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BY JOYCE N. THOMAS 

DYS!:lnctional families and the inherent conflict they 
generate are exacerbating problems already existing 

for many minority youths. 

Breeding grounds for 
multicultural conflict 

When one's personal values, the cultural 
values within one's family and the val
ues expressed by the school system are 
in conflict, it can cause both immediate 
and long-term negative or dysfunctional 
behavior for youths. This is particularly 
true for young people who are the vic
tims of parental neglect or abuse. 

For such youths in our population, 
traditional values of work, money, 
education, home and even life itself 
may have little or no meaning. The 
ability to show respect and appreciation 
for others, as well as to have dignity 
and self-esteem, are personal traits that 
often are lacking among these youths. 

The frightening reality is that an in
creasing number of these young people 
are poor, black or some other ethnic 
minority, and products of parental 
neglect. These children are in imminent 
danger, and many are forced to surren
der their hopes and dreams very early 
in exchange for a life of crime. But 
these youths are like all other children 
- they have feelings, are vulnerable to 
victimization, have fears and anxieties, 
and need support and guidance for 
proper development. Sadly, the majority 
of such children must focus much of 
their energies on the issue of survival, 

Joyce N. Thomas, R.N., is president of 
the Center for Child Protection and 
Family Support, Inc., Located in 
Washington, D.C 

primarily in hostile environments. 
Fifteen percent of those between 16 

and 19 years of age will not successful
ly make the transition into productive 
and responsible adulthood. The many 
problems that seem to plague these 
youngsters have no single cure, and we 
are all much better at describing the 
issues than we are at determining strate
gies for solutions. Yet, because so many 
minority families find themselves on the 
negative side of most social, health and 
educational indicators, we must make it 
a top priority to focus our attention on 
the cultural conflicts that affect these' 
high-risk youth. 

We must look the problem squarely 
in the eye, then we must tum our tal
ents, resources and energies toward 
practical strategies for intervention. The 
best bet for these young people to beat 
the odds of self-destruction is an im
proved family enviornment and obtain
ing a quality education. 

Understanding cultural conflicts 
It is within the private intimate relation
ships of the family that a child learns 
the most basic lessons: what to value, 
what to fear, what to expect from 
others and what sort of life to antici
pate. Within the family, a child also 
takes the very early crucial steps of 
cognitive and emotional development 
that either prepares him for later 
growth or handicaps him when he is 
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provided with opportunities for growth. 
Since child rearing follows no uni

versal standard, what is acceptable or 
unacceptable will vary based on the 
culture and beliefs of a given family. 
Culture represents the traditions and 
learned patterns of thinking, feeling and 
acting that are established in an ongoing 
group process and transmitted from one 
generation to another. Culture encom
passes deeply internalized personal val
ues, which are manifested in our per
sonalities and behavior. 

What has been seriously overlooked 
in our search for knowledge and under
standing of the issues involving high
risk children are the implications con
flicting cultures have on these children 
and their families. Research and my 
own experience as a specialist in the 
field of high-risk and maltreated chil
dren tell me that, unfortunately, many 
ethnic minority families view culture in 
response to many undesirable social 
conditions, such as poverty, racism and 
oppression. When parents doubt their 
worth and value in society, this message 
is transmitted to their children. This 
conflict that the parents experience af
fects their interaction with their child 
and, subsequently, their ability to parent. 

To a large extent, how a child views 
himself depends on what goes on be
tween that child and his parent. How 
the parent deals with discipline, com
munication, nurturance, moral values, 
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spiritual beliefs, socialization and edu
cational values are extremely important 
as to how any child will function. Stud
ies have shown that maltreatment may 
result in impaired intellectual function
ing, delayed language development, 
problems in acquisition of motor skills, 
fear lJf failure and low self-esteem. 

Clearly, no single element of a cul
tural pattern can be removed from its 
context and examined in isolation from 
other integrated aspects of that culture. 
We have to view the issue in a holistic 
manner. But because it is difficult to 
separate out any single element that 
may cause this conflict, the significance 
of cultural factors often is overlooked. 

If we had a better understanding of 
the differences in child-rearing practices 
and beliefs among certain ethnic minor
ity groups, then perhaps we could inter
vene more effectively for the protection 
of children. Determining the cultural 
strengths and positive resources of high
risk families and integrating these issues 
into the learning process for young peo
ple is an extremely important interven
tion strategy. 

