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African Americans

African Americans refer to an ethnic group of Americans, which has at least partial ancestry from any of the black racial groups in Africa. They are thus the offspring of enslaved black people from the US. Others migrated to the US, acquired citizenship, and never returned to Africa. They are the second and third largest racial group and ethnic group, respectively, in the US (Forsyth et al., 2014). Only the Hispanic and Latino Americans, as well as the White Americans, have higher numbers of people than African Americans. Most of the African Americans in the US are from the Central and Western parts of Africa. Some are of European descent, while others have Native American ancestry. Most of the immigrants from Africa living in the US usually identify themselves as Africans rather than African Americans. The US had the first African American president in 2008 when Barrack Obama won the general elections in that year. That shows how some African Americans have grown in the US to become important persons in society. This paper will focus on the essential dimensions of African Americans including their family structures, sex roles, and religiosity. Others include education characteristics, racial and ethnic identity, as well as sex roles expectations and role conflicts. It will further explore the implications of these dimensions for counseling practice.

Family Structure

The family structure of African Americans in the US is complex. It includes both nuclear and extended families. Blood relatives, as well as friends who are close to a family, play a significant role in the promotion of the health and well-being of an African American family unit. Some families collaborate while bringing up their children, while others do it themselves. According to the US Census Bureau (2017), 45% of households of African Americans are led by couples who are legally married. However, that number has consistently declined over the years, and the trend is no different in 2019. The Centers for Disease and Control (2018) stated that African Americans living in the US had the highest number of birth rates that came from non-married women. The number of children coming from non-married couples has been steadily increasing among this population. Children from this population are also more likely to stay in extended family households than in their nuclear families due to reasons such as poverty. Most of the African Americans live with their grandparents as compared to other populations such as the whites. For instance, the rate of the whites’ population likelihood of staying with their parents stands at 2.6%, while that of the African Americans stands at 5.6% (US Census Bureau, 2017). It shows how extended family plays a role in the African American population.
The family structures of African Americans are complicated. That makes counseling of family members from this population complex too. Therefore, before members of this population start receiving therapy, questions on the individuals living in a home should be asked by a counselor. That is to enable a counselor to understand if their client is living in a nuclear or extended family. The counselor should then custom make the therapy based on the information from the client. It should not be about disorganizing the family structure but instead finding solutions that revolve around the existing structures. The different members of the African American families can adopt different roles based on circumstances. For example, an elder child can take care of the young ones while a grandmother can assist in taking care of the children depending on the circumstances of the parents. The family structure thus significantly influence the therapy session. For example, a Eurocentric, nuclear-family orientation may influence the way a counselor will offer therapy. However, a counselor should not impose other families’ beliefs to a different family. The basis of the sessions should be on the beliefs of the family in question. Counseling should be about strengthening those beliefs; it should be tailor-made based on the customer’s needs. When assessing families, counselors should move away from the deficit model and concentrate on the assets and strengths angles. For instance, strengthening a parenting style where children are disciplined to prevent them from drug abuse. 

Educational Characteristics
The rate of African Americans who have gone to schools and graduated has significantly increased over the years. For example, from 1995 to 2009, college enrolment for this group of people increased by 73% (Fletcher, 2013). According to Crenshaw et al., (2015), black women enrolled in universities more than any other gender group or race in 2013. However, African Americans are still behind regarding their education levels when compared to the Whites population. Various factors contribute to the low levels of education among the African American population. Among them include economic conditions, discrimination, as well as levels of poverty. African parents are aware that their children may face racial discrimination when attending schools. They have thus employed a strategy of encouraging their children to develop career and educational goals while they are still young. For instance, 62% of African Americans 6th to 10th graders had the aspirations of going to college, which is a similar rate to the whites. This population wanted to attend college because they had positive feelings about attending school (Toldson et al., 2009). Additionally, they got encouragement from their guardians regarding the importance of going to school. The focus should now be on increasing the number of African Americans graduates since it is still low compared to that of the White population. 75% of African Americans compared to 88% of Whites graduated from high school during the 2014-2015 school year (NCES, 2017). There is no need for going to school and not attaining the qualifications that will assist an individual in life.
Counselors working with the African Americans school-age youth should first understand them well before starting the therapy sessions. For example, when doing therapy sessions that involve academic performance, they should first understand their experiences and their perceptions of school. Are the school policies or teacher expectations discriminatory? Are their performances affected by how they are treated at school? Understanding such factors is essential during a counseling session since most of the African Americans youth reported teachers having low expectations of them because of their cultures. The learning environment is often negative for this population as compared to that of the Whites. According to Rudd (2014), the probability of African American children being suspended from school and given harsher punishments are two to five times higher than that of the whites. That is because of the stereotypes that their guardians are incompetent, irresponsible, or have regressive cultures. Morris (2016) states that black girls are also being discriminated in schools, and that affects their performances and decreases the rates of those who graduate. They are marginalized in class and in some cases pushed out of schools. Black girls experience so many vulnerabilities that affect their education. For instance, they may be sexually harassed during security protocols in schools (Crenshaw et al., 2015). Counselors should thus consider all these factors when dealing with the African Americans youth.

