& o4 education sciences

Article

Family Diversity from the Perspective of Early Childhood
Education Students

Paula Peregrina-Nievas !

check for
updates
Academic Editor: Vasilis

Grammatikopoulos

Received: 10 March 2025
Revised: 2 April 2025
Accepted: 3 April 2025
Published: 5 April 2025

Citation: Peregrina-Nievas, P,
Caurcel-Cara, M. ]., Crisol-Moya, E., &
Cid-Gonzélez, C. (2025). Family
Diversity from the Perspective of Early
Childhood Education Students.
Education Sciences, 15(4), 456. https://
doi.org/10.3390/educscil5040456

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors.
Licensee MDP], Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license

(https:/ / creativecommons.org/
licenses /by /4.0/).

, Maria Jestus Caurcel-Cara

2

, Emilio Crisol-Moya ¥ and Christian Cid-Gonzélez 3*

Department of Didactics and School Organization, University of Granada, 18071 Granada, Spain;
paulaperegrina@ugr.es (PP.-N.); ecrisol@ugr.es (E.C.-M.)

Department of Developmental and Educational Psychology, University of Granada, 18071 Granada, Spain;
caurcel@ugr.es

3 Open University of Catalonia, Rambla del Poblenou, 154-156, Sant Marti, 08018 Barcelona, Spain

*  Correspondence: chrcid@uoc.edu

Abstract: Family diversity is a reality in Spanish Early Childhood Education schools. How-
ever, there is little research on the perspective of teachers and families on this type of
diversity, and even fewer studies on the viewpoint of children in Early Childhood Educa-
tion. This study analyzed the perception of family diversity among 156 Early Childhood
Education children from three schools in the province of Granada (Spain). Alongside
the use of the ‘Family Diversity Questionnaire for Children’, a quantitative study was
conducted with a non-experimental, descriptive, cross-sectional, and comparative design.
Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, and mode) and frequencies were cal-
culated. After assessing the normality of the data using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test,
inferential analyses were performed, using Student’s t-tests and ANOVA tests to determine
whether there were any significant differences. The results showed that the nuclear family
was the most recognized family structure by the children, in contrast to the one-person
family, which was the least recognized. As for the happiness level, the extended family was
identified as the happiest typology, while the divorced family was the one with the lowest
happiness level.

Keywords: family diversity; early childhood education; family typology; perspective;
quantitative research

1. Introduction

Family is a shared human experience (Mota et al., 2018) that profoundly shapes lives
and development. Similarly, Crisol and Romero (2021) characterize it as a dynamic and
common element in all societies, which evolves over time. Knowing a society implies
understanding the types of families that shape it. For this reason, Dessen and Campos
(2010) establish that it is relevant to know the conceptions about the family of the different
members to understand its internal functioning.

Based on the systematic review conducted by Peregrina-Nievas et al. (2023), which
analyzes the publications about family diversity in school contexts, it can be established
that the research on this topic is very scarce. Dessen and Campos (2010) point out that
there is no research that establishes the principles of how the concept of “family” develops
during childhood.

That makes it essential to first address the concept of “family”. Many authors have
already tried to establish a single definition of this concept. However, Aguado (2010)
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highlights the complex nature of the concept, because family is surrounded by values and
prejudices, which makes it difficult to analyze.

However, some authors have formulated definitions of the concept. For example,
Berger and Luckmann (2003) focus the definition on children and therefore establish that
the family is the space in which they maintain the first processes of socialization, as well as
the first contacts with culture and affective bonds.

Also, Buendica et al. (2017) define the family as an organization, as “a complex system
in which its members play different roles in a relational exchange, which is also combined
with other systems outside its core” (p. 12).

As mentioned by Crisol and Romero (2021), the family is dynamic and adapts to
social conditions. For this reason, the concept of family has evolved, giving rise to other
family models in addition to the traditional model. The authors define the traditional
family as the family unit in which gender and age roles are highly defined. In this type
of family, authority is dominated by the father, who usually plays the role of the head of
the household.

Lopez et al. (2008) mention that different changes in society have led to the diversifi-
cation of families. In the case of Spain, sociological changes—such as the increase in life
expectancy, the development of new forms of love and relationships, or the transition from
patriarchy to a new philosophy of freedom, autonomy, and negotiation—have influenced
family structures and given rise to family diversity (Aguado, 2010; Lopez et al., 2008).

Several authors (Buendica et al., 2017; [rueste et al., 2018; Urdiales et al., 2021; Golani
et al., 2024) have classified family models according to different criteria such as the mem-
ber’s sexual orientation (two-father families and two-mother families), the number of
individuals in the family (single-parent family and extended families), or the genetic link
between them (adopted family).

However, some authors highlight that, despite these fast changes, families in schools
are still conceived as nuclear families, which results in the marginalization of this diversity
(Jeffries, 2024). For example, research by Eerola et al. (2023) points out that there is a
differentiation between ‘diverse’ and ‘non-diverse’ families.

Moreover, this is not the only form of exclusion. For example, diverse families are
rarely represented in textbooks (Rodriguez-Chaves et al., 2025) and children’s literature
(Adam et al., 2024), with LGTBQIA+ families being the least represented (Hedberg et al.,
2022). They are often required to participate in activities designed exclusively for traditional
families (Vaz & Neves, 2019), such as Father’s Day or Mother’s Day, despite the existence
of family models in which these figures are absent (Aleman, 2021).

