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Abstract

Research Findings—This within-group exploratory sequential mixed methods investigation 

sought to identify how ethnically diverse, urban-residing, low-income Black families 

conceptualize positive parenting. During the item development phase 119 primary caregivers from 

Head Start programs participated in focus groups and interviews. These qualitative data were 

content analyzed using a three-stage iterative process that resulted in the development of a final set 

of 72 items for a paper-and-pencil measure. In the measure validation phase of the study initial 

construct validity of the 72-item measure was assessed with an independent sample of 665 

respondents. Common factor analyses revealed five dimensions of positive parenting on the Black 
Parenting Strengths in Context (BPSC) scale that related in expected ways with other parent self-

report measures.

Practice and Policy—BPSC dimensions provide initial support for a more nuanced 

operationalization of positive parenting than currently exists in any single scale for use with this 

group, and hold promise for better honoring the culture- and context-specific parenting goals and 

practices that low-income, Black parents subjectively view as important for producing healthy 

developmental outcomes for their children.

Keywords

parenting; early childhood; Black families; measurement; Head Start

Undeniably, parents (or primary caregivers) play the most powerful socialization role for 

children. Research documents the critical importance of parenting as it relates to children’s 

Contact: Christine McWayne, Eliot-Pearson Department of Child Development, Tufts University, 105 College Avenue, Medford, MA 
02155, USA. christine.mcwayne@tufts.edu. 

HHS Public Access
Author manuscript
Early Educ Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 12.

Published in final edited form as:
Early Educ Dev. 2017 ; 28(2): 182–206. doi:10.1080/10409289.2016.1208601.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



socioemotional and sociomoral outcomes (e.g., Dexter, Wong, Stacks, Beeghly, & Barnett, 

2013; Garner, 2006; Mandara & Murray, 2002) as well as academic achievement (e.g., 

Downer, Campos, McWayne, & Gartner, 2010; Raikes, Vogel, & Love, 2013). For the nearly 

6.3 million low-income, Black1 children in the U.S. today (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013) who 

are disproportionately impacted by the concomitant risks of poverty (e.g., high parental 

unemployment, parental depression, under-resourced schools), it is vital to identify and 

understand positive parenting strategies that parents use to promote their children’s 

development (Lerner, Taylor, & von Eye, 2002). Such an understanding is needed for 

deepening social inquiry concerning healthy development among low-income Black 

families, as well as for creating effective parenting intervention and support programming 

for those low-income Black families struggling to parent well (Kelch-Oliver & Smith, 2015). 

Importantly, having a better understanding of positive parenting strategies employed by 

primary caregivers of young children may provide early childhood programs that have 

national reach (e.g., Head Start) with much needed information about the practices that set 

low-income parents and their children on strong relational trajectories.

Although researchers agree that parents often provide the most immediate and significant 

prophylactic supports for their children, research focused on low-income, Black families has 

tended to disproportionately highlight parental deficits rather than caregiving strengths (see 

Hill, 1998; Murry, Bynum, Brody, Willert, & Stephens, 2001). Despite a long-standing call 

for a change in our thinking about the empirical study of Black family life and parenting 

processes (Billingsley, 1969), studies often continue to compare low-income Black families 

and children to their White, middle-income counterparts (thus conflating race/ethnicity and 

SES), characterizing the parenting practices of low-income Black caregivers as “harsh,” 

“punitive, “aggressive” and “controlling” and generally of lower quality than middle-income 

and White caregivers (Lee, 2013; Spencer & Dornbush, 1990). However, we have yet to 

fully understand what low-income Black parents themselves view as effective or positive 

parenting (Elliott, Powell, & Brenton, 2015).

Current approaches to understanding and documenting positive parenting leave us with 

many questions about how to measure this construct as it manifests within normative 

samples of Black, low-income families. The absence of measures of positive parenting that 

reflect the subjective realities of low-income Black parents underscores Comfort et al.’s 

(2011) reminder that given the cultural diversity in the American landscape, and the need for 

interventions that are tailored to diverse communities, there remains a need for assessment 

tools that “appropriately assess parenting across diverse racial/ethnic groups” (p. 58). 

Availability of such tools is especially crucial for work involving young ethnic minority 

children living in poverty because they often lack high quality resources beyond family 

relationships, and because service providers who work with low-income, ethnic minority 

families need a viable evidence base from which to design supportive and culturally relevant 

family programming.

1We use the term “Black” here rather than African American in order to acknowledge the diversity of ethnic and cultural identities 
within this racial group and within our study sample. The term “African American” is reserved for use in reference to particular 
studies, or a body of literature, in which the samples were explicitly identified that way.
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In the present study, we used a within-group (i.e., emic) exploratory sequential mixed-

methods approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Fetters, Curry, & Creswell, 2013; 

Teddlie, & Tashakkori, 2009) to respond to the need for the development of a socioculturally 

-grounded measure of positive parenting for low-income, Black families (McWayne, 

Owsianik, Green, & Fantuzzo, 2008). Berry (1999) has asserted:

“The value of the emic approach is threefold: first, it permits an understanding of 

the way in which a language or culture is constructed, ‘not as a series of 

miscellaneous parts, but as a working whole’ (p. 41); second, it helps one to 

understand individuals in their daily lives, including their attitudes, motives, 

interests and personality…; and, third, the emic approach provides the only basis 

upon which a predictive science of behavior can be expected to make some of its 

greatest progress, since even statistical predictive studies will in many instances 

prove invalid….” (p. 167).

Understanding the value of a within-group, mixed-methods approach to the development of 

a measure of positive parenting for low-income African Americans requires critical attention 

to existing work on positive parenting generally, and to the body of literature specifically 

focused on parenting among ethnic minority and Black families. We address both, briefly.

Problematizing and Extending Prevailing Conceptualizations of “Positive 

Parenting”

Traditional conceptualizations of parenting styles and practices

Much of the quantitative empirical research that has influenced notions of positive parenting 

is based on Baumrind’s (1967; 1971) seminal work which identified three dimensions of 

parenting style: a) authoritative parenting; b) authoritarian parenting; and c) permissive 

parenting, as well as subsequent work by Maccoby and Martin (1983), which extended 

Baumrind’s typology to include a fourth parenting style: neglecting/uninvolved. This body 

of empirical research consistently has suggested that the authoritative parenting style is the 

most positive and developmentally supportive (Simons & Conger, 2007; Simons, Simons, & 

Su, 2013). This style has been defined as an interplay between demonstrations of warmth 

and control and has been shown to manifest in parenting practices that include monitoring, 

calm communication, and responsive and age-appropriate discipline (see Cuellar, Jones, & 

Sterrett, 2015; Leidy et al., 2010; Oyserman et al., 2002). As such, the authoritative 

parenting style has come to be central in how the field of psychology conceives of positive 

parenting (see Carpenter & Mendez, 2013; Coard, Foy-Watson, Zimmer, & Wallace, 2007; 

Coolahan et al., 2002; Keels, 2009; McKee et al., 2007).

Regarding the ‘styles’-centered formulation of positive parenting, two issues deserve note. 

First, in the parenting literature, parenting styles and parenting practices are often conflated. 

Darling and Steinberg (1993) made an important conceptual distinction between very 

specific, goal-directed parenting behaviors (practices) and the larger context or overall 

emotional climate in which parenting behaviors are expressed (styles) (Darling & Steinberg, 

1993). In the present study, the focus is on specific practices (identified by parents) that 

show variability among low-income Black families. Second, a number of scholars have 
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highlighted the point that parenting is a cultural enterprise2 and that parenting styles and 

practices are informed by an array of cultural processes and values (e.g., racial/ethnic 

socialization, religiosity; interpersonal style; see Hill & Tyson, 2008; Lareau & Horvat, 

1999; Murray et al., 2008; Weisner, 2005); contextual factors and demands (e.g., perceived 

safety of the neighborhood, neighborhood advantage or disadvantage, level of exposure to 

racial discrimination, SES; see Ceballo & Hurd, 2008; Cuellar, Jones, & Sterrett, 2015; 

Elliott et al., 2015; Murray et al., 2008; Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, & Jones, 2001); and by 

the ethnicity, age, and developmental stage of the child (Ceballo et al., 2008; Garcia Coll et 

al., 1996; Hill & Tyson, 2008).

