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The manner in which parents raise their children plays a large part in how the children act and who they become as they grow older.  The methods and strategies that each family uses to raise their children are extremely varied and can be contributed to by a number of different factors.  One factor that has a great effect on how parents raise their children is their cultural background and beliefs.  Different cultures have different views on issues such as what are appropriate gender roles, who should be the primary caregiver of the child, what it means to have a child who has disabilities, and what methods of discipline are appropriate to use.  It is important for teachers, early interventionists, and other professionals to understand these cultural differences when they work with children and their families so that they can understand their perspectives and beliefs.  A comparison between the families of America and those of Korea demonstrates the importance of understanding these cultural differences.

In traditional American families the father is considered to be the head of the household.  However, the amount of women who share an equal role in household decision-making and responsibilities has been growing rapidly during the past few decades.  In most families the father no longer has complete authority concerning family issues.  Mothers are typically the primary caregivers of their children, however, many more women are working outside of the home.  “The 1998 census reported that more than 64% of married-couple families with children under 18 have both parents that work” (Cremer, 2000).  This means that many children must be placed into daycare and preschool programs. 

Marriage is no longer a sacred bond in America.  More than half of all marriages end in divorce (Americans for Divorce Reform, 2002).  Families do not have to live in unhappy situations, and both men and women can issue a divorce.  Due to the increasing divorce rate, more and more children are being raised in single parent households.  These households are usually headed by the mother, although there are some families in which the father serves as the primary caregiver.

The family structure that is most common throughout American households is that of the nuclear family.  The nuclear family unit consists of the husband, the wife, and their children.  The wife and the children typically take the last name of the father.  When a couple gets married they create their own nuclear family, and other relatives are considered to be part of the extended family.  The nuclear family lives together under one roof.  Other relatives do not typically live with them, and the children usually move out after they go off to college or get a job (Rossman and Rubel, 1998).  Children are considered to be adults once they reach the age of 18. 

American parents have varied expectations for their children, which are largely dependent upon the children’s individual characteristics.  In general, parents’ expectations for their children do not vary greatly according to their gender.  Parents expect both their sons and their daughters to attend college and to excel in their chosen career paths.  However, boys are not encouraged to share and express their feelings as much as girls.  Societal norms tell them that they have to be tough and that it is not okay for them to cry.  Like gender, birth order does not play an extremely significant role in familial expectations.  Depending on the age differences between the children, the older children may be expected to take care of their younger siblings on occasion, especially in families who are struggling economically.  As children get older, some parents have their children take on more responsibility in the home, often in the form of chores.  


Children with disabilities are expected to lead a life as similar to that of their typically developing peers as possible.  As a result of this, they are often placed in inclusive settings whenever possible.  However, children with more severe disabilities are often isolated from their peers and taught functional skills that they will be able to use in the future, such as job training.  Society is encouraged to accept individuals with disabilities and treat them with respect (Goldnick & Chinn, 2002).  There are many technological advances that are being made in order to try and “cure” people with disabilities.  For example, many individuals who are deaf see themselves as members of the deaf culture and do not wish to adopt devices such as cochlear implants because they do not feel that they have a disability.  This is just one example of many of how society tries to correct what they perceive to be genetic “malfunctions”.  


The various developmental stages that children go through are pretty well established.  It is very important to most parents that their children hit their milestones at the appropriate times and that they are not lagging behind at all.  There are several parenting books such as What to expect the first year by Eisenberg, Murkoff, and Hathaway and Your baby’s first year week by week by Curtis and Schuler that state when children should achieve each particular milestone.  For example, all children are expected to be able to sit up independently by the age of six months and walk by the age of one.  Professionals are also aware of these developmental stages.  Doctors ask routine questions at well-baby checkups to ensure that the child is developing normally.  Other professionals, such as early interventionists, are informed if there is a problem and become involved as needed.  

Children are raised to become independent individuals.  Mothers often do not breastfeed their children or stop breastfeeding early and use a bottle instead at an early age.  The “family bed” is not commonplace in America.  Children are encouraged to sleep in their own cribs in their own rooms.  Parents also try to potty train their children at the early age of two.

The socialization of children occurs at an early age, partly because of the need for so many parents to send their children to daycare.  Not only are daycares a place for parents to send their children while they are at work, but they also allow children to play and interact with other children who are their same age.  In fact a number of families with mothers who do not work send their young children to preschools for part of the day so that their children can be socialized.  Parents also involve their children in different activities such as sports, music, and dance lessons.  Some people feel that children are often involved in too many activities.  Parents take their children at a very young age to classes such as  “Mommy and Me” and “Gymboree.”  By age 6, most children have been introduced to extracurricular activities (Austin, 2003). 

American families appear to be very protective of their children.  For example, there are ratings on movies and television shows that allow parents to determine if they feel their child is mature enough to watch the program.  Many parents often attempt to restrict the television shows that their children are allowed to watch.  However, there are studies that show that many children are spending too much time watching television. “Children watch an average of 25 to 27 hours of television a week” (Stevens, 2002).  Unfortunately, the television often serves as a cheap babysitter when parents are too busy doing other things.

Parents tend to leave the education of their children up to the schools that their children attend.  Children who are homeschooled make up less than 1% of the school-aged population (Lines, 1991).  There are several reasons for this, one of which is the fact that more and more children are being raised by single parents or have two parents who both work full-time.  “Americans put in longer hours at work than people in any other industrialized country, and the trend is ever upward.  Americans work the equivalent of one week longer per year than they did a decade ago, more than five weeks longer than in 1970” (Gorelick, 2002).  Therefore, parents are forced to rely on their children’s teachers to teach the children what they need to know.  Parents may provide help with homework as it is needed, but overall they do not tend to spend extra time doing things to educate their children.