Another example of exclusion in schools is the lack of support for single mothers,
who face difficulties in balancing work and personal life, in addition to frequently facing
economic problems (Bustos Delgado & Arenas Yafiez, 2023). These situations can generate
insecurity and negatively affect the well-being of students and their families (Comas-
d’Argemir, 2018).

Despite this, Capano et al. (2016) highlight that school allows children to learn about
different family typologies, which provides the opportunity to question traditional norms
and stereotypes about family structures, fostering a more inclusive understanding of
diversity among students.

Family Diversity According to Children’s Perspective

As has been previously mentioned, few studies have analyzed these conceptions of
family diversity from the children’s point of view. For example, Alegre and Prades (2015),
in Castellon (Spain), study the conception of children in the last year of Early Childhood
Education about the family before and after being worked on at school. This research
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shows that the children’s conceptions of family are confused, and they have difficulties in
representing it before the subject is worked on at school.

Correa et al. (2016), in their study with students in Early Childhood Education, try
to establish what children’s representations of the family are like. The authors assert
that children should be understood as unique individuals to truly comprehend their
behavior and their relationships with their parents. They conclude that the family plays a
fundamental role in fostering children’s development.

For Poveda et al. (2011) the definition of family developed by the participating children
did not follow the development established by the evolutionary literature, highlighting in
this study that the representation of the family from the child’s perspective went beyond
genetic bonds. Similar results are obtained in international studies by Dessen and Campos
(2010), as children are not guided by blood or legal kinship but include in their family
both their nuclear family and their godparents, friends, and pets; or in the study by Vaz
and Neves (2019) in Coimbra (Portugal) with Early Childhood and Primary School pupils,
where children consider family to be the members of their household and with whom they
established ties, regardless of the existence or not of kinship.

Paniagua et al. (2018), in Seville (Andalusia, Spain), studied adopted children’s
perceptions of their adoptive parents. Both studies obtained similar results, showing that
children present ideas that are deeply rooted in the traditional nuclear family model despite
their upbringing in other types of families.

Bosisio and Ronfani (2016), in Turin (Italy), evaluate children’s conception from di-
verse families. This study concludes that children do not pay attention to the concepts of
“biological parents” and “non-biological parents”, as children focus on affective aspects.
The authors found that school is the place where these children are confronted with situa-
tions where they must prove to others that they have a “real” family like others. This study
was carried out with children in Primary Education (9-12 years old), which highlights even
more the scarce presence of studies during the Early Childhood Education stage.

This is the reason why it is necessary to do more research into the ideas, conceptions,
and perceptions that Early Childhood Education pupils have about the family and the
family diversity with which they are surrounded in the classroom. The aim of this study is
to analyze the perception of Early Childhood Education pupils about family diversity.

Specifically, the research objectives were as follows: (a) to determine which family
typologies are recognized as a family structure by Early Childhood Education students;
(b) to analyze whether there are differences in the recognition of family diversity according
to gender, age, school district, the center type, the upbringing place and the family type;
(c) to analyze the level of happiness of children growing up in different types of families
from the participants’ perspective; and (d) to analyze whether there are differences in
the participants’ perceptions of the level of happiness of children growing up in diverse
families according to the variables: gender, age, school district, type of school, place of
upbringing and type of family of the participants.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

Data were collected from 156 children in Early Childhood Education (from 3 to 6 years
old) from three different schools in the province of Granada (Andalusia, Spain). The sample
selection was non-probabilistic by convenience (Herndndez, 2021).

Moreover, 28.2% of the data were collected from a public school located in the urban
area of Granada, specifically in the Zaidin district. This district is located in the south part
of the city, and it has 41,883 inhabitants (INE, 2023).
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Moreover, 48.1% of the participants were from a public school located in a town of
8.694 inhabitants (INE, 2023) in the province of Granada (Spain).

Finally, 23.7% of the data were obtained from a public-private partnership school in
Granada city, located in the Beiro district. This district is located in the northern part of the
city, and it has a population of 17,076 inhabitants (INE, 2023).

According to gender, 79 participants were boys (50.6%) and 77 were girls (49.4%),
ranging in age from three to six years old (Mage = 4.60 years, SD = 0.85). Most of the children
had a traditional nuclear family (89.1%), although there were also participants from other
family typologies: 6.4% from divorced families; 5.1% from single-parent families; and 1.9%
from reconstituted families. There were no participants from single-parent, homoparental,
or homomarental families. Moreover, 86.4% of the children came from urban areas, and
15.4% came from rural areas. Most of the participants had one sibling (65.4%), followed by
those without siblings (21.2%). Furthermore, 11.5% had two siblings, and only 1.9% had
three or more siblings.

2.2. Instrument

For this study, the Questionnaire for Children on Family Diversity by Peregrina et al.
(2021) was used, of which two versions were created: one with drawings for boys (male
gender) and the other with drawings featuring girls (female gender) to facilitate the chil-
dren’s understanding and identification with the images. These drawings (Figure 1) were
hand-drawn, and the characters had neutral expressions to not induce the child’s response.

Figure 1. Drawings of two-mother family male and female versions (author elaboration).

