
Embracing diversity in families
by Tracy Morrison

Contemporary families
Young children live in complex and diverse family 
cultures and structures that differ according 
to sociocultural, racial, ethnic and religious 
backgrounds and lifestyles. The term ‘family’ in 
contemporary society represents much diversity, 
and means different things to different people 
depending on their own experience of family. 
Arthur, Beecher, Death, Dockett and Farmer, note 
that 

‘The families with which educators work are 
increasingly diverse, complex and changing. 
Families include sole-parent families, step 
families, blended families, extended family 
networks and same-sex partners as well as 
the traditional structure of a heterosexual 
couple with children’ (2008, p.32).

Many factors influence children’s early 
perceptions about how they see themselves and 
their family contexts within their communities, 
including child care settings. It is important for 
children that their particular family context is 
reflected in the learning environment and the 
wider community so that they develop a sense 
of belonging and a positive sense of self and 
identity. 

Given the complexities of family structures and 
individual family cultures, children’s learning and 
education environments should be sensitive to 
these and help facilitate children’s understanding 
of difference and diversity. 

Gelnaw suggests that ‘Children’s initial 
assumptions about families are that families are all 
like their own’ (Gelnaw, 2005, p.42) and ‘Children 
grow up accepting the family type in which they 
are reared’ (Porter, 2008, p.39). 

Educators have a responsibility to respect diversity 
and to provide learning experiences that are 
inclusive of family diversity. These should foster 
children’s developing sense of self, belonging and 
identity within the service culture. One way to 
do this is to make a child’s family welcome in the 
service environment. An important aspect of this is 
to find ways that children’s family cultures can be 
included, and reflected, in the service. A family's 
culture is representative of the individuals that 
make up the family unit and can relate to special 
celebrations and festivals that are important to 
families, and to the particular interests, values and 
beliefs that families have.

Getting to know individual families and 
understanding their cultures 
Building genuine relationships with families is a 
key aspect of being an effective educator. Using 
a strengths-based approach to building and 
maintaining these relationships helps to ensure 
that the contributions that each individual brings 
to interactions and decision making are valued 
and respected. This type of approach holistically 
acknowledges the values, contributions and 
capabilities of all stakeholders in the child care 
community. It also recognises the capacities of all 
individuals. Fostering and using these capacities 
can lead to the empowerment of individuals 
and to positive, collaborative service outcomes 
– creating cultures of respect that result in rich 
learning opportunities for everyone involved.

Using a strengths-based approach will help 
educators learn about family members’ skills and 
life experiences and to respect the contributions 
they can make to the service. This may be 
challenging for some educators when the 
experiences and circumstances of families in the 
service differ markedly from their own. 
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However, acknowledging this diversity positively 
can provide opportunities for educators to reflect 
on their ability to respect differences, and to 
question their long held beliefs and assumptions 
about what constitutes a family unit.

Educators need to feel comfortable talking about 
differences in family structures so that children 
and other families can do this too. Attitudes 
should be explored in ways that will support an 
acceptance of diversity and result in inclusive 
practices.

Child care educators need to be respectful 
and supportive of individual families and the 
experiences that challenge and interest them. To 
do this in an inclusive way educators demonstrate 
respect for all elements of family's cultures, 
including their practices, rituals, beliefs and 
values. Discussing these with families when the 
need arises is also a way to show families respect, 
along with including such elements of these in the 
programs.  

Genuinely inclusive learning and teaching 
environments help children to feel accepted, 
and valued. Feelings of acceptance result in 
individuals feeling empowered and having an 
increased ability to understand the need to 
accept others regardless of difference. ‘In order 
for a child to feel valued, included, respected, 
and welcomed, they must know that their family 
is’ (Gelnaw, 2005, p.42).

Documenting information from families
If families feel understood, respected and 
welcomed into the learning environment they will 
be more likely to share information with educators 
that can be used to enhance individual and 
group learning experiences. ‘Inclusive day-to-day 
practices within your classroom will communicate 
more effectively than any other means that 
you honour diversity’ (Porter, 2008, p.35). One 
way to enhance relationships with families and 
learn about their family culture is to invite family 
members to share time and experiences in 
the service. Gelnaw states that ‘encouraging 
parent volunteering and making your centre a 
comfortable and welcoming place for parents 
creates endless opportunities for children to 
experience sameness and difference’ (2005, 
p.44).

Possible strategies for encouraging families to 
share information that can be documented to 
support programming and evaluation include 

• �Employ active listening techniques when talking 

to families about their children and family 
experiences. This information can be recorded 
in individual files to support relationships with 
children and families. Using this information to 
plan for individual children will communicate 
to families that their input and contribution is 
valued

• �Evaluate what strategies educators use to 
encourage families to share their knowledge 
and expertise about their children and 
their family's culture. How often are families 
encouraged to share information with 
educators and when they do, how is this 
incorporated into learning experiences?

Reflective questions
To evaluate how an inclusive culture is encouraged 
and communicated to all individuals, educators 
may find it helpful to consider the following 
questions:

•	 What gives a family its particular ‘culture’?

•	 What strategies are used to get to know 
individual families and gain understanding about 
family circumstances respectfully and sensitively?

•	 How are partnerships between families 
and educators reflected on, developed and 
maintained? 

•	 How are family cultures and circumstances 
reflected meaningfully in the service 
environment to create a sense of belonging for 
families and children?

•	 How are children’s learning experiences 
connected to their family’s culture?

•	 How are opportunities created for all 
individuals to explore the similarities and 
diversity within children’s lives, cultures and 
family structures?

•	 How are the questions asked by young children 
in relation to family differences answered? 

•	 Are resources inclusive and supportive 
of diverse family structures and do these 
encourage critical thinking about difference? 

•	 Will children at the service see their own 
situations reflected and feel included in the 
service culture and affirmed as a result? 

•	 How are the differences of individual family 
structures taken into account when planning 
special events or celebrations?
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This article relates to EYLF Learning: 

• �Outcome 1: Children have a strong sense of identity

• �Outcome 2: Children are connected with and contribute 
to their world�

• �Encourage families to spend time in the service 
and to share elements of their family culture in 
the children's program

• �Create photographic displays depicting 
family involvement in the life of the service to 
encourage further involvement and create 
a sense of belonging and community that 
includes family cultures

• �Invite families to document their family 
experiences and interests in a variety of forums 
to help educators learn about families and their 
experiences, for example, email, notice boards, 
surveys, newsletters. Different families will feel 
comfortable using different communication 
mediums.
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Conclusion
Encouraging educators to build on their 
understandings about family structures and their 
associated richness, differences and similarities, 
will help them build and maintain genuine 
relationships with families, plan for individual 
children and support families contribute to 
learning experiences and environments. Using a 
strengths-based approach will communicate to 
families that their input is valuable and sought 
after and result in shared and collaborated 
learning experiences. Ensuring that children’s 
family cultures feature in the daily life of the 
service environment will help create a sense of 
belonging for individual children and families and 
enrich the service community ■
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