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        Introduction

        In the changing world of family life, parenting itself has come under closer examination. How important is quality parenting,
          who judges it, and is its provision the sole responsibility of parents – should parents just be left to get on with it? This
          course explores what parenting actually means, what is meant by quality parenting, how it can be enhanced and promoted, and
          how services intended to promote quality parenting can be strengthened.
        

        While working through this course, you will be asked to reflect on your own experience of being parented, on being a parent
          and on working with parents. We shall also look at how parenting in the UK compares with parenting in other countries. Parenting
          within different cultures in the UK may vary too, and the course invites you to consider this. Important issues are also raised
          about parental responsibility, preparation for parenthood, and how quality parenting is defined or assumed. However, we are
          not primarily concerned here with the psychology of fatherhood and motherhood or the parenting role. Rather, the course takes
          a broader view. It encourages reflection on the social and political aspects of parenting, how current social policy is influenced
          by different political agendas about parenting, and how support for families is organised and delivered. That parenting has
          a political dimension cannot be denied, given government pronouncements on the value of good quality parenting, the importance
          of marriage, and initiatives to support and sustain ‘family life’ (Home Office, 1998). Yet parenting remains widely understood
          as an essentially private activity, in which the state should intervene only to protect a child in certain defined circumstances.
          This raises fundamental questions about the principles practitioners should apply when working with parents and about how
          support services for parenting might be developed, offered and evaluated.
        

        The course is divided into four sections. In Section 1 we explore ideas of parenthood and how they can differ from the experience of parenting. Section 2 looks at what makes for quality parenting and in Section 3 you will focus on the kind of help that may be required by some parents. Section 4 examines a range of different explanations for the need for support.
        

        This OpenLearn course provides a sample of Level 2 study in Health and Social Care.
        

      

    

  
    
      
        Learning outcomes

        After studying this course, you should be able to:

        
          	distinguish between parenthood and parenting

        

        
          	outline some of the reasons why parenting may require support from outside the immediate family

        

        
          	demonstrate how individual, environmental and structural factors can have an impact on parenting

        

        
          	challenge the notion that ‘problem’ parents and ‘problem’ families can be readily identified

        

        
          	demonstrate the development of key transferable study skills concerning the ability to summarise arguments, learn from personal
            experience and apply theory to issues and dilemmas in practice.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        1 Parenting

        
          1.1 Introduction

          Historically, one of the most significant changes over the past hundred years has been the move away from large families living
            and remaining in one community to smaller family units that are required, through the economic necessity of employment opportunities,
            to be as mobile as possible. Extended family networks are often weaker: in many instances parents are unable to call on the
            support of children's grandparents, aunts and uncles, and for some people parenting can be a very isolating and isolated experience.
            The context in which parenting takes place has changed to such an extent that it may no longer be feasible or even desirable
            to lay all parenting responsibilities at the door of one or two individual people. Of course, most parenting still takes place
            in the ‘birth family’ but, as you will see as you study this course, there are a variety of adults in society who become involved
            in parenting. Changes in parenting patterns, styles and priorities have, without doubt, been influenced by wider changes in
            society. Parenting needs to be seen in a broader context.
          

          At the same time, we need to acknowledge the internal forces which shape our perceptions about parenting and parenting support
            services – our ‘belief systems’ (Dallos, 1991), which are likely to have a bearing on the views and opinions we hold. For
            example, if in your experience of family life parenting is based on a formal relationship between adults and children, where
            ‘good’ behaviour equates with obedience, you may see ‘good’ support services as those which teach parents and adults how to
            ensure that children behave properly.
          

          In addition, it is important to understand that the image of ‘ideal’ parenting may not coincide with what people actually
            do. The lived reality does not always conform to the image presented to people through the media, for example.
          

          
            [image: Figure 1]
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            Figure 1 A golden age of the family?

          

          Television advertisements which could be regarded as portrayals of idealised family life have, until quite recently, shown
            almost invariably white nuclear families with two children and two parents adopting traditional gender-delineated roles; these
            images draw on the idea that there once existed a golden age of the family in which children and parents lived together in
            complete safety and unbroken harmony. Situation comedy programmes often satirise non-conventional families, and gay and lesbian
            people in particular. One feature of contemporary soaps is that they do have characters who live in unconventional, ‘non-ideal’
            families, yet this is a fairly recent development and often the mode of presentation underlines the difference from the ‘norm’.
          

