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Discrimination concerns and parental expectations were examined as mediators of the relations between
gender and parenting practices among 796 African American mothers of 11- to 14-year-olds from the Maryland
Adolescent Development in Context Study. Mothers of sons had more concerns about racial discrimination
impacting their adolescents’ future, whereas mothers of daughters had more gender discrimination concerns.
Racial discrimination concerns, but not gender discrimination concerns, were related to lower maternal
academic and behavioral expectations. Maternal expectations were related to mothers’ responsiveness, rule
enforcement, monitoring, and parent–adolescent conflict. The relations between gender and parenting prac-
tices were partially explained through mothers’ racial discrimination concerns and expectations. These find-
ings demonstrate the importance of contextual factors on African American family processes.

Although adolescent females outperform adolescent
males in academic achievement and are less likely to
engage in high-risk behaviors across all ethnic
groups, the gender gaps are especially large among
African Americans. African American females out-
perform African American males at every stage of
the educational pipeline, with females having higher
grade point averages, high school graduation rates,
and rates of college attendance and graduation than
males (Saunders, Davis, Williams, & Williams, 2004).
These gaps have grown over time. For instance, in
2005 African American women earned 66% of all
bachelor’s degrees awarded to African Americans
compared to 1976 when African American women
earned 57% of bachelor’s degrees (Snyder & Dillow,
2007). African American girls also have higher edu-
cational expectations and academic self-efficacy than
boys (Saunders et al., 2004; Wood, Kaplan, &
Mcloyd, 2007). These gender differences in education
have significant implications for employment oppor-
tunities, income, and family life, particularly in a
knowledge-based economy in which the most com-
petitive workers have high level skills in information
and technology (Organisation for Econonomic Co-
operation and Development, 2005).

Even though there are a number of social factors
that contribute to these gender differences, recent
studies have found that one contributor to these
gender differences in achievement and behavior is
that African American males and females are social-
ized differently (Mandara, Varner, & Richman,
2010). In particular, some studies have found that
parenting differences account for gender differences
in academic expectations (Wood et al., 2007), test
scores (Mandara et al., 2010), and externalizing
behavior (Bean, Barber, & Crane, 2006).

One critical limitation of this line of research is
that little is known about why African American
mothers differentially socialize their sons and
daughters. Several authors have theorized about
the likely causes (Hill, 2002; Mandara et al., 2010;
Wood et al., 2007), but no empirical studies have
been conducted. Understanding why maternal
socialization differs by adolescent gender can help
inform community, school, and family practices
and interventions designed to address gender dis-
parities in academic achievement, and increase
knowledge of how context influences parental
beliefs and practices. We argue that African Ameri-
can mothers expect their sons to face greater racial
discrimination. Consequently, we expect that
these fears of discrimination will lower mothers’
educational expectations of their sons, which willWe are thankful to Lindsay Chase-Lansdale and Emily Durbin
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lead them to socialize their sons in a less academi-
cally focused manner than they do their daughters.
Thus, the primary purpose of this study was to test
this model in a large sample of African American
adolescents and their mothers. Because of the his-
tory and prevalence of gender discrimination, we
also examined the role of mothers’ gender discrimi-
nation concerns.

Theoretical Framework

We argue that the primary causes of differential
socialization of males and females in African Amer-
ican families are rooted in the broader social con-
text. As articulated by the integrative model of
minority child development (Garcia Coll et al.,
1996), the environments in which ethnic minority
children develop are influenced by racism, discrimi-
nation, and prejudice due to their social position in
the United States. African American children and
adolescents develop in settings in which there are
many stereotypes and biases about their academic
ability, cognitive skills, and behaviors. Although
overt discrimination is at lower levels than in past
decades, there is much evidence that African Amer-
ican adolescents experience discrimination in
schools, classrooms, and neighborhoods (Chavous,
Rivas-Drake, Smalls, Griffin, & Cogburn, 2008;
Swanson, Cunningham, & Spencer, 2003). Gender
plays an important role as well among African
American adolescents as African American males
often report experiencing more discrimination than
females (Seaton, Caldwell, Sellers, & Jackson, 2008).

This devaluation of African American males may
impact parenting as parents respond to their chil-
dren’s experiences and contexts.

In addition, as suggested by the phenomenologi-
cal variant of ecological systems theory (Spencer,
Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997), one’s appraisals of the
social context and experiences have significance for
identity and behavior. As members of a stigmatized
group, minority parents’ perceptions of the racial
climate in their children’s environments may impact
parents’ goals, beliefs, and child-rearing practices.
For instance, many African American parents give
messages to their children to prepare them for
racial barriers that they may encounter and they
tend to provide boys with more of these messages
(Bowman & Howard, 1985; Thomas & Stevenson,
2009). This gender difference in racial socialization
messages suggests that parents tailor their parent-
ing based on their perceptions of their adolescents’
environments and needs. Less studied is how other
parenting practices and beliefs are influenced by
parents’ concerns about the exposure and effects of
discrimination on their children. Because parents’
appraisals may significantly influence their parent-
ing, in this study we examine the influence of par-
ents’ concerns about racial discrimination and
gender discrimination for their adolescents on par-
ents’ expectations and practices.

As shown in Figure 1, the theoretical model
takes into consideration how mothers’ perceptions
of the social context can contribute to differential
socialization in African American families. Overall,
it proposes that African American adolescents’
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of gender, discrimination concerns, and parental expectations on parenting practices.
Note. Family income, maternal age, maternal education, and adolescents’ fifth-grade test scores are controlled in the model.
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gender influences their mothers’ concerns about
how much racial and gender discrimination will be
obstacles to their future long-term success. In turn,
these concerns influence mothers’ expectations of
their adolescents’ academic success and likelihood
of engaging in risky behaviors. These expectations
then have effects on mothers’ parenting practices.
In particular, we expected mothers with higher aca-
demic expectations and lower risky behavior expec-
tations for their adolescents to be more responsive
and demanding, as well as report less conflict with
their adolescents. The underlying tenants of this
model are discussed in more detail in the following
sections.

