to
point out that some youth are incapable of refusing to use
drugs when they are offered, whereas others have stronger
refusal skills, perhaps because of personality traits, such as

emotional stability or conscientiousness.

Social learning theory focuses on relations with
others, in particular by studying the interplay between
an adolescent’s definition of drug use and the defini-
tions—or what some call beliefs or cognitions—of the
adolescent’s family members, friends, important adult
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figures, and role models. According to this perspective,
three stages culminate in the development of regular drug
use: initiation based on observing and imitating signifi-
cant others; continuation based on social reinforcement
by significant others; and the adoption of beliefs that
positive outcomes are associated with drug use, but few
costs (e.g., more satisfactory social relationships, enjoying
the effects of a drug, low risk of being caught and
punished). Cognitively focused versions of this theory
further point out that self-efficacy about the use of drugs
can develop through observing the actions or listening to
the beliefs of significant others. For example, if close
friends discuss the merits of use and how to use drugs
without getting caught, an adolescent’s self-efficacy con-
cerning use is magnified.

Other social psychological and sociologically based
theories emphasize weak attachments to conventional
sources of socialization (e.g., parents, schools) and
stronger attachments to peers who may encourage drug
use. Adolescents who experience weak attachments to
parents or schools, stronger attachments to peers, and
values that are conducive to drug use, such as alienation
or lack of conformity, are at high risk of use. Further-
more, adolescents who have stressful personal or social
environments may find that drug use either alleviates the
stress or offers a way to cope with the stress that is
unavailable through conventional means. The Social
Development Model (SDM) expands this attention to
social factors by pointing out that some influences are
more salient during certain developmental periods. In
childhood, family influences are more important and
thus when they are fractured or disrupted, the stage is
set for risky behaviors such as drug use. During adoles-
cence, peer influences emerge and become more impor-
tant than family or school influences. According to
SDM, drug use is usually adopted if adolescents become
involved with peers who use drugs. But this is more likely
if, during earlier developmental periods, they had rela-
tively few positive social interactions at home or in
school, they were not taught adequate interpersonal skills
by their parents and siblings, and they received little
positive reinforcement at home or at school.

Other theories argue that adolescents who use drugs
tend to be oriented toward short-term objectives at the
expense of long-term goals; have low self-esteem that is
bolstered by drug use, perhaps because of peer-acceptance;
or are pootly supervised or supported by parents. Some
researchers have attempted to combine various aspects of
these theories into one model, such as Jessor’s Problem
Behavior Theory (PBT) (Jessor & Jessor, 1997) or Oetting
and Beauvais’s (1987) Peer Cluster theory. These theories
tend to distinguish among proximal influences (e.g., peers)
and distal influences (e.g., poor family relations, tempera-
ment) on drug use.
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Another popular theory does not try to explain
directly why adolescents use drugs, but rather focuses
on the sequencing of drug use. Known as the gateway
hypothesis, it proposes that a well-established pattern of
drug use exists that begins with inhalants or cigarettes
and alcohol, shifts to marijuana, and then, for some
adolescents, ends up with cocaine and other illegal drugs
(e.g., LSD, heroin). Somewhere along this progressive
pathway, some adolescents develop a substance-use dis-
order, such as drug dependence or drug abuse, which
includes unsuccessful attempts to decrease use, tolerance
(requiring more of a drug to get the same effect), or
withdrawal symptoms (physiological discomfort manifest
when the person stops using a particular drug). The
gateway sequence is often described as a funnel, where
few users move on to the use of other drugs. Moreover,
although the sequencing has been fairly well-established,
debate continues over whether the use of one drug causes
the use of another, or whether certain drugs act as gate-
ways to other drugs merely for social, psychological or
cultural reasons. One promising notion is that adoles-
cents who move farther into the sequence, especially
those who become dependent, tend to have mental health
problems. Moreover, research suggests that those who
move on tend to be more frequent users or use a greater
variety of drugs (e.g., regular use of cigarettes, alcohol,
and marijuana prior to cocaine use).

CORRELATES OF
ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

In addition to theories that try to explain the reasons for
drug use, substantial information has been reported on the
most common correlates or risk factors associated with
use. These correlates may be divided into intrapersonal,
interpersonal, institutional, and community factors. The
intrapersonal factors that are positively associated with
adolescent drug use include physiological and psycholog-
ical conditions such as impaired dopamine, MAO, or
serotonin functioning that may have a genetic basis; atten-
tion deficit/hyperactive disorder (ADHD); oppositional
defiant disorder/conduct disorder (ODD/CD), which is
often manifest by aggression, delinquency, and noncon-
formity; depressive disorders, particularly in girls (but not
in boys); impulsivity; early pubertal onset; poor cognitive
skills or school performance; and a sensation-seeking per-
sonality. Attitudes and norms that favor drug use, or fail-
ure to see the risks of use, are, not surprisingly, positively
associated with use. Evidence is inconsistent regarding the
association between demographic characteristics (e.g., sex,
ethnicity, socioeconomic status) and adolescent drug use,
although African Americans report a lower prevalence of
some types of drug use (e.g., cigarettes) than Whites in
many surveys.

Teenage Boys Smoking Marijuana. During adolescence, peer
influences emerge and become more important than family or
school influences. INGRAM PUBLISHING/GETTY IMAGES.

The most frequently studied interpersonal influences
are relations with family members and friends. Many
studies indicate that drug use or dependence/abuse
among parents, poor parenting skills, or lack of parent-
child relations are associated with a higher risk of drug
use among adolescents. The dynamics of these relation-
ships are not fully understood but seem to stem from
early childhood experiences in which parents rely on
authoritarian or permissive methods with children,
exhibit overly aggressive or avoidant parenting strategies,
fail to supervise children, or themselves provide models
of drug use to children. A combination of these factors
may lead to rejection by conventional peers and accept-
ance by other adolescents who have experienced the same
difficult family lives. These types of peer relations, which
often mirror coercive family relations, increase the risk of
misbehaviors, including the use of drugs such as ciga-
rettes, marijuana, and cocaine. If poor family relations,
lack of parental supervision, and generally lower involve-
ment in family activities continue during adolescence, a
spiral of delinquency and drug use is increasingly likely.
For example, studies showing that adolescents who regu-
larly share meals with their families or talk to their
parents frequently are at lower risk of drug use may
reflect the consequence of this developmental pathway
away from or toward drug use. Finally, other studies
indicate that having an older sibling who uses drugs
increases the likelihood of drug use among adolescents.

Evidence is clear and consistent that the most power-
ful risk factor involves friends who use drugs. Solitary
use, at least initially, is rare. Rather, adolescent drug users
usually have friends who also use, and they tend to use
together. The complication for research on this issue
concerns the causal sequence: Does associating with cer-
tain peers lead to drug use, or does drug use lead to
associating with others who use drugs? Studies have
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frequently relied on adolescents’ reports of their friends’
behaviors to estimate the association with peer use. How-
ever, this has led to an overestimation of peer effects
because adolescents tend to estimate their friends’ use as
corresponding to their own level of use. More rigorous
studies that query adolescents and their friends about
drug use suggest that peer influences are not as strong
as previous studies indicated. Nevertheless, it is likely that
peer influences are the consequence of other intraperso-
nal and family-based factors that increase the risk of
associating with, as well as influencing, friends’ behaviors.

Institutional factors that are associated with adoles-
cent drug use involve families, but also include schools,
religious organizations, and community influences.
Although the most frequently studied family influences
involve relations with parents or siblings, there is also
evidence that family structure is associated with drug use.
Adolescents who live with two biological parents appear
to be at lowest risk of drug use, whereas those living with
a single father or with no biological parent are at highest
risk. The reasons for these associations are not well
understood nor are they accounted for fully by other
factors (e.g., family relations, socioeconomic status). A
promising hypothesis, however, is that they may reflect
stressful living conditions or custody decisions wherein
the most difficult adolescents are placed with fathers or
tend to be placed in alternative care arrangements.

Some evidence shows that adolescents who attend
poorly organized schools, schools with indifferent teach-
ers and administrators, or schools that include a high
concentration of drug users are at heightened risk of drug
use. However, school policies and programs designed to
discourage drug use have been shown to have little effect.
Evaluations of several large, school-based drug prevention
programs, such as Drug Abuse Resistance Education
(DARE), indicate that they are not effective in deterring
adolescent drug use over the long term. Moreover, drug
testing programs, which many secondary schools have
adopted, appear to have little effect on rates of use among
students. The most promising school-based prevention
programs are those that focus on commitments, norms,
or intentions not to use drugs, have booster sessions led by
peers about a year after initial program delivery, use
interactive delivery methods (e.g., frank discussions
between adolescents and program leaders), and have
parallel community programs designed to prevent ado-
lescent drug use.

Attention has been growing about the influence of
religious beliefs, practices, and organizations on adoles-
cent drug use. Religious influences have been addressed
at both individual and aggregate levels. At the individual
level, studies have focused on whether personal religious
beliefs (e.g., belief in God; seeing religion as particularly
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important in one’s life), religious practices (e.g., personal
prayer, attendance at religious services), or religious peers
and family members affect adolescent drug use. Some
evidence suggests that all these factors are negatively
associated with cigarette, marijuana, and cocaine use,
although these factors are not as influential as the family
and peer factors discussed earlier.

At the aggregate level, studies suggest that attending
schools with a higher concentration of religious adherents
decreases the likelihood of drug use. In addition, belong-
ing to a religious denomination that specifically prohibits
certain forms of drug use, such as cigarette smoking,

diminishes the probability of use.

Another way of viewing the potential influence of
religion is to consider whether individual-level effects are
amplified or buffered by aggregate level effects. The moral
communities hypothesis, for example, proposes that the
influence of personal religiousness is efficacious only when
it is supported by community- or school-level religious
norms or beliefs. In particular, proponents of this view
argue that religious beliefs and practices decrease the risk
of adolescent drug use primarily in communities that have
a high concentration of members who share religious
beliefs and practices but are less influential in more secular
communities. Research has found inconsistent results,
although at least two studies suggest that religious adoles-
cents who attend high schools with many religious stu-
dents are at particularly low risk of drug use.

Finally, community influences have a modest effect
on adolescent drug use. Communities experiencing high
unemployment, more transience, or a lack of communal
trust in neighbors may provide poorer social environ-
ments for adolescents, thus increasing the risk of drug use.

TRENDS IN ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

Two large national surveys in the United States serve as
the basis for studying trends in adolescent drug use. The
Monitoring the Future (MTF) program, conducted by
researchers at the University of Michigan, is a series of
national surveys of high school and junior high students
that have been completed annually since 1975 (see, for
example, Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg,
2007). The National Survey of Drug Use and Health
(NSDUH) (formerly known as the National Household
Survey on Drug Abuse or NHSDA), conducted by the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Adminis-
tration (SAMHSA), has collected national surveys of U.S.
residents, ages 12 and older, periodically since the early
1970s (see, for example, Office of Applied Studies,
2007). Identifying historical trends in adolescent drug
use before the 1970s is difficult because consistent and
rigorous surveys were not conducted; however, most
experts agree that the 1960s was a period of increasing
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experimentation with illicit drugs such as marijuana and
hallucinogens.

