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Abstract

The relationship between poverty and mental retardation as a social pathology is demonstrated in this thesis. It attempts to explore the relationship between growing up in chronic poverty and the development of a "characterological
response". Pertinent literature on mental retardation brings together the findings
of different theorists that address the relationship between the culture of poverty
and what is termed "mild", "borderline", or "familial mental retardation". Retardation may be a "symptom" of a predictable response to particular environmental circumstances. The adaption to the experience of growing up in cultural poverty
may develop into dysfunction or maladjustment that would be identified as mental
retardation. The intense and prolonged frustration that evolves from the experience of chronic poverty may create a particular characterological response. This
response may become institutionalized through cultural norms and transmitted
across generations through such things as communication and parenting styles.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

A problem of concern to our society is the incidence of mental retardation (IQ score of two to three standard deviations below the mean; the mild
range of mental deficiency) and its effect on the lives of the people and families experiencing it. This area is of special interest to sociologists who may be
interested in uderstanding the antecedents of this condition.
Professionals have been researching the etiology of the attendant variables associated with the development of mental retardation. In spite of our
knowledge of the conditions that have been shown to be linked to retardation,
in at least 75% of the identified cases, nothing can be confidently identified as
the direct cause of the condition (Jensen 1973, MacMillan 1977, Gallagher
1985.) Efforts to determine causal factors in mild retardation are confronted
by the classic "nature/nurture" controversy (Galton 1907, Goddard 1920,
Jensen 1970, Conley 1973, Mercer 1973, MacMillan 1977, Edgerton 1979).
Many theorists believe that a person's intelligence is largely affected by heredity (nature), others claim that it is affected by the environment (nurture). The
"nature" hypothesis, based on our current knowledge fails to address the type
of mental retardation this thesis addresses. It is known that a disproportionate
number of those diagnosed as mentally retarded come from families that are
in the lower classes of society and are often racial or ethnic minorities.
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Further, differential diagnosis indicates that some of the same environmental
factors that are associated with emotional problems in children are also found
in the lives of children who are mildly retarded. Even though a different set of
personal adjustment functions are at risk, when a healthy emotional environment cannot be provided, intellectual competence, as well as the personality
may be affected.
The goal of this thesis is to demonstrate the relationship between poverty and mental retardation as a social pathology. It may be that retardation is
a "symptom" of predictable responses to particular environmental circumstances. Perhaps the intense and prolonged frustration evolving from the experience of the chronic poverty existing in our society creates a particular
characterological response. Additionally, these responses may become institutionalized through cultural norms and then are transmitted across generations through such things as communication and parenting styles.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework of this thesis is Symbolic Interactionism.
Symbolic Interactionism captures the experience of the development of the
person through interaction with others. Cognitive development occurs through
language. The individual learns to think within the framework of his language
system. This begins in a social process between the infant and its caregiver
and what begins as a social process becomes internalized and personalized.
Symbolic Interactionism argues that the self concept is constructed
through social interaction. The reaction of others is observed and their
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perceptions of the others' attitudes are generally incorporated into the concept
of theself.
This tradition comes from the work of George Herbert Mead (1962), a
social behaviorist. He argues that the human mind and self arise in the process of conduct in biosocial terms. He acknowledges the view of the traditional psychologist's biological perspective as well as the social scientist's perspective of social process in human development. Thus he avoids an emphasis on either the psychological or social but incorporates the two. He
avoids a third extreme of biologic individualism through identifying the social
nature of the underlying biological processes in which the mind develops. He
suggests an ongoing social process of interacting biological organisms in
which internalization of social gestures and the mind and the self arise.
Traditionally, social psychology, approached the social experience from
the psychological standpoint of the individual. Mead's approach, on the other
hand, begins with the society of which the individual is a member. This approach looks at the effect which the social group has in determining the experience and the individual conduct of the individual member of the group. The
development of the individual self and self consciousness develops out of the
experience. The behavior of the individual can only be understood in terms of
the social group which he or she is a member. The individual's acts are a reflection of the group of which he or she belongs, and his or her place in it
(Mead, 1962).
Mead (1962) begins with the biological—the central nervous system
which is eventually organized by the meanings the individual attaches to
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things and becomes highly organized attitudes of the individual. There becomes a blur between the individual and the environment. The mind is, of
course, more than the physiological; it is a social phenomenon. The subjective experience of the individual in relation to physiological activities account
for what is termed the "mind."
Beyond the mind, there is the "self." The self comes about in the process of social experience and develops uniquely in the individual as a result of
his or her particular relations to the social process and to other individuals
within that process (Mead 1962, p. 135). The person becomes an object to
herself through the experience of taking the attitudes of others individuals toward herself. This occurs within her particular social environment or context
of experience in which she and the others in her environment are involved
(Mead 1962, p. 138).
Unlike Mead (1962), Cooley (1964) does not separate consciousness
form the social context. Mead saw the self as merely a process. Carrying it
further, Charon (1992) sees the individual as constantly undergoing change
through interaction. Secondly, he does not recognize attitudes or values as
having influence in what we do, but rather the active process of thinking—as
we consciously define the situation. His third point is that this perspective focuses only on the present. He does not believe that we are influenced by
past events, but are directed by only what is happening now; not what we
bring into the situation from the past, except for what we consciously recall.
This interpretation, challenged by Harry Stack Sullivan (1953), whose
work must be weeded through to find its genius, sees infantile social
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experiences unconsciously determining our actions as adults. He identifies
the "self system" as a product of the educative system of the culture that is transmitted through the mother or other caregivers. Furthermore, he says the self
system is "extraordinarily resistant to change by experience" (p. 190). It is not
influenced by experience that is incongruent with its "current organizational
functional activity" (p. 190). He also points out that just as an infant is sensitive to its mother's anxiety, yet cannot understand that anxiety, in the adult
there is the unconscious source of anxiety that influences thought and action
that cannot be explained.
Shibutani (1961) supports this with the explanation that some things can
be understood through linguistic symbols, but there are other things that can
only be intuited. "There are behavior patterns that the individual is not consciously aware of. The identity arises from the continuity of his experience in
time. There are memories from the past that cannot be escaped" (p. 217). He
goes on to say that we must understand what a person believes himself to be
because much of what we do is a result of those beliefs "and the perogatives
that follow logically from such a definition" (pp.221-222). What the individual
believes himself to be becomes routine and self-sustaining. "Since all perception is selective, each person is sensitized to those cues which tend to support
their expectations" (p. 230). The perception of self is not necessarily a product
of reality, but is a set of assumptions resulting out of identification with a culture
or group. Behavior will be consistent with the self conceptions. The individual
is selective in awareness and is attuned to and acts according to those cues
that support their assumptions of themselves. Conversely, they are not aware
of those cues that would contradict their beliefs.
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Polansky (1982) points out that the character itself represents continuity.
There are aspects of the personality that present themselves with regularity
even when the circumstances change. Structures of the personality, if they do
change, change very slowly. Patterns develop as a result of responses to certain circumstances. We do not invent new responses for each situation that
arises when old ones become habit. (Whether they are satisfactory responses
is another matter.) Patterns become part of the character and become so because they provide some sort of conscious or unconscious satisfaction or meet
some need.
Lastly, to support this argument, Athens' study of violent criminals brings
to light the importance of the interconnectedness between what goes on within
an individual and what occurs beyond it in space and time. Quoting Thomas
Wolf, Athens says, "Each moment of their lives was conditioned not only by
what they experience in the moment, but by all that they experienced up to that
moment" (p. 18). All social interrelations and interactions are derived from a
particular common sociophysiological endowment of every individual involved
in them. Social behavior begins with a physiological basis and becomes social
because of drives, instincts, or tendencies which are carried out with the cooperation of other individuals. In other words, particular behavior and acts are
only carried out as a result of the interactions with others in the social context,
although the basis for these is biological. This activity becomes the self, which
is a social structure that arises out of the social experience.
The importance of language is basic to this theory. Through the influence of Wundt, Mead (1962) isolated the concept of the gesture by observing
the social context in which it functions. These gestures are more than the
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Darwinian sense of the expression of emotions. Instead they are regarded as
the early stages of the act of one organism in response to another. These are
the precedents of the later stages of the social act. Mead (1962) regards the
gesture in social terms and from these gestures we develop genuine language
communication. It is in these terms that Mead explains how biological organisms develop the capacity of self-consciousness, of thinking, of abstract reasoning, of purposive behavior. He starts with an objective social process and
works inward through the introduction of the social process of communication
into the individual by the act of the social gesture.
The role of language is paramount to this thesis because it proposes
that through communication the child develops certain beliefs and attitudes
about itself that, in turn, shape the character, which is then reflected in intellectual competence.
The debate among professionals centers on two perspectives: the biomedical model of retardation and the biopsychosocial. The biomedical model
of mental retardation (which is most often referred to) assumes that it can be
reduced to a single, primary biological cause. This approach has produced
many varied hypothesis in its search for the causes of mental retardation;
among them are genetics, infections and trauma, among many others. Each
idea reduces the cause of mental retardation to a single event and excludes
all other possibilities that are not capable of being explained by their model
(Conley 1973).
The biopsychosocial model includes the biological, psychological and
social components in a unified whole when explaining the etiology of an illness
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or syndrome. This model has strong connotations for the study of mental retardation. In this model, mental retardation is not simply a biomedical reaction, but the consequence of interaction between individuals in which the concept of self develops out of messages conveyed in the communication process.
This model assumes that some degree of interaction among social,
psychological and biological factors is necessary to explain some forms of
mental retardation. It suggests that events that occur at the family and community levels affect the person. The study of mental retardation must ascertain its nature at all these levels of human organization. It is the interaction
among these multiple levels that accounts for the manifestation of many instances of this condition.
Many of the children identified as retarded are not suffering from deficient heredity or an injury, but from a harsh social environment that has deprived them of opportunity, motivation and hope. It is chronic poverty that determines the fate of these children (Polansky 1972, Wilson 1978, Gabrino et al
1992).
The relationship between retardation and social class is not a new idea.
It is well documented that the greatest proportion of the retarded come from
the poverty class, (Goddard 1920, Spencer 1954, Jensen 1973, Mercer 1973).
Perhaps many of these children can be helped if intervention through social
programs occurs early and comprehensively to ameliorate the harsh consequences of poverty, as well as facilitating cognitive development and
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motivation to succeed—the two critical qualities that seem to be lacking in
these children.
Sociologists have a responsibility to accurately identify the family's process with acuity and freedom from middle class values which may prejudice
the observer's effectiveness. This means considering the cultural, economic
and social factors that influence the family's attitudes and its child rearing
practices. The Children's Defense Fund (1990) reported that the proportion of
American children growing up in poor families had grown by more than 20%
since 1970. One out of 5 American children is poor; of children under three,
one out of four is poor. Of all poor families with children in 1988, 43% had incomes less than half of the federal poverty level (p. 25). These figures
present a picture of severe consequences if we consider the number of children who will pay the price for their lifetime as a result of their deprivation.
Although no direct connection has yet been found, in many of these
cases of mental retardation, the profound effects of poverty and its concomitant miseries appear to affect the individual to such a degree that she fails to
thrive emotionally and intellectually. The form of mental retardation examined
in this review cannot be seen as separate from the poverty in which it occurs,
but as a profound response to it. Although the definitive answer to the question of what causes this form of mental retardation cannot be found (since human experiments are not feasible), the review of this literature may point to
patterns that suggest the phenomenon proposed in this thesis (Gazaway
1969, Hurley 1969 Henschel 1972, Conley 1973, Edgerton 1979, Honig 1984,
Halpern 1990, Garbarino et al. 1992.)
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Purpose
The purpose of this study is to review pertinent literature on mental retardation
and bring together the findings of different theorists that address the relationship between the culture of poverty and what is termed "mild," "borderline" or
"familial mental retardation." It attempts to explore the relationship between
growing up in chronic poverty and developing a "characterological response."
Specifically it will study a population of these retarded, whose symptomatology
would indicate a personality disorder, although they may or may not have been
diagnosed as having one.
This study will attempt to show a relationship between growing up in the
culture of poverty and how the adaption to that experience develops into dysfunction or maladjustment that would be diagnosed as mental retardation.
This writer will attempt to demonstrate that mental retardation as defined here,
is actually a particular adjustment or characterological response to growing up
in chronic poverty.
Research Questions
With the assumption that optimal environmental conditions during early
childhood contribute to later intellectual development, then can the converse
also be recognized? Are destructive or unprofitable processes early in the retardation? In order to explore the full meaning of this question, this lives of
children affected by poverty correlated to the etiology of mild mental paper will
consider the following subsidiary questions.
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1. In the literature on mental deficiency, what role are factors in the
physical environment seen to have in the incidence of mental retardation?
This includes chemicals, nutrition, infections, and other physical factors. This
etiological paradigm addresses a significant factor in the development of mental retardation, yet it's a factor that is found in only a small percentage of the
cases of mild retardation.
2. What are the major theories of intellectual development? Do these
theories support or reject the idea that environmental factors (including psychosocial processes) affect mental retardation? Specifically, what role do the
theories attribute to heredity and environment? Is there theory which examines social-psychological factors such as behavior, language, and communication processes in the incidence of mild mental retardation? What does theory
in this area say about the affect of experience on biological processes? What
did the older theories say about mental retardation and do they influence current theories?
3. Is there evidence to support the idea that there is a connection between "relative poverty" and the socialization process? Does this evidence indicate a relationship between poverty, socialization, and the incidence of mental retardation?
4. Finally, does the literature support an argument in favor of a relationship between poverty, disparate racial, cultural, and economic groups and the
development of mental retardation?
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Definition of Terms
Cultural Deprivation: "Substandard living conditions and/or discrimination which prevents certain individuals from participating in the cultural
achievements of their society." (Dictionary of Behavioral Science 1973, p. 85).
Infantilization: "Actions and communications by which one encourages
another to remain, or to become less competent and self-sufficient than he
might otherwise be" (Sharlin & Polansky 1972, p. 93).
Language: 1. "The expression and communication of emotions or
ideas between human beings by means of speech and hearing." 2. "Transmission of emotions or ideas between any living creatures by any means"
(Funk & Wagnalls Standard Encyclopedic Dictionary 1975, p 363). 3. ". . . a
process by means of which the individual who is engaged in a cooperative activity can get the attitude of others involved in the same activity. Through gestures, that is, through the part of his act which calls out the response of others,
he can arouse in himself the attitude of others. Language as a set of significant symbols is simply the set of gestures which the organism employs in calling out the responses of others (Mead 1962, p. 335).
Mild Mental Retardation: Jane Mercer defines mental retardation sociologically as "an achieved status in a social system". To be relegated to the status of a mentally retarded person, the person so identified "would have to fail
to fulfill the role expectations of his assigned status" in his system, "and thus
be reassigned to the new (and devalued) status" of mentally retarded
(McMillan 1977, p. 43). "IQ scores two to three standard deviations below
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the mean are in the range of mild mental deficiency" (Dictionary of Behavioral
Science 1973, p. 91).
Personality Disorder: "A wide range of cases in which malfunctioning is
expressed in inflexible and limited patterns of behavior. . . The inflexibility of
the personality or its special vulnerability to particular stresses remains unnoticed . . . until the individual is required to adapt to another environment or is
exposed to personal or environmental pressure previously avoided or escaped" (Kolb & Brodie 1982, p. 593). (This also includes the term "Character
Disorder" which is also used interchangeably in the thesis.)
Sociogenic Brain Damage: A condition produced by impoverished social environments which produces severe failures in neural development with a
disabling failure of organization which, both structurally and functionally, renders it extremely difficult if not impossible for the individual to respond appropriately to challenges of the environment that their genetic potential would, under an adequate social environment, have permitted (Montagu 1974).
Symbolic Interactionism: A theory that posits an ongoing social process
of interacting biological organisms, within which process, through the internalization of the conversation of gestures (in the form of vocal gesture), mind and
self arise (Mead 1962).
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Methodology
What does the literature available in the behavioral and social sciences
(sociological knowledge base) have to say about the development of mental
retardation? More specifically, is there a body of theory/research which supports the premise that some forms of mild mental retardation are primarily related to psychosocial and cultural factors?
These questions will be addressed through research literature found in
the Humboldt State University Library, sources available through interlibrary
loans, and other material made available through professional sources. The
literature was limited to the variables addressed and from the period of 1958
through the seventies and eighties with some current literature of the '90s, and
a review of some of the Social Darwinist literature of the late 1800s and early
1900s. This study is entirely a literature review and contains no empirical research.
This thesis will attempt to address those questions that this writer felt
were the most reflective of the contributing factors to the problem studied.
Chapter 2 will cover factors in the physical environment which affect intelligence. The research done on this often footnotes the importance of psychosocial factors.
Chapter 3 will provide the reader with an explanation of the different
theories of intellectual development. These include genetics, the social environment and its effect on biological processes, and predominant biomedical
behavioral systems. For the purpose of a more global understanding, it gives
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a description of some of the older theories, which reflect some of the attitudes
that are still in existence, although they no longer hold any credence today. It
will also explain class analysis and show how this ties in with the environmental explanation.
Chapter 4 will continue the discussion on the socialization process as it
affects intellectual development with an emphasis on the role communication
plays in the socialization process as it is viewed by communication theorists.
Chapter 5 will review different bodies of research that compare different
cultural and socioeconomic groups and their child rearing practices and how
these practices might influence the intellectual development of the children.
This chapter will conclude with an examination of specific poverty cultures
within the United States and how the previously reviewed research is played
out in a cultural context.
In six, the final chapter, I will integrate all previously presented research
and present the argument that there appears to be an interaction of biological,
social, cultural and experiential variables which affect the person's adaptions.
These adaptions are reflected in personality and character development,
which leads to the type of retardation studied in the thesis. I will also recommend suggestions for further research.