Studies demonstrate that parents from various ethnic and class communities value and 

successfully employ a wide range of parenting styles and practices in raising their children 

that might not fit exactly within the umbrella of authoritative parenting (e.g., “no-nonsense 

parenting” Brody & Flor, 1998; Young, 1974; “guan” Chao, 1994). Conceptual work on 

ethnic minority parenting has highlighted several parenting dimensions that lie outside of the 

scope of traditional frameworks of positive parenting. These include parents’ efforts to: 

cultivate interdependence and family loyalty, foster maturity, teach respect for authority, and 

socialize their children within specific racial and cultural realities (Barnes, 2001; Hale-

Benson, 1989; Harrison et al., 1990; Dodge, McLoyd, & Lansford, 2005; Spencer & 

Markstrom-Adams, 1990). Thus, a growing number of scholars contend that the existing 

body of work is limited in that it reifies extant frameworks that attend to how parents parent 

(e.g., authoritative parenting), while doing little to elucidate the practices or underlying 

cultural values that may be contextually salient and meaningful for low-income and ethnic 

minority families (Harwood, Leyendecker, Carlson, Asencio, & Miller, 2002; Murry et al., 

2001; Sue, 1999). In sum, there remains a need for focused empirical research on the 

positive parenting practices most relevant and salient for socioculturally diverse groups.

Limitations of existing research on positive parenting among Black families

A relatively nascent and skeletal body of qualitative work exists that has sought to clarify 

African Americans’ conceptualizations of positive parenting. These studies have asked 

African American parents and/or their children to identify parenting assets and competencies 

as well as attributes of effective families (e.g., Barnes, 2001; Hurd, Moore, & Rogers, 1995; 

McCreary & Dancy, 2004). Consistent with theoretical frameworks offered by several 

prominent family researchers (e.g., Barnes, 2001; Dodge, McLoyd, & Lansford, 2005; Hale-

Benson, 1989; Harrison et al., 1990; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990), the findings of 

these qualitative studies suggest that positive parenting within Black families centers on 

fostering children’s emotional and physical well-being, as well as on preparing young 

people to embrace cultural and community values, and to confront effectively the everyday 

contextual demands and complexities of ethnic minority status. For example, Hurd et al. 

(1995) identified eight themes related to competent and effective parenting among a sample 

of low, middle, and upper income African American caregivers. Specifically, competent and 

effective parents: 1) cultivate strong connections with family; 2) emphasize effort and 

2Here we reference Geertz’s (1973) conceptualization of culture as denoting “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 
embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which [people] communicate, 
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes towards life” (p. 89).
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achievement among their children; 3) help their children to understand the importance of 

being respectful to others; 4) cultivate spirituality and a sense of faith in their children; 5) 

foster a sense of self-reliance; 6) emphasize the importance of education; 7) help children to 

recognize that life will be painful and challenging even while they help their children to 

learn to cope effectively with those challenges; and 8) help their children to develop both 

racial pride and a sense of self-respect. McCreary and Dancy (2004) found that low-income 

African American parents associated good parenting with: 1) providing emotional nurturing; 

2) fostering good communication with children; 3) doing things together; 4) helping each 

other; and 5) socializing children and helping them to develop the life skills that they will 

need to become functional adults. Finally, most recently, Elliott, Powell, and Brenton (2015) 

found that Black, single mothers of teenagers and young adults privileged sacrifice, self-

reliance, and protection of children as central in their construction of what it means to be a 

good mother.

Although these studies of positive parenting among African American families represent an 

important advance over more narrow or deficit-based approaches, the efforts to more broadly 

define and sharpen our understanding of positive parenting through qualitative research also 

have limitations. For example, qualitative studies have yielded broad domains and goals of 

positive parenting (e.g., the need to foster self-reliance) but have not identified specific 

practices that parents employ to actualize those goals. Moreover, extant qualitative work has 

not been used to advance the development of empirical measures of positive parenting that 

might be utilized in larger-scale research focused upon low-income families generally and 

low-income Black families, specifically.

On the other hand, a small number of parenting measures do exist that were developed for 

and validated specifically with low-income families (e.g., The Parenting Behavior 
Questionnaire (PBQ); Coolahan, McWayne, Fantuzzo, & Grim, 2002; Child Rearing 

Practices Report [Block, 1986]; as per Abell, Clawson, Washington, Bost, & Vaughn, 1996). 

However, four major issues limit their utility. First, these measures tend to rely on the 

prevailing frameworks of parenting styles (e.g., authoritative, authoritarian, permissive and 

neglectful parenting) that, as argued above, might be inadequate for capturing a broader 

spectrum of practices and goals that seem to characterize parenting within low-income, 

Black families (see McWayne et al., 2008). Second, in the effort to identify culturally 

meaningful, within-group patterns of parenting, a few studies have explored existing ideas 

about parenting by pairing prevailing measures of parenting styles with other (perhaps more 

culturally relevant) measures (e.g., measures of racial socialization). The dimensions of 

parenting that these studies reveal often are nuanced variants of the traditional typologies on 

which they are based. For example, in their work with African American adolescents from 

various income backgrounds, Mandara and Murray (2002) found three family types: 

cohesive-authoritative, conflictive-authoritarian and defensive-neglectful family types. 

Therefore, though these studies provide slightly more nuanced versions of the traditional 

typologies validated with Black families, they do little to extend our understanding of 

positive parenting beyond the traditional conceptualizations. Third, some within-group 

studies of parenting have noted the conspicuous absence of middle-class and upper-middle 

class African American families from this area of research, and have developed culturally 

grounded conceptualizations of parenting that seek to cut across income segments of the 
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population (e.g., Mandara & Murray, 2002). This approach has great merit. However, these 

mixed income studies do not allow us to develop nuanced understandings of normative 

views and practices of positive parenting among low-income African American families, 

who parent in a particular context that differs from that of their middle income peers (Abell 

et al., 1996).

Finally, when studies have employed new measures (e.g., Strengths and Stressors Tracking 

Device (SSTD), Berry, Cash, & Mathiesen, 2003; Keys to Interactive Parenting Scale (KIPS) 

Confort, Gordon, & Naples, 2011) to assess parenting efficacy among low-income parents, 

including low-income African American parents, they have been developed for use with 

fragile or highly vulnerable (e.g., “at-risk”) populations, such as clinical samples with a 

history of physical abuse or neglect (e.g., Berry, Cash, & Mathiesen, 2003; Comfort, 

Gordon, & Naples, 2011). Often these measures reflect the interests and intentions of child 

service workers and paraprofessionals rather than the cultural values, experiences, and 

perspectives of families with respect to what it means to parent well. In addition, the 

tendency to study family processes among low-income, Black families by focusing 

disproportionately on families recruited from social service programs for child maltreatment 

and abuse puts social science at-risk for conflating poverty and ethnic minority status with 

“at-risk parenting,” and for equating poor peoples’ parenting with poor parenting.

The Present Study

Our goal, then, was to fill a critical gap in the existing research on positive parenting by 

taking an initial step to develop a culturally relevant measure that assesses parenting 

strengths for low-income, Black families who are parenting children in the early childhood 

period of development. Given the state of knowledge in this area, we took an exploratory 

sequential mixed-methods approach to allow parents themselves to define the areas of 

critical relevance for parenting preschool-aged Black children in the context of urban 

poverty, and used the content of those dialogues to frame, develop, and test a paper-and-

pencil measure. Noting the value of emically-driven, mixed-methods approaches to measure 

development, Onwuegbuzie, Bustamante, and Nelson (2010) state: “…it is important for the 

instrument developer to ensure that the voices of key informants, which include those on 

whom the instrument will be administered, are heard, with a view to understanding their 

cultural milieu. Individual interviews, focus groups, and direct observations can play an 

important role here. … A key goal … is the development of an instrument that possesses 

cultural sensitivity (Banks & McGee Banks, 2001), so that, when developed, it will yield 

data that are optimally reliable and valid” (p. 63).

