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At the conclusion of a discussion we ran
with a group of nine Mexican mothers at a
Head Start program on New York's Upper
West Side, we asked If there was
anything they wanted us to communicate
to their children’s teachers. One mother
replied:

Ask them, "Would it kill you to teach my

child to write her name before she
enters kindergarten?”



Later that day we interviewed the program’s
African-American director:

*Tobin: In the focus groups here many of the
Immigrant parents told us that they want more
direct instruction and academic emphasis. Are
you aware of this?

*Director: Yes. We hear this all the time.

*Tobin: What would you say to the idea that you
should change your approach to be closer to
what the parents want?

Director: “We shall not be moved.”



Immigration and Early Childhood Education

Preschools are the first social institution where the
immigrants’ world of home meets the larger society.




Immigration and Early Childhood Education

* Preschools have historically functioned as sites of cultural
assimilation. The history of ECEC programs in the US and
in Europe began with a focus on giving children of
immigrants (in the US) and children of the poor (in Europe)
socialization into the values of the host/dominant society.
Throughout history immigrants parents have been seen as
lacking the ability to raise their children correctly.




Immigration and Early Childhood Education

Can preschools function not as sites of assimilation but as
sites of cultural negotiation and the construction of hybrid
cultural practices and i1dentities? Can immigrant parents
and teachers meet and talk on equal terms?




The Missing Voices of Parents
in Early Childhood Education

Recently, there have been efforts in many countries to plan
better services for serving children of new immigrants.

But the voices of parents have too rarely been included in this
planning.
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Challenges of creating conditions for
researchers and practitioners to listen to the
voices of immigrant parents:

« first of making space for parents to speak,
 then of listening to what they say,
* then of making sense of their words,

« and finally of answering (in Bakhtin’ s sense
of answerabillity).



The Children Crossing Borders Project
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Research Team:

« International Coordination: Joseph Tobin; Fikriye Kurban, Arizona State
University

« England: Tony Bertram, Dalvir Gill, Christine Pascal, The Centre for
Research in Early Childhood (CREC), Birmingham

« France: Gilles Brougere, Nacira Guenif, Sylvie Rayna, The University of
Paris

« Germany: Christa Preissing, Henriette Heimgaertner, Annika Sulzer,
Anja Jungen, Free University of Berlin

« ltaly: Susanna Mantovani, Chiara Bove, Guilia Pastori, University of
Milano

« United States: Angela Arzubiaga, Jennifer Adair, Tamara Fuster,
Arizona State University



Our method:
Video-Cued Multivocal Ethnography
(the “PSin3C” Method)

 |n our studies the videos are not data--they
are cues, stimuli, to get informants talking.

 |tis the responses of informants to these
Images rather than the images themselves
that are the data of the study, the source of
meaning.



Joseph Tobin, David
Wu, and Dana
Davidson, Preschool
In Three Cultures:
Japan, China, and
the United States.
Yale University
Press, 1989.
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Joseph Tobin, Yeh
Hsueh, & Mayumi
Larasawa,
Preschool in Three
Cultures Reuvisited:
China, Japan, and
the United States.
University of
Chicago Press,
20009.

DVD ordering

iInformation at:

joetobin.net
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Steps of the research

* \We made videos of typical days in a
preschool in each of the five countries

 \We used the videos as cues for focus
group interviews with immigrant parents
and their children’s teachers

 We transcribed, translated, coded, and
analyzed the focus group discussions
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We conducted focus groups in five sites in the US
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Key Issues Raised
In the Focus Groups

Balancing English retention and home
language retention

The urgency of academic preparation
Immigrant children’s hybrid identities
The role of bicultural/bilingual teachers

Difficulties in communication between
iImmigrant parents and their children’s
teachers.



Curriculum & Pedagogy




Heights Head Start, New York City

Originally served a mostly African-American community

Now serves a mostly Hispanic, new immigrant community

The director and half of the teachers are African-American,
the other half are from Mexico and Central America.



Focus group discussion with Mexican parents

Interviewer: Is there anything you would like to see changed
here?

Mother 1: The teachers are very nice and the playtime is
good. But | wish they would work more on their letters.

Father 1. Maybe just a little more time on learning their
letters and numbers.

Mother 1: So they’ll be ready for kindergarten.

Interviewer: Is there anything you want us to tell the teachers
when we meet with them?

Mother 2: Please ask them, “Would it kill you to teach my
daughter to write her name before she enters kindergarten”?



Teacher comments on the curriculum

“We know now that children learn through play. They
learn more from being given the opportunity to
construct their own knowledge than from us trying to
give them knowledge and facts.”

“Direct instruction is not developmentally appropriate
practice for children this age.”