Differential Socialization of Males and Females in
African American Families

Although few studies on African American ado-
lescents have directly focused on differential sociali-
zation, there are numerous findings of gender
differences in parenting. The domains of behavioral
control, parent–adolescent conflict, and responsive-
ness have been often studied. Parental monitoring
has been found to protect both male and female
African American adolescents from poor outcomes
including delinquency (Richards, Miller, O’Donnell,
Wasserman, & Colder, 2004) and lower academic
achievement (Mandara, 2006). Several studies have
found that African American girls are monitored
more (Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001)
even though boys may face more physical dangers
particularly in low-income, urban neighborhoods
(Richards et al., 2004). In addition to monitoring,
parents often enforce more rules with girls. For
instance, middle-class African American mothers
have been found to give girls more rules regarding
their friendships (Smetana, 2000).

There have been mixed findings regarding the role
of adolescent gender in parent–adolescent conflict in
African American families. Smetana and Gaines
(1999) found that middle-class mothers of boys had
more conflict than middle-income mothers of girls or
upper-income mothers of boys regarding schoolwork
and academic achievement. Upper-income families
reported using more punishment with boys because
of concerns about their greater psychosocial risks
due to discrimination. Other studies suggest that
families with girls have more conflict as African
American mothers tend to be in closer relationships
with more behavioral control with their daughters
than sons (Cauce et al., 1996). In addition, boys tend
to be granted more autonomy and engage in more
reasoning about conflicts as issues over personal

jurisdiction (Smetana & Gaines, 1999). Another
important parenting dimension for adolescent
academic achievement is responsiveness. However,
unlike a common notion that suggests that mothers
may be more demanding of their daughters but war-
mer with their sons (Cauce et al., 1996), most studies
find that girls and boys report the same levels of
maternal warmth, or the girls report higher levels.
For instance, Mandara and Pikes (2008) surveyed
African American high school students and found
that the girls reported significantly higher levels of
behavioral control from their mothers (e.g., maternal
strictness, having to follow rules), but they were the
same as the boys on maternal support and even psy-
chological control.

Virtually all of the studies that have directly
examined mothers’ differential treatment of African
American adolescents found that mothers are more
demanding of daughters than they are of sons. Hill
and Zimmerman (1995) observed and interviewed a
small sample of low-income African American
mothers whose children had sickle cell anemia. The
mothers of sons were more protective and more
likely to consider their child as fragile compared to
mothers of daughters. Mothers of girls were more
demanding and expected their daughters to have as
normal a life as they could. In a similar study of 35
African American parents of various socioeconomic
status (SES) backgrounds, Hill (2002) concluded
that mothers of daughters emphasized self-reliance
and assertiveness and generally had higher expecta-
tions for their children compared to mothers of
sons. Hill argued that mothers thought African
American females tended to be more striving than
African American males. Sharp and Ispa (2009) con-
ducted a similar qualitative study with inner-city
single African American mothers that came to simi-
lar conclusions. They found that even mothers of
infants and young children had different goals
for sons and daughters. Mothers of daughters
attempted to promote independence and strength
in their daughters, whereas mothers of sons had
childrearing goals that were more fear based. In
general, the mothers tended to have more approach
goals for their daughters and avoidance goals for
their sons.

Similar results have also been found in larger
studies. For instance, in a recent observational
study, African American mothers of young boys
were found to be less sensitive and higher in nega-
tive control than mothers of girls during an inter-
active task (Tamis-Lemonda, Briggs, McClowry, &
Snow, 2009). These differences also partially
mediated boys’ lower responsiveness and task
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involvement. The authors argued that mothers may
treat sons differently because they expect more
problem behaviors from boys. The boys in the
study were rated by their mothers as having more
behavior problems than the girls and also com-
plained more, were less communicative, and less
persistent during the interactive task and clean-up.
More behavioral problems among boys have also
been found in other studies examining gender dif-
ferences and may relate to differences in parenting
practices by gender (Bettencourt & Miller, 1996).
Parents may engage in more behavioral control
strategies with children who present more challeng-
ing behavior.

In the largest study to date, researchers used
1,500 families and found that the daughters of Afri-
can American single mothers had significantly more
household chores, greater parental monitoring, and
greater freedom to make decisions compared to
boys of single mothers (Mandara et al., 2010).
Observers also rated the homes of girls as being
more cognitively stimulating than the homes of
boys. The gender differences in achievement and
some of the differences in externalizing behavior
were accounted for by these different socialization
experiences. Thus, it does not seem that mothers
are warmer with sons than they are with daughters,
but there is a consistent trend throughout the stud-
ies that shows that mothers are more demanding of
their girls than their sons. What is not clear is why
this differential socialization occurs.

Effects of Discrimination Concerns on Parental
Expectations

Most of the researchers who have examined dif-
ferential socialization of males and females in
African American families have theorized that one
contributor is parental concerns about how discrim-
ination will influence their children’s life chances
(Hill, 2002; Wood et al., 2007). Due to the preva-
lence of racial discrimination against African Amer-
ican boys, parents of African American boys may
be more concerned about the effects of racial dis-
crimination on their children’s future. While both
African American adolescent males and females
experience racial discrimination (Seaton et al.,
2008), African American males have been particu-
larly socially devalued in the academic and profes-
sional domains. For instance, adolescents across
ethnicities have rated African American boys as the
least likely to do well in academics (Hudley & Gra-
ham, 2001) and teachers are more likely to view
African American boys as lazy, aggressive, and less

academically inclined than boys of other ethnicities
(Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003;
Thomas & Stevenson, 2009). Researchers have
found that experiences of racial discrimination in
school contexts can negatively influence the school
performance, psychological well-being, and coping
strategies of African American boys (Stevenson,
1997; Swanson et al., 2003). These findings under-
score prevalent stereotypes and beliefs regarding
African American boys’ intellectual capabilities and
racial barriers to their academic success and well-
being. Studies also suggest that parents respond to
their children’s environments. Parents of African
American boys have been found to engage in more
parental monitoring in high-risk neighborhoods
(Cunningham, Swanson, Spencer, & Dupree, 2003)
and give more messages about coping with antago-
nism to boys who have experienced discrimination
(Stevenson, McNeil, Herrero-Taylor, & Davis, 2005).