Importantly, the goal of this work was to solicit a definition of positive parenting. As such, 

we did not privilege pre-existing definitions in this study. In crafting the language for our 

study we took note of Jacobson’s (2004) focus on the notion of “good” parenting as a lexical 

equivalent to positive parenting. Further, we noted Seay et al.’s (2014) focus on 

“effectiveness” in achieving particular goals as central to what it means to parent positively. 

Then, we asked low-income, Black parents to describe what it means to be a “good” and/or 

“effective parent,” and invited them to reflect on the ways that gender, race, ethnicity and 

urban living influence the strategies that “good” or “effective” parents use.
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Consistent with guidelines for exploratory sequential mixed methods approaches (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011; Fetters et al., 2013; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), we first conducted 

in-depth semi-structured individual and focus group interviews with a heterogeneous sample 

of Black3 parents of children enrolled in Head Start4 programs across New York City. 

Working iteratively and collaboratively with parents, we elicited their views of the specific 

practices that are emblematic of positive parenting, and translated the findings into a set of 

items for a paper-and-pencil measure of parenting strengths. Following that work we 

explored the psychometric properties, including the dimensionality, of this parent-derived 

measure.

Method

Participants

The participants in the item development phase of this study were a multi-ethnic group of 

119 Black caregivers who were recruited from 11 Head Start programs, which served 75% 

or more Black children. Head Start sites were located in three boroughs of New York City 

(i.e., Manhattan, Queens, and Brooklyn). Participants in the measure validation phase of the 

study were 665 caregivers of children enrolled in one of the 11 participating Head Start 

programs in the same three boroughs of New York City the following year. Specific 

demographic information for each sample is listed in Table 1. The average age of children 

across the samples was 47.9 months (SD = 11.4).

Procedures

The first phase of the study, the item development phase, addressed a single research 

question: How do low-income Black primary caregivers of preschool children conceptualize 

positive parenting? We addressed this question in three stages. First, in order to access 

information at increasingly deeper levels of granularity, 10 focus groups (n = 4 female-only 

groups; n = 4 mixed gender groups, n = 2 male-only groups; total N = 53) and 33 individual 

interviews were conducted at Head Start sites. Using a semi-structured protocol, focus group 

participants were asked to discuss: 1) their concerns, goals and expectations for their 

children; 2) their views on what specific practices make a “good” and/or “effective” parent 

(e.g., “Everyone has their own ideas about what makes a parent a good parent. In your 

opinion, what makes a person a good parent? What qualities does that person have? What 

does that person do; what kinds of things do they say?”); and, 3) parenting beliefs or goals 

that they believe may differ depending on culture or ethnic background (e.g., “Are there 

particular things that Black parents do that you would think of as good or effective ways of 

3We deliberately use the term “Black” (rather than African American) as the organizing social identity category for our population of 
interest. New York City’s Black population has long been a heterogeneous mix of multigenerational native born African Americans, 
and first, second, or third generation immigrants of African descent (AfriCaribbeans, continental Africans, etc.) who live in segregated 
sections of the city, and whose lives intersect in public and private spheres including in neighborhoods, at work, at school, in 
friendships, and in intimate relationships (Logan & Dean, 2003). Against the backdrop of this complexity, phenotypic identifiability 
(i.e., being seen and treated as Black) links immigrants of African descent to their African American counterparts (Butterfield, 2004). 
Identifiability does not erase the meaningfulness of ethnicity, culture, cultural adaptation, or social location (e.g., class and urbanicity). 
However, it does bind people of African ancestry together under a generic racialized category (“Black”). Therefore, families must 
contend with structures of power and social institutions (e.g., early childhood programs) that see and respond to them principally as 
members of that racial category.
4Head Start is the largest federally funded early childhood program for low-income children and their families. To be eligible for 
enrollment, families must meet the federal poverty guidelines for income (i.e., 125% of the poverty line).
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parenting? How might low-income, Black families parent differently from other groups?”). 

Finally, parents were asked to identify people who played a significant role in their child’s 

life and were given a chance to raise topics that were not discussed during the focus group or 

interview. Free childcare was provided during the sessions and participants received a $20 

gift card to a local department store as a token of appreciation. Focus group sessions and 

interviews lasted for 1–2 hours, were video- and audio-taped, and transcribed verbatim.

Four trained graduate students used an open-coding procedure to content analyze transcripts 

of the focus groups and interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In keeping with the tenets of 

open coding, no a priori themes were imposed on the data. Instead, an initial set of themes 

rooted in the subjective experience of participants was generated by conducting independent, 

line-by-line reviews of the verbatim transcripts with the goal of identifying text that 

answered the question: how do Black parents conceive of positive parenting?

Through an iterative process of comparing themes, eliminating redundancies, and clarifying 

the meaning of prospective themes, the team constructed an initial coding scheme to be 

applied to the data. In the effort to reduce the risk of bias in the coding process, two 

members of the research team who were not involved in the generation of themes 

independently “chunked” the smallest meaningful portions of text related to how Black 

parents perceived positive parenting. A total of 1,822 narrative chunks were identified in the 

focus group transcripts; 2,812 total chunks were identified from the individual interviews. 

These narrative chunks became the object of the coding process from this point forward. A 

doctoral student who did not participate in the initial generation of themes served as an 

auditor for a random sample of 5% of the narrative chunks (i.e., roughly, 10 pages of focus 

group text and 15 pages of interview text) to test that the initial codes accurately reflected 

the data (see Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

Using this initial set of codes as a foundation, the first, second, and third authors constructed 

a coding manual that included codes, their definitions, and rules for their usage. These codes 

were applied to several randomly selected transcript segments and through detailed 

discussion of the use of the codes, modifications were made in order to refine the coding 

scheme. All modifications were made by group consensus. This iterative process resulted in 

a final list of 33 thematic codes. The reliability of the final coding scheme was assessed 

following the strategies outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994). Inter-rater reliability 

reached for this study (i.e., 82%) exceeded the rate of 80% identified by Miles and 

Huberman (1994) as the minimum acceptable level of inter-rater reliability.

Themes were organized from most frequently occurring to least frequently occurring, and 

chunks for all themes were used to construct representative items for the paper and pencil 

measure. One hundred and fifty initial draft items, rooted in the chunks, were developed to 

represent the 33 codes for the paper-and-pencil measure. For example, Cultivating Religious 

Values & Practices emerged as one of the 33 thematic codes. A direct quote (chunk) for this 

theme was “On Sundays, I take them to church, because I believe that the foundation is in 

the church …” A sample survey item developed from the exemplar chunk was: “I take my 

child to religious services.” See Table 2 for more examples. Anchors for the items were 

developed in accord with a four-point Likert-type scale to decrease the tendency of 
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respondents to gravitate toward a midpoint score: 1 = “Never,” 2 = “Sometimes,” 3 = 

“Often,” 4 = “Almost Always.”

Finally, in order to verify the meaningfulness and utility of the 150 draft items, we 

conducted four member-checking groups (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) composed of an 

independent sample of parents (N = 33) from the same communities as the original 

participants, and engaged three nationally recognized scholars on Black families in an item 

review process. The goals of this process were to review the 150 items for redundancies, 

identify and correct poor wording, and eliminate items that could potentially impinge on 

validity of the eventual measure. Parent participants reviewed and commented on three 

aspects of the survey items: a) content appropriateness, that is whether items were clear, 

taking into consideration sociodemographic characteristics of future respondents including 

literacy levels (e.g., Parents were asked: Do you understand this item? Is it clear? – “yes, no, 
somewhat”); b) content representativeness, that is whether the items captured the heart of the 

overarching dimension under which they are organized (e.g., Parents were asked: Do you 
think this item is capturing something meaningful about this aspect of positive parenting? – 
“yes, no, somewhat;” and c) variability, that is whether items would yield a wide range of 

responses (e.g., Parents were asked: Do you think there will be some parents who will say 
“yes” and others who will say “no” to this item? Or, Will most parents tend to say “yes?” 
Will most parents tend to say “no?”). For this parent review, individuals sorted the items into 

the appropriate envelopes according to three forced choices (as illustrated above).