Chapter 2
Commonly Recognized Pre- and Postnatal Factors

Before the less visible agents relating to borderline mental retardation
are explored, this chapter briefly discusses some of the factors in the physical
environment. All these occurrences should be considered when attempting to
identify the source of the retardation.
These factors may have already had an adverse effect on the embryo
before diagnosis of the pregnancy is made. Among those elements that have
been linked with mental retardation are inadequate nutrition, maternal infections, chemicals in the fetal environment, and alcohol (MacMillan 1977).
Prenatal Nutrition
Adequate nutrition is especially important to women during their developmental years as well as during their pregnancies, for it all has a critical effect on the prenatal development of their children. The effects of fetal malnutrition will differ according to what type of growth process is going on at the
time. The brain completes its cell division earlier than do other organs (by
about 8 months postnatally), so during the prenatal and 8 month postnatal period it is particularly vulnerable to nutritional deficits (MacMillan 1977). Peak
development of the brain occurs before birth, during the 3rd prenatal trimester.
Severe maternal malnutrition at this time can reduce the protein and DNA content in the fetal brain, permanently reducing the brain cell number. In addition,
the infant's brain is still developing very rapidly during the first six months after
16
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birth and is still vulnerable to damage from malnutrition. If maternal lactation
is adequate, the infant's nutritional needs can be met. However, lactation itself can be affected by the mother's malnutrition. Severe malnutrition during
the time of her own physical development can seriously impair her lactating
ability. The quantity and quality of her milk can be reduced by poor nutrition
during or after pregnancy (MacMillan 1977).
The brain is vulnerable to damage by malnutrition, possibly by an alteration in amino acids. Researchers disagree on the period of time this may occur depending on when the myelin sheaths are synthesized. They protect the
brain from any irreversible brain damage, which can develop from even short
periods of malnutrition (Das & Pivato 1976).
Utilization of protein is efficient if adequate calories and a minimum of
protein are available. If either of these are too limited, the body may not be
able to adequately utilize the available protein. The improper utilization and
absorption of dietary protein may occur as well, as a result of infections and
infestation prevalent in malnourished communities (Das & Pivato 1976).
Childhood Malnutrition
Inherent problems exist in research which attempts to compare the
mental development of severely malnourished children with that of children
who have not suffered poor nutrition. The results of this research are inconclusive. For example, severely malnourished children frequently may not survive. If they do, they may not attend school or they may be in a lower grade
that they should be for their age group. They are compared with other
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children who have more advantages socioeconomically, who not only have
better nutrition, but a family life-style and education that encourage mental development (Edgerton 1979).
Other familial factors associated with these children are large families
with more children under school age, an absent father, and alcoholism. Also,
mothers of malnourished children tend to have lower IQs and are less educated than mothers of children who are not malnourished. Malnourished children also show a positive IQ correlation with their mothers (Das & Pivato
1976). Therefore, even though study after study has found that malnourished
children have retarded development when compared to better-nourished children, it is still difficult to determine to what extent this retardation is due to malnutrition (Edgerton 1979).
"Apathy and withdrawal" is a trait of malnourished children (Das &
Pivato 1976, p. 199). It leads to a lack of environmental stimulation (which is
self imposed) that results "in a high degree of sensory deprivation" (Das &
Pivato 1976, p. 199). Some researchers believe that this can result in "permanent organic impairment or nondevelopment of neural structures" (Das &
Pivato 1976, p. 199). Retardation could be a result of this apathy and withdrawal "preventing attention to the environment during important learning periods" (Das & Pivato 1976, p. 199). A cumulative deficit can result if there are
occurrences at later stages of development and over a long period of time.
The child's learning and intellectual competence would be affected indirectly
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since the necessary basis for later intellectual development would not have
occurred.
As many as 35% of infants studied have been found by Honig (1984) to
have iron deficiency and iron deficiency anemia. These infants have been primarily in the lower socioeconomic groups. Honig's (1984) study included anemic babies between 19 and 24 months. There was a high correlation with
Bayley mental test scores; the greater developmental deficit reflected the severity of the iron deficiency.
Honig cites Oski et at who found that iron deficient babies were more
difficult to involve with play materials. The infants, after iron therapy, were less
irritable, and their play was more "appropriately goal directed" (Honig 1984, p.
64).
Infections
Prenatally, viral infections are sometimes involved in fetal defects that
include mental retardation. Among the conditions that are known to cause
mental retardation are Rubella and cytomegalic inclusion disease. The stage
of gestation at which the fetus is affected, the severity of maternal infection,
and the type of infection determine the severity of fetal involvement
(MacMillan 1977).
Additionally, MacMillan (1977) reports that syphilis and toxoplasmosis
are implicated in mental retardation. Toxoplasmosis is a protozoan parasite
found in raw meat and cat feces. Maternal infection is mild, but it can cause
convulsions, blindness, hydrocephaly, feeding problems, and damage to the
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nervous system in the infant. Sever (cited by Mac Milian 1977) reported that
of the children who survive prenatal toxoplasmosis, close to 85% are mentally
retarded.
Infections can also cause damage during the prenatal and postnatal
periods as well. Among these infections are aseptic meningitis which occurs
when the organism enters the fetus during the prenatal period. Bacterial meningitis may be contracted during labor, delivery, or soon after birth and is a
much more common infection (MacMillan 1977).
Alcohol
Miller (1986) estimates that fetal alcohol defects afflict as many as 2%
of all babies born alive. Prenatal exposure to alcohol affects the development
of "various systems including the musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, and peripheral and central nervous systems. Many of the defects are neurological,
and indicate abnormal development of the cerebral cortex, particularly in the
motor areas. These include hypotonia, language and coordination difficulties,
and deficiencies in cognition and fine motor skills" (p. 1308).
Because a baby's body is not yet fully developed, potentially harmful
substances stay in the fetus longer, and in higher concentration, than in the
mother. In the early months of pregnancy, these substances can cause birth
defects, and in the last few months before the baby is born, they can slow the
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growth and contribute to a range of learning and behavioral problems (Miller
1986).
Metals
Children living in older homes are exposed to paint with lead. Especially damaging to the nervous system, and among the most common causes
of brain damage are heavy metals such as lead, arsenic and mercury
(MacMillan 1977).
The brain and the central nervous system are the most prone to the
kind of injury incurred form these metals. They are also the "least able to repair themselves" (Moore 1980, p. 334). Newborn children absorb a greater
amount of lead from their diet than adults do. Developing tissues at this time
of life are "most susceptible to any toxic insult" (Moore 1980, p. 334).
In these conditions, the toxic effects of lead on the nervous system "are
probably biphasic" (Moore 1980, p. 334). First, nervous system tissue development and growth is adversely affected by lead. The effects probably cannot
be reversed and "permanent neurological change" (p. 334) will occur, especially when exposure has taken place early in life. "Second, various biochemical system will alter concentrations of neuroactive metabolics as a result of exposure to lead" (p. 334)
The classroom performance of children who had been overexposed to
lead was studied. It was found that these children performed more poorly than
children who had not been exposed. The children had an IQ drop of four to
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seven points, as well as behavior changes such as decreased attention span
(Moore 1980).
Cocaine
Cocaine causes blood vessels to constrict, which reduces the flow of
oxygen and other nutrients. Because fetal cells multiply rapidly in the early
months, an embryo deprived of a sufficient blood supply does not develop
properly. The babies may look normal, but are undersized and the head circumference is unusually small. This trait is associated with lower IQ scores
(Troufexis 1991). Some babies, however, show no symptoms (Barol 1986).
Some are born prematurely.
Babies exposed to cocaine are born with serious developmental problems. Some develop severe deformities that occur because blood clots in the
developing fetus cut off the blood supply to organs or limbs and they fail to develop or wither (Toufexis 1991). They may develop lung disease due to underdeveloped lungs, or bleeding into the brain from an underdeveloped brain
(Barol 1986). More subtle damage shows up as behavioral aberrations and
impairment in intellectual and social development (Troufexis 1991).
Exposure to cocaine affects brain chemistry. It alters the action of neurotransmitters that control mood and responsiveness. Ultrasound studies
show that many of these infants have brain lesions—usually in the deeper areas that govern learning and thinking (Troufexis 1991).
At birth, they generally perform poorly on tests measuring their responsiveness. At one month, some do not perform at the level of a two day old.
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They are also easily overstimulated (Troufexis 1991). They may be sedated
with Valium, Thorazine or Phenobarbital by the attending physician (Barol
1986).
Toddlers under two are slow in learning to talk and many have impaired
motor and social skills. They also show an inability to distinguish between
their mothers and strangers (Troufexis 1991).
At school age, it is difficult to separate the effect of the exposure to the
drug from the effects of their upbringing. They have difficulty retaining basic
information. They are not sure of numbers or shapes. Some are very passive
and may cry, some are very aggressive with other children (Troufexis 1991).
There is still debate as to the permanency of developmental difficulties.
Some believe that these children are permanently damaged, while others feel
that with early intervention and treatment for babies and mothers, they can
lead normal lives (Troufexis 1991).
As has been shown in the literature, there are many factors in the
physical environment that can have a serious impact on the child's intellectual
development, both before the child is born and on through the developmental
years. Additionally, these factors are part of living in poverty. Aside from the
physical insult of such things as chemicals, malnutrition, and infections, there
are "psychic insults" that will be explored in the following chapters.

