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INTRODUCTION 
Joan Giovannini 

At Holyoke Community College in Holyoke, MA, I have been fortunate to teach a course entitled EDU 
113:  Children, Family, Schools, and Community.  My students are interested in the field of Child and Family 
Studies, often talking about career pathways as a Child Life Specialist, Early Childhood Educator, Out-of-
School-Time Coordinator, School Counselor, or Family Engagement Coordinator.  Each semester that I teach 
this course, I am reminded about the immediate need to share an understanding of culturally sustaining 
collaboration that strips down hierarchies between children, family, schools, and communities and, instead, 
centers around a common framework of the whole child. 

Children, Families, Schools, and Communities is introductory text in the field of Child and Family Studies. 
It provides a lens for understanding the evolving definition of “family” through socially constructed and 
ecological theory frameworks.   It promotes strategies for culturally sustaining and deeply collaborative 
relationships between families, schools, and communities through the use of home-grown advocacy strategies 
based on community-driven data.  Children, Families, Schools, and Communities is an adapted OER text 
from Rebecca Laff’s and Wendy Ruiz’s Child, Family, and Community. 

 

About the Author(s) 

I am an Educator, Instructional Designer, and Researcher committed to educational equity and strategies of 
Universal Design for Learning. I specialize in teaching coursework in education policy, inclusionary practice, 
Universal Design for Learning, and culturally responsive pedagogy. 

I began my career as an Americorps VISTA Volunteer, working as a Teacher and Technology Coordinator 
at an alternative GED program. From there, I moved into community-based work in the field of out-of-school 
time. And, from there, I began my career in the community college system where I worked as an out-of-
school-time coordinator, TRiO Student Support Services Director, Grant Manager, Education Faculty, and 
Department Chair of Education. Those early professional experiences provided me with insight about the 
role of Youth Development, trauma-informed teaching, and family-school partnerships for effective pre-service 
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teacher training. I currently work as the Associate Director for the Center for Excellence in Teaching, Learning, 
and Scholarship at Springfield College where I focus on Instructional Design and digital pedagogy. 

I am thankful for chapter contributors, including Dr. Sara Scribner, Assistant Professor of Special 
Education at Springfield College, and Brianna Dickens, Associate Director of the Academic Success Center: 
Disability and Accessibility Services at Springfield College for lending their voices and expertise.  Dr. Sara 
Scribner holds a PhD in Special Education, Disability Studies from the Syracuse University School of 
Education.  She works extensively as an advocate for families of children with exceptionalities and is considered 
an expert in training teachers on inclusive practices.  Brianna Dickens is finishing up a doctorate in Special 
Education. 
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Massachusetts Department of Higher Education that supports OER work.  I thank Sarah Gilleman, Professor 
of English at Holyoke Community College, for her ongoing partnership in the development of Learning 
Communities that ask students to think critically about the social construct of disability in schools and for her 
time in peer editing this text.  I extend appreciation to Glenn Yarnell, Jr., licensed English as a Second Language 
teacher and middle/high school instructor at Libertas Academy Charter School in Springfield, MA, for his 
commitment to holistic family partnerships in the school environment and for his time in peer editing this text. 

Springfield-Agawam Indigenous Land Acknowledgement 

I acknowledge that here, we stand on Indigenous land, known to the original Algonkian Indian (Native 
American/Indigenous) inhabitants as “Agawam,” or “Akawaham.” The Indigenous name for this place is 
a locative term that roughly translates to “low-lying marshy lands,” describing a large region along both 
sides of the Kwinitekw (now called the Connecticut River) from present-day Enfield, Connecticut to the 
Holyoke Range. For at least 10,000 years, since the last era of glaciation, the Agawam people engaged in trade, 
diplomacy, and kinship with other regional Indigenous people, most notably: the Quaboag to the East; the 
Podunk to the South; the Woronoco to the West; and the Nonotuck, Pocumtuck, and Sokoki to the North. 
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During the 1630s, when Agawam leaders invited English colonial settlers to build a small settlement here, 
they attempted to preserve, in written deeds, Indigenous cartographies and rights to hunt, fish, plant, and 
live on tribal lands. When diplomatic relations failed, the Agawam people were decimated and dispersed as a 
direct result of colonial deceit, disease, and warfare. Although the survivors sought refuge with other Native 
communities across the northeast, very few direct descendants of the Agawam people live in Springfield today. 

I acknowledge, however, that many Indigenous nations, from the territory we now call “southern New 
England,” still survive and still exercise sovereignty. I acknowledge, in particular, these contemporary 
Indigenous nations: the Nipmuc to the East; the Wampanoag and Narragansett to the Southeast; the 
Mohegan, Pequot, and Schaghticoke to the South; the Mohican to the West; and the Abenaki to the North, 
among many others.  Recognizing that the entirety of the North American continent constitutes territory 
considered to be original Indigenous homelands, I respect the sovereignty of these and hundreds of other 
Native American Indigenous nations that survive today and I pledge to support the rights of these nations and 
the interests of Indigenous peoples. 

Pronunciation Guide: 
Abenaki [a-ben-a-kee] 
Agawam [aa-gah-wahm] 
Akawaham [ah-kah-wa-hahm] 
Algonkian [al-gone-kee-uhn] 
Kwinitekw [kwin-eh-tek-wuh] 
Mohegan [moh-he-gahn] 
Mohican [moh-hee-kuhn] 
Narragansett [nare-uh-gann-sett] 
Nipmuc & Nipmuck [nip-muck] 
Nonotuck [non-oh-tuck] 
Pequot [pee-kwaht] 
Pocumtuck [poe-come-tuck] 
Podunk [poe-dunk] 
Schaghticoke [scat-ti-coke] 
Sokoki [soh-koh-kee] 
Quaboag [qua-bog] 
Wampanoag [wamp-ah-nawg] 
Woronoco [wore-oh-no-co] 
This land acknowledgement was written by Margaret M. Bruchac (Associate Professor of Anthropology, 

University of Pennsylvania) & Laurel Davis-Delano (Professor of Sociology, Springfield College).  It can be 
found at https://sites.google.com/view/springfieldagawam-landacknowl/home?authuser=2. 
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PART I 

WHAT IS A FAMILY? 

Learning Objectives 
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1. Examine how culture influences the evolving definition of family. 

Humans are social creatures. We make friends, live in communities, and connect to acquaintances through 
shared interests. Perhaps nothing is more central to the social world than the concept of family. Our families 
represent our earliest relationships and, often, our most enduring ones. In this module, you will learn how 
culture influences the evolving definition of families and the stages of development of families. 

Our discussion will begin with a basic definition of family and how this has changed across time and 
place. Next, we move on to a discussion of family roles and how families evolve across the lifespan.  Finally, 
we will explore how implicit, explicit, and confirmation bias impacts our work with families, schools, and 
communities. 

Media Attributions 

• What is a family © Joyce Kelly is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) license 
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DIVERSITY OF FAMILIES 

The United States’ Census Bureau defines family as “…a group of two people or more (one of whom is the 
householder) related by birth, marriage, or adoption and residing together; all such people (including related 
subfamily members) are considered as members of one family.“  While this definition provides a framework 
for understanding family configurations in the United States over a period of time, it may not accurately 
represent the social and cultural factors that contextualize how we define “family” in our personal networks.  
It is restrictive and does not integrate the diversity of the modern family in the United States. 

Paul R. Amato, Ph.D., former President of the National Council on Family Relations, asks us to expand 
our definition of “family”.  Amato states, “Most current research is based on objective definitions of 
families—definitions that are not shared by the majority of individuals that we study. Viewing families as 
overlapping networks that extend across multiple households, with each network having at its nucleus a 
reference person, might yield new insights, especially in an era when families are becoming more complex 
and difficult to classify.”  Amato points to the complexity of “family” within a social construct.  Amato’s 
perspective incorporates the idea of “fictive kinship.”  “Fictive kinship” recognizes the important bonds and 
relationships of individuals outside of the boundaries of the traditional definition of “family.”  The idea that 
an individual cannot pick their relatives does not apply to fictive kinship.  Rather, fictive kinship honors the 
diversity of the definition of “family” in that it extends to friend groups, resource families, mentors, etc.  The 
individual is at the center of the relationship and their “family” is self-defined based on their own social and 
cultural criteria. 

Case Study (A) 
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Ella, a divorced mother lives with her child, Grace. Ella considers her ex-husband, Robert, to be a 

family member even though they do not live together and are divorced.  Robert is Grace’s biological 

father.  Grace spends every weekend with Robert, and oftentimes, Robert picks Grace up from 

school and has dinner with Ella and Grace during the week.  Robert is important in Grace’s life and 

Ella supports his presence in her life. 

• U.S. Census Bureau 

A researcher who adopts the U.S. Census Bureau definition would say that Grace is in a single-

parent family. 

• Modern Families 

A researcher who adopts a definition more consistent with an understanding of modern families 

would say that Grace would claim to be in a two-parent family. 

Case Study (B) 
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Adam and Georgia are divorced parents of Allyson. Adam was recently remarried to Frank. They 

purchased a home together. Allyson lives with them and visits Georgia on the weekends and 

during school vacations. Allyson does not accept Frank as her parent and refuses to allow Frank to 

attend parent-teacher conferences at her school. She only wants Adam and Georgia to attend. 

• U.S. Census Bureau 

A researcher who adopts the U.S. Census Bureau definition would say that Allyson is in a two-

parent family with Adam and Frank. 

• Modern Families 

A researcher who adopts a definition more consistent with an understanding of modern families 

would say that Allyson would claim to be in a two-parent family with Adam and Georgia. 

Case Study (C) 
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Jordan and Aaron have been best friends since second grade. They are now 22 years old and are 

considering renting an apartment together while they attend the local community college. Growing 

up, Jordan spent more time at Aaron’s home than their own because it felt safer and supportive. 

Jordan currently lives with their mom and dad, but does not have a close relationship with them. 

Jordan considers Aaron’s parents their “real” family. 

• U.S. Census Bureau 

A researcher who adopts the U.S. Census Bureau definition would say that Jordan is in a two-

parent family with their biological parents. 

• Modern Families 

A researcher who adopts a definition more consistent with an understanding of modern families 

would say that Jordan would claim to be in a two-parent family with Aaron’s family, or might claim 

to be an independent person getting ready to move out on their own. 

Pause to Reflect! 

10  |  DIVERSITY OF FAMILIES



Discuss the following questions 

1. What does family mean to you? Who do you think of when you define family? 

2. Do you see your family represented in the “dominant culture”? 

3. Identify a minimum of three concrete examples of ways that the idea of “fictive kinship” 

connects to your professional or personal life. 

A social construction is a mutual understanding and accepted reality created by members of a society: 
something that is not determined by biology or the natural world. Is there anything that humans have created 
that holds no real value in the natural world, yet we have assigned a great deal of value to it? If you are thinking 
of cash, you’re right on the money. Humans have determined that certain pieces of paper and metal objects are 
worth an agreed-upon value. For example, in the United States, a one-dollar bill is worth 100 times the value of 
a penny. One of the ways that we can tell money is a social construction is that it varies from culture to culture 
and over time. When you visit another country, the United States dollar bill has to be “exchanged” for money 
that has a different appearance and value. Compare money with another thing of value to human beings: air. 
Air is needed by all human beings to survive. The need for air and its value do not change over time or from 
culture to culture. Air is not a social construction. Money is. 

What does this have to do with families? While studying families, we must continually remind ourselves that 
the idea of the family, and in particular the internalized belief that there is a “traditional family,” is a social 
construction. What is a “traditional family”? I suspect that we can each paint a picture in our heads, based 
on the years each of us has been exposed to portrayals of families in institutions such as the media, schools, 
government, and health care. 

Generally, the traditional American family has been identified as the 
nuclear family, most often represented as a male and female heterosexual 
married couple who is middle class, White, and with several children. 
When society or the individuals within a society designate one kind of 
family to be “traditional”, this may imply a value, or a preference, for this 
kind of family structure with these particular social characteristics. This is 
sometimes called the Leave it to Beaver family after the popular sitcom 
television show that ran from 1957 until 1963. 

Friends, which concluded its 10th season in 2004, exemplifies a fictive 
kinship. The comedy presents a peer group of individuals in their 20s who 
live in New York City. The six main characters are best friends who enjoy 
holidays together, date each other, and remain close friends with one 
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another as they age into their 30s. While they do not all live together in the same apartment, they consider 
themselves a family. 

New Girl, which concluded its 7th season in 
2018, also exemplifies a fictive kinship.  The comedy 
presents a peer group of individuals in their 20s who 
live in Los Angeles.  Like in Friends, the five main 
characters are best friends who enjoy holidays 
together, date each other, and remain close friends 
with one another as they age into their 30s.  With the 
exception of one character, they all live together in 
the same apartment, they consider themselves a 

family.  In fact, two of the five characters marry one another. 
Modern Family, which concluded its 11th season 

in 2020, also features this “traditional” family, but 
includes two other families which feature people of 
other ethnic groups, and a same-sex couple. 
Together they form an extended family who all live 
in the same town. 

This is Us, which concluded its 6th season in 
2022, also features this “traditional” family, but 
includes two adopted children and a mixed-race, 
multigenerational family.  It also extends its story to 
include adoption, death, divorce, separation, and 
remarriage. 
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It is important to note, however, that the primacy 
of the upper-middle-class, White family image 
continues to be emphasized as the “norm”. Our role 
is to look at how this social construct impacts the 
way in which children, families, schools, and 
communities interact with one another in respectful 
ways that are culturally responsive, honor the 
diversity of the family structure, and include a vision 
of fictive kinship in their collaborations. 

The traditional definition of family has been criticized as being too narrow. Modern families, especially those 
in industrialized societies, exist in many forms, including (but not limited to) the single-parent family, resource 
families, same-sex couples, child-free families, and many other variations from traditional norms. Common 
to each of these family forms is commitment, caring, and the close emotional ties that are increasingly the 
defining characteristics of family (Benokraitis, 2015). The changing definition of family has come about, in 
part, because of many factors that include divorce and remarriage. In many cases, people do not grow up with 
their family of origin but become part of a step-family or blended family. Whether a single-parent, joint, or two-
parent family, a person’s family of origin, the family into which he or she is born, or a fictive kinship generally 
acts as the social context for young children learning about relationships. 

As we study families, we must keep in mind that this idea of the “traditional” family is not representative 
of all families, yet it is continually reinforced by the social processes and institutions in our society. Media, 
in particular, continually reminds us of what families are “supposed to” look like. Whether you consume 
big-budget films, social media platforms, video games, and/or books and magazines, take a look. What kind 
of people and families do you see represented? While the representation of women, people of color, and 
people of differing sexualities and gender expressions has increased in media, they still predominantly play 
less consequential characters within the plot lines. Government, schools, medical institutions, businesses, 
and places of worship all reinforce a typical view of family through the forms, activities, requirements, and 
processes that are shared with the public. How many times have you tried to fill out a form with checkboxes 
only to find that you did not “fit” into one of the boxes? Typical examples include giving parental choices of 
“mother” and “father,” couple status choices such as “married” or “single,” and gender choices such as “male” 
or female,” all of which reinforce a binary view of individuals and families. The preference for an idealized 
traditional family type contributes to less social support for families who don’t fit this type: for example, single-
parent families, LGBTQ+ families, rural families, or families with a member who is disabled, unemployed, or 
who has a criminal record. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Research and discuss the following questions. 

1. Identify two official forms that a family member may fill out on behalf of a child.  Examples 

might include a school district enrollment form, Head Start enrollment form, or a form for a 

pediatrician or other medical professional. 

2. Examine the forms for inclusive language.  Do they include the parental choices of “mother” 

and “father” or are they more flexible in their labels of parents, guardians, and/or other 

caregivers? 

3. If the forms are not inclusive, edit them. 

 

Media Attributions 

• Family making a snack © Chona Kasinger is licensed under a CC BY (Attribution) license 
• A mother and teenager © Ben White is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) license 
• Young adults reading © Zachary Drucker is licensed under a CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution 

NonCommercial NoDerivatives) license 
• Leave it to Beaver © ABC Television is licensed under a Public Domain license 
• Friends © GamesRadar is licensed under a All Rights Reserved license 
• New Girl © University of California at San Diego’s Guardian is licensed under a All Rights Reserved 

license 
• Modern Family © ABC is licensed under a All Rights Reserved license 
• This is Us © NBC is licensed under a All Rights Reserved license 
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THE DIVERSITY OF TODAY’S FAMILIES 

The landscape of families has changed considerably over the last few decades. It is not that diverse families have 
never existed; it is that in today’s society, we are making places at the table for this diversity.  Today, we elevate 
and value diverse families. Following are definitions of many of the family structures today. 

Table 1.1:  Family Structures 
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Family 
Structure Description 

Dual parent 
family 

This is often referred to as a mother and father raising children. However, if we think about the 
diversity of families this could include same sex caregivers as they are also raising children together. 

Single parent 
(either by choice 
or through 
divorce) 

This could be a male or female caregiver who either wants to be a parent and doesn’t have a partner 
to create a child with or is raising children on their own due to divorce. Often, we think of single 
parents as female, but today as we continue to form acceptance of family structures, there are males 
who are also choosing to form a family on their own or raise their children (from divorce) on their 
own. 

As families immigrate or migrate to other parts of the U.S. or world, we might find single parents 
by default, as not all members of a family unit may move at the same time. 

Grandparents or 
other relatives 
raising children 
(relatives can 
also be 
non-related 
family members 
who are close to 
the child(ren)) 

Children whose caregivers are not able to care for them (for whatever reason), may be raised by 
their maternal or paternal grandparents or may be raised by extended family members including 
those family members that are not related biologically. 

Teen parents 

Today it is more acceptable for teens who become pregnant to raise a child. Sometimes they may do 
this together or separate. Sometimes they may do this with the help of their families. Teens who 
become pregnant while still in high school are often able to return to school and there are programs 
on high school campuses where teens may bring their child. They may receive parenting classes in 
addition to their high school curriculum. 

Adoptive 
families 

Families who are not able to conceive a child on their own may choose adoption. While this tends 
to be most common, there are families who consciously choose adoption over procreation as well as 
decide to add to their family through adoption. In any case, forming a family through adoption is a 
choice that is not taken lightly. There are many options in forming your family through adoption. 
You can choose to have an open or closed adoption. Open adoption refers to having a continued 
relationship with the birth parent(s) to just knowing who the birth parents are and everything in 
between. Closed adoption means that the family does not have access to birth parent(s) 
information. In addition, families may choose to adopt a child of the same race or of another race. 
They may choose to adopt nationally or internationally. 

Resource 
Families 
(formerly 
referred to as 
Foster Families) 

Children placed in temporary care due to extenuating circumstances involving their family of 
origin are often placed in homes licensed to care for children. The adults who care for these 
children must go through strict protocols in order to provide the support and care that these 
vulnerable children will need. The most common name for this arrangement is fostering, but you 
may also hear them described as resource families. In these cases, it is the intent to reunite the 
children with their family of origin whenever possible. When this is not possible, the children are 
placed in the system to be adopted. The foster family may decide to adopt the children or another 
family may adopt the children. It is always the intent to find a permanent arrangement for children 
whenever possible, as we know that stability has better outcomes for children. 

Families with 
Same Sex Parents 

Same sex couples, whether two men or two women, may choose to form a family and raise the 
children together. There are many ways in which they may decide to form their family. They may 
adopt, they may use reproductive technology, or they may use egg or sperm donors. In the case 
where two women are choosing to form a family, they may decide to have one of them become 
pregnant and give birth to their child. 
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Family 
Structure Description 

Bi-racial/
Multi-racial 
families 

These are children who are raised by parents from two different races, including parents who may 
be bi-racial themselves. This also includes multi-racial families. 

Families with 
Multi-Religious/
Faith Beliefs 

There are children today raised in multi-religious homes. This means that each parent may have 
different faiths/religions. They may choose one faith/religion or both in raising their children. 

Children with 
an incarcerated 
parent(s) 

Sometimes children are raised by one caregiver while the other parent is incarcerated. This can be 
complicated for the family as the parent may spend some time away and then return home. While 
the parent who is incarcerated is away, the family structure changes. 

Unmarried 
parents who are 
raising children 

Today, many caregivers are deciding not to marry but to raise children. The only difference is that 
they do not have a legal marriage license; however, their family structure is the same as dual parent 
families whether opposite sex or same sex. 

Transgender 
parents raising 
children 

This refers to two ways in which children may be raised by a transgender caregiver(s). A parent may 
transition after already having children with someone of the opposite sex or they may transition 
prior to having a child and decide they want to parent. 

