








17.8 PERCEPTIONS OF RETARDATION 

crisis and expressive-crisis items_ On the in
strumental-crisis items, a smaller proportion 
of fathers (30 percent) scored low than 
mothers (46 percent). Moreover, a greater 
proportion of fathers (SO percent) scored 
medium than mothers (22 percent). This is 
as expected hypothetically. However, the rel· 
ative proportions of fathers and mothers scor
ing high on instrumental-crisis items is not 
in the direction predicted. The percentage 
differences are significant at the .05 level using 
the chi·square test. 

In interpreting these results, the analysis 
of specific items is useful. For example, al. 
most one-third of the mothers agreed that 
there were rather severe financial problems 
involved in having a retarded child. This 
may be due to the fact that some of the mothers 
did not play strictly expressive roles. In our 
sample, apprOl(imately 25 percent of the 
mothers were engaged in either full or part· 
time employment which, incidentally, may 
have been necessitated by financial problems 
involved in having a retarded child. The em· 
ployment of mothers reflects a mixing of 
roles. Mothers in this situation are more 
concerned about the functioning of a family 
as a system in relationship to other systems, 
something which Parsons feels is part of the 
instrumental role of the father. 

On el(pressive·crisis items (Table 1), more 
than half of the mothers were highly con· 
cerned about the emotional crisis involved in 
having a retarded child. This is a function of 
perceptions of the additional time involved in 
caring fOT the child, the emotional strain of 
having a retarded child, and the ability to 
maintain family harmony and integration. 
Less than one-third of the fathers were con-

cerned about these same items. Furthermore, 
only 18 percent of the mothers showed a low 
degree of concern, whereas more than one
third of the fathers showed the same degree. 
The differences between mothers and fathers 
here are in the direction of that predicted in 
the first hypothesis above. However, this 
difference is not quite significant at the .05 
level. 

In Table 2, which shows parental responses 
on the instrumental-extra-familial role items, 
the data indicate that almost twice as many 
fathers (46 percent) scored high as mothers 
(24 percent). Also, more mothers (12 per· 
cent) scored in the low category than fathers 
(6 percent) . 

From these percentages we see that almost 
one-half of the fathers showed a high degree 
of concern about the retarded child in roles 
other than in the family. Fathers were more 
concerned than mothers about such things as 
wanting the retarded child to be a leader, to 
be a "winner," and to "stand up for himself' 
in relation to other children. Only about one
fourth of the mothers showed a high degree of 
concern that the retarded child be assertive 
and aggressive in roles other than in the fam· 
ily. Statistical analysis shows no significant 
difference at the .05 level between mothers 
and fathers in the perception of instrumental
extra-familial roles. However, the chi·square 
(5.60) is close to being significant (5.99) and 
the percentage distribution is in the predicted 
direction. Further refinement of the instru
ment and its use on a larger sample might yield 
a significant difference here. 

On the expressive.extra.familial role items 
(Table 2), more mothers (48 percent) scored 
high than fathers (28 percent) and a higher 

TABLE 2 

PERCENTACE OF POSITIVE �R�E�S�P�O�~�S�E�.�.�I�;� ON EXTRA ·FAMILIAL ROLE ITEMS 

InstrumentaI·extra- Expressive-extra-
familial role items ramilial Iole items 

Parent High Medium Low High Medium Low 
(23) (24) (3) (14) (17) (19) 

Father. 46% 48% 6% 28% 34% 38% 
(12) (32) (6) (24) (19) (7) 

Mothers 24% 64% 12% 48% 38% 14% 

Note.-Instrumental-extra-familial role items, X2=5.60, 2 dJ, p>.05; expressive-extra-familial role items, 
X'=8.28, 2 Ill, p<.05. 
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TABLE 3 
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PERCENTACE OF POSITIVE RESPONSES ON FUTURE ROLE ITEMS 

InslrlUnental·!uture Expressive·future 
role items role items 

Parent High Medium Low High lIIedium Low 

(19) (18) (I3) (28) (9) (13) 
Fathers 38% 36% 26% 56% 18% 26'70 

(15) (15) (20) (3l) (Il) (8) 
l\fothers 30% 30% 4{)'10 62% 22'70 16'70 

No te.-Ins trumen tal·f uture role it~m!!, 
d/. p>.05. 

X'=2.23, 2 d/. p>.05; expressi,,'e-future role helms, x'=1.5·1, 2 

proportion of fathers (38 percent) scored low 
than mothers (14 percent). These differences 
were significant at the .05 level and support 
hypothesis two. The responses of the mothers 
tend to indicate a highly protective attitude 
toward their retarded child. They were con
cerned about the impact of the child's handi
cap on his being able to make friends and 
were more concerned about the child's happi
ness than about his ability to excel. 

The distribution of responses on instrumen
tal-future role items (Table 3) shows that 38 
percent of the fathers scored high as compared 
to 30 percent of the mothers. The data show 
that there is a tendency for fathers to dispro
portionately emphasize the instrumental as
pects of their perceptions of their child's fu
ture_ This, however, was not significant at 
the _05 leveL 

An examination of responses to expressi ve
future role items (Table 3) shows that there 
is a tendency for mothers to emphasize this 
more than fathers, which supports hypothesis 
three_ However, here again, the differences 
are not statistically significant. It should be 
pointed out that even though the chi-square 
test applied at the .05 level failed to reveal 
significant differences in some areas, the fig
ures obtained were still all quite close to being 
significant at that level. It may be that future 
role perceptions are yet not highly relevant 
to parents of children from 2 to 5 years. 

Discussion 

The particulllT focus of this study was to 
compare the role of the mother and the role 
of the father within the nuclear family and to 
determine whether oI not their respective 

roles influence their perceptions of their men
tally retarded child. The results obtained in· 
dicated that there were some differences be
tween mothers' and fathers' perceptions of 
the crisis of having a retarded child, of this 
child in extra-familial roles, and of the child 
in future roles. 

Although this study did not isolate them, 
there is rellson to believe that other factors 
may influence parental perceptions of mentally 
retarded children. Among these are birth 
order (Toman, 1959), family size (Toman, 
1961), and social class (Straus, 1967). More 
;esearch is also needed to determine whether 
the sex of a mentally retarded child contrib
utes to differences in mothers' and fathers' 
perceptions. For instance, do fathers of re
tarded boys perceive them differently than 
they would perceive retarded girls? Another 
question to systematically consider is whether 
or not a working mother perceives her re
tarded child differently than a non-working 
mother. The evidence here only suggests 
that there maybe a difIerence. 

One other point should be noted in discus
sion of the above findings. Since the percep
tions elicited were from a clinic population, 
this itself may have biased responses away 
from what they might have been had a sample 
of parents been selected from the general pop
ulation of parents with retarded children. 
Parents who do not seek, or have not sought, 
clinical help during the developmental period 
of their children's lives may have different 
perceptions of them. 

J. F. G. 
Marquette University 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53233 
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