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The typical images of dominant culture in the United

States include nath-e English speaker; Christian;

well dressed; slim (for women); well-furnished
and equipped single-family home (always wry 
neat); hcterose:\-ual married couple with one or two
biological children, each of whom has a separate 
bedroom; well-resourced schools; professional or 
business management emplo)1ncnt; reliable health 
care and internet sen ice; and one or more new cars. 
The consistency of these images conveys the message 
that this is the ordinary and desirable way to live. 
The more a person's life looks like that described in 
dominant culture, the worthier that person is as a 
human being in the eyes of that culture. 

The term mainstream rather than dominant culture
is sometimes used to describe this cultural image. 
Mainstream, however, not only signals that it is the 
correct way to live but also implies that most people 
(the "main" stream) in the society actually live like 
this, which is not the reality. The mainstream image 
becomes the standard by which people, families, or 
groups are judged, and the degree to which they differ 
from it becomes the basis for prejudice against them. 
Dominant culture is more accurate and descriptive. 

Stop & Think: How Did Your 

Family Fit the Image? 

• In what ways did the family of your

childhood match or not match the

prevailing images of the dominant culture

where you lived? How did that feel to you?

• In what ways does your current family

match or not match the prevailing

images of the dominant culture?

How does that feel to you?

• How do the families you serve fit into or

not fit into the dominant culture image?

The Long Shadow of History 

The United States includes Native Americans, 
immigrants and their descendants, and the 
descendants of those who came not by choice but 
by force and chain. Throughout history, each ethnic 
group brought its own languages and cultural ways 
oflife. These were often considered "inferior" and 
"non-civilized" by the existing dominant culture 
and language groups (Roediger 2005). Considerable 

vas put on immigrant groups to "melt" intopressure' • 
d . ant culture Prejudices prevented somethe onun · . . 

f 1 doing so. Yet many immigrants forgedgroups ron 

blended cultures that kept alive beliefs, �ractices, and
f their original cultures and mcorporatedlanguages o . 

d l·nant cultural elements. The reality was
some om 
more "salad bowl" than melting pot.

bl·c schools were established in the 19th
Once pu 1 

th Y i·ntentionally played a key role m the
century, e . 

Of assimilating children into the dominant 
process 

'Id . 
culture. The assumption was that chi ren must give

up their home cultures and languages in order to

l h to be Part of the dominant culture. One 
earn ow . . . . 

particularly brutal example of this assmulation pohcy

is the boarding schools created for Native American

children. First established in the 1800s, the schools

lasted all the way through the 1970s (Churchill 2004).

Children as young as 5 years old were forcibly taken

from their homes and kept in these boarding schools

for several years. The children were severely punished

for speaking their home languages and practicing

their cultural traditions. In 1978, Congress worked

closely with American Indian and Alaska Native 
(AI/ AN) elected officials, child welfare experts, and 
families to pass the Indian Child Welfare Act. In 
particular, the act's intent was to stop the unnecessary 
separation oflarge numbers of children who qad 
been removed from their homes, parents, extended 
families, and communities by state child welfare and 
private adoption agencies (National Indian Child 
Welfare Association 2015). 

The call for a cultural diversity approach-in all
aspects of education-was a component of the 1960s 
Civil Rights movement. Advocates argued for an 
educational approach that honored the importance 
of home culture to ensure that all children were 
fully supported in their learning while also teaching 
children how to live as part of one overall society. 
Advocates highlighted the value of cultural diversity 
to the building of a strong and democratic nation. 

In Early Childhood Programs, 
Families Matter 

One of the core values of the early childhood field is 
that "children are best understood and supported 
in the context of family, culture, community, and 
society" (NAEYC 2016, 4). The extent to which 
children's home cultures and languages are 
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