Blended families 
A blended family can be two different caregivers that come together each bringing their children 
from a previous relationship with them. Sometimes the caregivers that come together with children 
from a previous relationship may also decide to have a child together. 

Families formed 
through 
reproductive 
technology 

Today we have sophisticated medical advances to help parents who are infertile to become pregnant 
and give birth to their biological child as well as to use the biological material from someone else 
and carry that fertilized embryo to term. There are a variety of reproductive technologies that are 
available to families. This is often at a huge financial cost to the families, as most medical insurance 
companies do not cover the medical expenses of becoming pregnant. 

First time older 
parents 

Today it is becoming more common for men and women to have children in their 30’s, 40’s, and 
even older. There are many reasons why men and women may wait to become parents. It may be 
due to infertility. It may be that the man and/or woman want to establish themselves in a career 
prior to having children. It may be that they wanted to have financial security before starting a 
family. What is important is to not assume why someone is parenting at an older age. 

Families who 
experience 
homelessness 

We know that some children are raised without a stable home. The family may be living in their car, 
living in a hotel, a homeless shelter, or living in multiple dwellings also known as couch surfing. 
Families experiencing homelessness may be due to the loss of a job/steady income, being employed 
by making minimal wages that do not provide the means necessary to sustain housing (and other 
basic necessities), or other issues that may complicate the family’s ability to sustain a stable place to 
live. Families do not always share their homeless status as there is often shame and embarrassment 
that society places on these families. 

Families with 
children who 
have 
developmental 
delays and 
disabilities 

This refers to families who have a child or children with developmental delays and/or disabilities. 
These delays/disabilities are varied. There also may be children without delays/disabilities in the 
family as well. This often places a burden on families, not only because of the time needed to care 
for a child who is not typically developing, but because society often misinterprets children who 
display behaviors that may be viewed as inappropriate. 
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Family 
Structure Description 

Families raising 
their children in 
a culture not 
their own and in 
which English is 
not the primary 
language 

This refers to families who may have immigrated here and whose children were either born in their 
country of origin or born in the United States. This duality of cultures can create problems for the 
child and their family if societal expectations are that the family acculturate to the dominant 
culture. This results in children feeling shame about their family when they should feel pride in 
their family of origin. 

Children experience different family structures.  Those structures may change as a child grows. We must 
provide supportive and inclusive interactions, relationships and environments for each and every family. This 
can be accomplished through our ability to be open, inviting, and listening to what the families in our program 
need from us to feel a sense of belonging. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. After reviewing all of the families above, were there family structures that you were not 

previously familiar with? 

2. How do the family structures above challenge the traditional social construct of “family”? 

3. Imagine that you are working with families in a school or community setting.  What level of 

comfort do you have in working with diverse families? What may be challenging for you? 

What are some strategies that you could use to help you in working on the biases that you 

may have? 
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THE INFLUENCE OF CULTURE 

Culture is the set of beliefs, values, symbols, means of communication, religion, rituals, fashions, etiquette, 
foods, and art that unite a particular society. Culture elements are learned behaviors; children learn them while 
growing up in a particular culture as older members teach them how to live. As such, culture is passed down 
from one generation to the next. The process of learning culture is called “acculturation”. 

Some experts assert that who we are is a result of nurture—the relationships and caring that surround 
us. Others argue that who we are is based entirely on genetics. According to this belief, our temperaments, 
interests, and talents are set before birth. From this perspective, then, who we are depends on nature. 

One way researchers attempt to measure the impact of nature is by studying twins. Some studies have 
followed identical twins who were raised separately. The pairs shared the same genetics but in some cases 
were socialized in different ways. Instances of this type of situation are rare, but studying the degree to 
which identical twins raised apart are the same and different can give researchers insight into the way our 
temperaments, preferences, and abilities are shaped by our genetic makeup versus our social environment. 

For example, in 1968, twin girls were put up for adoption, separated from each other, and raised in different 
households. The adoptive parents, and certainly the babies, did not realize the girls were one of five pairs of 
twins who were made subjects of a scientific study (Flam 2007). 

In 2003, the two women, then aged thirty-five, were reunited. Elyse Schein and Paula Bernstein sat together 
in awe, feeling like they were looking into a mirror. Not only did they look alike but they also behaved alike, 
using the same hand gestures and facial expressions (Spratling 2007). Studies like these point to the genetic 
roots of our temperament and behavior. 

Though genetics and hormones play an important role in human behavior, sociology’s larger concern is the 
effect society has on human behavior, the “nurture” side of the nature versus nurture debate. What race were 
the twins? From what social class were their parents? What about gender? Religion? All these factors affected 
the lives of the twins as much as their genetic makeup and are critical to consider as we look at life through the 
sociological lens. 

The nature versus nurture debate is useful to help us contextualize the impact of culture on our definition 
of self and our interaction with one another.  Biology gives us the neural capacity for things like language 
and culture, but our environments teach us how to use these capacities. For example, biology enables humans 
to learn a language; this makes us different from other species. However, nothing about our biology dictates 
whether a baby learns English, Spanish, or Tagalog. Which language one speaks is a learned behavior. 
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Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

Imagine if the McClure Twins were separated at birth and adopted by or placed in separate 

resource families. 

1. What sociological factors might impact their development differently from one another? 

2. What biological factors might impact their development the same as one another? 

Media Attributions 

• McClure twins © LaWr123 via wikimedia is licensed under a CC BY-SA (Attribution ShareAlike) 
license 
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BIAS & MICROAGGRESSIONS 

Our identities are ingrained in our being and the intersectionality of our identities make up the sum of who we 
are. Those identities include: 

• Race 
• Ethnicity 
• Gender 
• Sex 
• Sexual Orientation 
• Religion 
• Socioeconomic status 
• Physical, Emotional, and Developmental (Dis)Ability 
• National Origin 
• First Language 

Most of us have a tendency to view the world from the perspective of our own culture and may tend to view 
different cultures as inferior or below one’s own. This is referred to as ethnocentrism. This creates barriers 
to building collaborative learning spaces for children, families, schools, and communities that celebrate and 
elevate all members of that learning community.  Reflecting on this affords us the opportunity to acknowledge 
that no culture is better or worse than any other, only different. 

As we investigate our perspectives, we find that we are a product of our environments and as such, have 
absorbed some of the thinking and ideas that have been passed to us from our family of origin. The relationship 
between children, families, schools, and communities is delicate.  Our goal is to promote collaboration that is 
deeply respectful of one another.  As such, we must self-reflect on areas of our own stereotypes, prejudice, and 
discrimination and take care to mitigate or eliminate them from harming those relationships. 

 

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=172#h5p-3 
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Table 1.2:  Connecting Stereotypes, Prejudice, and Discrimination 

Item Function Connection Example 

Stereotype Cognitive; thoughts 
about people 

Overgeneralized beliefs about people may 
lead to prejudice. 

“Yankees fans are arrogant and 
obnoxious.” 

Prejudice 

Affective; feelings 
about people, both 
positive and 
negative 

Feelings may influence treatment of others, 
leading to discrimination. 

“I hate Yankees fans; they make 
me angry.” 

Discrimination 
Behavior; positive or 
negative treatment 
of others 

Holding stereotypes and harboring 
prejudice may lead to excluding, avoiding, 
and biased treatment of group members. 

“I would never hire nor become 
friends with a person if I knew 
they were a Yankees fan.” 

The American Psychological Association defines bias as “…an inclination or predisposition for or against 
something.”  Bias often results in unfair treatment, in either positive or negative ways.  Consider the following 
forms of bias: 

1. Explicit bias: attitudes and beliefs (positive or negative) that we consciously or deliberately hold and 
express about a person or group.  This kind of bias is outwardly and intentionally displayed through 
body language, facial expressions, speech, or other forms of communication.  It is observed easily and 
oftentimes creates conflict between people. 

2. Implicit bias: attitudes and beliefs (positive or negative) about other people, ideas, issues, or institutions 
that occur outside of our conscious awareness and control, which affect our opinions and behavior. This 
kind of bias occurs automatically as the brain makes judgments based on past experiences, education and 
background. These judgments, if left unexamined, can cause friction with relationships. 

3. Confirmation bias: our subconscious tendency to seek and interpret information and other evidence in 
ways that affirm our existing beliefs, ideas, expectations, and/or hypotheses. Therefore, confirmation 
bias is both affected by and feeds our implicit biases. 

Whether we mean to or not, we sometimes offend people by not thinking about what we say and the manner 
in which we say it. One danger of limiting our social interactions to people who are from our own social group 
is in being insensitive to people who are not like us. The term microaggression refers to acts of insensitivity that 
reveal our inherent biases, cultural incompetency, and hostility toward someone outside of our community. 
Those biases can be toward race, gender, nationality, or any other diversity variable. The individual on the 
receiving end of a microaggression is reminded of the barriers to complete acceptance and understanding in the 
relationship. Let’s consider an example. 
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=172#h5p-13 

 

Table 1.3:  Microaggressions 
(9.3 Navigating the Diversity Landscape – College Success | OpenStax, n.d.) 
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Category Microaggression Why It’s Offensive 

Educational 
Status or 
Situation 

“You’re an athlete; you don’t need to 
study.” Stereotypes athletes and ignores their hard work. 

“You don’t get financial aid; you 
must be rich.” Even an assumption of privilege can be invalidating. 

“Did they have honors classes at your 
high school?” 

Implies that someone is less prepared or intelligent based on 
their geography. 

Race, Ethnicity, 
National Origin 

“You speak so well for someone like 
you.” 

Implies that people of a certain race/ethnicity can’t speak 
well. 

“No, where are you really from?” Calling attention to someone’s national origin makes them 
feel separate. 

“You must be good at _____.” Falsely connects identity to ability. 

“My people had it so much worse 
than yours did.” Makes assumptions and diminishes suffering/difficulty. 

“I’m not even going to try your 
name. It looks too difficult.” Dismisses a person’s culture and heritage. 

“It’s so much easier for Black people 
to get into college.” Assumes that merit is not the basis for achievement. 

Gender and 
Gender Identity 

“They’re so emotional.” Assumes a person cannot be emotional and rational. 

“I guess you can’t meet tonight 
because you have to take care of your 
son?” 

Assumes a parent (of any gender) cannot participate. 

“I don’t get all this pronoun stuff, so 
I’m just gonna call you what I call 
you.” 

Diminishes the importance of gender identity; indicates a 
lack of empathy. 

“I can’t even tell you used to be a 
woman.” 

Conflates identity with appearance, and assumes a person 
needs someone else’s validation. 

“You’re too good-looking to be so 
smart.” Connects outward appearance to ability. 

Sexual 
Orientation 

“I support you; just don’t throw it in 
my face.” 

Denies another person’s right to express their identity or 
point of view. 

“You seem so rugged for a gay guy.” Stereotypes all gay people as being “not rugged,” and could 
likely offend the recipient. 

“I might try being a lesbian.” May imply that sexual orientation is a choice. 

“I can’t even keep track of all these 
new categories.” 

Bisexual, pansexual, asexual, and other sexual orientations 
are just as valid and deserving of respect as more binary 
orientations. 
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Category Microaggression Why It’s Offensive 

“You can’t just love whomever you 
want; pick one.” 

Bisexual, pansexual, asexual, and other sexual orientations 
are just as valid and deserving of respect as more binary 
orientations. 

Age 

“Are you going to need help with the 
software?” 

May stereotype an older person as lacking experience with 
the latest technology. 

“Young people have it so easy 
nowadays.” Makes a false comparison between age and experience. 

“Okay, boomer.” Dismisses an older generation as out of touch. 

Size 

“I bet no one messes with you.” Projects a tendency to be aggressive onto a person of large 
stature. 

“You are so cute and tiny.” Condescending to a person of small stature. 

“I wish I was thin and perfect like 
you.” Equates a person’s size with character. 

Ability 

(To a person using a wheelchair) “I 
wish I could sit down wherever I 
went.” 

Falsely assumes a wheelchair is a luxury; minimizes 
disabilities. 

“You don’t have to complete the 
whole test. Just do your best.” 

Assumes that a disability means limited intellectual 
potential. 

“I’m blind without my glasses.” Equating diminished capacity with a true disability. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Review Table 1:  Family Structures.  As you answer the following questions, think about implicit, 

explicit, and confirmation bias both for and against the diversity of family structures. 

1. What judgements or assumptions do I have about different family structures? 

2. Identify examples of times when families are recipients of negative implicit, explicit, or 

confirmation bias from schools or communities. 

3. Reflect on a time when you experienced or witnessed a microaggression in a family, school, 
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or community: 

1. Describe what happened. 

2. What was the hidden message? 

4. Calling out bias and microaggressions in schools and communities takes advocacy and 

courage.  Describe concrete ways to bring awareness to and devise strategies around 

identifying and combating bias and microaggressions. 
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PART II 

THEORIES THAT HELP US 
UNDERSTAND FAMILIES 

Learning Objectives 

• 2.1:  Contrast five theories that help us to understand families. 

• 2.2:  Explain how theories provide understanding of family dynamics. 

• 2.3:  Analyze how a theoretical framework of families influences the reciprocal relationships 

between schools and/or communities and families. 
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Introduction 

We examine theories about families in order to gain perspective about how they grow and develop. Our 
examinations include an analysis of how families engage, collaborate, influence, and interact with children, 
schools, and communities.  In this chapter, we will look at five theories that help us to understand families: 

1. Bioecological systems theory, 
2. Family systems theory, 
3. Functionalism, 
4. Conflict theory, and 
5. Symbolic interaction. 

Each theory presents a distinct and different perspective regarding the role of family in society. We will 
identify areas of theoretical and practical overlap that inform our work with children, families, schools, and 
communities. 

Media Attributions 

• A family © Pixabay from Pexels is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) license 
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BIOECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS THEORY 

One of the key theories that explains influences on individuals and their families is Bronfenbrenner’s 
bioecological systems theory. A basic tenet of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner 
& Morris, 2006) is that child and youth development are influenced by many different contexts, settings, or 
ecologies. Examples include family, peers, schools, communities, sociocultural belief systems, policy regimes, 
and the economy.  At the center of this theory is the child. As we move in and out of the circles, we categorize 
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the external influences that impact the child’s development.  Those circles impact each other.  They shift and 
change in society and in the overall influence on the child. 

 

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=164#h5p-6 

 
Table 2.1: Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory 

Name Description 

Microsystem 
Microsystems impact a child directly. These are the people with whom the child interacts such as 
parents, peers, and teachers. The relationship between individuals and those around them need to be 
considered. 

Mesosystem Mesosystems are interactions between those surrounding the individual. The relationship between 
parents and schools, for example, will indirectly affect the child. 

Exosystem 
Larger institutions such as the mass media or the healthcare system are referred to as the exosystem. 
These have an impact on families and peers and schools who operate under policies and regulations 
found in these institutions. 

Macrosystem We find cultural values and beliefs at the level of macrosystems. These larger ideals and expectations 
inform institutions that will ultimately impact the individual. 

Chronosystem 
All of this happens in an historical context referred to as the chronosystem. Cultural values change 
over time, as do policies of educational institutions or governments in certain political climates. 
Development occurs at a point in time. 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory looked at patterns of development across time. It also 
considered the interactions between the development of the child and the environment. The implications of 
this model include the social and political policies and practices affecting children, families, and parenting. 
The bioecological systems theory serves as a visual organizer to both summarize and unpack key concepts and 
themes as they relate to individual development, teaching and learning, and educational practices. The goal of 
learning the bioecological systems theory is to understand the theoretical and research foundations that inform 
the work in supporting students’ well-being, teaching and learning, and identifying and using other factors/
resources such as parents, family, peers, to provide positive influence on students’ learning and development. 
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Case Study A 

The human ecology framework extends Bronfenbrenner’s model. As an example, a family seeking 

refugee resettlement might be influenced by the following systems (Lang): 

• Biophysical environment:  Were members of the family injured as they fled persecution? 

• Microsystem:  Was there parental conflict from the stress of fleeing persecution? 

• Mesosystem:  Is the family working with teachers and other school personnel who do not 

understand the complexities of refugee resettlement, or the home language of the family, or 

the cultural traditions of the family? 

• Exosystem:  How have local leaders responded in ensuring that the family has support 

services and cultural experiences that welcome and include them into the community? 

• Macrosystem:  Is the family experiencing discrimination or racism in the community of 

resettlement? 

• Chronosystem:  How has the community of resettlement changed over time in response to 

the resettlement of multiple refugee families? 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory and the human ecology framework assume that families are 
intentional in their decision-making and that they work toward 

• biological sustenance, 
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• economic maintenance, and 
• psychosocial function. 

As patterns in the social environment threaten family’s quality of life in these three areas, the system will be 
more and more likely to seek change. Those threats create non-supportive and exclusive communities that 
work against the families’ participation and inclusion in schools and communities. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Think of yourself at a particular time in your childhood (e.g., age 10). Describe how each 

system in the bioecological systems theory model directly impacted your development. 

Identify your influencers in each system. 

2. Identify two specific community resources that are available to children and families in your 

community that address each system in the bioecological systems theory model. For each 

resource, provide the address, phone number, and web site. Why does each resource connect 

to the specific system level? 

Media Attributions 

• Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory © Ian Joslin is licensed under a CC BY (Attribution) license 
• Amina Aboukar, Nigerian refugee from Damassak © EU Civil Protection & Humanitarian Aid is 

licensed under a CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution NonCommercial NoDerivatives) license 
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FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY 

Dr. Murray Bowen’s Family Systems Theory claims that the family is understood best by conceptualizing 
it as a complex, dynamic, and changing collection of parts, subsystems and family members. Much like a 
mechanic would interface with the computer system of a broken down car to diagnose which systems are 
broken (transmission, electrical, fuel, etc.) to repair it, a therapist or researcher would interact with family 
members to diagnose how and where the systems of the family are working and where they are in need of repair 
or intervention. 

The Family Systems Theory is represented by triangles, or a three-person relationship system.  It is 
considered the building block or “molecule” of larger emotional systems because a triangle is the smallest stable 
relationship system. A two-person system is unstable because it tolerates little tension before involving a third 
person (Lang). 
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A triangle can contain much more tension without involving another person because the tension can shift 
around three relationships. If the tension is too high for one triangle to contain, it spreads to a series of 
“interlocking” triangles. Spreading the tension can stabilize a system, but does not resolve tension. Bowen 
Family Systems Theory asks us to consider eight key interlocking triangles when understanding the family: 
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=174#h5p-2 

 
Table 2.2: Bowen’s Family Systems Theory 

Name Description 

Emotional 
triangles 

An emotional triangle represents the emotionally driven relationship process that is present in all 
families. It describes the emotional dynamics between any two or all members of the triangle. 

Differentiation of 
self 

We are emotionally connected to our families, and those emotions impact our family dynamics. 
Differentiation of self indicates that we are autonomous in our own emotional functioning. 

Nuclear family 
The nuclear family provides a symbolic image of the family at the nucleus, the center, of the 
emotional system.  In times of marital conflict, dysfunction of a spouse, emotional distancing, or 
conflict over child rearing, that nucleus is threatened. 

Family projective 
process 

The child is the focus of this key tenet of Bowen’s Family Systems Theory. When there is an 
intense focus on the child, they may not be given the tools or space to grow, think, feel, and act 
for themself. 

Multi-generational 
transmission 
process 

Multi-generational transmission process refers to how generations of families teach or role model 
emotional intensity. This key tenet asks us to consider how each generation offers greater or lesser 
levels of differentiation of emotional intensity within the nuclear family. 

Emotional cut-off Emotional cut-off describes our need for personal space and distance from emotional intensity. 

Sibling position Personality characteristics fit within the sibling position in which a person grows up. 

Societal emotional 
process 

Our emotions influence our cognitive systems and behaviors which, in turn, impact our 
interactions with others.  The societal emotional process describes that relationship within 
society and amongst each other. 

Other key concepts within the Family Systems Theory include: 

• boundaries (e.g.Who is a member of the system?), 
• equilibrium (e.g., during stressors or crises, the system attempts to return to its original state wherein 

members are functional and comfortable), and 
• bidirectional (e.g., a change with one member will impact at least one other member, and hence impact 

the whole system). 
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Case Study B 

In order to assess patterns of adjustment in families that have resettled into a new country, we 

must examine the structure of the family unit and the processes that occur within that family 

system. 

For example, one 2008 study collected data from 

parents and their children who immigrated to the United States from Vietnam and Cambodia to 

assess the role of family processes in disagreements over cultural values. The researchers found 

that cultural clashes were linked to parent-child conflict, which in turn was linked to reduced 

parent-child bonding, both of which increase adolescent behavioral problems (Lang). 