This instrument was selected by the research group to collect the sample because,
after reviewing the previous literature, studies with children were very few, practically
non-existent in Early Childhood Education, and generally of a qualitative nature. Moreover,
they did not allow for the participation of a large number of participants, which meant that
they could not respond to research objectives (b) and (d).

The questionnaire consisted of four parts to find out what the child’s family was like
and how the child perceived family diversity. Only the first and third parts were used for
this research. The first part asked questions about socio-demographic variables (gender,
age, number of siblings, place of origin, and type of family).

The third part presented seventeen drawings of different family types (nuclear, single-
parent, LGTBQIA+ families, single-person, adoptive, mixed, reconstituted, divorced, a
teacher and pupils, group of friends, single-person, and childless couples) that the children
had to classify as family or not with a dichotomous scale “Yes”/”No” (« = 0.877), also
explaining the reason for their answer. Although the “teacher and the pupils” and the
“group of friends” were not considered family types, they were included to find out
where the limit was for the child to differentiate between what is family and what is not
(Appendix A).

In the family drawings in which children appeared, another question was also included
in the form “How happy is the child in this picture?”. A Likert scale with values from one
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to five, in which children had to indicate the happiness level of the child in the picture,
1 = “lowest level of happiness” and 5 = “highest happiness level” (o = 0.773).

The sections of the instrument that were not used were the second section, “What is my
family like?”, which asked about the distribution of household tasks among the different
members of the participants’ families, and section four, “Which family do I want when I
grow up?”, which included questions about what kind of family model the participants
would like to have when they grow up.

2.3. Procedure

This study was carried out following the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki
(WMA, 2013), adhering to the ethical standards outlined by the American Psychological
Association (APA, 2018), and considering the ethical guidelines for research involving
children as stated in the EECERA Ethical Code for Early Childhood Researchers (Bertram
et al.,, 2016). To ensure responsible and reliable research, this study followed the ethi-
cal considerations set out by the University Ethics Committee of the research team (No.
1942 /CEIH/2021).

All data collection lasted approximately one month, from 19 March 2024 to 14 April
2024. In order to carry out this research, meetings were held with the headmaster and
management team of each school, and permission was requested to conduct this research.
During the first week of March, an informed consent form was handed out for parents to
sign by the children’s families.

This informed consent form guaranteed the anonymity and confidentiality of the data
collected, as well as the voluntary nature of the research and the absence of physical or
psychological risks for the participants.

The questionnaire was collected face-to-face in schools. It was conducted like an
interview, with the children marking the desired option on the screen of the electronic
device with the researcher explaining the questions. Before starting the questionnaire,
a consent form was also included so the child could accept it. The children were given
brief and simple verbal instructions on how to complete the questionnaire. Each interview
ranged from approximately 10 to 15 min.

2.4. Data Analysis

The research was quantitative, with a non-experimental cross-sectional design (Yucra
Quispe & Bernedo Villalta, 2020).

The IBM SPSS software version 24.0 for Windows was used for analysis. Descriptive
statistics (mean, standard deviation, and mode) and frequencies were calculated to deter-
mine the distribution of the data. Student’s t-test and ANOVA were used to determine
statistically significant differences, as the data had a normal distribution. The eta test (%)
and Cohen’s d test were used to calculate the size effect (Rendén-Macias et al., 2021).

3. Results

The recognition percentages of the family are described in Table 1. It was observed that
the highest percentages were obtained by the nuclear family with 95.50% and the extended
family with 94.90%. After these percentages, it was observed that the mixed family obtained
92.90%, followed by the adoptive family with 92.30%, which were also the most recognized.

However, the percentage decreased to 71.20% where the two-mother family was found,
followed by the childless couple with 71.00%, the two-father family (69.90%), and the reconsti-
tuted family (68.40%). The one-mother family scored 58.30%, as did the childless female couple.
The couple formed by two homosexual men without children had 54.50%, followed by the
one-father family (51.30%) and the divorced family (45.50%).
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Table 1. Children’s recognition of family diversity (frequencies).

No Yes
N % N %
A male and female couple with children 7 450 149 9550
A male and female couple with children 8 510 148 9490

and grandparents
A male and female couple from different nationalities

Family Types

11 7.10 145  92.90

with children

A male and female couple with adoptive children 12 770 143 9230
A female couple with children 45 28.80 111  71.20
A male and female couple 45 2900 110 71.00
A male couple with children 47 3010 109  69.90
A-male .and female couple from divorced couples 49 3160 106 6840
with children

A female couple 65 4170 91  58.30
A woman with children 65 4170 91 58.30
A male couple 71 45.50 85 54.50
A man with children 76  48.70 80  51.30
A male and female divorced couple with children 8 5450 71  45.50
A person with a pet 88 5680 67  43.20
A teacher and her students 92 5440 63  40.60
A group of children 97 6220 59  37.80
A person alone 121 77.60 35 22.40

The percentages drop even further when presented with a teacher and her students
(40.60%) and a group of children (37.80%). The lowest percentage was in the one-person family,
with 22.40%. It is noteworthy that this percentage rose to 43.30% if it was a one-person family
with a pet.

