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ABSTRACT. Twenty-eight boys and 28 girls at each of the Piagetian preoperational,
concrete operational, and formal operational cognitive stages were given an inter
view focusing on their concepts of family. Half of each group were from intact
families, and half were from divorced families. Interviews were scored for two struc
tural aspects of the concept of family: conceptual level, and use of dimensions that
structure the concept. The complexity of children's concepts was strongly related to
cognitive stage and, to a lesser degree, to sex. Frequency of use of concept dimen
sions was strongly affected by general developmental level, though not specifically
cognitive stage, and by intactness of family, but to a lesser degree by sex. Specific
information is provided on the effect of these factors on perceptions of family com
position, parental roles, and breadth of family activities.

DESPITE CONCERN over changes in the institution of the family in the
United States, relatively little is known about how children's conceptions of
this institution develop. Piaget (1928) discussed the parallels between the
child's developing concept of family and the cognitive developmental stages.
His sample was limited and biased, however, and his questioning was limited
to asking, ..What is a family?" Mcinnis (1972), surveying the perceptions of
family held by children between 11 and 18 years old, reported increases in
abstractness with age. Her study, however, did not involve younger children
and yielded more information about attitudes toward the family than about
the structure of the concept per se.
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A number of researchers have investigated the development of children's
understanding of sex role characteristics associated with parental roles (Al
dous, 1972; Emmerich, 1959, 1961; Hess & Torney, 1962; Kagan, 1956;
Kagan & Lemkin, 1960). All reported greater differentiation of sex role char
acteristics as children became older, but the specificity of the individual stud
ies makes generalization difficult.
Two studies confirmed an age progression in the complexity and ab
stractness of children's ideas about the family (Fu, Goodwin, Sporakowki, &
Hinkle, 1988; Gilby & Pederson, 1982), but with no theoretical model ad
vanced for that progression. These studies indicated that a developmental pro
gression in children's constructs probably exists, but the research does not
allow an integrated description of the progression.
Watson and Amgott-Kwan (1984) did use the addition-construction as
pect of Fischer's (1980) model of skill development as a theoretical frame
work for examining the development of understanding of the role relation
ships involved in a family. They found that children understood progressively
more complex role interrelationships as they grew older. They did not exam
ine other potential characteristics of the family, however, nor did they look at
other potential influences on the development of children's understanding of
family.
To provide a more broadly integrated description, we investigated two
structural aspects of the concept of family: conceptual level (complexity ) and
the dimensions used to describe or define the concept. The effects of sex,
intactness of family, and cognitive stage (as indexed by Piagetian tasks) were
assessed for each structural aspect.
A new cognitive-developmental sy stem was used to classify the concep
tual level. As Shantz (1975) pointed out in a review of research on social
cognition, there is consistency among descriptive results across studies of
social cognition, and there are also substantial parallels between the devel
opmental progressions in social and nonsocial cognition. These conclusions
were drawn, however, from research in which either age or grade, rather than
theoretical structure, were used as a measure of developmental status. In two
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other studies (Bernstein & Cowan, 1975; McGhee, 1976), explicit attempts
were made to link theory and research by using known developmental tasks
as indices of general developmental position. These studies, however, re
ferred only to task characteristics, not to Piaget's theoretical proposals regard
ing the nature of the changes in the operational characteristics of the child's
cognitive structures-that is, from sensory-motor schemes to groupings to
formal operations.
Bickhard (1973, 1978, 1980; Campbell & Bickhard, 1986) critically re
viewed Piaget's and others' theories of development and proposed an alter
native explanation of the nature of cognition and of cognitive developmental
stages. In a model called interactivism (Campbell & Bickhard), he proposed
that stages be differentiated according to levels of objects a child can know.
Specifically, he introduced the terms knowable object and levels of knowing.
An object of knowledge (which can be a physical or conceptual object or
event) becomes "knowable" when the child has developed competency re
garding the actions (physical or conceptual) that can be taken toward it. In
teractivism proposes that objects of knowledge fit into three initial classes,
which constitute a hierarchy of levels of knowing and define the first three
stages of cognitive development.
The objects and properties of a given knowing level are known by the
systems of the next higher level; those systems, in turn, constitute and instan
tiate the objects and properties that are potentially knowable from the know
ing level after that. Conversely, each knowing level knows the objects and
properties that are constitutive of and implicit in the level below it.
The first full level of knowing (approximately parallel to Piaget's preop
erational stage) is reached when physical objects and events have become
knowable and the child is in the process of learning concepts and symbols for
representing them. The child relates competently only to objects and events
that are physically observable, and his or her concepts are limited to represen
tations of such objects and events. Understanding of a social role or entity is
constituted in terms of the observable actions or states associated with it in
direct experience.
The second level of knowing (approximately parallel to Piaget's concrete
operational stage) begins as the universe of knowable objects expands to in
clude propositions about first-level concrete properties or physical objects and
events. The child begins to deal competently with things that can be known
about the the role or entity. T he role is differentiated into attributes or char
acteristics, such as status, function, or contributing parts or actions, but it is
not differentiated from them; for example, the child knows the characteristics
of the role or aspect of family but cannot think about them independently of
that role or aspect. Such knowledge of attributes allows the construction of
new concepts: The child can learn about things that have not been directly
experienced but whose attributes he or she understands.
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The third level of knowing (approximately parallel to Piaget's formal
operational stage) is reached when propositions about the concrete proposi
tions of the second level are knowable. The attributes of a role or entity them
selves become the object of knowing; that is, they become knowable objects
that can be thought of independently of any particular role or entity. The child
begins to think about the nature and function, rather than the mere existence,
of the various aspects attributed to a role. In practical terms, this means the
child begins to evaluate the attributions of a role or entity in relation to how
they participate in the definition of the role or entity.
Interactivism 's proposed classification is consistent with already existing
descriptions of developmental changes in social cognition, such as the hier
archy of role-taking proposed by Thrner ( 1966) and the general descriptive
summary of developmental levels in the cognition of others given by Shantz

