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Under the management of the University of Pittsburgh
Office of Child Development (OCD), the Early Child-

hood Initiative-Demonstration Project emerged after three
years as an example of how collaboration, careful planning,
and a research-based approach to creating and sustaining qual-
ity learning opportunities can deliver outcomes ranging from
improved school readiness among low-income children to sig-
nificantly lower special education enrollment.

But it was just one example of OCD’s skill at managing
collaborations that have produced accomplishments that OCD
and its collaborators celebrated at OCD’s 20th anniversary
on November 5, 2006.

OCD’s qualifications included an extensive track record of
managing complex programs with an emphasis on quality and
fiscal responsibility. But it was OCD’s decades-long experi-
ence working in the region’s neighborhoods and the relation-
ships it had forged with parents, agencies, policy makers,
community leaders, and others that convinced the founda-
tion it was the right fit for the
job, said Margaret Petruska,
Senior Program Director of
Children, Youth & Families at
the Heinz Endowments, one

Scorching heat and frequent disruptions in electrical and
water service made August difficult in Managua, Nicara-

gua. For a local orphanage, it meant having to cut its order of
fresh chicken in half to adjust to the lack of adequate refrig-
eration, enduring the summer heat without fans, and storing
scarce water during the day so some would be available for
the children at night. It was under such conditions that Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Office of Child Development (OCD)
researchers began their work to address a concern more de-

bilitating to the development of the orphanage’s children than
oppressive weather and nagging power outages.

OCD  researchers are evaluating efforts to improve the
social-emotional interaction between the caregivers and chil-
dren at the orphanage as part of a wider Central America
project involving two nonprofit partners, Whole Child Inter-
national and WestEd. During the three-year project, the part-
nership hope to also work in two orphanages in San Salvador,
El Salvador.

(Reforms continued on Page 2)
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While most children who are adopted from orphanages
develop without problems, they do have a higher frequency
of extreme behaviors. Studies suggest that the lack of warm,
caring, sensitive, and responsive interaction with caregivers
is responsible.

Improving orphanage conditions has been a focus of
OCD’s work over the past five years in St. Petersburg, Rus-
sia. There, a partnership with Russian researchers has helped
caregivers provide more nurturing care which produced bet-
ter physical, mental,  and emotional development among the
children.

NicaraguaNicaraguaNicaraguaNicaraguaNicaragua
The Russia project and its promising outcomes led Whole
Child International to approach OCD for help evaluating sev-
eral Central American orphanages. Whole Child International’s
work is focused on improving the care provided by orphan-
ages worldwide. OCD was asked to evaluate social-emotional
interventions similar to those used in Russia that are being
implemented in Central America by the nonprofit WestEd, a
research, development, and service agency dedicated to en-
hancing education and human development.

In Nicaragua, the work involves an orphanage that em-
ploys a staff of about 50 caregivers, who care for 65 chil-
dren. At the orphanage, WestEd is providing training that
emphasizes the importance of social-emotional caregiving.
OCD also will evaluate similar interventions being planned
by WestEd in two Salvadorian orphanages, which care for
approximately 120 children and 100 children respectively.

 The OCD research team’s trip to Managua in August,
one of several they will take over a three-year period, fo-
cused on collecting pre-intervention data. The research team
used several different instruments – the Battelle Develop-
mental Inventory-Second Edition, the ITERS and ECERS
assessments of caregiving environments, and a caregiver rat-
ing scale developed by OCD on the basis of the Russian
experience to assess caregiver-child interaction.

“It can be a painstaking process,” said  Christina Groark,
Ph.D., project leader and OCD Co-Director.  “You have to
observe each and every caregiver several times performing
several different tasks and rate the caregivers across several
different categories. And that is just one of the instruments
we use.

“While it is hard to really tell what you will have before
the intervention is over, we assessed more than 50 caregivers
and roughly 65 children and we have a solid data base from
which to move forward.”

Success In RussiaSuccess In RussiaSuccess In RussiaSuccess In RussiaSuccess In Russia
More than five years ago, OCD researchers began collabo-

rating with a team of Russian researchers to implement inter-
ventions designed to improve social-emotional development
among children in two Russian baby homes. A third baby
home, or orphanage, was used as a control group.

Researchers reported that by creating a family-like at-
mosphere and providing children with more attention and
stable relationships with adults, they could improve the men-
tal, social-emotional, and physical development of children in
the orphanages.

The OCD and Russian team of collaborators trained
caregivers in child development basics and other skills and
oversaw changes within the orphanages that gave children
fewer and more constant caregivers. The team, for example,
conducted workshops with the caregivers to help them un-
derstand how to make themselves more emotionally and so-
cially accessible to the children. These workshops included
role playing, teaching seminars, and dialogue with the
caregivers so that they could discuss their desires and insecu-
rities. The workshops, along with structural changes within
the baby homes, resulted in stunning improvements.