Chapter 3
Theories of Intelligence and Intellectual Development

The following sections present several of the major theories on mental
retardation. The first section is organized historically to present some older
theories on mental retardation, most of which have little credence today. They
are included as a means of examining and eliminating theories that may still
influence attitudes about the retarded. The second section is organized to
compare the genetic versus environmental arguments for retardation. An argument in favor of an environmental basis for retardation would support the
hypothesis presented in this paper. The behavioral frame of reference is then
discussed as a separate set of theories in the third section. The idea that intelligence is modified through behavioral patterns and that retardation may manifest itself through specific behavior is explored here. This idea is further developed in the fourth section which explains the concept, "psychogenic brain
damage." (A theoretical construct that states that the brain itself can be affected by different social experiences.)
The theories and research findings presented in each of these later sections are organized to identify evidence in support of an adaptive response in
the child which might be considered characterological.
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Older Views
Social Darwinism
The scientific community of the late 1800s was keenly impacted by the
discoveries of Darwin (1936), and this included ideas about the nature of intelligence. Social Darwinism, as this theory was called, was used to justify the
idea of social inferiority and survival of the fittest/strongest. There is nothing,
however, to indicate that Darwin himself supported these theories. It was at
this time that the United States was being flooded by immigrants, many whom
lived in the poverty, squalor and filth of the slums. There was little responsibility for the social problems of the slums, and it was believed that the immigrants brought these conditions upon themselves by the nature of their inferior
intelligence. Science was used to support this belief. For those he considered inferior, Herbert Spencer (1954) denounced the use of any sort of aid,
believing that only the strongest should survive. Henry Goddard (1920) stated
that "it is quite possible to restate practically all of our social problems in terms
of mental level" (p. iv). He went on to say that ". . . there are a great many
ways in which intelligent men of means might alleviate some of the conditions
of the poor, but here again, the only way it can be done is by recognizing the
mentality of the poor and treating them in accordance with that mentality" (p.
103).
Evidence from research appeared to give credence to the idea that intelligence was fixed and hereditary. Performance on intelligence tests did not
change much from one age to another, tests usually correlated rather closely
with one another, and members of the same family seemed to have similar IQ
levels. This idea was supported by such ascendant thinkers as Henry
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Goddard (1920), J. McKeen Cattell (1890), Francis Galton (1869), Henry H.
Goddard (1912), G. Stanley Hall (1914) and Lewis Terman (1919) who were
early leaders in the intelligence testing movement. The likelihood that children
with average potential might deteriorate from the moment of birth as a result
of their environment was given little credence.
Eugenicists such as Sir Francis Galton (1907) used Darwin's "The Descent of Man" to support their argument that some races are inferior. Superior
traits were assigned to whites while other races were assigned the inferior
traits. Galton, a cousin of Darwin, and a scientist himself, speculated that if
the laws on natural selection and survival of the fittest were correct, then
planned and selective reproduction by humans with superior qualities, including intelligence, was humankind's hope for improvement; in other words, control who would be permitted to survive and reproduce.
One of Galton's students, J. McKeen Cattell (1890) was influential in
gathering support for Galton's laboratory tests to study and measure human
characteristics important for the survival and development of our species. His
influence, along with others, continued to make popular the idea that intelligence is unaffected by the environment, but is inborn and fixed and unfolds
according to a schedule that is determined genetically.
Preformationism
Preformationism is considered the oldest theory of intelligence, and is
without any recognition today. This idea supposed that "blood" determined
characteristics such as intelligence, and development occurred on its own
within the environment, but without its influence. The quality of the
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environment, the nature of the child's upbringing and other contextual factors
were discounted as irrelevant in understanding the nature and degree of intelligence (Neisworth & Smith 1978, p. 141).
Predeterminism
Predeterminism, which was a theory advocated by Galton (1907) and
Hall (1914), adheres to the idea that intelligence is inborn as well, but it suggests that its development is triggered or released by the environment. Nevertheless, the environment's role is merely a passive one that permits or enables
the unfolding of intellect. The environment has no creative or productive role
in the development of intelligence. It does not contribute to the nature, rate, or
direction of human development, but simply permits it to happen.
From this point of view, retardation is either the result of poor inborn
qualities or the infliction of an exceptionally unfitting environment. This theory
did give credit to aspects of the physical environment and certain child-rearing
practices as a factor in retardation, but it did not recognize environment as an
effectual influence in intelligence. This idea proposed that retarded children
were destined to be that way no matter what their environment. Conversely,
children who have by nature, normal intelligence, can only become retarded if
they are exposed to an extremely unprofitable environment that is severe
enough to deviate their natural development (Neisworth & Smith 1978).
This view did encourage social action to remove those conditions that
might negatively influence natural development. However, it gave prominence
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to heredity as the basis for intelligence and its development (Neisworth &
Smith 1978).
The Jukes and the Kallikaks are frequently cited as examples of the
preeminence of genetic determinism of intelligence. In 1875, Richard Louis
Dugdale published his study of the Jukes. They were a seventh generation
family of criminal, sick, immoral, and feebleminded individuals. The Kallikaks,
who were written about by Goddard in 1912, were two families that began as
the time of the American Revolution by a man named Martin Kallikak. He supposedly had liaisons with two women. One of them was supposedly a feebleminded barmaid whose progeny were also presumably feebleminded and socially undesirable. He also married another woman and this legitimate relationship produced a line of normal, successful and productive citizens. Studies of these families were widely quoted for a long time as evidence for the
supposed fact that the serious effects of bad heredity could last through many
generations. This idea did not consider the obvious environmental handicaps
of the Jukes and the illegitimate Kallikak line.
Interactionism
This third concept of development has its origins in the work of
Johannsen in the early 1900s. Johannsen, a geneticist, introduced the terms
"genotype" and "phenotype." Genotype refers to the constellation of genes received through heredity. Phenotype is any characteristic that can be observed
and measured. Genotype can only be deduced by its observable effects on
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phenotype. Johannsen argued that development was an ongoing interaction
between the genotype and the environment (Sturtevant 1965).
Current Views
The following section compares two supporting arguments for both the
genetic basis and the environmental basis of intelligence. If we are to support
the idea that the mental retardation examined here has its roots in poverty,
then the environmental theory must contain support for that proposition.
Attributes such as intelligence, temperament, and talent are complex
and not based on the action of just a few genes as would be eye and hair
color, for example. Intelligence represents many capabilities and features and
involves many networks of genes, with each attribute of intelligence involving
some direct or indirect genetic basis. This is the polygene theory (Johannsen)
as opposed to a simple (Mendelian) basis. Generally speaking, polygenetic
characteristics have greater variability and distribution and are more susceptible to environmental influence.
Cultural familial retardation, or mild retardation, is in the lower tail of the
normal distribution (2-3%) of intelligence. This retardation constitutes normal
variation rather than a pathological condition as in the case of the more severely retarded (Jensen 1970).
There are greater ability differences within this group than what one
might expect from their IQs. These individuals may share the same IQ but are
found to differ quite markedly in their abilities, and to differ in ways that do not
seem entirely accountable in terms of difference in their experience and
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training. They vary greatly in vocational aptitudes, social adaptability, and in
various nonscholastic aptitudes, and these differences are only slightly related
to the IQ score obtained on the standardized tests. What they do share in
common is an inordinate difficulty in accomplishing regular school work
(Jensen 1970).
The children of the lowest socioeconomic status, who comprise the largest portion of the mildly mentally retarded, show the greatest discrepancy, on
the average, between their low IQs and other kinds of abilities outside of the
academic environment. Middle-class children with low IQs on the other hand,
generally show a more all-around retardation. Their general behavior is more
reflective of their poor performance as indicated on their IQ tests (Jensen
1970).
Genetic Basis Theory
Arthur Jensen (1973), an educational psychologist, wondered why, despite all the efforts made in the 1960s to improve the educational experiences
for black children, they were still unable to do as well as white children in
school. He believed that the answer could be found in differential psychology—the study of individual and group behavioral differences.
Jensen (1973) believed that blacks need to be educated in a different
way than whites because they have "associative learning ability" while white
children have "conceptual learning and problem solving" ability. Associative
learning tasks, Type I, are of a rote learning nature that require negligible
transformation of the material learned. Type II learning is of a conceptual nature in which transformation of the learned material is required. He did not
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suggest that blacks are devoid of this more advanced learning ability, but it is
merely less developed. Citing extensive testing situations, it was found that
blacks repeatedly did more poorly in Level II abilities and white children were
shown to be relatively superior.
Jensen (1973) said that Level I ability is distributed pretty much equally
in all SES groups. Level II ability, on the other hand, is distributed differently in
relation to SES. He notes a positive correlation between Level II and SES.
He posits that educational and occupational levels are sorted by Level II
ability. In other words, those with Level II abilities are found in those occupations that put people in a higher SES. He says:
Assuming largely genetic determination of individual differences in both
Level I and II, the "gene flow" would diffuse in both directions with respect to SES. If Level II is dependent upon Level I, then high SES children who are low on either Level I or II will tend as adults to gravitate to
a lower SES level. If their deficiency is at Level I only, they will carry
good genes for Level II with them in many cases; if their deficiency is
only at Level II, however, they will carry good genes for Level I with
them as they gravitate to a lower SES. Moving from lower to higher
SES, on the other hand, carries with it good genes for both Level I and
Level II (pp. 59 & 60).
Jensen (1971) has proposed the "reaction range" concept to explain
how the same or similar environmental factors can differently affect intelligence. The range of intelligence among individuals may be restricted, given a
limited genotype for intelligence which will result in a rather narrow phenotype
range, regardless of great variations in environmental quality.
Jensen (1970) does otherwise concur that the incidence of mental retardation is undoubtedly strongly associated with socioeconomic status. He
points out, however that if we reject the genetic component then we would be
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looking at a person's socioeconomic status purely in terms of their economic
advantages. Therefore a person's innate talents and abilities play no part in
their educational and occupational status. This conclusion rejects the idea that
there are genetic differences between SES groups and these differences, he
points out, are consistent and firmly established in research.
However, he admits himself that the environment plays a decisive role
in intelligence and learning ability (which, he points out is not dependent upon
intelligence—that lower SES children show greater learning ability than their IQ
score would indicate. This is not found to be true of middle SES children who
would be described as slow learners). He says:
If the Stanford-Binet is administered to a large and truly representative
sample of the population, we find that the distribution of IQ departs in a
very systematic way from the normal. . . distribution. There is a bulge
(i.e. excessive frequency) in the lower half of the distribution, especially
in the IQ range from about 65 to 90. This suggests the presence of
some non-genetic influences which hinder intellectual development (pp.
94-95).
He supports this contradiction in his argument even further by stating:
Therefore the fact Negroes and Mexicans are disproportionately represented in the lower end of the socioeconomic status scale cannot be interpreted as evidence of poor genetic potential . . . Since we know that
the Negro population for the most part has suffered socioeconomic and
cultural disadvantages for generations past, it seems a reasonable hypothesis that their low-average IQ is due to environmental rather than to
genetic factors. A much larger proportion of Negroes (and Mexicans)
than of whites probably (sic) grow up under conditions that may be below the environmental threshold required for the realization of genetic
potential (pp. 98-99).
He suggests that economic factors in themselves are not enough to explain a cause for IQ and educability, except in extreme cases. He proposes
that continued research seek out those environmental factors. He notes that
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the trend has been to not look at simply socioeconomic variables but at more
subtle interfamily and interpersonal psychological variables.
Based upon the research he has cited and his own, it is clear that there
are different learning abilities, but to separate them in terms of race seems to
be a giant leap of logic in face of the other evidence he himself presents. With
this in mind, one wonders why Jensen seemed to dismiss this in favor of buttressing his argument of genetic differences in the races as an explanation for
IQ differences. Ashley Montagu (1974), responding to Jensen in particular,
and to this sort of analysis in general says:
With rather monotonous regularity there appear, at almost predictable
intervals, elaborate studies which purport to show that certain racial or
ethnic or social groups of other kinds are, on the whole, poorer learners
and achievers and score significantly lower on IQ tests than the group
to which the investigator happens to belong . . . . Following a period of
perfervid discussion . . . and partisan misuses in the legislatures, the
brouhaha generally dies down, and the entire incident is finally consigned to the archives in which such incidents are eventually preserved.
In the meantime, aid and comfort has been given to racists, segregationists, those who perhaps should know better, and serve to fortify their
citadels of infallibility the half-educated and the many who have bene
educated beyond their intelligence (p. 58).
It does appear, twenty years later, the ideas that caused Montagu such
grief arising once again (Hornstein & Murray 1994) and the social conditions
that create them and the syndromes investigated are still with us.
Class Analysis
Since the beginning of western philosophy, it has been recognized that
social class is an important feature of society. It has been understood that
some individuals and families have more money and influence or more prestige than others with differential access to resources. It was also recognized
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that this is inherited and extended beyond the individual or family to a strata of
families sharing similar positions. This strata is divided hierarchically within
the society with each group having interests in common with others in their
group, but with different and often conflicting goals and interests than those
above or below them (Gilbert & Kahl 1993).
The scientific investigation of this social stratification began in the
United states in the 1920s with the study of small town class systems, often
with particular focus on family and neighborhoods. Sociologists since then
have amassed empirical evidence about the nature of the stratification system
in the United states (Gilbert & Kahl 1993).
The two leading classical theorists in social stratification are Karl Marx
and Max Weber. Marx identified stratification within a systematic theory of the
study of social classes. He believed that societies are primarily shaped by
their economic organization. Social classes form the connection between economic facts and social facts. He proposed that conflict between the classes is
the basis for fundamental social change. According to Marx, an understanding of class is necessary to comprehend how societies function and are transformed (Marx 1906).
According to Marx, social classes are defined by their unique relationship to the basic means of production. From this perspective the most basic
aspect of any society is the method in which production takes place and the
class and property relationships that develop in the course of this production
(Marx 1906).
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Marx did not believe that this was a natural fact, but came about
through the persuasive influence of ideology. Marx proposed that human
unconsciousness is a social product that develops out of the experience of
collaboration with others to produce and sustain social life. Social experience
is not the same for everyone, especially in a society that is divided into
classes. The worker does not have the same experiences as the property
owner and therefore develops a distinctively different outlook (Marx 1906).
Weber made the distinction between class and status. According to
Weber, a class is a group of people who share the same economically shaped
life chances. Status groups on the other hand, are communities with a specific life style. It is status groups that establish the conventions or customs of
the community. Weber recognized that modern society has several classes
rather than two (as Marx did), and they are constantly changing. Weber's approach to stratification implies that status considerations may undermine the
development of class consciousness and class struggle. For example, poor
whites tend to identify with wealthy whites rather than poor blacks with whom
they share the same economic position (Weber 1947, 1958).
Weber invented the term "life chances" to emphasize the degree to
which one's chances for a better life are shaped by social class. The influence
of social class on individuals' lives is pervasive (Weber 1947, 1958).
Social scientists have found important variations in socialization among
subgroups in societies. These variations in socialization patterns of different
social classes reinforce differences and values, and direct the young toward
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interaction with others of similar backgrounds and eventually to assume the
class position of the parents (Kohn 1969).
Kohn (1969) observed that if one is a member of a higher class position, there is an expectation that one's decisions and actions make a difference. The position of the lower class is the belief that one is at the mercy of
forces and people beyond one's control or understanding. This attitude is
passed on from one generation to the next by the way parents socialize their
children.
Middle class parents emphasize self-control, curiosity and consideration. This develops in the child a capacity for self-direction and empathetic
understanding that is oriented toward the internal dynamics of both the child
and others. Working class parents on the other hand focus on obedience,
neatness and good manners. This instills conformity and assumes fixed external standards of behavior (Kohn 1969).
With these class differences in mind, it can be seen how social class influences attitudes and behaviors. It is this focus on social class as an aspect
of the environment that will be discussed in the following section.
Environmental Basis Theory
In contrast to Jensen's theory the environmental argument is supported
by Conley (1973), an economist, who says that three hypotheses are needed
to demonstrate a genetic difference in intelligence among different groups of
people.
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The first hypothesis, says Conley (1973), is that in the genes that determine intelligence, there are biological variations just as there are variations in
the genes that determine physical characteristics. Measured intelligence is
determined by both hereditary and environmental factors. Therefore the factors need to be separated out. First, heredity and the environment need to be
kept as constant as possible, to see the results in each case.
The second hypothesis is that intellectually subnormal parents are likely
to have children that are intellectually subnormal. However, genetic attributes
of intelligence are not due to a single pair of genes, but of many genes. It
would appear that "the genetic endowment of the child would, on the average,
be midway between the genetic endowment of the parents" (Conley 1973
p. 54). However, this one-to-one relationship between the intelligence of the
parents and the children does not happen. "The children of both very bright
and very dull parents tend to regress toward the mean" (p. 54).
Citing foster children studies, Conley (1973) notes that there is a higher
IQ correlation between the foster children and their biological parents than
their foster parents. However, studies have found that average IQs for foster
children is above the national average. It is "well above the average IQ of the
biological mothers and close to what would be expected for the natural children of the adoptive parents" (p. 59). Although the hypothesis for the genetic
variability of intelligence, and the transmission from the biological parent to
child, is advocated by these findings, they also imply that there is considerable
influence from the environment that starts at birth and continues throughout
childhood (Conley 1973).
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Finally, the third hypothesis required to genetically explain the demographic differences in intelligence is that there is only a minimal effect from the
environment on performance on intelligence tests (Conley 1973).
"Logically and empirically, the first hypothesis appears indisputable.
The second hypothesis is supported by foster child studies. The third hypothesis, however, is more suspect, largely on the basis of evidence from foster
child studies" (Conley, 1973 p. 59).
Conley (1973) suggests that if innate differences in intelligence do exist
among the social classes, IQ tests measure much narrower influences than
previously observed. "In fact, given the positive correlation between parentchild intelligence and the inherent tendency for the less intelligent to gravitate
to the lower social classes, it would be surprising if some small innate intellectual differences did not exist among children in different social classes" (p. 63).
Conley (1973) divides the lower social classes into two groups: The first
group is drawn there because of limited intelligence, and another group which
never was able to escape their lower class status due to limited educational
and occupational opportunities. Although both groups of children would experience the depressing environmental circumstances, there will be a greater
rate of retardation among the less intelligent group because of both genetics
and a disadvantaged environment.
For example, Conley (1973) cites a study by Heber et al in which they
found that in a sample of 88 low income mothers and their children, those
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mothers whose IQ was below 80 were five times more likely to have children
over 6 years of age whose IQ was below 80 than if their IQ was above 80.
Other studies cited by Conley (1973) compared the IQ rates of black
children with whites and with each other. For example, Imre compared black
and white children and found that regardless of the socioeconomic class,
black children had a greater rate of retardation than white children.
Another study by Shuey (1966) found that upper class black children
have slightly lower IQs than lower class white children. She states glibly that
she doubts the latter have more cultural opportunities.
Conley (1973) responds to these studies by suggesting that this does
not mean that blacks or any other nonwhite racial group are genetically inferior
despite these findings. ". . . it is futile to talk of genetic differences among different demographic groups until environmental opportunities for all groups are
raised to the threshold where environment ceases to be a major factor in determining intellectual performance (p. 67). He suggests further that "Social
class is, at most, a proxy variable designed to measure differences in life
styles among various segments of society" (p. 65).
For blacks, hundreds of years of servitude, cultural impoverishment and
discrimination are enough to explain their lower class status. But more than
this, there is no guarantee that even if they are in the same socioeconomic
class, they will have the same learning experiences or develop parallel
attitudes. Regardless of social class, the child of color is certain to be more
disadvantaged than the white child. The reasons may include school and