The MTF and NSDUH surveys show a similar ebb
and flow of drug use since the 1970s, with similar trends
across drug types. However, certain forms of drug use
have become more or less popular across the years. The
highest level of adolescent drug use occurred in the late
1970s and has since decreased. The most dramatic
decrease has occurred for cigarettes; the prevalence of
use has decreased continually since the late 1970s. How-
ever, there has also been an increase in the use
of prescription-type drugs such as the painkiller hydro-
codone, many of which are diverted and sold in the

so-called gray market.

Since the early 1990s, adolescent drug use increased
and then decreased for some groups. For example, Figure
1 shows the percentage of adolescents who reported any
illicit drug use in the past year from 1991 through 2006
based on three groups of students from the MTF surveys
and those ages 12 to 17 years from the NSDUH. In the
MTF, levels of use increased through the late 1990s and
have since decreased slightly. However, the NSDUH
shows a leveling off in the mid-2000s. (Note: The lines
in the graphs represent smoothed running averages to
minimize the influence of random fluctuations from year
to year.)

Trend analyses, such as those that involve emergency
department admissions and drug users seeking treatment,
suggest that some types of drugs have increased in both
popularity and in presenting problems for adolescents.

These include the so-called c/ub drugs such as methyle-
nedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA, or ecstasy), gamma
hydroxybutyrate (GHB), and flunitrazepam (“roofies”).
However, the prevalence of use is low enough in general
population surveys to make conclusions about long-term
trends highly unstable.

CONSEQUENCES OF
ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

Several studies have examined the short- and long-term
consequences of adolescent drug use. Although most
adolescents who use drugs quit using by young adulthood
and do not suffer any negative consequences, a minority
either continues to use or are at heightened risk of
developmental problems or disrupted life-course mile-
stones. The causal patterns or effects are not clear, yet
strong correlational evidence suggests that heavier forms
of drug use and abuse negatively affect normal develop-
ment in adolescents.

Some specific findings from longitudinal research are
that: (a) heavy drug use impairs educational milestones,
with an increased risk of school drop-out, truancy, and
poor school performance; (b) drug use is associated with
precocious sexual experimentation, teenage pregnancy,
and a higher risk of sexually transmitted diseases; (c)
illicit drug use that continues from adolescence into
adulthood is associated with higher levels of occupational
turnover, including a heightened risk of being fired or of
multiple job quits; and (d) heavier users of marijuana and
other illicit drugs tend to be more involved in delin-
quency and criminal behavior and experience more
arrests and mental health problems in early adulthood.

FUTURE RESEARCH ON
ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

Adolescent drug use remains an important topic for
research because it continues to be a common behavior
among young people. For many adolescents, drug use is a
temporary and quite benign behavior that has few long-
term consequences. Nevertheless, identifying who is at
highest risk of experiencing problems remains an impor-
tant issue. Moreover, there is a need to expand research
attention to the comorbidity of drug use problems and
mental health problems, the genetic bases of dependence
and abuse, and the long-term developmental consequen-
ces of drug use for young, middle, and older adults.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: College Culture; Drinking,
Adolescent; Health Behaviors, Childhood and
Adolescence; Peer Groups and Crowds; School Culture;
Theories of Deviance; Volume 2: Health Behaviors,
Adulthood; Volume 3: Health Bebhaviors, Later Life.
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EATING DISORDERS

To say that the pervasiveness of eating disorders in the
United States is distressing may be an understatement. The
incidence rates for eating disorders range from no fewer than
8 per 100,000 persons in the general population per year for
anorexia nervosa to 12 or more incidences for bulimia
nervosa. Incidence rates for those most at risk are even
higher. One study found an incidence rate for anorexia
nervosa to be in excess of 70 per 100,000 females ages 15
to 19 (Lucas, Crowson, O’Fallon, & Melton, 1999). Even
more startling is the mortality rate. Persons with anorexia
nervosa are more likely to die than persons with any other
psychiatric disorder. However, studies on comorbidity show
that persons suffering from anorexia nervosa and other eat-
ing disorders often suffer from anxiety disorders as well,
including obsessive—compulsive disorder and social phobia,
the onset of which often occurs prior to an eating disorder.
Thus it may be inaccurate to say that anorexia nervosa is the
only causal factor in the mortality rates of these individuals.
Having said that, the cause of death most commonly asso-
ciated with persons with anorexia nervosa is suicide (Bir-
mingham, Su, Hlynsky, Goldner, & Gao, 2005). This,
coupled with the fact that those most at risk for anorexia
nervosa are girls ranging in age from 14 to 18 years old,
makes understanding and studying eating disorders even
more critical (Keel, 2005). The National Institute of Mental
Health agrees and in 2005 provided more than $20 million
for research on eating disorders (Chavez & Insel, 2007a).

DEFINITIONS

Eating disorders are psychiatric diagnoses. Therefore official
definitions found in the American Psychiatric Association’s

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders
(Fourth Edition, text revision [DSM—IV-TR]; American
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000) must be understood.

To be clinically diagnosed with anorexia nervosa, a
patient must: be underweight; be fearful of being fat;
view his or her body from a distorted perspective; and,
for women, experience amenorrhea, or the absence or
cessation of one’s menstrual periods (APA, 2000). To
be underweight is to weigh 85% or less than the mini-
mally defined acceptable weight for one’s height and age.
For example, if guidelines suggest that a person should
weigh at the minimum 100 pounds, then weighing 85
pounds or less would constitute an underweight individ-
ual. Being afraid of becoming fat even if one is under-
weight and seeing one’s body from a distorted perspective
characterizes the second and third criteria for anorexia
nervosa. Finally, women who should be menstruating but
have not done so for three menstrual cycles are experi-
encing amenorrhea (APA, 2000). There are two subtypes
of anorexia nervosa: restricting type and binge-eating/
purging type. These subtypes allow clinicians to specify
whether an individual also engages in binging and purg-
ing behaviors in addition to anorexia nervosa symptoms.

Bulimia nervosa is characterized by eating an exces-
sive amount of food, lacking self-control during a binge,
and then responding to the guilt associated with the
overeating by engaging in compensatory behavior such
as vomiting, fasting, or overexercising (APA, 2000). A
binge is defined as eating more food than most ordinary
people would consume within a specific time period
under comparable circumstances while at the same time
feeling at a loss of control over one’s behavior. The
DSM-IV-TR criteria states that for a diagnosis of
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bulimia nervosa, the binge eating and purging or non-
purging compensatory behavior must occur at least twice
over the course of each week for a period of 3 months.
The DSM—-IV-TR also identifies poor body image influ-

encing feelings of self-worth as a diagnostic criterion.

As with anorexia nervosa, the DSM-IV-TR also
distinguishes two subtypes of bulimia nervosa: purging
type and nonpurging type. These subtypes discern
between patients who vomit or use laxatives (purge) and
those who employ nonpurging behaviors such as over-
exercising or fasting to compensate for overeating.

Anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa are probably
the most widely recognized eating disorders, but they are
not the most pervasive. Eating disorder not otherwise
specified (EDNOS) is the most frequently diagnosed
eating disorder (Machado, Machado, Gongalves, &
Hoek, 2007). The prevalence rate of EDNOS diagnosis
among adults in treatment for eating disorders is esti-
mated at 60% (Fairburn & Bohn, 2004). This diagnosis
is a catchall term for those who do not meet the complete
clinical definition for either anorexia nervosa or bulimia
nervosa. For example, if a woman meets all of the criteria
of anorexia nervosa but by definition is not underweight
or is still menstruating, she will be diagnosed as EDNOS.
In the same manner, a man who eats an extraordinary
amount of food, similar to a person with bulimia nerv-
osa, but does not engage in inappropriate behavior to rid
his body of the calories will be diagnosed as EDNOS. In
this latter case, the man will be classified with binge-
eating disorder, a condition that falls under EDNOS in
the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000).

Prior to clinical diagnosis, friends and family mem-
bers may look for warning signs if they suspect a loved
one has an eating disorder. These may include but are
not limited to being preoccupied with food or weight,
being secretive about eating, avoiding social situations
with food, and engaging in out-of-the-ordinary rituals
with their food. In addition, a person with an eating
disorder may express mood shifts or may dress in layers
to hide weight loss (Ciotola, 1999). The medical con-
sequences associated with eating disorders can be life
threatening. Complications from eating disorders can
range from constipation and tooth decay to infertility
and cardiac problems (Rome & Ammerman, 2003).

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Evidence of self-starvation can be traced back to ancient
civilizations in Egypt and Greece. Similarly, many histor-
ical religious accounts mention fasting rituals as a way to
enhance prayer. Bell (1985) recounted the lives of saints
throughout history such as Saint Catherine of Siena
(1347-1380), who refused to eat, and he termed this

behavior holy anorexia. The “discovery” of anorexia nerv-
osa, however, is usually credited to William Gull, a
prominent British physician, who first published a paper
on anorexia nervosa in 1874 (Keel, 2005). Some authors
credit not only Gull but also a lesser known French
psychiatrist, Ernest-Charles Lasegue, who, working inde-
pendently of Gull, published his own writings on ano-
rexia in the year 1873.

In contrast to anorexia nervosa’s long documented
history, bulimia nervosa has a much more recent discov-
ery. Research on this disorder first appeared in a 1979
article in the journal Psychological Medicine by Gerald
Russell. In this paper Russell introduced the reader to
patients who, like those with anorexia nervosa, are fearful
of being fat but instead of starving themselves overeat and
then purge. Following Russell’s article, research on buli-
mia nervosa flourished, as did media attention to this
disorder. The 1980s also saw a marked increase in the
number of persons seeking treatment for bulimia nervosa

(Theander, 2002).

THE STUDY OF EATING DISORDERS

The spectrum of research on eating disorders is impres-
sive. Some studies explore genetic and neurobiological
factors associated with eating disorders, whereas others
focus on the outcomes of various treatments options,
including pharmacological and psychosocial therapies
(Chavez & Insel, 2007a). Other studies explore how
family environments influence eating disorders (Lali-
berté, Boland, & Leichner, 1999), whereas still others
observe eating disorders as a social problem. For example,
Hesse-Biber, Leavy, Quinn, and Zoino (2006) argued
that eating disorders are caused in part by economic
and social causes: Media, diet, fitness, plastic surgery,
and other industries both promote and profit from soci-
ety’s culture of thinness ideal.

Eating disorders research is as pertinent as ever, as
scholarly journals such as Eating Disorders: The Journal of
Treatment and Prevention, International Journal of Eating
Disorders, and European Eating Disorders Review are dedi-
cated entirely to the publication of studies on eating
disorders. Discipline-specific journals, such as American
Psychologist, have also recognized the importance of add-
ing to the state of knowledge of anorexia nervosa, bulimia
nervosa, and EDNOS and have dedicated entire issues to
the special topic of eating disorders.