This theory also assumes that families can examine their own processes and set deliberate goals. Change can 
occur when a family system acknowledges that a particular family pattern causes family stressors and identifies 
new processes that support the family’s goals. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Discuss the following questions. 

1. What is the main role you have in your family system? 

2. Which cultural values do you share with your family system? 

3. Which cultural values do you separate yourself from within your family system? 

4. How do family roles, patterns of interaction between family members, and shared or 

unshared cultural values impact a family’s relationships with schools or communities? 

Media Attributions 

• Family Systems Theory © Joan Giovannini 
• Mother and Daughter © RODNAE Productions is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) 

license 
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FUNCTIONALISM 

When considering the role of family in society, functionalists uphold the notion that families are an important 
social institution and that they play a key role in stabilizing society. They also note that family members take 
on status roles in a marriage or family. The family, and its members, perform certain functions that facilitate 
the prosperity and development of society. Functionalists believe that the family socializes children, it provides 
emotional and practical support for its members, it helps regulate sexual activity and sexual reproduction, 
and it provides its members with a social identity. In addition, sudden or far-reaching changes in the family’s 
structure or processes threaten its stability and weaken society. 

Sociologist George Murdock conducted a survey of 250 societies and determined that there are four 
universal residual functions of the family: sexual, reproductive, educational, and economic (Lee 1982). 
According to Murdock, the family (which for him includes the state of marriage) regulates sexual relations 
between individuals. He does not deny the existence or impact of premarital or extramarital sex, but states that 
the family offers a socially legitimate sexual outlet for adults (Lee 1985). This outlet gives way to reproduction, 
which is a necessary part of ensuring the survival of society. 

Once children are born, the family plays a vital role in training them for adult life. As the primary agent 
of socialization and enculturation, the family teaches young children the ways of thinking and behaving that 
follow social and cultural norms, values, beliefs, and attitudes. 

Case Study C 
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Functionalists believe that parents teach children gender roles. Gender roles are an important part 

of the economic function of a family. In each family, there is a division of labor that consists of 

instrumental and expressive roles. Men tend to assume the instrumental roles in the family, which 

typically involve work outside of the family that provides financial support and establishes family 

status. Women tend to assume the expressive roles, which typically involve work inside of the 

family which provides emotional support and physical care for children (Crano and Aronoff 1978). 

What might this little girl be learning about the role of her mother? 

According to functionalists, the differentiation of the roles on the basis of sex ensures that families are well 
balanced and coordinated. When family members move outside of these roles, the family is thrown out of 
balance and must recalibrate in order to function properly. For example, if the father assumes an expressive role 
such as providing daytime care for the children, the mother must take on an instrumental role such as gaining 
paid employment outside of the home in order for the family to maintain balance and function. 

Pause to Reflect! 

FUNCTIONALISM  |  39



Discuss the following questions. 

1. Functionalism is often criticized as being an outdated theory in understanding families. 

Why? 

2. How do traditional gender and family roles impact a family’s relationships with schools or 

communities? 

Media Attributions 

• Hanging Clothes Outside © Bud Ellison is licensed under a CC BY (Attribution) license 
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CONFLICT THEORY 

Conflict theorists are quick to point out that U.S. families have been defined as private entities, the 
consequence of which has been to leave family matters to only those within the family. Many people in the 
United States are resistant to government intervention in the family: parents do not want the government 
to tell them how to raise their children or to become involved in domestic issues. Conflict theory highlights 
the role of power in family life and contends that the family is often not a haven but rather an arena where 
power struggles can occur. This exercise of power often entails the performance of family status roles. Conflict 
theorists may study conflicts as simple as the enforcement of rules from parent to child, or they may examine 
more serious issues such as domestic violence (spousal and child), sexual assault, marital rape, and incest. 

The conflict perspective views the family as a vehicle to maintain patriarchy (gender inequality) and social 
inequality in society. According to conflict theorists, the family works toward the continuance of social 
inequality within a society by maintaining and reinforcing the status quo. Because inheritance, education and 
social capital are transmitted through the family structure, wealthy families are able to keep their privileged 
social position for their members, while individuals from poor families are denied similar status. 

Case Study D 
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Conflict theorists have also seen the family as a social arrangement benefiting men more than 

women, allowing men to maintain a position of power. The traditional family form in most cultures 

is patriarchal, contributing to inequality between the sexes. Males tend to have more power and 

females tend to have less. Traditional male roles and responsibilities are valued more than the 

traditional roles done by their wives (i.e., housekeeping, child rearing). The traditional family is also 

an inequitable structure for women and children. 

What might this young child be learning about household responsibilities of the mother and the 

father? 

The first study of marital power was performed in 1960. Researchers found that the person with the most 
access to valued resources held the most power. As money is one of the most valuable resources, men who 
worked in paid labor outside of the home held more power than women who worked inside the home (Blood 
and Wolfe 1960). Even today, with more fluid family roles, conflict theorists find disputes over the division of 
household labor to be a common source of marital discord. Household labor offers no wages and, therefore, 
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no power. Studies indicate that when men do more housework, women experience more satisfaction in their 
marriages, reducing the incidence of conflict (Coltrane 2000). In general, conflict theorists tend to study areas 
of marriage and life that involve inequalities or discrepancies in power and authority, as they are reflective of 
the larger social structure. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. How does the division of chores impact your household? 

2. How does the traditional household division impact a family’s relationships with schools or 

communities? 

Media Attributions 

• Family breakfast © Werner Pfennig is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) license 
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SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM 

Interactionists view the world in terms of symbols and the meanings assigned to them (LaRossa and Reitzes 
1993). The family itself is a symbol. To some, it is a father, mother, and children. To others, it is any union 
that involves respect and compassion. Interactionists stress that family is not an objective, concrete reality. Like 
other social phenomena, it is a social construct that is subject to the ebb and flow of social norms and ever-
changing meanings. 

Consider the meaning of other elements of family: in the past, “parent” was a symbol of a biological 
and emotional connection to a child. With more parent-child relationships developing through adoption, 
remarriage, or change in guardianship, the word “parent” today is less likely to be associated with a biological 
connection than with whoever is socially recognized as having the responsibility for a child’s upbringing. 
Similarly, the terms “mother” and “father” are no longer rigidly associated with the meanings of caregiver and 
breadwinner. These meanings are more free-flowing through changing family roles. 

Case Study E 
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In Chapter 1, you learned about the changing definition of the family and explored “family” as a 

social construct that is influenced by culture, society, and the media.  Interactionists also recognize 

how the family status roles of each member are socially constructed, playing an important part in 

how people perceive and interpret social behavior. 

Based on what you see in this photograph, describe the role of the father in this family. 

Interactionists view the family as a group of role players or “actors” that come together to act out their parts in 
an effort to construct a family. These roles are up for interpretation. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, a “good father,” for example, was one who worked hard to provide financial security for his children. 
Today, for some, a “good father” is one who takes the time outside of work to promote his children’s emotional 
well-being, social skills, and intellectual growth—in some ways, a much more daunting task. 
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Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Based on what you learned in Chapter 1, which family structures align with the symbolic 

interactionist perspective? 

2. What implicit or explicit bias might a traditional family aligned with conflict theory 

experience from a teacher or community member who holds a symbolic interactionist 

perspective? 

 

Media Attributions 

• Bedtime reading © Ron Lach is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) license 
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PART III 

A CLOSER LOOK AT PARENTING 

Learning Objectives 

• 3:1:  Apply Attachment Theory to our modern definition of “family”. 

• 3.2:  Identify different parenting styles. 

• 3.3:  Describe how parenting develops over time. 
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Introduction 

Parenting styles influence the development of children’s social and emotional growth.  It is a major area of 
study for developmental psychologists.  We will examine a variety of parenting styles and analyze how culture 
impacts them.  We will also define attachment theory and discuss its application to our evolving definition of 
“family” that we explored in Chapters 1 and 2. 

Media Attributions 

• Mom and son © Photo by Jordan Whitt on Unsplash is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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ATTACHMENT THEORY 

Attachment 

Psychosocial development occurs as children form relationships, interact with others, and understand and 
manage their feelings. In social and emotional development, forming healthy attachments is very important 
and is the major social milestone of infancy. Attachment is a long-standing connection or bond with others. 
Developmental psychologists are interested in how infants reach this milestone. They ask such questions as: 
How do parent and infant attachment bonds form? What accounts for children’s attachment differences? 

Researchers Harry Harlow, John Bowlby, and Mary Ainsworth conducted studies designed to answer these 
questions. In the 1950s, Harlow conducted a series of experiments on monkeys. He separated newborn 
monkeys from their mothers. Each monkey was presented with two surrogate mothers. One surrogate monkey 
was made out of wire mesh. She could dispense milk. The other monkey was softer and made from cloth: this 
monkey did not dispense milk. Research shows that the monkeys preferred the soft, cuddly cloth monkey even 
though she did not provide any nourishment. The baby monkeys spent their time clinging to the cloth monkey 
and only went to the wire monkey when they needed to be fed. Prior to this study, the medical and scientific 
communities generally thought that babies become attached to the people who provide their nourishment. 
However, Harlow (1958) concluded that there was more to the mother-child bond than nourishment. Feelings 
of comfort and security are the critical components to maternal-infant bonding, which leads to healthy 
psychosocial development. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Watch Harlow’s Studies on Dependency in Monkeys. 
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One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can 

view them online here: https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-

communities/?p=154#oembed-1 

2. Describe what you see in the video. 

3. Identify how this helps you to understand attachment. 

Building on the work of Harlow and others, John Bowlby developed the concept of attachment theory. 
He defined attachment as the affectional bond or tie that an infant forms with the mother (Bowlby, 1969). 
An infant must form this bond with a primary caregiver in order to have normal social and emotional 
development. In addition, Bowlby proposed that this attachment bond is very powerful and continues 
throughout life. He used the concept of secure base to define a healthy attachment between parent and child 
(Bowlby, 1969). A secure base is a parental presence that gives the child a sense of safety as the child explores 
its surroundings. Bowlby said that two things are needed for a healthy attachment: the caregiver must be 
responsive to the child’s physical, social, and emotional needs. In addition, the caregiver and child must engage 
in mutually enjoyable interactions (Bowlby, 1969). 

 
While Bowlby thought attachment was an all-or-nothing process, Mary Ainsworth’s (1970) research 

showed otherwise. Ainsworth wanted to know if children differ in the ways they bond, and if so, why. 
To find the answers, she used the Strange Situation 

procedure to study attachment between mothers and their 
infants (1970). In the Strange Situation, the mother (or 
primary caregiver) and the infant (age 12-18 months) are 
placed in a room together. There are toys in the room, and 
the caregiver and child spend some time alone in the room. 
After the child has had time to explore the surroundings, a 
stranger enters the room. The mother then leaves her baby 
with the stranger. After a few minutes, she returns to 
comfort her child. 
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Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Watch Ainsworth’s Strange Situation study. 

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can 

view them online here: https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-

communities/?p=154#oembed-2 

2. Describe what you see in the video. 

3. Identify how this helps you to understand attachment theory. 

Based on how the infants/toddlers responded to the separation and reunion, Ainsworth identified three types 
of parent-child attachments: secure, avoidant, and resistant (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970). A fourth style, known 
as disorganized attachment, was later described (Main & Solomon, 1990). 

Table 3.1: Types of Attachments 
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Type Description 

Secure 

The attachment figure is used as a secure base to explore 
the environment and is sought out in times of stress. 
Securely attached children were distressed when their 
caregivers left the room in the Strange Situation 
experiment, but when their caregivers returned, the 
securely attached children were happy to see them. 
Securely attached children have caregivers who are 
sensitive and responsive to their needs. 

Avoidant 

The child is unresponsive to the parent, does not use the 
parent as a secure base, and does not care if the parent 
leaves. The toddler reacts to the parent the same way she 
reacts to a stranger. When the parent does return, the 
child is slow to show a positive reaction. Ainsworth 
theorized that these children were most likely to have a 
caregiver who was insensitive and inattentive to their 
needs (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). 

Resistant 

Children tend to show clingy behavior, but then they 
reject the attachment figure’s attempts to interact with 
them (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970). These children do not 
explore the toys in the room, as they are too fearful. 
During separation in the Strange Situation, they became 
extremely disturbed and angry with the caregiver. When 
the caregiver returns, the children are difficult to comfort. 
Resistant attachment is the result of the caregivers’ 
inconsistent level of response to their child. 

Disorganized 

Children with disorganized attachment behave oddly in 
the Strange Situation. They freeze, run around the room 
in an erratic manner, or try to run away when the 
caregiver returns (Main & Solomon, 1990). This type of 
attachment is seen most often in children who have been 
abused. Research has shown that abuse disrupts a child’s 
ability to regulate their emotions. 

More recently, attachment theory has been critiqued for its limitations. While it is clear that secure attachments 
to caregivers influence human development across the lifespan, it is important to note that Harlow’s, Bowlby’s, 
and Ainsworth’s studies focused, primarily, on the role of the mother.  Also, as we consider the interactions 
outlined in Table 1, we notice that each interaction is short in duration and does not provide multiple glimpses 
into the relationship between the caregiver and the child. A longitudinal understanding of that relationship 
development is lacking. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Discuss the following questions. 

1. Think of a child that you know well. 

2. What type of attachment best describes the child’s relationship with a caregiver? 

3. Describe interactions between the two that drew you to this conclusion. 

Researchers have pointed out that a child’s temperament may have a strong influence on attachment (Gervai, 
2009; Harris, 2009), and others have noted that attachment varies from culture to culture, a factor not 
accounted for in Ainsworth’s research (Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Miyake, & Morelli, 2000; van Ijzendoorn & 
Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). 

A growing body of research points toward the role of peers in relationship development. This research 
questions which have more influence: caregivers or peers (Harris 1998). O’Connor and Zeanah (2003) suggest 
that the definition of attachment disorder might be expanded to include problems in social relationships with 
peers and social cognitive problems indexed by a difficulty in understanding the thoughts and feelings of self 
and others. Reframing attachment theory through this lens leads to the question of the theory’s applicability to 
children with exceptionalities such as Autism Spectrum Disorders or psychiatric disorders where attachments 
are influenced by the characteristics of the exceptionality. 

Researchers are interested in how early experience and attachments impact adulthood, indicating that 
people who have insecure attachments as small children tend to be drawn to those who fit their expectations, 
even if they are treated badly. “Our attachment system preferentially sees things according to what has 
happened in the past,” said Dr. Amir Levine, a psychiatrist at Columbia University and the co-author of the 
book “Attached,” which explores how attachment behaviors affect the neurochemistry of the brain. “It’s kind 
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of like searching in Google where it fills in based on what you searched before” (Murphy, 2017).  It is important 
to note that our attachment models are not fixed. Secure attachments formed later in life can help us to override 
our expectations for insecure attachments. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Choose one of the following lenses:  temperament, culture, peers, exceptionalities.  Give 

specific examples of how it challenges or extends your understanding of attachment theory. 

2. Identify life events that support the idea that attachment models are not fixed. 

3. Think back to Chapters 1 and 2 when you explored the growing definition of family.  Apply 

attachment theory to one of those definitions.  Where does it align and where does it 

diverge? 

 

Media Attributions 

• Mother and infant in bed © Photo by kevin liang on Unsplash 
• Three young girls © Photo by Charlein Gracia on Unsplash is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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PARENTING STYLES 

Developmental psychologists have been interested in how parents influence the development of children’s 
social and instrumental competence since at least the 1920s. One of the most robust approaches to this 
area is the study of what has been called “parenting style.” Our text defines parenting style, explores four 
types, and discusses how parenting styles influence the social and emotional development of children.  It is 
important to note that parenting styles are not the sole influencers in the development and trajectory of a 
child’s development. They are only one force within a system of forces. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Watch The Science Behind How Parents Affect Child Development. 

https://embed.ted.com/talks/lang/en/

yuko_munakata_the_science_behind_how_parents_affect_child_development 

2. What are your key take-aways from Yuko Munakata’s TED Talk? 

3. Identify how this helps you to understand parenting styles and their effect on the 

development of children? 

Parenting Style Defined 

Parenting is a complex activity that includes many specific behaviors that work individually and together to 
influence child outcomes. Although specific parenting behaviors, such as spanking or reading aloud, may 
influence child development, looking at any specific behavior in isolation may be misleading. Many writers 
have noted that specific parenting practices are less important in predicting child well-being than is the broad 
pattern of parenting. Most researchers who attempt to describe this broad parental milieu rely on Diana 
Baumrind’s concept of parenting style. The construct of parenting style is used to capture normal variations in 
parents’ attempts to control and socialize their children (Baumrind, 1991). 
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Two points are critical in understanding this definition. First, parenting style is meant to describe normal 
variations in parenting. In other words, the parenting style typology Baumrind developed should not be 
understood to include deviant parenting, such as might be observed in abusive or neglectful homes. Second, 
Baumrind assumes that normal parenting revolves around issues of control. 

Parenting style captures two important areas of focus: parental 
responsiveness and parental demandingness (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). 
Parental responsiveness (also referred to as parental warmth or 
supportiveness) refers to “the extent to which parents intentionally 
foster individuality, self-regulation, and self-assertion by being attuned, 
supportive, and acquiescent to children’s special needs and demands” 
(Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). Parental demandingness (also referred to as 
behavioral control) refers to “the claims parents make on children to 
become integrated into the family whole, by their maturity demands, 
supervision, disciplinary efforts and willingness to confront the child 
who disobeys” (Baumrind, 1991, pp. 61- 62). 

Table 3.2: Parenting Styles 

Demand Level Support (Low) Support (High) 

Low Uninvolved Permissive 

High Authoritarian Authoritative 

According to Baumrind, categorizing parents according to whether they are high or low on parental 
demandingness and responsiveness creates a typology of four parenting styles: indulgent, authoritarian, 
authoritative, and uninvolved (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Each of these parenting styles reflects different 
naturally occurring patterns of parental values, practices, and behaviors (Baumrind, 1991) and a distinct 
balance of responsiveness and demandingness. 

 

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=156#h5p-14 
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Table 3.3: Baumrind’s Categories of Parenting 

Category Description 

Indulgent 

Indulgent caregivers may also be referred to as 
“permissive” or “nondirective.”  They “are more 
responsive than they are demanding. They are 
nontraditional and lenient, do not require mature 
behavior, allow considerable self-regulation, and avoid 
confrontation” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). Indulgent 
caregivers may be further divided into two types: 

• democratic parents, who, though lenient, are more 
conscientious, engaged, and committed to the child, 
and 

• nondirective parents. 

Authoritarian 

Authoritarian caregivers are highly demanding and 
directive, but not responsive. “They are obedience- and 
status-oriented, and expect their orders to be obeyed 
without explanation” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 62). These 
parents provide well-ordered and structured 
environments with clearly stated rules. Authoritarian 
caregivers can be divided into two types: 

• non authoritarian-directive, who are directive, but 
not intrusive or autocratic in their use of power, and 

• authoritarian-directive, who are highly intrusive. 

Authoritative 

Authoritative caregivers are both demanding and 
responsive. “They monitor and impart clear standards for 
their children’s conduct. They are assertive, but not 
intrusive and restrictive. Their disciplinary methods are 
supportive, rather than punitive. They want their children 
to be assertive as well as socially responsible, and 
self-regulated as well as cooperative” (Baumrind, 1991, p. 
62). 

Uninvolved 

Uninvolved caregivers are low in both responsiveness and 
demandingness. In extreme cases, this parenting style 
might encompass both rejecting-neglecting and neglectful 
parents, although most parents of this type fall within the 
normal range. (Baumrind, 1991). 

Parenting styles also differ in the extent to which they are characterized by a third dimension: psychological 
control. Psychological control “refers to control attempts that intrude into the psychological and emotional 
development of the child” (Barber, 1996, p. 3296) through use of parenting practices such as guilt induction, 
withdrawal of love, or shaming. One key difference between authoritarian and authoritative parenting is in 
the dimension of psychological control. Both authoritarian and authoritative parents place high demands 
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on their children and expect their children to behave appropriately and obey parental rules. Authoritarian 
parents, however, also expect their children to accept their judgments, values, and goals without questioning. 
In contrast, authoritative parents are more open to give and take with their children and make greater use of 
explanations. Thus, although authoritative and authoritarian parents are equally high in behavioral control, 
authoritative parents tend to be low in psychological control, while authoritarian parents tend to be high. 

Parenting style has been found to predict child well-being 
in the domains of social competence, academic performance, 
psychosocial development, and problem behavior. Research 
in the United States, based on parent interviews, child 
reports, and parent observations consistently finds that: 

• Children and adolescents whose parents are 
authoritative rate themselves and are rated by objective 
measures as more socially and instrumentally 
competent than those whose parents are 
nonauthoritative (Baumrind, 1991; Weiss & Schwarz, 1996; Miller et al., 1993). 