The results obtained for the happiness level of children that the participants attributed
to each family typology are presented below (Table 2). Although the mode in all types was
4, fluctuations were observed with respect to the means. The extended family obtained the
highest mean (M = 4.17) and therefore had the highest happiness level. The next happiest
families were the mixed family (M = 4.13), the nuclear family (M = 4.12), the adoptive family
(M = 4.08), and the teacher with her students (M = 4.05). The mean decreased to 3.97 in
the reconstituted family, the two-mother family (M = 3.92), the group of children (M = 3.88),
the one-mother family (M = 3.87), and the two-father family (M = 3.86). The family typology
perceived to have the lowest level of happiness was the divorced family, which had the
lowest mean (M = 3.61).

In the recognition of family typologies, the variables age, school district, type of school,
and type of family upbringing were discriminating factors. In terms of the happiness
level of the children depicted in the drawings, the variables gender, age, school district,
type of school, place of upbringing, and type of upbringing family produced statistically
significant differences.

Related to the variable “gender”, only one statistically significant difference was
observed (f = —2.27, p = 0.006), in which girls reported a higher happiness level (M = 3.99)
for children in the one-father family compared to boys (M = 3.58). These values showed a
normal size effect (2 = 0.4499).

In the case of the variable “age”, statistically significant differences were found in the
degree of recognition of the images as a family (Table 3). In the case of the one-father family,
it was observed that three-year-olds (M = 0.79) and four-year-olds (M = 0.70) were more
likely to identify the single-parent family as a family than five-year-olds (M = 0.38) and
six-year-olds (M = 0.33).
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Table 2. Children’s views on the degree of child’s happiness.
Family T M, *
ami es M D
y P S ’ 1 2 3 4 5
A male and female couple with children 417 0.60 4 130 000 320 7120 2440
and grandparents
A male and female couple from different 413 0.69 4 060 190 830 6220 2690
nationalities with children
A male and female couple with children 412 0.80 4 3.20 1.30 2.60 65.60  27.30
A male and female couple with 408 067 4 130 060 900 6710 2190
adoptive children
A teacher and her students 4.05 0.76 4 0.60 4.50 9.00 61.30  24.50
A male and female couple from divorced 397 087 4 200 330 1700 5100  26.80
couples with children
A female couple with children 3.92 0.81 4 1.90 4.50 1220  62.80  18.60
A group of children 3.88 1.05 4 5.80 5.80 9.00 53.50  25.80
A woman with children 3.87 0.81 4 2.60 3.80 1280 6540  15.40
A male couple with children 3.86 0.85 4 1.90 6.50 1230 61.70 17.50
A man with children 3.78 0.93 4 3.20 7.10 16.00 55.80 17.90
A male and female divorced couple 361 099 4 580 710 2000 5480 12.30
with children
Table 3. Significant differences in the recognition of family typology according to age.
Family Types Age N M SD F p e
3 19 079 042
. . 4 43 070 047 .
A man with children 5 76 038 049 /-138 0.000 0.108
6 18 033 048
3 19 089 031
, . 4 43 074 044 .
A woman with children 5 76 043 050 7291  0.000 0.097
6 18 050 0.51
3 19 068 048
. . 4 43 088 032 .
A male couple with children 5 76 067 047 95587 0.001 0.046
6 18 039 0.50
3 19 079 042
A male and female divorced 4 43 056 0.50 .
couple with children 5 76 038 049 00651 00007 0116
6 18 017 0.38
3 19 089 031
A male and female couple from 4 43 0.81 0.39 .
divorced couples with children 5 76 060 049 426 0005 0.077
6 18 050 0.51
3 19 063 0.50
4 43 044 050 .
A teacher and her students 5 76 039 050 2966  0.034 0.050
6 18 0.17 0.38
3 19 068 048
. 4 43 049 051 .
A group of children 5 76 028 o045 5391 0.001%  0.090
6 18 022 043
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Table 3. Cont.
Family Types Age N M SD F p Ve
3 19 063 0.50
4 43 030 047
A person alone 5 76 013 034 11361 0.000% 0.173
6 18 0.00 0.00
3 19 074 045
. 4 43 052 050
A person alone with pets 5 76 032 047 991 0.004*  0.062
6 18 039 0.50

Note. * p < 0.05.

Three-year-olds (M = 0.89) and four-year-olds (M = 0.74) were more likely to recognize
the one-mother family than five-year-olds (M = 0.43). The two-father family was more reported
by four-year-olds (M = 0.88) than by six-year-olds (M = 0.39). In the divorced family, post hoc
tests indicated differences between three-year-olds (M = 0.79) and five-year-olds (M = 0.38),
as well as between four-year-olds (M = 0.56) and six-year-olds (M = 0.17). Like the above
was the case for the reconstituted family. Three-year-old children (M = 0.89) recognized it
more than four-year-old children (M = 0.81), who in turn recognized it more than five-year-
old children (M = 0.60) and six-year-old children (M = 0.50).

In the case of the teacher and pupils, it was found to be more recognized as a family by
the three-year-old (M = 0.63) than in the case of the six-year-olds (M = 0.17). The group
of children was more recognized as a family by the three-year-old (M = 0.68) than by the
five-year-old (M = 0.28) and the six-year-old (M = 0.22).

In the one-person family, participants aged three (M = 0.63) identified it more than the
other age groups: four (M = 0.30), five (M = 0.13), and six (M = 0.00). Finally, the recognition
of the one-person family with a pet was higher in the under-threes (M = 0.74) compared to the
under-fives age groups (M = 0.32). All the values showed a small size effect.