        

        
          1.2 Parenting and parenthood

          In this part of the course you will analyse the notion of parenting a little further and explore some of the assumptions generally
            made about it. The first activity asks you to reflect on the differences between parenthood and parenting.
          

          
            
              Activity 1: Parenthood and parenting – what's in a word?

            

            
               						0 hours 						 15 minutes 					

              
                Make notes on your responses to these two questions:

                
                  	 								
                    How would you distinguish between parenthood and parenting?
 							
                  

                  	 								
                    Who can provide parenting?
 							
                  

                

                The two questions are connected. To help answer them, consider whether only the child's mother or father (biological or adoptive)
                  can be a parent, and whether only they can provide parenting.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 1: Parenthood and parenting – what's in a word?

            

          

          Focusing on children makes it easier to clarify what constitutes quality parenting. It certainly moves us away from the idea
            that parenting is simply what adults who happen to be parents are prepared to provide. It also helps us to distinguish parenting
            from other forms of care that children require, for example formal education or healthcare. From the point of view of the
            child, therefore, it may not matter too much who provides some aspects of parenting. What matters is whether needs are provided for, which in turn raises the issue of what those needs are. The next activity explores this point further.
          

          
            
              Activity 2: Parenting children

            

            
               						0 hours 						 30 minutes 					

              
                Draw up a list of children's needs that you would associate with parenting. Then try to group them under various categories
                  or headings, remembering to focus on the children's perspective as much as possible. There are a number of possible categories,
                  none entirely fixed, but for the purpose of the activity you may find it helpful to use the following:
                

                
                  	 								
                    physical
 							
                  

                  	 								
                    emotional
 							
                  

                  	 								
                    developmental
 							
                  

                  	 								
                    social.
 							
                  

                

                However, feel free to use other headings or categories if you wish.

              

              View discussion - Activity 2: Parenting children

            

          

        

        
          1.3 People involved in parenting

          Another interesting question remains: can only a parent or parents provide these necessities? (We are leaving on one side
            for the moment the issue of which parent.) Clearly the answer has to be no. There are many examples of people involved in
            parenting who are not a child's parents. For example:
          

          
            	 						
              step-parents
 					
            

            	 						
              grandparents
 					
            

            	 						
              aunts and uncles
 					
            

            	 						
              brothers and sisters
 					
            

            	 						
              friends
 					
            

            	 						
              adopters
 					
            

            	 						
              foster carers
 					
            

            	 						
              childminders
 					
            

          

          and in some circumstances

          
            	 						
              teachers and childcare workers
 					
            

            	 						
              nurses and doctors and
 					
            

            	 						
              social workers and health visitors (in some limited respects).
 					
            

          

          There are also organisations which care for children alongside or in place of their parents, for example:

          
            	 						
              voluntary organisations, such as the Children's Society, NCH Action for Children, Barnardo's
 					
            

            	 						
              independent communities, which provide residential care for children with special physical, behavioural or emotional needs
 					
            

            	 						
              local authorities, especially local authority social services departments, responsible for looking after children in foster
                care or residential settings.
              
 					
            

          

          This last group are sometimes called corporate parents, an organisation or body of people acting as parents for some children. An interesting history of local authorities acting
            as corporate parents can be found in Holman (1996a). His work emphasises the dedication of those professionals charged with
            assisting families struggling to provide adequate care; it reminds us of the sacrifice of career prospects which many workers
            make, and of those official bodies in which the public service ethic and the desire to help children predominate. Holman contrasts
            this unfavourably with the move towards contracting out services to private agencies which are ultimately interested in profit-making
            and employ staff on a short-term basis. (For a detailed account of the history of public services for children see Holman,
            1996b.) You will of course have your own views on such matters. Other writers, for example Sanderson (1996), have argued that
            local authority departments such as social services are frequently seen as inefficient and ineffective. Thus, according to
            this perspective, they are likely to provide poor corporate parenting services. Certainly, some forms of corporate parenting,
            in the past and in the present, have not only failed to act as parents but have been definitely harmful for many children
            (Department of Health, 1997; Department of Health and Welsh Office, 2000).
          