Limitations nevertheless exist within the research on
eating disorders. One of the most disconcerting dispar-
ities has been the lack of diversity in the study popula-
tions. Despite the popular notion that eating disorders
affect only White middle-class women, evidence suggests
that eating disorders do not discriminate and are found
to exist across racial and ethnic groups (Franko, Becker,
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Thomas, & Herzog, 2007). In spite of this finding, very
lictle research on eating disorders has focused on girls and
women of color (Smolak & Striegel-Moore, 2001). This
is problematic in both a theoretical and an applied sense.
As a result of the lack of research on diverse populations,
clinicians, health care professionals, and others on the
front lines of detecting eating disorders are dismissing or
misinterpreting eating disorder symptoms in patients of
color. Studies show that racial and ethnic minorities are
less likely than White patients to be asked by their health
care providers about eating disorders and are not being
referred for treatment to the same degree (Becker,

Franko, Speck, & Herzog, 2003).

Once in treatment, racial and ethnic minority
patients may face additional biases because many treat-
ment and prevention programs do not take into account
the diversity of experiences and are instead targeted pri-
marily at White women’s experiences (Smolak & Striegel-
Moore, 2001). This is important to consider, as evidence
suggests that how eating disorders manifest themselves
may vary among different racial and ethnic populations.
One study found significant variation in eating disorders
symptoms among different ethnic groups, revealing the
greatest frequency of laxative use among Native Ameri-
cans and the least usage of diuretics among Asians.
(Franko et al., 2007). Another study examined differences
among Black and White women diagnosed with binge-
eating disorder and found variation in frequency of bing-
ing and concern for body image and weight (Pike, Dohm,
Striegel-Moore, Wilfley, & Fairburn, 2001).

FUTURE RESEARCH AREAS ON
EATING DISORDERS

Future research on eating disorders will continue to
explore diverse populations including not only racial
and ethnic minorities but also men and gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgender populations. The study of eat-
ing disorders will also expand to include more research
on women who experience eating disorders later in life.

Research on eating disorders in men indicates a
relationship between sexual identity and eating disorder
behaviors: Gay and bisexual men are more likely than
heterosexual men to develop an eating disorder (Feldman
& Meyer, 2007). Early discussions on lesbian women
and eating disorders suggests that lesbians may be
immune to the unrealistic beauty ideals of a patriarchal
society because they are not interested in attracting male
partners. More recent data indicates, however, that les-
bian and bisexual women suffer from eating disorders
much like heterosexual women (Feldman & Meyer,
2007). Future studies will continue to explore the differ-
ences in lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual women’s
experiences with eating disorders.

Eating Disorders

Some researchers (e.g., Forman & Davis, 2005) are
responding to the need to study eating disorders within
an older population of women who may experience
similar symptoms but have different causes than younger
women. Research suggests that reasons for middle-age
women’s dissatisfaction with their body image are likely
related to the body changes associated with aging. Diag-
nosis and treatment may also pose different issues for
middle-age women than younger women. For example,
family counseling for younger women may include
parents, whereas support for middle-age women is more
likely to come from a partner (Forman & Davis, 2005).

Finally, the future of research on eating disorders is
likely to address the influence of the Internet. In addition
to numerous other concerns with the Internet, researchers
are turning their attention to proanorexia (pro-ana) and
probulimia (pro-mia) web sites. These web sites provide a
forum for visitors to share tips and tricks, “thinspira-
tions,” photos of thin celebrities, and other secrets in an
effort to promote an eating disorder lifestyle. Anna Bar-
done-Cone and Kamila Cass (2007) conducted one of the
first experiments on the impact of viewing a pro-anorexia
web site. College women who visited the pro-anorexia
web site were more likely to exhibit body dissatisfaction
and lower self-esteem than their counterparts who visited
a fashion or a home decor web site. They were also more
likely to exercise after their experience with the pro-ano-
rexia web site. Further research on the influence of these
web sites on eating disorders is sure to follow.

DSM-V

In 2007 the International Journal of Eating Disorders dedi-
cated a supplemental issue of their journal to a discussion
of the future of eating disorders in preparation for the
forthcoming (2012) publication of the DSM-V. The con-
tributors to this issue recognized the importance of diag-
nostic criteria for treatment and other outcomes and
raised important questions and concerns. Chavez and
Insel (2007b), for example, asked if amenorrhea is a
necessary criterion for diagnosing anorexia nervosa. They
also called attention to how a binge in bulimia nervosa is
operationalized. The classification of EDNOS was also
noted as worthy of discussion given the prevalence of its
diagnosis. Within this discussion of EDNOS, attention to
binge-eating disorder, the most commonly assigned cat-
egory of this diagnosis, is relevant as well (Chavez & Insel,
2007b). In any case, the discussion and study of eating
disorders promises to continue and develop over time.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Body Image, Childhood and
Adolescence; Mental Health, Childhood and
Adolescence; Obesity, Childhood and Adolescence;
Puberty; Socialization, Gender; Volume 2: Obesity,
Adulthood.
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ELDER, GLEN H., JR.
1934-

Glen H. Elder Jr. (born in Cleveland, Ohio), a U.S.
sociologist, is the primary architect of the life course
perspective on human development, which has had an
immense influence on scientific research in sociology,
psychology, and other disciplines. The basic parameters
of this theoretical perspective emerged from Elder’s own
investigations of the ways in which children, adults, and
the elderly chart out their lives over time within the
constraints imposed by their environments, social posi-
tions, and historical circumstances.

Biography within context is one of the core themes
of life course research. Fittingly, Elder’s own personal
history sheds light on his scientific accomplishments.
He was raised in Cleveland and its suburbs by his
parents, who were high school teachers and athletic
coaches. As a teenager, he moved with his family to a
dairy farm in Pennsylvania so that his father could pursue
a lifelong dream of working the land. From there, Elder
moved on to Pennsylvania State University, where he
received his bachelor’s degree (1957) and also met
his wife. He then attended the University of North
Carolina—Chapel Hill, where he earned a Ph.D. in soci-
ology (1961). His first faculty position was at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, where he realized the
value of studying how people were affected by the rapid,
dramatic changes of modern society and where he began
his pioneering work on archived longitudinal samples of
young people born in the early 20th century. After mov-
ing with his wife and three sons several more times to
take on new professional appointments, most notably at
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Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, and then to
Boys Town in Nebraska, Elder returned to the University
of North Carolina in 1984 as the Howard W. Odum
Distinguished Professor of Sociology, a position that he
held until his official retirement in 2007. Along the way,
Elder served as the president of the Society for Research
in Child Development and vice president of the Ameri-
can Sociological Association, and as a fellow in the Socio-
logical Research Association, American Psychological
Association, and the Gerontological Society of America.
He was elected to the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences in 1988.

Elder’s work at the Institute of Human Develop-
ment at Berkeley resulted in what is arguably his greatest
scholarly achievement: The Children of the Great Depres-
sion. This book, first published in 1974, reported on the
adjustment of young Californians who came of age dur-
ing the trying economic times of the Depression era
(1929-1939). These youth had participated in two lon-
gitudinal studies of psychological development before

Elder Glen H., Jr.

Elder was born. By pure happenstance, these studies
spanned the Great Depression. Elder retrieved, organ-
ized, and coded these historical data and then analyzed
the resulting data set with a special emphasis on the
changing economic circumstances of the children’s fam-
ilies. The enduring, hopeful message of this study is that
children are amazingly resilient in the face of early eco-
nomic adversity.

What is notable about this work was that it situated
children’s development within larger social contexts, not
just in their families or their communities, but also in the
structure of U.S. society (e.g., the class system) as well as
particular historical eras. That doing so now seems self-
evident is a testament to the influence of this study. At the
time, this approach was groundbreaking. This book served
as the genesis of life course theory, which Elder has been
refining ever since. This theory orients researchers toward
asking specific kinds of questions when they design studies
dealing with human lives and then provides tools for help-
ing them interpret the findings of these studies.

Life course theory has five basic principles:

1. Life-Span Development: Human development and
aging are lifelong processes.

2. Agency: Individuals construct their lives through the
choices and actions they take within the opportuni-
ties and constraints of history and social
circumstance.

3. Time and Place: The life course of individuals is
embedded and shaped by the historical times and

places they experience over their lifetime.

4. Timing: The developmental antecedents and conse-
quences of life transitions, events, and behaviors vary
according to their timing in a person’s life.

5. Linked Lives: Lives are lived interdependently and
sociohistorical influences are expressed through this
network of shared relationships.

These principles are evident in Elder’s later works,
including more than a dozen books and hundreds of
journal articles. As one example, he performed a similar
reconfiguration of another historical, longitudinal data
source—the Stanford-Terman study, which has followed
a group of intellectually gifted children for more than 80
years—to assess the long-term impact on men’s lives of
having served during World War II (in the United States,
1941-1945). More recently, he joined with sociologist
Rand Conger (Iowa State University) to conduct a decade-
long study of farm families living through the collapse of
the agricultural economy in Iowa in the 1980s. In both
cases, Elder has driven home the simple but all important
idea that human lives are lived in time and place.
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EMPLOYMENT, YOUTH

Employment is increasingly recognized as an important
developmental context of adolescence, one that may oper-
ate alongside or in conjunction with families, schools, and
friendship groups. Adolescent employment is also a topic
of great interest to educators and policy makers, who,
along with parents, want to ensure that adolescents are
adequately prepared for adult roles. Of particular concern
is how investments in employment stand in relation to
education in facilitating a successful transition into mean-
ingful and financially rewarding work in adulthood. Gov-
ernment policy regulates adolescent employment as to the
hours and times of day teens may work, as well as prohib-
iting work deemed too dangerous for youth. Policy efforts
have also been aimed at helping economically disadvan-
taged youth gain work experience that facilitates their
transition from school to work.

PREVALENCE AND HISTORICAL
TRENDS

Nearly all high school students are employed at some
point during the school year (U.S. Dept. of Labor, 2000;
Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2000). Summer employ-
ment is more common than school-year employment
(Perreira, Harris, & Lee, 2007), though nearly all
research on adolescent employment is concerned with
school-year employment.

Employment of teens enrolled in school became more
common in the period between the 1940s and the 1980s,

though it has been largely stable since then (Greenberger
& Stenberg, 1986; Warren & Cataldi, 2006; for a dis-
cussion of earlier situations, see Mortimer, 2003). The
hours adolescents typically spend in paid work have been
stable historically (Warren & Cataldi, 2006). A key to
understanding employment trends among students, how-
ever, is to remember the trend of rising school enrollment.
Warren and Cataldi (2006) make an important distinction
between adolescent and student employment, clarifying
the source of this apparent growth in student employment
before 1980. In their analysis of Whites and Blacks
between 16 and 17, they found that rising employment
among boys stemmed from a decline in the proportion of
adolescent boys who worked but who were not enrolled in
school. They conclude that the trend among boys “should
be seen as a trend toward greater rates of school enrollment
among employed men” (p. 119). Among girls, the rise in
employment through 1970 largely stemmed from a
decline in the proportion of girls neither working nor
enrolled in school (e.g., young homemakers). After 1970,
however, rising student employment among girls involved
more students working.

