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ABSTRACT
In this descriptive investigation, Navajo Native American teenage parenting was

examined. Two goals were addressed. To begin, despite high rates of teenage parenting
on the Navajo Reservation, in comparison with the country in general, no literature exists
examining this topic. In response, the first goal was to examine Navajo teenage parenting
from a broad, inclusive perspective. Bronfenbrenner's (1989) Ecological System's Theory
comprised the theoretical foundation for accomplishing this task.
Second, this investigation was conceptualized in reaction to the extant teenage
parenting literature which paints an oversimplified picture of youthful parenting, and
which largely characterizes adolescent mothers as "deviant." This investigation took an
alternative point of reference, examining teenage parenting through the lives of those
women experiencing it, divorced form the typically applied "medical model" framework.
Principles of Postmodern Feminism provided an alternative perspective from which to
view teenage parenting.
To capture the essence of the ecology of teenage parenting on the Navajo
Reservation, three groups of participants were included: Navajo adolescent mothers
provided an individual/personalized perspective, their own mothers provided an
historical/cross-generational perspective, and community members provided a
global/community wide perspective. Each participant was interviewed at length; data
were recorded, transcribed and then analyzed using Phenomenological Descriptive
Analysis (Colaizzi, 1978).
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Data analysis and interpretation resulted in the teenage mothers being classified
according to their expressed degree of identification with two roles, namely, those of
mother and adolescent. Results suggested that role identification may be a powerful
construct, or developmentally structuring attribute (Bronfenbrenner, 1989), from which to
examine individual orientations and reactions toward teenage parenthood.
The grandmothers were classified according to the amount of support each
provided her teenage daughter and grandchild(ren) and was significantly affected by the
youths' role identification. Community members concurred that teenage parenting was not
condoned in the society, but that teenage mothers were supported regardless of an
unexpected pregnancy or subsequent single parenting.
Results from this investigation a) affirm the heterogeneity both within and among
teenage parenting populations, and their families, and b) may be utilized to enhance
existing models of adolescent parenting which overlook key individual differences.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem
In the United States, nearly 1 million adolescent women become pregnant each

year; 60% cany their pregnancies to term (Zabin & Howard, 1993). Not surprisingly, a
multitude of investigations examining adolescent pregnancy and childbearing have been
conducted in the past 2 decades (Hechtman, 1989). Interestingly, although the focus of
these studies concerns women, necessarily, and an issue profoundly significant to women
(that of parenting), few have examined adolescent parenting from the young mothers'
perspective. Most investigations have been quantitative in nature, examining youthful
parenting through the investigators' adult, educated, and scientific lens. This poses a
problem. Within our society, Euro-American, middle-class values comprise the
"yardstick" from which "appropriate" parenting age and behavior are evaluated.
Consequently, adolescent parenting has been conceptualized predominantly as unnatural,
non-normative, and problematic because it fails to adhere to Euro-American cultural
values; childbearing before adulthood and in the absence of marriage is often assumed
deviant.
Other trends, equally oppressing, have been noted in the literature. For instance,
and closely related to the point above, is that by neglecting to include the young mothers'
perspectives, positive outcomes and potentially beneficial aspects of youthful parenting
also have been obscured. By adopting the majority view, that is, that adolescent parenting
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is indicative of societal deterioration, investigators continue to endorse a "medical model"
framework. Specifically, the medical model framework is but one world view by which
individuals conceptualize, organize, explain, and justify phenomenon. The medical model
conceptualization places the etiology of disorder and maladjustment within the individual,
per se, in terms of biological, physiological, or psychosocial disturbances specifically·
(Wyatt & Livson, 1994). Attention, therefore, is devoted to "fixing" the maladjusted
individual. In terms of youthful parenting, adopting such a world view necessarily implies
that adolescent childbearing is problematic, and the women who become teenage mothers
are troubled and maladjusted and that outside intervention and remediation are required to
"fix" them. Consequently, data are interpreted and reported only in terms of the
detrimental consequences youthful childbearing poses for the women, their children, and
the economic milieu of this country. Although it is important to understand these issues,
adopting too narrow of a focus precludes the exploration of other issues, including those
with potentially beneficial consequences, of equal import and relevance.
Also problematic is that the majority ofinvestigations include Euro-American
women only. When ethnic minority participants are included the goal is for
"representativeness," not cultural understanding (see Dore & Dumois, 1990; Wasserman
et al., 1990; Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Morgan, 1987; de Anda, 1984; and

contrast, psychosocial models incorporate the entire context within which
development occurs, including social, psychological, interpersonal, and cultural
influences, when examining adjustment or disturbance.

1In
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Furstenberg, 1976 for exceptions). Results are often then generalized across cultural and
social boundaries; homogeneity is consistently assumed, where in reality, much
heterogeneity exits (Landy, Cleland, & Schubert, 1984; Colletta & Gregg, 1981). Finally,
many of the studies, and particularly the more dated ones, are methodologically flawed.
Many are based on small samples, rely on subjective, paper and pencil reports only, or fail
to statistically account for socio-economic, age, and marital status differences (GarciaColI, Hoffinan, & Oh, 1987; Geronimus, 1986). Given these factors, our understanding of
and sensitivity toward adolescent parenting, and mothering specifically, has been tainted
by ethnocentric values and methodological oversights (see ~e~an, 1993).
One oversight of particular concern involves the lack of attention given American
Indian adolescent parenting populations. Despite the number of Navajo youth giving birth
(2.63 times greater among 15 to 19 year olds than among similarly aged women across the
nation in general) (U.S. Census Statistics, 1990), no previous investigations have
examined this unique population. Rather than assume homogeneity across adolescent,
ethnic minority parenting women, investigators must acknowledge the unique cultural,
social, and historical factors which affect contemporary Navajo reservation residing
teenage parenting women.
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Purpose of the Investigation

The purposes of the present investigation were three-fold. First, although the
Navajo Nation is comprised of approximately 192,000 individuals and is the largest of all
North American Indian tribes (Wilkins, 1987), we, as academicians and social scientists,
lack a basic understanding of the Navajo people, their communities, and their familial
context. This is particularly remarkable given the current Zeitgeist which emphasizes
cultural awareness, acceptance, and understanding. This investigation provided a means
for informing these issues.
Second, rates of Navajo adolescent parenting, as indicated above, are greater on
the Navajo reservation than across the nation as a whole. Given our lack of understanding
of the Navajo people and culture in general, we, as outsiders and scientists, cannot begin
to understand the issues and influences on youthful Navajo parenting without first
establishing a firm foundation; a foundation cemented in the perspective of the young
women, their families, and their community. This investigation was conducted to facilitate
the development of a holistic picture of youthful Navajo parenting.
Finally, adopting a theoretical orientation distinct from the "medical model"
approach was critical for accomplishing goals one and two. Bronfenbrenner's (1989)
person-context-process (or ecological systems) model, coupled with postmodem feminist
principles provided a means for examining Navajo adolescent parenting.
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Theoretical Orientation

According to Bronfenbrenner (1989) human development cannot be understood
apart from the environment, including the immediate settings, relationships between those
settings, and larger, cultural contexts in which individuals are embedded. Significantly,
Bronfenbrenner (1989) notes, "The evolution of culture is seen as a historical process that
has taken different forms across both time and place.... It follows that the repertoire of
mental process and outcomes available as possibilities for individual development can vary
from one culture or subculture to the next, both within and across time" (p. 205). Thus,
as relevant for the present investigation, Navajo adolescent childbearing cannot be
examined apart from the reservation community and historical era which have shaped the
contemporary situation.
Additionally, examining youthful childbearing from a feminist perspective may be
critical for expanding our knowledge and understanding of adolescent parenting
populations, and reversing the negative, Euro-centered trend. Feminist Postmodernism
may be a particularly useful approach for meeting this end. By exposing the Euro-centric,
negativistic biases coloring the literature on teenage childbearing, as identified above,
postmodem principles allow investigators to challenge existing beliefs and consciousness.
According to Allen and Baber (1990), "everything, including constructions of truth,
knowledge, power, and gender relations that are often taken for granted and used to
legitimate social arrangements, is called into question and analyzed" (p. 6). By
challenging, questioning, and thus deconstructing what is currently known and believed
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about adolescent parenting women and their maternal competence, the prevailing view
may be exposed as erroneous and universally stereotyped. Feminine postmodemists
believe there is no universal reality, rather, reality must be discovered in the "situatedness"
of each individual (Hawkensworth, 1989). Reality is, in effect, specific to each situation,
context, and historical time period.
Summary

Theory driven research allowing for the discovery of reality based attitudes,
experiences, and values is necessary to progress the state of the field and our
understanding of adolescent parenting. This investigation sought to accomplish its goals
through qualitative methods grounded in the tenets of ecological systems theory and
feminist postmodern principles. Specifically, views of mothers, mothering, and
motherhood were examined from multiple perspectives, which provided a multi-layered
base for analysis. That is, analysis included individual perspectives (provided by the
adolescent mothers), historical/cross-generational perspectives (provided by the
adolescent mothers' own mothers), and community perspectives (provided by
knowledgeable community members), of adolescent parenting. This approach was aimed
at a) expanding social scientific knowledge about Native American Navajo adolescent
parenting, and b) examining adolescent parenting from the emic perspective, opposed to
the predominant "medical model" frame.
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CHAPTERll

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

The literature review which follows is organized according to six broadly defined
areas of research, each particularly relevant for providing insight into the investigation at
hand. First, a review of the adolescent parenting literature is discussed. Second, two
theoretical positions, Ecological Systems Theory and Feminist Postmodernism, which
provide an alternative to the medical model framework, are examined. Several
investigations which have utilized the tenets of ecological systems theory and feminist
postmodernism are illustrated and discussed. Specifically, caregiving is examined in
relation to particular socio-cultural ecologies of parenting; particular attention is provided
with reference to cross-generation caregiving, and the implications of acculturation on
parenting attitudes and behavior. From this discussion, a cross-cultural examination is
made of parenting attitudes, ideas, and behaviors. The fifth area of examination includes
the meaning afforded "motherhood" across divergent cultures, and the implications of
such for programmatic research. Finally, the meaning of motherhood among the Navajo,
specifically, is examined, with particular attention to a) Navajo myth, and b) a historical
review of the social and economic conditions which have shaped contemporary
Navajoland and provide insight into how "motherhood" may be viewed differently today
than in the past.
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Adolescent Parenting

Given the immense number of investigations examining adolescent parenting,
relevant research is examined according to the purpose of each study. Four areas of
adolescent parenting research are discussed, and include the following: 1) development,
particularly concerning cognitive, physical, and psychosocial factors, 2) social support, 3)
stress and coping, and 4) parenting competence. Each of these are critiqued following
those trends, or themes, which have been described as characterizing the extant teenage
parenting literature.
Developmental Perspectives

During adolescence, normative cognitive, physical, and psychosocial changes are
common (Steinberg, 1985), many of these developmental processes proceed rapidly.
Several investigators have posited that a young woman's transition to the parenting role
and her subsequent maternal competence may be significantly affected, even
compromised, given individual developmental achievement across these various domains.
COKnjtjye

According to Piaget (1952), cognitive development proceeds through an invariant
series of stages, where each stage is considered qualitatively different from the one before.
According to Piaget, cognitive development proceeds according to processes of
assimilation and accommodation. In effect, experiences and information are incorporated
.(or assimilated), by modifying and reworking information with one's existing knowledge
base (accommodation). According to Piaget, the final stage of cognitive development,
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that of formal operations, is often reached during adolescence. After achieving formal
operational levels of cognition, individuals are capable of thinking in the abstract, thinking
about thinking, reasoning hypothetically, and contemplating the future.
Schellenbach, Whitman, & Borkowski (1990) have created a conceptual model
incorporating the notion of cognitive development as it might relate to adolescent
parenting behavior. That is, cognitive readiness to parent was posited as a key individual
variable for predicting youthful parenting. They argue that cognitive readiness to parent,
comprised of knowledge of child development, knowledge of parenting skill, and attitudes
toward child rearing, plays a crucial role in determining maternal competence. Rather than
assuming adolescents are deficient merely because of age, this formulation takes into
account the knowledge and skill of young mothers. Yet, cognitive readiness to parent
may impact parenting behavior in anyone, and is not unique to teenagers. Assuming the
construct is significant for determining maternal competence, it may prove valuable in
enhancing all parenting models, and not those related to youth only.
Although cognitive capacities continue to develop during adolescence, reaching
adulthood does not guarantee cognitive maturity or parenting competence. In other
words, age alone does not predict maternal competence. Rather, knowledge about and
experience with children (or cognitive readiness to parent) impact parenting behavior.
Thus, it is likely that adults may lack cognitive readiness to parent, just as adolescent
could be cognitive capable of providing competent care.
However, notions of child development differ significantly given cultural values
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and belief systems. Moreover, parenting "skill" is a variable term. Skill as a parent, like
knowledge of child development, is relative, defined by culturally specific socialization
goals. Although their model provides a broad formulation from which to conceive of
adolescent parenting, the utility of the model is limited given a) its assumptions about
cognitive development, and b) cross-cultural variability regarding norms and expectations
for "appropriate" parenting skill and behavior.
Other researchers have also considered cognitive development significant in their
examinations of adolescent parenting behavior. Reis and Herz (1987) used regression
analyses in order to predict parenting skill within a population of 177 teens, based on
maternal age and psychosocial factors (i.e., depression). Younger women were less
depressed than the older teens; however, younger women also held more punitive
childrearing attitudes and received lower parenting skill scores. The best predictor of
parenting skill was age. These researchers concluded that lack of parenting skill was due
primarily to lack of child development knowledge. Education programs emphasizing child
development were suggested for significantly improving young mothers' parenting skills.
This conclusion is not surprising, given that a decade earlier Atkinson, Levinson,
Hale, and Hollier (1978) suggested that intervention programs for adolescent mothers
should be designed with consideration for their cognitive level of functioning. They
suggested that information be made explicit, central themes repeated frequently, visual
aides included, reading material geared toward low reading levels and that the information
be presented with an orientation toward the future. They also stressed the importance of
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including a child development educational component. Others corroborate these
suggestions, yet take intervention a step further, noting that, to be successful, remediation
programs must go far beyond the "band-aid" method or one-shot, quick fix programs
aimed at instigating immediate, though often short-term results. Reducing youthful
pregnancy and parenting by encouraging the delay of sexual intercourse and contraceptive
use through family life education programs, such as Postponing Sexual Involvement in
Atlanta (McCabe, 1990) and the Girls Inc. program (Girls Inc., 1992) have proven
successful. However, these are "resource intensive" (see Klerman, 1993, p. 554)
programs and include parent and peer involvement, role-playing, and community
education, they approach intervention from a holistic perspective, are expensive to
operate, and diluted versions are rarely successful (Klerman, 1993). If youthful parenting
intervention programs are to be effective, staff and educators must be equipped with the
resources and skills necessary to reach contemporary adolescents. Society must address
the needs of our communities and adopt policies which promote optimal development for
contemporary youth, particularly those most at risk for early sexual involvement who lack
knowledge about and access to contraception.

Some have suggested that, because of their physical and physiological immaturity,
adolescent women are at risk for a variety of pregnancy and birth complications which
may compromise the health of the young women and their unborn and newborn infants
(Mednick et al., 1979; Braizerman, 1977). It is true that, compared to adult women, many
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adolescents experience higher incidences of pregnancy complications, low birth weight,
and neonatal mortality (Black & DeBlassie, 1985). However, with the exception of the
very young (those women 14 years of age and younger) these differences are primarily due
to poverty and insufficient prenatal care, rather than age or physical development, per se
(Klerman, 1993; Zuckerman, Wolker, Frabjm, et aI., 1984). With proper and early
prenatal care most adolescents (especially those 15 years of age and older) experience
uneventful, successful pregnancies and births (Klerman, 1993).
Other researchers corroborate these findings. For instance, Roosa et a1. (1982)
found, that compared to an adult sample, adolescent women reported ~ pregnancy
and birth complications. Furthermore, although controversial, Geronimus (1986, 1987)
successfully argued that it may be adyantaaeous for some women to have a child(ren)
early-- before the effects of poverty, discrimination, and deficient housing and health care
deteriorate their physical and emotional well-being. Her thesis is known as the
"Weathering Hypothesis." As evidence, Geronimus and others (Kleinman & Kessel, 1987)
have found that among certain disadvantaged populations, infant mortality is actually
lower among adolescent mothers but increases with maternal age. Among populations not
exposed to severe health compromising conditions, the trend is reversed. They further
concluded that having a child while young may be beneficial in that younger women have
more energy and stamina and physically able to provide optimal maternal care. Thus,
parenting while young and at the peak of health, before "weathering" effects of a harsh
environment compromise well-being, may be beneficial to some woman and their children.

30

Unlike other investigations, the work of Geronimus reflects a feminist perspective
of adolescent parenting. She has examined issues associated with youthful parenting from
the participants' point of view in an attempt to understand the precursors to and
maintenance of teenage mothering within certain populations. She has taken a holistic,
emic perspective, not a judgmental, Euro-centric view. In doing so, Geronimus has
uncovered possible advantages and beneficial consequences of early childbearing,
conclusions not obtained when investigators assume adolescents, because of age and
developmental maturity, are incapable of successfully negotiating the maternal role.
Psrchosociai

Adolescent parenting has also been examined in terms of the influences of
psychosocial development. Erikson (1968) and Marcia's (1966) theories of psychosocial
development have been used, implicitly, to examine issues related to adolescent parenting.
Erikson believed the primary task of the adolescent period was identity development, or
achieving an integrated set of values, beliefs, and roles. According to Erikson, a person is
not capable of fully participating in an intimate relationship until a sense of identity has
been firmly established because, until that point, one's goals are primarily egocentric and
self-serving. Thus, although it is biologically possible to become an adolescent mother, an
individual is not fully capable of being devoted to, or responsible for another individual
until adulthood, when the stage of generativity is achieved.
Marcia (1966) posited 4 states of identity development (achieved, moratorium,
diffused, and foreclosed). According to Marcia, successful identity achievement is the
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result of integrating various roles, ideologies and beliefs, and being committed to that
integration. Identity achievement results from experiencing and then resolving various
identity "crises."
Young (1988) reviewed several psychosocial theories including those of Erikson
and Marcia and concluded that adolescents, because of their egocentric nature and self
absorption, are incapable of recognizing or meeting a child's needs for food, warmth,
sensitivity, and security. For instance, according to the tenets of Marcia's theory, Young
summarizes that adolescent parenthood requires that an individual make a commitment to
a role (parenthood) before "trying on" other roles; this commitment results in a state of
foreclosure, leaving the adolescent without a true sense of achieved identity.
However, a culturally sensitive perspective exposes the Euro-centric biases guiding
these assumptions. First, identity achievement as discussed by Young is defined and
judged according to Western notions (i.e., adolescents should proceed through a series of
"crises" before "committing" to a particular identity). However, cross-cultural differences
relative to identity development have been noted. For instance, children raised in Israel
Kibbutzim are trained from an early age for particular work roles which they assume as
adolescents and continue throughout adulthood (Kauffinan, Elizur, & Rabinowitz, 1990).
Although untested, one might argue that knowing (and being trained for) a particular role,
beginning early in one's life, might actually reduce identity ambiguity. Furthermore,
expecting adolescents to go through a series of "crises," that is, a period in which they try
out different roles, also assumes that individuals have choices. For some adolescents,
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there are few life choices because of scarce economic, educational, and employment
opportunities (see Burton, 1990). Assuming identity "achievement" is successful only
after exposure and experience to numerous roles is guided by a middle-class frame of
reference and not universally applicable. Finally, although a large majority of adolescent
pregnancies are unintended (Zabin & Howard, 1993), some young women consciously
choose to become mothers. Among some Mexican-American groups, for instance, the
role of mother is associated with status (see Dore & Dumois, 1990) and viewed as an
"end" in itself. Other roles are not sought. Within some populations, women who become
mothers, regardless of age, are highly committed to the maternal role and satisfied with
their maternal identity.
Summary

Applying Euro-centric, middle-class values to the entire population of youthful
parenting women may result in obscuring subtle cultural differences. Identity
achievement, for instance, is defined differently given specific cultural values and goals of
development. Likewise, appropriate parenting behavior is relative, given cultural goals
and values. Development characterizing the adolescent period may impact maternal
adjustment and competence. However, it is not enough to assume parenting is
compromised because cognitive, physical, or psychosocial development are not fully
complete, or complete according to Euro-American ideals. Although few have proposed
potential advantages of adolescent childbearing, notable exceptions call attention to the
fact that many of our beliefs concerning appropriate developmental growth or achievement
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during the adolescent period may need to be reconsidered. Cultural norms must be
considered when examining the impact of developmental processes on maternal behavior.
Socia' Support

Investigators interested in the adjustment and parenting practices of adolescent
women have focused considerable attention on the role of social support. The guiding
assumption often being that social support is necessary and crucial in helping young
mothers adjust to the maternal role, fulfill their maternal responsibilities, and meet the
needs of their child(ren). The majority of work, particularly when mixed ethnic
populations are included, has been purely descriptive; implications of, or cultural
differences accounting for differing perceptions of support, are rarely discussed.
In essence, the existing literature has revealed that adolescent women are much
more likely to turn to their families for social support, primarily their own mothers (Unger
& Wandersman, 1988), and to rely less on their friends (Wasserman, Brunelli, & Rauh,

1990) and husbands (Kissman & Shapiro, 1990) than adult women. This makes sense
given that contemporary adolescent mothers, and particularly Euro-American and African
American women, tend to remain single, living with their families of origin, often up to
two years following the birth of their first child (Voydanoff & Donnelly, 1990;
Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Chase-Lansdale, 1989). Hispanic youth, on the other hand,
are much more likely to be married or living with a partner than either African American
or Euro-American women (de Anda, 1984). Regardless of ethnicity, male partners often
provide a relatively large portion of financial and economic support to young mothers
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(Unger & Wandersman, 1988).
Aside from their economic utility, however, little infonnation exists about the male
partners of teenage mothers. Perhaps this is because "mothering" is largely considered
the females' domain (Chodorow & Contratto,

1992~

Collins, 1992), men are viewed as

adjunct participants only. This attitude reflects an ethnocentric, middle-class view. In
many cultures men are equally involved in child care and playa large role in child rearing
and socialization (Mead, 1939). With regard to adolescent parenting specifically, the
general notion is that the fathers disappear after learning they have fathered an unplanned
child. Thus, much research has not included the male partners; the assumption being that
he is no longer around. However, empirical reports provide a contrary perspective (see
Klinman, Sanders, Rosen, & Longo, 1986; Robinson & Barret, 1986). For instance, when
Allen (1995) asked teenage African-American fathers "What does fatherhood mean to
you?" two themes emerged: I} the necessity of "being there" for their children, and 2} the
importance of and commitment to responsibility for their children. Similar evidence has
also been found among the partners of adolescent Navajo mothers (Dalla, 1993).
Moreover, partner involvement may be quite beneficial for both the young mothers
and their children. It has been documented as positively associated with maternal
competence and child acceptance (Cox, Owen, Lewis, & Henderson, 1989); associations
which do not diminish in the absence of a marriage license (McKeruy, Kotch, & Browne,
1991). Thompson (1986) found that perceived partner support was associated with
decreased psychological distress among young parenting women, whereas assistance from
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family members, particularly female kin, showed the reverse associations. In effect,
assuming male partners are not involved or that their support is insignificant neglects
issues of particular importance to the adolescent women themselves. Thus, understanding
of adolescent mothering may be limited due a lack of information of the issues inherently
important to those women.
Also problematic are assumptions regarding the amount of support available to
young mothers. For instance, Dore and Dumois (1990) suggest that, because of the
extended nature of many minority families, Black and Hispanic groups are much more
adaptable in their adjustment to and inclusion of an unexpected baby than are EuroAmerican families. Other research tends to support this assumption (Stack & Burton,
1993; Parish, Hao, & Hogan, 1991; de Anda, 1985). However, this may present a
simplified generalization of the structure of minority families, and obscure intra-group
differences. Although extended kin continue to be characteristic of some minority groups,
Collins (1992) notes that this type offamily pattern is changing, particularly among the
Black, urban poor, who often are forced to move away from extended support systems in
search of employment, ultimately resulting in nuclear, isolated family units. Many Native
American groups face similar circumstances, particularly given the number of American
Indians who are forced to leave the reservation in search of employment. LaFromboise
and Low (1991) note for instance, "In recent years, increased movement to urban areas
has complicated Indian extended family functioning" (p.123). Thus, assuming extended
kin are readily accessible to young women, particularly in minority groups, may be an
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error given the contemporary American economic and social milieu.
The number of investigations examining the nature of support for young parenting
women is immense; some have been quite inclusive, looking at specific functions of the
support network. Colletta (1981), for instance, hypothesized that socially isolated young
mothers are at an increased risk for abusing or neglecting their children. She tested 50
young mothers and found that more perceived support was related to less maternal
rejection and more warmth and acceptance. Emotional support, particularly when
received from family or partner, was beneficial; friends and fonnal sources were of little
consequence in maternal feelings of child acceptance or rejection. Colletta concluded that
social isolation may put young mothers at risk for abusing or neglecting their child(ren).
However, the largest majority of participants had not completed high school (58%) and
were unemployed (76%), factors which might increase stress and anxiety and compromise
parenting competence.
The beneficial rewards of having a strong, supportive network have been
extensively documented among adolescent parenting groups (Unger & Wandersman,
1988; Rutter, 1987; Garmezy, 1983). However, the common failure to include a control
group may lead to erroneously concluding that social isolation, per se, directly affects
parenting attitudes and behavior among young mothers. In fact, there are many avenues
by which support may affect parenting behavior, and multiple buffers against compromised
parenting in the absence of an extensive support system (Belsky et aI., 1984). Rather than
focusing on the presence/absence of support in relation to outcome variables, our
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understanding of the functions of support would be enhanced by examinations of the
process by which support, (or lack thereot) impacts parenting among youthful women.
Colletta (1987) also examined factors influencing a young mother's help-seeking
behavior and found that beliefs within the family of origin were significant. That is, family
of origin's positive network orientation (or belief that it is useful, good, and necessary to
rely on support systems for information, feedback, and assistance) was significantly
associated with the young mothers' positive network orientation.
Colletta's work has important cross-cultural implications. Cultures differ in their
beliefs regarding the amount of assistance they may appropriately seek from other people,
particularly outsiders or formal sources. For instance, Euro-American adolescent mothers
have been found to be more likely to seek assistance from formal (or professional) sources
than ethnic minorities (Wasserman, Rauh, Brunelli, Garcia-Castro, & Necos, 1990). This
may reflect attitudinal differences toward seeking help outside the informal network, or a
distrust of formal agencies, particularly those designed to cater to the values and needs of
White, middle-class populations. MacPhee, Fritz, and Miller-Heyl (1993) note, for
instance, that "stress may result in Native Americans or Hispanics turning to extended
kinship networks, whereas Anglos may tum to professionals more readily because of
transmitted values ofindependence... " (p. 4). Ethnic differences have also been noted in
the types of assistance young mothers report receiving from informal sources (MacPhee et

a1., 1993; Parish et al., 1991). Understanding specific cultural orientations toward helpseeking behavior may be instrumental in identifying young mothers who need help the
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most, yet who are the least likely to seek it.
Examining cultural variability with regard to social network value and function
may inform other research agendas as well. For instance, Barth (1988) believes that many
young mothers lack social resources because they isolate themselves from potential
sources of assistance. (According to some feminists [see Zinn (1992)], this attitudes
perpetuates "blaming the victim," thereby putting young mothers at fault for not securing a
positive and helpful social network). In any event, he hypothesized that global social skill
determines amount of received support, and further suggested that younger mothers are at
a distinct disadvantage in terms of receiving social support because a.) their cognitive
(im)maturity may prevent them from using prosocial skills, and thus eliciting help, and b.)
they have had little experience in social interactions and thus, few opportunities to acquire
positive social skills. Barth found that micro social skills. Barth found that micro social
skills (i.e., empathy) predict molar social skills (i.e., prosocial behavior), and that molar
skills are important in terms of predicting perceived support. However, age was not a
significant contributor in terms of perceived support. Barth concluded that adolescent
mothers, regardless of age, may benefit from instruction in pro social skills.
From a Euro-American perspective this approach may appear accurate, however, a
large portion of adolescent parenting women are not Euro-American. Appropriate social
skills and "prosocial behavior" are likely defined quite differently depending on culture.
Moreover, ethnic differences with regard to help-seeking behavior may be significantly
associated with whether, and from whom, one seeks assistance. Rather than assuming
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personal deficits account for network size, examining cultural orientations and values may
be useful for interventionists. Recognizing the heterogeneity of adolescent parenting
populations is the key to intervention applicability and utilization (Fulton, Murphy, &
Anderson, 1991).
Regardless of ethnic differences, informal network assistance is predominantly the
preferred source of help; of all formal services available to young mothers, only 20% are
actually used (Bergman, 1989). Bergman (1989) found that young mothers with an
independent network orientation (those with few friends or family members) were the
lllilSllikely to tum to formal agencies. She concluded that intervention programs may be
most beneficial for young mothers when they include the entire family system, by offering
assistance to the families of the young mothers who in tum offer their assistance to the
adolescent mothers. In theory, this is possible. However, the problem of how to increase
formal program usage by young mothers who lack informal assistance still remains.
Moreover, if teens with informal systems avoid formal services and support agencies, they
become nearly invisible to interventionists. Although providing help to their families is
theoretically possible, this becomes impossible if they cannot be identified or targeted.
Answers to these practical issues are warranted.
The importance of having a strong, supportive social network is indisputable
(Unger & Wandersman, 1988; Panzarlne, 1986). Yet, researchers often assume that as
the network size increases, so do the benefits and advantages for the young mother and
her child. Few have actually examined the potentially deleterious consequences of support
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for young mothers. In fact, social support may prove to be a "double-edged sword," as
pointed out by Nath et al. (Nath, Borkowski, Whitman, & Schellenbach, 1991) and others
(Thompson, 1986). Nath and her colleagues noted that larger support networks may
increase anxiety felt by teen mothers because of the increased chance of conflicting advice
provided by network members. Similarly, Thompson (1986) investigated social support
and its association with emotional well being or distress among 296 adolescent mothers.
Social support from a boyfriend or male partner was associated with reduced emotional
distress scores; that from female kin was more often associated with increased distress
scores. Several explanations are possible. First young mothers may feel they are being
judged by their family members or that they are not living up to others' expectations or
being as good a mother as they should or could be. Second, they may feel as though their
female relatives are trying to "take over."
Both explanations coincide with feminist views regarding mothering and
motherhood. According to Goodrich et aI. (1988) and others (Chodorow et aI., 1992)
women often feel they need to be the "perfect" mother. Thus, they attempt to live up to
the image created by June Cleaver and other icons of the American media. Situations such
as these may produce anxiety for mothers, and particularly for young mothers who likely
compare themselves to other women, such as their own mothers, who are more
experienced in childrearing.
Moreover, because the family and home have typically been assumed to be the
woman's domain (Osmond & Thome, 1993; Walker & Thompson, 1984) it is not
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surprising that female relatives would be more involved with childrearing (because they
have been conditioned to perform this activity). Female kin of adolescent mothers may be
viewed as potentially threatening to a young mother's self-esteem and efficacy when she
feels judged, and thus, although beneficial, they may comprise a source of tension as well.
In essence, Thompson has deconstructed the general opinion regarding social support that
"more is better" and instead, redefined support as a complex phenomenon which must be
examined from mUltiple perspectives.
Reports by Brooks-Gunn and Furstenberg (1987) further challenge existing
assumptions regarding the influence of support in the lives of young mothers. In the 17
year follow-up study they reported that economic security in adulthood is often related to
marital status, with married women more financially secure than their single counterparts.
Surprisingly, they also found that financial assistance from family, and specifically, living
with one's parents following the birth of a child, is a significant form of support which may
prove beneficial to young teenage women. However, prolonged residence in the natal
home may also be deleterious to the future economic viability of adolescent mothers.
Results indicated that "women who had remained with their families for at least 5 years
after their first child was born were less likely to be economically secure and more likely to
be on welfare in adulthood. "
Summary
In sum, the implicit assumption throughout most of the reports discussed above is

that social support is critical in determining an adolescent's adjustment to parenthood.

42

However, with few exceptions, the methods employed have been quantitative in nature
and failed to examine social support from the subjective view of the young women. As
evidenced in an investigation conducted by Boyce, Kay, and Vitti (1988), understanding
adolescent parenting in relation to available support is best achieved by letting the
participants (the data) speak for themselves. Investigators have also failed to examine
support given by the teen mothers themselves, assuming that they receive assistance only
and provide nothing in return. Moreover, Nath et al. (1991) argue that the bulk of social
support investigations fail to recognize the multidimensionality of support in the lives of
young mothers; most investigations are descriptive in nature, thus precluding an
exploration of both direct and indirect influences of support using advanced statistical
procedures. Ecological approaches examining young mothers as embedded within
multiple layers of supportive systems are suggested for future investigations.
In terms of intervention, Nath and her colleagues noted that a) a life span
perspective is useful in evaluating teen mothers' support needs, and b) individual
characteristics of teen mothers should be reflected in program planning. Ethnic and racial
differences (or similarity) cannot be assumed. Euro-American families are no longer
predominantly close-knit, nuclear units, and African-American and Hispanic families are
not necessarily extended systems. Euro-centric images have guided the field for too long.
They have affected the questions asked, methodology used, investigation design, and data
interpretation. Investigations which encourage discovery of alternative explanations,
while remaining sensitive to culturally specific values and belief systems, are warranted.
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Stress and CopiUg
Several investigators have examined the perceived stressors associated with
teenage parenting and the coping responses employed by young mothers. Panzarine
(1986), for instance, conducted interviews with 34 young mothers at 2 and 4 weeks
postpartum to determine events perceived as stressful. In order of importance, health of
the baby, inter-relations with partner and family, responsibilities of motherhood, and body
image were the most anxiety arousing issues. Interestingly, Panzarine found that type of
stressor had implications for coping response; active coping was employed for concrete
stressors (i.e., finding a job or housing), whereas abstract, or interpersonal stress often
resulted in avoidant or emotion focused coping. Panzarine noted that the majority of the
young women reported little unmanaKeable stress in their lives and the majority appeared
to make a successful adaptation to motherhood. However, she cautioned that this may be
an artifact of the timing of the investigation. That is, the young mothers may have been in
a "honeymoon" period immediately following the birth of their child accounting for their
apparent positive transitions. She suggested that future investigators assess stress and
coping among young women with older infants, those more aware ofthe stressors of early
motherhood.
Of note, panzarine found it surprising that the young women appeared well
adjusted well to motherhood and cautioned that their adjustment was likely due to the
timing of the investigation. Although implicit, her perspective perpetuates the popular
notion that young mothers should experience a tumultuous transition to motherhood,
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accompanied by stress, anxiety, and upset. From her explanation one might surmise that
successful adjustment to motherhood among adolescents is not characteristically II normal, II
if interviewed several months later the expected distress would be evident. This

characterization is similar to Anna Freud's argument (1958) that adolescence, per se,
II

constitutes an interruption of peaceful growth which resembles a variety of other

emotional upsets and structural upheavals" (p. 267) and that adolescents who do not
experience such upheavals are actually "abnormal" and should cause concern among their
parents; arguments which have since been consistently and successfully refuted (see
Feldman & Elliot, 1990; Montemayor, 1986; Offer, Ostrov, & Howard, 1981; and
Bandura, 1964, for example).
Colletta and colleagues (Colletta, Haddler, & Gregg, 1987; Colletta & Gregg,
1987) asked similar questions among 64 young, Black mothers. They found that the
nature of the stressor event determined coping response; concrete, task-oriented problems
were likely to elicit problem focused, active responses, whereas interpersonal problems
often elicited passive/avoidant coping strategies. Interestingly, Colletta et al. found ~
coping to be positively related to self-esteem and an internal locus of control; active
coping was inversely related to emotional distress. Colletta et al. noted the direct
implications of these findings: active coping strategies may be particularly beneficial for
young mothers. Recognizing the (non)generalizability of these conclusions however, is
important. Active coping may not be appropriate for all groups of teenage parenting
women. For instance, others (see Dore & Dumois, 1990 and De Anda, 1984) have noted
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the usefulness of family intervention using cooperation, not self-assertion, among
traditional Hispanic populations.
Codega, Pasley, and Kreutzer (1990) also examined the coping strategies
employed by young mothers. They were interested in cultural differences, however, in the
coping strategies employed by Anglo and Mexican-American youth. Their sample
included 133 pregnant and parenting adolescent women enrolled or previously enrolled in
a school-based intervention program. Using a survey method (The Adolescent Coping
Orientation for Problem Experiences or A-COPE), analysis revealed only 7 significant
differences of 54 possible items. Hispanic women were more likely than their EuroAmerican peers to go to church or pray and to use passive coping strategies.

Yet,

other findings were troubling. Namely, the most frequently reported type of coping
strategy, regardless of ethnicity, was to "use drugs not prescribed by a doctor." Although
consistent with findings of Pietsch (1989) who reported frequent drug and alcohol use
among pregnant and parenting inner-city African-American teenage mothers, these
findings are inconsistent with reports by McCubbin et al. (1986) who found passive coping
styles, including drug use, to be the second least often used strategy reported by a sample
of adolescent women. Interestingly, based on the lack of reported ethnic differences,
Codega et aI. concluded that pregnant and parenting adolescent mothers may have more in
common with each other than with adolescents in general.
These conclusions are concerning. The authors appear to accept, without
question, the apparent use of drugs by adolescent mothers. With this, young mothers are
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degraded and portrayed as drug abusing delinquents. Cod ega et al. failed to mention the
distinct possibility that the young mothers comprising their sample were "at risk" for drug
use, thus accounting for their involvement in an intervention program. Their sample was
clearly not random and therefore, cannot be interpreted, as they noted, as indicative of
typical Euro-American and Hispanic adolescent mothers. Moreover, methodological
procedures employed may be problematic in that a single, self-report instrument was used.
Additionally, differences found were believed to reflect "cultural differences." Yet, no
indices of culture were assessed (or if assessed, they were not reported). This study raises
many questions to be further addressed in future work.
Summary

Investigator interest in the coping responses of adolescent mothers is not
surprising. However, it is interesting to note that the proponents of stress theory (Boss,
1988; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) believe that perceptions of an event are the most
significant determinants offelt anxiety and subsequent coping response. However, most
investigations ignore perceived stress of young mothers and focus more intently on coping
responses. Although informative, understanding how adolescent parenting women
perceive mothering, and its impact on their lives, may be useful for informing the amount
and relative impact of the stress associated with adolescent parenting. Without a clearer
understanding of the experiences of these young women, intervention, in an effort to
facilitate "appropriate" coping responses, may be premature. It cannot be assumed, for
instance, that active coping styles are the most effective or beneficial for all young
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mothers, simply because they seem to work well with highly acculturated ethnic
populations or Euro-American samples. Understanding culture, as it relates to perceived
stress and coping, will ultimately result in a better understanding of the issues relevant to
diverse populations of young parenting women.
parentjng Competence

Much information related to adolescent development, stress and coping, and social
support, in relation to youthful parenting, has been collected. Parenting competence, per
se, has also been a productive area of research. Most investigations have been purely
exploratory. Although, general descriptions are offered little is learned concerning the
actual processes by which competence is promoted (e.g., through modeling) or reflected
in maternal behavior. Moreover, the accuracy of several investigations are questionable
due to methodological flaws and inconsistent or erroneous reporting.
As a case in point, Kissman (1988) examined parenting attitudes, age, social

support, perceived competence in parenting behavior, and well-being among a group of 46
adolescent mothers (91% Black, 9% Euro-American). Correlational analysis revealed
significant associations between emotional well-being and maternal perceptions of
competence, having an extended social network, and authoritative attitudes toward childrearing. This investigation raises numerous questions, however. First, several
methodological problems have been noted. Namely, the entire study was based on a 3
page self-report questionnaire, yet, monistic methods may result in biased data (Shad ish,
1989). Moreover, each scale used was based on a limited number of items. Maternal
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Competence, for instance, was assessed with 3 items only and General Life Satisfaction
with only 5. Also, the author reports, "The lower the income, the less likely the
respondents were to report a punitive and authoritative attitude toward childrearing" (p.
251). She has apparently confused authoritative with authoritarian definitions of
childrearing; ifnot, these statements are senseless. The issue becomes more confounded
when Kissman stated, "the findings of this study are contrary to previous studies that have
found younger mothers to be harsher in discipline and more authoritative toward their
children" (p. 252) in her concluding remarks. Finally, Kissman argued that intervention
should target younger adolescents who are in most need of support. Yet, she mentioned
earlier that the younger mothers, not their older counterparts, reported receiving the most
financial and child-care assistance. Thus, the older teens may actually need more
formalized attention.
Other reports, although less problematic, have also raised questions. For instance,
Garcia-Coil and colleagues (Garcia-Coil, Hoffinan, & Oh, 1987; Garcia-Coil, Hoffinan,
Van Houten, & Oh, 1987) conducted a longitudinal investigation including 25 Caucasian
adolescent and 25 Caucasian non-adolescent mothers. After controlling for socioeconomic differences, Garcia-Coil et a1. found that the adolescents exhibited less
responsive behavior toward their infants, engaged in fewer caregiviog activities, and
received lower total HOME scores than their adult counterparts. Although consistent
with others who have found adolescents to exhibit more punitive parenting beliefs and
harsher parenting practices (Baldwin & Cain, 1980; Hardy, Welcher, & Standly, 1978;
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DeLissovey, 1975} compared to adults, these reports are inconsistent with other research.
Roosa, Fitzgerald, and Carson (1982), for instance, found few differences between
adolescent and adult mothers on indices of parent-child interactions and maternal attitudes
toward childrearing. Also significant is that few differences were found between the
infants of these women, either in terms of temperament or neonatal health status.
Moreover, compared to the adult population, the younger women experienced fewer
pregnancy and birth complications (see Geronimus 1987, 1986; and Kleinman & Kessel,
1987). These findings raise doubts about the detrimental consequences for pregnancy and
birth outcomes among teenage women.
Summary

In effect, the state of the field is characterized by a fragmented literature base and
contradictory findings. Bronfenbrenner (1989) suggests that research must move from the
use of social-address (class theoretical) models, or those examining superficial,
demographic variables only, to more holistic, person-context (field theoretical) models
which incorporate interactions between both personal and contextual variables. He
challenges investigators to re-direct their questions in a manner which allows for the
discovery of underlying processes, not surface level descriptive information only.
Comparative analysis of adolescent versus adult mothers may be less informative than
research agendas focusing on within population variability and those designed to include
environmental, cultural, and individual factors significant for producing healthy outcomes.
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Db.stratjxe EJamples

Some have attempted to attain this level of understanding. In the first longitudinal
study of its kind (begun in 1967), Furstenberg (1976) and colleagues (Furstenberg et aI.,
1987) tracked the life course of 300 inner-city African American teenage mothers into
their late 30s, as well as the developmental outcomes of their children. This investigation
was monumental in dispelling many of the negative perceptions and misrepresentations
about adolescent mothers. Of particular import, Furstenberg et al. noted the extreme
variability in the life outcomes of the women who bore their first children as teens, and the
surprisingly successful outcomes of many. For instance, truncated educational careers and
prolonged economic dependence are terms often used to characterize teenage parents
(Hayes, 1987). Yet, many women of the Baltimore study have proven that these
projections may not be used universally to describe teenage childbearing women. By the
17-year follow-up (completed in 1987) it was discovered that 30% of the women had
received some postsecondary education and 5% had completed college. In terms of
economic outcomes, the sample divided evenly into four distinct groups: those on
welfare, the working poor (incomes under $15,000 annually), those with moderate
incomes (between $15,000 and $25,000 annually), and the economically secure (annual
incomes greater than $25,000). Not surprisingly, those women in the higher income
brackets were also those women in stable marriages or living with a male partner; marital
and economic status were closely associated. Finally, women who begin their families as
teens are often believed to continue having children-- resulting in families much larger than
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those of non-teenage childbearing women (Hayes, 1987). Of the Baltimore sample, the
mean number of children was only 2.2, a figure comparable with national averages.
Significantly, Brooks-Gunn and Furstenberg (1987) noted that this pattern of childbearing
and birth spacing suggests "that the women became acutely conscious of the costs of
additional children over time and made strenuous efforts to curtail their fertility in their
20s and 30s" (p. 178). This would seem not to corroborate the assumption that teenage
childbearers continue producing children, particularly in an attempt to obtain continued
public assistance. The Baltimore investigation has been, and continues to be, a source of
insight and compelling data regarding adolescent child-bearing women, their life course
trajectories and developmental outcomes, and particularly significant in dispelling many
myths of the "typical" teenage mother.
It is difficult to imagine the scope and breadth of such a unique study;

investigations such as that by Furstenberg et al. are rare. Yet, given economic limitations,
coupled with time, energy, and design constraints, others have also recognized the need
and attempted to examine youthful parenting in a holistic manner, incorporating culturally
specific variables and explanations for outcome indices. For instance, Wasserman, Rauh,
Brunelli, Garcia-Castro, and Necos (1990) conducted a study which included 200
Hispanic (Puerto Rican & Dominican Republic) and African-American adolescent
mothers, and 139 matched adults. Demographic factors, attitudes toward childrearing,
psychosocial factors (i.e., self-esteem, depression), and social support were assessed. No
age differences were found in terms of either attitudes toward parenting or psychosocial

52

variables. However, racial differences were noted. African-American women had higher
self-esteems, larger social support networks, and less punitive attitudes toward
childrearing. The authors concluded that differences may be related to acculturation status
of Hispanics. That is, the Hispanic mothers may have had smaller networks because
important sources of support were left behind in their country of origin. In addition,
Wasserman et al. reported that punitive attitudes toward childrearing was a likely result of
the Hispanic women's lack of exposure to "mainstream" U.S. parenting attitudes.
In contrast to many reports, this study is unique in a) the ethnically diverse
population included, and b) the exploration of both cultural and environmental influences
on parenting attitudes; ethnicity was not viewed only as a demographic marker. However,
authoritative parenting attitudes were clearly viewed as the more "appropriate"
child rearing strategies. Although this may be true among some populations, authoritative
parenting is not necessarily the best method or strategy for ensuring positive child
outcomes. For instance, authoritarian strategies may be the most effective for promoting
child survival when the family resides within dangerous, particularly poor, urban
neighborhoods (Kelley, Power, & Wimbush, 1992); evidence also exists that female,
African-American children may fare better when raised with authoritarian strategies.
Thus, community and cultural influences must be considered when examining "competent"
parenting attitudes and behavior. "Competent" parenting is a term which can be applied
universally; however, one definition, particularly when that definition is based on EuroAmerican, middle-class standards, is insufficient for describing divergent parenting
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strategies which nonetheless, result in similarly optimal child outcomes.
Like Wasserman et aI., Dore and Dumois (1990) examined cultural differences
giving rise to the diversity of meanina afforded adolescent motherhood in a sample of 134
African-American and Mexican-American teen mothers. The women completed the SelfImage Inventory (Offer, Ostrov, & Howard, 1981). Among the African-American
women, motherhood was seen as only one aspect of self-identity; those women also
reported having strong educational and occupational goals. Their families and boyfriends
appeared influential in their lives and encouraged them to seek pursuits in addition to
parenting. On the other hand, the young Mexican-American women rated mothering as
fulfilling in itself, and they reported that their families discouraged them from seeking
educational or vocational careers.
In their explanation, Dore and Dumois argued that cultural differences with regard
to family life account for the discrepancies. Specifically, they contended that the status
afforded mothering is different among different groups, and viewed as an "end" in itself
within some Mexican-American populations, particularly those in which family roles are
clearly defined with women providing majority of child care. In contrast, AfricanAmerican families are often described as having role flexibility, thus, women's roles are
less sanctioned. Moreover, among many African-American populations educational
achievement is highly valued, regardless of socio-economic status. Thus, cultural
differences are significant influences shaping attitudes toward mothering and perceptions
of behaviors appropriate for fulfilling the mother role.
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Differences within populations must also be recognized. The image of MexicanAmerican families portrayed in the literature is often based on traditional characterizations.
Disagreement over the accuracy of such portrayals exists. For instance, Unger and
Wandersman (1988) noted that traditional views of the Mexican-American family are no
longer descriptive of the majority of these groups. Indeed, within group differences are
often more substantial than between group differences, as also evidenced among many
American Indian populations (Stauss, 1993; Stauss, 1986). These observations highlight
the need for more localized, population specific research, and fewer broad, generalized
explanations and theories.
Summar:y

A large portion of research examining issues relevant to adolescent parenting
populations have been discussed. This review has illuminated stereotypes, biases, and
methodological flaws characterizing much of the adolescent parenting literature. In effect,
a largely critical perception of adolescent parenting populations (specifically mothers) has
been promoted. Most notably, youthful parenting populations are often portrayed as
cognitive and socially immature, as lacking the maternal ability and competence of their
adult parenting counterparts, and as individuals who have strayed from the path of
mainstream society and typical "American" ideals. They are portrayed as deviants. Yet,
these perspectives emanate from Euro-American, middle-class standards; an irrelevant
basis from which to judge the lives of many Americans, regardless of age or parenting
status.
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The conclusions reached in many of these studies indicate that action, in the form
of intervention and remediation, particularly based on Euro-American models, should
suffice to end the cycles of youthful parenting and the social evils inherent within.
However, adolescent pregnancy and childbearing is not the cause of high infant mortality,
underachieving youth, delinquency, and welfare dependence (Klerman, 1993). It is a
complex phenomenon, deeply entwined with environmental circumstances; circumstances
often associated with poverty and few life-course alternatives (Furstenberg, 1991 ~
Hechtman, 1989). Women who begin their families as adolescents often obtain welfare
and remain on welfare longer that women who delay childbirth (Zill, Moore, Nord, &
Stief, 1991). However, it is highly unlikely that teenagers purposely become pregnant to
receive welfare payments; it remains true that the rate of adolescent births are ~ in
states with higher AFDC payment than in those with lower payments (Klerman, 1993). "If
poor adolescents are to act like non-poor youth in regard to sexuality, pregnancy, and
child rearing, society will need to offer them comparable life circumstances, for example,
adequate family incomes, contact with positive role models, more adequate schools, and
better housing" (Klerman, 1993, p. 557).
Klerman (1993) notes that investigations must move from simplistic notions of the
causes and consequences of adolescent pregnancy to include global approaches;
approaches examining the benefits and burdens of pregnancy and child birth from the
adolescent's perspective. However, few investigations have included reports from the
young mothers themselves, or from individuals capable of providing unique insight and
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enlightenment, such as their mothers, boyfriends, and community members. Thus, we lack
an understanding of the realities of these women, their families, and their communities.
More importantly, we lack alternative conceptualizations (e.g., from Euro-American,
middle-class models) from which to successfully formulate an in-depth analysis aimed at
understanding.
This is not to say that the investigations examined here, as well as others not
included, have not provided valuable information and insight; indeed, the work of the
future is build upon the shoulders of that which has been previously accomplished. Within
the past two decades, much progress has been made in the field. The importance of social
support, for instance, for easing the strain of youthful parenting is undeniable, as is the
acknowledgment that involvement in close interpersonal relationships often exacerbate
anxiety associated with mothering. We have also been provided with models valuable for
identifying factors associated with competent parenting, several of which are useful for
examining youthful parenting under diverse situations and settings. However, we are left
to question, in a constructive manner, the way in which much of the data has been
interpreted and disseminated; a manner which has left little room for alternate
conceptualizations, disagreement with the dominant paradigm, or constructive debate.
Cross-cultural investigations and those seeking cultural explanations of racial and ethnic
differences provide an avenue for re-conceptualizing youthful parenting, yet few
investigations of this nature have been conducted. New methods, perspectives, and
theoretical foundations are needed for examining issues which significantly impact
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adolescent parenting women, their children, and their families.
The present investigation was aimed at providing a bridge between a) the existing
teenage parenting literature, b) the processes and methods by which that information has
been gathered and interpreted, and c) the multitude of questions left unanswered, and
largely unasked, until now. This study is distinctly different from most in that it was
designed to examine a unique population, from an emic perspective, including accounts of
teenage mothers, their mothers and community members. Guided by the existing
literature, developmental issues, networks of support, strains, stressors, and coping, and
perceived competence and well-being associated with teenage mothering were examined.
Attention was also afforded specific ecological variables, including historical factors which
have shaped contemporary teenage parenting on the Navajo Reservation.
Theoretical Orientations

New perspectives and formats are necessary for expanding our knowledge and
understanding of youthful parenting, and the women who become teenage mothers. Yet,
work to date has been largely atheoretical. Below, two theoretical perspectives which
guided this investigation and rationale for utilizing these paradigms are discussed.

Ero1oa=iea l S),stems TbAAQ'
Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1989) offers an approach relevant for re-conceptualizing
adolescent parenting. He views development as a joint function of the interaction between
person and environment [D=f(PE)] (adapted from Lewin's (1935) formulation of Behavior
[B=f(PE)]). Translated, this implies that the characteristics of the person, at any point in
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his or her life, are "~joint function of the characteristics of the person and the environment
over the course of that person's life up to that time" (p. 190). Appropriately labeled the
process-person-context model, this conceptualization is an adaptation of ecological
systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) fonnulated over a decade ago. Although
environmental features comprising the micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems (see Table
2.1 below) are still considered paramount in shaping individual development, the revised
model gives equal attention to personal characteristics as well. Unlike other
developmental paradigms, this is described as a chronosystem model (see Table 2.1),
acknowledging that environmental, as well as individual, characteristics are affected
developmentally, through time. Thus, developmentalists are encouraged to examine a)
personal attributes of the individual, b) contextual and cultural attributes of the
environment, and c) change and constancy through time, all of which are recognized as
influencing current characteristics of the individual. Two properties characterize processperson-context models: 1) they permit assessment of developmental outcomes and also of
the effectiveness of the processes producing these outcomes, and 2) the design reveals
how both developmental outcomes and processes vary as a joint function of the
characteristics of the person and of the environment, thus permitting the detection of
synergistic effects (see Table 2.1).
The process-person-context model provides a particularly useful approach for
examining adolescent parenting. First, individual characteristics are given credibility and
validation. Two people living in similar neighborhoods sharing similar ethnic or racial

TABLE 2.1
Glossary of Terms Relevant to Ecolo&ical Systems Theory

.Thrm

Definition

Chronosystem Models

Models which take into account constancy and change in individuals, as well as the
environmene (Bronfenbrenner, 1986a; 1986c).

Class Theoretical Model

Phenomena are "explained" by the categories to which they are assigned (Lewin, 1951)
(see Social Address Model).

Ecoloiical Niche

Regions in the environment that are particularly favorable or unfavorable to the
development ofindividuals with particular personal
characteristics
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989).

Exosystem

Linkages and processes between two or more settings, at least one ofwhich does not
contain the developing person, but in which events occur that influence processes
in the settings containing that person (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

2These designs allow for the examination of cumulative effects of a sequence of transitions over the life course.
VI
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TABLE 2.1 (Continued)

.Imn

Definition

Field Theoretical Model

Paradigms which specifY the particular processes through which the observed
phenomenon is brought about (Lewin, 1951) (see Process-Person-Context Model).

Macrosystem

Consists of the overarching pattern ofmicro-, meso-, and exosystems characteristic ofa
given culture, subculture, or other social context, with particular reference to the
belief systems, resources, hazards, life styles, opportunity structures, life course
options, and patterns of social interchange that are embedded in each~ the blueprint
for any given culture, subculture, or other social context (Revised,
Bronfenbrenner, 1989).

Mesosystem

The linkages and processes taking place between two or more settings containing the
developing person; a set ofmicrosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Microsystem

Pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing
person in a given face-to-face setting, and containing other persons with distinctive
characteristics of temperament, personality, and systems of belief (Revised,
Bronfenbrenner, 1989).
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TABLE 2.1 (Continued)

.Imn

Definition

Process-Person-Context Model

Designs which take into account the join contribution of individual attributes and
environmental factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1989).

Social Address Model

Designs which examine development as a product of environmental factors only, but
through processes that remain unspecified (i.e., social class, family size, ethnicity)
(Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983).

Synergistic Effects

A phenomenon in which the joint operation of two or more forces produces an effect that
is greater than the sum of the individual effects.
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backgrounds, are, nonetheless considered individuals, with unique attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviors~

within group homogeneity is not assumed.