40
neighborhood segregation or the infusive nature of the white culture which aggrandizes Anglo achievements, but seldom recognizes the achievements of
nonwhites. Thus, nonwhite children are deprived of anything to take pride in;
the nonwhite child is continually reminded of his own insignificance.
Conley (1973) goes on to say that many of the blacks are new arrivals
to the middle and upper classes. It takes more than elevating one's social
class to discard earlier attitudes and ways of thinking. Just through daily contact with the lower class blacks, they may be exposed to and incorporate attitudes that do not encourage intellectual achievement. On the other hand,
their white counterparts, are more likely to inherit attitudes that emphasize intellectual growth and achievement.
The preceding section has attempted to compare the arguments for genetics and environment in the etiology of mental retardation. The environmental theory concluded with the researcher theorizing how the environment of
blacks had its effect in stunting their intellectual growth. Environment in this
context refers specifically to a lower social class resulting from poverty. Looking at middle class whites and comparing them to lower class blacks has, as a
rule, looked at race rather than social class as the reason for the differences in
IQ. The present analysis suggests that it is social class, as well as race as a
social category, that provides the answer to the differences.
The following section will look at mental retardation from a behavioral
viewpoint. It will explain how the individual responds to the environment and
how this response translates into particular behaviors, including "retarded".
Because this study is looking particularly at the environment of poverty, we
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can conclude that particular factors in the environment would solicit their own
set of responses.
The Theories of Piaget and Erikson
White (1971) says that to be competent means to be "sufficient or adequate to meet the demands of the task" (p. 273). He says there is essential
satisfaction in affecting the environment. This sense of achievement comes
from what might be called a "feeling of efficacy" or as the joy in being a cause"
(p. 274). He says the sense of competence basically comes from having exercised mastery over the environment.
The individual's level of self esteem depends upon two factors. First,
one must develop confidence based upon experience that one can make desired things happen, and second, that others appreciatively recognize this
competence. A vital ingredient of that input towards self esteem is respect for
the child's capacities (White 1971).
This behavioral system could apply to the analysis of "retarded" as well
as normal development. By general definition, a "normal" individual is one
from whom the type and nature of the environment has led to the development
of "acceptable" behaviors; in contrast, a "retarded" individual is one whose history of interaction has led to the development of a noticeably limited repertoire
of effective and/or acceptable behaviors.
Piaget
The individual in behavioral paradigm is considered to be a set of responses or response systems. The individual may affect the environment as
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responder to physical manipulation or as a source of manipulation. The environment is stimuli from social and physical events outside the body and from
biological events within the body itself. Psychological development is considered to be the progressive change in the form of the interaction between the
individual and the environment (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
Philosophers such as Descartes believed that ideas are innate and others such as Locke argued that all knowledge came from the environment
through the senses. Piaget rejected both of these positions, believing that
knowledge is constructed by each individual in interaction with the environment. The individual does not passively receive knowledge and copy it, but
seeks it out, organizes it, and assembles it into his previous fund of knowledge. Knowledge develops during a long deliberate process of relating new
ideas and activities to those that have already occurred (Pulaski 1980).
Piaget began his studies as a biologist and says there is continuity between biological intelligence as he observed it in plants and lower animals,
and human intelligence as it developed from infancy onward. Knowledge, to
Piaget, is an evolving relationship between the child and her environment.
The child constructs her actions and ideas in relation to new environmental experiences. During this process, the child at certain ages exhibits characteristic
structures, organizations of action and thought which Piaget calls "stages." He
explains how knowledge begins with its biological origins and slowly develops
through a process of self-regulation based on feedback from the environment
that leads to internal reconstruction of knowledge (Pulaski 1980).
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interaction with others of similar backgrounds and eventually to assume the
class position of the parents (Kohn 1969).
Kohn (1969) observed that if one is a member of a higher class position, there is an expectation that one's decisions and actions make a difference. The position of the lower class is the belief that one is at the mercy of
forces and people beyond one's control or understanding. This attitude is
passed on from one generation to the next by the way parents socialize their
children.
Middle class parents emphasize self-control, curiosity and consideration. This develops in the child a capacity for self-direction and empathetic
understanding that is oriented toward the internal dynamics of both the child
and others. Working class parents on the other hand focus on obedience,
neatness and good manners. This instills conformity and assumes fixed external standards of behavior (Kohn 1969).
With these class differences in mind, it can be seen how social class influences attitudes and behaviors. It is this focus on social class as an aspect
of the environment that will be discussed in the following section.
Environmental Basis Theory
In contrast to Jensen's theory the environmental argument is supported
by Conley (1973), an economist, who says that three hypotheses are needed
to demonstrate a genetic difference in intelligence among different groups of
people.
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The first hypothesis, says Conley (1973), is that in the genes that determine intelligence, there are biological variations just as there are variations in
the genes that determine physical characteristics. Measured intelligence is
determined by both hereditary and environmental factors. Therefore the factors need to be separated out. First, heredity and the environment need to be
kept as constant as possible, to see the results in each case.
The second hypothesis is that intellectually subnormal parents are likely
to have children that are intellectually subnormal. However, genetic attributes
of intelligence are not due to a single pair of genes, but of many genes. It
would appear that "the genetic endowment of the child would, on the average,
be midway between the genetic endowment of the parents" (Conley 1973
p. 54). However, this one-to-one relationship between the intelligence of the
parents and the children does not happen. "The children of both very bright
and very dull parents tend to regress toward the mean" (p. 54).
Citing foster children studies, Conley (1973) notes that there is a higher
IQ correlation between the foster children and their biological parents than
their foster parents. However, studies have found that average IQs for foster
children is above the national average. It is "well above the average IQ of the
biological mothers and close to what would be expected for the natural children of the adoptive parents" (p. 59). Although the hypothesis for the genetic
variability of intelligence, and the transmission from the biological parent to
child, is advocated by these findings, they also imply that there is considerable
influence from the environment that starts at birth and continues throughout
childhood (Conley 1973).
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Finally, the third hypothesis required to genetically explain the demographic differences in intelligence is that there is only a minimal effect from the
environment on performance on intelligence tests (Conley 1973).
"Logically and empirically, the first hypothesis appears indisputable.
The second hypothesis is supported by foster child studies. The third hypothesis, however, is more suspect, largely on the basis of evidence from foster
child studies" (Conley, 1973 p. 59).
Conley (1973) suggests that if innate differences in intelligence do exist
among the social classes, IQ tests measure much narrower influences than
previously observed. "In fact, given the positive correlation between parentchild intelligence and the inherent tendency for the less intelligent to gravitate
to the lower social classes, it would be surprising if some small innate intellectual differences did not exist among children in different social classes" (p. 63).
Conley (1973) divides the lower social classes into two groups: The first
group is drawn there because of limited intelligence, and another group which
never was able to escape their lower class status due to limited educational
and occupational opportunities. Although both groups of children would experience the depressing environmental circumstances, there will be a greater
rate of retardation among the less intelligent group because of both genetics
and a disadvantaged environment.
For example, Conley (1973) cites a study by Heber et al in which they
found that in a sample of 88 low income mothers and their children, those
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mothers whose IQ was below 80 were five times more likely to have children
over 6 years of age whose IQ was below 80 than if their IQ was above 80.
Other studies cited by Conley (1973) compared the IQ rates of black
children with whites and with each other. For example, Imre compared black
and white children and found that regardless of the socioeconomic class,
black children had a greater rate of retardation than white children.
Another study by Shuey (1966) found that upper class black children
have slightly lower IQs than lower class white children. She states glibly that
she doubts the latter have more cultural opportunities.
Conley (1973) responds to these studies by suggesting that this does
not mean that blacks or any other nonwhite racial group are genetically inferior
despite these findings. ". . . it is futile to talk of genetic differences among different demographic groups until environmental opportunities for all groups are
raised to the threshold where environment ceases to be a major factor in determining intellectual performance (p. 67). He suggests further that "Social
class is, at most, a proxy variable designed to measure differences in life
styles among various segments of society" (p. 65).
For blacks, hundreds of years of servitude, cultural impoverishment and
discrimination are enough to explain their lower class status. But more than
this, there is no guarantee that even if they are in the same socioeconomic
class, they will have the same learning experiences or develop parallel
attitudes. Regardless of social class, the child of color is certain to be more
disadvantaged than the white child. The reasons may include school and
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neighborhood segregation or the infusive nature of the white culture which aggrandizes Anglo achievements, but seldom recognizes the achievements of
nonwhites. Thus, nonwhite children are deprived of anything to take pride in;
the nonwhite child is continually reminded of his own insignificance.
Conley (1973) goes on to say that many of the blacks are new arrivals
to the middle and upper classes. It takes more than elevating one's social
class to discard earlier attitudes and ways of thinking. Just through daily contact with the lower class blacks, they may be exposed to and incorporate attitudes that do not encourage intellectual achievement. On the other hand,
their white counterparts, are more likely to inherit attitudes that emphasize intellectual growth and achievement.
The preceding section has attempted to compare the arguments for genetics and environment in the etiology of mental retardation. The environmental theory concluded with the researcher theorizing how the environment of
blacks had its effect in stunting their intellectual growth. Environment in this
context refers specifically to a lower social class resulting from poverty. Looking at middle class whites and comparing them to lower class blacks has, as a
rule, looked at race rather than social class as the reason for the differences in
IQ. The present analysis suggests that it is social class, as well as race as a
social category, that provides the answer to the differences.
The following section will look at mental retardation from a behavioral
viewpoint. It will explain how the individual responds to the environment and
how this response translates into particular behaviors, including "retarded".
Because this study is looking particularly at the environment of poverty, we
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can conclude that particular factors in the environment would solicit their own
set of responses.
The Theories of Piaget and Erikson
White (1971) says that to be competent means to be "sufficient or adequate to meet the demands of the task" (p. 273). He says there is essential
satisfaction in affecting the environment. This sense of achievement comes
from what might be called a "feeling of efficacy" or as the joy in being a cause"
(p. 274). He says the sense of competence basically comes from having exercised mastery over the environment.
The individual's level of self esteem depends upon two factors. First,
one must develop confidence based upon experience that one can make desired things happen, and second, that others appreciatively recognize this
competence. A vital ingredient of that input towards self esteem is respect for
the child's capacities (White 1971).
This behavioral system could apply to the analysis of "retarded" as well
as normal development. By general definition, a "normal" individual is one
from whom the type and nature of the environment has led to the development
of "acceptable" behaviors; in contrast, a "retarded" individual is one whose history of interaction has led to the development of a noticeably limited repertoire
of effective and/or acceptable behaviors.
Piaget
The individual in behavioral paradigm is considered to be a set of responses or response systems. The individual may affect the environment as
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responder to physical manipulation or as a source of manipulation. The environment is stimuli from social and physical events outside the body and from
biological events within the body itself. Psychological development is considered to be the progressive change in the form of the interaction between the
individual and the environment (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
Philosophers such as Descartes believed that ideas are innate and others such as Locke argued that all knowledge came from the environment
through the senses. Piaget rejected both of these positions, believing that
knowledge is constructed by each individual in interaction with the environment. The individual does not passively receive knowledge and copy it, but
seeks it out, organizes it, and assembles it into his previous fund of knowledge. Knowledge develops during a long deliberate process of relating new
ideas and activities to those that have already occurred (Pulaski 1980).
Piaget began his studies as a biologist and says there is continuity between biological intelligence as he observed it in plants and lower animals,
and human intelligence as it developed from infancy onward. Knowledge, to
Piaget, is an evolving relationship between the child and her environment.
The child constructs her actions and ideas in relation to new environmental experiences. During this process, the child at certain ages exhibits characteristic
structures, organizations of action and thought which Piaget calls "stages." He
explains how knowledge begins with its biological origins and slowly develops
through a process of self-regulation based on feedback from the environment
that leads to internal reconstruction of knowledge (Pulaski 1980).
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There are four factors involved in the process of learning during three
periods, according to Piaget. "Adaption" is the quintessence of intellectual
functioning, just as it is for biological functioning.
"Organization" is the ability to integrate both physical and psychological
"structures" into meaningful systems. It is though organization that adaption
takes place. The child discriminates among the stimuli and sensations it receives and organized them into some sort of structure. The tendency toward
adaption and organization is a part of human biology (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
Adaption is comprised of "assimilation" and "accommodation." Assimilation is the taking-in process and accommodation is the process of reaching
out to the environment. It is through these two processes that both physical
and cognitive development takes place (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
"Equilibrium" brings about a balanced coordination between assimilation and accommodation. Piaget says this process is the mechanism for
growth and learning in cognitive development (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
"Maturation," according to Piaget, is a potential for responding to the
environment. It is through maturation that the child develops the logical structures for learning (Piaget & Inhelder 1969). Additionally, Piaget emphasizes
the "experience." This physical and empirical experience occurs while interacting with the environment. The child develops through these experiences,
"physical knowledge" which comes form acting upon objects and observing
how they react or are transformed. There is also logical mathematical knowledge which the child constructs through logical relationships between or
among the objects acted upon (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
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A third factor that contributes to cognitive development is called "social
transmission". This is information learned from adults, other children or popular culture. Learning takes place via language which is transmitted in the
social act from caregiver to child. The child not only learns facts, but also
learns how to think about this process. The way a child learns to think is
shaped by the language structure and the content and manner in which it is
transmitted (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
The "equilibrium process" is the fourth and most important factor in the
development of knowledge according to Piaget. This coordinates and regulates the other three factors and creates progressive states of equilibrium.
These states continually change because new questions or dilemmas are always emerging. Coping with conflicts, imbalances or disturbances is the essence of adaptive functioning (Piaget & Inhelder 1969).
Erikson
Erikson (1963) defined the stages of human social development. As
explained by Erikson, the infant's first days are spent not knowing that he is
separate from mother. Perhaps the infant's very first social act is his willingness to let her out of sight. Having separated in consciousness from the
mother, the infant must be able to experience her when he cannot see her. If
the mother becomes an inner certainty and her eventual presence is
predictable, the infant is freed from anxiety and rage. This allows him to establish a sense of well being and trust that his needs will be met.
This occurs from the quality of maternal care. It is not through the constant satisfaction of needs for food or demonstrations of love, but as a result of
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the nature of the relationship between the infant and its caregiver. It is
through the quality of this relationship that the infant resolves its conflicts and
develops its basic trust in the world. This quality can be described as sensitivity to the infant's needs and its appropriate and trustworthy response. Conflict
in this stage over basic and profound feelings of trust versus mistrust, and the
enduring patterns of this resolution, are firmly established in the infant's existence and are integrated into the ego (Erikson 1963).
A sense of identity is formed in the child from these experiences.
Within this identity is a sense of who one is, that this one, who is, is all right,
and a belief that what other people trust one will become, shall come to pass
(Erikson 1963).
With this foundation, there are few frustrations in the ensuing stages of
life that the child cannot endure. These frustrations, in fact, lead to reinforcement of that sense of self and a continued strength in development that leads
to an integration of the life cycle and a feeling of belongingness (Erikson
1963).
As the child matures she must discriminate between what she can and
cannot do, and may and may not do. There is the delicate balance between
guidance and free choice. She may be exposed to experiences of shame and
doubt. When allowed to test her own limits without criticism, she learns power
and the sense of 'feeling big'. The responsibility of the parents is to guide by
prohibition and permissiveness; these acts must have meaning for the child.
The possible ensuing shame is just rage turned against the self. In his shame
he wishes that the world not look at him, but because he will be seen, he
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wishes to be invisible. When shamed, the child develops guilt that he carries
around within him. There is the feeling of being bad and small. He learns limits while being able to "do", there is no loss of self esteem and he develops
pride and good will towards others. The example adults set for him establishes confidence and autonomy that will carry over into later life. The example is one of dignity and independence. Autonomy fostered in childhood
and modified as the child grows creates an awareness of justice (Erikson
1963).
Mutual regulation continues to be an issue as the child matures. A
sense of moral responsibility develops as he gains insight into the institutions,
functions and roles which are the vehicle for responsible participation in society. There is pleasure in the accomplishment of using tools and manipulating
objects and in caring for others. In adulthood, the residual conflict over initiative may express itself in a pathology of hysterical denial which creates a repression of the wish, or may express itself by inhibition or impotence (Erikson
1963).
As the child matures she is eager to learn and can learn quickly. She is
ready to cooperate, plan and construct with other children. He wants to learn
for his teachers and to emulate those he admires. Through positive
experience she is on the road to turning her childhood dreams into the goals
of an active adult (Erikson 1963).
With the accomplishments of the earlier stages, she achieves recognition by producing things. Having learned the skills and tasks, she is now
ready to apply them. He learns the joy of involvement in a task of production
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and seeing it to completion. Her ego boundaries begin to include her tools
and skills. He has learned the work principle which has taught him about
attention, perseverance and diligence. She is exposed to some systematic instruction so that she may be able to apply all of this to the handling of the objects in her culture.
If the child at this stage feels inadequate and inferior, if he feels helpless before his tools and insecure in his skills, he does not identify with his
peers and finds himself returned to an earlier stage of development. She
finds no role for herself in the larger society. She feels herself left behind. If
his family life has failed to prepare him for his school life, the successes of the
earlier stages cannot be sustained (Erikson 1963).
Symbolic Interactionism
The way children are able to learn can be conceptualized through symbolic interactionism. Children have the conceptual tools for learning before
they learn to use language. These tools of thought include such capabilities
as perceiving categories, relationships, and numbers (Weigert 1983).
They are able to apply these concepts to the world around them before
they master language. A child may see the difference between large and
small or more and less, but she is not yet ready to apply these things to everyday life. The key developmental step for the child is using these tools of
thought as they apply to reality. When she learns words and relationships,
she is able to apply these things she sees to her material and social world.
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Additionally, the young child is able to distinguish between a correctly constructed sentence and one which is not, as well as understanding a sentence
or formulating one that he has never heard before. This appears to be an innate, unconscious ability that he possesses (Weingert 1983).
Symbolic interactionism suggests knowledge of the social world is relative to the individual's position in it. Meaning is created out of the beliefs of
the child's social system and is transmitted through language. Words have
particular meanings for those that hear them. They create a child's world and
depending on her reference point, have different meanings—not in the definition, but in the reality they create by the person hearing and using them
(Weigert 1983).
Piaget's model of development explains cognition and reasoning.
Erikson's is of the formation of ego and identity. Although there is no agreement on the number and types of stages that the person goes through, there
is an agreement on direction and irreversibility. It is possible to have difficulty
going beyond certain stages (Polansky 1982) and to revert back to previous
stages, but generally, development involves mastering certain social skills
(Weigert 1983).
Development is possible because of physiological capabilities and
those innate abilities presented above, and is experienced on a psychological
level while it is defined by institutions and interactions (Weigert 1983).
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Sociogenic Brain Damage
A number of factors in the social environment have been shown to correlate with intellectual deficiencies. Perhaps there is a biochemical or physiological basis for the cerebral deficit in response to these factors. The direct
evaluation of neurophysiology and the chemistry of learning provides some interesting findings. According to neuroscientist, Sperry:
. . . Psychology began to treat subjective events— mental images, inner thoughts, sensations, feelings, ideas . . . as factors having a genuine causal role in brain functions and behavior. The contents of introspection, the whole world of inner experience . . . . became accepted
as elements that could influence physical and chemical events in the
brain, they were no longer treated as passive, noncausal aspects or
even nonexistent ones . . . The higher cerebral properties of mind and
consciousness are in command. They envelope, carry, and overwhelm
the physicochemical details. They call the plays, exerting downward
control over the march of nerve impulse traffic (1983 p.72).
"Knowledge and command require a certain distance. The mind cannot
be an epiphenomenon of nerve machinery if it is to survey and direct the
whole. The mind is responsible for the unity we experience in all our actions,
thoughts, sensations and emotions" (Augros & Stancieu 1984 p. 33).
Montagu (1974) argues that there is a failure of the brain to mature as a
result of deprivation of the social stimulation it needs for the development of
the neural interrelations required for successful mental functioning. He
conceptualizes this as sociogenic brain damage. Success in this context refers to the ability to appropriately respond to the challenges in the environment.
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Sociogenic brain damage is a term used by Wilson (1978) to describe a
condition produced by impoverished environments. The frontal lobes fail to
develop properly and prevent the child from behaving appropriately in social
and intellectual arenas. While the normal growth and development of neural
connections may or may not be affected, it may cause the frontal lobes to behave as if they had not developed completely or had been damaged or even
surgically disconnected from the rest of the brain (Wilson 1978).
Some of the symptoms of frontal lobe brain damage include the inability
of some people to synthesize information, inability to maintain a goal directed
line of thought and behavior, inability to resist being distracted by irrelevant or
immediate stimuli while pursuing a goal, blunting of the mind in general, lack
of motivation, indifference, apathy and difficulty in solving verbal problems
(Wilson 1978).
There is a tremendous amount of current research about the effects of
the social environment on the brain. Research on the trauma response, aided
by animal models of early social deprivation and inescapable stress, is revealing the biological concomitants of psychological symptoms.
Mainstream psychiatry has usually studied individuals as self-contained
entities, relatively divorced from the social contexts within which they
mature and thrive . . . . clinicians have not consistently recognized the
virtual inseparability between individuals and the social frameworks. A
human being is a biological organism embedded in social environment
from the moment of birth. Disruption of the social matrix, particularly in
childhood, has serious long-term effects on both psychological and biological functioning (Van der Kolk 1987 pp. xi-xii).
A series of investigations conducted by Kretch and his associates
(cited by Koch & Dobson 1971) attempted to discover "the effects of memory
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storage on the chemistry and anatomy of the brain" (p. 9). Their theory is that
animals which have undergone "extensive learning and remembering should
acquire brains enzymatically different from those animals experiencing a less
stimulating environment; this should be especially true of the enzymes (between cells)" (p. 10). [The researchers also anticipated learning if early neural
activity produced "morphological differences in the brains of animals raised in
stimulating environments when compared to their unstimulated counterparts"
(p. 10)].
Dozens of twin male rats were randomly divided into two groups. The
first group was placed in an exceptional educational atmosphere. They were
provided with "well-lighted, noisy, and busy cages, which were equipped with
ladders, running wheels, and other 'creative' rat toys. They were allowed to
explore outside their cages for one half hour each day, and sugar was used as
primary reinforcement during learning exercises" (Koch & Dobson 1971,
p. 10). The second group of rats was put into an almost totally characterless,
noiseless cage. They received no training or handling from the examiners, nor
were they permitted association with other rats. Both groups had the same
quality of food available at all times during the experiment. At 105 days of
age, the rats were sacrificed and their brains were analyzed morphologically
and chemically.
The rats from the enriched environment had a number of physiological
differences in their brain. These rats had "vast cerebral advantages over their
deprived counterparts" (Koch & Dobson 1971, p. 10). In effect, the brains of
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the stimulated group "were better equipped physically and biochemically to do
their work" (p. 10).
The rats reared in the inferior environment had "a relatively deteriorated
brain . . . with a thin and light cortex, lowered blood supply, diminished enzymatic activities, smaller neural cell bodies, and fewer glia cells" (Koch & Dobson 1971 p. 10). No matter how great the supply of food or how well bred the
family, "a lack of adequate psychological enrichment" for the young rat
resulted in "palpable, measurable, deteriorative changes in the chemistry and
anatomy of the brain (p. 10).
Van der Kolk (1987) cites primate research by Hubel who suggested
that a youngster deprived of social contact with its mother may develop mental
disturbances "that have their counterpart in actual structural abnormalities of
the brain" (p. 49).
. . . failure to develop 'the essential synchronicity between mother and
child' causes physiological disorganization, which leads to extremes of
under- and over arousal. This physiological instability can interfere with
the capacity to assimilate and accommodate new information . . . childhood emotional trauma itself interferes with maturation of the central
nervous system and causes lasting neurological changes. . . (Van der
Kolk 1987 pp. 18-19).
Wilson (1978) says a child is not ready to function in a manner similar
to that of adults until he is 4 to 7 years of age. This is because the frontal
lobes are late in completing their development compared to the rest of the
brain. The rate of growth for the frontal regions greatly increases by age 3 1/2
to 4 years, with a second episode of rapid growth appearing around the ages
of 7 and 8 years. "The general function of the frontal lobes include the
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formation of plans, intentions, of programs of behavior, the regulation of attention and concentration" (p. 91). Prior to the first stage, the child finds it difficult
to follow spoken instructions, since she is likely to be distracted by new or irrelevant events occurring around her. This stimulus is likely to cause her to digress from her original plan of action which usually comes from parental direction. Only when the child reaches the first stage of growth, is she able to follow through on spoken instruction in a fairly reasonable way without being easily diverted by irrelevant stimuli. During the second and final period of rapid
frontal region growth, the child achieves an effective and reliable, socially organized ability to focus her attention, and is no longer distracted by irrelevant
elements in the environment.
Wilson (1978) refers to Vygotsky who suggested that speech which is
social in origin, is utilized by the frontal lobes to program, regulate and verify
behavior. "The general function of the frontal lobes includes the formation of
plans, intentions, of programs of behavior, the regulator of attention and concentration" (p. 91).
It would stand to reason, therefore, that "restricted, distorted, negative
human relations (particularly in the early years of development) and the
speech engendered by these kinds of relations, when used by the frontal
lobes as means of regulating behavior, brings about social and intellectual
maladjustment" (Wilson 1978 p. 91).
It becomes clear how the "demands, instructions, values, etc. of parents
and society begin to have a major impact on the child's behavior and his ability
to control his own behavior early in his life . . ." Language is one of the
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principle means by which instructions are given to a child" (Wilson 1978 p. 92).
Acquiring a language system involves a reorganization of all the child's basic
mental processes. The word constructs mental activity and perfects the reflection of reality.
There appears to be ample evidence to support biogenetic factors in
the development of mental retardation. There is also considerable support for
environmental (sociocultural) effectors of this phenomenon. They appear to
be able to interact with one another in negative ways to create a brain (mind)
ill equipped to do its work. There is a growing body of theory that suggests
that certain behaviors that are learned in early childhood as psychological
adaptions are also characteristic of mental retardation. This will be examined
in the next section.
The following chapter further discusses the role of language and other
forms of communication as social processes and how they influence the
child's emotional and intellectual development.