For example, the children generally improved their
Battelle scores, particularly those children with severe dis-
abilities, who improved a great deal. Children also improved
in other areas such as physical development, functional abili-
ties, mental, language, motor, adaptive, personal-social, and
emotional development.

In addition, the environment at the baby homes has
improved so that caregivers are no longer reluctant to hug or
compliment the children. Children interact with caregivers,
looking to them for affection and for safety and comfort in
times of crisis, and they interact more cooperatively with
their peers – all of which were almost never observed before
the intervention.

Such findings suggest that with appropriate interven-
tion, care within orphanages can be significantly improved by
focusing on the emotional-social relationship between the
caregiver and the child, and that the approach adopted in the
Russian baby homes might provide a financially realistic so-
lution for helping the hundreds of thousands of children in
orphanages worldwide. The findings also have implications
for American children in foster care and the millions who
spend long hours in unregulated home care.

Next StepsNext StepsNext StepsNext StepsNext Steps
In Nicaragua, WestEd is conducting a year-long intervention
during which they will train the caregivers in more effective
and appropriate social-emotional caregiving methods. OCD
will return to collect immediate post-intervention data to see
if the intervention has produced changes in caregiving. One
year after the intervention has been completely implemented,
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For 20 years, the University of Pittsburgh Office of Child
Development (OCD) has seeded, planned, funded, imple-

mented, or managed some 265 programs and projects that
seek to improve the well-being of children, youth, and fami-
lies. A key to the success of these programs has been OCD’s
collaboration with more than 350 community partners. The
past 10 years has been particularly fruitful. Here are high-
lights of a few of the significant projects over that period:

· Early Head Start: OCD operates one of the nation’s
first Early Head Start programs, a federal initiative that pro-
vides intensive and comprehensive child development and
family support services to low-income families. An evalua-
tion of the Pittsburgh Early Head Start program and 16 oth-
ers across the nation reported significant gains among the
young children they serve, including better performance on
cognitive, language, and social-emotional development mea-
sures. The children’s families also earned high marks in
parenting behavior, home environment, and other measures.

· Early Childhood Initiative – Demonstration
Project: In 2001, the ambitious Early Childhood Initiative,
which sought to deliver high-quality early care and education
to Allegheny County’s poorest children, was scaled back and
OCD was selected to manage the resulting demonstration
project, which relied on a number of community partners.
Three years later, a study by the Scaling Progress in Early
Childhood Settings Program Evaluation Research Team at
Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh reported significant gains
among the children who participated in ECI-DP. Outcomes
included improved school readiness, reduced grade retention,
and lower rates of children entering special education pro-
grams.

· Strengthening Early Learning Supports (SELS)
Project: In 17 months, quality early learning opportunities
became more abundant and strategies to sustain them for
years to come had taken root in four Allegheny County at-
risk neighborhoods as a result of SELS. Under OCD man-
agement, several community organizations and agencies
coordinated existing services to improve literacy, child care
quality, children’s overall development, learning readiness, and
the breadth and quality of early learning opportunities for

OCD: Key Projects And Partnerships
Defined The Past 10 Years

children with special needs. For example, parents, educators,
early care and education providers and others collaborated to
improve school readiness, child care providers improved the
quality of their services, and parents increased their knowl-
edge in literacy and learned how to help their children be-
come better readers.

· Barriers to Mental Health: A 2003 environmental
scan conducted by OCD revealed that reports of very young
children with serious behavior problems were rising dramati-
cally, while desperate parents, child care staff, and early edu-
cation teachers found few services to help. It was the first-ever
account of the growing population of children with behav-
ioral problems in the county and the fragmented service sys-
tem. As part of the scan, an advisory group offered
recommendations for improvements. The scan was part of
OCD’s ongoing efforts to improve mental health services for
young children.

· Support for noncustodial fathers: When children
do not have their fathers involved in their lives, they are at
higher risk of poor outcomes ranging from failure in school to
emotional or behavioral problems. OCD’s efforts to help non-
custodial fathers become more engaged parents has included
partnering with Goodwill Industries of Pittsburgh and the
University of Pittsburgh School of Law to launch the Father’s
Collaborative. Collaborative programs include a law clinic,
father-focused parenting and child development training and
publications, and training for workers in family-related agen-
cies and organizations on ways to better engage fathers in
their activities.

· United for Children: In 2003, OCD convened and
coordinated United for Children, a group of more than 80
local leaders in early childhood care and education. The group
drafted a comprehensive plan for early care and education in
Allegheny County that provides a roadmap for offering all
children high-quality early childhood services and addresses
issues such as quality and professional development, services
for children with special needs, engaging parents in early care
and education, and public awareness of the importance early
education in improving child outcomes.