(1975). The contributions of the levels-of-knowing stage concept include the
following: (a) it is a general classification system that is applicable to all areas
of development, (b) it directly addresses conceptual development, and (c) it
provides a logically consistent model for explaining developmental trends,
such as increased differentiation and capacity for evaluation, that have been
arrived at inductively but separately by investigators of various aspects of
children's cognition. A more thorough presentation and analysis of the
knowing-levels model is contained in Campbell and Bickhard (1986).
In addition to investigating conceptual levels in children's understanding
of the concept of family, we explored the presence or absence of various di
mensions that sociologists and anthropologists have considered to be involved
in the institution (e.g., Bender, 1967; Christensen, 1964; Yorburg, 1973).
The dimensions identified from these sources were biological factors, co
residence, domestic functions, legal factors, social roles, guidance of chil
dren, membership criteria, and emotions.
In sum, this study offers a theoretical approach for understanding the
development of children's conceptions of family. In this respect, it is unique
except for Watson and Amgott-Kwan (1984). Children's developmental status
was indexed by the Piagetian cognitive stages, and the family-concept levels
were based on the interactivism model of knowing levels. In addition, we
introduce a system for differentiating the various dimensions children use to
define the concept of family.

Method

Subjects
Children (N = 84) between 3 and 14 years old, each from a different family,
participated in the study. The children were grouped according to perform
ance on Piagetian tasks rather than by age in an attempt to demonstrate a
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theoretical, rather than simply an age-correlated, base for understanding con
ceptual development. At each of the three higher Piagetian cognitive stages
(preoperations, concrete operations, formal operations), 7 boys and 7 girls
were from intact families and an equal number were from divorced families.
The divorced family groups were restricted to families in which the mother
had not remarried, had custody of the child, and in which the child had been
at least 3 years old at the time of divorce. Table 1 shows the mean age for
each group.
To provide a homogeneous base for the contrasts of interest, we selected
children from White families in some way connected with the University of
Texas at Austin. The sample was obtained by canvassing family student hous
ing at the university (which is open to divorced families) and by seeking re
ferrals from friends of ours and from families who had already agreed to
participate. More than 110 families were at least tentatively approached and
only 3 (all intact) refused to allow their children to be interviewed.

Measures
Piagetian cognitive stage and concept of family were assessed in an interview
format in which standardized questions were followed up with interviewer
probes designed to clarify the meaning of the child's response. The interviews
were tape-recorded for later transcription and scoring. In addition, at the time
of giving consent, parents gave background information regarding the birth
date of the child and the educational achievement level of the parents.