Concerns about the effects of discrimination may
contribute to lower expectations of educational and
professional success and higher expectations of
behavioral problems. Although there have not been
studies examining the role of discrimination con-
cerns on parents’ expectations, other studies have
found a negative relation between perceptions of
racial discrimination and adolescents’ expectations.
Perceptions of racial discrimination have been
found to directly lower adolescents’ expectations
and lead to academic disengagement (Burchinal,
Roberts, Zeisel, & Rowley, 2008). Irving and
Hudley (2005) found an inverse relation between
cultural mistrust, the tendency for African Ameri-
cans to distrust European Americans in institu-
tional, personal, or social contexts, and outcome
expectations. Male African American adolescents
who perceived barriers to be racially motivated had
lower expectations for academic success. Negative
relations have also been observed between adoles-
cents’ career aspirations and perceived barriers, as
well as between perceived barriers and family sup-
port for their aspirations (Hill, Ramirez, & Dumka,
2003).

Gender discrimination concerns were also exam-
ined because the social location of both African
American female and male adolescents can make
them targets of gender discrimination. Research
suggests that the majority of women, regardless of
race, experience discrimination based on their gen-
der at some point in their lifetimes and many report
recent experiences (Klonoff & Landrine, 1995; Klo-
noff, Landrine, & Campbell, 2000). Women of color
also have reported experiencing more sexism than
European American women (Klonoff & Landrine,
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1995). These personal experiences of discrimination
may cause mothers to be more concerned about
gender discrimination for their daughters. In addi-
tion, in qualitative studies, African American moth-
ers and fathers have mentioned that they are
concerned about the influence of gender on their
daughters’ lives and that they want to teach their
daughters to be independent and successful profes-
sionally (Hill, 2002). These findings suggest that
African American parents consider the role of gen-
der in their children’s future and may be concerned
about the role of gender discrimination on their
daughters’ lives.

African American males may also experience
gender discrimination. Social dominance theory
suggests that males in lower status groups are
greater targets of bias than females because they
are perceived as threats to the hierarchy (Sidanius,
Pratto, Laar, & Levin, 2004). Studies have indicated
that African American males are vulnerable due to
stigmatization and stereotypes of African American
males as aggressive, hypersexual, and prone to
criminality (Thomas & Stevenson, 2009). One study
found African American male adolescents to report
more gender discrimination experiences than Afri-
can American female adolescents, even though they
reported similar levels of racial discrimination expe-
riences (Cogburn, Chavous, & Griffin, 2011). This
finding suggests the possibility that African Ameri-
can parents may also be concerned about their sons
being targets of gender discrimination. Due to the
lack of research examining the gender discrimina-
tion experiences of African American boys and the
history of gender discrimination being conceptual-
ized as targeting females, it remains unclear
whether parents will consider some of the discrimi-
nation experiences of African American boys as
gender discrimination rather than racial discrimina-
tion. Ethnic prominence theory suggests that when
evaluating discriminatory experiences, racial and
ethnic minorities are more likely to focus on race
rather than gender (Levin, Sinclair, Veniegas, &
Taylor, 2002), which suggests that parents will have
more racial discrimination concerns than gender
discrimination concerns. Because gender discrimina-
tion has been more associated with female targets,
we predict that mothers will be more concerned
about gender discrimination concerns for their
daughters than sons. We also expect that racial dis-
crimination concerns will have stronger relations
than gender discrimination with expectations and
parenting practices.

There also could be an interaction between gen-
der and racial discrimination concerns. The social

location of African American females and African
American males can make them both targets of
racial and gender discrimination. Parents who have
concerns about both racial and gender discrimina-
tion may differ in their socialization practices from
parents who have concerns in only one area of dis-
crimination.

Effects of Parental Expectations on Parenting

A long history of research has examined the na-
ture and effects of one’s expectations on his or her
future behavior. In general, many studies have
found that experimentally manipulated expectations
have a strong causal effect on the expected outcome
through the enactment of expectancy consistent
behaviors (Rosenthal, 2002). The most relevant and
studied parental expectations are concerned with
the degree to which parents believe their children
will succeed in school (Yamamoto & Holloway,
2010), as well as the degree to which they believe
their child will engage in risk behaviors (Nash,
McQueen, & Bray, 2005). These academic and
behavioral parental expectations can be transmitted
to adolescents through their influences on the par-
enting practices that promote academic engagement
and discourage problem behavior (Eccles & Wig-
field, 2002). For instance, Halle, Kurtz-Costes, and
Mahoney (1997) followed a group of low-income
African American families and found that mothers’
academic expectations predicted achievement-
related parenting behaviors and child math and
reading achievement. A much larger study using
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics data also
found that parental educational expectations pre-
dicted a variety of parenting behaviors, such as
parental warmth and creating a cognitively stimu-
lating home environment (Davis-Kean, 2005). These
behaviors subsequently predicted standardized
achievement. These results held up separately for
African Americans and European Americans. Other
studies have also found that parents’ behavioral
expectations are predictors of their children’s sub-
stance use (Simons-Morton, 2004) and engagement
in risk behaviors (Nash et al., 2005).

It is also clear that African American parents do
indeed have different expectations for their sons and
daughters. In a longitudinal study, Graves (2008)
found that African American parents began with
equal expectations for boys and girls when they
entered elementary school but their expectations
decreased for boys by the time they entered third
grade. Another study of African American students
aged 6–16 years also found that parents had higher
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educational expectations for their daughters com-
pared to their sons, even after prior achievement was
controlled (Wood et al., 2007). They further con-
cluded that parental expectations accounted for most
of the reason girls had higher educational expecta-
tions than boys. Thus, African American parental
expectations are strongly related to parental behav-
iors and their children’s achievement and behavior.
These parental expectations tend to be different for
male and female children.

The Current Study

In summary, this study was designed to test the
theoretical model in Figure 1 that suggests that
African American mothers differentially socialize
their sons and daughters because they expect their
sons to face greater racial discrimination, which will
lower mothers’ beliefs in how well their sons will
perform academically and increase their expecta-
tions of their sons’ likelihood of engaging in prob-
lem behaviors. These expectations will then predict
the type of parenting male and female adolescents
receive. Mothers with higher academic expectations
and lower risky behavior expectations for their ado-
lescents will be more responsive and demanding, as
well as report less conflict with their adolescent.