• Children and adolescents whose parents are uninvolved perform most poorly in all domains. 

In general, parental responsiveness predicts social competence and psychosocial functioning, while parental 
demandingness is associated with instrumental competence and behavioral control (i.e., academic performance 
and deviance). These findings indicate that 

• Children and adolescents from authoritarian families (high in demandingness, but low in 
responsiveness) tend to perform moderately well in school and be uninvolved in problem behavior, but 
they have poorer social skills, lower self-esteem, and higher levels of depression. 

• Children and adolescents from indulgent homes (high in responsiveness, low in demandingness) are 
more likely to be involved in problem behavior and perform less well in school, but they have higher self-
esteem, better social skills, and lower levels of depression. 

In reviewing the literature on parenting style, one is struck by the consistency with which authoritative 
upbringing is associated with both instrumental and social competence and lower levels of problem behavior 
in both boys and girls at all developmental stages. The benefits of authoritative parenting and the detrimental 
effects of uninvolved parenting are evident as early as the preschool years and continue throughout adolescence 
and into early adulthood. Although specific differences can be found in the competence evidenced by each 
group, the largest differences are found between children whose parents are unengaged and their peers with 
more involved parents. 

Differences between children from authoritative homes and their peers are equally consistent, but somewhat 
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smaller (Weiss & Schwarz, 1996). Just as authoritative parents appear to be able to balance their conformity 
demands with their respect for their children’s individuality, so children from authoritative homes appear to be 
able to balance the claims of external conformity and achievement demands with their need for individuation 
and autonomy. 

Lemasters and Defrain (1989) offer another model of parenting. This model is interesting because it looks 
more closely at the motivations of the parent and suggests that parenting styles are often designed to meet the 
psychological needs of the parent rather than the developmental needs of the child. 

 

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=156#h5p-15 

 
Table 3.4:  Lemaster and Defrain’s Model of Parenting 
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Name Description 

Martyr 

• Will do anything for the child-even tasks that the 
child should do for himself or herself 

• May use all they do for the child to guilt the child 
into compliance 

• Child learns to be dependent and manipulative. 

Pal 

• Wants to be the child’s friend; 
• Lets children do what they want and focuses mostly 

on being entertaining and fun 
• Sets few limits 
• Children may have little self-discipline and may try 

to test limits with others. 

Police Officer/Drill Sergeant 

• Focuses primarily on making sure that the child is 
obedient and that the parent has full control of the 
child 

• May scold or punish child for not doing things right 
• Struggles to allow child to grow and learn to make 

decisions independently 
• Child may have a lot of resentment towards a parent 

that they may displace on others. 

Teacher-Counselor 

• Pays a lot of attention to expert advice on parenting 
and who believes that as long as all of the steps are 
followed, the parent can rear a perfect child 

• Puts all responsibility for outcomes on parents 

Athletic Coach 

• Helps the child understand what needs to happen in 
certain situations and encourages and advises the 
child about how to manage these situations 

• Does not intervene or do things for the child 
• Sets consistent and objective rules 
• Children are supported and guided while they learn 

firsthand how to handle situations. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Discuss the following questions. 

1. Which parenting style were you raised in? 

2. If you are a parent now, which style are you? If you are not a parent, which style do you 

believe you will follow? 

3. How did your caregiver’s parenting style impact you as a child, and as an adult today? 

4. Think about a family’s relationship with a school or community organization.  How might 

parenting styles impact parental engagement? 

 

Media Attributions 

• African American father and son © Photo by Humphrey Muleba on Unsplash is licensed under a CC0 
(Creative Commons Zero) license 

• Father and teenage son © Photo by Kindel Media: https://www.pexels.com/photo/man-scolding-his-
son-8550837/ is licensed under a Public Domain license 

• Mother and son holding hands © Photo by James Wheeler on Unsplash is licensed under a CC0 
(Creative Commons Zero) license 
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THE DEVELOPING PARENT 

Think back to an emotional event you experienced as a child. How did your parents react to you? Did your 
parents get frustrated or criticize you, or did they act patiently and provide support and guidance? Did your 
parents provide lots of rules for you or let you make decisions on your own? Why do you think your parents 
behaved the way they did? 

Psychologists have attempted to answer these 
questions about the influences on parents and 
understand why parents behave the way they do. 
Because parents are critical to a child’s development, 
a great deal of research has been focused on the 
impact that parents have on children. Less is known, 
however, about the development of parents 
themselves and the impact of children on parents. 
Nonetheless, parenting plays a major role in an 
adult’s life. Parenthood is often considered a 
normative developmental task of adulthood. Cross-
cultural studies show that adolescents around the 
world plan to have children. In fact, most men and 
women in the United States will become parents by 
the age of 40 years (Martinez, Daniels, & Chandra, 
2012). 

People have children for many reasons, including 
emotional reasons (e.g., the emotional bond with 
children and the gratification the parent–child 
relationship brings), economic and utilitarian 
reasons (e.g., children provide help in the family and 
support in old age), and social-normative reasons 
(e.g., adults are expected to have children; children provide status) (Nauck, 2007). 

Parenthood is undergoing changes in the United States and elsewhere in the world. Children are less 
likely to be living with both parents, and women in the United States have fewer children than they did 
previously. The average fertility rate of women in the United States was about seven children in the early 
1900s and has remained relatively stable at 2.1 since the 1970s (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2011; Martinez, 
Daniels, & Chandra, 2012). Not only are parents having fewer children, the context of parenthood has also 
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changed. Parenting outside of marriage has increased dramatically among most socioeconomic, racial, and 
ethnic groups, although college-educated women are substantially more likely to be married at the birth of a 
child than are mothers with less education (Dye, 2010). Finally, our evolving definition of “family” influences 
us to provide an inclusive lens to “parenthood” and the definition of “parent” or “caregiver”. 

Galinsky (1987) was one of the first to emphasize the development of parents themselves, how they respond 
to their children’s development, and how they grow as parents. Parenthood is an experience that transforms 
one’s identity as parents take on new roles. Children’s growth and development force parents to change their 
roles. They must develop new skills and abilities in response to children’s development. Galinsky identified six 
stages of parenthood that focus on different tasks and goals. 

 

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=182#h5p-16 

 
 

Table 3.5:  Galinsky’s Six Stages of Parenthood 
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Stage Description 

Stage 1 

The Image-Making Stage 

As prospective parents think about and form images 
about their roles as parents and what parenthood will 
bring and prepare for the changes an infant will bring, 
they enter the image-making stage.  Future parents 
develop their ideas about what it will be like to be a parent 
and the type of parent they want to be.  Individuals may 
evaluate their relationships with their own parents as a 
model of their roles as parents. 

Stage 2 

The Nurturing Stage 

The nurturing stage occurs at the birth of the baby.  A 
parent’s main goal during this stage is to develop an 
attachment relationship to their baby.  Parents must adapt 
their romantic relationships, their relationships with their 
other children, and with their own parents to include the 
new infant.  Some parents feel attached to the baby 
immediately, but for other parents, this occurs more 
gradually.  Parents may have imagined their infant in 
specific ways, but they now have to reconcile those images 
with their actual baby.  In incorporating their relationship 
with their child into their other relationships, parents 
often have to reshape their conceptions of themselves and 
their identity.  Parenting responsibilities are the most 
demanding during infancy because infants are completely 
dependent on caregiving. 

Stage 3 

The Authority Stage 

The authority stage occurs when children are 2 years old 
until about 4 or 5 years old. In this stage, parents make 
decisions about how much authority to exert over their 
children’s behavior. Parents must establish rules to guide 
their child’s behavior and development. They have to 
decide how strictly they should enforce rules and what to 
do when rules are broken. 

Stage 4 

The Interpretive Stage 

The interpretive stage occurs when children enter school 
(preschool or kindergarten) to the beginning of 
adolescence. Parents interpret their children’s experiences 
as children are increasingly exposed to the world outside 
the family. Parents answer their children’s questions, 
provide explanations, and determine what behaviors and 
values to teach. They decide what experiences to provide 
their children, in terms of schooling, neighborhood, and 
extracurricular activities. By this time, parents have 
experience in the parenting role and often reflect on their 
strengths and weaknesses as parents, review their images 
of parenthood, and determine how realistic they have 
been. Parents have to negotiate how involved to be with 
their children, when to step in, and when to encourage 
children to make choices independently. 
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Stage Description 

Stage 5 

The Interdependent Stage 

Parents of teenagers are in the interdependent stage. They 
must redefine their authority and renegotiate their 
relationship with their adolescent as the children 
increasingly make decisions independent of parental 
control and authority. On the other hand, parents do not 
permit their adolescent children to have complete 
autonomy over their decision-making and behavior, and 
thus adolescents and parents must adapt their relationship 
to allow for greater negotiation and discussion about rules 
and limits. 

Stage 6 

The Departure Stage 

During the departure stage of parenting, parents evaluate 
the entire experience of parenting. They prepare for their 
child’s departure, redefine their identity as the parent of 
an adult child, and assess their parenting accomplishments 
and failures. This stage forms a transition to a new era in 
parents’ lives. This stage usually spans a long time period 
from when the oldest child moves away (and often 
returns) until the youngest child leaves. The parenting 
role must be redefined as a less central role in a parent’s 
identity. 

It is important to note that little research has examined developmental changes in parents’ experiences and 
behaviors over time. Thus, it is not clear whether these theoretical stages are generalizable to parents of different 
races, ages, and religions, nor do we have empirical data on the factors that influence individual differences 
in these stages. Additionally, because our definition of “family” is evolving, caregivers may enter parenthood 
in a nonlinear progression through Galinsky’s stages or may skip through them, depending on the family 
circumstances.  Little research has examined developmental changes from non-linear or skipped stages. 

Media Attributions 

• Reflection of father and son © Photo by Ksenia Chernaya: https://www.pexels.com/photo/father-and-
son-playing-toy-blocks-on-the-floor-7301371/ is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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INFLUENCES ON PARENTING 

Parenting is a complex process in which parents and children influence one another. There are many reasons 
that parents behave the way they do. The multiple influences on parenting are still being explored. Proposed 
influences on parental behavior include 1) parent characteristics, 2) child characteristics, and 3) contextual and 
sociocultural characteristics (Belsky, 1984; Demick, 1999). 

Parent Characteristics 

Caregivers bring unique traits and qualities to the parenting relationship that affect their decisions as parents. 
These characteristics include the age of the caregiver, gender, beliefs, personality, developmental history, 
knowledge about parenting and child development, and mental and physical health. Caregivers’ personalities 
affect parenting behaviors. Caregivers who are more agreeable, conscientious, and outgoing are warmer and 
provide more structure to their children. Caregivers who are more agreeable, less anxious, and less negative also 
support their children’s autonomy more than caregivers who are anxious and less agreeable (Prinzie, Stams, 
Dekovic, Reijntjes, & Belsky, 2009). Caregivers who have these personality traits appear to be better able to 
respond to their children positively and provide a more consistent, structured environment for their children. 

Caregivers’ developmental histories, or their experiences as children, also affect their parenting strategies. 
Caregivers may learn parenting practices from their own parents (Kerr, Capaldi, Pears, & Owen, 2009). 
Patterns of negative parenting and ineffective discipline also appear from one generation to the next. However, 
caregivers who are dissatisfied with their own parents’ approach may be more likely to change their parenting 
methods with their own children. 
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Child Characteristics 

Parenting is bidirectional. Not only do caregivers affect 
their children, children influence their caregivers. Child 
characteristics, such as gender, birth order, 
temperament, and health status, affect parenting 
behaviors and roles. For example, an infant with an easy 
temperament may enable parents to feel more effective, 
as they are easily able to soothe the child and elicit 
smiling and cooing. 

On the other hand, a cranky or fussy infant elicits 
fewer positive reactions from his or her parents and may 
result in caregivers feeling less effective in the parenting role (Eisenberg et al., 2008). Over time, caregivers of 
more difficult children may become more punitive and less patient with their children (Clark, Kochanska, & 
Ready, 2000; Eisenberg et al., 1999; Kiff, Lengua, & Zalewski, 2011). Caregivers who have a fussy, difficult 
child are less satisfied with their marriages and have greater challenges in balancing work and family roles 
(Hyde, Else-Quest, & Goldsmith, 2004). 

Contextual Factors and Sociocultural Characteristics 

The parent–child relationship does not occur in isolation. Sociocultural characteristics, including economic 
hardship, religion, politics, neighborhoods, schools, and social support, also influence parenting. Parents 
who experience economic hardship are more easily frustrated, depressed, and sad, and these emotional 
characteristics affect their parenting skills (Conger & Conger, 2002). Culture also influences parenting 
behaviors in fundamental ways. Although promoting the development of skills necessary to function 
effectively in one’s community is a universal goal of parenting, the specific skills necessary vary widely from 
culture to culture. Thus, caregivers have different goals for their children that partially depend on their 
culture (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008). For example, caregivers vary in how much they emphasize goals for 
independence and individual achievements and goals involving maintaining harmonious relationships and 
being embedded in a strong network of social relationships. These differences in parental goals are influenced 
by culture and by immigration status. Other important contextual characteristics, such as the neighborhood, 
school, and social networks, also affect parenting, even though these settings don’t always include both the 
child and the parent (Brofenbrenner, 1989). 

For example, Latina mothers who perceived their neighborhood as more dangerous showed less warmth 
with their children, perhaps because of the greater stress associated with living in a threatening environment 
(Gonzales et al., 2011).  Fieldwork by Furstenberg and his colleagues (1993) led them to conclude “where 
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parents live affects how they manage their children” (p. 254). The results from several ethnographic and 
qualitative studies suggest that residence in dangerous or impoverished neighborhoods is associated with 
more restrictive parenting practices (e.g., Burton, 1990; Furstenberg, 1993).  Neighborhood characteristics 
also have been found to affect the parenting dimension of warmth/responsiveness. Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, 
and Duncan (1994) found a strong association between residence in poorer neighborhoods and lower levels 
of displayed maternal warmth toward children. Again, ethnographic research supports this contention by 
providing narratives that suggest that parents who live in more impoverished or dangerous neighborhoods 
are less warm and more controlling with their children than parents who live in more advantaged and safer 
neighborhoods (e.g., Furstenberg, 1993). This parenting style is considered to be somewhat adaptive because 
it teaches children to take care of themselves in a dangerous environment (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 

In addition to socioeconomic status, typically defined as the proportion of families under the poverty line 
residing in a particular neighborhood, neighborhoods or communities may be classified by population density 
(e.g., urban vs. rural; Forehand et al, 2000), thus allowing for a comparison of parenting practices across diverse 
community contexts. For example, Armistead and colleagues examined parenting among single-parent African 
American families (most of whom were poor) in rural and urban communities. They found that, on average, 
urban parents monitor their children’s activities more than their rural counterparts, and that urban parents 
perceive more risks in their communities than did rural parents, which the authors speculate could account 
for the differential rates of parental monitoring across the two contexts.  Interestingly, the authors also found 
that higher levels of parental monitoring were associated with better child and adolescent outcomes in urban, 
but not rural, families. Their findings suggest, once again, that parents alter their parenting strategies to fit the 
environmental circumstances in which they are raising their children so that their children’s chances of success 
are maximized (Ogbu, 1981). 

It is important to distinguish between differences in the distribution and the correlations of parenting 
style in different subpopulations.  Although in the United States authoritative parenting is most common 
among intact, middle-class families of European descent, the relationship between authoritativeness and child 
outcomes is quite similar across groups. There are some exceptions to this general statement, however: 

1. Demandingness appears to be less critical to girls’ than to boys’ well-being (Weiss & Schwarz, 1996), and 
2. Authoritative parenting predicts psychosocial outcomes and problem behaviors for adolescents in all 

ethnic groups studied (African-, Asian-, European-, and Hispanic Americans), but it is associated with 
academic performance only among European Americans and, to a lesser extent, Hispanic Americans 
(Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992; Steinberg, Darling, & Fletcher, 1995). 

Chao (1994) and others (Darling & Steinberg, 1993) have argued that observed ethnic differences in the 
association of parenting style with child outcomes may be due to differences in social context, parenting 
practices, or the cultural meaning of specific dimensions of parenting style. 

Despite the interest in the development of parents among lay people and helping professionals, little 
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research has examined developmental changes in parents’ experience and behaviors over time. Thus, it is not 
clear whether these theoretical stages are generalizable to parents of different races, ages, and religions, nor do 
we have empirical data on the factors that influence individual differences in these stages. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Consider the parenting behaviors (e.g., rules, discipline strategies, warmth, and support) used 

in your household when you were a child. What socioeconomic or cultural factors influenced 

those parenting behaviors? 

2. Think about different parents and grandparents you know. Do the challenges they face as 

parents differ based on the age of their children? Do your observations fit with Galinsky’s 

stages of parenting? 

 

Media Attributions 

• Sad child © Photo by Direct Media on StockSnap is licensed under a CC0 (Creative Commons Zero) 
license 
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CAREGIVERS AND THE EVOLVING 
DEFINITION OF FAMILY 

Divorce 

Divorce refers to the legal dissolution of a marriage. Despite popular belief, divorce rates in the United States 
actually declined for many years during the 1980s and 1990s, and only just recently started to climb back 
up—landing at just below 50% of marriages ending in divorce today; however, it should be noted that divorce 
rates increase for each subsequent marriage, and there is considerable debate about the exact divorce rate. Are 
there specific factors that can predict divorce? Are certain types of people or certain types of relationships more 
or less at risk for breaking up? 

Indeed, there are several factors that appear to be either risk factors or protective factors.  Pursuing education 
decreases the risk of divorce. So too does waiting until we are older to marry. Likewise, if our parents are still 
married, we are less likely to divorce. Factors that increase our risk of divorce include having a child before 
marriage and living with multiple partners before marriage, known as serial cohabitation (cohabitation with 
one’s expected marital partner does not appear to have the same effect). And, of course, societal and religious 
attitudes must also be taken into account. In societies that are more accepting of divorce, divorce rates tend to 
be higher. Likewise, in religions that are less accepting of divorce, divorce rates tend to be lower. 

Divorce can impact the stages of the developing parent and the attachments to the child(ren). Caregivers can 
employ specific strategies to their parenting style by reassuring their children that all caregivers will continue 
to love them and that the divorce is in no way the children’s fault. Caregivers should also encourage open 
communication with their children and be careful not to bias them against their “ex” or use them as a means 
of hurting their “ex” (Denham, 2013; Harvey & Fine, 2004; Pescosoido, 2013). 

Pause to Reflect! 

Listen to the following podcast: 

She wanted to vaccinate their kids against COVID. He didn’t. A judge had to decide 
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Consider the co-parenting model and debate presented to the caregivers in the story. 

1. What questions would you ask the caregivers in this story about their parenting 

relationships? 

2. What questions would you ask the caregivers in this story about their co-parenting future? 

3. What questions would you ask the children in this story? 

4. What strategies would you offer to this family as it moves forward into the future? 

 

Abuse 

Abuse can occur in multiple forms and across all family relationships. Breiding, Basile, Smith, Black, & 
Mahendra (2015) define the forms of abuse as 

• Physical abuse: the use of intentional physical force to cause harm. Scratching, pushing, shoving, 
throwing, grabbing, biting, choking, shaking, slapping, punching, and hitting are common forms of 
physical abuse; 

• Sexual abuse: the act of forcing someone to participate in a sex act against his or her will. Such abuse is 
often referred to as sexual assault or rape; 

• Psychological abuse: aggressive behavior that is intended to control someone else. Such abuse can 
include threats of physical or sexual abuse, manipulation, bullying, and stalking. Abuse between 
partners is referred to as intimate partner violence; however, such abuse can also occur between a parent 
and child (child abuse), adult children, their aging parents (elder abuse), and even between siblings. 

• Neglect: a family’s failure to provide for a child’s basic physical, emotional, medical, or educational needs 
(DePanfilis, 2006). 

Abuse is a complex issue, especially within families. There are many reasons people become abusers: poverty, 
stress, and substance abuse are common characteristics shared by abusers, although abuse can happen in any 
family. There are also many reasons adults stay in abusive relationships: (a) learned helplessness (the abused 
person believing he or she has no control over the situation); (b) the belief that the abuser can/will change; (c) 
shame, guilt, self-blame, and/or fear; and (d) economic dependence. All of these factors can play a role. 
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Children who experience abuse may “act out” or otherwise respond in a variety of unhealthful ways. These 
include acts of self-destruction, withdrawal, and aggression, as well as struggles with depression, anxiety, and 
academic performance. Researchers have found that abused children’s brains may produce higher levels of 
stress hormones. These hormones can lead to decreased brain development, lower stress thresholds, suppressed 
immune responses, and lifelong difficulties with learning and memory (Middlebrooks & Audage, 2008). 

