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Reading Responses
1. Review the research by Lye and Waldron on page 131-132. Prior to reading Van
Marion’s results, which did you believe to be the most influential factor on people’s
attitudes toward cohabitation? Did her study change your mind? If not, why not?

2. In her review of literature, Van Marion does more than present all the scholarly research
on cohabitation; she builds the theoretical framework for her own study. Analyze how
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Van Marion builds this framework: What research does she begin with? What research
does she end with? And recommend revisions: Which additional topics should she have
researched? Which topics could she have eliminated from her review of the literature?

3. Working from Lye and Waldron, Van Marion looks only for a correlation between
political affiliation and attitudes toward cohabitation, not for all the causes of stu-
dents’ attitudes toward cohabitation. Using sociological imagination, list possible fac-
tors that account for the correlation between students’ political affiliation and their
attitudes toward cohabitation. Then, rank-order your list from what you suspect to be

the most significant to least significant factor.
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INTRODUCTION
Stephanie Coontz teaches history and women’s studies at Evergreen State University. She
has appeared before Congress and many television audiences, and she has published several
books and many scholarly articles on the history of marriage, global perspectives on mar-
riage, and the nature of modern, Western marriages. In her writing for general audiences
(as in this piece, written for the New York Times), Coontz encourages her readers to engage
in sociological imagination by describing multiple factors that affect personal relationships
like happiness in marriage. She does so to encourage her readers to follow the advice she
provides in the main point of her article: that couples should invest time into maintaining

their romantic relationship, even when they are busy raising children.
Even though she is writing for nonspecialists, Coontz develops a theoretical model from

previous scholarship to narrow the focus of her claim. She limits her topic by identifying a cul-
tural stereotype from long ago, describes the effect of parenting on different types of couples,
and then focuses on the effects of parenting on one of those types: “collaborative couples.”
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Half a century ago, the conventional wisdom was that having a child was the surest way
to build a happy marriage. Women’s magazines of that era promised that almost any mar-
ital problem could be resolved by embarking on parenthood. Once a child arrives, “we
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Ellen Galinsky has found that most children don’t want to spend as much time with their
parents as parents assume; they just want their parents to be more relaxed when they are

together.

Couples need time alone to renew their relationship. They also need to sustain sup-
portive networks of friends and family. Couples who don’t, investing too much in their
children and not enough in their marriage, may find that when the demands of child-rear-
ing cease to organize their lives, they cannot recover the relationship that made them want
to have children together in the first place.

As the psychologist Joshua Coleman suggests, the airline warning to put on your own

oxygen mask before you place one on your child also holds true for marriage.

Reading Responses

1. Describe a family portrayed on a television show or in a movie, paying special atten-
tion to how the parents interact with the children and each other. What factors from
Coontz’s article are evident in the television show?

2. What is the purpose of the final line of Coontz’s article? How does that line encour-
age the reader to engage in sociological imagination? How does that line reinforce
Coontz's point?

3. Writers for general audience magazines like Time, Newsweek, or the New Yorker reg-
ularly include references to scholarly research. List the reasons that writers might have

for including that research.

MORE WRITING IN SOCIOLOGY
INTRODUCTION

Many people are surprised by the number of poor women who become mothers when they
are very young, some as early as 14 or 15. Some policy makers have proposed that fewer
young women will get pregnant if these women have access to good sex education and
effective birth control. Others seem to blame the girls themselves, pointing to lax morals
or the breakdown of the nuclear family. Rather than rely on speculation, two professors
of sociology, Kathryn Edin (Harvard Univeristy) and Maria Kefalas (St. Joseph’s Uni-
veristy), writing in a journal for sociologists, examine the sociological factors behind the
number of poor, young mothers by asking two questions: Why do poor women have
children when they are very young? Wouldn’t it be wiser for them to wait until marriage
to have children?
It might seem that previous research has already answered that last question. In the 1990s
social scientists discovered a number of negative outcomes for children raised in mother-only fam-
ilies. Relying in part on these studies, some politicians reformed welfare in 1996 (The Personal