Spanking is generally condoned in America.  According to Straus, Sugarman, and Giles-Sims, in 1985 more than 90% of parents spanked their children (99% in the 1950s and 97% in 1975).  However, the amount of parents who spank their children is decreasing.  Parents are starting to use “time-out” and other behavioral strategies in place of forms of physical punishment. 

Society considers “good” parents to be those parents who have money and resources.  The mother is able to stay at home with the children and raise them.  She is the “soccer mom” who is very involved in her children’s lives.  She can provide her children with a good, healthy, and warm meal.  “Good” parents take their children to different places, such as museums, libraries, etc.  They do not need to use physical force to discipline their children.  They spend quality time with their children and read them stories before they go to bed.  They sit and do homework with their children and ask them what they learned in school.  “Good” children are those children who are well behaved. They respect and obey their parents and other authority figures.  They don’t get in trouble in school and receive good grades.  


General childrearing practices, such as discipline, teaching, socialization, and protection vary from family to family in the Korean culture, just as they do in the American culture.  

Overall, Korean forms of punishment are more harsh and severe than American forms, and they often rely on physical punishment.  Koreans are against the American practices of punishing children by using isolation techniques such as time out or making a child eat or sleep alone (Song, 1986).  Punishments are traditionally carried out by the father and are usually very harsh.  They can range anywhere from swatting a child’s hand, to pulling their ear, to beating them with a rod.  In more modern families mothers and fathers share the role of disciplining, and forms of punishments are less harsh (Yi, 1993).  Korean children view strict discipline as a sign that their parents love and care about them a great deal (Brislin, 1993).  

In Confucianism, learning is viewed as the best way to attain wisdom.  Koreans place a high value on education, and because of this high value many Korean children excel in school.  Some parents send their children to private institutions after school for more preparation for college (Hurh, 1998).  Korean parents encourage their children to excel in math and science courses because these are the subjects that they want their children to deal with in their future careers.  

Korean culture, values, beliefs, and family structure are strongly influenced by Confucian principles, which deal with human relationships.  In traditional Korean families the father is the head of the household and is the one who works.  The mother is typically the primary childcare provider in the family.  In more modern families where both parents work the grandmother or another family member takes over the role as childcare provider.  “Children are valued in Korean culture as an extension of the family.” (Hurh, 1998)  Family, as a whole, is more important then the individuality of each of the family’s members.  Since family or group identification is valued more than individual identification, Korean names are written with the surname first.

Because of the Confucian principles that guide their values, most Koreans expect traditional gender roles from their children.  Boys are valued over girls.  They are given more power in the family and are expected to take on roles like their fathers.  They are given more masculine tasks, while girls are given more traditionally feminine roles such as childcare and laundry (Min, 1997).  Birth order plays an important role in parent’s expectations, because the firstborn son is given more authority and allowed to attend family meetings that the mother and younger siblings cannot attend.  Also, the eldest child is responsible for taking care of the parents in old age.  

Unlike most American families, Korean mothers and fathers look at disabilities as part of God’s plan.  According to the EMSTAC, Cho, Singer and Brenner (2000) found that 63 percent of Korean families believe that receiving a child with disabilities is a gift from God.  This belief is due in part to their religious background, and keeps them from feeling much of the shame and guilt that many Americans are faced with when told that their child has disabilities.  However, the survey did find some families that believed the disability was a result of their actions or inactions during prenatal development.  

In Korean families elders are given a lot more respect than they are awarded in American society.  This means that children must show respect not only to their parents and grandparents, but also to their brothers and sisters.  There are even special titles given to older sisters, “oh-nee” is used by the younger sister and “nu-nah” is used by the younger brother (Hurh, 1998).

 According to the Korean culture, the “good” children are those who are obedient and listen to their elders, perform well in school, and look out for the interest of their family.  The “good” parents are those who are firm but not unnecessarily harsh with their children, and who provide them with the love and support that is necessary for them to do well and succeed in life.  They must be able to walk the fine line between pushing their children to strive for success and being too overly demanding and placing an excessive amount of demands and pressure on their children. 

 It is important for professionals working with Korean families to know and understand some of the Korean beliefs and values so that they do not accidentally insult the family or ask the child to do something he or she is not comfortable with.  One thing that is important for early childhood interventionists to know is that the stress of schooling and education from parents could be linked to depression and suicide in Asian American teens (Hurh, 1998).  Another thing to note is that traditionally the fathers are the decision makers in the family.  Early interventionists need to know this because it is important to include the fathers in meetings and decision-making concerning the child.  Koreans places an enormous emphasis on education so there is more attention given to academics rather than play.  Some parents believe that while the child is engaged in academic activity he or she can see it as a kind of play (Hyun, 1998).  It may also be useful for an interventionist to know that Koreans avoid eye contact because they see it as being disrespectful (Leung, 2001).  


There are many differences that exist between the way Americans and Koreans raise their children.  Some of the major ones are that Koreans use more strict physical punishment for raising their children, they place a greater emphasis on the importance of education, they value the family over the individual, they adhere to strict gender roles, and they are generally more accepting of having children with disabilities.  Many of these factors are due to differences in the structure of the society and the group’s religious beliefs.  For example, many American ideologies are based on the fact that we live in a democratic system where individualism is promoted, whereas many Korean ideologies are based on the principles of Confucianism and promoting the good of the group.  When looking at any cultural group it is important not to stereotype them and you must keep in mind the fact that every family is different.  The best way to find out about a family’s background and beliefs is to talk to them personally rather to them to make assumptions based on cultural norms.   
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