(Projects continued on Page 4)

Developments is a quarterly publication of the University of Pittsburgh Office of Child Development, which is solely responsible for its
content. The office is a program of the School of Education and is sponsored by the Howard Heinz Endowment, the Richard King Mellon
Foundation, the University of Pittsburgh, and the School of Education, and is co-directed by Christina J. Groark, PhD, and Robert B. McCall,
PhD. Developments is edited and written by Jeffery Fraser and produced by Mary Louise Kaminski at the Office of Child Development,
University of Pittsburgh, 400 N. Lexington Ave., Pittsburgh, PA 15208. PhonePhonePhonePhonePhone: 412-244-5421; FFFFFaaaaax: 412-244-5440; E-mailE-mailE-mailE-mailE-mail: mlkam@pitt.edu;
InternetInternetInternetInternetInternet: www.education.pitt.edu/ocd.

JanDev 2007.pmd 5/23/2007, 11:50 AM3



Page 4 Developments   March 2006

(Projects continued from Page 3)

· Governor’s Task Force On Early Care And Educa-
tion: OCD was a key player in the Universities Children’s
Policy Collaborative that produced five reports on the state
of early care and education in Pennsylvania. Gov. Mark
Schweiker’s task force drew on UCPC’s research to draft its
2002 blueprint for improving early care and education in the
state. OCD’s partners were Pennsylvania State University’s
College of Health and Human Development and the Center
for Public Policy at Temple University. UCPC reported a
rising demand for early childhood services and evidence that
quality early education and child care offers benefits ranging
from better math and reading scores to less delinquency.
UCPC also reported that fewer than 20% of early childhood
programs in the state offered the quality environments needed
to achieve that potential.

· Pennsylvania children’s policies: OCD directed the
Governor’s Cabinet for Children and Families and the state
Commission for Children and Families, which have raised
the profile of children and family issues at the highest levels
of state government and promoted greater coordination among
government departments and collaboration with stakehold-
ers outside Harrisburg. The Cabinet brings together the sec-
retaries of welfare, education, budget and other high-ranking
state government officials to recommend ways to make ser-
vices to children and families more responsive,
efficient, effective, and easier to access. The 40-member
Commission, made up of stakeholders from across the state,
provides support for the Cabinet and a broader voice on child
and family issues.

· International collaborations: OCD collaborated with
colleagues in Russia to design, implement, and evaluate in-

terventions that improved caregiver practices in orphanages
in St. Petersburg and significantly raised the developmental
levels of children in every major domain. The interventions,
which included caregiver training and changes to orphanage
infrastructure, are being implemented in other orphanages in
Russia. OCD is also participating with two other international
organizations to create, implement, and evaluate interven-
tions in orphanages in Nicaragua and El Salvador.

· Linking Information, Families and Technology
(LIFT): OCD collaborated with a for-profit technology firm,
KIT Solutions, Inc., to develop a web-based information
management system designed to solve a long-standing prob-
lem for family support centers – how to effectively and effi-
ciently collect, store, and manage the vital data on children,
families, and services that allow them to measure the effec-
tiveness of programs and examine trends and outcomes. LIFT,
introduced as a prototype in 2006, promises to be a faster,
more flexible, and more powerful way of performing those
essential tasks.

· Children, youth, and families publications: In the
past 10 years, OCD has redoubled its efforts to publish and
distribute accurate and timely information on children, youth,
and families to a wide audience. With support from the Frank
and Theresa Caplan Fund for Early Childhood Development
and Parenting Education, for example, OCD produced  more
than 50 Parenting Guides and publishes Background, an an-
nual set of reports on young children and the issues that af-
fect them that is offered free-of-charge to journalists, students,
educators, and others. Other publications include parenting
columns on some 50 topics that interested newspapers, agen-
cies, and others can obtain online at no cost.

OCD will evaluate the caregivers and children to measure its
effectiveness. OCD researchers intend to perform the same
assessment process in the two Salvadorian orphanages dur-
ing the same period. In all, they hope to evaluate interven-
tions that involve more than 150 caregivers and nearly 300
children in the three Central American orphanages.

“This project is important not only because of the body
of knowledge it will add to the field of child development,
but because it is applicable knowledge,” said Robert McCall,
Ph.D., a research team member and OCD Co-Director. “The
Russian project was a tremendous success and gave us hope
that orphanages could be improved through financially real-
istic means. It demonstrated that you don’t have to build
whole new buildings, buy the latest toys, or hire a bunch of
new staff. It was about changing mind sets and interaction

patterns.”
“The Latin American project will allow us to see if a

similar intervention can be duplicated in a different culture
and with multiple orphanages. Our assessment will clarify if
social-emotional interventions are a viable option for the fu-
ture. If it turns out that they are, then it could change the
manner in which orphanages are operate throughout the world
and that would make a huge impact on hundreds of thou-
sands of children.”

This story was written by Ian Downing.  Ian works at
the University of Pittsburgh’s Office of Child Development
as the assistant to the co-director and as part of the research
team conducting the Latin American Orphanage Project. 