Second, the environment, per se, is considered a significant factor impacting and
influencing individual development. Contextual features include, for instance, momentary
events, environmental hazards, proximal and distal settings (including interactions between
them), and other individuals within each of the different settings (as well as their personal
attributes). Thus, individual variables must be examined in joint association with the
particular environment embodying each individual, as determining developmental
outcome. Adolescent mothers may share parenting status in common, but this is only one
issue among many determining parenting attitudes, behavior, and competence.
Third, the environment is necessarily comprised of specific cultural and subcultural
factors~

distinct cultural factors, including belief systems, modes of adaptation, and

lifestyles, contribute to individual variability. Vygotsky (1929, 1978) is credited with
influencing much ofBronfenbrenner's conceptualization of the processes by which cultural
factors contribute to individual development. As explained by Bronfenbrenner (1989), the
tenets ofVygotsky's theory include the following: a) humans, who have the ability of
using symbols and tools, continually create and elaborate their environments in the form of
culture, b) the evolution of culture is seen as a historical process which takes different
forms across space and time, and c) humans are not only creators of culture, but are also
created by culture. In essence, "the repertoire of mental processes and outcomes available
as possibilities for individual development can vary from one culture or subculture to the
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next, both within and across time" (p. 205). The importance of including cultural factors
necessarily influencing individual outcome cannot be overstated. However, social address
variables are insufficient for explaining cultural processes (Bronfenbrenner, 1989;
Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983). Simply because individuals reside in America it cannot
be assumed that they necessarily agree with, follow, or gravitate toward "mainstream"
middle-class ideals and standards. Variability is the norm and must be recognized as such.
Fourth, and closely related, is the emphasis given to the dimension of time in
affecting developmental trajectories. Change and constancy through time (affecting
individuals and the environments within which they reside) are significant on two accounts
1) future developmental alternatives, and outcomes, are determined by present situations,
yet 2) present situations are necessarily a reflection of the unfolding of historical events
and experiences. Relevant for the present discussion, adolescent parenting cannot be
isolated in time, it is a phenomenon with a history and a future specific to each population
and individual examined. As social scientists, we are challenged to examine present
circumstances within which young mothers are embedded in addition to individual
developmental trajectories which have accumulated into present situations. Each of us
exist within a specific and unique ecological niche (see Table 2.1). Behavioral research
should aim toward examining adolescent parenting in light of those niches. Simplistic
models (i.e., those examining social address variables only) and universal theoretical
paradigms (i.e., Euro-American, middle class ideals) are inappropriate for examining
adolescent parenting, an issue as complex and variable as the young mothers themselves.
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Summary

The process-person-context model provides a means for examining
environmentally and individually specific populations of young parenting women and their
families. It is useful for directing future conceptualizations and investigations and
provides evidence that work guided by the "medical model" perspective is insufficient for
illuminating underlying processes and mechanisms necessary for understanding the
complex phenomenon of teenage parenting. Bronfenbrenner argues lithe principal
scientific power of the process-person-context model lies not so much in its capacity to
produce definitive answers as to generate new questions by revealing the inadequacies of
existing formulations in accounting for observed complexities" (p. 200).
Postmoderp Eem;njsm

While process-person-context models provide useful designs for future
investigations of youthful parenting, postmodern feminist principles offer a new theoretical
foundation. Postmodern principles are evident across discipline boundaries including the
arts, architecture, journalism, religion, and the social and natural sciences (Gregory, 1989).
Postmodern scientists reject positivism, logocentrism, and meta-narratives (see Table 2.2
below, for term definitions). Rosenau (1992) states, Post-modernists search out the
intellectual weaknesses, excesses, and abuses of modernity" (p. 9). Postmodernism in the
social sciences, according to Rosenau (1992), emerged as a result of discontent with the
principles and tenets of modern science. First, modern science failed to produce the
dramatic, quick results promised; expectations were inflated and promises left unfulfilled.
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Second, abuse and misuse of modern science became evident. "It became clear that in
some cases modern science legitimated the preferences of the powerful, justified
normative positions that were preferences rather than scientific facts" (Rosenau, 1992, p.
10). Third, a discrepancy became apparent between how modern science was supposed to
operate in theory and how it actually worked in reality. Fourth, the limitations of modern
science, such as its inability to remedy major social problems or even provide definitive
answers to questions of social interaction, became evident. Finally, modern science gave
little credence to the mystical and metaphysical, and rendered such issues unworthy of
investigation. Rosenau (1992) notes that postmodernism in the social sciences is, at least
in part, "a response to the perceived inadequacies of scientific social science" (p. 10).
However, postmodernism does not represent a unitary, monolithic field. Rather,
there are many diverging postmodern orientations. Featherstone (1988) argues, "There
are probably as many forms of postmodernism as there are postmodernists" (p. 207). Yet,
two broad, general orientations are most evident in the social sciences, namely, skeptical
and affirmative postmodernism. The skeptics are distrusting; they offer a pessimistic,
negative, gloomy assessment of this age arguing that the postmodem era is characterized
by fragmentation, disintegration, meaninglessness, vagueness, social chaos and an
absenceofmoral parameters (Scherpe, 1986). The affirmatives, on the other hand, are
oriented toward process and "seek a philosophical and ontological intellectual practice that
is nondogmatic, tentative, and nonideological" (Rosenau, 1992, p. 16). The discrepancies
between the two viewpoints are evident, particularly given that many affirmatives believe

TABLE 2.2
Glossary of Terms Relevant for Understandine Feminist Postmodernism

.ThJm

Definition

Author

Person who writes or creates a text.

De-centering

Absence of anything at the center or any overriding truth.

Deconstruct jon

A post modern method of analysis~ the goal is to undo all constructions. Deconstruction
tears a text apart, reveals its contradictions and assumptions; the intent however, is
not to improve, revise, or oifer a better version of the text (but an alternative
perspective).

Evoking

Acceptable post modern alternative to re-presenting or represent~ it is assumed to free
one's analysis of objects, facts, descriptions, generalization, experiments, and truth
claims (Tyler, 1986).

Foundationalism

An attempt to ground inquiry or though on pre-given principles assumed true beyond
"mere belief or unexamined practice" (Fish, 1989). Post modernists are antifoundational.

Genealogy

History of the present that looks to the past for insight into today.
0'1
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TABLE 2.2 (Continued)

.Imn.

Definition

Intertextual

Infinitely complex interwoven interrelationships; absolute intertextuality assumes that
everything is related to everything else.

LQKOcentric

An adjective used to describe systems of though that claim legitimacy by reference to

external, universally truthful propositions. Post modernists are opposed to
logocentric thought; they see no grounds for defensible external validation or
substantiation (Derrida, 1976).
Narratiye

Post modernists severely criticize meta-narratives, global world views, or mastercodes.
Meta-narratives are modem and assume the validity of their own truth claims,
however, mini-narratives, local narratives, traditional narratives are just stories that
make no truth claims and are, thus, more acceptable to post modernists.

Perfonnativity

Modem criteria by which judgment is made on the basis of pragmatic perfonnance or
outcome; post modernists argue that it discourages diversity and autonomy,
flexibility and openness.

Privileged

To give special attention or attribute priority to an argument, a person, an event, or a text.
Post modernists oppose privileging any specific perspective.
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TABLE 2.2 (Continued)

.Imn

Definition

Reader

Observer. Post modernism is reader-oriented and gives readers the power of interpreting
a text that, in modem terms, belonged to the author.

Readedy Text

A modem text that is written with the intention of communicating a specific, precise
message. It assumes a passive reader that merely takes in the message. Compare
"writerly text. "

Readin~

Understanding, interpretation. In post modem terms one speaks of "my reading," "your
reading," or "a reading," without reflecting on the adequacy, the validity of said
reading.

Re-presentin~

The underlying assumption of modem representation that it is possible to present
something over again, to replace one object (concept, person, place, or time) with
another without loss of content or violation of intention. The post modernists say
this is impossible.

StOll'. stOlyteJJjng

See narrative; an explanation that makes no truth claims but admits to being the teUer's
point ofview based only on his or her experience. Traditional, local narratives are
stories.
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TABLE 2.2 (Continued)

.Imn

Definition

Totalizing

Assumes a totality, a total view. By extension this rejects other perspectives. Post
modernists criticize totalizing theories.

WritedyT~

A post modem text that is written to be rewritten by the reader with every reading. This
open text invites interpretation and re-interpretation. The reader's role is that of
production, construction. Compare "readerJy text."

(Adapted from Rosenau, 1992)
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that certain value choices are superior to others, a notion unfathomable to the skeptics.
Rosenau (1992) notes that a range of versions, from moderate to extreme, exists
within each of these theoretical camps; distinguished primarily by the intensity with which
convictions are upheld. My views re agreeable with moderate versions of affirmative
postmodemism. Yet, the categories used to delineate postmodem orientations are not
mutually exclusive; ideas and positions cross-cut one another Rosenau (1992).
Postmodem principles encourage innovation and re-definition. Gavey (1989, p.
462) notes that postmodernism "displaces the dominant (and oppressive) knowledge by
articulating the values supported by alternate conceptions of reality." Thus, it is relevant
for redirecting investigations of adolescent parenting populations, particularly given the
misinterpretations, stereotypical portrayals, and methodological problems which have
guided previous work and subsequently shaped contemporary images of the "typical"
parenting adolescent. As stated above, investigations have ignored a) the heterogeneity of
adolescent parenting populations including their unique cultural and individual childrearing goals and ideals, and b) the underlying processes accounting for heterogeneity.
Yet, social scientists with a postmodern bent refute a single truth or reality and celebrate
individuality and difference. Thus, postmodern principles provide an appropriate route by
which to examine adolescent parenting women and their families, with a particular focus
on their strengths, rather than deficiencies only.
Social scientists are challenged, therefore, to examine adolescent parenting from
the bottom-up, not the top-down, allowing the young women themselves to describe and
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define youthful parenting in their own terms. By challenging the stereotypical beliefs of
adolescent parenting women, in essence, deconstructing popular notions and attitudes, an
alternative conceptualization will emerge; presumably, a conceptualization free from the
erroneous assumptions, methodological inadequacies, and Euro-Arnerican, middle-class
standards guiding previous work. By "re-constructing" adolescent parenting, by focusing
on family resiliency, strength, and adaptation, a more complete and informed
understanding of this phenomenon is possible. These women have much to teach us, but
they must be allowed to share their knowledge and experience, to "author" the text, so to
speak (see Table 2.2). The emic perspective is crucial.
Summary

To achieve an understanding of complex social phenomenon, across diverse social
and ecological conditions, a process model incorporating environmental and personal
variables is essential. Re-directing the theoretical agenda, to reflect reality based
circumstances, not Euro-Arnerican ideals and standards, is necessary. Adolescent
parenting, indeed "parenting" in general, is not perceived similarly across diverse
populations. A broad range of family forms, norms, and behaviors exist. When examining
ethnic families specifically, Dilworth-Anderson, Burton, and Johnson (1993) argue for: 1)
restructuring assumptions and values to reflect ethnic reality; 2) creating new ways of
thinking about ethnic minority families to enhance culturally relevant conceptual
frameworks on the family; and 3) reframing existing theoretical perspectives and
ideologies to explain and predict family phenomena among these families.
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Representative Examples:
Socio-Cultural Approaches to Parenting

The investigations discussed below illustrate approaches to research reflecting the
basic tenets of ecological systems theory and feminist postmodernism. The research
described below examines the unique socio-cultural ecologies which influence, and often
determine, parenting behavior, family phenomenon, and ultimately, child development and
outcome.
Cross-Generational Caregiying

The significance of cross-generational caregiving emerges consistently when
adopting non medical-model frameworks. In a longitudinal, qualitative analysis, Burton
(1990) examined adolescent parenting among a unique African-American population.
Twenty different families, each consisting of3 generations of women, including the
adolescent mothers, their mothers, and their grandmothers, participated. Although
controversial, Burton successfully argued that adolescent parenting was a successful
adaptation within a unique environmental and social ecology. Burton discovered that the
"Gospel Hill" families had developed a complex, highly efficient network of familial
caregiving, a system in which adolescent childbearing played an integral role. Specifically,
childbearing began early in the lives of many Gospel Hill women, some were even
"required" to be the childbearers within their families (p. 132). However, the infants were
raised primarily by their grandmothers, while their mothers acted as caregivers for their
own aging grandmothers (the infants' great-grandmothers) and the women who raised
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them. In this community, where material and economic resources were scarce, a unique
social system characterized by non-adjacent generational caregiving was crucial for
ensuring community survival; adolescent childbearing was described as an "alternative life
course strategy" and as beneficial to the community as a whole.
Female strength and endurance were crucial for the maintenance of the families of
Gospel Hill. Burton discovered that male family members were peripheral to the female
caregiving system evident at Gospel Hill. This investigation dramatically portrays a side of
adolescent mothering not often evident in the attitudes or perspectives of other
investigators. Like Geronimus (1987, 1986), Burton examined teenage childbearing from
the participants' points of view, maintaining close vigilance of the "socioenvironmental
constraints" (p. 123) influencing human adaptation and survival. In doing so, she
discovered that adolescent mothering may be normative, expected, and necessary within
certain populations, who are forced to endure or succumb in the face of environmental
oppression and marginality.
Burton's work reflects the postmodem feminist approach. By "deconstructing" the
notion that teenage childbearing is non-normative, she provides an alternative conception,
and offers a reconstruction of how youthful childbearing can be adaptive, beneficial, and
expected.
Similarly, Stack and Burton (1993) provide evidence for complex familial
phenomenon operating within extended, ethnic minority family systems; phenomenon
which may be applicable to other minority groups and non-minority family groups, as well.

74

Again incorporating multi-generation family systems, these researchers introduce a
framework for examining' how families negotiate individual and collective development.
Kinscripts refer to the interplay between family ideology, norms, and behaviors which
operate over each individual's life course and historically, throughout the family's life
course. Kinscripts are comprised of3 culturally defined family domains: 1) kin-work,
which includes family obligations defined by economic, physical, psychological, and social
family needs; 2) kin-time, which represents an understood temporal sequence of family
scripts, such as when, and in what order role transitions should occur; and 3) kin-scription,
which refers to the process of assigning kin-work to family members (such as designating
certain women to bear children as adolescents in the study discussed above). Stack and
Burton clearly articulate how life-course perspective is necessary for understanding such
an inclusive, complex framework, which simultaneously incorporates individual and family
developmental agendas, and the culturally prescribed norms and behaviors which guide
them.
Interestingly, the work of Burton (1992; 1990) and Stack and Burton (1993) is
noticeably similar to family phenomenon and functioning among certain American Indian
families. Bahr (1991) examined the roles and responsibilities of contemporary Apache
grandmothers. Utilizing qualitative methods, Bahr discovered that among many
reservation residing Apache families, the temporal unfolding of individual and family "life
course" agendas are very different from that expected from Euro-American, main-stream
society. For instance, whereas the "empty nest" has become a common defining variable
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in the mid- to later life-cycles of many Euro-American families, Apache people, and
particularly women, view later life and grand parenting as a time when their nests are
particularly "full" (p. 5). Moreover, Apache grandmothers often take over the primary
caregiving of their grandchildren, sometimes at the expense of personal needs; a role
which includes many responsibilities not expected ofEuro-American grandparents.
In contrast to the Euro-American model, Bahr notes that in the Apache culture it is
normative for grandmothers to provide primary care to their grandchildren. Many of
Bahr's participants explicitly remarked that their real "parenting" did not begin until they
reached the grandparenting stage (p. 4). In many instances, those women were themselves
raised by their grandmothers, a pattern remarkably similar to that obtained from reports at
Gospel Hill (Burton, 1990). It was also found that Apache grandmothers often assumed
primary caregiving responsibilities as a result of drug or alcohol addiction among their
children (the parents of their grandchildren). As a last resort, these women stepped in and
informally adopted their grandchildren who otherwise would have been placed in
institutions. Economic and social conditions have resulted in Afiican-American
grandparents fulfilling a similar role, as noted by Burton (1992) who interviewed
grandmothers, great-grandmothers, and grandfathers acting as primary caregivers to their
grandchildren whose drug-addicted parents were unable to care for them.
Summary

The "kinscripts" framework and its attendant defining variables (kin-work, kintime, and kin-scription) may be a particularly useful approach for examining family
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processes and maintenance across diverse family circumstances and cultural settings,
particularly in extended family situations.
Influences of "'"ulturation Statns

Examining socio-cultural, ecological variables unique to specific populations
facilitates an understanding of family phenomenon not otherwise attainable. Indeed, Laosa
(1989) notes that an adequate study of cultural minority families must take into account
both social and cultural influences on human development.
Within Mexican-American families, particularly, generational status and amount of
acculturation with American society have been implicated as significant determinants of
parenting attitude and behavior. Buriel (1993) examined childrearing practices used by
Mexican-American parents of varying generational status. First generation parents were
defined as those born and raised in Mexico who had immigrated to the U.S. as adults;
second generation were defined as those born in Mexico who immigrated as children and
who had thus received some direct exposure to American schooling; third generation were
defined as those born and raised in the U.S .. Buriel found that foreign born mothers
stressed earlier autonomy, productive use of time and strictness compared to third
generation mothers, who expressed more concern and support. The pattern of
socialization between fathers, within each group, mirrored those of the mothers.

Buriel

argued that unique socio-cultural variables may be used to explain the variance observed.
For instance, responsibility, or the parenting style characterized by an expectation for
earlier self reliance and adherence to family rules, is a well-suited parenting strategy
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employed by immigrant parents, particularly given that children offoreign born parents
often serve as "cultural interpreters" between their parents and larger social institutions (p.
38). Buriel noted, "... ethnic minority parents adapt their socialization practices to meet
developmental challenges posed by changing family ecologies" (p. 8). Similarly, Youniss
(1988) found that parents who migrate to a new area differ in their degree of assimilation
with the majority culture, yet, hold similar views toward childrearing. Namely, they adopt
the views of the dominant society which are pertinent to the socialization their children
need to be successful in that culture. These conclusions suggest that parents adapt their
childrearing strategies to meet specific environmental demands.
Acculturation status is interesting in its own right, particularly when examined as
influencing maternal attitudes and beliefs about child development. Gutierrez and
Sameroff(1990) compared moderately acculturated Mexican-American mothers, highly
acculturated Mexican-American mothers, and Anglo-American mothers on their
conceptualization of and reasoning about child development. Parents' understanding of
their children's behavior was conceptualized on a continuum from categorical (beliefs that
single causes are associated with single outcomes), to compensating (beliefs that outcomes
can have mUltiple causes), to perspectivistic (beliefs that multiple causes can interact over
time and result in multiple outcomes). Results indicated that the highly acculturated
Mexican-American mothers scored as more perspectivistic in their reasoning than either of
the other two groups, despite the Anglo-American mothers scoring highest on
acculturation status.
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The Mexican-American group was then subdivided into two groups, reflecting
either mono-cultural status (Mexican or American), or bicultural status (highly integrated
with both the Mexican and American cultures) and again compared with the AngloAmericans. The bicultural, Mexican-American mothers received the highest
perspectivistic scores. According to Szapocznik and Kurtines (1980) biculturalism is
characterized by an ability to participate proficiently within two cultural contexts. This
requires that individuals take on the values of the dominant culture, while simultaneously
retaining values and characteristics of the culture of origin (Gutierrez and Sameroff,
1990). Gutierrez and Sameroff suggested that biculturalism may be highly interrelated
with cognitive complexity because it requires an ability to be "perspectivistic" toward the
belief systems, norms, and values of more than one culture. Integrating two cultures
necessitates complex thought processes which may directly translate into childrearing
attitudes and beliefs. Biculturalism may facilitate complexity in thOUght processes and be
highly adaptive and beneficial for child rearing (Rogoff, Mistry, & Goncu, 1991; Gutierrez
& Sameroff, 1990).

Summary

The depth and design of the investigations examined above reflect the tenets of
process-person-context models. Bronfenbrenner (1989~ 1979) argues that, although
complex, process models which incorporate the entire socio-cultural milieu are necessary
for advancing social science research and our understanding of complex mechanism which
impact and guide developmental outcomes. Significantly, modifications in economic,
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social, and political conditions influence family definition and impact adaption to
environmental variables. A universal pattern does not, indeed cannot, sufficiently explain
family system diversity. Nor should a universal pattern be sought~ flexibility is the key for
optimal environmental adaptation. The dilemma arises however, when we, as social
scientists, attempt to capture complex family processes without attention to the attendant
cultural milieu embodying and impinging upon the family system.
Approaches to Parenting in Cultural

Family phenomena and functioning, including parenting behaviors, differ markedly
across ethnic and cultural groups. Nonetheless, LeVine (J988) argues that universa]]y,
parents want the same fundamental things for their children, namely, for them to survive,
be healthy, acquire economic capabilities, and attain local cultural values. These goals are
hierarchically arranged, according to LeVine, such that parents want their children's
survival ensured prior to concern over the attainment of culturally appropriate behavior.
Given divergent ecological contexts, however, means for attaining each of these goals
vary dramatically, as do, for instance, definitions of "cultura]]y appropriate" behavior. One
cha]]enge for social scientists is to examine parenting cross-culturally, in an attempt to
delineate contextual and cultural influences on parenting behaviors.
Culture, according to Bornstein (1991) is the learned meanings and shared

in/ormation transmitted/rom olle generation to another through interaction. He also
states that, actively or passively, more or less, parents are instrumental in passing culture
on to their children (a process referred to as enculturation). Cross-cultural investigations
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of parenting have broad utility in that they a) extend the range of variation being assessed;
b) provide a check against an ethnocentric world view, and the implications of such a
view; c) provide unique opportunities to test specific social scientific hypotheses or
predictions and to evaluate the generalizability of phenomena of interest and generate new
hypotheses; d) are integral to understanding both substance and process in development,
and thus, description and explanation are enhanced; and e) provide models for discovering
culture specific versus universal patterns of child care (Bomstein, 1991, pp. 4-6).
The nature of parents' ideas regarding child development, the value of children,
and parental socialization goals have broad and immediate implications for parenting
behavior, childrearing strategies (Okagaki & Divecha, 1993; Goodnow & Collins, 1990;
Smetna, 1988; Goodnow, 1985) and child outcome (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Okagaki
& Steinberg, 1993). Thus, examining the development of parenting ideas, with particular

emphasis on ideas about the value of children and parental goals for child socialization
may inform specific parenting strategies used by parents.
Parental Beliefs and Ideas

A multitude of investigations have examined the development of parenting ideas
regarding child development, the value of children, and parental socialization goals.
Parental beliefs are shaped and determined by a multitude of distal (outside the home) and
proximal (within the home) factors (Okagaki & Divecha, 1993).
Distal Factors

Looking at the broadest, or most distal factors, Hoffman (1988) argues that
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general cultural views regarding the value of children significantly influence parental
attitudes and socialization practices. In a cross-cultural examination including four
different societies, she found that kids primarily satisfY two parental needs: 1) economic
security (most often among parents in agrarian societies), and 2) love and affection
(commonly observed among parents living in urban-industrial societies). The needs
children satisfY, in turn, affect parenting behavior, in that societies which place emphasis
on children's economic utility tend to emphasize the socialization goals of obedience, not
independence; in societies which emphasize the value of children for love and affection,
parents tend to want their children to be warm, outgoing, cheerful, and good natured.
Indeed, cultural values regarding the utility and function of children have broad
implications for individual parenting views regarding children, and thus, parental
socialization goals and childrearing strategies for obtaining those goals.
Similarly, LeVine (1988) notes that socioeconomic factors impact the amount of
time, attention, and resources parents invest in their child rearing. Parents raising children
in cultures characterized as having agrarian economies, for example, adopt "quantitative"
strategies. That is, high tertility is desired and the demand for children is usually higher
than the supply. In these societies (such as Sub-Sahara Africa), where infant mortality
rates are high, mothers invest their primary attention to their children prior to weaning, in
the early months of life, and when they are sick. With time however, individual investment
decreases. On the other hand, parents rearing children in urban industrial societies are
characterized as employing "qualitative" strategies; fewer children are desired, with much
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individual attention given each. With age, parents invest more and more time, energy, and
resources, not less. LeVine notes, "In these settings, infant care is viewed less as
nurturance for a child at risk than as mental and social stimulation for a child with a
future" (p. 7). Environmental resources then, and cultural modes of processing those,
directly influence how parents think about their children, the needs their children serve,
and their childrearing strategies.
In a unique investigation comparing Gusii mothers from Kenya with EuroAmerican mothers from Boston, Richman, Miller, and LeVine (1992) examined cultural
and educational variations in maternal responsiveness. The Gusii mothers engaged in
more physical interactions (holding and touching) with their infants, while the Boston
mothers talked and looked at their infants more. The investigators discussed the role of
cultural goals in directly impacting maternal responsiveness. For instance, the Gusii
mothers' actions were intended to sooth and comfort their children, while the Boston
mothers had engagement as their goal. Further, Gusii mothers viewed their role as that of
protecting their infants, not as playing with or educating them, as the Euro-American
mothers believed. Richman et al. concluded that, while different patterns of
responsiveness (physical vs. verbal and visual) were evident across these diverse cultural
groups, different levels of responsiveness were not. These differences reflect divergent
cultural scripts for mother-infant interaction.
Exposure to formal schooling also has an impact on maternal beliefs and behaviors.
In the same study, Richman et al. found that formal schooling was related to increased
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talking and looking, and to decreased physical attention. They suggested that formal
schooling is pivotal in parenting behavior in that individuals are exposed to verbal skills
and models of adult-child interaction which they would not otherwise acquire. These
skills may be translated into the way parents interact with their children. This
investigation, argues Richman and her colleagues, "underscores the need to conceptualize
the universal needs of infants in terms more open to cultural variation" (p. 620).
Other distal factors, such as social class (Youniss, 1988; Kohn, 1969) and the type
of work parents do (Crouter, 1984) affect parenting goals and values, and in turn,
socialization strategies. For instance, Crouter (1984) demonstrated that fathers who
participated in group work settings (which required cooperation, joint decision making,
and problem solving) employed similar strategies in their parenting. That is, they
employed communication skills learned at work within the parenting context.
As social beings, parents also receive information from others, information which
likely affects their beliefs and behaviors. Interestingly, Clarke-Stewart (1978) found that
mothers most likely to use expert advice were those who lacked informal support, were
young, educated, and had less confidence in their parenting practices.
Proximal Factors

Other factors which affect the development and nature of parents' ideas include
parental characteristics (such as depression) and child characteristics (such as age and
gender) (Okagaki & Divecha, 1993). One parental characteristic of particular importance
is developmental history (Belsky, Robins, and Gamble, 1984). Grusec, Hastings, and
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Mammone (1994) discuss the complex interplay between cognitive schemas about
relationships (a product of individual development) on the one hand, and parenting selfefficacy and child rearing practices, on the other. Relationship schemas can be understood
using attachment theory (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1973).
According to Grusec et aI., based on our earliest social relationships (those with our own
parents, and most often our mothers) we develop a mental representation (or cognitive
schema) of how relationships are supposed to function and how people are supposed to
interact in social situations. Thus, parental cognitions and belief systems develop as part
of the integration of internal representations about relationships, in general. These
representations are then carried into any social interaction, including, but not limited to,
the parent-child relationship. Thus, developmental history, based on attachment theory,
affects the development of individuals' internal working models regarding relationship
schemas, which, in turn, significantly influence what individuals expect from others in
social relationships and how they interact based on those expectations. Significantly, a
mother's way of viewing a relationship is an important determinant of how she reacts to
her own child and the subsequent development of that relationship.
Grusec et al. argue that more general beliefs (such as those regarding
developmental timetables, parenting values, and beliefs regarding how to change child
behavior) are determined by larger, cultural contexts. On the other hand, however,
specific beliefs about self-efficacy and attributions about children are affected by specific
experiences with one's own children-- experiences directly influenced by relationship
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cognitive schemas and developmental history with one's own parents or caregivers.
Implications of this work are two-fold. First, it suggests that cognitive schemas
are specific to individual experiences, which begin early and develop through time. We
learn early-on how relationships are supposed to function and create expectations of other
relationships based on those early interactions. This, in tum, affects how we interact in,
and what we expect from, social partnerships. Examining relationship history may provide
clues about individual ideas regarding relationship functioning in general, and parenting
behaviors, specifically. Second, as a basis for evaluating verbal reports and actual
behavior, this work provides a means for comparing parental descriptions of
"appropriate" parenting strategies versus actual behavior.
Mothering Re-Conceptualized

Woollett and Phoenix (1991) examined parenting, and mothering specifically, from
a point not often discussed or even acknowledged by most researchers. In their review,
Woollett and Phoenix discuss how mothering has been depicted from only two
perspectives. The first is from a developmental psychological view, where the role of
mother has been scrutinized primarily from the environment she provides for her children
and in her competence at meeting her child's needs. Woollett and Phoenix argue that the
mother, as an active, living, feeling individual, has been neglected~ her worth determined
by her ability to competently fulfill the maternal role and responsibilities.
The second approach has come from the fields of social psychology and
psychoanalysis. From these perspectives, mothering has been depicted and idealized as
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the epitome of womanhood, providing the capstone of a female's life, and a priority to
which all women should strive because it is from this role that women obtain their central
identities as both women and adults.
Neither of these perspectives, argue Woollett and Phoenix, acknowledge other
identities of women, other aspects of their lives, their daily experiences as mothers and
women, or how they feel about those experiences (unless, of course, their feelings comply
with what a "typical" mother should feel-- nurturance, warmth, unconditional love, and
complete satisfaction with the maternal role). Similar arguments have been made by
others (Ireland, 1993; Collins, 1992). For instance, Bernard (1972) argues that mothering
is oppressive to females and devalued in American society, yet paradoxically, the
mothering role is institutionalized and romanticized; women are assumed to attain
complete fulfillment, happiness and satisfaction from motherhood (Chodorow &
Contratto, 1992; Goodrich, Rampage, Ellman, & Halstead, 1988).
Irrespective of individual experiences, a general social construction exists of what
it should mean and feel to be a mother. This conceptualization of motherhood has become
the standard against which women evaluate their own experiences and construct their own
ideas (Ireland, 1993; Woollett & Phoenix, 1991). Subsequently, women feel anxiety and
guilt when mothering does not live up to such high expectations, or when they seek
alternative forms of gratification (e.g., employment outside the home). Among some
women, discrepancy exists between how they feel about themselves as mothers, and the
way they think they should think and feel; cognitive dissonance exists which may influence
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parenting attitudes and behavior. Yet, this aspect of mothering is rarely considered in
empirical investigations.
In this society, the social construction of motherhood is derived by the belief in the
primacy of the mother-infant bond (Rich, 1986). In America, women are viewed as the
more "natural" parent (Schaeffer, 1990) and thus, expected (if not entirely overtly then
certainly covertly), to be the primary emotional and physical caregivers of their children,
often to the exclusion oftheir own needs. Moreover, psychoanalysis in the Freudian
tradition contends that the functioning and maintenance of the mother-child relationship is
critical for a child's subsequent emotional and social adjustment (Rich, 1986). This is a
limited view and ignores the reality of mothers' and children's lives (Woollett & Phoenix,
1991). Rogoff et al. (1991) argued, for instance, that in many societies and cultures,
mothering, or childrearing, is predominantly carried out by siblings, extended kin, and the
larger community~ caregiving environments and situations which may provide children
with special opportunities for cognitive and social stimulation and which relieve pressure
on mother as sole caregiver (Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo, 1989). Thus, mothering must be
examined in its entirety, particularly the daily experiences and feelings associated with
motherhood, from the mothers' perspectives.
Summary

Mothers hold many different views regarding motherhood, views affected by an
infinite number of factors including their own history and cultural context. Yet, the
varieties of women's experiences (such as feelings of anger, boredom, hurt, depression)
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are consistently disregarded. Few researchers have explored how mothers think about
motherhood, what it means to them, and how they are affected by this aspect of
themselves and the responsibilities and expectations of fulfilling the role (Woollett &
Phoenix, 1991). Consequently, by neglecting the varieties offeelings and experiences
associated with mothering our understanding of child development has also been limited.
Woollett & Phoenix, as well as others, argue for investigators to examine the reality of
mothering, recognizing the diverse forms, experiences, and manifestations this role may
take in the lives of women.
Navajo Women and Childrearing

As noted above, little is known about the realities of parenting, in general, and
mothering, specifically; we know little about what motherhood means to women,
particularly with regard to the daily hassles, the anxieties, and the constant pressure to live
up to external standards and stereotypes. Of particular concern is the lack of attention
given minority women, and specifically American Indian women. Little evidence exists
concerning the lives of American Indian women or the American Indian family, except as
it relates to the social decline (i.e., alcoholism, suicide, unemployment) of Native
American families and individuals, values, and social structures (Stauss, 1993).
Moreover, what evidence does exist is largely outdated. Although excellent
anthropologic and ethnographic investigations of the Navajo people exist (see, for
example, Kluckhohn & Leighton, 1974; Underhill, 1956; Coolidge & Coolidge, 1930),
these works offer little insight into the lives of contemporary Navajo women and families.
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Recent investigations do exist, but the focus is largely on "Native Americans" or the
"Native American Child" in a broad, generalized manner (Berlin, 1987; Yates,

1987~

Blanchard, 1983; Attneave, 1979); as if a single "American Indian" family prototype
exists. Inter- and intra- tribal differences are commonly ignored.
Yet today, there are over 400 different federally recognized tribal groups (Yates,
1987), each with its own distinct language, customs, and history. Much intra-tribal
diversity exists, as well (Stauss, 1993). The "typical" American Indian is a myth, and
reflects the ethnocentric, stereotypical prejudice of the Euro-American middle class.
Perhaps the lack of attention given Native American women and families reflects a
continuation of this ethnocentrism. For instance, despite being comprised of nearly
200,000 individuals (Wilkins, 1987) and occupying the largest North American Indian
reserve (Lindig, 1993) we know little about specific aspects of contemporary Navajo
reservation life, and particularly, aspects of Navajo parenting, belief systems, or familial
functioning, or adaptations made given historical changes in social and economic
reservation conditions (Abraham, Christopherson, & Keuhl, 1984).
Of particular concern for the present investigation is the lack of attention afforded
American Indian Navajo adolescent parenting women. Despite rates of childbirth among
reservation residing Navajo youth aged 15 to 19 nearly triple that of similarly aged women
across the nation as a whole (U.S. Census Statistics, 1990), no studies of this unique
population have been located. Indeed, little information concerning contemporary Native
American women or families, in general, is available, much less specifically related to the
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Navajo Nation, or such a unique group within the tribe. The review below was included
to inform the discussion regarding American Indian Navajo families, and particularly,
women, maternity, and childrearing.
Traditional Meanin& of Maternity

The Navajo are a matrilineal people, meaning that descent is traced through the
mother's line, and the preferred form of residence after marriage is matrilocal, thus, with
the wife's family (Wright, 1982; Witherspoon, 1975; Underhill, 1956). Traditionally, the
Navajo engaged in farming and pastoralism, with animal husbandry forming an integral
part of Navajo subsistence and economy. In traditional society, children served as
sheepherders, assisted in tending crops, helped with rearing younger children, and
performed household duties. Moreover, they served as a source of security for their
parents in old age; a role similar to that of agrarian people examined by Hoffinan (1988).
Large, extended families were highly valued as was the maternal role (Shepardson, 1982).
Mytholo&)'
An examination of Navajo mythology provides some insight into the status

afforded Navajo women and motherhood. Changing Woman is a central figure in Navajo
mythology. The Navajo refer to her as "mother" (Smallcanyon, 1980; Witherspoon,
1975). Witherspoon comments, "The relationship of Changing Woman to her children
provides the major conceptual framework for the Navajo cultural definition of
motherhood" (p. 15). It was Changing Woman (also known as Turquoise Woman and
White Shell Woman) who, according to myth, created the first four Navajo clans by
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rubbing skin from her own body (Beck, Walters, & Francisco, 1992). From these first
people, it is said, the present day Navajo clans and all of their descendants were created
(Coolidge & Coolidge, 1930). Thus, Changing Woman is the giver of life and mother to
all Navajo people. Yet, she also provides sustenance-- and is thus, considered to be the
maintainer of life as well. According to Witherspoon, Changing Woman received her
name because of her ability to continually reach old age and then return to her youth
[alternate explanations of the origin of her name exist (see Wright, 1982, p. 391, for
instance)]. She is also called Earth Woman, a name reflecting this constant rejuvenating
power. And, like Changing Woman, the earth continually rejuvenates itself each spring,
and provides life to the Navajo people (Witherspoon, 1975). Indeed, the Navajo consider
themselves "Children of Nature" (Milligan, 1984).
The meaning of mother, and the significance of a woman for providing and
maintaining the life of her children is also evident in specific cultural symbols (i.e., the
meanings afforded yellow corn, com pollen, and menstrual blood). Yellow corn,
according to Newcomb, Fisher, and Wheelwright (1956), for instance, is the symbol of
female fertility, and the ceremonial food representing the female; white com meal
represents the male. During traditional Navajo marriage ceremonies, yellow corn and
white corn are mixed (with corn pollen sprinkled on top) and then eaten by the couple as a
sign of life and human fertility (Witherspoon, 1975). Moreover, com pollen, which is
yellow, "is probably the single most sacred item in the Navajo universe" (Witherspoon,
1975, p. 17). According to Navajo myth, corn pollen was fed to Changing Woman, by
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First Man and First Woman, in order to provide her with generative powers.
An examination of the traditional power and significance afforded menstrual blood
also provides a means for informing the meaning of motherhood and fertility to traditional
peoples. Numerous misconceptions about Native American societies'treatment of
menstruating women, and the meaning behind that treatment exist. For instance, many
erroneously believe that menstruating women were shunned, or separated from others
because they were considered "dirty" or "polluted". These conceptions reflect a societal
devaluation of women (Wright, 1982). However, within the traditional Navajo belief
system, menstrual blood was considered a sacred bodily fluids (Wright, 1993). Analysis of
the meaning of menstruation, to the Navajo, demonstrates the significance and power
afforded fertility among traditional peoples.
Among traditional Navajos, where contraception was not commonly practiced, the
connection between menstruation and pregnancy was particularly apparent (Wright,
1982). That is, during pregnancy, menstruation was known to cease. In an analysis of
certain taboos inflicted on menstruating women, Wright (1982) notes that, while
menstruating, women were not allowed to herd sheep, farm, make love with their
husbands, or handle children. All of which, notes Wright, are intimately connected with
fertility. In this way, social pressure was applied for fertility and pregnancy.
Moreover, traditionally, pubertal, Navajo females were initiated into adulthood through
participation in a four day, sacred ceremony, the kinaalda (which is still performed today
in some instances); a similar ceremony, celebrating male puberty, was never performed.
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Wright (1982) notes that, "the kinaalda reflects the strong need to provide the pubescent
girl with the proper framework within which to view menstruation... [by providing] the
opportunity for the values regarding the proper role for women to be formally expressed"
(p.391). Kinaalda celebrates menarche, the first menstruation of Changing Women, and
thus, the connection between fertility and women. During kinaalda, young women
symbolically "become" Changing Women, thus reinforcing their own procreative powers
(Witherspoon, 1975). The ceremony, in effect, "celebrates the promise of reproductive
capacity, the essential ingredient in the ability to be a woman" (Wright, 1982, p. 391).
The connections between menstruation, fertility, and the significance of
procreation among the Navajo are succinctly evident in four motifs discussed by Wright
(1982). First, in traditional Navajo society, menstruation was intimately tied to the
concept of reproduction; menstruating women were temporarily infertile. Second, because
infertility was devalued, social pressures were applied through the menstrual taboos, in
order to increase fertility. Third, the menstrual taboos constrained a woman's daily life,
particularly in relation to tasks associated with motherhood and childrearing; thus,
reinforcing the importance of motherhood, and the notion that if a woman is not fulfilling
her reproductive role she should not be allowed to exercise other aspects of her role,
either. Finally, through the kinaalda ceremony, women were conditioned to associate
menstruation with childbearing and the reproductive role of women, in a sacred, socially
proscribed manner.
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Summary

Within the traditional Navajo belief system, motherhood, fertility, and procreation
were highly valued. According to Witherspoon (1975), "Motherhood is identified and
defined in terms of life, particularly its source reproduction, and sustenance" (p. 15). The
traditional significance and status afforded fertility and motherhood is evident in Navajo
symbols and mythology. Indeed, the most significant Navajo mythological figure is
Changing Woman (Reichard, ]950), a figure representing life, sustenance, and longevity.
Chana:es in Nayajoland

Over several decades, tremendous economic, political, and social changes have
transformed life on the Navajo reservation, or Navajoland (Iverson, 1990). Because
subsistence affects every aspect of life, economic conditions on the reservation are
particularly significant.
Contemporary Economy

Navajoland is rich with natural resources, a fact which has not gone unnoticed by
major American technological companies (Lindig, 1993 ~ Kunitz & Levy, 1981 ~
Christopherson, 1979). Today, the most lucrative industries on the Navajo reservation
include leasing fees from petroleum, uranium, vanadium, and helium; the mining of coal,
particularly at Black Mesa and Kayenta; and the exploitation of renewable resources such
as timber (Lindig, 1993). Yet, the Navajo have virtually no control over the exploitation
of their natural resources; profits go to outsiders and income from leasing fees and
royalties are primarily used to subsidize welfare payments and for budgets of the Navajo
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government, not for the capitalization of new projects. Although jewelry and craft sales
contribute to family economy, wages earned off the reservation are becoming consistently
more important (Lindig, 1993). Still, half the population have incomes below the poverty
level and unemployment in 1987 was nearly 30%.
In spite of the dramatic changes apparent on the reservation, few investigations
have examined the effects on the Navajo family, particularly those concerning family
functioning and adaptation. There is evidence however, that the status of women has
undergone considerable transformations.
Changes in the Status of Navajo Women

According to Shepardson (1982), since stock reduction (which began in 1933) the
high status of Navajo women has been marginalized. Traditionally, sheep herding was
integral to the Navajo economic system and subsistence. Being a matrilineal society,
women owned and cared for their own herds (Conte, 1982). Stock reduction, an act
federally enforced, was particularly devastating to Navajo women because few alternatives
in terms of wage work were available for them. The most available and lucrative jobs
were in forestry, irrigation, road building, and construction (Shepardson, 1982).
According to Hamamsy (195 7) these changes were felt differently for men and women.
Men, by participating in newly created employment, on and off the reservation,
increasingly adopted the "White man's" ways; conversely, women were left stranded on
the reservation. Extended families were still important, particularly for economic and
social supportive functions (Kluckhohn & Leighton, 1974), but the status of women
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suffered a period of decline (Shepardson, 1982).
In the three decades between 1950 and 1980, the lowered status of women began
to reverse, primarily due to increased educational and employment opportunities. By
1979, nearly twice as many women as men were enrolled in institutes of higher education;
professional opportunities for Navajo women expanded substantially. By 1981, "the
increasing numbers of Navajo women in the professions were striking; affirmative action
had come to the reservation by way offederal agencies" (Shepardson, 1982, p. 158).
With the implementation of electricity and in-door plumbing, the standard of living
began to rise, and with it so too did the health status and life expectancy of Navajo people.
For instance, beginning in 1955 with the inception of the Indian Health Service (IHS),
dramatic improvements in Navajo maternal and perinatal mortality and morbidity
occurred. Milligan (1984) notes that Navajo infant mortality rates dropped from 62.5 per
1,000 live births to 14.2 in 1981, a rate similar to the U. S. rate of 11. 7.
According to interviews conducted with "traditional," "transitional," and
"professional" Navajo women in 1981, Shepardson noted a variety of differing view points
concerning the present rote and status of Navajo women. The majority noted that, with
the changes on the reservation and the adaptations to the larger, Euro-American society,
much had changed, some for the better, some for the worse. One women said, "I like
having a choice. My mother didn't have a choice-- marriage, lots of children, sheep, and
lots of hard work ... I wanted to use my White man's education" (quoted in Shepardson,
1982, p. 163). On the other hand, changes in the attitudes of children and parenting
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practices were also evident in the comments of these women. Some noted that
contemporary children had a hard time deciding what to do, and were "spoiled" with TV
and other amenities. One woman said, "Things aren't belter, they're just changing. We
aren't trained for parenting... we [haven't been able to] observe adults playing proper adult
roles. Our men haven't absorbed good values-- either old or new" (p. 163).
Aside from this qualitative work, little insight about contemporary Navajo women
and mothers is available. According to Witherspoon (1975), the mother-child bond is still
primary among the Navajo. He claimed, "to be a mother is to have a child, in the cultural
sense, not in the biological sense" (p. 15). Yet, we are left to wonder how the
contemporary family functions and of the status of children in that society, particularly
given the declining infant mortality rates and the increased adoption ofEuro-American
values. Given the pervasive economic and social changes on the Navajo reservation, one
is left wondering whether Witherspoon's statement accurately reflects the perspective of
the majority of Navajo women, or rather, if it is merely a reflection of a romanticized view
of reservation family life held over from the mythological and historical past.
Summary

Socio-cultural transformations of the Navajo reservation include changes in
women's status, functions of and attitudes about children, and the absorption ofEuroAmerican values. It is curious, given such changes coupled with contemporary research
interest in adolescent parenting and the zeitgeist surrounding political "correctness" and
cultural sensitivity, that adolescent parenting on the Navajo reservation has been neglected
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by social scientists. The present investigation was meant: 1) to expand scientific
knowledge of Navajo adolescent parenting, informed by an understanding of unique
Navajo reservation community life and historical influences, and 2) to examine adolescent
parenting from the emic point of view, as distinct from the typically applied "medical
model" framework. Qualitative methods were used to achieve these ends.
Qualitative Methods
Qualitative research refers to any type of research producing findings that are not
arrived at through statistical procedures or other methods of quantification (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990). Although often considered less "rigorous" than quantified techniques by
the general scientific community, Marshall and Rossman (1995) and others (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990) discuss several instances where the use of qualitative methods are
appropriate: 1) when the goal of the study is to obtain depth and understanding of a
phenomena; 2) when the researcher feels previous work in the area has been biased or has
misrepresented the phenomena; 3) when the researcher feels "objective" reality does not
exist, or desires a "subjective" point of view; and 4) when the goal of the research is
theory building, because little is known or understood about a phenomena.
Given the misrepresentations of youthful childbearing, the lack of knowledge or
information regarding adolescent Navajo parenting, and the different manifestations of
family functioning and adaptation to youthful parenting within diverse social and
ecological contexts, qualitative techniques are the most appropriate for the present
investigation. Indeed, feminist principles and research goals often dictate the use of

99

qualitative methods for several additional, yet complementary purposes including: to
obtain the personal experiences of the respondents, to avoid the patriarchal "male-asnorm" perspective, and to rally attention for marginalized, neglected populations (Griffin
& Phoenix, 1994).
Research Questions

Questioning during in-depth interviews centered on issues deemed relevant given
previous work with adolescent youth and their families. For instance, social relationships
were extensively examined and posited hypothesis reflected themes identified in the
teenage parenting literature. Thus, the present investigation was meant to build upon and
enhance the existing literature base and field of knowledge.
General Themes & Specific Hypotheses

Below, general themes which were expected to emerge from conversations with
individuals representing each of the three different perspectives 1) the teenage mothers, 2)
their mothers, and 3) community members, are described. Following an overview of
themes of importance, specific hypothesis related to each are posited.
1) The Individual Perspective

Interviews with the teenage mothers were expected to center around several
themes, including: a) general attitudes toward parenting, children, and family; b) roles of
motherhood, expectations for self as "mother," and challenges of parenting; c)
interpersonal relationships and social support networks, including formal assistance from
the community; d) other roles, educational and occupational goals/plans, and life choices;
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and e) cultural scripts and traditional beliefs and values. Related to these general themes,
the following hypotheses were generated:
a. General Attitudes Toward Parenting, Children & Family.
Hypothesis la: Teenage mothers were expected to report that parenting and

motherhood were roles requiring maturity and responsibility; that their lives were
deeply committed to the responsibility oftheir children and their family; and that
they placed a high value on children and the importance of children in their lives.
b. Specific Views of the Maternal Role & Daily Challenges of Motherhood.
Hypothesis 1b: Young mothers were expected to identify with the maternal role;

however, it was hypothesized that they would also identify with the'
"adolescent"l"teenager" role and thus, describe feelings of role-ambiguity.
Hypothesis 2b: Teenage mothers were expected to report that they were the

primary caregivers of their children and that the reality of "mothering" was
different from what they had expected it to be.
Hypothesis 3b: Teenage mothers were expected to report d~ly challenges

associated with motherhood, and that motherhood presented barriers to daily
activities such as school attendance, peer relationships, and leisure time.
c. Social Networks & Community Resources.
Hypothesis Ie: Young mothers were expected to report receiving the majority of

assistance and support (financial and emotional) from their own mothers, and to a
lesser extent, their grandmothers (i.e., cross-generational).
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Hypothesis 2c: Because social support is often described as a "double-edged
sword" it was also expected that teenage mothers would report tension in their
relationship with their own mothers, often related to maternal responsibility and
expectations for maternal role behaviors.
Hypothesis 3c: Young mothers reporting a close relationship with their own
mothers or other familial sources (e.g., grandmothers) were expected to report
stronger feelings of identification with the maternal role and more satisfaction with
the maternal role than young mothers not reporting feeling close to their own
mothers.
Hypothesis 4c: The majority of teenage mothers were expected to report being
seriously committed and involved with a male partner, and to predict that these
relationships would continue indefinitely (e.g., describe them in terms ofa marital
relationship).
Hypothesis 5c: Teenage mothers were expected to report spending little time
with peers or friends, outside of the academic context.
Hypothesis 6c: In addition to informal support, or that provided by family
members and friends, community or formalized support, particularly economic
assistance, when available and accessible may be critical to young parenting
women and their families. Formal sources of support are particularly significant
among young mothers who lack strong informal networks (Bergman, 1989).
Thus, it was hypothesized that young mothers lacking strong interpersonal
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networks, would report receiving more formalized assistance than young mothers
with stronger, more extensive informal support networks.
d. Other Roles. Educational & Occupational Goals. & Life Choices.
Hypothesis Id: Teenage mothers were expected to report significant life changes

following the birth of their children, particularly in the domains of educational
attainment and peer relationships.
Hypothesis 2d: Teenage mothers were expected to report that they were

encouraged by their own mothers to pursue roles other than that of motherhood,
with the expectation that they would continue their educations with the goal of
obtaining employment skills and becoming economically self-sufficient.
e. Cultural Script.
Hypothesis Ie: It was expected that the teenage mothers would report more off-

reservation experiences and contact than reported by their mothers.
Hypothesis 2e: It was hypothesized that teenage mothers would report less

traditional values and engaging in fewer Navajo ceremonies and traditionally
Navajo behaviors than the older generation (their own mothers), thus suggesting
more acculturation with the dominant society (i.e., White American values).
Hypothesis 3e: Compared to their mothers, it was expected that the younger

generation would be more accepting of a) youthful parenting, b) parenting outside
the context of marriage, and c) a value orientation supporting women's work
outside the home.
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2) The Historical/Cross-Generational Perspective
Themes emerging from interviews with the grandmothers were expected to closely
parallel interviews with the teenage women. Thus, themes of particular significance
included: a) the personal meaning of motherhood and family, and attitudes toward teenage
motherhood; b) expectations for their daughters in the maternal role; c) interpersonal
relationships, social support networks, their ro~e as a grandmother, and community
resources or formalized assistance; d) other roles, and educational and occupational goals
for their daughters; and e) cultural scripts and traditional values, as perceived through the
eyes of this older generation of Navajo women.
a. Personal Meaning of Motherhood. Family & Teenaae Parenting.
Hypothesis la: It was expected that the grandmothers would report a deep
commitment to the maternal role and to their own families, including their teenage
parenting daughters.
Hypothesis 2a: Grandmothers were expected to report less acceptance of
teenage parenting than their daughters, noted, for example, through reports that
the teenage pregnancies were unexpected, perceived as a barrier to plans and goals
for their daughters, and a desire that their daughters had not become pregnant
while teens.
b. Expectations for Daughters' Role as Mother.
Hypothesis 1b: It was hypothesized that grandmothers would report that their
daughters should be the primary caregivers of their children.
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c. Social Networks & Community Resources.
Hypothesis lc: Taking into consideration of 1b, above, grandmothers were also

expected to report providing extensive childrearing & instrumental (e.g., money)
support to their teenage parenting daughters.
Hypothesis 2c: As expected for the teens, it was hypothesized that grandmothers

would report tension in their relationships with their daughters and this tension was
expected to result most often over issues of parenting and maternal responsibility.
Hypothesis 3c: It was felt that this generation of women would have strong

feelings against divorce and single parenting, thus, it was hypothesized that the
majority would report being married to the fathers of their teenage daughters.
Hypothesis 4c: Although an area of great interest centered on the relationships

between the grandmothers and their partners/husbands, no hypothesis were made
regarding the quality of relationships or the amount of interpersonal assistance
provided to the grandmothers from their male partners or other interpersonal
sources (e.g., their own mothers).
Hypothesis 5c: Because of traditional reliance on informal networks and the

extended family (Fleming, 1992), we expected that grandmothers would report
little utilization of community (or formal) resources.
d. Other Roles. & Educational & Occupational Goals for DauKhters.
Hypothesis ld: Grandmothers were expected to report expectations for their

daughters to continue their educations with the goal of obtaining employment skills
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and becoming economically self-sufficient, regardless of the birth of their
grandchild(ren).
Hypothesis 2d: Under the assumption that education would be highly valued by
the grandmothers, it was predicted that they would report a willingness to assume
much of the maternal responsibilities for their grandchildren so that their daughters
could pursue educational goals.
e. Cultural Script.

Hypothesis 1e: Grandmothers were expected to report that teenage child bearing
was common and accepted in the Navajo culture, but only in the context of
marriage.
Hypothesis 2e: Grandmothers were expected to report greater acceptance of, and
adherence to, traditional Navajo beliefs and values (e.g., more frequent attendance
at Navajo ceremonies & use of the Navajo language), and a greater desire to
continue those traditional practices, than reported by their daughters.
Hypothesis 3e: It was expected that the status and role of "mother" would be
reported as more respectful among the older generation, those women more attune
to Navajo tradition and myth, than among their daughters.
3) The Community Perspective

Themes expected to emerge in interviews with community informants included: a)
community attitudes regarding children, family, and teenage parenting; b) expectations for
teenage women in the maternal role; c) the Navajo support system and community
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resources available to and used by teenage mothers and their families; d) opportunities and
life options for young mothers, specifically; and e) historical perspectives on motherhood
and teenage motherhood, specifically. The following hypothesis were generated:
a. Community Attitudes Toward Children, Family & Ieena&e Parentin&.
Hypothesis la: Community members were expected to report that children were
highly valued in the community as evidenced through reports of the meaning of
children to Navajo people and their importance in the continuation of the Navajo
population.
Hypothesis 2a: It was hypothesized that the family would be regarded as the
primary socialization institute of the child and considered extremely important, as
evidenced through reports that the family should always come "first," before
individual pursuits and reports of primary reliance on the family.
Hypothesis 3a: Community members were expected to report that teenage
parenting was not condoned and that fewer teenage pregnancies and births were
desired, in contrast to members of the community at Gospel Hill (Burton, 1990).
b. Expectations for Teen Mothers.
Hypothesis 1b: It was hypothesized that young mothers would be considered the
primary, though not exclusive, caregivers of their young child(ren).
Hypothesis 2b: Community informants were predicted to report that abortion or
adoption were rarely considered by the Navajo and that unexpected children were
most often raised by the young mother with the help of her family system.

