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Introduction

The diversification of family structures and the emergence of new patterns
of family and household formation represent a real challenge for
traditional social policy, financial and educational institutions.

The fluidity and changing dynamics of family life (single parent families,
reconstituted families, immigrant families, homosexual families, etc.)
throughout the EU and the increased likelihood that these families
experience many different forms of social exclusion and discrimination in
their daily lives, of which school is the most important dimension, brings
in sharp focus the need to address the issue in a systematic rather than an
erratic way.

The many children living in non-nuclear family are a particularly vulnerable
group, exposed to discrimination and stigmatization because of their
particular social status and their often poor living conditions. The
traditional approach of teachers and school textbooks to the issue of
family reinforces the prevailing stereotypes and creates an uneasy
situation for those children that do not fit into the norms on which
traditional family policy is constructed. As our research in three countries
has demonstrated1, there are no specific policies, practices or official
directives on how teachers should relate to single parent children. Neither
does any school provide training for teachers and school staff on how to
work with children from single parent families, or provide specific
programmes that target children from single parent families. The same is
true for children living in other family formations that do not conform to
the norm of the nuclear family. Taking into account the new social realities
that are emerging and the variety and wealth of family structures, could be
the first vital steps towards a diversification of the conventional wisdom of
"what is a family", at least at the school level.

There is no doubt that school has a major influence on the lives of
children. It is therefore of primary importance to equip teachers with the
appropriate knowledge, skills and tools, that will assist them in providing
children with the necessary support and guidance in difficult situations.

1 Cyprus, Greece, UK



This Guide consists of seven sections. In Section 1, the aims of the Guide
are briefly described and the ways of using it explained. Section 2 attempts
to give a new meaning to what is a family. After briefly presenting the basic
aspects of family change in Europe in recent years, it focuses on the new
forms of family that have emerged as a result of structural and demographic
developments. The expanding family diversity calls for new policy approaches
and a re-distribution of resources. Section 3 focuses on the stereotypical
representations of the family in school textbooks and in the media. School
textbooks not only put forward traditional representations of the family,
they also construct a distorted and unrealistic representation of the family
and society as a whole. For their part, the media are also in clear
dissonance with the growing diversity of family life; by offering idealized
representations of the family, they set the limits on what is considered
acceptable and non-acceptable family life. 

Section 4 suggests ways of addressing the issue of family diversity in the
classroom, from the perspective of children themselves. It indicates the
type of behaviour that children coming from diverse family situations
reject or expect from their teachers and peers. The second part of this
section is about how to handle sensitive issues in class, and how to
encourage children to express their feelings, ask the questions they want
and challenge prejudices and stereotypes. 

Section 5 provides some examples of tools and resources that teachers
can use to stimulate learning about the concept of the family and family
diversity. It suggests a range of classroom activities addressed to different
age groups, aimed at raising awareness amongst children on family
diversity, whilst also improving their communication skills and critical
thinking. Section 6 includes a brief glossary of terms most commonly used
when talking about the concepts of family, marriage, diversity, etc. Finally,
Section 7 provides an indicative bibliography for further reading, as well
as a number of useful websites and portals related to children, young
people, child abuse, children’s rights, entertainment, etc.
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Aims of the Guide and target groups

This Guide is a by-product of the project "Integrating Children’s Perspectives
in Policy-Making to Combat the Poverty and Social Exclusion Experienced by
Single Parent Families: A Transnational Comparative Approach", involving
research teams from Cyprus, Greece and the UK and financed by the
European Commission2.  

The production of this Guide is intended to provide teachers with a useful
tool that can help them address the complex realities of the changing family
situations affecting their pupils and to better understand their family and
social context. Although there may exist abundant fragmentary material and
information regarding the issue of family diversity and how to approach
delicate situations in class, to our knowledge, there is a lack of a coherent
tool dedicated specifically to this issue. Moreover, children’s needs and
perspectives are rarely taken into account either in the relevant literature,
or in policy-making. Thus, focusing on children’s voices and points of view
has been a key concern both of our project, and of the present Guide,
which is what diversifies it from previous similar projects and initiatives.

More specifically, the objectives of this Guide are:
ñ to raise awareness about the issue of family diversity and to

challenge stereotypes and prejudices regarding different  family
arrangements and formations,

ñ to provide a resource book for the teachers to use in teaching
children of all school grades about the complex new realities of
family structures,

ñ to overcome the bureaucracy’s mainstream thinking and make
an educational intervention with concrete suggestions, and

Section 1Section 1Section 1
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ñ to illustrate the importance of listening to children and taking
their views and opinions seriously when addressing issues of
family diversity.

Teachers will find this Guide useful in several ways:
(a) First, as a reference book providing a brief but informative overview

on the issue of family diversity and the reproduction of stereotypes
about the family;

(b) Second, as a set of guidelines, with practical examples of how to
explore family diversity at school and increase understanding;

(c) Third, as a source of advice in coping with children experiencing
difficulties, and providing them with support and guidance.

In using this Guide, teachers need to take into account the age profile and
the particular circumstances of their students. Whilst older children could
have access themselves to the content of the Guide, younger children will
benefit from the classroom activities and from the increased awareness of
their teachers on the issue of family diversity.

We hope that this Guide will be useful across all European countries,
despite their cultural and socio-economic differences, and will contribute
to a better understanding and communication between teachers, children
and their families.
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The diversity of family structures
in time and space 

2.1. What is a “family”?

It is doubtful that there is a universally agreed and satisfactory answer to
this question, as it has become increasingly necessary in today’s world to
rethink what a family is. Most social scientists would probably agree that
family is a fundamental social institution found in all societies as well as
one of the most basic ways by which societies organize their members.
The universality of the family is often attributed to the functions it serves.
Among others, the family is often credited with providing a context for
rearing children, with providing emotional and physical support to its
members, and with providing a socially sanctioned outlet for sexual
activity. 

However, the universality of the family as a social institution is precisely
what gives rise to the problem of defining it. It would be fair to say that
what is a family is a question that can only be answered in relation to the
historical, political, cultural, and social context. Families today are not like
the families which existed 1000 years ago, nor are families in the UK likely
to be the same as families in China. Similarly, the social circumstances of
a family influence what kind of family it is as is the political context which
might, at any particular time, normalize a particular kind of family at the
expense of other types of families. 

Traditional anthropological definitions of the family which include aspects
such as common residence, economic cooperation, and a sexually
approved union of individuals from the opposite sex which results in
reproduction, are no longer encompassing enough of the existing diversity
which characterizes families around the world. Today, for instance, there
are families where the partners are not married but are cohabiting, there
are families that choose not to have children, and there are families where
the partners are of the same rather than the opposite sex and whose
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relations are not necessarily sanctioned by society. Nor is there necessarily
a common residence (e.g., immigrant families which are often separated)
or economic cooperation between family members. New reproductive
technologies have added to this complexity by making it possible for
women to have children in the absence of a father (e.g., through sperm
donors) or for infertile couples to have a child through a surrogate mother. 

Therefore what is a family is an open question which is often debated,
contested, and often redefined as different groups try to establish one kind
of legitimate definition over another. What is a family will continue to
remain an open question and its definitions will be fought over by all those
who have an interest to define it one way or another. Moreover, since
family is a concept which is closely linked to other concepts such as
marriage, sexuality, and parenting which are themselves quite often open
to variable definitions it will probably continue to challenge the moral
sensitivities of people. 

The myth of the nuclear family 
In many Western cultures, the so-called nuclear family, often also referred
to as the traditional family, is presented as the normal type of family or the
most desirable type of family while other types are often seen as
problematic or deviant. The mass media often contribute to the idealization
of the "traditional family" by singling it out and presenting it as the ideal
model of the family. In such idealized presentations, the nuclear family is
presented as the norm – the most widespread type of family – the only type
of family which provides its members with what is valued in life: warmth,
support, love, and a proper context for raising children. Members of this
type of family are also often presented as living in harmony and economic
prosperity. The fact that some families may experience poverty, disability,
or even violence is rarely, if ever, presented. Because issues related to the
family are often highly politicized and touch on religious and moral
principles and values, it is not unusual that certain types of families will be
presented as problematic, abnormal, and potentially dangerous. 

The great variation both within and between cultures challenges the myth
of the nuclear family and forces us to recognize the multiplicity of life
conditions and circumstances that might give rise to different types of
family arrangements whether these are due to social class issues and
access to material resources, different cultural preferences for organizing
family units, or lifestyle choices. 
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Nuclear versus extended family
Two major types of families are the so-called nuclear families and extended
families. Nuclear families are families which are constituted by two
generations, namely parents and children. Nuclear families often live
independently from other kin and often have the primary responsibility for
raising their children. On the other hand, extended families include parents
and children as well as other kin and are often made up of three or more
generations of people who usually live together or close to each other.
Members of extended families often strongly support each other and see
themselves as constituting one larger familial unit. A common form of the
extended family is that of a child who gets married but ends up living with
his/her parents so that at least three generations reside together in the same
household. Another form of the extended family is the case of two or more
siblings and their respective families who live together in the same
household. Extended families can be patrilineal or matrilineal. Patrilineal
extended families include the male head of the family and his sons and their
respective families. Matrilineal extended families similarly include a woman
and her daughters together with their respective families. 