(Reforms continued from Page 2)
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Racial-Ethnic Socialization:  Understand-
ing How Children Of  Minorities Learn
About Race, Culture, And Prejudice

Among the nation’s minorities, the messages children re-
ceive about race, culture, identity, and discrimination are

an important part of their development. At the same time, the
content of those messages and how they are delivered are
increasingly seen as important responsibilities of the families
in which these children are raised.

Understanding racial-ethnic socialization – how children
learn about race and ethnicity and related issues – is a devel-
opmental phenomenon of growing interest in the United States,
where children of today’s minority groups, particularly Afri-
can American and Hispanic children, are expected to account
for 50% of the school population by 2035.1

Much remains to be learned about racial-ethnic social-
ization within minority families. However, available research
does provide insight into the characteristics of racial-ethnic
socialization practices, including the types of messages given
about culture and identity, the ways children are prepared to
face bias, and the strategies parents use to discuss race and
related issues with their children.

Studies also suggest that children can be significantly
influenced by the messages they receive about race and
ethnicity. These messages, to some degree, has been found
to affect children’s racial and ethnic identity, self-esteem, and
their ability to cope with discrimination. Racial-ethnic social-
ization has also been associated with psychosocial outcomes,
such as depression, anger management, and fighting.

Racial-Ethnic SocializationRacial-Ethnic SocializationRacial-Ethnic SocializationRacial-Ethnic SocializationRacial-Ethnic Socialization
CharacteristicsCharacteristicsCharacteristicsCharacteristicsCharacteristics
Racial-ethnic socialization practices within minority families
are influenced by characteristics of children and parents, char-
acteristics of the neighborhoods and regions in which they

live, and their experiences with discrimination. Key charac-
teristics that shape racial-ethnic socialization practices include:

· Children’s age. Studies have found that parents’ mes-
sages about race, ethnicity, and discrimination tend to shift
according to children’s cognitive abilities and experiences. In
one study, for example, African American mothers prepared
their older children to cope with discrimination more than
they did their younger children.2

· Children’s gender. Several studies of African Ameri-
can families report that boys are more likely to receive mes-
sages about racial barriers, while the messages girls receive
emphasize racial pride. Other studies, however, report find-
ing no significant gender differences in the messages minority
children receive about race.

· Parents’ immigration status. Research suggests re-
cent immigrants are more likely to teach their children about
their ethnic origin, native language, and traditions than immi-
grant parents who have lived in the United States longer.3

· Parents’ socioeconomic status. Parents of higher
socioeconomic status report more racial-ethnic socialization
than lower socioeconomic parents. For example, studies sug-
gest that parents with higher incomes and more years of
schooling more frequently teach their children about cultural
traditions, pride, and how to cope with discrimination.4

· Neighborhood. Few studies have examined neigh-
borhood influence on minority racial-ethnic socialization, but
those that do suggest the more integrated the neighborhood
is, the more likely parents are to teach their children how to
cope with discrimination.

· Experiences with discrimination. Several studies
suggest that parents who experience messages about discrimi-
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nation at work or in the community are more likely to pre-
pare their children for bias and pass on messages of caution
about people of other races.

The practices parents use to address race and ethnicity
with their children vary among minority families. The key
differences include the issues they address and the content of
the messages they convey to their children.

Several themes emerge from recent research that help
define the focus of the various types of racial-ethnic social-
ization practices found within minority families. Some prac-
tices teach children about their racial or ethnic heritage and
culture. Some prepare minority children for the discrimina-
tion they may experience. Closely related are practices that
promote a wariness or mistrust of other races and cultures.
Other practices downplay racial or ethnic group membership
and focus on encouraging children to value the individual
qualities of people they encounter.

Cultural SocializationCultural SocializationCultural SocializationCultural SocializationCultural Socialization
Cultural socialization is when parents either deliberately or
implicitly teach their children about racial and ethnic heritage
and history, and promote cultural customs, traditions, and
racial, cultural and ethnic pride. Common practices include
talking about historical and cultural figures, celebrating cul-
tural holidays, and exposing children to books, music, and
stories related to their race and ethnicity.

Promoting cultural knowledge, pride, and traditions is a
key aspect of child rearing among minority parents, studies
suggest. Among African Americans, for example, the per-
centage of parents who report engaging in cultural socializa-
tion practices with their children range from 33%5 to as many
as 80%.6 Among ethnic minorities, a high number of parents
report doing the same. For example, about 66% of Japanese
parents7, and 85% or more of Dominican, Mexican, and
Puerto Rican parents8, 9 report engaging in cultural socializa-
tion.

Research suggests parents are more likely report having
engaged in cultural socialization than having used other prac-
tices, such as preparing their children to deal with bias.Preparing
For Discrimination
Another racial-ethnic socialization practice parents have been
found to use is discussing discrimination with their children
and preparing them to cope with it. Just how widespread this
practice is among minority parents is unclear. Few parents
report that they prepare their children for bias when asked
open-ended questions about their socialization methods. For
example, when asked what they taught children about being
African American, only about 8% of the adults in the Na-
tional Survey of Black Americans mentioned messages about
racial barriers.10

However, studies that use more probing in-depth inter-

views and survey questions report that parents do discuss
issues related to discrimination with their children. In one
study, only 5% of African American parents reported that
discrimination never came up in conversations with their chil-
dren.11 In other studies, estimates of the share of African
American parents who prepare their children to cope with
discrimination range from 67% to 90%.