Adoption 

Adoption has long historical roots and involves taking in and raising someone else’s child legally as one’s own. 
Becoming a parent is one of the most fulfilling things a person can do (Gallup & Newport, 1990), but even 
with modern reproductive technologies, not all couples who would like to have children are able to. In 2013, 
in the United States, there were over 100,000 children in resource families available for adoption (Soronen, 
2013). In total, about 2% of the U.S. child population is adopted, either through foster care or through private 
domestic or international adoption (Adopted Children, 2012). 

For years, international adoptions have been popular. In the United States, between 1999 and 2014, 256,132 
international adoptions occurred, with the largest number of children coming from China (73,672) and 
Russia (46,113) (Intercountry Adoption, 2016).  People in the United States, Spain, France, Italy, and Canada 
adopt the largest numbers of children (Selman, 2009). More recently, however, international adoptions have 
begun to decrease. One significant complication is that each country has its own set of requirements for 
adoption, as does each country from which an adopted child originates. As such, the adoption process can vary 
greatly, especially in terms of cost, and countries are able to police who adopts their children. 
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CONCLUSION 

Parenting factors include characteristics of the parent, such as gender and personality, as well as characteristics 
of the child, such as age. Parenting style provides a robust indicator of parental functioning that predicts child 
well-being across a wide spectrum of environments and across diverse communities of children. Both parental 
responsiveness and parental demandingness are important components of good parenting. Furthermore, 
parenting influences not just a child’s development, but also the development of the caregiver. The interaction 
among all these factors creates many different patterns of parenting behavior. As caregivers are faced with new 
challenges, they change their parenting strategies and construct new aspects of their identity. The goals and 
tasks of caregivers change over time as their children develop (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Baumrind, 1991; and 
Barber, 1996). 
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PART IV 

WHAT IS GENDER AND WHY IS IT 
IMPORTANT? 

Learning Objectives 

• 4.1 Differentiate between sex and gender and explain how gender is a social construct. 

• 4.2  Identify how gender is a socializing agent. 

• 4.3  Define gender as a continuum. 
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Introduction 

When Harry was born, his parents, Steve and Barb, were delighted to add another boy to their family. But 
as their baby boy began to grow and develop, they noticed that Harry began to express himself in a manner 
that they viewed as more feminine than masculine. He gravitated toward dolls and other toys that our culture 
typically associates with girls. But Harry’s preference was not simply about liking pink more than blue or 
flowers more than fire trucks. He even began to draw himself as a girl, complete with a dress and high-heeled 
shoes. In fact, Harry did not just wish to be a girl; he believed he was a girl. 

In kindergarten, Harry often got into arguments with male classmates because he insisted that he was a girl, 
not a boy. He even started calling himself “Hailey.” Steve and Barb met with several psychologists, all of whom 
told them that Hailey was transgendered. But Steve and Barb had a hard time understanding that their five-
year-old son could have already developed a gender identity that went against society’s expectations. Concerned 
with the social ramifications associated with his child being transgendered, Steve hoped this was just a phase. 
But Barb, and eventually Steve, realized that Harry’s feelings were genuine and unyielding, and they made the 
decision to let Harry live as Hailey—a girl. They came to this decision after concluding that the criticism he 
would endure from his peers and other members of society would be less damaging than the confusion he 
might experience internally if he were forced to live as a boy. 

Many transgendered children grow up hating their bodies.  This population can have high rates of drug 
abuse and suicide (Weiss 2011). Fearful of these outcomes and eager to make their child happy, Steve and Barb 
now refer to Harry as Hailey and allow her to dress and behave in manners that are considered feminine. To a 
stranger, Hailey is likely to appear just like any other girl and may even be considered extra girly due to her love 
of all things pink. But to those who once knew Hailey as Harry, Hailey is likely to endure more ridicule and 
rejection as the result of adopting a feminine gender identity. 

Currently, seven-year-old Hailey and her parents are comfortable with her gender status, but Steve and 
Barb are concerned about what questions and problems might arise as she gets older. “Who’s going to 
love my child?” asks Steve (Ling 2011). This question isn’t asked because Hailey is unlovable, but because 
North American society has yet to fully listen to or understand the personal narratives of the transgendered 
population (Hines and Sanger 2010). 

A social construct is an important term.  It refers to ideas that have been created by and accepted in society. 
  According to the World Health Organization, “gender refers to the characteristics of women, men, girls and 
boys that are socially constructed.  This includes norms, behaviors and roles associated with being a woman, 
man, girl or boy, as well as relationships with each other” (2022).   As a social construct, gender varies from 
society to society and can change over time. 

In this chapter, we will explore the social constructs of gender and intersectionality.  Social constructs 
challenge, and oftentimes reinforce, our understanding of human behavior, leading to dangerous stereotypes, 
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microaggressions, implicit bias, explicit bias, and confirmation bias. We will determine how our ideas about 
gender support or harm our collaborative relationships with children, families, schools, and communities. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Re-read Hailey’s story. 

2. Identify at least 2 social constructs of gender identified in the story. 

3. Identify at least 1 microaggression or bias identified in the story. 

4. Discuss how a school or community can best support Hailey. 

 

Media Attributions 

• An example of gender non-conformity © Photo by Alexander Grey on Unsplash is licensed under a 
Public Domain license 
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SEX AND GENDER 

When filling out a document such as a job application or school registration form, you are often asked to 
provide your name, address, phone number, birth date, and sex or gender. But have you ever been asked to 
provide your sex and your gender? As with most people, it may not have occurred to you that sex and gender 
are not the same. However, sociologists and most other social scientists view sex and gender as conceptually 
distinct. 

• Sex refers to physical or physiological differences between males and females, including both primary sex 
characteristics (the reproductive system) and secondary characteristics such as height and muscularity. 

• Gender is a term that refers to social or cultural distinctions associated with being male or female. 
Gender identity is the extent to which one identifies as being either masculine or feminine (Diamond 
2002). 

Sex refers to the anatomical and other biological differences between females and males that are determined at 
the moment of conception and develop in the womb and throughout childhood and adolescence. Humans 
and many other mammals have one pair of sex chromosomes in each cell. Females have two X chromosomes 
while males have one X and one Y chromosome. The Y chromosome is very small. It likely contains 50 to 
60 genes and represents 2% of a cell’s total DNA. Because only males have the Y chromosome, the genes on 
this chromosome tend to be involved in male sex determination and development (National Human Genome 
Research Institute 2022). 
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When babies are born, they are assigned a gender based on their biological sex—male babies are assigned as 
boys, female babies are assigned as girls, and intersex babies (those who are born with sex characteristics that 
do not fit the typical definitions for male or female bodies) are usually relegated into one gender category or 
another. Scholars generally regard gender as a social construct, meaning that it doesn’t exist naturally but is 
instead a concept that is created by cultural and societal norms. From birth, children are socialized to conform 
to certain gender roles based on their biological sex and the gender to which they are assigned. 
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The term gender roles refers to a society’s expectations of people’s behavior and attitudes based on whether 
they are females or males. Understood in this way, gender, like race, is a social construction. How we think and 
behave as females and males is not etched in stone by our biology but rather is a result of how society expects 
us to think and behave based on what sex we are. As we grow up, we learn these expectations as we develop our 
gender identity, or our beliefs about ourselves as females or males. 

These expectations are called femininity and masculinity. Femininity refers to the cultural expectations we 
have of girls and women, while masculinity refers to the expectations we have of boys and men. A familiar 
nursery rhyme nicely summarizes these two sets of traits: 

What are little boys made of? 
Snips and snails, 
And puppy dog tails, 
That’s what little boys are made of. 
What are little girls made of? 
Sugar and spice, 
And everything nice, 
That’s what little girls are made of. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. As a child, what toys did you play with? 

2. In what ways did those toys reinforce the social construction of gender? 

3. In what ways did those toys resist the social construction of gender? 

A person’s sex, as determined by biology, does not always correspond with gender. Therefore, the terms sex 
and gender are not interchangeable. A baby boy who is born with male genitalia will be identified as male. 
As he grows, however, he may identify with the feminine aspects of his culture. Since the term sex refers to 
biological or physical distinctions, characteristics of sex will not vary significantly between different human 
societies. For example, all persons of the female sex, in general, regardless of culture, will eventually menstruate 
and develop breasts that can lactate. Characteristics of gender, on the other hand, may vary greatly between 
different societies. For example, in American culture, it is considered feminine (or a trait of the female gender) 
to wear a dress or skirt. However, in many Middle Eastern, Asian, and African cultures, dresses or skirts (often 
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referred to as sarongs, robes, or gowns) can be considered masculine. For example, the kilt worn by a Scottish 
male does not make him appear feminine in his culture. 

The dichotomous view of gender (the notion that one is either male or female) is specific to certain cultures 
and is not universal. In some cultures, gender is viewed as fluid. In the past, some anthropologists used the term 
berdache to refer to individuals who occasionally or permanently dressed and lived as the opposite gender. The 
practice has been noted among certain Aboriginal groups  (Jacobs, Thomas, and Lang 1997). Samoan culture 
accepts what they refer to as a “third gender.” Fa’afafine, which translates as “the way of the woman,” is a term 
used to describe individuals who are born biologically male but embody both masculine and feminine traits. 
Fa’afafines are considered an important part of Samoan culture. Individuals from other cultures may mislabel 
them as homosexuals because fa’afafines have a varied sexual life that may include men or women (Poasa 1992). 

Media Attributions 

• Y Chromosome © National Human Genome Research Institute is licensed under a Public Domain 
license 

• Baby siblings © Image by mgeejnr from Pixabay is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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GENDER AS A SOCIALIZING AGENT 

Sociologists and other social scientists generally attribute many of the behavioral differences between genders 
to socialization. Socialization is the process of transferring norms, values, beliefs, and behaviors to group 
members. The most intense period of socialization is during childhood, when adults who are members of a 
particular cultural group instruct young children on how to behave in order to comply with social norms. 
Gender is included in this process; individuals are taught how to socially behave in accordance with their 
assigned gender, which is assigned at birth based on their biological sex (for instance, male babies are given 
the gender of “boy”, while female babies are given the gender of “girl”). Gender socialization is thus the 
process of educating and instructing males and females as to the norms, behaviors, values, and beliefs of group 
membership. 

Preparations for gender socialization begin even before the birth of the child. One of the first questions 
people ask of expectant parents is the sex of the child. This is the beginning of a social categorization process 
that continues throughout life. Preparations for the birth often take the infant’s sex into consideration (e.g., 
painting the room blue if the child is a boy, pink for a girl). Today it is largely believed that most gender 
differences are attributed to differences in socialization, rather than genetic and biological factors. 

Gender stereotypes can be a result of gender socialization. Girls and boys are expected to act in certain 
ways, and these ways are socialized from birth by many parents (and society). For example, girls are expected 
to be clean and quiet, while boys are messy and loud. As children get older, gender stereotypes become more 
apparent in styles of dress and choice of leisure activities. Boys and girls who do not conform to gender 
stereotypes are usually ostracized by same-age peers for being different. This can lead to negative effects, such 
as lower self-esteem. 

In Western contexts, gender socialization operates as a binary, or a concept that is exclusively composed of 
two parts. In other words, individuals are socialized into conceiving of their gender as either masculine (male) 
or feminine (female). Identities are therefore normatively constructed along this single parameter. However, 
some individuals do not feel that they fall into the gender binary and they choose to question or challenge 
the male-masculine / female-feminine binary. For example, individuals that identify as transgender feel that 
their gender identity does not match their biological sex. Individuals that identify as genderqueer challenge 
classifications of masculine and feminine, and may identify as somewhere other than male and female, in 
between male and female, a combination of male and female, or a third (or fourth, or fifth, etc.) gender 
altogether. These identities demonstrate the fluidity of gender, which is so frequently thought to be biological 
and immutable. Gender fluidity also shows how gender norms are learned and either accepted or rejected by 
the socialized individual. 
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Pause to Reflect! 

Choose one of the podcasts from the How to Be a Girl series and listen to it. 

1. Summarize the podcast that you listened to, emphasizing your key takeaways. 

2. What questions would you ask the caregivers in this story about their parenting 

relationships? 

3. What questions would you ask the children in this story? 

4. What strategies would you offer the schools and communities in this story to best support 

this family as it moves forward into the future? 

The Family 

Socialization into gender roles begins in infancy, as almost from the moment of birth parents begin to socialize 
their children as boys or girls without even knowing it (Begley, 2009; Eliot, 2009). Many studies document this 
process (Lindsey, 2011). Parents commonly describe their infant daughters as pretty, soft, and delicate and their 
infant sons as strong, active, and alert, even though neutral observers find no such gender differences among 
infants when they do not know the infants’ sex. From infancy on, parents play with and otherwise interact 
with their daughters and sons differently. They play more roughly with their sons—for example, by throwing 
them up in the air or by gently wrestling with them—and more quietly with their daughters. When their infant 
or toddler daughters cry, they warmly comfort them, but they tend to let their sons cry longer and to comfort 
them less. They give their girls dolls to play with and their boys “action figures” and toy guns. While these 
gender differences in socialization are probably smaller now than a generation ago, they certainly continue to 
exist. Go into a large toy store and you will see pink aisles of dolls and cooking sets and blue aisles of action 
figures, toy guns, and related items. 

Peers 

Peer influences also encourage gender socialization. As they reach school age, children begin to play different 
games based on their gender. Boys tend to play sports and other competitive team games governed by inflexible 
rules and relatively large numbers of roles, while girls tend to play smaller, cooperative games such as hopscotch 
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and jumping rope with fewer and more flexible rules. Although girls are much more involved in sports now 
than a generation ago, these gender differences in their play as youngsters persist and continue to reinforce 
gender roles. For example, they encourage competitiveness in boys and cooperation and trust among girls. Boys 
who are not competitive risk being called “sissy” or other words by their peers. The patterns we see in adult 
males and females thus have their roots in their play as young children (King, Miles, & Kniska, 1991). 

In considering the debate, discussed in the text, between biology and 
sociology over the origins of gender roles, some widely cited studies by 
sociologists over gender differences in children’s play and games provide 
evidence for the importance of socialization. 

Janet Lever (1978) studied fifth-grade children in three different 
communities in Connecticut. She watched them play and otherwise 
interact in school and also had the children keep diaries of their play and 
games outside school. One of her central aims was to determine how complex the two sexes’ play and games 
were in terms of such factors as number of rules, specialization of roles, and size of the group playing. In all of 
these respects, Lever found that boys’ play and games were typically more complex than girls’ play and games. 
She attributed these differences to socialization by parents, teachers, and other adults and argued that the 
complexity of boys’ play and games helped them to be better able than girls to learn important social skills such 
as dealing with rules and coordinating actions to achieve goals. 

Meanwhile, Barrie Thorne (1993) spent many months in two different working-class communities in 
California and Michigan observing fourth and fifth graders sit in class and lunchrooms and play on the school 
playgrounds. Most children were white, but several were African American or Latino. As you might expect, 
the girls and boys she observed usually played separately from each other, and the one-sex groups in which they 
played were very important for the development of their gender identity, with boys tending to play team sports 
and other competitive games and girls tending to play cooperative games such as jump rope. These differences 
led Thorne to conclude that gender-role socialization stems not only from practices by adults but also from 
the children’s own activities without adult involvement. When boys and girls did interact, it was often “girls 
against the boys” or vice versa in classroom spelling contests and in games such as tag. Thorne concluded that 
these “us against them” contests helped the children learn that boys and girls are two different and antagonistic 
sexes and that gender itself is antagonistic, even if there were also moments when both sexes interacted on the 
playground in more relaxed, noncompetitive situations. Boys also tended to disrupt girls’ games more than the 
reverse and in this manner both exerted and learned dominance over females. In all of these ways, children were 
not just the passive recipients of gender-role socialization from adults (their teachers), but they also played an 
active role in ensuring that such socialization occurred. 

The studies by Lever and Thorne were among the first to emphasize the importance of children’s play and 
peer relationships for gender socialization. They also called attention to the importance of the traits and values 
learned through such socialization for outcomes later in life. The rise in team sports opportunities for girls 
in the years since Lever and Thorne did their research is a welcome development that addresses the concerns 
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expressed in their studies, but young children continue to play in the ways that Lever and Thorne found. To 
the extent children’s play has the consequences just listed, and to the extent these consequences impede full 
gender inequality, these sociological studies suggest the need for teachers, parents, and other adults to help 
organize children’s play that is more egalitarian along the lines discussed by Lever, Thorne, and other scholars. 
In this way, their sociological work has helped to make a difference and promises to continue to do so. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. What does egalitarian children’s play look like? 

2. Identify at least 2 games played by children that offer an egalitarian lens. 

Schools 

School is yet another agent of gender socialization (Klein, 2007). First of all, school playgrounds provide a 
location for the gender-linked play activities just described to occur. Second, and perhaps more important, 
teachers at all levels treat their female and male students differently in subtle ways of which they are probably 
not aware. They tend to call on boys more often to answer questions in class and to praise them more when 
they give the right answer. They also give boys more feedback about their assignments and other school work 
(Sadker & Sadker, 1994). At all grade levels, many textbooks and other books still portray people in gender-
stereotyped ways. It is true that the newer books do less of this than older ones, but the newer books still 
contain some stereotypes, and the older books are still used in many schools, especially those that cannot afford 
to buy newer volumes. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Discuss the following questions. 

1. Identify at least 3 children’s books published in the last 10 years that highlight trans or non-

binary characters. 

2. Read at least one of those stories. 

3. Is the character(s) story presented from a strengths or deficit based lens? 

4. How is gender or socialization presented in the story? 

 

Media Attributions 

• Girls at play © Photo by Antonius Ferret: https://www.pexels.com/photo/girls-running-on-the-
playground-5275809/ is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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THE GENDER CONTINUUM 

Viewing gender as a continuum allows us to perceive the rich diversity of genders, from trans- and cisgender 
to gender queer and agender. Most Western societies operate on the idea that gender is a binary, that there are 
essentially only two genders (men and women) based on two sexes (male and female), and that everyone must 
fit one or the other. This social dichotomy enforces conformance to the ideals of masculinity and femininity in 
all aspects of gender and sex—gender identity, gender expression, and biological sex. 

According to supporters of queer theory, gender identity is not a rigid or static identity but can continue 
to evolve and change over time. Queer theory developed in response to the perceived limitations of the way in 
which identities are thought to become consolidated or stabilized (for instance, gay or straight), and theorists 
constructed queerness in an attempt to resist this. In this way, the theory attempts to maintain a critique rather 
than define a specific identity. While “queer” defies a simple definition, the term is often used to convey an 
identity that is not rigidly developed but is instead fluid and changing. 

The Genderbread Person 

In 2012, Sam Killerman created the Genderbread Person as an infographic to break down gender identity, 
gender expression, biological sex, and sexual orientation.  Killerman writes, 

Gender identity is all about how you think about yourself. It’s about how you internally interpret the 
chemistry that composes you (e.g., hormone levels). As you know it, do you think you fit better into 
the societal role of “woman” or “man,” or does neither ring particularly true for you? That is, do you 
have aspects of your identity that align with elements from both? Or do you consider your gender to fall 
outside of the gender norms completely? The answer is your gender identity. It has been accepted that 
we form our gender identities around the age of three and that after that age, it is incredibly difficult to 
change them. Formation of identity is affected by hormones and environment just as much as it is by 
biological sex. Oftentimes, problems arise when someone is assigned a gender based on their sex at birth 
that doesn’t align with how they come to identify. 

The Genderbread Person, a pictorial representation of these variations in identity, is, in 2022, in its fourth 
version as Killerman continues to update it to be more accurate and inclusive. 
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Transgender or Gender Non-Conforming Children 

Children who do not feel that they are the gender they were assigned with birth deserve a bit of special 
attention in this discussion about gender. “Gender identity and expression are central to the way we see 
ourselves and engage in the world around us. This is certainly true of transgender and gender-expansive 
children and teens, for whom family support is absolutely critical” (Human Rights Campaign, 2019). 

Transgender issues manifest at different times in life in different individuals. In most cases of gender 
dysphoria, the condition is often apparent in early childhood, when such a child may express behavior 
incongruent with and dissatisfaction related to their assigned gender. However, many of these children 
experience rejection as a result of their differences and quickly attempt to repress them. Therefore, people who 
see these children regularly may be unaware that they are unhappy as members of their assigned gender. 

