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University of Washington
Abstract

Parental Experiences of Difficulty:
A Study of How Parents Perceive and Respond
to their Child's Temperament

by Stephanie Sarantos

Chairperson of the Supervisory Committee
Professor Samuel S. Wineburg
Department of Education

This study addresses two central questions: How do parents form
perceptions of their child's temperament? And, how do these perceptions
influence their parenting? Qualitative research methodology was employed
in order to explore multiple factors and processes that contribute to parental
perceptions and responses. Data were obtained through semi-structured
interviews and observations of parent-child interactions. Transcripts of
interviews and field notes were analyzed to address the following clusters of
questions:

1. How do parents form perceptions of their children's temperaments?

What characteristics of children's temperaments are especially salient?

How do parents' own temperaments influence judgments about their

children? What other factors influence judgments about children's

temperaments? How are judgments about the "goodness" or

"badness” of temperament characteristics assigned? How do



"informal” judgments of temperament compare to standardized

measurements?

2. How do perceptions of children's temperaments influence parenting

decisions? Do parents consider their children's temperaments when

making decisions and forming parenting strategies?

3. How do parents feel about parenting a child with a more difficult

temperament? How do their feelings influence parenting and how are

feelings managed? What kind of support is helpful?

The results of this study suggest that parental perceptions of their
child’s difficult temperament reflect characteristics of the child as well as
characteristics of the child's physical and social environment. The specific
factors that influenced parents’ perceptions and responses varied across
families but included: parents’ histories, especially in their families of origin;
current environmental stressors and supports; cultural perspectives; and
parents’ personalities, psychological states, and philosophical views. The
euphemistic concept of the "spirited child," popular through parenting books
and workshops, influenced several parents' views of their child's
temperament.

Parents differed in their response to perceived difficult temperament.
Two parenting styles emerged in response to perceptions of difficult
temperament: parenting based on control and parenting based on
containment. These parenting styles led to differences in parenting goals,
interventions, and definitions of difficulty. This study has implications for

family assessment, counseling, and parent education. Recommendations are



offered that broaden the focus on difficult temperament to include attention

to family and environmental factors.
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INTRODUCTION

Intense,
strong-willed,
a perpetual go machine,
he can go ballistic,
too much,
can’t distract him,
he becomes very explosive,
just loses it and can’t control himself
his upset is so intense
one of the loudest people in the world

These are the words parents in this study chose to describe their child.
These parents often felt challenged by their child's behaviors and puzzled by
their child's temperament. All of the parents described their child as unique
and most described their child as "difficult” or "spirited.” Those who had
read the popular parenting book, Raising your Spirited Child, believed
Kurcinka’s (1990) description of the "spirited" child fit their child:

The word that distinguishes spirited children from other children is

more. They are normal children who are more intense, persistent,

sensitive, perceptive, and uncomfortable with change than other

children. All children possess these characteristics, but spirited kids

possess them with a depth and range not available to other children.

Spirited kids are the Super Ball in a room full of rubber balls. Other



kids bounce three feet off the ground. Every bounce for a spirited child

hits the ceiling. (Kurcinka, 1991, p. 7)

Evidence from a growing body of research tells us that parents’
perceptions of their child's temperament can influence their child's
development. Children perceived to have difficult temperaments are treated
differently from children perceived to have easier temperaments. And
children with difficult temperaments are at higher risk for developing
behavioral and adjustment problems. We know that parents’ perceptions of
their children's temperament are important. Yet, we know little about how
parents form perceptions of their child's temperament or how those
perceptions influence their parenting.

Do parents come to perceive their child to have a difficult
temperament through comparisons with other children of the same age? Do
different parents interpret the same child's behaviors in different ways and
make different judgments about temperament? Are parents’ perceptions
biased by their own expectations and values? Can parents perceive
neurobiological differences within their children that determine behavioral
style? Do parents interpret behaviors that may be situational as reflections of
temperament?

How do parents respond to their children's temperament? Do they
shape parenting strategies to meet their children's temperaments? Do they
try to change their children to conform to their parenting style? What are
their feelings as they struggle with difficulties? And how do these feelings
influence their parenting? Can a child's "difficult” temperament be accepted



and valued for the positive sides? Will a "difficult" child be perceived as
(and become) a problem child? What processes allow some families to
accommodate and appreciate children with difficult temperaments? This
study begins to address these questions. Through a qualitative research
approach, I examined how parents form perceptions of their child's

temperament and how these perceptions influence their parenting practices.



CHAPTER 1

GUIDING CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Miles and Huberman (1984) advocate the use of conceptual frameworks
to guide the research process. "A conceptual framework explains, either
graphically or in narrative form, the main dimensions to be studied—the key
factors, or variables—and the presumed relationships among them" (p.28).
The development of this study was influenced by findings in the research
literature on temperament and family systems, interactions with families
with young children and pilot work on this topic with two families. The
information presented in this framework is historical in the sense that it
reflects the theories that guided the conception of this study. In this chapter I
review relevant aspects of the literature about temperament and family
systems theories, discuss the role of experience and stress in parenting,
provide a graphic illustration of the conceptual framework and explain the
purpose of this study.

Review of the Literature
What is Temperament?

Temperament can be thought of as a child's behavioral style, or how an
individual generally tends to react and respond to the challenges and
opportunities encountered in the environment (Thomas, Chess & Birch,
1968). Characteristics of a child's mood, tendency to approach or withdraw

from situations, intensity and reactivity are especially salient aspects of



temperament. While the idea of temperament has served as a means for
understanding human nature for centuries, it has been during the last thirty
years that temperament has gained the attention of clinicians and researchers
in psychology and psychiatry (Kagan, 1994). This attention is widely credited
to the pioneering work of psychiatrists Stella Chess and Alexander Thomas
(Carey & McDevitt, 1994).

Thomas and Chess began research in temperament at a time when
psychiatric practice and psychological thinking were influenced largely by
psychoanalytic and behavioral theories. In contrast, they believed that
children reacted in individual ways, even as infants, and that many of the
problems they encountered in their practice were the result of the children's
personal styles and their interactions with important persons in their lives
(Hassibi, 1994). In 1956, they began the New York Longitudinal Study (NYLS)
that followed the behavioral development of 133 children from infancy into
early adult life. The findings of the NYLS yielded a conceptualization of the
following nine dimensions of temperament that are widely used in research,
clinical and lay applications:

1. Activity level —the extent to which a motor component
exists during bathing, eating, playing, dressing, and handling;
information on the sleep-wake cycle, reaching, crawling, and walking.

2. Rhythmicity —the predictability and/or unpredictability over
time of any function, such as the sleep-wake cycle, hunger, feeding and
elimination.

3. Approach or Withdrawal —the nature of the initial response
to a new stimulus (food, toy, or person). Approach refers to positive



responses such as smiling, reaching, verbalizations, or play.
Withdrawal refers to negative responses such as crying, fussing,
moving away or pushing away.

4. Adaptability —the ease with which an individual is able to
change their response to new or altered situations in positive ways.

5. Threshold of Responsiveness —the intensity level of
stimulation needed to evoke a response including reactions to sensory
stimuli, environmental objects and social contacts.

6. Intensity of Reaction —the energy level of response.

7. Quality of mood—the amount of pleasant, joyful, and
friendly behavior, as contrasted with unpleasant, crying and unfriendly
behavior.

8. Distractibility —the effectiveness of extraneous stimuli in
interfering with or altering the ongoing behavior.

9. Attention Span and Persistence—these are two related
categories. Attention concerns the length of time a particular activity is
pursued by the child. Persistence refers to the continuation of an
activity in the face of obstacles. (from Thomas, Chess & Birch, 1968)
Three temperament types based on different clusters of the nine

dimensions were also identified: easy, difficult, and slow-to-warm-up. These
three types are thought of as a continuum of more easy to more difficult
temperaments. The difficult child is characterized by:
- - - irregularity in biological functions, a preponderanc= of negative
(withdrawal) responses to new stimuli, slowness in adapting to

changes in the environment, a relatively high frequency of expression



of negative mood, and a predominance of high intensity in mood
expression. (Thomas, Chess & Korn, 1982, p. 4)
The Difficult Child

The concept of the difficult child has gained clinical and lay popularity
as a useful framework to assist parents to understand (and interact with) their
children (Carey & McDevitt, 1994). Several popular parenting books focus on
"difficult" temperament (Chess & Thomas, 1987; Kurcinka, 1983; Turecki,
1989). Screening instruments have been developed for use by health care
professionals to identify children who have more difficult (sometimes
euphemistically called "spirited") temperaments and to focus anticipatory
guidance and counseling that is specific to child temperament (Cameron,
Rice, Hansen & Rosen, 1994; Carey & McDevitt, 1994). Parent support and
education programs based on the Thomas and Chess model have been
developed to educate parents about how a child's temperament can influence
development (Smith, 1994, Goodnow, 1995).

While the idea of the difficult child has clearly become popular among
parents, educators, clinicians and book sellers, it has also been the subject of
considerable academic controversy among theorists. A series of articles
published in the Merril-Palmer Quarterly (Bates, 1980; Kagan, 1982; Plomin,
1982; Rothbart, 1982; Thomas, Chess & Korn, 1982) presented contrasting
views of leading temperament researchers about the conceptual validity of
the difficult temperament construct. The debate raised more questions than
answers, but is important because the questions raised have been central to

ongoing inquiry in the field. These questions included:



Is difficult temperament found in the child or in the parent's

perceptions?

Is the concept (and label) of difficult useful?

What is the definition of temperament?

How valid are parental reports?

Jerome Kagan's (1982) view on this debate gave credit to Thomas and
Chess’ concept. He stated that the concept of difficult temperament
"represents a stable set of characteristics that have a basis in the child's biology
and thus qualify as a temperament construct” (p. 24). Kagan predicted that
"further research will determine if that classification has to be changed,
sharpened, or polished, as I am sure Thomas, Chess, and Korn expect. No
category lasts forever” (p. 24). In the years since this debate, the concept of
difficult temperament has been the focus of a significant body of research.

Several recent research findings suggest ways that temperament can
influence development. Children with difficult temperaments are at greater
risk for negative developmental outcomes such as behavioral problems,
school problems and psychological pathologies (Thomas, Chess & Korn, 1982;
Lee & Bates, 1985; Lerner, 1984 1985, Thomas & Chess, 1986). Children of
different temperaments can elicit different interactions from caregivers as
early as the second day of life (Breitmeyer & Ricciuti, 1988). Parents who
perceive their child as difficult use different parenting strategies from parents
who perceive their child as less difficult (Pettit & Bates, 1989). For example,
Lee and Bates (1985) found that mothers of "difficult” 2-year-olds used more

control, gave in more often after initially saying no, and offered fewer choices



than mothers of “easier” children. In turn, more "difficult” children reacted
with greater resistance to their mother's attempts of control.

Yet, some (even many) "difficult” children do not develop problems,
and may even become less difficult over time (Thomas & Chess, 1986). Why
is this? It is generally believed that the quality of adaptation for a given child
is determined by the match, or goodness of fit, between the child's
temperament and the demands and supports encountered in the
environment (Goldsmith et al, 1987).

Goodness of Fit

Goodness of fit between a child's temperament and the environment is
believed to be determined through a transactional process (Thomas, Chess &
Birch, 1968). Environmental stimuli and demands will be perceived and
reacted to in different ways by children of different temperaments. At the
same time, differences in the child's temperament will elicit different
responses from the environment (Breitmayer & Ricciuti, 1988; Goldsmith et
al, 1987; Kagan, 1989). Multiple factors in the family and community
influence the child's world. For young children the parenting environment
is especially critical. The quality of the parenting environment is believed to
be determined by parent personality characteristics and parenting strategies
(Frankel & Bates, 1990).

To this point, much of the temperament research addressing goodness
of fit has been concerned with studying developmental outcomes (Goldsmith
et al, 1987). Goodness or poorness of fit has primarily been determined after
the fact; a child who shows positive adaptation is thought to have a good fit

with the environment, while a child who experiences psychological or
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behavioral problems is thought to have a poor fit. Studies that examine
developmental outcomes allow us to develop predictions about which
temperament types are at increased risk, and what kinds of parenting styles
are more or less helpful (or harmful). These studies give us indirect
information about the goodness of fit that has occurred but do not tell us
what actually happens between parents and children. We need to learn more
about the aspects of the child's world that are especially important
determinants of goodness of fit.

Lerner (1984) suggests a conceptualization of goodness of fit that
outlines three kinds of environmental demands. These included: (1)
attitudes and values held by others about the child's characteristics, (2)
behavioral attributes of others in the environment, and (3) physical
characteristics of the environment. The demands of a given environment
are likely to vary from the demands of other environments the child
encounters. Further, the child's temperament characteristics are likely to
match some environments better than others. The work of Lerner and her
colleagues has focused on school age and adolescent children. Several of their
studies provide support for the importance of adult attitudes in determining
the goodness of fit for children in different environments. Findings from a
series of studies (Lerner, 1984) suggest that a poor fit between parent (and
teacher) expectations about temperament and a child's actual temperament
may be a factor in school performance, school adjustment, peer relations and
behavior problems. Lerner's studies suggest that parent attitudes are
important determinates of goodness of fit, and point to the need to learn

more about the relationship between parent attitudes and parent practices.



11

There is a strong focus on the role of goodness of fit in determining the
quality of a child's adaptation. Researchers believe that certain kinds of
environments and parenting practices will be more supportive than others
for children with difficult temperaments. For example, recent research
suggests that children with more difficult temperaments will do better if
parents use positive and responsive parenting strategies rather than control
style parenting strategies (Frankel & Bates 1990). However, it is not clear how
positive parenting styles influence the quality of a child's adaptation. What
happens between parent and child when goodness of fit occurs? Do parents
continuously provide a supportive environment that matches the child'’s
temperament? Do children gradually expand their ability to cope with more
challenging environments? Or do children raised in well matched
environments actually change their temperament over time? Is the role of
goodness of fit simply to create a supportive environment, or is the nature of
the environment a factor that contributes to the development of
temperament? These questions are central to our understanding the stability
and change of temperament over time.

Stability of Temperament

Historically, temperament has been thought of as the constitutional
makeup of the child. Most theorists have agreed that temperament
characteristics "are manifest early in life, are strongly heritable, and are stable
over time."” (Rutter, 1994, p. 24) The defining characteristics of temperament
were expressed in slightly different language during a round table discussion
involving temperament researchers Arnold Bus, Stella Chess, H.Hill
Goldsmith, Robert Plomin, Mary Rothbart, and Alexander Thomas



12

(Goldsmith et al, 1987). The round table identified the following areas of
consensus:

a) "Temperamental dimensions reflect behavioral tendencies rather

than map directly onto discrete behavioral acts”" (p.507);

b) There is an emphasis on biological underpinnings;

) Temperamental traits display a degree of continuity over time

relative to other aspects of behavior;

d) There is a focus on infancy, as temperament is felt to be most

directly expressed during this period of development; and,

e) The focus is on individual differences rather than species-general

characteristics.

In the years since this discussion, thinking about temperament has
continued to evolve and change as research findings point in new directions.
There are still central questions about the nature of temperament that are not
yet well understood (Panel Discussion, Occasional Temperament Conference,
October, 1994). There are ongoing debates about how temperament should be
defined, the boundaries of temperament, relative to other characteristics
(such as personality or cognitive development), what assessment and
measurement methods should be used, and what role the environment plays
in the development of temperament. And, while temperament was once
expected to show stability by definition, researchers now believe that
temperament changes and develops over time.

Recently there has been a shift in research focus towards understanding

the development and change of temperament characteristics. Rutter (1994)
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offers the following explanation about how a constitutional characteristic can
change:
The expectation that temperament should be stable over time reflects
the view that constitutional features should not alter over the course
of development. Although, on the face of it, that sounds reasonable, it
ignores the fact that development is necessarily concerned with change
in the constitution, as well as in behavioral functioning.
Development, of course, involves continuities as well as
discontinuities, so that some sort of consistency is to be expected. (p. 25)
Robert McCall (1986) has long argued that the behavioral factors
influencing temperament may not always result in continuity of individual
characteristics, but may also be expressed through patterns of developmental
change. In fact, research during the time of infancy has revealed variable and
conflicting patterns of stability and change (Koniak-Griffin & Rummel, 1988;
Peters, Martin & Wachs, 1984; Sanson, Prior, Garino, Oberklaid & Sewell,
1987). Some of the observed instability has been attributed to problems with
instrumentation. Overall, the body of literature suggests that temperament
displays some stability of individual differences, and undergoes
developmental change relative to other maturational processes of infancy.
Different patterns of stability and change have been observed for different
temperament dimensions and clusters, ages, and times. Since the infancy
period is thought to reflect a minimal influence of environmental factors,
these findings are often interpreted to suggest the presence of internal

developmental processes. Conversely, the variable patterns of early stability
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and change of temperament characteristics may be an indication of our lack of
understanding of the power of environmental effects during infancy.

Mary Rothbart (1985, 1988) has examined ways in which specific
dimensions and clusters of temperament develop during the early months of
life. Rothbart (1985) has observed that individual differences in temperament
dimensions of reactivity, smiling, and activity are stable from 3 to 9 months,
but there is an accompanying developmental change in the level of these
characteristics. That is, infants become more active, exhibit more smiling and
laughter and increase vocal activity with increasing age. This finding suggests
continuity in individual rank order (individual differences) on these
dimensions and provides evidence that developmental change occurs.
Rothbart has also found evidence that some temperament traits may show
little stability over time.