Talking about discrimination and preparing children to
cope with it is more prevalent among African American fami-
lies when compared with families of other ethnic and racial
backgrounds.Promoting Mistrust
Conveying messages that warn children to be cautious and
wary of people of other races is another practice identified in
studies of racial-ethnic socialization among minority families.
Such messages differ from the practice of preparing a child
for bias because they do not offer children advice on how to
manage or cope with discrimination.

This is another practice that few minority parents spon-
taneously mention in surveys that pose open-ended ques-
tions about their socialization methods. Fewer than 3% of
adults in the National Survey of Black Americans reported
telling their children to maintain social distance from white
children as a strategy for racial-ethnic socialization.12

However, research involving more in-depth interviews
offers evidence that messages that promote mistrust are con-
veyed by at least a subset of minority parents. In one study,
intensive interviews with African American parents revealed
that nearly one-third convey messages of mistrust of other
racial groups.13 In another study, researchers reported that
there were African American parents in every focus group
conducted who had discussions that encouraged their chil-
dren to be vigilant in their interactions with white peers, keep
a social distance from them, and to be skeptical about their
relationships with them.14

Such messages are found among other ethnic groups as
well. Several studies have reported that immigrant West In-
dian, Caribbean, and Dominican parents express strong con-
victions that their children should distinguish themselves from
native-born African Americans, a group they warn and cau-
tion their children about.15

Egalitarian MessagesEgalitarian MessagesEgalitarian MessagesEgalitarian MessagesEgalitarian Messages
Some parents convey messages that encourage their children
to value individual qualities over racial group membership or
they may avoid mentioning race at all with their children.

Although minority parents have been found to use such
practices as preparing their children to manage discrimina-
tion, studies suggest egalitarian messages are also part of the
racial-ethnic socialization of their children. For example, in
interviews and focus groups, African American parents said
some of the messages they convey emphasize values such as
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hard work, virtue, self-acceptance, and equality.16, 17 Research-
ers have also found that teaching children not to notice race
is another strategy embraced by some parents, although it is
more prominent among white parents than among African
American parents.18

Studies have not thoroughly investigated silence about
race as a strategy of racial-ethnic socialization. Studies that
ask parents open-ended questions about the strategies par-
ents use report that between 20% to 50% of those surveyed
say they do nothing.

How RHow RHow RHow RHow Racial-Ethnic Socializaacial-Ethnic Socializaacial-Ethnic Socializaacial-Ethnic Socializaacial-Ethnic Socialization Aftion Aftion Aftion Aftion Affffffectsectsectsectsects
ChildrenChildrenChildrenChildrenChildren
Measuring how various racial-ethnic socialization practices
affect minority children is an underdeveloped field of study.
Available research, however, suggests that these practices have
potentially important consequences regarding children’s ra-
cial-ethnic identity, self-esteem, and ability to cope with dis-
crimination, and other issues.

Some racial-ethnic socialization practices have consis-
tently been found to result in favorable outcomes among mi-
nority children, such as higher self-esteem, while others
are tempered by less favorable outcomes, such as a heighten
sense of mistrust of people of other races.

Ethnic IdentityEthnic IdentityEthnic IdentityEthnic IdentityEthnic Identity
Children’s ethnic identity is one of the most commonly in-
vestigated outcomes of racial-ethnic socialization and one that
has often been found to favorably influence child outcomes.
Among the types of socialization practices, research suggests
the most effective in helping children develop their racial and
ethnic identity is cultural socialization, which includes mes-
sages that emphasize racial and ethnic pride, history, and cul-
tural traditions.

Several studies of African American and Mexican ado-
lescents, for example, associate the cultural socialization prac-
tices of their parents to more advanced identity development,
identity exploration, positive group attitudes, and more group-
oriented ethnic behaviors. Among younger children, most stud-
ies report that cultural socialization helps children develop
knowledge about their racial or ethnic group and positive atti-
tudes about that group.

