

Family Practices and Child Participation from Child and Adult Perspectives: a Research Study on Latin America & the Caribbean

Family practices and child participation

In order to understand how family practices influence child participation, we carried out a survey on this topic in six countries of Latin America and the Caribbean (Brazil, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru and Venezuela) in 2006 and 2007. To find out more about family practices, we tried to listen to adults, parents, mothers, caretakers and especially children, since in order to speak about children’s participation, it was deemed necessary not only to listen to them, but also to give them a voice. 

After all, what does child participation mean?

 It means to listen to and encourage children to take part in topics that have an impact on them, taking into account different types of communications and thus ensuring children are free to express themselves and that their opinions are considered in decisions that concern them.  Child participation should be authentic and significant, in other words, it should allow adults to substitute a perspective that excludes children for one that includes them by respecting their abilities. 

We listened to parents, mothers and caretakers of different social classes (urban middle class, urban lower class and rural less privileged class) in order to present a comprehensive study.  You will notice that although we tried to present different types of experiences, the data we collected still reflects a very small portion of the caretakers of children in these countries.  It became clear that the participation of children varies according to the context and countries surveyed.  

And why is it so important for children to participate?

We believe that getting children to engage in dialogue and exchange ideas gives them the chance to learn constructive ways of influencing their environment.  Children play an important role in the construction of a participatory and democratic society which considers the needs and wishes of all citizens, without discriminating against beliefs, gender, race, class, nationality or age.

The goal of this publication is to disseminate a summarized version of the survey. This publication is meant to be used as research tool for professionals, parents, teachers and caretakers to help them promote children’s participation.  Furthermore, you will find it is useful resource material to use with children, helping to start a process of positive changes in our society and thus a better future for us all!

If you want to know more about child participation

Child participation is a right guaranteed under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, UN framework on child protection.  The important role of children’s right to participation has been included in many articles, such as in Article 12, below, as well as from Articles 9, 13, 21 & 23.

Article 12.

1. Parties shall guarantee children who are capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due consideration in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.


Is my family just like yours? 

Sample experiences in Latin America and the Caribbean:

In this section we have presented brief considerations based on what parents, mothers, caretakers and children expressed so as to try to understand if and how child participation is present in countries covered by the study.  We selected a few topics that we considered important in family relationships since they can indicate a greater or smaller space for dialogue with children within their families.   These topics will then be linked to each country’s experience so that you can become familiar with the similarities and differences in childhood education across the region.  The topics were divided into thematic groups (Family Configuration and Affection; Physical Punishment and Violence; Education and Work and Children’s Participation) and at the end of the publication you will find tips on how to deal with common situations children face daily. 

FAMILY CONFIGURATON AND AFFECTION

In general, children in lower rural and urban settings have more support of their extended families than other classes, with grandmothers taking on a key role as caretakers and/or teachers.

Community networks have a fundamental role in bringing up children of the lower class we interviewed.  While within the urban middle class context, families in general are made up of the nucleus family, in other words, of a father and mother, brothers and sisters.

Expressions of affection towards children can be influenced by factors such as age, gender and family setting. 

We noticed that in all settings, girls receive more physical demonstrations of affection than boys.  This is due to gender stereotyping which associates affection to femininity.  Younger children also seem to receive affection more than older children.  Within the rural context, physical demonstrations of affection appear to be rarer and many children state they only receive affection from their parents if they do and finish their homework and chores correctly.

The Brazilian experience

The families of the lower class and lower rural class settings that we interviewed, are in most cases headed by women since urban violence and diverse cultural factors (such as the belief that women are responsible for taking care of children and a high number of men killed due to violence) do not guarantee the father’s presence in the home.  In this context, violence is the reason given for less children spending time in the streets , with the exception of rural lower class settings, in which the streets offer a privileged space for children to socialize, and where parents have greater access to social networks (church, neighbors, etc). 

In the same context, boys are brought up not to show weakness and sensitivity.  Meanwhile, there are those dissonant voices of mothers who question the traditional role of women in society such as, for example, mothers who fight for gender equality in the family and who see their children’s education as a more participatory process, they also see their children as fully fledged human beings with rights, who are capable and competent.

The Jamaican experience

In families of the lower urban and rural class settings mothers have a central role and this is reflected in a number of family arrangements, an environment of economic deprivation and violence.  The relationship between parents and children is ruled by obedience to the elders.  Furthermore, within the urban lower class context, factors such as parent’s unemployment and jobs that keep parents far away from home can trigger a certain degree of invisibility in the task of parenting. 