Factors of parental neglect 
I have seen literally thousands of young 
children and adolescents from different 
ethnic backgrounds who have been se
verely neglected and mistreated by their 
parents. From this perspective, the issue 
of cultural conflict is very important to 
understanding the problems of high-risk 
youth. 

Only through our understanding of 
cultural strengths can we avoid some of 
the condescending attitudes and damag
ing behaviors that continue to foster re
sistance, anger and negative conse
quences. As an Afro-American with a 
strong West Indian cultural background, 
I am accutely aware of the many con
tradictions in our society, tremendous 
barriers to achieving success, daily up
hill struggles for survival and seemingly 
unending frustrations encountered by 
blacks and other ethnic minorities. 

As cultures come into contact with 
one another, different child-rearing 

practices and beliefs create conflicting 
situations for the child. Family tradi
tions, positive male and female role 
models, quality educational development 
and parental responsibilities are ex
tremely important for the healthy devel
opment of children. 

Child abuse and neglect are catchall 
terms for a variety of childhood injuries 
that are believed to be derived from 
negative parental actions, as is the case 
in abuse, or the parents' failure to act, 
as is the case in neglect. Neglect or de
privation of necessities is the most 
prevalent type of maltreatment - almost 
66 percent of all maltreated children are 
reported to experience neglect. In the 
classic sense, physical neglect may be 
defined as failure to provide the essen
tials for normal life, such as food, 
clothing, shelter, care and supervision 
as well as protection from assault. This 
is best understood when viewed as a 
symptom of family dysfunction caused 
by a variety of factors and frequently 
involving multiple determinants. 

Recently, while working on a special 
project investigating the issues of paren
tal neglect, youth gangs and drug traf
ficking, many community workers re
ported that they felt parental neglect 
was a factor in the drug trafficking 
problem among these youth. As one 
resident said, "Most of these families 
are involved in unintentional or ignorant 
neglect of their children." For example, 
most of these parents don't want to see 
their children do "bad," but they provide 
such poor supervision and limit setting 
that the kids just simply go astray. 

It was further pointed out that in the 
past, parents could tell their children, 
"I'm working hard so that you won't 
have to." But nowadays, many parents 
are not working hard - in fact, they 
may not be working at all. Even if their 
parents are working, the incentive for 
working so hard and achieving so little 
does not appeal to today's youth. The 
value of working for a living is different 
for these children. It has been said that 
these youths desire "a million dollar 
lifestyle with a three dollar skill level." 
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Many parents are aware of their chil
dren's delinquent behavior, but they 
throw up their hands and seem to turn 
their heads away as the profits for ille
gal drug dealing alters the economic 
status of the family. The underground 
drug economy is thriving on the favor
able environment of parental neglect and 
absent leadership in our communities. 

The motives for abusing and neglect
ing children are many, and deep emo
tional scars often result from parental 
neglect. Although we know that this 
problem does occur at all social, cul
tural and economic levels of our society, 
black and other minority youths are 
overrepresented in our social welfare 
and juvenile justice system. It is becom
ing clear that the neglectful mistreat
ment of children poses a major threat to 
the very survival of certain subgroups 
within our society, namely minority 
families. 

Those who have a commitment and 
professional responsibility for youth ser
vices must focus greater attention to
ward truly comprehending the under
lying issues of high-risk minority chil
dren and their families. 

The impact of the cycle of neglect 
Tremendous strides have been made in 
improving the logevity and quality of 
life for most American people. How
ever, a persistent and disturbing dispar
ity exists in both the social and health 
indicators among certain subgroups of 
our popUlation. In looking at some of 
the broader social problems such as 
drug and alcohol abuse, neighborhood 
crime and violence, juvenile delin
quency, teen pregnancy, school dropouts, 
children in our foster care systems, and 
failures in our educational system, mi
norities are disproportionately repre
sented in these statistics. 

If the well-being of our country is 
predicated upon our ability to continue 
to produce strong, healthy and produc
tive citizens, then the growing problem 
of illiteracy and dysfunctional families 
from all cultural groups must be a ma
jor concern. The maltreatment of chil-
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dren continues to be an ugly tragedy in 
our society, and the negative impact on 
the economic and social fabric of our 
communities is enormous. 