The practice of preparing children for discrimination
has also been associated with identity development. For ex-
ample, advanced stages of racial-ethnic identity development
is more likely to be found among adolescents who strongly
believe that teaching about racism is important.19

Self-EsteemSelf-EsteemSelf-EsteemSelf-EsteemSelf-Esteem
Studies involving minority adolescents suggest their self-es-
teem may be sensitive to the racial-ethnic messages they re-

ceive from their parents.
Messages intended to prepare minority children for dis-

crimination and parents’ cultural socialization practices have
been associated with higher family self-esteem. Parents’ cul-
tural socialization practices have also been associated with
higher peer self-esteem. However, parent messages that pro-
mote blending with the mainstream culture have been associ-
ated with lower self-esteem in school.20

Coping With DiscriminationCoping With DiscriminationCoping With DiscriminationCoping With DiscriminationCoping With Discrimination
Parents’ efforts to prepare their children to cope with preju-
dice and discrimination have been found to influence how
minority children handle such situations when confronted with
them. Studies suggest that minority adolescents whose par-
ents discuss discrimination with them are more likely to use
effective ways of dealing with it, such as seeking support and
direct problem solving strategies, rather than ineffective cop-
ing strategies, such as engaging in verbal banter.21

Researchers have also found that children’s experiences
with discrimination are significantly associated with poorer
mental health outcomes only among those who do not re-
ceive racial-ethnic socialization messages from their parents.22

However, studies that associate such protective out-
comes with preparing minority children to cope with bias are
tempered by findings that some children learn to expect dis-
crimination and develop a mistrust of those of other races.

Psychosocial OutcomesPsychosocial OutcomesPsychosocial OutcomesPsychosocial OutcomesPsychosocial Outcomes
In studies that focus almost exclusively on minority adoles-
cents, researchers report that some racial-ethnic socialization
practices used by their parents are associated with psychoso-
cial outcomes such as depression, anger management, and
fighting.

The practice of cultural socialization tends to be protec-
tive. However, messages that focus on discrimination may
result in protective outcomes and unfavorable psychosocial
outcomes. In one study, African American boys who believed
in the importance of emphasizing cultural pride and heritage
were better able to control anger than those who focused on
discrimination.23 In another study, Asian and African Ameri-
can adolescents who expected to be discriminated against
had more symptoms of depression and more conflicts with
their parents than those who did not expect such experiences.24

Psychosocial outcomes of racial-ethnic socialization
practices can also differ between boys and girls. For example,
African American boys with high racial-ethnic socialization
scores have been found to experience more frequent sad
moods and greater hopelessness than African American girls.25

Academic OutcomesAcademic OutcomesAcademic OutcomesAcademic OutcomesAcademic Outcomes
Few studies have examined whether parents’ racial-ethnic
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socialization practices influence their children’s academic out-
comes and the findings of those that have addressed the issue
are mixed. Other studies, however, suggest that such prac-
tices might have the potential to shape children’s learning and
school performance. For example, positive ethnic identity and
high self-esteem have been favorably associated with children’s
academic outcomes.26

ImplicaImplicaImplicaImplicaImplications Ftions Ftions Ftions Ftions For Por Por Por Por Policolicolicolicolicyyyyy
Racial-ethnic socialization among minority families is a com-
plex issue and an emerging field of study. Much remains to
be learned about this process, particularly in the area of child
outcomes. Research suggests most parents engage in some
kind of racial-ethic socialization and that the importance they
place on these practices and how frequently they engage in
them varies.

Cultural socialization, the most frequently studied prac-
tice, has consistently been found to benefit minority children.
However, there is too little evidence to date from which to
draw firm conclusions about other racial-ethnic socialization
practices parents engage in, particularly those intended to pre-
pare children for discrimination and those that deliver egali-
tarian messages, such urging children to adopt the values of
the mainstream culture or teaching children to value individual
qualities over membership in a group.
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Commentary
Walter Howard Smith, Jr., Ph.D.

Family Resources

1. The article is important to addressing the observed
variability in how minorities manage racism and prejudice,
and I am glad to see this area explored.  Some minorities
experience less trauma than others, and the differences rest
in coping abilities, and not the severity and frequency of the
traumas.  What kinds of childhood experiences buffer us from
trauma needs to be investigated.  The implications are for all
children, as many children experience threats in social set-
tings, including community violence, unsafe schools, and preju-
dice beyond racial bias.

2. Children learn a great deal from watching and ob-
serving parents and other family members.  They also learn
through extended family contacts and experiences.  The ex-
tended nature of African American families (and other ethnic
groups) is well documented, creating a caution that research-
ers do not use a nuclear family lens when examining how
children learn.

3. Children acquire the coping skills used to manage
racial and cultural stresses and discrimination through a mul-
titude of experiences beyond their experiences in their fami-
lies with race and culture, and they apply these skills to specific
racial and cultural situations.  For example, a large extended
African-American family may teach its children to not share
family and personal experiences with non-family members.
Children will use this strategy to manage racial discrimination
without specific and overt messages about race being dis-
cussed.  The “keeping it in the family” message is related to
race and culture as documented in research about African
American families, but the parents may have little idea of
this.

4. The transmission of information between generations
of a family is a complex matter and contextual and content
variables must be considered.  Content is easier to study and
measure.  Context is more difficult.  My parents emphasized
education all of my life, as did their parents and grandpar-
ents.  I did not know this had to do with social achievement
and racism, but as an adult I learned it did.  The failure of a

(Commentary continued on Page  10)
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of the principal supporters of the Early Childhood Initiative.
       “They didn’t have to learn their way through the com-
munity,” Petruska said. “We liked the fact that they had strong
partnerships with community agencies, that they had a smart
staff full of ideas, that they understood how important that
connection to community is, and that they were seen as a
trusted ally in the community.”