Though it is hard to generalize, one may say that nuclear families are more
likely to be the "norm" in cultures which emphasize individuality,
independence and autonomy while extended families are more likely to
exist in cultures that emphasize collective interests over and above
individual interests as well as a high degree of interdependence among
family members. Based on the research findings of the project behind this
Guide, single parent families in Western societies appear to gravitate
towards the collective family interests, probably very much out of
necessity in the provision of childcare, economic, and emotional support.
In the West, government policies are based on the nuclear family which is
probably partly why single parent families are so impoverished, as it does
not equate with collective family responsibility. There is some evidence
that in Denmark, for example, single parent families are not in poverty
because there is a greater ethos of collectivity in society and therefore
resources are generally re-distributed in the collective interest. 

Family and marriage
The institution of the family is closely linked with another key social
institution, namely, that of marriage. Though, most people readily think of
marriage as a union between one man and one woman, marriage comes
in a variety of forms. Monogamy, or marriage of one man to one woman
at a time, is one possibility among many. Polygamy which is sanctioned in
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many cultures and societies, involves marriage between one individual
and more than one spouses. Polygamy comes in two forms: polygyny and
polyandry. Polygyny is the most common form of polygamy and involves
marriage of one man with more than one woman at the same time. Among
others, polygyny is practiced in parts of the Middle East and Africa but
though it is legally and socially sanctioned in these societies it is not
widely practiced because it is costly for a man to sustain more than one
woman. Islam, for instance, which allows polygyny discourages the
practice if the man is not able to economically support the women he
marries. Polyandry which is much rarer involves marriage of one woman
to more than one man at the same time. A classic case of polyandry in the
anthropological literature is that of the Nyimba of Nepal where a woman
marries simultaneously a man and all his brothers.  

Families around the world also differ in terms of who rules or is in charge of
the family. Thus, patriarchal families are families which are ruled by men (or
families where men make the most important decisions) while matriarchal
families are families ruled by women. In recent years, especially in the
Western world, another type of family is emerging, the so-called egalitarian
family, where both husband and wife share power in the family more or less
equally. Note here, however, that many studies show that women (as
compared to men) end up bearing a heavier load of housework and childcare
in the majority of cases than men, even in so-called egalitarian families. 

A final parameter that tends to vary cross-culturally and which gives rise
to variations in family types is residence. In some cultures, families are
patrilocal, that is, the married couple lives with or near the husband’s
family while in other cultures families are matrilocal, that is the married
couple lives with or near the wife’s family. Neolocal families where the
married couple chooses its own place of residence separate from the
husband’s or wife’s family residence is the most typical type of residence
in much of the Western world. 

The fluidity of families
It is important to recognize that families rather than being static often
change through time and through the life course. Thus, for instance, a
two-parent family may end up becoming a single parent family (as a result
of separation, divorce, or the death of a spouse) and then a reconstituted
family (as a result of remarriage). Or, a family may be separated as a result
of migration only to be reunited later on in a new context but away from its
own native environment. Seeing families as dynamic allows one to recognize
their fluidity and the need to recompose and reconstitute themselves as a
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result of the new realities they have to face and occasionally because of lack
of choice (e.g., in the case of the death of a spouse or forced migration). 

2.2. Family and family change in Europe 

Family change in Europe is associated with two mutually reinforcing
processes of demographic change. The first, which begun in the late 19th
century, saw a decline in fertility, mortality and increase in life expectancy.
The second, which begun in the 1960s and continues today, is
characterised by a decrease in marriage and an increase in cohabitation,
extra-marital births, divorce, single parenthood and reconstituted families
(Hantrais, 2004). The process of family change across the EU25 is best
captured by Boh’s (1989) definition as a ‘convergence to divergence’. In
other words the diversification of family is common to all countries, and
similar trends can be identified across the EU25, but the scope and
diversity of change is such that is not possible to speak of convergence to
a set of family forms. This is partly because the starting point, pace and
extent of family change vary. Moreover similar trends are being modified
by diverse national contexts, their specific historical patterns of family
structure, and socio-economic and cultural features (Daly, 2005).

The dramatic process of family change that has been characterising
European societies since the 1960s has had two main outcomes: 

First, there is the shrinking of the household which characterizes the
EU25. This process began with a shift from extended to nuclear family
structure as a result of industrialisation and urbanisation, although
historical studies have shown that this shift was by no means universal
(Laslett and Wall, 1972). Multi-generational living is quite complex today.
On the one hand three generations living together is far less common,
particularly in the Northern European countries. On the other, the age at
which young adults marry and/or leave their parents home has risen
significantly, albeit important national differences remain. In 2000 the UK
and France showed the earliest age of 19, Cyprus a medium range, whilst
Greece and Italy had the highest age at 31 for men (European
Commission, 2002). In line with the individualisation of the life course and
increased life expectancy, the number of one-person households has risen
dramatically (Daly, 2005). In 1960 there were 13 million people across the
EU15 living in this type of household, in 1995 there were 42 million, and
EUROSTAT predicts that by 2025 there will be 71 million people making up
40% of all households. Once again a North-South divide is visible, with the
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number of one-person households much more common now and in the
future in the Northern Countries (EUROSTAT, 2003). The little data available
for the countries that joined in 2004, indicate that this type of household was
less common in Cyprus and Malta, than in Hungary, Estonia and Slovakia
(Hantrais, 2004). The shrinking of the household is associated with a strong
trend in the fall of fertility, with a fall from 1.88 to 1.50 between 1980 and
2004 in the EU25 (EUROSTAT, 2004). The large fall in the Southern European
countries, with Greece showing a fertility rate of 1.29, is also mirrored by the
fall experienced by the new member countries. The Northern countries show
a higher than average rate, with the UK at 1.74 in 2004, whilst Cyprus is in
line with the EU rate (EUROSTAT, 2004). 

Second, there is the diversification and de-institutionalisation of family forms.
The process of family de-institutionalisation has greatly contributed to the
rise of single parent families in Europe. This trend is closely linked to other
rising trends such as the increase in divorce, cohabitation and extra-marital
birth. This process needs to be understood in the context of a dramatic
change to the institution of marriage, and the social organisation of intimacy,
and more specifically the separation between partnership, reproduction,
parenthood and marriage (Daly, 2005; Lewis, 2001). In other words the
diversification of family forms goes hand in hand with an increased social
recognition of coupledom and parenthood outside wedlock. 

The "Golden Age" of marriage prevailed in Western Europe between the
1950s and early 70s, when marriage was youthful and almost universal.
Since then marriage rates have declined and the age of marriage has risen,
and this is very much a trend that continues today. In the EU25 the crude
marriage rate fell from 6.7 to 4.8 between 1980 and 2003, and stayed the
same in 2004, with a 2.2 million marriages (EUROSTAT, 2005). Recently
the difference amongst the EU is less marked. EUROSTAT figures for
2004/3 showed that it ranged from 3.3% in Slovenia to 7.2 % in Cyprus.
Decrease in marriage goes hand in hand with an increase in divorce rates,
which increased from 1.5 in 1980 to 2.0 in 2001, standing at nearly 1
million in 2004 (ibid). A pattern of regional difference shows the rates to
be much lower in Southern European countries, and highest in the Baltic
States, Czech Republic, Scandinavia and the UK (Daly, 2005). 

The fall in fertility and marriage has gone hand in hand with an increase in
cohabitation (which begun to rise in the early 1980s) and in births outside
marriage. Post marital cohabitation has always existed, but now cohabitation
is an alternative or prelude to marriage. Across Western European Countries
cohabitation is more common in France and the Nordic Countries, and very
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low in Ireland and Southern European countries (Kiernan, 1999). The
European Household Panel data of 1989 found an average of 9% for the
EU15, ranging from 1% in Greece to 23% in Sweden. The trend to have
children outside marriage continues to rise. EUROSTAT estimates that in
2004 one in three live births in the EU-25 is outside marriage, compared to
9% in 1980 (EUROSTAT, 2005).

2.3. Types of family diversity

Though family diversity is a conceptually dynamic area of study given the
appearance of new family forms resulting from both structural and
demographic changes taking place around the world, it is still important to
classify it for analytical purposes. Rapaport and Rapaport (1982) identified
five key types of family diversity which are useful to consider when trying
to make better sense of how family diversity takes shape in real life: 

1. Organizational diversity: This type of diversity refers to different
kinds of family organization which create different realities for its
members. Compare for instance reconstituted families (which
result from divorce and remarriage) with single parent families
(where children live with only one of their parents) with dual-
career families (where both partners work outside the home and
share more or less equally in house work). 

2. Cultural diversity: Family diversity based on cultural difference
results from the enormous variation in cultural arrangements and
preferences which exists around the world. In China, stem
families where three or more generations live together are the
norm. In many Western countries like the US and the UK the
nuclear family is the typical family arrangement with parents and
children living independently and with considerable autonomy
from their kin. Having said that, however, the children from the
research project which resulted in this Guide reflect a more
complex understanding of their families which goes beyond clear
distinctions and categories. For instance, for many children who
come from single parent families, the extended family and close
friends play an important role in their family lives. Though the
research did not explore this issue in relation to children from
two parent families, there is some evidence that they, too, see
the family in broader terms than policy makers. We should also
recognize that Western society is now multi-cultural in many big
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cities so that there is no norm in this respect. In India, families
often result from arranged marriages where the parents of the
groom and the bride are primarily responsible for the matching
and once married the respective families continue to play a
central role in the new family’s life. Or, consider the case of the
Kibbutz in Israel where families live together communally rather
than as independent units and where children grow up with a
feeling that the community as a whole is more important than
their individual families. It is important to keep in mind that
cross-cultural variations in family arrangements imply that family
members in different cultures have diverse roles within the
family and in relation to each other. 