Chapter 4
Communication, Socialization and Childrearing Practices

The following discussion is a review of the literature on social processes associated with language and other forms of communication. It is organized to emphasize that these processes vary according with socioeconomic status and to show that aspects of the linguistic and communicative behavior of parents, caregivers and other social agents effect the child's emotional and intellectual development. Evidence is presented which supports the
idea that self regarding attitudes are passed on from parent to child, creating
what can be considered a characterological intergenerational response to poverty that is manifested in impaired intellectual functioning.
Vygotsky (1978) argues that initially, all psychological processes are social, beginning with and especially between child and adult, and that the basic
interpersonal nature of thought is transmitted through experience to an interpersonal process. Therefore, according to Vygotsky, the basic process of development is the gradual internalization and personalization of what was originally a social activity.
Kelly and Thibaut also proposed a theory of internalization similar to
Vygotsky's when they suggested that the individual attains thought and attitudes primarily through interactions with other persons (Brown & French
1979).
55
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"Values and attitudes" may be considered essentially as "verbal behavior," or
in other situations as "other behavior under the control of verbal behavior,"
(Girardeau 1971, p. 331). When seen in this aspect, "statements by adults . . .
are stimuli which the children imitate and are reinforced for imitating" (p. 331).
The verbal communications of one culture may differ from those of another
culture, and the child acquires a "repertoire of verbal behavior called 'attitudes'
which may impair his development, particularly his academic progress in
school" (p. 331).
According to Bernstein (1970) all personality development is dependent
upon the development of language. The child's competence within the family
begins with the acquisition of language and is then reflected in his or her functioning in the school and community. Additionally, acquisition of language
equips the individual with the ability to perform non-speech related tasks with
more competence. Lastly, language is an essential agent in patterning
behavior.
Wilson (1978) says that language is an adaptive process and "is deeply
embedded in an individual's or group's psychosocial or geophysical experiences and is reflective of their attempts to meet a set of psychosocial,
geophysical environmental demands" (p. 123).
The values, attitudes, and instructions from parents and society are
constantly being communicated to the child. They tell the child who and what
he or she is and how he or she should behave. It is primarily through language this occurs, however the interactions between parent and child occur in
many forms. These interactions and the messages they convey form the
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child's character, feelings of security, and ultimately his or her belief in his or
her own competence.
This process is explained by Laing (1971) as each generation projecting onto the next what it received from prior generations. These are elements
of projection, elements of induction, and responses to this projection and induction. In other words, the ghosts of previous generations live in the current
one.
This is done by telling one what one is. This is more powerful, says
Laing (1971), than telling someone what to be. The most powerful instructions
come in the form of attributions. This is not done so much through verbal language, but through unconscious suggestion. Laing describes this as a type of
hypnosis. The parent is "hypnotized" by his parents, and in turn, "hypnotizes"
his own children.
Through a glance, touch or any other gesture or motion, the child
comes to be. "We indicate how it is: they take up their positions in the space
we define (Laing 1971, p. 79).
Early Socialization Through Parent and Child Interaction
The following section discusses how early interactions between the
child and its caretaker lay the groundwork for security, formal thinking and future competency.
Bowlby (1988) explains how crying brings the caretaker into contact
with the child and leads to other interactive behavior intended to alleviate the

58
child's distress. In this sense, crying helps establish reciprocal relationships
between the infant and its caretaker. The relationship between crying and
higher forms of communication may depend upon the manner in which the
caretaker responds to the child's crying.
Bell and Ainsworth (1972) observed 26 mother/infant dyads in their
homes periodically throughout the 1st year of the child's life. The researchers
suggested that stimulus-response learning theory— reinforcement of crying
behavior during the first three months (e.g. responding by holding the infant)
did not increase the frequency of crying at subsequent stages. By 8 to 12
months of age, infants whose mothers had been most responsive during the
first three months cried less often and used more advanced communicative
signals than those whose mothers responded less to crying.
Honig (1981) in a somewhat "tender" observation of infants and their
caretakers stated that "mutually satisfying attachments between babies and
the . . . people who care for them do more than lay the groundwork for future
positive emotional development. Positive attachment permits the baby to devote energy to exploring, discovering and learning" (p. 6).
After infants were separated from their parents, Mata, Arend and
Sroufe (cited by Honig, 1981) found in their study that "securely attached"
(bonded) babies "actively sought contact or interaction" with the parents upon
being reunited (p. 6). "This contact was effective in terminating distress and
promoting a return to absorption in play" (p. 6). In their research, babies 2
years of age who had previously been "assessed for attachment" were put into
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a playroom to be observed while they were involved with toys that required
some problem solving. The youngsters who had earlier been determined "to
be more securely attached were found to be more enthusiastic, persistent,
and cooperative than infants stated earlier as insecurely attached. Secure attachment seems to promote adaptive explorations" (p. 7). The child shows
more competency in problem solving and willingness to use the adult as a
source of help when a problem was too difficult. On the other hand, "insecurely attached" babies were not as likely to put more effort into solving a
problem. When tasks were difficult, they were more likely to have a tantrum
and seemed not as willing to go to the parent for help when involved in these
difficult tasks. "Loving responses to a young baby's signals promote not only
good emotional health, but also promote more competent behaviors in tool-using and problem-solving tasks" (p. 7).
Yeates, MacPhee, Campbell, and Ramey (1983) studied children they
determined to be at risk for sociocultural mental retardation. These children
were studied longitudinally from birth to 4 years of age. Contributions of maternal IQ and home environment to child IQ at 24, 36, and 48 months were examined. When the effect of maternal IQ was controlled, home environment's
association with child IQ was not significant at 24 and 36 months, but was significant at 48 months. When the effect of home environment was controlled,
maternal IQ's association with child IQ was significant at 24 months but not at
36 and 48 months. In other words, at 24 months, mother's IQ was a greater
predictor of child's IQ than at 36 and 48 months. At these later ages, mother's
IQ was less important than home environment in the prediction of IQ
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increments in the child. This suggests that an important shift takes place in
the process of intellectual development at about 2 years.
One, three and nine month old infants were observed by Isabella,
Belsky and Van Eye (1989) in their interactions with their mothers to examine
the antecedents of their attachment quality at one year of age. They hypothesized that development of secure attachment is predictable from synchronous
interactions and insecure attachments from asynchronous interactions across
the first year. Their hypothesis was supported at one and three months, but no
significant difference was found at nine months. The researchers defined "interactional synchrony" as "the extent to which interaction appeared to be reciprocal and mutually rewarding, so that its frequent occurrence would presumably foster development of the infants' working model of mother as available,
responsive, and trustworthy . . ." (p. 13).
Synchronous interaction was observed at significantly disproportionately
frequent rates for securely attached pairs. Consistent aspects of interaction
such as responsiveness differentiated mothers of secure, avoidant, and resistant babies (Isabella et al 1989).
Mothers fostered secure attachments by being relatively consistent in
their perception, by accurate interpretation and consistent and appropriate responsiveness to their infants' distress and vocal signals. The authors suggested that the mothers of avoidant babies might be overstimulating and intrusive, whereas the mothers of the insecure, resistant infants might be uninvolved and unavailable (Isabella et al 1989).
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Hunt and Browning (1979) examined the interactional relationship between independent mildly retarded and dependent mildly retarded adolescents
and their mothers to determine the maternal contribution of competence. The
pairs separately engaged in a videotaped problem-solving task for 20 minutes.
Among the findings was the conclusion that independent adolescents participated at "virtually the same rate of problem-solving as did their mothers"
(p. 7). They interpreted this as indicating equality between the mother and her
"emerging adult" (p. 7). Dependent adolescents, on the other hand, were put
in the position of being more passive while their mothers "took over" the problem solving activity. Also, the dependent adolescents' rate of verbal behavior
was less than their mothers'. The independent adolescents, additionally, presented more positive and negative verbal behaviors. In fact, their mothers
showed less verbal behavior than the adolescents did. Conversely, "the dependent adolescents' rate of verbal behavior was less than their mothers'
(Hunt & Browning, 1979, p. 8).
Hunt and Browning's (1979) interpretation of the findings using a family
system model, "would suggest that certain transactional patterns between
mothers and adolescents are repeated time after time" (p. 8). The "transactional patterns reoccur so often that they are considered to be the 'way of being' for the individuals involved" (Hunt & Browning, 1979, p. 8). (It should be
noted that this study compares two retarded groups and the evidence presented does not attempt to distinguish family interaction as a variable in the
retardation, but only to show how two groups of adolescents who also happen
to be retarded, function as result of the types of mother/child interactions they
consistently engage in. No cause and effect is implied.)

58
child's distress. In this sense, crying helps establish reciprocal relationships
between the infant and its caretaker. The relationship between crying and
higher forms of communication may depend upon the manner in which the
caretaker responds to the child's crying.
Bell and Ainsworth (1972) observed 26 mother/infant dyads in their
homes periodically throughout the 1st year of the child's life. The researchers
suggested that stimulus-response learning theory— reinforcement of crying
behavior during the first three months (e.g. responding by holding the infant)
did not increase the frequency of crying at subsequent stages. By 8 to 12
months of age, infants whose mothers had been most responsive during the
first three months cried less often and used more advanced communicative
signals than those whose mothers responded less to crying.
Honig (1981) in a somewhat "tender" observation of infants and their
caretakers stated that "mutually satisfying attachments between babies and
the . . . people who care for them do more than lay the groundwork for future
positive emotional development. Positive attachment permits the baby to devote energy to exploring, discovering and learning" (p. 6).
After infants were separated from their parents, Mata, Arend and
Sroufe (cited by Honig, 1981) found in their study that "securely attached"
(bonded) babies "actively sought contact or interaction" with the parents upon
being reunited (p. 6). "This contact was effective in terminating distress and
promoting a return to absorption in play" (p. 6). In their research, babies 2
years of age who had previously been "assessed for attachment" were put into
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a playroom to be observed while they were involved with toys that required
some problem solving. The youngsters who had earlier been determined "to
be more securely attached were found to be more enthusiastic, persistent,
and cooperative than infants stated earlier as insecurely attached. Secure attachment seems to promote adaptive explorations" (p. 7). The child shows
more competency in problem solving and willingness to use the adult as a
source of help when a problem was too difficult. On the other hand, "insecurely attached" babies were not as likely to put more effort into solving a
problem. When tasks were difficult, they were more likely to have a tantrum
and seemed not as willing to go to the parent for help when involved in these
difficult tasks. "Loving responses to a young baby's signals promote not only
good emotional health, but also promote more competent behaviors in tool-using and problem-solving tasks" (p. 7).
Yeates, MacPhee, Campbell, and Ramey (1983) studied children they
determined to be at risk for sociocultural mental retardation. These children
were studied longitudinally from birth to 4 years of age. Contributions of maternal IQ and home environment to child IQ at 24, 36, and 48 months were examined. When the effect of maternal IQ was controlled, home environment's
association with child IQ was not significant at 24 and 36 months, but was significant at 48 months. When the effect of home environment was controlled,
maternal IQ's association with child IQ was significant at 24 months but not at
36 and 48 months. In other words, at 24 months, mother's IQ was a greater
predictor of child's IQ than at 36 and 48 months. At these later ages, mother's
IQ was less important than home environment in the prediction of IQ
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increments in the child. This suggests that an important shift takes place in
the process of intellectual development at about 2 years.
One, three and nine month old infants were observed by Isabella,
Belsky and Van Eye (1989) in their interactions with their mothers to examine
the antecedents of their attachment quality at one year of age. They hypothesized that development of secure attachment is predictable from synchronous
interactions and insecure attachments from asynchronous interactions across
the first year. Their hypothesis was supported at one and three months, but no
significant difference was found at nine months. The researchers defined "interactional synchrony" as "the extent to which interaction appeared to be reciprocal and mutually rewarding, so that its frequent occurrence would presumably foster development of the infants' working model of mother as available,
responsive, and trustworthy . . ." (p. 13).
Synchronous interaction was observed at significantly disproportionately
frequent rates for securely attached pairs. Consistent aspects of interaction
such as responsiveness differentiated mothers of secure, avoidant, and resistant babies (Isabella et al 1989).
Mothers fostered secure attachments by being relatively consistent in
their perception, by accurate interpretation and consistent and appropriate responsiveness to their infants' distress and vocal signals. The authors suggested that the mothers of avoidant babies might be overstimulating and intrusive, whereas the mothers of the insecure, resistant infants might be uninvolved and unavailable (Isabella et al 1989).
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Hunt and Browning (1979) examined the interactional relationship between independent mildly retarded and dependent mildly retarded adolescents
and their mothers to determine the maternal contribution of competence. The
pairs separately engaged in a videotaped problem-solving task for 20 minutes.
Among the findings was the conclusion that independent adolescents participated at "virtually the same rate of problem-solving as did their mothers"
(p. 7). They interpreted this as indicating equality between the mother and her
"emerging adult" (p. 7). Dependent adolescents, on the other hand, were put
in the position of being more passive while their mothers "took over" the problem solving activity. Also, the dependent adolescents' rate of verbal behavior
was less than their mothers'. The independent adolescents, additionally, presented more positive and negative verbal behaviors. In fact, their mothers
showed less verbal behavior than the adolescents did. Conversely, "the dependent adolescents' rate of verbal behavior was less than their mothers'
(Hunt & Browning, 1979, p. 8).
Hunt and Browning's (1979) interpretation of the findings using a family
system model, "would suggest that certain transactional patterns between
mothers and adolescents are repeated time after time" (p. 8). The "transactional patterns reoccur so often that they are considered to be the 'way of being' for the individuals involved" (Hunt & Browning, 1979, p. 8). (It should be
noted that this study compares two retarded groups and the evidence presented does not attempt to distinguish family interaction as a variable in the
retardation, but only to show how two groups of adolescents who also happen
to be retarded, function as result of the types of mother/child interactions they
consistently engage in. No cause and effect is implied.)
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Coates and Lewis (1984) were able to show specific cognitive abilities
in six year olds based upon types of interactions with their mothers at 3
months of age. A multiple regression analysis was used to predict math and
reading achievement, conversation, and WISC Vocabulary and Block Design
performance at six years of age. Both frequency and proportion of interaction
measures were studied and they discovered that the type of responsiveness
was differently related to future cognitive performance.
Supporting this observation, a study by Clark (1983) found that in seventeen different patterns, family values and communications styles in the
homes of high achievers differed from those of low achievers in structure and
content. There was a contrasting picture in the quality of these 17 patterns.
Cognitive differences appear to be tied into the "social organization of the family unit with regard to particular communication processes and rituals . . .
Therefore, the form and substance of the family psychosocial patterns are the
most significant components for understanding the educational effects of high
achievers' families and low achievers' families . . ." (p. 199).
Wulbert, Inglis, Kriegsmann, and Mills (1975) reported that the most
significant difference in the homes of language delayed children as compared
to those of normal children, was in maternal involvement with the child. The
mothers of the normal children referred to them in positive terms, caressed
them often, and spoke to them in warm, accepting ways. These mothers
seemed to enjoy their children, actively encouraged their social interactions,
and took pride in their accomplishments. On the other hand, the mothers of
the language-delayed children referred to their children in disparaging ways
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and rarely "praised or caressed them" (p. 67). These mothers and children
"lived together in a parallel fashion with minimum of social interaction" (p. 67).
In 1973, the Harvard Preschool Project, directed by White and Watts,
concerned itself with designing experiences that would maximize the development of competence of preschoolers. From intensive observation of 6-year
olds, they picked those whom they believed were the most competent and
least competent. A checklist was developed that covered competencies such
as socially acceptable behaviors that would gain and maintain the attention of
adults, "using adults as resources, expressing both hostility and affection toward others, achieving linguistic competence, acquiring the capacity to observe discrepancies and attaining the facility to carry out multistep activities"
(Ingalls, 1978, p. 174).
In the White and Watts study, an observer went into the homes of the
children and discovered striking differences between the mothers of competent children and mothers of incompetent children. There was more interaction observed between mothers and their competent children than between the
incompetent children and their mothers. Additionally the mothers of competent children spent relatively more of their time in activities that were appreciatively intellectual, such as identifying things or explaining to the child the function of things. As early as 12 to 15 months after birth, differences in the children were noticeable, and as the children grew older, these differences increased. Mothers of both the competent and incompetent children encouraged about twice as many activities as they discouraged when the children
were under two. However, when the children became more active around the
age of two, the activities of competent children were encouraged by their
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mothers about three times as much as they were discouraged. On the other
hand, the mothers of incompetent children discouraged their children's behavior twice as much as they encouraged it (Ingalls, 1978).
Four groups of mothers were compared by Kenney (1967) using a
matched quadruplet design to study "ego development and authoritarianism in
childrearing practices. Groups compared were mothers with a child who was
either (a) educable retarded and adjusted in school, (b) educable retarded and
maladjusted in school, (c) not retarded and adjusted in school, (d) not retarded
and maladjusted in school" (p 631). Results of the study found that the
mother's authoritarianism is related only to adjustment of the child. The
mother's level of ego development may be related to both IQ and adjustment
of the child in the retarded population. "Mother's authoritarianism was significantly related to the adjustment variables though results were significant only
in the retarded population. (Findings suggested) that low authoritarianism in a
mother may accompany a high level of ego development " (p. 636).
The review of the literature in this section examined the influential role
communication has in intellectual development. Values and attitudes that are
passed on through language influence the child's development and self-concept. Lastly, the caretaker's response to an infant's needs lays the groundwork for not only proper language development but also for the child's feeling
of security and competency that allows it to tend to problem-solving tasks.
Different child-rearing practices have been shown to influence the
child's intellectual development. The next section examines how
socioeconomic status may be a consideration in the way parents socialize
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their children. Such socialization appears to influence a child's intellectual
maturation.