The temperament dimension inhibited approach shows little stability
over the ages of 6 to 13 months (Rothbart, 1988). Inhibited approach was
examined in terms of the observed latency between infant's seeing and
grasping a high-intensity toy. Latency between seeing and grasping increased
between 6 to 13 months, even though the motor skills required to quickly
grasp an interesting toy were present at 6 months. Further, individual
differences were unstable during this time period suggesting differences in
the rate of development. These findings suggest that different dimensions of
temperament undergo different patterns of development and change.
Rothbart believes the expression of temperament is related to an increase in

the ability to integrate affective and motoric behaviors. She suggests that
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periods of maturation may be marked by lack of stability in temperament
characteristics.
Temperament Clusters

The stability of temperament looks different when less specific and
more global measures of temperament have been examined. Aggregate
measures of temperament decrease the contextual and situational influences
that may be present in ratings of single dimensions of temperament. Yet, can
the concept of temperament be adequately explained by global dimensions?
The specificity of individual characteristics are lost when clusters of
temperament are expressed through a single measure. On the other hand, a
cluster of temperament characteristics offers a richer and more meaningful
picture of the individual.

Greater stability of temperament clusters versus dimensions was
observed in the NYLS. Working with the NYLS data, Carey and McDevitt
(1978) observed stability in clusters of easy-difficult temperament from 4-8
months to 3-7 years; 20% of children retained the difficult-easy classification
to 7 years, 40% to 5 years. Thomas and Chess (1986) found stability of the
cluster of "difficult-easy" lasting into early adulthood, but lack of stability of
individual dimensions of temperament. They believe that change and
stability of temperament is highly influenced by goodness of fit between an
individual's temperament and the environment. Chess (1994) is currently
examining the original NYLS data to identify factors that result in changes in
an individual's temperament over time. She is especially interested in

identifying factors that lead to positive developmental outcomes.
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Jerone Kagan (1989, 1994) believes that temperament should be thought
of as a qualitative category captured by a cluster of characteristics, rather than a
set of individual differences on specific and continuous dimensions. From
his view a specific characteristic loses meaning when taken out of the context
of the total picture of the individual. He has focused his work on
temperament clusters describing inhibited and uninhibited children. His
work suggests that children who are likely to be described as shy have a
distinct and biologically different temperament then out-going and average
children.

Kagan's (1989, 1994) findings provide strong support for the stability of
temperament types. He found that very shy and very out-going children (but
not average children) were likely to retain the same temperament
classification between 21 months and 7 years. His research on temperament
categories employs multivariate methods including a battery of physiologic,
behavioral, and observational measures. The use of multivariate methods
provides an alternative to the widespread use of parental reports to measure
temperament, and offers promise for a deeper and more detailed
understanding of the basis of temperament.

Perceptions of Temperament

There has been considerable theoretical debate about the validity of
parents’ perceptions of their children’s temperaments. The original NYLS
was based on parent reports and clinical evaluations (Thomas, Chess & Birch,
1968). Several questionnaires have been developed that rely on parent report
as the sole measure of temperament (Rothbart & Goldsmith, 1985). The

obvious question has been raised (and argued): Does temperament reside in
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the child or in the eye of the beholder? (See series of articles in Merrill
-Palmer Quarterly, 1980, vol. 26 and 1982, vol. 28) Parents are thought to be a
desirable source of temperament ratings because they are most familiar with
their child's typical behavior; However, parental reports of temperament
may be influenced by their own personality and background characteristics
(Bates & Bayles, 1984). In fact, temperament ratings by fathers and mothers
show only moderate correlations, indicating a substantial difference in the
ways mothers and fathers view the same child's temperament (Bates &
Bayles, 1982; Kagan, 1989). Even when parents agree in their descriptions of
their child's temperament, they can differ on their feelings about and
reactions to their child's temperament (Thomas, Chess & Korn, 1982).

Recent research suggests that the expression of temperament is
significantly influenced by parental perceptions and characteristics at a very
early age (Allen, Affleck, McGrade & McQueeney, 1984; Kronstadt, Oberklaid,
Ferb & Swartz, 1979; Peters-Martin & Wachs, 1984; Zeanah, Keener, Anders, &
Vieira-Baker, 1987). Field, Vega-Lahr, Scafidi and Goldstein (1987) found
significant, moderate relationships between characteristics of parents'
temperament and infant temperament ratings at four months. Zeanah et al.
(1987) observed relationships between maternal anxiety and ratings of infant
difficultness. Depressed mothers have been shown to have children with less
optimal temperament ratings, and single mothers were found to rate babies
more negatively than mothers from two parent families (Allen et al., 1984).
These findings suggest there may be sources of parental bias in temperament
ratings, that prenatal factors may influence temperament, or that the child's

temperament may have an early influence on the parent.
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Kagan (1994) believes that when parent reports are used, scientists are
limited in the kinds of categories that they can study. If descriptions of
temperament are based only on categories and words that parents can
understand and observe, then physiologic markers cannot be used. Kagan
believes physiological measures are necessary to supplement behavioral
indicators and create a more complete picture of temperament. Many of the
measures used in his research program are indicators of biological reactivity
that are "invisible" to parents (and other observers). Kagan's approach
promises to expand our understanding and definition of temperament by
revealing the biological differences that exist between individuals. However,
the inclusion of biological measures of temperament should not result in the
exclusion of parent reports of temperament.

Parental perceptions can provide important information about how
children characteristically behave that is not available to the researcher
through any other means. Parents are in the position of observing their child
across different contexts for extended periods of time. They have experienced
the stability and change of their child's temperament since birth. Further,
parents’ perceptions of their child are central to the job of parenting, and
these perceptions are expected to influence the match between parenting and
temperament. Conversations with parents suggest that perceptions of their
child’s temperament influence how they interact with their child. One
parent "chooses her battles” with an especially active and intense boy, letting
certain behaviors go but holding firm on really important issues. Another
mother takes temperament into account by providing food through out the
day, having observed that her children have irregular hunger schedules.
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Family Systems
The family comprises the most immediate environment a young child

experiences. Family systems theory suggests that the way parents perceive
and respond to their child is influenced by the context of their family.
According to family systems theory, individuals are interdependent,
contributing members of a family system that controls their behavior
(Minunchin, 1985). The behavior of any individual family member is shaped
by their relationships with other family members, and the behavior of any
individual family member influences all members of the family (Steinglass,
1984). The well being or health of the family is determined by the nature of
interactions that occur between family members.

Family systems theorists believe that the interactions that occur within
the family serve to maintain balance (or homeostasis) of the whole system
(Becvar & Stroh-Becvar, 1982; Minuchin, 1985; Steinglass, 1984). The family
system is most stable (and individuals are most comfortable) when existing
patterns of interaction are maintained. All things being equal, the family
system is more likely to resist change than to exert the energy necessary to
promote change. This tendency to maintain balance can be a negative or a
positive influence, depending on whether existing patterns of interaction are
healthy or unhealthy.

Many family patterns and relationships are maintained across
generations, and family systems theorists believe that intergenerational
patterns are one of the strongest influences on parenting style (Becvar &
Stroh-Becvar, 1982; McFarlane, 1988). Parents are likely to adopt the style and

strategies used by their parents. Studies of the transmission of parenting



20

across generations provide evidence that parents’ childhood experiences
relate to care-giving, and to marital harmony which can also affect parental
behavior toward children (Minuchin, 1985). Bowen's theory and family of
origin theory identify several characteristics from one's family of origin that
can influence current relationships. These characteristics include birth order,
parental relationships, rules of conduct, and communication styles. (Crouch,
1987; Richardson, 1984). Family systems theorists believe that assessment of
the extended family system is necessary in order to understand how a child's
behavior fits in the family context. Family assessment includes examining
how communication occurs, how differences are tolerated and handled, what
behavioral expectations exist, how individuals are similar or different in their
interpersonal style, what rules guide the family, and what kinds of
intergenerational patterns influence family functioning.
Experience

Previous experience caring for young children and knowledge of child
development are likely to influence parents’ perceptions of their children's
temperament and parenting decisions. Knowledge of parenting and child
development can be gained through books, classes, support groups, personal
observations, and conversations with relatives and friends. Parents often
discuss their children with others and draw comparisons between their child
and other children in order to judge whether their child's behaviors are more
typical or unique. Knowledge of developmental capabilities and stages can
provide a framework to help make sense of why children act the way they do.

Parents’ knowledge of and experience with children are likely to influence
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their abilities to distinguish behaviors typical of certain developmental stages
from expressions of temperament.

Mary Sheedy Kurcinka (1991), parent educator and author of Raising
Your Spirited Child, reports that parents of children with difficult
temperaments can become frustrated when the knowledge they gain about
child development and parenting does not address the problems they face.
Kurcinka believes that much of the parenting information that is widely
available does not fit the needs of children with difficult temperaments. She
advocates education programs to provide parents of children with more
difficult temperaments with specialized knowledge about their children's
temperament.

Stress

The effects of stress on family functioning have been well documented
(McCubbin, 1989; Melito, 1985; Patterson, 1988). The ways in which family
stress influences parents' interactions with children's temperaments are less
well understood. Parents with different social and cultural backgrounds show
differences in perceptions and reactions to their child's temperament
(Thomas, Chess & Korn, 1982, Thomas & Chess, 1986). These sociocultural
differences imply different levels of stress, but do not directly examine stress
as a factor. Lewis (1986) presents a theoretical framework for viewing ways in
which family structure affects the family's response to stress. He believes that
several factors are influential: the family's level of competence, the nature of
the stress encountered, the family's definition of an event, available
resources, and post-crisis behavior. Becvar and Stroh-Becvar (1982)

emphasize the importance of "family interpretive systems" in determining



22

how families function in the face of stress. They believe that the ways that
families perceive and interpret events will influence their definitions of
stress and their abilities to cope with stress.

This study was designed to minimize the presence of major stressors
related to socioeconomic class. I selected intact two-parent families, who were
college educated and considered members of middle socioeconomic class. Yet,
many other stressors occur in the lives of families. Parenting in itself is
considered stressful by many. The interviews were designed to explore the
kinds of stress each family experienced.

Summary

In summary, temperament can be thought of as a child's behavioral
style, how an individual generally tends to react and respond to the
challenges and opportunities presented in the environment. Most theorists
agree that temperament characteristics have a biological basis, show some
degree of continuity over time and influence the course of a child's
development. The quality of a given child's development is believed to be
influenced by the goodness of fit between the environments encountered
and the child's temperament.

The most widely used model of temperament was developed by
Thomas and Chess (1978). They identified nine dimensions of temperament
and three clusters of temperament characteristics, easy, slow to warm up, and
difficult. Although there is considerable controversy among leading
theorists about the conceptual and clinical use of the easy to difficult
typology, a growing body of research has found that children with difficult

temperaments are at greater risk for negative developmental outcomes.
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Research suggests that children with more difficult temperaments will do
better if parents use more positive and responsive parenting strategies rather
than control style parenting strategies (Frankel & Bates, 1990). Yet parents
whose children have difficult temperaments are more likely to use
controlling parenting strategies than parents whose children have easier
temperaments (Lee & Bates, 1985).

Several questions remain unanswered in our understanding of how
temperament influences parenting. How do parents come to use different
kinds of parenting strategies? Do some parents use control strategies because
it is all they know? Do others believe control strategies will be most effective
for dealing with a "difficult” child? Are parents aware of alternative
approaches? Do they choose between different parenting approaches in order
to fit their child's temperament and the situation at hand? We do not know
if parents form conscious perceptions of their child's temperament, or
whether perceptions of temperament are used when making parenting
decisions. Further, it is not clear whether parent's perceptions of their
child's temperament reflect the child's true temperament or are reflections
of parental characteristics. What other factors may influence the ways
parents view and respond to their child?

Family systems theory holds that individuals are best understood in
light of their family context. The family is seen as a whole, comprised of
interdependent members who are constantly interacting. The behaviors of
adults and children all serve a function and are given meaning within their
family. The relationships and history of the family are believed to make

sense of current behaviors. Family systems theorists believe that
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intergenerational family patterns influence parenting styles, communication
patterns, and even the kinds of people one feels comfortable with. The
family system as a whole is expected to have a strong influence on the
goodness or poorness of fit that develops between a child's temperament and
the environment. It is likely that the kinds of experiences parents have had
in their families of origin shape the perceptions they form of their child's
temperament.
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of a qualitative study provides a focus and
guides the development of the research strategy, but it is expected to change as
data are collected (Miles & Huberman, 1984). The conceptual framework
presented here represents my initial conceptualization of how parent's come
to form perceptions that their child has a difficult temperament, and how
these perceptions may influence parenting. The conceptual frameworks
presented in Figure 1 and Figure 2 should be viewed as the starting point of
this study. Ibelieved that there were connections between the concepts
gained from temperament and family systems literature, and the actual
experiences of families. Some of the connections I hypothesized are
acknowledged in the literature, some are suggested by the experience of
parents, and some are intuitive. Some of the connections were vague when I
first started this research, more like shadows than pathways. Nevertheless,
these early frameworks served to organize my work and guide the collection
of data.

Conceptual Framework 1 (see Figure 1) illustrates the ways that a
child’s temperament and family background may interact to influence
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parenting behaviors. I expected that the parents’ family backgrounds and
cultures would influence their expectations, feelings, values, and in turn
their parenting philosophies and styles. I thought that parents' perceptions of
their children's temperaments would lead parents to revise their natural
parenting styles and goals. I expected that parenting styles and goals were
directly related to parents' behaviors and strategies. I also believed that the
process of revising parenting goals and parenting styles would affect parents'
values, feelings, and judgments about their children and their parenting. I
expected that more positive parenting would result if parents revised their
strategies to match the needs of their children's temperaments. I also
identified several external supports to parenting including education,
counseling, reading, and support groups.

Conceptual Framework 2 (see Figure 2) illustrates my early conceptions
of how parents form perceptions of their children's temperaments. Parents’
perceptions of their children’s temperaments are shown as separate from the
children’s actual temperaments. The way that parents interpret their
children’s actual temperaments may be influenced by several factors
including expectations, family of origin experiences, opinions of experts such
as pediatricians, books, and the views of relatives. I expected parents' values
to temper their interpretations of their children's behaviors and to influence
whether they saw their children in a positive or negative light. These
conceptual frameworks were created during the early stages of data collection.
They document my thinking during that phase of the research and provide a
graphic representation of the initial focus of the study.
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Purpose of this Study

The existing literature suggests that the ways in which parents perceive
and respond to their children's temperament can shape their children's
development, and that children’s temperaments can influence their parents
and families. We know that children with difficult temperaments illicit
different kinds of reactions from adults than their more easy going peers.
Further, some kinds of parenting strategies are better suited for children with
difficult temperaments and lead to more positive developmental outcomes.
We can identify certain parental strategies that are more positive than others,
but we do not know what leads parents to use certain parenting strategies and
not others. We do not understand how parents come to form perceptions of
their child’s temperament or why fathers and mothers frequently disagree in
their ratings of the same child's temperament. It is not clear how perceptions
of temperament influence parenting actions.

As I began this study I hoped to learn more about the underlying
processes that influence parents' perceptions and actions. The purpose of this
study was to explore how parents come to perceive their child as having a
difficult temperament and how these perceptions influence parenting. The
following clusters of questions were addressed:

1. How do parents form perceptions of their children's temperaments?

What characteristics of their children's temperaments are especially

salient? How does the parent's own temperament influence

judgments about the child? What other factors influence judgments of
temperament (knowledge of child development, family pressures,

exposure to other children)? How are judgments about the "goodness"
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or "badness” of temperament characteristics assigned? How do these

"informal” judgments of temperament compare to formal

measurements?

2. How do perceptions of children's temperaments influence parenting

decisions? Do parents consider their children's temperaments when

making decisions and forming parenting strategies?

3. How do parents feel about parenting a child with a more difficult

temperament? How do their feelings influence parenting and how are

feelings managed? What kind of support is helpful?

Organization of Chapters

This dissertation is organized into five chapters. The content of each of
the following chapters is briefly summarized here:

Chapter 2: In this chapter, the qualitative methods used in this study

are discussed. I address the rationale for the methods selected and

describe the procedures used for data collection and analysis.

Chapter 3: Five case studies are presented to introduce the families

who participated in this study. The content included in the case studies

is related to the focus of the study presented in the conceptual

framework.

Chapter 4: This chapter presents the findings of the study. The results

of the data analysis are presented to address the questions guiding this

inquiry. The concepts presented in Chapter 4 reflect the early

conceptual framework as well as new concepts that emerged during the

process of analysis.
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Chapter 5: This chapter presents a discussion of the findings. The
results are discussed in relation to current literature in the field.
Limitations and implications for further study and educational

applications are discussed.



CHAPTER 2

METHODOLOGY

Qualitative Research Methods

The purpose of this study is to explore the underlying processes
involved in parenting a child with a difficult temperament—to learn how
and why parents come to perceive their child's temperament as difficult and
how their perceptions influence their actions. Qualitative research methods
provide a means to answer questions concerned with underlying processes.
Qualitative research methods are well suited when one hopes to answer
questions about what happens in a given setting, what actions mean from the
perspectives of those involved, and how what happens in a specific setting is
related to the larger context of that setting (Erickson, 1986; Miles & Huberman,
1984).

Erickson (1986) identified three characteristics of qualitative research:
(a) an intensive participation in the setting, (b) detailed recording of what
happens in the setting through field notes and other forms of documentation,
and (c) analytic reflection of the data and reports that provide detailed
descriptions including narratives and quotes from the data. Beyond these
common characteristics shared by different qualitative approaches, there are
many ways to conduct qualitative data collection, analysis, theorizing and

reporting. My approach is eclectic, influenced in large part by Erickson (1986)
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and Miles and Huberman (1984). They advocate a more structured approach
than the "grounded theory approach” pioneered by Glaser and Strauss.