Family acceptance among transgender children predicts an increase in greater self-esteem, social support, 
and general health status. It also protects against depression, substance abuse, and suicidal ideation and 
behaviors. Parents’ access to information is critical in aiding and advocating for transgender youth. 

A safe school climate is essential for transgender, gender dysphoric, and gender non-conforming children, 
who likely experience stress and anxiety due to their desire to transition or display themselves as a different 
gender. While many schools have become more accepting and allow children to express their desired gender 
identity, current research shows that there is an increased amount of harassment, bullying, indifference by 
school staff, and antigay victimization towards transgender and gender non-conforming youth. 

Trans Parenting 

There is little to no visibility or public support through pregnancy and parenting resources directed towards 
trans parents. In the case of trans individuals who desire to become parents and to be legally recognized as 
mothers or fathers of their children, courts often refuse to legally acknowledge such roles because of biological 
discrimination. 
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LGBT Parenting 

LGBT parenting refers to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people raising one or more children 
as parents or resource parents. This includes: children raised by same-sex couples (same-sex parenting), children 
raised by single LGBT parents, and children raised by an opposite-sex couple where at least one partner is 
LGBT. LGBT people can become parents through various means including current or former relationships, 
coparenting, adoption, donor insemination, reciprocal IVF, and surrogacy. 

Many lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people are parents. In the 2000 U.S. Census, for example, 33 
percent of female same-sex couple households and 22 percent of male same-sex couple households reported at 
least one child under the age of 18 living in the home. As of 2005, an estimated 270,313 children in the United 
States live in households headed by same-sex couples. 

Scientific research consistently shows that gay and lesbian parents are as fit and capable as heterosexual 
parents, and their children are as psychologically healthy and well-adjusted as those reared by heterosexual 
parents despite the reality that considerable legal discrimination and inequity remain significant challenges for 
these families. Major associations of mental health professionals in the U.S., Canada, and Australia have not 
identified credible empirical research that suggests otherwise. 

Children of LGBT parents do not have any differences in their gender role behaviors in comparison to 
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those observed in heterosexual family structures. In fact, a study by Bos and Sandfort (2009) also revealed that 
children raised by same-sex couples felt less pressured to follow gender stereotypes. But children may struggle 
with negative attitudes about their parents from the harassment they may encounter by living in society. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. What challenges might LBGT families face when identifying an early childhood program? 

2. What role might early childhood educators and their program play in supporting LBGT 

families? 

 

Media Attributions 

• Genderbread-Person-v4 © Sam Killerman is licensed under a Public Domain license 
• Three friends of varying genders taking a selfie in a park with a polaroid camera © The Gender Spectrum 

Collaborative is licensed under a Public Domain license 
• Family at a parade © Photo by Aiden Craver on Unsplash is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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PART V 

BUILDING COLLABORATIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH FAMILIES 
OF CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES 

Learning Objectives 

• 5.1  Understand disability as a social construct 

• 5.2  Understand that disability systems and structures are inherently inequitable and biased 

• 5.3  Name and describe two different models of disability 

• 5.4  Understand the importance of and describe some best practices when collaborating with 

families of children with disabilities 
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Introduction 

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a social construct is “an idea that has been created and accepted 
by the people in a society” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). When discussing social constructions, it is common to talk 
about the ways in which race has been socially constructed across history. So often, though, when disability 
is discussed, it is seen as something biological and real, and certainly not something that has been socially 
constructed. When thinking about disability broadly and in connection with collaborating with children with 
disabilities and/or their families, it is important to remember that how we think about disability has also been 
socially constructed over time and space. These understandings of disability impact how family members, 
professionals and others view children with disabilities, including how each of us as individual members of 
society think about and interact with disability. Annamma, Connor and Ferri (2013) provide two examples 
that illustrate disability as a social construct. One example is the line between someone who has poor eyesight 
and someone who is blind. This imaginary fine line between the two categories is something that has been 
shaped and determined by a variety of factors. Another example that highlights how disability has been socially 
constructed is in the history of the category we know of today as intellectual disability. Prior to 1973, people 
with an IQ of 85 or less were identified as having an intellectual disability. In 1973 this number changed and 
the official cut-off for an intellectual disability became 70 (Annamma, Connor & Ferri, 2013, p.3 ). While 
nothing had changed about the people in question, anyone who had an IQ that fell in the range of 71 to 85 
was suddenly no longer seen as having an intellectual disability. If disability was not a social construct, it would 
not have been possible to change the IQ requirements for the definition of intellectual disability and suddenly 
change the disability status of many people across the country. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Re-read the introduction. 

2. Identify at least one additional example of disability as a social construct. 
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Media Attributions 

• Parents and child with disability © Photo by Nathan Anderson on Unsplash is licensed under a CC0 
(Creative Commons Zero) license 
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DISABILITY AND INEQUALITY: 
OVERREPRESENTATION IN SPECIAL 
EDUCATION 

Overrepresentation in special education refers to the ways in which students of color are labeled with 
disabilities at higher rates than their peers. Artiles and Trent (1994) explain that “even though  25 years have 
passed, many of the problems  [of overrepresentation]  still plague  the  field  today.” Twenty-six years after 
Artiles and Trent (1994) wrote about 25 years of similar structural problems, educational researchers, such 
as Cavendish et al. (2020), continue to address the issue of overrepresentation and argue for the need for a 
different approach to overrepresentation. It is important for professionals working with children and families 
to understand overrepresentation. As an example, students of color are more likely to be identified as having 
a disability within our society due to many factors, including  individual level implicit and explicit bias and 
structural bias, such as the bias found within the standardized assessments used to identify a disability in 
children. 

Every year, schools across the country have to report data to the U.S. Department of Education concerning 
their special education delivery. Some examples of disability categories where overrepresentation occurs include 
developmental delay, emotional disturbance, intellectual disability and specific learning disability (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2021, p. 51). For example, the data shows  American Indian or Alaskan Native 
students are over four times as likely to be identified as having a developmental delay, over two times as likely to 
be labeled with an intellectual disability, and more than two times as likely to be identified as having a specific 
learning disability as their white peers. Black or African students are over 1.5 times more likely to be labeled 
with an emotional disturbance, over three times as likely to be labeled as having an intellectual disability, and 
two times as likely to be identified as having a specific learning disability as their white peers (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2021, p. 51). When working with children with disabilities and their families, it is important to 
understand that overrepresentation means that students of color are more likely to be seen as having a disability 
than white students. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Discuss the following questions. 

1. Re-read the data presented in this section from the U.S. Department of Education regarding 

the overrepresentation of students of color labeled as having a disability. 

2. Describe the implicit and explicit bias and structural bias, including standardized assessments, 

that lead toward overrepresentation. 
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REFRAMING DISABILITY 

In the previous section, we highlighted how disability has been constructed in the United States as a deficit, 
thus positioning anyone with a disability as inferior, and how it has been used to further marginalize and 
oppress certain groups of people. Next, we present different models of disability and important perspectives 
and concepts to consider when working to reframe disability to better shape our collaboration with families. 

Models of Disability 

Conceptual models are representations, often abstract, of something such as a physical object or social 
phenomena. They are meant to aid in understanding social phenomena. Above, disability is explained as a 
social construct. So, models of disability then would be abstract representations meant to aid in understanding 
disability as a social phenomena. Each model represents a different understanding of disability. There are an 
ever-growing number of models of disability. However, here we will focus on two opposing and common 
models in hopes of illustrating the different approaches to disability and how the approaches shape practice. 
“The medical model and social models of disability… are two ways of understanding disability within 
traditions dominant in Western science and philosophy. At the center of the divide between these models lies 
the contested concept of normalcy.” (Baglieri and Lalvani, 2020) 

The Social Model vs. The Medical Model of Disability 

The medical model of disability approaches disability as an inherently individual problem or deficit within 
someone. Because of this view, disability is something that should be thus identified or diagnosed and then 
treated accordingly, with the goal of either overcoming or mitigating the “symptoms” or impacts of the 
disability for the person and for society. 

The social model of disability distinguishes disability from impairment. Impairment is a difference (mental, 
physical, etc.) within an individual, and disability is a societal problem or barrier due to inaccessible 
environments and structures. Taking this approach, barriers in the environment and social structures and 
systems should be identified and altered or removed in order to address disability and increase access for all. 

According to Baglieri and Lalvani (2020), the center of the debate between these two opposing models of 
disability is the concept of normalcy. In the medical model of disability, disability is positioned as inferior to 
some other marker which in this case is normalcy. The medical model assumes a neutral normal and then 
positions disability as a deficit in relation to that. The social model rethinks what normal is and views disability 
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as diversity, as part of the natural variance in human existence. The medical model of disability is the traditional 
view of disability, and the dominant approach in US systems and structures. In order to qualify for disability 
services whether that is inside or outside of the US public school system, individuals must be diagnosed or 
labeled, which then prompts a determination of qualifications and services. To rethink disability through the 
social model then goes against much of what parents have been taught and socialized to accept. 

Reframing disability as diversity, in the social model of disability, works to push against the view and the 
systems which have marginalized and oppressed not only people with disabilities, but other minority groups 
as well. To come from the social model of disability means to recognize that the problem of disability is the 
societal and environmental barriers that are in place that limit individuals with disabilities and their families. In 
the next section, we will look at different phenomena that are important to examine when reframing disability 
in our approach to collaborating with families with children with disabilities. 

Parental Involvement 

Differing levels of parental involvement are required for navigating disability support services whether in school 
or out. For example, the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) requires parental/guardian consent and 
involvement. (Rosetti et al., 2017). Family involvement and advocacy can mean all the difference for a child’s 
trajectory within the special education/general education system (Fish, 2010). We will use the special education 
system within public K-12 schools to illustrate barriers families may come up against when navigating systems 
designed for individuals with disabilities. However, these barriers will apply in almost any context. When 
examining disability and the experiences of children with disabilities and their families within the K-12 public 
education system through a social model lens, we see numerous potential barriers. 

Navigating and advocating within the K-12 system, first and foremost, requires knowledge of the system. 
It requires knowledge of the laws that govern the system children are being served by, the ways in which 
different labels come with different likely trajectories for students both inside and outside of the K-12 system, 
the people to get involved in any given situation, and the ways in which to communicate to increase the 
likelihood of a favorable outcome for their child. For example, going back to the notion of over-representation, 
not only in special education but in certain labels that will more likely lead to segregation, the knowledge of 
this phenomena and how to push back, may fall under the category of cultural capital. 

Another potential barrier that impacts the ability of families to collaborate is the time commitment for their 
jobs. Students served under the IDEA all have an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) which requires family 
involvement. However, IEP meetings are often held either during the school day or right before or after school. 
It is a privilege to have a job and/or life structure  that is either flexible enough to work around any meeting 
time or that offers enough time-off to be able to take some for the numerous meetings families are invited to or 
required to attend for their children. Families who don’t have this flexibility or ability are then either left out 
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of important decision-making or are forced to make difficult decisions that may impact their ability to keep up 
with the commitments that allow them to support their family. 

Biased Assessments 

Assessments are often used to categorize, label, and place students in terms of special education. Dudley-
Marling and Gurn (2010) explain that one of the most powerful tools of modern society is the concept of 
normality and go on to describe the Bell curve or normal curve as something that has been used to legitimize 
it. “In the context of schooling, the ideology of the normal curve affects school placement, grading, college 
admission, educational policy and research, and the everyday language of teachers.” (Dudley-Marling & Gurn, 
2010, p. 2) They go on to explain that measuring students up against this concept of normality impacts many 
facets of education for individual students (2010). 

The ideology of the normal curve does harm to individuals with disabilities and their families. But it isn’t 
just individuals who are at risk of being marginalized and pathologized by the concept of “normal.” Normal 
curve thinking has been used to rationalize the marginalization of whole groups of people, perpetuating 
historic injustices. (Dudley-Marling & Gurn, 2010, pp. 5-6) 

Assessments are designed to implement this idea of the bell-shaped or “normal curve,” but as Dudle-Marling 
and Gurn (2010) describe, the curve is designed in such a way that it promotes white superiority and thus 
works to marginalize minority groups. So assessments created largely by and for white people are then what is 
being used to decide what students do and do not qualify for, what labels they receive, and what options are 
available to them within and beyond K-12. 

Language Debate 

Another important point of consideration when reframing disability is language. A debate in the disability 
community is whether to use person-first or identity-first language. In an effort to recognize and center the 
human before the label, person-first language has long been promoted throughout the disability field as best 
practice. For example, person-first language would dictate best practice would be using phrases such as a person 
with a disability, or a student who has autism. More recently, there has been push back by the disability 
community, who want to claim disability as an identity and thus prefer to be referred to in identity-first 
language. So, rather than be called  a student with autism, some prefer to be referred to as an autistic student. 
It is the difference between saying “I have autism” and “I am autistic.” In saying “I have autism,” the person 
is saying that autism is something they have but not necessarily who they are. In saying, “I am autistic,” the 
person is claiming autistic as an identity that describes who they are. 
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online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=201#h5p-7 

 
Table 5.1: Person and Identity First Language 

Person-First Language Identity-First Language 

Person with a disability Disabled Person 

Person with autism Autistic person 

Person who is blind Blind person 

Person who uses a wheelchair Wheelchair user 

Person who uses non-verbal communication Non-speaking person 

Person with a learning disability Learning Disabled 

Person who is deaf Deaf person 

Some argue that person-first language is the most respectful way to talk about people with disabilities, while 
others argue that by using person-first language, there is an erasure of the disabled identity and culture. We 
argue here not for one or the other (person-first versus identity-first language), but rather to ask individuals and 
base the decision on how individuals or groups of people refer to themselves. Another method is to do your 
research when you don’t have the other options available and to be clear why you are making the decision you 
are in terms of your language use. Rather than prescribe an approach for someone, let them decide and respect 
their language preferences and ways of identifying themselves. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 
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1. Identify at least 3 children’s books published in the last 10 years that highlight children with 

disabilities. 

2. Read at least one of those stories. 

3. Is the character’s story presented from a medical or social construct lens? 

4. Describe the challenges and/or opportunities that are presented between the families and 

schools and/or communities. 
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COLLABORATION WITH FAMILIES 

There are best practices for collaboration with families that use an inclusive approach, reframing disability as 
diversity and honoring what families bring to the collaboration. 

Parents as Co-Equals of the Team 

First and foremost, parents must be treated as and believed to be co-equals in the collaborative process. In a 
study of guardians’ perceptions of the IEP process, Fish (2010) found that guardians had positive perceptions 
when they were treated as co-equals in the decision making. To position guardians as co-equals, professionals 
must honor the knowledge and approach that families bring to the table. This often requires acknowledging 
that certain knowledge and ways of knowing have been constructed in ways that uphold white hegemony 
(the social, cultural, ideological, or economic influence exerted by a dominant group), and actively pushing 
back. When we apply this to disability, we must recognize that families may have different understandings of 
disability than those that have been presented here and are in our current repertoire. We must also recognize 
that as we work to reframe disability, parents will most likely be most familiar with the medical model of 
disability, as it is the dominant approach in the US and is often what families of individuals must learn to 
navigate for survival. We need to work to understand how families approach disability and honor that in our 
collaboration with them. When we value family contributions and treat them as equals in the collaborative 
process, many of the other best practices we present will fall into place because they will be necessary to carry 
out an equal and equitable process. 

Prioritizing Family Involvement 

In order for families of individuals with disabilities to be valuable and co-equal members of the collaborative 
team, their involvement in all aspects of the process and decision-making has to be prioritized. As Rosetti et al. 
(2017) explain, although family involvement in the IEP process has been federally mandated for over 40 years, 
“many families have indicated a lack of collaboration during the IEP process” (Rosetti et al., 2017, p. 329). The 
collaborative process must prioritize and ensure parental involvement in their children’s education. There are 
several best practices that may prioritize family involvement. 
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Plain Language Documents and Communication 

In order to be involved in the collaborative process and “make informed educational decisions, families must 
be able to read and comprehend the information that is given to them by their school” (Fitzgerald & Watkins, 
2006). Fitzgerald and Watkins conducted a study that looked at the readability of the documents given to 
families going through the K-12 public school IEP process and found that only four to eight percent of the 
documents examined were at the recommended reading level and as much as half of the documents were 
written at the college reading level or higher (2006). In order to ensure families can be co-equals of the team 
and can be informed about the process and what it will mean for their children, it is crucial that we provide 
documents and communicate in plain language that does not require specific training and knowledge of 
professional jargon. When background knowledge is necessary, this should also be offered for families in order 
to ensure they are being supported and informed in the collaboration process. 

Appropriate Translation 

When necessary, it is imperative that families are offered appropriate translation for ALL planned collaborative 
interactions. If families are seen  as co-equals on the team, then it makes sense they should have the supports 
necessary to fully participate. Per federal guidance, “schools must communicate information to limited English 
proficient parents in a language they can understand about any program, service, or activity that is called to the 
attention of parents who are proficient in English” (Rosetti et al., 2017). Rosetti et al. (2017) focus on research-
based strategies for improving collaboration with families who are culturally and linguistically diverse and 
emphasize the importance of offering proper translation services to ensure the ability to foster collaboration in 
all interactions within the IEP process. 

Flexible Scheduling 

Another practice that is required in order to prioritize family involvement is flexible scheduling that takes into 
account family work schedules and other responsibilities. “Teachers should ask families about their preferred 
meeting times and comfort level with the special education process. This conveys willingness to be flexible and 
supportive within the collaboration” (Rosetti et al, 2017). As we outline above, it is a privilege to have either a 
work and responsibilities schedule that aligns with the K-12 schedule, or to have the flexibility to adjust work 
schedule around meetings with the school team. 
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Parental Barriers to Participation 

Our final suggestion for best practice when collaborating with families with children who have disabilities is to 
look for and be aware of any additional barriers families are facing with regard to collaboration with the team 
in support of their children. Barriers may be limited available transportation causing an inability to attend in-
person meetings, events, etc. There may also be cultural differences in expectations for communication and 
who should and should not be a part of the decision-making process. It is not enough to be aware of these 
barriers;  we must work together to mitigate these. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Visit a school or early childhood center. 

2. Gather information about how families with children with disabilities collaborate with and 

are included in communications, translation, scheduling, etc. 

3. Identify best practices and challenges that need to be addressed. 

4. Identify at least two additional recommendations to foster inclusive and collaborative 

relationships with families with children with disabilities. 
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CONCLUSION 

When we recognize that disability is a social construct that has been used historically and culturally in the 
United States to marginalize and justify oppression, we cannot only use this reimagining in how we interact 
with disabled people but also with families of children with disabilities. In pushing back against the systems 
and structures which have been used to uphold hegemony and thus continue to oppress marginalized groups, 
we open up new possibilities for collaborating with families, both specifically around disability and in a much 
broader sense. 
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PART VI 

WHAT IS CULTURE AND WHY IS IT 
IMPORTANT? 

Learning Objectives 

Type your learning objectives here. 

• 6.1  Describe culture and society 
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• 6.2  Explain ethnocentrism and xenocentrism 

• 6.3  Explore values and beliefs of culture 

• 6.4  Explore norms, symbols, language in culture 

• 6.5  Understand attitudes in culture 

Introduction 

What are the rules when you pass an acquaintance at school, work, in the grocery store, or in the mall? 
Generally, we do not consider all of the intricacies of the rules of behavior. We may simply say, “Hello!” and 
ask, “How was your weekend?” or some other trivial question meant to be a friendly greeting. Rarely do we 
physically embrace or even touch the individual. In fact, doing so may be viewed with scorn or distaste, since 
as people in the United States we have fairly rigid rules about personal space. However, we all adhere to various 
rules and standards that are created and maintained in culture. 
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These rules and expectations have meaning, and there are ways in which you may violate this negotiation. 
Consider what would happen if you stopped and informed everyone who said, “Hi, how are you?” exactly 
how you were doing that day, and in detail. You would more than likely violate rules of culture and specifically 
greeting. Perhaps in a different culture the question would be more literal, and it may require a response. Or 
if you are having coffee with a good friend, perhaps that question warrants a more detailed response. These 
examples are all aspects of culture, which is shared beliefs, values, and practices that participants must learn. 
Sociologically, we examine in what situation and context certain behavior is expected and in which situations 
perhaps it is not. These rules are created and enforced by people who interact and share culture. 