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act) and, even more to the point, politi-
cians authorized nearly two billion dollars in 2003 to encourage welfare recipients to marry.
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A young man’s avowal, “I want to have a baby by you,” is often part of the courtship rit-
ual from the beginning. This is more than idle talk, as their first child is typically con-
ceived within a year from the time a couple begins “kicking it.” Yet while poor couples™
pillow talk often revolves around dreams of shared children, the news of a pregnancy—

the first indelible sign of the huge changes to come—puts these still-new relationships
into overdrive. Suddenly, the would-be mother begins to scrutinize her mate as never
before, wondering whether he can “get himself together”—find a job, settle down, and
become a family man—in time. .
Most poor, unmarried mothers and fathers readily admit that bearing children while
poor and unmarried is not the ideal way to do things. Jen believes the best time to become
a mother is “after you’re out of school and you got a job, at least, when youre like
21....Whenyou’re ready to have kids, you should have everything ready, have your house,
have a job, so when that baby comes, the baby can have its own room.” Yet given their
already limited economic prospects, the poor have little motivation to time their births as
precisely as their middle-class counterparts do. The dreams of young people like Jen and
Rick center on children ata time of life when their more affluent peers plan for college and
careers. Poor girls coming of age in the inner city value children highly, anticipate them
cagerly, and believe strongly that they are up to the job of mothering—even in difficult cir-
cumstances. Jen, for example, tells us, “People outside the neighborhood, they’re like,
“You’re 15! You’re pregnant?” I'm like, it’s not none of their business. 'm gonna be able
to take care of my kid. They have nothing to wWorry about.” Jen says she has concluded that
“some people . . . are better at having kids at a younger age. - - - I think it’s better for some

people to have kids younger.”

When I Became a Mom

When we asked mothers like Jen what their lives would be like if they had not had chil-
dren, we expected them to express regret over foregone opportunities for school and
nm:.nnnm.wbmanmavaomﬁ believe their children «saved” them. They describe their lives as

spinning out of control before becoming @Rmsmﬁn\lmﬁamm_nm with parents and peers,
“wild,” risky behavior, depression, and school failure. Jen speaks to this poignantly. “I was
just real bad. 1 hung with a real bad crowd. I was doing pills. T was really depressed. . . - I
was drinking. That was before I was pregnant.” 1 think,” she reflects, «if T never had a
baby or anything . . ., I would still be doing the things I was doing. 1 would probably still

be doing drugs. I'd probably still be drinking.” Jen admits that when she first became

regnant, she was angr that she :nOﬁwgqﬂ be out no morec. OOﬁwaoﬁ be out ﬁwﬁra
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. . because

friends. Couldn’t do nothing.” Now, though, she says, “I’m glad I have a son .
I would still be doing all that stuff.”
Children offer poor youth like Jen a compelling sense of purpose. Jen paints before-

and-after picture of her life that was common among the mothers we interviewed.
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for everything. Now, I don’t forgive him for nothing.” Now we begin to understand the
source of Jen’s hesitancy. “He wants mc to marry him, [but] I'm not really sure. . . . If 1
can’t trust him, I can’t marry him, »cause we would geta divorce. If you’re gonna get mar-
ried, you’re supposed to be faithfal!” she insists. To Jen and her peers, the worst thing that
could happen is “to get married just to get divorced.” . . .

These Are Cards I Dealt Myself

... Jen clearly sees how her life has improved since Rick’s dramatic exit from the scene.
«That’s when I really started [to get better] because I didn’t have to worry about what
he was doing, didn’t have to worry about him cheating on me, all this stuff. [It was]
then 1 realized that I had to do what I had to do to take care of my son. . .. When he
was there, I think that my whole life revolved around him, you know, so I always messed
up somehow because I was so busy worrying about what he was doing. Like I would leave
the [GED] programs I was in just to go home and see what he was doing. My mind was
never concentrating.” NOw, she says, “a lot of people in my family look up to me now,
because all my sisters dropped out from school, you know, nobody went back to school.
I went back to school, you know? . . . I went back to school, and 1 plan to go to college,
and a lot of people look up to me for that, you know? So that makes me happy . . . because
five years ago nobody looked up to me. I was just like everybody else.”

Yet the journey has not been easy. “Being a young mom being 15, it’s hard, hard,
hard, you know.” She says, «] have no life. . . . I work from 6:30 in the morning until 5:00
at night I leave here at 5:30 in the morning. I don’t get home until about 6:00 at night.”
Yet she measures her worth as a mother by the fact that she has managed to provide for
her son largely on her own. «] don’t depend on nobody. I might live with my dad and
them, but I don’t depend on them, you know.” She continues, «There [used to] be days
when I’d be so stressed out, like, ‘I can’t do this”” And I would just cry and cry and
cry. . .. Thenl look at Colin, and he’ll be sleeping, and I’ll just look at him and think I
don’t have no [reason to feel sorry for myself]. The cards I have I’ve dealt myself so I have
to deal with it now. I'm older. I can’t change anything. He’s my R%OE&UEQI\U@J
nobody else’s but mine—so I have to deal with that.”