The happiness level related to the variable “age” showed statistically significant
differences (Table 4). It was observed that the highest happiness level in the one-father family
was reported by the three-year-old participants (M = 4.26) compared to the six-year-olds
(M =3.33).

Table 4. Significant differences in the happiness level according to age.

Family Types Age N M SD F P e

3 19 4.26 0.45
. . 4 43 3.18 1.01

A man with children 5 76 3.72 0.95 3.435 0.019* 0.107
6 18 3.33 0.84
1 7 71
A male and female Z 43 g 9(9) 8 76

divorced couple ’ ’ 5.005 0.002* 0.082
ith child 5 76 3.57 1.01
with children 6 18 289 1.28

Note. * p < 0.05.

In the divorced family, it was the six-year-old participants (M = 2.89) who reported the
lowest happiness level in the child compared to the other age groups: three (M = 3.79), four
(M =3.90), and five (M = 3.57). Both cases presented a small size effect.

For the variable “school district”, there were also two statistically significant differ-
ences (Table 5). Firstly, participants from the external area of Granada showed a lower
recognition (M = 0.51) of the reconstituted family compared to the schools located in the Beiro
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(M =0.86) and Zaidin (M = 0.82) districts. Secondly, in the case of a teacher with her students,
participants from the Zaidin district (M = 0.19) showed lower recognition compared to
participants from Beiro (M = 0.62) and the external area (M = 0.43). Both cases presented a
small size effect.

Table 5. Significant differences in the recognition of family types according to the school district.

Family Types Location N M SD F p a
A male and female couple Beiro 37 086 0.35

from divorced couples Zaidin 4 082 039 1075 0.00* 0.109
with children Externa 74 051 0.50

Beiro 37 0.62 0.50

A teacher and her students Zaidin 43 0.19 050 8.68 0.00* 0.011
Externa 75 0.43 0.50

Note. * p < 0.05.

There were also statistically significant differences in the happiness level according to
the school district (Table 6). In the case of the extended family, participants from the external
area (M = 4.01) reported a higher happiness level compared to those from Zaidin (M = 4.39).
For the one-father family, participants from the Beiro district (M = 3.38) reported lower levels
of happiness than those from the outer zone (M = 3.83) and Zaidin (M = 4.05). In the case
of the one-mother family, the lowest happiness level was in the Beiro district (M = 3.51)
compared to participants from Zaidin (M = 4.14).

Table 6. Significant differences according to the happiness level by school district.

Family Types Distric N M  SD F p a
A male and female couple Beiro 37 424 0.80
with children and Zaidin 4 439 075 6.00 0.003* 0.165
grandparents External 75 4.01 0.26

Beiro 37 338 126
A man with children Zaidin 44 405 112 563 0.004* 0.262

External 75 3.83 045

Beiro 37 351 126

A woman with children Zaidin 44 414 073 643 0.002* 0.199
External 75 3.89 042

o | Beiro 37 354 126
.ntlla }el }igupe Zaidin 42 426 077 823 0.000* 0219
with children External 75 3.80 0.49

N | ) Beiro 37 370 1.18
female couple Zaidin 44 420 026 448 0013* 0218
with children External 75 3.85 023

A male and female couple Beiro 37 411 1.02
from different nationalities = Zaidin 44 455 050 1466 0.000* 0.246
with children External 75 3.80 042

Beiro 37 411 094
Zaidin 44 434 068 629 0.002* 0.152
External 74 391 041

A male and female couple Beiro 37 435 0.89
from divorced couples Zaidin 44 411 113 1075 0.000* 0.319
with children External 72 3.69 0.52

A male and female couple
with adoptive children
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Table 6. Cont.

Family Types District N M SD F p e

Beiro 37 395 1.08
A teacher and her students Zaidin 44 434 083 492 0.009* 0.217
External 74 3.92 040

Beiro 37 335 148
A group of children Zaidin 44 427 111 861 0.000* 0.281
External 74 391 0.53

Note. * p < 0.05.

For two-father, two-mother, and mixed families, it was the participants from Zaidin
(M =4.26; M = 4.20; and M = 4.55) who gave the highest happiness level, compared to those
from Beiro (M = 3.54; M = 3.70; and M = 4.11) and those from the outer zone (M = 3.80;
M =3.85; and M = 3.89).

Participants from the external zone (M = 3.92 and M = 3.91) reported a lower happiness
level compared to Zaidin (M = 4.34 and M = 4.34) in the case of the adoptive family and
a teacher and her students. Furthermore, participants from the external area (M = 3.69)
indicated lower happiness compared to Beiro (M = 4.35) and Zaidin (M = 4.11). Finally, in
the case of the children’s group, Beiro (M = 3.35) reported a lower happiness level compared
to Zaidin (M = 4.27) and the external zone (M = 3.91). All cases had a small size effect.

Also, there were statistically significant differences in the recognition of the types of
families according to the school type, depending on whether it was public or public—private
partnership (Table 7). In the case of the nuclear family, participants from public schools
(M = 0.97) showed a greater recognition of this family typology compared to those from the
public—private partnership school (M = 0.89). The one-father family was more identified in
the public schools (M = 0.56) than in the public—private partnership (M = 0.35).

Table 7. Significant differences in the recognition of family types according to the nature of the school.

