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Introduction





  The Gallup Poll has become synonymous with accurate statistics on what people really think, how they live, and what they do. Founded in 1935 by statistician Dr. George Gallup, the Gallup Organization continues to provide the world with unbiased research on who we really are.




  From recent Gallup Polls, we can learn a great deal about the modern family. For example, a June 2007 Gallup Poll reported that Americans, on average, believe the ideal number of children for a family to have these days is 2.5. This includes 56 percent of Americans who think it is best to have a small family of one, two, or no children, and 34 percent who think it is ideal to have a larger family of three or more children; nine percent have no opinion. Another recent Gallup Poll found that when Americans were asked, “Do you think homosexual couples should or should not have the legal right to adopt a child,” 49 percent of Americans said they should, and 48 percent said they shouldn’t; 43 percent supported the legalization of gay marriage, while 57 percent did not. Yet another poll found that 34 percent of Americans feel a conflict between the demands of their professional life and their family life; 39 percent still believe that one parent should ideally stay home with the children while the other works.




  Keep in mind that Gallup Polls do not tell us what is right or wrong. They don’t report on what people should think—only on what they do think. And what is clear from Gallup Polls is that while the shape of families is changing in our modern world, the concept of family is still vital to our sense of who we are and how we interact with others. An indication of this is the 2008 Gallup poll that found that three out of four Americans reported that family values are important, while one in three said they are “extremely” important.




  And how do Americans define “family values”? According to the same poll, here’s what Americans say is their definition of a family: a strong unit where faith and morals, education and integrity play important roles within the structure of a committed relationship.




  The books in the series demonstrate that strong family units come in all shapes and sizes. Those differences, however, do not change the faith, integrity, and commitment of the families who tell their stories within these books.




  
1 Single Parents





  

    Terms to Understand




    sociologists: scientists who study how human society has developed, how it is organized, and how it functions.




    gender roles: the behaviors, styles, and practices that society views as being specific to either males or females.




    custodial: having the care or guardianship of someone, especially a child.




    postmodern: a concept relating to the belief that there is no longer a single “right” way to do something, but rather a number of different ways.




    ambivalent: uncertainty; having both positive and negative feelings toward something.




    evolution: the process of gradual and progressive change or development.




    normative: relating to the standard or an established way of doing something.


  




  If you asked most Americans to draw a picture of a family, they would draw a woman, a man, and two children. Social researchers tell us that this is the image people are apt to have in their minds when they picture a family.




  But the reality looks a little different: single-parent families are becoming more and more common. In fact, half of all American children born in the 1990s will spend some part of their childhood in homes where there is only one parent. Between 1970 and 2006, the percentage of children living in single-parent homes more than doubled (from 12 percent to 28 percent). A never-married parent has also become more common in single-parent homes; during that same time span, the percentage of children living with a never-married parent increased from 7 percent to 42 percent. Clearly, whether we’ve fully faced this fact or not, the shape of a family is changing.




  This change is caused by a number of factors, including:




  •   rising divorce rates (5.7% of first-time marriages ended in divorce in 1970, while 18.5% of such marriages ended in divorce in 1998)




  •   an increase in the number of women who give birth to or adopt children outside of marriage. Some of these are teenage mothers who probably didn’t intend to become mothers, but an increasing number of older, wealthier (and mostly white) women are choosing to become single parents, either through out-of-marriage births or adoption.




  

    Over the 36-year period between 1970 and 2006, the percentage of children living with only their mother rose from 10 percent to 24 percent, while the numbers living with only their father grew from less than 2 percent to 5 percent.


  




  The Challenges of Being a Single Parent




  Despite the changing reality, our society is still set up for two-parent families who share the responsibilities of child raising and managing a household. This means that being a single parent in a two-parent world can be a tough job.




  As single parents, both men and women face difficult, complicated decisions. For instance, most single parent mothers and fathers have to work full-time jobs in order to support their families—which means they have less time to pay attention to their children. One-income households also make less money; according to the U.S. government’s statistics, approximately 11 percent of single fathers live in poverty, while about a third of all single mothers are poor.




  

    The percentages of single-parent families are different for different ethnic groups. In 2000, the rate of single-parent families among black families was 56 percent; among Hispanic families, 32 percent; and among white families, 20 percent. Higher rates of black single-parent families are caused by higher rates of out-of-marriage adolescent childbearing within this group, as well as higher divorce rates among black women.
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