3. Social class diversity: This type of diversity results from the different
access to material and economic resources that families may have.
In other words, social class diversity is the kind of diversity which
gives rise to poor and rich families. It is a particularly important type
of family diversity in the contemporary world because it has
considerable implications for the well-being of family members.
Whether, for instance, children will have access to educational
opportunities and what kind of educational opportunities is greatly
influenced by the family’s social class and economic well-being.
Children who grow up in poor, underprivileged family environments
are impacted in radically different ways, both in terms of their day-
to-day lives but also in terms of their future prospects as compared
to children who grow up in well-to-do families. One type of family,
for instance, which is disproportionately affected by poverty is the
single parent family. 

4. Life cycle diversity: All families go through different stages of
development. A family in its early stages of development (e.g., a
family with young children) is quite different from a family in its
later stages of development (e.g., a family with adult, married
children). The stage of a family in the life cycle results in different
experiences of family life for the individual members of the
family. 

5. Cohort diversity: Each epoch or period is likely to impact families
in different ways. For instance, families which experience radical
social change resulting from a war or revolution are impacted in
different ways that families which live in relative peace and
stability.  
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Some examples of family type diversity in contemporary Europe
The following list is only a short-list of family arrangements that one may
find in contemporary Europe but is presented here to highlight the range
of variation that exists: 

The Two Parent Family: In this type of family arrangement, parents
normally live together but in some cases they might live separately (often
in another country) for periods of time due to work. Similarly, some
parents may continue to live in the same household but not be in a
conjugal relationship as is the case in Ireland for example where divorce
is frowned on.

The Single Parent Family: Single parent families often result from
separation, divorce, the death of one of the parents, or the birth of a child
out of wedlock. Most single parent families are female headed. 

The Reconstituted Family: This is the family which results from divorce
and remarriage. A reconstituted family may consist of children from the
parents’ previous marriages as well as from the current one. Relations in
such families are often multiplex involving different kinds of relationships
that are not found in simpler forms of family arrangements (e.g., three or
more sets of grandparents). 

The Adoptive or Foster Family: This is the family which has adopted (or
acts as a foster family for) one ore more children, sometimes from the
parents’ own culture, sometimes from another culture.

The Gay and Lesbian Family: Though a trend that varies considerably
from country to country, gay and lesbian families exist in different
societies, sometimes officially and as recognized family forms by the state,
more often unofficially as family arrangements made by homosexual
couples who wish to constitute a family with children. The children in
such families may be the outcome of previous heterosexual relationships
of the people involved or the result of adoption, surrogate motherhood or
sperm donation. 

The Immigrant Family: Given the rising levels of immigration around the
world and in Europe in particular, many families are immigrant families.
Immigrant families may also constitute any of the above but may often
face unique situations related to their integration in the host societies (e.g.,
racism, xenophobia, etc). Some immigrant families also experience
separation from other family members, sometimes even within the
nuclear family. 
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Challenging stereotypes about
the family

3.1. Representations of the family in school textbooks

It is generally accepted in the field of sociology of education that school
textbooks and the official and unofficial curriculum content do not simply
transfer knowledge and capacities but also shape students’ perceptions of
the social world in a particular manner, assisting the students’ socialisation
in dominant social and cultural values (Vitsilaki-Soroniati et al., 2001). As a
result, the detailed empirical analysis of the content and latent meaning of
school textbooks has acquired special importance in the field of education
studies, as it constructs particular gender concepts and roles, which in their
turn influence students’ general attitudes and perceptions concerning
gender relations, their understanding and expectations of the family, and
their specific expectations from themselves concerning their educational
attainment, future choice of vocation and so on (Britton and Lumpkin,
1977). 

Generally, analyses of the explicit content of school textbooks have
emphasised the degree to which these incorporate sexist assumptions and
preconceptions. Literature and history textbooks, in particular, often fail to
equally represent the activity of both genders, and contain assumptions and
preconceptions which devalue women’s experiences and achievements
(Stanworth, 1986). The central point is that school textbooks not only put
forward traditional and limited representations of women, but also, that, in
doing so, they construct a distorted and unrealistic representation of the
family and of society as a whole. 

For example, the findings of our empirical research point out that the
unequal representation of gender tends to assume the following forms: 

1) School textbooks contain many more representations of
masculinity rather than femininity. More characters in language
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textbooks tend to be men rather than women, so the presence of
the male gender is quantitatively dominant.

2) Masculinity is also qualitatively dominant, in that the texts and
illustrations of the textbooks tend to represent men as bread-
winners and protectors of the family, often engaged in professions
in the public sphere, and women as engaged in domestic activities
in the private sphere, and having no particular creative attributes
or personal interests outside these activities. 

3) As a result of the constant mobilisation of the role of the mother
as emotional and caring centre of the family, family life is also
represented unrealistically in most school textbooks. 

So gender is represented stereotypically in primary school reading books
regarding the roles men and women play within the context of the family,
the professions they carry out and jobs they do in the public sphere, the
differing relations between men and women and the members of their
families, and generally with regard to the way their whole image is
constructed. 

Concerning gender roles, within the context of the family, women are
generally presented as primarily mothers, who love their children and take
care of them, as good wives who are being supportive to their husbands
and as good housewives who are role models to their daughters. Men’s
roles on the other hand are very different: They are presented as the
household’s primary breadwinners and as family heads who define the
lives of family members. Significantly, there are no references to men
taking care of any of the household chores. 

Primary school reading books also present stereotypical views concerning
men’s and women’s professional lives. Women are generally presented as
stay at home mothers and wives who do not work, and if they do, they
only do so in order to help out their husbands support the nuclear family.
Additionally, when they are presented as working, they work in caring
professions, which are appropriate to their ‘caring nature’. Men, on the
other hand, are presented as working outside the family home, and the
effort that goes into their professional life is often emphasised. 

Different gender attributes are also articulated in the representation of
family relations between men, women and their children. Mothers are
represented as loving and affectionate to their children, and playing central
parts in their lives, especially to their daughters’. The role of fathers, on
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the other hand, is constructed through concepts of duty towards their
children and attempts to advise them on issues of the public sphere, such
as choosing the appropriate profession. 

Finally, differing gender attributes are also presented in the general
descriptions of men and women. Female characters are presented as
characterised by the stereotypical attributes of beauty, sensitivity, passivity,
obedience and as not being particularly educated, whilst men are presented
as active, hard working, and able to command their lives and those of their
families. 

Generally speaking, we see that primary school texts follow traditional
lines, where families are (with some exceptions) two-parent families.
There is no mention of economic difficulties (except that somebody else
takes over and addresses the economic problems of the family). Problems,
where they exist, concern loss (death) of father, mother, or children. There
is rare allusion to step-parenting. The bonds in the family and the need for
support and protection of the young are emphasized in some of the books.
The family members’ roles are mainly traditional with the father working,
the mother caring for the young, and with grandparents providing
additional support. At certain points more modern roles are shown in the
readings or discussed by the teacher with some texts or pictures as a
starting-point.  Both parents are sometimes shown supporting, protecting,
and providing for the children.

The family status of most cases does not represent the statistical facts.
Neither are the new roles in the family adequately shown. It is natural that
students from single-parent families or from families who have economic
hardships or are dual career-families and attend the schools may feel
unnatural in their family surroundings, alienated from this happy life
depicted in all ways in the books and the teaching. School texts would
therefore be much more realistic if they included the following: work of
women, new roles in the family, new forms of family, poverty or economic
hardship.

3.2. Media representations of the family

Media framing
It is generally accepted by social scientists and media scholars that the
media both reflect and shape public opinion, framing the issues they
represent in particular ways. A media frame, according to Gamson and
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Modigliani (1989: 3), is a "central organizing idea … for making sense of
relevant events, suggesting what is at issue". Media frames are basically
the interpretive structures through which every issue is represented. 

Because of the selectivity and particularity of perspective each newspaper
article, TV programme or film assume, they frame their representations of
the family in particular ways, highlighting certain "aspects of a perceived
reality… in such a way as to promote particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation" (Entman, 1993: 52), and, accordingly,
particular problem solutions. The ways in which the media frame
representations of the family are therefore particularly important, firstly,
because it is through media representations that information on the family
is circulated, and, secondly, because these representations set the limits
on public discourse on the family, and on what is considered acceptable
and non-acceptable family life. 

Popular media representations of family forms
Interest in media representations of the family grew from the 1970s
onwards, as it became apparent that the types of families being represented
and the ways in which they were represented in most popular media, and
primarily the press and television, were becoming rapidly unrealistic in
contradistinction to the growing diversity of family life. Feminist criticism
pointed out the extreme prevalence of the idealised suburban nuclear
family in media portrayals, and the ways in which such representations
primarily positioned women as mothers and homemakers, ignoring both
the revolution in social values taking place at the time and the (related)
increased participation of women in the workforce. 