Chapter 5
Comparative Childrearing Practices: Race, Culture and
Socioeconomic Status

The following chapter discusses several aspects of parental influence
in the child's intellectual development within the context of race, culture and
economic status. The first question asks what influence does the mother's IQ
have, as well as the parents' methods of parenting, in the child's IQ as opposed to other factors in the child's social environment? The second question
briefly looks at the way parents communicate to their children values and attitudes associated with their social class. The third question looks at the influence of home environment on school achievement. It is included to emphasize the importance of the interactive role between parents and children in the
academic success of their children.
How a child is reared and the environment into which he is born greatly
influences what he will become. Also, there is little doubt that the family's
methods of establishing social rules, parental language styles, attitudes towards achievement, and parental involvement and concern for the child, all
have a significant impact on the child's development before she reaches her
second birthday (Stedman 1977).
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1974) states that the creation of family disorganization comes not from circumstances, but from a life fettered by such circumstances; circumstances that erode trust and emotional security among
66
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members of a family and make it difficult for parents to encourage, support
and enjoy their children. When there is no confirmation in their role as parents, and time spent with family means deprivation of time for meaningful
work, personal fulfillment and tranquility, it is the child (as well as the parent)
who suffers.
This is evidenced, says Bronfenbrenner by "disaffection, indifference, irresponsibility and inability to follow through in activities requiring application
and persistence" (p. 56). For the families who suffer severe poverty and discrimination, says Bronfenbrenner, the children suffer not only from emotional
problems but are also impaired in their ability to think, deal with concepts, or
deal with elementary numbers. This is often the experience of the single
mother and the mother with perhaps too many children to care for.
Unquestionably, the mother exerts tremendous influence on the child's
development. The maternal influence in intellectual growth has been studied
from many points of view; however, more recent literature focuses on the family unit. The ways that family characteristics as well as maternal influences
may be revealed is discussed here comparing families of different socioeconomic levels, classes, and races.
Bradley and Caldwell (1979) reported that in low income families,
HOME scores (an index of quality of stimulation in the home) predicted intellectual and language measures attained by preschoolers. At 54 months, the
children with the highest Stanford Binet IQs were those whose mothers had
received high HOME scores earlier on the three subscales: "Provision of
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Appropriate Play Materials", "Maternal Involvement with Child", and "Emotional
and Verbal Responsivity of the Mother".
Bee, Van Egeren, Streissguth, Nyman, and Locke (1969) observed
lower and middle-class mothers interacting with their preschool children. The
middle-class mothers were predominately white, whereas the lower-class
mothers were predominately black. Regardless of the situation, the middleclass mothers used more verbal instruction, used longer and more complete
sentences, and used less criticism. With a problem-solving task which mothers were asked to teach their child, the lower-class mothers were more likely
to intrude physically while the middle class mothers were more likely to ask
leading questions.
A study by Ramey and Brownlee (1981) tested methods to improve the
identification of infants at high risk for mental retardation. They studied a
sample of 52 black families with limited formal education, fairly low intelligence
in the mother, and very low incomes. At 6 months of age the children and the
homes were assessed along with characteristics of the mothers. At 2 years of
age the children were given a Stanford-Binet test and divided into a
nonretarded group and a high risk group.
The researchers found that the mother and child's IQs were less indicative of risk than was "the child's temperament, the mother's attitudes, and the
stability of the home" (p. 508). They speculated that the "temperament" and
"behavior" of the child affects the mother's interactive role. The more difficult
child seemed to create a greater onus for the mother. The authors note that
"while most parents seem to compensate for the excesses of their children,
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low-income mothers seem to demonstrate an increasing tendency not to
interact with an irritable child" (p. 508).
Additionally, they noted, "mothers who do not profess as high a degree of democratic attitudes may be more authoritarian or perhaps even
have no articulated attitudes about child-rearing" (p. 508). Many of these
mothers indicated ambivalence regarding particular attitudes on the Parental Attitudes Research Inventory.
Perhaps some of these mothers were uncertain about what an appropriate response should be to specific behaviors in the children. The authors speculated that "if attitudes are important in the shaping of actions
and cognitions, just as actions are important in influencing attitudes . . .
then this lack of identifiable and consistent thinking might well translate into
inconsistent actions that would leave already stressed mothers ill-equipped
to deal with an irritable child or a chaotic setting" (Ramey & Brownlee,
1981, p. 508).
Hess and Shipman (1967) hypothesized that the central quality involved in the effects of cultural deprivation is a lack of cognitive meaning in
the mother-child interactions. They speculated that many families of culturally deprived children discipline their children in an authoritarian manner
and offer their children relatively few behavioral alternatives compared to
practices in middle-class families. This leads to problem-solving strategies
that are impulsive rather than reflective, that deal with the immediate rather
than future, and that are disconnected rather than sequential.
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Discipline is oriented toward role norms; on the other hand, in families
of the more advantaged children, control is effected by appealing to the
individual characteristics of the child involved or by appealing to rational
explanation.
This value on "unquestioning obedience and discouragement of curiosity" is explained by Halpern (1990) by pointing out that the "dangerous circumstances in which such families live leave little room for mistakes in judgment
on the part of children" (p. 7). Halpern (1990) emphasizes the obstacles facing those living in poverty. There are ". . . demands, threats, and opportunities in the immediate physical and social contexts of their daily lives; these require different parental care and nurturance strategies . . . designed to prepare
low-income children for the immediate context of their lives may not always be
consonant with those that mainstream psychology defines as optimal" (p. 7).
The vagaries of life experienced by children living in poverty has been
given particular emphasis in the more recent literature with a focus on the violence that is so common in their lives. Garbarino, Dubrow, Kostelny and
Pardo (1993) say that, "Poor mothers are more likely than mothers with adequate incomes to have low birth weight infants, to be unmarried, and to begin
child rearing as teenagers, experiencing all the attendant stresses and difficulties . . . One result of the chronic stress of living in poverty-stricken and violence-ridden communities is that parents cannot meet the needs of their children" (p. 53). These parents are likely to be depressed and feeling overwhelmed. With their own needs not met they are not able to adequately care
for and nurture their children. These children may experience violence in the
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home as well as in the community and this puts them at risk for developing behavioral and personality problems.
Schorr (1988) points out that premature and low birth weight babies are
more vulnerable than full term babies to damage resulting from deprivation
that occurs because of poverty and minority status. This leads to later cognitive and social impairment. Favorable environments, on the other hand, provide effective buffers to these constitutional vulnerabilities. Schorr cites work
done by Smith and Warner to support this observation. They found that early
biological problems disappeared in children by the time they were ten years
old if they grew up in homes that provided stability. When homes were unstable and when the parents were uneducated or of low income, the conditions
were exacerbated. Moderate central nervous system abnormalities were corrected in stimulating and supportive environments and minor defects became
major problems in homes stressed by impoverishment.
It is not one risk that causes developmental harm, but cumulative occurrences of stress over time. A single risk according to Rutter (1987) is no more
likely to cause developmental harm than no risk at all. However, when risk
factors accumulate the chances of damage increases dramatically, and when
four or more risk factors occur, the outcome is increased ten fold.
The decision to focus on the relationship between poverty and parenting creates a dynamic in which parents are found responsible for any child and
family problems observed . . . . (overemphasizing) the role that the microenvironment of the family plays in determining child development, and underemphasizing the role of the macro environment in which the family is embedded
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in the children's primary environment. The specific patterns of interaction that
develop between parent and young child construct a sense of self . . . and a
particular way of adapting to events in life (Rutter 1987, pp. 7-8).
Wilkerson (1969) notes that the children in his program with no demonstrable organic disease to explain their "intellectual disturbance," and in many
other intellectually deficient and disturbed children, basic mothering has been
very poor. Consequently, basic learning that centered around eating, bowel
training, and socialization has not taken place or has taken place in circumstances of such conflict that it became warped.
Garbarino et al (1993) tell us that caregivers living in poverty, especially
when there is violence, may be too depressed or overwhelmed to form a secure attachment relationship with their child. Additionally, children exposed to
chronic community violence often develop school related difficulties. Children
exposed to violence during their first six years have difficulty learning in a normal classroom situation. The children use defenses in dealing with their fear
of violence and these are manifested as learning disabilities.
Clark (1983) describes early childhood parenting by inner-city minority
mothers as exhibiting an early withdrawal of emotional support and an emphasis on aggression in early play. There is an emphasis on early independence
and self-reliance in such things as toilet training and other self-care activities.
Also, they teach distrust of those outside the family and he observed a competitive relationship between mother and child.
Clark (1983) says that these parents may not have had their own primary needs met and may have a difficult time recognizing or gratifying their
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own children's needs. He says that studies have shown that these women are
often aware of the limited effectiveness of their interactions with their children
but "lack the physical and psychological energy to behave more effectively"
(p. 13).

Parental Influence on School
Achievement Within a Class/Culture Context

Parents communicate to their children values associated with their social class and what they believe their children are capable of accomplishing.
Their success or failure in school depends on what they learn about themselves from their parents and community. It appears to be the influence of the
family dynamics and home situation that is the deciding factor on whether or
not the child succeeds in school, with the income level or IQ of the parents
having less importance. The following discussion looks at studies with school
achievement as their focus to observe what factors in the child's environment
determine success.
MacMillan (1969) reported that cultural-familial retardates have higher
expectancy rates for failure than do normals, with a tendency to blame themselves if they don't do well in a testing situation. "...a self-fulfilling prophecy,
further supporting the image of themselves as incompetent individuals in a
test-like situation" (p. 257).
Further supporting this idea, Tymchuk (1972) and Worley (1973) noted
that the personality structures of cultural familial retarded children seem to be
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influenced by their environments. The children appear to be poorly motivated in situations that require formal testing and scholastic aptitude. They
are more likely to expect failure rather than success and have poor self concepts, "heightened anxiety" and a need for "emotional nurturing" (Tymchuk
1972, p. 721).
In an investigation to identify home influences which would pertinently
relate to the school achievement of an Educable Mentally Retarded (EMR)
child, Rau (1967) studied 36 children who were divided by expected school
achievement versus obtained achievement, and divided again by socioeconomic group. Both parents in each family were questioned separately about
their home activities with their EMR child. In a later session, the mother was
asked to teach a standardized task to the child. The tape recorded responses
from the parents were then scrutinized by means of a detailed content
analysis.
Notable findings included the following: high achievers represented significantly lower IQ, MA, and expected grade placement; prominent correlations
were revealed for the interview item "Social Emotional Dealing;" and fathers of
high achievers mentioned with significantly greater frequency such social emotional dealings as greeting his child, loving him, looking at him, or talking to
him, than did fathers of low achievers. This indicates that parental attitudes
stimulating self-esteem can be a greater influence on high scholastic achievement than can IQ. Additionally, the test of parental teaching techniques indicated an excessive amount of verbosity on the part of the mothers of low
achievers, yielding consistently negative correlation with achievement (Rau
1967).

75
Swan and Stavros (1973) studied parental styles in the families of children who were rated as the most highly capable learners in their kindergarten
classroom by their teachers in Title I schools in low income black neighborhoods. Most of the children lived in two parent families and the parents of
these children were very cooperative with the interviewer. They saw their children as independent and quick to learn. The parents felt competent in daily interactions with their children and confident in the fairness and efficacy of their
discipline methods. Most of the parents gave and shared mutually pleasant
verbal experiences. Also, the physical appearance of the homes of these children was congruent with the notion of people caring for their belongings.
All the children had chores and felt like important, helpful members of
their families. The researchers described the child in this study as behaving
positively because she felt worthy and esteemed by her parents and capable
behavior was expected and encouraged.
Clark (1983) says high academic achievement occurs through a high
level of support plus internalized control and a strong sense of intellectual
power. It is not a structural phenomenon, i.e. family vs. single parenthood, that
creates this support and control, but it is a cultural phenomenon.
A major stimulant for learning and transmission of values in the home
says Clark (1983) is "the manner in which parents capitalized on a child's emotional dependence in order to delegate responsibilities and exercise control
over home learning activities (p. 198) . . . parents may directly or implicitly
convey knowledge and warmth (emotional nurturance) that enhance the child's
competence with language codes, moral codes, and behavioral codes which