Simultaneously, as part of the item review and reduction process, three nationally recognized 

scholars on Black families reviewed the 150 draft items and rated each item on a scale of 1 

to 4, with “1” assigned to items they deemed not appropriate and “4” assigned to items that 

appeared appropriate. These experts performed their ratings across three aspects of the 

measure: 1) how representative the items were for capturing positive parenting of preschool 

children; 2) appropriateness of the items for parents who may have low literacy levels and/or 

come from a low-income background; and 3) the expected variability among survey items 

with this group. Items were eliminated if they were consistently rated low on 

representativeness, appropriateness, or variability by both parents and experts (i.e., obtained 

average scores below 2 on at least two of these domains). Items rated 2 or above on any of 

these three domains by parents but low (below 2) by experts (or vice versa) were modified 

according to suggestions provided. This process of parent and expert reviews yielded a final 

72-item Black Parenting Strengths in Context (BPSC) scale. Member-checking group 

participants received a $20 gift card; expert scholars received no compensation. See Figure 1 

for a summary of procedures used in developing BPSC items.

In the second phase of the study– the measurement validation phase– 720 primary caregivers 

participated. Parents were recruited through the use of flyers posted at the centers and 

through presentations given by the research team at each site. Once participants provided 

consent they were asked to complete the BPSC, two additional parent self-report scales (for 

initial validation purposes), and a demographic questionnaire. Caregivers completed the 

measures individually or in groups at their centers. Research assistants were available to 

answer questions or clarify misunderstandings. For a small number of participants who 

evidenced problems with completing the questionnaire, research team members offered to 
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read the items and mark their responses. Occasionally, packets were sent home for a 

particular child. This approach was taken if the primary caregiver was not the person who 

dropped off or picked up the child at the center. Participation rates of eligible families varied 

between 60 to 90% (M = 76.9%) at each site. Participants received a $20 gift card for their 

participation in this phase of the study.

Initial Validation Measures

Consistent with an emic approach, our goal was to identify and assess dimensions of 

parenting that might be unique to this group. Importantly, given that the study was inductive, 

we had no a priori knowledge of what dimensions might emerge. In light of these realities, 

in this study we did not use established measures of parenting behavior typically employed 

in the literature to validate this new measure. Instead, the two constructs that we used for 

purposes of initial validation were selected because they represented broad socioemotional 

capacities and patterns of engagement that are critical to parenting as a social and cultural 

process generally and to parenting in Black communities, in particular. More specifically, a 

social support measure was selected based on existing literature that suggests, for Black 

families, parenting is not an isolated social enterprise, and that a critical part of the cultural 

phenomenon of parenting for Black parents is connectedness to the broader social milieu 

(e.g., kinship networks; Jackson, 1993). The second measure selected for the initial 

validation efforts was a social intelligence measure that assessed adults’ capacities to 

identify, understand, and respond effectively to the needs and emotions of others (Crowne, 

2013; Weis, & Süß, 2007). We contend that these socioemotional abilities are central to the 

conceptualization of sensitive and effective parenting. Indeed, recent empirical work has 

demonstrated a link between mothers’ awareness of children’s needs, their emotions, 

abilities, and interests, and social skills among youth living in poverty (Riley, Scaramella, & 

McGoron, 2014).

Family Social Support—The Family Support Scale (FSS; Dunst, Jenkins, & Trivette, 

1984) is a widely-used 18-item measure created to assess the helpfulness of sources of social 

support accessible to families rearing young children, such as kinship support (e.g., parents, 

relatives), spousal/partner support, social organizations (e.g., parent groups, social clubs), 

informal support (e.g., friends, neighbors, other parents, church) and professional services. 

This measure is scored on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = “not at all helpful” to 5 = 

“extremely helpful”). Participants complete items based on the helpfulness of the identified 

sources of social support in the last three to six months. Higher scores denote greater 

availability of helpful support. The instrument demonstrates good internal consistency and 

test–retest reliability (Cronbach's α = 0.77 split-half reliability = 0.75, and test–retest 

reliability = 0.41 to 0.75 across subscales) (Dunst et al., 1984). For this study, a raw sum 

total across all 18 items was used (α = 0.66).

Social Styles—The 21-item Tromso Social Intelligence Scale (TSIS; Silvera, Martinussen 

& Dahl, 2001) is a self-report questionnaire designed to assess a person’s social knowledge 

and skill (e.g., “I can predict other people’s behavior”). The scale is composed of three 

subscales: social information processing (Cronbach's α = 0.80), social skills (Cronbach's α 
= 0.79), and social awareness (Cronbach's α = 0.72). While commonly rated on a seven-
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point scale, for this study, participants were instructed to rate on a four-point scale how well 

they perform each skill (1= “extremely poorly” to 4 = “extremely well”). This approach was 

intended to decrease the tendency of respondents to gravitate toward a midpoint score. 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for this sample were acceptable for the first two dimensions 

(Social Information Processing α = 0.81; Social Skills α = 0.67), but not for Social 

Awareness (α = 0.51), so this dimension was excluded from further analyses.

Data Analysis

First, cases with missing item-level data were eliminated, and in the case that multiple 

caregivers completed the scale for the same child, one caregiver was randomly chosen. 

There were very few missing data cases (n = 5), but 50 of the children represented in the 

dataset had multiple caregivers who completed the scale. Thus, for the exploratory factor 

analyses of the BPSC scale (which assumes independence of error), 665 participants 

remained and provided a sufficient sample size (see Gorsuch, 1983). Prior to conducting the 

exploratory factor analyses, and in order to determine factorability of the 72-item measure, 

Bartlett’s test of sphericity, the Kaiser-Meyer criterion, the anti-image correlation matrix, 

and final communalities were assessed. In addition, item analyses were conducted focusing 

on item-total correlations, standardized alpha, frequency distributions and variability; 

problematic items were flagged. Once it was clear that more than one factor existed within 

the dataset and there were enough “healthy” items to continue, we explored both common 

factoring (principal axis factoring) and principal components analysis as offering possible 

solutions given our large number of items (as per Snook & Gorsuch, 1989).

Based on tests for the number of factors including minimum average partialling (MAP; 

O’Connor, 2000) and Cattell’s scree test (1966), one to eight factors were rotated using both 

orthogonal (varimax, equamax) and oblique (promax, where k = 2 to 5) rotational methods. 

Six additional criteria were applied to determine the most reliable and valid factor solution 

among the alternatives: (a) factors had to maintain simple structure (i.e., minimize cross-

loading items as per Gorsuch, 1983); (b) factors had to have at least 3 items with salient 

loadings, where loadings > 0.35 were considered salient; (c) factors had to be reliable as per 

Cronbach’s alpha > 0.60; (d) inter-factor correlations had to be minimized as compared 

across possible solutions; and (e) factors had to be psychologically meaningful (as per 

Wood, Tataryn, & Gorsuch, 1996). Exploratory factor analyses were conducted using SPSS 

Version 20.

To further assess the best factor solution, according to these multiple criteria, the items 

retained during exploratory analyses were subjected to an oblique, multiple-group cluster 

analysis to assess the final structure’s validity against alternative solutions (Coolahan et al., 

2002; Harman, 1976). In this procedure, hypothesized cluster membership was based on the 

exploratory factor analyses, and items were permitted to migrate iteratively to clusters that 

better explained item variance. (Confirmatory procedures, such as multi-group CFA, were 

deemed inappropriate at this initial stage of measure development). Finally, in an effort to 

recognize the ethnic heterogeneity within urban Black communities, we examined the factor 

congruence across parenting dimensions for parents born in the U.S. versus those born in 

another country (e.g., from the Caribbean nations), as well as for male versus female 
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primary caregivers. To this end, Wrigley-Newhaus coefficients were calculated (see 

Guadagnoli & Velicer, 1991). This additional exploratory procedure was employed in order 

to assess the degree of congruence between a given subsample’s factor solution (e.g., males 

and females; African American and Caribbean) and the factor solution of the entire sample. 

