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ABSTRACT  

 

 

 

BORDER LIVES: EXPLORING THE EXPERIENCES OF IMMIGRANT TEACHERS 

TEACHING AND CARING FOR YOUNG IMMIGRANT CHILDREN AND 

FAMILIES  

 

 

 

Seung Eun McDevitt 

  

 

 The field of early childhood education and care (ECEC) is facing one of the most 

rapid changes as one in four children under the age of six in the United States are 

immigrant children or children of immigrants (Woods, Hanson, Saxton, & Simms, 2016). 

With this demographic shift along with the current political climate towards immigrants, 

teaching immigrant children has become more complex and challenging than ever before. 

Further, the evidence in the existing literature consistently reflects immigrant children’s 

narratives of their experiences in schools as alienated, excluded, and othered, attesting to 

this challenging task for educators (e.g. Igoa, 1995; Kirova, 2001).  

 Amid these challenges, what stories are there yet to be told when immigrants with 

such experiences and backgrounds become teachers and teach immigrant students? 



 

Grounded in a funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992) and 

borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987) framework, this study seeks to bring the voices of 

immigrant teachers to the forefront and to examine their immigration and schooling 

experiences, first as immigrant students and now teaching and caring for young 

immigrant students and families in ECEC settings. Using the methods of multi-case 

study, I highlight the intimate and nuanced teaching and learning experiences of 

immigrant teachers by delving deeper into a borderland space, where their lives mesh 

with their immigrant students and their families.  

 Looking deeply at the experiences of immigrant teachers straddling between 

multiple worlds, remembering being newcomers while working as welcomers, proposes 

that we re-think and ask new questions about the complex realities of immigrants in 

schooling. This work highlights the heart of teaching and caring for young immigrants as 

contingent upon understanding the nuances of their daily experiences as border crossers 

within the self, among others, and in multiple cultural worlds. 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Background of the Problem 

 The importance of early childhood education and care (ECEC) has become well 

renowned, especially with more recent research on early brain development and policy 

changes for creating more early education and care programs for young children (Institute 

of Medicine (IOM) and National Research Council (NRC), 2015; Recchia, 2016; 

Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017). Along with this increased attention to the field, there have 

been discussions around efforts to professionalize its workforce in ECEC in order to raise 

quality in programs and practices (Barnett & Riley-Ayers, 2016; Kirova, Massing, 

Prochner, & Cleghorn, 2016a). While these discussions are dominated by narrowly 

defined “professionalism” rated with universalistic and standardized measures in a 

decontextualized manner, the roles ECEC can take on in service for the ever-increasing 

diversity of our youngest learners are rendered silenced.  

 The faces of young children in the United States are changing. Recent statistics 

reported that one in four children under the age of six in the United States are children of 
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immigrants1 or immigrant children (Woods, Hanson, Saxton, & Simms, 2016). This 

number is projected to increase continually and by 2040, one in three children in the U.S. 

will be growing up in an immigrant household (Todorova, Suárez-Orozco, & Suárez-

Orozco, 2009). Numerous research studies attest that teaching in this time of changing 

demographics is one of the most challenging tasks (Adair, 2009; Adair, 2011; Adair & 

Barraza, 2014; Baum & McMurray-Schwarz, 2004; Heng, 2014; Perrera, Chapman, & 

Stein, 2006; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Tobin, Arzubiaga, & Adair, 2013). 

Combined with this challenge in contemporary ECEC settings, the current political 

climate towards immigrants and social unrest have brought more complexity to the work 

of teaching and caring for young children than ever before, especially for those with 

immigrant backgrounds.  

 Some studies suggest diversification of the workforce as a key solution to this 

challenge (Chang, 2006; Park, McHugh, Zong, & Batalova, 2015). It is often argued that 

teachers who share similar backgrounds to their students and their families have unique 

awareness of immigrant needs, cultural beliefs and practices, living conditions, values, 

and perspectives due to their sociocultural proximity and shared immigrant experiences 

(Adair, Tobin, & Arzubiaga, 2012; Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2014; Tobin et al., 

2013). Fortunately, the field of ECEC, among the varied fields within education, has been 

in the forefront in efforts to diversify its workforce and opened its door to many 

individuals with “recent”2 immigrant backgrounds as 18% of the current ECEC 

                                                
1 ‘Children of immigrants’ is used to refer to both foreign-born children and U.S.-born children with one or 
both parents being foreign-born (Karoly & Gonzalez, 2011; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). In 
this paper, ‘immigrant children’ and ‘children of immigrants’ are used interchangeably to refer to both of 
these populations considering an important aspect of the lives of young children: immigrant (foreign-born) 
parent(s) (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).  
2 The term “recent” in describing immigrant backgrounds is used to refer to first-generation immigrant 
related experiences.   
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professionals are foreign-born (Matthews, Ullrich, & Cervantes, 2018; Washington & 

Gross, 2015). That is, many diverse lives especially those with recent immigrant 

backgrounds are crossed in the context of ECEC, a space of intersections, where the work 

of teaching and caring for immigrant children is inextricably tied to the lives of 

immigrant teachers.  