One of the ways that Miles and Huberman (1984) differ from the
grounded theory approach is their emphasis on pre-existing theory to guide
the research endeavor. Grounded theory stresses discovery and theory
development and emphasizes the need to have theory emerge from the data
(Charmaz, 1983). Grounded theorists “do not rely directly on the literature to
shape their ideas, since they believe that they should develop their own
analyses independently” (p. 110). Miles and Huberman believe that
qualitative researchers need to bound and focus qualitative studies beginning
during the design and data collection stages. They advocate using pre-existing
theories to focus data collection and analysis and encourage the use of
conceptual frameworks to guide all research activities. The conceptual
framework is not a rigid mold, however. During the process of data
collection the original conceptual framework is expected to change as new
questions and theories emerge. Erickson (1986) advocates the use of
theoretical frameworks to guide qualitative research in education. He
believes the grounded theory approach is "extremely romantic":

There is no warrant, in contemporary philosophy of science and

cognitive psychology, for the romantic conception of fieldwork,

in which the fieldworker arrives in the setting with a tabula rasa

mind, carrying only a toothbrush and hunting knife. One can

argue that there are no pure inductions. We always bring to

experience frames of interpretation, or schemata. From this

point of view the task of fieldwork is to become more and more
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reflectively aware of the frame of interpretation of those we

observe, and of our own culturally learned frames of

interpretation we brought with us to the setting. (p. 140)

Erickson (1986) has stated "the central issue of method is to bring
research questions and data collection into a consistent relationship, albeit an
evolving one” (p. 140). The conceptual framework, the theory, and questions
addressed in the research project guide the activities of research design, data
collection, and analysis. Erickson describes the research process as one of
"progressive problem solving, in which issues of sampling, hypothesis
generation, and hypothesis testing go hand in hand." The decisions that
researchers make about how to collect and analyze data should be related to
the questions and theories they are investigating. Erickson also acknowledges
a role for intuition in qualitative research. He states, "Fieldworkers' daily
presence in the setting is guided by deliberate decisions about sampling and by
intuitive reactions as well. . . . Framing research questions explicitly and
seeking relevant data deliberately enable and empower intuition, rather than
stifle it" (p.140).

The conceptual framework for this study, as described in Chapter 1,
attempts to document my pre-existing theories and frame of reference. An
important part of my work during data collection and analysis was to
continually compare what I saw and heard to my preconceived theoretical
explanations. One of the ways that I was able to step outside of my frame of
reference was to approach each interview with the intention of paying
attention to the parents' understanding of their own experiences. I listened to

their ideas about child development and parenting. I listened to their life
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experiences and learned about the events and ideas that have influenced
them. As!Ilearned more about each family, I continuously asked how their
experiences related to the theories I believed in. At times, my pre-existing
theories were validated, and at other times, contradicted. At times, I needed
to suspend or revise theories in order to understand the experiences and
perspectives of the study participants.

The reliability and validity of qualitative research endeavors is
determined by the researchers’ skills and the means they employ to collect
and analyze data. Miles and Huberman (1984) say it is essential for the
researcher to "evolve a set of valid and verifiable methods” (p. 20) of research
and to be precisely clear about how data collection and analysis are conducted.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) discuss the importance of what they call an "audit
trail” to confirm the findings of a qualitative study. They strongly advocate
maintaining records and reporting details of "both the process and the
product of the inquiry" (p. 283).

In order for others to evaluate a qualitative study they must be able to
understand how the study was conducted, including conceptualization,
design, data collection, and data analysis. In this chapter, I describe in detail
the methods used in this study, and provide the rationale for my choice of
qualitative methods. I describe sampling and generalization in qualitative
studies, the sampling procedures and participants in this study, the concept of
triangulation, and the methods of data collection, and analytic procedures.

Sampling and Generalizing

Miles and Huberman (1984) stress the importance of bounding the

collection of data through sampling decisions. Samples are typically small
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rather than large and often focus on case studies. The case study approach
allows us to gain a rich understanding of the experiences of individuals in a
particular context. Sampling in qualitative research is determined through
theoretical and purposeful decisions rather than statistical and random
means (Miles & Huberman, 1984, Denzin, 1978). Several purposes of
sampling have been identified by Lincoln and Guba (1985) including:
sampling to maximize variation, sampling critical cases, sampling extreme
cases, and sampling typical cases. The sampling decisions employed should
insure that the participants represent the theoretical interests of the study.

The task in sampling is to address the variables that are essential to the
theory being studied. Purposive sampling is a tool to maximize the
likelihood that the cases share essential variables. Yet, individuals who are
all members of the same group or classification can vary significantly in other
aspects of their lives. Sampling decisions are also used to maximize the
degree of variation between individuals who belong to the same group.
When individual cases share essential characteristics but vary on other
characteristics the findings of the study provide richer and more detailed
information (Lincoln & Guba, 1988).

The decisions made about sampling are closely related to the kinds of
generalizations that can be drawn from qualitative research findings. Since
smaller samples are studied, findings from a qualitative study cannot be
generalized to predict the behaviors of large populations of people.
Qualitative research examines the experiences of particular individuals in
particular settings. The findings can reveal not only what happens, but how
and why something happens in a given setting. However, the findings of
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qualitative research are not only limited to description. Erickson (1984)
explained the ways that interpretive research in education contributes to the
discovery of universals.

The search is not for abstract universals arrived at by statistical

generalization from a sample to a population, but for concrete

universals, arrived at by studying a specific case in great detail and then
comparing with other cases studied in equally great detail. The
assumption is that when we see a particular instance of a teacher
teaching, some aspects of what occurs are absolutely generic, that is,
they apply cross-culturally and across human history to all teaching
situations. . . . Despite this variation some aspects of what occurs in any
human teaching situation will generalize to all other situations of

teaching. (p. 130)

The task of the qualitative researcher is to identify what is "broadly
universal, what generalizes to other similar situations, [and] what is unique
to the given instance" (Erickson, 1995, p- 130). Lincoln and Guba (1985)
believe that the role of qualitative research is to generate a working
hypothesis, a theory generated by a specific study or case. The hypothesis is
subject to continuous revision as new sjtuations and people are studied.
These perspectives speak to the need to place boundaries on research findings
and theories. Cronbach (1982) has emphasized the importance of this point
for research in the social sciences:

All this begins to suggest that general, lasting, definite "laws" are in

prindple beyond the reach of social science, that sheer empirical

generalization is doomed as a research strategy. Extrapolation to new



37

circumstances apparently has to rest on a rhetorical argument, one that

relies on qualitative beliefs about the processes at work in the old and

new situations (p. 70).

The larger task of qualitative research is to link the generalizations
from a given study to theory, explaining how a given case fits or disconfirms
existing theory (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 228). A single case study can
suggest new theories by revealing universals that apply to an entire group of
individuals, as well as negate existing theories by proving an exception to
claims that an entire group of individuals shares universal characteristics.
When existing theories are disconfirmed, new hypotheses can be developed
to account for the variation present in a given study.

Sampling Procedures and Participants

The sampling procedures used in the present study were designed to
select individuals who shared certain characteristics and varied on others.
Sampling decisions were guided by the purpose of the study—to understand
the experiences of families who identified their child as having a difficult or
spirited temperament. Five families in which one or both of the parents
believed their child had a spirited or difficult temperament participated in
this study. I recruited the families from three different sources. One family
responded to a letter that I mailed to parents who had participated in a
workshop given by a local parent educator on Spirited Children. Three
families responded to flyers posted at a child care center at a local gym that is
frequented by mothers of young children. The fifth family was referred by a
mutual friend who was also a therapist and knowledgeable about the study.
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Examples of the letters and fliers used to recruit participants are provided in
Appendix A.

The families were screened through an initial telephone conversation
with mothers who responded to one of my recruitment strategies. (There
were several families who inquired about the study that I was not able to
work with.) During that conversation I gave a detailed description of the
study, answered the mothers’ questions and inquired about their families.
During the screening conversation, I tried to determine whether the mothers'
ideas about their child's temperament matched my expectations about
difficult temperament. When I talked to mothers from families that met my
selection criteria, I sent a packet of information about the study, including
copies of the consent form (see Appendix B), so that both parents could have
an opportunity to discuss whether they wanted to participate. Willingness to
participate was confirmed by a follow-up phone call, and an initial interview
appointment was set.

The criteria that guided the sample selection are grounded in the
conceptual framework. I knew from the literature that parents respond
differently to boys and girls and to children of different birth orders (Dunn &
Plomin, 1991). Further, boys and girls with similar temperaments can be
perceived and treated differently by their parents (Frankel & Bates, 1990;
Thomas, Chess & Korn, 1982; Lee & Bates, 1985). I decided to limit this study
to first-born boys in order to minimize gender and birth order as sources of
potential variance in parent-child interactions. I also limited the study to
families whose difficult child was between the ages of 4 to 7 years so that the

developmental issues parents faced would be more similar. I sought families
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who came from different family backgrounds because I was interested in how
the family context might influence the perception of a child's temperament
and the parenting style.

Table 1 presents a summary of descriptive characteristics of the
participants. This table shows some of the more salient similarities and
differences that existed between the families. In general, the parents were
similar in that they all identified their first born boy as having a difficult
temperament, had a college education, considered themselves relatively older
parents, had a strong motivation for being good parents and improving their
parenting, and had professional careers. The parents differed in the age of
their child, ethnicity and culture, family background, child care arrangements,

employment status, and the presence of another sibling.
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Family Lori & Eric | Alicia & | Ellen & Maria & |Chris&
John Barry Jeff Greg
Ethnicity | white Filipino white M: Korean, | white
J: white
Social middle middle middle middle middle
| Status class class class class class
Career and | share child | share child |both work [share child |share child
Child Care | care, care, full-time; |care, care; both
switching |switching |full-time |switching | work part
roles over |roles over |child care |roles over |time
the years | the years the years
Family Eric's John born | Ellen's Maria born | Chris’
History parents in the parents in Korea parents
divorced |Philippines|divorced, |Jeff's father | divorced,
Alicia's both deceased father
mother parents deceased
lives with |deceased
family Barry's
mother
deceased

Triangulation
One of the ways that qualitative researchers increase the likelihood that

their findings are valid is through "triangulation”. Miles and Huberman

(1984) compare triangulation to the term "concurrent validity” used in

quantitative research. It is a way of ensuring the dependability of qualitative

findings. Triangulation involves "compiling different sources of evidence,

using different methods and operating at different levels" (Miles &

Huberman, p. 235) of a setting to test a finding. Triangulation is a way of

building a verification system into the data-gathering phase and allows the
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researcher to validate information from one source against another source
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) Although each data source may be imperfect or
subject to error, the use of multiple sources increases confidence in the
findings. Lincoln and Guba provide this metaphor: "It is as though a
fisherman were to use multiple nets, each of which had a complement of
holes, but placed together so that the holes in one net were covered by intact
portions of other nets” (p. 306).
Data Collection

Data collection procedures that include sources of triangulation
strengthen the findings of a qualitative study. When multiple sources of
evidence are available, the researcher can search for "corroborative,
contrasting, and causally linked information” (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p.
235). In this study I attempted to triangulate my findings by drawing on data
from 3 sources: interviews, observations and a standardized questionnaire.
Interviews

Each family participated in four semi-structured interviews. With the
exception of one family, I began by interviewing the father and mother
individually. I then interviewed both parents together for the next two
interviews. The one exception to this pattern was with the third family. I
had planned to interview the mother alone but the father unexpectedly came
home from work, so we held a joint interview at that time to take advantage
of their baby-sitting arrangement. All of the interviews were recorded on
audio tape. Each interview lasted about one and one half hours and the

home visits usually lasted two hours.
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The interviews were scheduled at the most convenient times and
locations possible for the families. Locations for the interviews included the
families’ homes, their offices, and my home office. The general content of
the interviews was developed before the study began. Parents were informed
before they consented to the study that we would discuss the following issues:
their perceptions of their child's temperament, their experiences in their own
families of origin, their ideas about the tasks of parenting, the resources they
found helpful and their approaches to different parenting challenges. I used
the interview protocols during the interviews to make sure that I covered
specific questions of interest with each family. But the questions changed
during the process of interviewing, as the families revealed information I had
not expected and raised new questions of their own. The original protocols
were altered many times during the study. The interviews are all
documented in verbatim transcripts and the interview protocol is presented
in Appendix C.

My interview style was semi-structured. I generally began the first
interview by asking the parents to describe their child to me. Often this
question was enough to stimulate ten or fifteen minutes of information.
When parents lost steam in their own thoughts I would interject a question
that I wanted to cover. Many of the interviews went in spirals, as one
thought spurred another thought that may be related to the present question
or to something we had talked about a while back. More often than not the
parent's stories addressed the questions in my protocols long before I had a
chance to ask the questions. My role was most often to acknowledge what I

heard and assure the parents that what they were talking about was of interest
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to the study. Occasionally I would divert a long unrelated tangent of
conversation (for example an interest in organic farming) in order to return
to the topic of the study. On rare occasions I took a more active approach
asking more questions to draw out the parents’ thoughts. Most of the parents
expressed an appreciation of participating in the interviews; they enjoyed the
questions and the opportunity to talk about their child and the process of
being a parent. The interviews took place over the course of one to four
months. Some of the interviews were scheduled a week apart while others
were scheduled three weeks apart.!
Observations

Each family also participated in observation sessions, providing an
opportunity for me to meet the children and observe parent-child
interactions. The observation sessions occurred at the family's home at a
time when all of the family members were together. We visited informally
as I observed the routines of the family and spent time talking and playing.
During these sessions I took brief notes about the child's behaviors and the
interactions that occurred, and in the car or immediately following each
session I expanded these notes to record my impressions of the children and
families. The observation sessions gave me a sense of how the family
functioned and served to triangulate the data obtained through the

interviews,

IThere was a value in seeing the families over the course of a few months. I
was able to verify the consistency of the parent's views over the course of
time and observe changes that occurred in their child's behavior, their
family life, and their parenting approach.
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The total time spent observing children varied for each family. I
interviewed two families at times when their child was in child care or
attending school. I was only able to meet their child during the scheduled
observation session that lasted 1 to 1 1/2 hours. My personal impressions of
the children in these two families were limited to behaviors that occurred
during that specific visit.

For two of the families their children were present during the
interviews that were conducted at their homes. One of these families had the
children play, nap and watch videos during the two joint interviews. The
other family traded child care during the individual interviews and had their
children watch television and videos during the joint interviews. With these
families I was able to see how parents responded when their children needed
attention during the sessions, when sibling conflicts occurred, and when
children had heightened needs. I also gained a sense of how the child
responded to me, a stranger, over the course of time.

I conducted interviews in the home of the fifth family during the
mornings. Their child was usually leaving home for preschool or arriving
home after preschool during the visits. These transitional times offered an
opportunity for me to observe parent-child interactions during a time of
moderate stress.

It is important to note that the observations served primarily to
triangulate the data gained during the interviews. The observation sessions
were limited to a short period of time and my presence in the home
undoubtedly altered the nature of the interactions that occurred between

parent and child. The observations I made during the interview sessions
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provided a more "natural” context, as the children were often engaged in
their own activities and interrupted our sessions when they needed
something from their parents. The interruptions were sometimes a source of
stress to the parents who were trying to talk to me. For my purposes, it was
helpful to see how the parents and children interacted under these slightly
stressful circumstances.
Behavioral Style Questionnaire

At the end of the four interviews I administered the Behavioral Style
Questionnaire (BSQ; McDevitt, & Carey, 1975), a widely-used measure of
temperament for children aged 4 to 7 years. The BSQ is based on nine
conceptual dimensions of temperament defined by Thomas and Chess (1977).
It consists of 100 questions that can be completed by parents in 20 to 30
minutes. The BSQ yields a score in each of nine dimensions of temperament
and a composite score or category of temperament: easy, low intermediate
(close to easy), difficult, high intermediate (close to difficult), or slow to warm
up. Five dimensions of temperament characterize the diagnostic cluster
difficult: irregularity in biological functions, tendency to withdraw from new
stimuli, slow to adapt to changes, expressive of negative mood, and intensity.

The BSQ was standardized on a sample of 350 children from a private
pediatric practice (McDevitt & Carey, 1978). Test-retest reliabilities for the
nine scales ranged from .67 to .94, with a median of .81; total score test-retest
reliability was .89. Scores of individual children on the BSQ are compared to
the means of the standardized sample and categorized accordingly. The
questions are answered with a likert type scale—rating the frequency of child

behaviors from almost never to almost always. Parents are instructed to rate
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the frequency of their child's recent behaviors during the last 4 to 6 weeks.
Examples of questions are:
5. The child laughs or smiles while playing.

43. The child approaches children his/her age that he/she doesn't

know.

73. The child is reluctant to give up when trying to do a difficult task.

(McDevitt, & Carey, 1975)

I administered this questionnaire after the four interviews were
completed because I wanted to learn first about the parent's perceptions of
their child’s temperament in their own words. I did not want the parents'
discussions to be influenced by the kinds of information asked for in the
questionnaire. Three of the five families chose to schedule a follow-up
interview with me to review the results of the temperament questionnaire
and discuss the questions they had about the study. During these interviews I
assumed a more interactive role, responding to questions the parents raised
about temperament and the study.

Analytic Procedures

The process of analysis of a qualitative study begins during the data
collection phase and continues throughout the research endeavor (Charmaz,
1983; Miles & Huberman, 1984). The early phases of analysis for this study
involved asking how the information gained from the participants related to
the theoretical questions I hoped to address. This question served to both
expand and narrow my realm of inquiry when I noticed either that

something was missing or that too many divergent tangents were presented.
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After each interview I reviewed my field notes and made notes about
questions I wanted to ask during the next interview. Sometimes the
information I gained from one family caused me to alter my questions for
another family. For example one father wondered aloud what it meant to be
a great parent, and I later included this question in my interviews. I also
wrote memos to capture important ideas, note contrasts and similarities
between parents, and record themes that began to emerge from the data. I
occasionally made journal entries to record my perspectives about my role as
a reséarcher. These early analytical activities helped me keep track of
divergent information and, over time, enabled me to see patterns and
connections in the data. The activities of preliminary analysis resulted in
changes, from my original study proposal, to the interview protocols and the
study design.

Coding of Interview Transcripts

Coding is a central activity of qualitative research that serves to
categorize and sort the data (Charmaz, 1983). The process of coding assures
that all the data is systematically reviewed, and guards against a tendency to
focus only on the most vivid information (see Nisbett & Ross, 1980). All of
the interview data for this study were systematically reviewed and coded
using the following procedure.