Factor matches between hypothesized counterpart factors should be relatively higher across 

the independent samples, and coefficients between hypothesized non-counterpart factors 

relatively lower (Guadagnoli & Velicer, 1991).

In addition, to further assess the newly developed measure’s construct validity, we examined 

the associations with other parenting constructs hypothesized to be related to the new 

measure’s parenting dimensions and also explored the relations with demographic 

characteristics of primary caregivers. Thus, bivariate correlation analyses were conducted 

between the BPSC dimensions and the two other parent self-report measures. For categorical 

demographic variables, analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Tukey’s HSD post hoc analyses 

were conducted.

Results

Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statistically significant (χ2 (2,556) = 18,800.747, p < .0001), 

indicating there was at least one factor present. The Kaiser-Meyer value was .94 and the 

diagonals of the anti-image correlation matrix were all > .05, ranging from .59–.97, with 

most values over .85. This supports the inclusion of each item in the initial exploratory 

factor analysis. There were no items that correlated so highly with other items that they 

would suggest redundancy (range = .03–.60). Lastly, the communalities were investigated to 

determine if each item shared some common variance with other items. Eight of the 72 items 

were flagged for later consideration because they had communalities < .30, suggesting that 

they did not share sufficient variance with other items.

For the entire BPSC scale, the overall reliability was high (Cronbach’s α = .92). Sixty-eight 

of the 72 items (94%) fell within a healthy range with respect to item-total correlations 

(i.e., .20–.80), with the majority being in the optimal range of .30–.60. There were no 

negative item-total correlations. However, four items had low correlations with the other 

items, ranging from .02–.18. Twenty-one of our items had a high kurtosis (indicating relative 

invariance), with seven items being above an absolute value of 5, and one item above 10. 

The 33 problematic items that were flagged at this initial item analysis stage created 

persistent problems during EFA (e.g., these items consistently hyperplaned, or did not load 

significantly on any factors regardless of the solution applied), and, thus, were eventually 

deleted from further analyses.

Results revealed that the common factor analysis (principal axis factoring) extraction 

method yielded the strongest factor solution, meeting the multiple criteria for determining 

the most parsimonious representation of the data described above. After removing the 

problematic items as described above, the best factor solution (i.e., the solution that most 

optimally met all stated criteria) was the model retaining five orthogonal components (via 

varimax rotation) across the 39 items included. A description of each of the five factors 

follows.
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Fostering a Connected and Competent Self (α = .91) consisted of 25 items that reflected 

caregivers’ efforts to teach, care for, guide, and foster a safe nurturing environment for their 

children. Sample items included “I tell my child how proud I am of him/her” and “I 

encourage my child not to be afraid to talk about things with me.” Black Cultural Pride (α= .

81) was comprised of five items reflecting caregivers’ efforts to teach their children about 

Black pride and cultural heritage. Sample items included “I make sure my child sees images 

of Black pride (such as Black art)” and “I talk with my child about being proud to be Black.” 

The Religious/Spiritual Practices and Values (α= .78) factor was a four-item subscale that 

reflected caregivers’ efforts to instill religious and spiritual practices and values in their 

child(ren). Sample items included “I take my child to religious services” and “I talk with my 

child about the importance of giving thanks for what we have.” The Involvement at School 
(α=.61) subscale was comprised of three items reflecting family representation at school 

events, meetings and activities. Sample items included “I volunteer at my child’s school” 

and “If I can’t go to an event at school for my child, I make sure someone else does.” 

Behavioral Guidance and Responsiveness (α= .62) was a three-item subscale describing 

caregivers’ efforts to prevent or respond to misbehavior. Sample items included, “I prepare 

my child ahead of time to help him/her behave” and “I take away something that my child 

likes when he/she misbehaves.” Table 3 provides factor loadings for each item by factor. 

Table 4 provides the inter-factor correlations and variability statistics for the five factors of 

the BPSC scale. Finally, Table 5 provides the variance components of each factor.

Further support for the final factor solution was obtained through factor-matching analyses, 

using Wrigley-Neuhaus coefficients of congruence, the most accurate of factor pattern 

matching indices according to a Monte Carlo study (Guadagnoli & Velicer, 1991). These 

analyses indicated a high degree of statistical congruence between the factor solutions for 

males and females, as well as for solutions derived for African American and Caribbean (the 

two largest ethnic) subgroups. This method yielded acceptable to high coefficients for all 

like factors (.81 to .99 across ethnic subgroups and .77 to .99 across gender subgroups) and 

relatively low coefficients in comparison for all unlike factors (.30 to .54 across ethnic 

subgroups and .33 to .53 across gender subgroups), providing preliminary evidence that the 

five-factor solution is replicable across gender and major ethnic subgroups (see Table 6). 

Finally, the composition of the five-factor solution was confirmed by subjecting the 39 items 

retained during exploratory analyses to oblique, multiple-group confirmatory cluster 

analysis, where hypothesized cluster membership was determined by the factor solution 

obtained in exploratory analyses. When permitted to migrate iteratively to clusters that best 

explained item variance, no items migrated from their hypothesized cluster. Table 3 lists 

cluster loadings and item variance predicted by items in their own cluster and the next best 

alternative cluster.

In additional analyses, we explored the relations of the five BPSC factors with two other 

self-report parent measures and demographic characteristics of the respondent caregivers. 

Though we had no specific hypotheses about these relations given the inductive nature of 

our measure development process, we did expect small to moderate associations with the 

parent self-report measures as evidence of convergent or divergent validity, and some 

meaningful variation with respect to demographics. Indeed, several associations emerged 

(see Tables 7 & 8). With respect to the parent self-report measures of social style and family 
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support, several small and positive associations were found, ranging from r = .10–.27. Of the 

demographic characteristics examined, ethnic group (i.e., African American or Caribbean), 

immigrant versus US-born, education, and relationship to the child emerged as the most 

significant variables. US-born, African American caregivers reported significantly higher 

levels of Fostering a Connected and Competent Self, Black Cultural Pride, and Behavioral 
Guidance and Responsiveness compared with Caribbean and immigrant caregivers. 

Likewise, caregivers who identified as mothers and “other” relation reported higher levels of 

Behavioral Guidance and Responsiveness, as well as Religious/Spiritual Practices and 
Values compared with fathers. With respect to the latter dimension, caregivers who were 

Caribbean, immigrant, and part of a two-parent constellation also reported higher levels than 

their counterparts. Finally, education seemed to matter for Involvement at School and Black 
Cultural Pride, where caregivers with higher levels of education reported higher levels of 

these parenting practices. Taken together, these results provide additional evidence for the 

construct validity of the BPSC measure and show important within-group variability.

Discussion

No parent-derived, culturally-grounded empirical measure exists that assesses the construct 

of positive parenting broadly for normative samples of low-income, Black parents. This 

mixed-methods within-group study, in an attempt to begin to redress this gap, identified 

conceptualizations of positive parenting with a sample of low-income, urban-residing Black 

parents and translated those conceptualizations into a culturally- and contextually-rooted 

paper-and-pencil measure. A within-group approach allowed us to honor the reality that 

parents are social actors who are experts in their own experience and, as such, their voices 

and experiences must be given a preeminent place in social scientific investigations about 

their lives (Hitchcock, Nastasi et al., 2005; Johnson et al., 2003; Leong, Leung, & Cheung, 

2010; Pillai, 2012). We used an iterative multistage process that included interviews, focus 

groups, and multiple validity checks in the development of the items of this measure. In 

doing so we privileged low-income, urban-residing Black parents’ beliefs, values and 

behaviors, and the particular cultural, psychosocial and contextual realities of which they are 

reflective. In the second phase of the study we: (a) sought to determine what specific 

dimensions of positive parenting could be identified from this ground-up approach, and (b) 

sought to identify preliminary empirical evidence for the reliability and validity of these 

dimensions of positive parenting. This study yielded an initial measure comprised of five 

dimensions of positive parenting for use with low-income, Black families.