Statement of the Problem  

On the surface level, it seems as though comparably more diversified workforce 

in ECEC than in the K-12 system encompasses the criteria for meeting the needs of 

immigrant children and families. However, there is a great silence in the literature about 

this intersection of immigrant teachers and their work of teaching and caring for 

immigrant children. Rather, often these two populations of immigrants, teachers and 

children, are examined separately: immigrant teachers and their perspectives on entering 

the field and teaching students in general classrooms (Cho, 2010; Lam, 1996, Ngana, 

2011; Schmidt, 2010; Tobin et al., 2013); and teaching immigrant children from the 

perspectives of teachers without recent immigrant backgrounds (Keat, Strickland, & 

Marinak, 2009; McCrary, Sennette, & Brown, 2011; Monroe & Ruan, 2018; Sandoval-

Taylor, 2005). Despite the intersected lives of immigrants in ECEC settings and a 

comparably large number of immigrant teachers who teach and care for young immigrant 

children, their work and perspectives have rarely been examined.  
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What is known, however, is the over-representation of these immigrant teachers 

in “informal3” settings such as home- or family-based care centers or in “formal4” 

settings such as public pre-kindergarten, Head Start programs, and private preschools as 

assistant teachers, teachers’-aides, paraprofessionals, etc. (Park et al., 2015; Sugarman & 

Park, 2017; Park, Zong, & Batalova, 2018). Not only is there little research done on their 

important work of caring for our youngest children but also in practice they are poorly 

compensated and undervalued as legitimate professionals (Barnett & Riley-Ayers, 2016; 

Bonetti, 2018; Interlandi, 2018; Workman, Guernsey, & Mead, 2018). Furthermore, 

similar to the teacher demographics nationwide in the K-12 system, it is not surprising to 

see that 90% of the classroom teachers in what is considered “formal” ECEC settings still 

remain as white, middle class, monolingual, and able-bodied females who have no recent 

immigrant backgrounds (Park et al., 2015).  

These “formal” settings, preschools, serving three and four year olds, are the 

settings recent research studies heavily focus on and have “proven” to have direct 

correlations to improving readiness especially of immigrant children for kindergarten 

entry and beyond (Espinosa, 2013; Pianta et al., 2009). The recent explosion of pre-

kindergarten programs such as “Pre-K for all” and “3-K for all” initiatives in New York 

City is an example of the current policy change in creating an increasing number of free 

preschool programs. While these classrooms are opening doors to more children 

especially immigrant children from low-income families, the unsettling issue rises with 

                                                
3 “Informal” ECEC settings refer to home- or family-based care centers which often are considered as the 
unregulated child-care sector. 
4 “Formal” ECEC settings refer to preschools regulated under state oversight, including public pre-
kindergarten programs, Head Start programs, and private preschools (IOM & NRC, 2015; Baker & Páez, 
2018; Park et al., 2015; Sugarman & Park, 2017). 
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the questions of ‘who is teaching and caring for these immigrant children’ (Goodwin, 

2002; 2017) and ‘to whom is quality ensured’ (Sugarman & Park, 2017).  

 Along with this explosion of preschool programs, the trend towards 

“professionalization” in the workforce in order to bolster quality of ECEC practices is 

pushing those few immigrant teachers out of classrooms (Sugarman & Park, 2017). For 

example, a nationwide implementation of Quality Rating and Improvement systems 

(QRIS) as part of federal Race to the Top has continued to be a main force in shaping 

regulations and requirements for measuring quality of those “formal” ECEC programs 

and teachers in decontextualized quantitative manners. In many states, including New 

York, such a standardized measuring system (Bornfreund, & Hogan, 2017; IOM & NSC, 

2015) has (in)directly resulted in disenfranchising immigrant teachers to teach in those 

programs due to the new requirements for a higher education degree or state teaching 

certification (Park et al., 2015; Workman et al., 2018). Using these quality measures, 

immigrant teachers, who were once sought out be a centerpiece for diversifying the 

workforce, are now turned against by the system in the name of “high quality.” That is, 

their diverse backgrounds that enable immigrant teachers to have special insight on how 

to work with young immigrant children and families (Nieto, 2010) has suddenly become 

devalued in more “formal” ECEC classrooms. Essentially, just as many immigrant 

children are marginalized in school spaces (Igoa, 1995; Kirova, 2001) immigrant teachers 

have also become marginalized in their ECEC work spaces as their skills and 

competencies are disregarded or viewed as “not formal enough.”  

This study builds on the previous work of teacher diversity and teaching 

immigrant children to question the current landscape of ECEC and the multiple lives 
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within. One cannot claim to care for immigrant children and their wellbeing without 

caring for their teachers. The field of ECEC in a multicultural nation such as the U.S. 

must create inclusive conditions that welcome diversity not only in young children but 

also those who teach and care for them. This study further investigates the notion of 

equity, more specifically with questions of who is considered professional and what is 

defined as “high quality” particularly in the context of teaching and caring for our 

youngest immigrants. As aforementioned, the field of ECEC is situated at an important 

intersection of immigration and education as the issues around both immigrant children 

and immigrant teachers are intimately intertwined. Exploring their intersected 

experiences would provide a deeper understanding of the complexity and nuances in 

teaching immigrant children as immigrant teachers are in the midst of the current trend of 

professionalization and the movement of creating high quality of ECEC. This is an area 

of the literature that has been understudied. Little is known about who immigrant teachers 

are, how and why they entered the field, in what ways they work with immigrant children 

and their families, what qualities they bring to and what challenges they face as they 

work in contemporary ECEC settings.  

Rationale  

 Immigration is certainly not a new phenomenon in U.S. schools. Historically and 

currently schools have made efforts to attend to the challenges of providing education 

and care for immigrant children. Some of these efforts include creating ESL (English as a 

second language) classes and bilingual education programs (Olneck, 2004; Todorova et 

al., 2009; Valenzuela, 1999). Despite these efforts, studies show that the experiences of 

immigrant students across all ages from very young children to older students have been 
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consistent: they have felt separated, stereotyped, excluded, and othered (Abu El-Haj, 

2007; Kirova, 2001; Igoa, 1995; Olsen, 2008; Patel, 2013; Valenzuela, 1999).  