All of the interviews were recorded on audio cassettes and later
transcribed verbatim. Data collection resulted in 5 to 6 hours of interviews
for each family and produced close to 800 pages of transcripts. I reviewed each

of the transcripts while listening to the audio cassettes to correct any typing
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errors. During this initial reading I also underlined portions of the data,
wrote marginal notes, and composed extensive memos about the data.

I reread each transcript two or three more times during the coding
process. During the first readings I assigned some codes to the data, more
often wrote down a word from the data, or underlined a word or section.
During subsequent readings I assigned codes to all of the data. The length of a
passage included in a given code varied. A single code was sometimes
assigned to a few words, a single line, or more often, a paragraph of text. I
adopted a series of decision rules about how much text to code based on the .
content of the passage. When a passage described a cohesive event or idea I
assigned a code to the entire passage. When the content changed, I assigned a
new code. When a passage referred to more than one event or theme I
assigned multiple codes. Often a paragraph or even a page of text described a
single event or setting that could be captured with a single code, but within
the passage multiple codes were assigned to smaller themes or events.
During the final reading of the coding phase, I carefully reviewed each
transcript to assure that all the data had been assigned a code. To check the
reliability of the coding categories, a second rater independently coded a
sample of the transcripts. Interrater agreement of 88% was achieved.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion.

The codes I used were derived both from the data and the conceptual
framework for this study. During the first several readings, I looked for codes
that emerged from the data—codes that described what was said or what was
happening. I tried during these initial readings to suspend my own theories

and ideas. Many of the emerging codes were taken from the words of the
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participants. For example the code do different from parents came from
parents’ statements that they wanted to raise their children differently from
the way they had been raised. This code reflects the original language of two
parents and was applicable to the transcripts of the other families. As the
coding process progressed, I began to identify and name codes by drawing
from the conceptual framework, ideas I had written in early memos, and
characteristics that were of special interest to the study. My aim in coding was
to identify both the content of the data and how the data connected to the
questions guiding this study.

Code List. The code list was revised several times during the process of
analysis. During this process, some codes were combined to decrease
redundancy and increase conceptual coherence. The final code list includes
six major categories: (1) About the Child, (2) About the Parent, (3) Process of
Parenting, (4) Figuring it Out, (5) Family of Origin, and (6) Larger Context.
The number of specific codes within each category ranged from 9 to 25.
Examples of the data representing the specific codes characteristics, from the
category About the Child, and interventions, from the category Process of
Parenting, are presented below. The complete list of coding categories, specific
codes and code definitions used in this study is provided in Appendix D.

Characteristics is a code from the category About the Child that
identifies parents’ perceptions of their child's characteristics—how the child
is. These statements most often include adjectives such as outgoing,
emotional, dramatic, demanding, curious, positive, persistent, and loud. This

code can also refer to a characteristic way of responding like "he just doesn't
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know when to stop.” The following passages about Connor were coded as
characteristics:
Lori: He's got a lot of energy and a lot of enthusiasm, and also he has
more of things like—he can get out of control . . . he's never hesitant to
try a new thing. (F1:A:1)
Eric: Connor's a very fascinated, very active, perpetual go machine, he
goes and he goes, and he goes. He goes until he crashes. (F1:B:1)
Interventions is a code from the category Process of Parenting. It
identifies statements about what parents do and say—strategies used for
discipline, management and caring for a child. It includes preventive
measures such as avoiding problematic situations. Interventions may or may
not be punitive. Spanking, time out, and talking are examples of
interventions that parents used. For example the code interventions was
assigned to Barry's response to the question, "How long does time out last?":
Depends. If he quiets down quickly, a minute or two. If he continues,
if he persists in throwing tantrums, time out doesn't end until he
settles down, and it's not so much to punish, it's to give him a chance
to compose himself. I think he's beginning to understand that now.
Because when he kicks and screams and does all those things, we just
keep telling him—you're not coming down until you compose
yourself, till you calm down and relax. I think to the point where I just
tell him, I'm not going to put up with this behavior. (F3:C:46)
General theoretical themes. During the final phases of coding and

analysis I developed general theoretical themes. These themes can be

thought of as overarching codes that encompass multiple specific codes
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already assigned to a given passage. Theoretical themes provide a bridge from
the specific content of the data to the theoretical questions of the study. The
themes identified in this study are presented in Table 2.



Table 2
Coding Themes

52

Coding Theme

Definition

Parenting Sources

Identifies passages that describe elements that influence
parenting. These passages reveal factors that influence
why parents use specific interactions and adopt general
styles of interacting with their children. The kinds of
parenting sources described in the passages were given
labels such as the child's temperament, family of origin
influence, philosophy, and parent's needs.

Temperament
Sources

Identifies passages that illustrate how parents come to
form perceptions of their child's temperament. As with
parenting sources, temperament sources were given
labels to describe the content of the passage. Examples
are compare to other children, relatives’ views, experts'
views, and feelings.

Family of Origin

Identifies ways that the parents’ family of origin
experiences influence their life course, feelings, and
actions. Closely related to temperament sources and
parenting sources.

Interactions

Identifies passages that describe how the child's
temperament, parenting, and behaviors are influenced
by different environments. Also how these three
elements influence each other.

Figure it Out

This theme is drawn from the coding category, figure it
out, and identifies passages that describe processes
through which parents try to understand their child's
behaviors and determine how to respond to behaviors
and situations.

Control

This theme was developed late in the analytic process. It
describes a parenting style based on efforts to control the
ways children express their inner states.

Containment

This theme contrasts the theme control. The term
comes from object relations theories and emerged from
the words of participants in the study. It describes a
parenting style based on providing holding or space for
children's emotional experiences and intensity.
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Process of coding. Over time the nature of coding changed. The

process of moving from specific codes to more conceptual codes to themes
reflects an internal and temporal evolution of thought that resulted in new
ways of organizing the data. I began by coding all the transcripts from one
family before beginning coding for the next family and discovered that the
nature of coding changed as I moved from family to family. Coding for the
first family occurred slowly. The task of discovering codes and systematically
reviewing the data required all of my focus. Over time, I found that I could
attend to more dimensions of the data at once, and the quality of analysis
deepened. This memo, written while I was coding the transcripts from the
fourth family, reveals how the process changed:

The process has changed. Now I still code for the same specificity, what

my advisor calls "keeping it honest"—that is that all the data are

accounted for. But I am making more links from a code, say, family of
origin, to how I can use this information. How does it relate to the
whole picture . . . or larger links with the research questions?

The processes of coding and analysis are interactive, simultaneous
activities. I found that I became more fluid in my ability to jump from the
abstract to the concrete and back again. During the coding process I wrote
numerous memos about each family, temperament themes, and theory
development.

Analytic Activities

Miles and Huberman (1984) identify three concurrent activities of

qualitative data analysis: data reduction, data display, and drawing and

verifying conclusions. These activities are engaged in concurrently for the
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purpose of generating meaning from the data. Many techniques were used
during the final stages of analysis including summarizing, creating matrices,
listing words, generating memos and developing metaphors. Some
techniques, like coding, serve primarily to reduce or display data. Yet, during
the process of coding, memos are written that lead to theories and larger
conceptual categories that explain the data. In this way the discrete activities
of qualitative analysis are intertwined and contribute to the generation of
meaning.

The specific techniques used in this study are presented sequentially, to
give a sense of the flow of the research process. Although this order presents
the general progression of research activities, many activities overlapped, and
earlier activities were revisited during later phases of analysis. Qualitative
analysis involves moving from specific data to generate general propositions,
then returning to the specific data to search for confirming and disconfirming
cases (Miles & Huberman, 1984). Different techniques for organizing the data
create different opportunities to engage in this process.

Case summaries. Following the coding phase of analysis, I created case
summaries that detailed information about parents' perceptions of their
child’s temperament, arrangements for child care, parents' careers, parents’
families of origin, and concerns and challenges. The topics addressed in the
case studies were determined by the guiding conceptual framework of the
study. While writing the summaries I reread the transcripts and analytic
memos several times. I concurrently wrote margin notes and annotated

overarching codes for passages of data.
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Conceptual memos. The data was sorted into three categories that
represented the theoretical interests of the study: parenting, temperament,
and family of origin. From these categories of data, I wrote detailed memos
on perceptions of temperament and parenting practices for each family.
These memos served to reduce the data to the theoretical focus of the study
and generate theoretical propositions. Propositions were tested by searching
the data for confirming and disconfirming cases. When disconfirming cases
were found, new propositions were generated in accordance with Miles and
Huberman's (1984) view that hypotheses should be revised to account for
discrepant cases. Erickson (1986) proposed that conclusions that are supported
throughout the data increase confidence in the validity of qualitative
findings. He said, "The best case for validity, it would seem rests with
assertions that account for patterns found across both frequent and rare
events. . . . the researcher’s aim is not proof, in a causal sense, but the
demonstration of plausibility” (p. 49).

Listing words. The technique of listing words served to reduce and
display data. Word lists were used to analyze the parents' spontaneous
descriptions of their child and create displays of data presented in the case
summaries (see Tables 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5).

Metaphors. Metaphors were identified through the parents' own
language and through analytic memos. For example, the metaphor
“containment” was drawn directly from the parents' language and became a
major analytic theme. This metaphor led to hypotheses that generated

meaning from the data. The metaphor of containment was examined
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through matrix displays of the data, and by searching through memos and
transcripts for confirming and disconfirming cases.

Matrices. Matrices were useful for examining similarities and
differences across families. For example, parenting responses were analyzed
using a matrix. Summaries of relevant data from each parent were displayed
in a matrix that included categories such as capacity for containment,
resources, and parenting goals. The matrix display of this data helped to
compare parenting patterns across different individuals. Some matrices used
to analyze data were also used to display the findings in the final document
(see Table 23). The patterns discovered from the matrices provided a source
for generating and confirming propositions and hypotheses.

Writing. Examples of different analytic techniques reflect the
interweaving quality of quantitative analysis. Analytic activities continued
through the writing phase of this study. The writing phase provides a final
opportunity to reexamine the data and revise hypotheses. I discovered
instances when propositions needed clarification and revision. Qualitative
analysis involves an ongoing process of finding and questioning patterns and
themes. Miles and Huberman (1984) caution that:

Patterns just "happen,” almost too quickly. The important thing is to

be able to a) see real added evidence of the same pattern; b) remain

open to disconfirming evidence when it appears.” . . . Beliefs (in this
case in the existence of a pattern) are remarkably resistant to new

evidence. (p.216)

The writing phase involves communicating evidence that supports the

findings. Through this process, discrepant cases can become apparent and
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lead to new analyses and revisions of hypotheses. The ability to successfully
communicate findings rests on the completeness of higher level analyses and
the author’s ability to synthesize findings. Synthesis of the findings requires
the researcher to clarify relationships between variables, "subsume particulars
into the general," and create conceptual coherence (Miles & Huberman, 1984).
Through this final phase of the analytic process, the specific findings of the
study are linked to larger theoretical constructs.

In Chapters 3 and 4, I present the results of the analytic process. In
Chapter 3, I present case studies that introduce the five families who
participated in this study. In Chapter 4, I present the results of data analysis,
drawing connections between the findings and the conceptual concerns of the
study.



CHAPTER 3

CASE SUMMARIES

Overview

Five families participated in this study. In this chapter I introduce each
family and describe the parents’ family backgrounds, current work situations,
child care arrangements, and perceptions of their child's temperament. This
information relates to factors identified in the conceptual framework guiding
this study. These factors were expected to influence parental perceptions of
and responses to their child. As the case summaries reveal, different factors
from the conceptual framework proved to be most salient for different
families. When possible, I present these narratives in the parents' own words
in order to convey the tone as well as the content of the interviews.

In each summary I include a table identifying the parents’ perceptions
of their child's temperament. The perceptions included in this table were
drawn from the parents' responses to my question, "How would you describe
your child?" This qﬁestion was asked during interviews conducted with each
parent individually, to gain an understanding of the differences and
similarities that might be present in the perceptions of fathers and mothers.
During subsequent joint interviews, parents gave additional descriptors of
their child that were used for other aspects of the analysis, but not included in

these tables.
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Lori, Eric, and Connor
Lori (42-years-old) and Eric (32-years-old) had two children, Connor (4-

years-old) and Tommy (2-years-old). Lori and Eric had long felt that Connor
was a "unique” child and since Tommy's birth they had observed how his
temperament differed from his brother's temperament. During his first
interview, Eric described Connor as a "perpetual go machine.” (F1:B:1)2

His level of drive is unmatched by anybody I know. If he's into

something, he just goes and he goes and he goes and he goes, he

doesn't like to stop. I think Tommy is steerable, Connor is—the best
you can do is try to create bumpers on both sides of him, sort of
channel him out in the direction you need him to go. He's certainly
the most perpetual little person I know. (F1:B:1)

Lori felt both of her children were active, but she observed differences
between Connor and her younger child, Tommy, that helped her understand
why she found Connor to be a more time-consuming and difficult child. She
said:

Kids are different, you know. Tommy is also very active, but the one

thing I noticed about Tommy that is so different than Connor is

2The parents’ quotations sited in this study are referenced according to the
following convention: Family code:Interview Code:Page Number. F1 refers
to Lori and Eric; E2 refers to Alicia and John; E3 refers to Ellen and Barry; F4
refers to Maria and Jeff; E5 refers to Chris and Greg. A refers to the mother's
individual interview; B refers to the father's individual interview; C refers
to the first joint interview; D refers to the final joint interview. For
example, F1:B:1 refers to family 1, page 1 of the father's individual
interview.
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Tommy knows how to calm himself down. And that’s always blown

me away. (F1:A:3)

Connor's inability to calm himself down was one of the more difficult
aspects of his personality for both Lori and Eric. They found that he often
became loud and fast and frantic, and he just did not "know when to stop."
Lori and Eric characterized him as very energetic, very enthusiastic, loud,
extroverted and social. He was curious and fascinated by his many interests
ranging from bugs to dinosaurs to physical activities. Both his parents
believed he was different from other children they knew. Eric said:

Yeah, Connor's unique. Well, he's unique to us. . . . I just don't know

anybody else who has a kid that's quite as active as he is. But is not

destructive and doesn't know—have a way to turn it off. I pity the
poor parents who do! (F1:B:24)

Lori and Eric believed that Connor tended to behave in ways that were
more extreme than other children. Lori described a recent experience when
her children had their blood drawn at a medical clinic as a "typical example"
of Connor's temperament. She said:

Connor is screaming, "I'm not going to do it, I'm not going to do it," he

tries to run out the door. I grab him, he runs in the bathroom, slams

the door. I looked at them, like, can he lock himself in there? And
they said no, but he wouldn't come out. I had to force the door—this is
like the most absurd situation I've ever seen. God forbid it was a real—
you know, they really had to have something horrible done. Because
this was just a finger prick. I finally got the door open, got Connor out,
he’s kicking and screaming. I tried to hold him on my lap, and he's
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kicking his legs out like this—at the tech person so she couldn't even

get near. So we pick him up and lay him on the table, and I had to lay

my whole body over him and talk to him while the tech sticks his arm
out like this, gets his finger and jabs it. And the whole thing took
about 15 minutes. (F1:D:29-30)

Connor approached most of his experiences with the same level of
intensity that was evident when his blood was drawn. Much of the time, Eric
and Lori appreciated his enthusiasm for life and his willingness to go ahead
and try things. Lori said that he never hesitated or withdrew from new
situations. Eric especially enjoyed Connor's enthusiasm for learning—the
way he poured over books at the library, developed fascination for a topic and
stayed with it, learning all he could.

Career and Child Care

Lori and Eric both worked outside of the home to earn enough income
to support their family. For the first year of Connor's life Lori stayed home to
care for him. When he was 1-year-old she returned to work and put Connor
in full-time child care. She described her experience with child care as, "a
miserable situation” because Connor would “just cry for two hours to
defuse."” (F1:A:7) After about 4 months of this arrangement she changed her
work schedule and found that Connor was "less frazzled" and more accepting
of child care. When Connor grew older, Eric and Lori scheduled their work
hours so that they could avoid using any child care outside the home. This
decision was made in part to save money, but_ predominately because they
were concerned about Connor's response to the full-time child care center.

Lori said:
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I stopped doing [the child care center] . . . financially, but also it was just
very unpleasant for me in some ways. . . . He'd have this wild time
with these wild kids . . . I'd pick him up, he'd just be out of control and
he would have sucked up all the behavior problems they had. (F1:A:24)
Lori and Eric's work schedule did not allow much time for the whole family
to be together. Lori explained:
Eric has a business that he's just—I mean, it's been around for a long
time . . . but not until he got out of school . . . did he start doing it more
... and about a year ago he started doing it full-time and right now it's
a real hard time. Finally things are beginning to kick in a bit, but it
means a lot of long hours for him, and then since the kind of trade-off I
have is I really am uncomfortable with the daycare thing. . . . I work in
the evening so Eric has them in the evenings and time together is
usually in the mornings and in the evenings I'm not working. . . .
Usually if I'm home on the weekend, he takes advantage of that to
work. . .. So we don't do a whole lot of things as a family and I do miss
that. (F1:A:17)]
Lori described a range of career interests and an eclectic background.
She majored in dance in college and worked for many years as a performer.
After she stopped performing she worked at many different jobs ranging from
theater manager, to radio announcer, to advertising work. Lori imagined
many different possibilities for her future career, but her focus was on her
role as a mother. She described her current part-time job at a local athletic
club as a fairly easy and enjoyable way to earn extra income for her family.

She enjoyed the benefits of club membership, the work was not very stressful
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and the responsibilities ended when she went home. However, during the
course of our interview sessions, her job responsibilities and job stress
increased because she assumed the role of assistant manager at the club.

Eric finished a graduate degree in industrial design when Connor was
2-years-old, right before their second child was born. When Connor was born
he was attending school, and working part-time at several jobs including his
business in computer-graphics technology. He gradually cut back the other
jobs as his business grew into "more than full-time" work. He went to work
early in the mornings so that he could come home in the late afternoon to
care for the boys while Lori worked evenings. Eric tried to do additional work
after the boys went to bed, and spent some time working on weekends as well.