In everyday conversation, people rarely distinguish between the terms culture and society, but the terms 
have slightly different meanings and the distinction is important to a sociologist. A society describes a group 
of people who share a community and a culture. By “community,” sociologists refer to a definable region—as 
small as a neighborhood (Brooklyn, or “the east side of town”), as large as a country (Ethiopia, the United 
States, or Nepal), or somewhere in between (in the United States, this might include someone who identifies 
with Southern or Midwestern society). To clarify, a culture represents the beliefs and practices of a group, 
while society represents the people who share those beliefs and practices. Neither society nor culture could 
exist without the other. In this chapter, we examine the relationship between culture and society in greater 
detail and pay special attention to the elements and forces that shape culture, including diversity and cultural 
changes. A final discussion touches on the different theoretical perspectives from which sociologists research 
culture. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. What rules shape your interactions with your family? 

2. What rules shape your interactions with your coworkers? 

3. What rules shape your interactions with strangers? 

4. Compare and contrast those rules. 
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WHAT IS CULTURE? 

Humans are social creatures. Since the dawn of Homo sapiens nearly 250,000 years ago, people have grouped 
together into communities in order to survive. Living together, people form common habits and 
behaviors—from specific methods of childrearing to preferred techniques for obtaining food. In modern-day 
Paris, many people shop daily at outdoor markets to pick up what they need for their evening meal, buying 
cheese, meat, and vegetables from different specialty stalls. In the United States, the majority of people shop 
once a week at supermarkets, filling large carts to the brim. How would a Parisian perceive U.S. shopping 
behaviors that Americans take for granted? 

Almost every human behavior, from shopping to marriage to expressions of feelings, is learned. In the 
United States, people tend to view marriage as a choice between two people based on mutual feelings of love. In 
other nations and in other times, marriages have been arranged through an intricate process of interviews and 
negotiations between entire families, or in other cases, through a direct system, such as a “mail order bride.” 
To someone raised in New York City, the marriage customs of a family from Nigeria may seem strange or even 
wrong. Conversely, someone from a traditional Kolkata family might be perplexed with the idea of romantic 
love as the foundation for marriage and lifelong commitment. In other words, the way in which people view 
marriage depends largely on what they have been taught. 

Behavior based on learned customs is not a bad 
thing. Being familiar with unwritten rules helps 
people feel secure and “normal.” Most people want 
to live their daily lives confident that their behaviors 
will not be challenged or disrupted. But even an 
action as seemingly simple as commuting to work 
evidences a great deal of cultural propriety. 

Take the case of going to work on public 
transportation. Whether people are commuting in 
Dublin, Cairo, Mumbai, or San Francisco, many 
behaviors will be the same, but significant differences also arise between cultures. Typically, a passenger will 
find a marked bus stop or station, wait for his bus or train, pay an agent before or after boarding, and quietly 
take a seat if one is available. But when boarding a bus in Cairo, passengers might have to run because buses 
there often do not come to a full stop to take on patrons. Dublin bus riders would be expected to extend an 
arm to indicate that they want the bus to stop for them. And when boarding a commuter train in Mumbai, 
passengers must squeeze into overstuffed cars amid a lot of pushing and shoving on the crowded platforms. 
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That kind of behavior would be considered the height of rudeness in the United States, but in Mumbai it 
reflects the daily challenges of getting around on a train system that is taxed to capacity. 

In this example of commuting, culture consists of thoughts (expectations about personal space, for example) 
and tangible things (bus stops, trains, and seating capacity). Material culture refers to the objects or belongings 
of a group of people. Metro passes and bus tokens are part of material culture, as are automobiles, stores, and 
the physical structures where people worship. Nonmaterial culture, in contrast, consists of the ideas, attitudes, 
and beliefs of a society. Material and nonmaterial aspects of culture are linked, and physical objects often 
symbolize cultural ideas. A metro pass is a material object, but it represents a form of nonmaterial culture, 
namely, capitalism, and the acceptance of paying for transportation. Clothing, hairstyles, and, jewelry are part 
of material culture, but the appropriateness of wearing certain clothing for specific events reflects nonmaterial 
culture. A school building belongs to material culture, but the teaching methods and educational standards 
are part of education’s nonmaterial culture. These material and nonmaterial aspects of culture can vary subtly 
from region to region. As people travel farther afield, moving from different regions to entirely different 
parts of the world, certain material and nonmaterial aspects of culture become dramatically unfamiliar. What 
happens when we encounter different cultures? As we interact with cultures other than our own, we become 
more aware of the differences and commonalities between others’ worlds and our own. 

Cultural Universals 

Often, a comparison of one culture to another will reveal obvious differences. But all cultures also share 
common elements. Cultural universals are patterns or traits that are globally common to all societies. One 
example of a cultural universal is the family unit: every human society recognizes a family structure that 
regulates sexual reproduction and the care of children. Even so, how that family unit is defined and how it 
functions vary. In many Asian cultures, for example, family members from all generations commonly live 
together in one household. In these cultures, young adults continue to live in the extended household family 
structure until they marry and join their spouse’s household, or they may remain and raise their nuclear family 
within the extended family’s homestead. In the United States, by contrast, individuals are expected to leave 
home and live independently for a period before forming a family unit that consists of parents and their 
offspring. Other cultural universals include customs like funeral rites, weddings, and celebrations of births. 
However, each culture may view the ceremonies quite differently. 

Pause to Reflect! 
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Discuss the following questions. 

1. What is the cultural norm in your family unit regarding who you live with and when, or even 

if, you are expected to establish your own home? 

Anthropologist George Murdock first recognized the existence of cultural universals while studying systems of 
kinship around the world. Murdock found that cultural universals often revolve around basic human survival, 
such as finding food, clothing, and shelter, or around shared human experiences, such as birth and death or 
illness and healing. Through his research, Murdock identified other universals including language, the concept 
of personal names, and, interestingly, jokes. Humor seems to be a universal way to release tensions and create 
a sense of unity among people (Murdock 1949). Sociologists consider humor necessary to human interaction 
because it helps individuals navigate otherwise tense situations. 

Media Attributions 

• Two smiling men © Photo by Alvin Mahmudov on Unsplash is licensed under a Public Domain license 
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ETHNOCENTRISM AND XENOCENTRISM 

Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism 

Despite how much humans have in common, cultural differences are far more prevalent than cultural 
universals. For example, while all cultures have language, analysis of particular language structures and 
conversational etiquette reveal tremendous differences. In some Middle Eastern cultures, it is common to stand 
close to others in conversation. North Americans keep more distance and maintain a large “personal space.” 
Even something as simple as eating and drinking varies greatly from culture to culture. If your professor comes 
into an early morning class holding a mug of liquid, what do you assume she is drinking? In the United States, 
it’s most likely filled with coffee, not Earl Grey tea, a favorite in England, or Yak Butter tea, a staple in Tibet. 

The way cuisines vary across cultures fascinates many people. Some travelers pride themselves on their 
willingness to try unfamiliar foods, like celebrated food writer Anthony Bourdain, while others return home 
expressing gratitude for their native culture’s fare. Often, people in the United States express disgust at other 
cultures’ cuisine and think that it’s gross to eat meat from a dog or guinea pig, for example, while they 
don’t question their own habit of eating cows or pigs. Such attitudes are an example of ethnocentrism, or 
evaluating and judging another culture based on how it compares to one’s own cultural norms. Ethnocentrism, 
as sociologist William Graham Sumner (1906) described the term, involves a belief or attitude that one’s own 
culture is better than all others. Almost everyone is a little bit ethnocentric. For example, Americans tend to say 
that people from England drive on the “wrong” side of the road, rather than on the “other” side. Someone from 
a country where dog meat is standard fare might find it off-putting to see a dog in a French restaurant—not on 
the menu, but as a pet and patron’s companion. A good example of ethnocentrism is referring to parts of Asia 
as the “Far East.” One might question, “Far east of where?” 

A high level of appreciation for one’s own culture can be healthy; a shared sense of community pride, 
for example, connects people in a society. But ethnocentrism can lead to disdain or dislike for other cultures 
and could cause misunderstanding and conflict. People with the best intentions sometimes travel to a society 
to “help” its people, because they see them as uneducated or backward—essentially inferior. In reality, these 
travelers are guilty of cultural imperialism, the deliberate imposition of one’s own cultural values on another 
culture. Europe’s colonial expansion, begun in the sixteenth century, was often accompanied by a severe 
cultural imperialism. European colonizers often viewed the people in the lands they colonized as uncultured 
savages who were in need of European governance, dress, religion, and other cultural practices. A more modern 
example of cultural imperialism may include the work of international aid agencies who introduce agricultural 
methods and plant species from developed countries while overlooking indigenous varieties and agricultural 
approaches that are better suited to the particular region. 
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Ethnocentrism can be so strong that when confronted with all of the differences of a new culture, one may 
experience disorientation and frustration. In sociology, we call this culture shock. A traveler from Chicago 
might find the nightly silence of rural Montana unsettling, not peaceful. An exchange student from China 
might be annoyed by the constant interruptions in class as other students ask questions—a practice that is 
considered rude in China. Perhaps the Chicago traveler was initially captivated with Montana’s quiet beauty 
and the Chinese student was originally excited to see a U.S.-style classroom firsthand. But as they experience 
unanticipated differences from their own culture, their excitement gives way to discomfort and doubts about 
how to behave appropriately in the new situation. Eventually, as people learn more about a culture, they 
recover from culture shock. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Have you ever experienced culture shock, if so when and where? 

Culture shock may appear because people aren’t always expecting cultural differences. Anthropologist Ken 
Barger (1971) discovered this when he conducted a participatory observation in an Inuit community in the 
Canadian Arctic. Originally from Indiana, Barger hesitated when invited to join a local snowshoe race. He 
knew he’d never hold his own against these experts. Sure enough, he finished last, to his mortification. But the 
tribal members congratulated him, saying, “You really tried!” In Barger’s own culture, he had learned to value 
victory. To the Inuit people, winning was enjoyable, but their culture valued survival skills essential to their 
environment: how hard someone tried could mean the difference between life and death. Over the course of his 
stay, Barger participated in caribou hunts, learned how to take shelter in winter storms, and sometimes went 
days with little or no food to share among tribal members. Trying hard and working together, two nonmaterial 
values, were indeed much more important than winning. 

During his time with the Inuit tribe, Barger learned to engage in cultural relativism. Cultural relativism is 
the practice of assessing a culture by its own standards rather than viewing it through the lens of one’s own 
culture. Practicing cultural relativism requires an open mind and a willingness to consider and even adapt to 
new values and norms. However, indiscriminately embracing everything about a new culture is not always 
possible. Even the most culturally relativist people from egalitarian societies—ones in which women have 
political rights and control over their own bodies—would question whether the widespread practice of female 
genital mutilation in countries such as Ethiopia and Sudan should be accepted as a part of cultural tradition. 
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Sociologists attempting to engage in cultural relativism, then, may struggle to reconcile aspects of their own 
culture with aspects of a culture that they are studying. 

Sometimes when people attempt to rectify feelings of ethnocentrism and develop cultural relativism, they 
swing too far to the other end of the spectrum. Xenocentrism is the opposite of ethnocentrism, and refers 
to the belief that another culture is superior to one’s own. (The Greek root word xeno, pronounced “ZEE-
no,” means “stranger” or “foreign guest.”) An exchange student who goes home after a semester abroad or a 
sociologist who returns from the field may find it difficult to associate with the values of their own culture after 
having experienced what they deem a more upright or nobler way of living. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge for sociologists studying different cultures is the matter of keeping a 
perspective. It is impossible for anyone to keep all cultural biases at bay; the best we can do is strive to be aware 
of them. Pride in one’s own culture doesn’t have to lead to imposing its values on others. And an appreciation 
for another culture shouldn’t preclude individuals from studying it with a critical eye. 

Pause to Reflect! 

During her summer vacation, Caitlin flew from Chicago to Madrid to visit Maria, the exchange 

student she’d befriended the previous semester. In the airport, she heard rapid, musical Spanish 

being spoken all around her. Exciting as it was, she felt isolated and disconnected. Maria’s mother 

kissed Caitlin on both cheeks when she greeted her. Her imposing father kept his distance. Caitlin 

was half asleep by the time supper was served—at 10 p.m.! Maria’s family sat at the table for hours, 

speaking loudly, gesturing, and arguing about politics, a taboo dinner subject in Caitlin’s house. 

They served wine and toasted their honored guest. Caitlin had trouble interpreting her hosts’ facial 

expressions, and didn’t realize she should make the next toast. That night, Caitlin crawled into a 

strange bed, wishing she hadn’t come. She missed her home and felt overwhelmed by the new 

customs, language, and surroundings. She’d studied Spanish in school for years—why hadn’t it 

prepared her for this? 

What Caitlin hadn’t realized was that people depend not only on spoken words but also on subtle 

cues like gestures and facial expressions to communicate. Cultural norms accompany even the 

smallest nonverbal signals. They help people know when to shake hands, where to sit, how to 

converse, and even when to laugh. We relate to others through a shared set of cultural norms, and 

ordinarily, we take them for granted. 

For this reason, culture shock is often associated with traveling abroad, although it can happen in 

one’s own country, state, or even hometown. Anthropologist Kalervo Oberg (1960) is credited with 
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first coining the term “culture shock.” In his studies, Oberg found that most people found 

encountering a new culture to be exciting at first. But bit by bit, they became stressed by 

interacting with people from a different culture who spoke another language and used different 

regional expressions. There was new food to digest, new daily schedules to follow, and new rules 

of etiquette to learn. Living with this constant stress can make people feel incompetent and 

insecure. People react to frustration in a new culture, Oberg found, by initially rejecting it and 

glorifying one’s own culture. An American visiting Italy might long for a “real” pizza or complain 

about the unsafe driving habits of Italians compared to people in the United States. 

It helps to remember that culture is learned. Everyone is ethnocentric to an extent, and identifying 

with one’s own country is natural. 

By the end of Caitlin’s trip, she’d made new lifelong friends. She’d stepped out of her comfort zone. 

She’d learned a lot about Spain, but she’d also discovered a lot about herself and her own culture. 

Caitlin’s shock was minor compared to that of her friends Dayar and Mahlika, a Turkish couple living 

in married student housing on campus. And it was nothing like that of her classmate Sanai. Sanai 

had been forced to flee war-torn Bosnia with her family when she was fifteen. 

1. How might Dayar, Mahlika, and Sanai’s experiences differ from Caitlin’s? 

2. How would you support Dayar, Mahlika, and Sanai if they reached out to the school, early 

childhood center, or community center where you work? 

 

ETHNOCENTRISM AND XENOCENTRISM  |  119



VALUES AND BELIEFS 

The first, and perhaps most crucial, elements of culture we will discuss are its values and beliefs. Values are a 
culture’s standard for discerning what is good and just in society. Values are deeply embedded and critical for 
transmitting and teaching a culture’s beliefs. Beliefs are the tenets or convictions that people hold to be true. 
Individuals in a society have specific beliefs, but they also share collective values. To illustrate the difference, 
Americans commonly believe in the American Dream—that anyone who works hard enough will be successful 
and wealthy. Underlying this belief is the American value that wealth is good and important. 

Values help shape a society by suggesting what is good and bad, beautiful and ugly, sought or avoided. 
Consider the value that the United States places upon youth. Children represent innocence and purity, while 
a youthful adult appearance signifies sexuality. Shaped by this value, individuals spend millions of dollars 
each year on cosmetic products and surgeries to look young and beautiful. The United States also has an 
individualistic culture, meaning people place a high value on individuality and independence. In contrast, 
many other cultures are collectivist, meaning the welfare of the group and group relationships are a primary 
value. 

Living up to a culture’s values can be difficult. It’s easy to value good health, but it’s hard to quit smoking. 
Marital monogamy is valued, but many spouses engage in infidelity. Cultural diversity and equal opportunities 
for all people are valued in the United States, yet the country’s highest political offices have been dominated by 
white men. 

Values often suggest how people should behave, but they don’t accurately reflect how people do behave. 
Values portray an ideal culture, the standards society would like to embrace and live up to. But ideal culture 
differs from real culture, the way society actually is, based on what occurs and exists. In an ideal culture, there 
would be no traffic accidents, murders, poverty, or racial tension. But in real culture, police officers, lawmakers, 
educators, and social workers constantly strive to prevent or repair those accidents, crimes, and injustices. 
American teenagers are encouraged to value celibacy. However, the number of unplanned pregnancies among 
teens reveals that not only is the ideal hard to live up to, but the value alone is not enough to spare teenagers 
the potential consequences of having sex. 

One way societies strive to put values into action is through rewards, sanctions, and punishments. When 
people observe the norms of society and uphold its values, they are often rewarded. A boy who helps an elderly 
woman board a bus may receive a smile and a “thank you.” A business manager who raises profit margins may 
receive a quarterly bonus. People sanction certain behaviors by giving their support, approval, or permission, 
or by instilling formal actions of disapproval and nonsupport. Sanctions are a form of social control, a way to 
encourage conformity to cultural norms. Sometimes people conform to norms in anticipation or expectation 
of positive sanctions: good grades, for instance, may mean praise from parents and teachers. From a criminal 
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justice perspective, properly used social control is also inexpensive crime control. Utilizing social control 
approaches pushes most people to conform to societal rules, regardless of whether authority figures (such as 
law enforcement) are present. 

When people go against a society’s values, they are punished. A boy who shoves an elderly woman aside 
to board the bus first may receive frowns or even a scolding from other passengers. A business manager who 
drives away customers will likely be fired. Breaking norms and rejecting values can lead to cultural sanctions 
such as earning a negative label—lazy, no-good bum—or to legal sanctions, such as traffic tickets, fines, or 
imprisonment. 

Values are not static; they vary across time and between groups as people evaluate, debate, and change 
collective societal beliefs. Values also vary from culture to culture. For example, cultures differ in their values 
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about what kinds of physical closeness are appropriate in public. It’s rare to see two male friends or coworkers 
holding hands in the United States, where that behavior often symbolizes romantic feelings. But in many 
nations, masculine physical intimacy is considered natural in public. This difference in cultural values came 
to light when people reacted to photos of former president George W. Bush holding hands with the Crown 
Prince of Saudi Arabia in 2005. A simple gesture, such as hand-holding, carries great symbolic differences 
across cultures. 

Media Attributions 
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NORMS, SYMBOLS, AND LANGUAGE 

So far, the examples in this chapter have often described how people are expected to behave in certain 
situations—for example, when buying food or boarding a bus. These examples describe the visible and invisible 
rules of conduct through which societies are structured, or what sociologists call norms. Norms define how to 
behave in accordance with what a society has defined as good, right, and important, and most members of the 
society adhere to them. 

Formal norms are established, written rules. They are behaviors worked out and agreed upon in order to 
suit and serve the most people. Laws are formal norms, but so are employee manuals, college entrance exam 
requirements, and “no running” signs at swimming pools. Formal norms are the most specific and clearly 
stated of the various types of norms, and they are the most strictly enforced. But even formal norms are 
enforced to varying degrees and are reflected in cultural values. 

For example, money is highly valued in the United States, so monetary crimes are punished. It’s against the 
law to rob a bank, and banks go to great lengths to prevent such crimes. People safeguard valuable possessions 
and install anti-theft devices to protect homes and cars. A less strictly enforced social norm is driving while 
intoxicated. While it’s against the law to drive drunk, drinking is for the most part an acceptable social behavior. 
And though there are laws to punish drunk driving, there are few systems in place to prevent the crime. These 
examples show a range of enforcement in formal norms. 

There are plenty of formal norms, but the list of informal norms—casual behaviors that are generally 
and widely conformed to—is longer. People learn informal norms by observation, imitation, and general 
socialization. Some informal norms are taught directly—“Kiss your Aunt Edna” or “Use your napkin”—while 
others are learned by observation, including observations of the consequences when someone else violates a 
norm. But although informal norms define personal interactions, they extend into other systems as well. In 
the United States, there are informal norms regarding behavior at fast food restaurants. Customers line up to 
order their food and leave when they are done. They don’t sit down at a table with strangers, sing loudly as 
they prepare their condiments, or nap in a booth. Most people don’t commit even benign breaches of informal 
norms. Informal norms dictate appropriate behaviors without the need of written rules. 

Breaching Experiments 

Sociologist Harold Garfinkel (1917–2011) studied people’s customs in order to find out how societal rules 
and norms not only influenced behavior but also shaped social order. He believed that members of society 
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together create a social order (Weber 2011). His resulting book, Studies in Ethnomethodology, published in 
1967, discusses people’s assumptions about the social makeup of their communities. 

One of Garfinkel’s research methods was known as a “breaching experiment,” in which the researcher 
behaves in a socially awkward manner in order to test the sociological concepts of social norms and conformity. 
The participants are not aware an experiment is in progress. If the breach is successful, however, these 
“innocent bystanders” will respond in some way. For example, if the experimenter is, say, a man in a business 
suit, and he skips down the sidewalk or hops on one foot, the passersby are likely to stare at him with surprised 
expressions on their faces. But the experimenter does not simply “act weird” in public. Rather, the point is to 
deviate from a specific social norm in a small way, to subtly break some form of social etiquette, and see what 
happens. 