 To remediate such experiences of immigrant students in schooling, scholarship in 

the field of education has used stories of immigrant students as a means for their teachers 

to understand their experiences more deeply and help them connect their lives in their 

learning processes (Amanti, 2005; Arizpe, Colomer, & Martinez-Roldán, 2014; 

Campano, 2007; Ghiso, 2016; Gonzáles, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Moll, 2013; Keat et al., 

2009). These studies suggest that in order to implement these kinds of learning in the 

classroom, there must be teachers who are willing to position themselves as learners to 

understand the details of immigrant students’ experiences in-and-out of school and to use 

such understandings as a basis for teacher-student-home relationships.  

 However, the reality of building these teacher-student-home relationships remains 

one of the most challenging tasks for teachers (Adair, 2009; Adair, 2011; Adair & 

Barraza, 2014; Baum & McMurray-Schwarz, 2004; Heng, 2014; Perrera et al., 2006; 

Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Tobin, et al., 2013; Todorova et al., 2009). In 

response, the field has turned to recruiting not only racially diverse teachers, but also a 

linguistically, ethnically, and culturally diverse teaching force in the hope of improving 

the schooling experiences for immigrant students (Chang, 2006; Faez, 2012; Massing, 

2015; Monzo & Rueda, 2003; Ross, 2011). This has placed immigrant teachers in the 

center of diversifying the teaching force and they are often asked to take on special roles 

to bridge home and school (Jackson, 2006; Ross, 2015).  

 In ECEC, immigrant teachers have been an integral part of such work in bridging 

home and school for young immigrant children and families in various settings. As 
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aforementioned, immigrants make up of almost 20% of the ECEC workforce (Park et al., 

2015) and many more continue to desire to work with young children in ECEC settings 

(Massing, 2014). Indeed, “[c]aregivers and educators who reflect the cultural identities of 

young children can provide continuity between their home and early learning settings and 

engage meaningfully with parents and families” (Park et al., 2015, p. 2). However, with a 

growing attention to ECEC and its effort for quality control (Barnett & Riley-Ayers; 

2016; IOM & NSC, 2015), immigrant teachers are experiencing discrimination and 

marginalization (Sugarman & Park, 2017; Park et al., 2018; Personal communication).   

In this study, building on the existing literature on teacher diversity and teaching 

immigrant children, I place at the center early childhood immigrant teachers—the 

population rarely studied, yet, an integral part of teaching and caring for young 

immigrant children. I bring to life their lived experiences not only in their teaching lives 

but also their diverse immigration histories. Despite their numbers, there voices around 

their work and experiences are largely silenced in the literature. With the growing 

number of immigrant children in ECEC across the nation, it is necessary to learn about 

who is teaching and caring for them, what experiences these immigrant teachers bring to 

the classroom, and what happens when their lives mesh together.  

In a broad sense, understanding teaching and learning requires close attention to 

“teachers both as individuals and as groups, listening to their voices and the stories they 

tell about their work and their lives” (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007, p. 359). Thus, in examining 

immigrant teachers and their experiences, I highlight their personal stories as well as the 

social, cultural, political, and institutional narratives within which such experiences are 

shaped and told. The aim of this study was to look at the spaces and intersections where 



 

 

9 

diverse lives meet, rather than simply to look at the matching demographics of teachers 

and students. For this purpose, I worked with four immigrant teachers from different 

countries of origin, who went through schooling as either immigrant students or parents 

and became preschool teachers, to understand how their lived experiences including their 

immigration histories shape the ways in which they work with immigrant children and 

families from diverse backgrounds. In doing so, I expand the existing knowledge in the 

field by highlighting the untold stories of immigrant teachers in ECEC, and comment on 

what it means to teach and care for young immigrant children and families as immigrants 

themselves.  

Research Questions 

In this study, I worked with four immigrant teachers who have spent their lives in 

various ECEC settings as immigrants and now work in those “formal” ECEC settings 

such as pre-kindergarten classrooms or Head Start classrooms, teaching and caring for 

young immigrant children and their families. I purposefully selected these four teachers 

to not only highlight the added complexity in the current ECEC landscape but also to 

investigate the interconnected experiences of immigration and schooling, as they had 

experienced schooling as either immigrant students or immigrant parents. Already having 

had first hand immigration experiences themselves and now teaching young immigrants 

are experiences worth listening to because those narratives may offer a unique 

perspective of the landscape of immigrant education and the educational system at large 

(Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007). Therefore, I locate immigrant teachers and their experiences as 

the focal point because they are uniquely positioned to tell their stories, seldom told, and 

listening with them would provide a clearer understanding about not only the teachers 
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themselves but also the realities of teaching young immigrant children and their families 

in ECEC settings.  

Using a multi-case study method, I sought to understand the experiences and 

perspectives of four immigrant teachers, situated in the greater area of New York City, 

through classroom observations, individual interviews, and a collection of artifacts. My 

research questions were:  

1) How do immigrant teachers describe their immigration and school experiences 

until becoming teachers in the U.S.? 

2) How do immigrant teachers describe their work with immigrant children and 

their families?  

a. What successes/challenges do they face in their work? 

3) In what ways do immigrant teachers describe the overlaps and divergences 

between their own immigration experiences and their narratives of teaching 

immigrant children?  