TABLE 1
Child Age

Statistics (Y�Months)

Divorced
Cognitive stage
Preoperational
Boys
Girls
Concrete operational
Boys
Girls
Formal operational
Boys
Girls
All boys
All girls
Total

M
5-8
5-11
5--6
9-2
9-3
9-1
12-2
12-3
12-1
9-2
8-11
9--0

Range

3-10 to 8-10
4-5 to 6-7

Intact
M
5-2
4-9
5-7
9-7

6--6 to 13-10
6-10 to 10-9

9-8
9--6

10-7 to 13-11
9--0 to 13-11

13-2
12-10
13-6
9-1

9--6
9-4

Range

TotalM
5-5

4-0 to 5--6
4-0 to 7-5
9-5
6-2 to 13-9
7-3 to 12-2
12-8
11-10 to 13-9
12-1 to 14-1
9-1
9-2
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Piagetian tasks. Piagetian cognitive stage was determined by performance on
the familiar Piagetian tasks of conservation of mass and conservation of dis
placed volume, using the scoring criteria given in Bernstein and Cowan
(1975). Only six children scored at a transitional level; they were assigned to
the full level that preceded the transition. Scoring was done independently by
Nancy Wedemeyer and the interviewer, and the three disagreements were re
solved through discussion.

Family concept interview. The 12 questions of the family concept interview
and the dimensions of family they were intended to assess are shown in Ap
pendix 1. Some of the questions were open ended and some involved cate
gorizing pictures of the following potential family groupings: (a) an adult
man, an adult woman, a child, an elderly woman, and an elderly man; (b) an
adult man, an adult woman, and a child; (c) an adult man and an adult
woman; (d) an elderly man and an elderly woman; (e) an adult woman and a
child; and (f) and an adult man and a child.
The interviewer, who was not informed of the specific hypotheses of the
study, used his own discretion about when to accept a child's explanation as
given and when to probe further for specific meaning. The interviewer was
simply told to try to obtain an answer that was as full and unambiguous as
possible. Some questions were repeated for comparable male and female
roles to provide information for exploring differences that might be found as
result of the father-absence factor in the sample.

Scoring. The interview transcripts were scored for (a) the highest level of
knowing given in the child's answers, (b) the frequency of mention of each
of the dimensions of family, (c) the number of activities listed for a role or for
families, (d) the answers (yes, no, indecision) regarding whether the individ
ual pictures showed families, (e) the logical correctness of answers to indi
vidual questions, (f) whether the parents' roles were described in cross-typed
sex role stereotypes, and (g) whether recreational activities were attributed to
the parents' roles.
Questions 1 and 11 were considered too global, and Questions 2 and 4
too narrow, to score for concept level. The explanations accompanying all
other questions were scored for level of knowing according to the criteria
given in Appendix 2. Scores ranged from 1 (uninterpretable) to 4 (third level
of knowing).
Interrater reliability on a sample of 30 interviews equally distributed
across the categories of the independent variables was 87%, with a range of
77% to 100% on individual questions. Data analysis was performed on ag
gregate scores attained by summing individual question scores in the follow
ing ways.

Wedemeyer, Bickhard, & Cooper

347

For questions with repeated inquiries for comparable roles (Questions 3,
6, 7, and 9), a single-question concept-level score was obtained by summing
the child's scores for all parts of that question. The single-question concept
level scores for Questions 3, 5 through 10, and 12 were summed to give a
total family concept-level score (the highest possible was 60). The parts of
Questions 3, 6, 7, and 9 that referred to women were summed to give a wom
en's roles concept-level score, and the parts referring to men were summed
to yield a men's roles concept-level score (the highest possible score for each
was 20).
Scoring for the frequency of mention of each of the dimensions of family
was computed by scoring the answers to each part of each question, excluding
Question 10, for the presence or absence of the dimension according to the
criteria given in Appendix 3.
Interrater reliability on the sample of 30 interviews was 94%, with a
range of 88% to 97% for the individual categories. Because there were a few
cases in which a child inadvertently was not asked a question, the frequency
scores were converted to the proportion of questions asked on which the child
mentioned the dimension.
Data regarding the number of activities listed for men, for women, and
for families were obtained by summing the number of activities mentioned in
Questions 3 and 4 for men and for women, and in Questions 11 and 12 for
families. Questions 3 and 4 were scored as showing cross-typed sex role
stereotypes if the child included nest-tending and nurturing in men's activities
and "providing" in women's activities. Recreational activities with adults
were scored if the child mentioned such things as camping, going to the park,
or playing.