Since the 1970s representations of the family in popular media have
become more diverse, but the research evidence and literature point out
that there is still a persistence of the white nuclear family as a dominant
family form. This persistence which is coupled with the ideologically and
morally tinted representation of other, alternative family forms as morally
dubious and potentially socially harmful. 

More specifically, media framing of the family structures representations
in the following manner:

1) The white nuclear family remains the dominant form of
representation in press reporting, television programmes, and
advertising

2) Single parent families are under-represented 

.22



3) When single parent families do appear in press reporting and
television programmes, they often appear as problem families

4) Representations of alternative or hybrid family forms do exist,
however, mostly in alternative and/or youth oriented media, and,
to some degree, also on television, albeit not in the prime time
zone.  

As marketers, advertisers, and television executives conceive of the
consumer audience as primarily made up of families, the nuclear family
remains a privileged protagonist in all forms of advertising which attempt
to promote products and services to this audience. This is also the case
with popular television programmes, particularly the ones appearing in the
morning and prime time zones, which tend to represent the nuclear family
in a sentimental tone, as the locus of stability and continuity in a rapidly
shifting and sometimes threatening world. As many researchers have
pointed out (Chambers, 2000; Harwood, 1997; Lewis, 1997), this
representation is an idealised version of the family, which is white and
affluent, with a lifestyle and consumer profile which is clearly middle class.
This representation of the family functions in an aspirational manner,
projecting status and therefore inviting the audience to acquire this by
consuming the product. As Chambers puts it "Children, as well as houses,
interior design, cars and gardens, are powerfully signified as fashion
accessories which give personal pleasure" (2000: 198).

As a result of this over-representation of the white, nuclear, middle class
family, single parent families are under-represented. When they do appear
however they either tend to be the object of social concern or to be
represented as dysfunctional, problem families, which are often the
source of social problems, as has been regularly the case with British press
reporting in the last two decades (Atkinson, Oerton and Burns, 1998). As
a consequence, the views of single parents and children rarely appear in
the media. 

As Atkinson et al. characteristically put it referring to representations of
single mothers in Britain during the late nineties "What was markedly
missing from this more easily digestible rhetoric, were the voices of single
mothers themselves. Rarely offered a consistent public platform on which
to articulate their own views, prioritise their concerns and set social policy
agendas, they have been persistently disenfranchised from participating in
political discourse. Of course, this is not surprising since when given
license to talk, lone parents’ representations of themselves often appeared
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significantly at odds with the prevailing politically convenient images"
(1998: 5). At the same time, fatherhood in relation to single parent families
is also intensely problematised (Lupton and Barclay, 1997), particularly
through news media discussions, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, of
absent fathers and their obligations to their children. 

Relevant research has also noted however that lately there has also been a
tendency for increasing representations of hybrid family forms. These
include people related with biological ties of various types, connected
through adoptive relations or relations of social parenting, as well as people
who are connected through social bonds such as friendship (Chambers,
2000). In alternative media addressed especially to youth, as well as in
particular television and film products catering to specific fragments of the
audience and not to the mainstream, the family features as a formation
which includes biological and social bonds, and which is not necessarily
the result of heterosexual reproduction. In these representations, the family
functions as a metaphor for bonds of community, in a manner similar to
older functions of the extended family, but without the necessary inclusion
of biological generational bonds. These representations, although still
products of editorial selection and the related media framing, are more in
line with the increasing diversity of family and personal relations in
Western societies (Beck and Beck, 1995; Giddens, 1992). 
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1 All the quotes included in this section come from the research findings of the collaborative project
titled “Integrating Children’s Perspectives in Policy-Making to Combat the Poverty and Social
Exclusion Experienced by Single Parent Families: A  Transnational, Comparative Approach. Three
countries, Cyprus, Greece, and the UK, participated in the program.

Addressing children’s needs1

4.1. How children talk about family diversity

What is "family"?
Our research shows that children have a fairly sophisticated understanding
of family:

ñ They recognise there are many different types of family structure.
ñ They give family a social rather than a biological meaning.
ñ They see family more in terms of significant relationships than

close blood relatives.

Our research also reveals that: 
ñ Family structures evolve and change rather than being static.
ñ Extended family, including relatives and family friends, provide

valuable emotional and financial help.
ñ Grandparents are often particularly important in giving support,

including childcare while a parent works.

Section 4Section 4Section 4

“I’ve a little sister who lives here, who’s
got the same mum as me and another
dad. My dad has other children. I’ve an
older brother who’s 18 and two older
sisters who are 16 and 17 I think. And I
have a little brother who’s 12 and
another on the way. I see my dad at
weekends.” (Hannah, girl, single parent
child, 14 yrs, England)

“When we have a problem, my uncles
and aunts help us. I have an aunt
especially let’s say who always helps us
a lot. Whatever the problem she will
help us and we always manage to solve
our problems.” (Savia, girl, single parent
child, 15 yrs, Cyprus)
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“You look after your family more which
makes you more of a close family
whereas some people who live in normal
families, they’re not as close. If you’re in
a single parent family you must have had
a rough patch somewhere so it kind of
brings you together as a family.” (Isabel,
girl, single parent child, 16 yrs, England)

“I do not consider myself and
those like me as a ‘problematic’
child, but there is suspicion
from society itself and the
media towards us.” (Boy, single
parent child, 16 yrs, Greece)

“It’s become more usual hasn’t
it? I don’t think there’s any
reason why we should be treated
unfairly and people don’t treat us
unfairly.” (Donald, boy, single
parent child, 14 yrs, England)

“My mother divorced him because he
did things to her, things you have no
idea about. He hit her and he did many
other things to her.” (Girl, single parent
child, 9 yrs, Cyprus)

“Because we do not have enough money
to get lunch we go to my grandmother.
My grandfather, who has some money
because he works, feeds us and we stay
there until the afternoon.” (Giagkos, boy,
single parent child, 10 yrs, Cyprus)

“At the weekends I go to Nanas. I sleep
Saturday and Sunday night… so my mum
can get some peace.” (Annie, girl, single
parent child, 8 yrs, England)

Children’s feelings about family diversity
ñ Family diversity is normal and not a reason for special notice or

comment. 
ñ Children may encounter a variety of family backgrounds (ethnic,

religious, social) and a range of different family living arrangements
amongst their friends and peers.

ñ Single parent children do not consider themselves to be ‘different’.
ñ There can be some significant benefits for children in not living

with two parents including:
➤ relief from stress
➤ absence of conflict and tension
➤ freedom from violence
➤ stability and emotional security
➤ closer family bonds

ñ Children’s quality of life can improve in a single parent rather
than a two-parent family.



Ways in which teachers react to family diversity that children do
not like

ñ Treating children differently from others because of their
particular family circumstances.

ñ Stereotyping children by making assumptions on the basis of their
family situation. For example, claiming they are disorganised
because they do not have a male adult to discipline them at home.

ñ Being unable to understand the links between family poverty and
school experiences. For example, financial difficulties may prevent
some children from participating in school trips; a poor home
environment may make it difficult for some children to find a quiet
space to do homework.

ñ Holding stigmatising views that if a child exhibits educational
achievement or behavioural problems, it is due to negative factors
associated with a child’s family situation. For example, believing
children with one parent have ‘chaotic’ home lives causing them to
forget to do homework or bring in their sports kit. 

ñ Making inappropriate and insensitive references to children’s
parents or mother and father.

ñ Breaking a child’s confidence by publicly telling others in the
school about the child’s family issues or circumstances when
told to them in private.
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“The money my mum earns isn’t that
much amount. So every time we go
somewhere like if there’s a school trip
at school, most people go there, like
school camp, and we can’t afford it
and I can’t go.” (Elizabeth, girl, single
parent child, 14 yrs, England) 

“I don’t go [to talk to teachers]
because most of them gossip.”
(Petros, boy, single parent child,
Cyprus)

“We don’t have enough space
to have a table so we can all
write on it.” (Awale, boy, single
parent child, 12 yrs, England)

“Since [my father was in prison] his [the
school principal’s] behaviour towards me
is not the same. That is, in the past he
considered me a better student and now
he does not give me so much attention.”
(Lenia, girl, single parent child, 14 yrs,
Cyprus) 



Ways in which peers react to family diversity that children do not
like

Fellow pupils can exhibit discriminatory views or behaviour because of a
child’s family circumstances making them feel socially excluded by:

ñ Assuming that children who do not live with two parents are
unusual or different.  

ñ Using of insensitive or stigmatising language based on a child’s
family background (e.g., calling someone an orphan). 

ñ Expressing of pity or feelings of sorrow associated with a family
issue.

ñ Constant questioning about a child’s family situation, for
example, why they do not have a father.

ñ Friends breaking a child’s trust by talking to others and spreading
information given in confidence about a family issue.