Theoretical Framework 

This study is framed and designed by the construct of funds of knowledge and 

borderlands to have a lens for understanding the complexity and to elaborate upon the 

ways in which immigrant teachers live while teaching immigrant children and their 

families in ECEC settings. More specifically, I was interested in exploring their 

transformative experiences of being immigrant students or parents, becoming teachers, 

and living as immigrants and teachers, and the ways in which they continue to transform 

the lives of young immigrant children and their families in multiple contexts.  
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Funds of Knowledge 

To frame this study I employed the construct of funds of knowledge to excavate 

the lived experiences and knowledge of immigrant teachers. Funds of knowledge draw 

upon individuals’ living and learning practices within the variations in their family 

histories and lived experiences (González et al., 2005). I was drawn to this concept 

because of its emphasis on the experiences of immigrants, which have traditionally been 

subordinated and marginalized. It also takes immigrants’ engagement in life seriously 

with multiple cultures and languages in the U.S. viewed as rich resources rather than 

deficiencies (González et al., 2005).  

While highlighting the lives of immigrants, the concept of funds of knowledge 

has been traditionally used to study immigrant students and their experiences in and out 

of school (Dermans-Sparks, 1993-1994; Moll et al., 1992; Riojas-Cortez, 2001; Riojas-

Cortez & Flores, 2009). However, it has also been acknowledged that immigrant 

teachers’ funds of knowledge and the ways in which they make sense of their funds of 

knowledge are closely intertwined and affect their teaching and learning (Adair, 2011; 

Gupta, 2006; Jackson, 2006; Moll, 2013; Olsen, 2008; Recchia & McDevitt, 2018; 

Sexton, 2008; Villegas & Lucas, 2007). This takes into consideration that teaching is a 

complex endeavor involving the whole person across his/her social, cultural, and political 

contexts (Goodwin, Cheruvu, & Genishi, 2008), and is not simply about a particular set 

of teaching methods or procedures. Teaching is indeed, “grounded in their personal 

resources, values, and life experiences” (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007, p. 364). Therefore, funds 

of knowledge of immigrant teachers seemed to be an appropriate framework to use as a 

foundation to contextualize their experiences.  
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Furthermore, framing funds of knowledge for immigration and education 

highlights “personal teacher-student relations” (Moll, 2013, p. 156) as central to teaching 

and learning lives. Moll (2013) describes that the purpose of contextualizing teaching and 

learning in funds of knowledge is to facilitate “a sense of belonging” (p. 157) for both 

students and teachers in an academic setting through student-teacher relations. Especially 

in the context of ECEC and in teaching immigrant children, these relationships are the 

utmost critical factor for young children who are developing a sense of belonging and to 

figuring out where and how they fit in the world around them (Bueno, Darling-

Hammond, & Gonzales, 2010; García & García, 2012; Recchia, 2016). Drawing upon 

funds of knowledge directed my attention to these important relationships immigrant 

teachers fostered with their immigrant students and their families in understanding their 

experiences in-and-out of and beyond the classroom walls. Hence, examining the 

teaching lives of immigrant teachers through the lens of funds of knowledge provided a 

unique context for understanding the relationships between young immigrant children 

and their families in their early “schooling” experiences and the ways in which immigrant 

teachers create a sense of belonging in their classrooms for their students and families.  

Border Lives in Teaching and Learning 

Immigrants are by definition in the margins of two cultures. Paradoxically, they 
can never truly belong either “here” nor “there.” 

(Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001, p. 92) 

Building on the construct of funds of knowledge, I utilized what Anzaldúa (1987) 

calls the borderlands as a framework to explore the experiences of immigrant teachers 

and to think critically about approaching immigrant experiences and knowledges in the 

U.S context. Anzaldúa (1987) calls this space that is neither here nor there, borderlands, 
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“a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural 

boundary… a constant state of transition” (p. 3). If the concept of funds of knowledge 

unsettles the idea of devaluing knowledges coming from the experiences of immigrants 

and their households, then the borderland framework opens up possibilities for cultivating 

complex understandings of immigrant lives that might look unclear and confusing on the 

surface level (Hickling-Hudson, 2006). This lens helped me delve deeper into their 

experiences by paying attention to immigrant teachers’ multiple social locations 

intersected with race, ethnicity, citizenship, culture, language, class, ability, religion, and 

gender in which immigrants experience constant border crossings and develop hybrid 

identities (Mancilla, Boals, & Castro, 2014). 

In their border lives, the immigrant teachers crossed cultural and national 

boundaries though there were ambiguity, conflicts, confusion, and struggles. Despite 

these contradictions in this uncomfortable space called borderlands, privileging the 

voices of immigrants helped me examine the new dimensions of their experiences and 

reexamine the relation between personal experiences and social meanings (Mohanty, 

2000).  

Anzaldúa (1987) described in her poem what it means to live and survive in the 

borderlands,  

To survive the Borderlands 

 You must live sin fronteras (without borders)  

 be a crossroads (p. 195).  

I drew upon this metaphor of being a crossroads to conceptualize immigrant teachers’ 

teaching lives in the borderlands. All my participants have gone through either actual 
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and/or emotional/cultural border crossings as immigrant students or parents and have 

survived to be a teacher in the borderlands to teach and care for young immigrant 

students in their preschool classrooms. In my exploration of their experiences, this 

construct of borderlands provided a tool to learn about their border crossing journeys, 

including complexity and contradictions, “the very core of the borderland experience” 

(González, 2001, p. 14), and what it means for immigrant teachers to be a crossroads for 

their students and families.  