Results
The results of the statistical analyses (a) differentiate between cognitive stage
effects and more general developmental trends; (b) provide information about
the effects of developmental level, sex, and intactness of family on both con
ceptual level and the presence of various dimensions in the child's family
concept; (c) provide information regarding children's understanding of paren
tal roles and family composition and activities; and (d) indicate the influences
of developmental level, sex, and intactness of family upon these understand
ings.
Concept-level scores, as a function of cognitive stage, intactness, and
sex, are given in Table 2, and the proportional frequencies for mention of the
dimensions of family are given in Table 3. The mean scores for the dimen
sions were not reliably comparable across dimensions because the likelihood
of mention was not equal for all dimensions. (Questions 3, 6, 7, and 9 might
be considered to invite mention of biology in discussing a parent, but only

348

Journal of Genetic Psychology

TABLE2
Cell Means for Concept-Level Scores
Group

n

Total family

Men's roles

Women's roles

Preoperational
Concrete operational
Formal operational

28
28
28

26.71
42.66
49.59

8.92
14.59
16.39

9.29
14.25
16.48

Divorced family
Intact family

42
42

40.10
39.30

13.28
13.32

13.60
13.07

Boys
Girls

42
42

38.44
40.96

13.03
13.57

12.85
13.82

Question 12 directly suggested a discussion of emotional factors, although all
questions provided an opportunity to mention either dimension if the child
wished to do so.) Information on the role played in the child's concept by the
various dimensions is available only through analysis of group differences in
the frequency of mention of each dimension.
Because one of the goals of the study was to test a developmental clas
sification system (Bickhard, 1973, 1978, 1980; Campbell & Bickhard, 1986)
that might provide theoretical unity through a levels-of-knowing concept of
cognitive development, we chose a method of analysis that could separate the
effects of age and cognitive stage. The mean scores for concept level and for
dimensions

of

family

were

subjected

to

a

3

x

2

x

2

(Cognitive

Stage x Intactness of Family x Sex) analysis of covariance (ANCOVA)
with age as a covariate. Significant main effects for cognitive stage (as in
dexed by classification on the Piagetian tasks) were found for all concept
level scores: total family, F(2, 71)

9.506, p < .001; women's roles, F(2,
. 03; and men's roles, F(2, 71) = 10. 910, p < . 001.
Newman-Keuls analyses (all ps < .05) showed that each of the three Piage
71) = 3.186, p

=

<

tian stage groups differed from each other on each of the scores in the ex
pected direction of higher concept-level scores at higher stages.
No significant main effects of cognitive stage were found for dimension
frequency. Because the differences between the cognitive stage groups ap
peared large, and because significant effects for age had been indicated in the
analyses of covariance, the dimension frequency scores were subjected to a
x 2 x 2 (Cognitive Stage x Intactness of Family x Sex) analysis of
variance (ANOVA). In these analyses, there was a strong main effect for cog

3

nitive stage for all dimensions except domestic functions (p < . 01 for all
dimensions except co-residence, on which p

=

. 016). Newman-Keuls anal

yses (all ps < . 05) indicated that (a) each of the three developmental groups
differed significantly in the frequency of mention of biological and legal fac-

TABLE3
CeU Means for Mention of Family Dimensions

Legal
factors

Co-residence

Guidance

Emotional
factors

Social
role
factors

Membership

Biology

Domestic
functions

Preoperational
Concrete operational
Formal operational

.2637
.3324
.4066

.1868
.3007
.4314

.1825
.2320
.1815

.0560
.1860
.2509

.0829
.1643
.1623

.0651
.1182
.1657

.0577
.1323
.1528

.0115
.0679
.1426

Divorced family
Intact family

.2930
.3755

.2908
.3218

.1961
.2103

.1515
.1771

.1456
.1275

.1218
.1109

.1411
.1874

.0688
.0791

Boys
Girls

.3553
.3132

.2902
.3223

.2071
.1902

.1554
.1731

.1032
.1698

.1094
.1233

.1128
.1157

.0737
.0742

Group

�

fi"

�

n

1::1:1
n·

s:

�

�

�

&
....