Religiosity

According to a report by Pew Research Center (2011), the African-American population is more religious than the population of the US as a whole. 87% of the African Americans living in the US had an affiliation with a religion and viewed religion as significant to their lives. Compared to the 83% of the US population who had an association with a religion, the African American population seems to be more religious. The study found out that 83% of the population were Christians. Therefore, religion plays a significant role in the lives of the African Americans population in the US. It influences the ways of life of that population since most of them strongly believe in their religions. They view the church as a place where they can seek comfort whenever there are trouble, economic support, and the opportunity to express themselves to people who understand them, among others.

When dealing with the African American population, counselors should consider their religious beliefs. They should identify whether their clients have strong religious beliefs that can influence the way they do things. For example, if a client has strong religious beliefs and is mostly involved in the activities of a church, a counselor might consider having church leaders to help in the therapy sessions. That is because the chances of achieving the desired results will be high as the counseling will focus on the values and beliefs of the client. Most of the church leaders usually understand the dynamics of a family, and therefore, it becomes easier to address issues whenever they arise.  

Racial and Ethnic Identity
Racial identity attitudes play a significant role in African Americans' mental and physical health. African Americans should accept and be proud of their identity. They should move from a race-less identity to a positive, internalized black identity. The nigrescence model that was developed by Cross aims at developing a racial identity. It identifies the status of pre-encounter, encounter, immersion/emersion, and internalization. They are linked to the variances in perceptions concerning the self as well as relationships with others. That includes the acceptance of standards that are set by the whites and the disapproval of the culture of the black population, among others. The level of racial identity in a person influences their awareness of and willingness to discuss racism or discrimination (Forsyth et al., 2015).

In the pre-encounter phase, an individual is unaware of their race and the social implications that are associated with it. Individuals who are at this stage are, therefore, less likely to report cases of racial discrimination. The encounter stage makes persons to be focused on the race perspective; herein, individuals are least satisfied with the social conditions. The immersion stage is where individuals behave as though they have just discovered their color, which, in this case, is black (Forsyth et al., 2015). The internalization stage is where an individual has understood and accepted their identity or race. After this, a person is comfortable in who they are and they are proud of being black.

The stage that an individual is at influences their preferences on the type of counselor that they will choose. For instance, African Americans with pre-encounter attitudes are more likely to prefer a white counselor, while those who have identified and accepted themselves will be comfortable with a black counselor. It’s all about identifying and recognizing an identity; it should not be about the color of the counselor. The best counselor is one who is culturally sensitive to the beliefs and values of a person and can provide the most impactful therapy. Culturally sensitive counselors are considered to be the best since they provide therapy from the client’s perspective. They do not alter a client’s beliefs but rather strengthens those.  

Sex Role Expectations and Role Conflicts

The African Americans men and women believe that they have different functions. The men are expected to provide for their families, while the women are expected to take care of the families. The African culture believes in the separation of roles among the boys and girls. From an early age, boys are taught what is expected of them, and they also see their fathers doing what they are expected to do (Harry et al., 2005). They provide for their families and protect them. Girls, on the other hand, are taught what is expected of them, which is to take care of the family. Such cultures have been instilled in the different sexes such that they have become a norm. The case study of Michael, who believes that black men don’t get a fair shake, is an excellent example of how the black men are brought up believing. Michael is more concerned about developing a positive African American man identity. He thinks that the role he is doing is not for a man. 

Counselors handling African American groups should consider the factors that make them view their roles the way they do. Factors that influence their perceptions of how they view roles should also be considered. For example, in the case of Michael, a counselor should consider if rap music affects the way Michael views roles. Issues such as the necessary support and guidance should be considered (Sue et al., 2019). The aim of the sessions should be to enhance the internal strength of the client through the development of their pride and dignity without affecting their cultural beliefs.

Discrimination

Discrimination is a critical issue that affects most of the African Americans in the US. So significant is the issue that President Obama addressed it during his eulogy for Rev Pinckney and eight of his congregants who were murdered by a white supremacist. 88% of the black population thinks that there needs to be changes in how blacks are perceived in the US. The police are also believed to discriminate against blacks. The number of blacks’ death at the hands of the police is higher than that of Whites. A study by Pew Research Center (2016) stated that 84% of Americans believe that the police are unfairly treating blacks. That has led to the emergence of a black lives matter movement that aims at championing for the rights of the blacks against police brutality. There should be equal opportunities for all people. Many people in the US, either consciously or unconsciously, also associate African Americans with a crime or feel satisfied when they are given harsher punishments than the whites. The media also plays a significant role in discrimination against the black population. Despite the number of African Americans who have been arrested and charged with crime being 27%, the population makes 37% of crime stories in media.
Counselors, when dealing with cases of discrimination against blacks, should first address the issue of mistrust from African American clients regarding the stereotypes. The counselors should identify the problems that their clients are facing and how they respond to those problems. That is because how racism is viewed differs from one individual to another. Understanding a particular client’s issues and how they respond to them will make the counselor custom make a solution for a client. 

Conclusion

The population of African Americans in the US is approximately 13%, which is quite significant, considering it is the third-largest group in the US. However, they are still viewed as second class citizens, and their standards of living are much lower than that of the Whites. Their education, employment levels, and earnings, among others, are still not at par with that of the whites in the same country. The discrimination and racism that African Americans face come from both individuals and institutions. Their experiences, therefore, influence the direction in which their counseling sessions should take. Therapists must understand their issues and how they handle them for them to provide therapies effectively. They must also understand their values and cultures so that they strengthen them rather than altering them. 
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