107

c. Support Systems & Community Resources.
Hypothesis 1c: It was hypothesized that community members would report that
the Navajo family (including the extended network) was supportive of and
provided the majority of services and assistance to young parenting women.
Hypothesis 2c: Community members were expected to report that more
resources were available in the community for assisting youth and their families,
than reported by either teen mothers or their own mothers.
d. Other roles. Opportunities & Life Options.
Hypothesis Id: It was hypothesized that community members would report that
education and economic self-sufficiency were highly valued and thus, young
mothers were encouraged to pursue these roles in addition to that of maternity.
Hypothesis 2d: Community members were expected to report problems in the
youth culture, particularly stemming from lack of traditional values, of visible and
viable opportunities for employment and self-sufficiency on the reservation, and a
desire for integration into the dominant culture system.
e. Cultural Script.
Hypothesis 1e: Community members were expected to report that teenage
childbearing was less acceptable in contemporary society than traditionally.
Hypothesis 2e: Community members were expected to report that women were
respected in the Navajo culture because a) their ability to give birth, and b) the
matrilineal nature of the society.
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CHAPTERm
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Introduction
In the following chapter several issues of relevance to the present investigation are

addressed, including: a) the sampling techniques which were utilized and the subjects who
participated in this investigation, b) the procedures which were followed, c) a review of
descriptive analysis, the technique used for examining and interpreting the present data,
and d) a discussion of trustworthiness, including methods taken in the present study for
insuring data quality and soundness of results.
Samplim:
Several types of sampling techniques are available for qualitative investigations. In
this investigation, the judgmental approach was utilized. This technique consists of
including certain respondents based on their unique knowledge to inform issues of concern
or relevance (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In agreement, Colaizzi (I978), who formulated
the phenomenological descriptive methodology utilized in this investigation,3 states
"experience with the investigated topic [Navajo adolescent parenting in the present
investigation] and articulateness suffice as criteria for selecting subjects" (p.58). Each of
the young women who participated in this study were enrolled in either the alternative
high school, or the regular high school. The two teachers who coordinated the alternative

3S ee "Descriptive Analysis," below.
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high school were instrumental in identifying prospective participants, including interviews
with community members, and in assisting in the coordination and scheduling of
interviews.
Participants

As suggested by Bronfenbrenner, a holistic approach including individuals

occupying various contextual niches and having the ability to provide multiple
perspectives, was employed. In-depth interviews were conducted to target individuals
capable of informing the issues surrounding Navajo reservation adolescent parenting, from
three unique perspectives, or contextual levels of analysis, including: a) the individual, by
interviewing Navajo adolescent mothers, b) the historical/cross-generational, by
interviewing the mothers of the teenage women (i.e., the grandmothers), and c) the
community, by interviewing local members (i.e., health care providers, school personnel)
knowledgeable with the issues surrounding youthful reservation parenting and the
resources available to and used by these young women and their families.
Individual. As noted in Table 3.1 below, a total of8 Navajo teenage mothers

were interviewed, including three sixteen year olds, four seventeen year olds, and one
nineteen year old (the mean age of these woman, at time of the interview was 16.8 years).
The average age at which their children were born was 15.6 years. Most (N=7) of the
young women had only one child, although one young mother had 2 children, a second
young woman recently discovered that she was pregnant with her second child, and a third
young woman lived with an older man and two of his children, aged 8 and 4, from a

TABLE 3.1; Teenage Mother Participants
~--~-~--

ID

Age

Birth
Age*

Name**

Partner
Status

#Children

# Children

---

-----

Desired

Prenatal
!When" *

1

16

14

Sharron

Boyfiiend

1

2

Yes; 1

2

16

16

Karla

Separated

1

3

Yes; 2

3

16

15

Lashina

Separated

1

>5

Yes; 3

4

17

16

Anita

Boyfriend

1; P+

a lot++

Yes; 2

5

19

17

Karana

Boyfriend

1

5

Yes; 1

6

17

15

Yana

Separated

2

2

Yes; 1

7

17

16

Palissa

Single

1

3

Yes; 2

8

17

16

Matilda

Boyfriend

1

3

Yes; 1

*Age at birth of first child.
** All names are pseudonyms.
***Number (i.e., 1, 2, or 3) indicates trimester when prenatal care was begun.
+She was about 6 weeks pregnant at the time of the interview.
++She simply stated "a lot" but was uncertain as to the exact number.
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previous maniage. Six women resided in the homes of their mothers, one lived in her
grandfather's home, and the final young woman lived with her boyfiiend in their own
home. The average number of people living in these residences was 7. Most of the young
women shared homes with their siblings and extended kin, including siblings' spouses and
children, and aunts/uncles. Three of the young women reported being separated from
their boyfiiends, the father of the their children, four were still seeing the father of their
children, and one young woman reported being single, that is, never involved in a
committed relationship with the father of her child. In every case, the current or recently
separated boyfiiend was reported as the father of the young women's children. The length
of these relationships varied: three young women has been involved with the father for 2
to 3 years, three reported the length of the relationship as more than 3 years, and one had
been with her child's father for approximately 6 years.
Half of the young women had dropped out of school at some point in their
educational careers, although all were currently enrolled in either an alternative
educational program (N=6) or regular high school at the time of this investigation.
HistoricaIlCross-'Generational. Although attempts were made to include teen
mother-grandmother pairs in this investigation, this proved difficult at times. In one case
in particular, the relationship between the young woman and her own mother had been
dissolved and thus, an interview was conducted with the young mother's grandmother
(thUS, the great-grandmother of her child). This woman will be discussed separately, given
the unique historical context of her experiences. In another instance, the teen mother-
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mother relationship was also tenuous, although the grandmother agreed to participate in
the investigation. Finally, after being interviewed, one teen mother preferred that her
mother not be included in the study. Thus, the historical/cross-generational sample
included six mothers of teen mother participants and one grandmother for a total sample
of7 (N=7). Identification numbers of the grandmothers parallel those of their daughters
(or granddaughter as in the case of participant #24) with 20 points added to each. Thus,
the mother of participant number #1 was identified as #21, the second mothergrandmother pair were labeled #2 and #22, respectively (see Table 3.2).
This generation of women ranged in age from 40 to 47, their mean age, excluding
the great-grandmother, was 42.8 years. Interestingly, none of these women were residing
with the father of their teenaged daughter; most were single and reported being divorced
from their daughter's father. The father of one young woman was deceased, and one
grandmother was remarried, although they were currently separated first time between 19
and 23 years of age (mean age at first marriage was 22.5 years for the entire sample); with
their first child being born when they were between 20 and 24 (mean age at birth offirst
child including the entire sample was 23.3 years).at the time of the interview. The number
of children each had ranged from 1 to 6. When asked how many children they had wanted
or planned on having, responses ranged from 2 to 7. Most of these women (N=5) had
been married for the first time in their early 20s, the same age when their first children
werebom.

TABLE 3.2: Grandmother Participants
ID

Age

Name*

#of
Children

21

40

Carolyn

1

22

41

Merlinda

24++

57

25

# Children
Desired

Age First
Married

Age First
Child

Education

5

19

23

11th Grade

3**

3

20

20

Some College

Irma

8

12

18

20

11th; GED

42

Evelyn

3

2

22

23

RNDegree

26

46

Joan

6

2

21

21

8th; Training

27

41

Paulette

5

7***

26

26

Some College

28

47

Char

4

4

23

24

Some College

*All names are pseudonyms.
**Her youngest child was 3 months old.
***This woman had a miscarriage in 1993.
+The mother of participant #3 could not be contacted.
++Participant #24 is the grandmother, of participant #4, and the great-grandmother of her child.

w
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Most (N=5) worked outside the home, and their educational histories differed
considerably. One woman had completed the 8th grade prior to dropping out of school to
be married, 4 received some college education in addition to job training, and one
grandmother was a Registered Nurse. The great-grandmother was 57 years old, not much
older than the grandmothers. She had 8 children but had wanted 12; her first child was
born when she was 20 years old. She had been married once, when she was 18 years old,
and was divorced in 1979. She had 11 years of education and had received a General
Equivalency Degree (GED).
CommlloiQr MCWba:s.

Six (N=6) individuals from the community were

interviewed at length during this investigation .. As evident in Table 3.3, two participants
were teachers at the alternative high school. The high school nurse was also interviewed,
as was a counselor. A Delegate to the Navajo Nation Council, a political position
equivalent to a city/town mayor, was included. He had worked extensively within the
community as an advocate for parents and specifically, teenage parents. A Navajo
Medicine Man was also included in the investigation. He provided information related to
traditional views regarding parenting, birth, and maternity.

TABLE 3,3; Community Partjcipapts

I

TITLE

# Years in Community

Ethnicity

ID

Name*

50

Dana

Teacher**

3

White

51

Mindy

Teacher**

4

White

52

Arlene

Counselor

Entire Life

Navajo

53

Tony

Political Leader

Entire Life

Navajo

54

Avery

Medicine Man

Entire Life

Navajo

55

Nonna

School Nurse***

2

White

*All names are pseudonymst.
**These participants were teachers at the alternative high school, attended by the majority of teen mothers.
***Participant #55 was a nurse at the high school, although she treated students attending the alternative
high school as well.
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Pmeedures

All data were collected in a northeastern, rural Arizona community located in the
heart of the Navajo Indian reselVation, in the summer of 1995. The planning, designing,
and final implementation of this investigation has an extensive and rich history, dating back
to 1993, when the Principal Investigator (PI) conducted an investigation of teenage
parenting in another reselVation community for her Master's Thesis. The present
investigation evolved from that early work, in an attempt to address many questions which
had been left unanswered.
All interviews were conducted by the Principal Investigator, a graduate student
experienced in collecting intelView data from pregnant and parenting Navajo adolescent
women and conducting field work on the Navajo reselVation. In the planning stages of
this investigation, it was determined that, because the PI did not speak Navajo, a bilingual
assistant who was familiar with the community would be recruited. However, this was not
necessary, given that every participant, including the great-grandmother, spoke fluent
English and preferred to be intelViewed in English.
The purpose of the investigation and interviewing procedures were explained to
each prospective participant. The adolescent women each completed and signed an
informed consent form before the interview was begun. Six interviews were conducted in
a private room located in the high school library, 6 were conducted in the participants'
homes, 4 were conducted in the alternative high school, 2 were conducted in the Parent
Resource Center, a room located in the local high school, and 3 individuals were
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interviewed in their office or place of work. All interviews were conducted in private.
Interviews were semi-structured, meaning that specific topics were covered, although the
sequence of each was not predetermined, nor was the amount of time spent discussing
each topic. For instance, participants were asked a question of interest (e.g., how has
your life changed since becoming a mother?) or to provide a description (e.g., could you
describe what your life was like growing up in this community?)~ responses to such
questions dictated subsequent questions. However, a predetermined set of topics to be
covered in each interview was devised; topics covered within the teen mother,
grandmother, and community member interviews are noted below4• Interviews ranged in
length from 50 minutes to an hour and 50 minutes (mean interview length was 75 minutes)
and all interviews were tape-recorded. The teen mothers and the grandmothers were
compensated monetarily for their participation.
InteO'iewin~ A~enda

Following the theoretical perspective ofBronfenbrenner (1979), interviews were
organized to capture each socio-ecological context of development. Bronfenbrenner
delineates four primary contexts of development: the micro-, meso-, exo-, and
macrosystems. These are depicted as a series of concentric circles, with each new system
larger and more inclusive than the one before. To illustrate, the micro-system includes
"those activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in

4

See Interviewing Agenda, below.

118

a given face-to-face setting and containing other persons with distinctive characteristics of
temperament, personality, and systems of belief' (Revised, Bronfenbrenner, 1989, p. 227),
whereas the macro-system is described as "a pattern ofmicro-. meso-, and exosystems
characteristic of a given culture, subculture, or other social context, with particular
reference to the belief systems, resources, hazards, life styles, opportunity structures, life
course options, and patterns of social interchange that are embedded in each; the blueprint
for any given culture, subculture, or other social context" (Revised, Bronfenbrenner, 1989,
p. 228). Keeping with this conceptualization, interviews included a broad array of
questioning, from micro-system dynamics to macro-level influences. Although interviews
were semi-structured, that is, the sequence of questioning and significance afforded each
topic was dictated by participants' responses, specific topics of inquiry were deemed
particularly significant by the PIS, given the nature and purpose of the study.
The Individual Perspective. Questioning by the PI reflected issues relevant to
the themes ofimport discussed above. Thus, interviews with the young mothers centered
on several key issues including their attitudes regarding children, the value of children in
their lives, and the meaning of "family;" questions similar to those addressed by Hoffinan
(1988). There was also an interest in obtaining their views regarding the daily and
personal challenges of maternity, and their perceptions of the "realities" of mothering, as
discussed earlier by Woollett and Phoenix (1991). Thus, they were asked, "What is a

5Appendix C provides a list of specific questions which provided structure to each
interview and comparability across interviews.
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typical day like in your life? Can you tell me what a normal day is like for you from the
time you get up in the morning?" and "Can you tell me about the challenges of
motherhood-- what is the hardest part of being a mother?"
To examine the young mothers' cognitive schemas with reference to the parentchild relationship, the young mothers were asked, "What does it mean to be a mother?"
and "What makes someone a good mother?" They were also asked to compare their own
parenting behavior with that of their parents, including how they were raising their
child(ren) differently from how they were raised.
Another area of particular interest concerned the young women's views regarding
their relationships with their own parents, particularly their mothers, and with other
significant persons including their male partners, siblings, and friends. Specifically, they
were asked to "Describe for me your relationship with your own mother, start with while
you were growing up and then talk about what that relationship is like now." The role of
male partners has been shown to be particularly significant in the adjustment and wellbeing of teenage parenting women, independent of the beneficial effects offamilial
support. Thus, the young women were asked about their male partners. To get them to
discuss this issue, they were often asked "How did you meet him?" Often, this was the
only probing necessary to begin a discussion about their current boyfriend or most recent
partner. In terms of peer relationships, the young women were asked, for instance, "What
are your relationships like with friends now that you are a mother? Have those
relationships changed? How?"
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In addition to interest in the beneficial aspects of social support, the presence and
reality of tension and anxiety in interpersonal relationships has been documented and may
playa significant role in the well-being of young mothers (Thompson, 1986). Thus,
interviews also addressed the nature and outcome of interpersonal conflict as perceived by
the teenage women. The following statement often provided a stimulus for discussing
interpersonal conflict, "Sometimes, people who really try hard to help us also get in the
way. Does this ever happen to you? What makes you angry or upset with _ _ _ _?"
However, many of the women spontaneously spoke of conflict in their relationships, and
thus, probing was often not necessary.
Formal sources of support may, at times, compensate for lack of informal
assistance. However, teenage parenting women are notorious for not capitalizing on
formal resources (Bergman, 1990). In the present study, the use and availability of
community resources was examined by asking, for instance, "Do you find that the
community has been helpful to you as a parent? How? What would help you to be a
better parent?"
The young women were also asked about their perceptions about life choices (i.e.,
motherhood, educational opportunities, work/career) that were available/not available to
reservation adolescents, and factors influencing those choices. For instance, they were
asked, "Are young women in this community encouraged to go to high school and
college? To find work?" and "Are young women expected to be mothers and to take care
of their families before doing other things, like school and work?" One topic of interest

121

was these women's plans for their future, and how they might juggle college and child
care. Thus, they were asked about their future plans and how their child(ren) fit into that
projective picture.
Related to this, the histories of these women, their families, and their community,
in addition to perceptions regarding Navajo customs and traditions, were of interest.
Questions were posed to determine the role of women and the status afforded motherhood
in contemporary Navajo society. To examine the role of tradition in these women's lives,
questions were asked, for instance, about their personal and familial adherence to
traditional beliefs and customs (e.g., kinaalda), and the significance of adhering to those
customs. Specific questions included, for example, "Does your family practice traditional
Navajo customs and traditions? Can you describe some of these for me?" or "Have you
participated in any ceremonies recently? What was that like-- can you describe it to me?"
Finally, an examination of larger, more encompassing value systems and ideologies
may inform parenting attitudes and behavior among teenage Navajo women. Thus, these
young mothers were asked about their participation in off-reservation activities in an
attempt to understand their degree of biculturalism with both the Navajo and Dominant
cultures. Questions such as "Have you spent much time in other communities?" and
"Can you tell me about your experiences in other communities- not on the reservation?,"
often elicited information regarding the young women's experiences in non-reservation
towns and settings. Acculturation status may have important implications for how these
women view child development (Gutierrez & Sameroff, 1990) or attitudes regarding the
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timing of particular life events (such as marriage and childrearing) (Ortiz & Vazquez,
1987). Concern was given toward an examination of the teens perspectives regarding the
cultural script in addition to their views regarding the "appropriateness" of youthful
childbearing, specifically in the absence of marriage. The young women were presented
with a question such as, "Are there many mothers your age in this community?" Probing
often followed with, "Some people might say that young women who have children when
they are in the teenage years will have a difficult time. What do you think about that?"
This line of questioning, was presented in a non-judgmental manner in order to elicit as
objective responses as possible, without confounding the respondents' answers with the
investigator's own attitudes or values.
The Historical/Cross-Generational Perspective. Interviews with the

grandmothers paralleled those of the teenage women, however, they are uniquely valuable
given the historical perspective provided by the older generation.
As in interviews with the teenagers, the grandmothers were asked to describe the

meaning of children (e.g., "What does motherhood mean to you?" What are the roles and
responsibilities of mothers?") and the place of "family" in their lives (e.g., "What does
family mean to you?").

They were asked "What was your relationship like with your

children when they were growing up?" This line of questioning revealed rich, often
emotional responses. The grandmothers were additionally asked how the meaning and
role of "mother" had changed through time. Related to this, grandmothers were asked to
describe their daughters' parenting and their expectations for their daughters in the
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maternal role. Specific questions regarding the impact of motherhood in the lives of their
daughters included, for example, "How has your daughter changed since she became a
mother? Is she different? How so?"
Social support systems of the grandmothers were also of interest, and particularly,
their perceptions of their relationships with their teenage daughters. Grandmothers were
asked to describe "the relationship between you and your daughter," and also, "What are
some qualities about your daughter that make you proud to be her mother?" Answers to
questions such as "How did you react when you found out that your daughter was
pregnant?" often elicited detailed, emotional responses as well. They were also asked
about their own role in the family, and in the lives of their grandchild(ren), and the
assistance they provided their young daughters, including emotional, financial and
parenting support.
Grandmothers were questioned about their expectations for their daughters,
particularly with regard to educational goals, and if the unexpected pregnancy and birth
had impacted those goals and in what ways (if at all). They were asked, for instance,
"What are your goals for your daughter?" Grandmothers were asked to describe their role
and other family members' roles in helping the young mothers. Answers to such questions
revealed information regarding how the family had adapted to an unexpected child, and
the coping responses of the family unit.
In terms of the cultural script, the grandmothers were asked about their attitudes

toward youthful Navajo parenting, particularly in the absence of marriage, and the cultural
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script regarding the timing of life events (i.e., had they been adolescent mothers
themselves? How had conceptualizations and attitudes toward youthful parenting
changed?).
Assuming that life experiences shape and influence attitudes, values, belief systems
and behavior, a great deal of time was devoted to chronicling the history of these women
(i.e., their educational, marital, maternal, and occupational histories). The grandmothers
were asked, for instance, to "tell me a little bit about yourself," and specifically, "Tell me
about how you first met your husband" and "What was married life like for your?" . This
information provided valuable insight into the lives of these women, and their distinctly
Navajo ancestry.
The Community Perspective. Interviews with community members were

comprised of questions designed to elicit information on topics discussed in interviews
with the teens and the grandmothers. Thus, community members were asked about
general societal attitudes toward children and the family. To get at these issues, for
instance, one question included the following, "How is motherhood viewed in this
community? How does the community, as a whole, respond/view adolescent pregnancy,
particularly in the absence of marriage?"
The roles of the young mothers' families in helping them adjust to an unexpected
child was of interest (thus, the issue of interpersonal assistance and social support).
Informants were questioned about the role of the family in assisting the young mothers
and their children (i.e., cross-generational caregiving structures, surrogate parenting). To
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get at these issues, respondents were asked to describe, for example, the sharing of
maternal responsibilities within the family. Additionally, however, formalized resources
and assistance was of interest. Thus, questions such as, "What community resources are
available for teenage mothers and their families?" and "What resources do these families
need, but are unable to get from the community-- in other words, what needs are not being
met? How come?" were often posed.
With reference to role expectations of youth, community participants were asked
about the roles and opportunities available to young women in the community and if, for
instance, adolescent mothers were encouraged to follow additional pursuits, (e.g.,
educational, occupational), such as among the African-American mothers interviewed by
Dore and Dumois (1990), or whether mothering, as a central role identity, was
encouraged. Questions including, "Are teenage mothers encouraged to continue or pursue
their educations and other roles, such as careers, or not? Why? Why not?" were posed.
Finally, the cultural script was examined, including future economic prospects for
the community and the potential for community development. As expected, responses
were largely dictated by each respondent's history within the community and his/her
knowledge about the Navajo culture and belief systems. For example, the medicine man
provided valuable information concerning traditional views, and the political leader offered
insight into the contemporary society, particularly as shaped by the changing economic
landscape of the community. Individuals with less familiarity with traditional customs and
of the history of that particular community provided more generalized perspectives to the
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issues of concern, such as the timing of life events, including marriage and childbirth (i.e.,
how do community members react to teenage parenting in the absence of marriage?), and
relationships between Navajo men and women, and how those had changed given changes
in the community economic structure and educational and economic opportunities, in
addition to general views regarding Navajo women and how those had changed
historically. Some of the community informants were less able to address these questions
and provided information pertaining to contemporary issues, specifically. For instance, the
school nurse talked more generally about contemporary views regarding birth control and
about the pregnant and parenting youth she was contacted by.
Summary

The previous section described the sampling methods, the population of teenage
mothers, grandmothers, and community informants, and the specific data collection
procedures utilized throughout the implementation of this research examination. Themes
of particular importance, for present purposes, were also described. Specific questions
which were asked of the participants to elicit responses which might bear upon themes of
interest, were illustrated. Finally, parallels between interviews among each of the
participant groups (that is, interviews with the teenage mothers, their mothers, and
community members) were noted. The following section provides a detailed description
of the transcription procedures and of the analysis techniques used for organizing,
synthesizing, and interpreting the accumulated data.
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Data Analysis

In the following section, two topics related to the analysis of qualitatively based,
tape-recorded data are discussed. The first, transcription, must be complete before the
actual data analyses may begin. The procedures involved in transcribing the present data
are illustrated. Following this, a general overview of descriptive analysis, the procedure
used for qualitative data analysis in this study, is provided.
Transcription

Transcription of recorded tapes was completed by two individuals. The Principal
Investigator transcribed all interviews with the teenage participants and their mothers, and
an assistant who had been trained in transcription procedures and who had previous
experience in transcribing tape-recorded material, was hired. Several reasons dictated the
use of an assistant for transcribing the community informant interviews exclusively. First
and foremost, the young women and their mothers were informed that only the Principal
Investigator would have direct access to their taped interviews. The PI felt an obligation
to uphold this verbal agreement. Interviews with community members were more
"objective" and less personalized than those with the mothers and thus, a similar verbal
agreement was not deemed crucial for protecting the anonymity or privacy of the
informants. Second, in many instances, interviews with the community members were
more formal, given a) the "objective" nature of the topics covered, and b) the place of
interview, which often occurred in the offices or place of work of the community
informants. These interviews were thus, less often interrupted and easier to understand.
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Moreover, three (3) community informants were White, as was the transcription assistant
and thus, unique speaking style of many Navajos, such as word accent and language flow,
were not a concern. To increase the accuracy of transcribed material, it was determined
that the fewest number and most easily interpretable interviews should be transcribed by
an individual other than the PI. When questions arose during the transcription process,
the area of the interview was marked and the PI was consulted. The PI, who had
conducted all interviews and thus knowledgeable about the physical and emotional context
of the interviews, was considered the most reliable source for transcription. Since all
interviews were conducted in English the need for bilingual transcribers and backtranslation (see Berry, 1980 for back-translation of cross-cultural data) was unnecessary.
Descriptive Anal)'sis
Descriptive analysis, described by Colaizzi (1978), is an approach for examining
and analyzing data provided through naturalistic research designs. This technique, often
referred to as phenomenological descriptive methodology, is a technique for objectively
analyzing human experience. The examination of human experience, argues Colaizzi
(1978), can only be achieved through the phenomenological method of description. The
ultimate goal of descriptive analysis is "to let that which shows itself be seen from itself in
the very way in which it shows itself from itself' (Heidegger, 1962, p. 58). Before
examining the actual procedures which compromise descriptive analysis, a brief rationale
for employing alternative methods to the conventional paradigm, as discussed by both
Colaizzi (1978) and Guba and Lincoln (1989), is provided.
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Why a Different Methodological Paradiem?

Despite a long and distinguished history in the social scientific field, there is
increasing awareness of the need, indeed the necessity, for an alternative methodology.
The alternative, the constructivist approach, is outlined by Guba and Lincoln (1989) in
their discussion of Fourth Generation Evaluation. Colaizzi (1978) uses the term
phenomenological descriptive analysis, although the similarity between each of these
paradigms is remarkably similar, despite more than two decades separating the publication
of each description. Below, both methodological and philosophical concerns, espoused by
Guba and Lincoln (1989) and Colaizzi (1978) are examined, with particular reference
made to the present investigation.
Methodoloeical Considerations. The first consideration discussed by Guba and

Lincoln (1989) is that conventional methodology does not contemplate the need to

identify stakeholders and to solicit claims, concerns, and issues from them. In the
conventional paradigm, it is believed that the II real II world is driven by natural laws, and
thus, scientific priority is given to the description of the real world and the laws by which
it is governed (Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Colaizzi, 1978). The laws, in turn, are believed
to be facts, and not opinions; once described or discovered they are subsequently used for
the goal of prediction and control. However, different stakeholders have different
constructions or perspectives of reality. According to the conventional paradigm, the task
of the inquirer is to discover which view is closest to reality; which is the "best II
construction. The antithesis of this perspective is that each construction is equally valid, in
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its own right; that each represents reality in a similarly correct or accurate account. For
the present investigation, the perspective of mothers, grandmothers, and community
members were given equal weight. Each was perceived as having the ability to provide a
different, though not lesser, perspective on youthful Navajo pregnancy. The goal of this
investigation was to examine each of these "realities" for purposes of discovery and
understanding; the goal was not to compare the "accurateness" of each or to grade one
view against another in order to predict or control independent variables impinging on
youthful Navajo parenting.
Related to this, is that conventional methodology cannot solicit claims, concerns,
and issues of individual stakeholders except by adopting a "discovery" rather than a
"verification" posture, but only the latter is served by the positivist or postpositivist
paradigm. The discovery mode of scientific inquiry is particularly necessary, when little is

.

known about a topic of interest. As noted earlier, most investigations of adolescent
parenting have included White or African-American youth. A single publication focusing
specifically on American Indian parenting adolescents could not be found. Thus, the first
steps of an examination on this topic was required to be, necessarily, discovery based.
Since discovery, as noted by Guba and Lincoln (1989), "is clearly a creative process and

cannot be guided by a series of steps or rules" (p. 59), adopting a paradigm comprised
primarily of steps and rules runs counter to the aims of the present inquiry. Colaizzi
(1978) affinns this position. He emphatically asserts that

n ••• experimental

research is

motivated by technology in aiming at influencing, causing, controlling or dominating the
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subject matter of research" (p.57). However, if the research is aimed at "discovery" of
the human experience of a particular phenomenon, then it must begin by contacting that
phenomenon as it is experienced; conventional methods are unacceptable for such a
discovery-based, descriptive approach.
Third, conventional methodology does not take account of contextual factors,

except by physically or statistically controlling them (Guba and Lincoln, 1989).
According to the conventional view, in order to capture, examine, and predict the "real"
world, as it exists "out there," one must control, or reduce to zero, all factors that might
possibly confound the specific variables of interest. Clearly, this modus operandi is the
antithesis of Ecological Systems Theory, and its attendant process-person-context model
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989; 1979). The ecological framework expands upon and relishes
complexity introduced through the examination of contextual features, both within and
among individuals and physical domains, but also including the interplay between the
individual and the environment, through time and space. Indeed, Bronfenbrenner
revolutionized the social science field (see Moen, Elder, & Luscher, 1995) and catapulted
knowledge building into an arena rich for the progression of scientific research,
particularly through the process of discovery. The present investigation provides support
for this argument, in that it was meant to examine, indeed discover, the constructions of a
variety of individuals who had unique experiences with the phenomenon of youthful
parenting among Navajo women. However, "constructions held by people are born out of
their experience with and interaction with their contexts .... constructions create the
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context that the constructors experience and are in tum given life by that erected context"
(Guba and Lincoln, 1989, p. 60). Investigative techniques situated within the conventional
paradigm, stripped of contextual variability and richness for purposes of control, simply
could not have provided the means by which the present investigation could have
proceeded.
A final methodological concern of the conventional paradigm, as stated by Guba
and Lincoln (I989) is that conventional methodology does not provide a means for taking

evaluative assessments 011 a situation-by-situation basis. Although this argument applies
to Fourth Generation Evaluation specifically, relevance extends to naturalistic inquiries.
Methods employed in conventional inquiries are geared toward the "harnessing of factors
(variables) that will act in predictable ways in a variety of situations" (p. 61). Yet, the
goal of the present study was to examine, in an attempt to improve understanding within
the scientific domain, a specific phenomenon as it occurred and was viewed within a
particular ecological context. Generalization had little to bear upon the present
investigation, although comparisons to other populations were referenced where
appropriate (see, for example, Burton, 1989 and Dore & Dumois, 1990).
Philosophical Considerations. In addition to previously mentioned

methodological concerns, Guba and Lincoln (1989) point out philosophical considerations
which also bear relevance to the present discussion. The issue of the theory-ladel1lless of

facts, and the factual ullderdetermination of theory has been recognized. Simply put,
facts do not exist independently from the theories they are purported to support. On the
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other hand, any number of facts may be interpretable through more than one theory; the
complement to this statement is that any number of theories may account for the same
array offacts. Indeed, no theory is ever uniquely determined (the principle of

lI11derdetermination of theory), thus, theories cannot be proven, only supported through
the accumulation of evidence (through the process of induction). The conventional
paradigm cannot produce findings which represent nature as it "really" exists because what
is found represents only those aspects contemplated by and accounted for by the theory
within which the investigation is conducted. Both the constructivist and
phenomenological descriptive (Colaizzi, 1978) approaches claim that there is no "single"
reality, but multiple realities constructed by human beings. The present investigation
examined youthful parenting as constructed from multiple perspectives.
Phenomenological descriptive analysis provided the key to unlocking the "reality" (or
"realities") of youthful parenting among Navajo women and cannot be refuted based on its
incompatibility with conventional methodologies. Indeed, Colaizzi (1978) notes that
phenomenologically descriptive methodology cannot be and should not be rejected on the
basis of its own usually unfamiliar philosophical anthropology, but should be measured
only against the standard of its fruitfulness in accomplishing its own aims" (p.54).
A second philosophical consideration noted by Guba and Lincoln (1989) is the

vailie-ladenness offacts. It is widely accepted that, regardless of one's philosophical
stance, value and bias cannot be completely divorced from one's investigation. Value
judgements guide the questions asked, the manner in which the questions are asked, and of
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whom, the way in which the data are analyzed, and the interpretations of that data.
Indeed, "value-free" scientific research is a myth. Because value does enter into the
scientific equation, the question to be asked is "Who's values are given priority?-- And at
the expense of whom else's?" These questions parallel the concerns of postmodern
feminists, as noted earlier. Indeed, the status quo is often upheld, at the expense of
oppressed groups, namely, minorities and women (Harding, 1987). As discussed at great
length, White, middle class values regarding the "appropriate" timing (i.e., adulthood) and
context (i.e., within a marital relationship) of parenting have too-long guided the
investigative field. This perspective affords power to one perspective (White, middleclass) while other perspectives are disempowered. A radical revision of the conventional
paradigm allows for the acknowledgement and expression of diverse perspectives. The
present investigation, rooted in Ecological Systems Theory and Postmodem Feminist
thought, requires a methodological technique akin to the investigative goals. The
technique of choice clearly cannot be a descendent of the conventional paradigm.
Finally, in justification for the adoption of a different methodological paradigm,
Guba and Lincoln (1989) stress the interactive nature of the knower-known dyad. Guba
and Lincoln refer to the Bohr Complementarity Principle which states that the results of
any study are dependent upon the interaction between inquirer and object. Knowledge is
a product then, of the phenomenon examined, the process of examination, and the
inquirer. As such, different interactions will yield different findings (see, for example,
Pareek & Rao, 1980, for a discussion of the numerous factors affecting the replicability of
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the interview method). "Knowledge," notes Guba and Lincoln (1989) "is a human
construction... including all theories and methods" (p.67). To this point, it is obvious that
one method cannot possibly be held accountable for the investigation of all social scientific
endeavors. Rather, alternative formats, designs, and perspectives are necessary for
meeting the diverse and varied agendas of the inquirer and the phenomenon of interest.
Phenomenololical Descriptive Analysis

Colaizzi (1978) echoes this philosophical position in his description and
explanation of phenomenological descriptive analysis. Although, he notes,
"experimentation is THE traditional method in the conventional paradigm, there is no such
thing as THE phenomenological method" (p. 53, emphasis in the original). Instead, he
states, "... the phenomenologist employs descriptive methods, with emphasis on the plural.
Each particular psychological phenomenon, in conjunction with the particular aims and
objectives of a particular researcher, evokes a particular descriptive method' (1978, p.
53, emphasis in the original). Through the use of phenomenological methods, three tasks
are accomplished including: 1) the phenomenological return to the things themselves, 2)
the investigation of phenomena in a meaningful way, and 3) the relinquishing of the grip
maintained by the technological attitude. Below, is an account of the process for
conducting phenomenological, or descriptive, research.
Procedural Steps. The procedures for conducting descriptive analysis described

below are meant to provide a guideline, and not to be taken definitively; often, the
procedures overlap or develop out of sequence. This, according to Colaizzi (1978), is to
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be expected and part of the natural process of examining the human experience of
particular phenomenon. Not entirely unexpectedly, Colaizzi states, "... the listed
procedures and their sequences should be viewed flexibly and freely by each researcher, so
that, depending upon his [or her] approach and his [or her] phenomenon, he [or she] can
modifY them in whatever ways seem appropriate" (p.59).
Colaizzi (1978) illustrated procedures involved in using this methodology by
reference to an examination of the psychological phenomenon of "'being-impressed-byreading-something-to-the-point-of-modifYing-one's-existence' (i.e. existential change
occasioned by reading), or the reading change structure" (p.57). In his research, Colaizzi
asked participants about their experiences of reading a book that deeply affected them.
He recorded answers to questions, such as, "... recall something which you read that

made all impressioll on you," ''Describe the impressions that it made on you, " "What is it
that allows you to feel sure that it made all impression 011 you?" and "What difference(s)
call you detect within yourself after readillg it?" For current purposes, however,
reference to the present investigation will provide illustrative examples of the methodology
utilized. Steps involved in phenomenological descriptive analysis including the following:
1) Read all of the participant's descriptions, conventionallyterrnedprotocols, in
order to acquire a feeling for them, a making sense out of them. An original protocol
from this study includes the response below, given by a young mother describing her
feelings to being stared at, while pregnant, by her high school classmates and peers:
"I didn't care. 'Cause that was my baby that I was carrying. And I was going to
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school and that was what I had to do. I had to go to school. I was gonna have a
baby and I needed, ya know, a future for me and my family. And people looked
and everything but I really-- yeah, I just didn't care."
(Navajo mother, 17 years)
Protocols, in this investigation, were responses provided by participants to
questions asked related to themes of particular concern. Themes of particular significance
from each perspective sought (i.e., the individual, historical/cross-generational, or
community) are noted below:
a.) Themes of particular interest within the Individual Perspective
included: general attitudes toward parenting, children, and family; roles of
motherhood, expectations for selfas "mother", and challenges of parenting;
interpersonal relationships and social support networks; educational and
occupational goals/plans, and life choices; and cultural scripts and traditional
values.
b.) In the Historica\ICross-Generational Perspective themes of salience
included: the personal meaning of motherhood and family, and general attitudes
regarding teenage motherhood; expectations for their daughters' role as "mother";
interpersonal relationships and social support networks, including their role as
"grandmother"; educational and occupational goals for their daughters; and
historical perspective of the Navajo culture and how it might shape contemporary
views toward motherhood and family.
c.) Reports in reference to the Communjty perspective were expected to
center on issues such as: general community attitudes regarding children, family,
and teenage parenting; expectations of young women in the maternal role; the
Navajo support systems, including interpersonal assistance to teen mothers, and
particularly, the role of the extended family; opportunities and life options for
young people, in general, and role expectations for teenage mothers, specifically;
and finally, community resources available to and used by teenage parenting
women and their families.
2) Return to each protocol and extract from them phrases or sentences that
directly pertain to the investigated phenomenon; this is known as extracting significant
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statements. Colaizzi notes that several protocols may contain the same or nearly the same

statements and therefore, repetitions can be eliminated. He also notes that statements
which refer to specific points in relation to the phenomenon can be transposed from their
specificity to a more general formulation. For example, the statement "Yeah, I'm going to
keep her [daughter] in our traditional Navajo way," may be transposed to, "Desire to
maintain traditional customs and value system."
3) The third step in this process entailsformulaling meanings of each significant
phrase or statement. This process is less easily defined or delineated; the
phenomenological researcher engages in creatjye insiaht. "He [or she] must leap from
what his [participants] say to what they mean," however, "the meaning he [or she] arrives
at should never sever all connection 'with the original protocols; his [or her] formulations
must discover and illuminate those meanings hidden in the various contexts and horizons
of the investigated phenomenon which are announced in the original protocols" (p. 59).
Thus, it is not acceptable to direct, control, or define what was said or to reformulate the
participants' statements beyond recognition. Rather, it is the investigator's task to
integrate the participants' "reality" (or descriptions ofa phenomenon or experience) with
the inquirer's interpretations of that reality, while remaining loyal to the original
descriptions. Colaizzi states, "contextual and horizontal meanings are given with the
protocol but are not in it, so the researcher must go beyond what is given in the original
data and at the same time, stay with it" (p.59). The statement ora sixteen year old
mother, "If! get into an argument with somebody, Ijust take off," has been formulated to
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reflect "avoidance strategies employed for coping with interpersonal conflict." As evident
in this example, my interpretation and formulated meaning of the participant's response is
at once connected to, but not a direct reiteration of, the original statement.
The ultimate goal is to allow for the data to speak for itself, in a manner which
reflects the researcher's interpretation (an interpretation necessarily guided by her own
theoretical underpinnings; the case, it may be noted, in any scientific agenda involving data
interpretation) .
4) Repeat the process offormulating meanings for each protocol and organize the
aggregate formulated meanings into clusters of themes. The difficulties involved here, as
noted by Colaizzi, are similar to those discussed in step 3 above, but more so since there is
an attempt to allow for the emergence of themes which are common to all of the
participants' protocols. In the present investigation, a layer of complexity has been added
to this procedure in that emergent themes were examined l!lilhin each of the three group
perspectives (Le., individual, historical/cross-generational, and community) as well as
mQSS

each of the groups (i.e., individual in relation to the historical/cross-generational;

individual in relation to community).
a) Refer these clusters ofthemes back to the original protocols in order to
validate them. This is achieved by asking whether there is anything contained in
the original protocols that is not accounted for in the clusters of themes, and
whether the clusters of themes propose anything which is not implied in the
original protocols. If, for example, the theme clusters contain themes that are
alien to the original protocols, then the preceding procedures must be re-examined
with the process repeated with fidelity to the original protocols.
b) Discrepancies may be noted among and/or between the various clusters;
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some themes may contradict other ones, or may appear to be totally unrelated to
other ones. Colaizzi explicitly states, however, that "[the researcher] must refuse
the temptation of ignoring data or themes which don't fit, or of prematurely
generating a theory which would merely conceptually-abstractly eliminate the
discordance of his [or her] findings thus far" (p.61). Furthermore, the possibility
of discovering divergent or discrepant emergent themes is highly probable if
"atypical" participants were included in the study, as suggested by Denzin (1989).
5) Results are then integrated into an exhaustive description of the investigated
topic, or theme. In the present study, themes were examined both within each group (i.e.,
from the perspective of the teenage mother, the grandmother, and the community) and
then across groups. Exhaustive descriptions of these comparative analysis are provided.
6) The sixth step involvesformulating the exhaustive description of the
investigated phenomenon in as unequivocal a statement of identification of its
fundamental structure as possible. The goal here is to simplify each exhaustive

description into concise statements reflecting an overall view of the particular
phenomenon.
7) A final step involves returning to each subject and ask about the findings thus
far. Unfortunately, given a) the geographical distance between the investigator and the
population included, b) resource constraints, and c) the difficulty of locating participants,
particularly the grandmothers, for a follow-up interview, the final validating step included
community informants only.
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Trustworthiness

One of the greatest challenges of conducting qualitative, naturalistic research is, in
the words of Lincoln and Guba, "persuading [one's] audiences (including self) that the
findings ofan inquiry are worth paying attention to, worth taking account of. .. " (1985, p.
290). Answering this question, for any social scientist, is largely an issue of establishing
trustworthiness. In scientific research, trustworthiness is measured through truth value,

applicability, consistency, and neutrality. Yet, the means by which each of these
constructs are assessed differs in the apprC"dch taken (i.e., either conventional or
naturalistic) (see Table 3.4 below).

Table 3.4: Conventional and Naturalistic Determinations or Trustworthiness
Construct

Rationalistic Term

Naturalistic Term

Truth Value

Internal Validity

Credibility

Applicability

External Validity

Transferability

Consistency

Reliability

Dependability

Neutrality

Objectivity

Confirmability

In the conventional tradition, trustworthiness is determined through an evaluation

of the study's internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity. Lincoln and
Guba (1985) note that however, these constructs are inappropriate for evaluating the truth
value of qualitative or naturalistic endeavors. Instead, credibility, transferability,
dependability, and conjinnability are presented, respectively, as alternative constructs for
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determining the trustworthiness of naturalistic or qualitative endeavors. Each of these
constructs, and how they have been addressed in the present investigation, are discussed
below.
Credibility

Credibility is the alternate construction of internal validity; the goal of detennining
credibility is to demonstrate that the inquiry was conducted in such a manner as to ensure
that the subject was accurately identified and described (Marshall & Rossman, 1989).
Lincoln and Guba (I985) suggest several steps for increasing the probability that credible
findings will be produced. One of these is prolonged engagement which has been defined
as the investment of sufficient time to achieve certain purposes. The question then
becomes, what detennines a sufficient amount of time? To this question, Guba and
Lincoln respond, "Long enough to be able to survive without challenge while existing in
that culture" (p. 302). For purposes ofthe present investigation, cultural engagement may
be said to have begun three years ago, when the PI conducted an investigation of
adolescent parenting among Navajo women. Although conducted in a different
community than the present investigation, the argument may be raised that the engagement
process, or direct experience with adolescent Navajo 'mothers, began in 1993. In the
present investigation, engagement with the specific community of interest occurred over a
series of journeys to the community, and meetings with community members, teachers,
and extension agents there. Additionally, when in the community gathering data, the PI
was completely immersed in the culture and with the population of interest. For instance,
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her "home base," so to speak, was the alternative high school, attended by the majority of
participants; she visited the homes and offices of participants for interviews and for social
purposes; she was invited to make return trips to participants' homes; and she talked with
participants and non-participants alike informally, that is, in conversations that were not
recorded.
Lincoln and Guba, and others (Denzin, 1989) further suggest that triangulation
increases the credibility of naturalistic investigations. Triangulation, or the "act of
bringing more than one source of data to bear on a single point" (Marshall & Rossman,
1989, p. 146), may take several forms including the triangulation of sources, methods,
investigators, and theories. In the present study, triangulation of sources was achieved
through the inclusion of a diverse array of participants; participants representing
numerous aspects of the ecological context of Navajo adolescent parenting. Additionally,
extensive conversations between the PI and informants, particularly the school teachers
who had extensive contact and histories with the young mothers, "off the record" (i.e.,
non-recorded conversations) and through time (i.e., before the actual data collection
period, during data collection, and following exit of the PI from the community) have
provided supplemental, and extremely valuable insight into the lives of the young women
and their families.
Triangulation of method was achieved through extended and extensive contact
with many of the participants. The PI was provided multiple opportunities for
personalized contact with many participants representing each of the individual,
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historical/cross-generational, and community perspectives. During informal, non-recorded
encounters, for example, and through extended conversations while riding in a car
together, additional depth and supplemental information concerning the young mothers,
their families, and their attitudes, behaviors, and world experiences was provided.
Moreover, because the researcher's "home base" was the alternative high school, she was
able to observe the teenage mothers in the academic context and among their peers.
Moreover, she was able to observe external factors impinging on their daily, school-based
contexts (e.g., when school attendance was impossible due to lack of child-care). Finally,
the present investigation was based on the tenants of both ecological theory and
postmodernism, not a single theoretical perspective.
Guba and Lincoln (1985) further argue that member checking comprises the most
crucial technique for establishing credibility. In the member check, data, analytic
categories, interpretations, and conclusions are tested with members of those from whom
the data was originally collected. Member checking is described as a continual process
involving both formal and informal techniques. Member checking was initiated 1) during
the course of each interview, whereby the PI interpreted or reiterated statements of the
respondents, requesting clarification or confirmation of her interpretations, 2) in
subsequent interviews, in which statements of previous respondents were discussed
(anonymously) and comments requested, and 3) through examinations between responses
of one group (e.g., teenage mothers) and those of another (e.g., their own mothers).
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External validity, the conventional construction of transferability, is concerned
with the generalizability of results. This in established through sampling procedures to
ensure that the participating population is representative of the population of interest, and
further, that the results obtained may be generalizable to other populations. There is a
trade offin conventional designs whereby measures taken to increase internal validity, may
compromise a study's external validity (e.g., the more control imposed, the less natural the
situation becomes and thus, the less generalizable). In naturalistic inquiries, Guba and
Lincoln contend, "The original inquirer cannot know the sites to which transferability
might be sought, but the appliers can and do ... the responsibility of the original
investigator ends in providing sufficient descriptive data to make such similarity judgments
possible" (1985, p. 298). As noted throughout this document, extensive descriptive
information is provided regarding the ecological context within which the study was
conducted, the population of interest, the procedures and processes of data collection, the
researcher's biases, and her subjective experiences during the data collection process and
investigation in its entirety.
Dependability

Within conventional studies, reliability is the parallel term for dependability and is
typically demonstrated by replication; if "two or more repetitions of essentially similar
inquiry processes under essentially similar conditions yield essentially similar findings, the
reliability of the inquiry is indisputably established" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 299).

146

However, in naturalistic inquiries, replicability is nearly impossible. Individuals, as well as
environmental contexts, are continuously changing and evolving; the crux of social
scientific research. In research utilizing interview methods, Pareek and Rao (1980)
identify several factors affecting the interview process and the replicability of results,
including: the characteristics of the researcher, the questions asked, respondent
characteristics, the interview and its setting, the questions as understood by the
respondent, the respondent's motivation to answer, the answer given, and finally, the
answer, as understood by the interviewer (e.g., did he/she understand the response as it
was intended?). Lincoln and Guba (1985), as well as others (Gilgun, 1991) suggest
documentation of the study in terms ofan "audit" or detailed trail of steps employed such
that any subsequent individual, following the exact same steps, in a similar population,
under similar conditions, then similar results would be obtained. An audit trail was kept
by the PI while in the field which documents each step taken during the planning and
implementation of this investigation. Again, given the numerous variables impacting
interview outcomes and subjective interpretations, exact replication is unlikely. However,
obtaining similar findings among a comparable population while utilizing comparable
procedures, is not unreasonable given the detailed information provided by the PI related
to this investigation.
Confirmability

Confirmability captures the traditional concept of objectivity. In naturalistic
inquiries, Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the issue of neutrality or objectivity no
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longer lies in the investigator's characteristics, but rather, in the characteristics of the data
themselves. They discuss several techniques for assessing confinnability including, 1) the
use of an audit trail, and 2) triangulation, accomplished in the present study through the
use of multiple sources, methods, and theories, as discussed above.
Summary
This chapter presented information relevant to the design and implementation of
this investigation. Sampling and data collection was discussed, as were subject
characteristics. A brief overview of the data analytic technique, descriptive analysis, was
also presented. Finally, the issue of trustworthiness was addressed, and specifically, the
constructs of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, of which it is
comprised. Special attention was afforded each of these constructs in relation to their
relevance in the present investigation; steps taken to increase the study's soundness were
described. In the chapter which follows, results of descriptive analysis technique and data
analysis are presented.
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CHAPTER IV
DATA ANALYSIS

Introduction
In this chapter, results from data analysis are presented and described.

Descriptive analysis proceeded, following the suggestions of Colaizzi (1978); the process
was repeated separately for each group of participant data. That is, descriptive analysis
was utilized to examine interviews with the teenage mothers (the individual perspective),
the process was repeated to analyze the data collected from grandmothers (the
historical/cross-generational perspective), which was followed by a third iteration of the
technique using the community informant data (the community perspective). The purpose
of treating the data separately during the analysis was to simplify the quantity of data
processed. However, connections between each of the perspectives was a principal
interest throughout this investigation. Thus, themes were examined both within and
across participant groups. Results are described below.
The Individual Penpective

Data analysis proceeded according to the steps outlined by Colaizzi (1978). Data
collected through interviews with Navajo teenage mothers was analyzed first. Results of
this process are discussed below.
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Step One: Readinz of the Protocols &
Step Two: Extractinz Siznificant Statements

The first step described by Colaizzi for conducting descriptive analysis involves
reading all of the participants' protocols in order to acquire a feel for the phenomenon of
interest. Interviews with the teenage mothers were read thoroughly. The second step of
descriptive analyses involves returning to each protocol and extracting phrases and
sentences that relate to the investigated phenomenon. Data analyses proceeded by
combining the first and second steps such that significant statements (those referring to
any of the stated hypotheses) were noted as each interview was read. Thus, throughout
the reading of the protocols, all comments made by the young women referring to themes
of interest of this investigation were noted in the paper margins. For instance, during the
course of one interview, a young woman stated, "I can't really have fun anymore-- just
stay inside taking care of her. I can't even go to school that much-- I was supposed to go
to school this summer but she was too small. And some of my friends-- they don't come
by and see me anymore." This statement was highlighted and adjacent to it the notation
(+ 1b) was marked, indicating support (the + sign) for the first hypothesis (by the number

1) within section b (comprised of

Specifi;~

Views for the Maternal Role & Daily

Challenges of Motherhood). Statements which contradicted a hypothesis were noted
through the use of the subtraction (-) sign.
At times, specific statements could be interpreted as representative of more than
one hypothesis. For instance, when asked her reaction to finding out she was pregnant at
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the age of 16, one mother noted that, "I was scared because of alI these things that people
say-- that if you have a baby you can't do everything you want in life. It's gonna stop you.
That's why I was scared. And I was scared of how my life was gonna change, what [it
was] gonna be like. I was a mother. I was like, ya know, alI this responsibility is gonna be
on me." Next to this statement two notations were made, +Ia and +Id, because the
young woman indicated that motherhood required responsibility (thus supporting
hypothesis I in section a) but embedded in the statement is also indication that she
suspected her entire life would be affected by the baby (which is supportive of hypothesis
I in section d). Therefore, during the extracting significant statement stage, or step two,
of data analysis, this statement was placed under both hypothesis I a and I d. All
statements referring to more than one hypothesis were treated similarly.
During this stage, notations were made of ideas and topics which appeared
important to the young women being interviewed, whether or not they pertained to a
specific hypotheses. These themes were noted (including reference by page number as to
where statements of support for each theme could be located throughout the text). In this
way, themes, or issues of importance, could be compared among all teenage mothers and
then again across the individual, historical (grandmother) and community member data.
Themes of particular significance included: the tenuousness of relationships between
women and men, ideas related to income and governmental assistance, grandmothers
acting as surrogate mothers to their grandchildren, and the teenagers' desire to parent
differently from how they were parented. These are discussed below.
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Points of Divergence

While reading the interview data it became increasingly clear that the young
women differed markedly, not only in life experiences, but more importantly, in their
interpretations of those life experiences, in their perceptions of themselves, particularly
with reference to their role as mother and/or "adolescent"I"teenager," and finally, in the
manner and complexity with which they thought about and articulated issues of concern
(e.g., buying diapers and food for their children versus buying school clothes).
During the first stage of data analysis, obvious differences between the young
women were apparent. The most discernible differences involved the degree to which
each young women identified with either the maternal role or the teenager role.
Interpretations of role identity were made dependent on the following points. First, a
large discrepancy was noted in the young women's attitudes toward maternity, children,
and their role as mother. When asked what motherhood meant to her, for instance, one
youth replied, "It's just like the greatest gift in the world a woman can have to be a mother
[and] to care for a baby." In contrast, another youth remarked, "I still can't believe that
I'm a mother. I mean, I just feel like a normal teenager until I really think about it and then
it's like, oh, yeah, I am a mother." These two statements are representative of the
differences observed between the teenagers in terms of their views regarding maternity as
a personal role and the primacy of maternity in the lives of each youth.
A second point of divergence involved the concern of each youth regarding issues
such as the importance of participating in extracurricular and social activities, going out
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with mends, and fitting in with age-mates (e.g., wearing the right clothing styles). When
asked what kinds of things made her happy, one sixteen year old replied, "Probably talking
to mends. That's all, talking to mends and driving around." In sharp contrast, another
replied, "My son is everything to me. There are dances and things like that. But yeah, I
missed out on them but I want to have my son and that's all that matters. " As above,
these statements revealed clear differences in the manner in which the young women
conceptualized maternity and "adolescence," and their identification with each role.
A third difference was noted in the amount of time each young woman reported
devoting to maternal activities, such as feeding, caring for the baby, or simply spending
time with the baby. One young woman stated, "I don't know [what it's like being a
mother], I don't stay with her that much." While another, who was mother to a 14 month
old, and step mother to two young sons, was asked if she got much free time for herself to
which she replied, "No--no. Everything goes to the house, the boys, and her. And doing
things-- cooking, cleaning-- I'm constantly cleaning. "
Of importance, however, and aside from the actual time each youth reported
devoting to the maternal role, were reports made by the teenagers regarding their
interpretations about perceived personal sacrifices made in order to allow them to fulfill
maternal duties. Specifically, some of the mothers described their child(ren) as a "barrier,"
so to speak, to personal goals and ambitions. For instance, one reported, "This summer I
was really bored. I wanted to go places, but, it's just that I had to take care of my little
girl-- take her with me everywhere and all of that. " This mother conveyed feelings that
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she felt her child was a burden and restricting of her leisure time. In sharp contrast,
another young woman reported that her child made her life more complex, but at the same
time, she viewed the child as a factor motivating her to be the best person she could be.
She stated,
"I don't think back about not having my son. I don't think 'well, if! didn't have him
I would be doing this or this.' Well, I can still do it. It's just going to be harder...
even though I have kids that's not gonna stop me from being the best person that I
can be."
Finally, the primary concerns or worries of each young woman were also taken
into consideration when interpreting their degree of identification with each of the two
roles (i.e., maternal versus teenager). Some of the young women were appeared
substantially more concerned with their own welfare and happiness than that of their
child(ren). One youth stated, for example, "I start thinking about things, I start thinking
that I should give [her daughter] up for adoption so I can have more things to do myself."
This mother's concern with herself was noticeably apparent; putting the baby up for
adoption, an act which would result in physically and permanently removing the baby from
her life, appeared to this woman as a plausible solution to her disdain with maternity. In
comparison, the thought of being separated from her daughter, for even a short amount of
time, was described as difficult by another young mother. When asked how her daughter
would react to being with a sitter everyday, she replied,
"She'll get used to it [but] it's going to be hard on me 'cause I'm so used to being
around her. I don't really trust anybody watching her... only about 3 times out of
the whole summer [have] other people watched her."
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Depending on degree of identification with each role, comments were made which
often fell between the two extremes. Thus, a range of responses were noted among the
various teenage mothers with reference to maternity and adolescence. To make sense of
these qualitative differences, two continuum were created. The first was titled IImaternal
identity, II with high maternal identity noted on the extreme right and low maternal identity
on the extreme left. The second continuum was titled lIadolescent identity. II High
identification with the teenager role was noted on the far right, low identification with that
role was noted on the far left. Each young woman was placed on each of these continuum
in relation to her peers, based on how each described herself as a mother and as a
teenager, and the degree of identification each had with the two roles.
Step Three: FormulatiDe MeaDiDes

The third step in the analyses procedure, as explained by Colaizzi, involves

formulating meanings. This step involves creative insight and the movement on the part
of the investigator from what the "participants say, to what they mean. II
Classification Based on Identity

The IIcontinuumll based framework which was devised for understanding each
young woman's identification with the maternal and adolescent roles, as independent
factors, appeared much too simplistic. Clearly, to gain a deeper understanding of the
actual processes shaping the lives and perceptions of each youth, as mother, a more
realistic conceptualization was in order. Indeed, the two constructs were not mutually
exclusive. In fact, the two roles appeared related to one another. Thus, a framework
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was devised in which identification with the maternal role and that with the
"teenager"I"adolescent" role were integrated. The new framework was devised to reflect
the interconnectedness among the two constructs. Results of this integration are depicted
below (see Table 4.1).