PATTERNS OF EMPLOYMENT
ACROSS ADOLESCENTS

Employment becomes more common with age. Estimates
from national surveys vary some, in part based on whether
adolescents are asked about current employment or typical
school-year employment. In the Monitoring the Future
surveys, 36% of girls and 41% of boys in eighth grade,
38% of girls and 45% of boys in tenth grade, and 68% of
both boys and girls in twelfth grade report school year
employment (Safron, Schulenberg, & Bachman, 2001).
Estimates by age from the National Longitudinal Survey
of Adolescent Health show a similar pattern (Perreira et al.,
2007). Although most studies involve high school students,
the adolescent work career often starts earlier (Entwisle
et al., 2000; Mortimer, 2003).

With advancing age, adolescents tend to work more
hours per week, and the type of work they do changes
(Steinberg & Cauffman, 1995; Mortimer, 2003). Esti-
mates from the Monitoring the Future study indicate
that of those working for pay, 15.6% of girls and
24.4% of boys in the tenth grade, and 37.7% of gitls
and 44.3% of boys in twelfth grade work more than 20
hours per week (Safron, Schulenberg, & Bachman,
2001). As they mature, teens move from largely informal
work (e.g., babysitting and yard work) into formal
employment, and the tasks they do become more com-
plex (Steinberg & Cauffman, 1995; Mortimer, 2003;
Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2005). Older teens most
commonly work as restaurant staff and retail store clerks
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(Steinberg & Cauffman, 1995), although they are also
represented in a range of other jobs (Mortimer, 2003).

Since the 1980s, girls have been equally likely to be
employed, though among workers boys tend to work
more hours per week than girls (Schoenhals, Tienda, &
Schneider, 1998; Warren & Cataldi, 2006; Perreira et al.,
2007). Studies consistently find that Black and Hispanic
adolescents are less likely to be employed than non-
Hispanic white adolescents, though among workers they
tend to work the same number or slightly more hours per
week (D’Amico, 1984; Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993;
Steinberg & Cauffman, 1995; Schoenhals et al., 1998;
Warren & Cataldi, 2006). First- and second-generation
immigrant adolescents are also considerably less likely to
work than third-generation adolescents, owing in part to
differences in work participation by race/ethnicity (Per-
reira et al., 2007). Finally, although many studies find no
major differences in paid work participation by socio-
economic background, some evidence suggests that
employment is lower among adolescents from very poor
and from very wealthy families (Steinberg & Cauffman,
1995; Schoenhals et al., 1998). In contrast, the average
number of hours worked among employed students is
consistently related to socioeconomic status. Students

from families with higher socioeconomic status work
fewer hours per week (Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993;
Schoenhals et al., 1998).

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS

Adolescent employment holds the potential for both ben-
eficial and detrimental consequences in both the short and
longer terms. From one point of view, employment pro-
vides important socializing experiences in preparation for
adulthood. Mortimer (2003), for example, noted that paid
work introduces adolescents to the world of work, allow-
ing them to gain experience and develop foundational
skills. Based on a similar rationale, a series of national
commissions have extolled the benefits of working during
adolescence (e.g., National Commission on Youth, 1980;
Panel on Youth, 1974). Through paid work, adolescents
would learn responsibility, the value of money, and prac-
tical skills that would be useful in their adult jobs. Mor-
timer further notes that even jobs that adolescents do not
expect to hold as adults may stimulate thinking about
one’s occupational future and help young people learn
how to balance school and work in a way that facilitates
later attainment.
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Conversely, scholars and educators have worried that
paid work detracts from important educational pursuits,
including studying, participation in extracurricular activ-
ities, and regular attendance at school. This argument
usually assumes a zero-sum model in which an hour
adolescents spend at work is an hour less to spend on
other important tasks. Concerns have been raised about
whether time in paid work also competes with time
allotted to developmental processes of importance during
adolescence including self-discovery and the development
of autonomy and social responsibility. Greenberger and
Steinberg (1986) have argued this position, for example,
and suggested that employment during adolescence pro-
motes pseudomaturity—that is, social maturity gained
through the worker role, but without psychological
maturity. They have also suggested that the poor quality
of contemporary teens’ work experience fosters negative
attitudes toward work, encourages workplace deviance,
and heightens the use of alcohol and drugs to cope with
workplace stress. Additional concerns have been raised
about the safety of adolescent workers (e.g., NRC, 1998)
and whether employment weakens parental authority and
exposes young workers to somewhat older peers who are
more likely to drink and use other drugs (e.g., McMorris
& Uggen, 2000).

Scientific evaluation of these arguments began in
earnest in the 1980s. Research over the past several
decades offers evidence with which parents, educators,
and policymakers can weigh the costs and benefits of
paid work in adolescence. Most of that research has
focused on employment status and the number of hours
adolescents work rather than the nature of their work.

Consistent with the view that paid work is develop-
mentally beneficial, studies have shown that hours
worked in high school are linked to higher rates of labor
force participation, lower unemployment, and higher
earnings in young adulthood (Marsh, 1991; Carr,
Wright, & Brody, 1996; Mortimer, 2003). For girls,
employment is also associated with gains in self-reliance
(Greenberger & Steinberg, 1986) and greater knowledge
of the work world (D’Amico, 1984).

Fueling concerns over the risks of employment,
however, studies also find that work hours are associated
with cigarette, alcohol, and other drug use (Steinberg &
Dornbusch, 1991; Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993;
McMorris & Uggen, 2000; Mortimer, 2003; Pasternos-
ter, Bushway, Brame, & Apel, 2003), delinquency and
related problem behaviors (Marsh, 1991; Steinberg &
Dornbusch, 1991; Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993; Pas-
ternoster et al., 2003), poorer health behaviors such as
missing sleep, skipping breakfast, and less frequent exer-
cising (Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993), more time in

unstructured social activities such as recreation, dating,
and riding around for fun (Safron, Schulenberg, & Bach-
man, 2003), and poor academic performance, including
lower grades and educational aspirations, less time doing
homework, and higher rates of absenteeism and school
drop out (D’Amico, 1984; Marsh, 1991; Steinberg &
Dornbusch, 1991; Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993; War-
ren & Lee, 2003).

Some of these relationships are nonlinear, however,
and indicate that moderate employment offers benefits
over, or is at least equivalent to, not working. Those who
work only a few hours (i.e., 1-5 per week) get more
sleep, and are more likely to eat breakfast and to exercise
more often than those not working, and those working
between 6 and 10 hours behave in much the same way on
these dimensions as those not working (Bachman &
Schulenberg, 1993). Moderate work hours have also been
linked to positive academic outcomes including higher
grades (Steinberg & Dornbusch, 1991; Mortimer, 2003),
more time doing homework (Steinberg & Dornbusch,
1991), more time spent in school activities (Safron et al.,
2003) and equivalent or lower rates of dropping out of
high school (D’Amico, 1984; Warren & Cataldi, 20006).
As a result, much of the attention has shifted to intensive
employment, usually defined as working more than 20
hours per week.

As research in this area has matured, two observa-
tions have shaped the way in which adolescent employ-
ment is understood: (a) that it might not have the same
effects for all groups of adolescents, and (b) that students
who do work, and do so at varying intensities, differ
beforehand in many ways, which could explain why
working is correlated with the various benefits and risks
already noted in this entry.

Varying Effects Evidence is growing that the effects of
working depend on various adolescent characteristics,
including whether earnings are being saved for college
(Marsh, 1991) or are being used to support oneself or
one’s family (Newman, 1996), racial or ethnic group
membership (Johnson, 2004), and whether a student is
likely to go onto higher education (Entwisle et al., 2005).
For example, important tangible benefits of paid work
may exist, and there may be less to lose, for youth who
find little appeal in higher education or do not have the
money to pursue it. The effects of working may also be
conditional on adolescents’ developmental histories. Apel
and colleagues (2007) found that the effects of moving
into intensive work hours for the first time at age 16 on
substance use and criminal activity depends on adoles-
cents’ earlier trajectories with respect to these behaviors.
In particular, they find that heavy work involvement may
be of benefit to some at-risk youth.
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Selection Processes Importantly, although the research
discussed in this entry shows that employment, and more
often work intensity, in adolescence is associated with a
great many aspects of adolescent behavior and well-being,
lictle agreement exists on whether working has a causal
effect on these outcomes. Most critical is a concern about
whether these relationships may be spurious, owing to
preexisting differences among students in socioeconomic
background, academic ability, motivation, work orienta-
tions, and other characteristics. Similarly, the causal order
may be reversed, such that students with lower grades,
who use alcohol and other drugs, and who get into
trouble seek out employment at higher intensities as an
alternative arena in which to succeed or as a source of
income to support their desired lifestyles. It has also been
suggested that both working longer hours and behaviors
such as substance use are manifestations of an underlying
syndrome—that one does not necessarily cause the other

(Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993).

In response to concerns about whether employment
or work hours has causal effects on behavior, well-being,
and later attainment, studies have taken youths’ selection
into employment of varying intensities more seriously over
time. Most studies find that adjusting for covariates greatly
reduces or eliminates the association between work hours
and the outcome of interest. For example, by adjusting for
pre-existing differences among students, scholars have
shown that the relationships between work hours and both
grades and homework time is spurious (Schoenhals et al.,

1998; Warren, LePore, & Mare, 2000).

Even adjusting for covariates, however, studies do find
a robust association between work hours and higher sub-
stance use (McMorris & Uggen, 2000; Pasternoster et al.,
2003), school dropout (Warren & Lee, 2003), and absen-
teeism (Schoenhals et al., 1998), but also that steady,
moderate, work hours are related to higher educational
attainment (Mortimer & Johnson, 1998), especially among
young people with low educational promise (Staff & Mor-
timer, 2007).

Other approaches to addressing selection processes are
emerging. Using propensity score matching, Lee and Staff
(2007) find the effect of intensive employment and school
drop out is not totally spurious. However, among those
with a high propensity to work intensively, who tended to
be from families with lower socioeconomic status and to
have weaker school performance and lower chances for
postsecondary education, work hours had no effect on the
likelihood of drop out. Using fixed and random effects
models to adjust for unobserved heterogeneity among stu-
dents, Pasternoster and colleagues (2003) find the relation-
ship of work intensity with delinquency, substance use, and
problem behaviors is spurious.

Employment, Youth

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Future research on adolescent employment will inevitably
continue to grapple with the question of causality. Con-
tinued attention to methods for addressing observed and
unobserved differences prior to employment is needed.

Signs are accumulating that more attention is being
paid to the nature of the work adolescents do, and not
only to the hours they put in. Despite repeated calls to
consider this issue, until very recently, only a few studies
considered what work adolescents were performing. Mor-
timer (2003) provides one of the most comprehensive
analyses of the precursors and consequences of the quality
of work experiences. Moreover, she demonstrates that
questions about work hours and the nature of the work
experience are inextricably linked. For example, the tem-
poral pattern of investment in work across the high
school years is related to adolescents’ assessments of their
work, with those that worked longer hours experiencing
greater learning opportunities, but also having more
demanding and stressful jobs.

