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D ixie Jordan is the parent of a 19-year-old son with an emo-
tional and behavioral disorder. She is director of the Families
and Advocates Partnership for Education at the PACER Center
in Minneapolis (a resource center for parents of children with
disabilities) and a founding member of the Fedetation of Families
for Children’s Mental Health. She is also a Systems of Care
coach for Four Directions Consulting.

Why do you think there is such a strong tendency to hold
parents responsible for their children’s emotional or behavioral
disorders?

| am the parent of two children, the younger of which has
emotional and behavioral problems. When my firstborn and
| were out in public, strangers often commented on what a
“good” mother | was, to have such an obedient, well-behaved,
and compliant child. Frankly, | enjoyed the comments and really
believed that those parents whose children were throwing
tantrums and generally demolishing their environments were
simply not very skilled in child-rearing. | recall casting my share of
reproachful glances in those days and thinking with some arro-
gance that raising children should be left to those of us who
knew how to do it well. Several years later, my second child and
| were on the business end of such disdain, and it was a lesson in
humility that | shall never forget. Very little that | had learned in the
previous three years as a parent worked with this child; he was
neurologically different, hyperactive, inattentive, and noncompli-
ant even when discipline was consistently applied. His doctors,
his neurologist, and finally his teachers referred me to parenting
classes, as though the experiences | had had with my older
child were nonexistent; his elementary principal even said that
there was nothing wrong that a good spanking wouldn’t cure.
| expected understanding that this was a very difficult child to
raise, but the unspoken message was that | lacked competence
in basic parenting skills, the same message that | sent to similarly
situated parents just a few years earlier.

Most of us in the world today are parents. The majority of
us have children who do not have emotional or behavioral
problems. Everything in our experience suggests that when our
children are successful and obedient, it is because of our parenting.

We are reinforced socially for having a well-behaved child from
friends, grandparents, even strangers. It makes sense, then, to
attribute less desirable behaviors in children to the failure of their
parents to provide appropriate guidance or to set firm limits. Many
parents have internalized that sense of responsibility or blame for
causing their child’s emotional problems, even when they are not
able to identify what they might have done wrong. It is a very difficult
attitude to shake, especially when experts themselves cannot
seem to agree on causation. With most children, the “cause” of an
emotional or behavioral disorder is more likely a complex interplay
of multiple factors than “parenting styles,” “biology,” or “environ-
mental influences” as discrete entities, but it is human nature to
latch onto a simple explanation—and inadequate parenting is,
indeed, a simple explanation. When systems blame parents for
causing their child’'s emotional or behavioral disorders, the focus is
no longer on services to help the child learn better adaptive skills or
appropriate behaviors, but on rationalizing why such services may
not work. When parents feel blamed, their energies shift from
focusing on the needs of their child to defending themselves. In
either instance, the child is less well served.

Another reason that people hold parents responsible for their
children’s emotional or behavioral disorders is that parents may
be under such unrelenting stress from trying to manage their
child’s behavior that they may resort to inappropriate techniques
because of the failure of more conventional methods. A parent
whose 8-year-old hyperactive child smashes out his bedroom
window while being timed out for another problem may know that
tying the child to a chair is not a good way to handle the crisis, but
may be out of alternatives. It may not have been the “right” thing
for the parent to do, but [he or she] is hardly responsible for caus-
ing the child’s problems in the first place. It would be a mistake to
attribute the incidence of abuse or neglect as “causing” most
emotional or behavioral disorders without consideration that diffi-
cult children are perhaps more likely to be abused due to their
noncompliant or otherwise difficult behaviors.
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