          Historical and social changes have influenced styles and beliefs relating to parenting and corporate parenting. For example,
            at the start of the twentieth century children with disabilities would often be placed in ‘colonies’. These were institutions
            or village communities where all the children's needs would be provided for, and which therefore children would not normally
            expect to leave. This approach was followed through fear of ‘contamination’ and the danger of their mixing with the ‘healthy’
            population. The idea of strict separation arose from the influence of eugenics, a movement active in the early twentieth century, which insisted that disabled people were biologically ‘inferior’ or ‘flawed’.
            And in the early part of the twentieth century the emphasis in child raising would have been on conformity and obedience,
            hierarchy and order in families beneath a male head of household, whereas the emphasis now, in many families, is on individuality
            and self-fulfilment. Even a brief review of the enormous range of advice and opinion offered to parents over the past century
            will demonstrate that ways of bringing children up have always been very heavily influenced by the changing ideas of particular
            historical periods (Hardyment, 1995).
          

          This brings into sharp focus a fundamental theme that runs through this course: is there such a thing as quality parenting?
            How can it be supported and encouraged? We now address these questions in more detail.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        2 What makes for quality parenting?

        
          2.1 Introduction

          The answer to the question ‘what makes for quality parenting?’ may not necessarily lie in textbooks. As we hope you will see
            as you work through this section, your own and other people's experiences can be a rich learning resource about the positive
            and negative aspects of parenting.
          

          There is a wealth of literature on children's developmental needs and an entire industry which produces guidance for parents
            in the form of books, pamphlets, magazines and now websites on caring for children. A number of general criticisms have been
            made of these manuals. One is that they may be culturally specific, that is, they promote a particular mode of parenting as
            the one acceptable or ideal method, whereas there may be many acceptable styles of parenting which vary according to people's
            beliefs, values and social and cultural backgrounds. For example, enthusing about the necessity of children going to bed in
            the early evening may conflict with a cultural norm that the family (including children of all ages) eat together in the late
            evening. Attitudes to breast-feeding and toilet training vary widely between different cultures, yet some reference books
            seem to imply that there are fixed definitive views on these issues and, by implication, that other views are wrong. This
            can quickly lead practitioners wedded to the same views to conclude that deviations from the guidance are not only wrong but
            are also potentially harmful and even abusive. Given that variations in beliefs and values are likely to be associated with
            different social, economic and ethnic groups in society, we can see how this might develop into an example of oppressive practice.
            Any guidance which is prescriptive, that is, tells people how they ought to parent, risks the accusation that it promotes
            middle-class (and white, Western European or American) models of ideal parenting and, again, by implication castigates those
            who do not subscribe to these norms.
          

          This inevitably raises issues about broader power relations in society. Why do certain ideas about ‘correct’ parenting become
            dominant at particular times? In what ways do politicians promote certain views of the family and parenting and perhaps devalue
            others? What happens when views about the family become translated into social and economic policy? There has been, and continues
            to be, a great deal of debate about the role of the welfare state in this regard. One example has been the influence and assumptions
            of the Beveridge Report (1942), which was fundamentally underpinned and sustained by the concept of fathers as breadwinners
            and mothers as dependent homemakers (Muncie et al., 1995; Pugh, 1999). The repercussions of assuming certain roles and relationships
            within families require consideration.
          

          An alternative to a top-down approach, in which politicians, practitioners and the powerful (including academics) impose their
            views on how parenting should be carried out, would be to start the other way round by asking children and adults what they
            think makes for quality parenting. A useful way of examining the issue, from a practitioner's point of view, is to consult
            people about examples of good and bad parenting from their own life experiences. This approach may well commend itself not
            least because it makes no prior assumptions about the rights of practitioners to impose their models of parenting on others.
            In addition, it provides live data that can test the validity of what may appear to be established wisdom and ideas on the
            delivery of parenting services.
          

          The next activity is an attempt to do just this. You are asked to reflect on your own and others’ experience of being parented,
            and use this reflection to explore your own views about what is meant by quality parenting and which support services may
            be best able to promote and sustain such parenting.
          