Public Public-Private

Family Types (n =119) (n=37) " p d

M SD M SD
A male and female couple with children ~ 0.97 0.16 0.89 0.32 2.15 0.034 * 0.316
A man with children 0.56 0.50 0.35 0.48 227 0.024 * 0.429
A male and female couple from .
divorced couples with children 0.63 0.49 0.86 0.35 —2.76 0.006 0.540
A teacher and her students 0.34 0.48 0.62 0.49 -3.13 0.002 * 0.577

Note. * p < 0.05.

The opposite happened with the reconstituted family, where children in the public—
private partnership school (M = 0.86) recognized this family typology more than those in
public schools (M = 0.63). Similarly, they were the ones who most identified a teacher and
her students as a family (M = 0.62) compared to those in public schools (M = 0.34). Size
effects ranged from small to moderate.

In addition, differences were observed in the happiness level according to the family
type depending on the type of school (Table 8). In the case of the one-father and one-mother
family, participants from the public—private partnership school (M = 3.38 and M = 3.51)
reported a lower happiness level of the child compared to those from the public schools
(M =3.91and M = 3.98).

In the case of the divorced family, the participants in the public—private partnership
school (M = 4.35) gave a higher happiness level to the child compared to those in the public
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schools (M = 3.85). Finally, in the case of the group of children, the public schools (M = 4.04)
assigned greater happiness than those in the public—private partnership school (M = 3.35).
Size effects ranged from small to moderate.

Table 8. Significant differences according to the happiness level according to the school type.

Public Public-Private

Family Types (n =119) (n=37) " p d

M SD M SD
A man with children 3.91 0.77 3.38 1.26 3.10 0.002 * 0.508
A woman with children 3.98 0.57 3.51 1.26 3.17 0.002 * 0.481
A male couple with children 3.97 0.64 3.54 1.26 2.71 0.007 * 0.430
A male and female couple from .
divorced couples with children 3.85 0.83 4.35 0.89 —3.13 0.002 0.581
A group of children 4.04 0.81 3.35 1.48 3.64 0.000 * 0.578

Note. *p < 0.05.

On the variable “upbringing place” (city or countryside), there was only one statisti-
cally significant difference (f = —2.33, p = 0.025). On the happiness level for the reconstituted
family, participants coming from the countryside (M = 3.70) gave a lower score than partici-
pants coming from the city (M = 4.02), with a moderately high size effect (d = 0.860).

In the case of the variable “type of upbringing family”, statistically significant differ-
ences were found in the recognition of family typologies (Table 9). In the cases of the nuclear
family and the male—female couple, participants raised in one-mother families (M = 0.75, in
both cases) recognized this family typology less than those from nuclear (M = 0.96, in both
cases) and divorced families (M = 1.00, in both cases).

Table 9. Significant differences in the recognition of family types according to the type of upbring-
ing family.

Upbringing
Family
Nuclear 138 096 0.19

One-mother 8 0.75 047 4.44 0.013*  0.002
Divorced 10 1.00 0.00

Family Types N M SD F p e

A male and female
couple with children

A male and female Nuclear 138 096 0.61
couple with children One-mother 8 075 035 370 0.027* 0.001
and grandparents Divorced 10 1.00 0.52

Nuclear 138 0.73 0.44
One-mother 8 025 046 4.59 0.012*  0.022
Divorced 10 0.60 0.51

Nuclear 138 0.58 0.50
A male couple One-mother 8 013 035 371 0.027* 0.024
Divorced 10 040 051

Nuclear 138  0.62 0.49
A female couple One-mother 8 013 035 4.80 0.010* 0.033
Divorced 10 040 0.51

A male couple with
children

Note. * p < 0.05.

In the two-father family, those from nuclear (M = 0.73) and divorced (M = 0.60) families
identified this type of family more than participants from one-mother families (M = 0.25).
The male couple and female couple were more recognized by participants from nuclear families
(M =0.58 and M = 0.62) and divorced families (M = 0.40 in both cases) than those from
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one-mother families (M = 0.13 in both cases). All the significant differences had a small
size effect.

According to “upbringing family”, there was only a statistically significant difference
in the happiness level according to family type (F = 3.40, p = 0.036). It was observed that
in the case of the divorced family, participants coming from one-mother families (M = 3.00)
gave a lower happiness level than participants coming from divorced families (M = 4.20),
with a small size effect (112 =0.035).

4. Discussion

Knowing about family diversity from the perspective of children in Early Childhood
Education is essential to address this topic at schools. The results revealed that the most
recognized family typologies were the traditional nuclear family and the extended family.
These results coincided with the ones obtained in the research conducted by Alegre and
Prades (2015), where the nuclear family is the model most recognized by children in Early
Childhood Education. The most likely cause of this result is the widespread prevalence of
the nuclear family model consisting of two parents—a man and a woman—married with
children, as mentioned by Lopez et al. (2008), and which has been dominant both currently
and over the past thirty years.

After the nuclear family and the extended family, the most recognized types by the
children were the mixed and adoptive families. All these family models shared the same
defining structure: an adult couple, consisting of a man and a woman, and their children,
regardless of their biological relationship or nationality. It should be noted that these
results coincided with the results obtained by Bosisio and Ronfani (2016), who establish
that children do not differentiate between the concepts of “biological parents” and “non-
biological parents” and that they are primarily driven by affective relationships.