The Mexican experience 

Mothers, within the rural and urban lower class contexts, are usually central to bringing up children.  Therefore, the father’s role in parenting is, with rare dissonant exceptions- (often middle class fathers try to take a more active role in educating their children)- secondary to that of the mothers.  Stereotyped roles of men and women define Mexican child raising in which, girls, in general, are seen as delicate, sweet and fragile, within all contexts, and boys are seen as being free and strong.  Demonstrations of affection seem to be linked to, in all settings, the child’s age and as such, the older they get the less affection they receive since most parents believe it is only when approaching the school age of 7 that children reach the age of “reason’’, notwithstanding data on childhood development.  Family practices, thus, are based on late dialogue, when children are believed to be able to understand their parent’s orders.

The Nicaraguan experience

The Nicaraguan family places a central role on the mother, who is, generally, the head of the household at least within the urban and rural lower class settings.  The model in which the father is the sole breadwinner and the mother is responsible for child raising is undergoing a transformation due to the influence of the Sandinista revolution that increased the dissemination of a more egalitarian concept of gender, as well as from incorporating women into the workforce and incorporating support networks for children and families.  The recognition of women and children as subjects endowed with rights has had an influence on child raising models which were once authoritarian, based on unilateral imposition and communication.  Child raising fell upon women because men, in all contexts, believe women are better at it.  There was a very clear difference between what parents interviewed said about how they raise their children and what the children alleged they in fact did.    

The Peruvian experience

The Peruvian mother within the urban and rural contexts is overburdened by having had to take on both the role of the mother and father, since the interviews revealed a large number of cases of both physically and emotionally absent fathers.  In Peruvian society, girls and boys receive different demonstrations of affection.  Girls are free to both give and receive affection, while boys are not.  Girls are also protected more than boys, and are not free to go out into the streets because parents fear they may get pregnant.  In the rural lower class context, there is a prejudice against “single moms’’ due to an inflexible model of interpersonal relationships :”(..) I was taught that the order of things is as follows:  first you get boyfriend, then you become engaged, marry and have children…I didn’t get married...So one day my son asked me: Where’s your wedding photo? I didn’t know what to say (...)...to this day I haven’t told him I’m not married...” (Peruvian Mother)

The Venezuelan experience

Families rely on a grandmother who helps raise children, as a third opinion. This situation eventually becomes an opportunity for older children to take advantage of different opinions to get their way. Boys and girls are raised differently, especially within the rural lower class context, where masculinity is associated to the traditional breadwinner model in which boys are brought up to control the household by earning the respect of others. However, some fathers and mothers resist this model and fight for more egalitarian child raising.

CORPORAL PUNISHMENT AND VIOLENCE 

All social classes and contexts seem to generally accept and use corporal punishment on children.  

We heard testimonies of physical punishment in all contexts and in all the countries surveyed.  However, we also noticed that violence against children has been criticized and that people file complaints through the respective legal entities -which is part of the transition from a traditional child raising model to a more participatory model-.  Let us analyze, for example, physical punishment and emotional support in all contexts and countries, in other words, the explanations and motives that came out in interviews for punishing children-as a form of discipline.

There is a tendency for parents to repeat the models of childhood upbringing  previously experienced.

Aside from physical punishment, other traditional family practices – such as valuing unconditional obedience and setting rules without allowing room for dialogue – are more common in the urban lower class and rural lower class where parents have a tendency to bring their children up replicating practices they were brought up with.

We have perceived an increased exposure to community violence.

Besides exposure to trivialized physical punishment, children in the context of lower urban class live within a context of multiple forms of violence which result from armed confrontation among criminal groups that act in the streets and live in these communities. Streets are therefore, considered dangerous places where there is imminent danger of death, as well as assault and robbery.  Parents in this context, fear for boys and girls differently as they fear armed groups will enlist boys and fear their daughters could become victims of rape and sexual violence.

The Brazilian experience

We listened to the testimony of the use of physical punishment in all contexts, from commonly accepted forms of physical punishment to dialogue.  Dialogue is the method children prefer although they state that they would resort to physical violence on their own children. Parents use different kinds of punishment for boys and girls as they believe that boys are stronger, and as such, will be able to handle more severe forms of punishment. In urban contexts, urban violence motivates parents to use physical punishment as this would serve the function of protecting them from potentially violent situations: “Children are always want dangerous things.  Children always want to do what they are not allowed to do (...) so I spank them to show them that they can’t get away with it.” (Brazilian mother.) Although violent forms of punishment are widely accepted, there are those dissonant voices that prefer to use other approaches to raise children which do not include violence: “because children are not like computers (...) you need to talk to them (...) until the child understands (..) you have to explain things.” 