Eric’s high level of involvement in his work had a history in his
family of origin. His parents both worked a lot as he was growing up and he
began working early in his life. He described a parallel between his current
lifestyle and his teenage years:

I moved up here when I was about 15 1/2. The other part of that is that

when I moved up here, for all intents and purposes I was nearly an

adult. When I wasn't at school I was working. I got my first job at 15

1/2 and I was working 25, 30 hours a week then. It isn't that much

different than the last 10 years. (F1:C:8)

Lori and Eric identified their financial situation as a source of stress.
They felt they both needed to work in order to support their family and
establish Eric's business. Because they put all their available money into
Eric's business, many of the decisions they made about their lifestyle were

based on what they could afford.



Family of Origin

Lori's mother and father lived in a different state. Lori had a younger
sister who lived near her parents, was married, but had not yet had children.
Lori initially described her parents:

They were very, very caring as parents. I think they were, in some

ways, a little over protective. But I was always loved. . . . Now as

grandparents they are as involved as they can be considering that they
live in [another state]. (F1:C:1)

As Lori continued to talk about her childhood, she revealed
ambivalent feelings about the parenting she received. She said she was a lot
like Connor as a child and thought that her parents did not know how to
respond to her. She remembered feeling stifled and knew that her parents
found her to be "pretty challenging.” She remembered that her parents took
her to a counselor when she was 5-years-old and as a result decided to "be
firmer"” with her. Lori thought that her parents did not understand her
feelings as a child. She said:

Just a lot of things I see in Connor, I know I had as a child and

sometimes still struggle with different feelings. . . . I wish I could help

him more. I understand kind of what he's going through, but I don't
always have the solution to it. My parents were very different than
me, so I don't think they could really understand what I was showing.

(F1:A:6)

Lori believed that the way her parents responded to her temperament
was not helpful to her. She remembered how she felt when she was

punished as a child. She said:
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My parents used to shut me in my room and ignore me, and I used to
get more angry and more angry and more angry and throw things,
because I thought for sure now that I—I felt bad that I'd been bad and
then I felt unloved because I was bad. I was a horrible person—you
know, the whole thing like now I'm being bad and they don't love me
and I can't stop the cycle because I'm mad at myself for being bad. And
that's a hard one. I don't really know the answer to—but that's what

I'm trying with Connor, to let him cry it out a bit and then go into him

before he gets to the point where he's just out of control, and sort of

comfort him down, because I think if maybe my parents had done that
to me more, it would have been helpful. (F1:A:27)

Eric also identified ways he wanted to be different from his parents. He
currently enjoyed a "fairly close relationship” with his parents, but felt more
distant during his childhood. He said:

Growing up in the household with them I'd say was a little bit

different. They were both very driven by work. We moved very

frequently, every year and a half, every 2 years. It's an ugly term but it
fits very well, it was a very dysfunctional house in the sense that there

was not a lot of communication between my parents, there was not a

great deal of communication between my parents and me as an

adolescent. . . . There was not a lot of touching, there wasn't much in
the way of I love yous or anything like that. (F1:C:2)

Eric's parent's were separated when he was 13 and divorced when he
was 16. His mother and father both remarried, but his mother's husband died

when Connor was 2-years-old. His mother currently had a boyfriend. The
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grandparents and step-grandparents are all involved in Connor's life. Eric's
father lived in a different city in the same state and visited a few times a year.
His mother lived in the same city and saw her grandchildren a few times a
month. Eric also had a younger brother who was married; he lived near by
and often saw Connor.

Eric described his adolescence as rebellious, and himself as "sort of a
latch key kid.” (F1:C:5) When his parents divorced he moved away to live
with his dad for about a year and a half. He believed that the move was a
positive influence because it forced a separation from his teen age friends.

My friends and I were bored and destructive and we grew up blowing

things up .. .. And we were smoking enormous amounts of

marijuana, dabbling with some of the harder drugs, and [my parent's]

separation indirectly forced me into a different set of peers and a

different situation. (F1:C:5)

Even though Eric felt his early childhood was dysfunctional in many
ways, he also identified positive aspects of his relationship with his parents
that he believed shaped his life. He said:

The only thing . . . that I would try to carry over from my relationship

with my parents is that we regarded each other as kind of as friends, I

was never treated as a kid. It was always more a small adulit. . . . They

let me make my decisions, they always let me learn by mistakes . . . .

And I think it's made me more sure of myself as an adult. (F1:C:6-7)
Challenges and Concerns

The most challenging aspect of Connor's temperament for Lori and

Eric was his level of intensity and expressiveness. Lori said:
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It just seems like his temperament is such that it can take so much and
then it just goes too far and I need to—that's when it's hardest for me
to deal with it . . . he's frantically doing things too loud and too much

and can't focus very well, and that's when it sort of just goes too far. . . .

And I haven't yet found a way to really help him deal with that. I

mean, we try things, but really the only thing is to leave the situation

most of the time. (F1:A:2)

Eric said that going to adult social events was especially difficult. They
often experienced problems when they took Connor to parties and get-
togethers with their relatives. Even though social settings were difficult,
Connor's social life was very important. Lori described Connor as a very
social person, and she voiced concerns that he needed better social skills. He
did not always know how to join a group of children and his actions
sometimes alienated him from other children. One of Lori's long range goals
and hopes for Connor was that he be able to "fit in" socially.

I want him to be socially accepted and I think the only reason I feel so

strongly about that is that Connor—ever since he was very tiny has

always wanted that. He wants to be with people. He wants them to
like him and he wants to like them. (F1:C:30)

Lori said she did not have very much support or understanding for the
kinds of challenges she faced with Connor. She had friends who she could
talk to about the typical concerns of parents of boys (like violent play and
guns), but her friends did not experience many of the problems she faced with
Connor. She said, "I wish I knew other people who have children who were
really as spirited like that, and I don't.” (F1:A:20) She had looked into parent
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education classes about spirited children, but had only found classes geared to
parents of younger children.

Lori felt the same way about many parenting books. She found that the
advice in books seemed to work for her younger son, Tommy, but did not
really fit for Connor. She said, "Td read and then I'd go, okay, well then, how
come he's been having the "terrible twos" since he was 1, and he's 3 1/2—
what's going on?" (F1:A19)

When asked what they would like to change in their family, Lori and
Eric both said they wanted to find a way to dampen Connor's intensity. they
said:

Lori: I guess what I would like is to have a better response when I feel

I'm trying to react to whatever is going on in a very objective way, and

to have him respond in a way that I can actually relate to. Because

lately he just often responds by gibberish or growling at me or tuning
out or something, and that gets me more angry and then usually after
several hours of this I tend to just lose it. . . . I'd just like to see that he
could tune out whatever is making him answer me with gibberish or
tune me out or whatever. It's like static or something. I just want to
wipe it out and get through to the Connor that I know can talk to me.

(F1:D:44)

Eric: T want to find the button that turns Connor's intensity down, or

seems to make it so that he will know quite when to turn it off.

(F1:D:42)

Table 3 presents the words Lori and Eric used to describe their

perceptions of Connor's temperament. Similar characteristics mentioned by
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both parents during separate interviews are presented in the first half of the
table. Characteristics that were mentioned by only one parent are presented
in the second part of the table. Lori and Eric emphasized Connor's

exuberance, high activity level, and emotional intensity.
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Spontaneous Parental Perceptions of Connor

Similar Characteristics
Lori Eric
Lot of energy Very active
His level of drive is unmatched.
Perpetual go machine,

Connor's a runner, he has always
been a runner

Sometimes he can get—it's too
much.

He's frantically doing things, too
loud and too much and he can't
focus.

Sometimes that just goes—all of a
sudden goes too far and he won't
listen to reason.

He goes until he just , something
happens , he's a mess and he's

| __crying.

He goes and he goes and he goes and
he goes, he doesn't like to stop.

Active to a fault, he was like that in
utero.

Grabbing and not knowing quite
when to stop

Very fidgety

So ballistic, so off the deep end

Can get out of control.
He can not calm himself down.

He's hyper at times. He goes off the
deep end at times and he has a
really difficult time calming
himself down sometimes.

He doesn't know quite when to shut
it off sometimes, he doesn't know
quite when to shut it off

He's like a yappy little dog constantly
running at your feet
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Similar Characteristics

Lon

Eric

"His ability to be around people, he'll
say hi to everyone.

Very engaging personality

He's very extroverted, usually in a
good way.

Very extroverted

Very curious

Very fascinated

Almost obsessive level of fascination
he has with whatever his
fascination is at the moment.

Interests: loves to read; loves
projects - scissors, glue, paper,
crayons; water play; anything
tactile; big motor movement; run;
play outside; dig for bugs; play
with trucks; watch videos; music;
dancing

Interests: likes to make things;
cooking; he likes making art;
creative things; he likes putting
things together; sort of a tinkerer;
reading; outdoor activities;
running; jumping

Unique Characteristics

Lon

Eric

He eats while he's swinging his chair
back and forth and moving and
then doing this and talking with
his mouth full. You know, as
much as we work on it, it just
never seems to really get better.

Dramatic

Food is almost incidental to him.
When he's really hungry he'll sit
down and he'll scarf it all down
and he'll want to get down and

play.

He's very bright. . . . smarter than his
age,

He seems to pick up a great deal of
information. . . .He is busy
constantly inside of his head
working it out.
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Lots of enthusiasm

Very giving

Very kind

Very good conscience he's beginning
to develop.

Everything he does he likes you to do
with him

He's never hesitant to try a new
thing

never do I have. . . this kind of
withdrawal

Very open to new things

Unique Characteristics
Lori Eric
Positive It's very important to him what
people think of him. . . .

important that people have a real
high opinion of him.

He's very conscious of how he's
being perceived and how he's
coming across.

I've seen him show just impeccable
manners.

When he's rested and confident and
calm he's a very gracious and
mature little boy.

Very introspective

He thinks a lot.

He knows how to read people really
well.

Perceptive of emotion,

Very emotional boy,

He likes to say I love you.

About 18 months he started
throwing just lulu tantrums. He
seemed precocious in the way that
he could throw a tantrum.
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Unique Characteristics
Lori Eric
As an infant: he would demand my | As an infant he had his own
attention. schedule, he would wake us up

He cried a lot

He was happiest when he was out.

He liked closeness and I wore him in
the front pack.

Sometimes he'll get too loud

He comes on too strong

Has always been a more time
consuming child

ever two hours . . . feed whenever
he feit like it.

He smiled early, they were big smiles,
flirtatious smiles

He crawled on time, walked a little
early

He had a really sweet disposition.

He was a great baby, very sweet, very
happy, very pleasant.

Very tactile

He was colicky somewhat at night.
He was fussy as a very tiny baby,
but once he got past that, he's
always had a really pleasant
outgoing demeanor.

He gets very frustrated when he's
about to conquer something.
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Alicia, John, and Michael
Alicia and John were the 34-year-old parents of Michael who turned 4

during the course of our interviews. When I asked John to describe Michael,
he said, T think first and foremost would be he is smart. . . . Even when he
was younger [he] could take things, would hear things and be able to use them
in the same context.” (F2:B:1) Michael started reading a few months before
our interviews began and started attending a school for academically gifted
children on the day of Alicia's first interview. She explained how she came
to see him as gifted:

I was reading a book or something and they led me to believe . . . in

comparison to other children his age, he was ahead . . . for example at

two he knew all of his ABCs and he could recognize them. He knew

all of his numbers and he could recognize them, up to number 20.

And this was a little bit before two. (F2:A:6)

John was struck by Michael's early demonstrations of his intelligence.
He said he began to think "this kid's something" (F2:B:3) when Michael was
about 1-year-old. Once, when he was taking Michael for a walk along a
neighborhood route, John realized that Michael was able to recognize
landmarks he had only seen from the car before. Another time Michael
looked at three things hanging in the garage and said, "Papa, three." (F2:B:3)
John was also impressed by Michael's motor skills. He said, "We found out
for his age I think physically he's very coordinated. He was able to ride a bike,
he wasn't even three. . . . I got surprised.” (F2:B:15) John really enjoyed
watching Michael learn new things:
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I love bringing him to new situations and watching him learn.

Watching, and see his questions and trying to explain. . . . This latest

school he's going to is supposedly for advanced kids. We don't know

how advanced he is, but I guess . . . . I take it for granted that he'll pick

it up right away. Which is wrong, I mean he's only a kid. (F2:B:18)
John said Michael's abilities sometimes created problems for him: ", a lot of
times, catch myself expecting him to be older. Forgetting that he's not even 4
yet. And so I'm kind of hard with him." (F2:B:4)

John and Alicia also described several other dimensions of Michael's
individuality. John said, "He's extremely active. I mean, he doesn't stop,
he's like a top. And the moment you get him started, it doesn't—he just
goes. He's extremely active. I mean extremely.” (F2:B:30) Alicia found
Michael was a demanding infant. She said:

It was a big adjustment for me that much I could tell you. I—I used to

think, you know just getting ready to bring him out when he was

young, it was like a 2-hour process. Plus he was breast-fed so it's not

like you could just, you—you could not just give him a bottle. He

never took a bottle, never took a pacifier. Just absolutely hated those

things. Which is fine, I mean it worked out because I wasn't really

working as much. . . . so I just spent all that time with him. (F2:A:10)
Family History

John and Alicia believed being raised in a different culture influenced
their lifestyle. They are both Filipino. John was born in the Philippines and
moved to this country when he was 28-years old, two years before Michael's
birth. Alicia's parents were born in the Philippines, but she was born in this



76

country. Her father and mother had both lived with them until about eight
months before the interviews, when her father died. Their family still felt
the effects of this loss. Michael had been very close to his grandfather and he
continued to miss him. He was also very close to his grandmother, who still
lived with their family. Alicia said that when her mom was gone on
vacation, Michael "didn't feel like he was whole.” John spoke of the value of
living with extended family:
We live—we're different like, you know—his grandmother, ourselves
and him, and his grandfather before he passed away. . . . I think the big
thing here is that a lot of children don't grow up with older people and
.. . I feel that's wrong. So we felt that even if space-wise, the personal
space would be nicer to be on our own, for him it's an opportunity. I
mean, he loves older people and I don't think he'd be that way as
much if not for the fact that he grew up with his grandfather and
grandmother. (F2:B:13)
Alicia and John also described negative aspects of their Asian culture.
They remembered that, as children, they were most often told not to do
things or try things. Nor were they encouraged to explore their own interests.
John said:
We were not encouraged to do anything. . . . We always knew what
not to do. . . . Don't do this, don't do that, we don't do this, we don't do
that. . . . We never got any encouragement. (F2:B:46-47)
Alicia believed her parents were not to be faulted for the way they
raised her. Rather, they were acting in ways that were consistent with their

generation and Asian culture. John thought his childhood was influenced
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partially by cultural differences, but also by his unusual family situation. He
said in the Philippines he was raised by maids, "There's no real interaction
between you and your parents.” (F2:B:18)

I don't ever want to be the kind of parent—like the parent I had. I say

parent because I was also in a weird situation because my mother was

separated—there’s no divorce in the Philippines, but when you are
separated you're . . . like a pariah. And I grew up in that. . .. I never
had my father. (F2:B:46)

John was the youngest boy of two older sisters. His parents were
separated when he was very young—he thought about 1-year-old. Their
marriage was annulled by the Catholic church because his father had been
abusive to his mother. He had no contact with his father until years later
when his father was dying. He and his sisters lived with their mother in the
home of his grandmother and two uncles. The children were raised by
nannies and did not experience much parental interaction. John said he only
heard from his mother or his uncles when he did something wrong.

John began smoking and drinking as a young adolescent. He stopped
drinking for a short while at age 18, after he got in a serious automobile
accident. When he met Alicia he had been drinking heavily, but quit both
smoking and heavy drinking when they married, about a year before Michael
was born.

John's family did not approve of his relationship with Alicia. Because
of their marriage, his family disowned him shortly after he moved to the
United States. John and Alicia had maintained only minimal contact with
his family during the past few years, but at the time of our interviews, they
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were making an attempt to re-establish contact. John believed his childhood

had a dramatic negative effect on his life and his feelings about himself. He

said:

I'm still trying to figure out how screwed up I am. No, seriously. I
mean, it's been quite a journey and I think this last two years I
mentally—not a breakdown . . . just overload. Too much. I've really in
a lot of ways gone back to ground zero. . . . I finally got so low I couldn't
even...domy job....Ijust gave up. The only thing I did right was
watch Michael. . . . I think it was a combination more than anything,
like too many years of having to fight everyone. . . . The hardest part is
really being told you're not worth anything and when you achieve
something, like I was an honors student, [ was this, I was that—so what.
It didn't matter. (F2:C:36)

Alicia grew up as the only sister of two older brothers and she felt that

in many ways she grew up as an only child. She said:

I'm the youngest and only girl—big age differences between my two
older brothers, so for the majority I always felt like I was the only child.
Because I don't remember really interacting with them other than my
one brother terrorizing me. (F2:C:26) |

Alicia did not feel close to either of her brothers as an adult. She felt

that being the only girl in an Asian family was a significant part of her

childhood. She said that her brothers were encouraged to develop careers and

pursue their interests, but she was raised to "go to college and to graduate and

then just get married and have kids." (F2:C:31) She was never encouraged to
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develop her own interests, activities or hobbies. She hoped as a parent to be
able to encourage Michael to develop his skills and interests. She said:

I mean, we definitely want him to grow up differently than the way we

were brought up. And I think part of it—and I'm not blaming my

parents for it or anything, but a lot of it has to just do with that
generation where you were just told to follow and you follow, and you
don't question and you know, just graduate from college, we don't care
what you graduate in. (F2:A:15)

Career and Child Care

Alicia became pregnant with Michael during her first year working as a
real estate agent. During her pregnancy she and John decided she would stay
at home to raise Michael. She said:

But there was a point there, where we strongly considered that I would

just stay home and you know, raise Michael and just be a stay-at home

mom. And that lasted for actually a couple years. I stayed home for a

couple years. . . . I just kind of did real estate on the side. If I had

business . . . he would come with me everywhere I went because he
wouldn't take a bottle, so I would either bring my husband or my mom
with me to help me. (F2:A:11)

Alicia and John wanted Michael to be cared for by family members
while he was young. Alicia said, "For the first almost three years of his life it
was either my husband, me or my mom that watched him." (F2:A:13) Over
time Alicia’s business grew, as former clients returned to work with her.