On the opposite side, the least recognized typology was the one-person family. This
situation may arise because children perceive a family as requiring children, or at least as
consisting of two members. This can be seen in the results, as the participants recognized
the person who had a pet as a family typology (43.30%) more than the person who lived
alone (22.40%). These findings suggest that the presence of a companion, even if not human,
plays a significant role in how children perceive and define a family.

In terms of the happiness level, extended, mixed, traditional nuclear, and adoptive
families obtained the highest scores. As can be seen, there was again a similarity in
the structure of these families, as they were composed of a man, a woman, and their
children. These results may be due to children perceiving these families as complete as
they resembled the nuclear family structure.

The family typology with the lowest happiness level was the divorced family. This
may be related to children viewing parental divorce as a negative situation, which coincides
with the findings of Canton et al. (2002), who state that children in Early Childhood
Education perceive divorce more negatively than in later stages of life. Additionally, a
possible explanation for this lies in the negative social perception that persists regarding
the consequences of divorce on family structure, despite the increase in divorce rates in
recent years (Crisol & Romero, 2021). This perception, present among both teachers and
families, could also influence children’s views.

It is also worth mentioning a remarkable fact regarding the drawings of the teacher
with her pupils and the group of children. Although these do not represent traditional
family typologies, they were included among the drawings because they depicted individ-
uals close to the child’s environment. Interestingly, these drawings were more frequently
recognized and associated with higher happiness levels than some actual family typologies.
This phenomenon could be attributed to children perceiving as family those individuals
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who play significant roles in their immediate environment, such as teachers and classmates.
Alternatively, it is possible that some children misunderstood the question, interpreting it
in a broader context beyond conventional family structures. This highlights the importance
of considering how children conceptualize family based on their lived experiences and
social interactions, as it is mentioned by Dessen and Campos (2010).

After analyzing the socio-demographic variables, the results revealed that there were
no significant differences between boys and girls in the recognition of family types. Only a
different perception of the happiness level of the child within the single-parent family was
observed, with girls giving a higher level of happiness than boys. This difference may be
related to the roles established in the family environment, as Herrera (2000) states that girls,
as future women, tend to be educated to be more sensitive and give greater importance to
family care and well-being.

According to the variable of “age,” the results revealed a clear trend: the recognition
of different family typologies decreased as children grew older. This notable decline in
acknowledging family diversity may be explained by the influence of the socio-cultural
environment, as suggested by Crisol and Romero (2018). Children’s understanding is
shaped by the context in which they grow up; therefore, if family diversity is treated as
a taboo subject in their everyday surroundings, their concept of family is likely to align
increasingly with the models they are most frequently exposed to. Additionally, since
most participants came from nuclear families, this traditional model was the one they most
easily recognized, while family structures that deviated further from this norm were less
frequently acknowledged.

The same situation occurred with the happiness level of the different family typologies
with respect to age, with older participants giving a lower happiness level than younger
ones. This situation could be due to the reasons mentioned above; as Bosisio and Ronfani
(2016) established, children relate their families to positive affective experiences.

In terms of the school type, depending on whether it was public or public—private
partnership, no clear trends were obtained when it comes to the recognition of family
typologies. In the case of nuclear and single-parent families, they were more recognized by
participants from public schools, while the reconstituted family and the teaching family
with pupils were more recognized by public—private partnership school participants. No
coherent explanation was found as to the causes of these results. However, the study
carried out by Capano et al. (2016) should be considered, in which it is established that the
way children interpret the concept of family is different from adults, and this may be the
reason for not finding a logical explanation.

On the other hand, regarding the happiness level given to the different families, it was
observed that public—private partnership school participants gave a lower happiness level
to the single-mother, single-father, and divorced families and the group of children. The
explanation for these results may lie in the fact that public—private partnership schools in
Spain have often been linked to religious organizations since their creation in the nineteenth
century (Fernandez Llera & Muniz, 2012), which is why they maintain more traditional
ideals and are closer to a predominance of traditional nuclear families.

The upbringing environment, whether rural or urban, did not significantly influence
the results, except in the case of reconstituted families. Here, children from rural areas
reported lower happiness levels compared to their urban counterparts. This difference
could be attributed to the larger population and greater diversity typically found in urban
settings, which may lead participants to perceive such family structures as more common
and socially accepted. Moreover, the sense of anonymity and varied social dynamics in
cities might contribute to a broader acceptance of diverse family arrangements.
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The analysis of the family upbringing variable yielded significant insights. Children
from single-mother families were found to be the least likely to recognize family diversity.
This could be linked to the tendency of children to identify as family what is most familiar
in their immediate environment. These results showed that addressing these perceptions is
crucial in promoting a more inclusive understanding of family structures.

After analyzing the results, it was evident that not all family models received the same
degree of recognition. Despite variations according to the different study variables, the
majority of participants showed a tendency to recognize the different family structures
unequally. This reality required a critical examination of the factors leading to this disparity.

Some of the previous studies on family diversity pointed to possible reasons why
not all family types are recognized equally by Early Childhood Education students. The
first cause on which different authors agreed was the lack of social representation. This
is not only an absence in children’s literature, as already mentioned (Adam et al., 2024;
Rodriguez-Chaves et al., 2025), but also a great invisibilization in the media. Reed’s (2018)
research highlighted this problem by collecting the testimony of parents of same-sex parent
families who denounced the scarcity of references to LGTBQIA+ family models in TV
shows, series, and other media supports.