The largest dimension of the BPSC scale, Fostering a Connected and Competent Self, 
reflected several parenting behaviors that appear to cohere around social, moral and 

emotional nurturance within the family. This is consistent with sociological work on African 

American/Black families that documents the complexity of the social-emotional domain of 

Black parent-child relationships (Barnes, 2001). This dimension includes parents’ focus on: 

cultivating their children’s trust; helping children to develop a sense of empathy; 

emphasizing kindness and altruism; encouraging zest (i.e., children’s excitement and 

interest); supporting children’s capacity for self-regulation; and encouraging positive 

learning behaviors at home. This dimension also included items focused on parents’ 

expressions of warmth. In sum, the Fostering a Connected and Competent Self factor 
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focused on the parent-child relational bond, including laying the foundations for key 

competencies, values and character strengths in children. This outcome may suggest the 

matrix of behavioral competencies, character strengths and relational skills that Black 

parents in low-income urban contexts view as interconnected and crucial for the 

development of young children (Dodge et al., 2005; Peters, 2007).

The content of this first factor is an exciting finding. While warmth, in particular, is 

prioritized in the existing literature and in existing measures as central to positive parenting, 

what the content of this subscale appears to highlight is that low-income Black parents’ view 

of positive parenting places a premium on building relationships and social capital, 

cultivating children’s sense of self, their competencies and their ability to see themselves as 

connected to and responsible to proximal and distal others. This is not to say that Black 

parents eschew warmth (indeed, this factor includes practices such as showing affection to 

children). Rather, it is to say that the focus on fostering a particular set of qualities (i.e., a 

social connectedness, engagement, and competence) in their young children may be pre-

eminent; parents may see this as an objective that can be achieved through multiple and 

complex means (expressing affection, making sure that children are connected to a network 

of loved ones, making sure that children are caring people, and ensuring that they build 

important early academic skills and thus connections with teachers). This is certainly an 

inference that could be tested in future research.

Four of the factors of the BPSC scale reflected parenting dimensions echoed in the broader 

literature on African-American families: racial socialization, spirituality, school 

involvement, and discipline (see McLoyd, Hill, & Dodge, 2005). Although measures of each 

dimension may exist within the literature, it was not clear from the outset of this study that 

these constructs would be relevant to low-income parents’ own subjective conceptualizations 

of “positive parenting.” This study affirms this to be the case and brings all of these 

constructs together into a single measure for use with low-income, Black families of 

preschool children.

Research has established that racial socialization (i.e., the effort to help Black children to 

learn about their heritage, to understand how to negotiate relationships with in-group as well 

as out-group members, and to cope with and transcend the challenges of discrimination) is a 

core developmental task for Black and other ethnic minority youth and families (Hughes, 

2003; Lesane-Brown, 2006; Lesane-Brown, Brown, Tanner-Smith, & Bruce, 2010). 

Importantly, the present study supports emerging findings from literature that demonstrate 

that racial socialization (particularly pride and heritage messaging) is a dimension of 

parenting that is salient for parents of children who are 4 years old and younger (see 

Anderson et al., 2015). Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 

Kindergarten Class of 1998–1999, Lesane-Brown et al. (2010) found that approximately 

26% of African American parents reported talking with their kindergartners about race/

ethnicity several times a year; 28% reported talking with their young children about these 

topics several times a month; and 17% reported talking with their young children about race/

ethnicity several times a week or more. With such young children, Lesane-Brown et al. 

(2010) found that racial socialization messages were generally “limited to ethnic/racial pride 

and history/ heritage” (p. 458). Notably, items that loaded on the Black Cultural Pride factor 
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of the BPSC are consistent with this research, suggesting that parents of young children tend 

to focus on building a sense of ethnic identity and pride (e.g., by exposing children to 

positive images of Black people) rather than on explicit preparation for bias and 

discrimination that they will encounter or mistrust of out-group others (see Hughes et al., 

2006). The latter racial socialization strategies tend to become more of a focus of parenting 

in middle childhood and adolescence (Caughy et al., 2002; Hughes & Chen, 1997).

The emergence of the Religious/Spiritual Practices and Values factor is consistent with 

research that shows religion and spirituality are central in the lives of many Black families 

(Mattis, 2005; Taylor, Chatters, & Levin, 2004). To date, however, little attention has been 

paid to the religious socialization of very young children (Mattis & Mattis, 2011). The items 

that comprise this factor highlight the multiple ways through which Black families may 

cultivate religious and spiritual sensibilities in young children. These include engagement in 

formal institutional religious life, and the development of a personal connection with the 

divine through prayer, as well as through the experience and expression of gratitude. The 

inclusion of gratitude is important here, in that emerging research demonstrates that this 

virtue is associated with greater psychological and psychosocial well-being among adults 

(Emmons & McCullough, 2003). The extent to which these early efforts at religious and 

spiritual socialization manifest in positive outcomes for preschool children deserves 

empirical attention.

Parental involvement at school also emerged as a dimension of positive parenting. In the 

broadest sense, academic socialization of children in Black families has long been viewed as 

a means of overcoming social inequities and economic disadvantage (Barbarin, McCandies, 

Coleman, & Hill, 2005). Indeed, research has shown repeatedly that this parenting practice 

can ameliorate the effects of poverty on achievement for Black children (Luster & McAdoo, 

1996). Interestingly, for our sample, the three parenting behaviors comprising the school 

involvement factor were about being present at the school. Perhaps this reflects parents’ 

understandings of how teachers view family involvement (especially in Head Start, which 

actively promotes family engagement in school-based activities), or perhaps it reflects 

parents’ recognition of the need to intervene proactively on behalf of their children who 

might be victims of biased treatment in schools (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). These questions 

could be further examined in future research.

However, research has shown that there are significant barriers to school involvement for 

Black families, such as parents’ experience that their children’s school is less welcoming to 

them (Hurley, 1996), cultural discontinuities between home and school settings (Slaughter-

Defoe, 1995), parents’ own negative school experiences (Lareau, 2011), and economic and 

time constraints (Finders & Lewis, 1994). The items that comprise this BPSC dimension 

likely reflect parents’ acknowledgement that being present at their children’s school is a 

significant parenting responsibility and may also be influenced by the specific context and 

policies of Head Start. Yet, the items reflect an important cultural and perhaps class-based 

practice wherein when parents can not be at the school themselves, they view it important to 

send another representative of the family on behalf of the child. This parent involvement 

behavior is under-described in the literature. The tendency of parents to ask other adults to 

represent them at their children’s school, if and when they are unable to be there themselves, 
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highlights the need to include indirect or surrogate parental supports in culturally- and class-

grounded assessments of African American/Black parental school involvement. Studies that 

assess involvement only in terms of direct parent involvement may substantially 

underestimate the level of involvement of parents who rely on trusted surrogates in their 

social networks to represent them. Further, institutions that permit only the involvement of 

“parents” and primary caregivers may unwittingly limit families’ efforts at engagement and, 

thus, benefits for the child.

Of note, items pertaining to home support for academic achievement (more commonly 

reflected in the construct of academic socialization) fell under the Fostering a Connected and 
Competent Self factor of the BPSC. This is interesting and important in light of findings 

suggesting that what Black parents do at home might matter more than the amount of time 

they spend at school in relation to children’s early achievement (e.g., Fantuzzo et al., 2004; 

Luster & McAdoo, 1996). Future research should explore the meaning of the separateness of 

these two facets of educational involvement by examining how low-income Black parents 

perceive their home- and school-based involvement efforts as benefitting their children (Hill, 

2010).