Significance  

 With a rapid increase in the number of young immigrant children there is a 

growing concern for their education and wellbeing. Immigrant teachers have been in the 

center of diversification of its workforce in ECEC settings in attempts to meet the unique 

needs of immigrant children and families. However, a current trend of “quality” care and 

“professionalization” of its workforce, which are based on decontextualized quantitative 

measures, results in inequity for immigrant teachers who are vulnerable to exclusion and 

marginalization in classrooms where they were once widely welcomed and relied upon 

(Park et al., 2015; Sugarman & Park, 2018; Workman et al., 2018). This study calls upon 

the issues of “professionalization,” “quality” care, and equity in the context of teaching 

and caring for young immigrant children and families from the perspectives of immigrant 

teachers who work closely with them to redefine what it means to be working with 

immigrants.   

 My initial interest in this inquiry began with a curiosity about the intersected lives 

of immigrant teachers who teach and care for young immigrants in preschool, a place 

where an increasing number of immigrant children and immigrant teachers actively 
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engage in their teaching and learning lives. I wanted to understand what really happens 

when these diverse lives mesh in early educational and care settings. Clandinin and 

Rosiek (2007) state that experience happens in interactions and relationships with people. 

I wanted to inquire into these experiences between teachers and children with shared 

immigrant backgrounds to learn how their experiences interplay in bridging home and 

school. Hence, in this study, I attempted to capture not only the lives of the teachers 

themselves but also the lives of young immigrant children and their families. Through the 

teachers’ unique perspectives in the ECEC classrooms I searched for the essence in the 

relationships between immigrant teachers and their immigrant students and families. 

Simultaneously, I hoped to shed light on related issues, which may seem like personal 

issues, that constitute their narratives in the larger social, cultural, historical, political, and 

institutional contexts of immigration and education.  

 The stories of individual immigrants in preschools will offer intimate insights to 

educators, administrators, researchers, and policy makers who otherwise may not have 

access, particularly those who are not from recent immigrant communities. By providing 

the very details and more nuanced realities of their lives that are constituted within 

historical and contemporary landscape of ECEC, this study will foster re-imagination and 

action on what it means to teach and learn with immigrants. More specifically, teachers 

may find such descriptions useful in thinking about how to create a classroom 

environment that is truly welcoming and caring for young immigrant children and their 

families. Administrators and policy makers may find innovative ways to structure ECEC 

programs and ensure more equitable and reflective policy and practices in which teachers 

and school staff may connect with immigrant children, families, and teachers with a 
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better understanding of each other. Researchers and teacher educators may challenge 

themselves to ask new questions and seek deeper understandings of immigrant students, 

families, and teachers and their experiences. Lastly, I hope this study will generate ideas 

for positive changes not only in the field of ECEC but also in educational and social 

policies around issues of immigration at large, reflecting the experiences of immigrant 

teachers both in-and-out of schools and beyond their entry into the U.S. 
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Chapter II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

With the demographic shifts in the United States, there are an increasing number 

of immigrant students in schools. They bring many changes to the experiences of 

students, families, and teachers in schools and raise important questions about what it 

means to teach and learn with immigrants. One of the efforts to respond to these changes 

is through positioning immigrant teachers in the center to bridge home and school for 

immigrant children and their families (Chang, 2006; Matthews & Ewen, 2010; Park et al., 

2015). However, little attention has been given to understanding those experiences that 

come from the perspectives of immigrant teachers. In this study, I aimed to bring their 

voices and experiences in the forefront, exploring the intersected lives of immigrant 

teachers, teaching and caring for immigrant students and families. Understanding the 

details of immigrant teachers’ lives from their own narratives would offer another layer 

to multifaceted stories and perspectives of immigration and education and what it means 

to teach and care for immigrant children and their families.  

The intersection of immigration and education is too broad to be covered in this 

limited space of the chapter; hence, I will focus on literature specifically on teaching and 

learning with immigrant students for the purpose of this study. The main goals of this 
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chapter are to 1) trace the efforts schools and teachers have developed to educate 

immigrant children and to work with their families over time, 2) understand the 

experiences of immigrant children in and out of schools with a specific focus on young 

children of immigrants and their families in the landscape of early childhood education 

and care (ECEC), and 3) examine the role of immigrant teachers for educating immigrant 

children and working with their families. By examining the literature in this way I seek to 

contextualize and establish my argument for the needs of the study in this chapter.  

Teaching the New American Majority: Monolingualism, Conformity, and Exclusion 

“Difference and diversity is the new normal” (Genishi & Dyson, 2009, p. 10). The 

faces of our society are changing rapidly, creating a “new American majority” 

(Hernandez, Denton, & Macartney, 2010, p. 7). Similar to Canada, Australia, and New 

Zealand, the United States of America is an advanced democratic multicultural nation 

where immigration is not only history but also destiny (Todorova et al., 2009). In this 

demographic shift, the role of schools and teachers have become increasingly important 

to respond to the diversity immigration has brought to U.S. schools and to educate the 

new American majority (Barbarin, Mercado, & Jigjidsuren, 2010). Drawing on historical, 

social, and educational research, the section below will examine how schools and 

teachers have responded to educating immigrant students over time.  

Teaching and Learning the Language of America  

So, if you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my language. Ethnic identity is 
twin skin to linguistic identity—I am my language. Until I can take pride in my 

language, I cannot take pride in myself. (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 59) 
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Since the immigration waves in 19th century schools, educators have relentlessly 

tried to “Americanize” the children of immigrants by inculcating American values and 

identities, assuming that immigrants should ultimately give up their prior cultures and 

identities for the new (Olneck, 2004). With their languages, cultures, and their identities 

unrecognized by schools and educators, immigrant students were taught to learn and live 

within an “English-only” and “American-only” school environment.  