With the same panel, Staff and Uggen (2003) find
that characteristics of good adult jobs, like autonomy,
status, and pay, are not necessarily good for adolescents.
They found adolescent autonomy was associated with
increased school deviance, alcohol use, and probability
of arrest. Jobs that promote status with peers were also
associated with increased school deviance and alcohol
use. Higher wage jobs were associated with an increased
probability of arrest. In contrast, jobs that were perceived
to be compatible with school were linked to decreased
alcohol use and probability of arrest, and opportunities to
learn on the job were associated with decreased alcohol
use. Entwisle and colleagues (2005) also point to a grad-
ual and orderly movement into formal work, levels of job
stress, and using earnings for family support as important
variants in adolescents’ jobs when it comes to school
completion. Based on these and related studies, our
understanding of adolescent employment has become
considerably more nuanced in the last few decades.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Academic Achievement; Drinking,
Adolescent; Drug Use, Adolescent; Human Capital;
Peer Groups and Crowds; Self-Esteem; Vocational
Training and Education; School to Work Transition;
Volume 2: Careers; Employment.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Apel, R., Bushway, S., Brame, R., Haviland, A. M., Nagin, D. S.,
& Paternoster, R. (2007). Unpacking the relationship
between adolescent employment and antisocial behavior: A
matched samples comparison. Criminology, 45(1), 67-97.

Bachman, J. G., & Schulenberg, J. (1993). How part-time work
intensity relates to drug use, problem behavior, time use, and
satisfaction among high school seniors: Are these

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 159



English as a Second Language

consequences or merely correlates? Developmental Psychology,
29, 220-235.

Carr, R. V., Wright, J. D., & Brody, C. J. (1996). Effects of high
school work experience a decade later: Evidence from the
national longitudinal survey. Sociology of Education, 69,
66-81.

D’Amico, R. (1984). Does employment during high school
impair academic progress? Sociology of Education, 57,
152-164.

Entwisle, D. R., Alexander, K. L., & Olson, L. S. (2000). Early
work histories of urban youth. American Sociological Review,
65, 279-297.

Entwisle, D. R., Alexander, K. L., & Olson, L. S. (2005). Urban
teenagers: Work and dropout. Youth and Society, 37, 3-32.

Greenberger, E., & Steinberg, L. (1986). When teenagers work:
The psychological and social costs of adolescent employment. New
York: Basic Books.

Johnson, M. K. (2004). Further evidence on adolescent
employment and substance use: Differences by race and
ethnicity. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 45, 187-197.

Lee, J. C., & Staff, J. (2007). When work matters: The varying
impact of work intensity on high school dropout. Sociology of
Education, 80, 158—178.

Marsh, H. W. (1991). Employment during high school:
Character building or a subversion of academic goals?
Sociology of Education, 64, 172-189.

McMorris, B. J., & Uggen, C. (2000). Alcohol and employment
in the transition to adulthood. Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 41, 276-294.

Mortimer, J. T. (2003). Working and growing up in America.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Mortimer, J. T., & Johnson, M. K. (1998). Adolescent part-time
work and educational achievement. In K. Bormann &

B. Schneider (Eds.), The adolescent years: Social influences and
educational challenges (pp. 183-206). 97th Yearbook of the
National Society for the Study of Education. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

National Commission on Youth (1980). The Transition of Youth
to Adulthood: A Bridge Too Long. Boulder, CO: Westview
Press.

National Research Council. (1998). Protecting youth ar work:
Health, safety and development of working children and
adolescents in the United States. Washington, DC: National
Academy Press.

Newman, K. S. (1996). Working poor: Low-wage employment
in the lives of Harlem youth. In J. A. Graber, J. Brooks-
Gunn, & A. C. Petersen (Eds.), Transitions through
adolescence: Interpersonal domains and context (pp. 323-343).
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Panel on Youth of the President’s Science Advisory Committee
(1974). Youth: Transition to adulthood. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Paternoster, R., Bushway, S., Brame, R., & Apel, R. (2003). The
effect of teenage employment on delinquency and problem
behaviors. Social Forces, 82, 297-335.

Perreira, K. M., Harris, K. M., & Lee, D. (2007). Immigrant
youth in the labor market. Work and Occupations, 34, 5-34.

Safron, D. J., Schulenberg, J. E., & Bachman, J. G. (2001). Part-
time work and hurried adolescence: The links among work
intensity, social activities, health behaviors, and substance use.

Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 42, 425-429.

160

Schoenhals, M., Tienda, M., & Schneider, B. (1998). The
educational and personal consequences of adolescent
employment. Social Forces, 77, 723-762.

Staff, J., & Mortimer, J. T. (2007). Educational and work
strategies from adolescence to early adulthood: Consequences
for educational attainment. Social Forces, 85, 1169—1194.

Staff, J., & Uggen, C. (2003). The fruits of good work: Early
work experiences and adolescent deviance. Journal of Research
in Crime and Delingquency, 40, 263-290.

Steinberg, L., & Cauffman, E. (1995). The impact of
employment on adolescent development. Annals of Child
Development, 11, 131-166.

Steinberg, L., & Dornbusch, S. M. (1991) Negative correlates of
part-time employment during adolescence: Replication and
elaboration. Developmental Psychology, 27, 304-313.

Steinberg, L., Fegley, S., & Dornbusch, S. M. (1993). Negative
impact of part-time work on adolescent adjustment: Evidence
from a longitudinal study. Developmental Psychology, 29,
171-180.

U.S. Department of Labor. (2000). Report on the Youth Labor
Force.

Warren, J. R., & Cataldi, E. F. (2006). A historical perspective
on high school students’ paid employment and its association
with high school dropout. Sociological Forum, 21, 113-143.

Warren, J. R., & Lee, J. C. (2002). The impact of adolescent
employment on high school dropout: Differences by
individual and labor-market characteristics. Social Science
Research, 32, 98—128.

Warren, J. R., LePore, P. C., & Mare, R. D. (2000).
Employment during high school: Consequences for students’
grades in academic courses. American Educational Research

Journal, 37, 943-969.

Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson

ENGLISH AS A SECOND
LANGUAGE
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ERIKSON, ERIK
1902-1994

Psychoanalyst Erik Homburger Erikson’s two most impor-
tant contributions are a theory of the life cycle showing the
integration of personal development and social context
from earliest childhood to oldest age and a theory of the
development of identity in adolescence based on earlier
childhood experiences. Born in Frankfurt, Germany, on
June 15, the illegitimate son of a brief affair by his affluent
Danish mother, Erikson was adopted by his mother’s
second husband, pediatrician Theodor Homburger. Fol-
lowing his mediocre career in a classical secondary school
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(a school emphasizing study of Greek and Latin, together
with European history) and late adolescence wandering
about Germany, periodically studying art and searching
for his own identity, he was invited by a childhood friend
to join him teaching in a school in Vienna that was
primarily for children who were in analysis with pioneer-
ing child analyst Anna Freud (1895-1982). After secking a
personal analysis with Miss Freud and completing formal
psychoanalytic education at the newly created Vienna
Psychoanalytic Institute, Erikson and his family left
Vienna for the United States following Adolf Hitler’s rise
to power in 1933.

With his impressive Viennese psychoanalytic creden-
tials, and a gift for child psychoanalysis, even though he
had no formal university education, Erikson had little
difficulty securing research appointments in a number of
developmental and psychological studies, first at Harvard
University, then at Yale University and later at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley. During this time he took
part in two ethnographic projects, studying the Native
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American Sioux tribe of the Plains while at Yale and then
the Yurok of the Northwest Coast while at Berkeley.
After consulting with his family, Erikson changed his
name from Homburger to Erikson when he became a
U.S. citizen in 1939. Erikson was uncomfortable with
empirical American developmental psychological study
and the American research university as a setting for his
own work. He was diffident in relations with his col-
leagues, and resentful of the time away from his own
writing, including papers that eventually became the
chapters of Childhood and Society (1950) and several

significant psychoanalytic papers.

Erikson accepted an appointment to the Austen
Riggs Center of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, which was
devoted to the study and treatment of psychological
disorders, and somewhat later served as a professor at
Harvard, where at middle age he taught his first univer-
sity courses including a very popular undergraduate sur-
vey of his work. Retiring in 1970, Erikson earned a
Pulitzer Prize and a National Book Award for his psycho-
biographical study of the South Asian charismatic leader
Mohandas Gandhi. Erikson died on May 12 in the Cape
Cod, Massachusetts, community where he had spent his
last years as his health declined, surrounded by his wife,
Canadian-born Joan, and his two sons and a daughter.

Much of Erikson’s work built on and expanded ear-
lier work of Sigmund Freud, especially Freud’s argument
that biologically based drives across the first years of life
are a powerful determinant of personality and the foun-
dation for a child’s effort to resolve conflicts regarding
desire and rivalry with the parents during the preschool
years. Erikson accepted Freud’s emphasis on a psycho-
logical development as cumulative or epigenetic. Freud
had maintained that the relative degree of satisfaction or
frustration across the first years of life determined the
manner in which subsequent developmental phases were
experienced. Erikson maintained, however, that Freud
had failed to realize the potential of this scheme for
normal psychological development and had also failed
to emphasize the social context of early psychological
development. Further, Erikson held that Freud’s perspec-
tive on personality development was important for devel-
opmental study from infancy through oldest age.

Erikson’s portrayal of cumulative personality devel-
opment emphasizes both the adaptive and the problem-
atic outcomes for further psychological development
related to each developmental stage. Maturational forces
provide the impetus for the first three stages of trust
versus mistrust (infancy), autonomy versus shame and
doubt (toddlerhood), and initiative versus guilt (pre-
school years). Social forces become the impetus for later
developmental stages including industry versus inferiority
(elementary school years), identity versus role confusion
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(adolescence), intimacy versus isolation (youth), generativity
versus stagnation (the settled years of adulthood), and integ-
rity versus despair (later life). Whereas Vaillant and Milof-
sky (1980) suggested that the adult life cycle is best
portrayed as developmental tasks rather than stages, Joan
Erikson maintained that a ninth stage dealing with very late
life should be added to this account of the life cycle (Erikson
& Erikson, 1997). Vaillant and Milofsky suggested that
phases of the life cycle posed for adolescence and youth
should include a separate subphase of career consolidation
versus self-absorption and that of the adult years should
include the generativity-related subphase concern of keeper
of the meaning versus rigidity.

Erikson’s other major achievement was a detailed
discussion of adolescence and the issue of identity or
the search for a sense of personal sameness or continuity
in one’s own life (Erikson, 1959/1980). Biographer
Friedman (1999) has highlighted these themes in Erik-
son’s life: his identity as an illegitimate Danish-born son
who did not know his biological father and who as an
adolescent wandered throughout Germany searching for
meaning and coherence, and his changing his name when
granted citizenship to reflect his Danish parentage.
Founded on his clinical work and his biography of Mar-
tin Luther (1958), Erikson maintained that much of the
psychological distress of his young patients had been
misunderstood as major psychopathology when it was
more likely the effort to resolve the identity conflict of
adolescence and youth. Erikson (1959/1980) wrote a
number of essays on youth and identity.

Erikson’s portrayal of the life cycle has been
criticized as culturally specific. Further, Erikson’s empha-
sis on cumulative development does not permit recogni-
tion of the interplay of person and society over both time
and place. Dannefer (1984) argued that both ontogenetic

and life-span models of development should be replaced
with a life course model that considers sociohistorical
context, particularly one’s birth cohort.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Cognitive Ability; Identity
Development; Moral Development and Education.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Dannefer, D. (1984). Adult development and social theory: A
paradigmatic reappraisal. American Sociological Review, 49,
100-116.

