Superdads: Hnw Smgle Fathera Cope with K]ds and Careers
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BY DENNIS MEREDITH

e B oan uncasy
lesder in = socizl
revolution, an aver
agn guy thrust into

a rale for whizh he

was not prepaced.

He muost lezem to do

housework, alter

his wellluid career plans and become a
narturing parent.

He iz o ziogle father, resring his
children an his own or a3 a “coparent”
for substantial amounts of time, Ae-
eording to the Bureau of the Census,
there are some 503,000 fathers head-
ing siogle-parent families today, rear-
ing more than one million children.
These single fathers are discoveriog
what zingle mothers have long known:
that rearing children alone while try-
ing to make o living is incredibly hard
work, They are zlso learning from
their experiences in court the spirt-
sappiog frustrations of sex discrimina-
tion. But most importantly, they are

discovering that they can manopge o
household successfully, nurture their
children and derive immense satisfac
tion from watching them develop into
suecegsiul adults,

In the pust few years social scien-
tists have begun to study in earnest
the experieoce of the single father,
and their work i= beginning to yield
valuable insights, Even the early find-
ings have debunked 4 number of
myths about single fathers—myths
that when adopted by judges, lavwyers
and society at large can seriously dam-
ape & Tather-child relationship.

The most fundamental of theze
myths iz that the feclings fathers have
for their children are not discupted by
divorce or separation. According to
Johtnh W. Jaeob: of the Montefiore
Medical Center in New York, this

Jim Emith with Lawra and (Gordon:
Making single fatherhood look eazy,
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NCE MEN
DO LEARN TO
PARENT, MOST EVIDENCE
SHOWS THAT THEY
APPROACH THE JOB IN MUCH
THE SAME WAY AS
MOTHERS DO.

ing to assume primary responsibility,”
says Ohio State University psycholo-
gist John Moreland, who conducts par-
enting courses for new single fathers.

One of the most serious problems
these men have is poor communication
with their children, and Moreland tries
to teach them to be better communica-
tors. To do this, Moreland and his col-
leagues use a variety of training tech-
niques, including practice in class.
“We'll have men bring one or more of
their children into the workshop and
practice talking with their kids. We'll
give them feedback on how well
they're communicating.” Moreland
also gives the fathers homework as-
signments and has them keep a daily
log in which they review the interac-
tions with their children that were
most satisfying and those that were
the biggest problems.

Once men do learn to parent, howev-
er, most evidence shows that they ap-
proach the job in much the same way
as mothers do. This can be seen in a
study by Sara Bonkowski, associate
professor of social work at George
Williams College in Illinois. She inter-
viewed 26 divorced custodial fathers
and 26 divorced custodial mothers
about their perceptions of the physi-
cal, emotional and social tasks of par-
ents, Her finding: There was no signif-
icant difference between the two
groups. Custodial fathers and mothers
provided about the same amount of
hugs, well-balanced meals and piano
lessons. In many cases, however, the
fathers had more money and greater
job flexibility, which allowed them to
respond more quickly to their chil-
dren’s daily needs.

Another problem for most single fa-
thers is the difficulty of adjusting to
being single again while raising chil-



dren. In Greif's study, single fathers
often had difficulty in trying to devel-
op a social life and fewer than half
agreed with the statement, “I feel
comfortable being single again.” The
pain of divorce, diminished income and
the shock of the new morality contrib-
ute to this unease, but there are also
the purely logistical problems. As
Greif puts it: “It is difficult to have a
romantic dinner in one room while the
children are making popeorn and
watching Dallas in the other.”

After a single father does establish
a relationship, the hurdles may be
even higher. According to Jacobs,
“Most people in the field say that 80
percent of the people who get a di-
vorce will remarry, and 50 percent of
those remarriages will fail. And the
number one reason they fail is because
of the problems of dealing with the
children from the first marriage. The
father may be caught in the middle be-
tween his children and the new spouse
or lover, whom the children may not
respect. Many of these fathers will be
forced to side with their children, and
the relationships then fail.”