When Alicia’s business increased, John was in a position to stay home and he
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assumed many of the household duties of cooking and child care. John
talked about how their jobs and child care roles changed:

My business slowed down, my wife's really picked up, so we just

shifted, I became Mr. Mom. Again it's funny because in the

Philippines we—men don't take care of children. It's just, men don't

cook. . .- I don't mind it. I used to be scared of children, of babies, I

think. I mean literally scared to hold them. I might break em. Until

Michael got born and I realized I love children. I mean, I get a blast

going to the playground. (F2:B:23)

John described his own career as being in a "state of change.” He
experienced a significant cultural change when he first moved to this country
and tried to find a job. He had grown up in a wealthy family and his
experiences in the Philippines did not prepare him for the difficulty he had
finding work in this country:

It's a different way of finding work. I used to be a bank officer back

home and when I got here, I started out as a copy boy, I had people

asking me if I could speak English . . . it's like they go up to you real
close and speak real slow. (F2:B:35)

I grew up with maids and 10,000 square foot home and Mercedes-

Benzes, and you know? I grew up with that. And you become a certain

way. . . . Then I moved here and suddenly you're just, you're less than.

(F2:B:37)

John worked for a few years for a large company doing a job he did not
enjoy with people he did not like. John's situation eventually became so
frustrating that he quit his job. He explained his feelings during that time:
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"A lot of self doubt. . . . So I hid from the rejection by getting stuck ina job . ..
until finally I couldn't take it any more and so I realized, how am I going to
change?" (F2:B:38)

He decided that he wanted to go into business for himself because he
wanted to be in charge of what he did and not have someone tell him what to
do. He entered a career as a mortgage broker. He said that was one of the
hardest things he ever did, but he felt it was important, both for his
livelihood, and for his son to see him succeed at something difficult. He
explained what it was like to make this change:

There's one thing I 'm scared of and it's . . . even just asking for

information on the phone . . . . For me it's just not done, I tell other

people to do it, that's the way I grew up . . . . It took me three weeks to
make my first phone call, I mean three weeks of four hours a night
faking it. I'd just kind of sit in front of the phone. . . . It's a big hang-up.

- . . and so into this Michael was born . . . and it's an environment of

change right now (F2:B:39)

At the time of the interviews, John was working at his office at home,
and over the past year his business had increased. He explained that he used
to spend a lot more time hanging around with Michael, taking him to parks,
throwing stones at water, playing with trains, but lately he had to work
during times Michael was with him and Michael had to play independently.
He said:

Lately, for the last maybe year, my time with him hasn't been as event-

filled, unfortunately, a lot of times it's like well here are your trains, I

can set them up for you, but you got to play on your own because I
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have to work. Even if I'm at home I have to do things. . . . I remember
at first he had a big problem with that because he was so used to playing
with one of us. (F3:B:15)
Alicia and John found that working at home had a major drawback.
The work never ended and often took time away from being together as a
family. John said,
Yes, we have a flexible schedule, but a lot of times our time is not ours.
You cannot say, tomorrow is our weekend and we're not going to
work. No, because if someone calls us on our pager—sorry, time to
work. (F2:B:19)
John said it was difficult to balance the demands of his job with his
desire to interact with Michael:
The biggest detractor right now is always being with him and having to
think that you have to do something else. . . . A lot of times it's been
that way, and that is so wrong. And I've finally tried to realize that so
that now I consciously ask myself, do I want to be with him or not? I
want to be with him, okay, let's enjoy it. You know. Put whatever I
have to do aside. And when we do that—oh the things we do!
(F3:B:17)
Challenges and Concerns
John and Alicia began to think that Michael was a spirited or difficult
child before he was 1-year-old. Alicia said:
Sometimes you have these babies who . . . just real mellow, and ours
was not one of them! And I actually purchased that book about how to
raise your strong-willed child but at that point I thought he's too young
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to fit into this. . . . He was just always a very active child, I mean, just

wouldn't give up. (F2:C:41)

John and Alicia expressed a range of concerns about Michael's
temperament and behavior, and about their parenting techniques and skills.
Alicia and John found that their daily routine activities seemed to be difficult
with Michael.

Just things like going to the bathroom or getting dressed—you know,

there’s some children I know that'll stand still or they'll help

themselves get dressed. He's squiggling and moving around
constantly. . . . Where we are at right now, because of the fact that he
doesn’t take a nap, and getting him ready for bed, he's like Jekyll and

Hyde. One minute he's okay, the next minute he's throwing a royal fit,

and those are the moments it's like—I have to deal with this. And it

makes going to bed not very fun, not very pleasant, and I end up being
angry and he ends up being angry and I don't like for him to go to bed
with that unresolved. (F2:A:18)

Alicia and John were trying to understand the reasons why Michael
acted as he did and how they should respond as parents. As they discussed
the problems they experienced with Michael, they often questioned their own
expectations and behaviors. They were concerned that their expectations
might be too high for a child his age and that their discipline style might be
too threatening, too strict, and at other times not strict enough. At the time of
our interviews, they were especially challenged by Michael's tendency to not

listen to them nor follow what they said.
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Alicia: He's strong—willed in the way that he likes to do things his
own way and sometimes there comes a point where he's just like
constantly testing us. And I'll notice he'll do that more when he
doesn't see me as much. It's like a power trip. It drives me crazy
sometimes. . . . And it gets to the point where it's like, do you want
negative attention, you know, before you'll listen to me? . . . That's
kind of where we're at right now, and I don't know if it's just a stage or
the age, you know, of showing that he's growing up or what not. But
there are times where—and I'll ask him very nicely and . . . he just
refuses to either listen or to obey and it gets to the point where I have
to give him a time-out. So those are one of our biggest problem areas
right now. (F2:A:3)
John: He's not pliable. . . . He's got a mind of his own. And maybe I
expect too much, too. You know there is that too. Getting him to do
things sometimes. Or there's always this constant testing, battle of the
wills. Hell do it, eventually. It's like having to go through the getting
mad, the—and it's like after a while it gets tiring, that gets really tiring.
sometimes . . . I'd just like for him to just do it. (F2:B:30)

Alicia was especially troubled that he often wouldn't eat and
ambivalent about how to address the problem. While a part of her wished
she could just let him eat when he was hungry and not push him to eat at
meal times, she worried about the consequences of doing that:

This morning he didn't want to eat yogurt and so he was throwing up.

So his new thing is throwing up. And what I should do is just say,

okay, if you're not hungry, then just—that's fine, you're excused from
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the table. And just let him go. But it just hits a nerve in me, its like,

he's not eating . . . it becomes a power play. . .. But the thing is if I let

him leave the table, then he'll walk away and he'll get hungry later
and then he gets ballistic if he doesn't get fed. So who ends up having

to bear the consequence of that? You know and its kind of like a

double edged sword. (F2:A:17)

John said there were also positive challenges he faced with Michael
and that these concerns were of equal importance to more problematic issues.
"The positive that's very challenging is trying to figure out how to stimulate
his capabilities, or stimulate his mental facilities—his physical, I mean, how
to make him grow." (F2:B:30)

Alicia and John acknowledged differences in their parenting styles.
John believed he encouraged Michael to try more things and take more
physical risks, while Alicia was more cautious. They both said that Alicia was
more permissive while John was more strict, and they expressed concern that
John might be so strict that he would drive Michael away from him. Even
though they identified ways they wanted to change, overall, John and Alicia
felt they were good parents and that Michael knew he was loved. John said:

I think kids can feel when they're just like a big hassle to a person’s life.

With him he knows, I mean no matter what, I think he knows we love

him, and we'd much rather he be in the world . . . . So because of that,

he's lucky. (F2:B:34)

John and Alicia's perceptions of Michael are presented in Table 4.
Some of their most salient descriptors were out-going, friendly, strong-willed,

persistent, curious and having a temper.



Table 4

Spontaneous Parental Perceptions of Michael

Similar Characteristics
Alicia John
He understands concepts very easily and First and foremost would be he is smart. Even
quickly. when he was younger he could take things

He's a fast learner.

and be able to use them in the same
context.

He 's strong-willed
He’s just constantly testing us.

He's not pliable.
He's got a mind of his own.
Constant testing, battle of the wills.

Very outgoing When he plays he's a leader.
Extremely friendly He loves other children.
It's easy for him to make friends. He's nice.

He has a temper.

He just goes ballistic.

His temper can consist of throwing things or
right now it's spitting.

He's very loving, but he's got a temper.

He gets very frustrated with himself.

He gets frustrated really easily.

His imagination

He has imagination.

He is extremely persistent.

He's persistent.

He's not a quitter.

As a baby, no matter how much crying he
would do, he wouldn't quit until he got it
done.

Not easily distracted

He's fixed on something, whether it's to play
or to see how something works or to want
something—can't distract him.

Interests: trains, trains and more trains;
computer; working with sand and water;
cause and effect things; books; mazes;
puzzles; anything athletically oriented

Interests: He loves trains. He's got a one
track mind with trains; riding bikes;
loves books; hobby shop; slot cars;
cooking; making up stories;

He doesn’t want to eat.

He doesn't like to eat.
One day he'll eat a lot for one or two meals,
then for two days he won't eat much.

He's always busy, he's a very, very busy
child.

He's always been extremely active.
He doesn't stop, he's like a top.
He just goes.

Very talkative

Rarely ever quiet

Even when he's playing quietly, he's talking
or he's singing.

He'll talk until he falls asleep.

Strong language skills
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“Similar Characteristics

Alicia

John

As an infant: He was a demanding child.

He never took a bottle, never took a pacifier.

He was 18 months before he slept through the
night.

As an infant: Persistency

He was a baby who loved to cry, I mean when
he cried, he cried.

Very expressive

He was very affectionate.

He never took long naps.
Unique Characteristics
Alicia John
Inquisitive He's got the memory of an elephant.
Precocious He's so intense.

When he's in a good mood he's just constantly
singing and just really happy go lucky.

He does always question.

He doesn't easily accept what-ever's just told
to him, he has to find out the reasons.

When he does get in trouble we usually talk
about it.

He's able to actually negotiate fairly well
We have to work on his listening ability and
his following instructions.

He is not cautious. He's always been a child
who just goes for it, regardless.

Doesn't like to be dirty
He doesn't like to fingerpaint.
He's very loving.

He's also very generous, in that he sees
somebody hurting he says are you okay?

If he's only got two pieces of candy, he'll say
do you want one?

He's got a funny sense of humor.

He has extremes.

He has swings—he swings from extremely
happy to extremely angry or sad.

You might call him a perfectionist.

He’s strong, he's kind of physical.
Physically he's very coordinated.
He has a predisposition towards being

aggressive.
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Barry, Ellen and Lucas
Barry (41-years-old) and Ellen (44-years-old) adopted Lucas from

Columbia when he was 4-months-old. Lucas turned 4, two months after the
first interview. Ellen described her first impressions of him:

At the age of 4-months, he was sitting up, that's how strong he was. . . .

He was very intent. . . . He was [a] very cuddly, very happy little baby. . .

- Hated to go to sleep, hated it, even at 4-months—to go to sleep at

night. And really . .. wouldn't go down for a nap. (F3:A:15)

Barry described Lucas as "high energy, more than anything else, that
describes him. . . . From the minute he shakes the sleep out of his head in the
morning until he goes to sleep at night, he doesn't stop.” (F3:B:1) Ellen, in a
separate interview, said almost the same thing, "You know, he was always
busy, busy, busy from the moment he woke up to the moment he fell asleep .
.. he always is active. Never sits still.” (F3:A:25) Barry and Ellen both
observed that Lucas was often engaged in more than one activity at a time.

Ellen: He just goes, goes, goes, goes, whether it's drawing—he'll draw,

he'll sit and draw all the time, or play with Legos or do something, but

he's got to go. And he'll [do] two, three things at one time. (F3:C:51)

Barry: He is not capable sometimes . . . of doing just one thing at a

time. It's like if he's really busy playing with his toys, he needs to have

something else to take a little bit of his attention, like he'll have some
music on, or the television or something. Or play with two or three

toys at once. (F3:C:51)
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Lucas' ability to engage in several things at once was juxtaposed by his
strong ability to stick with things he was interested in. Ellen described him as
tenacious:

If he gets on a subject or an activity, he'll stick with it. If he's interested

in a movie, really interested, he'll stay with it, to the very end . . . if he

wants to play . . . trains . . . . He'll stay for hours—for a long long time,
and play with his trains. . . . If he has an opinion he'll stay with that
opinion. If he thinks he's right . . . nothing can change his mind.

(F3:A:1)

Lucas showed focus and a strong attention span from an early age. Barry
described Lucas' behavior the first time he watched a video:

I remember when he was 11-months-old, the first movie we bought

was 101 Dalmatians. The first time we put that movie in the machine

and showed him, he watched that movie from start to finish without a

break . . . it's an hour and 15 minutes. And he didn't break his

attention span. . . . I couldn't believe the way he watched that movie
and that's typical of the way he does a lot of things. He gets really
focused on what he's doing. And time doesn't matter to him. (F3:C:34)

Lucas had health problems since birth. Ellen said, "Ever since he came
up he has had a cough. It's lessened now. Now that he's growing, it's getting
lesser and lesser.” (F3:A:20) Lucas also had symptomatic asthma and allergies.
He was on medication for his asthma and administered his own inhalator
treatments. Ellen wondered if some of Lucas' current allergies were caused by
medications he received in Columbia to treat a suspected toxoplasmosis

infection. Lucas had received treatment in Columbia for an asymptomatic
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toxoplasmosis infection, while he was 2-months-old, but the treatment was
discontinued at 4-months-old, because repeat blood tests were negative. Barry
and Ellen believed the first blood test had been a false positive.

Even though Lucas had health problems, he was not a frail child. In
fact, he had always been physically strong and coordinated. Ellen said he
attained many developmental milestones earlier than most children:

His strength has always followed him through. He's always been

strong. Sitting up—I think he was sitting up earlier than most.

Always, his upper body strength has always been good, being able to

pull himself up. And ... his leg muscles followed and by 9-months he

was basically walking around, trying to walk on his own. 10-months
he was literally walking. (F3:A:17)

Lucas had sleep problems through-out his life. He did not sleep
through the night until he was 18-months-old and he often woke up at night
crying inconsolably. Ellen believed his night crying was related to frustrations
he experienced as he mastered developmental milestones like crawling and
walking. She said:

Through his development he was always frustrated in terms of when

he wanted to crawl, he'd cry because he couldn't walk, he had to crawl.

. . . We always knew when he was going through another development

phase because at night he'd wake up screaming at times, just sobbing

uncontrollably, and you couldn't console him. And we were never

sure whether he was fully awake or just that the pressures of the day
just eased up and he just was crying to get out the frustrations in the
middle of the night. And he'd cry for 15, 20 minutes, just cry and cry
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and cry. We tried everything . .. . And then it would be over, he'd be

asleep, he'd go back to sleep. (F3:A:15-16)

Barry and Ellen both believed Lucas had strong social skills and had
always been outgoing and friendly with children and adults. They said:

Ellen: He loves kids. . . . He's very good socializing and with adults.

He's a little bit shy to begin with, and that's only been the past year,

year and a half. Up until 2, 2 1/2-years-old . . . he would go to anybody,

anybody that showed him any kind of attention. . . . That was our
biggest fear. (F3:A:9)

Barry: He's pretty gregarious. When he was an infant I used to say that

he had star quality. And the reason I used to say that was because

people were drawn to him and he really played to his audience. . . I

think he has a very charismatic personality. (F3:D:32)

Lucas was sensitive to many different sensations and emotions. He
was sensitive to other people’s emotions, and he expressed his own feelings
in strong ways. He did not like to fingerpaint because he did not want his
fingers to get dirty, and he was sensitive to the way his clothes felt on his
body. Barry and Ellen said:

Barry: We've had to cut all the labels out of his clothes. . . . He started

pointing to the labels and he started pulling at the back of his shirt. . . .

And he seems to be real sensitive to certain types of noise. He doesn't

like loud noise. . . . When he hears a really loud noise, it impairs him

physically to the point where he just kind of stops doing what he's
doing. (F3:B:15)
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Ellen: Sensitive, real sensitive. Highs and lows. When he's sad, he's

really sad, and when he's happy, the sky is always blue no matter what.

And sunny, you know? (F3:A:2)

Career

Barry and Ellen both worked outside of the home during most of
Lucas’ life. Barry worked as an attorney and Ellen worked as a computer
analyst when they adopted Lucas. They both took time off during the
adoption process. They visited Columbia when Lucas was four months old
then returned to this country without him because they expected it to take six
to eight weeks to finalize the adoption. As it turned out, his adoption was
finalized quickly. They returned to Columbia three weeks later and stayed for
two weeks before bringing Lucas home. Because she used part of her leave of
absence to go to Columbia, Ellen was able to take only an eight week leave to
care for Lucas when they first came home. During her leave, she occasionally
left Lucas with her sister or a friend for 2 to 4 hours while she went to work.
When she went back to work full-time, Lucas went to a family day care
setting. The child care provider told Ellen, "T've never had such an active kid
in my life in child care.” (F3:A:25)

Ellen's career had changed during the last four years. When she was in
the computer industry she often worked 40 to 60 hours a week, and felt
exhausted because she did not get enough rest. When Lucas was about 2-
years-old she was laid off from her computer job. She stayed at home while
determining her next career move, but kept Lucas in full-time child care so
that he would not have to experience a transition when she went back to

work. She decided not to go back to full-time work, but took on part-time
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projects including the accounting for Barry's business. Two months after the

first interview, she returned to school, full-time, in a teacher training

program.