Erikson, E. H. (1958). Young man Luther: A study in
psychoanalysis and history. New York: Norton.

Erikson, E. H. (1980). Identity and the life cycle. New York:
Norton. (Originally published 1959)

Erikson, E. H. (1985). Childhood and society (35th anniversary
ed.). New York: Norton. (Originally published 1950)

Erikson, E. H., & Erikson, J. M. (1997). The life cycle completed

(extended ed. with new chapters on the ninth stage of
development by J. M. Erikson). New York: Norton.

Friedman, L. J. (1999). Identity’s architect: A biography of Erik H.
Erikson. New York: Scribner.

Vaillant, G. E., & Milofsky, E. (1980). Natural history of male
psychological health: IX. Empirical evidence for Erikson’s
model of the life cycle. The American Journal of Psychiatry,
137, 1348-1359.

Bertram J. Cobler

EXTRACURRICULAR

ACTIVITIES

SEE Volume 1: Activity Participation, Childhood and
Adolescence; Civic Engagement, Childhood and
Adolescence; Sports and Athletics.

162 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



FAMILY AND
HOUSEHOLD
STRUCTURE,
CHILDHOOD
AND ADOLESCENCE

The structure and composition of American families has
changed dramatically since the mid-20th century. Around
1950, most American children were born into marital
unions and about three-quarters remained in “traditional”
nuclear families—defined as families with two biological
parents married to each other, full siblings only, and no
other household members—through childhood and ado-
lescence. In the early 21st century, the family structure
histories of American children are far more complex.
Increases in nonmarital childbearing, divorce, and cohab-
itation, combined with declines in marriage and remar-
riage, have translated into more dynamic relationship
histories for adults and more complex living arrangements
for their children. Although snapshot estimates indicate
that the majority of children live with both biological
parents, life course estimates suggest that more than half
of all children will spend some time living outside of a
“traditional” nuclear family (Bumpass & Lu, 2000).

These changes are dramatic and have generated a
large, multidisciplinary literature that has both docu-
mented family change and explored the implications of
these changes for adults and, especially, children. These
changes have also spilled into the national policy domain.
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act of 1996 was the first federal law to
explicitly promote marriage and encourage the formation

of two-parent families. This federal commitment contin-
ued into the 21st century. As part of the 2005 reautho-
rization of the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
program, the administration of George W. Bush expanded
this legislation by providing additional money for pro-
grams aimed at increasing healthy marriages and two-
parent families.

At the heart of both the research and policy initia-
tives is the question of whether the basic functions of
the family—ensuring children’s social and emotional
adjustment and economic well-being in childhood and
beyond—are compromised by changes in the structure
and composition of the family. In other words, do devia-
tions from the “traditional” family cause children to
engage in more problem behaviors, do less well in or drop
out of school, be more depressed, and ultimately fail to
successfully transition to adulthood? This entry provides a
general review of the literature that tries to address this
question.

Before describing trends in family structure and their
implications for children, it is important to note that the
changes in the family have not occurred in a vacuum.
Instead, they are a part of a larger set of changes in the
nature of work, the economy, marriage, and gender roles
(Bumpass, 1990). Between 1950 and the early 21st cen-
tury, the U.S. labor market transitioned from a growing,
largely manufacturing-based economy that offered a fam-
ily wage to nearly all men and actively discriminated
against women to a service-based economy that is less
secure, is highly credentialed, and relies on the labor of
women. At the same time, norms about gender roles and
the importance of marriage (but not children) as well as
expectations about personal happiness were realigned.
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These changes, in turn, have transformed the structure
and organization of the adult stage of the life course for
contemporary American women and men. Moreover,
although these changes have permeated all of American
society, significant racial and ethnic differences in oppor-
tunities and constraints in the labor market have trans-
lated into important racial and ethnic differences in the
structure of families. Together, these changes shape the
normative context in which adults make decisions about
romantic unions and in which children are raised (Casper

& Bianchi, 2002).

AN OVERVIEW OF CHILDREN’S
FAMILY STRUCTURE STATUS

Providing an overview of children’s family structure sta-
tus must begin with a definition of the term family.
Although this seems like a relatively straightforward task,
as the current debate about gay marriage suggests, decid-
ing who is in the family is a hotly contested issue in the
United States. Like all social institutions, the family is
socially constructed. But more than other institutions,
the American family is imbued with rich social and
cultural meanings. Any discussion of the family, espe-
cially as it relates to children, is often one about values—
as they relate to kids but also to ideas about gender,
marriage, economic stability, and individual well-being.
Thus, coming up with a definition that incorporates
cultural meanings and reflects the lived experience of
children remains a challenging task.

The U.S. Bureau of the Census definition of the
family provides a good starting point. The Census
Bureau defines the family as “A group of two or more
people who reside together and who are related by birth,
marriage, or adoption.”

A household, by contrast, includes one or more peo-
ple who occupy a residentdial unit. By these definitions, a
cohabiting couple—gay or heterosexual—is 7oz a family,
simply a household. Meanwhile, all families maintain a
household. One indication of the many changes in family
behavior can be indexed by the declining proportion of
households that are made up of families and the increasing
proportion composed of nonfamilies.

Based on this definition of family, a snapshot of U.S.
families with children under 18 from 2005 indicated that
about 71% lived in two-parent families, 23% lived in
single-mother families, and 3% lived in single-father
families. No parents were in the home of about 4% of
all children. (Kreider & Fields, 2005). As a point of
comparison, in 1970 about 85% of all children lived in
two-parent families, 11% lived in single-mother families,
1% lived in single-father families, and 3% lived with
neither parent. As dramatic as these changes are, these
statistics obscure the heterogeneity within these catego-

ries. For instance, two-parent families include both two-
biological parent families and stepparent families, and, as
discussed below, the adjustment of young people in these
family forms differs in important ways. Similarly, single-
mother and single-father families can also include a
cohabiting partner (same or opposite sex), one not rec-
ognized within the aforementioned Census Bureau defi-
nition of family.

An emerging literature that relies on retrospective
reports of family structure history and/or applies estima-
tion procedures to conventional point estimates of family
structure provide a more accurate picture of children’s
family experiences. These measures highlight the hetero-
geneity and fluidity that underlie these single point-in-
time estimates (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Teachman, 2003;
Wu & Martinson, 1993). Dramatic increases in divorce
rates in the 1970s fueled much of the literature regarding
family structure and child well-being. Yet divorce is not
the only significant change in the family. More than ever,
increases in nonmarital fertility and changes in marriage,
cohabitation, and remarriage have shaped the family
trajectories of American youth. Particularly noteworthy
are trends that define the two major “alternative” family
structures: single-parent families and stepparent families.

Single-Parent Families The modal “alternative” family
structure category is single-parent families (Bumpass &
Lu, 2000). This family type has always been a part of the
family structure regime in the United States. What has
changed are the demographic factors driving this status.
At the start of the 20th century, high mortality rates were
largely responsible for the incidents of single-parent fam-
ilies, leaving widows to raise their children. By the 1960s
and 1970s, most single-parent families were created
through divorce or separation. In the early 21st century,
nonmarital fertility is contributing to the growth of
single-mother families. About a quarter of children lived
in single-parent families in 2001, up from about 12% in
1970. In all, life course estimates suggest that about half
of all U.S. children will spend some time in a single-
parent family (Bumpass & Sweet, 1989).

Parental divorce is a major contributor to single-parent
families. Divorce rates increased dramatically across the
20th century, peaking around 1980, and thereafter
remained stable, even receding for some social groups
(Raley & Bumpass, 2003). Still, divorce remains a com-
mon family structure transition for American youth. At the
beginning of the 21st century, about a half of all marriages
ended in divorce, with half of these involving children
(Amato, 2000). In all, about 40% of all children will
experience parental divorce by age 18. The likelihood of
divorce varies by race and social class, with more disadvan-
taged families experiencing a greater likelihood of divorce
or separation than others (Raley & Bumpass, 2003).
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Figure 1. Living arrangements of American children, by race and ethnicity, 2006. CENGAGE LEARNING, GALE.

Another factor contributing to the high proportion of
single-parent families is nonmarital ferdlity. In the early
21st century, the majority of all babies in the United States
are born into married-parent families. Rates of nonmarital
fertility, however, have risen markedly since the mid-20th
century. In 1970 about 10% of all births occurred outside of
marriage, which contrasted with a 40% figure for the early
21st century (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2006). Pro-
nounced race/ethnic differences exist in the percentage of
births to unmarried women. In 2005, about 70% of all
births to non-Hispanic Black women, 63% of births to
American Indian or Alaskan native woman, and 48% of
births to Hispanic women occurred outside of marriage,
compared with about 25% for non-Hispanic White women
and 16% for Asian or Pacific Islander women (Hamilton et
al., 2006). Although these births occurred outside a marital

union, about 40% of them did occur in a cohabiting union.

This, too, varies by race/ethnicity, with about half of White
and Latinos births and a quarter of African-American births
occurring in such unions (Wildsmith & Raley, 20006).

The majority of young people in single-parent fam-
ilies—especially very young children—reside with their
mother. Father-only families, although statistically rare,
are becoming more common. Between 1960 and 2001,
the proportion of father-only families grew from about
1.4% to 3.1%, representing an increase of more than

100% (Kreider & Fields, 2005).

Stepparent Families Residing in stepparent families is
also a common experience for American children (Cole-
man, Ganong, & Fine, 2000). Like single-parent families,
stepparent families have always been a part of the Amer-
ican family portrait. Historically, parental death was the
leading precursor to this family structure. Moreover, most
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of these families were formed through remarriage among
widowed mothers. In the early 21st century, divorce and,
to a lesser extent, nonmarital fertility often precede this
status. Similarly, contemporary stepparent families are
initiated through either marriage or cohabitation. Overall,
about 7% of children live in a stepparent family (Kreider
& Fields, 2005). Yet almost one-third of U.S. children
born in the early 1980s are expected to spend some time
in a stepparent family (Bumpass, Raley, & Sweet, 1995).

A nontrivial number of cohabiting stepparent families
are headed by gay and lesbian parents. Estimates based on
the 2000 census indicate that about 1% of all U.S. house-
holds include same-sex partners, with these families equally
divided among female and male couples. Among female
same-sex partner households, about a third include chil-
dren. Among male same-sex partner households, about

22% include children (Simmons & O’Connell, 2003).

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS
OF THESE CHANGES?

What does this diversity in family structure mean for
contemporary American youth? Although the magnitude
and long-term implications of changes in family structure
continue to be debated (Cherlin, 1999), scholars gener-
ally agree that children raised by two continuously mar-
ried parents are, on average, better off on a host of
indicators than are children in other family forms. The
number of studies that explore these associations is vast,
and these studies measure family structure and child
adjustment in many ways. Nevertheless, some general
associations can be outlined between the two most com-
mon alternative family structures—single-parent and
stepparent families—and child well-being, measured in
terms of emotional, social, and cognitive adjustment.