w
�
1.0
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tors, (b) the children in the preoperational and formal operational groups dif
fered significantly from each other on the dimension of membership but did
not differ significantly from the concrete operational group; (c) the concrete
operational and formal operational groups differed from the preoperational
group on co-residence, guidance, and emotional factors; and (d) the concrete
operational and preoperational groups differed from the formal operational
group only on social role factors. (See Powell, Wiltcher, Wedemeyer, &
Claypool [ 1981] for a study of the salience of the dimensions of the family in
a strictly preoperational sample.)
The fact that cognitive stage, without the influence of age, was strongly
related to scores derived from the knowing-levels stage theory, but not to
scores derived from a general knowledge of the concept of family, is consist
ent with a stage theory explanation of cognitive development. The complexity
of the children's concepts of family was apparently tied to cognitive changes,
but the presence of particular dimensions in children's concepts, though af
fected by development, was not. Age, which is essentially a continuous mea
sure, was only a very slightly better predictor of concept level than was cog
nitive stage, which was just a three-category classification. The correlations
with age of total concept level, concept level for men's roles, and concept
level for women's roles were . 86, . 82, and .83, respectively. The respective
correlations of cognitive stage with concept-level scores were . 83, .80, and
.78 . The partial correlations of cognitive stage and concept-level scores, with
the age effect removed, were .32, . 29, and . 17, respectively.
There were also some significant main effects of sex and intactness of
family, and there was one significant interaction. These results were virtually
identical in the ANCOVA and ANOVA. The ANCOVA results are reported
here because the variance was accounted for slightly more precisely. Signifi
cant effects of sex were found for total family concept level, F(l,
71)
3.947, p < .05, women's roles concept level, F(l, 71)
3.896,
p < .05, and frequency of mention of co-residence factors, F(l ,
71) = 6. 667, p < .02. I n all cases, the girls' scores exceeded those o f the
boys. The superiority of girls on womens' roles could be taken to support a
theory of sex role identification, but the parallel superiority of boys on men's
roles was not present, F(l , 71)
1. 178, p = . 28; in fact, the direction of
the effect was in favor of the girls.
There were no effects of intactness on concept level, but there were main
effects on two dimensions of family and an interaction with cognitive stage
on a third. Children from divorced families mentioned membership criteria
less often than did children from intact families, F(l , 71) = 4. 5 l 6, p < .04,
and they mentioned emotional factors more often, F(l , 71)
5.357,
p < .03. At the two higher cognitive stages, children from divorced families
mentioned domestic functions more frequently than did those from intact
families, but the reverse was true at the preoperational stage, F(2,
=

=

=

=
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71) = 3. 137, p < . 05. Children from divorced families also listed more ac
tivities for women's roles than did children from intact families, F(l,
71)
7.669,p < .01. These last two results may reflect an increased aware
ness by children in divorced families of the daily responsibilities of their
=

mothers or they may reflect an actual increase in the variety of activities di
vorced mothers are engaged in. The latter interpretation is supported by the
data concerning the children's descriptions of parents as participating in rec
reational activities and by the background information regarding the educa
tional level of the mothers. None of the 42 intact-family children listed rec
reational activities for the mother, but 6 of the divorced-family children (14%)
did. The mother's educational level correlated significantly (r = .3668,
p < . 001) with intactness of family, indicating that divorced mothers had
higher levels of education. In fact, the divorced mothers were nearly all stu
dents, and apparently at least some of them were engaged in recreational
activities with their children, an activity conventionally associated with the
father role and attributed to fathers by 13 of the divorced-family children and
4 of the intact-family children.
Three other results will be briefly reported. The data gave some infor
mation regarding the children's understanding of family composition and de
gree of activity, and there were some suggestive trends regarding the sex typ
ing of mother and father roles. For children from this sample, family
composition appeared to be defined normatively as two parents and a child.
All children said that the two groupings that pictured a mother, a father, and
a child showed a family, but only 65 children (77%) said that the grandparents
alone were a family, and just 57 (68%) thought that the young adults alone
were a family. Only 45 of the children (54%) stated that the single-parent
groupings definitely were families, and divorced-family children composed
more than half (26) of that group.
Cognitive stage showed a significant main effect on the number of activ
ities children listed for families, F(2, 71)