Language instruction. With the birth of the Immigration Reform Act in 1965, 

schools began to recognize the value of multicultural education and to make some efforts 

to provide “special” language instruction classes such as transitional bilingual education 

and English as a Second Language (ESL) (Olneck, 2004). However, only in those 

separate classes were teachers willing to modify curriculum and pedagogy to 

accommodate the needs of immigrant students. Valenzuela (1999) critiqued that ESL was 

a program to transition immigrant students out of their own cultural and linguistic 

identities to the “English-only” environment. Moreover, ESL was never offered in high 

academic level courses, which denied access to advanced academic achievement for 

immigrant students. There underlies the assumption that if immigrant students have not 

yet acquired proficiency in the English language, they are deficient in their cognitive 

ability to learn and to do higher order thinking.  

Valenzuela adds that most teachers in ESL were Native English speakers, not 

from recent immigrant communities, and the social distance between students and 

teachers remained great. Many of these language related programs and strategies 

promoted “subtractive schooling” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 27) and immigrant students who 

assimilated subtractively underwent “a personal decolonization process” (Valenzuela, 
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1999, p. 89) by negating their cultural identity and acting “White” to be accepted by the 

dominant culture. Divesting social and cultural resources from immigrant students 

thereafter left them “progressively vulnerable to academic failure” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 

3). Unfortunately, even after the reform act in 1965, little has changed in responding to 

the needs of immigrant students and their education. Furthermore, this movement of 

teaching “English-only” to immigrant students was viewed as paradoxical in a sense 

because it dampened the possibilities for immigrant students to become bilingual or 

multilingual while schools strove to enhance the world language skills of English 

speaking students (Todorova et al., 2009).  

Another problem with language instruction in U.S. schools is disorganized 

practice. Todorova et al. (2009) stated, “U.S. language policies are literally all over the 

map” (p. 370) indicating that there were no set rules or structures among different types 

of language programs. The teachers who taught immigrant students in those programs 

were also confused about the logic or the structure of their own practice. Immigrant 

students were sometimes pulled out of the classroom for separate language instruction. In 

some years they were placed in a transitional bilingual classroom, and other years they 

were in ESL. In the midst of inconsistency in language programs and separation of 

immigrant students from mainstream classrooms, there were few meaningful exchanges 

among newly arrived immigrant students and American-born students who were not from 

recent immigrant communities. As a result, immigrant students suffered the most in their 

transitions and were left alone struggling to learn the new world.  

What schools and educators did not understand was that language is not merely a 

communication tool, rather it is a part of students’ lives, being, and identity. The root of 
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the problem with language instruction in U.S. schools for immigrant students is the fact 

that immigrant students are viewed as “English learners” only. Valenzuela (1999) argues 

that bilingual education programs can be harmful for them without the fundamental 

understanding of immigrant students as whole person-beings. She further states that 

teaching English to immigrant students without reinforcing immigrant students’ native 

languages, cultural identities, and social wellbeing, also promotes subtractive 

assimilation. Along with educational policies that focus on closing the achievement gap 

and testing with a narrow standard, schools and teachers are back to square one with 

more of the English immersion approach, moving even further away from a focus on 

immigrant students’ home language, culture, and identity (García & Kleifgen, 2010).  

Language brokering. Immigrant students are situated in an intersecting space 

where they live between two distinctive languages and cultures, the dominant U.S. and 

that of their household. Despite the recurrent changes in policies and disorganized 

practices for language instruction in school settings, many immigrant students learn to 

utilize their language skills outside of schooling for the members of their families. One 

way they do this is through language brokering.  

Language brokering is a cultural practice that is shaped by the experience of 
being an immigrant. It is a practice in which children take the lead; it is not 
handed down from parents to children. Rather, it is invented by necessity in the 
immigrant context.” (Orellana, 2009, p. 3) 

As stated above, immigrant students develop the skills of language brokering while living 

and learning in two, unfortunately very disconnected places, school and home. Even if 

schools do not reinforce their bilingual skills, when they come home from school they are 

often expected to play the role of the “language broker” for their family members. Their 

household contexts place immigrant children in the position of “emergent bilinguals” 
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(García & Kleifgen, 2010, p. 6), and their “limited language skills” in school become 

limitless in their home and community. They become the bridge, through language 

brokering, between the host country and home for their parents, siblings, relatives, and 

communities. In Orellana’s book (2009), the immigrant children are often the “right 

hand” (Orellana, 2009, p. 7) or “little man” (p. 8) of the family involved in everyday 

situations such as going to grocery stores, paying bills, speaking on the phone, discussing 

themselves for their parents and teachers during parent-teacher conferences in school, and 

they even interpret for their parents in medical settings.  

Recently, more active scholarship has begun to recognize the strengths in their 

language fluidity, and promote efforts to create a learning environment that bridges home 

and school so that the skills of immigrant students such as language brokering become 

valuable tools for their learning within schools as well (Campano, 2007; Estaban-Guitart 

& Moll, 2014; Ghiso, 2016; Giroux, 2005; Moll, 2005; Moll & Gonzáles, 1994; Orellana, 

2009; Valenzuela, 1999). Moll (2005) states that immigrant students’ funds of knowledge 

is a new conceptual tool for teaching and learning and argues that rather than seeing their 

funds of knowledge as a deviation from the “norm,” these skills and experiences must be 

seen as strengths that ought to be built upon pedagogically in schools, not only for their 

language development but also for their academic learning. With such awareness in the 

connections between language, culture, and personal experiences for educating 

immigrant students, educators and scholars have been searching for more innovative 

ways to teach immigrant students.  