76
are applicable in out-of-home situations . . . The repeated use of . . . cognitive functions during activities contributes to the creation of psychological dispositions (ways of thinking about or defining a situation) and social habits
(ways of behaving in social situations). A major function of this cognitive work
is to promote the development of a child's interpersonal competence in the expanding role set of a school-age child" (Clark 1983, pp. 198-199).
Clark (1983) goes on to point out that studies of the influence of early
family environment on school success among low income, urban black children find that while most all parents had been exposed to discrimination a
good part of their lives, along with disparagement from dominant institutions,
and constant worries about getting by, parents varied significantly in how they
experienced, interpreted, and managed such difficulties. Those parents who
provided the best home environments for their children were able to maintain
themselves psychologically by drawing on support systems and having faith in
their own abilities to see things through with a sense of pride and self reliance.
Students who did better in school were realistic about the world but faced it in
a purposeful, serious way.
Blatt and Garfunkel (1969), in their study of low income preschool children, concluded that the attendance at a preschool program for deprived children was not, in and of itself, effective in preventing the gross learning and social disabilities associated with the effects of cultural deprivation. The inference from their data indicated that "...disadvantaged children are influenced
more by the home setting than by the external manipulation of their school environment" (p. 119). The children coming from "the most unstimulating and
disordered homes" (p. 119) showed lower abilities than children coming from
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homes that were also deprived, but which had provided more stimulation. Additionally, these children maintained their advantage whether or not they had
any special education intervention. The inability of enriched preschool programs to furnish measurable differences between the experimental and
nonexperimental children in their study, suggested to the researchers that to
provide disadvantaged children with richer learning opportunities would make
a meager difference unless there were involvement with the home. The families need greater integration and strength in order that they might provide the
children with meaningful models for intellectual achievement.
The parents of the deprived children, Blatt and Garfunkel (1969) found,
were often eager to cooperate with the schools; however, the organizational
complexities and requirements for enriching home environments were so bewildering to the parents that, in their confusion, they behaved in ways the
schools considered inappropriate. Their ignorance of parental requirements,
and the effects of the depressing environment which they shared with their
children, was often misinterpreted as a disinterest or unwillingness to
cooperate.
The previous discussion suggests that remedial programs seem to benefit the "uppercrust" of the poor, but for the reasons stated, these programs will
fail to benefit the children who most need them. The programs offered would
do little good for a child whose home life is chaotic and disordered, and whose
value system does not lend itself to academics.
Several factors have come to light in reviewing these studies on the
way parents from different socioeconomic groups rear their children. There is
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a difference in parenting styles, and these appear to affect the emotional adjustment and intelligence of the children. Parental attitudes that promote self
esteem appear to have a greater impact on school achievement than the IQs
of the parents or even the income level. As it was noted, it's the integrity of
the home that exerts a positive influence on the child. The influence of the
mother's IQ on the child's intellectual competence seems to show only minimal influence, with a larger influence from factors in the personal milieu such
as warmth, communication, democratic attitudes, her own stability, and that of
the home. It was shown that lower class mothers appear to have more difficulty in these areas. It appears that those families identified as cultural-familial retarded pass on to their children a higher expectancy rate for failure.
The following section will discuss different cultures, including a commentary on the ghetto experience of the African-American, a study of Mexican-Americans and Appalachians. Despite the very different backgrounds of
these people, they share many things in common: strong kinship ties, compassion, cleverness, and appalling poverty. How this poverty exerts its influence
on the character and competency of these people is examined.
Cultural Examinations
The following section describes and discusses three very different
American subcultures which have at least one thing in common: their extreme
poverty. This is examined in the broader context of what it means for a child to
grow up not only without money, but without hope or purpose.
Hurley (1969) states that the term "'cultural deprivation' is a euphemism" (p. 73). It implies that "a trip to a museum or a zoo" (p. 73) is the only
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difference between a poor child and a wealthy one. It masks, however, more
intrinsic visages of an impoverished existence. "The brutality of poverty cannot be communicated in language, except perhaps in great literature" (p. 73).
Poverty is much more than a lack of money. The culture of poverty is
born in the slums and grows with the child born into the wrong family, the
wrong region of the country, or the wrong ethnic or racial group. This culture
of poverty becomes a legacy of psychological distortion, and manifests itself in
a profound alienation from the larger society and from other people; an intense
feeling of powerlessness, and a belief in the meaninglessness of struggle
(Hurley 1969, pp. 18-19).
Hurley (1969) continues by saying that "personality is disrupted when
one is poor in America; self-image is besmirched" (p. 20). The desire to succeed is "inexorably rooted out of the human psyche" (p. 20). By the time these
children reach their 6th or 7th year they have fully absorbed the values of the
slum culture and are psychologically unfit for taking advantage of the opportunities or changes which may be offered in their lifetime. The heritage of slavery, racism . . . along with the concomitant economic deprivation, have produced misery for the American Negro on such a scale and in such depth that it
is impossible . . . (to) . . . comprehend it fully. The pathological impact on a
human being of race prejudice alone, ignoring the added evil of poverty, is impossible to overestimate . . . The impact of racism on the life of the black person in America, especially the poor black, cannot be minimized. The utter
degradation of the Negro experience is central to the problem of poverty and
mental retardation (Hurley 1969, pp. 21-22).
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Parental Influence on the Black Child
Wilson (1978) says parent-child and family-child relationships, not class
membership, are the essential factors in the mental development of the child.
Referring to black parent-child relationships, Wilson (1978) says that
interfamilial relations in many black homes are often seriously burdened by
poverty, fatherlessness, unemployment or single-parent employment, or employment by both parents, and the relatively large size of the family. These
factors along with insufficient knowledge and ineffective parental socialization
detract from the family's capacity to urge the child's mental growth and may in
fact do much to retard it.
The way black parents relate to their world, particularly to the "dominant
white world" (Wilson 1978, p. 132) has a very marked effect on how the child
is socialized and impalpably shapes the black child's manner of problem solving. "The dependent relationship of black adults to white adults has the effect
of stunting fully actualized cognitive behavioral development in both black parents and their children" (p. 132). Black parents actually teach their children to
be as mentally dependent as they are, to have no trust in their own reasoning,
and to be nonassertive mentally where this may come in conflict with white authority. This leads both the black adult and the black child to look to others for
answers to problems instead of solving them themselves. To "substitute the
congealed thoughts of others for his own, and to confuse the ability to parrot
information with actual thinking (i.e., to confuse recalling with productive or
creative thinking)" (p. 132).
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In response to the experience of the black's feeling of powerlessness
and its results, Wilson (1978) says that:
Frustration refers to the unpleasant feelings and/or state of mind
resulting from the lack of satisfaction of a desire, the fulfillment of a
wish and/or from being or having been delayed, misled from, or blocked
from reaching a certain goal, and not possessing the power of being
able to satisfactorily compensate for the subsequent lack of satisfaction
or lack of fulfillment . . Among the many symptoms of frustration are
feelings of powerlessness, inability to delay gratification, apathy,
fatalism, denial of the worthiness of social goals, low achievement
motivation, ego-restrictiveness, high interest in diverse activities, and
unrealistic striving (p. 57).
The Black's Experience in the Ghetto
Hurley (1969) gives examples of ghetto life to emphasize his point. He
describes neighborhoods that are unsafe, congested with poorly designed
street systems, incompatible land uses, obsolete building types, heavy traffic,
and lack of recreation areas. Additionally, there is overcrowding of or improper
locations of structures; congested, dilapidated dwellings; and a lack of planning which results in inadequate ventilation and sunlight. In such an environment, buildings are fire hazards and neighborhoods are conducive to crime
and delinquency. The density means the child is constantly oppressed by
people, street noise, physical objects, lack of play space, and lack of privacy.
Without the privacy one would find in a middle-class home, the ghetto child not
only does not have a room of his own, he does not even have a space of his
own. The homes are described as disorganized or broken, marked by divorce,
abandonment, and the absence of "putative" fathers from the homes. Citing
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Hurley (1969) says that the urban underclass is so
deprived, especially when compared with the society which surrounds it, "that
its members have in effect dropped out of society altogether; their main
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impulses are only destructive" (p. 206). Hurley also cites high infant and maternal mortality, poor nutrition and health care, and inadequate educational
opportunities.
Hurley (1969) blames the structure of the culture of poverty for the
cause of "pseudo-mental retardation." Severe poverty, Hurley declares, degrades, debilitates, and attacks the human spirit.
The Mexican-Americans
Anne Marie Henschel and her associates (1972) compared MexicanAmerican (MA) and Anglo retardates in a Texas community. The MAs were
depressingly poor, according to the author. Over two thirds of the MAs were
categorized as poor, and that usually meant poorer than the impoverished
Anglos (Henschel 1972).
Henschel (1972) described some the neighborhoods in San Antonio as
a "disgrace." What she found there were poorly constructed shacks with tin
roofs. These shanties were leaning against each other with heaps of garbage
all around. Dirty roads ran alongside these homes, and all of it was "dirty, fly
infested, and teeming with life—human and animal" (pp. 113-114).
The researchers, noting that these individuals were not the ones receiving services, wondered why so few of the subjects came from these neighborhoods, what had become of them, and why services were not reaching or including them. Henschel (1972) was sure that the children from this environment would be the most deprived and educationally deficient. Yet they were
probably never diagnosed. Perhaps they could not or would not be helped; or
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perhaps a culture so different from the norm, refused services or were not
given sufficient information to make use of them and pursue them. She suggested also, the possibility that social service workers were too few and
needed to concentrate their efforts "on those people whom they felt could be
reached—that is, those whose values had at least a semblance of community
with theirs" (p. 114).
Many of the MAs studied were living in overcrowded neighborhoods,
with subsistence below or barely at the poverty level, and over two thirds of
them were functional illiterates. All those employed held service, manual labor, and migrant labor jobs. Only 10% of the fathers had gone beyond the 6th
grade and none of the mothers had made it that far. Sixty percent of the fathers and 69% at the mothers had never gone to school. However, the Anglos
were not totally deprived of education and only 6% had left school before the
6th grade (Henschel 1972).
The majority of the MA subjects were disadvantaged and severely deprived in comparison to the other retardates. Many of the subjects had long
histories of migrant labor, which creates a secluded and limited world with deficient nutrition and poor living conditions. They were exposed to inferior language skills—both in English and in Spanish. There was erratic schooling if
any at all, and a lack of training or even hope for city jobs (Henschel 1972).
While the level of functioning of quite a few Anglos was inaccurately reflected in their IQ scores, IQs misrepresented the behavior of the MAs with
greater frequency. The language barrier was taken into consideration. It was
found that most of the subjects, especially the older ones, were tested in
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English and they were found to be definitely deficient in English language
mastery. This, it was noted, would have artificially depressed the scores
(Henschel 1972). Also taken into consideration was the fact that many of the
subjects tested were unfamiliar with the testing situation, and perhaps lacked
motivation to perform well on the test. Examiner biases, incomplete testing, or
having been labeled retarded due to descriptions of their performance in the
classroom may have played a part. However, the MAs showed no more lack
of incentive than the Anglos. The MA subjects did strike the researchers as
being generally more resigned to their fate, but this observation could not be
substantiated and may have resulted from the researcher's lack of familiarity
with facets of the MA subculture. Yet to suppose that the children studied
were retardates is "quite another story," declares Henschel (1972).
Even though plagued by adversity, MAs more often evaluated themselves positively. Fewer MAs believed they performed well in school, yet they
viewed their years in school more positively than did the Anglos. None of the
MAs complained about their placement in a special education program, although the Anglos sometimes did (Henschel 1972).
The MAs appeared to lead more normal lives according the standards
of their culture, in contrast to the Anglos who rarely experienced the pleasures
that they were brought up to believe were their due. MAs received more support from their own ethnic group via an extended kinship system and a network of friendships (Henschel 1972).
In spite of the fact that most of the MAs seemed to be more intelligent
than their IQs indicated, more MAs than Anglos looked retarded. The
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indicators used to make this value laden judgment were subjective, but they
attempted to assess the individuals as they would be assessed by "normals"
(Henschel 1972).
Interaction with the MAs forced the researchers to discard their first impressions. MAs had lower IQs and were proportionately less intelligent looking, but the recorded scores did not seem to assess their intelligence adequately. More MAs were adjudged to be dull-looking despite the fact that
their "real" intelligence was believed by the researchers to be higher than had
been recorded. Also, a dull appearance was related to low score. (Henschel
1972).
Henschel (1972) suggested that it is easier to grow up looking listless
rather than bright and cheerful when one is mired in poverty, trapped in overcrowded housing, suffering from malnutrition, and acquainted primarily with
other dull-looking children in special education programs.
The study produced more questions than answers. Henschel (1972)
could only speculate as to why Mexican-American retardates were not as retarded as their scores indicated. There was no explanation as to why the subjects had a more dull-looking appearance than their Anglo counterparts. The
dull-looking appearance did not reflect the degree of mental retardation their
IQ scores indicated. It could not be determined if this condition was due to the
language barrier, cultural differences, or to the severity of poverty that the researchers encountered.
The preceding discussion examined two American subcultures. As a
result of the extreme poverty in which many in their community live, there
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seems to be little motivation, power or will. It is clear that being poor means
much more than not having money to pay the bills. Being culturally deprived
means something besides not attending the ballet. It affects parent/child relationships in a profound and negative way and seriously impairs the way parents socialize their children.
For the black children discussed here, it is clear how living in the inner
cities with the noise, chaos and deviancy is oppressive and spiritually stunting.
A study of Mexican Americans depicted a life of wretched poverty. Although the environment in which they live is much different from the inner cities of the black children, the poverty described here again seems to show its
stunting effects.
In the following discussion, the culture of Appalachia will be examined
and it will attempt to answer the questions posed in this section.
Appalachia
The following section describes the people of Appalachia as representatives of this study. Although they live in an environment much different from
the shanty towns of San Antonio or overcrowded slums, they, in many ways,
lead parallel lives of apathy and dysfunction, and mental retardation remains
an issue.
Richard A. Ball, (1968) in his analysis of the Appalachian subculture,
says that "the young learn to accept defeat, and much of the culture can be
understood as consisting of efforts to seek relief from insoluble problems"
(p. 87). He also notes that they are "reared in a society of the 'known,' a rural
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environment that provides little stimulation or opportunity and therefore acquire neither the attitude of mind nor the skills needed to meet new and different situations" (p. 88). Activities we take for granted, like riding on a bus with
people we don't know, going to stores and supermarkets and doing business
with strangers, and children meeting and playing with other unfamiliar children
in a park are things they may never experience. Because their culture contains only what is known, the children are "often extremely reluctant and afraid
to attempt any unfamiliar experience" (p. 88).
For example, Ball (1968) describes a group of men who were staying
in a YMCA in a city where the church was attempting to relocate them. On a
particular evening, a member of the group stopped in the lobby to get a candy
bar while the others went on up to their rooms. Afterwards, he entered the automatic elevator which, prior to this, had been operated by one of the other
members of the group.
Realizing that he was alone with the doors closed, he panicked. Someone on the outside had to open the doors for him, for he became so confused
and fearful that he "yelled, screamed, and beat on the sides of the elevator"
(p. 88). This experience was so upsetting for him that the next day he took a
bus back home. This man was so overwhelmed by the strangeness of the elevator that he was not able to cope with his fear was in his early thirties.
Rena Gazaway (1969), returning to her roots, studied and wrote eloquently of the inhabitants of Duddies Branch, a neighborhood in Appalachia.
These people, she says, were so isolated, impoverished, and ignorant of the
world around them that the entire population could be considered mentally
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retarded. In this community, most of the people subsist on welfare, although a
few may work in the mines or farm. They are very badly nourished—there is
little protein in their diet and it is high in sugar. The children are very small and
thin, with stunted growth. Disease is endemic. There is terrible overcrowding
and incredible filth. They rarely wash themselves, their homes, their eating
utensils, or their clothes. Their water supply is polluted partly from defecating
outside and partly from dumping everything into the stream. They live with
the roaches and the rodents. All but a few of these people are illiterate and
despite a few families having TV, have no knowledge of the world around
them. They have no concept of clock time, or calendrical time. They cannot
make change for money, nor can they sign their names (Gazaway 1969).
They speak a dialect of English that people in other towns nearby can barely
understand. They have a very limited vocabulary even among themselves
and seldom use the vocabulary they do have. The adults seldom speak to
each other or their children (Gazaway 1969).
The parents place no value whatsoever on education or imagination.
They have no crayons, paints, or puzzles. Their toys are garbage they find:
cans and broken bottles. They have never heard of fairy tales. Boys have no
understanding of how to catch a ball. Games don't seem to interest the children at all. They could not be taught to whistle or sing. They could not draw a
circle or a square, did not know right from left. When shown a group of pictures of small animals, they assumed all were cats. They could not hammer
nails into a board without great difficulty. Not one of them could be expected
to score more than 70 on an IQ test. Their adaptive behavior outside the

89
community was appallingly poor and they expressed no interest in what existed beyond it at all (Gazaway 1969).
Gazaway (1969) commented also, that they could be "crafty" and they
exhibited what appeared to be adaptive intelligence and insight in their everyday lives. They often expressed compassion and love for one another and
outsiders; however they belonged to no community organization, and although
they attend church, they rejected formal membership.
The experiences described here are further discussed in the following
section. Polansky, Borgman, and De Saix (1972), also studied the citizens of
Appalachia. Their findings reiterate the miserable poverty we have seen in the
previous discussions, "character disorders" suffered by the women, and the retardation of the children. This discussion reviews the researchers' description
of the psychological dynamics of this culture and how it is impacted by the
poverty and futility in which these people live.
The authors were exposed to the same problems in their work with the
mountain people as other research has shown with the low income families in
urban areas. The scarcity of environmental stimulation was a real issue in
many families (Polansky et al 1972).
The Appalachian culture shows "a strong sense of fatalism, a feeling
that many matters cannot be helped, so why contend with the inevitable"
(Polansky et al 1972, p. 79). This fatalism, which seems to be linked to the
lower classes, can be defined as a felt sense of powerlessness. Inactivity is
legitimized by this fatalism, and is perceived by members of the community as
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respectable and mature. This alienation that the authors observed, they identified with the defense mechanism, "detachment" (Polansky et at 1972, p. 63).
This defense, they point out, is not always unhealthy and has its roots in primitive splitting in infancy. "Futility is the affect, which, for a variety of reasons,
accompanies the primitive splitting and numbing . . . " (p. 63) which may be a
consequence of feelings, whether real or imagined, of "severe deprivation"
(p. 63) by the child "because of his own physical limitations." Beyond this experience, we may consider "that the world one faces long after one's basic
personality is formed still has powerful effects and may, in fact, modify one's
underlying makeup" (p. 64).
Separation anxiety with its attendant feeling of ultimate aloneness in a
meaningless universe is a feeling everyone shares and most come to terms
with, says Pollansky, but if there is childhood deprivation, the vestiges remain.
One way of handling separation anxiety is through a defense mechanism.
Kaiser calls this "delusion of fusion" (Polansky et al 1972 p. 89). With this defense, one views oneself ". . . as psychologically at one with significant others,
as if emotional separation had never occurred" (p. 89). An individual's defenses will be shattered or supported depending on the particular cultural or
social forces at work. Any defense deemed necessary by the majority of
those in a culture will be valued, rationalized, and endorsed by the culture as a
whole. While in some cultures high collective morale can be a shield against
defeatist tendencies, the Appalachian culture has no agreement on what
should be permitted and has no faith in its future, which leads to a profound
alienation for its members. The researchers continue their hypothesis by proposing that "the greater the general deprivation and insecurity in which a
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group lives, the stronger will be the need to maintain the "fusion fantasy"
(Polansky et al 1972 p. 89).
Emphasis is placed on group cohesiveness and uniform attitudes in
such groups. Individualized and personalized feelings which are expressed
are disruptive to the notion that all are as one (Polansky et al 1972).
Hence, in a culture or in segments of a culture in which large numbers
feel chronically threatened, there will be group pressures against the expression of personalized feelings and attitudes. This results in its members being
"trained" to express emotions in a vague and stereotyped fashion, and reticence about feelings will be sanctioned (Polansky et al 1972).
Patterns of communication are affected by this mechanism. Value is
placed on inexpressiveness: maintaining a rather bland facial expression, for
example. "Tears are not encouraged" (Polansky et al 1972, p. 78) and "the expression of amusement is stifled as well, as if in keeping down tears, these
families had inadvertently also bottled up their ability to experience pleasure
and joy" (p. 79).
Independence is viewed with suspicion, coming from apprehension
about anything new or strange. Exposure to an education that might lead children to differ from their parents or acquiring skills which might lead them away
from home was devalued. Many were "chary of expressing any opinion lest it
offend a neighbor or friend" (Polansky et al 1972, p.78).
The authors note that they were impressed with the role of separation
anxiety in the Appalachian mother. She seemed to cling to her child out of her
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own unresolved issues of early development, which reflected themselves in
her fear of loneliness and found this "repeated evidence of separation anxiety
as a cultural theme in so many versions" that they were surprised it had not
emphasized before (Polansky et al 1972, p. 76). The authors use the "apathy/
futility syndrome" (Polansky et al 1972, p. 54) to describe many of the mothers
they encountered. "A few . . . seemed mentally retarded; a scattering suggested some gross psychiatric problems; but the majority appeared within the
not-quite-normal limits we associate with character disorder" (p. 53).
A deep sense of futility is the characteristic affect in this syndrome, explain the authors; "giving rise to a far-reaching anesthesia or numbness"
(Polansky et al 1972, p. 54). Impoverishment in relationships is accompanied
by reticence, especially in speech, thus the mothers spoke very little to their
children.
The mothers who were studied were of limited intelligence (IQ below
70), who achieved no more than an eighth grade education and never held
public employment. Their parents may have been retarded or engaged in
criminal or deviant behavior. The first or second man who showed an interest
in them, they married, and he proved to be inadequate in his education and
vocational skills as well. At best, they have a vague or extremely limited idea
of what their children need emotionally and physically. They are rarely able to
see things from the point of view of others and cannot take their needs into
consideration when responding to a conflict they experience (Polansky et al
1972).