ñ Bullying and stigmatisation. Children are not usually bullied
specifically because of their family situation, but they can be
bullied due to:
➤ their family’s circumstances having made them more

emotionally vulnerable
➤ their family’s poverty resulting in them wearing the ‘wrong’

style and brand of clothes and trainers
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“In my class, a comment may escape
from some of the children concerning
my family, trying to insult my father,
my mother, saying that my father had a
reason to leave, everyone thinks as they
wish, but they stick to their own issues
and then look into other people’s
affairs.” (Leo, boy, single parent child,
15 yrs, Cyprus)

“If you tell your friends about what’s
going on at home like if you can
trust them, you don’t want them to
tell everyone else what’s going on at
home.” (Ellie, girl, single parent
child, 16 yrs, England)

“Some people adopt a way like they
feel sorry about you.” (Leo, boy, single
parent child, 15 yrs, Cyprus)

“I was bullied for about a year. It was in
the middle of the time when my mum
and dad were splitting up. I’m quite
weak at arguing and the person bullying
me was manipulating me and making
me do things I didn’t want to.” (Isabel,
girl, single parent child, 16 yrs, England)



Children’s suggested solutions for teachers

Children have clear ideas about how they would like teachers to talk and
behave in response to family diversity:

ñ They want everyone to be treated similarly and equitably
irrespective of their family circumstances.

ñ They do not want everyone at school to know about their family
background.

ñ They want teachers to be prepared to listen with sensitivity and
understanding when a child wants to talk about family issues. 

ñ They want more awareness amongst teachers of factors that might
affect the school lives of children from different family backgrounds,
without this leading to stereotyping and discrimination. For example,
some children have home care responsibilities such as looking after
younger siblings or housework which can sometimes make them
late for school.

ñ They want school services to help and support children to talk
about and overcome their concerns and worries, since some are
emotionally burdened by home and family pressures.

ñ They want privacy and confidentiality of school support services,
especially school counselling services, because of concerns
peers and teachers may observe a child using the service, or
learn about what has been discussed.

ñ They want school curricula that reflect the realities of family
diversity amongst pupils in today’s classrooms.

ñ They do not want to see the use of prejudicial stereotypes
involving idealised two-parent families.

ñ They want, through classroom teaching, to increase the
understanding amongst their fellow pupils of family diversity, in
order that:

➤ children from different family types are not singled out in any
way as being abnormal or exceptional

➤ there is no bullying as a consequence of family related issues
such as poverty and emotional problems 
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4.2. Handling sensitive issues

Children are hearing about and have to cope with tough issues at
increasingly early ages, often before they are ready to understand all aspects
of these complicated ideas. Our research demonstrates that talking about
their problems is the most common coping strategy for children and young
people. However, a significant minority say they would not turn to anyone.
As with any children experiencing difficulties in their lives that they are trying
to make sense of, these children are more likely to use various forms of
distraction or avoidance tactics such as listening to music, eating, sleeping,
withdrawing and pretending things are fine. In some circumstances some
may demonstrate more extreme forms of behaviour such as more physically
aggressive and anti-social behaviour. It is important that schools are vigilant
to these behaviours and provide appropriate support and, if required, access
the support of other professionals who may be able to help the child. 

ñ They want school practices and procedures that take account of
the particularities of family diversity. For example, not addressing
school letters to parents using ‘Mr and Mrs’; teachers not asking
children to get something signed by their ‘mother and father’. 
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“They don’t really know if we are or
not [from a single parent family].
Well my tutor does, but she
doesn’t treat me differently at all.
We are all treated the same which
is really good.” (Erin, girl, single
parent child, 15 yrs, England) 

“My learning tutor he knows most of my
problems. He understands me and listens to
me. If I tell him something he just keeps it to
himself and tries to find a way to help me.”
(Ali, boy, single parent child, 13 yrs, England)

“The fact I had Mr Mario
as a teacher helped me
very much, emotionally
too…he made me believe
that I can make it.”
(Themis, boy,  single parent
child, 11 yrs, Cyprus) 

“I want the behaviour of
my friends to change,
they should talk to me
nicely.” (Susana, girl,
single parent child, 
7 yrs, Cyprus) 

“Get rid of the bullies,
make sure no one gets
hurt and everyone get
the bullies, so everyone
is nice.” (Bobby, boy,
single parent child,
7 yrs, England) 



Our research has demonstrated that children have shown that when they
want information, advice and guidance, they turn to their parents, siblings
and relatives; for older children best friends and peers are a common
source of support. Despite the fact their peers lack experience in problem-
solving and may have less capacity to actively solve problems, they value
young people's empathy and mutual problem-solving abilities. Teachers
tend to be the first non-relation cited as a source of support by children. 

School Ethos
Schools have a major influence on the lives of children. They play a key
role in helping pupils to adapt to the changes they are experiencing or
have experienced. Going to school can provide a sense of normality and
stability; the school environment can also help pupils to feel supported
and understood. At times, it is the school rather than the home that
provides the support and guidance about difficult and sensitive issues that
they are facing. Schools need to ensure that the ethos they develop
acknowledges the challenges that children face and the school’s role and
responsibilities in tackling many of these pressures. 

This involves developing an approach that acknowledges the importance of
listening to children, respects them as active participants in society and in
decisions that affect their lives, and responds to them appropriately.
Schools should provide children with relevant advice, information and help,
and to have access to appropriate individual help if they need it. Effective,
sensitive communication is essential. The school needs to be sensitive to
the difficulties that children face when they share their anxieties. 

Working with Parent(s)
Some parents and caregivers may question the appropriateness of talking
to children, particularly young children about sensitive issues. Whatever
help and support is given to children, consideration needs to be given to
their age, their level of understanding and any specific circumstances in
relation to their situation (e.g., being sensitive to their individual family
circumstances). However it is important that we acknowledge that children
are experiencing and trying to make sense of these issues everyday. Given
that school plays a central role in children’s lives, it is inevitable that
children’s experiences will emerge at school. 

It is important that we include parent(s) in any discussion and/or concerns
about their child and to provide them with support (e.g., directing them
towards services that may be able to help them). Working in partnership
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with the parent could ensure that consistent and appropriate support is
given to the child in school.  Additionally it is important to be able to give
children information that is not only accurate, but also is provided
appropriately and sensitively. 

Working in the Classroom
Creating an Open Environment
Children discussing sensitive issues will engage with teachers if they feel
that they will be open to their concerns and questions.  It is important to
create an encouraging, supportive and positive atmosphere in which
children can ask any questions freely and without fear of consequences. 

Listening carefully to children builds self-esteem by letting them know that
they are important. It can also lead to valuable discussions about a wide
variety of sensitive issues. Listening carefully also helps us better understand
what children really want to know as well as what they already understand.  

Potential Strategies: Working with Groups of Children
In developing classroom discussion and/or exercises that explore family
and family life, you will need to be sensitive to the individual ‘differences’
in family and family life. The following are intended to act as guidelines for
working in classroom activities: 

ñ Establish clear ground rules, understood by all, covering confi-
dentiality, right to privacy and respect, and boundaries. Please
remember the ‘boundaries’ of confidentiality: if a child says
something that may raise your concerns about their welfare and
safety you should raise it with the appropriate person within the
school. 

ñ Remember to use clear language that avoids misunderstandings,
prejudice and assumptions about children’s background and
experiences and their family and family life. 

ñ Find out what the child/your pupils already know – talk with your
pupils about differences and diversity that exists in all families
and family situations. 

ñ Use distancing techniques, including depersonalised discussions,
role play, stories, drawing, poems and written work.

ñ Explain that you want pupils to explore issues, not find the 'right'
or 'wrong' answer.
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ñ You may need to be prepared for strong feelings and to let pupils
express their emotions in an appropriate way. Allow plenty of
time for 'debriefing'.

ñ Make it safe to question.
ñ Pupils should feel that it is safe to explore issues from a range of

perspectives. If you find that prejudices and stereotypes are
being expressed correct any misinformation without making the
child feel guilty about their opinions.

ñ Be aware of your own values – think in advance about your own
personal position and how it ‘fits’ with the ethos and values we
are setting out in this Guide. Think about your professional roles
and responsibilities as a teacher and how you might promote and
use the messages that we have outlined for children and young
people within your teaching.  

ñ Don't pretend to have all the answers.
ñ Remember that you do not have to pretend that there are easy

answers.

Potential Strategies: Working with Individual Children
Children involved in our research have demonstrated to us that whatever
the children's age, they deserve honest answers and explanations as this
strengthens their ability to trust. While we may have sufficient
information, want or need to share all the details of a particular situation
or issue with a child, try not to leave any big ‘gaps’ either. When we do,
children tend to fill in the blanks themselves, which can generate a good
deal of confusion and concern.

Any strategy which emphasises that children should talk about their
troubles needs to be located in an understanding of the social relations
within which children operate. Children tend to prefer to share their
worries with someone they know very well because they can anticipate
their reactions and consequently trust them. Difficulties with telling may
also be compounded by factors such as disability or ethnic and cultural
background. Children want to be, and should be, listened to and treated
with respect. Children also worry that their confidentiality may be
breached and that they may find themselves in circumstances beyond
their control. The issue of confidentiality is complex and can encompass a
range of possibilities from one where what is told is to be kept a secret
from anyone else, to one where what is told should not be told to anyone
who might be in a position to take life-changing action, such as removing
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the child or another family member. However, without experience of
credible and reliable assurances of confidentiality, many children and
young people will probably not trust adults sufficiently to confide in them.
Trust in informal and formal sources of support is of utmost importance.