Single-Parent Families As mentioned above, divorce is a
common factor leading to this family status and, for a
long time, was the primary focus of family structure
research. Compared to those in stable, married-parent
families, children with divorced parents were, on average,
more likely to be depressed, engage in problem behaviors
such as minor delinquent acts, smoking, and underage
drinking, drop out of high school, score lower on stand-
ardized tests, transition to first sex earlier, become preg-
nant as a teenager, and report poorer grades than others
during childhood and adolescence (Amato, 2000; McLa-
nahan & Sandefur, 1994). Given that the overwhelming
majority of these young people reside with their mother,
nearly all of the empirical work on single-parent families
is based on mother-only families. Yet, as noted above,
young people do reside in father-only families, and the
few studies that have explicitly studied them indicate that
these families are different from mother-only families in

important ways (e.g., higher income, less stable, different
parenting styles). Overall, young people in these families
often look about the same or worse than do those in
mother-only families. Much of this effect is explained by
differences in parenting practices and family instability
(Harris, Cavanagh, & Elder, 2000).

The research on children born outside of marriage is
less extensive, but the findings are similar. Compared to
those raised in stable, married-parent families, children
born outside of marriage report, on average, lower levels
of emotional, social, and cognitive adjustment (Amarto,
2005). Research underway includes the Fragile Families
and Child Wellbeing Study, which focuses on nearly
5,000 children born between 1998 and 2000 who were
disproportionately born to unmarried parents. This
study, designed to better understand the ways nonmarital
fertility affects development, promises to provide addi-
tional insights into the implications of nonmarital fertil-
ity for child and adolescent development.

Stepparent Families Researchers also have investigated
the consequences for children residing in a stepparent
family. Although the presence of a stepparent usually
improves children’s standard of living and means that
two adults are available to monitor and supervise child-
ren’s behavior, researchers consistently show that children
in stepfamilies exhibit more problems than do children
with continuously married parents and look about the
same as do children who live with single mothers (Cole-

man et al., 2000; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).

Researchers have generally assumed that the pathway
to this family form is universal (e.g., marriage — single
parenthood — remarriage). Work in the early 21st cen-
tury, however, suggests that the pathway to this family
status can moderate its association with adolescent adjust-
ment. For instance, Sweeney (2007) found that young
people in stepfather families formed after divorce reported
better mental well-being than did those in stepparent
families formed after a nonmarital birth. Similarly, research
by Manning and Lamb (2003) indicates that adolescents
living with cohabiting stepparents fared worse than those
living in married stepfamilies. In both cases, most of these
differences were explained by differences in the socioeco-
nomic circumstances of these families.

A small but growing area of family scholarship
focuses on adolescent well-being in gay or lesbian fami-
lies. Although the number of young people who report
living in a gay or lesbian family remains small even in
large, nationally representative studies such as Add
Health (where parent’s sexual orientation is not asked
directly but is inferred by the gender of the parent’s
partner), the existing evidence suggests that adolescents
living with same-sex parents do about the same on a host
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of emotional, behavior, and cognitive indicators as those
living with opposite-sex parents (Patterson, 2000).

WHAT FACTORS EXPLAIN THESE
LINKAGES?

Some combination of economic hardship, compromised
parenting practices, and increased emotional stress have
been used to explain the link between family structure
and child adjustment. Research by McLanahan and San-
defur (1994) indicates that about half of the “divorce”
effect observed in young people in single-parent families
is explained by changes in the resident parent’s financial
status. Mothers typically gain custody following divorce
and often experience a substantal decline in family
income and an increase in economic instability. This
economic uncertainty, in turn, can further exacerbate
stress in the home environment, often prompting resi-
dential and school changes and altering the mother’s
work schedule (Amato, 2000). Single parents also may
employ less effective parenting strategies than others
(Amato, 2000; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). This
comes about both because of increased economic stress
and because mothers are less available to their children on
a day-to-day basis. Heavier responsibilities plus dimin-
ished economic resources often leads to harsh and incon-
sistent parenting, less supervision, and weakened parental
authority that undermines the parent—child relationship

(McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).

Parenting practices and family stress also play a role
in explaining young people’s adjustment in stepparent
families. Compared with biological parents, stepparents
often lack the legitimacy of biological parents and/or
have less incentive to invest time in the children living
in their homes. As a result, what they can and do offer
young people is not always equivalent to what biological
parents can offer. Children and adolescents in these
families also report lower levels of parental support and
closeness with both biological parents and stepparents
(Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1998; Sweeney, 2007).
Living in stepparent families means that children and
adolescents must adapt to new people in the house-
hold—not only a parent’s partner but also stepsiblings.
These young people must also balance their relationships
with their parent’s partner along with their own evolving
relationships with their resident and nonresident parents.
Doing so can be stressful for young people, who often
balance feelings of guilt, jealousy, and friendship with the
key adults in their lives (Amato, 2000).

WHAT ABOUT THE ROLE OF

FAMILY INSTABILITY?

As compelling as the associations between family struc-
ture and child and adolescent adjustment are, the living

arrangements of American children are far more dynamic
than these static measures of family structure imply.
From the perspective of a child, family structure can
often include some combination of parental marriage,
divorce, single parenthood, cohabitation, and remarriage
(Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Teachman, 2003). Given this,
what is missed when family structure is thought about
and measured in this way? An emerging literature
attempts to address this question through the instability
and change perspective.

Building on stress theory, this perspective posits that
changes in a parent’s marital or romantic histories constitute
a major stressor in a child’s life. Beyond highlighting that
family structure change is stressful, this perspective empha-
sizes the potentially cumulative nature of family structure
change. Although many children never experience a family
structure change, those who experience one family transition
are ata greater risk of experiencing subsequent transitions and
the concomitant stresses that they involve (Wu & Martinson,
1993). Thus, young people who experience multiple family
transitions are expected to experience more compromised
well-being than those who experience no such transitions or
only one (Fomby & Cherlin, 2007; Teachman, 2003).

Research backs up this assertion. Beginning with
early childhood, family instability in early childhood
was associated with increases in behavioral problems at
age 3 (Osborne & McLanahan, 2007) and at the tran-
sition to elementary school (Cavanagh & Huston, 2006).
Family instability also was negatively associated with
white children’s problem behavior during middle child-
hood (Fomby & Cherlin, 2007). Finally, family insta-
bility was associated with the nature of young people’s
romantic relationships (Cavanagh, Crissey, & Raley, in
press) and the likelihood of a premarital birth for all
women during adolescence (Wu & Martinson, 1993).

WHAT ROLE DOES SELECTION
PLAY IN THESE ASSOCIATIONS?

The empirical evidence linking family structure and child
adjustment is quite impressive, but does this mean the link is
causal? That is, does residing in a particular family structure
cause compromised child well-being, or is the observed link
the result of maternal and paternal characteristics that affect
both the likelihood that parents’ experience unstable roman-
tic histories and that their children experience compromised
well-being in childhood? Although no social group is
immune from the family changes described above, there
are important racial, ethnic, and social class differences in
the likelihood of experiencing a stable two-parent family
environment, on the one hand, and a family marked by
change, on the other. These differences, in turn, are also
related to how well children do on a host of indicators.
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The only way of determining causality is by ran-
domly assigning families to different family structure
statuses—a design that is implausible for practical and
ethical reasons. Short of that, researchers have used differ-
ent statistical methods and included different indicators
that tap selection processes. A 2007 study by Fomby and
Cherlin highlights the important of selection in under-
standing the link between family structure and child
adjustment. With indicators of family instability as well
as a comprehensive list of maternal characteristics associ-
ated with selection, they found that, for African-Ameri-
can children, maternal characteristics explained all of the
observed family instability effect on children’s cognitive
functioning and problem behavior. For Whites, selection
processes also mattered, but an instability effect on prob-
lem behavior remained. In all, scholars agree that selec-
tion plays a significant role in the link between family
structure and child adjustment, but that the experience of
family structure change remains a factor in child well-
being (Amato, 2000).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The first wave of family structure research focused on the
impact of divorce and remarriage on child well-being.
Much of this work relied on a fairly simple model of

family change where all children were assumed to be
born in a marital union that eventually dissolved, with
some experiencing a subsequent parental remarriage.
This model held for most children (especially White,
middle-class children) and provided compelling and con-
sistent information about the association between divorce
and child well-being. This model, however, has become
outdated and does not reflect the realities of the lives of
American children in the early 21st century. Despite
pronounced racial and ethnic differences in family struc-
ture histories, the implications of family structure for
children of color, especially African-American children,
remains largely unclear.

Informed by changing fertility and marriage patterns
along with ethnographic research that highlights the flu-
idity of family experiences, the second wave of family
structure research may continue to look beyond static
measures of family structure and attempt to incorporate
the whole of children’s family structure experiences.
Divorce rates have stabilized, but nonmarital fertility
continues to increase. Moreover, children born outside
of marriage are at a greater risk of experiencing more
family transitions, including the formation and dissolu-
tion of (multple) parental marriages and cohabitations
throughout their early life course. Together, these
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changes are shaping the lives of American children in the
early 21st century.

These changes are also shaping the way some family
scholars think about the family and its impact on chil-
dren. The aforementioned Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study represents both an example of how
family scholars are thinking about family structure and
an exciting resource for studying the implications of
nonmarital fertility and family instability for child and
adolescent adjustment.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Child Custody and Suppors;
Grandchildren; Parent-Child Relationships, Childhood
and Adolescence; Policy, Child Well-Being; Poverty,
Childhood and Adolescence; Volume 3:
Grandparenthood.
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Shannon E. Cavanagh

FAMILY PROCESS
MODEL

The family process model posits that the effects of poverty
on child well-being go beyond the material resources
afforded by higher incomes. According to the model (see
Figure 1), poverty impacts children’s development indi-
rectly through its negative effect on family processes. The
reasons are simple. Poverty is a highly disorienting and
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upsetting experience that, perniciously, can make parents
doubt themselves and lose hope in the future. In this way,
it introduces a level of stress and discord into the family
that ultimately affects the social, emotional, and academic
lives of children. From the family process literature, two
general aspects of the home environment—parents’ mar-
ital or romantic relationships and parenting behaviors—
have been identified as primary avenues through which
family processes link poverty to child development.

A wealth of empirical evidence has documented that
growing up in poverty places children at risk for a wide
range of physical, cognitive, and socioemotional prob-
lems (Seccombe, 2000). For example, parents and teach-
ers report that low-income children are more likely to be
aggressive, to experience symptoms of depression, and to
receive lower scores on measures of academic achieve-
ment compared to their more affluent peers. Understand-
ing the ways in which poverty affects children’s well-
being, therefore, is an important goal for social science
researchers. In the large and growing body of literature
on the development of economically disadvantaged chil-
dren, a powerful explanation for the association between
poverty and poor development has emerged: the family
process model, which is the focus of this entry.

CHILDHOOD POVERTY
IN THE UNITED STATES

In 2006 about 17% of American children were raised in
families with annual incomes that fell below the govern-
ment poverty level of $20,614 for a family of four (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2007). More American children
live in poverty than was the case in the late 1970s and
than children from any other industrialized nation.
American children are also more likely to experience
poverty than adolescents or adults. Although these statis-
tics highlight the pervasiveness of childhood poverty in
the United States, they do not provide a complete picture
of poor American youth. Millions more families, with
annual incomes just above the poverty level, also struggle
to earn enough money for food and rent. Furthermore,
the number of economically disadvantaged children,
measured by multiple factors including family income,
family structure, and educational attainment, is far
greater than these basic statistics suggest.