 Stories as a teaching tool. With the increasing awareness that “Bilinguality 

means not just speaking but living in two different languages (Arizpe et al., 2014, p. 27), 
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some educators and researchers began looking into teaching immigrant students the new 

language within a general curriculum by providing spaces to inquire and tell their own 

personal stories as a teaching and learning tool to bridge home and school (Arizpe et al., 

2014; Campano, 2007; González et al., 2005; Moll, 2013). For example, Campano (2007) 

in his book, describes the ways in which he encouraged immigrant students to tell and 

write their own narratives through storytelling and autobiographic writing. This kind of 

teaching becomes not only the bridge between the teacher and the students, but also 

promotes powerful literacy practices. He also stated that schools and teachers, who 

recognize immigrant students’ experiences as a source of knowledge by being responsive 

to the realities of their lives, enable them to arrive at new understandings and identities of 

themselves in relation to their worlds. Such teaching practices help immigrant students 

remember their cultures and personal histories in the process of making sense of their 

past and present, rather than forgetting their personal stories to find their place in their 

new land.  

Employing visual narratives, Arizpe et al. (2014) engaged immigrant students in 

reclaiming their immigration experiences through multimodalities such as discussions 

around a wordless book combined with drawings. The authors state that they recognize 

the limited opportunities given to immigrant students throughout history to learn the new 

language and literacy that is crucial in transitioning to a new context. Arizpe et al. argue, 

“making the most of the knowledge and experiences they bring with them is a 

fundamental step in the direction of a more equal, inclusive and informed society” (p. 

239). In their book, they highlight that their work was not simply language learning 

pedagogy but “a transformation of the emotions and feelings, a symbolized elaboration of 
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the lived experience” (Petit, 2009, p. 295, EA transl. and cited in Arizpe et al., 2014, p. 

7). Arizpe et al. reveal that when immigrant students are given culturally and 

linguistically meaningful materials to work with, they are able to fully participate even 

with their different language skills in meaningful literacy learning activities while 

extending their skills in the new language. In contrast to the traditional bilingual or ESL 

programs that limited access to advanced classes for immigrant students unless they had 

mastered English language skills, Arizpe et al.’s work opens possibilities for intellectual 

equity and the development of the whole person-beings in immigrant education. 

Ultimately, Arizpe et al. claim that teachers play a vital role in recognizing and learning 

the new world(s) in which the students learn and live by listening to their experiences and 

stories in order to foster meaningful learning spaces for immigrant students who are 

living and learning in two or multiple languages and cultures.  

Teaching for Inclusion  

Anyone who lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider 
anywhere within its bounds. (Dr. Martin Luther King) 

While learning English is a “marker of belonging” (Olsen, 2008, p. viii) in the 

U.S., especially in school, it is evident in the previously mentioned literature that 

teaching immigrant students is not only about English language learning issues. 

According to Patel (2012), when it comes to teaching immigrant students, her least 

concern is their ability to learn English. Her reasons are that most immigrant students 

diligently try their best to learn English because they do not want to be perceived as less 

intelligent due to their accent or limited English speaking skills. However, the harsh 

reality is that even after they master “standard” English, schools and society do not fully 
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include them. Struggling over the educational structure for subtractive assimilation 

through “monolingualsim”, “deethnicization,” and “deculturalization” in the name of 

teaching English (Valenzuela, 1999), there have been some efforts to include immigrant 

students by infusing a whole child perspective (Gay, 2010) throughout a schools’ 

curricula, enacting culturally responsive teaching in addition to language and literacy 

practices.  

Culturally responsive teaching. More recently there have been efforts to teach 

students with diverse backgrounds in ways that are culturally relevant and sustainable to 

truly integrate them and to help them become full participants in U.S. schools (Ladson-

Billings, 2014). Gay (2010) mentions that many teachers believe that treating all students 

equally regardless of their race, ethnicity, personal and historical background, and 

cultural orientation is fair practice. She critiques their fallacy and suggests pedagogical 

transformation that is culturally responsive in working with students of color. Gay lists 

four important aspects of culturally responsive teaching: caring, communication, 

curriculum, and instruction, and highlights that the centrality to culturally responsive 

teaching is how teachers relate to students. The gap in social distance between teachers 

and immigrant students is echoed in Gay’s narratives as mentioned earlier in this chapter 

regarding unsuccessful bilingual or ESL classes. In a similar manner, Villegas and Lucas 

(2002) presented culturally responsive teaching, grounded in constructivist views that are 

“respectful of diversity, supportive of the principles of democracy and social justice, and 

have the potential to move education beyond rote memorization to understanding for all 

students” (p. 76). That is to capitalize on students’ strengths while at the same time 

addressing their needs. Scholars argue that by employing such pedagogy, teachers 
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become advocates for all students to improve their engagement in their learning and 

academic achievement.  

Ethnic studies. One specific application of culturally responsive teaching in 

school curricula is ethnic studies. Ethnic studies are centered in the realities of students 

from marginalized communities to intentionally include their narratives, counter to the 

traditional school curriculum (Sleeter, 2011). An exemplary program of ethnic studies is 

the Social Justice Education Project (SJEP), which was designed for high school Latina/o 

students who struggled in school and were labeled as “at risk” in Tucson, Arizona 

(Cammarota & Romero, 2006). In the SJEP, the students were engaged in research 

projects through observations, photographs, and interviews with themes such as cultural 

assimilation and stereotypes. The author explains that having the students engaged in 

addressing their own social realities motivated them to learn, and instilled in them the 

desire to further pursue studying in college. In contrast to traditional language instruction 

for immigrant students in schools, such ethnic studies programs enable students to 

become producers of knowledge rather than only consumers (Sleeter, 2011) and to 

critically inquire into their realities situated in larger social and political realm (Giroux, 

2005).  