Table 4.1: Maternal Versus Adolescent Role Identification
TEENID:

MATERNAL ID:
HIGH

HIGH

LOW

LOW

Karla (#2)
Matilda (#8)
Anita (#4)
Karana (#5)

Yana (#6)
Palissa (#7)
#1

#2

#3

#4

Sharron (# 1)
Lashina (#3)

The framework resulted in the following four categories, based on the degree of
identification with each of the two roles (maternal versus teenager): 1) individuals
perceived as having a high degree of identification with both the maternal and the
adolescent roles (lflGH maternal I mGH teen ID; classification #1); 2) individuals
perceived as highly committed to adolescence, with little commitment to maternity (LOW
maternal I mGH teen ID; classification #2); 3) young women perceived as deeply
committed to the maternal role, with little identification with the teenager role (mGH
maternal I LOW teen ID; classification #3); and 4) young women perceived as being
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disinterested, or lacking involvement in, either the teenager or the maternal role (LOW
maternal / LOW teen ID; classification #4). Interestingly, despite the small sample size,
the young women were evenly distributed across each of the four classification categories.
The Influence of Context
As expected based on Bronfenbrenner's process-person-context model (1989), the

influence of context in shaping the life situations, perceptions, and behaviors of each of
these young women was not unrecognized. Indeed, although contextual influence was
expected to emerge, an unexpectedly strong association was evident between the
teenagers' classification status (i.e., category 1,2,3, or 4) and their reported relationships
with their own mothers (the grandmothers). Specifically, the youths' relationships with
their own mothers appeared overwhelmingly predictive of their classification status, or
degree of role identification. Clearly, many contextual and personal characteristics bear
directly upon the development of identity, or the progressive stages in answering the
question "Who am I?" (Erikson, 1959). According to Manaster (1989), "It is important
to an understanding of identity to show concern for an individual's personal uniqueness,
emanating from his [her] own personal history as he [she] has perceived and constructed it
and his [her] identification with a group to which he [she] feels he [she] belongs," (p.156).
During the Reading of the Protocols, it became increasingly clear that environmental
circumstances, including historical events, networks of relationships, and particularly
relationships between the young women and their own mothers, were intricately
associated with each young woman's primary role identification. A brief description of
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each young mother's unique life situation and the significance of context in shaping
perceived role identification is provided below.
Category #1: The Balancing Act. Karla was sixteen at the time of our

interview. She lived in a small apartment with her mother and six other family members.
Her step-father was around occasionally, but often left for long periods of time without
explanation. She and her boyfriend had been together for two and a half years before she
learned she was pregnant, but they had recently separated because, as Karla stated, "He
takes drinking over his daughter and me." Her daughter was 5 months at the time of the
interview. Karla appeared deeply committed to her role as mother and to the welfare of
her daughter. When asked what her concerns were, the needs of her daughter came
readily to mind as she stated, "Money, that's my main need right now- money for diapers
and food."
At the same time, however, friends and school were also very important to Karla.
She appeared very intelligent and had been enrolled in advanced classes. When she
learned she was pregnant; she stayed in school "until about the last month [when] I started
going only half a day 'cause I was really tired." Before becoming pregnant, she described
time with friends doing things like, "hanging out, reading magazines... we used to just
drive around-- go to country dances--Iearn new dances and stuff like that. I like to try
new things."
The birth of her daughter had complicated her life, making school attendance
difficult, if not impossible at times, and peer and familial relationships tenuous. Most

1.58

people in her extended family and many of her mends ostracized her after learning of her
pregnancy. Her mother, however, has been a constant source of strength and support,
who had just had a baby herself Indeed, the two women were pregnant at the same time.
Karla described their relationship by saying, "We're like, well, like best friends. We talk
about everything together, we do things like teenagers, we have fun together-- we take
care of each other's babies-- it's a lot of fun being with my mom." When asked how her
mother and others helped her to be a parent, emotional support was primary. She stated,
"They know I'm doing a good job- they just say 'keep up the good work ... you're
doing a good job-- you're teaching her good things, you're there for her all the
time-- that's what's good.' They just tell me I'm doing a good job."
Her mother encouraged Karla to get an education. Karla was determined to complete
high school while simultaneously maintaining her role as primary caregiver to her
daughter.
Karla's commitment to both maternity and as an adolescent attempting to finish
school and maintain ties with peers, was evident throughout the interview. However,
contextual features, such as the emotional, instrumental, and financial support she received
from her mother had played a significant role in her life and personal development.
Significantly, her mother has provided her with much support and encouraged her to be
the primary caregiver of her child and encouraged her academic achievement. An
interesting balance had evolved between the two .women, in that her mother provided a
substantial amount of support, but not too much that Karla felt dependent; an intricate
balance not observed in other family spheres (see Sha"on and Lashina, below).
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Matilda was also perceived as being highly committed to her role as mother as

well as to that of adolescence. She described her reaction upon learning of her unexpected
pregnancy with the following,
"I didn't cry-- I remember the day so clear-- I didn't cry-- I was barely a
sophomore-- going into my sophomore year, and I was very involved with school.
I was known by a lot of people and so was [my boyfriend] and I didn't like it
[being pregnant]."
The pregnancy affected her life substantially, it interrupted her "regular" life as an
adolescent; an adolescent who was highly involved in school clubs and groups. She
stated, "I was president of a lot of clubs before I got pregnant, but now it's just like I don't
even get elected or anything. It's really hard." Despite the significant changes she has
endured, Matilda was extremely committed to her son. To her, motherhood meant,
"... not running around. You always have to be responsible, be on time for what you do,
just be happy, and-- a lot of times mothers can get way overwhelmed and just- be yourself,
especially when you're in school.

II

At the time of the interview, Matilda had been with her boyfriend for eight years;
the relationship had been rocky, often marred by episodes of physical abuse. Matilda's
parents had been separated for two years; she lived with her mother, little sister, son, and
occasionally her boyfriend. In the past, she had spent time living with her boyfriend at his
parents' home; at the time of the interview he had been staying with Matilda at her
mother's home. Similar to Karla, Matilda's mother also provided a great deal of support
(emotional, instrumental, and financial). This is not to say that her mother was not upset
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at her daughter's unintended pregnancy, Matilda described her mother's reaction as
follows, "... probably what most moms do ... she cried. She said, 'you know, I had a lot
more things coming for you and it's just like you ruined it all,' you know." Later,
however,
"... she changed when she saw what I was going through with my boyfriend. She
changed herself. She decided to help me and when my boyfriend wasn't there for
my prenatal care she would take me. She would go out of her way and take me
and she'd bring me lunch every single day. And she used to cook for me and do all
things for me and she used to walk with me for a daily exercise and stuff like that,
which were really good."
It appeared that, due to the support and assistance she received from others, and
her own mother especially, Matilda was able to be mother, "involved" high school student
(Matilda had just made the porn-porn team), friend, and girlfriend. In essence, she was
allowed time to fulfill other roles, in addition to that of "mother."
Matilda and Karla were both perceived as highly committed to their roles as
mothers, but also to school, friends, and having fun. Although the pregnancies had
complicated their lives, neither of the young women were regretful of the choices they had
made; neither felt that their adolescence had been compromised substantially because of
motherhood. Importantly however, largely because of contextual factors (primarily the
support of their own mothers), they were able to negotiate motherhood in addition to
other roles (e.g., student, adolescent) simultaneously.
Category #2: Oh. Sweet Adolescence! Seventeen year old Yana was the mother

of two young children, aged 3 years and 8 months. At the time of the interview she lived

161

in her mother's home with 7 individuals. She had three older sisters, all of whom had been
teenage mothers themselves. Before becoming pregnant Yana had gotten into substantial
trouble at home and at school; she spent the majority of her time away from home, with
peers. She was 14 when she began drinking and then failed one grade, that was when,
"... my mom sent me off." Yana's mother sent her to Flagstaff to live with an older sister;
she quit drinking, but became involved with a young man and five months later discovered
she was pregnant. She claimed that both pregnancies were planned, however, "... we
didn't plan it that good though ... because we're not together as much." In fact, she had not
seen her partner for three months at the time of our interview-- she had left him in
Flagstaffbecause he had started spending time with friends, drinking and been kicked out
of college. Yana was perceived as having a high degree of identification with the
teenager role, much more so than with the maternal role. She appeared to let her own
mother (i.e., grandmother of her children) assume primary care of her children. Although
not a good student, she reported liking sports, and it was evident that she continued to
spend a great deal of time with friends. Her mother babysat when Yana was away at
school or playing basketball.
Her mother's willingness to care for her children allowed Yana the opportunity to
devote significantly less time to her maternal role and more to being an adolescent, which
was apparently an agreeable situation for this young woman. Yana's reports indicated
that, prior to breaking up with her partner, she had been much more committed to
maternity. It appeared however, that following the break-up and her subsequent move
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into her mother's home, that her interest in maternity had waned. Because her mother was
temporarily out of work, it was possible for Yana to relinquish many of her maternal
responsibilities to her mother, perhaps more responsibility than her mother desired (see

Joan, below).
In sharp contrast to many of the young mothers who were interviewed, Paiissa

embodied the life of a "typical" teenager-- one interested in boys, primarily, and her own
world of peer relationships, going out, and having fun. Although she had remained
enrolled in high school, socializing, not academics, was her primary interest. Being a
mother, according to Palissa, had changed her life very little. When asked about her
feelings of herself as a mother, she responded,
"I still can't believe I'm a mother. I mean, I just feel like a normal teenager ... when
I'm at school or out with my friends I don't think of myself as a mother until
somebody brings up the subject, or you know, when I go home and see her... or
until I really think about it and then it's like, oh yeah, I am a mother. "
Palissa was the only "single" mother interviewed; she and her baby's father had
never been involved in a romantic relationship, and few people, including her own mother,
were aware of his identity. Needless to say, when asked "what's missing in your life-what would make things easier for you as a mother?" Palissa responded, "A guy!!"
Palissa also reported frequent conflict between herself and her mother, primarily
because she had a habit of lying so that she could spend more time with her friends.
Compared to many of the other young mothers, Palissa appeared quite immature. To
illustrate, she reported, "[My mother] only trusts me when I'm with my sister," (who
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happened to be 2 years her junior). Palissa's lack offorethought, in tenns of maternal
duties and responsibility, appeared related to her overwhelming personal concerns, rather
than an intentional neglect of her child. Indeed, Palissa appeared to be concerned about
her daughter's welfare, however, she preferred that others would assume primary maternal
care. Palissa was happiest when she was with friends, and away from home. Her mother
provided much support and assistance, for instance, she was the only financial support for
Palissa and her daughter. She also watched her granddaughter when Palissa was at
football practice (she was the manager of the football team), karate practice, or out with
friends. Interestingly, Palissa felt that she did not get enough support from her mother
and stated, "She's pretty helpful, yeah, she's pretty helpful. It's just sometimes I just wish I
could go out whenever I want." To accomplish this goal, Palissa had devised a plausible,
though not likely, solution in which she would "just take off' and move out of her
mother's house. She stated,
"Sometimes I just think, 'Oh, after I tum 18 [I'll] look for somebody who I could
stay with who's here in [town name] who is willing to take care of my daughter for
me while I go out,' so that's the kind of person I'll try and look for."
Her solution demonstrated a limited capacity for logical problem solving and
marked egocentrism. In addition to finding a pennanent "babysitter," Palissa had
considered more drastic measures, including putting her baby up for adoption. She
rejected the notion, however, because of what others might say, and noted, "No, I better
not [put the child up for adoption] ... 'cause people will be wondering why I did that and if
they found out they'll just say, 'oh, she's stupid, she [gave] up her baby just to do things on
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her own,' and all that." Clearly, making a good impression on others was a high priority,
and appeared her justification for keeping her daughter, rather than adopting her out.
Palissa's responses throughout the interview lacked insight and the ability to take
the perspective of others, a clear indication of reliance of preoperational or concrete
operational thinking skills, rather than utilizing higher level, formal operational, skills
(Inhelder & Piaget, 1958). When she was not allowed to go out, for instance, she
responded by blaming her daughter. Palissa's lack of empathy was evident when she
stated, "When I can't go out with my friends and my mom says 'no' I just get all mad and I
just go to my room and start yelling at her [her daughter] [saying] 'it's all because of you I
can't go outl' and all that, like, 'you always get in the way with whatever I want to dol"'.
Although she claimed to be the primary caregiver of her daughter, Palissa appeared to be
substantially more invested in maintaining a life as unaffected by maternity as possible.
Although young mothers, Yana and Palissa, like the other teenage women who
were interviewed, were also still teenagers-- teenagers who appeared to feel considerable
deprivation due to the limitations of maternity.
Category #3: Maternal Devotion. The significance of context was sharply
illustrated through the life stories of Anita and Karana. Interestingly, they each reported
having horribly conflictual relationships with their own mothers; neither of these women
had spoken to their mothers in several months prior to being interviewed. Despite this, or
perhaps because of it, each had become consumed by their own maternal roles. Relational
history, it would seem, had resulted in these young women overcompensating for their
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own mothers' lack of nurturance by devoting their own lives to their children, often at the
expense of personal needs.
Anita was seventeen at the time of the interview, her son was nineteen months and

she had just learned that she was pregnant. She was an extremely thoughtful, intelligent,
articulate, and open person. She provided insight into her world in a manner that was
astonishingly moving and poignant. To her, motherhood meant "the greatest gift in the
world a woman can have," and in more concrete terms, "motherhood to me means having
to give more than you receive." Anita may accurately be described as a "resilient"
individual. Indeed, her life had not been easy, but rather, marred by neglect, separation,
and abuse. She had overcome much of the hardships, however, and used her history as a
learning experience. She was determined to "be the best person that I can be," so that her
own children would know a childhood and life much different from her own. In reflecting
on her own mother's caregiving ability, Anita reported, "There are things about my mom
that I don't want to carry on to my children."
Anita and her younger sister grew up in a family of alcoholism and abuse, and the
cycle of dysfunction was evident in that Anita had been involved with the same abusive
partner for five and a half years-- they met when she was in the sixth grade. The history of
their relationship was involved and complex, yet Anita stated a willingness to leave her
partner if the situation escalated to the point of endangering her children or herself.
Her mother had been less than supportive and often a source of added anxiety in
her life. After becoming pregnant at the age of 15, for instance, her mother kicked her
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out, her extended family had been marginally supportive. After moving out of her
mother's house she went through a series of moves, from her grandmother's, to her
boyfiiend's parents' home, to that of her grandfather, where she resided at the time of the
interview. Anita's life had not always been so complex and hectic. Before becoming
pregnant, for instance, she,
".. .loved to dance. I used to go to the school dances ... and I had a real nice figure
and I was voted the prettiest girl in the junior high. And when I came here [to the
high school] I had pictures of me in the year book and things and I was [only] a
freshman."
Yet, her life had changed dramatically since that younger, more carefree time. Her
self-awareness was obvious in that she described her "teenager" self as not completely
absent, but more accurately, muted in a sense. She noted, "And that person is still in me-I can feel it. She's still there she just has to come out more. II The mother side appeared
once again, however, as she quickly continued with, "... well I can't go out and be carefree
'cause I have to be home watching'my son and things."
Despite the hardships she had experienced, Anita described her motivation to
continue with the following, "... children in heaven, before they are born, choose who their
parents will be... [and I just think] Someone picked me to be their mother. My son picked
me ... and I can't do this to him. I have to go on-- that's why he picked me because he
knows he's going to bring the best out of me. "
In addition to being full-time mom, and sole provider (emotional, financial) of her
son, Anita also attended high school and worked part-time. She planned to graduate then
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attend graduate school, one day. Despite the difficulties maternity presented, Anita
assumed full responsibility for the choices she has made and in bringing her son into the
world. She stated, "I don't think back about not having my son ... I mean my son is
everything to me. I think I have been through a lot. But I wouldn't change anything
because I like who I am and what I've been through has made me who I am. I like
myself"
Like Anita, Karana was also perceived as being highly committed to her role as
mother. Unlike Anita, however, she was completely disinterested in her former
"adolescent" self, and described her present life as mother to a 14 month" old daughter,
step-mother to two young sons (aged 6 and 8), and partner to a man 19 years her senior (a
man with daughters as old as herself) as fulfilling. When asked if she missed being with
age-mates she stated, "I think I'd probably feel awkward if I was-- I don't know-- I don't
think about it really. To have friends or anything. I did before-- but, I have a full life right
now and I want to keep it there." Karana had two younger siblings, who lived with their
mother and her father had been suspiciously killed. She and many throughout the
community believed he had been murdered. She learned of her pregnancy immediately
following her father's death, and moved out of her mother's home several days later.
Although the pregnancy was not planned, she stated,
"I was happy because, you know, they say that when someone dies in your family
that the Holy People or God will give you another life. So I was like, maybe this is
supposed to happen like this. "
She described leaving her mother's home because, "My mom always said, you
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know, 'if you ever get pregnant I want you out of my house .. .' So I told her, I said, 'Mom,
I'm pregnant, I'm sorry.' So I left-- 'cause I thought that's what she wanted... So, we kind
of separated. I don't talk to her anymore."
At the time of the interview, she and her mother had not spoken in nearly ten
months, and the grandmother had only seen her granddaughter on rare occasions. Karana
described an intense anger and bitterness toward her mother, and other family members,
because she had been sexually abused as a child and no one had taken action to intervene.
As a younger teen, Karana used to run off, drink, and hang out with "so-called friends."
Her mother had even kicked her out of the house at one point because, "I ran off one
night." It was difficult to believe that the same composed, peaceful, and maternally
devoted young woman had led a former life as wild as she described. When asked about
that former life she stated,
"I think I was asking for help. That's how I see it now. I think ifshe [her mother]
would have confronted that person who did that to me [sexual molestation], you
know, and shown that she cared about me enough to be mad and do something
about it, then maybe you know, my running off and drinking and doing all these
things wouldn't have happened. It might not have."
After learning of her pregnancy, her life changed drastically. She stopped hanging
out with her wild friends, and immediately moved to Albuquerque to be with her partner.
After finishing his schooling, they moved back to the rural reservation community where
she had grown up, and they were renting a home of their own at the time of the interview.
Her partner worked during the day and earned extra money because he was a "star gazer. "
Karana strongly believed in his powers and ability to "see things."

169

Karana's life revolved around housecleaning and child care. Although she was
enrolled in the alternative education program, she rarely had time to attend-- an
arrangement had been worked out in which she was allowed to pick up school work, and
then return completed assignments. Like Anita, Karana reported wanting to be a much
different mother to her own daughter than her mother had been to her. The protective
side of her was clearly evident as she stated, "Ifanybody, anybody ever even tried that to
her [abuse in any way], you know, I'd probably just-- I'd probably go nuts and kill them."
Interestingly, the conversation with Karana was marked by noticeable
contradictions. For instance, despite events of her past, which were clearly still painful to
her, and despite her present situation in which she was completely financially and
emotionally dependent on her boyfriend, she claimed that troubled youth need to,
"... look at themselves, not anybody else around them, not what happened way
back when, not all this. You just have to look at yourself because nobody else is
gonna say 'I'll take care of you forever, I'll watch over you.' Nobody's gonna do
that. You have to do it yourself. II
Despite her dependence and painful recollections of being emotionally abandoned
by her mother, Karana conveyed a strong beliefin self-reliance, independence, and an eye
for the future. When asked if she would have wanted to wait on becoming a mother,
Karana answered, "Not that I have her now. I think eyerything is going good for me-better than I have probably thought I would. I'm in better shape than I thought I would
have been."
The six women described above illustrate the diversity within groups of teenage
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mothers. Contextual variability, and particularly the manifestation of informal support,
appeared significantly associated with the meaning of, and responses to, maternity in the
life of each youth.
Category #4: Commitment to What? Unlike the previous women, the lives of

Sharron and Lashina appeared to be lacking a clear commitment to either the maternal or
the teenager/adolescent roles. Marcia (1980) has formulated a theory ofidentity
development, and describes the stage of identity diffusion as one in which youth lack
commitment to a set of values and goals and in which their behavior is described as
impulsive and self-centered. Erikson (1968) also theorized about the development of
identity. He reported that developing an integrated sense of self was the most important
task of the adolescent period, otherwise, subsequent developmental tasks would be
forever compromised. Unfortunately, both Sharron and Lashina resembled the youth
described by Marcia and Erikson as having a diffused identity.
Sharron, mother of a toddler son, was fourteen when her child was born. When

her mother learned of her pregnancy, Sharron described her reaction with the following,
"She didn't say anything- she didn't say anything 'cause my mom wanted a baby. So now-and now she thinks that it's her baby... I don't feel bad about it-- I just don't feel bad about
it." In fact, despite being his biological mother, she had little to do with her child. Her
own mother had assumed the majority of child care and maternal responsibilities, and had
become the surrogate mother to her grandson.
Although her mother had wanted a large family, Sharron was an only child. Yet,
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there appeared to be a lack of closeness or depth in the relationship between Sharron and
her mother. When asked about her mother, Sharron described the relationship
superficially, in monetary terms only. For instance, when asked why her mother was a
good mother Sharron replied, "She buys me anything-- and love." She went on to
described how her mother showed her that she was loved by saying, "Like sometimes she
just tells me that now-- sometimes she just tells me that [and] she buys me something." In
other words, because her mother gave her money, she knew that she was loved. She
appeared to equate relational quality in monetary terms.
Interestingly, it appeared as though the birth of Sharron's child fulfilled, a
generation later, the maternal needs of Sharron's own mother; a compromise which
Sharron herself seemed quite comfortable with. When asked about how the present
solution had evolved, Sharron responded with the following, "See-- now my mom has a
hard time walking far away or sitting or doing something and I told her, like, 'I'm not
saying adopt him, I'm not saying that--' I just told her that, 'I'm not feeling bad about it
[because] he might grow up and help you or take care of you or things.' I just said that to
her." Thus, it appears as though Sharron wanted her mother to take full responsibility of
her grandson, who, in return, might be of help to her one day.

Indeed, Sharron's mother

was crippled at birth and had never been physically able to work. All monetary support
for the family came from welfare and Sharron's boyfriend.
Sharron reported that she "didn't like children." And further, that the birth of her
own son had changed her feelings very little. She described the limitations imposed by
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motherhood with the following,
"If you want to do something or go somewhere its crying all that stuff-- mostly
crying, yeah. If you want to do something it's crying so you don't have a change to
do something. And-- I'm not usually-- me and him, like, we don't really get along
like [he does with] my mom." She explained further that, "I'm not really with him
and it doesn't really call me mom-- just calls my mom mom."
Her lack of attachment to her child was evident in the statement above, for instance, and in
her frequent reference to her son as "it" rather than "he."
In contrast to Anita and Karana, discussed earlier, Sharron was primarily
concerned with meeting her own needs, rather than those of her son. For instance, when
asked what she found difficult about being a mother, she responded, "Like buying pampers
and milk 'cause I'm in school now so I have to buy my school clothes and don't have a
chance to buy him clothes or pampers or all that stuff." Sharron's mother, not
surprisingly, was also financially responsible for the baby. Having a baby at fourteen had
really had little effect on her life at all.
In addition to being disengaged from the maternal role, Sharron also reported a
lack of closeness with her boyfriend, whom she has been with for nearly 3 years and who
currently lived with Sharron, her mother, and son. She explained that they were in the
process of splitting up because, "I'm so mean at times, I'm mad and I get frustrated or-sometimes I just want to be alone like that-- I'm just too mean to him." Likewise, when
asked about her peers, Sharron responded, "I just see them-- like not everyday, I just see
them like when they're walking or just see them like far away. I don't like-- I don't talk to
them. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don't."
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Similarly, when asked about school Sharron's responses were void offeeling or
clarity and appeared to be attempting to provide answers which would please the
interviewer. She was asked what she liked to do at school, for instance, and responded, "I
like to umm- play when I'm in school-- I like to do work, I like to work hard. " Yet, when
probed further Sharron stated, "Do my work- do computer work-- do journals-- stuff."
She was then probed with "Oh-- so you like to write?" At which point this young woman
responded, "No." Sharron displayed a clear lack of interest in her child, her boyfriend, her
school work, and her future-- although she did report wanting to be a welder one day
because, "I think it's fun ... I just watched it, I think it's interesting," despite the fact that
she had never actually attempted to do welding work.
Sharron's life appeared a stark contrast to many of the other young women who
were interviewed. Unlike the other youth, Sharron's life appeared void of meaningful
social relationships or interests. Of concern, the apparent emptiness of her life became
undeniable when she was asked her interests and responded with, "Sometimes I just want
to be like always alone ... just by myself."

Lashina was also perceived as having a low commitment to both the maternal and
the teenager roles. Lashina lived with her mother, daughter, and 3 other individuals. No
one in the family worked, although she reported that her boyfriend did provide her with
financial assistance. At the time of the interview Lashina was sixteen, her daughter had
been born when she was only fifteen. She and her partner met when she was in junior
high; they had been together for nearly three years. From her description of the
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relationship, it appeared that they had become sexually involved soon after meeting (her
partner was 5 years her senior). Unlike Sharron, Lashina seemed quite committed to her
partner, in fact, he appeared to be her primary preoccupation and she rejected ideas that
they may be on the verge of splitting up. For instance, she claimed he lived with her, yet
on the other hand, he worked out of state and she had not seen or heard from him in
nearly 2 months.
On the other hand, Lashina appeared ashamed of her daughter, in fact, very few
people knew that she had given birth. For instance, her father and mother have been
separated for 2 years, and although her father lived in the area he only recently learned
that Lashina was a mother. Like Sharron, Lashina appeared to have "given" her daughter
over to her mother to raise, she has "stripped" herself of maternity, so to speak. For
instance, when asked whether she considered herself a mother or "more like a big sister?"
to her child, Lashina responded, "Like-- only a big sister... Because she doesn't really like
to be with me. She likes to be with my mom. "
Interestingly, her partner appeared more parent-oriented than Lashina did. She
explained, for example, "My boyfriend won't let me leave the baby at home when he's
there-- we'll always take her along. " The child's importance in Lashina's life appeared, not
surprisingly, to be as a "pawn" in the relationship between herself and her partner. To
illustrate, Lashina described an argument between herself and her boyfriend in which she
said to him, "I don't care if you go. I don't care. You're older than me, I'm younger than
you. It's just the child that's just gonna be there." During another conflict between herself
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and her partner, Lashina stated, "Go ahead and leave. I don't care. You can go-- go
along with your lies... You can hang on to your lies. You can believe it. .. and just forget
about me and the baby. You canjust go." The lies Lashina spoke of involved rumors that
she had "gotten pregnant for other men ... had miscarriages for them."
Like Palissa, Lashina was very concerned about appearances and was evident
when she described her reaction to her boyfriend's absence during the labor and birth of
their child by saying, "I didn't want to have a baby in front of him. I was ashamed to have
a baby in front of him. "
In addition to her lack of maternal devotion or commitment, Lashina's lack of
concern over school or peer relationships was also notably apparent throughout the
interview. She had dropped out of high school as a freshman, during her pregnancy, and
only recently returned. Yet, in addition to pushing her to be more involved with their
child, it was her boyfriend, once again, who apparently nudged Lashina to continue her
education. She explained his role in her education as follows, "He usually tells me that-not to drop out. 'Cause he really gets upset with me if! don't go to school. He gets after
me." Unlike Anita and Karla, Lashina appeared to be driven by external, not internal,
motivation, and specifically, the desire to please her boyfriend. And like Sharron, Lashina
claimed to have no real interests~ she reported spending her time, "driving around ...
[going] places that I never been. That's what I do mostly."
Interestingly, despite living in her mother's home, Lashina rarely mentioned their
relationship. However, like Sharron, Lashina appeared to base the value of relationships

176

on monetary exchanges. To illustrate, Lashina described her mother as follows, "We're
always close. We go together anywhere and umm-- anytime I like need money she will at
least always have money for me. And, I think she's pretty good." Certainly, a superficial
quality was reported in the relationship between Lashina and her mother; a relationship
characterized by the presence of instrumental support, but lacking emotional support.
Interestingly, Lashina's association between money and love may have generalized to her
feelings regarding other relationships as well. For instance, she described her relationship
with her boyfriend as beginning when he picked her up from junior high one day [they had
briefly spoken before], took her to Gallup, bought her some clothes, and then stayed
together in a motel that night. Like Sharron, Lashina appeared to connect the provision
of monetary resources to the significance of personal relationships.
Lashina and Sharron were very different from the other women who were
interviewed. Neither reported commitment to or interest in maternity, peers, academics,
or maintaining connections to school through involvement in clubs, groups, or attending
school functions. Additionally, neither appeared to be actively planning or taking steps in
preparation for their futures; each young woman either lacked personal goals and
objectives, or conversely, lacked a desire to reveal their personal goals to the interviewer.
Regardless, qualitative differences observed among the 8 youth merited the creation of the
categorization scheme depicted in Table 4.1, above.
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Thinking Complexity

The classification scheme discussed above was devised to provide a means for
understanding and claritying the apparent differences among the youth, in terms of their
degree of identification with maternity and adolescence. In addition to these two
constructs, degree of "thinking complexity" differed considerably between the youth.
Interestingly, degree of thinking complexity appeared to coincided with each young
woman's role identification. Specifically, the young women in categories I and 3
demonstrated strong problem-solving abilities, and the ability to see the multiplicative
nature of events, including the perspectives of others. They also expressed an intricate
understanding of, and concern for, the welfare and well-being of their children, which may
have direct implications for child rearing strategies. Gutierrez and Sameroff (1990) found
that mothers who were bicultural (from Mexican-American and Anglo-American
backgrounds) described child development and child behavior in highly complex, dynamic
terms, significantly more so than mothers who were mono-cultural.
In a related manner, formal operational thought, the highest stage in cognitive
development according to Piaget (I970), is characterized by the ability to think about the
future. Women in categories 1 an 3 who were perceived as highly committed to the
maternal role illustrated their concern for the future, both their own and that of their
child{ren), in several ways. For instance, the importance of education, and the knowledge
of it's connection to employment and financial independence, was evident in the behavior
and verbalizations of these women. Moreover, each of the women in categories I and 3
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expressed an understanding of the impact of current situations and behaviors on the
growth and development of their children. Some, for instance, expressed a desire and
conscious decision to parent their own children differently from how they were raised,
specifically, to ensure optimal child outcome.
In sharp contrast, the young women in categories 2 and 4 demonstrated less
complex perceptions of themselves, their children, of relationships in general, or of their
environmental contexts. They appeared to lack depth, insight, or wisdom. Their
knowledge and conceptualizations appeared based on personal experiences only; each
further lacked the ability to extend their knowledge and understanding beyond the "here
and now," but rather, based their knowledge in primarily concrete terms. Additionally, the
egocentric concerns of these women, an indication of lower levels of cognitive
development (Flavell, 1977), provided a sharp contrast to the other young participants;
their personal concerns and desires were clearly primary, even to the needs of their own
children.
Summary
Despite the obvious similarities among the teenage mothers, including their ages,
maternal status, residence area, and high school attendance, clear distinctions existed
between them. Most notably was the manner in which each youth talked about herself,
her child, motherhood, and adolescence. A noticeable contrast appeared between the
young women in relation to their concerns, goals, experiences, and reactions to events
experienced by them in each of their brief lives. Not surprisingly, a pattern of responses
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emerged which was largely related to role identification of the youth. The pattern is
discussed below (see clustering of the themes).
Step Four: Clustering the Themes

In the fourth stage of descriptive analyses, Colaizzi describes a process of
organizing the aggregate fonnulated meanings into clusters of themes. The goal is to
allow for themes to emerge which are common to all of the participants' protocols. As
noted earlier, as each protocol was read, margin notations were made beside each
statement indicating whether the statement confinned (indicated by the + sign) or
contradicted (indicated by the - sign) the hypothesis in question. This step in the data
analyses involved examining responses from each of the teen participants, to each of the
hypotheses, to discover emergent themes or patterns across all the youths' responses.
Each of these statements were then organized under the hypothesis to which they referred
or were associated. However, given the notable differences observed among the young
mother participants, namely in terms of their maternal and/or teen role identification and
level of thinking complexity, patterns across the entire group were largely absent.
Specifically, given the qualitative differences observed among the young mothers,
presenting their responses as if they belonged to one homogenous group would be
misleading and lead to confusion rather than understanding and insight. However,
utilizing the classification scheme devised, based on role identification, a clear and natural
pattern of responses emerged in the data. Thus, theme clusters centered around the
classification status of each of the young mothers; theme patterns are presented below in
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terms of the youths' classification status, rather than as a unified group. Although most
of the respondents' statements referring to the phenomenon of interest followed this
pattern, this was not always the case. In the results presented below, these discrepancies
are noted.
Step Five: The Exhaustive Description &
Step Six: The Uneguivocal Statement

In the exhaustive description stage of data analyses, all statements marked in the
protocols during Step Two, with reference to stated hypotheses were compiled, by theme
cluster, that is, the classification status of each young woman. For instance, all statements
made in reference to hypothesis la, by the young women in category #1, were grouped
together; all statements referring to the same hypothesis made by the women in category
#2, were grouped together, then those by women in category #3 and finally, by those
young women representing category #4. This process was completed for each individual
prediction and allowed for an examination of each hypothesis by category of women
providing the responses. Thus, each prediction was examined based on the classification
status of the participating young women, however, comparisons among the entire group
were also possible.
The sixth step of the analyses procedure involvedformulating an unequivocal

statement about each phenomenon of interest. The goal of this step is to simplifY each
exhaustive description into a concise statement reflecting an overall view of the
phenomenon ofinterest, or in the present investigation, of each hypothesis. Below, results
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of steps five and six are presented. That is, interpretations of each phenomenon are
presented, in relation to the theme clusters identified in Step Four, above. The entire
exhaustive description of each hypothesis, from each group of women is not presented.
Rather, the results of this process, in terms of the investigator's interpretation, or
formulated meaning, from each exhaustive description is presented. Direct quotes,
extracted from the participants' protocols, are also presented in order to provide support
for the interpretations made. Results of the fifth and sixth steps in the analyses process
are presented below.
a. General Attitudes Toward Parenting. Children. & Families
Hypothesis la: Teens were expected to report that motherhood required

maturity and responsibility; that their lives were deeply committed to their
children and their family,' and that children were highly valued in thier lives.
As expected, support for this hypothesis was found in the reports of the young

women perceived as highly committed to maternity and adolescence and among those
women highly committed to the maternal role only. For instance, women in both of these
categories (#1 and #3), viewed their roles as mother as substantially impacting the future
development of their child(ren). They viewed motherhood as a role to be taken seriously.
One mother described herself as "... a role model" to her infant daughter and therefore, it
was up to her to "be really strong... " in order to live up to that role model image.
Not surprisingly, these women described children as highly valuable and as
occupying a prominent position in their lives. Many reported pleasure simply in spending
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time with their children. When describing the easiest part of being a mother, for instance,
one replied that the "whole summer" was easy because it was a time in which she, "... was
giving my baby an early walk, you know, in the morning when the sun would come up and
I would just talk to him and play with him outside." Another simply stated, "I like having
them around to care for and I like it when she hugs me. That's my favorite part when she
just sits there and she'll hug me." To these women, the mere physical presence of children
in their lives was significant and, more importantly, enjoyed and valued. "It's just like the
greatest gift in the world a woman can have to be a mother to care for a baby," nicely
summed up the general perception of motherhood, conveyed by these young, maternally
devoted women.
Contrary to this characterization of child-centered love and devotion, women
perceived as having a low commitment to the maternal role described their attitudes
toward motherhood and children in quite differently. One important distinction involved
their attitudes toward maternity, specifically, and children in general. One of the young
mothers described actions she had taken, which included heavy drinking, upon learning of
her pregnancy in order to initiate a miscarriage. Others simply stated that they "didn't like
children. " Moreover, the women in groups 2 and 4 reported spending little time with
their children, or in the maternal role. For those young women, motherhood impacted
their lives very little, precisely because they spent little time in the maternal role; their own
mothers had assumed the majority of responsibility for their children.
Interestingly, women lacking a clear commitment to the maternal role also viewed

"'~
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children, and described them, in significantly less complex ways than those women highly
committed to the maternal role. For instance, women in categories 1 and 3 often
described their children as "... creative... [with] really good imaginations, [who] do
something new everyday." Women in categories 2 and 4, on the other hand, tended to
describe the importance of children in their lives in concrete, superficial tenns, such as the
following, "I like children a lot 'cause umm, all my sisters had kids when they were young
too ... I always wanted one of my own."
Noticeable and significant differences emerged between women in categories 1 and
3 on the one hand, and those in categories 2 and 4 on the other. Women in groups 1 and
3 place a high value on children, their roles as mother, and described that role as requiring
time, energy and responsibility; conversely, women comprising groups 2 and 4 described
children as less valuable in their lives, and described motherhood as significantly less
important. They furthennore described making few compromises in their "typical"
routines in order to accommodate their children, or the tasks associated with motherhood,
but preferred instead to leave those responsibilities to others, namely, their own mothers
who were the grandmothers of their children.
b. Specific Views of the Maternal Role & Daily Challenges of Motherhood
Hypothesis Ib: Young mothers were expected to identify with the maternal role,

however, it was hypothesized that they would also identify with the
"adolescent''1''teenager'' role and thus, describe feelings of role-ambiguity.
As predicted, results from data analyses varied considerably depending on each
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young woman's primary role identification. Women highly committed to the maternal role
(category #3) expressed little role ambiguity. Rather, their lives revolved around
motherhood and child care. One woman noted, for instance,
"I can't get things for myself. I'm always thinking about the kids ... just the other
day we went to Gallup and I thought I wanted to get me a new pair of shoes, but I
got there and I said 'I don't need a new pair of shoes-- I'd rather get something for
the kids.' Before it was like me, me, me-- now it's not me anymore, it's them ... "
This statement illustrated her concern with meeting her children's needs, rather than her
own and was representative of the attitudes of those youth highly committed to maternity.
Responses differred among the women in category #2. Again, role-ambiguity was
not evident because they were entirely committed to their adolescence, maternity
appeared to have little impact on their roles as "teenagers." To illustrate, Palissa
remarked, "I don't think of myself as a mother until somebody brings up the subject like,
'how's your little girl?' or you know, when I go home and see her and it's like, oh- ok, I am
a mother," which illustrated the insignificant place maternity played in her self-perceptions.
Women in category #2 appeared to spend little time in care-taking type activities and
reported being happiest when with peers, away from their children. For those women,
maternal tasks and care-taking were described as burdensome, boring, and restrictive of
their free time.
Information which contradicted hypothesis Ib was also evident in the responses
made by the mothers comprising category #4. Both denied their own maternal status, but
rather, described themselves as "big sisters" to their children. Even more so than those
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young women category #2, maternity appeared to have little, if any, affect on their daily
routines; both reported little obligation to motherhood or their children. On the other
hand, being low in adolescent identification as well, neither were engaged in activities with
peers, school, or boyfriends either. Thus, little role ambiguity was apparent in their selfdescriptions.
Support for hypothesis Ib was evident in the responses of women highly
committed to both maternity and adolescence, however. Motherhood comprised a
significant role in the lives of both Karla and Matilda, as did adolescence and participating
in typical teenager activities. Among these young women, support for feelings of roleambiguity were most pronounced. Karla, for instance, the young women who terminated
a 2 1/2 year relationship with her partner in order to protect herself and her child, also
stated at one point during the interview, "I can't really have fun anymore, [I] just stay
inside taking care of her ... and, some of my friends-- they don't come by and see me
anymore." Likewise, Matilda, a young woman who was the president of school clubs
prior to her pregnancy, noted that, "I don't even get elected anymore ... it's really hard."
In sum, only partial support was found for the hypothesis that adolescent mothers
would describe feelings of role-ambiguity. Two young women, out of a sample of 8,
provided evidence which confirmed hypothesis 2b. Unexpectedly, role ambiguity was not
apparent in reports from the other youth. Specifically, women in category #2 were highly
committed to adolescence, those in category #3 reported primary commitment to the
maternal role; their lives were consumed with maternity. Finally, among the women in
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category #4, the young mothers with little identification to either maternity or
adolescence, feelings of role-ambiguity were absent as well. They described low
comm~tment

to either the adolescent or the maternal roles.

Hypothesis 2b: Teenage mothers were expected to report that they were the

primary caregivers of their children and that the reality of "mothering" was
different from what they had expected it to be.
As expected, answers varied considerably, depending on each young woman's
classification category. When highly committed to both maternity and adolescence
reported being the primary caregivers of their children. Descriptions of their day-to-day
activities corroborated those reports. Karla, for instance, spent a typical day,
"... getting up at 7:00-- getting up to change her diaper, feed her, then we lay there
for awhile playing-- she'll fall back asleep around 9:00. Then I get up and get
ready and cook. ..in the afternoon when she goes to sleep I read to her before she
sleeps ... then she'll wake up around 2 and eats some rice cereal and she'll play with
my niece and my nephew ... so, she plays all day. Me- I just try my best to take
care of her."
These women also reported that the reality of motherhood was quite different from what
they had expected. Matilda explained,
"... don't expect things to be too perfect for you-- I hear girls say things like, 'oh-I'm gonna make my baby a dress like this [and] I want to do this and this for my
baby!' I said those things! And it's not true one bit. And I try telling them that,
you know. Oh yeah, yeah, I used to say that-- it didn't happen that way .... The
reality is it's hard-- it's very hard."
Not surprisingly, the young women in group #3, committed almost exclusively to
their role as mother, described themselves as the primary caregivers of their children.
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Indeed, their lives revolved around "mothering" behaviors and activities, often at personal
sacrifices. When asked if she ever got time for herself, for example, Karana, replied, "Nono. Everything goes to the house, the boys, and her." Similarly, Anita reported that she
was the primary caregiver of her son and that her mornings were busy, filled with activities
like getting her son up, fed, diapers changed, and then dressed. After getting herself ready
for school, she and her son would walk or catch a ride with her boyfriend. After school,
Anita walked home and picked her son up from day care on the way.
For both Anita and Karana, taking primary responsibility for their children was a
necessity; neither reported an extensive informal network of kin which assisted them.
Perhaps lack of informal support motivated each to rely, almost exclusively, on her own
caregiving abilities.
Future work, in which researchers incorporate a larger sample, might find young
women, like Anita and Karana, with weak or nonexistent informal networks, but,
conversely, lacking their internal motivation and high identification with maternity.
Predictably, their children would likely suffer negative consequences of such a precarious
situation. Thus, one might hypothesize that child outcome is largely dependent upon the
role identification of the primary caregiver, and also upon factors influencing role
identification, such as informal support.
Like Karla and Matilda, Karana reported that the reality of mothering was different
from what she had expected. Karana explained that her daughter, "demands all of my
attention. " Yet, before her daughter's birth Karana imagined "... having this tiny little baby
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that was real quiet that you could hold and feed and [who would] be quiet again." For
Karana, motherhood, particularly with a demanding child, was much different from what
she had expected. She commented that, "I get frustrated ... I don't know if I can handle
another one like this." Anita, on the other hand, felt that mothering was similar to her
expectations. For instance, she was prepared to be her child's primary caregiver, and
knew even before the birth of her son that she would receive little assistance from her own
mother or other family members. Moreover, unlike Karana's daughter, Anita's son was
described as quiet and well-behaved. Thus, the "reality" of mothering may be strongly
influenced by one's self-preparation for the role, in addition to the child's temperament.
Easy children, those who display a positive mood, are flexible, and who establish regular
routines (Chess & Thomas, 1977; 1987) make mothering easier and thus, may lessen the
gap between expectations and the reality of "motherhood. "
Interestingly, women perceived as having a high degree ofidentification with the
teen role also reported that they were the primary caregivers of their children. However,
when probed further, each of these women described their daily lives as less involved with
their children, and more involved with school, sports, and socializing. Moreover, as noted
earlier, the majority of maternal responsibilities, such as babysitting, feeding, clothing, and
comforting their children were reported as being assumed by their own mothers. Thus,
although they reported being the primary caregivers of their children, they engaged in
relatively few maternal behaviors. Two explanations for this discrepancy exist. First, each
of these women may have reported the socially acceptable answer, that is, that they were
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the primary caregivers of their children because they felt that was the "correct" answer or
preferred response. A second possibility also exists in that the women in category #2
displayed much egocentrism, with little thought about the perspectives of others. Thus, in
reporting that they were the primary caregivers of their children, perhaps both young
women reported what they actually felt to be true, and were not being intentionally
deceptive.
In sum, each may have devoted little time in the maternal role, relative to their own
mothers, yet each may have perceived the situation in terms of personal sacrifices only and
not have been cognizant of the degree of support and assistance provided by others.
Interestingly also, was that both Yana and Palissa reported that mothering was similar to
what they had expected. Again, this may be largely due to the lack of time each devoted
to maternal behaviors and child-care. They were only marginally affected by maternity
because of the substantial support and assistance each received from her own mother.
Finally, responses by Sharron and Lashina offered evidence which contradicted
hypothesis 2b. Specifically, neither reported that they were the primary caregivers of
their children. When asked what it was like being a mother, for instance, Lashina
responded, "I don't know-- I don't really stay with her that much ... even though I'm the
legal guardian, my mom always takes care of her." Both Sharron and Lashina considered
themselves to be the big sisters of their children, rather than their children's mothers; each
reported that their own mothers were the primary caregivers of their children. For
instance, Sharron was asked who consoled her son when he was upset, if both she and her
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mother were present, to which she replied her mother, not herself. Both of these women
reported being satisfied with the relationship which had emerged between themselves and
their mothers; they were perhaps relieved as well, in that they were not responsible for
raising their children.
Given their circumstances, it was not surprising to learn that neither Sharron nor
Lashina described her.Iife as substantially impacted by the births of their children. When
asked about the "reality" of motherhood, or whether mothering was different or similar to
what they had expected, neither could answer the question. Their involvement with
maternity was so limited that neither could describe the maternal role, in relation to their
expectations. Lashina explained, "I don't know ... I mean, I thought it would be like me
having--- keeping the baby all the time. But my mom just always keeps her. "
In essence, depending on the young woman reporting, and her primary role
identification (i.e., her degree of identification with the maternal and adolescent roles,
respectively) responses in relation to hypothesis 2b differed dramatically.
Although most of the women reported being the primary caregivers of their children, a
smaller portion actually reported performing the majority of child-rearing tasks. For
example, mothers in category 2 reported that they were the primary caregivers of their
children. Yet, they both described the majority of maternal duties as fulfilled by their own
mothers.
In support of the hypothesis, several of the young women reported that the reality
of mothering was quite unlike their expectations. Woollett and Phoenix (1991)
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anticipated such responses and suggested that mothering must be re-conceptualized to
reflect the daily experiences of women with children, not an idealized, romanticized
perception. Perceptions of the reality of motherhood appeared strongly associated with
several factors including: perceptions of amount of time and self-sacrifice devoted to
maternity, amount of informal support and assistance received, and child characteristics.
Hypothesis 3b: Teenage mothers were expected to report daily challenges

associated with motherhood, and that motherhood presented barriers to daily
activities such as school attendance, peer relationships, and leisure time.
Support for this hypothesis was evident in the responses of most of the teenage
mothers. Women in categories 1, 2, and 3 reported daily challenges associated with
motherhood; women in category 4, conversely, reported few disturbances in their daily
routines resulting from the births of their children. Yet, although many of the participants
provided evidence in support of hypothesis 3b, the mothers' perceptions of those
challenges and their subsequent responses to them, distinguished the group. For instance,
young mothers highly devoted to both maternity and adolescence expressed concern over
the limitations motherhood imposed on their academic and social lives. That is, although
Matilda and Karla were both highly committed to the role of mother, they each also
admitted regret about sacrifices made due to maternal responsibilities. For instance, Karla,
an extremely intelligent young woman reported, "I can't even go to school that much-- I
was supposed to go to school this summer but she was too small. II She also described
disruptions with peers because of her maternal status. Similarly, Matilda reported feeling
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regretful because of the upheaval in her social life, and daily hassles she experienced,
following her son's birth. Because her mother worked all day, Matilda was responsible for
making alternative child care arrangements so that she could attend school. When asked
who cared for her son while she was at school Matilda replied,
"... my boyfriend's aunt, my cousin, and sometimes my aunts-- which is very hard
in the mornings. I have to run around [asking] 'can you take my baby for the day?'
and they're like, 'Oh ok' or 'oh, I can't today,' ... I've been trying to get him into day
care, but they're full."
Thus, Matilda was forced, on a daily basis, to find a sitter for her son. Certainly,
Karla and Matilda each reported daily challenges associated with motherhood, and
particularly, disruptions in their academic lives. However, each took responsibility for
their children and used direct problem solving strategies to meet those challenges. Of
importance is that, although both described motherhood as challenging and reported that
their lives had been disrupted following their children's births, neither described their
children as a burden nor did they blame their children for the limitations imposed by
motherhood. Rather, each took full responsibility for becoming pregnant and for finding
strategies for negotiating their duel roles of mother and adolescent.
Like Karla and Matilda, Yana and Palissa also reported daily challenges associated
with maternity. Palissa appeared particularly; distressed by the reduction of socializing
and leisure time she had experienced since giving birth. She reported that, "I don't know-- it's just that I can't really go out anymore with my friends, I can't be with my friends. "
Furthermore, she felt motherhood had stripped away many of her "privileges" such as
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"... going out and all that--- having fun with my friends. II

Interestingly, the mothers of

both Palissa and Yana provided considerable childrearing assistance, enough so that they
were able to participate in many school and leisure functions. The support she received
however, appeared to be relatively unnoticed by Palissa, who reported never having
enough time to be with friends. On the other hand, Yana acknowledged receiving much
help from her own mother and, when asked if it were hard to find enough time to go to
school and to mother two small children, she reported, "Not really 'cause my mom-- she
babysits for me. II
In sharp contrast, the women in category 2 (and particularly Palissa) tended to
describe their children as burdensome. Although Yana reported taking her son with her
when she would play basket ball with friends, Palissa described becoming angry at having
to make accommodations for her daughter. She reported that, "... she [her daughter] gets
in my way and then like during school when I have--- it's hard for me to find a sitter. And
sometimes I'll have to miss school just to babysit for her-- just to take care of her. II She
also commented, "... this summer I was really bored. I wanted to go places, but, it's just
that I [had] to take care of my little girl-- take her with me everywhere and all that."
Palissa apparently perceived her daughter more as an imposition. Of concern, she also
blamed her daughter for the disruptions or limitations imposed by motherhood, as evident
when she stated,
"... sometimes when I get mad I start taking it out on my little girl and start saying
things like 'it's all because of you I can't do this ... it's all because of you I can't go
out, you always get in the way with whatever I want to do. '"
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Her perception was in sharp contrast to the perceptions of others. Matilda, for
instance, angry at times for missing out on much of the typical teenager activities she
previously took part in, noted that, "[When] I'm angry at myself [for getting pregnant], I
always say 'why is this happening to me?' And I realize it's not my baby's fault. I can't
blame him." Certainly, the women in category 2 conveyed much different reactions to the
limitations of parenting than those in category 1.
Finally, women in category 3, those exclusively devoted to maternity, also reported
feeling challenged on a daily basis by motherhood. Once again however, their responses
to those challenges distinguished those young women from the others. For instance,
although she had dropped out for a after becoming pregnant, Karana was enrolled in high
school at the time of the interview. She reported, "I think that if I didn't get pregnant I'd
have finished school. I mean, I know I would have. It's real hard with her. When I want
to sit down at the computer she'll come up to me and she'll get in my way. " Being mother
to three young children, not surprisingly, made her too tired to do any school work at
night, after the children were in bed.
Like Karana, Anita also felt that her academic progress had been slowed by
maternity. However, both young women viewed motherhood as a prime motivation to
continue their schooling, so that they could make a good life for themselves and their
children. Thus, their children were not perceived as a burden, but rather, as a source of
stimulation and personal incentive. Anita, for instance, went to school throughout her
entire pregnancy and, although people stared, she reported, "I didn't care... I was going to
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school and that was what I had to do. I had to go to school. I was gonna have a baby and
I needed ya know, a future for me and my family."
Women in category 4, those lacking commitment to either the maternal role or to
that of "typical" adolescence, reported few personal challenges associated with
motherhood. This was largely because their lives were unaltered by adolescent maternity.
Lashina, for instance, avoided disruptions in her social network by keeping her pregnancy
a secret. None of her friends knew she was pregnant, and many never found out that she
had had a child. Yet, by keeping her pregnancy a secret, her academic career did suffer,
to some degree, in that she dropped out of school during her pregnancy. Sharron reported
few disruptions in her life due to motherhood; however, she reported feeling concerned
about a lack of adequate finances. She described that motherhood was hard because
"[One had to] buy pampers and milk," however, she further stated that she also had to
purchase" ... clothes 'cause I'm in school now so I have to buy my school clothes and don't
have a chance to buy him clothes or pampers or all that stuff." Thus, motherhood
appeared financially challenging to Sharron. Yet, her final comment suggested that she
was significantly more concerned with herself, not her son, and thus made few, ifany,
adjustments in her own life to accommodate the needs of her child. Neither Sharron nor
Lashina described feeling that their children were burdensome. However, neither were
engaged in the maternal role and both appeared unaffected by motherhood ..
In sum, most of the youth reported experiencing daily challenges associated with
motherhood. However, although each of the women in categories 1,2, and 3 provided
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infonnation which supported hypothesis 3b, their perceptions of the daily challenges and
their responses to those, provided points of distinction between each of the three groups
of women. Women in category 1 felt their academic and social networks had been
disrupted, but they did not blame their children and took active steps to maintain academic
and social ties. Women in category 2 on the other hand, tended to view their children as a
burden, and to push much of the child rearing duties onto their own mothers, rather than
taking personal responsibility for meeting the daily challenges they experienced. Finally,
women in category 3 reported being motivated by their children and tended to view them
as personal incentives to continue their academic careers; their children were often
described as providing their lives with fulfillment and making them more complete.
Women in category 4 reported few challenges associated with maternity. Role
identification substantially impacted how each young woman described the responsibilities
and tasks of maternity, and in turn, how each perceived herself in tenns of fulfilling that
role.
c. Social Networks & Community Resources
Hypothesis Ic: Young mothers were expected to report receiving the majority of

assistance and support (financial and emotional) from their own mothers, and to
a lesser extent, their grandmothers (i.e., cross-generational).
Partial support was found for this hypothesis, depending on each youth's primary
role identification. As might be expected, the young women classified as exhibiting a high
identification with motherhood and adolescence reported receiving the majority of
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emotional and financial assistance from their own mothers. Both described close, warm
relationships with their mothers. Moreover, Karla also reported receiving much
assistance from her grandmother, thus supporting hypothesis Ie. She described her
mother and grandmother as "really strong" and clearly held them in esteem-- as role
models from which she gained personal strength and knowledge. When asked to explain
why she believed her mother and grandmother were strong, Karla replied, "My
grandmother raised 9 kids on her own and my mom raised me and my brother on her own- and my grandma, she's really old and she's still strong-- she's a really strong lady."
Interestingly, Karla associated being "strong" with the ability to raise a family
independently, without the support of a man, a situation Karla had become familiar with
given that she and her partner were recently separated. When asked to describe the
relationship between herself and her mother, Karla said, "we're like best friends ... we talk
about everything together- we do things like teenagers-- we have fun together," she also
explained that, "she was there with me in the delivery room, holding my hand, everything-she's there." From these comments it was apparent that Karla felt a close, emotional bond
between herself and her mother.
Similarly, Matilda also described her relationship with her mother in affectionate
terms and reported feceiving a majority of assistance from her mother. Unlike Karla, the
closeness between Matilda and her mother grew as a result of her pregnancy. That is, the
unexpected pregnancy drew Matilda and her mother together because" ... she saw what I
was going through and she decided to help me ... ". Matilda continued by explaining, "I
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give my mom a lot of credit for the things [her boyfriend] didn't do ... my mom was there. "
Interestingly, both Matilda and Karla emphasized the emotional support provided by their
mothers as primary in their relationships. Their mothers were "there" for them, when no
one else was. In terms of financial support, neither Matilda nor Karla were employed, but
both of their mothers were; each young woman relied on her mother for financial support.
In addition to their mothers, both of these women also reported receiving assistance from
other informal sources, such as their brothers. Surprisingly, few of the women
interviewed reported receiving support, financial or emotional, from their grandmothers,
the relationship between Karla and her grandmother appeared to be an exception.
The young mothers in category 2 reported receiving the majority of assistance,
both emotional and financial, from their mothers. For instance, when asked how her
mother helped her Yana replied, "... she's always saying, 'you can do' it [raise her children
without a partner]. .. I did it, I did it with six [kids], you only have two.' She always says
that. She says 'you can do it' and she says, 'I'll help you, and stuff like that." She also
I

explained that her mother watched her kids while she was in school and that her oldest son
spent a majority of his time with his grandmother. Similarly, Palissa received the majority
of assistance from her own mother. Although her daughter was enrolled in day care, her
mother picked up her daughter from day care and watched her a large majority of the
evening, until Palissa arrived home from karate or football practice. The relationship
between Karla's daughter and her mother appeared to be close, Karla mentioned that,
"... she's [her daughter] pretty attached to me. She's attached to my mom, too. We're the
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only two people that she's really attached to." Although Karla's mother was instrumental
in the rearing of her daughter, Karla described feeling that she was not receiving as much
help as she would like from her mother. She briefly explained how, in the future, she will
be more helpful to her own daughter, than her mother had been to her with the following,
"Like at least by the time she's 18 I'll probably be in my 30s or late 20s, so I was
thinking that if she goes through the same thing-- becomes a teenage mother-- then
I'll be willing to take care of her daughter-- her kid, for her, and let her have her
fun and all that--- like letting her do the things that I wasn't able to do."
Palissa reported feeling that, despite her mother's assistance, her leisure time was
constrained and limited because of maternity. Like Matilda and Karla, neither Palissa nor
Yana worked; both were financially dependent on their mothers. Yana further reported
receiving assistance from other sources, namely, from her sisters and from her partner's
parents.
Palissa, on the other hand, reported few sources of support and did not consider
her mother a viable source of emotional strength. Her friends clearly occupied the largest
majority of her time and concern. For instance, although her mother and best friend were
present at the birth of her baby, Palissa spoke at length about her friend's presence, not her
mother's. When asked who she turned to when she needed to talk to someone, Palissa
replied, "Well, my best friend," yet continued to explain that, "I don't have anybody-- I
don't really have anybody to tum to." Despite being surrounded by family members and
friends, Palissa perceived herself as alone, with no one to tum to and few sources of
support in her life. Although Palissa and Yana spoke affectionately of their
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grandmothers, neither reported receiving any type of assistance from them, either
emotional or financial.
Responses from Anita and Karana, the young women consumed by maternity,
provided evidence to refute hypothesis Ie. Neither of these women reported receiving
support, of any kind, from their own mothers. Rather, both reported histories of conflict
and turmoil between themselves and their mothers. Anita, for instance, described her
mother as an alcoholic and, despite efforts to become closer with her mother, felt
emotionally abandoned by her. She had been kicked out for instance, when she became
pregnant, and had little contact with her mother since that time. On the other hand, Anita
described feeling emotionally close to her sister, yet they had drifted apart recently-- each
following her own life course, which intersected at times, but less frequently now that they
did not live in the same home.
In terms of financial assistance, Anita relied primarily on federal assistance.
Despite having a large extended network, she did not feel comfortable asking for
assistance and, when she did, money was "borrowed" and expected to be paid back in full.
When asked ifher grandfather provided her with money, she replied, "Only if! ask. .. he's
not really there to give me money." Before moving into her grandfather's house, Anita
had lived with her grandmother for a brief period, yet spent little time talking about her.
Likewise, Anita's boyfriend was out of work and not a reliable source of financial or
emotional support. Thus, Anita had become completely self reliant, depending on no one;
it appeared that she had learned, through experience, that no one could be relied upon,