The sample was drawn from the Maryland Ado-
lescent Development in Context Study (MADICS).
The study was designed to examine how social con-
texts influence psychological factors that impact ado-
lescents’ developmental trajectories and behavioral
choices (Eccles, 1997). The sample was unique and
ideal for the purposes of the current study because it
consisted of a large proportion of African American
families from a socioeconomically and ecologically
diverse county with rural, suburban, and urban set-
tings. The data also included good measures of dis-
crimination concerns, parental expectations, and
parenting. In particular, adolescents and mothers
were assessed on various parenting measures found
to be different by gender in prior studies, such as
behavioral control (e.g., monitoring and rule enforce-
ment), responsiveness (e.g., communication, warmth,
shared activities), and parent–child conflict.

In addition, factors such as family income can
influence mothers’ discrimination concerns, expecta-
tions for their children’s future, and parenting prac-
tices. Income has been found to have important
effects on family processes. According to the family
stress model (McLoyd, 1990), economic disadvan-
tage can increase mothers’ psychological distress,
which contributes to harsher parenting, subse-
quently impacting children’s outcomes such as aca-

demic achievement and mental health. In addition
to the influence of income on parenting, African
American mothers with higher income have also
been found to perceive more racial discrimination
than mothers with lower income (Lacy, 2007). These
differences may be due to middle-class African
Americans’ increased exposure to interracial con-
texts, which increases their chances of experiencing
racial discrimination.

In addition to income, mothers’ education and
age can also influence parenting. For instance,
African American parents with more years of
schooling have been found to have higher educa-
tional expectations and warmer relationships with
their children, which led to higher child academic
achievement (Davis-Kean, 2005; Halle et al., 1997).
Maternal age may influence mothers’ discrimination
concerns as older parents may have experienced
more overt racial discrimination. Therefore, these
parental characteristics were statistically controlled
in the analyses. In addition, adolescents’ past stan-
dardized test scores were statistically controlled in
the analyses due to the influence that students’ past
academic achievement can have on parents’ expecta-
tions for the future (Yamamoto & Holloway, 2010).

Method

Participants

Stratified sampling was used to proportionally
represent families from each of the 23 junior high
schools in one Maryland county. Out of the families
asked to participate in the MADICS, 90% of eligible
families consented to participate. Of the 924 African
American families in the MADICS, the current sam-
ple was limited to the 796 African American fami-
lies consisting of a mother who completed the
primary caregiver interview and self-administered
survey and a seventh-grade adolescent who com-
pleted the child self-administered survey and inter-
view in Wave 1. The sample was diverse
economically with the middle 50% of families hav-
ing an income between $25,000 and $64,999 and
7.4% of families having a total income below
$15,000. Mothers on average were 37.92 years old
and had 13.63 years of education. Over half of the
mothers were married (n = 460), whereas 212 moth-
ers were divorced or separated, 108 mothers were
never married, and 15 mothers were widowed. A
total of 81.8% of single mothers had income below
the median of $40,000, whereas 31.1% of married
mothers had income below the median. The sev-
enth graders ranged in age from 11 to 14 years
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with an average age of 12.21 years. Almost 52% of
the adolescents were male (n = 413). Based on inde-
pendent sample t tests, the African American fami-
lies included in the sample did not significantly
differ from the 128 excluded African American fam-
ilies on family income, parental education, discrimi-
nation concerns, parental expectations, or the
parenting variables used in this study.

Measures

Racial discrimination concerns. Mothers were
asked two items on how much race would impact
their children’s future. These items were created for
the MADICS and have been used previously to
assess African American parents’ perceptions of
racial barriers and predict parenting practices and
adolescents’ academic achievement (Harris, 2011).
“How much do you think people will discriminate
against (child) because (he or she) is (race),” was
measured on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot).
“Do you think it will be harder for (child) to get
ahead in life because (he or she) is (race)?” was
measured on a scale from 1 (no) to 2 (yes). The coef-
ficient alpha was .59.

Gender discrimination concerns. Mothers also
answered two items about the effects of gender on
their children’s future: “Do you think (child) will be
discriminated against because of (his or her) sex,”
and “Do you think it will be harder for (child) to
get ahead in life because of (his or her) sex?” The
items were created for the MADICS based on theo-
retical considerations and were measured on a
2-point scale from 1 (no) to 2 (yes). The coefficient
alpha was .74.

Academic expectations. Academic expectations for
the future were measured using three items that
asked the primary caregiver what the chances were
that her adolescent would: (a) complete college, (b)
find a stable and well-paying job, and (c) do well in
junior and senior high. All of the items were on a
5-point scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). This
scale was taken from previous work by Eccles and
colleagues (Eccles Parsons et al., 1983). The coeffi-
cient alpha for academic expectations was .80.

Behavioral expectations. Behavioral expectations
for the future were measured using six items derived
from previous work on expectancies by Eccles and
colleagues (Eccles Parsons et al., 1983). The primary
caregiver was asked what the chances were that her
adolescent would: (a) use drugs, (b) have a drinking
problem, (c) be held back a grade, (d) get in trouble
with the police, (e) get involved with a gang, and (f)
often cut school. All of the items were on a 5-point

scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). They were
averaged and recoded so that higher numbers meant
that parents had positive behavioral expectations for
their adolescents. The coefficient alpha for behavioral
expectations was .87.

Democratic decision making. Democratic decision
making was measured in the primary caregiver self-
administered surveys. Mothers were asked four
items that were modified from the Epstein and
McPartland (1977) Family Decision-Making Scale.
The items were as follows: (a) “How often do you
ask your 7th grader what (she or he) thinks before
deciding on family matters that involve him or her?”
(b) “How often do you ask your 7th grader what
(she or he) thinks before making decisions that affect
him or her?” (c) “I encourage my 7th grader to give
his or her ideas and opinions even if we might dis-
agree,” and (d) “I find that listening to what my 7th
grader has to say helps me reach a better decision.”
This scale used a 5-point scale from 1 (almost never)
to 5 (almost always). The coefficient alpha was .74.