Children from every racial/ethnic background live in
poverty, but the likelihood of growing up in an impov-
erished family is much lower for White and Asian chil-
dren than for African-American and Hispanic children.
During the 10 years beginning with the mid-1990s,
approximately 30% of African-American and Hispanic
children lived in families with incomes below the poverty
level, compared to about 10% of Asian and White chil-
dren (Children’s Defense Fund, 2004). Not only are

African-American and Hispanic children more likely to
live in poverty, but they are also more likely to live in
high-poverty communities and to live in poverty over
longer periods of time compared to poor White children.

Poverty and Child Development Not surprising, growing
up in poverty places children at risk for a wide range of
negative developmental outcomes. As mentioned, numer-
ous studies have documented the association between pov-
erty and poor physical, cognitive, social, and emotional
development. For example, infants born to poor families
are more likely to experience malnutrition, failure to thrive
syndrome, and sudden infant death syndrome. During
childhood, poverty is associated with poor performance
on measures of cognitive functioning, as well as internaliz-
ing problems such as depression and anxiety and external-
izing problems such as aggressive and antisocial behavior.
Among adolescents, poverty is related to obesity and overall
health. Poor adolescents are also more likely to become
pregnant, associate with deviant peers, and experiment with
illegal drugs than more affluent youth.

Research demonstrates that poverty also has a negative
impact on academic achievement, and differences between
poor and more affluent children can be seen at the very
start of formal schooling. Economically disadvantaged
children score significantly lower than both middle- and
upper-class children on measures of reading and math
achievement at the beginning of kindergarten and this
problem is especially pronounced for poor racial/ethnic
minority children. The substantial gap in academic com-
petencies between poor and more affluent children persists
throughout their educational careers. Poor children and
adolescents earn lower grades and lower scores on achieve-
ment tests, they are more likely to be placed in lower
curricular tracks and special education programs, and they
are less likely to graduate from high school or enter into
higher education than nonpoor youth (McLoyd, 1998).

Explanations for the Association Between Poverty and
Poor Child Development Given that poverty affects
child development within and across racial/ethnic groups,
the next step is to understand how this occurs. Explan-
ations for the association between poverty and children’s
well-being often center on the lack of material resources
available to poor children and their families. For exam-
ple, children raised in poverty often live in unsafe neigh-
borhoods, attend ineffective schools, have poor diets, and
receive little health care. According to financial capital
models, poverty affects children directly by limiting
material resources that are beneficial to children’s devel-
opment and well-being. Although some studies provide
support for these models, the effects of poverty vary
greatly from one outcome to another, and there is little
consensus among researchers regarding the size of the

170 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THE LIFE COURSE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT



Family Family Child
Poverty Processes Development

Figure 1. A basic family process model. CENGAGE LEARNING, GALE.

effects (Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 1998;
Haveman & Wolfe, 1995). Moreover, financial capital
models overlook the possibility that one of the greatest
influences of poverty may be related to nonmaterial
family resources.

THE FAMILY PROCESS MODEL

One great advantage of the family process model is that it
integrates two core developmental paradigms—ecological
and life course theories—and thus bridges psychological
and sociological approaches to the study of poverty and
child development. From an ecological perspective (Bron-
fenbrenner, 1979), children develop within multiple, over-
lapping contexts and in increasingly complex interactions
with their environments. The family process model draws
on ecological theory by examining how processes in one
context (family) influence the lives of children in other
contexts (e.g., peer group). Developed most fully in the
work of Elder (1998, 1999), life course theory views lives
as interdependent trajectories embedded in social and
historical contexts. The family process model takes a life
course approach to studying child development by viewing
children’s lives as linked to their parents (i.e., parents’
poverty disrupts children’s development through its influ-
ence on parenting).

SUPPORT FOR THE FAMILY
PROCESS MODEL

The general framework of the family process model
draws heavily on studies of White families of the Great
Depression (Elder, 1999). In several studies, Elder and
colleagues examined the effects of economic loss during
the depression on children’s behavioral and socioemo-
tional development. The results of this research indicated
that economic loss had few direct effects on children’s
well-being. Instead, negative child outcomes occurred
indirectly through the fathers’ poor psychological func-
tioning and negative parenting behaviors. Fathers who
experienced severe financial loss were more likely to use
punitive, rejecting, and inconsistent disciplinary practi-
ces, and these parenting behaviors were significanty
related to children’s socioemotional problems.
Following the pioneering work of Elder and his
colleagues, McLoyd (1990) proposed a model to examine

Family Process Model

how poverty and economic loss affect African-American
children’s socioemotional development. According to
this model, impoverished families often experience an
excess of adverse life events, and the resulting psycholog-
ical distress diminishes parents’ capacity for supportive,
consistent, and involved parenting, which, in turn, dis-
rupts children’s socioemotional functioning. Subsequently,
family processes have linked poverty to a wide range of
negative socioemotional outcomes during childhood and
adolescence, including anxiety, depression, and poor social
competence, as well as behavior problems related to com-
pliance, impulse control, aggression, and drug use in youth
of all races. Importantly, the family process model has also
been applied to the educational experiences of children
and adolescents. Numerous studies have provided evidence
that a wide range of parenting behaviors, including emo-
tional support and warmth, discipline strategies, educa-
tion-related practices, and the presence of household
rules and routines, explain at least some of the well-
documented association between family income and
academic outcomes (Burchinal, Roberts, Zeisel, Hennon,
& Hooper, 2006; Conger et al., 1992, 1993; Gutman &
Eccles, 1999; Raver et al., 2007; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks-
Gunn, 2002; Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd,
2002).

MOVING BEYOND
THE BASIC MODEL

Research has begun to extend the basic family process model
in ways that have increased knowledge about child develop-
ment in the context of economic disadvantage. For example,
several studies have investigated the ways in which income
(or the lack thereof) influences family processes. From this
research, two primary pathways have emerged: parents’
mental health and aspects of financial strain. In studies that
vary widely with regard to family processes and child out-
comes, poor parent psychological well-being (typically
maternal depression) explains at least part of the association
between income and family processes (Conger et al., 2002;
Mistry et al., 2002; Parke et al., 2004; Vandewater &
Lansford, 2005; Yeung et al., 2002). At the same time, a
growing number of studies suggest that objective measures
of economic hardship, such as low income, negatively affect
parents’ psychological well-being and parenting behavior
through their impact on financial strain and stress (Gutman,
McLoyd, & Tokoyawa, 2005; Mistry et al., 2002; Mistry,
Biesanz, Taylor, Burchinal, & Cox, 2004).

Researchers have also sought to gain a better under-
standing of the extent to which the family process model
applies to families across various racial, ethnic, and socio-
economic backgrounds. Although less is known about Asian
and Hispanic families, studies of African-American families
suggest that, in general, the family process model functions
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well for this racial group (Conger et al., 2002; Jackson,
Brooks-Gunn, Huang, & Glassman, 2000). The model also
appears to hold not just for families who live in extreme
poverty but also for working- and middle-class families who
experience economic loss (Conger et al., 1992, 1993). Fur-
thermore, studies that draw on samples from rural, subur-
ban, and urban areas suggest that the family process model
can be applied to families living in a variety of geographic
contexts (Conger et al., 2002; Gutman et al., 2005; Jackson,
Brooks-Gunn, Huang, & Glassman, 2000).

FUTURE RESEARCH

Despite strong empirical and theoretical grounding for the
family process model, gaps in the literature remain. For
example, few researchers test the applicability of their
proposed models for diverse racial/ethnic groups, making
it difficult to determine the robustness of their findings for
different races/ethnicities. Through early 2008, only three
known studies have examined the equivalence of their
conceptual models across various racial/ethnic groups. In
an investigation of adolescents’ academic achievement,
Gutman and Eccles (1999) found that negative parent—
adolescent relationships and school-based parental involve-
ment explained the association between financial strain
and achievement for both African-American and White
families. No significant differences in the models between
the two racial/ethnic groups were found. Parke and col-
leagues (2004), however, reported that paternal hostile
parenting was related to adjustment problems for fifth-
grade White children, whereas marital problems predicted
poor adjustment for Mexican-American children.

In the most comprehensive investigation of model
equivalence across race/ethnicity, Raver, Gershoff, and
Aber (2007) examined the importance of a wide range
of family processes in explaining the association between
family income and measures of school readiness for
African-American, Hispanic, and White families. Results
of this study suggest that important differences may exist
across the three racial/ethnic groups. For example,
income was a stronger predictor of children’s kinder-
garten achievement for African-American children than
for Hispanic or White children. Material hardship was
also more strongly related to parents’ stress in African-
American families. The positive association between
parenting behavior and children’s social competence,
however, was stronger for White families than for
racial/ethnic minority families. Taken together these
studies suggest that racial/ethnic variation in family proc-
ess models likely depends on a number of factors, includ-
ing the family processes and developmental outcomes of
interest, the stage of development, the gender of the
parent, and the definition of economic disadvantage.

Research also needs to gain a better understanding of
resilience in the context of poverty by incorporating
protective factors into the family process model. To do
so, researchers can focus on the association between poverty
and family processes, the first piece of the model. Although
poverty typically disrupts marital and parent—hild rela-
tionships, differences exist in the home environments of
poor families and are likely related to individual character-
istics of family members as well as factors in work, school,
and neighborhood settings. As one example, research indi-
cates that economically disadvantaged parents are less opti-
mistic about their children’s educational chances than more
affluent parents. For a variety of reasons, however, some
poor parents are able to maintain positive beliefs about
their children, despite their economic situation. In these
families, optimistic beliefs about their children’s educa-
tional careers may increase education-related parenting
and thus represent a parent characteristic that protects
against the impact of poverty on parenting.

Researchers can also identify protective factors by
focusing on the second piece of the family process model:
the association between family processes and child devel-
opment. Investigating characteristics of children and their
environments, especially those that are amenable to policy,
is important for improving the well-being of economically
disadvantaged children. For example, aspects of the school
environment, such as characteristics of teachers and
administrators and services and resources for families,
may help to reduce the negative effect of disruptive family
processes on low-income children’s academic achievement.

In summary, the family process model has provided
an excellent framework for understanding the importance
of the family context in explaining the negative impact of
poverty on children and adolescents’ well-being. A large
body of research has provided empirical evidence that the
family process model can be applied to a wide range of
developmental outcomes, to various developmental
stages, to both boys and girls, and to families from
diverse backgrounds. Investigating whether these models
hold for different races/ethnicities and identifying pro-
tective factors, however, are important areas of future
research, especially given their implications for policies
aimed at improving the well-being of poor children.

SEE ALSO Volume 1: Astachment Theory; Developmental
Systems Theory; Elder, Glen H., Jr.; Parent-Child
Relationships, Childhood and Adolescence; Policy,
Child Well-Being; Poverty, Childhood and
Adolescence; Resilience, Childhood and Adolescence.
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