=

4. 67 l ,p < . 02. Newman-Keuls

analysis (p < . 05) indicated that the preoperational children mentioned sig
nificantly fewer activities for families but that the two higher stage groups did
not differ. This same pattern of separation of the preoperational group from
the two higher stage groups also was present in chi-square analyses of the
correctness of the children's yes or no answers to most of the questions on the
interview. (These analyses were too numerous to report individually. )
Finally, i n relation t o cross-sex typed information i n Questions 3 and 4,
children from divorced and intact families differed in how they discussed fa
thers and mothers. Fifty-five percent of the children from intact families in
cluded cross-sex typed activities when discussing fathers, whereas only 36%
of the children from divorced families did so. The reverse was true for moth
ers: 50% of divorced-family children suggested cross-sex typing, and only
30% of the intact-family children did so. Considering the fact that divorced
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fathers are likely to be taking care of the nest-tending and nurturing tasks
traditionally assigned to women, the lesser attribution of these tasks to them
by their children may reflect a father-absence effect in which less frequent
contact with fathers diminishes their psychological reality for their children.
The fact that intact-family children more frequently stereotyped their mothers
may reflect the greater diversity of activities that divorced-family mothers are
involved in, or it may reflect the feminist assertion that women in traditional
family situations are taken for granted and are not perceived by their children
as having complex and unique identities.

Discussion
The results provide strong evidence that the structural complexity of chil
dren's concepts of family changes with development and that at least some of
these changes are predictable from information about children's cognitive
stages. In addition, children differed in the degree to which they used the
different dimensions that structure the concept of family, but these differences
were best predicted by factors other than cognitive stage. These conclusions
are based on data from a White, middle-class, highly educated sample; other
patterns of influence may emerge if the method is applied to other subcultural
groups.
For this sample, the theoretical framework of interactivism allowed a
description of levels in children's concepts of family, and the levels were
highly related to cognitive stage as assessed by conservation tasks. This re
lationship was not an artifact of age differences. Girls' notions about family
were fairly advanced, and this was particularly true of their understanding of
women's roles. Thus, there is an indication that relative sophistication of chil
dren's ideas about families is a result of both basic cognitive development and
particular socialization experiences. The developmental trends found in all
the research reviewed, and the findings of superiority of girls over boys in
some parts of the studies by Mcinnis ( 1972) and Bernstein and Cowan ( 1975)
indicate that these results are not isolated phenomena.
The other socialization variable studied, intactness of family, was not
related to concept level. Again, similar results were reported by Mcinnis

(1972) and by Aldous (1972). Specific family context does not appear to af
fect the increasing structural complexity in the developing child's concept of
family.
The dimension data reveal a different developmental pattern than do the
concept-level scores. All dimensions were mentioned in all the groups inter
viewed, but the frequency of mention varied between groups. Cognitive-stage
effects were found only when the age effect was not separated out, and the
pattern of effects did not show a regular separation of each developmental
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level from the others, which had been found with conceptual level. Although
further research is needed to explore the development of understanding of the
various dimensions, the preliminary indications of this study are that the di
mensions of membership, biology, and legal factors increase in salience over
developmental level in a fairly continuous fashion. Co-residence, guidance,
and emotional factors seem to become more salient as children reach the level
of concrete operations, and social roles become a salient dimension with the
development of formal operations.
The only sex effect found for dimensions was that girls mentioned co
residence more than boy s. Thus, cognitive stage and sex were related less
consistently and less strongly to children's use of various dimensions of the
concept of family than they were to conceptual level. In contrast, intactness
of family was related to several of the dimensions. Children from divorced
families mentioned emotional factors more and membership less often. If
they were preoperational, they mentioned domestic functions less than chil
dren from intact families, but if they were concrete or formal operational,
they mentioned domestic functions more. Intactness also was related to some
differences in children's views of parental roles, the breadth of family activi
ties, and the "familiness" of single-parent families.
Thus, this study indicates that different factors are related to two struc
tural aspects of the concept of family. The complexity of concept level was
affected by cognitive development and sex but not by intactness of family.
The salience of various dimensions of the notion of family was strongly af
fected by general development (though not specifically by cognitive changes)
and by intactness of family, but it was less affected by children's sex.

APPENDIX 1
Family Concept Interview
Dimension of focus
Global
Membership

Biology, domestic functions,
guidance
Biology, domestic functions,
guidance

Question
I. What is a family? (Alternate: What do you
have to have to have a family?)
2. Which of these pictures shows a family? Who
are the people in that picture? Is there
anything special or different about that
family? Do any of the others show a family,
too? (Repeat questions about who the people
are, or if there is anything special or different,
or why the picture isn't a family.)
3. What is a mother? (Repeat for father,
grandmother, and grandfather.) (Alternate:
What do you have to do to be a mother?)
4. What does a mother do? (Repeat for father,
grandmother, and grandfather.)
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Residence

