
fered to apply what one has accumulated in the way of skills and knowledge to real world situations that in-
crease one's capacity and, in turn, the capacity of one's children, is added to turn potential into achieve-
ment.

The capacity to learn and to retain learning is one of the earliest of the human skills one acquires and
one of the most difficult to assess. The controversy continues over the meaning, measurement and primary
source of human intelligence, with the adherents of "nature" arrayed against the supporters of "nurture."
Although there are still those who cling to the notion of race and race-based intellectual capacity, most
scholars by the end of the sixties were convinced of the crucial role of the learning environment, including the
school, in developing in children what educational researchers call "intelligence." As Weinberg (1977) put it,

Inequalities of intelligence once equated with racial or class affiliation began to disappear
in these new studies. Performance on the IQ test wasfound to express not genetic inheritance,
but cultural and social opportunity. IQ disparities between white and black shrank sharply as
researchers learned to take into account the children 's mind-set during testing or the quality of
the learning environment at home.

The capacity for learning and the potential for meaningful and fulfilling employment was seen as the end
result not only of the interplay of genetic factors. Factors involving the social and economic environment of
the black child had a role as well.

Much has been made of the effect of "father-absence" and "matriarchal-dominance" on the quality of
the home learning environment for black and poor youngsters. In the eyes of some observers, the growing
tendency of black children, particularly, to come from homes in which the head of the household is female,
has contributed to a decline not only in their self-esteem, but also in their ability to succeed academically and
economically. Some research suggests there is no consistent race difference in self-esteem, nor do black
males have lower self-esteem than black females. Reginald Clark's recent research indicates that the absence
of the father is not the key variable in predicting levels of achievement of black children. The quality of the
home environment is the key factor (educational level of the mother, occupancy of the mother, stress on
educational excellence, availability of adequate parent surrogates, ability to help child develop vocabulary,
etc.). In other words, competent mothers can provide effective home environments for their children in the
absence of the father. Also, father surrogates (uncles, grandfathers, big brothers, ministers, etc.) can fulfill
the role of the positive male role model. The major weakness of the female-headed, single-parent family is
economic: they simply have less money because of gender discrimination in employment as well as other
structural barriers. Thus, if economic status and quality of home environment are controlled,there is no in-
dependent father-absence effect. Another researcher comments:

The absence of significant differences in general self-esteem between black boys, and
either black girls or white boys, further suggested that whatever academic liabilities black boys
suffer may already be compensatedfor by their perceived social assets. ... Specfically, given
preponderance of athletes and entertainers over academically successful black role models that
these boys are exposed to through the media, one must wonder if these boys are in fact being led
to the unrealistic view that nonacademic pursuits are higher probability roads to success. This
possibility becomes even more tenable when one considers that they are likely to be exposed to
educationally unsuccessful male models in their real world. (Hare, pp. 208-9)

While writers differ widely in interpreting the effects of family circumstances, a number of researchers
are of the opinion that the plight of the black family is a result of factors intrinsic to the historical experience
in America, and most now see the black family structure as being most often dictated by economic considera-
tions.

The black family is experiencing serious deterioration because of the inability of black males to function
normally as providers for their families; thus, the resulting increase in the number of black families headed by
women, with one out of two black children living in poverty. In this regard, it is significant to note that of the
8.8 million black men who are of working age, more than 4 million are not even in the work force.
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