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Child-Rearing Practices

Lazy New Mom
Evelyn resents it when her Filipina daughter-in-law, Zen, has a
baby and assumes that everyone should wait on her, especially
Evelyn. Zen expects Evelyn to bathe and change the baby, clean
the house, and prepare all meals. Despite adoring her first grand-
child, Evelyn is offended.

Evelyn was unaware that her daughter-in-law was observing
common Asian postpartum behavior: the new mom goes to bed for
a month while everyone pampers her. Family members, and some-
times neighbors, take over cooking and cleaning; when the baby
needs to be fed, they bring a freshly changed infant to the mother.

In China, this practice is called zuo yuezi (sitting through the
month). The woman must stay in bed behind closed windows,
cover her head, and take many precautions to insure that she not
damage her ability to produce breast milk.

Once Evelyn discovered that her daughter-in-law was behaving
in a customary postpartum manner, she relaxed her attitude.

• Sometimes what we perceive as negative behavior has roots in
another paradigm.

• Other cultures give more physical support to new mothers, where
family and friends assume household obligations so that the new
mom can rebuild her strength for at least one month after delivery.

Sharing the Bed
Working mom Jeanne has a surprise when she leaves her ten-
week-old son Zachary with the Mexican babysitter, who lives with

29

c02.qxd  05/19/05  12:16 PM  Page 29

CO
PYRIG

HTED
 M

ATERIA
L



30 THE NEW RULES OF COMMUNICATION

her husband, children, and parents. The family falls in love with lit-
tle Zachary and calls him Santo (the holy one).

Jeanne is Jewish, and even though she realizes that this refers
to a saintly child, she knows it is a compliment and she is not
offended. In fact, she is touched by the way the entire family loves
and fusses over the child. However, one day when she goes to pick
up her son, she finds him sleeping in bed with Grandma.

This upsets Jeanne.

Nowadays, many middle-class Americans expect to have not
only a private bed but a private room for each child. This is in part
tied to American notions about independence and individuality.
However, in places where space has been a limited resource, chil-
dren are expected to share beds with family members, just as they
did in the early days of this country.

Many Asian, Middle Eastern, and Latin American families
accept bed-sharing matter-of-factly. Sharing of beds demonstrates
family closeness. Latinos use a colloquialism, agusto, to describe
the coziness felt when snuggling with a relative. To be agusto is to
be completely relaxed.

In the United States, cuddling up with one’s parents or grand-
parents is relegated to special occasions. It gives children safe
harbor and feelings of comfort. Nonetheless, no one expects to
see their own children cuddling up with someone else’s family
members. This was a foreign concept for Jeanne—but one she
eventually got used to because of all the love showered upon
Santo.

Joni, another American mother, had a similar start when she
discovered that her thirteen-year-old daughter who had gone to
spend the night with a Filipino friend had shared the bed with
both the girlfriend and the girlfriend’s grandmother. In that house-
hold, it was not a matter of limited space, but rather a preferred
sleeping arrangement.

• People from Latin American, Asian, and Middle Eastern cultures
often share sleeping space with family members.

• As children become closer with friends from other cultures, they
will experience new customs that they may easily adopt but that
may be difficult for parents to accept.
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CHILD-REARING PRACTICES 31

Breast Milk
(See also: Hot/Cold, p. 87.)

The community health clinic treats mothers from mostly Latino
backgrounds. The clinic hires Andrea as their lactation consultant
to encourage the women to breast-feed their babies and to hold
classes to provide appropriate information.

Andrea knows that the women have never received formal in-
struction about breast-feeding and have misconceptions about the
process. At the first class meeting, she asks what they already know
about breast-feeding. The first woman responds, “If someone hits
you on the back, it will spoil your milk.”

Andrea is dumbfounded.

The women shared their other beliefs:

If your milk spills on the floor, none of it will be any good.
If you get upset or angry, you will spoil your milk.
After a year, it’s bad for babies to breast-feed because the milk

is no good.
Smoking, drinking, or taking medication doesn’t affect the

baby.
Formula is as good as breast milk.
If you eat beans, the baby will get too much mucous.
If you don’t cover your back, all the milk will dry up.
Beans or chiles will ruin the taste of the milk.

None of these beliefs is true, and Andrea had a difficult time
reeducating the mothers. To add to the misconceptions, many new
Latina moms believe the colostrum (the first fluid secreted after
birth) is unclean. Accordingly, they do not breast-feed their babies
until the third day when the true milk arrives. This is unfortunate
because the colostrum contains vital immunity-building substances
for the newborn.

Andrea discovered an additional negative attitude about breast-
feeding. Immigrant mothers from a variety of backgrounds think it
is more American and more modern, and thus more desirable, to
bottle-feed their babies. They needlessly spend money on formula,
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32 THE NEW RULES OF COMMUNICATION

a commodity that cannot match the quality of milk they naturally
produce. Breast milk won’t cause intestinal infections because it
is pure. In addition, it is always at the proper temperature, and it
costs nothing.

• Many immigrant mothers have misconceptions about breast-
feeding.

• Younger Cambodian, Chinese, and Vietnamese women are more
reluctant about breast-feeding than older women.

• Lactation education is important for immigrant mothers, particu-
larly those who are away from their own mothers, who would ordi-
narily provide breast-feeding encouragement.