Biology, domestic functions,
guidance

Biology, domestic functions,
guidance, social roles

Legal factors
Legal factors, biology

Social roles

Global
Emotional factors

5. Can a family still be a family if it doesn't
have a house or a home to live in? How? (or,
Why not?)
6. Can a mother still be a mother if she never
does (whatever the child first said mothers do
on Question 4)? How (why not)? (Repeat for
father.)
7. Can a father do all the housecleaning? Is he
still a father if he does? How (why not)? Can
a mother always fix the car when it needs it?
Is she still a mother if she does? How (why
not)?
8. What does it mean to get married?
9. What is a husband? Can a man be a father and
not a husband? How (why not)? Can he be a
husband and not a father? How (why not)?
(Repeat for wife/mother.)
IO. How many grandmothers does a child usually
have? Why? Do a child's two grandmothers
usually have the same last name as each
other? Why (why not)?
11. Why do people have families?
12. How do people in families make each other
happy in ways that friends don't?

APPENDIX 2
Scoring Guidelines for Levels of Knowing
Each question was scored at only one level, reflecting the highest level shown by
the child.
Score

2

Level

Guidelines

Uninterpretable

The child's answer was totally irrelevant, or the
child said, "I don't know."

First

The child dealt only with undifferentiated
wholes, as shown by:
(a) limiting descriptions to observable
characteristics or activities, or descriptions of
first-hand experiences (e.g., a mother cooks; a
grandmother is old; you have two grandmas
'cause I have two; getting married means
wearing a long white dress; families make you
happy because they take you to the movies); or
(b) identifying a person, role, or situation with
activities, objects, or another role (e.g., you
need a house 'cause how would you eat; a
mother would be a daddy if she fixed the car; a
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mother and a wife are the same thing; a mother
is just a mother).

3

Second

The child differentiated attributes of the whole,
such as status, function, or component actions
or aspects, without evaluating them
independently, as shown by:
(a) expressing knowledge of status-defining
events known to have occurred but not directly
observed by the child (e.g., she had a kid; they
can get a divorce; they take their husbands' last
names);
(b) generalizing actions along a dimension,
such as a description of their function (e.g., she
raises her kid; to get married means you love
somebody);
(c) describing actions or characteristics as an
attribute of the role or situation (e.g., she is a
person who cooks); or
(d) emphasizing an alternative or substitute
aspect of a role or situation when differentiating
a particular aspect (e.g., you could live in a
camper or something if you didn't have a
house; well, she could fix the car if she still
took care of her kids).

4

Third

The child considered the attributed aspects
independently as shown by:
(a) explicitly explaining intentions or purposes
behind actions, functions, or characteristics of
situations or roles (e.g., they won't let you do
things because they don't want to let you turn
out to be a bum; they get married because they
made a decision to live together; they have
different names because they represent two
sides of the family); or
(b) discussing or evaluating a role, function,
characteristic, or intention per se, including
dismissal of the aspect from the whole (e.g.,
she would not be a very good mother if she did
that; no matter what she does or doesn't do
she'd be a mother; a house isn't part of a
family).

APPENDIX 3
Scoring Guidelines for Dimensions
Scores were recorded only when the child brought up the dimension, not if he or she
just repeated the question or if the dimension was essentially introduced by the inter
viewer.
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Guidelines

Dimension
Membership

The child gave a list of specific persons or roles
in answer to a question. Count when the child's
statement is definite about the composition no
matter what the composition is. If the
composition is flexible, do not count it. (This
category is not to be used for the questions
about roles, i.e., Questions 3, 4, 6, and 7.)

Domestic functions

The child mentioned general family
maintenance or activity (e.g., cooking, earning
money, going on a picnic).

Guidance

The child referred to family activity geared to
the nurturance of children (e.g. , taking care of
children, helping with homework to solve
problems).

Co-residence

The child's answer referred to the personal
proximity or co-residence of persons (e.g.,
living together; having a house).

Biology

The child mentioned things having to do with
biological relationships or physical age (e.g.,
being a woman, being old, having a child).

Emotions

The child referred to affective factors (e.g.,
loving one another, being happy, being lonely).

Legal factors

The child made a reference to a legally defined
status· or process (e.g., being a wife, getting
married, having custody of a child).

Social role factors

The child's answer explicitly included mention
of roles, expectations, or social customs (e.g.,
flowers at a wedding, being a good parent).
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