The influence of cultural factors on 
both the child and the family is perva
sive but subtle. Unfortunately, these 
problems are perpetuated from genera
tion to generation. Many neglectful par
ents themselves have been neglected or 
abused during their childhoods and also 
have frustrated dependency needs. Such 
parents often have a distorted view of 
their children and their expectations 
may be somewhat unrealistic. 

After working with many black 
middle- to low-income families in which 
parental neglect and substance abuse is 
a major problem, I have seen that many 
of these children suffer from mental 
health problems. They may be involved 
in youth gangs or drug trafficking, 
prostitution, delinquency, drug abuse or 
other high-risk behavior. We are all 
well aware that high-risk youths have 
multiple problems that are complex, 
and it is difficult to understand these 
interrelationships. 

Innovative approaches are needed to 
develop a liberating educational system 
that mirrors and perpetuates the world 
views, values and strel:gths of black and 
other minority cultures. Our knowledge 
of child growth and development tells 
us that a child who is being neglected 
or emotionally abused at home cannot 
function at his or her full capacity in 
the classroom. 

But simply identifying and reporting 
maltreatment is not enough. Teachers, 
principals, school administrators and 
other professionals working with high
risk youth need to recognize and deal 
with the issue of cultural conflict. 
Teachers and administrators should ex
amine school policies and procedures 
that may be feeding the problem. 

For example, why are black children 
three times more likely than white chil
dren to receive suspensions in the ele
mentary grades, and twice as likely to 
be suspenderl in secondary grades? Data 
indicate that blacks are suspended, ex-

pelled and receive corporal punishment 
at rates disproportionate to their per
centage of the total public school enroll
ments. Why is it that, generally speak
ing, black youths perform below the na
tional means on achievement tests? 

The significance of the absence of 
substantial numbers of black male and 
female elementary and secondary school 
personnel cannot be underestimated. 
For black children, the social influence 
of similar others (black teachers, coun
selors, coaches, etc.) often serves to 
convey an important message. Positive 
affective expressions by individuals who 
youths can identify with may result in 
strong intrinsic positive responses. Con
sequently, the effects of dissimilar 
others can be predicted to have an op
posite effect on the interest, aspirations 
and achievements of black youths, 
sometimes in spite of the presence of 
parental neglect. 

Directing our efforts 
The topic of cultural conflicts must 
move out of the closet and gain full 
support in academic, research and prac
tice arenas. Professionals from all 
ethnic backgrounds need to communi
cate and network more about this issue 
in order to strategize more effectively 
for appropriate interventions. 

Education is the fundamental ingredi
ent in the search to save our children. 
More reliable and valid assessment 
measures are needed to guide the pro
cess of determining the culturally rele
vant needs of these children and the 
competency of persons who must make 
policy and administrative decisions that 
impact these children. 

Ideologies that are alien to reality and 
ignore the needs of the vast majority of 
black youths must be changed. We need 
to emphasize the significance of plan
ning and determination to achieve the 
desired goals and personal success of 
black and other minority families. Posi
tive reinforcement that emphasizes the 
achievements of youth is often lacking. 

We must appreciate the fact that the 
traditional black and other minority 
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families have unique cultural forums 
with their own inherent resources and 
patterns. These families usually have 
flexible and interchangeable role defini
tions and duties. Attitudes must change 
if we want to see progress in the future. 
A hostile, unsympathetic public must be 
educated about the implications of 
maintaining the status quo. 

Let's turn our attention toward the 
development and improvement of a cul
turally effective process of intervention 
that will yield the positive outcome we 
all desire. This should include family 
support services and strategies for posi
tive parenting. On the one hand, black 
children must be taught to understand 
the historical experiences that link cur
rent urban underclass, symbolically and 
sociologically, to the long history of 
racial trauma. But on the other hand, 
we must stop talking about racism, the 
enemy without, and start talking about 
action against apathy, the enemy within 
most neglectful families. There must be 
more shared decision making involving 
these parents, but it must be made clear 
that accountibility for parenting rests 
with the parents. ' 

The process of moving forward to
ward a better understanding of cultural 
conflict and the implications for high
risk minority youths will require a more 
rigorous study of our own values and 
attitudes toward these youth. And, of 
course, we need a more forceful agenda 
for policy makers that is backed up by 
adequate allocations of funding for pro
grams and research. D 
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