“I was bullied for about a
year. It was in the middle
of the time when mum
and dad were splitting
up. I’m quite weak at
arguing, and the person
bullying me was
manipulating me and
making me do things I
didn’t want to.” (Isabel,
girl, single parent child,
16 yrs, UK)

“My learning tutor he knows
most of my problems. He
understands me and listens to
me. If I tell him something he
just keeps it to himself and
tries to find a way to help me
out.” (Ali, boy, single parent
child, 13 yrs, urban, UK)

“There is more awareness amongst staff that all these
young people don’t come from a nuclear family or
with two parents. But some of the literature can be
quite old, old maths books, and they’re still using it
and I’m thinking that might make a young person
feel awkward, all these references to mum and dad.”
(Male, professional, UK)

“The school has been extremely helpful. There have
been child protection issues. One lives predominantly
with his dad and one predominantly with me, but
generally they’ve handled it well. When there have
been things going on and I’ve needed to see a head
teacher they’ve made themselves available.” (Female,
single parent, secondary school children,  UK)

“They don’t really know if
we are or not (from a single
parent family). Well my
tutor does, but she doesn’t
treat me differently at all.
We are all like treated the
same which is really good.”
(Erin, girl, single parent
child, 15 yrs,  UK)



Tools and resources for teachers

This section of the Guide provides some examples of tools and resources
that teachers may employ to stimulate learning about family diversity in
society. Whilst the activities have been listed here, according to their
relevance for indicated ages (starting with those for younger children),
many of these activities provide broad ideas and suggestions which can be
adapted and used-in different contexts with different age groups. It is
important that before setting out to use any of these activities, teachers
refer to earlier sections of this guide, particularly in respect of setting
‘ground rules’ and ensuring sensitivity to the diversity of students in the
group.

5.1. Activities in class

Activity 1 - All About Me
This activity is adapted from Oxfam Global Citizenship Guide ‘Teaching
Controversial Issues’ (2006)

Aims of the Activity: To raise awareness amongst children of the
similarities and differences between people, whilst also improving
listening skills and developing a sense of identity and self-worth.

Indicative age-group: 5 – 7 years

Resources needed: none

Activity
Bring the children together in a small group to share and listen to each
other. Offer the beginning of a sentence and ask each child to speak aloud
and finish the sentence. Some suggested beginnings of sentences are as
follows;

ñ “I am special because . . . ”
ñ “Something I really like is . . . ”
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ñ “A time I was brave was . . .”
ñ “Something that makes me happy is . . .” (this can be adapted to

be ‘sad’ or ‘cross’ or ‘upset’ and so on).

The teacher can use the students’ statements in order to illustrate how
human beings are both similar and different in terms of their qualities,
characterestics, interests, likes and dislikes. The teacher can help the children
recognize the value of difference and self-worth but without encouraging a
sense of superiority.

Activity 2 – My Family
Aims of the Activity: To generate discussion on family diversity and
encourage awareness amongst children of the similarities and differences
between people, whilst also improving listening discussion skills.

Indicative age-group: 5 – 11 years

Resources needed: none

Activity 
The teacher should ask each student to write a list of all the people that
s/he considers to be members of her/his family and to explain why (Avoid
specifying, for the students who ask, who constitutes their family; rather
ask them to decide who is a member of their family). Allow approximately
10 minutes for children to do this. 

Then create random groups of three and have the students compare their
lists and discuss the similarities and differences which emerge. Allow
approximately 10 minutes for the groups to discuss. 

Then have all the students discuss their findings/conclusions with the class
as a whole. Why did some students include some individuals while others
did not? 
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Activity 3 - Images and Perceptions
This activity is adapted from Oxfam Global Citizenship Guide ‘Teaching
Controversial Issues’ (2006)

Aims of the Activity: To stimulate discussion and use of critical thinking
skills that will develop children’s understanding of the nature of prejudice
and ways to combat it. Through facilitated discussion, children will be able
to detect bias, opinion, stereotypes and assess different viewpoints,
recognising and valuing difference, promoting a sense of justice, whilst
starting to challenge unfairness.

Indicative age-group: 7 - 11 years

Resources needed: 

ñ Magazines, newspapers or other disposable published materials 
ñ Scissors
ñ Glue
ñ Paper
ñ Some example magazine or newspaper extracts that can stimulate

discussion

It may be helpful to have some example images, showing different
families, to discuss with the children before they embark on this activity.

Activity
1. The children cut out a small number of images from the materials

and stick each one on a clean sheet of paper.
2. For each picture, the children are asked to write two captions,

one positive caption, one negative caption.
3. Display the work and discuss the impact the different captions have

on our perceptions of the people and the families in the images.
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4. Then return to your examples to discuss the images and captions.
5. Encourage the children to question the caption, to suggest more

suitable ones and to consider the range of possibilities suggested
by the image. For example, if the captions are generalist or
stereotyped, think up alternative captions which explain in which
place, or among which particular groups of people, something
has happened. 

6. If discriminatory images and captions are found, the children
could be encouraged and assisted to write as a group, to the
editor of the publication to voice their concerns and challenge
the approach taken.

Activity 4 – Our Families
Aims of the Activity: This activity is very visual and great fun. It aims to
demonstrate the range of difference and diversity within families in the
school and to stimulate debate about valuing diversity and difference.

Indicative age-group: 5 – 11 years

Resources needed: Photographs, pictures and drawings of the student’s
families

Activity
In preparation for the activity, some time beforehand, the teacher should
ask the students and their parents/carers to bring in some photographs of
people who they consider to be in their family. Where it is difficult for the
child to access photographs, in order to ensure that each person can
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contribute, the children could also draw members of their family. Make a
bulletin board or collage of the photographs, assisting each child to label
their photographs and drawings with the names and relationship of each
person. 

The collage then becomes the focus of a class discussion, with each child
being given the opportunity to ‘introduce’ their family to the class. For
example; ‘this is a photograph of my Grandmother, Maria, she lives in our
house with us’. 

After all the people in the photographs have been ‘introduced’, the teacher
should ask the children what they have noticed about each other’s
families? In this way, discussion about difference can be facilitated. Later
the collage could be used to form a centre piece, for example in the school
entrance lobby.

Activity 5 - Exchanging views on ‘what is family?’
This activity is adapted from Oxfam Global Citizenship Guide ‘Teaching
Controversial Issues’ (2006)

Aims of the Activity: To generate discussion on family diversity and
encourage children to listen to the opinions of others, whilst developing
reasoning skills.

Indicative age-group: 11 – 16 years

Resources needed: Small pieces of paper/ card for each child

Activity
1. Read the following statement to the whole group

“A family is two or more persons related by birth, marriage, or
adoption, who live together”.
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2. Ask the children to choose their position on this statement and
write it on their piece of paper. They should write a number
between one and five, with one being ‘strongly disagree’ and five
being ‘strongly agree’.

3. The children then move around the room talking to each other
with the aim of finding another child who shares their viewpoint
(and number) – they should discuss the statement for three
minutes. If they change their mind at any point, they can write
their new view on the same paper.

4. Again the children are asked to move around the room, but this
time to find someone whose position is one step removed from
their own. They should discuss the statement and as before, can
change their view at any point, noting it on their paper.

5. Once more, the children are asked to move around and find
someone with a very different view point from them – say two or
more points removed – to, again, discuss the different perspectives.

6. Finally, the children should be brought back together as a whole
group for a plenary discussion to consider the process they have
gone through. In particular you could ask:

a. How many children found they changed their position?

b. What led them to change their mind?

c. What do they now understand about what is meant by family?

d. What do they feel they have gained from this activity? 

Activity 6 – Family Diversity and the Extended Family

Aims of the Activity: This activity could follow on from and support
discussion about family diversity. It offers a range of questions that will
further stimulate discussion, give opportunity for consideration of
dilemmas, political, cultural and structural issues.

Indicative age-group: 11 – 16 years

Activity
Depending on the numbers of young people in the whole group, this activity
may be most effective if the group are divided into smaller sub-groups.
These questions could usefully be discussed in pairs, in the first instance,
with each pair then joining with another, to share and discuss their initial
thinking. The following questions are posed to facilitate the discussion. The

.40



facilitator/teacher may choose to set just some of the questions initially, and
then adding in the further questions as the discussion in the groups
develops. It may be necessary for the teacher to clarify understanding of the
term ‘extended family’ at the outset of this activity.

➤ What does it mean for some groups of people to live in extended
households?

➤ What kinds of benefits do people who are members of extended
families have? 

➤ What kinds of support might they receive from their extended family? 

➤ What might be the benefits of growing up in a single parent family? 

➤ What kinds of challenges might children who grow up in single parent
families face? 

➤ Are there ways in which communities can support different families?

➤ What do you think governments can do to help them? 

➤ Are there are particular types of families that face particular challenges?
If so, which ones and why?  

➤ What kind of help, if any, in your view should the government provide
to them? 
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Activity 7 – Defining the family
Aims of the Activity: The aim of this activity is to generate reflection, debate
and thoughts about how the concept of family is defined across society. 