The Jamaican experience 

According to the research interviews, in all contexts, parents raise children strictly, using physical punishment backed by a religious perspective.  Children express contradictory opinions regarding how they are disciplined because although they say they do not like to be punished, they also say it is done fairly and that they would raise their children the same way.  This reflects the cyclical and cross-cutting characteristics of perpetruated domestic violence.

The Mexican experience

Physical punishment is a naturalized practice, supposedly justified by theories of how children learn: “I tell them that every action has a consequence…” (Mexican mother.) On the other hand, adults that do not hit their children state they are aware that form of punishment does not work and they do not want to use the same methods that were used on them as children, because only adults who are unable to control their temper hit their children.  Besides punishment, other strategies used in child raising include psychological abuse.  

The Peruvian experience

Punishment in child raising seems to be a common practice that has spread, with the exception of parents of the urban middle class who prefer dialogue to using violence as a way of disciplining children.  Children justify being spanked, in general, by saying they deserved it, however, their parents’ attitude afterwards leaves them feeling confused because right after they punished the children, they act as if nothing had happened by treating them well.  Another frequently used method of disciplining children is to not allow them to do (or play with) what they like. 

The Venezuelan experience

The most common method of discipline used in all contexts is physical punishment, but some parents mentioned they use other forms of punishment, such as a “mandatory” reflection: “They send me to my room and tell me to think about what I did and write about it (...)” (Venezuelan children) Another topic of concern in the Venezuelan household is violence in the community, especially that of petty gangsters who walk around armed in the streets, threaten  children and adults leaving them feeling scared.

EDUCATION AND WORK

Schools are seen as an opportunity to climb up the social ladder for many families of the rural and urban lower class.

We noticed that there is a tendency to value the benefits of formal education in these settings.  Even so, a large number of college-educated youths and adults are unemployed or under-employed. Nevertheless, the parents from all countries surveyed hope to put their children through school in hopes that they will eventually graduate from school with a career that will give them an opportunity to have a better standard of living and thus avoid being exploited. 

Child labor is often a result of and determined by the social economics.

In urban and rural lower class contexts where the standard of living is low and where there is a lack of basic housing and healthcare, children start working at a younger age although parents do not approve of it.  Even so, children in these contexts state they have a heavy workload and older kids are expected to run the household thus taking on the chores of their parents or other adults.  In most urban middle class contexts however, children are neither responsible for childhood chores nor for getting a job.

The Brazilian experience

Household chores are generally the responsibility of girls since within the rural lower class context there is a belief that boys should not waste time with these chores as that would diminish their masculinity.  As a result, many get jobs while still very young so they can buy things they like and their parents cannot afford.  Furthermore, many parents of urban lower class contexts believe that if their sons are working this reduces the likelihood of them being recruited by criminal groups. 

The Jamaican experience

Jamaican girls in all contexts are responsible for household chores while boys are expected to find work outside the home.  Household chores are often seen as burdensome due to the large number of tasks and type of chore, and in some cases, in the rural setting (in which children are not able to negotiate tasks) children will not be allowed to eat a meal until they have finished their chores.  Similarly, inequality is also shown in the access to schools, considering only 10% of children attend private schools and pre-school- which gives them greater access to university education. In the rural contexts, some children have to prioritize getting a job.  For parents in rural contexts, schooling is the only path towards a life with less poverty and more opportunities. 

The Nicaraguan experience

According to testimony from parents, schools are not only a place for children to socialize, learn and interact with their peers, but they also offer children an opportunity to climb up the social ladder.  Social economic factors determine access to quality education because families with lower incomes choose public schools where teachers receive low salaries, or even decide not to send their children to school so that they can get jobs instead.  Still, bullying in schools is a problem that is quite common in this country, having an impact on child self-esteem.  

The Peruvian experience

In a society in which most of the population is poor, work is a very important cultural characteristic of this country, apart from being considered a learning experience for children.

Children start working around age 14 although children in the rural contexts start working at a younger age.  In addition, boys are considered stronger and therefore better equipped to work than girls.  The educational value given to work does not exclude the role of the school, considering schools have almost mythical significance for parents since they represent the potential for social mobility.  This, in the rural lower class context, means the opportunity to have a better life. Only in the middle class did parents say they believe children should focus only on studying and enjoying their free time.