201

least not her mother and few of her family members.
Like Anita, Karana had not lived with her mother since becoming pregnant; they
had only spoken occasionally since that time. Karana felt a deep bitterness toward her
mother; she asked and received little from her mother. Unlike Anita however, Karana was
completely dependent on her partner, both emotionally and financially. Only her
boyfriend was present when she gave birth, for instance, and noted that, "I went into labor
and I couldn't remember my mother's phone number, so I didn't call her." Later, when
asked who she felt close to, aside from her boyfriend, or who she talked to when she
needed to get things out, Karana replied, "nobody." Karana had completely cut herself off
from family and friends and had devised her entire life around motherhood, relying on her
boyfriend's support and her love for her daughter to sustain her.
Like many of the youth, with the exception of Anita and Karana, Lashina and
Sharron also appeared dependent on their mothers for support. Neither of their mothers
worked and thus, the financial support of each household was based primarily on federal
assistance, or their boyfriends. The mothers of each young woman had become
"surrogate" mothers to their children, and thus, were percei:ved as completely responsible
for child rearing. Interestingly, when asked to describe their relationships with their
mothers (i.e., the emotional aspect of those relationships), both women associated the
provision of material objects and/or monetary support as an indication of love (see
hypothesis 3c for further explanation). And like many of the other youth, neither Sharron
nor Lashina described their grandmothers as supportive, either financially or emotionally.
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To summarize. role identification. once again. dictated responses of the young
mothers to questions associated with hypothesis Ie. Despite having extended networks
of informal assistance. the majority of the women (excluding those in category 3) reported
receiving a great amount of support from their mothers. Interestingly, although their
mothers were also assumed to provide the teenagers with emotional support. only women
in category 1 described feeling "close" to their mothers. Unexpectedly, some even
described feeling completely disconnected from their mothers and of receiving little
support from them. Although generalizations about these young women. as a
homogenous grouP. have been avoided throughout this chapter. one observation appeared
to apply across all. Namely. having an extended social support system did not necessarily
translate into having consistent or reliable assistance. That is. support, in terms of amount
received or the quality and unconditionality of that support. was not guaranteed based on
sheer size of the support system. Support cannot therefore. be taken for granted or
assumed. based on quantity of network members. This point speaks directly to future
work with youthful parenting populations. Namely, because of their extended systems,
Mexican-American and African-American families are often assumed to readily
incorporate an unexpected baby, and to offer the teenage mother much support and
assistance. Perhaps these assumptions should be examined more closely, given the data at
hand.
Hypothesis 2e: Because social support is often described as a "double-edged

sword" it was expected that teenage mothers would report tension in their
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relationships with their own mothers, often related to maternal responsibility and
expectations for maternal role behaviors.
Each of the teenagers mentioned conflict between herself and her mother.
Interestingly, the source of conflict served as the primary distinguishing factor between the
young women, however. As noted above, women in category 1 reported receiving the
majority of assistance from their mothers, each also described the presence of conflict in
their relationships with their mothers. For Karla, the primary source of contention
between herself and her mother revolved around her step-father, with whom she felt in
competition for her mother's attention. She explained, for instance, feeling that her
mother, "... wiII think of him more [than me] and it reaIly upsets [me] and she don't like it
because she thinks it's stupid for me to get upset over that. [But] that's mostly what we
fight about-- my stepfather. II Matilda, on the other hand, explained that she and her
mother experienced conflict over, "... things like, you know, 'don't treat him this way,' you
know, 'don't treat him like a baby, don't feed him like this, don't give him too much pop
and candy.' We argue about those little things-- but she raised 4 kids and she knows.
She's just helping me, I guess. II Matilda perceived the largest source of conflict between
herself and her mother as arising from the grandmothers' expectations for their daughters
as mothers.
The work ofNath and coIIeagues (Nath et aI., 1991) and others (Thompson, 1986)
provided a basis for expecting such results to emerge. These researchers have reported
finding that support from a male partner may be related to decreased emotional distress,
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whereas support from female kin is associated with increased emotional distress among
teenage parenting women. It is interesting to note that, although parenting emerged as a
source of conflict between the two, Matilda acknowledged that her mother had more
experience and thus, was likely correct in monitoring her caregiving behavior.
For the young women in category 2, partial support for hypothesis 2c was found.
That is, Yana and Palissa both described conflict between themselves and their mothers as
related to them not fulfilling their maternal responsibilities as adequately as their mothers
would like. However, the manifest source of conflict was most often associated with
issues such as curfew violations or being deceptive about their time away from home. For
instance, Palissa explained that, "I lie to my mom a lot... like, she'll ask me where I was
and I will make something up." However, curfew violations and telling lies to be away
from home, with friends, may reasonably be interpreted as an indication, on the part of
their mothers, that each of these women preferred being with friends, to the neglect of
their children. From the grandmothers' perspectives, their daughters' lying and staying out
appeared to indicate lack of maternal responsibility and inadequate maternal behavior.
The youth felt differently. They reported that lying and curfew violations, per se, were the
primary issues of conflict.
In contrast, conflict was paramount in the relationships between Anita, Karana,
and their respective mothers. However, conflict related to the young women's parenting
behavior was never the issue. Indeed both Anita and Karana felt that they were better
parents to their own children than their mothers had been to them. Anita, explained, for
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example, that as a child, "I could never really talk to her [her mother] even if I tried... I
always tried to be close with my mom but she was always too tired from work or she
never had the time just to sit down and talk ... she never sat down and heard what I was
saying... and ya know, it hurts." As a mother herself, Anita was intent on doing a better
job than her own mother had done. She explained, "One of the things that I do with my
son is I don't hide things from him ... I want to listen to [my children]. My mom never
listened to me." Clearly, Anita felt her mother was not as good as she could have been.
Karana felt similarly about her own mother, and said as much. She felt her mother had not
done a good job raising her and explained a conversation between herself and her mother,
stating,
"We got in an argument about it, before, she'd always worry [and say] 'I'm not a
good mother am I?' She knows. She knows she's not... and she always tries to ask
me for reassurance and [I would say] 'Of course you're a good mother.' Before,
when I was in a good mood to her, 'yeah,' I'd say, 'you're a good mom, don't worry
about it.' But the last time I said, 'You're not a good mother. Look at what you
let happen to me [she had been sexually abused]'. She even said, 'I'm not a good
grandmother, either.' She said that herself You know, if you say it yourself, I
guess, you know it. "
Like Anita, Karana also discussed how she had been hurt by the lack of nurturance
from her mother, and said, "Nobody helped me back then ... And I think that can really
hurt a child-- even when they get older." Karana also described taking conscious and
deliberate actions to insure that she was a different, better, mother than her own mother
had been. Thus, quite unexpectedly, as if the roles of "mother" and "child" had been
reversed, Anita and Karana were angry over their own mothers' parenting abilities, they
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each reported feeling that their own mothers, not themselves, had not adequately fulfilled
the maternal role.
Finally, Sharron and Lashina each reported little conflict between herself and her
mother. Unexpectedly, conflict which was reported did not appear to be related to the
parenting abilities of the young women. For instance, Sharron noted that conflict between
herself and her mother was most often because, "Sometimes, like I can't help her with the
house, to clean, and how I'm going to get money to buy pampers, or clothes, or toys for
him [her son]." Household chores and financial concerns were their primary sources of
conflict. Lashina, on the other hand, described conflict between herself and her mother as
primarily related to her mother's boyfriend. She explained that, "... when he's there [at
their house] he wants all my mom's attention, and then I have to do everything [child care,
house work]. II Interestingly, like Karla, Lashina described feeling in competition with her
mother's partner for attention. That is, for attention from her mother. However, Lashina
appeared particularly distressed in that she was responsible for the house and children
when her mother was busy. In contrast, for Karla, receiving less attention from her
mother than received by her step-father was itself the point of conflict. In sum, neither
Lashina nor Sharron felt conflict between themselves and their mothers over maternal
behavior or responsibilities, which is not surprising given that neither youth assumed
primary maternal care of their children.
Perceived conflict between the young mothers and their own mothers was evident
regardless of classification status of the teenagers. However, the source of conflict
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between the young women and their own mothers appeared a distinguishing factor. For
some, conflict resulted from curfew violations and household responsibilities, and for
others it had become a constant, omnipresent factor throughout the history of their
relationships with their mothers. For some, conflict resulted from feeling in competition
with others for their mother's attention. Given the scarcity of the land, in terms offew
economic and material resources, social resources may be highly valued; maternal
attention, devotion, and care, may by characterized as a limited and valuable resource.
When that resource becomes threatened, conflict may emerge.
Hypothesis 3c: Young mothers reporting a close relationship with their own

mothers or other familial sources (e.g., grandmothers) were expected to report
stronger feelings of identification with the maternal role and more satisfaction
with the maternal role than young mothers 110t reportingfeeling close to their own
mothers.
Mixed results emerged from reports of the young mothers in reference to
hypothesis 3e. The women comprising category 1 described having close, warm
relationships with their mothers. Karla discussed the friendship which had developed
between herself and her mother, noting that, "... it's a lot of fun being with my mom."
Karla also described having a close relationship with her grandmother. She viewed both
as "strong ladies" and looked up to them as role models, she in turn believed that her own
daughter looked up to her as a role model and viewed herself as the link between the past
(her mother and her grandmother) and the future (her daughter). She was determined to
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be strong, as she had learned from her maternal line, and to pass that strength onto her
daughter, despite the obstacles they would face. She explained that, as a mother, "I take
care of her, being a mother is ... being a role model-- being there for her, taking care of her,
trying my best to let her know that it's hard out there and it's going to be hard for us, I
know it is." Likewise, Matilda reported that since becoming pregnant she and her mother
had become closer~ her mother was "there for me" when her boyfriend was not and her
boyfriend had become jealous over the relationship which had developed between herself
and her mother.
In sharp contrast, the women in category 3 provided information which
contradicted predictions made in hypothesis 3e. Despite their strong maternal
identification, and apparent satisfaction with the maternal role, Anita and Karana reported
having the most conflictual relationships with their mothers than any of the other youth
who were interviewed. Given predictions of hypothesis Je, women in category 3, those
most highly consumed by maternity, Anita and Karana would have reported the closest,
rather than the most conflictual, relationships between themselves and their mothers. As
it turned out however, neither reported feeling close to their mothers, or to any other
family member. One found her greatest source of strength from within (Anita) and the
other from her boyfriend (Karana).
Both Anita and Karana described feeling that they had been abandoned, so to
speak, in childhood by their mothers. Anita, for instance, felt that her mother had been
preoccupied by alcoholism and work, and thus, devoted little time to motherhood. She
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stated, III could never really talk to her, II and reported that she never felt she was living up
to her mother's expectations. She reported feeling judged by her mother, but she
continued to state, III always knew I was never a bad person. II Anita, who described being
hurt, many times, by the evil things her mother had said to her in the past, explained
further that, 1I ... she [her mother] can't say she's wrong when she is,1I and then continued to
compare herself to her mother, saying, III have some of that in me too, but I try not to let
it get the best of me 'cause I don't want to be a person like that. II In essence, Anita felt
that her mother's pride had become the barrier between them and she consciously tried to
avoid falling into the same patterns with her own children. She said, II ... there are things
about my mom I don't want to carry onto my children. II
Karana felt abandoned by her mother because her mother had not taken action
against the molestation she had experienced and disclosed, as a child. She told her mother
of the abuse, and remembered her mother's response as, IIDon't tell your father. II Karana
described feeling completely abandoned, helpless, and alone because of her mother's
failure to react. She explained, IIShe didn't do anything about it. Nothing.1I

Karana also

felt abandoned by other members of her family, noting that they, too, knew about the
molestation yet failed to take action.
Despite extremely volatile, distant relationships with their own mothers, these two
young women had formed extremely close, caring, and nurturing relationships with their
children. Each had learned from the mistakes of the past and vowed to raise their children
differently and better than they had been raised themselves. Anita and Karana appear to
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have overcompensated for their mothers' neglect by devoting themselves, almost
exclusively, to motherhood.
As addressed earlier, personal relationships may be characterized as "resources"

and as particularly valuable in the absence of other assets (e.g., money, material objects).
In areas characterized by poverty, social resources may take on additional value and
importance (Hoffinan, 1988). Perhaps Anita and Karana perceived the break between
themselves and their own mothers as a "survival strategy," so to speak; as a way of
promoting their own best interests given the lack of attention and nurturance they
perceived receiving from their mothers and informal networks. In support of this
argument, Anita was asked if she felt she had been forced to "choose" between her mother
and family of origin and the family she had created with her child and partner. She
shouted "Yes!! Yes!! That's how I felt." Given the adverse relationship between herself
and her mother, it is not surprising that Anita felt compelled to "choose" to be with her
family of procreation, rather than her family of origin.
Contrary to expectations, maternal devotion and commitment cannot be predicted
based on the quality of the teen mother-grandmother relationship. Rather, identification
with the maternal role, commitment to that role, and subsequent parenting behaviors are
the product of numerous, complex, contextual, historical and individual variables.
Hypothesis 4c: Teen mothers were expected to report being seriously committed

and involved with a male partner, and to predict that these relationships would
continue indefinitely (e.g., describe them in terms of a marital relationship).
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The young women's attitudes toward their male partners, their descriptions of their
relationships with them, and their predictions about the future of those relationships, did
not follow a particular pattern or theme. Relationships between the youth and their
partners were not predictable, in other words, based on role identification. Of the eight
young women interviewed, seven reported being in a serious, committed relationship with
a partner, prior to becoming pregnant. Only Palissa had never formed a long-term
relationship with the father of her child. Unexpectedly, most of the relationships had been
long-term, lasting from two and a half years to six years (see table 4.2, below). Given the
young age of many of the women, and the relationship length, some had been with their
partners since elementary school. For instance, Anita and Matilda had each been with
their respective partners since they were eleven years old; Anita met her partner at a
school dance when she was in the sixth grade.
Thus, most of the young women described being involved in a serious, long-term
relationship with their male partners, who were also the fathers of their children.
However, many of the young women, including Karla, Yana, Sharron, and
Lashina reported that the relationships between themselves and their partners had
weakened considerably, and that they were in the process of splitting up. Alcohol use by
their partners, was often to blame. When asked why she and her boyfriend had separated
Karla stated, "Because he takes drinking over his daughter and me." Likewise, Yana had
recently moved in with her mother, leaving her partner offive years because, "He started
drinking and stuff. .. we just split apart." Karla provided an intriguing justification for her

Table 4.2: Status of Relationship with Male Partner
Name

Age

Length of Relationship

Karla

16

2.5 years

17

Separated

Matilda

17

6 years

18

BoyfriendlMarried

Yana

17

5 years

20

Separated

Palissa

17

no relationship

----

Single

Anita

17

6 years

19

BoyfriendlMarried

Karana

19

2 years

36

Married

Sharron

16

3 years

19

Separated**

Lashina

16

3 years

21

Boyfriend

Partner's Age

Relationship Status*

*Relationship Status refers to how each young woman identified herself in relation to her male partner.
**Sharron described being in the process of separating from her boyfriend, although he lived with her
and her mother at the time of the interview.

tv
tv
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partner's drinking, saying, "It's just too much on him-- being a father. I think it got to him,
it seems like he can't find a job here so it's just Iike-- he has no money for us and it just
builds up on him and he just started drinking." Her response suggested young men who
were expected to provide money and resources for their families, often turned to alcohol
as a coping maneuver in the face of scare employment opportunities.
In fact, most of the young women stated that their partners frequently consumed
alcohol; similar to reports by their own mothers about their partners. Sharron's mother,
Carolyn, stated, "Seems like every man and boy drinks." When questioned about local
economic opportunities, Karla replied, "There aren't any," a perception restated
consistently, regardless of who the respondent was (i.e., teen mother, grandmother, or
community member). Men were often forced to find work out of town, working on the
railroad for instance, which took them far from home and their families. Few homes had
telephones which further limited the connection between men and their families. Although
Lashina claimed that she was still with her partner, she also mentioned that she had not
seen or spoken to him in approximately 6 weeks; he was working out of the state. Thus,
the evidence suggests that, because of lack of employment opportunities, the role of
"man" as the supporter and family provider had been displaced. Men were forced to leave
their families for long periods of time, or conversely, cope in alternative ways with a dire
situation, including frequent alcohol use. The end result of such a precarious situation
appeared to result in either psychological distancing (alcoholism) or physical distancing
(long-term employment out of town) between men and their families. Subsequently, the

214

agreed upon by many, "... are the ones that keep the family together."
This is not to say that the majority of relationships end entirely because of
alcoholism and/or long-term absence from the home, by the father. Many relationships
continued indefinitely, despite such influences. For instance, Matilda's mother, Char, had
been separated from Matilda's father for two years, and, although he did not live in her
home, he kept his clothes there and she continued to cook for him on a regular basis.
Interestingly, men were often described as being "gone," "away," and "out there" and
relationships between men and women appeared extremely tenuous. Each of the young
mothers were from non-intact homes and none of their mothers were still with their
biological fathers; many had not been for years. None of the teen mothers had regular
contact with their biological fathers, either. Alcoholism and infidelity were often the root
causes of the dissolution between their parents' relationships.
Given a complex set of personal and ecological circumstances, evidence suggests
that the connections between men and women were quite tenuous; marital relationships
also appeared to be loosely defined, based on length of the relationship and shared
experiences. Many of the young mothers, including Matilda, Anita, and Karana, for
instance, considered themselves married. Matilda explained,
"... they say marriage is just like you're going together. We are living together,
but umm- we're not legally married ... it's just like papers are nothing to us ... it's just
like when we get married that one day it's gonna be like, the only thing that's
changed throughout the whole big day [will be] my last name, see?"
Anita explained a recent discussion between herself and her partner, in which she
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said to him, "We're not married legally but the things we've been through-- we are
married ... we had a baby, we even went to counseling." She continued with, "... like the
things that we've been through, those are the things that a married couple goes through,
the financial things, the responsibility of children ... so yeah, I do see us as being married
'cause we went through a lot." However, in contradiction to hypothesis 4c, and despite
considering themselves married or part of a long-term, monogamous relationship, the
largest majority of young mothers did not appear convinced that those relationships would
continue indefinitely. Despite being with her boyfriend for six years, and pregnant with his
second child, Anita noted,
".. ,there are things that it's really hard for me and him. And sometimes I have to
let him go, and I don't want to, and I just thought about a lot of things too, and
trying to make it work between me and him. And if it doesn't, then it doesn't."
In hypothesis 4c it was predicted that the young mothers would report being
involvement in long-term, committed relationships and that those relationships would
continue indefinitely. Reports from most (N=7) supported this prediction. However, of
those seven, four relationships were near dissolution, or had recently ended, and the
remaining three were described as like "marital" partnerships. Yet, only two of the three
"married" women believed that their relationships would continue indefinitely.
Relationships between men and women were frequently described as tenuous~ perhaps the
scarcity of the land and lack of viable life options on the reservation, played a significant
role in relationship formation and maintenance. Specifically, lack of economic and
employment opportunities forced men to seek employment off of the reservation, which
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appeared to result in physical separation. Moreover, men who remain on the reservation
may tum to alcohol as a coping mechanism in the face of limited life options, thus
fostering emotional separation, as well. Women thus, appeared to form the centerpiece of
the Navajo family.
Hypothesis 5c: Teenage mothers were expected to report spending little time
with peers or friends, outside of the academic context.
Given the heterogeneity of the young women, much variability existed in responses
associated with hypothesis 5c. Response patterns emerged which were consistent with
the categorization scheme depicting role identification. Young women in category 1,
Karla and Matilda, presented evidence in support of this hypothesis. Karla noted, "I can't
really have fun anymore, I just stay inside taking care of her." Matilda also indicated that
since her unexpected pregnancy, she had lost contact with the majority of her friends.
Given their high identification with the adolescent role, in addition to the maternal role, it
was not surprising to find that these two young women were noticeably distressed over
the loss of friendships they experienced due to pregnancy and motherhood. Both young
women had been ostracized and rejected by their peers because of their pregnancies.
Karla noted that her former peers,
".. .looked down on me just because I got pregnant. Before, they used to think I
was really cool and they used to hang out with me. Now they are all in their own
little group and they ignore me. Yeah-- it's hard. "
Matilda described similar experiences. Her friends, she noted, "... didn't like it [her
pregnancy]. They didn't like it... and they really put me down and I lost a lot offriends
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during the time I was pregnant. II Thus, neither Matilda nor Karla spent much leisure time
with peers, due to a) their limited energy and resources, and b) their fiiends' reactions to
their unexpected pregnancies and subsequent rejection of them.
In contrast, neither Yana nor Palissa, the women comprising category 2, reported
significant upheaval or peer disruption due to their pregnancies or motherhood. Unlike
Karla and Matilda, who assumed the majority of child-care for their own children, Yana
and Palissa both acceded much child rearing responsibilities to their own mothers. Thus,
in addition to seeing friends during the school day, Yana and Palissa each managed to
maintain an active peer association outside of the academic context. Yana, for instance,
often played basketball with friends in her spare time. She reported that her oldest son
often accompanied her because, "... all my friends there-- they get along with my oldest
son." Yana's ability to spend leisure time with peers was predominantly due to the childcare assistance her own mother provided. Specifically, Yana had two sons, and her
mother often cared for both when Yana was out, and for the youngest when Yana took
the other with her.
Likewise, Palissa spent considerable time with friends after school, in the evenings,
during the night, and on weekends. She described numerous outings with peers, lying to
her mother in order to go out, and breaking curfew in order to stay out later than her
mother allowed. Palissa described, one incident in which she and her sister had been out
until 5:00 in the morning; they were supposed to be home by "3:30 or 4:00." Often,
Palissa and her fiiends spent time "... down at the canyon" or at Many Farms lake, a
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popular youth hang out. Thus, despite their maternity, and in contradiction to hypothesis
5e, the women in category 2 spent much of their leisure time with peers.
Interestingly, although amount or type of support provided by friends was not
assessed, Palissa and Yana may have benefited more than recreationally, from time with
their peers. Contrary to much of the existing literature, the recent work of Richardson,
Barbour, and Bubenzer (1995), adolescent parenting women receive more emotional
support from friends than from family members. Future research examining subtle
aspects of teenage mothers' peer relationships may provide valuable information regarding
those relationships, perhaps providing direction for intervention as well.
Anita and Karana provided evidence which supported hypothesis 5e and which
were similar to reports of women comprising category 1. Both Anita and Karana reported
spending little time with their peers outside of the academic context. Anita explained that
she was friends with,
".,. girls in the alternative school, mainly the mothers, I talk to them, but I've never
really been with them to do friends' things- girl things-- go out and eat together...
we just talk. That's about it. I don't really have friends that, ya know, are like in
high school [that] you can go somewhere with them. I don't really have friends
like that."
Karana spent even less time with individuals her own age, noting that, "I don't
have any friends, at all." She reported that she was familiar with the other teen mothers
enrolled in the alternative high school, but continued with, "... I know them, but, you
know, I don't talk to them or hang out or 'let's go have dinner,' or nothing like that. "
Thus, time spent with peers was rare, outside of the academic context, for both Anita and
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Karana. Yet, unlike Karla and Matilda, Anita and Karana appeared undisturbed over their
disrupted peer relationships. Karana explained that if she were around young women her
own age she would, "... probably feel awkward." Thus, information provided by these
two young women supported predictions made in hypothesis 5c. Yet, they appeared
comfortable with their peer situations; establishing or maintaining peer relationships was
of little concern to either woman.
Finally, an examination of reports by Lashina and Sharron reveal that neither spent
much time with peers. However, unlike Anita and Karana, they each spent little time with
friends because they apparently were disinterested in forming peer relationships, not
because their time was spent fulfilling maternal responsibilities or child-rearing duties.
When asked about her relationships with peers, Sharron noted for example, "I have
friends, but they live far away, II and then stated, "I just see them, like not everyday, I just
see them like when they're walking or just see them, like, far away. I don't talk to them-sometimes I do, sometimes I don't. II Unlike Sharron who described few identifiable
interests, Lashina appeared primarily concerned over her boyfriend. Therefore, she too
reported little distress at her limited peer network. She appeared ashamed that she had
become pregnant or had a child and thus, few of her former friends, she reported, were
aware that she was a mother. Her current friends were, like herself, also mothers enrolled
in the alternative school. Yet, she reported, "I have friends here, in high school, but I
don't really get to see them all the time. Like, as usual as I used to-- it's not like that. II
Sharron and Lashina, similar to the women in categories 1 and 3, reported spending little
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time with friends outside of the academic context. Yet, neither Sharron nor Lashina
appeared interested in developing contact with like-aged peers, either.
Hypothesis 5c was formulated based on the existing teenage parenting literature,
which notes that teenage mothers infrequently turn to their peers for support (Wasserman
et aI., 1990), or describes disrupted peer relationships following adolescent maternity
(Barth & Schinke, 1984; Colletta, 1981). It was assumed that peer relationships among
Navajo teenage parenting women would be similar to peer relationships among other
groups of teenage parenting women. Although the amount of support provided by peers,
per se, was not directly addressed, teenage mothers were expected to report little time
spent with friends outside the academic context. Reports by the youth largely supported
this prediction. However, failing to examine this issue more closely may have led to
misleading conclusions. That is, despite apparent similarities, the young women's
responses to and

attitude~

about limited peer-time and friendship formation and

maintenance, distinguished the young Navajo mothers. Role identification appeared
remarkably significant in terms of the young mothers' reported peer relationships.
Hypothesis 6c: It was hypothesized that young mothers lacking strong

interpersonal networks, would report receiving more formalized assistance than
young mothers with stronger, more extensive informal support networks.
Reports from the young mothers did not follow predictable patterns based on the
youths' role identification: Given the high degree of poverty and joblessness
characterizing the Navajo Indian Reservation, the largest majority of the young mothers
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reported receiving federal assistance, regardless of quality or quantity of informal support.
They most often reported receiving Women, Infants, and Children (W.I.C), a food
supplement program enacted by the Federal Government, General Assistance, or Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). Most of the teenagers also reported that
their families of origin received federal assistance, often AFDC and foodstamps. In most
instances, federal support was a supplement to other forms of income. The mothers of all
but two young mothers worked full-time to support their families, including their teenage
daughters and grandchildren. Only in the homes of Sharron and Lashina did federal
assistance form the primary means of income. None of the young mothers were employed
themselves, although several, including Anita and Lashina, reported working at various
jobs during the summer months.
Subsidized day care was also available, yet space was limited and few of the young
mothers benefited from formal child care services. Anita however, had been lucky, and
managed to secure a spot for her son to attend day care while she attended school.
Others, like Matilda and Karla were not so fortunate, and reported having to miss school
on occasion in order to care for their children.
On the other hand, for several ofthe young mothers child care was not an issue
because their own mothers either did not work (as in the cases ofLashina and Sharron) or
were temporarily out of work (such as Yana's mother). Lashina noted, for instance,
"Well, my mom takes care of the baby so I don't really worry about day care."
To clarify, most (N=7) of the young mothers who were interviewed reported
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receiving supplemental federal assistance, and many would have utilized other fonns of
fonnal support (subsidized day care) ifit had been available. Thus, contrary to
expectations, use offonnal assistance a) did not distinguish the young mothers because
most received federal aid, and b) appeared unrelated to the amount of infonnal support
each young mother received. In a land of limited economic opportunities, fonnal
assistance was common.
Interestingly however, and quite unexpectedly, the young mothers' attitudes
toward the use of federal assistance served as a clear distinguishing feature. Some of the
women, notably those in categories 1 and 3, reported feeling uncomfortable accepting
formal assistance, or receiving welfare. Karla explained, for example,
"A lot of people look down on the Navajo people, saying they just lay around
making babies and just expecting to have welfare all the time ... it makes me feel
bad because sometimes it's not their fault and they do need help because their
parents aren't there to help them ... I'm lucky to have a supportive family."
Karla thus, reported feeling that welfare was not something that should be taken
advantage of, but used out of necessity. She continued to explain that,
"[Women] are looked at as being "baby-machines," they're not respected. [Men]
don't look at them as being strong or being career women ... [only] as a mom or a
homemaker or something. They don't see their wives or girlfriends as making it in
life. But I want to prove them wrong."
Karla appeared to view welfare as a temporary necessity, yet she conveyed a clear
commitment to "making it in life," having a career and the ability to be self sufficient and
economically independent.
Anita, lacking a supportive infonnal network, and who prided herself on being self-
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reliant and independent, described feeling guilty and uneasy about being a welfare
recipient. She explained the dilemma she faced and the process which led to her applying
for governmental assistance. After missing one appointment she stated,
"I was in a phase [thinking] I could do everything--Iike go to work and school and
that way I can get offwelfare and stuffand that way I'll be making my own money,
and I'll be supporting the family. But after awhile, when we had no money and no
one would hire me, I talked to my uncle. He said, 'Well that's what it's there for,
when you have no money you have no money. That's when you need it. You need
to eat and things ... I don't want you to be on [it] all your life but right now you
need it so go apply.' So that's what I did. But it would be different if I just stayed
hoe all the time and just went over there and applied every six months and just laid
around and watched Ricky Lake or something. It's different like that. "
Thus, despite being embedded in very different informal networks, Anita, like
Karla, clearly believed that federal assistance should be accepted and utilized out of
necessity, in time of need, and not as a permanent source of support or as a dissuasion for
self-employment.
On the other hand, women classified in categories 2 and 4 conveyed feeling
comfortable receiving federal assistance. Contrary to reports by Anita and Karla, some of
these women indicated that they expected to be dependent on others for their well-being
and support, indefinitely. The attitudes of Sharron and Lashina, specifically, may be
strongly associated with modeling what they had experienced in their families of origin.
That is, both were raised in homes in which federal assistance and support from their
partners comprised the primary sources of household income. Thus, each may have come
to accept federal support as a natural form of existence, something expected and desired.
None of the women in categories 2 or 4 described feelings of disconcert about their status
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as welfare recipients, and none reported working toward an exit from the welfare rolls or
becoming economically independent and self-sufficient. Rather, for many, and those
women in category 4 specifically, relying on the assistance of others appeared to be an
acceptable situation.
To summarize, quality or quantity of informal support was an unreliable indicator
of the need for and use offormal assistance. Rather, most of the young women reported
receiving federal assistance, as did the majority of their mothers. Lacking knowledge of
the extent of the limited resources on the reservation, these results were unexpected.
Results indicated that attitudes toward the use and acceptance of federal assistance sharply
distinguished the young mothers. Women in categories 1 and 3 felt an adverse reaction to
welfare use, and viewed it as temporary. They preferred to be economically independent
and self-sufficient. Women in categories 2 and 4 perceived governmental assistance as a
natural income source and reported little concern over accepting welfare or federal aid.
d. Other Roles. Educational & Occupational Goals. & Life Choices

Hypothesis Id: Teenage mothers were expected to report significant life changes

follOWing the birth of their children, particularly in the domains of educational
attainment and peer relationships.
Support for this prediction was found in reports from the largest majority of the
young mothers. Moreover, although many experienced significant life changes following
their pregnancies and the births of their children, some also reported extensive disruptions
in their family relationships as well. For instance, Karla and Matilda both reported

225

significant family upheaval after discovering that they were pregnant. Karla, for instance,
was ostracized by many family members. She stated, "They would just ignore me and talk
behind my back... II She continued by saying, "Nobody talks to me from my family
anymore. II
Both Karla and Matilda who were intelligent, articulate and academically astute
young women, reported that their families were upset because the pregnancies were so
unexpected; the pregnancies were seen by the families as barriers to the youths' success.
Karla noted, ".. .it's just embarrassing to the whole family ... I'm the first one that this has
ever happened to in the family." Matilda described her mothers reaction to learning of her
pregnancy with the following, "She cried. She said, 'you know, I had a lot more things
coming for you and it's just like you ruined it all,' you know. She started pointing fingers
at me and my boyfriend ... II Thus, family disruptions were largely in response to the
unexpectedness of the pregnancies among such bright women, women perceived by their
families as having promising futures which might be compromised due to early maternity.
In addition to family disruptions, Karla and Matilda also reported significant peer
and educational upheavals. Both young women began attending the alternative high
school, rather than the regular high school, because of the flexibility necessary to juggle
motherhood with school attendance. Both reported being rejected from their friends, too.
Matilda described her life before she became pregnant, saying, "... a lot of my friends
envied me for who I was. They were like, 'gosh, you have everything going for you. You
have everything made for you.' Now it's just- the whole thing just turned around ... It's like
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I'm the one that envies them now. II Karla described similar experiences. She stated,
"There are only like three of my friends who are there for me ... the other friends I
had just drifted off. They looked down on me just because I got pregnant.
Before, they used to think I was really cool and they used to hand out with me.
Now they're all in their own little group and they ignore me."
Significant life changes involving family, friends and school resulted from the unexpected
and unplanned pregnancies of these two young women.
The mothers in category 2 also reported life changes following the births of their
children, however, peer relationship disruptions and limited social and leisure time
appeared to be the most strongly affected. Yana noted, "I don't' really go out as much
anymore, then when I do go out with my friends I always have to be back. I always have
to be back for my kids and stuff .. " Yana attended the alternative high school however, it
was not clear whether that was due to her maternal status, or to the problems she had
experienced in the regular high school prior to becoming pregnant. On the other hand,
Palissa never dropped out of school and was attending the regular high school at the time
of the interview. She reported that her academics and leisure had been disrupted, to some
extent, due to her motherhood. She stated,
"Like right now, as a teenager, I like going out and all that-- having fun with my
friends. And then like when I do homework she gets in my way and then like
during school it's hard for me to find a sitter. And sometimes I'll have to miss
school just to babysit for her-- just to take care of her. II
Certainly, motherhood had presented Palissa with unforeseen barriers in her normal,
teenager life.
In support of hypothesis 1d, Anita and Karana both experienced significant life
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changes after becoming pregnant, particularly in their relationships with family members.
For instance, both young women moved out of their home of origin after discovering they
were pregnant; Anita was kicked out, Karana moved on her own accord, fearing she
would be kicked out. Neither young women had reestablished a connection with their
mothers following their residence changes. Unlike Matilda and Karla, the relationships
between Anita and Karana with their mothers never fully recovered following their
unexpected pregnancies.
Anita noted that, in addition to the relationship between herself and her mother,
relationships with her step-father and her sister had also been affected because of her
pregnancy. In reference to her sister, Anita noted, "... before I had my son we were really
close because we're the only two of my mom's kids, we're the only two, and we were
really close but after I got pregnant and I moved out we drifted apart ... II Yet, on the
other hand, maternity appeared to have positive affects on her motivation to do well
academically. Anita stated,
".. .it's tough enough as it is in school and having a son too, everything is a lot
harder. And I just want to finish school and have a nice house, live in a good
neighborhood anywhere and I can have everything on my own, I can say, 'I did it
myself-- I did it even though I'm gonna have two kids'. II
Karana too noted significant life changes following the birth of her daughter. Yet,
she was relieved that she no longer associated with her former peer network, and referred
to them as "my so-called friends. II Thus, aside from the negative effects, teenage
maternity may have had unexpectedly beneficial consequences for these two women.
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Finally, neither Sharron nor Lashina reported significant life changes in their
educational or peer friendships following their pregnancies and the subsequent births of
their children. The lack of disruption was likely due to the little time each devoted to
their children or to the maternal role, and their lack of interest in academics or peer
relationships. When asked how her friendships had changed since giving birth, Sharron
simply noted, "Still the same." Lashina furthermore noted that her life, in general, had
changed very little. She said,
"It just didn't change ... I mean I thought it would be like me keeping the baby all
the time, but after my mom just said, 'I'll always keep her,' so ... even though I'm
the legal guardian my mom takes her. "
Although she reported few changes in her life, Lashina had dropped out of the
regular high school during the last trimester of her pregnancy and then re-enrolled in the
alternative school. Moreover, she also described changes in her friendships and family
which had resulted following her daughter's birth. For instance, she avoided telling people
that she had a child and stated that none of her friends had been aware that she was ever
pregnant. She stated, "I just don't want any more people to find out that I had a baby."
Lashina's life following her daughter's birth may have remained quite similar to her life
prior to maternity because her mother had assumed primary caregiving of her daughter
which allowed her to devote very little time to the maternal role.
In sum, most of the teens described significant life changes following their
pregnancies and the births of their children. Perceived changes, however, appeared
substantially influenced by the classification status of each young women. For some,

229

particularly those in categories I and 3, family relationship disruptions appeared as
significant as disruptions in the peer and academic contexts. In contrast, women in
category 2 reported primary concern over the restrictions maternity posed to leisure time
and social relationships. Yet, women in category 4 reported few life changes resulting
from teenage maternity.
Hypothesis 2d: Teenage mothers were expected to report that they were

encouraged by their own mothers to pursue roles other than that of motherhood,
with the expectation that they would continue their educations with the goal of
obtaining employment skills and becoming economically self-sufficient.
Clear divisions were evident in the young mothers' responses related to this
hypothesis, particularly between women comprising categories I and 3. Specifically,
women in category 1 both received much encouragement from their own mothers.
Speaking of her mother, Karla said, "She told me I can make it-- I can do it even with this
little girl, 'cause she went through college with me and my brother. She knows I can do it,
she knows I have the ability to do it." Of her own determination, Matilda said, "I want to
go to college no matter what..." and then mentioned her mother's role in achieving that
goal by saying, "my mom has taught us enough where she thinks we should get on our
own once we're going on to college, ya know, she's helping me us right now because she
wants me to graduate. " Thus, both reported encouragement from their mothers and that
their mothers provided them with financial and child-care assistance so that they could
continue their educations. Their situations appeared similar to the African-American
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adolescent mothers interviewed by Dore and Dumois (1990) who reported encouragement
from their own mothers and partners to continue their educations and seek employment.
In contrast, women in category 3 lacked maternal support or encouragement, and,
as noted previously, received little, ifany, financial, emotional, or child-care assistance
from their mothers. Karana described feelings in which she was self-motivated, to go
further than her own mother had gone. She said, for instance,
"I'm trying to find a job to do as much as I can, but I want to finish school. My
mom didn't do that. And I want to show her that even though I have kids that's
not gonna stop me from being the best person that I can be. That's what I want to
show to myself maybe and to her and everybody else. II
Despite lack of support from her mother, Karana was determined to complete her
education, in the hope of providing her children with a promising future.
Women in category 2 reported receiving child care and financial support from their
mothers, but failed to mention receiving emotional support from them. Similarly, neither
Sharron nor Lashina mentioned receiving emotional support, or encouragement to
continue their schooling, from their mothers. In fact, during her pregnancy, Lashina noted
that her mother had suggested that she drop out of school.
Interestingly, Sharron provided evidence suggesting that her mother encouraged
her dependence, particularly on men, rather than her independence. Upon learning that
she and her boyfriend were splitting up, Sharron reported that her mother was "... worried
about [her son] and she wasn't worried about me or my boyfriend, she was just worried
about [my son]-- how the father was going to support me. II Sharron's statement suggests
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that she was not encouraged to become self-sufficient, but rather, to remain dependent on
others. Sharron may have held similar attitudes in that, when asked how she would
support her son ifher boyfriend were to move out, Sharron replied, "[Her boyfriend] told
me that he will support him by sending him money and buying him clothes." She failed to
mention that she might seek employment herself.
In sum, role identity appeared to be strongly associated with each young mothers'
perceived relationship with her own mother. Further, classification status appeared to
largely determine the amount of encouragement and assistance each youth perceived
receiving from her mother. Women in categories 1 and 2 received a great deal of support
from their mothers. Thus, they were provided with the opportunity to engage in roles
other than maternity, such as academics and with peers. Women comprising category 4
also received a great amount of assistance from their mothers, particularly in terms of child
rearing assistance and financial support. However, emotional assistance appeared lacking
in their relationships with their mothers. In contrast, women in category 3 reported little
support from their mothers. Unlike the other youth, they were forced to compensate for
the lack of maternal support they received and thus, devoted themselves to maternity.
They had become consumed by maternity because they lacked the infonnal support
reported by the other youth.
e. Cultural Script
Hypothesis Ie: It was expected that the teenage mothers would report more off-

reservation experiences and contact than reported by their mothers.
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Given the wide ranging experiences of each of the teenage mothers, and of their
mothers as well, a definitive conclusion, either in favor of or contrary to, hypothesis Ie
could not be reached. Although some of the young mothers had spent more time off of
the reservation than their own mothers, the largest majority had not. Moreover, responses
did not emerge in predictable patterns based on the youths' role identification. To
illustrate, both Yana and Karana had spent extended time off of the reservation, however,
both of their mothers had, as well. On the other hand, neither Matilda nor Anita, had
spent time living in off-reservation communities. They had lived their entire lives in the
same rural, reservation area where they had begun raising their own families. And their
own mothers had similarly limited off-reservation experiences.
Finally, although other women mentioned time spent off of the reservation, much
of that time had occurred while the women were quite young, and therefore, had made
little impact or few impressions of life in non-reservation areas. However, several of the
youth reported a strong desire to leave the reservation following high school graduation,
in order to attend college. For instance, Karana wanted to return to Albuquerque, Yana
hoped to return to Flagstaff, and Sharron noted a desire to move back to Salt Lake City.
In sum, hypothesis Ie was based on the assumption that the older generation of
women, the grandmothers, would report little off reservation" experiences and that-their
daughters, in contrast, would report a more extensive knowledge of non-reservation
communities. However, this assumption was incorrect. Given the limited resources on
the reservation, many of the grandmothers had, unexpectedly, left home as children to
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seek employment. Moreover, given limited educational options beyond high school on the
reservation, several of the grandmothers had moved to larger cities for post-secondary
degrees or job training. Thus, contrary to expectations, many of the grandmothers had
spent a great deal of time off of the reservation, working and/or attending school in distant
cities and towns. In tum, reports from the youth indicated that some had spent a great
deal of time in non-reservation areas, but some had never left the reservation. Given the
wide range of life circumstances of each of the teenage mothers, including their individual
life histories and developmental trajectories (i.e., age when they lived off of the
reservation, length of stay, whether they were alone or with their mothers), hypothesis Ie
was largely unsupported by the data.
Hypothesis 2e: It was hypothesized that teenage mothers would report less

traditional values and engaging in fewer Navajo ceremonies and traditional
Navajo behaviors than the older generation (their own mothers), thus suggesting
more acculturation with the dominant society (i.e., White American values).
The evidence provided by the young mothers did not support this hypothesis.
Moreover, responses did not emerge in predictable patterns based on role identification
classification. To illustrate, despite living on the reservation her entire life, Anita reported
knowing very little about her cultural heritage~ she had never learned to speak Navajo,
reported limited knowledge with regard to Navajo traditions, myths, or beliefs, and
participated in few Navajo ceremonies. Interestingly however, she reported a strong
desire to become more involved in her Navajo roots~ she wanted to learn to speak the

234

language and to feel a connection to her American Indian past. Anita stated,
"I don't even understand Navajo, and I really wish I did, ya know, I don't even
know how to pray, and I wish I did ... I mean this is my culture and it's powerful-it's really neat and I want to learn more about it."
In contrast, Matilda stated emphatically that she was not a traditional person, yet,
she knew a great deal about the Navajo culture and belief system and she reported
participating in many traditional ceremonial events. For instance, she believed her son was
"... being affected by the eclipse, the eclipse is what slows a baby down. So I was pregnant
during the eclipse and I had to get a 2 day ceremony done for that... And the same day we
got that done he [her son] was walking." Matilda had also learned to weave from her
mother, thus continuing a prominent Navajo tradition, yet she stated, "I don't consider
myself traditional, but I know a lot about traditional ways."
For some of the other young women, being "traditional" was associated with
participation in the Native American Church, or the NAC. The NAC practices beliefs
much like those of Christianity, however, peyote is often ingested during ceremonies as a
sacrament, and believed to hold curative, medicinal powers. For some of the young
women, including both Karla and Sharron, participation in the NAC involved their entire
families. Karla felt a powerful connection to the NAC and stated, "It really helps. They
[her family] always told me it was the right way and I believe it's the right way for me. It
really helps our family." She continued to explain one prominent Navajo belief that,
"Everybody should walk in beauty," and which meant, "that your whole life has to be in
harmony. Everything has to be balanced." She also described the significance of the
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Kinaalda ceremony, a female puberty rite, explaining her own experiences and the
symbolism of the ceremony and how it was believed to predict one's future life.
Although much less knowledgeable about the Navajo culture, Sharron also
displayed evidence of participation in various traditional Navajo practices. She like Karla
and Matilda, had learned to weave from her mother. She also spoke both Navajo and
English, and participated in NAC ceremonies with her family. Thus, Sharron and Karla
were neither no more nor no less involved in traditional Navajo ceremonies and practices
than their mothers, but rather, their experiences tended to parallel those of their mothers
and families.
In contrast, other women, such as Karana, reported being much more traditional
than their own mothers, and much less involved in the dominant, White society. Karana
explained her own involvement in certain ceremonies. For instance, she said, "When I was
pregnant with her we had a Blessing Way done on me," and then continued with, "... and
that's something every pregnant woman is supposed to do before she has a baby. They're
supposed to do that." Moreover, Karana described her partner as a "star-gazer" and she
strongly believed in his ability to predict the future. She noted, "He can see things and
every time he says something it always happens, always, always, always, always." She
also strongly believed in the healing power of prayer and explained, "When we start
getting short-tempered with the kids, you know, when things don't start going right, we'll
have a prayer done and it usually fixed it, it usually does a pretty good job." Karana
displayed a significant understanding of Navajo myths, and expressed a deep commitment
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to her Navajo heritage; much more so than displayed by her mother. In comparison, the
mother of Karana did not consider herself a traditional person, or follower of traditional
Navajo practices.
Finally, support for hypothesis 2e was found in reports by Lashina, Yana and
Palissa. Each described herself as less traditional than other members of their families.
Yana described that both her mother and her grandmother wanted her to learn more about
the Navajo tradition and talked to her about the "Navajo Way;" however, she confessed,
"I just don't really know much about it, the way they talk to me, that's [the only way] I
know about it... they just talk to me how I should do stuff like the Navajo Way."
Likewise, Lashina noted, "I'm not really into it [the Navajo tradition] but my mom is. For
me- I'm not really into it. I'm not really into any ceremonies-- but just once in awhile I
go." Palissa stated, "I don't really have a religion. I just tried that church for awhile," and
then explained that she had stopped attending because,
"... well this church, it's a Christian church and they don't believe in those dances,
and if you're seeing a guy he has to be Christian and when you're seeing a guy you
can't hold hands or kiss or anything ... so all those things I'm doing. So it's like,
why do that, why go to church and do that. "
To summarize, partial support was found for hypothesis 2e. That is, several of
the teenagers reported engaging in few, if any, traditional Navajo ceremonies; much less
so than their mothers. Yet, some reported a great deal of knowledge related to the
Navajo culture and extensive involvement in traditional ceremonies. Interestingly, degree
of acculturation appeared largely determined by a complex set offactors, and not
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predictable based on age alone, off-reservation experiences, or degree offamilial
traditionality or acculturation. Furthermore, regardless of their own degree of
acculturation, several of the youth reported a strong desire for their own children to learn
about the Navajo culture and to be knowledgeable in traditional Navajo ways.
Hypothesis 3e: Compared to their mothers, it was expected that the younger

generation would be more accepting of a) youthful parenting, b) parenting
outside the context of marriage, and c) a vallie orientation supporting women's
work outside the home.
Unexpectedly, many of the young mothers were in agreement with their own
mothers over the issues of youthful parenting, parenting outside the context of marriage,
and holding a value orientation which supported women's work outside the home. It was
assumed, prior to data collection, that the young mothers would report acceptance of
teenage parenting. However, this did not prove to be the case, rather, many of the young
women noted disapproval of teenage childbearing, or expressed an attitude that it was not
a desired phenomenon, for themselves, particularly. Most (N=7) reported that they had
not planned their pregnancies and that their unexpected pregnancies had significantly
disrupted personal plans and objectives. Matilda noted,
"This is not one of my everyday childhood dreams, like, 'Ob, I want to have a
baby.' I didn't say that. When I was really young it was like, 'No, I don't want to
have a baby.' And here it is." She continued later by saying, "... why did I do this,
why did I just tum around and go in the wrong direction?"
She clearly articulated being upset and distressed by her unexpected pregnancy and
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associated teenage pregnancy with "going in the wrong direction." Other women,
reported being ostracized by both family and friends, due to their youthful pregnancies,
thus expressing a perception of social disapproval concerning adolescent pregnancy and
childbearing. Interestingly, Lashina described feeling ashamed of her pregnancy and
mentioned attempts to keep the unexpected event a secret from both family and friends,
until her mother, "... spread it around." Her reactions suggested personal disapproval for
youthful parenting.
Moreover, and as discussed at greater length below, the largest majority of
grandmothers expressed surprise and feeling upset upon learning of their daughters'
pregnancies. Anita's mother kicked her out of her home, and Karana feared she would be
kicked out and thus, left on her own accord. Thus, for the most part, both generations of
women disapproved of youthful childbearing. Having an unplanned child, however, does
not necessarily translate into having an unwanted or neglected child, evidenced in the deep
maternal commitment conveyed by Anita, Matilda, and many of the other young women.
Additionally, many of the young women reported that having children outside a
committed relationship was not a desired state. Yana, who was the only young women
who reported that her children were both planned, noted, "We didn't plan it too well
though ... because we're not together [anymore]." Some of the young women, including
Anita, Yana, and Karla had chosen single parenting, or reported a willingness to become
single parents, if their partners continued undesirable behaviors, such as drinking and being
abusive. Some, like Matilda described that contemporary views toward pregnancy and
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marriage had changed from traditional practices. She continued, however, by explaining
that, in essence, culture is not static, buy changing and evolving, and thus, although
pregnancy outside of marriage was not necessarily desirable, is was not perceived as
unique or an oddity, either. She noted,
"Traditionally, we're not supposed to have kids until we're married, but the world
is changing. Now, it's just like anywhere else. We're put in a society where your
people are like role models to us ... I'm not comparing, see, what I am saying is it's
just similar. It's just like teenagers in cities get pregnant and here they get
pregnant. This is just like anywhere else. "
Moreover, perceptions of the majority of young women, and direct reports from
their own mothers revealed that the grandmothers preferred their daughters to be single
parents than to remain in unsatisfactory or abusive relationships. Of importance too, was
that a substantial portion of the grandmothers reported being separated or divorced
themselves, and as raising their families as single parents. The one great-grandmother of
the sample was also divorced, and had been for 20 years, thus suggesting that single
parenting was acceptable historically, as well.
Finally, it was predicted that the grandmothers, who were assumed to be more
"traditional" than their daughters, would express a preference for women becoming
homemakers rather than breadwinners. However, this assumption was largely unfounded.
Most of the grandmothers worked outside the home, themselves, and expressed a strong
desire for their daughters to continue their schooling, possibly through college, and
developing skills which would enable them to secure employment in the paid labor market
and to become economically self-sufficient and independent.

Perhaps their attitudes were
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largely due to a) he tenuousness of relationships between men and women, b) the lack of
employment opportunities for men, and c) the families' reliance on maternal resources and
provisions for existence. Anita's grandmother, the oldest woman interviewed, reported,
".. .it seems like both parents have to be working to be able to keep a home going, to be
able to provide for your kids. I think both parents need to work. " Most of the youth
were in agreement, and expressed feeling that women should work to support their
families.
In sum, much of the evidence garnered in relation to hypothesis 3e contradicted
expectations. Teen mothers appeared in agreement with the grandmothers over several
issues including, a) the undesirability of youthful pregnancy, b) the acceptance of parenting
outside the context of marriage, and c) the desirability of women developing personal
skills and obtaining paid employment outside the home. Teens were expected to report
greater acceptance of youthful parenting than reported by their own mothers, yet, both
generations reported that teenage parenting was neither encouraged nor desired. Teens
were expected to report greater acceptance of single parenting, however, contrary to
expectations, both generations reported the acceptability, indeed, commonality, of single
parenting and female headed households. Finally, teens were expected to report greater
acceptance offemale employment. Yet, grandmothers and teenagers alike reported that
women should develop skills and abilities enabling them to work outside the home, in paid
labor. Attitudes may largely be related to several factors, including: the value of
education, and necessity of such for financial stability and economic independence and the
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tenuousness and instability of partnerships between men and women (thus limiting
economic reliance on the male), thus forcing women to be active in the breadwinner role.
Summary

Interviews with teenage Navajo mothers focused on: attitudes toward parenting,
children and family; views toward the maternal role and daily challenges of such; social
networks and community resources; occupational goals and life choices; and finally, the
cultural script, added to the big picture of teenage parenting on the Navajo Indian
Reservation. Role identification appeared as a prominent construct in terms of data
analysis and of discovering patterns in the data. Themes which emerged consistently
were related to: a) the limited resources available to reservation residing individuals, b)
limited opportunities and life choices, and c) value of education for promoting success and
expanding life options. In the remainder of this chapter, results of data analyses involving
reports from the grandmothers and the community members are presented and discussed.
The Historical/Cross-Generational Perspective

Analyses of the grandmother data proceeded much like that involving the teenage
mothers. Seven women, including the mothers of six of the teenage women, and the
grandmother of one, were interviewed to provide the historica1lcross-generational
perspective. One mother, that of Lashina, could not be contacted for an interview.
Discussion and explanation of descriptive analyses follows.
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Step One: Reading of the Protocols &
Step Two: Extracting Significant Statements

Paralleling analysis of the teenage data, the first steps of analysis involved
thoroughly reading all of the text based data collected through interviews with the
grandmother participants. Significant statements were marked according to their support
(using a +) or nonsupport (noted with a - sign) ofa particular hypothesis (e.g., 2a) and
then extracted.
Step Three: Formulating Meanings

Formulating Meanings comprises the third step in the analysis process. It
involves creative insight; data is analyzed according to emerging patterns, and the meaning
of those patterns, according to the investigator's knowledge and understanding of the data
itself, is established. As with interpretation of the teenage mother data, it became
apparent that the grandmothers differed markedly from one another, particularly in the
amount of support each provided her teenage parenting daughter and grandchild(ren).
Classification Based on Support Provided

Teenage mothers, as noted above, were classified according to perceptions of their
commitment to each of two roles: maternity and adolescence. As also noted above,
contextual factors, namely, support provided from their own mothers and other informal
sources contributed to how the classification status of each youth. For instance, young
mothers who received much support were provided the opportunity to engage in roles and
activities aside from those related to maternity only, unlike the young women without
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such assistance. Thus, informal support, and particularly support from their own
mothers, played a significant role in the teenagers' role identification and reactions to
maternity.
Grandmothers provided varying degrees of support. Each was classified according
to the amount of support she provided. As noted in Table 4.3, three categories were
derived, including: 1) grandmothers perceived as highly supportive of their teenage
parenting daughters and grandchild(ren), 2) grandmothers perceived as surrogate parents,
or primary caregivers of their grandchildren, and 3) grandmothers who provided little, if
any, assistance to their daughters or their grandchild(ren).
Grandmother classification closely paralleled the classification scheme devised for
the teenagers. Grandmothers perceived as highly supportive were the mothers of the
youth classified in categories 1 and 2. Thus, despite differences in their daughter's
commitment to the maternal role, grandmothers in category # 1, those classified as highly
supportive, were perceived as offering a large amount of assistance, on the one hand,
without assuming the primary caregiving role of their grandchildren, on the other. In
keeping with the classification scheme of their daughters, grandmothers in category #2,
perceived as surrogate mothers to their grandchildren, were the mothers of those
teenagers perceived as having little commitment to either maternity or adolescence (i.e.,
those classified in category #4, above); grandmothers in category #3, those perceived as
non-supportive, were the mothers of young women highly invested in maternity only
(category #3), with little concern for typical adolescent interests or activities.
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Table 4.3: Identification of Grandmothers Based on Support Provided

HiKhl! Supportive:
#1

SurroKate ParentinK:

Merlinda
Char
Joan
Paulette

Carolyn (#21) Mother of Sharron

'"

#2

Non-Supportive:
#3

(#22) Mother of Karla
(#28) Mother of Matilda
(#26) Mother of Yana
(#27) Mother of Palis sa

Inna**
Evelyn

(#24) Grandmother of Anita
(#25) Mother of Karana

"'Lashina's mother, if interviewed, would have been classified as a Surrogate Parent.
**Inna was classified as Non-Supportive, based on the amount of support her daughter
Katherine provided Anita, not by the amount of support she, herself, provided her
granddaughter.
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Factors Associated with Perceived Differences
The grandmothers differed markedly in how each responded to the unexpected
pregnancy of their adolescent daughters. Some, although extremely upset, overcame their
anger and became highly supportive of both their daughters and their grandchildren.
Others responded by assuming the primary caregiver role of their new grandchild and
becoming, in effect, the child's mother and provider of emotional, economical, and
instrumental support. Finally, two responded by rejecting their daughters and, with them,
their grandchild(ren). Several factors were identified which may largely account for
perceived differences in the grandmothers' reactions. It is important to note, however,
that factors not evident in the present data may also have played a significant role in
grandmother responses; it would be presumptive to assume otherwise. However, three
factors were perceived as instrumental in determining the amount of support provided by
each grandmother to her teenage parenting daughter and grandchild.
Relationship History. The relationship history between the grandmothers and
their daughters appeared to significantly affect amount of support each grandmother
provided. Grandmothers in categories 1 (highly supportive) and 2 (surrogate parenting)
often described feeling close to their daughters prior to the unexpected pregnancies.
Merlinda remarked, for instance, when speaking of her relationship with Karla, "... we did
everything together. I'd never leave them [her two children] home or with a sitter... We
went to town, watched movies, ... we were always together." Paulette noted, "I took
really good care of her... she was my first child." Some of the women noted that their
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adolescent parenting daughters were special to them because they were their youngest
child, or because they were female. Yana's mother stated, "She is my youngest daughter
and to me she's still my baby and I still have to support her even though sometimes we get
mad at each other... ". Likewise, when asked to describe the relationship between herself
and Sharron before the pregnancy, Carolyn reported, "We were very close," and
continued, "... she's still my little girl. ... we've been sleeping together- me and [Sharron],
still sleeping together, every night." Moreover, with consideration of the reciprocal
nature of social support, some of the grandmothers spontaneously mentioned the help they
received from their daughters, as when Char, mother of two boys and two girls, stated, "I
always say that I'm happy to have my girls. They're the only ones-- they're the ones that
keep me going. "
This is not to say that the highly supportive grandmothers were pleased to learn of
their daughters' unexpected pregnancies; many reported feeling unnerved, or, more
precisely, as unable to identify exactly how their daughter's pregnancy made them feel.
Paulette, after learning her 16 year old daughter was five months pregnant, described her
initial reaction as follows, "It's just like this funny feeling just like dropped allover me, just
like somebody's just [thrown] a blanket over you. And a kind offeeling, not to be in the
dark, but just like this kind of eerie feeling ... ". Char, on the other hand, was clearly
angry, and recalled, "... one day she told me that she was pregnant and I almost hit ceiling."
Nonetheless, they each overcame their feelings of disappointment, anger, and upset, and
became highly supportive of their daughters, providing them with much emotional,
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financial, and child-rearing assistance.
On the other hand, women in category 3, those who were perceived as extremely
non-supportive, described having a rocky relationship with their daughters prior to them
becoming pregnant; a rocky relationship which deteriorated further following the
unexpected event. Evelyn described her relationship with Karana in the following manner,
" .. .I never really had the time to sit down and make her study and really, you know, take

an interest in what she did." She further stated, "I don't think I was a very good mother... "
and described an inability to show Karana affection. Evelyn commented that as an
adolescent Karana "... gave me a lot of grief. I guess those things you try not to
remember, but she was wild ... she'd sneak off at night and when I'm gone have parties here
with her friends and you know she had all these really no-count friends. " Similarly, Irma,
grandmother of Anita, described the relationship between Anita and her mother with the
following, "They're not really close at all. There's nothing-- hardly any relationship at all.
In fact, ya know, they weren't speaking for a long time ... "
Following their pregnancies, both Anita and Karana moved from their maternal
homes. Yet, despite their unstable relationship, Evelyn nonetheless reported feeling
abandoned at her daughter's leaving, which occurred immediately following her father's
funeral. The tum of events continued to affect their relationship, clearly evident in
Evelyn'S statement that, "I still have a lot of anger because, you know, her leaving us."
Interestingly, Karana reported feeling abandoned by her mother, who failed to react when
she reported being sexually molested. Coincidentally, as a child, Anita too described
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memories offeeling that she might be abandoned by her mother. She reported that her
mother, "... used to tell us when we were little girls that she used to want to give us up for
adoption because it was too hard for her, everything was just too hard."
The relationships between grandmothers in category 3 and their teenage parenting
daughters were much different from those of grandmothers in categories I and 2 and their
daughters, even prior to the unexpected pregnancies. It appeared that a chain of events,
begun while both Anita and Karana were still children themselves, had culminated in a
severing of the "mother-child" bond which, given the instable foundation upon which
these relationships were built, appeared temporarily, ifnot permanently, irreparable.
Roles & Interests. In addition to relationship history, other factors appeared

related to the categorization of each grandmother. Namely, interests or roles outside of
parenting, in which the grandmothers were invested, including employment, educational
aspirations, or perhaps drug abuse, appeared to affect whether they became highly
supportive, surrogate parents, or non-supportive.
The women perceived as highly supportive reported having interests, personal
aspirations, and roles outside that of motherhood. Char, for example, reported a desire to
return to school, and earn college credits. She stated, "I want to this for myself. .. "
Others also stressed the importance of education and employment in their lives. Merlinda
had received a degree from Northern Arizona University, noting that courses in
psychology helped her realize that, ".. .1 can help myself."