Finally, we turn to the Behavioral Guidance and Responsiveness factor. There has been 

much written about the use of physical punishment among Black families (Dodge et al., 

2005). However, comparatively little research exists that acknowledges the many other 

forms of disciplinary guidance employed by these families. The item content of this 

dimension supports previous findings that low-income Black parents value and employ a 

range of strategies, including withdrawal of privileges, dialogic strategies, “the look,” and 

immediate responses to negative behavior (Coolahan et al., 2002). As with several of the 

other dimensions of parenting represented in this scale, scholarly discourse about and 

empirical measurement of Black families’ use of discipline is less nuanced than the lived 

experience (Dodge et al., 2005).

Research Contributions and Implications

This study makes three key contributions. First, the dimensions of positive parenting 

identified from focus groups, individual interviews and factor analysis provide us with both 

a definition and a more comprehensive operationalization of the construct of positive 

parenting (than currently exists in any single scale for use with this group) from the 

perspectives of parents whose voices have traditionally been left out of the discourse about 

effective parenting (Jarrett, Jefferson, & Kelly, 2010). Thus, BPSC dimensions hold promise 

for better honoring the culture- and context-specific parenting goals and practices that low-

income, Black parents subjectively view as important for producing healthy developmental 

outcomes for their children. Our findings suggest that for this group positive parenting refers 

to the use of a variety of behavioral strategies to ensure the development of children who are 

responsive, obedient, confident, competent, have a sense of enthusiasm and curiosity about 

the world, who are caring and appreciative of their connection and responsibility to others, 

and who have a sense of racial and cultural pride as well as an understanding of themselves 

as spiritual beings. The dimensions of parenting subjectively identified by parents as 

reflective of positive parenting suggest that warmth and behavior control (which are focal in 
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the more traditional conceptualization of authoritative parenting) are only a part of a larger 

and more complex set of considerations for low-income, Black families. Better 

understanding of the myriad positive parenting practices espoused by low-income, Black 

families could inform practice (e.g., parenting interventions) and policies in programs like 

Head Start, by relying less on traditional conceptualizations of how positive parenting looks 

that might not be the best “fit” with parenting scripts in diverse communities. Programs of 

intervention must demonstrate that they are rooted in parents’ own culturally rooted, multi-

dimensional understandings of successful parenting, and seek to assess the areas of 

parenting where parents already demonstrate considerable strength while providing supports 

in those domains where parents are struggling.

Second, while prevailing models locate the parenting experience largely within the parent-

child dyadic relationship, the dimensions of the BPSC locate positive parenting within a 

broader ecology. More specifically, the dimensions of the BPSC reflect parents’ appreciation 

that their children are relational, spiritual, intellectual and ethnocultural beings who are 

engaged in dynamic multi-directional relationships with people, institutions and 

representations in the world around them (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Lerner, 2006). 

Such a conceptualization is consistent with the oft-quoted notion that “it takes a village to 

raise a child” and could be employed to develop more culturally sensitive as well as far-

reaching community-level interventions that take into account the lived experiences of many 

young, Black children growing up in poverty.

Finally, while studies have demonstrated the relevance of dimensions such as racial pride, 

school engagement, and spirituality for parenting older Black youth, the present study adds 

to a small but growing body of work that is demonstrating these dimensions are also salient 

for parents who are caring for children at much earlier stages of development (i.e., 

preschoolers; see Caughy et al., 2011; Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, & Weiss, 2006; Lesane-

Brown et al., 2010; Mattis & Mattis, 2011). This, again, speaks to the need for having more 

culturally-informed definitions of positive parenting to guide intervention programming in 

two-generational programs, like Head Start, which serve preschool children.

Though more work is needed to illuminate the family processes involved for this ethnically 

diverse group, findings from this study represent a significant move in the direction of 

providing a more culturally relevant measure of a critically important independent variable 

known to influence children’s development. A particular point of departure for this study 

was the intentional focus on positive parenting among a non-clinical sample of low-income, 

Black families. In this, we, like others in the practice segments of our field, maintain that 

strengths are an important point for intervention efforts (Hurd et al., 1995). Understanding 

and accurately assessing the goals, values, and practices that Black low-income urban-

residing parents see as critical to their parenting success is, we believe, a crucial next step 

towards crafting a body of knowledge that seeks to discern which strengths or combination 

of strengths this group of parents leverage in their efforts to ensure success among their 

children.

The culturally-grounded definition of positive parenting advanced through the BPSC 

certainly holds promise for the development of models of parenting support that may be 
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better able to meet the needs of the diverse families served by Head Start by honoring the 

cultural and context-specific parenting goals and practices that are important for low-

income, urban-residing Black families. For example, given the size and nuanced nature of 

the Fostering a Connected and Competent Self dimension of the BPSC, intervention efforts 

might focus on increasing the relational connectedness between parents and their children, 

rather than trying to eliminate isolated discipline strategies (e.g., spanking) that may be 

supported within particular communities and cultural contexts, or promoting styles (e.g., 

authoritative parenting) that may have more nuanced within-group meanings and 

manifestations than researchers currently understand (McLoyd et al., 2005). Moreover, as 

stated earlier, interventions that seek to identify the multiple goals parents hope to achieve 

(e.g., character development, racial socialization) and the range of strategies parents use to 

achieve them would likely have an optimal chance of improving outcomes for any parent-

child dyad.

Qualifications and Directions for Future Research

Qualifications of the present findings are warranted. First, this study was conducted with a 

largely (though not exclusively) female, Head Start sample in one large city in the 

northeastern region of the U.S. The extent to which these findings and the BPSC scale may 

apply to Black parents generally is a topic for further inquiry. For example, low-income, 

Black families whose children are served in other early care and education programs in 

which school readiness and family engagement are not major components of the core 

program mission may not emphasize school involvement in a similar way as with the present 

sample of Head Start families. Likewise, parents who send their children to programs 

located in religious institutions might place more emphasis on spirituality and religiosity. 

Future research with the BPSC should also explore these dimensions of positive parenting 

within other ecological niches that Black families occupy (e.g., upwardly mobile or middle-

to high-income families). Finally, the focus of the study is on parents of young children, and 

thus the findings are limited to parenting as it may unfold in these early years. The 

exploratory sequential mixed methods approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Fetters et 

al., 2013; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009) used in this study represents “best practice” for the 

development of measures that reflect the lived experience of the particular group being 

studied. Researchers and practitioners will need to guard against potential misuse of the 

BPSC scale with other groups, without first conducting the requisite validity work (AERA, 

APA, NCME, 1999).

While this study provides evidence for the promise of within-group approaches leading to 

more culturally nuanced measurement of parenting behaviors in diverse groups of families 

(see also McWayne et al., 2013), we note the uneven nature of the factor structure that 

emerged. In focus groups and individual interviews parents in this study named and 

identified a wide range of practices. In particular, the much larger composition of the 

Fostering a Connected and Competent Self factor suggests that parents seem to have a wide 

range of practices that they employ in their efforts to foster social, moral, emotional, and 

academic competence in their young children, as well as a strong parent-child bond. 

Conversely, it may be the case that areas of development such as racial pride, religiosity and 

spirituality may have fewer items because they require more straightforward acts of 
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engagement with children who are very young. These practices may become more complex 

as children age, as their thinking and experiences become more complex, and as the 

demands and challenges of their contexts change. Relatedly, for two factors– Behavioral 
Guidance and Responsiveness and Involvement at School– the alpha reliabilities were low. 

This is likely due to the low number of items comprising the scales. Future research should 

seek to incorporate additional items to build these factors on the BPSC, to show stronger 

internal psychometric properties and as the basis for further development with a more 

representative population of Black, low-income parents.

Researchers should seek to understand the benefits of simultaneously attempting to 

investigate a cultural group using both emic and traditional approaches (Leong et al., 2010). 