          
            
              Activity 3: ‘Good’ or ‘bad’ parenting?

            

            
               						0 hours 						 20 minutes 					

              
                Thinking back to your own childhood and your experience of being parented as a child, try to identify one example of good
                  parenting and one example of bad parenting. It may be an event which you feel was handled well or badly by a parent, or an
                  aspect of family life which was consistently supportive to you as a child within your family. Now talk to another person and
                  ask them to do the same from their own experience as a child.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 3: ‘Good’ or ‘bad’ parenting?

            

          

          The point about each of these statements is that it could be an example of good or bad parenting depending on the perceptions
            of the person expressing it. Having strict parents, indulgent parents, or parents with strong religious convictions, or feeling
            different, or whatever, are for some people beneficial experiences while for others they can be detrimental.
          

        

        
          2.2 Parenting methods

          White and Woollett (1992) identified three kinds of parenting:

          
            	 						
              authoritarian, where parents dictate what the children can and cannot do and children are expected to obey certain rules
              
 					
            

            	 						
              permissive, where parents are highly indulgent, offering little guidance or control
              
 					
            

            	 						
              authoritative, where parents set boundaries within which children are expected to develop autonomy and self-reliance.
              
 					
            

          

          Clearly, these descriptions of parenting methods are presented in such a manner that the authoritative approach is considered
            the most acceptable. But you may feel that in reality parents veer between these forms of parenting, often within the space
            of a few hours! Giving parents more information, opening out discussion, and offering more ideas and practical suggestions
            about parenting may help them to make more informed choices about their relationships with their children. There is, however,
            a broader, discernible consensus about what constitutes bad or inadequate parenting, and by this we mean parenting that is
            abusive or oppressive or fails to take reasonable action to protect a child from harm. Beyond this, great care is needed before
            applying such value-laden descriptions. Why do you think there is a need to be so careful about labelling some parenting as
            ‘bad’ or ‘inadequate’? The next activity should help you to answer this question. You may also find it useful to think about
            sections of earlier topics in which you explored how and why particular individuals and groups are ‘problematised’ in society.
          

          
            
              Activity 4: ‘Problem parents’, ‘problem families’

            

            
               						0 hours 						 15 minutes 					

              
                List what you see to be the dangers of labelling some parenting as ‘bad’. Try to cover as many different areas and ideas as
                  possible, and list at least five dangers.
                

              

              View discussion - Activity 4: ‘Problem parents’, ‘problem families’

            

          

          At this stage, therefore, it is possible to identify some basic principles that need to inform any evaluation of support services
            for enhancing parenting. Such an evaluation should not make assumptions or generalisations about what constitutes good or
            bad parenting (although certain legal and social expectations need to be taken into consideration). Assumptions based on a
            practitioner's own experiences or views of what is positive or negative should be recognised and understood. Account needs
            to be taken of different ways of parenting – when they are caring for their children people have different priorities, different
            expectations and different norms of behaviour.
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        3 Why might help be required with parenting?

        
          3.1 Needing help

          Some people will cope with parenting without the need for additional support, some will need some help at some time, while
            for others parenting may be a task which appears to overwhelm them. Some individuals are affected by circumstances which make
            them more likely to require support or assistance. In this section we explore these issues in more detail.
          

          
            
              Activity 5: Needing help

            

            
               						0 hours 						 30 minutes 					

              
                What are the reasons for people needing help with parenting? Draw up a list of reasons and then categorise them under the
                  following headings:
                

                
                  	 								
                    reasons to do with parents themselves, e.g. their personal needs, effects of impairments, confidence levels
 							
                  

                  	 								
                    reasons to do with the immediate environments in which parenting takes place, e.g. home, local community
 							
                  

                  	 								
                    reasons to do with wider structural factors, e.g. the organisation of paid work, a disabling society, racism or poverty.
 							