Of course, the bottom line for any
assessment of single fathers is their
impact on their children. While re-
searchers have found no evidence that
fathers are less well adapted than
mothers for rearing children, there are
differences in how the two affect their
children. In one study, for example,

Dallas psychologists Richard Adeg

Warshak and John Santrock examined
the effects of custody on 64 boys and
girls between 6 and 11 years old.
About one-third each lived with their
fathers, mothers or with both in intact
homes. Warshak and Santrock inter-
viewed parents and children, video-
taped their interactions in the labora-
tory, asked the children to make up
stories about pictures of parents and
children and asked teachers to report
their perceptions of the children.

They found that when girls are in
the custody of their mothers or boys
with their fathers, they do better on
average on the various measures of
personality and social development.
“Children living with opposite-sex par-
ents tend to be more immature and de-
pendent, and to show higher levels of
anxiety and lower levels of self-es-
teem,” Warshak says. What's more,
Warshak and Santrock found indica-
tions that the children preferred to be
with the parent of the same sex.

HE EVIDENCE
CONTINUES TO MOUNT:
IT'S IMPORTANT FOR
A CHILD TO MAINTAIN A
RELATIONSHIP
WITH BOTH PARENTS.

When they asked the children to tell
a story about a child in a picture, no
child living with the same-sex parent
said the imaginary child wanted to live
with the other parent. On the other
hand, 57 percent of the children living
with a parent of the opposite sex said
that the child in the story wanted to be
with the other parent. The researchers
also found that daughters living with
their fathers and sons with their moth-
ers were more likely to want more vis-
its with the other parent.

Although their findings are clear,
Warshak cautions that his findings do
not necessarily argue against mother-
son or father-daughter custody ar-
rangements. “I don't want to substi-
tute a new myth for the old mystique
of motherhood,” he says. “Our re-
search has to do with averages. While
I think boys do need their fathers and
girls their mothers, I also think boys
need their mothers and girls their fa-
thers. I do think that evidence contin-
ues to mount, both from our work and
from that of others, indicating that it’s
important for a child to maintain a re-
lationship with both parents.”

In Single Fathers, Greif also reports
some differences, albeit minor, in life
with father. Older children living with
their fathers were asked to do more
housework than were those in single-
mother households, and daughters
were burdened with more housework
than were sons. The children in these
homes also seemed to feel a sense of
protectiveness toward the absent
mother, a feeling that they may not
have had toward an absent father.
However, Greif adds, this doesn’t
mean that the mother should be rais-
ing the children. “It might very well
be that even though the children ex-
pressed great interest in the mother,
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they would have fared a lot worse if
they were living with her.”

Given that men in our society are
taught to value rugged individualism
more than women are, we might also
expect the children raised by fathers
to be more independent than those
raised by mothers. Indeed, some stud-
ies do hint at this difference. The late
Michael E. D’Josey, who was at the
University of Southern Mississippi, for
instance, reported such differences af-
ter comparing 30 father-reared and 30
mother-reared children. Besides inter-
viewing the children themselves,
D’Josey asked parents and teachers to
rate the children on a range of person-
ality traits. Children living with their
fathers were rated by teachers as less
well adjusted in school. Sons in partic-
ular were more apt to break rules than
were children living with their moth-
ers. Otherwise, the children of the two
groups were comparable on all mea-
sures of adjustment.

These results as well as those from
a growing number of studies suggest
that overall the middle-class single fa-
ther is a man who is meeting a chal-
lenge and meeting it well. He is man-
aging to reconcile his parenting role
with all the demands of traditional
masculinity, and in this respect he is a
pioneer.

All indications are that he will be
joined by more and more like him. The
number of single fathers has grown
by 127 percent since 1970, and there is
every reason to believe that it will con-
tinue to grow. As it does, and as the
courts gradually give these fathers a
greater say in the lives of their chil-
dren, more men may discover that
they can rear children as well as wom-
en can. And more separated and di-
vorced women may begin to feel com-
fortable entrusting children to their
fathers. Although fathers and moth-
ers have different strengths and
weaknesses, the result can still be hap-
py, competent children. And many
married fathers may benefit as well.
Seeing the effectiveness of pioneering
single fathers, those in intact families
might realize that they are missing
out by not being more involved in their
children’s lives. i

Dennis Meredith is a California-based
science writer and coauthor, with psy-
chologist Henry Biller, of Father
Power.
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