Barry had been pursuing the same career as a lawyer for 15 years, but

during the years since adopting Lucas, he moved his office and changed his
affiliation with firms. When Lucas was 1-year-old he began working at a firm
that he found especially stressful. He left that firm when Lucas was 3, to work

independently out of his own private office and stayed there. Barry believed

the whole family experienced reverberations when he felt stressed. He was

happier with his current work situation and believed Lucas sensed the

difference.

I was under a lot of stress . .. and I unfortunately brought that home
with me every day. But since I've been on my own, actually things
have been—TI've felt a lot better about what I do. And so when I come
home I'm not as wound up as I was. And that helps because he's very
sensitive to our moods, and he really feeds off of our emotions and so
forth. (F3:B:25)

Barry usually worked a standard 5-day work week, except when a case

required extra travel time. His schedule was determined by the type of cases

he had at a given time, but he made a conscious effort to limit his work and

protect time with his family. He said:

I made a pretty deliberate decision that I didn't want to be the kind of
father who was sitting in his son's high school graduation wondering
when he got out of diapers. I know too many people who have done

that and as a good friend of mine said, I don't know anybody who on
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his death bed said, boy, if I could have just spent more time at the

office. And I take that advice to heart because—when you have one

child, you only get one whack at watching them grow and I don't want

to miss it. (F3:B:27)
Child Care

Barry and Ellen were the only parents in the study who used full-time
child care outside of their home. Lucas had been in full-time care, eight
hours a day, since he was 8-months-old. Barry and Ellen shared the
responsibility for managing child care. They both participated in decision
making with child care providers, as well as transportation to and from child
care. Activities related to finding and maintaining child care arrangements
consumed much of their time and attention. They said it was difficult to find
child care providers who had the skills and experience necessary to care for a
child like Lucas. At the time of the first interview, Lucas had recently been
sent home from his Montessori preschool because he bit another child. Ellen
and Barry believed this behavior occurred because he was-scared during a fire
drill they had that morning, as well as hungry and tired. They were angry at
the way the staff handled the experience and Lucas was so upset he did not
want to return. They decided to remove him from that school and were
looking for a new setting for him. Barry explained how the experience
affected Lucas:

Rather than working with him there, by sending him home the

problem was they humiliated him. They didn't give him any other

opportunity that day to get back in the group and be reassured that he

was welcome there. And as a result, by Saturday, he had made up his
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mind: I'm not going back to that place. And so Monday morning came

around and I asked him what he wanted to do, what he wanted for

lunch and he just got a really worried look on his face and he said, I

don't want to go to school today. (F3:C:38)

Lucas entered a new school during the course of the interviews and
quickly adjusted to the new environment. Barry described the new teachers’
response to Lucas’ behaviors. He said:

The teachers there, they're real interesting—the difference between

them and the teacher at Montessori. When I dropped Lucas off this

morning I asked one of the teachers how he did yesterday and she said,
he did fine. You know he kicked and he bit and he hit, but he's 4-years-
old, that's normal. And she said we just told all the other kids not to
respond. . . . And she said, by 9:30 that was all done. . . . But apparently
he really likes the kids there and is trying very hard to fit in and
become part of the school. (F3:B:17)

Family of Origin

Barry and Ellen shared several characteristics of their family of origin.
They were both the youngest child, lived on the East coast, and had working
mothers. They both had close relationships with one of their parents but
distant relationships with the other. They both perceived the parent they felt
close to as a role model for parenting Lucas.

Ellen's parents were separated many times during her childhood and
finally divorced when she was 15-years-old. Ellen's mother stayed at home
with her daughters when they were very young, but worked full-time by the
time Ellen was 5-years-old. Ellen described her family:
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We were a very, very politically minded family and my father was very
conservative and my mother was very liberal. . . . My father was a John
Bircher. I mean he just reveled in their theories. My mother was
basically . . . very much ... a beatnik. And she was heavily involved in
the McCarthy hearings. She was brought up before the McCarthy, and
pleaded the Fifth, fifty times. She was asked to testify against her
friends. So she was very politically liberal. She told me she was never
a card-carrying Communist, but she basically did a lot for the cause, I
think. And she knew a lot of her friends were card-carrying
Communists and that's why they had her before the McCarthy
hearings. And she made front page headlines . . . . I admired her quite
a bit. She was a very, very admirable person, very independent, was
always on her own. She was, I would call her the quintessential
women's libber back then. (F3:C:5)

Ellen was never close to her father and even when her parents were

living together, she felt she was raised by her mother. She described her

relationship with her father as distant and said that the less of him she dealt

with the happier she was. Both her parents had been dead for just over 10

years. She had two older sisters who lived on the East coast, but the only

family member she saw very often was a cousin who lived in a nearby state.

Ellen had a close relationship with her mother and felt she was always

a positive influence for her. Even though her mother was not alive to offer

advice, Ellen still identified her as a strong resource for her parenting. Ellen

often tried to imagine how her mother would handle some of the child
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rearing challenges that she faced. She said she often thought about a situation
she had with Lucas and asked herself:

Well, what did my mother do? What did my mother do with me? I

think back. And what worked with me? ... So I just try and figure out

what my mother would do. Would that be appropriate? No or yes.

(F3:A:36)

Barry was the youngest child in his family with two sisters, 7 and 10-
years older than him. His parents lived on the East coast until his mother's
death, 2 years ago. His father lived in a nearby retirement apartment
building. Although his parents were married for 51 years, Barry believed
their marriage was not “really good." He said they lacked mutual respect and
often found fault with each other.

Barry's mother (like Ellen's) worked and his grandmother helped care
for him. He described his mother as, "pretty dictatorial, she never hit me or
anything, but it was sort of—do this and do it now.” Barry did not feel close
to either his mother or grandmother, but he had a strong relationship with
his father. He said:

On weekends my dad and I would always go off and do stuff and I have

very few memories of my mom being involved in that kind of stuff. I

mean, Saturday was a special day for Dad and me. (F3:B:32)

Barry respected the way his father raised him and tried to parent Lucas
with a similar philosophy. He explained his father's philosophy:

My dad always allowed me to pretty much make important decisions

and then he sort of just let me know that you're going to be responsible

for it. ... I think he sort of figured, well you know the kid's got to learn
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how to use judgment, and you don't develop that skill by doing it for
him. And I've always respected that he was always able to just stand
back and do what ever he had to curb his tongue, to let me make the
wrong moves. And then he was always there to pick me up if I fell
down too hard. And I think that's a good way to raise kids. (F3:C:11)
Concerns and Challenges
Barry and Ellen found it most challenging to balance the needs of all
three members of their family. Barry said, "I think one of the problems we
have in this house is that we have at least two, if not three spirited children
living here." (F3:C:19) They were both surprised at how much energy it
required to care for Lucas and often found the task exhausting. Barry said:
I really had no idea what having a child was going to be like. And
having a child that's like my son, a high energy, demanding kid, at
times it's really strained our marriage. And it's really made me feel
totally crowded in. There's no time left for Barry. And there are times
when I really resent that. (F3:B:2)
Although Ellen believed Lucas' intelligence and ability to reason was a
strength, she also found it challenging. She said:
You have to be smart—it's very difficult to stay one up on him. I find
it difficult—you know you always have to stay on top of the subject. . . .
We've always reasoned with him, even at a very, very, young age. . . .
You can talk to him and reason with him, which I find unique . . . it's
better if you reason with him than demand him. And it gets tiring,
unfortunately. (F3:A:3-4)
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Barry expressed a desire that Lucas become more independent. He
found that Lucas’ desire for interaction created a conflict with his own need
for quiet and solitude after a day at work. He said:

At seven o'dlock . . . I'd rather just be left alone to watch the news, read

a newspaper, read my mail, write a check—whatever it is I need to do. .

.. And so there are times when that just becomes really frustrating. I

enjoy reading to him at night and things of that sort, but sitting on the

floor playing with his trains and his Legos and things, it just doesn't
cut it with me. And I think that he should be able to play with those
toys by himself. Especially now that he's in school, he's with kids all
day long, so it's not as if he's lacking for social interaction. And I just
think that we should be disciplining him more to learn how to play by
himself and amuse himself, and not depend on Mom and Dad to be his
playmates. And maybe that's naive on my part, thinking that a 4-year-
old is capable of that. (F3:B:4)
Although Barry voiced a question of whether it was a realistic expectation for
a 4-year-old to able to entertain himself, he also expressed resentment of the
time Lucas demanded. He said, "At this point I really want to kind of push
him away and let him become more self-reliant." (F3:B:28)

Barry and Ellen identified differences in the ways they interacted with
Lucas and the ways Lucas responded to them. Barry explained some of the
ways they differed:

Ellen's a lot softer . . . if he whines, she'll give into him. If he whines

with me, I just tell him, it doesn't cut it with me. Knock it off. And

he's smart enough to know that it doesn't cut it with me and he
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knocks it off. So he can get away with more with her in certain things,

and he can get away with more with me in other things. And he's

become a master of knowing which is which. (F3:B:5)
Barry explained that he was more tolerant of "obnoxious behavior” and
crying than Ellen. Barry interpreted "obnoxious behavior” as a sign that
something else was going on for Lucas.

He's either really tired or he's hungry or he's just not feeling quite

right and . . . that doesn't bother me as much, because I kind of realize

that there's something going on that's making him behave the way he
is. The crying really gets under Ellen's skin and she has a hard time
dealing with it. (F3:B:5)

Ellen is much more tenacious in holding him to the line that she's

drawn. I'm more much more—especially at the end of the day, when

I'm tired, the last thing I want to do is get into a long fight with my kid.

And so I'm more pragmatic. I'l pick my battles with him, and if it's

something that needs to be fought over, then I'll do it. But otherwise

I'm much more flexible in just letting it pass than she is. And that's

where I'm softer than she is, on discipline. On play, she'll always give

in to him. (F3:B:8)

Barry and Ellen identified ways their own personality styles affected
Lucas’ actions. Barry observed that when Ellen got upset, Lucas often got
more upset and the two of them would "escalate” and "butt heads.” He said:

And when those things happen, I try to get in the middle of it, to just

kind of give them both time-outs. Because at that point they both need

it. She gets really worked up and he gets worked up because he feeds
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off of that, and left alone they'll just go at it, until I don't know when.

(F3:B:6)

Ellen said that sometimes when she felt upset, Lucas asked her to calm down.
She believed he was right to ask her to change her behavior and respected his
ability to articulate his thoughts and feelings.

He now tells me, Mom, calm down, calm down, cool it, Mom. . . . He's

right, I need to calm down, I need to stop and figure out, you know,

and cool it for a little bit. . . . I get wound up too. And so does he. So
we both—if he can recognize that I'm wound up, that's—I have to
recognize that he's recognized that in me. I accept that. (F3:C:19)

Barry and Ellen had very few rules in their family. They had rules that
provided for safety, and they did not allow hitting, or hurting in other ways,
but overall they allowed Lucas a lot of freedom. Barry said they were able to
avoid many conflicts by avoiding many rules.

We've eliminated a lot of the traditional conflict grounds by just

deciding they weren't important enough to fight over. . . . Eating is not

a problem with him . . . because we don't make it a problem. If he's not

hungry, he doesn't eat. . . . I don't believe in forcing him to eat when

he’s not hungry. . . . Wearing clothing isn't a problem. There have

been times when he's wanted to wear his pajama tops to school. Fine I

don't care. . . . I said fine. If you want to look like you're ready for bed

in the middle of the day, that's your business. (F3:B:35)

Barry and Ellen believed they could avoid problems with Lucas by

avoiding environments that were too demanding for his abilities and coping
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skills. One environment they tried to avoid was restaurants. Barry explained
his thoughts:
We went to the Italian Spaghetti House last week for dinner and he's
not ready for it yet. He just can't deal with being in a restaurant and
having to sit in his seat and having to wait for the food and everything
else. And so the best thing to do in a case like that is not impose upon
him behavioral standards that he can't deal with. He's not ready for it.
. - . And so periodically we try to see where he is and whether he copes
with it, and generally our experiences so far haven't been positive.
(F3:B:38)
Barry and Ellen also enjoyed many aspects of Lucas' temperament.
They felt many of the characteristics they found challenging in Lucas, like his
tenacity, his reasoning ability and his high energy would become assets when
he grew older. Barry especially enjoyed spending time talking with Lucas,
while Ellen enjoyed his happy nature.
Barry: I get a real kick when we sit down and start talking about stuff,
whatever it is. I just—I'm just so, I'm so amazed at the language
learning process that I'm in awe of the things he comes up with and
the ways he invents—the inventions of expression that he comes up
with. And it's just a real kick. (F3:B:33)
Ellen: His laugh. He's always laughed, really a belly laugh. I mean not
just a giggle—hee hee hee—I mean a real HA HA HA. And he'll
laugh, he's always laughed at something, even when he was less than a
year old. I think that's unique . . . . But he's always smiling—he's not a
serious child. He's a happy—he's a fun child. (F3:A:3)
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Table 5 presents Barry and Ellen's perceptions of Lucas' temperament.
They both found him to be an active, happy, high energy child who
developed physical skills early in his development.



104

Table 5

Spontaneous Parental Perceptions of Lucas

He was always busy busy busy from
the moment he woke up to the
moment he fell asleep, whether it
was nap time or asleep, he always
is active.

| Similar Characteristics
Ellen Barry
Very active High energy

From the minute he shakes the sleep
out of his head in the morning
until he goes to sleep at night, he
doesn't stop.

He's very well-coordinated—has
always been and has always been
very strong.

He's a strong little boy and there
have been times we've played on
the floor and he's knocked me

down.

Sitting up—1 think he was sitting up
earlier than most. By 9-months he
was basically walking around,
trying to walk on his own. 10-
months he was literally walking.

He was sitting up at four months, he
was crawling up the steps at six
months and walking at ten
months. His physical
development has always been
very advanced.

A very happy child

He's fun.

He's got a real good laugh. He loves
to joke and play. He likes to do
pranks, he teases a lot.

His laugh. He's always laughed,
really a belly laugh.

Happy-go-lucky child

Sensitive, real sensitive. Highs and
lows. When he's sad, he's really
sad, and when he's happy, the sky
is always blue no matter what.

He is sensitive to other children's
feelings.

He is sensitive to noise.
We've had to cut all the labels out of
his clothes.

He loves kids.
He's very good socializing and with
adults.

He loves kids.
He's very gregarious.
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Table 5 (continued)

He was very cuddly, very happy little

baby.
Wouldn't sleep. Hated to go to sleep.
He was very intent.
He was very strong. At the age of
four months he was sitting up.

Similar Characteristics
Ellen Barry
As an infant: As an infant:

He was always quick with a smile.

Very tenacious

Tenacious and focused

You can reason with this child.
We've always reasoned with him,
even at a very very young age.
He's very very smart, very logical.
Self-assured
He's got to be doing something,
whether it's reading, or playing
with his toys or coloring, or even

watching TV.

- Unique Characteristics
Ellen Barry
Interests: Irains; gymnastics; read | Interests: Legos; trains
books; paint He doesn't like finger paints; he just

can't stand the thought of getting
his fingers all dirty.
Intense

Very demanding kid
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Jeff, Maria, Corey and Jason
Jeff and Maria (both 38-years-old) had two children, Corey who was 7-

years-old, and Jason who was 3. Corey was in the first grade at a

neighborhood school a few blocks away, and Jason attended a morning
preschool. Maria believed that Corey had a difficult temperament, but Jeff
disagreed. During the first individual interview with Jeff, he said:

I don't know what your definition of a difficult child is, but I wouldn't
necessarily agree that he's a difficult child now. I think my wife has
had difficulty since—two children, and Corey . . . has things he's trying
to figure out, his own place in the family and that kind of thing. .. .1
think he's pretty smart and he has always been more aware of his
environment and surroundings and seems to be very sensitive to light
and sound and color. He just notices a lot more, he's very visual and
hearing is a lot more acute. (F4:B:2)

Corey was sensitive to many foods. He had multiple allergies as a baby

that he had outgrown, but he still had a severe allergy to peanuts. Jeff

believed that Corey's sensitivity to food might be related to his behavior. He

said:

When he has very obvious reactions [to food] we can say yeah, he's
allergic to something, let's give him some medication, antihistamine.
So I think there's a lot of things that he ingests that don't really create
the same kind of symptoms but make him more agitated. (F4:B:3)

Jeff thinks some of the difficulty Maria experienced with Corey was

related to the birth of their youngest son, Jason. Jeff said the first two years

after Jason was born were very difficult.
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I think the toughest time is just him adjusting to sharing his parents

with his little brother and not getting enough time. But the year before

Jason was born, Maria was home with Corey the whole time, full-

time—he wasn't going to sitters or anything and that was probably his

favorite year. I don't think he remembers, but the year he was three.

And then right before he turned four his little brother was born, so I

think maybe that was even more traumatic because the year prior to

that, Mom was there the whole time, Dad was working but not that
much. That was a good year for everybody, which made the following
year more tough. (F4:B:16)

Jeff was working full-time after Jason was born and said many of the
difficulties Maria experienced occurred when he wasn't home. He said Corey
was "clingy and kind of surly” during that time, but he thinks that Maria and
he interpreted the same behavior in different ways.

I don't know how much of that was her adjusting to a whole new

experience. I think she's probably more—she has a harder time

figuring out people than me, and just why would he do that and so her
interpretation is a little more severe than mine. (F4:B:4)

Maria agreed that she interpreted Corey's behavior in different ways
from Jeff, but she still thought Corey's temperament was more difficult than
other children. In fact, she thought Corey's difficulty coping with change was
an aspect of his temperament. She agreed that Jason's birth was an especially
difficult time, and she believed the adjustment was probably more difficult
because Corey had started a new preschool at the same time.
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The first half year of preschool he was physically aggressive with other
kids. He wasn't aggressive with Jason, but it was as if he was taking out
on other kids his hostile feelings. And of course before Jason was born
he was the center of the universe, first grandchild, and he had a lot of
attention. (F4:A:23)

Maria said it was important for her to remember that "Corey was
always slow to warm up to change” She believed that some of the problems
she had been experiencing when she first called to join the study were related
to Corey's response to remodeling their home over the past summer and his
anticipation of starting a new grade at school. She said:

In the past few months, couple months, I should say, he actually seems

to have matured more and some of the issues that I was really

concerned about have actually become less of a concern and . . . just
lately he's become quite pleasant to be around most of the time. This
summer, . . . we lived outside of the home, we had a different place.