Independence
Robert and Greta Lyons are a very friendly couple, so when they
meet eighteen-year-old Paulino from Colombia, South America,
they invite him to live with them until he gets settled here. After a
short time, Paulino tells them he would like to go to school and look
for a job to pay for his school expenses. He asks his new friends if
it would be all right if he continues to live with them.

Robert and Greta say yes, but they ask him how he will cover his
living expenses. Paulino is shocked. He becomes cold and silent.

Where Paulino grew up, one offers a friend or relative a help-
ing hand with no questions asked and no strings attached. That’s
the Colombian way. Colombian hosts would never expect their
guests to pay for their own expenses.

While at first Paulino resented their questions, his hosts finally
convinced him that the request for money was not a negative com-
mentary on how they felt about him. They explained that they
would request the same of their own children who remained at
home past the age of eighteen. Paulino eventually accepted their
point of view. He cheerfully contributed toward his living costs and
felt like a full member of the Lyons family.

When they are old enough to work, children from other ethnic
groups contribute to household expenses; however, parents do not
charge for their offspring’s living costs. Rather, children give a portion
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CHILD-REARING PRACTICES 33

of their earnings to help the family. The difference is semantics
and attitude.

• American attitudes regarding an offspring’s independence and re-
sponsibility may be misinterpreted as being stingy and unloving.

Chaperone
(See also: Home Alone Together, p. 149.)

Two girls from different Latin American countries meet in an Amer-
ican high school. Luisa was born in Costa Rica but raised in the
Dominican Republic, while Viviana is from Ecuador. The girls agree
to see a movie together on Saturday night. After Luisa arrives at
Viviana’s door that night, Viviana’s mother answers and looks at
the girl strangely.

Luisa steps into the house while the mother leaves to notify her
daughter of Luisa’s arrival. Fifteen minutes pass before Viviana
comes into the room, her eyes red from crying. Viviana explains
that she won’t be able to go out. She tells Luisa she will see her at
school on Monday, but, in fact, their friendship ends that night.

In Ecuador, girls between the ages of sixteen and twenty don’t
go out unaccompanied. If they do, people assume them to be loose
women. In giving permission for her daughter to go to the movies,
Viviana’s mother assumed that Luisa would be bringing along her
family. In Ecuador, that would have been the only acceptable way
that a respectable girl could go out. If Viviana’s mother had
allowed her daughter to go out without a chaperone, even in this
country, her reputation would have been ruined. She could not
undertake such a risk.

On the other hand, even though Luisa also came from a Latin
American culture, the customs were different, and no stigma was
attached to her going out without a chaperone. That is why the
reaction of Viviana’s mother caught her off-guard.

• Latin American cultures are complex. Although they share a lan-
guage, they have a wide diversity of customs, such as child-rearing
practices.
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34 THE NEW RULES OF COMMUNICATION

Coining
(See also: Alternative Healers, p. 107.)

One day as Mr. Hart walks from desk to desk in his sixth-grade
class, he notices strange-looking red marks on Jenny Truong’s neck
and forehead. Alarmed, he informs her that she needs to be seen
by a doctor right away.

Without giving her a chance to explain, he notifies the principal
that Jenny is a probable victim of child abuse. In spite of Jenny’s
protests, the teacher and the principal notify the authorities and
accuse Jenny’s father of physically abusing his child.

People from a number of different Asian countries believe that
internal bad winds cause illness. However, by bringing the wind to
the surface, the illness can leave and the person will be healed. The
home remedy for making the wind or illness leave the body is
called “scratch the wind” or “coining.”

When a person has a backache, cold, upper respiratory prob-
lem, or headache, the symptoms are alleviated by rubbing a coin
rigorously against the back, neck, or forehead. In the United
States, Asian immigrants first dip the coin into an oil or menthola-
tum. Then they rub very hard with the coin until the skin turns
red. Unfortunately, the resulting red marks have frequently been
misinterpreted by school officials who are vigilant about indica-
tions of child abuse.

After contacting Jenny’s parents, who spoke only Vietnamese,
the school officials found a translator who convinced authorities
that Jenny was not a victim of child abuse, but rather a recipient of
a folk remedy. Although school officials eventually accepted this
explanation, they warned that the next time Jenny was sick she
should see a doctor.

Coining is similar in concept to the old-fashioned American
mustard plaster, which when placed on the chest becomes hot,
breaking up respiratory congestion. It is also related to the Mid-
dle Eastern and Mediterranean practice of cupping, in which
heated inverted cups are placed on the patient’s back to create a
suction to draw the “poison” to the surface. These different home
treatments share a similar belief: if the source of the physical
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problem is brought to the surface, it can escape, and the patient
will recover.

Officials have also been called in erroneously as a result of sus-
picion about other skin marks called las manchas Mogolica (Mongo-
lian spots). These are bluish-gray or purple birthmarks that most
often appear at the base of the spine of Asians, Native Americans,
Latinos with Native American ancestry, and some people of Medi-
terranean background. Children are born with them, and they usu-
ally fade in time. They are not the result of parental abuse.

Unfortunately, one day-care worker in California assumed
these Mongolian spots were signs of mistreatment on a Latino pre-
schooler. Consequently, the child was placed in foster care for two
weeks because California enforces mandatory reporting of child-
abuse suspicions. The traumatized child was finally released to her
parents.

• An immigrant child’s bruises don’t always mean child abuse. On
the other hand, teachers should not be too quick to dismiss them
as merely folk-medicine treatments.

• School workers and others should double-check with culturally
aware consultants regarding suspicious marks and potential signs
of abuse.
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