                  

                

              

              View discussion - Activity 5: Needing help

            

          

        

        
          3.2 Parental competence

          Parental competence is not just a matter of the acquisition of parenting skills. It is also an attributed status which relies as much on the
            judgements of health and social care professionals and the courts as on the behaviour of parents. Judgements, and prejudgements,
            of the quality of parenting draw on ideas present in the wider society. These ideas are often not made explicit. Booth and
            Booth's (1994) study of parents with learning difficulties revealed that their problems often mirrored those of parents of
            the same social and economic status, and many of their difficulties should be understood as resulting from poverty. This research
            found that problems were often magnified by the services ostensibly provided for the support of the families, snap judgements
            were made, and there was often a failure to involve people in decisions affecting them. The study concluded with a section
            detailing good practice guidelines. Some of these are quoted here and we believe they have a much wider application:
          

          
            
              	 							
                Respect for and support of the emotional bond between parent(s) and children should be the starting point for any intervention
                  in the family.
                
 						
              

              	 							
                Service providers must be responsive to any informal support system already in place and ensure they do not interfere with
                  its functioning.
                
 						
              

              	 							
                Support is more effective when directed to the survival and maintenance needs of families, followed by child care tasks, than
                  to modifying styles of interaction within the family.
                
 						
              

              	 							
                A parent–child relationship based on love and affection is more easily supported than replaced.
 						
              

              	 							
                Always bear in mind that the parent–child relationship may be worth supporting even when a parent cannot meet all the developmental
                  needs of the child.
                
 						
              

              	 							
                Always ensure that people's parenting abilities and problems are assessed in the context of their own lives and experience.
 						
              

              	 							
                Assessing the quality of parenting or family life calls for close familiarity based on long-term involvement.
 						
              

              	 							
                Be alert to the possibly damaging effects of physical, sexual or system abuse on parents' own functioning.
 						
              

              	 							
                Do not adopt too narrow a view of the parenting task: there is more to parenting that merely practical skills.
 						
              

              	 							
                Remember that the need for belonging on the part of children may outweigh any deficits observed in the competence of parents.
 						
              

              	 							
                Steer clear of self-fulfilling prophecies of parenting failure based on single-minded concern only with parental inadequacies.
 						
              

              	 							
                Practitioners must be aware of their capacity for exacerbating the stress on families and augmenting the problems they face.
 						
              

            

            (Booth and Booth, 1994, pp. 145, 146, 147, 148, 149)

          

          An additional point needs to be made here. Some of the reasons why people need help with parenting relate to anger and violence.
            In these cases intervention is instigated from outside the family in order to protect the child from harm. In other words,
            help is imposed rather than requested. Principles have been established so that in particular cases protection can be secured
            for a child even if the parents’ wishes have to be overridden. An example is the Children Act 1989 which moves from the idea
            of parental rights towards the concept of parental responsibility. The significance of the shift to the concept of parental
            responsibility lies in its emphasis on the child's welfare rather than on the parents' rights.
          

          Reasons for parents needing extra help do not always fit into one neat explanation, as you may have already discovered for
            yourself. Rather, there are different levels of parental difficulty which intersect and overlap. Furthermore, identifying
            reasons does not automatically mean that solutions can be either found or provided. It is beyond the capacity of most people
            to change structural issues, in particular. We might speculate that the difficulty of addressing structural issues is one
            reason why practitioners and policy makers sometimes limit themselves to approaches which assume that the ‘solution’ lies
            at the personal level.
          

          In the next section we will use a number of case studies to explore explanations of need and the provision of support services.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        4 Exploring the explanations

        At this point the emphasis of the discussion changes somewhat. We are going to use three case studies to illustrate some of
          the problems and difficulties that parents can face in their day-to-day lives. After reviewing the case studies you will be
          asked to reflect on some possible reasons and explanations for the situations outlined.
        

        
          
            Anthea and Brian

          

          
            Anthea and Brian live with their three children, who are all under 8 years old. A year ago, Anthea and the children left Brian
              following long-term relationship difficulties and felt compelled to seek accommodation in a refuge where they stayed for two
              months. Anthea returned home with the children but things have not improved. She says she wants to leave for good but is frightened
              of what Brian will do to her. She has become very depressed, to the extent that her GP has referred her to a psychiatrist
              who has suggested she should be prescribed antidepressant medication. The school has complained to Anthea that Chloe, the
              eldest aged 7, keeps missing odd days from school for which the school has received no explanation.
            