Shared activities. Shared activities were measured
using five items from the primary caregiver self-
administered survey regarding how much time was
spent with the seventh grader in various activities.
These items were modified from the Philadelphia
Family Management Study (Furstenberg, Cook,
Eccles, Elder, & Sameroff, 1999). Mothers were asked
“How often have you…”: (a) helped your seventh
grader do homework or a school project, (b) done
indoor activities with your seventh grader other than
watching TV, (c) discussed your seventh grader’s
experiences at school with her (e.g., ask child what
she or he did at school), (d) done something together
just for fun (e.g., go to the movies, go for walks), and
(e) discussed news or current events with your
seventh grader? The scale was from 1 (never) to 5
(very often). The coefficient alpha was .79.

Communication. Parent–child communication was
measured with six items in the primary caregiver
self-administered surveys modified from the Phila-
delphia Family Management Study (Furstenberg
et al., 1999). Each mother indicated how often she
and her adolescent talked about various issues
including: (a) what is going on in his or her life, (b)
how things are going with his or her friends, (c) his
or her plans for the future, (d) problems he or she is
having at school, (e) future jobs he or she might
have, and (f) what courses he or she should take in
school and how these courses will prepare him or
her for future jobs. The scale for the items was a
6-point scale from 1 (almost never) to 6 (almost every
day). The coefficient alpha for primary caregivers
was .84.
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Conflict. Mothers answered four items in the
self-administered surveys regarding conflict with
their seventh grader beginning with the stem,
“How often do you and your 7th grader disagree
or argue about…” The items included: (a) how he
or she spends money, (b) how he or she spends
time outside school, (c) his or her report card, and
(d) his or her clothes, hair, and makeup? These
items were taken from the Philadelphia Family
Management Study (Furstenberg et al., 1999) and
were on a 5-point scale from 1 (almost never) to 5
(almost always). The coefficient alpha was .74.

Monitoring. Adolescents were asked seven items
regarding how much their parents monitored them.
The scale was created for the MADICS based on
theoretical concerns and factor analyses and is simi-
lar to other measures of monitoring (Eccles, Early,
Fraser, Belansky, & McCarthy, 1997). These items
included: (a) “My parents know where I am after
school,” (b) “My parent(s) know when I am having
trouble with my homework,” (c) “How often do
your parents know who you are with when you
are not at home?” (d) “How often do your parents
know if you are home by the time you are sup-
posed to be?” (e) “When your parents are not at
home, do you know how to get in touch with
them?” (f) “If your parents are not at home, do you
leave a note or call them to let them know where
you are going?” and (g) “How often would parent
know if you broke these rules?” The items were on
a scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always).
The coefficient alpha was .67.

Rule enforcement. Adolescents were asked eight
items about how much they had to follow various
rules with the stem, “How often do you have to fol-
low these rules: (a) when and how much television
you can watch, (b) letting your family know where
you’re going when you go out, (c) who you go out
with, (d) getting your homework done, (e) doing
household chores, (f) what time you go to bed, (g)
what time you come home after school, and
(h) what time to be in on school nights.” The items
were modified from the Philadelphia Family Man-
agement Study (Furstenberg et al., 1999) and were
on a scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always).
The coefficient alpha was .67.

Background variables. Mother’s age in years and
number of years of education were measured using
reports from the primary caregiver interview. Moth-
ers also reported total family income on a scale
from 1 (less than $5,000) to 16 (more than $75,000)
with each number representing a range of $5,000.
Youth’s standardized test scores from the fifth-
grade administration of the California Achievement

Tests were used to control for previous achieve-
ment. Scores ranged from 360 to 645.

Analytic Plan

Latent variable structural equation modeling
(SEM) with maximum likelihood estimation was
used to estimate the direct (nonmediated) and indi-
rect (mediated) effects of gender on parenting prac-
tices through discrimination concerns and parental
expectations as shown in Figure 1. Parcels were cre-
ated for behavioral expectations, monitoring, and
rule enforcement to reduce spurious covariation
and increase the stability of the solution (Little,
Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002). For
behavioral expectations, the six items were distrib-
uted into three parcels that had factor loadings of
.74, .90, and .87. For monitoring, the seven items
were randomly distributed into three parcels with
loadings of .68, .58, and .67. For rule enforcement,
the eight items were randomly distributed into four
parcels with loadings of .62, .55, .59, and .60. Demo-
cratic decision making, shared activities, and com-
munication were used as indicators for the latent
responsiveness variable.

The measurement models for discrimination con-
cerns, expectations, and parenting were tested with
exploratory factor analyses in IBM SPSS Statistics
version 19 (IBM Corp., 2010) and then confirmatory
factor analyses using SEM. Each factor had moder-
ate to high reliabilities and the overall measurement
model fit the data well, v2(242) = 715.59, p < .001,
comparative fit index (CFI) = .92, root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA) = .05.

Mediation was assessed in two steps. First, it
was established if gender had direct effects on
discrimination concerns, expectations, and par-
enting practices. Next, we tested the full medita-
tional model to determine whether discrimination
concerns mediated the effects of gender on expecta-
tions and expectations mediated the effects of
discrimination concerns on parenting practices.
Bootstrap methods were used to estimate the bias-
corrected indirect effects (Arbuckle, 2007). Standard
measures of model fit such as the CFI and the
RMSEA were used to assess the model fit (Hu &
Bentler, 1999).

In addition, an interaction term between racial
and gender discrimination concerns was created by
centering and multiplying composite measures of
racial and gender discrimination concerns. A sepa-
rate SEM was run with the interaction term included.

To be included in the study, participants had to
participate in the Wave 1 survey and interview.
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Participants had to have information on gender and
completed or almost completed their surveys with
only a few skipped questions. Prior to imputation,
most items had missing data for no more than 5%
of participants except for family income, which had
6.9% missing data. Missing data were imputed with
the expectation maximization algorithm, which
replaces missing values with iterative maximum
likelihood estimations (Schafer, 1997).

Results

The bivariate correlations between the study vari-
ables and other descriptive statistics are presented
in Table 1. Maternal income and education were
positively associated with parental age, adolescents’
past grades, responsiveness, monitoring, academic
and behavioral expectations, and discrimination
concerns. Parents with higher income and educa-
tion also had less conflict with their adolescents.
Higher past test scores were associated with more
gender discrimination concerns as well as higher
academic and behavioral expectations, less conflict,
and more monitoring. Responsiveness, monitoring,
rule enforcement, and academic and behavioral
expectations were positively correlated with each
other, but negatively associated with conflict.
Results also showed that gender discrimination
concerns were positively correlated with racial dis-
crimination concerns. Racial discrimination con-
cerns were negatively associated with behavioral
expectations.