The innovative method of linking and equating items that might differentially represent 

constructs across various subgroups (e.g., based on ethnicity, gender, etc.) may be a useful 

way to incorporate items relevant for certain subgroups but not for others all within the same 

measure (see Bandalos & Raczynski, 2015). Relatedly, future research with the BPSC 

measure will need to intentionally sample for greater diversity among urban-residing, low-

income Black families with larger and more stratified samples in order to continue to 

explore the differences across subgroups that emerged in this study. For example, the 

African immigrant subsample was too small to include in subgroup analyses. Yet, the 

findings suggested that there are mean ethnic differences on most of the parenting 

dimensions that would be potentially important to explore in future research. Indeed, a 

developing body of research suggests that there are distinct ethnic similarities and 

differences in Caribbean and African American family functioning and disciplinary practices 

(see Roopnarine & Hossain, 2013). There is also a growing body of literature that focuses on 

fathering, but little empirical research is available that speaks to the shared contribution of 

mothers’ and fathers’ caregiving in relation to young children (see Downer et al., 2010). A 

measure such as the BPSC, which was inclusive of fathers from the point of development, 

might provide a means to further explore both similarities and differences between 

mothering and fathering of young, low-income children. For example, the present findings 

are suggestive of differences between low-income Black mothers and fathers in the 

frequency with which they discipline children and encourage spiritual or religious values 

and practices, but future research is needed to understand the reasons for these differences. 

Likewise, with respect to the racial socialization factor, Caughy, Nettles, and Lima (2011) 

found that whether or not Black parents talk about race with their young children depends on 

the gender of the child and on the characteristics of the neighborhood in which the family 

lives. The BPSC is a scale that could be employed to investigate these subgroup differences 

across several dimensions of parenting.

Future research should also seek to further validate the BPSC by examining relations 

between these positive parenting dimensions and academic and social outcomes for Black 

preschool children. The BPSC could be compared with traditional parenting measures to test 

if these instruments differentially predict child outcomes and/or whether the predictive 

advantage (if any) of the BPSC is a function of other characteristics such as family 

demographics, neighborhood ethnic composition, or in-group identity (Seginer, 2006).
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Figure 1. 
Process of Measurement Development

McWayne et al. Page 27

Early Educ Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 12.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

McWayne et al. Page 28

Table 1

Demographic Data for Study 1 and Study 2 Participants

Demographic Variable Study 1 (N=119)
Total % of Sample

Study 2 (N=665)
Total % of Sample

  Gender

    Female 66% 78%

    Male 34% 22%

  Caregiver type

    Parent 96% 86%

    Grandparents or aunts/uncles 3% 9%

    Foster parents, godparents or “other” 1% 5%

  Employment Status

    Fulltime 43% 41%

    Parttime 16% 17%

    Not employed outside home 41% 42%

  Marital Status

    Single, no committed relationship 15% 34%

    Single, committed relationship 8% 12%

    Married/Co-habitating 77% 54%

  Education

    <High school 14% 19%

    High school/GED 28% 26%

    Some college/vocational training 42% 39%

    Bachelor’s degree 9% 10%

    Post college/graduate degree 7% 6%

  Country of Birth

    United States 57% 58%

    Other Countries 43% 42%

  Ethnicity

    African American 53% 56%

    Caribbean 39% 25%

    Continental African 2% 4%

    Other 6% 15%

  Race

    Black, Non-Hispanic 83% 75%

    Black, Hispanic 7% 13%

    Multiracial/Other 10% 12%

Mean # of Years in the United States (SD)a 20.0 (13.6) 16.1 ( 9.4)

Mean Age (SD) 35.2 ( 9.2) 34.9 (10.4)

a
Mean number of years in the U.S. refers only to those participants who were born outside of the U.S.
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Table 2

Examples of Selected Themes, Related Factors and Items

Study 1 Study 2

Indicator Theme Item BPSC Factor

“I keep a lot of communications open, let them know 
don’t be afraid to come and tell me anything, whether 
bad or good. … I stress that it’s better to do that instead 
of me finding out in the long run.”

Communication I encourage my child 
not to be afraid to talk 
about things with me.

Fostering a Connected and 
Competent Self

“You know, children will be inquisitive, and when your 
child asks you ‘why’ about something, she could be 
watching TV, you know, you can tell her…”

I encourage my child to 
ask questions when 
he/she doesn’t 
understand something.

“And as you can see, when she got it right, you know, 
it’s a whole different reaction. You know, and let her 
think that, you know, ‘You did this. You the one that did 
this! Not daddy, I ain’t have nothing to do with it.’”

Supporting Autonomy I encourage my child to 
do things for him/
herself (eating, 
dressing.

“They all need individual love and attention… your one-
on-one time with your child.”

Time and Attention I spend one-on-one 
time with my child.

“I think everybody should spend time with their kids, 
that’s very important. I think that’s one of the reasons 
why some kids are well-rounded, because of spending 
time.”

“… you could give your kids all the financial things they 
want, but the only thing they really want is just love and 
attention from you.”

“So, I don’t want her to ever give up, that’s one thing 
that I really press into her.”

Emotional Support

I encourage my child to 
keep trying when 
something is difficult 
for him/her.

“You know, they might get frustrated, but that’s okay, 
you just have to get back to it.”

“Always be determined. If there’s an obstacle in your 
way, don’t let that obstacle deter them.”

“If you teach your children, as you say, your culture, 
they will have something in them, but if you just don’t 
teach them anything, then they won’t have anything.”

Racial and Cultural 
Socialization

I teach my child about 
his/her culture.

Black Cultural Pride

“On Sundays, I take them to church, because I believe 
that the foundation is more in the church. Not everybody, 
you know, go to church, but for me you know, the 
foundation, your kids get a lot of love in church, so I 
take them to church.”

Religion I take my child to 
religious services.

Religious/ Spiritual 
Practices and Values

“[W]ell I think with Caribbean and, well, let’s say Black 
people, it’s respect. Respect, like we will not have our 
child act up in public… ‘You’re not gonna talk to me 
like that, you know? You can express, but when I say …’ 
You know, it’s the look. How many people have the look 
that they give their child?”

Life Lessons and 
Values/Discipline

The minute my child 
begins to act up, I put a 
stop to it.

Behavioral Guidance and 
Responsiveness
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Table 5

Variance Components of BPSC Dimensions (N =665)

Factor Communality Specificity Error

Fostering a Connected and Competent Self .51 .40 .09

Black Cultural Pride .40 .41 .19

Behavioral Guidance and Responsiveness .36 .26 .38

Religious/Spiritual Practices and Values .23 .55 .22

Involvement at School .22 .40 .39

Note. Communality reflects the total proportion of common variance conveyed by a dimension. Specificity indicates the proportion of variance that 
is both reliable and unique to a particular dimension. Specificity is calculated by subtracting communality for a dimension from its alpha 
coefficient. Specificity values that exceed error variance (where error variance = 1 – alpha) are considered significant and are in boldface type.
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Table 6

Coefficients of Congruence for BPSC Dimensions Across Subsamples

Invariancea

Dimension
Males Females African-

American
Caribbean

Fostering a Connected and Competent Self .95 (.46) .99 (.50) .99 (.52) .87 (.53)

Black Cultural Pride .78 (.52) .99 (.53) .98 (.54) .91 (.52)

Behavioral Guidance and Responsiveness .94 (.41) .99 (.46) .99 (.47) .94 (.44)

Religious/Spiritual Practices and Values .85 (.35) .99 (.33) .99 (.36) .95 (.30)

Involvement at School .89 (.45) .99 (.43) .94 (.44) .81 (.47)

Note. Entries are Wrigley-Newhaus coefficients (Harman, 1976). Non-parenthetical values indicate similarity of the respective dimension to the 
counterpart dimension. Parenthetical values indicate average similarity of the specified dimension to all other noncounterpart dimensions 
(McDermott, 1993).

a
Coefficients are based on a comparison of the factor structure derived for a specific subsample (e.g., males, females) to that for the whole sample.
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Table 8

Convergent Validity between BPSC Dimensions and Other Parent Measures

Parent Variable
BPSC Dimension

Family
Social
Support

Social
Information
Processing

Social
Skills

Fostering a Connected and Competent Self .13** .18** .18**

Black Cultural Pride .27** .16** .15**

Behavioral Guidance and Responsiveness .04 .17** .07

Religious/Spiritual Practices and Values .20** .06 .13**

Involvement at School .25** .16** .10*

*
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

**
Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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