          

        

        
          
            Paola and Carmello

          

          
            Maria cares for her two grandchildren aged 6 and 3 – Lisa is at school and Roberto goes to their village playgroup each morning.
              Maria has been looking after them for part of the day since their mother, Paola, returned to work full-time three years ago.
              Paola and her partner, Carmello, are trying to earn enough money to move to a house with three bedrooms and with a garden
              for the children. Maria has made it clear that she is no longer prepared to provide childcare five days a week and the children
              have begun to complain that they do not like going to her house. In addition, the playgroup have complained that Roberto is
              not always picked up promptly by his grandmother at lunchtime.
            

          

        

        
          
            Colin and Sue

          

          
            Jack, who is 9 years old, lives with his father, Colin, most of the time and spends some weekends and holidays with his mother,
              Sue, who lives nearby. Jack was recently caught shoplifting, and the police who dealt with the matter were confronted by a
              very angry father who made all sorts of threats of what he would do to Jack when he got him home. When Colin calmed down,
              he claimed that he could do nothing with Jack and complained that Jack was always taking things from the home. Colin has to
              work long hours and has difficulty making childcare arrangements, using a succession of different carers to cover the time
              between school and when he gets home. Sue looks after Jack's half-brother, Joe, who is 3 and has cerebral palsy. She says
              she has her hands full with Joe and that Colin is Jack's father and he should sort things out. To compound these problems,
              last week the school threatened to exclude Jack because he had stolen some money from another child.
            

          

        

        Help with parenting comes in a variety of forms, and in reading these case studies you may have already formulated some ideas
          about the kind of help that should be provided. However, before exploring opportunities for obtaining help and support, pause
          for a moment to consider some of the possible explanations why these families need help with parenting.
        

        
          
            Activity 6: Looking at explanations

          

          
             					0 hours 					 45 minutes 				

            
              Briefly look at each of the case studies again and write down the factors or reasons that seem most relevant to you in explaining
                why help might be required with parenting. Then categorise those factors or reasons as personal, environmental or structural.
                Before starting the categorisation (especially if you have had a break from your work) you may find it useful to look again
                at the comment for Activity 5.
              

            

            View discussion - Activity 6: Looking at explanations

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Conclusion

        This free course provided an introduction to studying Health and Social Care. It took you through a series of exercises designed
          to develop your approach to study and learning at a distance and helped to improve your confidence as an independent learner.
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        Activity 1: Parenthood and parenting – what's in a word?

        Discussion

        This task is not as easy as it may first appear, but the difference between parenthood and parenting is important when it
          comes to exploring and evaluating support services.
        

        Parenthood might generally be taken to refer to motherhood and fatherhood, that is, equated with the people who become the mothers and
          fathers of children. Consequently, much of the literature on parenthood focuses on adults' experience of having children.
          Parenting, by contrast, might be taken to refer to the process whereby a particular kind of nurturing is provided for children, what
          some people might call ‘upbringing’. ‘Parenting’ is derived from the verb ‘to parent’, meaning to provide care and bring up
          children, something which is generally but not exclusively provided by parents. As a verb it is a neologism, that is, a new word. It is considered necessary since there is a need to
          challenge the former view that the term ‘parent’ always refers to one of two particular people.
        

        Your answer to the question ‘who can provide parenting?’ may have invoked the reaction ‘parents, of course, who else?’ Yet
          if we look at parenting from the child's point of view, the issue is not so clear-cut. After all, people who are not the child's
          biological parents can well provide some aspects of parenting (Wetherell, 1995; Lupton and Barclay, 1997). Indeed, in some
          instances, as in adoption or foster care, other people can sometimes provide virtually all aspects of parenting. So another
          distinction worth making is that parenting takes as its focus the child rather than the adult, that is, it concentrates on
          how children's needs are met, usually, but not always, by adults related to them. This approach starts with what children
          need rather than what adults might or should provide for children, or what adults expect from them.
        

        Back to - Activity 1: Parenthood and parenting – what's in a word?

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 2: Parenting children

        Discussion

        Starting the list probably presented few problems, but categorising the needs is more demanding, particularly if you have
          a long list. Your grouping may be similar to the one below, but don't worry if your list is different – there is no one correct
          answer to the question.
        