Indicative age-group: 10 – 14 years

Resources needed: none 

Activity
The activity can be started in two different ways, according to the age and
experiences of the students:

a. The teacher could produce a small number of clear definitions of
‘family’ taken from books, the internet or dictionaries in the
country.

b. The teacher could group the class into pairs and ask each pair to
come up with a clear, one sentence definition of family.

Once the teacher and class have a number of definitions to work with, the
first stage is to read them, discuss them and ask the children to decide
which of the definitions are most accurate and why.

The next stage is for the children to re-look at the definitions but to
consider them from the perspectives of other people or groups. Asking for
example:

– which of these definitions do you think adults generally would
see as accurate? Why?

– which of these definitions do you think our government would
agree with?

– which of these definitions is fits with the forms and descriptions
of families in the reading books used in the school?

– Additional questions can be posed and depending on the size of
the class, the questions could be addressed initially in small
groups, before facilitated debate in the larger group.



Activity 8. Student Assignment – Cultural family diversity
Aims of the Activity: The goal of this assignment is to help students
understand, first-hand and through their own empirical research, family
diversity by interviewing a parent who comes from another culture. 

Indicative age-group: 11 – 16 years

Resources and Considerations:
The purpose of the assignment is to help students collect some data about
family diversity by interviewing a parent who comes from a culture
different than the student’s own culture. This parent could be a neighbour,
a family friend, the parent of a classmate or anyone else to whom the
student has access and is approved by his/her parents. As such it is
important that at the outset of the activity, the teacher spends some time
with the students setting boundaries and ‘ground rules’ by addressing
issues of ethical practice; ensuring consent of the person to be
interviewed; confidentiality; and personal safety. 

Activity
Before each student goes out to conduct his/her interview spend 20
minutes with the whole class (with input from all the students) about the
kinds of questions that might be good to ask these parents. Help the
students construct an interview guide that will allow them to learn some
things about different cultural diversity in family types. For instance, you
can probe the students to think of questions that allow them to learn
something about notions of the family (i.e., what is ‘family’ in the
particular culture?), relationships within the family (e.g., between parents,
between parents and children, between parents and children on the one
hand and other kin members on the other, etc), the role of the family in a
child’s marriage, the support that the family offers to its members. 

Based on the list of questions that emerges from this discussion prepare a
handout with these key interview questions.

The next stage is for the students to carry out their interviews providing
them with ample time to do so. 

Finally, the students should present their findings to the rest of the class.
This could also be developed into a written exercise. Within this it is
advisable that students are directed to anonymise their work and
feedback, so that the person interviewed is not directly recognisable to the
larger group – so perhaps changing the person’s name or other details that
do not impact on the information and its significance to the exercise.
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5.2. Other in-class exercises

(a) Describe your family to us
Instructions to the teacher: Ask each student to write a list of all the people
that s/he considers to be members of her/his family and to explain why.
(Avoid specifying for the students who ask who constitutes their family;
rather ask them to decide who is a member of their family). Allow
approximately 10 minutes for children to do this. Then create random
groups of three and have the students compare their lists and discuss the
similarities and differences which emerge. Allow approximately 10
minutes for the groups to discuss. Then have all the students discuss their
findings/conclusions with the class as a whole. Why did some students
include some individuals while others did not? 

(b) Examples of questions for discussion in the classroom
Teachers can initiate a discussion in class about various types of family
arrangements and encourage students to participate.

ñ Why do people in some cultures have extended families? 
ñ What kind of benefits do people who are members of extended

families have? 
ñ What kind of supports do they receive from their extended family? 
ñ What kind of challenges do children who grow up in single parent

families face? 
ñ What do you think governments can do to help them? 
ñ Are there types of families that face difficulties? 
ñ Which ones? 
ñ What kind of help, if any, should the government provide to them?
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Glossary

adoptive family:  a family that has adopted one or more children, of the
same or of a different race and nationality.

cohabitation: a couple living together, out-of-wedlock.

cultural diversity: diversity that results from different cultural practices,
ideas, attitudes, and beliefs.

dual-career family / dual-earner couple: a family in which both parents
work outside the home.

egalitarian family: a family where both husband and wife share power
more or less equally.

extended family: a family that includes parents and children, as well as
other kin, and is often made up of three or more generations living together.

lone parent: a parent, man or woman, living alone with his/her child or
children.

marriage: a formal union of one man and one woman; it could also be a
union between one man and more than one woman or vice versa. Now-a-
days, in some countries, it could also mean marriage between two people of
the same sex This type of union could also be referred to as a ‘civil
partnership’ or ‘civil union’ being recognized by statute and the state.

matriarchal family: a family ruled by women, or where women make the
most important decisions.

matrilineal system: a lineal system in which the individual traces his/her
kinship and descent through the mother’s lineage.

matrilocal: the married couple lives with or near the wife’s family.

monogamy: marriage of one man to one woman at a time .
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neolocal: the married couple chooses its own place of residence separate
from the family residence.

nuclear family: a family constituted by two generations, parents and
children.

one-parent family: a family consisting of one parent and the child or
children (same as single parent family and lone parent family).

parenting: it refers to the process of rearing or upbringing one or more
children, especially the care, love, informal education, and guidance given
by parents.

patriarchal family: a family ruled by men, or where men make the most
important decisions.

patrilineal system: a lineal system in which the individual traces his/her
kingship and descent through the father’s lineage. 

patrilocal family: the married couple lives with or near the husband’s
family.

polygamy: marriage between one individual and more than one spouses.

reconstituted family: a family that results from divorce and re-marriage.

sexuality: the totality of desires, acts, and practices making up an individual’s
sexual trajectory.

single parent family: see one parent family and lone parent family. 

social reproduction: the process in which societies reproduce their
institutions, social structures and social patterns over time. The process
includes elements of conflict, change and transformation.

.46



References

Atkinson, K., Oerton, S. and Burns, D. (1998) ‘Happy families?: Single
mothers, the press and the politicians’, Capital and Class 64: 1–11.

Beck, U. and Beck-Gernsheim, E. (1995) The normal chaos of love,
Cambridge, Polity Press.

Boh K et al. (1989) Changing patters of European family life: 
A comparative analysis of 14 European countries, Routledge, London.

Britton, G. E. and Lumpkin, M. C. (1977). ‘For sale: Subliminal bias in
textbooks’, Reading Teacher, 31, 40-45.

Chambers, D. (2000) ‘Representations of familialism in the British
popular media’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 3, 195–220.

Daly, M. (2005) Changing family life in Europe: Significance for state and
society, European Societies 7 (3), 379-398.

Entman, R.M. (1993) “Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured
paradigm”, Journal of Communication, 43, 51–58.

European Commission (2004) In Hantrais, L., Family policy matters:
responding to family change in Europe, Policy Press, Bristol. 

EUROSTAT (2005) Population in Europe 2004. First results, statistics in
focus, Population and Social Conditions, 15/2005, Luxembourg,
EUROSTAT.

EUROSTAT (2004) Household formation in the EU-Lone parents, statistics in
focus, Population and Social Conditions, 5/2004, Luxembourg, EUROSTAT.

EUROSTAT (2003) Trends in households in the European Union:
1995-2025, statistics in focus, Population and Social Conditions,
24/2003, Luxembourg, EUROSTAT.

Section 7Section 7Section 7



Gamson, W.A., and Modigliani, A. (1989) ‘Media discourse and public
opinion on nuclear power: A constructionist approach’, American Journal
of Sociology, 95, 1–37.

Giddens, A. (1992) The transformation of intimacy: Sexuality, love and
eroticism in modern societies, Cambridge, Polity Press.

Hantrais, L. (2004) Family policy matters: Responding to family change in
Europe, Policy Press, Bristol.

Harwood, S. (1997) Family fictions: Representations of the family in
1980s Hollywood Cinema, London, Macmillan.

Laslett, P. and Wall, R. (1972) (eds). Household and family in the past
time, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Lewis, J. (2001) The end of marriage? Individualism and intimate
relations, Edward Elgar, Cheltenham.

Lupton, D. and Barclay, L. (1997) Constructing fatherhood: Discourses
and experiences, London, Sage.

Kiernan, K. (1999) Cohabitation in Western Europe, Population Trends
96: 25-32, Office for National Statistics, London.

Rapoport, R., and Rapoport, R.N. (1982) British families in transition. In
Rapoport, R.N. Rapoport, M.P., and Fogarty, R. (eds), Families in Britain,
Routledge and Kegan Paul, London.  

Silva, E.B. and Smart, C. (eds) (1999) The new family? London, Sage.

Stanworth, M. (1981) Gender and schooling: A study of gender divisions
in the classroom, London, Women's Reasearches and Resources Centre

The Stationery Office (1998) Supporting families: A Consultation
document, Norwich, Her Majesty’s Stationery Office.

Vitsilaki-Soroniati, H., Maratou-Alipranti, L. and Kapella, ∞. (2001)
Ekpaidefsi kai Fylo. Meleti Vivliografikis Episkopisis. Athina, KETHI (In
Greek).