Becoming a mother transformed Jen’s point of view on just about everything. She
says, “I thought hanging on the corner drinking, getting high—1 thought that was a
good life, and 1 thought 1 could live that way for eternity, like sitting out with my
friends. But it’s not as fun once you have your own kid. . .. I think it changes [you]. 1
think, ‘Would I want Colin to do that? Would I want my son to be like that . . . 2 It
was fun to me but it’s not fun anymore. Half the people 1 hung with are
cither. . . . Some have died from drug overdoses, some are in jail, and some people are
just out there living the same life that they always lived, and they don’t look really good.
They look really bad.” In the end, Jen believes, Colin’s birth has brought far more good
into her life than bad. “I know I could have waited [to have 2 child], but in a way I think
Colin’s the best thing that could have happened to me. . . - So I think I had my son for
a purpose because I think Colin changed my life. He saved my life, really. My whole life
revolves around Colin!”

Writing Assignments 145

Promises I Can Keep

There are unique the i >
e M BOﬂrmHoM mwr Mw M hMMMM‘IBOMM@%MaW are only one or two, not five years
G RSBt e hea n, and few fathers have as many glarin
Bl gl i lhers swo MMMM MM Mnmn themes repeatedly in the mmoaaw w,«m ﬁrnmwﬂn%ﬂmmw
revere it. Indeed, it is the convicti OW. Zoﬁmwg poor women do not reject marriage; the
divorce T worse thar haviidisn U_o: ﬁrmﬁ marriage is forever that makes them HEEM th y
ifices, provide erucial mowm_- a %Uocg.am of marriage. Their children, far from bein _.mﬁ
IO — %&a ological resources—a strong sense of purpose mw%-
B @nw\.moo: M_:Q the other mothers we came to know are comin M
g s o arom. This coon ot N: _.< Egn@ﬁ&:ﬁérowm the gap between rich and poor nm o
perhaps, something to gain b Rt nowa.non_ them that they have little to lose om,
The lesson one draws @o%w“ﬂ%%w;\u "EV.DB&.: g e
have more access to j slikeJen'sds guite simple: Until poor
hope for the wnéma&womvw%rmﬁm%mm 0 e 5&0@%&@58‘55% EQMOMBWMMMMH Ms
Mommbsn to have children mm% moowwwmnmwwﬁ%wmﬂ %Hmi_.om@a peers pursue—the poor /Sm
PA— : ! ericans think the : :
ra nEmD o Hrwﬁmmm«mw\w\wﬁwp bmﬁﬁvm:amam have risen for all Americans, msw\ MMM MMWMMMW Mﬂ:
they insist on marrying well w wants out of marriage. The poor want to marr o
ying well. This, in their view, is the only way to avoid an NWMMMW i
cer-

tain divorce. Like w n 1 ply y
: en, they are simply not willi th
b cen, 5 y t Lrbm to make @H.Obdmﬂm they are not sure ey

Reading Responses

1. Did Edin and Kefalas off
. er you a new wa [
have children? What surprised you 30%&9n P il el

3. What in Jen’s stor
story most sparked your own curiosity?
you research in greater depth, if you had the %wmw.ﬁ%wmmvmmbmﬂ Of Jen> Ao RO

WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

Assignment 1

§:H Hmm_ﬂ :: __ ._m mmm.m_ nent 1s to create a ﬁT m T H—u U

1 i w\mv

: .

. 1 @OHOQON— m.w:_n WOTrK 10r a O ﬁm.m about a
mmvﬁﬁwrﬁ %;NﬁﬁOH‘ Nmﬁﬁﬁumﬂm BNWHMNW@W HHH __ (o HUHHW—HOQ MHm:ﬂm # ~

m
Ho U@ 11, usc ﬁ:@ Hﬂmﬁ_.:hw S 11 mu:m ﬁwv”@ﬁﬂm to GHNMHHWHO t 1
> m rm NUOC @Omw 7_@ %lmﬁﬁ
Ors. mxﬁﬂcg

your U%wamﬁOHHUwD Uv\ i i nsult referen ] f:
g ﬂﬂm@”ﬂﬁ_u:vm previous mOTO_NﬁmTwmv AOO S a T i
ce hibrarian for

help) to hel i
p you locate a single factor. Do additi
e additional research to identify how previous