        
          	 								
            Physical: food, warmth, clothing, shelter, protection
            
 							
          

          	 								
            Emotional: love, care, companionship, security, continuity, protection
            
 							
          

          	 								
            Developmental: education, experiential learning, acquisition of language, play
            
 							
          

          	 								
            Social: friendship, play, social learning.
            
 							
          

        

        The list is not exhaustive of course, and you may have found that some things a child needs, such as protection, seem to belong
          in more than one category. It may also have struck you that some needs are reciprocal: the child provides some of these things
          for the parent (e.g. play, companionship) just as the parent provides them for the child.
        

        Back to - Activity 2: Parenting children

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 3: ‘Good’ or ‘bad’ parenting?

        Discussion

        There are different interpretations of what makes for good parenting.

        Take, for example, the following statements:

        
          
            My parents were quite strict. They gave me clear boundaries so that I always understood what was expected of me.

            When I was bullied at school my parents never took it seriously, and always said stuff like I should learn to stand up for
              myself.
            

            My parents valued education. They sent me to a private school a long way away when I was 11 and I was quite lonely for a while.

            I was brought up by my grandparents, who made me feel different from my sister who stayed living with my mother.

            I remember my mother saying ‘Never let your disability get you down. Make sure that people respect you and always treat you
              with dignity.’
            

            My father always said to me that life would be more difficult as a black person.

            I remember my grandmother dying and me feeling really sad for a long time. She seemed to be OK just a few days before. I remember
              my mum talking with me about whether I wanted to go to the funeral. I did go and I'm glad I did.
            

            Religion was important in our family. I was brought up with a clear sense of right and wrong that has stayed with me.

          

        

        Back to - Activity 3: ‘Good’ or ‘bad’ parenting?

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 4: ‘Problem parents’, ‘problem families’

        Discussion

        We hope you will be able to think of five dangers, but obviously your list may not correspond entirely with what follows.

        First, there is the point already raised that, beyond some key principles, we do not have an agreed working definition of
          what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ or ‘good enough’ or ‘inadequate’ parenting. It is true that there are some actions which cause harm
          and some actions which are illegal. There are certain points at which the formal child protection system and the courts will
          intervene, but these are extreme cases and follow from certain identified incidents which cause children ‘significant harm’.
          Shared views also exist in our society, for example, that it is wrong for young children to be out on their own late at night,
          or left at home alone, or exposed to dangers such as crossing a road without appropriate guidance. There are, therefore, some
          limited, but important, norms that people are expected to subscribe to. However, because parenting behaviours are related
          to culture, class and context, there remains considerable room for debate and disagreement in many other areas of parenting
          activity.
        

        Second, it is only too easy to move from an observed example of ‘bad’ parenting to the labelling of certain parents as ‘bad
          parents’. This can in turn quickly lead us into making judgemental statements about the kinds of people who tend to be ‘bad
          parents’ and somehow dealing with them as if they were ‘inadequate’ people.
        

        Third, and allied to this, there is the danger of blaming people for not being ‘good’ parents, usually judged on the behaviour
          of their children, rather than looking at how parenting support can be offered.
        

        Fourth, there is the danger of misinterpreting different ways of parenting as indicative of ‘poor’ parenting. This will happen
          particularly if we assume that our own inherited social or cultural approach to parenting is the one and only correct approach.
        

        Fifth, there are real implications for practitioners if support services are offered in a context where people are considered
          to be inadequate or bad parents. People's parenting behaviour is not fixed but will vary over time. Later you will see examples
          of services which are sensitive to people's needs as parents. A positive feature of many services is that they conspicuously
          avoid conveying the idea that certain people are bad parents. Labelling people as ‘bad’ or ‘inadequate’ can reinforce a poor
          self-image and undermine self-confidence.
        