93
The authors postulated that the child's "level of living" will reflect the "infantile elements" in the mother (Polansky et al 1972, p. 67). They further hypothesized that "these inadequacies would have demonstrably deleterious effects on a child's growth and development" (p. 67).
In their research, the authors were interested in data regarding the criteria for having been infantalized; communication from mother to child; direct
observation of mother/child interactions; and an estimate of the child's gross
motor coordination. The aim of the study was to learn how the self-regarding
attitudes that deter development are communicated (Polansky et al 1972).
The infantalized person shows a lack of confidence in "using" himself:
the self-perception is that he is weak. The infantalized person fails to acquire
skills, because failure is such an insult, his attitude is to give up if success
does not happen with the first try—he must be perfect (Polansky et al 1972).
The authors called this "malformations in self-regarding attitudes"
(Polansky et al 1972, p. 145). In infantilization, the mother communicates to
her child her own perception of his worth and abilities; what he thinks she
wants of him invades his perception of himself.
The children chosen for their research were between 7 and 12 years
of age and mildly to moderately retarded. The group was divided into two
groups: 26 who showed a relative drop in IQ and the other half who, relatively
speaking, were able to maintain their IQ rating. After having been coded without knowledge of the IQ scores, interviews with the mothers were analyzed in
search of variables which were associated with infantilism. The scale was
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able to determine the extent to which the IQ decrement was predictable from
the maternal interviews. The results showed that the greater the
infantilization, the more the IQ declined between initial testing and the followup study. The scale also associated significantly to mother-relatedness in the
situational test (Polansky et al 1972).
In comparing the IQ decrements with two concurrent measures in disparate ego spheres, the authors postulated that one reflection of infantilization
is poor coordination because of a sense of one's own tenderness and the
dread of failures. Large muscle skills were assessed with the Gross Motor
Coordination Test (GMCT). Of those youngsters who maintained their initial
IQ rating, 70% passed the GMCT, of those whose IQs declined, 46% passed
(Polansky et al 1972).
The authors hypothesized that these children would show more mother
relatedness (visual clinging) than those who had not been infantalized. Of the
children whose IQ dropped, 65% were above the median; of the
noninfantilized children, 38% were above the median. Also, these children
that were found to be high on general clinging were also likely to be poorly coordinated physically (Polansky et al 1972).
Using the Childhood Level of Living (CLL) Scale, the authors were
"surprised" by the extent to which the general adequacy of mothering correlated with indices of cognitive and perceptual-motor development in the child.
CLL correlated significantly with overall IQ verbal skill and visual-motor skill.
With CLL partialed out of the other correlations, only that between mother
apathy-futility and the child's IQ remained significant. In their sample, both the
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mother's freedom from apathy-futility and the caliber of the child's total home
situation independently affected the child's IQ (Polansky et al 1972).
The researchers would not venture to evaluate the meaning of the considerable correlation between the CLL and the child's IQ without considering
the fact that the intelligent mothers provided the high levels of living.
Partialing out the CLL, the relationship to the mother's IQ becomes statistically
inappreciable. Commenting on these findings, they assert that they could not
disregard "the genetic factors in our setting any more than we can do elsewhere, but such weighting as we have been able to make indicates that the
mother's intelligence influences her child's intelligence only as it is accompanied by a poor level of child care " (Polansky et al 1972, p. 140).
Of interest as well, was the significant negative correlation between the
children's visual-motor skills and maternal personality dimensions. The researchers point out that these correlations can generally be explained due to
inadequacies in child care provided by mothers with characterological immaturity. The relationships connote "some specific psychodynamic speculations.
The correlations between maternal apathy- futility and lowered visual-motor
competency reflect a general orientation of the deprived child toward immobilization and withdrawal from life" (Polansky et al 1972, pp. 140-141).
From their data, the researchers drew the following observations: there
were notable variations in the quality of care the children received despite the
homogeneity of their sample. The mutability was found to be "significantly related to the mother's personality structure in respect to her intellectual development, her style of organizing perceptions, and her stance toward moral
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issues" (Polansky et al 1972, p. 142). Explicit symptoms were not present as
these would assume "conflict, symbolization, and the ego's capacity to wrap
its troubles in a neat package" (p. 142). What was seen, instead, was a "series of miseries, false, expectations, failures to foresee, and lack of skills—
less symptoms than manifestations of underlying character problems"
(p. 142). These women are still essentially children who have never developed a better level of organization. Consequently, the "grossly immature
woman may fail to provide her child with experiences by which he might outgrow her" (pp. 142-143).
Thus, they conclude, "we can identify an intergenerational cycle of
infantilization as another prevalent phenomenon in child neglect. The
woman's immaturity invades her mothering, and her own children are prone to
emerge as childish people" (p. 143).
For the children in these mountains, life is hard. The researchers'
work with disparate levels of child care made them aware of the differences in
children's lives which might not appear extraordinary if seen from the middleclass point of view. They point out the enormous discrepancy in income between the "terribly poor" and the middle-class. What an upper middle-class
family spends yearly on replacing and maintaining its cars, is more than what
a poor family of four lives on. Therefore, their children would consequently be
excluded from many aspects of life that are the usual lot of children in this society. On the other hand, they were offered many experiences, the middleclass child may never know:
We had not fully anticipated the traumas to which AFDC children have
commonly been exposed in their familial living . . . family catastrophes .
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. . . maternal pregnancy out of wedlock; extramarital affairs of one or
both parents; incapacitating use of alcohol by one or both parents;
physical violence between parents or against relatives or neighbors;
severe psychosomatic complaints in one or both parents; eviction; frequent moving; overcrowding due to families moving in on each other;
complaint of neglect filed with the welfare department . . . we were unprepared for the amount of instability in these homes . . . . But, even at
this relatively desperate level of living, the maternal personality continues to make a perceptible difference in how her children live (Polansky
et al 1972 pp. 184-185).
The following passage reflects the authors' commentary on what they
observed:
An obsession with marginal care led us to an elaborated view of the
many faces poverty wears for the children of the rural poor. Genteel
poverty is a rarity, but shabby poverty is all too familiar. We may also
enumerate listless poverty, drunken poverty, empty-gut poverty, and
gap-windowed poverty. The very young child, if he survives, does not
seem to "mind" poverty—but we have shown by earlier statistics that he
responds to privation with withdrawal and other sequelae. Some
wealthy men even romanticize their hard beginnings, denying their own
discomfort so violently they have no empathy for the current generation
of the poor. Many would like to say that having been poor was good for
their character, but this view is just another form of smugness
(Polansky et al p. 182)
Several issues have been explored in this chapter. Poverty appears to
breed dysfunction, which in turn, appears to breed mildly retarded children.
Different parenting styles have been examined, as well as how they present
themselves in relation to SES and culture. As has been noted, there is a difference in parenting styles and additionally, as stated, the children who do the
best in school are those who come from the "upper crust" of the poor. This
"upper crust," as one might assume, are those with a higher level of maturity,
function well, and who come from intact and stable families that are responsive to the needs of their children and have energy to invest in the growth and
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development of their children. Poverty, on the other hand, has the potential for breeding despair and despair breeds apathy/futility—a condition which keeps its victims forever childish and weak, and even in
some cases, retarded. As has been pointed out by Polansky et al
(1972), considerable evidence exists that the "root of futility" lies predominately in experiences of early childhood. One's subculture may reinforce related attitudes. The suggestion is strong that the feeling of futility, like many other pathologies, is part of an intergenerational cycle.

Chapter 6
Discussion, Conclusions And Recommendations

Summary
The question posed by this study is: when all other possible
causes of mental retardation (i.e. fetal alcohol syndrome, lead, nutritional deficiencies, genetics) are ruled out, is the socially constructed
personality itself the source of the retardation?
The preceding pages have examined what has come to be
called cultural-familial (mild) mental retardation. As initially stated in
Chapter 1, the majority of cases of mild mental retardation have no
identifiable origin, although it's known that a disproportionate number of
these individuals come from the lower strata of society and are often racial or cultural minorities. Efforts to determine causal factors encounter
the "nature/nurture" controversy: are some "groups" born with inferior
intellectual potential or are destructive or unprofitable experiences early
in life directly correlated to the etiology of mild mental retardation?
A number of factors associated with low social class have been
implicated in lower level intellectual functioning. Fewer intellectually
stimulating experiences, poor language models, inadequate diet, and
poor medical care are cited in the literature. In addition, adverse
parental influences and social deprivation seem to deny some children
the necessary prerequisites for intellectual growth.
99
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This study initially looked at pre- and postnatal factors which do indeed
play a role in intellectual growth. Diet and chemicals play a critical role in the
development of the child both pre- and postnatally.
Next, the different theories of intelligence and intellectual development
were presented to provide the reader with an understanding of what different
researchers have concluded about intelligence and mental retardation. Even
among highly regarded researchers in the field, there are conflicting views on
the subject. Arthur Jensen (1970, 1971, 1973) once strongly suggested that
blacks have a different type of intelligence that is genetically determined. This
theory is countered with another, by Connely (1973), who believes that this
type of retardation has its roots in the social environment.
Class analysis is discussed to clarify the relationship among class, opportunity, motivation and values: all of which may influence a child's intellectual outcome. Frontal lobe development and neural transmissions in the brain
were shown to be affected by the social environment. This is referred to as
sociogenic brain damage. It occurs when the presence or absence of certain
social and psychological experiences have the same effect on behavior as if
actual physical damage had taken place. Recent literature (Van Der Kolk
1987) continues to discover the relationship between the social environment
and brain function. The research continually emphasizes the role of communication in all its forms, thereby suggesting how self-regarding attitudes are
passed from one generation to another. The theories of Piaget and Erikson
were reviewed to tie research cited in this thesis with the premier theories of
intellectual development and how they can be understood through Symbolic
Interactionism.
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A review of the literature revealed studies that indicate great differences in the way parents from different cultural, racial and SES groups rear
their children. These different styles correlate with the intellectual development of the children. Factors such as parental involvement, democratic attitudes, warmth and communication (verbal and otherwise) all play a role in the
intellectual growth of the children, and are often seen to play a larger role than
the IQ of the mother.
More recent literature (Clark 1983, Coates and Lewis 1984) is beginning to focus on the specific interactional patterns that influence later cognitive
skills. In addition, the true effects of poverty on the parents as well as the children, and the violence that is now so common is being recognized by current
research (Schorr 1988, Halpern 1990, Garbarino et at 1993).
Work with the families of Appalachia introduced us to the term
"infantilization," as a means of perhaps understanding the possible family dynamics within the study population.
Related literature presents a constant theme: in the lives of the population observed, there was no known biologically determined etiology; however
there were poverty and dysfunctional families. What was seen is the experience of chronic poverty that takes its toll on the people and their culture. It
becomes part of their language and how they define themselves. Researchers agree that this somehow begets individuals who cannot succeed in the
academic, work and the larger social environment.
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Discussion
As we look at the environment and family dynamics of the children
seen in this study, fertile ground for the development of character disorders
can be seen. However we can only infer this from the data presented; this
writer has attempted to present the information with this inference in mind, but
without bias as well.
The variables chosen were born serendipitous as the literature review
progressed. The questions were not directly designed to find support for the
hypothesis, but were developed out of the findings. Themes that were presented over and over again in the research became the focus of this study.
As the themes unfolded, a picture emerged of socially based subjective experiences which shape the character and become reflected in intellectual competence.
Because this writer did not find the question this thesis poses in any of
the research cited, she wondered if it were not a bit far reaching to pose such
an idea. However, if characterological disorders develop out of the interactions between parent and child and if the parent and child are products of an
environment that has severe negative influences, these may affect the parenting styles of the parents as well as the private experiences of the child. It is
known that the retardation looked at in this study has no known
physical/genetic cause and usually develops out of a circumscribed social environment—poverty/low social class, with dysfunctional families and dysfunctional parent/child interaction. This leaves two possibilities to consider: either
a dual diagnosis—mental retardation with a personality disorder, which does
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occur, or a personality disorder with symptomatology which includes mental
retardation or at least the manifestation of retarded behavior. In other words,
the two phenomena occur independent of one another or they occur in relation to one another in response to the same social environment. This writer
discounts the first proposition because it offers no explanation for the retardation.
It was once believed that inferior peoples created their own poverty because of low intelligence and slothful habits. With the cities teeming with immigrants working for pitiful wages and living in tenement housing and filth, the
leading thinkers, influenced by the theories of Social Darwinism, felt no social
responsibility towards the victims of conditions of the time, but remained smug
in their own superiority defined only by money and power. It appears this notion never lost its influence, as Arthur Jensen in the early 70s declared blacks'
innate inferiority was the cause of their low intellectual functioning and conditions of poverty.
Like mental retardation, it was once believed that the inflexible behavior
patterns of character disorders were inborn or influenced by constitutional
makeup. We now believe that character disorders develop out of faulty interactional patterns between the young child and its caregivers. The
psychogenic origins of this pathological behavior are very similar to those that
have been described in this thesis. Personality disorders may be considered
an expression of an arrested or deviated development of the personality. If
there are faulty or limited contacts with other adults and peers, there are thus
no opportunities to experience those things necessary to establish a healthy
social identity through the process of identification and the fulfillment of such
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basic needs as love, security, recognition, respect and success. The child
may become frustrated out of invalidating experiences.
It appears therefore, that coming full circle, it is not the low intellectual
functioning that creates the poverty as was all too recently believed, but the
converse. Poverty is the precursor.
Although none of the research cited was designed to discover the correlations this thesis proposes and any support for it must be inferred, the findings suggest the possibility of a characterological dysfunction in these children. Whether the mental retardation of these children is part of this suggested personality disorder, future research needs to discover.
Future research needs to examine the additional questions further: how
do family dynamics and communication affect the intellectual development of
the individual? A more accurate understanding of the deficits in family transactional patterns which underlie later basic character inadequacies needs to
be developed. What methods of intervention are effective in addressing those
factors in the family that create the phenomena that has been addressed? Of
course, research into the relationship between poverty and mental retardation
needs to be continued. What factors specifically in the social environment of
the chronically poor influence the later competency of the child? Clinicians
also need to reexamine their methods of diagnosis. Is mental retardation an
accurate means of identifying this population? Lastly, poverty itself begs to be
addressed. The poverty vividly portrayed in the research requires no further
explanations, only remedies.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
Although this thesis has been about mental retardation, its thrust has
been an indictment of a society that permits the existence of the poverty and
social conditions we have observed in this review. Our system of welfare has
not been able, not apparently willing, to address the problem of chronic poverty. It was never designed to do that. It was created to assist working
people who have "fallen on hard times." They are expected to return to work
and again be self-sufficient. It was created this way because people are expected to behave in certain ways. Those who live in chronic poverty do not
live the way our society insists they do. The poor addressed in this study are
not likely to be the ones who experience poverty for brief periods. Nevertheless, our government's and our society's policy is to take already "incompetent" men or women who have difficulty in providing for the emotional and
physical needs of their children and put them to work, thus doubling the
amount of work they must do and expect them to do both jobs well. This is
not a realistic response to the needs of the chronically poor and it is bad
policy.
Society's Inability to Respond
Capitalism, by its design, is amoral. Society's inability to compensate
for the chronic poverty that results creates a paradoxical situation. Those
suffering in poverty are blamed for their condition, and, in turn, internalize selfhate that rightfully should fall at the feet of policy-makers.
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In the meantime, there are programs that offer help and appear to adequately address the issues raised in this review. Included is federal funding
that enables agencies in communities of high need to create what are called
Comprehensive Child Development Programs which give a comprehensive array of services such as parent education, health care, child care, employment
training and counseling. Several states have initiated networks of family support programs, community based programs, and especially helpful in rural areas, home visits to help expectant mothers prepare for their children (Lamer,
1990).
The High/Scope Educational Research Foundation is a nonprofit research, development, and training organization that is now more than 20 years
old. Its goals are to promote the learning and development of children from infancy through adolescence and to help parents and teachers help the children.
High/Scope has worked with demonstration projects known collectively as the
"Child Survival/Fair Start (CS/FS) Projects." They have been funded by the
Ford Foundation to develop and evaluate parent and infant programs in diverse US communities, ranging from migrant farm workers camps, other rural
areas, Appalachia, and inner cities (Lamer, 1990).
The programs have taken a multidisciplinary approach towards problems such as maternal and infant health and infant development. They operate through a variety of agencies close to the families they serve, offering such
services as community health clinics, child care and social service agencies,
and small independent organizations. Most of the programs rely on home visits made to the families every other week by women paraprofessionals who
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have roots in the community. Some offer other services as well. The mothers
enroll in the programs as soon as possible in their pregnancy and stay involved until the baby's first or second birthday (Lamer, 1990).
There were many successes seen in the programs. Mothers took action to protect and provide for the needs of their growing infants. The mothers
in four programs took on a more active parenting role by talking and playing
with the baby and providing a safe environment for exploration. In three of the
programs, the infants were more alert and competent than comparison infants.
Lastly, mothers in these programs showed increased self esteem (Lamer,
1990).
Programs like these have been invented and reinvented for the past 25
years, as funding has been available and then withdrawn. However, the successes of these programs show that something can be done for these children
if there is a willingness to invest the money for program expansion and continuance (Lamer, 1990).
However, beyond all of this we cannot help but look at the broader
moral issues and how they are translated into social policy. There are no guaranteed rights to anything that establishes any quality of life in our society. Social welfare policy is based on moral principles that seem to extend only as far
as the available financial resources. But are limited resources really an excuse to ignore what may be a moral imperative? Except for a few spotty programs, current social policy has failed to address the serious issues faced by
the families examined in this study. Certainly the massive financial and social
commitments required to remedy these conditions preclude any ready
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solutions. It appears, we as a society are not yet prepared to take the constructive action that goes beyond any principled claim. In the meantime, the
psychic costs to these individuals and the social costs to the rest of us are immeasurable. Having once lived and worked in an impoverished community,
this writer has known first hand those individuals who have never developed
the skills or the wherewithal to function well, let alone compete in our complex
society. They retreat to environments that are small, safe and somewhat secure. They live marginally. They usually love their children, but due to their
own inadequate upbringing, do not understand their children—not their needs,
not their capabilities, nor limitations—and lastly, not their future. Their empathic response is weak, as are their parenting skills; they fail to provide adequate role models. Often their world is composed of drugs, family violence
and vagrancy. People outside the family that the children encounter such as
teachers, who might serve as role models, are seen as something from another planet, and not to be trusted in any case. By their parents example, they
see those in authority with hostility and suspicion. It is in this environment I
have seen these children languish. It is for these children this thesis was written.
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