And there were enough changes because he's slow to warm up to a

change anyway, with his temperament, and even though he came back

to his own house, which really didn't look like his own house—he
liked it but it was a big change. . . . I think he gets anxious about the
new situation that he was going to face, like school, first grade—
different teacher, different kids. So he was becoming more anxious
about that, I think. And so I think once school started and we settled
down in our own home, he . . . started settling down and became more

comfortable and not anxious like he was in the past. (F4:A:5)



109

Maria and Jeff both characterized Corey as a creative, intelligent,
serious and focused child. Maria said many of those characteristics were
evident since he was a baby.

When he was a baby he was very focused. . . . His eyes were always very

shiny and bright and just always focusing and just looking around, and

you knew there was a lot going on out there. And he was very intense
then too. (F4:A:20)

Corey's intense focus was evident in his involvement in play and art
activities. Jeff said that Corey gets "almost obsessed" by his interests. For
example, Corey usually spent two hours, each day, working on origami at
home, in addition to the time he spent working on it at school. Corey
sometimes worked on origami in the midst of other children who were
engaged in more athletic play. Jeff explained:

He has had friends who are very athletic and highly skilled and he has

not really tried to compete with them. He'd just sort of stop and pull

out his paper and do a project while everybody else was playing, he
liked being with the group. That's what he did this past summer when
he went on a family vacation with three other families, and all the kids

were out playing and he just sat in the driveway and folded paper . . . I

don't know if it's necessarily an obsession, maybe when it gets like that

it might be, but he just likes doing it. (F4:B:8)

Jeff and Maria's perceptions of Corey's intelligence led them to have
his academic abilities tested and they found that he qualified for a gifted
program offered by the public schools. Maria said, " He is bright and very

creative and of course we felt that as parents—we got him tested and I guess
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in a way it validated our perception of what he's like." (F4:A:4) They were
considering entering him in a gifted program for second grade, but sent him
to his neighborhood school for kindergarten and first grade.

Corey was a quiet child around adults he did not know. He did not
initiate conversations with me during the entire time of our interviews. In
fact, he rarely spoke to me, except to respond to my questions with a very
short answer, usually at his parent's urging. Maria said this behavior was
characteristic of his response to new people. She said:

He can be very serious especially around people. He's very aware of

people that he doesn't know very well, so it's like when people first

meet him, he's very serious. But of course there's a very light side of
him, but they don't get to see that. (F4:A:26)
Maria was concerned that Corey was not easily understood by the people
around him. She said:

I think people, a lot of times, react to Corey in very strong ways because

he’s not an average child. He doesn't relate to people very well

unless—especially grownups [who don't] talk to him enough or [in a]

grownup way. He just doesn't like being coddled. Or some grownups

who have good intentions and they just want to go hi Corey! Try to be
real sociable with him, he just gets really turned off and ignores them
or something. And I cringe because I know what this grownup's trying
to do and I know what Corey is saying too, in his manner. (F3:A:9)

Maria and Jeff both observed that Corey needed time to make
transitions. They gave him warnings about bedtime, times for leaving the
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house, and times for ending activities. Maria described how her knowledge
of Corey's temperament guided many of her routines. She said:
I guess just knowing that he has difficulty with change and transition.
I'm always aware how after school I really need to give him some time
alone and just do things on his own. . . . I give him snack right away
because food affects him, he needs enough food to feel good, the basic
needs—it's more intensified with him. . . . He likes routine, he really
prefers routine—knowing what's going to happen is very important to
him. And ... control is a real big issue with him, ever since he was
little. . . . I just make sure that in our routine he's got regular food
coming to him, . . . and enough rest, alone time, and just that
transition time where he needs to decompress or something. (F4:A:19)
Career and Child Care
Maria and Jeff met in college and moved to this city to attend graduate
school. Jeff completed his degree in architecture, but Maria decided instead of
graduate school to change careers. She said, "I remember looking for a job in
landscape architecture and always finding that accountants got the most jobs; I
thought, this is what I think I'd better get into.” (F4:C:9)
Maria was working full time as an accountant when Corey was born.
She returned to work part-time, 6 weeks after his birth, and increased to full-
time when he was 2 or 3-months-old. During that time, Corey was cared for
by his grandparents three days a week and a neighbor two days a week. When
Corey was 18-months-old, Jeff decided to quit his job as an architect to stay
home with Corey, in part because his grandparents were "getting worn out."

Jeff explained:
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Our jobs were both going fine. The decision to stay home was partly
because I was ready to leave where I was and just relative to having to
go out and find daycare or nannies or whatever. That whole hassle.

And Maria had a good job and was making enough money to support

us. And I was interested in doing more of my own work, so it was just

a good combination, good time. (F4:B:19)

Jeff cared for Corey three days a week, and worked at home two days a
week while Corey continued to go to the neighbors' for child care. When
Corey was 3, Maria quit her job to stay home for the year before Jason's birth
and Jeff began to work full-time for an architect firm. Jeff continued to work
on some independent projects and hoped to eventually increase his own
business to form a partnership with a colleague. Maria began to work part-
time when Jason was 10-months-old, at a job she still held. Jeff felt positive
about staying home with Corey. He said, "I enjoyed being home with him. I
didn't choose to go back to work necessarily, so during that time my
experience was very positive.” (F4:B:1)

Family of Origin |

Maria and Jeff both felt their childhood experiences influenced their
parenting, but in different ways. Jeff reported a close relationship with his
father, who he saw as a role model for his own parenting. Maria "got along”
with her parents as adults, but rejected the parenting she experienced as a
child. She said:

I really have kind of thrown away—I'm trying to not raise my kids the

way my parents have raised us, for the most part—not all of it, but I

feel like I'm kind of starting new, on my own. (F4:A:32)
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Maria was born in Korea and lived there until she was 12-years-old.
Her early childhood was influenced, even dictated by Korean culture. Her
mother stayed at home to raise the children; her father worked as a physician
to support them financially, but was less involved in family life. Maria
described her feelings about her family:
I think I felt like my parents loved me, and I was sure my mom loved
me, but my dad wasn't around very much, and when he was around
he was not—he always wanted us to be quiet and not make any
disturbances and so we always had to watch ourselves and not get
rambunctious, because I remember being punished for being very loud
at one time. And so he wasn't that endearing to me when I was
growing up. And my mother, she probably was the strongest influence
on all of us, she raised us, you know, whereas my dad was the
breadwinner and not really participated in parenting. And that's
typical with a Korean family. (F4:C:2)
Maria remembered her school years in Korea as especially difficult and
restrictive. She said:
Before I went to school I guess it was carefree, but after I started school .
. . life changed dramatically for me. Not just for me, but that's how it is
there, where we have to study probably ten hours or more a day. You
go to school and then you come home and have dinner, whatever, and
then go to private tutor and then study till late night. So it's study,
sleep and eat schedule. . . . And so as far as parenting was concerned,
once we started school my mom became—she was a driving force to

make sure we get our studying done and we get good grades and all
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that. . . . I don't feel like that was really a normal childhood. But of

course . . . that's just the Korean culture. (F4:C:2-3)

Maria felt her family life changed in a positive way when she was 12
and moved away from Korea. Her family moved to Africa, then to the
United States. Maria enjoyed the influence of Western culture and gained
confidence in her ability to adjust to challenges. She said:

We ended up in Africa because of [my father's] whim, but it was

actually the best thing that happened because in Africa it was just us.

The family really had to be cohesive, so it was probably the most family

time we had together basically and things went pretty well. And I

would say because of that experience and because I had to learn

different languages and I had to go through many different kinds of
different adjustments, but I feel like I always did fine and gained some
confidence through that, that what I got was, I can manage, I can adapt.

(F4:C:6)

Maria's memories of her childhood were laced with paradox. She
explained how her parents' Korean values shifted when they discovered the
American value of independence. She said:

They raised us to value family life and family comes first and blood is

thicker than water, that's been really driven into me ever since I was

little. . . . Since we came to America, they have emphasized in all of us
the necessity of being financially independent. . . . My dad used to say
the most important thing to a woman is to have a good marriage, but
yet there is another thing they say—well actually now that we're here,
you need to be financially independent. (F4:C:1-2)
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Maria rejected the traditional Korean values she experienced during
her early childhood. She described negative impressions about the way she
was raised that she thought influenced her parenting views.

I would say my mom was the disciplinarian and we were pretty much

raised to be seen and not heard, and a lot of guilt trip stuff. We do this

for you and you don't appreciate it or you do this to disappoint us, that
kind of message. . . . It seems like there is a paradoxical message,
because the family's important and children are important, but on the
other hand it's like children have no rights. I guess we were brought
up to, not to be so creative. . . . I didn't feel like I was brought up to
think for myself—you don't really develop independent thinking, you
just kind of do what's laid out for you. (F4:C:3-4)

Maria's parents moved to this city the year Corey was born, and her
three sisters had moved to the area over the past seven years. Maria's
negative feelings about childhood flavored her ongoing relationship with her
family, and her feelings about being a parent. Maria said:

Probably because of my parents' influence and also just my background,

... I was goal oriented, striving toward success because that was

important to them and that had been something that they always

instilled in us. On the other hand, [I] did not enjoy . . . [my] parents
overall. And I never felt that being a parent was a joy. It almost
seemed a burden. (F4:C:7)

Maria contrasted her hopes for her children with her experiences in
her own family of origin. She hoped that her children would not grow up to

feel that "being a parent [was] a burden.”
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My first goal would be that my kids feel good about being parents when
they get older. . . . I don't think the authoritative style works. . . . I think

I was brought up to do things that I need to do and not always do what I

wanted. I want my kids to . . . accomplish what they want to

accomplish. But I think that the most basic thing is I want them to feel
good about themselves, just feel like they're loved unconditionally.

When Maria described her hopes for her children she began to cry,
overcome with her feelings about the difficulties in her own childhood and
her ongoing relationship with her parents. She said she did not experience
unconditional love from her parents, and she feared that her parents’
relationships with their grandchildren would hold similar expectations and
conditions. She said:

The saddest thing for me is that my kids—I think they love their

grandparents. My parents were like doting grandparents when they

were little, . . . but as the kids get older, I'm starting to see them do the
same thing, conditions, like my mom, she would say to my son, you

know, oh I've done all this for you and you don't even apprediate it. I

hear the same thing. . . . I can see the effect that's going to have.

(F4:C:25)

Jeff saw his experience in his family of origin as a guide for his own
parenting. He grew up in a large midwestern family with four siblings. He
had one older brother, one older sister, one younger sister, and another older
brother who died at age 5 of cerebral palsy complications, two weeks after
Jeff's birth. Jeff said,
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I think my parents went through quite a bit of emotional stress just
living with a severely retarded child for 5 years. . . . They had three kids
in diapers at one time and the third one was never really out of
diapers. . . . I think that had a pretty profound influence on my parents

and how they felt about each other and their children growing up. . . .

My two older siblings were more affected by the whole thing—I think

their lives since then have been not the smoothest. Both my parents

have felt bad about that just because there wasn't enough attention to
go around. (F4:C:12)

Jeff said that while his family appeared "normal to everybody," he
believed his parents "didn’t have a very loving relationship.” His father was
a doctor and his mother a housewife. Jeff's parents got divorced when he was
19-years-oid, and he believed they had always planned to split up after the
kids grew up. Jeff had a close relationship with his father, but said his mother
was not very warm or relaxed, “not a comfortable person in her skin." Jeff
said his mother was the disciplinarian in the family: "It was mostly through
fear and intimidation. I watched my older brother get wailed on. . . . I didn't
misbehave because I knew the results of misbehavior without having to
experience it." (F4:C:14) Jeff said he was primarily raised by his father and
described the flavor of his childhood:

It was just a pretty normal vanilla upbringing. Nice neighborhood,

comfortable existence. . . .We never wanted for anything, but I never

felt like we had too many luxuries. . . . My father had a lot of hobbies
and he . . . was very devoted to family. . . . He was around but I don't

really fee] like there was a lot of direct attention necessarily. He was
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doing hobbies and he played piano and woodworking and I learned a

lot of things like that from him. (F4:C:15)

Jeff's father died a year before the interviews. Corey and Jason did not
know him well, as they only saw him once or twice a year. Jeff's mother was
still living and they saw her about once a year when they visited the midwest.
Jeff felt his relationship with his mother was better as an adult than as a child.
He missed his father and wished his own sons had had an opportunity to
know their grandfather. He described some of the ways his father influenced
his life:

One of the things I really appreciate about my upbringing—my father,

his approach to it, was having just exposure to a lot of different things

and fitting in with a lot of social situations. . . . We used to go to the

symphonies once a month, go out to nice restaurants . ... And I

appreciate that kind of education that I don't think that many people

have. I felt a lot of trust and he wouldn't hesitate to give me a lot of
responsibility for things. . . . We lived on a five acre place with horses
and animals and . . . . I think having a place and the freedom to kind of

go out and dig in the dirt or climb trees was just something I wish I

could give more of to my children. . . . It seemed there were a lot of

opportunities that he made available to me and I think that's the kind
of thing I'd like to carry on with my children. (F4:C:20-21)
Challenges and Concerns

Jeff and Maria shared concerns about Corey's serious nature. They

hoped he would learn to be more relaxed, in the standards he set for himself

and in the tone of his interactions. They said:
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Maria: I would like to help him figure out how to relax his standards
sometimes and just be a little bit more easier-going about what he can
do. ... It's good to have high standards, but sometimes he goes
overboard. I'd like to really help him tone that down. I think he'll just
be a happier person. And ... a real strong issue for me is his ability to
have . . . happy or healthy social interactions with people. Help him
acquire good sodial skills, and I think that's a challenge with him.
(F4:A:16)

Jeff: Ithink getting him to loosen up a little bit. Trying not to take

things too seriously and to get him to try new things, not worry so

much about whether he can do it well the first time. . . . Help him
figure out sodal situations and give him some clues as to how to
behave in new situations. (F4:B:15)

Maria and Jeff both wanted Corey to learn to calm himself. Maria
found he became especially moody when he was tired or hungry. She
explained:

There's some predictability that I know if he's tired and he's hungry

and he wants food his mood will definitely shift, he becomes very

irritable and grumpy. And of course in transition time too he becomes

a lot more irritable. And he becomes just very explosive . . . and

sometimes he loses it so much that he can't even control himself, it's

like far beyond what he can actually do. And I remember when he was
little he would say oh help me stop crying, help me stop crying or help
me feel better. (F4:A:27)
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When Corey became upset he was very vocal, but he did not lose control of

his actions to the point of being destructive. Maria said:

He's probably screaming and crying and he wasn't destructive in the
sense that he would throw things, that's not in his nature because he
would care about whether the things break, so he wouldn't do that, but
he would just be very vocal and he has this loud voice. (F3:A:28)

Jeff found that he could help Corey calm down by talking to him and

distracting him and he hoped to help Corey learn to calm himself. He

described a recent experience when Corey ended up in "uncontrolled crying”

because he didn't want to stop what he was doing at bedtime.

This was one of those where he kind of loses control and just started
spiraling out of-—he knows he's in trouble and he's—'Can't s-stop c-
crying,’ he's just lost it. And it was actually very easy just to bring him
back—and just hyperventilating—he was in bad shape, but after about
two minutes of talking to him, I had him kind of listening to a story, I
started to talk about something that happened to me, and . . . within a
couple of minutes he was just fine. . . . So getting him to be able to do
that himself, or at least recognize when he’s losing it, trying to give
him some techniques for self control. (F4:D:6)

Maria believed that in addition to learning how to calm himself, Corey

also needed to learn to express his feelings in effective ways. She said:

And [ think that's where I'd like to really help him learn to kind of
know what's going on inside and be able to verbalize, to meet his
needs, before he explodes like that, because . . . that scares people. Not
just me but all the others. (F3:A:28)
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Maria believed she was especially sensitive to Corey's behavior because
he was the oldest child. She thought she might be less concerned if he was an
only child, but because his little brother followed him as a role model, she
worried that Jason would pick up Corey's bad habits.

I remember feeling worried about . . . Jason picking up his way of

dealing with things . . . and just the thought of that would worry me,

that Jason would pick up the bad things. . . . I 'm finding that I have
even more motivation to want to do something to take care of some of
these issues early on and I think it would just be better if we take care of
it. (F4:A:30)

Although Jeff and Maria disagreed about whether Corey was difficult,
they both valued positive aspects of his temperament. They said:

Maria: With all this information I've given you, I know I tend to be

more negative, but . . . overall, I would still say I would rather have

him than—I can't imagine wishing for somebody else. And I do think
he's pretty unique, I mean he's pretty unique in many ways. (F4:A:31)

Jeff: Well, I guess I'd put it in a point of view that if I had to trade

Corey, you know trade away his intelligence and his spark for

somebody more manageable, I would say I would rather not. I'd just

as soon take him the way he is and enjoy the good things of his
intelligence and energy level. I wouldn't trade that away for somebody
that's more docile. (F4:D:9)

Maria and Jeff's perceptions of Corey are presented in Table 6. They

characterized Corey as a serious, focused, intense child who was slow to adapt
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to change and shy around new people. They both mentioned his sensitivities
and food allergies.



Table 6
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Spontaneous Parental Perceptions of Corey

Similar Characteristics
Maria Jeff
Serious He is at times silly, but generally he's
a serious kid.
Very focused He can concentrate very well.

Very intense

He's sometimes too intense.

He 