        Back to - Activity 4: ‘Problem parents’, ‘problem families’

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 5: Needing help

        Discussion

        Under the first category your reasons might relate to a parent's lack of knowledge, lack of experience, physical health, disability,
          mental health, personality difficulties (e.g. difficulty controlling anger), use of drugs or alcohol, propensity for violence,
          and so on. The use of drugs or alcohol, for example, may not of itself mean that assistance is required, but if drug or alcohol dependence means that effective parenting is impeded, then the need
          for help is only too apparent. However, it is important not to fix labels to certain parents, but to acknowledge that people
          may need assistance with parenting at certain times. Some parents may be quite confident in their ability to handle very young
          children, yet be temporarily overwhelmed by the challenges presented by teenagers. Others may be experiencing personal crises,
          such as divorce, which may be profoundly affecting their ability to parent, but this difficulty will almost always diminish
          in time.
        

        Your list under the second category might include violence in the home, an unsafe physical environment, lack of stimulation,
          and difficulties at school, for example bullying of or by other children. In each of these cases some change in the environment
          in which the child lives may raise the quality of parenting. In the case of domestic violence this may mean moving to somewhere
          safer, such as a refuge. Bullying can be combated by a clear school policy which defines it, confronts it, emphatically outlaws
          it in all its forms, and supports children who report it. Lack of safety in the home, or exposure to risk or injury, can be
          tackled through the installation of practical devices such as stair gates, or implementation of other measures as advised
          by healthcare workers such as health visitors. Needs identified here can often have practical solutions, although it will
          not be possible to protect children from every conceivable eventuality, as no environment or activity can be made entirely
          risk-free.
        

        Much more problematic are the reasons which fall into the third category, relating to structural factors. Included here will
          be poverty, racism, disability, poor housing, unemployment and a host of other factors which might be subsumed under the category
          ‘social exclusion’. These are reasons that often lie beyond the immediate control of parents and those working with them.
          Racism, for example, is more than just individual people being prejudiced against black children: it refers to a range of
          ways in which black people are disadvantaged at every level of society. (For a discussion of institutionalised racism and
          its effects, see Ahmad and Atkin, 1996; Butt and Mirza, 1996; Modood and Berthoud, 1997; Macpherson, 1999.) It is important
          to acknowledge this by asking whether services are sensitive to the needs of black people and all minority groups in the population.
          One example of the effects of racism on parents is those families with disabled children from African-Caribbean, Indian, Pakistani
          or Bangladeshi backgrounds who, compared with white families, are markedly disadvantaged in terms of living circumstances,
          access to and information about support, and levels of unmet needs (Chamba et al., 1999).
        

        Back to - Activity 5: Needing help

      

    

  
    
      
        Activity 6: Looking at explanations

        Discussion

        The intention of the activity was to demonstrate that explanations for difficulties can often fall under a variety of headings.
          For example, in the first case study Anthea's needs could be defined by some people as sociological, medical or psychological.
          There is ongoing debate about whether depression is biological in origin or determined by sociological factors such as the
          immediate family situation. But for the moment it is possible, at least, to identify some personal difficulties with which
          the parents need help so that they can continue to care for their children as well as possible.
        

        Environmental and practical considerations – how resources can be provided and what support networks exist in the community
          – are clearly of great importance to the family in the second case study. They need access to resources other than those the
          family can provide. This may be particularly difficult in isolated rural communities where public transport is not available
          and support services are scant.
        

        There may sometimes be a temptation to focus too much on one aspect of children's behaviour, for example Jack's stealing in
          the third family, rather than assess children's overall needs, particularly when the behaviour is undesirable from the adults'
          point of view. The question which ought to be addressed, however, is ‘what does this behaviour demonstrate about the child's
          basic needs not being met?’ So in this instance it may be that the stealing is ‘attention seeking’, or reflects some emotional
          insecurity, or is born of a need to compete with siblings or other children. We are not suggesting that any or all of these
          factors lie behind Jack's behaviour; rather we are pointing out that a full holistic assessment of Jack's needs is the most
          effective way of exploring and explaining some of his behaviour.
        

        From a theoretical point of view explanations of parenting problems could be considered to be psychological, sociological,
          economic, social, legal, geographical or of course – and here comes the main point of the activity – all of these. For in
          analysing the explanations of parenting difficulties, it is of vital importance to adopt an interdisciplinary approach, and
          not confine ourselves to one theoretical standpoint. Using one theory or set of explanations is inevitably limited and limiting.
        

        Back to - Activity 6: Looking at explanations
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