OCD celebrated its 20th anniversary in November. Es-
tablished as an office of three primarily to facilitate research
and education on children’s issues, OCD has grown to in-
clude dedicated divisions for applied research and evaluation,
policy initiatives, service demonstration projects, internal af-
fairs, and administration.

Moreover, OCD has demonstrated the profound im-
pact university-community partnerships can have on not only
advancing knowledge of issues related to children and fami-
lies, but also on improving the well-being of children and
families themselves. During its first 20 years, OCD has seeded,
planned, funded, implemented, or managed some 265 pro-
grams that, over their lifetime, have been supported by an
estimated $250 million in public and private grants.

“Universities are learning that the storage, retrieval,
transmission, and creation of knowledge are not sufficient,”
said Morton W. Weir, Ph.D., Chancellor Emeritus at the Uni-

versity of Illinois and a member of the OCD National Advi-
sory Board. “Another dimension must be added so that the
people who support universities can see practical applications
of the work that goes on.”

Built On CollaborationBuilt On CollaborationBuilt On CollaborationBuilt On CollaborationBuilt On Collaboration
From the start, OCD was built around collaboration. Two
University of Pittsburgh faculty colleagues, Carl N. Johnson,
Ph.D., and Mark S. Strauss, Ph.D., co-founded OCD as a
center within the university that would facilitate interdiscipli-
nary education and research on children and family issues,
promote mutually beneficial partnerships between faculty and
community professionals, and disseminate information to pro-
fessionals, policy makers, and the public.

Although OCD’s budget, staff, and scope of work has
significantly expanded under the leadership of co-directors
Robert B. McCall, Ph.D., and Christina J. Groark, Ph.D.,
collaboration remains the vehicle for achieving its mission
and the foundation of the university-community partnerships
that continue to flourish.

The model for these partnerships developed over time
through strategic planning and lessons learned from working
within the neighborhoods of western Pennsylvania with fami-
lies, agencies, policy makers, and others. But from the start,

cousin in college triggered strong pushing for my brother and
me not to fail, and this was related to avoiding shame to the
family.  I knew I had better do well, but this was never spo-
ken like this.  I just knew it!  My cousin’s father still talks
about his pride around my social achievement.  This cer-
tainly teaches my cousin a lot, even today.

5. Racial discrimination is traumatic and we know a lot
more about how all aspects of our functioning is shaped by
trauma.  What parent say and do during a traumatic experi-
ence has more impact than at other times.  Parenting is not
often viewed as having more impact in specific settings, and

much less impact in others.  When understanding what
parenting experiences influence and shape child functioning,
we must take into account that how parents respond to some
critical moments may have a greater influence than their overall
teaching, coaching, and parenting of children.

6. In general, I like the exploration of the topic, and I
believe we will know more with continued vigorous research.
I think we should look broadly at this issue for all children,
and focus on how socialization impacts specific traumatic
events and circumstances.  This would tie this research into
the stress and trauma studies, as well as assure that what we
learn from minorities is made applicable to all children.

(Commentary continued from Page  9)
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(Partnerships continued from page 10)

(Partnerships continued on Page 12)

OCD recognized that effective interventions meant reaching
into the community and recruiting all relevant stakeholders
from parents to social services professionals onto the project.

“If your goal is to improve the welfare of children,
youth, and families, that responsibility falls largely on people
outside of the university,” Dr. McCall said. “If you want to
have an impact, you have to hire those ballplayers, play in
their stadium, and play by their rules. By and large, that is
what OCD has done.”

DivDivDivDivDiverererererse Pse Pse Pse Pse Pararararartnertnertnertnertnersssss
The ability to develop diverse and extensive partners is a key
characteristic of the university-community partnership model
that has evolved at OCD. Over 20 years, its partnerships
have grown to include more than 350 human services agen-
cies, community organizations, health care providers, reli-
gious organizations, universities and public and private
schools, companies and corporations, state and local gov-
ernment programs, community leaders, foundations, and oth-
ers.
        These partners have worked directly to implement pro-
grams, helped to define important community issues, pro-
vided insight and guidance, and taken on other roles. OCD,
for example, organizes an advisory group of constituents,
funders, and other stakeholders for each significant project
undertaken.

“We rely on the community and all of our partners to
lead the way and guide us every step of the way to do what
is needed in a way that is going to be useful,” Dr. Groark
said. “We have parents advising us, civic leaders guiding us
through the communities we are in, and elected officials and
philanthropists telling us what the trends are so we can stay
on the cutting edge.”

In the OCD model, community partners are counted
on to define the issues to be addressed and are afforded
equal rights and responsibilities in the projects that are devel-
oped. Such partners are particularly important given OCD’s
commitment to teaching local agencies and organizations how
to carry out successful programs, rather than operate the
programs for them, and the fact that OCD is not single-issue
driven or confined to addressing a particular age group of
children.