To examine the relations between child gender
and the other study variables, an SEM with direct
effects from gender to each of the study variables
was conducted (see Table 2). As expected, girls and
boys were significantly different on several parent-
ing practices, expectations, and discrimination con-
cerns. In particular, boys had less parental
monitoring but higher levels of conflict than girls.
They also had lower standardized test scores in
fifth grade. Parents had higher academic and
behavioral expectations and more gender discrimi-
nation concerns for girls than boys. There were no
initial differences in responsiveness or parental
background factors by gender.

Structural Equation Model

The full SEM as described above and illustrated
in Figure 1 was then analyzed. Results showed that
the model fit the data well, v2(316) = 814.02,
p < .001, v2/df = 2.59, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) =
.91, CFI = .93, RMSEA < .05. The model explained
18% of the variance in conflict, 10% in monitoring,
11% in responsiveness, and 5% in rule enforcement,
as well as 34% of the variance in academic expec-
tations and 11% of the variance in behavioral expec-
tations. An examination of the specific paths
showed that there were significant differences in
discrimination concerns based on gender of the
adolescent (see Figure 2). Mothers of sons were
more concerned about racial discrimination impact-
ing their adolescents’ future than mothers of daugh-
ters. As expected, gender discrimination concerns

Table 1
Correlations Among Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. R. discrimination —

2. G. discrimination .31*** —

3. A. expectations �.02 .06 —

4. B. expectations �.13*** �.02 .55*** —

5. Responsiveness �.00 .06 .23*** .17*** —

6. Monitoring .02 .06 .21*** .20*** .21*** —

7. Conflict �.02 �.05 �.34*** �.31*** �.11*** �.18*** —

8. Rule enforcement �.04 .04 .13*** .09** .09** .45*** �.07* —

9. Fifth-grade test .11** .08 .43*** .20*** .05 .07 �.29*** .07 —

10. Parent age .19*** .10** .11** .01 .04 .07 �.06 �.04 .22*** —

11. Parent income .22*** .19*** .29*** .11** .09** .14*** �.16*** �.02 .31*** .37*** —

12. Parent education .16*** .17*** .29*** .11** .13*** .10** �.11** .00 .27*** .28*** .49*** —

M 1.91 1.25 3.98 3.87 3.85 4.09 2.21 4.31 480.13 37.92 9.54 13.62
SD 0.54 0.38 0.75 0.52 0.72 0.65 0.81 0.58 46.54 4.46 4.20 2.20

Note. N = 796 families. R. = racial; G. = gender; A. = academic; B. = behavioral.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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were much higher among mothers of daughters
than mothers of sons. Discrimination concerns in
turn had significant effects on parental expectations.
As predicted, mothers with higher racial discrimina-
tion concerns had lower expectations for their
adolescents’ academic success and behavior. In con-
trast, gender discrimination concerns were not sig-
nificantly related to mothers’ expectations for their

adolescents. Expectations were related to parenting
practices. Parents with higher academic and behav-
ioral expectations reported higher levels of monitor-
ing and less conflict with their children. High
academic expectations were also positively associ-
ated with responsiveness and rule enforcement.

There were also some significant indirect effects
(see Table 3). First, gender had significant indirect
effects on academic and behavioral expectations.
Considering that only racial discrimination concerns
had a significant effect on expectations, this finding
suggests that adolescents’ gender influences mothers’
expectations through its effects on racial discrimina-
tion concerns. Racial discrimination concerns also
had significant indirect effects on conflict, rule
enforcement, monitoring, and responsiveness, which
indicated that maternal expectations mediated the
effects of racial discrimination concerns on parenting
practices. Finally, there were significant indirect
effects of gender on parenting practices. Being a girl
indirectly led to higher levels of responsiveness, rule
enforcement, and monitoring and lower levels of
conflict through mothers’ discrimination concerns
and expectations.

A separate SEM with an interaction between
racial discrimination concerns and gender discrimi-
nation concerns was also tested. The model fit the
data well, v2(270) = 685.15, p < .001, v2/df = 2.54,
TLI = .91, CFI = .93, RMSEA < .05, but there were

Table 2
Parameter Estimates and Significance Levels for Direct Effects of Gen-
der on Discrimination Concerns, Expectations, and Parenting Practices
Controlling for Background Factors

Direct effects

b SE b

Female ? R. discrimination �.08** .03 �.12
Female ? G. discrimination .18*** .03 .23
Female ? A. expectations .11* .06 .07
Female ? B. expectations .16*** .04 .16
Female ? Responsiveness .01 .07 .01
Female ? Conflict �.14* .06 �.10
Female ? Rule enforce .10 .05 .08
Female ? Monitoring .24*** .05 .20

Note. N = 796 families. Adolescent’s fifth-grade standardized test
scores, mother’s age, mother’s education, and family income are
controlled for but not shown. R. = racial; G. = gender; A. = aca-
demic; B. = behavioral.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Concerns
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Gender
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Behavioral
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-.32***

-.22***
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-.19**

-.17**

.13*

.02

-.01
.24**

.20**

.37***

R
2
= .12

R
2
= .12

R
2
= .11

R
2
= .34

R
2
= .11

R
2
= .05

R
2
= .10

R
2
= .18

Figure 2. Standardized direct effects of gender, discrimination concerns, and parental expectations on parenting practices. Family
income, maternal age, maternal education, and adolescents’ fifth-grade test scores are controlled in the model. v2(316) = 814.02,
p < .001, CFI = .93, RMSEA < .05.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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no significant relations between the interaction term
and parental expectations.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to better understand
the psychosocial factors that explain why African
American male and female youth are socialized dif-
ferently. We tested a theoretical model that argued
that African American mothers’ concerns about
racial and gender discrimination influence the aca-
demic and behavioral expectations they will have
for their sons and daughters. In particular, we
expected that mothers would be more concerned
with racial discrimination for their sons and more
concerned with gender discrimination for their
daughters. We further expected those mothers with
higher racial discrimination concerns to have lower
expectations for their children’s academic success
and behavior. The model hypothesized that aca-
demic and behavioral expectations would predict
the nature of the socialization males and females
experienced. The overall model fit the data well
and explained most of the differences in socializa-
tion experiences between African American male
and female youth.