The Venezuelan experience 

Household chores are considered a job for females and in some families children have to do a certain amount of chores per day, aside from their schoolwork.  Both children and parents place a high value on schooling, getting an education is seen as opening doors to good opportunities in the future.  According to the testimony of a child we interviewed: “my main responsibility at home is to study because if I do not, I will not be able to do anything in the future.”  Still, schools can sometimes offer a hostile environment for children because there they are subject to bullying, called “chalequeo”.  

Children’s participation

Child participation is often influenced by the child’s social class

When we listened to what the children had to say, we noticed there was no room for child participation, with exception of those in the urban middle class setting, who participate more actively in family life. If, on the one hand, we observed that high levels of educational attainment and access to social and economic resources on the part of the parents means children have more space to participate in the urban middle class setting, on the other hand, low rates of schooling are correlated to family practices that are traditional and authoritarian, which are more common in the lower urban class setting.

In general children have very little room to make decisions.

Even in the most participatory scenarios, we noticed parents and caretakers hold the power to make decisions for their children on their behalf, especially for young children who are not considered apt to have an opinion about their lives. For example, when covering the topic of rules and punishment in the family, parents may explain to their kids why they are punishing them but children cannot tell their parents what they think about being punished.

Children request more free time with their parents.

Children, in all contexts, would like to spend more time with their parents and would like to spend more time with them doing other things than the usual activities such as sharing meals, taking a bath, among others. The children we interviewed also said they would like to be able to play with their parents and through play they would be able to take initiative and influence their actions.

The Brazilian experience

There is little room for child participation because, according to children of all contexts, when children try to talk to their parents it immediately turns into a one way lecture on the rules of the household and the chores they should do, therefore, they hardly ever have a conversation between equals. “When I tell my mom about something we don’t spend much time talking about it. The conversation is over quickly.” (Brazilian child) The lack of active listening can result in children behaving destructively so as to get their parent’s attention. 

The Jamaican experience

The majority of the Jamaican children can choose their friends but have to follow their parent’s standards of what is considered good or bad company.  Children of the lower class contexts have limited chance to participate due to living in a violent community which, in conjunction with the lack of social support groups, limits their options for leisure, what they would like to buy or even what they would like to eat.   Within this perspective, we found children were really happy to talk about themselves and their families, as if they were not used to having someone really listen to them.

The Mexican experience

Since parents believe their children will only be able to understand why they behave a certain way once they reach a certain age, they limit the child’s participation and so it is difficult to establish a dialogue between parents and children.  According to what children said, school is one of the places they can participate the most because there they are free to choose their friends.  On the other hand, the parents we interviewed stated they tried to meet their children’s friends but that they felt they had no control whatsoever over their choice of friends. 

The Nicaraguan experience

In general, Nicaraguan fathers and mothers think their children are incapable of forming an opinion and making more serious decisions. The children we interviewed said their mothers are the ones responsible for making decisions on their behalf, from the most basic to the most complicated decisions.  Different approaches to bringing up children were identified as being greater in the urban middle class population for these parents tend to take on a more participatory approach with more egalitarian practices since, in general, these parents and caretakers earn more money and have a higher level of education, among other factors.  

Meanwhile, social exclusion and a precarious financial situation could explain why the more traditional child raising approach is used in the lower urban and rural settings. 

The Peruvian experience 

Children’s participation is, in many cases, limited due to the high level of authoritarianism used by fathers and mothers. Apparently children are totally submissive to the parent’s authority because they operate within an inflexible family regime in which they are punished if they break the rules. The urban middle class children we interviewed said that although their parents listen to them, they have the final word which raises the issue of up to what point parents in fact believe that their child’s opinion is important. Thus, there is limited room for children to participate in decision making, mainly due to the social context – whether parents have access to a support network, the quality of the parents relationship, poverty, among other factors – which shape child raising. Besides these factors, adults claimed that they only give their children limited participation because they lack maturity to do otherwise.

The Venezuelan experience

The children we interviewed stated that they have limited room for participation because their parents have very little time to spend with their children.  When these parents are not able to give their children the attention they deserve, they feel frustrated, even if they justify their absence due to work and other tasks.  Considering the above, children really appreciate the little time left for them to interact with their parents and participate, and they especially enjoy physical contact, in other words, hugs, kisses, and demonstrations of affection (having their hair stroked, for example).  Most of the parents interviewed said they really appreciated every single moment they spend with their children, sharing experiences and talking which was generally about what their children had done at school. Most of the parents we interviewed liked the fact that their children also saw them as friends. 