“Diverse partners are important when your projects
range from food banks, to orphanages in other countries, to
child care centers here, to training adults,” said Dr. Groark.
“If you partner with the right people, they gently take you
through the processes, you learn and grow with each project,
pick up a few more skills and more knowledge about how to
collaborate, and it gets a little easier.”

Applying KnowledgeApplying KnowledgeApplying KnowledgeApplying KnowledgeApplying Knowledge
Several other characteristics define OCD’s university-com-
munity partnership model. Among them is the broad exper-
tise OCD has developed over the years that allows it to take
a comprehensive approach to addressing the needs of chil-
dren and families.

OCD has, for example, recruited staff to develop ex-
pertise in every step that is necessary to successfully trans-
fer knowledge to practice. These steps include critically
reviewing information related to an issue, creating and trying
out a service or a policy, evaluating it, and using the evalua-
tion data to shape policy and practices. This comprehensive
expertise and a “can-do” mentality has given OCD the ca-
pacity to rapidly respond to a broad range of grants, re-
quests, and initiatives.

Other internal characteristics that have shaped the OCD
model include an administrative philosophy that emphasizes
internal collaboration and promotes a working environment
that places a premium on respecting outside constituents and
partners and promotes respect among staff. OCD also fol-
lows a strategic plan, with its performance and direction sub-
ject to regular review by local and national advisory boards,
and periodic evaluation.

Wide-Ranging ImpactWide-Ranging ImpactWide-Ranging ImpactWide-Ranging ImpactWide-Ranging Impact
OCD’s comprehensive university-community partnership
model has given the university an important role in improv-
ing the services and support networks available to children
and families in the region, state, nation, and beyond.

Through its coordination and support of the Partner-
ships for Family Support and the Family Support Policy
Board, OCD played an instrumental role in creating and sus-
taining more than 30 family support centers in Allegheny
County – the largest regional family support network in the
nation. OCD also led a collaborative effort to create Family
Foundations, the Pittsburgh site for the federal Comprehen-
sive Child Development Program, which evolved into the
region’s Early Head Start program.

Several innovative demonstration projects created by
OCD have become successful, lasting programs. One of
those, the Alliance for Infants, wasone of the nation’s first
comprehensive public outreach programs for screening and
referral of at-risk infants and children.

In addition to its involvement in early childhood edu-
cation programs, OCD has addressed the urgent need to
improve the education and training of those who provide
early care and education to young children. OCD, for ex-
ample, coordinated the regional site of the federal Strength-
ening Early Learning Supports programs that offered training
and education to child care and family support providers.
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(Partnerships continued from Page 11)

OCD established one of the few university-based, in-
terdisciplinary units in the world that specializes in evaluating
community created and operated services for children and
families. Hundreds of local agencies have used OCD exper-
tise to help them plan, implement, and report on the services
they provide. The list of programs OCD has evaluated in-
cludes Early Head Start and Keystone STARS, Pennsylvania’s
program to promote quality early care and education.

OCD has also undertaken important roles in advancing
policies for children, youth, and families in the region and
across the state. OCD directed Gov. Edward Rendell’s Cabi-
net on Children and Families as well as the Governor’s Com-
mission on Children and Families.

More recently, OCD has taken its expertise and col-
laborative approach to other nations, including Russia, where
OCD researchers helped improve the development of chil-
dren in orphanages through innovative staff training, changes
in infrastructure, and other reforms.

As a rule, OCD seeks to spin-off management of the
initiatives they help shepherd to maturity. In many cases,
initiatives that took root under OCD management continue
today, successfully managed and sustained by others, such
as Pittsburgh’s Healthy Start and the Alliance for Infants.

Future DirectionsFuture DirectionsFuture DirectionsFuture DirectionsFuture Directions
The University of Pittsburgh is quietly strengthening its ca-
pacity to advance knowledge of human development and its

practical use in programs for children, youth, and families.
And OCD is playing an important role.

A key part of this effort is to more fully develop the
teaching and research dimensions of OCD. Another is to more
effectively pool the talents and resources of OCD and other
programs involved in the study of children and families, in-
cluding the Applied Developmental Psychology program in
the Department of Psychology in Education and the Depart-
ment of Psychology’s Developmental Program.
        The idea is to build upon the university’s strengths in
developmental research; the design, implementation, and
evaluation of effective community-based programs; and the
education of the next generation of teachers, researchers, and
practitioners in the field.

Meanwhile, OCD continues to build the community
partnerships that have made significant contributions to the
well-being of children and families. Precisely which issues
and projects OCD will become involved in is unclear, how-
ever. OCD, remaining true to its long-standing tradition, will
continue to address issues that are defined by the commu-
nity, as they arise. “We’ve always sort of gone with the flow;
it has made us reelvant and useful in a changing environ-
ment. I cannot see us stopping now,” said Dr. McCall.
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