As predicted by the model and found by prior
studies, there were significant and relatively large

initial differences in the nature of parenting prac-
tices experienced by male and female adolescents.
The girls were much higher on measures of paren-
tal monitoring and rule enforcement than the boys.
The mothers of girls also reported less conflict in
their parent–child relationship than did mothers of
sons. These findings of parenting differences are
not surprising and have been found in several stud-
ies with European American and African American
samples (Hill & Zimmerman, 1995; Mandara et al.,
2010; Raley & Bianchi, 2006). The more important
question for the current study was if these gen-
dered socialization patterns could be explained by
mothers’ discrimination concerns and expectations.

We argued that the history of racism and current
social perceptions of limited academic and eco-
nomic opportunities for African American males
would lead mothers to be more concerned with the
effects of racism for their sons than they were for
their daughters. Considering the history of gender
inequities in the United States, particularly in the
economic sector, we also expected mothers’ gender
discrimination concerns to be influenced by the
gender of their adolescents. Both hypotheses were
supported, but the differences were not the same.
Although mothers of sons reported slightly higher
levels of racial discrimination concerns, the differ-
ence was not very large. Contrary to male adoles-
cents’ own reports of gender discrimination
(Cogburn et al., 2011), mothers tended to have
much higher levels of gender discrimination con-
cerns for their daughters than their sons. This find-
ing might be related to mothers’ own experiences
of discrimination based on gender. Because they
may have personal experiences with gender dis-
crimination, they may be more concerned about
their daughters having similar experiences. Also, it
is possible that even though gender clearly shapes
mothers’ concerns about racial discrimination, when
asked about gender discrimination they are more
used to thinking about it in terms of sexism toward
females. Research examining fathers’ discrimination
concerns can also shed light onto whether these
concerns are the same for mothers and fathers. In
addition, parental reports on how the combination
of race and gender influences their concerns about
their adolescents’ futures could provide more infor-
mation in the future regarding how parents think
about interactions between race and gender.

Racial discrimination concerns had very strong
effects on maternal academic and behavioral expec-
tations. As predicted, mothers with more concerns
about racial discrimination had lower academic and
behavioral expectations of their children. Counter to

Table 3
Parameter Estimates and Significance Levels for Indirect Effects

Indirect effects

b SE b

Female ? Academic expectations .07* .03 .04
Female ? Behavioral expectations .06* .03 .06
Female ? Responsiveness .03* .01 .02
Female ? Rule enforce .01* .01 .01
Female ? Conflict �.03** .01 �.02
Female ? Monitoring .02* .01 .02
Racial discrimination? Responsiveness �.19* .07 �.08
Racial discrimination ? Rule enforce �.11** .05 �.06
Racial discrimination ? Conflict .21** .07 .10
Racial discrimination ? Monitoring �.16** .06 �.08
Gender discrimination ? Responsiveness .06 .05 .03
Gender discrimination ? Rule enforce .03 .03 .02
Gender discrimination ? Conflict �.05 .04 �.03
Gender discrimination ? Monitoring .04 .03 .03

Note. N = 796 families. Adolescent’s fifth-grade standardized test
scores, mother’s age, mother’s education, and family income are
controlled for but not shown. The standard errors and p values
are bias corrected and were estimated with 2,000 bootstrap sam-
ples in Amos 16.0.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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this finding, gender discrimination concerns had no
relation with parental expectations. Mothers associ-
ated gender discrimination as more targeted toward
females. Perhaps the growing gap between African
American males’ and females’ success in school and
the workforce makes mothers believe that gender
discrimination is less influential to their daughters
than racial discrimination is to their sons. As sug-
gested before, this finding may also imply that moth-
ers feel that their daughters have the capacity to
overcome whatever gender-based discrimination
they will encounter. In contrast, mothers may believe
that racial discrimination is more difficult to over-
come than gender discrimination. Mothers may be
concerned about the impacts of unfair disciplinary
strategies, police surveillance, and other discrimina-
tory practices having more disruptive effects on
boys’ education and advancement.

In addition, more distal concerns related to
employment may influence mothers’ concerns,
expectations, and parenting practices. African Ameri-
can men are more likely to face unemployment and
underemployment than African American women
due to the shift in the economy away from manufac-
turing (Wilson, 2011). This economic reality may also
help explain why the relations between racial dis-
crimination concerns and expectations were signifi-
cant whereas gender discrimination concerns were
not related to expectations. Parents may base their
expectations for sons partly on their perceptions of
the current economic and racial climate, which may
appear to favor women.

As hypothesized, mothers of sons initially had
lower expectations of academic success and prosocial
behavior for their sons than did mothers of daugh-
ters. This finding replicates past studies that found
African American parents to have higher expecta-
tions for girls than boys (Wood et al., 2007). Further-
more, as proposed in the model, the effects of gender
on maternal expectations were largely explained by
mothers’ discrimination concerns. Mothers had
lower expectations for their sons’ academic and pro-
fessional futures than for their daughters, and the
data supported our hypothesis that this is due to
greater concerns about racial discrimination nega-
tively impacting their sons’ futures. The relation indi-
cates that although there may be causes of
differential socialization in common with European
Americans, there are unique contextual factors that
influence African American mothers’ cognitions and
practices, as suggested in the integrative model of
minority child development (Garcia Coll et al., 1996).

There were also strong links between expecta-
tions and parenting practices. Mothers with higher

academic and behavioral expectations reported less
conflict with their children. In addition, mothers
with higher academic expectations reported more
responsiveness in their parenting. These findings
could be explained by parental investment theory,
which suggests that parents will put more of their
limited resources, such as time and energy, into the
children that they believe are more likely to succeed
academically or professionally in the future (Her-
twig, Davis, & Sulloway, 2002). In this case, moth-
ers appear to spend more time communicating and
participating in activities with their adolescents, as
well as allowing them to participate more in family
decisions. It is also possible that there are other
adolescent characteristics that contribute both to
mothers’ higher levels of expectations and respon-
siveness, as well as lower levels of conflict. Past
studies have found links between adolescent tem-
peramental characteristics, parental expectations,
and parent–adolescent conflict (Dekovic, Noom, &
Meeus, 1997). In addition, African American moth-
ers of young children have indicated being more
concerned about their sons being manageable by
other caregivers and about them getting into trou-
ble due to their higher levels of physical activity
(Tamis-Lemonda et al., 2009). These concerns
related to manageability could translate into lower
academic and behavioral expectations, as well as
different parenting practices.