Joan, mother ofYana,

described feelings of regret that she had not been able to continue her education as a
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nursing assistant. She remarked, "I wish I continued my school... but I can't go back. I'm
too old." She nonetheless described herself as extremely self-sufficient, commenting, "I
always worked .. .1 do stuff for myself. I work for money, when I need it I go clean
somebody's house or I go do something for someone to earn money most of the time."
Briefly stated, the women in category 1, those highly supportive of their adolescent
parenting daughters, were each employed outside the home, had received some kind of
college education or training, and reported valuing education, employment, and the
personal independence these provided. However, having interests and roles outside the
home did not negate the importance of motherhood in the lives of each. That is, all of the
grandmothers in category 1 were equally committed, if not more so, to motherhood as to
their other roles, as evident in the following, intensely moving comment made by Joan, in
which she stated,
"Motherhood means to me everything.... the responsibility as a mother is put there
before you and if you want to be a mother you have to follow through. You have
to finish your job, being a mother, no matter what happens. No matter what gets
in the way. Your kids are your heart-- and that's the way I feel about my kids.
They're my life, they're all I have, they're my heart, and I have to go on, struggle-no matter what happens. "
Women in category 1 managed to negotiate varied and diverse roles. They were
neither committed exclusively to maternity, nor to other roles and activities, but had
struggled for a balance between them. Other grandmothers, described below, were
perceived as committed exclusively to either maternity or other activities or interests, such
as work, at the expense of the other.
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Category 2 is comprised of Carolyn only. Yet, inferences made by Lashina about
her mother have provided useful information and insight, and thus, her mother would have
most certainly been categorized in category 2 as well, had she been interviewed. Unlike
the women in category 1, neither of the women in category 2 were employed outside the
home. Each received welfare as their sole source of income, or conversely, relied on
informal support for their economic survival. Neither had received much formal
education; Carolyn had dropped out of school in the eleventh grade and never returned.
She commented, "I didn't finish my school 'cause my mom was having [a] hard time-- she
was too sick so I just came back and I never went back there [to school]." In addition to
limited employment and educational careers, neither of these women were married.
Motherhood, apparently, had become their primary source of gratification and satisfaction.
Despite wanting 5 children, for instance, Carolyn had only had one; she reported feeling
happy upon learning that her 14 year old daughter was pregnant and was now the
grandmother of one grandson and devoted herself to him entirely. When asked what
made her happy, Carolyn reported, for instance, "... playing with him, taking care of the
baby... I call him my little boy." Similarly, Lashina reported that her mother, too, had
assumed the primary maternal role of her own child. Given their lack of alternative roles,
such as employment, these women appeared to have become full-time mothers to their
grandchildren; roles they apparently accepted without hesitation.
Women in category 3 were different yet, in that they appeared devoted to other
roles or activities, and in so doing, had compromised their maternal role. Evelyn reported
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that she was committed to her educational career when she became unexpectedly pregnant
with Karana. Coming from meager beginnings, Evelyn reported a strong desire for
financial independence, and thus, devoted herself almost entirely to work and school,
recognizing however, "... but that means not having enough time for your kids." She
reported feeling that she had failed as a mother to Karana, and stated, "I don't think I'm a
very patient person. I mean, if you work all day, you're tired and you get cranky and you
know, irritable and stuff .. it seemed like I never really had the time to just be a mother."
Karana described bitter feelings toward her mother, and agreed that she had failed in the
maternal role.
A similar situation was evident in the relationship between Anita and her mother.
Like Evelyn, Anita reported that her mother had devoted herself entirely to work, and thus
been "too busy" to spend much time with her as a child. She reported, "I always tried to
be close with my mom but she was always too tired from work or she never had the time
just to sit down and talk. She was always too tired from working." Irma, Anita's
grandmother, reported Anita's mother Katherine had turned to alcohol when Anita was 10
or 11; alcohol became the center of her world, again, at the expense of her maternal role.
Anita reported for instance, that her mother, "... treated me really bad and she was almost
always drunk... and she would say things to me ... " and later continued with, "... I seen the
things that [drinking can do] and it's scary to have a life with alcohol and stuff"
Certainly, the grandmothers differed markedly in the roles and activities in which
they were devoted to. Many women, in category 1 particularly, had managed to balance
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their maternal role with other interests including those of schooling and/or work. This is
not to say that employment was a choice, but rather a necessity for economic survival for
the majority. However, rather than choosing federal assistance only, the women in
category 1 were also self-sufficient and valued their independence. Grandmothers in
category 2 had become, conversely, devoted almost exclusively to maternity; those in
category 3 appeared committed to employment or non-maternal related activities
primarily.
Teenagers' Reactions. The final factor which distinguished the grandmothers and
which appeared highly associated with the amount of support each provided, was their
adolescent daughters' reactions to pregnancy. Human relationships and social exchanges
are reciprocal in nature; the behaviors and actions of one individual likewise affect the
behaviors and actions of another. Thus a causal chain of reactions is set in motion, with
each behavior affecting and simultaneously affected by, reactions of another. In the
present investigation, the phenomenon of teenage pregnancy, and the reaction each youth
made to the unexpected event appeared significantly associated with their mothers'
reactions as well.
Grandmothers in category 1 had daughters who were invested, albeit, to varying
degrees, in maternity. For instance, the daughters of the grandmothers in this group
included Karla and Matilda (highly devoted to both maternity and adolescence) and Yana
and Palissa (highly invested in adolescence, with little investment in maternity). Despite
differences, however, each of these teenage women perceived themselves as highly
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involved in the care of their children, stated that they were the primary caregivers of their
children, and reported that their mothers provided them with emotional, financial, and
child care support. Interestingly, the teenagers in categories 1 and 2, like their mothers
who comprised category 1, managed to balance mothering with other roles and interests,
including school, boyfriends, and peers, for instance. They nonetheless relied extensively
on their mothers' a~sistance, and because of support each received from her mother, were
allowed the opportunities of participating in non-maternal roles and activities. Thus,
despite differences in the degree of their daughter's maternal devotion (i.e., between the
youth in categories 1 and 2) each of their mothers (those comprising category 1) were
perceived as highly supportive. It is interesting to note however, that the grandmothers
comprising category 1 reported that they were not surrogate parents of their
grandchildren, that they did not desire to assume primary maternal care of their
grandchildren, and that their daughters should be the primary caregivers. This is unlike
the situation observed with the grandmothers comprising category 2.
It is difficult to say whether Sharron and Lashina stepped out of the maternal role
immediately and by personal choice, necessitating the surrogate parenting of their children
by their mothers, or whether their mothers assumed the role first, thus forcing their
daughters, however gently, out of the role. Most likely, the answer lies somewhere
between, although the process by which grandmothers in category 2 became surrogate
parents to their grandchildren raises intriguing questions for future investigation.
Nonetheless, neither Lashina nor Sharron assumed the primary caregiving responsibilities
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of their children, but instead, had relinquished their children to their own mothers who
were raising them as their own. Clearly then, the teenagers' lack of maternal involvement
necessitated the maternal devotion of alternate caregivers; a role which the grandmothers
appeared to readily assume. For Lashina and Sharron, stepping out of the maternal role
was accompanied by their own mothers' allegiance to maternity.
Finally, grandmothers in category 3 who were perceived as non-supportive, each
had daughters who were themselves entirely, ifnot exclusively, devoted to motherhood
and their families of procreation. Given the maternal investment of both Anita and
Karana, less support from their mothers, the grandmothers of their children, was thus
required. However, it is impossible to estimate the process by which the youth became
consumed with maternity, while their mothers retracted from the role. Perhaps, had the
relationship histories between Anita, Karana, and their respective mothers been more
cordial, perhaps neither woman would have taken on the maternal role with such vigor,
but rather, allowed their mothers to assist, however slightly, in the raising of their children.
At the time of the interviews, however, neither grandmother in category 3 provided any
financial, emotional, or child-rearing support to their youthful daughters or grandchildren.
In sum, the grandmothers did not comprise a homogenous group. Rather, they

differed markedly in the amount of support each provided their adolescent parenting
daughters, and in tum, their grandchildren. Factors associated with perceived differences
included the history of the grandmother-teenage daughter relationship, other roles or
activities, in addition to motherhood, in which the grandmothers were involved, and
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finally, the teenagers' responses to maternity. Below, a brief historical background of each
grandmother is provided, followed by results of hypothesis testing.
Category #1: Highly Supportive. Merlinda was 41 at the time of the interview.
She lived in a small apartment with 8 others, including her new infant daughter, aged 3
months. Merlinda, like her daughter Karla, valued friendships and described herself as
"... one who likes to meet people and talk with them." Merlinda had begun her family at
age 20, the same year she was first married. She received a scholarship from the Navajo
Tribe and attended Northern Arizona University full-time while her children were young.
She had little help in child care at the time and she and her husband had divorced in 1987,
after 13 years of marriage, because of his adultery. She compared herself to her own
mother, who had raised 9 children as a "singlell

parent~

her father was" ... never home.

He was the type that was always out there drinking. [Saying] he's going to the railroad to
work but next thing you know he'll be at a squaw dance or somewhere just drinking. And
every time he came home he just abused my mom. II
Interestingly, Merlinda had just had a third child, indeed, her and Karla had been
pregnant together. She described the situation between herself and Karla as two new
mothers with the following,
"... mostly we [her and Karla] just talk about the kids ... they'll be going to school
together and we'll both be going to parent-teacher conferences. It seems like
everything we're going to do together because our kids are about the same age.
And that's what I like about it is that we have 2 little ones that we can raise
together."
She recalled feeling hurt when her Karla became pregnant, and stated, "I did not
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want this for her.. .1 wanted her to finish high school and go on. And so it really did hurt
me." Later Merlinda also stated that the fact that her daughter had become pregnant hurt
her less, than the fact that her daughter had not come to her immediately with the news.
Merlinda remarked, "I thought we were really close... and I thought she would come to
me." Merlinda stood by her daughter and provided her with both financial and emotional
support. Karla needed little in the way of child-rearing support because, according to her
mother she, "... knows what she's doing-- and I never really taught her, maybe just by
seeing me she learned all those things. But she's a real expert at being a mother." The
deep commitment and support provided by Merlinda to her teenage parenting daughter
was powerfully conveyed when she stated,
"I just hope that some parents like me would understand their kids. Not just look
at them like it's a big mistake they've made. It's something that happened and they
should accept it and try to work with their kids-- their teen mothers... You have
to be there for your child in order for them to be good mothers too, you have to be
there for them and support them. Otherwise they're gonna think, 'Well, my mom
doesn't care so why should I care?' And they're gonna start leaving their kids
behind and that's not good. "

Char was also perceived as being highly supportive of her seventeen year old
daughter, Matilda. Char, mother of two boys and two girls, was from a large family
including 13 children. She was the second oldest and,
"... because of the need at home, you know, with the sheep and taking care of the
kids-- cooking-- my parents kept pulling me in and out of school. So I started out
doing a lot of things very early-- 12, 11, 10, very early. And I always wanted to
go on to college, but they kept pulling me out of school. I barely graduated until I
was about 19 or 20."
She met her husband while attending junior college and they began living together.
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The relationship was kept a secret from her own parents until they decided to marry. The
relationship was marked by periods of separation, and, although they were married at the
time of the interview, they were separated. Char worked full-time and had plans of
completing her college education, which had been interrupted when she began her family.
She described her life as mother, grandmother, and caregiver in the following manner,
".. .1 go on taking care of my girls, my grandsons. I have 2 other grandsons besides
my daughter's son. So Ijust take care of the children. I happen to get very tired
but I just sill take care of them ... right now that's what I do-- just do the best I can
to help every one of them ... "
Like Merlinda, Char praised her daughter's commitment to mothering, and noted,
"... she takes good care of her baby." She also noted how the entire family unit worked
together to accommodate the unexpected child. She stated, "I kind of think that we all
help each other." Similar to Merlinda, Char's attitude conveyed a feeling that, given the
pregnancy, moving ahead required adjustment and flexibility. In other words, rather than
reject her daughter for events which could not be changed, Char believed it was best to
make the most of the situation at hand.

Joan was 46 at the time of the interview. She was perceived as highly supportive
ofYana, her youngest daughter and the mother of two of her grandchildren. Joan, like
Merlinda and Char, came from a large family, including 15 children and described her
family life while growing up in the following manner,
"We lived in one hogan and we could still fit in there all of us. And then we didn't
have electricity, we had no transportation, we just had a wagon and some horses
so we used to travel to the stores in the wagon and we used to carry water from
the windmill-- sometimes on foot. Sometimes we hardly had any food to eat 'cause
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there was too many of us and my dad only [earned] the minimum rate. And the
way I looked at it, one day when I was in eighth grade I decided to leave.... I
wanted to go away and earn extra money so I could maybe send some to my mom
so she could help buy stuff for the rest of the kids. II
Joan left her family and home on the reservation for the first time when she was
about 14 to work in California as a nanny. She loved California and her job and eventually
applied, and was accepted, into practical nursing school. Her educational career was cut
short however, due to finances, although she did receive a nursing assistant certificate.
She also met her future husband, a Navajo man, in California. She and her husband
returned to the reservation for a two week vacation, however, their car broke down and
they never left. Joan described that she had never wanted to be married or to have
children, because she had witnessed abuse and mistreatment her sisters had suffered. Yet,
she knew little about birth control and ended up having six. Life with her husband, she
reported, began well. After moving back to the reservation, Joan stayed home with the
children and her husband worked in an area approximately 70 miles away. She noted that
they "... had a phone and we had a trailer and I had my own vehicle- he had a brand new
truck ... " however, "... somewhere [along the way] hejust started coming home on
Fridays. And I didn't know what was going on.

II

And later, after 10 years of marriage,

they were divorced because, "... my husband turned to drinking. He turned to alcohol and
started taking off from us. II She described the lowest points in her marriage, times for
example, when she loaded her children in their truck, and drove to Gallup in search of her
husband. She painfully described one event in particular in which,
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"... I almost got in trouble for leaving my kids parked outside the bar. All my kids
. were in the car and policeman came up to me and said that I shouldn't be hauling
my kids around in those bars. I told him I wasn't drinking I was only looking for
my husband but he warned me not to do that anymore. And all this- I said it
wasn't worth it-- my kids aren't worth losing. I'm not going to lose my kids
running around to look for a drunk person... "
She was not working at the time, they lost the trailer, the truck, and most of their
possessions. She and her family moved in with her mother, applied for welfare, and
managed to exist until she found work and could make ends meet. Now, fifteen years
later, only two children remained living with her, Yana and a son. She was receiving
unemployment at the time of the interview and spent her days watching Yana's two sons.
However she expected to begin work again soon. She was the only financial support for
her family at the time. Unlike Merlinda and Char, Joan felt that her daughter was more
interested in her friends than her children, noting, "[She has begun] leaving her kids
behind, not spending much time with [them]." And continued with, "... maybe it's because
I don't work anymore. Maybe it's because she knows I'm gonna be here everyday-- she
just throws them at me and takes off .. " Thus, Joan was forced to take on many of the
maternal responsibilities which she felt Yana should have assumed.
Thus, despite (or perhaps because of) her daughter's lack of maternal commitment,
Joan was highly devoted to her grandchildren. She appeared highly supportive of her
daughter, as well. She described knowing that her daughter had been particularly unhappy
since she and her partner had separated, and stated,
"... sometimes I hear her crying in the room and I just [go] in there and I just talk to
her. I just tell her that 'at least you have your kids with you, they're normal, they're
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beautiful kids. Just be thankful they're not sick or anything,' I said,
raise them and they're gonna be running around in no time'. II

~ust

help me

Clearly, despite the differences in degree of maternal commitment between their
daughters, Merlinda, Char, and Joan were equally devoted to the care, nurturance, and
promotion of their families.

Paulette, a soft-spoken women in her early forties, was viewed, like Joan, to be
highly supportive of her teenage parenting daughter, despite her daughter's lack of
commitment to parenting. PaIissa, as might be recalled, was perceived as highly invested
in peers and adolescent-related concerns and activities, with little investment in mothering.
Paulette confirmed that her daughter "... had not changed much, II since becoming a mother
and also mentioned that her daughter had relinquished much maternal responsibility
because she knew her mother would assume those tasks. Paulette said, "She [PaIissa]
thinks that 'Oh yeah, I have a sitter and all-- I'll go to football after school and my mom
will pick up the baby for me ... ' She thinks that. II
Like the other grandmothers, Paulette was raised in a large family. She grew up
without many material possessions, and recalled times when, "... even in high school I had
to borrow clothes, then, they had these thrift sales at church and I had to go dig through
that with grandma and see what would fit me. Even in high school we did that." She
attended BIA schools and was away from her family much of the year. She became
pregnant while attending college and, like her daughter, kept the pregnancy a secret from
her mother. She was married in 1977, and had been divorced for three years. The
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marriage, like many discussed above, was marked by periods of separation, abuse,
adultery, and alcoholism. She knew her husband was a drinker when she married him, but
noted, "... it got worse." She remembered that he,
"... didn't have a job anymore and he drank when he wanted to. He just left the
house when he wanted to and crawled back in the middle of the night and just
passed out on the floor. And then [he'd] leave first thing in the morning without
even talking to the kids ... "
She chose to divorce her husband and raise her children without him. Despite
being divorced, she also wanted another child and became pregnant. However, she was
scared of raising this baby, because "... I was divorced and I thought people would, you
know, people always talk, and they'd be talking behind my back." She lost the baby, and
wondered ifher fear and hesitation was the reason "... why God didn't give me that baby...
maybe for that reason He took him back?" Her own experiences, certainly, assisted her in
accepting her daughter's unexpected pregnancy. Paulette noted that ifher daughter were
to attend college in another area, she wanted to keep her granddaughter. She said, "I told
her that when she's in college I want to keep [the baby] here," but continued to remark,
"... but, you know, if she wants to take the baby that's fine but-- see I don't really know
what kind of daycare programs they have for college students." Like the other
grandmothers, Paulette was deeply concerned for the welfare of her family, and provided
support, to the best of her ability, to ensure their safety, happiness, and health.
Category #2: Surrogate Parenting. Carolyn, the mother of Sharron, had

become the surrogate mother of her only grandson, and assumed total maternal
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responsibility and care. She, like many of the other grandmothers, had not had an easy
life. She reported being happy when she learned that her daughter, at 14, was pregnant,
because she, "... wanted to take that baby to be mine. " She had always wanted a large
family, with at least five children. She met her husband while she was a junior in high
school, quit school, and got married. They were married four years before she became
pregnant, at the age of 22. When asked the reason for waiting to start her family, Carolyn
replied, "... I was afraid of it," and continued to say that, "[Sharron's] dad- he used to beat
me up and so that's why- I didn't want to have a baby when he was having problems with
his drinking so I waited 4 years." When asked how these experiences made her feel,
Carolyn replied, "It's nothing to me-- after I had Sharron it meant nothing to me."
She remained married to Sharron's father for approximately 15 years because his
family, including seven sisters, were very good to her. When asked what characteristics
about herself made her a good mother, Carolyn replied, "Because I didn't remarry." In
fact, years of abuse had frightened her and she did not want her young child to experience
more of the same, explaining, "Until [Sharron] gets her baby and gets bigger I won't get
myself married again."
At age 40 Carolyn received disability and took care of her grandson full-time. She
described the situation as follows, "I think [Sharron] don't want him, she doesn't want
him-- if he wants to play he doesn't want his mom to come around too much-- he calls me
mom. "

When asked to describe her daughter Carolyn said,
".. .it seems like everything is too big for her to do for the little boy. If I tell her to
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wash the baby she says 'it's too much of a problem-- I can't do it,' if I tell her to
feed him she says, 'it's too much of a problem for me,' is what she says. "
It was not surprising that Carolyn described her role in the care of her grandson
with the following, "... I feed him, I take him when I go, I wash him, I change him-- I do it
all, just like what a mother does. "
Unlike the women in category 1, Carolyn had become sole mother to her
daughter's child. However, she also hoped that her daughter would not have any more
children until she had finished school. Thus, despite being thankful for her grandson, and
welcoming the opportunity to have another child of her own, Carolyn, like the women in
category 1, was also concerned over her daughter's future and thus, encouraged her to
continue her education. Moreover, although Carolyn appeared satisfied raising her
grandson, that the situation might have turned out quite differently, had Sharron been
interested in maternity.
Cateeory #3: Non-Supportive. Irma, grandmother of Anita, was interviewed
because Anita's mother, Katherine, declined to participate. Thus, the history of
Katherine, including the relationship between Katherine and Anita, is presented below as
viewed through the eyes ofIrma. Katherine was perceived as non-supportive of her
daughter and grandson ..
At age 57, Irma appeared much older than one might naturally assume. Ironically,
given her life history and personal experiences, she seemed much younger than might be
expected, as well. She was raised, much like the other women described above, ".. .in a
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hogan, [with] no electricity, no running water, no inside bathroom.... the women had to do
a lot of work in those days, the women's job was inside, raising their kids." Irma's father
died when she was still an infant, her mother had remarried. Education had always been
important to her, and she recalled, "When I was growing up, I wanted to be in school. In
fact, I didn't even want to come home during the summer." She attended boarding school
near her home until the eighth grade, at which point she was "... shipped out to Winslow"
to attend school in a border town.
She left school as a senior, before graduating, because her mother was ill and
needed her assistance. Irma met her husband through an uncle, but stated, "I wasn't
prepared to get married. I wanted to go on to school, go to college." However, her
husband had convinced her that she could still pursue her educational goals. "Instead,"
she stated, "that didn't happen." Irma and her husband began their own family; they had
wanted "at least twelve" kids, however Irma's eighth child was her last. In 1975, Irma
and her husband were divorced due to alcoholism and adultery. Although divorced, Irma
and her husband remained friends, and he frequently visited her. Two years after the
divorce, Irma was in an automobile accident which left her paralyzed from the waist down.
She managed to raise her children, and grandchildren, while in a wheelchair. Indeed, two
of her grandchildren were living with her at the time of the interview and she was the legal
guardian of one of them.
Irma also discussed her daughter Katherine and noted that at age 15 she had quit
school, gotten married, and had a baby. Katherine and her husband, also an adolescent,
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moved to Texas, where she had a second daughter within a year. According to Irma,
Katherine's husband was extremely abusive. Katherine moved back to her mother's place
and was, "Pretty beat up when she moved back, ya know, bruises here and there. So she
just moved back over here and started raising the kids on her own. II When Anita was still
young, perhaps 12 or 13, her mother began drinking. When Katherine learned Anita was
pregnant, Irma said she was, "... terribly hurt, and threw Anita out of the house.
II

Katherine had told Irma,
" .. .1 went through a lot. I [had] to learn the hard way and I want [Anita] to find
out what it is like-- how it is to be pregnant at the same age and to be an unwed
mother.... I want her to go through what I went through. II

Irma described her granddaughter as, "... a good mother. II And stated, ".. .1 don't
see her leaving her baby anywhere else- with a babysitter, taking off to dances and stuff
like that. To me she's trying to be a really good mother. II She continued, however, by
commenting, "I wish that more people would try to support her."
Surprisingly, Evelyn, mother of Karan a, agreed to participate in this research;
surprisingly, because she and her daughter had rarely spoken in approximately 18 months.
Evelyn was raised in a large, traditional family, with 5 brothers and 4 sisters. She
explained that, "... my parents don't have any formal education but they had their livestock
and they were pretty proud people, self-sufficient. II Evelyn attended boarding school, "...
through the winter," which she described in the following way,
"... you lived there. You slept and you only went home, if you were lucky, once a
month. Maybe I went home to see my parents every other month-- because they
just didn't have the transportation or the money to pick us up. II
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She spent the summers at home, "... taking care of the livestock and helped out
with everything, like cooking-- you had to make your own bread, [we] never bought it."
The life she described, as can be imagined, was "... pretty hard, but it was a good life, it
was a lot of hard work."
Following high school graduation, Evelyn attended the University of Utah, where
she met her husband, also a Navajo Native American. She was pregnant with her
daughter at the time of their marriage. Evelyn worked to complete her degree in health
education; later, she received a nursing degree. Her husband lived and worked away from
home for most of their early married lives; they had been married 7 years before they
shared the same household. Evelyn was proud of her independence; she had always
worked and learned, from an early age, to be self-reliant.
On the other hand, she described feelings of inadequacy as a mother. She
remarked, "I don't think I was a very good mother," and continued to explain that she felt
this way because she spent most of her time, when Karana was young, at work. Evelyn
reported, however, "I was trying to be a good mother-- I worked so she could have a lot
of stuff and I think I did kind of spoil her." In looking back, she stated, "I really think she
felt like, you know, maybe I wasn't doing a good job [as a mother]. That's the feeling I
get from her."
In 1993, Evelyn's husband was mysteriously killed; the FBI were believed to be
involved. When Karana became pregnant, at the age of 17, by a man twice her age, her
mother was understandably upset; Karana moved out of her mother's home within days of
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her father's funeral. Evelyn stated that her anger and bitterness was due more to Karana's
leaving, at the time offamily crises, than to her unplanned pregnancy. In any event, the
two had rarely spoken in 18 months and neither woman reported feeling that the
relationship would ever be restructured. Karana, at 17, moved into the position offulltime mother and home-maker, while her own mother stepped back, out of the mothering
role, at least with her oldest child.

Evelyn was not involved in the life of her adolescent

daughter or the rearing of her only granddaughter; support, in any fonn, was not readily
forthcoming. Interestingly, lack of support appeared largely due to two factors, 1)
Karana's refusal to ask for assistance from her mother, and 2) Evelyn's failure to offer help
without being asked. Perhaps pride had become the invisible wedge between the two
women.
Summary
Like their teenage parenting daughters, the grandmothers comprised a highly
diverse group of women; their responses to their daughter's unexpected pregnancies, and
the amount of support they provided, sharply distinguished them. Some generously
provided their daughters and grandchildren with emotional, financial, and instrumental
support; believing, in a sense, that their families would flourish more with their help than
without it. However, women in category 1 provided substantial support without assuming
total care of their grandchildren. Women in category 2, in comparison, had become
surrogate mothers to their grandchildren; they had become, in effect "mother" to their
teenage daughters' children. Finally, women in category 3, provided little, if any, support
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to their teenage parenting daughters or their grandchildren. The amount of support each
provided appeared connected to a) the relationship history between the grandmothers and
their daughters, b) roles and interests, aside from maternity, that the grandmothers were
involved in, and c) their daughters' reactions to their teenage pregnancies.
Step Four: Clusterine of the Themes

Classifying the grandmothers based on the amount of support each provided her
daughter provided coherence and a manner for conceptualizing the role of each in the lives
of their grandchildren. The 3 categories became the foundation for hypothesis testing.
Specifically, given the diversity of the women, patterns failed to emerge when they were
examined as a homogenous group. However, when hypothesis were examined in terms of
amount of support each grandmother provided, a clearer conceptualization of the data
emerged. That is, grandmothers' responses frequently clustered in patterns based on the
classification status of each woman (the amount of support each was perceived as
providing).
Step Five: The Exhaustive Description &
Step Six: The Unequivocal Statement

Steps five and six were completed for the data involving the grandmother
participants as was done when analyzing the teenager data. Thus, all statements made by
grandmothers in category #1 were arranged together, those by grandmothers in category
#2 were clustered together, as were statements made by the grandmothers in category #3.
This process allowed for the emergence of distinct conceptualizations of the phenomenon
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of interest, depending on grandmother categorization. Results of data analysis are
presented below.
a. Personal Meaning of Motherhood, Family & Teenage Parenting
Hypothesis 1a: It was expected that the grandmothers would report a deep

commitment to the maternal role and to their own families, including their
teenage parenting daughters.
Support was found for hypothesis 1a. Grandmothers in category 1 and 3,
specifically, reported a deep commitment to their families and to their role as both mother
and grandmother. When asked what motherhood meant to them, these grandmothers
often provided moving, emotional perspectives. For instance, Char described the meaning
of children to her with the following,
"I think it's just the love for my family and my kids because they're my very own.
It's not somebody else's kids-- I made them myself and I think that's where my love
is for my children, and just helping them and just being there for them. "
Many of the women spoke of what "family" meant to them. One women
provided the following description of the concept of "family," and acknowledged her
family of origin as well as her family of procreation. She stated,
"... they [her grandparents] always talked to us about staying together,
remembering one another. That's the only way we're going to be strong and all
that. that's how we were taught, and I still remember it and so when we feel that
we need somebody to talk to us, or we're feeling down, or if we need some kind of
emotional help-- it seems you always know that's where you're going to go-- is to
your mom's place. And sure enough, they'll be a:lways somebody there that can
bring your hopes up again. And that's how it is with my family. It's just being
together emotionally, you know, talking to one another, helping out. .. "
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This perspective evoked an image of emotional closeness, attachment, and a
feeling of safety, comfort, and belongingness. The women in categories I and 3 provided
an account offamily including maternity, as the embodiment of unconditional love, a love
that endured despite hardship, pain, and unexpected turns in an often bumpy,
unpredictable road.
Despite their emotional and physical withdrawal from their teenage parenting
daughters, the women in category 3, reported feeling concern for their daughters and
grandchildren. However, they also reported an inability to express such emotions. For
instance, Evelyn noted that, as a mother, she had failed to show affection to her daughter,
even when Karana was a child. When asked how she would parent her daughter
differently Evelyn replied, "...just show her more affection. I mean, I don't think I did that
with her." About her daughter she stated, "I've never seen her really get irritable and yell
at her baby, which I do when I get upset.. .. And I think she shows more affection,
affection ... you know." She reported making a conscious effort to be more affectionate
with her two younger children than she was with Karana. She said, "I have to tell myself,
you know, 'hug your kids,' and stuff like this," and continued to explain that, "I guess,
most Navajo families, we're not that physical. "
Despite characterizing herself as not physically or emotionally close with her
daughter, Evelyn felt that she expressed her love for her children through other means.
Specifically, she worked to provide them with the necessities of life and so that they would
not have to "... scrounge around." Motherhood, she stated, meant, "... being there for your
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children and loving them and just being there for them and nurturing them." Clearly,
activities she felt that she had failed in with Karana. She continued with the following, "I
guess an ideal mother is to really spend more time with them where you draw out their
interests and make sure they live up to their potential." Thus, Evelyn's devotion to work
did not mean she did not love her children or feel committed to motherhood. She
explained that, as a working mother, she attempted to build character in her children, by
providing them with a role model of hard work and independence, and equipping them
with the personal characteristics to be successful in life. Yet, she also recognized, now,
that being a mother also meant being physically present and emotionally close with her
children as well, activities she reported making a conscious attempted to engage in.
On the other hand, little is known about Katherine's view toward motherhood or
the significance of motherhood in her own life. Yet, it was clear that Katherine was
deeply hurt by the unexpected pregnancy of her daughter. Katherine was also described as
an alcoholic; alcoholism had apparently become, after a history of abuse and failed
relationships, an escape route. The relationship between herself and her daughter was
marked by conflict and turmoil; by the time her daughter was 15 and pregnant, Katherine
and Anita had little common ground for developing a close, supportive relationship.
In sum, most of the grandmothers described being deeply committed to the
maternal role, to their families, and to their teenage parenting daughters. In contrast to
the tenuousness of relationships between men and women, and men and their families,
mothers were often described as the center of the home and of the family. Interestingly,
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Burton (1990) described a structure offemale-based kin networks which had formed in a
unique ecological context in reaction to a) poverty, b) environmental conditions
characterized by limited environmental resources and scare economic and educational
opportunities, and c) few marriageable men. The ecological context characterizing the
Navajo Reservation is quite similar, thus facilitating the creation of strong, female-based
kin social networks, and displayed in the connectedness between mother and child, as
reported by the teenagers and their mothers as well.
Hypothesis 2a: Grandmothers were expected to report less acceptance of
teenage parenting than their daughters, as evident through reports that the
teenage pregnancies were unexpected, perceived as a ba"ier to plans and goals
for their daughters, and a desire that their daughters had not become pregnant
while teens.
Partial support was found for hypothesis 2a. Although the majority of
grandmothers reported a) wishing that their daughters had not become pregnant, and b)
viewing the pregnancies as an obstacle to academic and employment success; they were no
less accepting of teenage pregnancy than their own daughters. In other words, as noted
earlier, many of the adolescent women were disappointed that they had become pregnant,
some equating teenage pregnancy as "... going in the wrong direction." Moreover, only
one of the teenage mothers reported that her pregnancy had been planned, the majority
were stunned to learn that they had conceived. Thus, for the most part, the grandmothers
and teenage mothers were in agreement that adolescent pregnancy was not condoned and
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that it created complexity in their lives and barriers to be overcome.
Like their daughters, most of the grandmother generation reported feeling shock at
the news of their daughters' pregnancies and a deep concern for their educational success.
Evelyn reported, for instance, "I was upset about her being pregnant because nowadays,
you don't have to get pregnant. You can wait." .She continued to explain, "I was really
upset, mainly because I wanted her to finish high school at least, you know, she has a
lifetime to do that [start a family]. She was only 16. She had the rest of her time to do all
of those things." After the initial shock subsided, Paulette too reported, "I was [mainly]
concerned about her school and what's going to happen afterwards. All these crazy things
just ran through my mind, like, what now? But the main reason that I was concerned was
her education. " Similar attitudes were expressed by the other grandmothers, as well.
Merlinda, mother of Karla, explained,
"It really hurt me-- I cried. I said, 'I didn't want this for her.' I wanted her to go
through school, I wanted her to go on to college, and make something of herself
before she gets herself tied down with a big responsibility. I didn't want that for
her 'cause I went through that."
Joan, also reflecting on her own experiences, remarked,
"I always encouraged my kids, and I always told them what I went through and
how I raised them-- that I don't ever want to see them ending up like that in the
future. I always [told] them that if they wanted kids-- space your kids. Don't have
them every year until you get a good job, finish your school."
In addition to their anguish and concern over the futures of their daughters, several
of the women engaged in self-blaming behavior, feeling that their daughters' unexpected
pregnancies reflected a failure, on their part, of not monitoring their daughters' behavior
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more closely. Paulette wondered, for instance, "... how did it happen? where? why? And
these questions kept repeating in [my] mind ... and then everything got twisted and I was
blaming myself-- where did I go wrong?" Others, like Char, were blamed by others. She
stated, "[Matilda's brothers] got after me because they told me I was just allowing her
freedom ... but... I really didn't want that [the pregnancy] to happen-- but it happened."
Despite their shock and disappointment, many of the women were hopeful that
their daughters would graduate, attend college, and become financially independent.
Indeed, many of them reported providing the support and assistance that they did,
precisely so that their original goals for their daughters would be attainable. Char
described a recent conversation between herself and Matilda in which they discussed birth
control, with the following account,
"That's [birth control] what I talked to her about. I said, 'We got to keep you
protected, remember you need to go on to school?' I said, 'I really want you to go
on to college and get your college degree is what I want you to do.' This is how I
talked to her."
Grandmothers reported feeling shocked upon learning that their teenage daughters
had become pregnant, in addition to a range of other emotions including, anger, hurt,
disappointment and concern. The feeling of happiness, on the other hand, was reported
by one woman only, that being Carolyn. As described above, her happiness was felt
because, as she stated, "I wanted that child to be mine." Despite feeling happy over her
young daughter's pregnancy, Carolyn was still concerned over her daughter's education.
She noted, "She wants to have another kid, but I tell her to wait until she finished school

275

and stuff before having more kids."
In sum, reports provided overwhelming evidence that the grandmothers were
surprised to learn that their daughters were going to have a child. Reports also indicated
that the grandmothers were primarily concerned over the implications of teenage
pregnancy and parenting; grandmothers reported feeling that maternity would limit their
daughters' ability to complete high school, or ability to attend college, thus restricting their
life options. However, despite the potential barriers, many also reported feeling hopeful
that their original goals for their daughters (e.g., college attendance, financial
independence) would be attainable still. Most grandmothers simply wanted options for
their daughters that they themselves had not experienced.
b. Expectations for Daughters' Role as Mother

Hypothesis lb: It was hypothesized that grandmothers would report that their

daughters should be the primary caregivers of their children.
Partial support was found for hypothesis lb. Women in categories 1 and 3, those
highly supportive of their teenage parenting daughters and those perceived as nonsupportive, respectively, reported that their daughters should be the primary caregivers of
their infant children. For instance, Joan stated,
"I think that she still wants to have fun with her friends, she still want to be out.
She still thinks she's a teenager, she feels that she can go anywhere that she wants.
She needs to understand that she's a mother now. She has all this responsibility
here. That's what I tell her."
Given the lack of maternal devotion shown by their daughters, it was not
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surprising to hear the mothers ofYana and Palissa wishing they assumed more care of
their children than they did. However, even the grandmothers of youth in category I also
wished their daughters would assume more responsibility, particularly in the financial
aspects of raising a baby. For instance, Char reported that she was the primary source of
income for her family and that she paid for all of her grandson's day care expenses. Char
remarked, "All year I took care of the baby sitting expense all by myself. .. and there's stilI
a balance. I don't know how it's going to be this year because we're starting the same
thing ... " She reported further, "... our utility bill went up to like almost $600 ... because
when the baby came we had to have the light on throughout the whole night-- things like
that. And I'm paying that off'right now." Char described feeling that she was responsible
for a significant amount of the child-care costs, and that her daughter and partner should
be more involved in the financial aspects of parenting.
On the other hand, grandmothers in category 3 reported that their daughters
should be the primary caregivers of their children, and in fact, their daughters were. Not
surprisingly, grandmothers reported satisfaction with this arrangement. When asked to
discuss her daughter's role as mother, for instance, Evelyn replied, "I think she's old
enough now, she has her own family. I mean that's the way it should be." And, as
discussed earlier, Katherine reported that her daughter should, ".. .learn the hard way ... I
want her to go through what I went through." Apparently, Katherine felt her daughter
had made the choice to become a single, teenage parent and therefore, was responsible for
the implications and aftermath of those choices.
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Evidence to contradict the hypothesis was found in reports from women in
category 2, those perceived as surrogate parents to their grandchildren.

Although she

wanted to raise her grandson, Carolyn nonetheless wished that her daughter offered some
assistance in his care. She stated, "I tell them [Sharron and her partner] to change the
diaper, feed him, wash him, change him, play with him-- I tell them all the time, everyday."
She felt that they, "... don't know too much about babies-- those two." Carolyn thus,
wanted help from her daughter, but to be her grandson's primary caregiver.
A significant number of the grandmothers provided information in support of
hypothesis 2b. That is, grandmothers in categories 1 and 3 reported that their daughters
should be the primary caregivers of their children and that they should assume the
responsibilities of entailed with the mother role. On the other hand, women in category 2
reported feeling differently; they had assumed the primary maternal position and desired to
raise their grandchildren.
c. Social Networks & Community Resources
Hypothesis Ic: Taking hypothesis lb, above into consideration, grandmothers

were expected to report providing extensive childrearing & instrumental (e.g.,
money) support to their teenage parenting daughters.
Research suggests that grandmothers playa significant role in providing support to
their teenage parenting daughters (Wassermann et aI., 1990; Kissman & Shapiro, 1990;
Unger & Wandersman, 1988). Reports from grandmothers in categories 1 and 2, those
highly supportive of their adolescent daughters and those acting as surrogate parents to
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their young grandchildren, supported hypothesis Ie. All grandmothers in category 1 were
the primary source of financial assistance to their daughters, their grandchildren, and
often, their daughter's partners as well. Paulette, who shared a household with 6 other
people noted, "I'm the only one working. They [her older children] can work after school
but I'm not forcing them to do that... if they want to work that's fine, if they want to be in
the school activities that's fine." Joan, mother of Yana, reported providing her daughter's
partner with money so that he could travel from Flagstaff, where he was attending school,
to see his girlfriend and children. She stated, "I would give him money for transportation,
you know, to come home and visit his kids." After her daughter and partner separated
Joan was concerned about the financial aspect of raising two young children. She
explained as follows, "I was just worried about them-- who's going to buy diapers? Who's
going to buy milk? Of course me, I said. And sure enough they came back into my house
and here they are." However, she continued to say, "But I don't mind, because they're still
part of my blood and they're my kids, my family."
In addition to financial support, the grandmothers reported participating in much
of the everyday child-rearing tasks, including washing bottles, preparing mild, and
transporting their grandchildren to and from daycare, or conversely, when daycare was not
available, providing child care. Grandmothers also reported providing emotional
guidance, encouragement and support to their daughters; assistance which may be
indirectly related to positive child outcomes (Kissman & Shapiro, 1990). Merlinda stated,
for instance, "You have to be there for your child in order for them to be good mothers
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too, you have to be there to support them. " She continued to state that she and her
daughter Karla would be raising their children together, "... going to parent-teacher
conferences together. It seems like everything we're going to do together." Clearly, they
had developed a relationship build on a strong, pliable foundation; a foundation not easily
swayed by hardship or adversity.
Unlike those women discussed above, the grandmothers in category 3 (those
perceived as non-supportive), failed to provide monetary, emotional, or child-rearing
assistance to their teenage parenting daughters. They had relinquished themselves of all
maternal responsibility, including maternal care of their grandchildren. When she was
asked how often she saw her granddaughter Evelyn replied, "Oh-- not very much," and
then, "... but, I have no hard feelings for [her granddaughter]." Evelyn, as explained
earlier, offered no monetary or child-rearing assistance to her daughter. Similarly,
speaking of the relationship between her daughter, Katherine, and granddaughter, Anita,
Irma stated,
"It just makes me kind a feel sorry for [Anita] now. And what she is going
through. Her mother's not there trying to help her. You know-- it's really sad for
her to be like that. To me, I feel really bad for her."
The lack of support Anita received from her mother was visibly apparent. Like Karana
and Evelyn, Anita and her mother had rarely spoken since she had become pregnant with
her son, 19 months before being interviewed.
In sum, partial evidence was found to support hypothesis Ie. Grandmothers in
categories 1 and 2 were direct in noting the assistance they provided their daughters,
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emotionally, financially, and instrumentally. Their daughters, in turn, corroborated those
accounts and often noted the significant support received from their mothers. On the
other hand, grandmothers in category 3 failed to provide support to either their daughters
or their grandchildren and reported that their daughters should be solely responsible for
the raising of their own children.
Hypothesis 2e: It was hypothesized that grandmothers would report tension in

their relationships with their daughters which was expected to result primarily
over issues o/parenting and maternal responsibility.
Differences were noted in the grandmothers' responses associated with hypothesis
2e. Grandmothers highly supportive of their daughters (i.e., those in category 1) differed
substantially in the conflicts they reported with their daughters. Specifically, mothers of
Karla and Matilda, adolescents highly invested in maternity, reported little concern over
their daughter's parenting. Tension, according to Merlinda and Char, most often resulted
over finances or mundane issues such as housecleaning. Char stated of Matilda, "Toward
the end of]ast year ifI told her to do something at home sometimes she would say 'shutup' to me, II but, given her own ability to feel empathetic toward others, Char rationalized
by saying, "But-- I think that's because sometimes she was tired herself. .. she apologized. II
The strength of their relationship was captured well in Char's description of how she and
her daughter dealt with tense moments. She stated, "... after that she would apologize
right away and then we would go on again. II She and her daughter appeared able to
disagree, become upset with each other, and then to continue on without hard feelings.
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Both Char and Merlinda complemented their daughters' parenting abilities. Merlinda, for
instance, simply stated, "She's a real expert at being a mother."
On the other hand, Joan and Paulette, also categorized as highly supportive,
provided evidence to support hypothesis 2e. They reported that the most significant
amount of tension between themselves and their daughters was due to their daughters'lack
of maternal responsibility and provision of childcare. This however, was not surprising
given that their daughters were highly invested in adolescence, and revealed little
commitment to the maternal role. Paulette described is~ues which she perceived as
causing conflict between herself and Yana, and noted,
".. ,well I got after her more than twice 'cause I told her that I don't think she's
really close to [her daughter] ... she just wants to be with friends and talk with
friends and do things like she's not even a mother. And my mom talks to her and
tells her that, 'You're not a kid anymore-- you're still a teenager but you're a mom.
That makes you an adult.' But I don't think she wants to see it that way. She
wants to continue being a teenager."
Given that Yana, too, was classified as highly committed to adolescence, with little
commitment to motherhood, her mother's reports, that "... she has to be reminded. She
doesn't really go about her responsibility chores the way she should without being told. I
have to supervise her, I have to tell her what to do, when to feed the kids, when to change
the diaper," were not surprising. Like Paulette, Joan believed that her daughter spent too
much time with friends, and not enough time with her children. She explained,
"What upsets me is... when her friends come she just jumps in and I worry about
her, sometimes she comes back late, sometimes she don't come back over night
until the next day."
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Thus, despite the grandmothers in category 1 being perceived as highly supportive
of their daughters, they reported significant differences in their satisfaction with their
daughters' fulfillment of the maternal role, and the major points of contention between
themselves and their adolescent daughters. Those differences appeared to be primarily
based on the role identification of their daughters.
Interestingly, although she considered her grandson to be "her child," Carolyn too,
reported that issues related to child-rearing were sources of conflict between herself and
her daughter. She stated, for example,
"She [Sharron] doesn't know how to treat him [her child], just yells, sometimes she
yells at him or gets mad-- sometimes she still needs to do stufffor her little boy...
She's too lazy. I tell her to do this for her little boy [and] she gets mad-- so I do
that."
In comparison, the women in category 3 had little contact with their daughters;
they no longer lived in the same household and rarely spoke. Thus, tension due to
household chores, curfew, or maternal care never emerged. However, the relationships
between the grandmothers in category 3 and their daughters were marred by histories of
conflict and tension; their relationships appeared to break down completely when the
youth became pregnant. In response, the daughters of grandmothers in category 3 were
themselves extremely committed to maternity, and appeared to be overcompensating for
the poor parenting they perceived themselves as receiving as children. They were
consumed with parenting and wished to be "perfect" mothers. It is not surprising,
therefore, that they were complimented on their maternal devotion and skill. In a
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surprising reversal of roles, Evelyn stated of her daughter, "She loves those kids, I mean,
that is what makes me proud of her... And that, you know, she is a good mom, which is
more than I think I can say for myself."
Despite expectations, only partial support was found for hypothesis 2e. Of
significance, was the importance of assessing the youths' role identification (i.e., degree of
identification with the maternal versus teenager roles) for providing clarity to the
grandmothers' responses. The teens' primary role identification appeared highly
associated with the grandmothers' responses. Several grandmothers reported that tension
between themselves and their daughters was due to their daughters' lack of maternal
responsibility. However, an equal number complimented their daughters' maternal skills,
devotion and commitment. Issues of conflict were often related to financial matters
and/or mundane issues such as domestic chores.
Hypothesis 3e: It was assumed that the grandmothers would report strong

feelings against divorce and single parenting and thus, that the majority would be
married to the fathers of their teenage daughters.
Contrary to expectations, none of the grandmothers were married to the biological
fathers of their adolescent daughters. In all cases except one, the marital dissolutions were
due to divorce. Divorce was often instigated by alcoholism, adultery, and abuse. The
women often described making a choice between the health and welfare of themselves and
their children, or remaining with a man who threatened that security. Paulette, for
instance, after returning home from work found her husband in a drunken stupor when he
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had been watching their youngest son. She recalled thinking, III thought, this is it, you
know, this is it. I can't-- the kids can't go through with this and I can't live with this. It's
not good for me, especially for the kids. II Joan, similarly, decided to leave her husband
and file for divorce after months of alcohol-related incidents with her husband. On
numerous occasions he called her from bars in a distant town and asked her to come pick
him up. She would comply. She described how, at one point,
II ... he told me to go home with the kids. He told me to go home, he said, 'You've
got our kids to take care of, just go home, leave me alone.' So that's when I
started thinking about just leaving him 'cause I just can't keep going over there
looking for him in those bars. II
Eventually, she concluded,
IIAnd aU this, I said, it wasn't worth it-- my kids aren't worth losing. I'm not going
to lose my kids running around to look for a drunk person-- so I decided to leave
him and I divorced him."
Many of the women described themselves as very independent, as self-sufficient,
and as having the ability to raise their children as single parents. MerJinda, in the midst of
a potential separation from her second husband, described a conversation between herself
and him, and stated, III tell him straight that, 'I know I can do it on my own. I've done it
before and I can do it again-- I don't need you.' I say that to him and he knows it. II
Though single parenting did not appear to be a desired state, divorce was often described
as an acceptable solution to marital problems. When asked, for instance, if divorce had
become more acceptable recently, or whether it had always been an acceptable solution to
marital discord, Carolyn stated, III think it's always been that way. II
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Indeed, many of the grandmothers reported that they, too, had come from
divorced homes, or homes where their parents had been separated. Merlinda stated, "My
mom is in the same situation I'm in .. she raised all 9 of us by herself. .. My dad was never
home, he was the type that was always out there, drinking." Joan echoed this comment
when she stated the following about the relationship between her mother and father, "I
guess finally she just decided that nothing was going to work and he'll never be home and
he'll never help support her with the kids so that's why she just let him go, too." Clearly,
the expectation that marital dissolution would be avoided, or highly disapproved of, was
not confirmed.
In sum, much evidence was found contradicting hypothesis 3e. That is, divorce
was reported as a common, though not desired, event. Most of the grandmothers had
been divorced from the fathers of their adolescent parenting daughters. The tenuousness
of relationships between men and women, as discussed earlier, was confirmed in reports of
the grandmothers. The absence of men from the family sphere was frequently noted; men
were often described as being "away from home" and "gone," whereas women were
described as the keepers of the family, the protector of the home and children. When
asked how she felt, as single parent and sole breadwinner, Paulette replied, "[It] makes me
felt stronger!" A view shared by many of the strong-willed grandmother participants.
Hypothesis 4c: Given a limited literature base, no hpotheses were made

regarding the quality of relationships or the amount of interpersonal assistance
grandmothers receuved from their partners or other informal ersonal sources.
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As discussed above, the majority of grandmothers had been divorced from their
first husbands, often due to alcoholism, adultery, or abuse. However, many of the women
noted that their husbands had been quite supportive during their first years of marriage.
When asked ifher husband had been supportive, Merlinda stated, for example, "For the
first 8 years he was, yeah. He was helpful- he was working and then he supported us. But
then towards the end of the eighth year is when he started messing around and I couldn't
take it anymore." Others, such as Irma and Joan described similar situations. Irma stated,
"My husband was there for me when we were married ... he was always there for me and
the kids. I think that made it a lot easier for me. And he was always a good father when
the kids were little." However, like Merlinda and others, the marriage took a tum for the
worse. For instance, although her husband had always been drinking, "... when my fifth
child was born that's when he started being abusive.