AND NOW, WHAT?  WHAT CAN WE DO? 

· Recognize differences between adults and children

Adults and children have different roles and responsibilities in our society.  The different weight of decision-making that exists between parents and children is often necessary because it is the parents’ role to protect children.  However, it is also necessary to stimulate the child to gradually become more autonomous by creating more room for dialogue.  It is important not to take advantage of the power parents have over their children and instead, learn to give in, share power, in order to include children in the process, in setting the conditions and creating tools that favor and promote collective decision-making.

· Promote talks on gender differences

Are there things that only boys can do and other things that only girls can do?  Whenever possible, also question cultural standards that say men cannot be as caring and cannot demonstrate affection the way women can.  Get parents and friends together to review roles that are commonly assigned to men and women in society.  Why not also set up a debate on data collected on acts of injustice against men and women?  Topics like these are endless.  It is our responsibility to reduce gender inequality by being careful about what we tell our children.

· Give visibility to the dissonant voices of fathers and mothers 

Think about exercises that promote gender equity and a more balanced distribution of household chores, for example, think of ways of assigning the same chores for both boys and girls.  In the classroom, you, the teacher, have to set an example by showing children men and women they know who question traditional gender roles. This will create a more egalitarian environment and will be conducive to child participation.

· Talk to fathers and mothers about humiliating forms of physical punishment and raise their awareness

Always remember that physical violence is not a way to teach children what is right, but, instead, it reveals an emotional reaction in which the adult shows the child that they have lost control.  Talk about what the child’s limits are and what kind of punishment will be used.  If children break a rule they should be punished, but the rules of the game should be set beforehand so as not to leave children feeling confused.  They should be punished fairly, and adults should explain why they are being punished and should not discriminate against age or gender.  Children learn at home by building confidence in their relationship with parents and caretakers, therefore, it is necessary to congratulate them on their good behavior and create incentives for children that obey the rules.  The self-esteem of children who believe they never meet their parents’ expectation is irreversibly damaged.

· Value the discourse of parents who see their children as subjects with rights

And not as objects without wishes – which does not mean they should spoil their children.  

In the classroom and at home, try to give preference to dialogue and negotiation when resolving daily conflicts.  Also try, if you are not able to solve things through dialogue, to use compensating disciplinary actions such as getting them to do a minor household chore so the child feels less guilty and at the same time has an opportunity to think about the consequences of his or her actions.

· Listen to children

Remember that children do not only fill the role of “children”, “consumers” and  “T.V. audience”, they are first and foremost “people” with voices that should be heard – within and outside the family setting.   Try to include the opinions of children inside classrooms and homes, this almost always results in gradually raising their self-esteem.  Children, regardless of their limits, know what they want and are able to say what they need, so we must remember to respect their opinions and how they choose to express themselves, because most of the time it is quite different from the way adults act and interact among themselves. 

· Look for a permanent channel of communication 

between children and their parent’s upbringing based on their own childhood experience. Now is the time for you, the adult and the one responsible for bringing up your child, to share with your child how you were brought up, and talk about how the differences or similarities are important.  Dialogue is an opportunity for adults and children to express their own childhood experiences and in this manner evaluate if the different strategies used to establish participation and discipline really work.  Apart from creating a pleasant exchange, parents can reevaluate family practices used in their own upbringing and readjust them to how they bring up their children and meet their current needs. 

· Get children to participate in activities with adults

The belief in a child’s ability to successfully complete a task gives them the opportunity to develop a sense of autonomy, self-esteem, independence and to develop social skills.  Make sure children know their opinions are taken seriously because this is the only way they will take a stance in life that is different than that of passively accepting things.   

· Break the routine!

Problems such as: urban violence, unemployment, lack of housing, health, education, leisure, public safety, among other factors, limit adults’ ability to express themselves.  So, try to leave your problems back in the office and in your free time play with your children.  For example, set aside one hour per day to play with your children because play time brings family members together and when a child receives their parents’ full attention, they will listen to what they have to say.  Create a playful and fun environment for your kids.  In a world where adults themselves do not feel heard, it is difficult for them to really listen.  Therefore, it is important to find an alternative form of dialogue between parents and children, so that children can exercise their right to participate. 