In addition, there was significant mediation of the
relations between racial discrimination concerns and
parenting practices through maternal expectations.
This finding indicates that mothers who believe that
their adolescents’ futures will be adversely impacted
by racial discrimination, parent them differently due
to the mothers’ lowered academic and behavioral
expectations for their adolescents. Thus, the opportu-
nities that mothers perceive as available to their chil-
dren can influence their expectations and parenting.
A lack of perceived opportunities might lead moth-
ers to change their goals and prepare their children
for different roles than they would if they believed
that there were fewer barriers. However, expecta-
tions did not mediate the relation between gender
discrimination concerns and parenting practices. This
implies that there are other factors that influence
how much discrimination concerns influence parent-
ing. More study is necessary to understand why the
type of discrimination matters in relation to expecta-
tions and parenting.

There were other interesting findings not directly
related to the key study questions. Older mothers
had more concerns about the influence of racial dis-
crimination on their children. This relation is most
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likely due to parents’ own experiences growing up
with greater discrimination (Thornton, Chatters,
Taylor, & Allen, 1990). Another interesting finding
was that mothers with higher income, but not more
education, had more concerns about racial and gen-
der discrimination negatively influencing their chil-
dren’s future. This finding also corresponds to
previous research that found that African Ameri-
cans with higher SES had more perceptions of expe-
riencing overt racism than African Americans with
lower SES (Lacy, 2007). Perhaps higher income Afri-
can American mothers are in more interracial con-
texts and have had more experiences of racial
discrimination or hostility than lower income moth-
ers who are more likely to live in predominately
African American neighborhoods (Alba, Logan, &
Stults, 2000). Their children may also be more likely
to attend predominately European American or
diverse schools, which also may heighten concerns
of racial discrimination. Given the importance of
discrimination concerns for African American moth-
ers’ expectations and parenting, untangling the rela-
tion between such concerns and SES is another
fruitful avenue for future studies.

These findings must be interpreted in light of a
few limitations. First, because the data are correla-
tional, it is possible that there are additional vari-
ables that cause the differences found in parenting
and expectations. Adolescents’ previous behavior in
particular could be responsible for parents’ atti-
tudes, beliefs, and practices (Yamamoto & Hollo-
way, 2010). However, the fact that gender
differences were found even after controlling for
previous academic achievement suggests that moth-
ers’ discrimination concerns, expectations, and par-
enting are not solely a function of adolescents’ past
behavior. In addition, other factors might influence
the relation between discrimination concerns and
parenting. For instance, it is possible that some par-
ents might heighten their expectations in the face of
racial barriers so that their children are more pre-
pared to succeed when they experience discrimina-
tion (Bowman & Howard, 1985). Examining
protective factors such as parents’ racial identity,
self-efficacy, and other characteristics in future
research will be important to broadening our
understanding of the role of discrimination in Afri-
can American families and sources of intragroup
variation in these relations.

An additional limitation is that the data do not
come from a nationally representative sample, so
the findings may not be generalizable to the U.S.
population of African Americans. In this regard,
one clear strength of the study is that the sample

included a high percentage of middle-class African
Americans. Almost all past research on African
American differential socialization has focused pri-
marily on low-income and single-mother-headed
families (Hill & Zimmerman, 1995; Wood et al.,
2007).

Finally, some of the parenting measures were
composed from a few items and have lower than
optimal reliabilities. This measurement issue is a
problem found in many parenting studies (Sabatelli
& Bartle, 1995). Although SEM helps account for
measurement error, it is possible that the analyses
underestimate the relations among parental con-
cerns, parental expectations, and parenting practices.
In addition, common method variance could inflate
or deflate the estimates of the relations examined.
While both adolescents and mothers reported parent-
ing practices, discrimination concerns and expecta-
tions were based on mothers’ self-reports and could
be correlated due to the mothers’ affect or due to
biases in the instruments used. However, the finding
that high gender discrimination concerns were not
related to expectations suggests that the relations
found for racial discrimination are not simply due to
underlying personality traits or other sources.

Despite these limitations, this study had several
implications for research and practice. This study
provided evidence that African American mothers’
concerns about the effects of discrimination on their
adolescents’ future differ based on their adoles-
cents’ gender. These concerns about discrimination
in turn influence their academic and behavioral
expectations and parenting practices. This finding is
of great concern due to the relations found between
maternal expectations and practices and subsequent
adolescent outcomes, including academic achieve-
ment and risk behaviors (Mandara et al., 2010). The
findings also demonstrate one unique pathway
through which differential socialization occurs in
African American families. This research provides
further support that the history of social stratifica-
tion and discrimination experiences of African
Americans in the United States has long-lasting
implications for the development of African Ameri-
can children and the childrearing practices of their
parents. The social contexts in which families are
situated influence the beliefs and practices of par-
ents. Future work should continue to examine how
perceived opportunity structures influence African
American parents’ and adolescents’ beliefs and
behaviors and should build upon ecological models
that emphasize the importance of social position
and stratification in minority child development
(Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Spencer et al., 1997).
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In addition, the knowledge that racial discrimi-
nation concerns are associated with lower parental
expectations and influence parenting practices can
help inform interventions for parents, teachers, and
schools. Parenting interventions can make parents
aware of this relation and discuss methods to
socialize children to face potential obstacles related
to discrimination without lowering expectations.
Also, it is important for teachers and school admin-
istrators to be aware of the possible pernicious
effects of racial discrimination concerns on expecta-
tions. Creating school and classroom environments
that make both parents and students of various eth-
nicities and both genders feel welcomed may lower
concerns about racial discrimination and benefit
students through its impact on parents’ expecta-
tions and parenting practices.
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