.48



Useful websites

UK
www.article12org is a youth website from Scotland.

www.barnardos.org.uk is a charity providing services to children and
commited towards establishing the means whereby perspectives and
participation by children and young people are embedded in the way the
organisation works.

www.beingheard.org.uk is designed by young people for young people,
and is a place where you can learn about the things that interest you, meet
new people, tell the world what you think and get your ideas to decision-
makers in the UK.

www.byc.org.uk is an umbrella organisation in the UK for youth
organisations, run by young people for young people.

www.changemakers.org.uk a youth led learning programmes, grant schemes
and volunteering initiatives stimulate enterprising minds, motivate active
citizens and educate future leaders. 

www.childbereavement.org.uk has some sound advice and guidance for
families suffering from the death of a loved one. Family discussion forums,
resources, stories and information on understanding grief are all available.

www.childcomwalesorg.uk is the website of the Welsh Children’s
Ombudsman.

www.childline.org.uk/Just4U.asp is a telephone help-line for children.

www.childrens-express.org Children's Express is a UK-wide news agency
producing news, features and comments by young people for everyone.

www.crae.org.uk promotes the status and lives of all children in England,
through implementing the UNCRC.

www.dfes.gov.uk/listeningtolearn is an action plan to implement the
government’s core principles on involving children and young people. 

www.domesticviolence.org.uk offers information and resources to women
experiencing domestic violence in the UK and anyone working with them.
Useful directory, training, information on rights, facts and figures.



www.everychildmatters.gov.uk The government’s strategic approach to the
well-being of children and young people from birth to age 19 to promote
agencies and individuals to work together and to involve children and
young people in more of a say about issues that affect them as individuals
and collectively.

www.faceup2it.org is the website of the Fighting Against Child Exploitation
(FACE) group of young people in Scotland who want to raise awareness
about child sexual exploitation.

www.funkydragon.org is the site of the children’s and adolescents’
parliament in Wales.

www.intermix.org.uk is a website for the benefit of mixed race families and
anyone who feels they have a multi-racial identity. Highlights icons, film,
books, parenting techniques, celebrities etc. Also a monthly newsletter
and online forums.

www.ncb.org.uk is the National Children’s Bureau that promotes the
interests and well being of all children across every aspect of their lives. 

www.neighbourhood.gov.uk New Deals for Communities is a major govern-
ment initiative to tackle multiple deprivation in deprived communities. Local
Strategic Partnerships are single, non-statutory, multi-agency partnerships
matching a local authority boundary, which aim to bring together at a local
level public, private, voluntary and community sectors.

www.nspcc.org.uk/kidszone is the website of the National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children. The organisation operates two telephone
helplines, the Child Protection Helpline and the Childline. 

www.nya.org.uk/hearbyright Hear by Right is a standards framework for
organisations across the statutory and voluntary sectors to assess and
improve practice and policy on the active involvement of children and
young people. 

www.participationworks.org.uk is an online gateway to the world of young
people’s participation projects. Provides information on policy, practice,
networks and innovative ideas from across the UK. 

www.raisingkids.co.uk offers support, information, friendship and
entertainment to anyone who is raising children. With news, forums for
discussion, an "ask the experts" section and members tips on issues such
as sleep advice, toilet training and dealing with bad behaviour.
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www.singleparents.org.uk is an interactive website linking single parents in
the UK and other countries, packed with information on supporting one
parent families in all aspects of their lives.

www.spanuk.org.uk is the website of the Single Parent Action Network,
involved in supporting the empowerment of families in poverty and isolation
and improving policies for one parent families in the UK and in Europe.

www.surestart.gov.uk Sure Start is the government programme to deliver
the best start in life for every child. We bring together, early education,
childcare, health and family support.

www.the-childrens-society.org.uk works with children in over 100 projects
covering children’s participation.

www.thehideout.org.uk is a domestic violence site for children and young
people launched by the charity Women’s Aid. The site aims to inform young
people about domestic violence and identify whether it is happening in their
home and directs them to additional support and information. 

www.therightssite.org.uk a Unicef – UK website for children’s rights.

www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk This organisation aims to give the young
people of the UK, between the age of 11 and 18, a voice which will be
heard and listened to by local and national government, providers of
services for young people and other agencies who have an interest in the
views and needs of young people. 

www.whatworksforchildren.org.uk is a website for practitioners working
with children in public health and social care who are interested in finding
evidence from research. The resources section includes an evidence
guide, evidence nuggets, research briefings, weblinks and other resources
to help you and your organisation make use of research evidence.

www.whizz-kidz.org.uk/Page.asp is a website for children with mobility
difficulties.

www.young-voice.org is an apolitical organisation composed of representatives
aged between 11-18 elected by their peers from across the UK.
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GREECE
www.anthropos.gr is a website with links to most Greek NGOS concerning
children and young people.

www.daskalos.edu.gr is a website containing information and communication
for primary school teachers and students. 

www.ert.gr/afieromata/kids/symvasi.asp is the site of Greek Public Television
dedicated to the International Convention for the Rights of Children.

www.neagenia.gr is the homepage of the Greek Department of Youth
containing information on the projects carried out by the department, and
on more general matters of education, employment, culture and the arts,
social inclusion, sports and tourism, European youth policy etc. 

www.netschoolbook.gr offers internet links, resources and materials useful
for teaching on a variety of subject matters.

www.parliament.gr/kids/ is a space dedicated to children within the
website of the Greek parliament. The site contains simplified information
on the Greek political system and Parliament and their laws and processes
for children, as well as educational games. 

www.safeline.gr/tips/php SafeLine aims to become a point of reference for
concerned users seeking to protect themselves and their family from
illegal and objectionable Internet content. The hotline's website includes a
collection of safety tips for concerned children and parents as well as the
general public. It also includes a list of FAQs (Frequently Asked Questions)
in order to inform the non-specialist user of procedural, legal, as well as
technological issues in relation to Internet safety. A collection of related
Internet links serve as a starting point for the user interested in finding
more on the subject.

www.school.gr is dedicated to the exchange of knowledge and views and the
collaboration between students and teachers worldwide. It contains links to
sites constructed by schools, teachers, and students, in order to facilitate
equal relations and networking between students and teachers worldwide.

www.simotas.org/site/ contains information and discussion on topics
concerning children and youth, educators, conferences and events on a
variety of youth related matters, educational competitions, and a chat room
for online communication. 
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www.somatikitimoria.gr is the website of the Network for Preventing and
Combating Corporal Punishment. It aims at co-operation, the exchange of
information, the development of common co-ordinated actions against
corporal punishment, and the development of information and sensitisation
campaigns addressed to parents, children, family professionals and the
general public. 

www.synigoros.gr/0-18/ is the website of the Department of Children’s
Rights, Greek Ombudsman, containing different pages designed for
children and adults. The site contains sections on children’s rights, on the
activities and procedures of the Department of Children’s Rights, research
and information concerning children and youth, and contact details for the
organisation.

CYPRUS
www.cyfamplan.org provides information on the services offered by the
Cyprus Family Planning Association. The site aims to inform young people
about the virtue of voluntarism and the impact that it may have on society
and their personal lives. 

www.domviolence.org.cy is the site of the Association for the Prevention
and Handling of Violence in the Family. The site offers information on
definitions of domestic violence, the different types of violence, the myths
and realities surrounding domestic violence, and the legal framework of
domestic violence. The site also provides annual statistical information on
the calls that the organization receives from victims. 

www.familyviolence.gov.cy is the site of the Advisory Committee for the
Prevention and Handling of Violence in the Family. The site offers
information on the services offered to victims, the activities of the
Committee, and the relevant legislation.  

www.csca.org.cy is the site of the Center for the Study of Childhood and
Adolescence. The site aims to inform the pubic about the Center’s research
activities, publications, and events and provides links to organizations,
centers and university departments that deal with child and family studies
and research. Published reports of the Center’s Research Associates are also
available on the site.

www.singleparentscy.com informs the general public about the activities of
the Pancyprian Association of Single Parents and Friends and provides
research resources around single parenthood in Cyprus. 
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OTHER COUNTRIES
http://freechild.org/allies_of_youth.htm is the website of the Freechild
Project, a USA-based program aiming at youth development, youth
empowerment and youth involvement.

www.yria.alcade.net provides in-depth and up to date information on
youth rights. 

www.childadvocate.org/3.htm is a USA-located website that brings
attention to the human rights of young people. 

www.childrensrights.ie/rights.php is the website of the Children’s Rights
Alliance providing online information on children’s rights and services in
Ireland.

www.europa.eu/youth/index.cfm?l_id=en is the European Union youth
portal. Available in all EU official languages. 

www.flickr.com/photos/mcampaign is a massive collection of photos from
around the world showing the global attempt to set an official Guinness
World Record for the largest number of people ever to Stand Up Against
Poverty on the 15th and 16th October 2006. 

www.freethechildren.org is the world’s largest network of children helping
children through innovative education and development programs.

www.haleysrights.org is a US non-profit organisation for children’s rights. 

www.naturalchild.org is the Natural Child Project website, providing
information on all aspects of parenting, with focus on early childhood.

www.nospank.net is a website set up by Parents and Teachers Against
Violence in Education (PTAVE).

www.ombudsnet.org is the site of the European Network of
Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC) that links the offices which have
been established in 12 European countries to promote the human rights
of children.

www.unicef.org/magic/index.html is the website of the MAGIC project
initiated by the Norwegian government and UNICEF to explore the
relationship between children and the media. 
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