Another aspect that could influence the perception of Early Childhood Education
students about family diversity was the preconceived ideas of the children’s teachers and
their families. School and family are the two main environments with which children have
daily contact and the main transmitters of culture and values (Crisol & Romero, 2021), so
their beliefs and attitudes can shape children’s views on different family models, as has
been pointed out in previous studies (Urdiales et al., 2021; Peregrina-Nievas et al., 2023).
Therefore, this research reinforces the need to address the issue of family diversity with
Early Childhood Education students.

As pointed out by Capano et al. (2016), school emerges as the ideal space where
different family structures coexist, which provides the ideal opportunity to analyze existing
stereotypes about family structures, fostering a more inclusive understanding of diversity
among students. In this sense, the aim is not only to have a positive impact on children
from non-traditional families but also to promote a more enriching coexistence for all.
Making this diversity visible in schools would allow Early Childhood Education students
to develop a better coexistence, which would help them to develop greater tolerance and
the creation of a more diverse family concept.

Addressing family diversity in Early Childhood Education is not only related to
tolerance; it is also a fundamental tool for raising more empathetic, critical citizens who are
prepared to live in heterogeneous societies.

5. Conclusions

This study aimed to investigate and analyze the children’s perspective about family
diversity. Based on the research objectives, the conclusions obtained were as follows:

Objective (a): To determine which family typologies are recognized as a family struc-
ture by Early Childhood Education students.

Conclusion 1: Not all family models showed the same degree of recognition. Most
recognized family models by children were the ones that were similar to the traditional
family (with father, mother, and children). The least recognized were the families formed
by only one person. However, one-person families with pets were more recognized than
one-person families without pets.

Objective (b): To analyze whether there are differences in the recognition of family
diversity according to gender, age, school district, school type, place of upbringing, and
family type.
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Conclusion 2: Analysis identified statistical differences based on different variables.
The most remarkable ones were that the older children and those from rural areas recog-
nized fewer family models. There were numerous statistically significant differences based
on the age of the participants; all of them coincided in that the older participants recognized
fewer of these family models.

Objective (c): To analyze the happiness levels of children growing up in different types
of families from the participants’ perspective.

Conclusion 3: Related to happiness levels, the family types that had the highest
recognition were the ones who were identified as the happiest. The model that partici-
pants recognized as the happiest was the extended family, and the least happy was the
divorced family.

Objective (d): To analyze whether there are differences in participants’ perceptions of the
level of happiness of children growing up in diverse families according to the variables gender,
age, school district, type of school, place of upbringing, and type of family of the participants.

Conclusion 4: Analysis identified statistical differences based on different variables. The
variable ‘school district’ showed the highest number of statistically significant differences.

This study has implications for both teachers and students’ families. On the basis
of the results obtained, it is possible to raise awareness of the importance of tackling this
issue in the classroom with children in Early Childhood Education. In this sense, the
research makes it possible to work on the subject on the basis of the family models that
are least recognized by the students, thus promoting inclusion and respect for diversity at
schools. The limitations of this study include the challenge of representing certain family
typologies, such as divorced or reconstituted families, in the simplest way possible to
minimize the number of explanations required for the child and avoid influencing their
response. Secondly, obtaining signed informed consent forms from the families of minors
has been complicated. Finally, carrying out questionnaires with children in some cases, and
especially with those in Early Childhood Education, can be complex due to their level of
evolutionary development, both cognitively and linguistically. Another limitation of this
study was the scarcity of previous studies on the subject, which made it very difficult to
compare results in the discussion section.

In future research, it would be interesting to collect an even larger sample of par-
ticipants, ensuring that the children belonged to as many different family typologies as
possible. In addition, as a prospective research project, it is considered to complete this
study from a qualitative perspective by conducting individual interviews with a group of
participants and asking them about their criteria for determining whether a structure can
be considered a family or not.

In conclusion, many questions remain about how children develop their understand-
ing of the concept of family and identify family diversity. This suggests that the topic
continues to be a taboo in the classroom, despite the increasing inclusion of new family
models in schools. Promoting inclusive practices is essential to creating schools where
diversity is embraced and valued.
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Appendix A

Section 3 (girl version) of “Questionnaire for Children on Family Diversity (Peregrina et al., 2021)”
How do I perceive family diversity? Answer the following cuestions:
Family type 1

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?

1 2

w
i~
€) ]

Family type 2

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No
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How happy is the girl in the picture?

1 2 3 4 5
Family type 3

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?

@6 -
1 2 3

Family type 4

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No
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How happy is the girl in the picture?

1 2 3 4 5
Family type 5

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?
@O -
1 2 3

Family type 6

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?
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Family type 7

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?

1 2 3 4 5

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?
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Family type 9

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?

o0 -
1 2 3

Family type 10

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?
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Family type 11

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?

o0 -
1 2 3

Family type 12

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No

How happy is the girl in the picture?

o0 -
1 2 3

Family type 13
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Is this a family?

O Yes
O No
Family type 14

Is this a family?

O Yes
@) No

Family type 15

Is this a family?

O Yes
@) No

Family type 16

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No
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Family type 17

Is this a family?

O Yes
O No
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