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Changes in the American Family and Beyond: One of
the most important changes in the American family is the
reduced birth rate. Families contain fewer children on the
average than 20 years ago. In 1957, 123 children were born
per 1,000 women; today, the birth rate is about 67 per 1,000
women, a decline of 46%. Childbearing is becoming one stage
in the adult life cycle, instead of a long-term career pattern.

The increasing number of women in the work force is
the second major change in American family patterns. Many
of the women are mothers. Over half the mothers of school-age,
children, over a third of those with pre-school children, and
almost a third of those with children under the age of three
are working outside the home. Two-thirds of these women
have full-time jobs.

Third, there’s the recognition of the Afro-American
experience, and acknowledgement of the strengths in the
black family. The roles played by informal helping networks
in the survival of the black family are being expressed at a
time when the pressures to destroy the family are increasing
for all American families.

The fourth major shift taking place inside the family is
the roles performed by family members. As women move
out of the household and into the work force, there are tasks
they'd performed that must now be managed by them after
work and on weekends or shifted to another member of the
family.

The fifth major change in American families over the
past two decades is in family membership. To quote Dr. Urie
Bronfenbrenner, “Today, more than 1 in every 6 children
under 18 is living in a single-parent family, with the 1 parent
generally also being the head of the family and holding down
a job, usually full-time.”

Beyond the Family

Unemployment may be the single most powerful force
working in the U.S. today to destroy families. Violent behavia
toward child and spouse has been linked with unemployment
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in a number of studies. A six percent unemployment rate
means six million unemployed workers, at least half of them
parents. Parents can’t create jobs, they can only fill them.

A second force working beyond families themselves is
those destroying neighborhoods. Job transfers and other
policies requiring that families move repeatedly cause high
rates of in- and out-migration that prevent today’s neighbor-
hoods from being a stable base for family life.

The third external factor that affects family functioning
is the availability of substitute child care arrangements. In a
small study of family stresses and supports conducted recently
by a Cornell-based team in Ithaca, New York, the investigators
found that a mother’s satisfaction with her child care arrange-
ment determines in large measure how satisfied she is with
her work, herself as a parent, and her child. These data remind
us that the provision of child care options is an essential support
for families, and one that's closely entwined with both work
and parenthood.

Implications for Extension

Most Extension programs have looked to the family for
audiences. Yet these data imply that the best way to strengthen
families today isn‘t by educating family members, but by
providing knowledge and information at the level of family
support systems.

This shift in focus wouldn't be difficult to implement.
Suppose, for instance, that a consumer education program
taught parents how to find good services as well as good
products. After all, families use day care services, health
services, transportation services, and counseling and psycho-
logical services day in and day out.

The emphasis could be less on helping parents cope with
their children and more on providing ideas about how to
rearrange a work schedule, or organize a neighborhood play
group, or design and build a playground as a community
project. These relatively low-level shifts in emphasis on the
part of consumer or parent specialists recognize the outside
forces that pressure families, and help family members come
to grips with them.

Or the shift in audiences could be more radical. A con-
ference with major employers across the state could discuss
the merits of flexible work scheduling and part-time jobs.
Work could be done with state legislators to draft legislation
hiring family impact specialists to help local communities
evaluate the impact of community decisions on families with
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young children—like whether to close neighborhood elemen-
tary schools because of declining enroliment.

These are new audiences for Extension . . . and very
important ones. We can’t afford to ignore them if we care
about one of the most important functions performed by
families—the rearing of the young.

Twenty-four hundred years ago in Greece, there lived a
man named Aristocles. He was a big man, and wore the purple 1
robe of nobility. He was a student and companion of Socrates.
During a discussion with his mentor, Aristocles observed, ""All
the people | talk with, except you Socrates, have similar though
and ideas, so that talking with one man is like talking with
many others.”’

Aristocles was not like other men—his thoughts and ideas
were different. And, every statement he made, Socrates ques-
tioned ""Why?"’ Aristocles grew to be broad in mind as he was
in body. His comrades nicknamed him Plato, or Platon, meaning
"broad.”

When Socrates drank the fatal hemlock, Plato stripped
himself of the robes of nobility and sought to be, in appearance,
as other men were, He developed a friendship with a young man
by the name of Academus. For hours, Plato and Academus
would sit in the garden and talk. They shared ideas, thoughts,
information, desires, dreams, and kept the philosophy of
Socrates alive.

Slowly, other bright young Grecians joined in. Many
young men wanted to listen to Plato’s ideas and his questioning
of their own thoughts. The garden of Academus became known
as the Academy—and was the very first university. Those who
attended were known as Academicians.

The tradition of sharing at the Academy grew. One of
Plato’s most promising students was Aristotle. As Aristotle
listened to Plato, he became aware that Plato’s thoughts
should be segmented and classified so that the commoners
might have an opportunity to understand. Aristotle began
classifying objects, thoughts, and concepts. Within the walls
of the Academy, the field of scientific observation was born.

One day, a group of young men was listening to a
debate between Plato and Aristotle, or between poetry and
science. One of the young men walked to the edge of the
garden and looked down at the street below. He saw merchants
in their daily routine and observed laborers in the fields. He
commented that within the garden walls only a select few
had the opportunity to share ideas and listen to others.
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From that day on, the Academicians gathered for a
short while in the garden and then dispersed into the fields
and the streets to share their knoweldge with those in the
community. And, so, extension education was born.

Early on a summer day, a foreigner came to Plato’s
Academy. He was interested in what was happening there. He
asked Plato, "What is your purpose at the Academy—and
what do you put into the minds of these young men?”’

Plato replied, "’Ah, that is the point. It is not what we
put into the minds of these young men that is important,
but what we draw out from them.”’ Plato had coined the word
"educate’’ which literally means ‘"to draw out from” or ’ to
bring forth.”

The university’s first teaching was in the form of a ""quiz,’
which literally means “'who, what, which, why, how, and
wherefore.” Plato believed that truth couldn’t be acquired
from another—it’s self-discovery. Pure Platonic philosophy is
to find joy in any thought. .. whatever form it takes for the
simple pleasure of thinking.

We, as extension educators, have a classic heritage and
an educational lineage of rare distinction. To offer encour-
agement for self-motivation, provide skills for self-discovery,
and jointly explore facts, methods, and procedures for growth
makes possible mutual respect between people and exemplifies
the most meaningful form of education.

Extension educators, more than any other group of
educators, should realize that what a person knows is far more
important than where he learned it. An academy, or university,
reaches its peak when its personnel and programs reach out
to people far away from the garden wall.
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