II

Many of the women described that their mothers had been, and continued to be, a
source of strength and support. After the dissolution of their marriages, many of the
grandmothers noted that they had gone to their mothers' homes, where they lived until
they were able to recover, both emotionally and financially, from their divorces. For
instance, after her home, truck, and possessions had been lost due to her husband's
unemployment and alcoholism, Joan noted, "My mother -- my mother is the one," who
became her sole source of support. Likewise, Carolyn and her daughter lived with her
mother for two years following her marital dissolution; when asked how often she saw her
mother, Carolyn replied, "Every day-- when [Sharron] comes back from school we go
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over there in the evening."
Interestingly also, was that the mothers of the grandmothers not only provided
shelter and security, but appeared to feel the need, still, to protect their children and
families. Merlinda, for instance, who lacked transportation, stated that her 79 year old
mother often walked to her home to check on Merlinda, her new baby, and her family.
Karla described her great-grandmother as, "... a really strong lady... a role model." Thus,
despite being grandmothers, many of these women continued to view their own mothers
as a refuge and as a source of support. Mothers, according to Merlinda, "... [have] to be
there for their kids. "
In addition to their own mothers, many of the women noted that their children, and
particularly their daughters, had become sources of strength and support in their lives.
Char stated, "I always say that I'm happy to have my girls. They're the only ones that keep
me going." Overwhelmingly, the emergent picture depicted a scene of women and
children, forever bond together, in a repeating cycle of loyalty and commitment. Merlinda,
noted the importance of women in keeping the family together, and stated,
"I think they're [women] the head of the household. They're the ones that are the
backbone of the family because they're the ones that are there at home all the time.
Even a long time ago, that's what my mom tells me. It's usually the woman that
stays at home, does the cooking, caring for the kids, doing everything around the
house and the man is usually the one that's out there ... and they're never really
there with their kids. And I think it's true, even today, that women [are] still the
head of the household. They're the ones that are always home, always there with
the kids."
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Men appeared, in essence, to exist on the periphery of the family unit.
Relationships between men and women were often described as tenuous and temporary, a
theme which emerged consistently, regardless of informant (i.e., teenager or
grandmother). ContextuaVecological factors appeared to playa significant role in the
tenuousness of relationships between men and women; between fathers and their children.
Lack of employment on the reservation, it has been discussed, often forced men to leave
their homes and families for long periods of time; lack of telephone communication, during
periods of physical separation, may have instigated emotional separation. Alcoholism,
furthermore, appeared closely linked to the distancing of men from their children and
families. However, alcoholism affects women on the reservation, as well. Yet, this
phenomenon was rarely discussed by the participants of this investigation, in comparison
to the accounts of alcohol abuse by men. This may be due to the sample who participated,
that is, women comprised the majority of participants, and gender bias may have played a
significant role in the accounts of alcohol abuse which were discussed.
In sum, reports suggested that women received support and assistance from their
husbands, particularly in the early years of marriage. Women and children were often
described as connected through time, whereas relationships between men and women, and
between men and their children were described as tenuous. Merlinda explained, "To me
[motherhood] is a big responsibility but that's one way of showing my love for somebody-that's always going to be there. "
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Hypothesis 5c: Because of traditional reliance on informal networks and the

extendedfami/y (Fleming, 1992), it was hypothesized that grandmothers would
report little utilization of community (or formal) resources.

Reports tended to confirm this hypothesis. Aside from receiving governmental
assistance, in the form of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), General
Assistance, Disability, or Social Security benefits few of the grandmothers reported
receiving assistance from formal sources. This appeared to hold for each of the
participants, regardless of the amount of support each provided her own parenting
daughter (that is, whether each was categorized as highly supportive, non-supportive, or
as a surrogate mother). Only two women, Paulette and Carolyn, spontaneously reported
utilizing community sources; Paulette had been seeing a counselor and Carolyn had
received a home through her Chapter House.
As expected, informal support from family members was reported as the primary
source of financial, emotional, and instrumental assistance. Even neighbors were reported
as infrequent sources ofinformal support. About her neighbors, Merlinda remarked, "I
say 'hi' to them and all that and talk to them but not like [ask for] money or nothing like
that. II
Yet, many provided suggestions regarding community resources or services that
would be useful. Joan stated, for instance,
"What they need right now, these kids in high school, [is] some kind of training
center for those kids coming right out of high school, after they finish their school- or even when they're in school-- they should train them part-time for something--
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secretarial school, nursing, some kind of occupation that they can fall back on here
in [this area], closer to home. That way, after they finish their school at least they
can already have this training and they can seek jobs so they don't have to sign up
under welfare. That's what they need. "
Clearly, given earlier discussions regarding the impact of unemployment and lack
of job training on the reservation, Joan's suggestion appeared a plausible solution to a
significant social and economic problem. Similarly, many mentioned the urgent need for,
"... education and jobs." Irma offered,
"I think what they [youth] need is a job to keep them busy, to keep them out of
trouble. An 8 hour job," and perhaps, "... some kind of an activity, some kind of
an after-school activity where they can get involved, you know, with adult
supervision. "
Most also mentioned the urgent need for additional daycare. Only one subsidized
center was available; the need far outreached the supply, and many mothers were forced to
miss school or work due to limited child care options.
In sum, evidence supported hypothesis 5c. Community services were rarely
mentioned as sources of support. Most grandmothers discussed receiving informal
assistance from family, whereas formal support, other than governmental assistance,
appeared to be utilized on a limited basis only.
d. Other Roles, and Educational & Occupational Goals for Daughters

Hypothesis Id: Grandmothers were expected to report a desire for their

daughters to continue school with the goal of obtaining employment skills and
becoming economically self-sufficient, despite the birth of their grandchild(ren}.
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Support for hypothesis Id was evident in reports from grandmothers in categories
I and 3. Merlinda described the encouragement she gave her daughter, in the following
manner,
"I try to talk to her, 'You can do it,' and I always tell her, 'You're not the only one
that's like that [Karla]. There's a lot of teen mothers out there and they still make
it.' Like, she wants to 0 on to school after she finishes high school. I said, 'I want
you to do that. I want you to still do what you wanted to do. Don't let the baby
hold you back'."
Others reported providing their daughters with similar encouragement. They
overwhelmingly supported their daughters' educational goals, regardless of the unexpected
pregnancy. Many of the grandmothers noted that they hoped their daughters would
complete high school and continue on to college. Char stated, "I'd like to see her continue
her school... that's why I wanted to put her in college-- so she would have a better life,
you know, more opportunities." When asked if her goals for her daughter had changed,
due to the birth of her grandchild, Char stated, "[They] haven't changed. I didn't get that
kind of a privilege and I ... have a savings for her that I started for her to go to school on."
Of her granddaughter, Irma stated,
"I'm really proud of[Anita], you know, with this baby... she's trying to finish
school, she wants to finish and make something out of herself. She doesn't want to
just keep having babies all the time. "
Although Evelyn had limited contact with her daughter and provided little support, she too
shared the concern that her daughter would continue her school and become more
independent.
Moreover, many of the grandmothers valued education not only for their
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daughters, but for themselves as well. For instance, many had attended college or
received employment training and some reported feeling deprived that they had never
received a college degree. Char remarked, for instance, "I'm into education for my kids
now 'cause it's something that I feel that I didn't really get. Like getting a degree is
something that I always wanted, but I didn't get it." Many of the women reported a belief
that education was a vehicle to personal and financial independence.
In comparison, Carolyn held a perspective markedly different from those of the
other wome:n. although she reported a desire for Sharron to continue her education, and
to avoid additional pregnancies until she had graduated from high school, Carolyn
appeared to provide less encouragement for her daughter to become economically
independent. Rather, perhaps given her own lack of employment, due to physical
limitations, she appeared content to rely on others and governmental assistance for
monetary income. For instance, when asked how she managed on a limited income of
Social Security and AFDC, Carolyn stated, "Yeah, [Sharron's] boyfriend, sometimes he
goes to work, around Phoenix on day jobs, sometimes he'll give us money. " Rather than
describing a desire for her daughter to develop the skills and abilities necessary to secure
employment, Carolyn conveyed an attitude of acceptance toward dependence and in
relying on others, rather than oneself.
To summarize, overwhelming evidence confirmed hypothesis Id; grandmothers
reported placing a high value on education, and a strong desire that their teenage
parenting daughters would graduate from high school and continue their educations. Many
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stated directly that they wished their daughters would rely on themselves, rather than other
people or welfare, for economic viability. LeVine (1988) notes that parents exhibit
universal goals for their children, those being that they survive, be healthy, acquire
economic capabilities and locally cultural values. The grandmothers appeared to affirm
LeVine's thesis. Perhaps, more than anything, they desired that their teenage daughters
have "more than they had"; more opportunities and life options, including economic
stability and the acquisition of skills and abilities to ensure independence.
Hypothesis 2d: Assuming that grandmothers would value education, it was

predicted that they would report a willingness to assume primary care of their
grandchildren so that their daughters could pursue educational goals.
Given the high value placed on education, it was not surprising to find that many
grandmothers reported a desire to support their daughters to facilitate the advancement of
their educational careers. Many noted a willingness to keep their grandchildren so that
their daughters could focus on college exclusively. Despite having an infant daughter of
her own, Merlinda explained,
"I hope she does finish high school and go back for a health profession. I hope she
does that. And I'm gonna be supportive of her, even ifI have to keep the baby
myselfl'll probably do that. 'Cause I want her to make herself something where
she can find a good job and support her little one. "
Similarly, Joan stated, "What I'm telling her, but she hasn't answered me, is that,
'Just give me your kids-- let me have your kids, and finish your school,' she continued by
saying,
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"I wanted her to go away where she can get some kind oftraining... where she
makes sure she graduates and [is] among good people that have good plans in the
future."
Paulette was also willing to care for her granddaughter, in the event that Palissa
would attend college. She stated, "I want her to continue school, and she knows it. .. at
one point I told her that when she's in college I want to keep the baby here." Interestingly,
Irma reported offering similar assistance to her own daughter, Katherine, when she
became pregnant as a freshman in high school. Irma described telling her daughter, "Just
stay in school-- when the baby is born I can take care of your baby," however," ... she
didn't, she just wanted to be with the guy, she didn't stay in school." Thus, women in
category 1 provided evidence in support of hypothesis 2d.
Conversely, given that Carolyn was already the primary caregiver of her grandson,
the issue of offering to keep him, if and when Sharron attended college, was a mute point.
She reported that she would keep the child if Sharron were to leave. Moreover, she had
apparently formed plans for her grandson's own education. She explained that, "... he's
going to start preschool in about 2 years-- it's right there across the street."
Like the Apache grandmothers interviewed by Bahr ( 1991) and African-American
grandparents discussed by Stack and Burton (1993), grandmothers in categories 1 and 2
were perceived as providing their daughters and grandchildren with much financial,
emotional and instrumental assistance. They reported deep commitment to promoting the
success of their families, and, also like the Apache grandmothers, a willingness to sacrifice
personal goals and agendas, if necessary, to ensure that success.
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Unlike the women in categories 1 and 2, women in category 3 reported providing
little support to their parenting daughters. Not surprisingly, they did not report a
willingness to care for their grandchildren in order to advance or facilitate their daughters'
educational careers.
To summarize, partial evidence was found to support hypothesis 2d. Although
most grandmothers reported a desire to assume primary maternal responsibility of their
grandchildren, to facilitate their daughters' educations, some did not. Grandmothers in
category 3, unlike those in categories 1 and 2 were unwilling to assume maternal care of
their grandchildren. Ecological systems theory may inform the data, by acknowledging
the importance of examining relationship history when assessing phenomenon. Despite
the high value placed on education, the extended histories of conflict between the
grandmothers in category 3 and their daughters apparently negated the grandmothers'
need to providing their parenting daughters with assistance in order to facilitate their
educations.
e. Cultural Script
Hypothesis Ie: Grandmothers were expected to report that teenage child

bearing was common and accepted in the Navajo culture, but only in the cOil/ext
of marriage.
Contradictory reports were provided in reference to hypothesis Ie. Specifically,
teenage parenting was described as acceptable, historically, because it often occurred in
the context of marriage. Yet, most of the grandmothers reported a preference for their
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teenage daughters to remain single.
When asked, for instance, to explain historical attitudes toward teenage
childbearing, compared to contemporary attitudes, Evelyn remarked,
"Yeah, but they were married. They were married and in that sense it was more
stable, they knew that they were gonna be with this man and have children
together and make a life. Now, I guess the stability is not there. II
Similarly, of teenage parenting Joan noted, "That's not ok. They are too young,
they don't know what's happening. II She continued, "Well, in our days it seemed like you
had to marry a person before you get pregnant for them. But now it's not like that. II
Most of the grandmothers reported a strong belief that individuals should complete their
educations, prior to marriage or beginning a family.
Despite the historical acceptability of teenage pregnancy, within the context of
marriage, the largest majority of grandmothers also reported wanting their daughters to
remain single. As a case in point, Char was asked if she wanted her daughter to marry
because of the pregnancy. She replied,
"No, I didn't want that. Even then I didn't want her to get married. I told him that
he can still come to see her but I don't want no marriage... and so I told her, 'I don't
want you to get married and if he wants to be with you and just go with him like
this-- just carry on a relationship.' I said I don't want no wedding for her. To this
day I still feel the same way. I'm not gonna change my mind just because there's a
baby. II
Perhaps changes in Navajoland, such as the expansion of opportunities for Navajo
women outside the home (i.e., acceptability offemales to be educated and employed)
(Shepardson, 1982), have instigated changes in attitudes as well, such that historical

297

norms, particularly in reference to marriage and teenage parenting, may also have
changed. Char and others, including Merlinda and Irma, reported feeling that marriage
was not expected of women, even among those with children. Rather, they emphasized
the necessity of their daughters to become self-sufficient, with the ability to support their
own families. Grandmothers often reported wanting their daughters to remain single
because of a) the instability of teenage marriages, and b) their concern over the ability of
the teenage men to provide for their daughters. Merlinda, for example, explained that her
daughter and partner had separated due to his drinking and adultery. She stated, "It's ok
with me because the guy isn't supportive. He doesn't even try to at least buy a package of
diapers even though she asks him over and over." Interestingly, rather than talk in
generalities, or cultural norms, grandmothers often individualized the situation between
their daughters and grandchildren, and based upon contextual factors such as the lack of
assistance their daughters' partners had provided, and the instability they had observed in
the relationships between their daughters and their partners, reported that teenage
marriage would not be a desirable solution to teenage pregnancy.
In sum, hypothesis Ie was confirmed to the extent that several participants agreed
that teenage parenting were historically accepted in the Navajo culture, within the context
of marriage. However, most also described feeling that single parenting, for their
daughters specifically, was advisable. Marriage, in other words, despite the presence of a
child, was note reported as a desirable for their daughters; many reported that teenage
marriage might actually prove detrimental to their daughters and grandchildren.
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Hypothesis 2e: Grandmothers were expected to report greater acceptance of,

and adherence to, traditional Navajo beliefs and values (e.g., more frequent
attendance at Navajo ceremonies & use of the Navajo language), and a greater
desire to continue those traditional practices, than reported by their daughters.
Interestingly, no clear pattern of responses was evident. For instance, several of
the grandmothers in categories 1 and 2 reported attending Navajo ceremonies and
following, to some extent, traditional Navajo ways. Some also reported belonging to both
the NAC and the Catholic Church. Merlinda stated,
"I'm not really into one religion. I go to Catholic church-- where I'm baptized and
then I believe in my own ceremonial religion with the Navajos. The Native
American Church I go to."
Contrary to expectations however, she and her daughter were equally involved in
both the NAC and the Catholic church. Similarly, Carolyn and her daughter were equally
involved in the NAC. Being of an older generation, therefore, did not necessarily translate
into degree oftraditionality.
Other evidence which contradicted hypothesis 2e was also found. For example,
Paulette was raised a Christian, and neither she nor her daughter participated in traditional
ceremonies. She explained,
"... today you hear a lot about Navajo cultural stuff and Navajo ceremonies and all
this stuff-- but my dad's a real strong Christian and my paternal grandma was a
really strong Christian too, and I grew up mostly around here and we always went
to church ... "
Interestingly too was that Irma, the oldest women to be interviewed, reported
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dissatisfaction with traditional ceremonies, stating, "I kind of drift[ed] away, I'm no longer
a traditional person." When asked to explain, she responded,
"... with the traditional [beliefs] if something is wrong with you, they think that a
medicine man will cure it. And they go on and then you have to pay so much
money to have a ceremony. And then at the end, you don't get cured. Just like
me, I had so many things done for me. And it's just kind of like a waste of money.
These medicine men-- they ask for so much money to have something done. Why
[not] just pray to God and be healed? 'It doesn't cost me anything to just come out
and pray-- I'm sure God still listens to you. That's what I find out."
Irma, reported belonging to both the Catholic and the Mormon churches. Furthermore,
she reported that none of her children followed traditional ways, either.
Finally, in sharp contrast to expectations, some of the teenage women reported
being more traditional than their mothers, as noted previously.
Contrary to expectations, grandmothers' reports failed to support hypothesis 2e.
It was expected that older women, due to their cohort, direct contact with Navajo elders

(i.e., their own parents), and greater exposure to Navajo customs, would report placing a
high value on traditional customs and values. It was discovered, however, that many of
the women attended boarding school, often at great distances from home, and thus, rarely
spent time with their families. Frequently, they reported lack of exposure to the traditional
beliefs of their own parents or grandparents. Rather, they reported lengthy exposure to
Catholicism or other religious denominations through their boarding school experiences.
Second, it was also believed that encroachment of Anglo norms onto the
reservation would have impacted the views and beliefs of the younger, teenage women.
Thus, that they would report valuing their traditional culture less than their mothers. This
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too proved false. Some of the young women reported a strong identification with
traditional Navajo beliefs, and frequent participation in Navajo ceremonies and events.
Moreover, others reported wanting to raise their own children in traditional ways, and to
be knowledgeable about their Navajo culture.
Hypothesis 3e: It was expected that the status and role of "mother" would be

reported as more respectful among the older generation, those women more
attuned to Navajo tradition and myth, than among their daughters.
Contrary to expectations, the data did not support hypothesis 3e. Many of the
grandmothers, for instance, reported little knowledge about traditional Navajo beliefs or
practices. Rather, many reported involved in the Catholic church, or other denominations,
or of holding beliefs which combined traditional ways with Catholicism. However, several
reported that "mothers" were respected in the Navajo culture. For instance, Evelyn
explained, "... women have always been respected as mothers. I know with the Navajo,
women are powerful... and they do have a lot of respect. " She continued, "".motherhood
isn't really respected that much anymore. "
Karla, daughter of Merlinda, corroborated Evelyn's perspective. When asked if
women were respected, KarIa replied firmly, "No," and elaborated,
"Cause they're looked at as just being "baby machines." It seems like guys just
look at 'em as being there just to be there for them. They don't look at them as
being strong or as being career women, they just look at them as being a mom or a
homemaker or something."
Paulette noted the importance of "women" in the Navajo culture. She explained

301

her beliefs as follows,
".. .in the Navajo Way women should be respected ... because they're the center of
the household and they say, in the Navajo Tradition, a fire is the essence of life... in
the hogan the fire is always in the middle 'cause in the Navajo culture, fire is the
essence of life. Same thing for the female in Navajo culture. The female is like
you're right hand-- you say your 'right hand man--' so it's like your right arm, which
is your wife. I think for that reason during the Navajo Way the lady always sits on
the right side. So, in the Navajo culture, women should always be respected. "
Most participants reported however, that individuals were not respected based
merely on gender and mothers were not respected simply because of they had children.
Many said respect was something that was earned, not assumed. Through lifestyle and
behavior, certain individuals earned the respect of their peers.
To summarize, most grandmothers reported that women were not respected
simply due to gender. Mothers, likewise, were not viewed as deserving of, or provided
with, respect simply because they had children or were able to reproduce.
Summary

Analyses of the historicaVcross-generational data incorporated attitudes, beliefs,
and perspectives across a variety of issues, including: the meaning of motherhood and
family; expectations for a teenager's role as mother; social networks and systems of
support; educational and occupational roles for teenage parenting women; and cultural
norms. Grandmothers differed in the amount of support they provided their daughters and
grandchild(ren). Some were perceived as highly supportive, some as surrogate parents to
their grandchildren, and some as non-supportive. These distinctions were significant in
terms of hypothesis testing. Grandmother reports were often compared with those of the
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teenagers, thus providing an alternative perspective related to the issues of interest.
Particular themes emerged consistently, across the two generations, including: a) lack of
resources within the community; b) limited opportunities and life choices; and c) the value
of education for promoting success and expanding life options. The remainder of the
chapter is devoted to an examination and discussion of community members' perspectives
on the phenomenon of interest.
The Community Perspective

Six adults living and working in the community agreed to participate. They were
selected for participation based on their history and experiences within the community,
relationship with the young mothers and families who participated, and their ability to
provide unique and alternative perspectives regarding adolescent parenting within Navajo
culture and on the Navajo Reservation. This sample was comprised of representatives
from the community at large. Intensive interviews were conducted with two teachers at
the alternative high school, the high school nurse, a counselor, a Delegate to the Navajo
Nation, and a Navajo Medicine Man. Data analysis are discussed below.
Step One: Reading of the Protocols &
Step Two: Extracting Significant Statements

Steps one and two of the analysis process proceeded following the suggestions of
Colaizzi (1978) and as described earlier. Specifically, all text based data were read
thoroughly and significant statements were extracted. Themes which emerged
consistently, whether related to stated hypothesis or not, were also extracted.
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Step Three: Formulating Meanings
The third step in data analysis, that ofjonnulating meanings, involved, as with the
analysis of the young mother and grandmother data, creative insight. During the analysis.
However, the community members comprised a quite heterogenous group. it became
clear that the role each member played in the community, their history and/or experiences
within the community, and their work orientation, affected their responses. Creative
insight allowed for the emergence of a framework with which to conceptualize the role
each community member played in the lives of the young parenting women and their
families.
What's the Difference?
Subtle differences were evident among the community members on three points,
specifically. The first difference involved the manner of contact each had with the teenage
mothers and their families (i.e., direct versus indirect), and the frequency of those
encounters. A second difference was noted in each community member's primary focus of
service, that is, on a specific, localized, and individual issue or on larger, community-wide
issues. And third, differences were apparent in the degree of traditionality versus
progressivism, among several of the community members. Each of these points are
discussed below.
Manner of Contact. Many of the community members were in direct contact
with the young mothers on a daily, consistent basis. The teachers at the alternative high
school, the nurse, and the counselor, for instance, had direct and consistent contact with
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most of the teenage parenting women and their families. They were knowledgeable about
many of the adolescent women's histories, family relationships and crises, living
arrangements, romantic partners, hopes and dreams. They had first-hand knowledge of
the daily hassles, struggles and joys intricately associated with adolescent parenting. On
the other hand, the medicine man and the delegate to the Navajo Nation had limited and
indirect contact with the young mothers and their families. Their association with
adolescent mothers and their families was not directly related to their own roles within the
community. Before being elected as a Delegate to the Navajo Nation, for instance, Tony
served as chapter president, a position similar to that of mayor. In that position, he
created a parent resource center at the local high school which was often utilized by
teenage parents. However, this was a temporary service. Parents utilized the center on a
"drop-in" basis only. Moreover, Tony began the program but was not responsible for its
operation. Rather, it formed one small portion of his other duties as chapter president,
and was targeted at the larger community, including all parents, not teenage parents only.
Similarly, as a medicine man or healer, Avery provided assistance to teenage
parenting women and their families only when his services were sought out. According to
Navajo tradition, it is customary for medicine men to perform ceremonies during the fifth
month of pregnancy, to ensure the health and well-being of both mother and unborn child.
Thus, given the degree oftraditionality of the young women and their families, whether
the customary ceremonies are performed however, depends on the degree to which the
family ascribes to traditional ways. Moreover, many medicine men practiced in the
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community. Therefore, the number of pregnant teenagers requesting the services of any
one medicine man is small. Finally, medicine men "specialize" much as a medical doctor
specializes in pediatrics or neurology. Therefore, some have more contact than others
with teenage parenting.
Primary Focus of Service. The second point of divergence involved the focus of

services provided. Differences emerged between 1) the medicine man, 2) the delegate to
the Navajo Nation, and 3) the others. Specifically, although medicine men may be asked
to perform ceremonies for individuals, their focus is usually on the entire person including
both mind and body, with the goal of restoring "balance" and "harmony." Ceremonies
may be requested for any number of reasons. Some requested ceremonies, for example,
"... when evil things start to bother us," or when "people putting evil spirits against me."
Matilda had a ceremony done for her son because the eclipse had occurred during her
pregnancy, and Karana had gone to see a medicine man when her anxiety over her father's
disappearance heightened.
In contrast, the teachers, the nurse, and the counselor served more specific
functions in the lives of the young women. For instance, the nurse was primarily
concerned with the physical health of the young mothers and providing services related to
such. Similarly, the teachers were resources for academic enrichment. Although they
were concerned with the total well-being of their students, their primary function was to
ensure that their students graduated.
Finally, as a counselor, Arlene focused her services on individuals experiencing any
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number of personal or relational issues, including, but not limited to, physical, emotional,
or sexual abuse, or alcohol and/or drug abuse. The role of these professionals and the
services they provided were much different, though no more or no less significant, than
those of the medicine man. given his political position, Tony's provision of services was
most often recognized r aimed at the betterment of the entire community. His perspective
was more global, focusing on larger, community wide issues, rather than on specific,
individualized issues or phenomenon. He tended to view teenage pregnancy as a
phenomenon directly associated with too much leisure among community youth and lack
of supervision, for instance.
Traditional vs. Progressive. The third aspect differentiating several of the
community participants related to their degree of traditionalism versus progressivism. As
might be expected, significant differences were evident between Avery and Tony, the
traditional healer and the political leader;. differences which likely colored their views
regarding teenage parenting, intervention and prevention services for teenage parents and
their families, and vision of the community.

Tradition has been defined as the handing down of statements, beliefs, legends,
customs, etc., from generation to generation especially by word of mouth or by practice
[as defined by Webster's Dictionary, 1994]. Based on this, Avery was a traditionalist. He
was highly knowledgeable about traditional Navajo ways and described a world view in
which the path of survival for the Navajo people was dependent upon their re-identifYing
with the teachings of the Navajo ancestors. He also reported strong feelings about the
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arrival of Europeans on this continent, and stated,
"As indigenous people of this continent here we already had an education system,
we had a foundation ... nothing was wrong with us .... [they said we had a]
primitive, savage mind but really it's spiritual mind, we had a universal mind ... but
after the coming of the European [they said] we come to civilize you as a human
being, you act like an animal... "
He reported a strong aversion to assimilation with the dominant society, but
reported an acceptance of bilingual and bicultural education. He stated,
"... we're coming back into our rightful mind, that Indian mind, primitive, savage
mind, spiritual mind. Ifwe use that mind then we're O.K., but then if we go over
here and transform ourselves into a 'civilized' minded person we panic, then we
have high blood pressure, we have some kind of reaction, there's frustration. But
when we come back into our rightful mind we are eager [and] at home, where our
bodies are in tune."
Although his occupation as an instructor at the Navajo Community College
appeared to contradict his traditional beliefs and status as a traditional healer, he explained
the inconsistencies by saying,
"... this teaching [his role as an instructor], holding a pencil, writing, this is just an
instrument. The way I dress is just an instrument, just to come here [to the
community college], the education, the western knowledge is just a tool, it's just a
tool, so I can get a paycheck here and that's what it is. But my root and
foundation, my ways of life, they're still there."
According to Avery, assimilation with the dominant society was a means for
economic survival only; not a desired state. He reported feeling that the future of the
Navajo people, his vision, was for a complete "re-identification" with the traditional ways
and noted, "... 50 years from now it's going to be all Navajo language and then they will
re-identify. "
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In sharp contrast, Tony described his beliefs and vision of the future of the
community in progressive terms, feeling that assimilation with the dominant society was
necessary for the economic and social survival of the Navajo people. When asked ifhe
considered himself a traditional person, Tony replied, "Well, I respect the tradition, but I
also respect the modem ways." He explained,
"We are in a big transition period ... I often tell people that we can look back, we
can look back on our tradition but on the other hand we need to change with
modem times. We need to change with modem times ... we're in the space age
now, we're getting away from wagons and horses ... you find yourself cruising by in
a 1995 Chevrolet, and some of the families will not or do not accept the change,
even though you go back and tell them we're gonna have to change.. .It's very
difficult. "
As a respected political leader in the community, Tony's views influenced and had
the potential to significantly impact the future of the community. On the day of the
interview, for instance, he had attended a meeting of the Navajo delegates to discuss the
issue of building a Wal-Mart in the area. Tony supported development, but was acutely
aware of alternative, traditional views. He stated,
".. , when we want to put a development in that's the main thing that comes up
[land] ... It's very hard, it's very hard, it all goes back to the teaching of our
grandfathers.. . [who said] never let your land go, always hang on to your lifestyle,
but they never said, 'O.K. a few years from now I want you to support a WalMart,' they never got that kind of consultation on anything. That's what makes it
hard."
Tony portrayed an acute sensitivity to both the traditional perspective and the
growing need to establish viable, long-term economic pursuits on the reservation. Despite
progressive ideas, including for example his support for legalizing alcohol on the
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reservation, he was nonetheless knowledgeable and respectful of the traditional teachings.
Given that the teachers and the nurse all Anglo, their traditional versus progressive
views were irrelevant for comparative purposes. However, the counselor Arlene was a
Navajo women, born and raised in the community. Her views appeared more closely
aligned with those of Tony than those of Avery. She stated, for instance,
"I believe we just need to teach our kids a lot of western social skills, teach our
kids the social image and support them and then when it comes to their beliefs,
their thinking processes, you should still go back to our ceremonies, our rituals,
the old teaching. We don't have to use the same mythical stories, we can update
those."
She appeared to support bi-culturalism, or learning to be adept in the Anglo, dominant
society and in Navajo.
Below, the differences which emerged among the community participants are
illustrated (see Table 4.4) and a brief background of each of the participants is provided.
A Link With Tradition. Avery was interviewed in his office on the campus ofa
nearby community college. He guarded his own history and experiences, and described
his life as a healer by saying, "I was raised with it, that is my life, that's the way I was
raised." And when asked to explain or describe the role of a Medicine Man, Avery simply
replied, "Medicine Man-- he is part of nature, he can associate with nature. "
According to Adair, Deuschle, and Barnett (I 988) traditional healers (Le.,
medicine men/singers) train for years in order to practice their knowledge; indeed, they
must serve long apprenticeships, sometimes lasting ten or more years, in order to learn
the "... complex interweaving of prayers, chants, sandpainting, body painting, cutting and
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decoration of prayer sticks which, in proper sequence make up a Navajo ceremonial."

Table 4.4: Issues of Comparison Across Community Informants

Frequency &
Manner of
Service Provision

Avery
(Medicine Man)

Dana, Mike,
Arlene & Norma

Tony
(political Leader)

Direct, but
Infrequent
involvement;
Inclusion of
Extended Support
Network

Direct &
Frequent, Focus on
Individual

Direct & Indirect;
Infrequent,
Inclusive Support,
Not on Individual
Basis

Specific Focus:
Physical,
Psychological,
&IOR
Educational

Global,
CommunityWide Issues

-------------

Progressive

ConcernslFocus

Mind/Body

Traditional VS.
Progressive

Traditional

When asked to elaborate on his own training, Avery remarked, "... ever since I was
inside my mother-- that's where they were doing it, that's where I've learned, that's my root
and that's where I started ... " Although a college instructor, Avery identified himself as a
healer, a medicine man, and stated that his role as an instructor was simply, "... an
instrument. .. " to earn a paycheck.
Human Service Professionals. At the time of their interviews, Dana and Mindy
were the only instructors at the alternative high school where approximately 25 students
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were enrolled. Mindy was the first instructor hired when the alternative program was
established. She was responsible for teaching" ... anywhere from fifteen to seventeen
courses at anyone time," depending on which courses were needed by the enrolled
students.
Mindy worked closely with Dana. Although no longer practicing, Dana was
trained as a speech pathologist and she had taught K-12 in Alaska prior to moving into the
area. She had also worked at the regular high school, developing programs for youth at
risk. At the time of the interview, Dana had worked at the alternative school for
approximately 18 months. In addition to teaching, she focused her attention on grant
writing in an attempt to secure external funds for the establishment of a day care center.
On-site child care was not available for the adolescent parents who attended.
Students having trouble completing high school through the traditional route, because of
excessive absences andlor tardies, or failing grades, could apply to be admitted into
alternative education. However, given gross under-staffing, only 1 in approximately 12
were admitted.
The alternative education program allowed for flexibility and offered students an
individualized program. Goals for each student were determined upon entry and differed
markedly between them. Dana explained, "We help them set short tenn goals, it varies
with each student because we have an individualized program." An individualized
program was often needed by teenage parents because of the complexity a new child
introduced into their lives. Because the school allowed for flexibility, teenage parents
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were, understandably, particularly likely to complete their educations through the
alternative route, if accepted into the program. Acceptance was primarily based upon the
student's desire to graduate and commitment toward meeting that goal. Dana described
her influence in helping young parents graduate, stating,
"Well, the young mothers and fathers really have a lot of the same needs, my job is
to make the program relevant to them and to fit their interests, make it go at a
pace that's comfortable for them, help them set goals that they can achieve to be
successful right away."
She, like Mindy, viewed her primary function as more than that of teacher, and
also as one who provided stability and support to the youth in their program. She
explained,
"... usually our students already have problems with self-esteem, they've been told
by teachers, 'we don't want you here .. .ifyou're so smart how come you got
pregnant?' and they have been put down and so when they come here we see one
of our goals as to have them feel that they are important, their education is
important, it's important to them, it's important to their little family, it's important
to them emotionally and economically and that this is something worthwhile and
then we set about to help them achieve that. "
Mindy confirmed the goals of the alternative education program and her role in the
program. She perceived herself as providing the students with much more than access to a
high school education. She saw herself as providing students with the tools necessary for
success, regardless of how success was defined. She remarked,
"I think our students know we care about them and that's probably the most
important gift we're giving them ... hopefully each student walks away from here
saying 'I am a good person and I have a lot of options in my life and I can do a lot
of things depending on how I choose to live'."
Like Dana and Mindy, Norma worked in the schools. She was the primary nurse at

313

the local high school, where approximately 1300 students were enrolled. She had been in
that position for nearly 2 years. She had also worked in Alaska, as a public health nurse
and in adult care and rehabilitation; she had experience working in a local women's crises
center. In reference to youth and sexuality, pregnancy, and parenting she described her
role in the following manner,
"I usually talk to them about family planning and safe sex and things like that, VD,
responsibilities of parenthood and waiting, being able to wait and have children
when you're ready to have children rather than trying to deal with an unplanned
pregnancy and end up dropping out of school and stuff like that. "
Norma reported strong support for abstinence based education, noting, "You can't
assume that they're gonna think abstinence is a good thing, especially if there's a lot of
peer pressure, you gotta make it more like it's cool to be abstinent. .. " and continued to
explain her beliefs with the following, ".. .it's necessary, you know, having sex wasn't a life
threatening condition in the 60's." She was concerned over the lack of resources available
to parenting youth and noted that many surrounding areas had established day-care
programs for use by students, but such services were not yet available within her own
community. She hoped to collaborate with others in an attempt to secure funds for a daycare center for the high school students. She described herself as an advocate of the
students and as concerned with much more than her role required.

Arlene, a counselor, had extensive, direct, and personal contact with many of the
young mothers in the community. She worked as a "... paraprofessional counselor to a lot
of younger kids, then young adults, teenagers, and adults-- and then every once in a while
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older people, too." She had taught courses at the alternative school, as well. Arlene was
Navajo, born and raised in the community, and a single mother with a 4 year old daughter.
She had lived off of the reservation for a period of 5 years, while she attended co]]ege.
As a counselor she" ... host[ed] self-help programs including ala-child, ala-teen, and alanon ... " Her perspective regarding alcoholism, specifically, was based on the tenets of
Family Systems Theory (Minuchin, ,I Q74). She explained that,

.

".. .in almost every family there's an alcoholic ... and according to the teachings
here, if one person drinks in the family it affects the entire family. I work with a
lot of students over at alternative school, I have worked with a lot of single
parents, with just students that had dropped out and they have problems coming
from their families rather than from themselves ... in a way, they are victims of the
lamt'IYsystem ... "

£';

She continued by noting, however, that" ... we have a lot of healthy families here on
the reservation, too." When asked her views regarding teenage pregnancy, Arlene replied,
"To me it's unintentional," and then explained her manner of approaching and supporting
young mothers with, ".. .1 try not to ask them that, they need more positive
encouragement, rather than me asking them, so I try not to ask them, I try to just
encourage them because it's too late, they have a kid. "
Political Savvy. Tony was born and raised in the community, moved away briefly

to attend school in Flagstaff and Phoenix. Since 1977 he had seIVed 15 years as the
community health direction for the Indian Health Services, and then worked with the
school district for another 7 years. He was elected in 1992 to the position of Chapter
President, and in January of 1995 was elected to the tribal council, stating, "I feel like I'm
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beginning my political career now, at this point. II He described his role in local politics by
stating,
"... many people have talked to me about going higher in office within the Navajo
Nation, my interest has always been representing my area at the state level. So I
still have a dream to pursue-- but what I want to do is at least serve 8-12 years
with the Navajo Tribal Council and then move on. II
As described above, Tony was perceived as holding many progressive ideas,
reporting that change and assimilation with dominant society was for the betterment of the
entire Nation. Still, he held a deep respect for traditional ways, stating,
II As a leader I promote growth, because my family was very traditional I still
promote the traditional ceremonies... [but] I really support the changes that we
need in the community, but I want to do it in a positive way... "

Tony had direct and positive influences on parenting youth. He was instrumental
in the establishment of a Family Resource Center, housed in the local high school, and in
beginning a "Talking Circle" in which parenting youth were encouraged to participate by
speaking freely about issues of personal importance or problems they had encountered.
The program had been quite successful, however, after his political career began to soar
the Family Resource Center declined because no one could be found to replace him. He
genuinely cared about youth in the community and the apparently high rates of teenage
pregnancy.
Summary

Given their diverse histories and experiences the community participants provided
unique perspectives of the phenomenon of interest. Many of the individuals worked
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closely with the young mothers who had been interviewed and they had first-hand
knowledge of the complex world of adolescent parenting. Tony provided a broader
perspective, and discussed teenage parenting as part of a complex set of issues faced by
many youth in the community at large. In comparison, Avery was able to set the context
in both time and tradition. His knowledge of Navajo customs and traditional beliefs often
provided a distinct contrast to what was learned from the other community members.
Step Four: Clusterine the Themes

Through creative insight, the frequency, manner, and focus of each member's
interaction with the teenage parenting women and their families provided common ground
from which to continue the analyses process. In analyzing, summarizing, and discussing
the responses of the community members, attention was given to the manner in which the
participants had been grouped, that is, their roles within the community and experiences
with the teenage mothers and their families. Interestingly, despite their diverse
backgrounds, much agreement was evident in the opinions and attitudes of the community
members as evident in their responses.
Step Five: The Exhaustive Description &
Step Six: The Unequivocal Statement

The fifth and sixth step in the analysis process proceeded by compiling community
informant responses according to how each was grouped. Thus, responses of the human
service professionals were grouped together, and remained distinct from those of both the
political leader, and the medicine man. Below, analysis results are illustrated and
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discussed. Where relevant, comparisons between community member reports and those
from the teenage mothers and grandmothers have also been included.
a. Community Attitudes Toward Children. Family. & Teenage Parenting
Hypothesis 1a: It was hypothesized that community members would report that

children were highly valued in the community as evidenced through reports of the
meaning of children to Navajo people and their importance in the continuation of
the Navajo population.
Few differences emerged in community members' responses to questions
associated with hypothesis 1a. Although few stated that children were regarded as
valuable because of their role in propagating the Navajo population, Nonna expressed her
belief that, "... [the value of life] has something to do with the fact that the Navajos [were]
nearly wiped out. There [were] only 8,000 Navajos when they came back from the Long
Walk and they're not about to have genocide happen to them again ... II
Recall too that the teenage mothers and grandmothers reported that children were valued
because they were perceived as being gifts from God.
In addition to the frequently stated belief that children were gifts from a Higher
Being, other evidence suggests that they functioned, implicitly, to solidify marriages.
Dana explained that even following the union,
".. .it's not really a marriage unless there's a baby, it's something, but it's not a
family. Whereas a lot of non-native American people feel that two people can get
married and they don't need any children, but to Navajo's and many other groups
it's not really a family until they have a baby. II
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This perspective stands in sharp contrast to contemporary American, White
society, where the current trend is toward postponing childrearing until educational and
occupational careers were secure. In the Navajo culture, in contrast, evidence was
provided that children, family, and relationships were considered of primary importance.
Furthermore, traditional customs, reflecting the importance and value of children were
practiced as evidenced by pregnant Navajo women having ceremonials to insure the health
and well-being of their unborn children. In addition to ceremonials, pregnancy was
accompanied by certain taboos or restrictions. Mindy explained that according to Navajo
tradition,
"You need to be very positive during a pregnancy, you're not supposed to even
think negative things. You can't even go to funerals and you can't do a lot of
things that might be done in a different time in your life, you can't do them during
pregnancy because it's such a special, positive time-- [a time] when you're affecting
another life growing inside of you. It
Thus, strong evidence in support of hypothesis la was found. Children were
reported as being highly valuable in the Navajo culture, with traditional beliefs and
practices continuing in modem society to guarantee a healthy pregnancy and birth, and to
facilitate optimal child development.
Hypothesis 2a: Family was predicted to be regarded as the primary socialization

institution, and considered extremely important to the Navajo, as evidenced by
reports that the family should always come ''first'' before individual pursuits and
reports ofprimary reliance on the family, rather than other sources of support.
According to the community informants, in the Navajo culture families were

It •••

the
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center of your whole life. II The importance of "being there" was echoed consistently,
regardless of the role of the informant. Simply stated, liThe Navajos are not exclusive,
they're inclusive. Navajo tradition is inclusive. II In other words, "Togetherness, II
according to Tony, "is a tradition, is the number one priority. II
Togetherness, being available to one's family, is expressed differently among the
Navajo than within the dominant, Anglo society, as explained by Dana in the following
passage.
"That's why it's very hard to get Navajos to join the service or organizations or
anything ... because there is no word in Navajo for 'play' or 'vacation.' They work
everyday, if they go to town it's on business, to sell a sheep or to buy something
they need ... the family gets together to work, work, work, work, and if there's a
death or a marriage or a festival everybody just stops work and then works
themselves to death cooking all night long for a big feast and then, with the family,
they go back to work. They just have to be available to their families all the time. II
This perspective was echoed in the reports of grandmothers. Merlinda, for
instance, reported that keeping the family together provided a way "... to be strong. II When
comparing the significance of family versus pursuing individual goals such as employment,
Carolyn confirmed that, "... family comes first. II
Moreover, Norma explained her perception of the Navajo conceptualization of
children, including their role within the family, stating, "... babies are pretty much more
easily accepted here, even [among] unmarried women ... they belong to the [entire]
family. II The roles and responsibilities assumed by family members in the raising of
children is discussed in detail below, however, Norma's statement suggests that children
were perceived as belonging to the entire family system. The high value placed on
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children in the Navajo tradition may be strongly associated with their reflection of the
strength of the family unit, however broadly defined, and the many individuals comprising
that unit. In fact, Avery hinted that children were actually perceived as the reflection of
their parents, indeed, their entire family system, as evident in the following statement,
fl ... that child is gonna represent the mother and the father so you represent your
mother and your father, you represent your people so when you go out that door
you make sure that you discipline your child, and you make sure that they
represent you. So that's what all the teaching is. fI (Emphasis added).
Reports suggested that children were regarded as exceptionally valuable because
of their connection to the future, certainly, and their facilitation offamily strength and
success and, perhaps just as significantly, because of their connection to the past and to
the entire Navajo population.
Hypothesis 3a: Community members were expected to report that teenage
parenting was not condoned, and that fewer teenage pregnancies and births were
desired, in contrast to the Gospel Hill community (see Burton, 1990).
Evidence supporting hypothesis 3a emerged in reports from all community
members. Despite his conviction that assimilation into mainstream society was fl ...just an
instrument. .. fI to receive a paycheck, Avery provided the following justification for
postponing childbearing, noting that,
flToday [it] is too early... at one time there was a high school degree [and] that's all
you needed to make a living. Right now you have to have a special skill or have a
diploma or some kind ofa certification from your college ... but if you get married
or have a child is seems like you're not qualified or you're not ready, so there's a lot
of hardship that's involved .... Yes, a body is capable of making a person or a
human being and giving a child a birth, but it's too young. fI
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Avery's response reflected the attitude of most respondents. When asked to
describe his view regarding the social acceptance of teenage parenting, Tony illustrated his
belief with a personal example, stating "... for me, I have a daughter in college who is 20
now and a son that's a senior in [high school]. I still tell them you're kind of young to do
these things." However, he further noted,
"... but some parents teach their children from the age of 14, 15, years old that
you're a man now, you can make decisions on your own, but overall, I would say
right now among the Navajos that 20,21 years old is about the average age to let a
child go make decisions on their own, while I would say probably nationally they
say 18 years old is old enough. II
Interestingly, Tony reported a belief that, ideally, the provision of adult status
among the majority of Navajo youth, should be postponed longer than among those in
mainstream American society. These attitudes reflected a feeling that youthful parenting
was not condoned within the community. Norma was asked to comment upon the
medical community's attitude toward teenage parenting, to which she replied,
"I think there's a concern about teen pregnancy because there tends to be more risk
to the parent and to the baby... you can have poorer nutrition, you can have more
problems with low birth weight or with birth defects and things like that. "
Regardless of who was questioned, overwhelming support was garnished for
hypothesis 3a. Unlike members of the Gospel Hill community, teenagers were expected
to postpone childbearing until they had matured themselves, both physically and mentally,
completed high school and found stable employment. However, given the high value
placed on children, one might expect that childbearing, regardless of maternal age, would
be valued as well. Partial evidence in support ofthis contention was found. In addition
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to their reports that teenage parenting was not condoned, many noted that teenage
childbearing was, "... considered ok," and that teen mothers "... bring babies, so that's a
good thing. II
Despite the apparent contradiction in value systems and beliefs, a resolution
emerged. Attitudes reflected in the majority of participant responses indicated more
acceptance of teenage parenting than in mainstream American culture, given the high
value placed on children. Nonetheless, a trend was also emerging in which youth were
expected to pursue high educational goals and to postpone childbearing, and marriage
until stable employment had been secured. Dana explained her view that,
"... there's more acceptance of teenage parenting in this culture.... but there's a lot
of social workers around and teachers who say you need to have an education, you
need to go to college, it's not good to have a baby when you're a teenager, but that
would take a long tome for that to change, really radically change because they've
been doing this for twenty thousand years. II
Others reported despite teenage childbearing not being condoned, that the young
women who become pregnant were not rejected, and often received much familial
support. Norma remarked,
"It's a two edged sword, you have the positive side, in a sense of the child, but [on
the other hand] a teenager is not ostracized and they're not put down or told
they're a slut or a bad person or anything like that... and the family generally tries
to help out and welcome the new baby."
In sum, seemingly conflictual reports were gathered indicating that children and life
were highly valued, on the one hand, and, as an extension, teenage parenting was more
acceptable than in mainstream American society. However, in contrast, reports also
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indicated a high value placed on education, economic self-sufficiency. and career
development, particularly prior to beginning a family. Although teenage mothers were
reported as supported by their families, youthful parenting was not condoned or
encouraged, as in Gospel Hill.
b. Expectations for Teen Mothers
Hypothesis 1b: It was hypothesized that young mothers would be considered the

primary, though 110t exclusive, caregivers of their young child(ren}.
For the most part, evidence from community participants' reports supported this
hypothesis. Most noted that, indeed, "The primary responsibility for the child rests with
the woman [teenage mother] ... " who received support and assistance from her own
family, including "... a grandma or an aunt, there's much more reliance on other extended
family members." Numerous alternatives to the "expected" or predicted care-giving
arrangement noticed by members of the community, as well. Nonna confinned, for
instance, that
"... the mother of the pregnant girl [might] expect that the daughter will take care
of the baby, or they may just decide that this baby will be taken care of by someone
else and the girls will go back to school."
Similarly, Mindy observed the diversity of family responses to teenage parenting,
and noted, "There's a big division. I think some families do [help quite a bit], yes they do,
other families, no they really either can't or choose not to." Nonna agreed, and
acknowledged that,
"There are some [situations] that there's no problem because the [teen mothers]
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have relatives who take care of the babies, some need to put the baby in day care,
and some have relatives who aren't necessarily dependable or that you don't want
to leave your baby with. "
The expected caregiving arrangement, comprised of a teen mother who assumed
primary care and who received extensive interpersonal support, did not characterize all
families. Moreover, community participants were in agreement that the lives of teen
mothers with sole responsibility for their children were "... affected 100 percent." Norma
stated, "... girls who are in direct responsibility for the child have a fair amount of stress
and at pretty high risk for dropping out of school." This situation characterized by little
informal, familial support was reported as being the exception rather than the rule. For the
most part, young mothers were reported to ".. get help, they all get help some way."
Community members' reports indicated, in general, that teenage mothers were
expected to assume primary maternal care of their child(ren). They were described as
receiving informal assistance from family members, particularly their own mothers.
However, exceptions were also noted, evidenced by the family systems of Anita and
Sharron.
Hypothesis 2b: Community informants were expected to report that abortion or

adoption were rarely considered by the Navajo, rather, that the unexpected child
was most often raised by the young mother with the help ofher family system.
Abortion was noted as being rarely considered by teenage women who became
unexpectedly pregnant. Not unexpectedly, the primary reason provided to explain the
lack of acceptance of abortion included, first and foremost, the strong Catholic influence
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within the society. Many grandmothers reported a strong affiliation with Catholicism.
Others, though not strictly Catholic, reported deep attachment to the Native American
Church. Alma confirmed the general attitude that, "... having a baby is God's doing, our
creator at work," and thus, the most appropriate response to an unexpected pregnancy
was to "... really promote the [pregnancy]." She noted that pregnant teenage mothers
needed a lot of "... spiritual support ... they deserve blessing ceremonies." Dana explained
that, "... in the Navajo community abortion is not just highly frowned on, I mean, it's
abhorrent to people ... it's not a typical thing." Abortion was not viewed as an option to
ending an unexpected pregnancy.
Also of interest were reports of extensive interpersonal connections and social
networks within the community, which acted as an additional barrier to safe, medically
provided, abortive services. Dana noted, for instance, that one of her students" ... had an
abortion this year," however, it was "... not a typical thing." When questioned further,
she explained that although the public hospital performed abortion services, the student
she knew, "didn't go here [but] went someplace else. " Dana continued, "... [abortion] is a
terrible thing ... [and] everybody's cousin works over there, you have no privacy." The
likelihood that a young women would risk social rejection by obtaining an abortion was
doubtful, given the tight-knit, socially organized structure of the local community.
Yet, contraception was reported as acceptable by the majority of respondents. As
school nurse, Norma reported providing students with contraceptive devices and that she,
"... encouraged the kids to talk to their parents about what's going on, but I still give them
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the care that they need or a referral or whatever." When asked if parents were opposed to
students' access to contraception, she replied, "I haven't had any parent come in and
say,'you shouldn't be telling my kid this stuff." When asked his view about the acceptance
of birth control among more traditional families, Tony remarked "They accept that," and
furthermore, "... sex education here in the school, that's what they supported." When
asked about the use of birth control, Dana remarked, ".. .it's an individual choice." Despite
the apparent social acceptance of contraception and access to family planning services,
none of the teenage mothers reported using birth control. It appeared that most did not
believe that they would, or could, become pregnant.
In sum, reports from community members supported hypothesis 2b. Namely,
abortion was described as socially unacceptable within the community.
c. Support Systems & Community Resources
Hypothesis Ic: Community members were expected to report that the Navajo

family (including the extended network) was supportive of their teen mothers and
provided the majority of services and assistance to young parenting women.
Although most respondents provided information in general agreement with
hypothesis Ie, alternative perspectives were also offered. Dana and Mindy were in

agreement that, even in contemporary Navajo society, there was" ... much more reliance on
other extended family members." Mindy noted,
"There's much more sense of responsibility between adults for the other family
members and the kids in those other families, there's much more of a close
extended family than what we're used to in the mainstream. "
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Dana noted that today, things were often much like in the past where,
"... they have a big family meeting and they'll get fifty or sixty relatives together on
a weekend and they'll slaughter a sheep and have a big feast and they'll have
meetings and they'll decide who's gonna do what to help this baby or whatever
problem is in the family and then they all sign up for things and then they do
whatever they said they would do."
Avery agreed that there was general support among the majority offamilies for
teenage women who became pregnant. He noted that families helped the teen mothers by,
..... teaching the mother to be. It's a real sacred thing ... there's a lot of education that's
involved. .. Interestingly, despite providing much support, respondents noted that it may
take time for individuals to accept an unexpected, teenage pregnancy, as evident in Dana's
comment that, ..... sometimes they're in shock and they act badly, like any person in shock,
but it usually takes not more than a day when auntie or somebody comes over and says,
'well it'll be a cute baby and she'll be a wonderful mother,' and then everybody will help her
out."
In contrast, the nurse, the counselor, and the political leader provided alternative
perspectives. Norma stated, "... the attitude among the families is generally supportive,"
but continued to note exceptions which had emerged in her own personal experiences.
She explained, "I've run into a few kids who really feel very alone and are a1one-- don't
seem to have much family support, but I would say that's the minority." Perhaps because
of his familiarity with a large number of families and community members, the political
leader provided information suggesting that more that a simple minority of youth lacked
family support. He stated,
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"I would say right now it's about 50/50. Fifty percent right now are really getting
support and then there are 50 percent of family members who neglect to help out
and it's just like telling the individual '[get] away fonn here, we don't want you
here,' so it's about 50/50 in this town. "
From his comments, it would appear that half of all young mothers living in the
community lacked a strong network ofinfonnal support. Of the young women
interviewed, only two lacked a strong extended family network.
Because of her role as a counselor in the community, Arlene often worked with
families who she described as dysfunctional. She saw and heard family problems that
others might not frequently experience. Therefore, it is not surprising that when asked
about the amount of support adolescent mothers received from extended family systems,
her response was less positive than others. Her experiences led her to conclude that,
"... there are still so many people out there who are not in alternative school and
will never be in alternative school, they are just out there, I don't know how they
survive... some come in and get vouchers, gas vouchers, some of them come in
asking for money so they can pay utilities ... it's a very strong commitment to want
to make it in this world."
Community informants offered slightly different perspectives regarding the
supportiveness of extended family systems. The teachers and the medicine man provided
evidence in support of hypothesis Ie. On the other hand, the nurse and the political
leader suggested that not all families were supportive; perhaps as many as half of all teen
mothers in the community lacked a strong supportive network. Finally, the counselor
provided evidence, based on her personal experiences, that many families failed to support
their young parenting daughters.
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Hypothesis 2c: Community members were expected to report that more

resources were available in the community for assisting youth and their families,
than reported by either teen mothers or their own mothers.
The general attitude among most community informants are reflected the following
statement by Norma. She said, "There's a lot of resources, it depends what kind of
services are needed." Given that a primary task of adolescence involves completing a high
school degree, the alternative school was viewed by many as a community strength.
Though none of the young mothers mentioned that they viewed it as a resource. Several
youth mentioned that it would not have been possible for them to continue their
educations were it not for the alternative program. About the program itself, Tony noted,
"I think it's very helpful, I think it's the greatest thing that happened in [this] school, it
gives an opportunity for kids,

becu~se

of teen parenting, to come back and learn more and

finish. "
One problem mentioned by many however, was that day care services were not
available for women attending school. The need for child care far surpassed the supply
and many teens, or their own mothers, were forced to miss school and work to care for
young children. Community members noted, for instance, "... the basic service that they
probably need is from the school, a lot of encouragement from school. If she's 15 she
need to go back to school, the school needs to provide day care... which they don't
provide. " The teachers, as well as others, had long recognized the need to provide day
care to parenting students. Funding shortages limited services the school was able to
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provide, however, as evident in Mindy's statement that,
"We've talked about a daycare connected to our school, we've talked about trying
to do some kind of cooperative nursery care, but it would take another staff person
to organize that and to keep it going and to oversee it and be straightening it and
with the limited staffwe have in here for everything we're trying to do, there's just
no way we can also do that. "
Thus, the alternative program was viewed by many as a significant resource for
teen mothers. Despite the beneficial aspects of the school, it was not perceived as ideal.
Lacking childcare, many young women could not attend because they had no available and
reliable alternate caregivers.
Other community resources were also reported as available to young mothers and
their families. The community hospital was mentioned by many. Dana mentioned that
Native Americans, "... have [free] full health care benefits in all areas, not just here." She
continued by listing other community services available, including, "...all the things from
the government, they have food stamps, financial assistance programs, job training
programs, AIDS education, [and] social services." Indeed, most teen mothers and
grandmothers received some form of governmental assistance.
The tools and instruments which would facilitate the building and strengthening of
community assets lay, as noted by many, in education. Arlene stated her belief that,
"... we need to do a lot of parental education ... it's not only our teenagers, I mean,
you have to go beyond teenagers and sort of work with all parents... the school
needs to educate students about parenting at the freshman level, I think it should
be in the curriculum ... and they should do a lot of prevention programs. I think
that's what they need to do, that's the major service that they can get, all students,
not only single parents or only young parents, young couples, everyone should get
into that because every, every person is growing into a family. "
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When asked services most in demand in the community, Tony stated that there
was, "... a need for more teen programs, the need of more parent involvement, community
involvement, you know, more education. II Avery agreed about the need for education,
although his perception was slightly different. He reported believing that education
concerning traditional ways of life was of primary importance. He stated,
we're trying to preserve the [traditions] of our young generation, we're going to
try to save this culture... we have given the western philosophy a chance to make
us, but then it just confuses us. Now we're coming back into how to have a child,
how to raise a child, how to talk to your children, how to do this and do these
things. We're trying to teach it to our young people to prevent what takes place...
so we have to put something here for them so they could learn something, that's
the intent. II
II ...