To conduct his ethnomethodology, Garfinkel deliberately imposed strange behaviors on unknowing people. 
Then he observed their responses. He suspected that odd behaviors would shatter conventional expectations, 
but he wasn’t sure how. For example, he set up a simple game of tic-tac-toe. One player was asked beforehand 
to mark Xs and Os not in the boxes but on the lines dividing the spaces instead. The other player, in the 
dark about the study, was flabbergasted and did not know how to continue. The second player’s reactions of 
outrage, anger, puzzlement, or other emotions illustrated the existence of cultural norms that constitute social 
life. These cultural norms play an important role. They let us know how to behave around each other and how 
to feel comfortable in our community. 

There are many rules about speaking with strangers in public. It’s OK to tell a woman you like her shoes. 
It’s not OK to ask if you can try them on. It’s OK to stand in line behind someone at the ATM. It’s not OK to 
look over his shoulder as he makes his transaction. It’s OK to sit beside someone on a crowded bus. It’s weird 
to sit beside a stranger in a half-empty bus. 

For some breaches, the researcher directly engages with innocent bystanders. An experimenter might strike 
up a conversation in a public bathroom, where it’s common to respect each other’s privacy so fiercely as to 
ignore other people’s presence. In a grocery store, an experimenter might take a food item out of another 
person’s grocery cart, saying, “That looks good! I think I’ll try it.” An experimenter might sit down at a table 
with others in a fast food restaurant or follow someone around a museum and study the same paintings. In 
those cases, the bystanders are pressured to respond, and their discomfort illustrates how much we depend on 
social norms. Breaching experiments uncover and explore the many unwritten social rules we live by. 

Norms may be further classified as either mores or folkways. Mores (mor-ays) are norms that embody the 
moral views and principles of a group. Violating them can have serious consequences. The strongest mores 
are legally protected with laws or other formal norms. In the United States, for instance, murder is considered 
immoral, and it’s punishable by law (a formal norm). But more often, mores are judged and guarded by public 
sentiment (an informal norm). People who violate mores are seen as shameful. They can even be shunned 
or banned from some groups. The mores of the U.S. school system require that a student’s writing be in 
the student’s own words or use special forms (such as quotation marks and a whole system of citation) for 
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crediting other writers. Writing another person’s words as if they are one’s own has a name—plagiarism. The 
consequences for violating this norm are severe and usually result in expulsion. 

Unlike mores, folkways are norms without any moral underpinnings. Rather, folkways direct appropriate 
behavior in the day-to-day practices and expressions of a culture. They indicate whether to shake hands or 
kiss on the cheek when greeting another person. They specify whether to wear a tie and blazer or a T-shirt 
and sandals to an event. In Canada, women can smile and say hello to men on the street. In Egypt, that’s not 
acceptable. In regions in the southern United States, bumping into an acquaintance means stopping to chat. 
It’s considered rude not to, no matter how busy one is. In other regions, people guard their privacy and value 
time efficiency. A simple nod of the head is enough. Other accepted folkways in the United States may include 
holding the door open for a stranger or giving someone a gift on their birthday. The rules regarding these 
folkways may change from culture to culture. 

Many folkways are actions we take for granted. People need to act without thinking in order to get seamlessly 
through daily routines; they can’t stop and analyze every action (Sumner 1906). Those who experience culture 
shock may find that it subsides as they learn the new culture’s folkways and are able to move through their 
daily routines more smoothly. Folkways might be small manners, learned by observation and imitated, but they 
are by no means trivial. Like mores and laws, these norms help people negotiate their daily lives within a given 
culture. 
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PART VII 

EXPLORING THE CORE 
COMPETENCIES OF FAMILY 
ENGAGEMENT 

Learning Objectives 

• 7.1  Differentiate between the terms parent involvement, family involvement, family 

engagement, and family learning. 

• 7.2  Integrate the Dual Capacity-Building Framework into our understanding of family 

engagement. 

• 7.3  Reflect on how the Family Engagement Core Competencies from the National 

Association for Family, School, and Community Engagement can inform your work with 

children, families, schools, and communities. 

EXPLORING THE CORE COMPETENCIES OF FAMILY ENGAGEMENT  |  127



Introduction 

In the field of Child and Family Studies, professionals are guided by sets of core competencies that outline 
the intellectual, personal, and social and emotional proficiencies necessary to foster positive and collaborative 
relationships between families, schools, and communities.  Collaborative relationships honor funds of 
knowledge, equitable processes, cultural humility, and trust.  Exemplar core competencies incorporate those 
concepts into their mission statement, domains, and objectives. 

Professionals in the field of Child and Family Studies have access to many core competencies from reputable 
organizations.  Below are examples from national or state education and outreach associations that Child and 
Family professionals may connect with: 

• National Association for the Education of Young Children 
• Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care 
• Head Start 
• National Family Support Network 
• National Education Association 
• National Association for Family, School, and Community Engagement 

Core competencies are critically important in helping to guide the field of Child and Family Studies.  They 
outline the core values and strategic vision of organizations.  They incorporate the voices of families and 
communities.  They outline the professional development areas for staff and serve as the philosophical 
foundation for the development of programming for their members.  This chapter will draw heavily on the 
core competencies presented by the National Association for Family, School, and Community Engagement. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Choose two of the organizations listed above that you are interested in learning about. 

2. Read through the organizations’ mission statements and core competencies. 

3. Create a table of that information that summarizes the key points. 
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https://nafsce.org/page/CoreCompetencies


4. Based on what you have read, determine if the organizations’ core competencies reflect 

funds of knowledge, equitable processes, cultural humility, and trust. 

 

Media Attributions 

• Teacher and preschoolers in garden © Allison Shelley/The Verbatim Agency for EDUimages is licensed 
under a CC BY-NC (Attribution NonCommercial) license 
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EXPLORING THE LANGUAGE OF FAMILY 
ENGAGEMENT 

Before we can begin to apply the core competencies of family engagement, we must create a shared 
understanding of the language that describes engagement and involvement. From this lens, we will differentiate 
between language and phrases that are all too often used interchangeably: 
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Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Contact an early childhood center or local school. 

2. Conduct an inventory of parent involvement, family engagement, and family learning 

strategies and events that are facilitated there. 

3. Is the early childhood center or local school using “parent involvement”, “family 

engagement”, and “family learning” as interchangeable words? 

4. Categorize the strategies and events into “parent involvement”, “family engagement”, and 

“family learning”. 

 

Media Attributions 

• Engagement Terminology © ROTEL is licensed under a CC BY-SA (Attribution ShareAlike) license 
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DUAL CAPACITY BUILDING FRAMEWORK 

Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler Model of Parental 
Involvement Process 

Family engagement models begin by asking three primary questions: 

1. Why do (and don’t) families become involved with their childrens’ communities and schools? 
2. What do families do when they are involved? 
3. How does family involvement make a positive difference in child outcomes? 

These questions serve as the foundation to the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler model of parent involvement 
(1995, 1997): 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s model is broken up into 5 levels leading from the caregivers’’ motivators, 
perception of invitation to be involved, and life context variables up through student achievement. It outlines 
the role that caregiver involvement plays in modeling collaborative relationships with schools and communities 
for children so that student achievement is impacted positively. The model suggests that caregivers’ 
involvement is motivated by 

• how the caregiver involvement role is constructed and 
• if the caregiver has a sense of efficacy for helping the child succeed in school. 

Level 1 

Personal Motivators Parent’s Perception of Invitations 
to be Involved Life Context Variable 

• Parental Role Construction for 
Involvement 

• Parental Efficacy for Helping 
Student Succeed in School 

• General School Invitations 
• Specific Invitations from 

Teacher(s) 
• Specific Requests/Invitations 

from Student 

• Parental Knowledge & Skills 
• Parental Time & Energy 
• Family Culture 

134  |  DUAL CAPACITY BUILDING FRAMEWORK



Caregiver motivators are central to Level 1. It asks us to centralize the idea that the caregiver wants the child to 
succeed and is seeking opportunities to support them. It identifies outreach and invitation from the school or 
teacher as key components for involvement. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler did not directly link that outreach 
and invitation to the cultural capital of the family. However, when we create that theoretical extension, we 
honor the caregivers’ demands of work and personal life on the time and energy balance for relationship 
formation between the caregiver and school/teacher. 

Level 1.5 

Parent Involvement Forms 

• Values, Goals, Expectations, Aspirations 
• Involvement Activities at Home 
• Parent/Teacher/School Communication 
• Involvement Activities at School 

The invitation is the focus of Level 1.5. Successful caregiver involvement forms when home/school 
communication reflects the goals, values, expectations, and aspirations of both the caregiver and the teacher/
school. It assumes that involvement is a result of effective communication between the caregiver and school/
teacher and that both the home and school activities are honored in that communication exchange. 

Levels 2 & 3 

Learning Mechanisms Used by Parents during Involvement Activities 

• Encouragement 
• Modeling 
• Reinforcement 
• Instruction 

(Mediated by) Student Perceptions of Learning Mechanisms Used by Parents 

• Encouragement 
• Modeling 
• Reinforcement 
• Instruction 
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Level 2 looks at how caregivers are involved. It identifies four primary actions: encouragement, modeling, 
reinforcement, and instruction. Effective caregiver and school/teacher communication offers transparent 
recruitment into relationship formation by clarifying “how” so that caregivers can balance their time 
commitment with responsibilities and also best use their talents and abilities to support the child and the 
relationship to the school/teacher. The “how” is mediated by the child’s perception of the involvement. 

Level 4 

Student Attributes Conducive to Achievement 

• Academic Self-Efficacy 
• Intrinsic Motivation to Learn 
• Self-Regulatory Strategy Knowledge & Use 
• Social Self-Efficacy for Relating to Teachers 

Level 4 focuses on the child. It assumes that the child will develop both social and academic self-efficacy, 
intrinsic motivation, and self-regulatory behaviors that are influenced by Levels 1 through 3. Level 4 assumes 
that effective caregiver and school/teacher collaborations result in a well-supported child who demonstrates 
student achievement in Level 5. 

Student Achievement 

It is important to note that the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler model does not put full responsibility for parent 
involvement on the parent. It calls into question how parent involvement is defined by a school or community 
and how parents are invited or recruited to be involved. For example, if schools and communities do not honor 
funds of knowledge, equitable processes, cultural humility, and trust, then movement from Level 1 to Level 2 
will not be achieved. Furthermore, in order to achieve family engagement, this model helps us to outline, in 
Level 1.5, the critical role of the design of family learning and parent involvement activities. 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 
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1. Review Level 1.5 of the Hooper-Dempsey Sandler model. 

2. What factors must a school or community consider when designing parent/teacher/school 

communications? 

3. What factors must a school or community consider when designing parent involvement or 

family learning activities? 

4. Design a Family Engagement event that will be hosted at a school, hospital, or community 

center.  Family and Community Engagement may be a useful article for you to review: 

◦ Describe your event.  Who is the target audience?   What is the purpose?  Where will 

it be held?  When and at what time will it be held?  Will you invite representatives 

from the micro- or meso- systems outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory? 

◦ Develop a promotional flier for your event that demonstrates your understanding of 

funds of knowledge, equitable processes, cultural humility, and trust. 

Case Study 

 

In Massachusetts, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education requires that a school 

district or charter school operating a language acquisition program for English Learners (ELs) 
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serving 100 or more English Learners or in which English Learners comprise at least five percent of 

the district’s or charter school’s student population, whichever is less, are required to establish an 

English Language Parent Advisory Council (ELPAC). ELPACs are intended by law to advise school 

districts and schools regarding matters that impact ELs, such as providing advice on English learner 

education programs, meeting regularly with school officials about educational opportunities for 

ELs, and providing input on school or district improvement plans as they relate to ELs. 

You are in your second year of teaching English Learners at a Massachusetts charter school and 

have been invited to join the ELPAC as a teacher representative. You attend the first two meetings 

and are surprised that there are no caregiver representatives at the meetings. 

You learn that the school has tried, unsuccessfully, for two years to launch a successful ELPAC. It 

has tried to recruit caregivers via email and phone calls. It has planned in-person and Zoom-based 

meetings. It offers bilingual facilitators and translators. However, because there have been many 

staffing changes since the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been inconsistent outreach 

and leadership. 

You value the input and advice of caregivers and are committed to making the ELPAC successful. 

You decide to develop a strategic action plan to improve the ELPAC. 

Review the definitions of Parent Involvement, Family Engagement, and Family Learning and apply 

those concepts to your strategic plan. 

Using the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler model, along with theoretical extensions of the definition 

of family, cultural capital, and inclusivity, what new strategies will you bring to your leadership 

team? 

Dual Capacity-Building Framework 
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The Dual Capacity-Building Framework was originally developed by Dr. Karen Mapp in 2013 to describe the 
objectives and conditions that are essential for effective family-school engagement and collaboration. 

The Framework builds on existing research suggesting that partnerships between home and school 
can only develop and thrive if both families and staff have the requisite collective capacity to engage 
in partnership. Many school and district family-engagement initiatives focus solely on providing 
workshops and seminars for families on how to engage more effectively in their children’s education. 
This focus on families alone often results in increased tension between families and school staff. Families 
are trained to be more active in their children’s schools, only to be met by an unreceptive and 
unwelcoming school climate and resistance from district and school staff to their efforts for more active 
engagement. Therefore, policies and programs directed at improving family engagement must focus on 
building the capacities of both staff and families to engage in partnerships (Mapp & Kuttner 2013). 

In 2019, the Dual Capacity-Building Framework was updated to Version 2 to include Mapp’s collaborative 
research with Marissa Alberty, Eyal Bergman, and the Institute for Educational Leadership. Its foundational 
philosophy underpins the belief that successful engagement requires both educators and family members to 
develop essential beliefs, knowledge, skills, confidence, and social relationships that are bound to a shared 
understanding of funds of knowledge, equitable processes, cultural humility, and trust. While the framework 
is focused on partnerships between educators and families, it does provide useful guidance for partnerships 
between educators and youth or between schools and community organizations. 
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The Dual Capacity-Building Framework for Family-School 
Partnerships (Version 2) 

The Dual Capacity Framework builds upon four interrelated categories: 

1. The Challenge helps us understand the reasons why educators and families have struggled to build 
trusting and effective partnerships. 

◦ Educators: The framework assumes that educators have not been exposed to strong examples of 
family engagement and have received minimal training in this area. As such, they may not 
understand “partnership” and may approach families from a deficit-based model. 

◦ Families: The framework assumes that families are not considered true “partners” in most 
educational institutions. Therefore, families may feel disrespected, unheard, and unvalued, 
resulting in negative experiences with schools. 

2. The Essential Conditions offer research-based guidance for best practice to cultivate and sustain 
partnerships. Our capacity-building process must be relational, asset-based, culturally sustaining, 
collaborative, and interactive. Finally, it must link to learning and development. We must foster 
organizational conditions that are systematically supported by leadership and aligned with strategic 
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initiatives. Those conditions must also be sustained via resources and infrastructure. 
3. Policy and Program Goals highlight the goals and outcomes that should emerge for educators and 

families when the Essential Conditions are met. This area of the dual capacity-building framework 
builds and enhances the capacity of educators and families. It seeks to reinforce and honor a shared 
understanding of 

◦ Capabilities 
◦ Connections 
◦ Cognition 
◦ Confidence 

4. Capacity Outcomes show how improvements in capacity lead to educators and families working in 
mutually supportive ways, leading to student and school improvements. 

◦ Educators engage families through culturally sustaining strategies that honor cultural capital and 
funds of knowledge. Educators connect family engagement to learning and development and 
create welcoming school climates and cultures. 

◦ Families co-create learning activities and advocate for the needs of their children in partnership 
with educators. They support the work of the school and of the educator, thereby impacting 
student support and school improvement. 

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it 

online here: 

https://rotel.pressbooks.pub/children-families-schools-communities/?p=288#h5p-10 

Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Review The Challenge as described in the Dual Capacity-Building Framework for Family-
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School Partnerships (Version 2). 

2. Interview an educator about their understanding of family engagement.  What training have 

they received in this area?  Do they approach family engagement as an equitable process? 

Do they approach family engagement from a strengths- or deficit-based process? 

3. Interview a family of a child who attends school about their relationship with the school. 

Have they been invited to contribute to their child’s education?  What opportunities or 

barriers exist for them to collaborate with the school? 

4. Do those interviews support or negate the assumptions made in the Dual Capacity-Building 

Framework? 

 

Media Attributions 

• Woman lecturing in group © Photo by Antenna on Unsplash is licensed under a Public Domain license 
• Dual Capacity-building Framework © Dual Capacity is licensed under a CC BY-NC-SA (Attribution 

NonCommercial ShareAlike) license 
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FAMILY ENGAGEMENT CORE 
COMPETENCIES 

According to the National Association for Family, School, and Community Engagement, “the purpose of the 
Family Engagement Core Competencies is to create a nationally agreed upon and unifying set of professional 
competencies for the family engagement field.” It contextualizes the role of bias, stereotypes, equity, and social 
justice in family engagement and strives to honor funds of knowledge, equitable processes, cultural humility, 
and trust. The National Association for Family, School, and Community Engagement challenges family-facing 
professionals to self-reflect on their own practices and beliefs as they relate to the four domains of the core 
competencies: 
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Family-Facing Professional’s Reflection Tool 

The Family Engagement Core Competencies from the National Association for Family, School, and 
Community Engagement created a self-reflection tool that outlines research-based and effective strategies for 
working with families in ways that are culturally relevant, honors funds of knowledge, and center around true 
collaboration: 
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Reflection Questions Proficiency Ways to Improve 

How do I respect, value, and honor 
families? 

Ask yourself: In what ways do I 
respect and value the cultural and 
linguistic diversity of families and 
communities? How do I  understand 
and honor families regarding how 
children develop,  grow, and change 
from birth through adulthood across 
settings, and how might these 
changes affect families? 

1 2 3 4 5 

How well do I champion equity 
through family and community 
engagement? 

Ask yourself: How do I demonstrate 
cultural humility? How do I  utilize 
cognitive flexibility, and perspective-
taking skills to practice anti-bias and 
equitable family and community 
engagement? In what ways do I see 
history and social context influencing 
family engagement systems and 
practices? 

1 2 3 4 5 

How well do I build trusting 
reciprocal relationships with families? 

Ask yourself: In what ways do I 
cultivate mutual trust with families? 
How do I communicate with 
families? How do I create welcoming 
environments? In what ways do I 
reach out to families, especially those 
who might be most underserved? 

1 2 3 4 5 

How well do I foster community 
partnerships for learning and family 
well-being? 

Ask yourself: What are the 
community partnerships that support 
children and families? How do I 
expand ways for families to access 
these resources? How am I cultivating 
social support networks and 
connections among families? 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Reflection Questions Proficiency Ways to Improve 

How well do I co-construct learning 
opportunities with families? 

Ask yourself: How do I build from 
family knowledge as resources for 
learning? How do I join with families 
in planning, implementing,  and 
evaluating learning opportunities and 
services? 

1 2 3 4 5 

How well do I link family and 
community engagement to learning 
and Development? 

Ask yourself: How do I ensure that 
data are accessible to every family? 
How do I create conversations 
around developmental progressions 
and academic progress in clear and 
understandable ways? How do I 
expand on family learning in the 
home and community? 

1 2 3 4 5 

How well do I take part in lifelong 
learning? 

Ask yourself: How do I identify and 
participate as a member of the family 
engagement profession? How do I 
engage in professional learning to 
grow my family engagement 
knowledge and skills? In what ways 
do I use data to assess, evaluate, and 
improve family engagement practice? 

1 2 3 4 5 

How well do I advocate with families 
for system change? 

Ask yourself: How do I identify and 
examine new and existing policies and 
practices to advance family and 
community engagement for all 
families? In what ways do I champion 
equity in my family and community 
engagement practice? How do I help 
reframe the conversation around 
family and community engagement 
to expand public understanding? 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Pause to Reflect! 

Discuss the following questions. 

1. Rate yourself in the Family-Facing Professional’s Reflection Tool. 

2. Based on what you have learned from your reading, identify ways that you can develop and 

improve in your collaborative work with children, families, schools, and communities. 

 

Media Attributions 

• Family Engagement Core Competencies © ROTEL adapted by National Association for Family, 
School, and Community Engagement is licensed under a CC BY-SA (Attribution ShareAlike) license 
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