“We need to teach parents’ to appreciate the
Importance of play in learning and of the value of a
child-centered rather than a teacher-centered
approach.”



| met with the executive director and the two
educational directors and presented our findings:

Tobin: “Many of the immigrant parents here told us that
they want more direct instruction and academic emphasis.
Are you aware of this?

Director: Yes, of course. We hear this all the time.

Tobin: What would you say to the idea that you should change
your approach to be closer to what the parents want?

Director: “We shall not be moved.”



Language




The Value of the Home Language

* “It's Important that they maintain their
roots; maintain the language”.



Parent-Teacher Communication

* The teachers, they treat us well and we feel
OK here. | feel OK here because | can talk
and ask freely what | need to do, about the
papers they give us, which are written in both
Spanish and English. And when | have a
doubt I trust them, | feel ok with them. They
haven't ever given me a reason to feel bad
here.

* The teachers who don’t speak Spanish, they
should have someone to translate for us, In
Spanish.



Differentiation of Roles

Interviewer: Are you afraid that they will lose their
their language?

Mexican Mother 1: | dort think that they are going to
lose it, because thds what | speak.

Mother 2: That depends, on us, not the teachers. | hav
to pay attention so my son learns Spanish'nh not
leaving the teachers to do it for me. They ddnhave

the responsibility for that.

Mother 3: It depends on you. You need to educate then
about the language, the culture, to talk about the
country, the place we come from.



Pragmatism and Priorities

* My child already came to preschool
behind because he doesn’t speak
English—If he doesn't learn to speak as
well as the other children he will be In
trouble next year when he begins

primary school.



Teachers’ Lack of Preparation for Working
with English Language Learners

“I didn’t really learn it anyplace, if you
mean like in the university or
somewhere. No one taught me how do
to this. | just kind of make it up as | go. |
try things, and see If they work, and If
they don't, | try something else.”



Cultrure & Identlty




Egyptian father in Phoenix:

What | don’t want in my children, is, ah, |
wanted them to preserve the values. But |
wanted them, at the same time, to become
a participant citizen in this country. So |
wanted them to learn the culture that they
live in, and if it's not contradicting to my
values, I'm okay with even having them in

that pot.



Interviewer: Do you talk with children about
how girls should behave and how boys
should behave?

Teacher 1: Not behave, but like the way
they sit, the girls, you know? | show them
to sit correctly for, uh, please, what is the
word?

Interviewer: Modesty?

Teacher 1: Yes, you know, “Put your legs
together.”

Teacher 2: | do the same thing with the
girls. The boys are different, the way they
sit, the way they talk. But the girl cannot lay
on the floor. She's not allowed to. You
know, this Is my way.



Mexican mother:

Children know that here, if you give a little
spanking to your children, then “Oh, I'm
going to call the police because my mom
hit me.” They are blackmalling their mother
or father by saying, “I| am going to tell the
police on you because you hit me.” Or she
screams loud or something at the store
and others give you a bad look, and this is
not good either. That they take away the
authority you have as a parent.



Parent Teacher
Communication




Barriers to Immigrant Parent Participation

Unfamiliarity with the task

Discomfort being in school

Scheduling difficulties

Language barriers

A tendency to show deference to teachers
A fearfulness of recriminations

Fatalism

Social isolation and economic stress
Parent turn-over



Key Concepts

Parental pragmatism
Parents’ and teachers’ ecological decision-making

The intersectionality of immigration with race,
class, and culture



Conclusions

Progressive ECEC programs are willing to adjust their
curriculum and activities around cultural issues such
as food and dress and holidays, but not to
compromise their constructivist principles.

Cultural responsiveness does not mean being
responsive only on issues that are easy to respond
to, such as food, clothes, and holiday customs. It's
around issues of knowledge, pedagogy, gender, and
the body where cultural differences become more
threatening and we draw firmer lines.

Early childhood educators are caught between two
values: constructivist practices and cultural
responsiveness. They need to learn to negotiate
between these values.



Cultural Negotiation Between Teachers
and Immigrant (and other) Parents

Teachers and directors should listen to and negotiate
with parents about practices.

We are not suggesting that teachers should drop their
beliefs and values and do whatever parents ask.
But they should be willing to enter into
discussions with parents.

To do so, educators need to change the way they
think about parents’ rights and voice.

New contexts must be constructed for teachers and
parents to meet and talk 1n non-hierarchical ways.



Implications

a reconceptualization of notions of best practice
and quality in early childhood education that
foregrounds responsiveness to the diversity
of learners, communities, and contexts

avoid one-size-fits-all definitions of quality

more attention in teacher education programs to
strategies for working with immigrant children
and their families

more appreciation of and support for the role
played by bilingual/bicultural staff

the development of new models of
teacher/parent dialogue