Although educational programs would prove beneficial in the long run, many
individual needs were more immediate and direct, including needs for shelter, food, and
water. Governmental support provided a substantial portion of the livelihood of the
majority offamilies. Significantly, potential cutbacks by the government to programs
supporting teenage parenting women and their families, were discussed spontaneously by
the teens, their mothers, and community members. All were concerned because all would
be affected, ifnot directly, then indirectly through the strains imposed on the community
at large. Dana summed up the views and fears of many in a simple, concise manner when
she stated,
"... unless their families are going to support them, they won't have the money in
those instances, then these girls are going to have to go out and get jobs and there
are no jobs available, and they won't be able to go to school. About the only thing
they're going to have remaining, and that's been cut drastically, is the hospital. ..
[cuts to teen mothers] will directly, negatively effect all of those mothers and
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children that are already born- and people think that if they don't get the
assistance that they won't have babies and I think that not having money is not a
real good contraceptive. I think, if anything, without money contraceptive devices
are not available and one of the things that poor people around the world have
always been able to do is have babies. II
(Emphasis added).
To summarize, partiaJ support for hypothesis 2c was found in the comments of
the community infonnants. All agreed that services were available and accessible within
the community for assisting young mothers and their families. Many services and
resources were mentioned which had not been discussed in interviews with the teenagers
or the grandmothers. However, all of the study participants agreed that many unmet
needs existed, and that lack of funding contributed to the scarcity of programs, such as
daycare, which were vital for the successful negotiation of motherhood and high school
graduation, the two tasks of import facing many youth in this population, and millions of
teenage women across the United States.
d. Other Roles. Opportunities & Life Options
Hypothesis Id: Community members were expected to report that education and

economic self-sufficiency were highly valued in the community and thus. young
mothers were encouraged to pursue these roles in addition to that of maternity.
Abundant evidence was provided in reports from the community members which
supported this hypothesis. Although he did not value western education, even Avery
agreed that, in contemporary society, "... you have to have a speciaJ skill or have a
diploma or some kind of a certification for your college. II Indeed, aJl participants agreed
that teenage mothers were encouraged to complete their high school educations and, if
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financially possible, attend college.
Of importance however, was that all of the young women were enrolled in school.
Thus, education appeared valuable to them and certainly, as evident in the support many
received from their mothers, by their families as well. Had women not enrolled in school
been included in the investigation, results may have been quite different.
Regardless, the educational goals of the young women might also have been
affected by their age at the time of becoming pregnant. Mindy provided the following
information, which suggested that age at time of pregnancy may strongly impact goals and
values. She commented,
"I think so many of them, when they're only freshmen or sophomores when they
get pregnant, weren't thinking of college yet, so they didn't have those goals, and
their parents maybe didn't even finish high school or had just got through high
school, but there is a range of different expectations from families and goals."
Financial constraints often limited the amount of education youth received, as well.
Tony discussed the lack of financial assistance available for facilitating the educational
pursuits of many. Although the Navajo Nation valued higher education and attempted to
provide resources for obtaining a college degree, Tony explained the situation as follows,
"... a lot of kids come through elementary, junior high, high school really good but when
they get on to ·continue their education it's the moneys that [aren't] available for them.
We're [only able] to assist children with about $250.00 to go on to college and with them
spending at least $4,000.00 a year, $250.00 is enough to take them through about 2 or 3
months, so some of the parents have taken their children on through a lot, [but] others are
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not really at that financial stage." Dana agreed that lack of financial resources severely
limited the educational opportunities of many; a situation not unique among reservation
youth. Dana described two goals she would like to see materialize, noting,
"First, I would have them all mentored specifically by someone in a career
position... because they don't have an awful lot of models you know. And
[second] I'm still trying to get corporate funding for all of our students to go to
college. [My goal] is if you came into our program and if you applied yourself and
graduated, then [you could have] like three, four, five thousand dollars a year to
go to college. That would be a vast help, because of limited finances a lot of our
students say they would like to go to college but they know they're not going, or
they're almost definitely not going. "
Thus, the community members appeared in agreement that educational and career
pursuits were of primary importance to the future of all youth, not only teenage mothers.
However, limited finances constrained the roles and opportunities available to many.
Dana provided an alternative perspective, who, when asked how their unexpected
pregnancies affected the educational and occupational choices of many young mothers,
replied, "... they're choices never were vast, you know, they're not giving up going to the
Sorbonne. So, instead of going to NAU [Northern Arizona University] they go to NCC,
the community college here, so it's not a vast change that goes on." From this view,
limited finances and an unexpected child altered the plans of many, but not to an
unbearable, or even significant, degree in many instances.
Regardless of the value placed on educational and occupational goals, limited
opportunities for achieving those goals often restricted life options. On the other hand,
Ii'mited material and financial resources may have the significant impact of increasing the
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value and importance placed on some relationships and social resources; a perspective
which has been successfully argued elsewhere (see Harrison et aI., 1990 and LeVine,
1988) and observed in diverse populations. Harrison and colleagues discuss strategies
minority families use to adapt to their social environments, noting that one-third of the
nation, consisting mostly of ethnic minority families, is afflicted by poverty and
discrimination. Lacking abundant material resources, ethnic minority families establish
extended networks of support. Family resources, including both tangible (e.g., childcare
assistance, income) and non-tangible help (e.g., emotional support) become paramount to
family maintenance and adaptation. Additionally, LeVine (1988) provides a
conceptualization of human parental care largely determined by cultural codes reflecting
the opportunities as well as hazards of their environments.
Hoffinan (I988) contends that children satisfY different needs for their parents (i.e.,
economic/utilitarian, primary ties and affections, fun and stimulation) and parenting
strategies are based on the specific needs children fulfill. In studies involving populations
from 8 countries around the world, Hoffinan has found that parents in poor, rural areas
typically respond that children fill economic/utilitarian needs and thus, are less likely to
encourage independence. Related to the present study, one might speculate that
traditional Navajo families would be less likely to encourage school completion (i.e.,
preparation for future independence) if their adolescent daughters were to become
pregnant. Rather, parents in rural societies often report that they want their children to be
useful to them when grown, not independent. Parental goals may significantly affect
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childrearing patterns and strategies; a larger sample, representative of the traditional and
progressive Navajo families may likely reveal marked differences in child rearing strategies.
In sum, overwhelming support was evident in the statements of the community
members. All agreed that, regardless of maternity, teenage women should complete their
high school educations and, if possible, continue their educations with the goal of
obtaining a college degree or job training. Maternity was not viewed as an end in itself
Hypothesis 2d: Community members were expected to report problems in the

youth culture, particularly stemmingfrom lack of traditional values, of visible
and viable opportunities for employment and self-sufficiency on the resen'ation,
and a desire for integration into the dominant culture system.
The medicine man provided the following evidence, which offered support for
hypothesis 2d. He strongly believed,
"Today, we as the Indian people, Navajo people, we have a lot of problems that
has to do with childrearing, thought to talk about this you have to compare the old
traditional and then the modern society... we got modernized and then we got
civilized, at once. As indigenous people of this continent here we already had an
education system ... nothing was wrong with us, there was no problem in childbirth,
childrearing, everything was all a package. There was spiritUality, psychology,
philosophy, sociology and law involved in our education ... [but] when we became
a civilized man, that's where the problem is, that's where we encountered all this
hatred. They have taken our identity, our self-image, our customs, our value, our
education away from us ... "
Avery reported believing that youth problems were, primarily related to loss of
tradition, and forced integration into the dominant culture. When asked about the effects
of mixing of the Navajo and the White, western cultures, Avery remarked,
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"The effect is there's a lot of sickness, there's a lot of disease, there's a lot of
handicap-- people are dressing backwards, baggy pants, the caps are worn
backwards, they're all shaven, they got tattoos. It's like something that's evil.
According to our philosophy, they told us that if you began to imitate other people
and dress like other people, this is evil, you're not supposed to be like that. "
However, others did not share his view. Most reported that lack of viable
employment opportunities, job skills, and poverty contributed to maladaptation, not
integration into Anglo American society; although it could be argued that the former was a
result of the latter. In any event, it was noted among many community informants that
alcohol abuse was the most pressing problem among the youth culture. Arlene stated, "a
lot of times people start drinking when they feel bored, that's when they tum to alcohol."
She continued, "I think the root is money, there aren't many jobs here on the reservation
and people that are selling liquor need money." Norma reiterated the sentiments of Arlene
and reported deep concern with the lack of employment opportunities on the reservation,
and the consequences of such for young mothers. She explained,
"I'm concerned about the poverty, [it] can be real hard, and I think that a woman
who is at a young age, especially if she doesn't finish school, has such a poor
change of getting off welfare and into a job and into a better quality of life than a
kid who is able to go to school and get a job... there's not too many jobs here on
the reservation. I think unemployment was 50% or more... "
Several informants discussed how the present situation, that is, lack of
employment, substandard housing, poverty, and social problems created by such, might be
rectified. Norma said, "... so you figure that people have to either start creating their own
economy, which takes some education and some self-confidence to do that or they need to
be able to be competitive on the reservation if they want to stay here because there's not
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too many jobs. II In order to be competitive, Arlene believed that western social skills were
essential. However, she presented a view, echoed later by Tony, suggesting that a balance
between adherence to traditional Navajo ways and those of the dominant, non-native
society would substantially benefit the entire community. Her beliefs were reflected in the
following passage,
"I believe with our culture, the norms, the way we dress, the physical outside
image can change, it can change and all the social skills can change. But when it
comes to spirituality, when it comes to ceremonies, I think it will still be the same.
And many people are clear on that. II
Arlene described an acceptance of, not an aversion to, assimilation. However,
assimilation, as described by Arlene, was comprised of adapting the outer image to
western norms and retaining the essence, the substance, so to speak, of the Navajo
culture. Buriel (1984) has conducted extensive research with successive generations of
Mexican-American immigrants. His work may inform the present discussion. He has
found that bicultural immigrants, those equally conversant and comfortable in the Anglo
American culture and their traditional Mexican culture are more highly adjusted than those
immigrants with a White only, Mexican only, or marginal (orientation to neither White,
American society or Mexican culture) cultural orientation. Those immigrants with a
bicultural orientation are able to meet the demands of both cultures, however this requires
both behavioral and cognitive flexibility (Gutierrez & Sameroff, 1990). In her stated
opinion, Arlene appears to agree that "biculturalism" would be beneficial to Navajo Native
Americans, as well, contrary to Avery's opinion.

339

Finally, in sharp contrast to the position held by Avery, Tony was extremely
optimistic about the future of the community, and supportive of assimilation between the
Navajo culture and aspects of western society. He furthermore, believed that individuals
were forced to seek employment off of the reservation less frequently today than in the
past. When asked to discuss this issue further he replied,
".. .it all relates back to community development. Now we have a lot of
development in the community for the last two years ... we have businesses coming
in, we have construction. There's a snowball coming in development that creates
jobs, so I see some of the people going out in the community to work, some of the
kids going into the community to work... We try to create more for them and it's
not only development, but also the employment that we have where they can be
with their families and be together. II
Diverse opinions were expressed by the community members. Yet, many were in
agreement over a) the types of social problems affecting the youth culture, specifically,
and the community in general, and b) that both short-term (i.e., community development)
and long-term (i.e., assimilation with western norms, to a limited degree, and retention of
Navajo traditions) action was necessary for building on community strengths and
providing direction and guidance to local youth. Thus, partial support was found for
hypothesis ld.
e. Cultural Script
Hypothesis Ie: It was expected that community members would report that

teenage pregnancy alld childbearing was less acceptable in contemporary society
than traditionally.
In general, community informants agreed that teenage parenting was more
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acceptable on the reservation than in other, non-native societies. However, it was not
perceived as a community or cultural norm. Arlene clarified the apparent contradiction
between the acceptability/non-acceptability of teenage parenting within the community
when she remarked, "... ifit already happens, it's acceptable, ifit hasn't happened yet, it's
not acceptable. II
Mindy provided a fascinating explanation of the blending of the Navajo and Anglo
cultures and how it was related to teenage parenting on the reservation. She described the
Navajo culture as in a state of "transition, II with cultural traditions being blended with
western life-styles and norms. The situation likely created confusion among many youth
and their families who desired a distinct Navajo identity, but who desired the skills and
abilities necessary for succeeding in the dominant society. Mindy explained,
liThe reservation is still coming to grips with modem America. We're carrying
over traditional activities and trying to blend the good of the Navajo teachings into
life in the twentieth century. Recently, I heard a Navajo Medicine Man talking
about the puberty ceremony, the Kinaalda, and referring to it as the time in which a
girl is ready to be married-- and this is when she's twelve. So if we're carrying that
traditional belief and value into trying to have young girls and young men not
involved in all those activities, it's a transition period right now. II
For families, trying to teach their children about the traditional ways, yet finding a
balance between traditionally normative behavior, and contemporary expectations,
involved complex negotiation and sensitivity. Parents then, or the transmitters of the
culture, were faced with a delicate situation, described by Mindy, in which,
"... the value that's taught from the medicine man about the puberty ceremony that
the girl is ready for marriage [should not be] a specific directive in most families.
The families would say, yes, we can have the Kinaalda, because that's important
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and I want you to have that, but it doesn't mean you're ready to get married. You
still have high school to go and you still have to go on to some other training
school or maybe college... "
She continued, "... that's probably what they believe, even if that isn't all said." In
other words, traditional ceremonies and practices were valuable and important for
continuing and maintaining the unique, Navajo identity. However, the symbolism
embedded within many traditional ceremonies and practices, such as the female puberty
ceremony, may no longer prepare youth for success in modem society. Norma reiterated
the position of other community informants, and examined traditional beliefs and practices
with skills necessary for optimal development in contemporary society. She remarked,
"This culture has always [viewed] babies as gifts, and women have traditionally
gotten pregnant young, and yet I see this culture being stressed a lot by the modem
realities oflife-- and people aren't able to live self-sufficiently in small camps, they
are dealing with a dominant culture that is a wage earning culture. And I think
that the kids have a lot of decisions to make 'cause they have to walk with a foot in
each culture, and it's hard, but they need to be able to make a living-- people want
to live at a decent quality of life. "
Avery agreed that teenage parenting, "... today, is too early." In contrast to years
past, he believed that marriage and parenthood should be postponed, and educational
aspirations attained, prior to taking on the roles and responsibilities associated with
"adulthood. "
Agreement for hypothesis Ie was evident in community i~ormants' reports.
Contemporary youth were expected to postpone marriage and parenting until they had
completed their educations, including high school graduation, and training school or
college. The contemporary expectations for life transitions and rites of passage differ
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from the traditional perspectives, in which youth were considered adults at much earlier
ages, often as young as thirteen, fourteen or fifteen, and where, because of the earlier adult
status role attainment, teenage parenting was more acceptable. Yet, expectations for
youth have changed. They are no longer expected or encouraged to assume adult-like
behaviors, including parenthood, as early as they once were.
Hypothesis 2e: Community members were expected to report that women were

respected in the Navajo clIlture because of a) their ability to give birth, and b) the
matrilineal nature of the society.
"Women have always been respected," noted Arlene, "according to the Navajos."
And, although she was not Navajo herself, Dana offered her own perspective, noting, "...
Navajo women, traditionally, own all the land, they own everything and they still do." She
continued, "... the role of the woman is exalted because she has babies." On the other
hand, Tony, reported that women were respected not so much because they owned the
land or had the ability to give birth, but because of their strength and importance within
the family system. "In our tradition," he explained, "I think it's the women that really hold
the families together."
Interestingly, according to the perceptions of Mindy, the roles of women, and the
status afforded them, had changed little throughout recent Navajo history. When asked to
compare women's roles of the past with demands of the present, she stated, "In many ways
it's the same as it's always been-- to be mature, responsible, to take care of a lot of the
needs of the family ... " Yet, interestingly, when asked to comment on the role of the
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Navajo male, she explained,
"That role is changing more than the role of the woman because in tribal
communities it used to be more that the men were out protecting the community,
which is dated at this point. So the man's role is changing more. "
According to Mindy, loss of traditional male roles resulted in serious
consequences. She conveyed, "... some people say that a lot of the problems with alcohol
is because the role of the tribal man is not as secure [and] in a state of flux. " This
situation, according to Mindy, meant ".. .it's harder for the native men, their role is not as
clear, whereas the women's role is still very much the same as it has been for centuries. "
Although informants were questioned regarding the roles of women in
contemporary Navajo culture, and the" status and respect afforded Navajo females today in
comparison to the past, the more interesting question became one of the effect of the loss
of roles among contemporary Navajo men, and the effects of such.
To summarize, Navajo women were reported to be respected much as they were
historically. Yet, despite the status most claimed women deserved, physical and emotional
abuse were also described as prevalent. Most agreed that women deserved respect,
whether they were actually given the respect many had earned, however, comprises a
separate issue.
Summary

Community informants were questioned regarding their attitudes pertaining to:
children, family, and teenage parenting; community expectations for teen mothers; support
systems and community resources available to teenage mothers and their families; teen
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mothers' educational and occupational roles, including other life options; and
contemporary versus historical cultural beliefs, attitudes, and expectations of women,
generally, and teenage parenting women, specifically. Despite the heterogeneity of the
community informant group, their attitudes and beliefs were quite similar. Themes which
consistently emerged reflected a concern toward life, educational attainment and family
formation within the context of relationships. In the chapter which follows, both
theoretical and practical implications of this investigation are addressed and discussed.
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CBAPTERV
CONCLUSION
Introduction
As the fifth and final chapter, the remarks presented below conclude this

investigation. The chapter begins with a brief summary and overview of the investigation~
including lessons which have been learned from applying Ecological System's Theory and
postmodern feminist principles to the present examination of Navajo teenage parenting.
Following a brief discussion of the study's limitations, results are examined in connection
to the larger body of teenage parenting literature. Comparisons between the participating
Navajo teenage parenting women with other adolescent mothers are acknowledged and
addressed. This chapter closes with suggestions for future work.
Brief Overview and Observations on Lessons Learned

This study modeled the theoretical work ofBronfenbrenner (1979; 1989), and
others (Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983) by adopting an ecological approach for
examining teenage parenting among Navajo women. Ecological systems theory
conceptualizes the individual as embedded within four concentric, highly inter-related
networks. Bronfenbrenner describes development as a continual process of adaptation
and negotiation between the individual (including all characteristics comprising the
individual, such as their belief systems and orientation to the environment), and his or her
environment (including all factors within the environment, including other individuals,
taking into consideration each of their personal characteristics, as well), through time.
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Ecological Systems Theory: What Has Been Learned?

Driven by an ecological systems orientation, the present qualitative investigation
incorporated three different, yet highly related samples, each determined capable of
presenting unique perspectives of teen parenting. Navajo adolescent parenting women
were interviewed to provide a personalized account of teenage parenting~ grandmothers,
the mothers of the teenage women, provided an historicaVcross-generational

comparison~

and members from the community presented data about the broader community and the
environment encompassing the women participants.
The Distal Context: Layers of Influence

Ecological Systems Theory provided the foundation for taking a broad, inclusive
examination of teenage parenting within a specific cultural context. Examining the
environmental ecology within which teenage parenting on the Navajo Reservation occurs
was presumed essential for a broader understanding of teenage parenting. This approach
was necessary because of the limited information existing related to the phenomenon of
interest. Of importance, the present data revealed that certain ecological contexts
emerged more consistently than others in impacting the developmental trajectories of the
participants. Themes of particular importance regarded: poverty, lack of educational and
employment opportunities, the importance of relationships, and personal identity or selfconcept. These appeared to be the most critical determinants for understanding the
phenomenon of interest.
Surprisingly, traditional Navajo belief systems and cultural practices played a much
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less significant role than expected. Infonnation provided by community members may
infonn this quandary. That is, the Navajo culture was described as being in a state of
"transition" by most. Participants described a societal desire to preserve the Navajo
traditions, yet, the meanings imbued within traditional practices and ceremonies (e.g., the
female puberty ceremony, the Kinaalda) were also described as being outdated (e.g.,
preparing youth for marriage and childrearing) and no longer useful for preparing Navajo
youth to be successful, contributing members of society.
Other contrasts emerged as well. For instance, a discrepancy was noted in the
high value placed on children within the Navajo culture, on the one hand, versus the belief
that individuals should complete their educations and become employed before beginning
their families on the other. The "transition" period was described as a period of cultural
adaptation involving the blending of traditional practices and belief systems, with Western
culture including the norms, expectations, and skills necessary to be successful within
contemporary, Anglo American society.
The Proximal Context: Developmentally Structuring Attributes

Bronfenbrenner describes characteristics of the individual which evoke reactions
from others and which involve an active orientation toward, and interaction with, the
environment. He refers to these traits as developmentally-structuring attributes.
Bronfenbrenner explains that these attributes may become manifest in, for example, "a
child's tendency to seek out and sustain human relationships, intellectual curiosity, a
disposition to manipulate, select, elaborate, or even create environments for self and

348

others, and a conception of the selfas an active agent in a responsive world" (p.219).
Role identification, that is, the youths' primary self-identification as mother, adolescent, a
combination between the two, or as unrelated to either, emerged as a key developmentally
structuring personal attribute. Role identification substantially affected how each young
mother responded to her environmental context including her family, partner, social world,
future goals and the larger cultural context. Moreover, Bronfenbrenner argues that
because developmentally structuring attributes determine how individuals respond to their
environment, they necessarily determine environmental responses to the individual. Thus,
they directly affect the interplay between person and environment. This interconnection
became evident when responses of the grandmother participants were examined in light of
the responses provided by the teenage parenting women.
Grandmothers differed with respect to the amount of support each provided her
adolescent parenting daughter and grandchild(ren). However, their individual reactions
were largely dependent upon their daughters' personal characteristics. Moreover,
grandmother responses (i.e., amount of support provided) in tum, appeared to reinforce
the teenagers' role identification. For instance, women in Category #1 received positive
verbal and physical reinforcement from their mothers for a) their maternal abilities and
skills, and b) their high academic goals, which appeared to motivate them to continue to
invest in both of these roles. Thus, grandmother responses were at the same time
influenced by, and reinforcing of, their daughters' role identifications.
In sum, role identification was perceived as a powerful construct because: a) it was
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found to influence how each youth interacted with others around her, and b) of the
responses role identification appeared to evoke from others. In tum, negotiation between
person and environment determine developmental outcome; personally structured personal
attributes, including role identification, provide a means for understanding the process by
which teenage mothers and their families negotiate and adapt to adolescent parenthood.
An nlustrative Example
To illustrate this point, responses to teenage pregnancy on the Navajo Reservation
stand in sharp contrast to the adaptational patterns evoked within the unique urban Black
community described vividly by Burton (1990), despite similar environments characterized
by poverty, discrimination, limited educational opportunities, and the reliance on social
systems/networks for survival. Burton discovered that teenage childbearing had evolved
into a normative, "alternative life-course strategy... created in response to socioenvironmental constraints"; a strategy not observed in the Navajo community which was
examined.
Burton characterized poor, black, teenage childbearing as strongly associated with
four factors including an accelerated family timetable, the separation of reproduction and
marriage, an age-condensed generational family structure, and a grand parental childrearing system. Differences within each of these factors, with respect to the poor black
families and the Navajo community, are discussed below.
Accelerated Family Timetables. First, Burton explained that families, "... as
cultural units, devise timetables for the movement of individuals through predictable
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phases offamily development and changing generational structures" (p.12S). Predictable
patterns emerge as to the proper timing of life events including birth, marriage and the
transition to parenthood. In teenage childbearing families, timetables of certain life events
are accelerated. In poor, Black, teenage childbearing families, Burton discussed two
events possibly explaining the accelerated family timetables. In the families observed by
Burton, the normal timing of parenting was perceived as in the mid-teen years, followed
by marriage in the mid- to late-20's, and grandparenthood in the mid-30s. In contrast, the
acceptance of an accelerated family timetable among the Navajo participants was not
observed. Rather, individuals were expected to complete their high school educations and
obtain job training or post-secondary schooling prior to beginning their families. The
population observed by Burton appeared to have accepted the "accelerated" family
timetable as normative; whereas Navajo Reservation families appeared to have adopted
the western, dominant culture's norms about the "appropriate" timing of life events.
Separation of Marriage and Reproduction. Burton mentioned the separation of
marriage and reproduction as also contributing to teenage childbearing being perceived as
an alternative life course strategy, among the poor, urban families she observed. Single
parenting has drastically increased among Black women, and has been hypothesized as the
result of limited availability of marriageable black males due to high rates of mortality,
incarceration, and interracial marriage. Rather than remaining childless, Burton explained
that Black teenage women may perceive bearing children out of wedlock as a viable
alternative. In contrast, although single parenting was described as common and
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normative among the Navajos, parenting out of wedlock was not reported as expected nor
as desirable. (Recall one grandmother's desire to have a new baby, but her concern over
social disapproval because she was not married).
Moreover, teenage parenting was described as socially acceptable historically
because it often occurred in the context of marriage. Yet, long-term relationships with
their children's fathers were commonly reported among the teenage women. Moreover,
although their pregnancies were often unexpected, they were reported as occurring in the
context of long-term relationships and relationships which were expected to continue
indefinitely. In other words, unlike the youth at Gospel Hill, the Navajo teens did not
become pregnant purposely, nor did they view single teenage parenting as a viable
alternative to remaining childless.
In contrast to the men at Gospel Hill, who were described as being pushed out of
the family sphere at an early age (often as young as 9 or 10), relationships between Navajo
men and women may be described as tenuous. Women, it appeared, preferred to have the
male influence within the family, and only after circumstances such as abuse, adultery and
alcoholism threatened the female's survival andlor that of her children, did separation
occur.
Age Condensed Family Structure. Third, Burton characterized the families at
Gospel Hill as having an age condensed family structure. That is, through generations of
adolescent parenting, a family structure had emerged which was characterized by a) fewer
years between generations, and b) more children being born within each generation,
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compared to the dominant society, due the expansion of the female's child-bearing years.
In contrast, family size appeared to be shrinking among the Navajo families who
participated; fewer children being born each new generation appeared to be becoming a
trend, with the younger women reporting a desire for fewer children than reported by the
older women. Moreover, large generation gaps, not smaller, appeared normative among
the Navajo. For instance, several of the grandmothers reported that they had been trying
to become pregnant again, one grandmother had recently had a new baby.
Grandparenta. Child-Rearing System. In mainstream society, children are

characteristically raised by their biological parents. Yet, Burton described a family system
at Gospel Hill in which grandmothers raised their grandchildren. She noted that at Gospel
Hill grandmothers often encouraged their teenage daughters to become pregnant and have
children so that they could assume the maternal, primary caregiver role, of those children.
In contrast, most Navajo grandmothers reported being extremely upset upon learning of
their teenagers' unexpected pregnancies and few desired to assume primary caregiving of
their grandchildren. The Navajo grandmothers provided varying amounts of support to
their daughters. Some were highly supportive, without assuming the maternal role of their
grandchildren, some were surrogate parents to their grandchildren, and some offered no
support or assistance.
Relatedly, the teeIlage women at Gospel Hill were described by Burton as
agreeable to their mothers raising their children; they did not want to be the primary
caregivers of their biological children. Rather, they provided care to their grandmothers,
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the women who had raised them. In comparison, most of the Navajo youth were, or
reported that they were, the primary caregivers of their biological children. Moreover,
although they reported heavy reliance on interpersonal help, particularly their mothers,
they planned to continue in the primary, maternal role.
Summary. To summarize, the "life-course strategy of teenage parenting"

observed at Gospel Hill was described as a normative survival strategy, given harsh
environmental circumstances. In Gospel Hill, an intensive caregiving social support
system had developed with grandmothers raising their grandchildren and teenage women
providing care to their grandmothers. Through time, women invested heavily in this
vertical, female, kin-based system. Burton argues that ecological conditions characterized
by limited economic resources may increase the significance placed on informal kin
support for survival.
Interestingly, the urban community of Gospel Hill is not too unlike the rural,
Navajo reservation community examined presently. In both, women were described as the
keepers of the family; they were central to family maintenance and survival. In both, men
have become peripheral to family survival. And both groups are significantly impacted by
similar ecological contexts characterized by limited life options, few employment or
economic opportunities, poverty, sub-standard housing, and drug and alcohol abuse.
Despite such parallels, attitudes and reactions to teenage parenting have evolved quite
differently in each of the communities. In Gospel Hill, teenage pregnancy is often
encouraged and youthful parenting viewed as a normative "life course strategy." The
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Navajo perceive of educational attainment as key to successfully negotiating
environmental challenges; teenage parenting is viewed as a barrier to academic success.
This work points out the necessity of including both personal (e.g., developmentally
structuring attributes) and environmental factors, when examining complex social
phenomenon.
Postmodern Alternative

Postmodern feminism also guided the present investigation. Postmodern feminist
principles were adopted in reaction and opposition to the extant literature which often
portrays (a) an oversimplified picture of adolescent parenting in the United States, (b) a
middle-class, White perspective characterizing adolescent parenting as deviant, particularly
in the absence of marriage, thus assuming they, and the family contexts from which they
come, require "fixing" or intervention. Because Postmodernism "displaces the dominant
knowledge by articulating the values supported by alternate conceptions of reality"
(Gavey, p. 462), it was determined a particularly appropriate approach, in conjunction
with ecological systems theory, for examining teenage parenting among Navajo youth.
Postmodernism Informs the Present Investigation

Specifically, adolescent parents and their families cannot be examined, or
conceptualized, as forming a homogenous group (Dore & Dumois, 1990; Barth, 1988;
and Colletta, 1987). Results speak directly to postmodern feminist principles and the need
to acknowledge the heterogeneity in what may superficially appear to be homogenous
groups. For instance, although the literature often speaks of teenage parenting
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populations as comprising distinct groups, this investigation reveals the significant within
group differences as well. Specifically, despite a small sample, the youth comprised an
extremely heterogenous group; their mothers too differed dramatically, particularly in the
amount of support each provided their teenage daughters.
Postmodem feminism allows and encourages recognition of individual differences
and informs research with teenage parents. This point was conveyed in the present study
and evident in the diversity which was found among the participants and their families.
Given extreme variability, directing services to meet individual needs may prove to be the
most efficient use of limited resources. Services must be tailored to address individual
attributes in order to promote positive developmental outcomes for teenage mothers, their
children, and their families.
Specifically, teenage parenting may introduce complexity into the lives of youth,
many experience,
"... health problems, emotional stresses and strains, terrible financial problems,
exaggerated problems with interpersonal relationships, with their boyfriends, their
boyfriends's mothers, with their families and friends, everything is disrupted ... "
In the present sample, many of these issues were more pronounced and immediate
in some of the youth than in others. Reactions to these issues also differentiated the
teenagers. Among some, for instance, resolving interpersonal conflict with partners took
precedence over meeting their children's needs. Addressing issues deemed important to
the youth may indirectly benefit the children, by reducing stress, tension, and anxiety
among their mothers.
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Second, youth who become teenage parents are still, nonetheless, teenagers;
adolescents with needs not completely unlike their non-parenting peers. In this
investigation, two teenage mothers were consumed by maternity and fulfilling the
maternal role, to the negation of the typical "adolescent" role. Since becoming pregnant,
neither had been able to maintain peer relationships, develop interests aside from
maternity, or engage in leisure activities. They each had limited informal support and
assistance in raising their children. Both also appeared to be skilled at the maternal role
and highly invested in the health and well-being of their children. Their needs, appeared
qualitatively; different from those less committed to the maternal role, and those who
received extensive interpersonal assistance.
Finally, recognizing diverse family structures points out the necessity of addressing
the needs of the grandmothers, or alternative caregivers, in those family systems. This
point was evident in the present investigation. For example, lacking alternative care, one
grandmother reported having to miss work on occasion to stay home with her grandson.
Moreover, many of the grandmothers reported being the primary breadwinners in their
families, which often stretched them to the limit. Several reported feeling tired all the
time. Assisting these women, in their roles as grandmother, mother, breadwinner, and
friend and confidante to their teenage parenting daughters, may provide both direct and
indirect benefits to their young daughters, grandchildren, and their entire family systems.
Acknowledging the system of interactions within teenage parenting families may prove
significant in promoting familial well-being and optimal developmental outcomes.
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Summary

Ecological system's theory, coupled with principles of postmodern feminism,
provided a comprehensive, theoretically based foundation from which to frame and
examine Navajo teenage parenting. Each perspective contributed substantially to the
interpretation and analysis of the data. Ecological system's theory informed an
understanding of the significance of mUltiple contexts in shaping developmental outcomes.
Of importance, was the discovery that certain contexts (i.e., poverty, developmentally
structuring attributes) were more important than others (e.g., adherence to traditional
beliefs and practices) in shaping the interplay between person and environment. Indeed,
key personal variables (role identification) appeared to mediate the adaptation of each
young woman to her particular ecological niche. Role identification, thus, was key for
understanding the responses and reactions to maternity made by the young women, and in
tum, the responses they each evoked from others.
Furthermore, ecological system's theory provided a means for explaining how
apparently similar contexts resulted in distinct personal and community-wide reactions.
Adaptation involves a complex interplay between living systems (e.g., individuals, their
communities, and cultures) and varies considerably given both proximal and distal factors,
as evident in the reactions to teenage parenting exhibited among individuals residing at
Gospel Hill, on the one hand, and in the rural, reservation communities, on the other.
Taking both person and context into consideration is crucial for understanding complex
social phenomenon.
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Postmodern feminist principles supplied the foundation for re-conceptualizing the

practical implications of the results. The teenage parenting literature argues that teenage
parenting populations do not comprise a homogenous group. This investigation revealed
that substantial differences emerge within, as well as between, teenage parenting women
and their families. Suggestions were provided for directing services and the allocation of
limited resources to promote the facilitation of success among teenage parenting women
and their entire family systems.
Investigation Limitations

Several limitations of the present investigation have been identified and require
attention. Noted below are issues related to sample size and population
representativeness, the use of one investigator only, and the investigation's design.
Sample Size & Representativeness

Although the teenagers, grandmothers, and community members comprised
heterogenous groups, the small number of individuals who participated in this study limits
the transferability of results. Additionally, each young woman who participated was
recruited through the alternative high school or the regular high school. Thus, all
teenagers were connected through an academic context. Although this strategy proved
convenient as a sampling technique, rich sources of data may have been overlooked.
Specifically, young Navajo mothers who were no longer enrolled in, or attending school,
whether by choice or for other reasons, were not included in this study. It is not
unreasonable to assume that women enrolled in school following an unplanned pregnancy
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are qualitatively different from young Navajo mothers no longer in school. Their families
are likely different as well. For instance, young women from highly traditional families,
those who obtain their subsistence through traditional means such as sheepherding and
pastoralism and who live in remote regions of the reservation with little non-familial
contact, may likely leave school due to unexpected pregnancies. It is likely that they
comprise a group of women distinct from those who participated in this investigation.
Yet, revealing those differences and their relationship to the phenomenon of interest
remains for future social scientists. For the present acknowledging that the present
sample is not representative of the population of interest may benefit the planning and
implementation of future, related studies.
SinGle InvestiGator
A second factor limiting the transferability of findings and possibly contributing to
confounding of results involves the use of one investigator only. Triangulation, whether it
be through the use of multiple methods, sources, theories, or investigators, provides a
means for ensuring that biases are attenuated, thus achieving optimal credibility. The
present investigation was conducted largely by one investigator only. Nonetheless, in
many ways, this was a joint collaboration beginning with the conceptualization process
and continuing throughout the implementation, analyses, interpretation, and final write-up
stages. Attempts to achieve triangulation of method, sources, and theory were

360

successful'. Thus, despite use of a single investigator, credibility was likely not
significantly compromised.
Investieation Desien

Finally, a third potential limitation of this study is that it was not designed as a
longitudinal investigation. Specifically, each participant was formally interviewed at one
point in time only. Thus, attitudes, opinioI1s, feelings, and the recollection of events were
dependent on the participant's present emotional state, perception of the situation and of
the investigator, understanding of the purpose of the study, and willingness to share
personal information. Each of these factors can compromise the replicability of results
obtained through the interview method (pareek & Rao, 1980). If circumstances had
allowed for each participant to be interviewed on more than one occasion, several risks
contributing to the potential for recording biased or inaccurate information could have
been avoided. For instance, given a second interview, participants would have had the
opportunity to confirm attitudes and opinions conveyed earlier, or to expound upon and
further explain information provided originally. Additionally, increased rapport between
investigator and participant would likely have contributed to the establishment of trust and
the participants' willingness to share additional information (Pareek & Rao, 1980). Also,
participants would have had the opportunity, between interviews, to reflect upon the
questions, including the process and purpose of the study, and ask questions of the

5See Chapter ITI, Credibility, for further explanation.
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interviewer in order to clarify points of confusion.
Moreover, given the complex nature of the lives of many of the women
interviewed, circumstances significantly affecting their life situations could have changed
dramatically within a relatively brief period. Multiple interviews may be utilized in the
future as a means of charting the life course of teenage mothers and their family systems,
and would provide valuable information and a means for monitoring the daily, minor life
events, in addition to the more serious, unexpected events in the lives of teenage parents
and their families; events which might dramatically alter personal and familial goals,
agendas, and perspectives.
Summary

Despite efforts to produce an ecologically comprehensive, methodologically sound
investigation, three factors which may pose limitations to the transferability of research
results were identified and discussed. These included: a small sample size and a sample
recruited from the academic context, absence of multiple investigators, and data collection
which occurred at one point in time only. Recognizing these limitations provides
direction and guidance for future investigations of a similar nature, and directs attention
toward issues which might otherwise be neglected.
Teenage Parenting within Navajo & Non-Native Samples

Adolescence, in and of itself, is a period of transitions and changes; changes
evident across the cognitive (e.g., advancements in cognitive processing abilities),
biological (e.g., puberty), and social spheres (e.g., transitions into junior high and high
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school, increased reliance on the peer network) (Steinberg, 1985). Adolescence is
characteristically a time of identity consolidation, during which individuals develop an
integrated sense of self (Damon & Hart, 1988; Fischer, 1980), and become committed to
specific values, beliefs, roles and role expectations (Blasi, 1988; Marcia, 1980). Indeed,
one of the most significant tasks of adolescence is achieving a sense of identity (Rosenthal,
1988). Some teens never achieve a sense of identity consolidation. In the present
investigation, two young women appeared to lack an integrated sense of "self " They
exhibited little commitment to a set of values or belief systems, and particularly, little
interest in the maternal role or "typical" adolescent issues and/or concerns. Other youth
appeared highly committed to a set of beliefs and values; they knew who they were as
individuals, and could clearly articulate their feelings with reference to their roles and
identities. Youth who establish a stable sense of self during the adolescent period exhibit
psycho-social advantages which may escape others (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980).
Without successfully establishing an integrated sense of self, Erikson argues that future
developmental tasks will be compromised.
The transitional period of adolescence however, may pose additional complexities
and uncertainties for non-majority youth who must establish a stable ethnic identity. as
well (Rosenthal, 1988). Often, minority youth must assimilate the norms, values, and
belief systems of the dominant, non-minority culture into their own ethnic self-concepts in
order to be successful in Western society. Rosenthal describes ethnic identity as involving,
"past cultural traditions, present sociological factors, including economic conditions and
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social and political realities, and a psychological dimension related to early socializationll
(p. 160). Among the Navajo, however, the meaning behind certain Navajo traditions no
longer fulfill the same purpose as in the past. Despite the overwhelming necessity of
maintaining connection with the essence of the Navajo culture, messages conveyed no
longer reflect current societal value systems and beliefs. The Navajo culture has been
described as in a IItransitional period,1I with individuals grappling with complex,
multidimensional issues of cultural integrity on the one hand, and accommodation with the
dominant culture, for purposes of survival, on the other.
Superimpose an additional layer on this socio-cultural, developmental jigsaw
puzzle for those young women who become unexpectedly pregnant, soon to acquire the
role of II mother, II and the picture, no doubt, becomes precipitously murky. This situation,
however, appears illustrative of several of the Navajo teenage mother participants. The
complex issues that these women were facing are not to be taken lightly, or out of context.
The young Navajo women were undeniably different from other youth, in general, and
other teenage mothers, specifically. It is primarily; the ecological context of the
reservation however, and not the status of "mother," which set these women apart from
their peers. Aside from contextual variables, these young women looked much like their
parenting age-mates; and have responded to maternity in much the same manner, as
discussed below.
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The Informal Support Network

The informal support system has been identified as an important factor in the
successful transition to parenthood among adult and teenage parenting women alike (Cox
et at, 1989; Colletta, 1987).

Several generalities have emerged in the teenage parenting

literature in relation to systems of informal support. First, reliance on informal support
networks, and particularly maternal grandmothers, is common among adolescent parents
across the nation (Burton, 1992, 1990; Bergman, 1989; Furstenberg et al., 1989; Unger
& Wandersman, 1900; Colletta, 1987; and de Anda, 1984), and was generally observed

within the present sample.
Second, the importance of the male partner, his significant role in the lives of the
teenage Navajo women, was undeniably evident through their reports. Research indicates
that the presence of a male partner may significantly influence perceptions of maternal
competence (Cox et aI., 1989) and psycho-social well-being (Richardson, Barbour, &
Bubenzer, 1991; Thompson, 1986) among teenage parenting women. Moreover,
research documents that support received from a male partner may reduce anxiety,
whereas that from female kin may increase anxiety among adolescent parenting women
(Thompson, 1986). Although examined in the larger society, these issues should be
examined among Native populations. as well, particularly given the importance of male
partners in the lives of the teenage women participants.
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Formal Sources of Support

Like other parenting youth (Bergman, 1989), the Navajo teenagers reported
infrequent utilization of formal sources of support. Yet, nearly all of the mothers
interviewed received federal welfare assistance, which appears consistent with youth
across the nation.

zm and colleagues (Zm, Moore, Nord, & Stief, 1991) have reported

finding that, in 1988, 59% of women who received AFDC payments and 51% of nonAFDC women with children in poverty were age 19 years or younger when their first child
was born.
In their 17 year follow-up investigation of African-American teenage parenting
women in Baltimore, Furstenberg and colleagues (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & Morgan,
1987) reported that withdraw from welfare rolls was largely predicted by educational
aspirations and attainment, attendance in a special educational program for teenage
mothers, limited subsequent births, involvement in a stable marital relationship, and had
establishing independence from the family of origin within 5 years of their first child's
birth. This suggests that economic viability is intricately connected with both personal and
environmental characteristics. Interestingly, the present investigation may be quite
informative. That is, role identification, may prove to be a significant construct for
informing the processes between person and environment which lead to successful
developmental, and economic, outcomes among teenage parenting women.

366

Attitudes Toward Maternity & Parenting

Few investigations have examined minority women's views toward maternity or
their perceptions of themselves as mothers. Interestingly, Becerra and de Anda (1984)
found that among a sample of Mexican American teenage mothers, attitudes toward
maternity were highly related to acculturation status. They found that women's
perceptions of self as mother and wife was strong among those in the traditional Mexican
American culture. The most traditional respondents' self-concepts consisted of being
home as wife and homemaker, rather than working; Interestingly however, the women
were asked what they saw themselves doing in the next year; a question quite different
from "how do you feel about what you think you will be doing in the next year (i.e., being
a homemaker vs. working)?" Thus, although those women's projections about their
future roles were assessed, their feelings toward being a "homemaker" as opposed to
fulfilling other, non-traditional roles, were not examined. According to Woollett and
Phoenix (1991), it is the latter question which has been neglected, but which ironically, is
most revealing offemales' satisfaction with maternity, their role as "mother," and the
meaning of maternity to women.
The present investigation was partially aimed at addressing this gap in the literature
and revealed valuable information regarding Navajo youths' attitudes toward maternity,
children, and adolescence. Responses varied considerably, depending on role
identification. Attitudes or beliefs of self as a mother were probed and determined to have
a substantial effect on other attitudinal dimensions (e.g., attitudes toward child, harsh
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attitudes toward parenting). One youth, for instance, reported yelling at her infant
daughter and blaming the child when she had to sacrifice leisure time with peers to stay at
home. Women highly committed to maternity spontaneously reported feeling that their
children were not to blame, rather, they felt responsible for becoming pregnant. Maternal
role identification may provide valuable insight into the manifestation of, and behavioral
responses to, parenting-related beliefs and attitudes.
Beneficial Aspects of Teena&e Parentine

This study revealed aspects of teenage motherhood not often described in the
teenage parenting literature. The joys and beneficial aspects of parenting are often
overlooked in investigations of teenage parenting populations. [Exceptions to this are
found in the work of both Geronimus (1990) and Burton (1990) who take a sociological
perspective toward teenage parenting]. Instead, research reports tend to focus on the
compromising aspects of teenage parenting only, such as the financial and educational
constraints imposed by adolescent maternity. Certainly, those themes emerged in this
investigation as well. However, reports reflecting the compromising aspects of teenage
maternity were often tempered with reports about the joys of parenting; many of the
women who were interviewed spontaneously discussed how their child(ren) had benefitted
and enriched their lives. Some noted, for instance, that their children motivated them to
continue their educations and to stay out of trouble, and another felt that the pregnancy
had enriched the relationship between herself and her mother. The point being, that these
highly significant enhancing aspects, these affective and motivational dimensions of
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parenting, are rarely assessed and may be more predictive of maternal behavior and longterm well-being than the more commonly assessed variables (i.e., academic and social
network upheavals).
Directions for Future Work

Finally, and with implications for future work, the categories upon which the
teenage mother classification scheme was based, that is, commitment to the maternal role
versus commitment to the adolescent role, are constructs applicable to teenage mothers
across the United States. Although variations exist with regard to cultural and ethnic
norms or expectations for each of those maternal and adolescent roles, the possibility of
examining degree 0/ commitment/o, and manifestation o/them, within and across
populations, certainly exists. The framework of role identification may have implications
for our understanding of youthful parenting and substantially enhance existing models of
teenage parenting.
As a case in point, Shellenbach and colleagues (1992) have created a model for
examining parenting which is similar to the model of parenting competence devised by
Belsky et aI., (1984 ). Yet, the Schellenbach formulation has been specifically formulated
for examinations of teenage parents. Unique to their model, Shellenbach et aI. have
included four personal characteristics including learning ability, cognitive readiness to
parent, psychosocial adjustment (including self-esteem, coping ability, and the mother's
sense ofselt), and maternal health. Of importance, mother's sense of self was described
as optimal when she had a "consolidated sense of identity, a set of well-defined social and
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internal roles" (p.87). The construct of role identification which emerged in this
investigation has the potential of informing Shellenbach's model of adolescent parenting.
That is, having a set of well-defined social and internal roles does not necessarily translate
into optimal parenting, unless those roles are related to maternity. In other words,
examining which roles a teen is committed to, may prove valuable in assessments of her
and her child's developmental outcomes.
Additionally, cognitive readiness to parent was described by Shellenbach et al. as a
composite variable and included knowledge of child development, knowledge of parenting
skill and attitudes toward parenting. However, mere knowledge of child development
and/or parenting skill may be inconsequential if one is not motivated to act 017 that
knowledge. Attitudes toward parenting, maternity, child development, and reactions to
those were substantially influenced by role identification.
Summary
The Navajo people are embedded within a unique environmental and social
context. That context, in tum, has largely shaped attitudes about and responses toward
maternity. Specifically, survival on the Navajo Reservation requires negotiations between
person and environment which might not be necessary given different ecological
circumstances. The process of adaptation and negotiation appears substantially impacted
by role. Role identification, in tum, may prove useful in enhancing existing models of
teenage parenting and directing future investigations of youthful parenting.
Linkages between Navajo teenage parents with their non-Native peers were also
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discussed. In terms of social support networks and the use offormal sources of support,
the young Navajo women appeared much like other teenage parenting women described in
the literature. However, certain gaps in the literature were identified. Namely, few
studies have examined the joys or beneficial aspects of teenage parenting; an aspect of
parenting which may prove predictive of long-term developmental outcomes for teenage
women, their children, and their families.
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Dear Ms. Dalla:
We received your above cited research proposal. The procedures to
be followed in this study pose no more than minimal risk to
participating subjects. Regulations issued by the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services [45 CFR Part 46.110(b)] authorize
approval of this type project through the expedited review
procedures, with the condition(s) that subjects' anonymity be
maintained. Although full Committee review is not required, a brief
summary of the project procedures is submitted to the Committee for
their endorsement and/or comment, if any, after administrative
approval is granted. This project is approved effective 14 April
1995 for a period of one year.
The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the
University of Arizona has a current assurance of compliance, number
M-1233, which is on file with the Department of Health and Human
Services and covers this activity.
Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes
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College or Departmental Review Committee. Any research related
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be kept in a permanent file in an area designated for that purpose
by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will assure
their accessibility in the event that university officials require
the information and the principal investigator is unavailable for
some reason.
Sincerely yours,

wJlwmF~~
William F. Denny, M.D.
Chairman, Human Subjects Committee
WFD:rs
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee
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American Indian Navajo Adolescent Parenting:
Multiple Perspectives Within Context
I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE rnAT I AM INFORMED
OF THE NATURE OF TInS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF HOW I Wll..LPARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I
CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING TillS FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED
AND THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN TInS RESEARCH STUDY SO rnAT I CAN KNOW THE
NATURE AND THE RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT
PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED MANNER.
PURPOSE
I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the study 'American Indian Navajo Adolescent
Parenting: Multiple Perspectives Within Context'. The purpose of this project is to examine attitudes toward
adolescent parenting, the parent-child relationship, and child-rearing among Navajo youth.
SELECTION CRITERIA
I am being invited to participate because I am either a) a reservation-residing, Navajo adolescent
mother, b) the mother of a Navajo reservation-residing adolescent mother, or c) a person of the selected Navajo
community, interested and knowledgeable about the issues concerning Navajo adolescent parenting.
Approximately 2S subjects will be included in this study.
PROCEDURE
If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to the following: spend approximately one to two
hours answering questions and discussing my attitudes toward youthful parenting, mothering and youthful
motherhood, and community resources available and utilized by reservation residing Navajo adolescent
mothers and their families. These interviews will be tape recorded.

RISKS
Several questions may provoke feelings of anxiety. I may choose not to answer any question or to
terminate the interview at any time I choose. However, I will still be compensated monetarily for my
participation.
BENEFITS
The benefits of this investigation may include the following: I will be able to discuss my attitudes,
experiences, and views toward parenting and youthful motherhood in a non-threatening way.
CONFIDENTIALITY
My name will never appear in association with interviews material. I will only be identifiable through
an assigned ID number. All tapes and transcribed interviews will be stored in a locked file cabinet. No one
will have access to these materials except the principal investigator and her graduate advisor.
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION
The only costs to the participants will be the time spent in the interviewing process, approximately
one to two hours. I will also be provided with $} S monetary compensation for my time.
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AUTHORIZATION
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS,
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY
QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I UNDERSTAND THAT I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY
TIME AND THAT I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT
CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE
INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION
DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS
TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES
AVAll..ABLE. I UNDERSTAND THAT THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS RESTRICTED TO THE
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, ROCHELLE L. DALLA, M.S. AND HER GRADUATE ADVISOR,
WENDY C. GAMBLE, Ph.D. OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE FAMILY STUDIES
DEPARTMENT. I UNDERSTAND THAT I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY
SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME.

Participant's Signature

Date

Parent Legal Guardian

Date

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certifY that to the
best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands clearly the nature,
demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation and hislher signature is legally valid. A medical
problem or language or educational barrier has not precluded this understanding.
Investigator Signature

Date
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ADOLESCENT MOTHERS

1. Would you tell me a little bit about yourself-- how do you like to spend your time?
What activities are you involved in? What things make you happy? What things really
upset you?
2. Can you describe to me how you think about children? What do you think is really
good about having a child? How has having children affected your life?
3. Describe for what its like being a mother. What does having children mean to you?
Describe for me what a typical day is like in your life-- what do you do, who do you spend
time with, what activities are you involved in?
4. What is the easiest part of being a mother? What makes being a mother easier? Tell
me about the challenges of motherhood-- what is the hardest part of being a mother?
5. Describe for me your relationship with your own mother, start with while you were
growing up and then talk about what that relationship is like now. What was your own
mother like as a parent?
6. Compare your relationship with your child with the relationship you had with your own
parents. How is the relationship you have with your child different from the relationship
you had with your own parents when you were growing up? Are your ideas about being a
parent different from that of your parents?
7. Describe for me your relationship with your father, and with your brothers and sisters.
What other people do you have a special relationship with (i.e, the child's father?)-describe that relationship to me.
8. How do these people help you be a parent? Sometimes, people who really try hard to
help us also get in the way. Does this ever happen to you? What makes you angry or
upset with _ _ ?
9. How did your family react when you told them you were pregnant? Why do you think
they reacted like they did? Did they encourage you to get married? Why/why not? What
kinds of adjustments has your family made in order to help you and your baby?
10. Tell me about the time you spend with your friends. Are they mothers as well? What
types of activities do you do with them? Do your friends treat you differently now that
you are a mother? What does this mean to you?
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11. Did/does your family practice traditional Navajo customs and traditions? Like what?
Can you describe some of these for me? Was a puberty ceremony thrown for you? What
did this mean to you (having/not having a kinaalda ceremony)? What are some other
traditions or ceremonies that you or your family recognize/practice?
12. What types of traditions will you continue with your own child(ren)? Do you want
him/her to know Navajo myths? The language?
13. What was it like growing up in this town/area? What is it like being a young woman
here? What types of opportunities were/are available to young women? For instance, are
young women encouraged to go to high school and college, to find work? Are young
women expected to be mothers and to take care of their families before seeking other
roles?
14. Are there many mothers your age in this community? Do people in the community
help you-- are there places and people in this town that you can go to when you need help
(besides other family members)? What are these? Do you use these? Why/why not?
15. What is the status/importance of women in this community? Do you think women are
considered valuable in this society? Why? What do they do that makes them
respected/important?
16. Tell me about your experiences off of the reservation. Have you spend much time
living/staying/working in other, non-reservation communities? How are these
communities different from this one? How have these experiences changed your attitudes
regarding your life choices and decisions?
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(continued)
GRANDMOTHERS

1. Would you tell me a little bit about yourself-- about your life? For instance, have you
lived here all your life? When did you first begin your own family? Were you married at
the time? Where did you live? Or, where did you and your husband live (i.e., with your
parents?)?
2. What does motherhood mean to you? What are the roles and responsibilities of
mothers? What was your relationship with your children like when they were growing up?
3. How have parenting behaviors changed? How have attitudes toward parenting
changed? (That is, how are parenting behaviors/attitudes different for your daughter
today than when you were raising your own children?)?
4. Describe for me the relationship between you and your daughter. Do you spend time
together? What do you? Describe your daughter to me. What are some qualities about
her that make you happy/proud to be her mother? What are some things about her that
are difficult?
5. How did you react when you discovered your daughter was going to have a baby?
Why did you feel this way? Now that your own daughter is a mother, what are your
feelings toward motherhood? Have these changed? Why?
6. How has your daughter changed since she became a mother? Is she different, how so?
How has this changed her plans for the future? Your plans for her? What plans do you
have for your daughter? For your grandchild? Do you encourage your daughter to work?
Go to school? Why/why not?
7. Tell me about your daily activities, your role as a mother and a grandmother. What
types of activities do you do with your grandchild- how much responsibility do you take in
herlhis care?
8. What roles do other family members (your husband/other children) play in helping your
daughter and her child(ren)? How did they respond to her pregnancy, what was their
reaction?
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9. Where I come from, in some of the larger cities, sometimes women who have children
as teens are considered disadvantaged compared to other adolescent women who do not
have children. How do you respond to this? Do you think being a mother as a teenager is
a disadvantage? Do you think having a child as an unmarried teenager is a disadvantage?
Do you think your daughter has been disadvantaged by early motherhood? Why/why not?
] O. How has the status of "women" changed since you were growing? Why is this?
What has changed? What opportunities are available for Navajo women today compared
to in the past? How has this changed the way women are viewed/respected in this
community?
11. How is the role of mother different today on the reservation than in the past? Are
mothers respected today? What about women who choose not to have children-- is it
"ok" for women to not want to become mothers in this society? Is this common?
Why/why not?
12. Has this community been helpful for you and your family in meeting your needs? For
instance, in providing you with services and resources to ease the strains you might be
experiencing since the birth of your grandchild. What types of services have you received?
What types of services are not available, but would be helpful for you, your daughter, and
your family?
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(continued)
COMMUNITY INFORMANTS

1. How does teenage childbearing impact the lives of these young women, specifically in
terms of their education and occupational choices? Are teenage mothers encouraged to
continue or pursue their educations and other roles, such as careers, or not? Why/why
not?
2. What roles do other family members play in the lives of these young women as
parents/as adults?
3. Describe for me family responses, specifically in terms of their acceptance and
adjustment to an unexpected child. Describe for me the sharing/not of maternal
responsibilities within these families.
4. How is motherhood viewed in this community? Are mothers seen as having status in
this community or not? What are the roles of women in this community and how have
these changed in response to economic/social changes on the reservation?
5. How does the community, as a whole, respond/view adolescent pregnancy in the
absence of marriage? Is youthful childbearing considered "normative" within this
community-- that is, is adolescent pregnancy common and expected or is it discouraged?
How are young mothers who are not married treated by the community/looked upon by
other individuals?
6. In "mainstream" American society, adolescents who have children, and who are not
married are often considered deviant, or very different from other adolescents. Does this
community share these views or not? Why is this?
7. What community resources are available for teenage mothers and their families? How
successful is the community in providing assistance to these young women? Why are
these programs/services successful/not?
8. What resources do these families need, but are unable to get from the community-- in
other words, what needs are not being met? How come? How could this situation be
changed?
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