Another important aspect of ethnic studies is that while they were designed to 

improve students’ academic skills, the priority of the curriculum was to develop 

“relationships between teacher and students that are based on reciprocity and 

commitment to improving the welfare of the community students live in” (Sleeter, 2011, 

p. 6). At the core, ethnic studies are based on authentic caring in which teachers show 

deep respect, caring, and compassion towards students and their culture, to fully include 
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them “in schools, communities, and the world” (Cammarota & Romero, 2006, p. 311). 

This is the key, the authors mentioned, to reach immigrant students and other students 

who are often marginalized, and to move towards creating a truly welcoming school 

environment for inclusion.   

Citizenship education. Despite the efforts to implement culturally responsive 

teaching, immigrant students still face various forms of discrimination, racism, and 

inequity within the school environment. In this regard, citizenship education needs to 

become an important part of schooling not only for immigrant students but also for all 

students in the changing demographics of the school environment in learning what it 

means to be citizens in the U.S. 

In a study of Abu El-Haj (2007), the author tells stories of Palestinian immigrant 

students and the ways in which they position themselves and are positioned within the 

school community. Although they have acquired the English language and know the 

dominant culture in the U.S., “they struggle to feel a sense of belonging to the nation in 

which they hold citizenship” (p. 287). These students described their school experiences 

as suffering and recalled painful memories of being called “terrorists.” One student in the 

study mentioned students who made racial comments about African-American students 

who were suspended, but “When somebody makes a racial comment about Arabs, the 

teachers, they don’t do anything” (p. 302). In such hostile school environments without 

the support of their teachers, these immigrant students struggled to negotiate their 

identities, trying to figure out where they truly belong. The author argues that schools and 

teachers must create a safe learning space where multiple identities of diverse immigrant 

students exist “comfortably next to one another” (p. 305). Because ultimately the ways in 
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which immigrant students are welcomed in their new land will have a crucial impact on 

how they adapt in school and in the larger U.S. society (Arizpe, et al., 2014; Suárez-

Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Therefore, it is imperative for educators to deeply 

examine their experiences in and out of school in order to create and nurture a welcoming 

space to truly include immigrant students and all students. 

Teaching and Learning Across Borders 

 In the Funds of Knowledge project (González et al., 2005), a group of researchers 

and teachers collaborated through ethnographic and educational research to learn more 

about the everyday lived experiences of students from working-class, minoritized, and 

immigrant communities to enhance their educational processes. This work was based on 

their assumption that in order to fully include students in their educational processes 

educators must position themselves as learners first. Venturing beyond the classroom 

walls into students’ daily lives, homes, and communities might enable educators to learn 

more about their students, nurture their strengths, and meet their needs.   

 Funds of knowledge as hybridity of culture. The associated researchers and 

teachers problematized the notion of culture portrayed as static and homogenous and that 

contributes to stereotyping immigrant students into categories of the holidays, foods, 

costumes, social class, religion, etc. The new concept of culture requires “an open mind 

to examine how people live rather than use predetermined labels to attempt to understand 

who they are” (Garcia & Garcia, 2012, p. 33). Understanding culture this way allows 

educators to see how immigrant students integrate and change the culture in their 

educational processes. Thus, within a funds of knowledge approach lies the hybridity of 

culture that is fluid, changing, and dynamic based on the lived experiences of students 
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embedded in their household practices and local communities. The concept of funds of 

knowledge asserts that all students from diverse backgrounds already possess rich 

knowledge from their homes that can be tapped in their learning processes and used as 

pedagogical tools (Amanti, 2005).  

 Teachers as (re)searchers, cultural workers, and border crossers. The major 

part of the Funds of Knowledge project was teachers’ ethnographic work as researchers 

of their students’ lives outside of school to bridge home and school. For example, as part 

of the project, Amanti (2005), the teacher, visited her Mexican immigrant students’ 

homes, interviewed their parents, and found that her students had extensive knowledge of 

and experiences with horses. She then created a curriculum that (re)centered the funds of 

knowledge of her students on horses. In doing this kind of ethnographic work in her 

teaching, she was able to enact what Giroux (2005) called, “border pedagogy” (p. 20). 

The teacher opened up spaces and possibilities for children to learn critically about their 

world by incorporating cultural practices and experiences that are not dominated by the 

traditional Western cultural norms. Giroux (2005) calls such learning spaces, “the 

pedagogical cultural borderland” (p. 24). He further argues that educators must create 

opportunities where students can critically engage in interrogating differences, inequality, 

and exclusions engendered by the larger political discourses as well as within their 

everyday lives. That entails rethinking what cultures, knowledges, and values are 

legitimated within classrooms and creating conditions where diversities can be the norm 

of student learning.    

 Central to both the funds of knowledge framework as well as the border pedagogy 

is the role of teachers. Teachers must be able to see themselves as (re)searchers, cultural 
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workers, and border crossers in order to implement border pedagogy. First, they must 

carefully listen to the voices of their students. Second, they need to (re)search the funds 

of knowledges of their students. Third, teachers must learn and unlearn their own social, 

political, and intuitional privileges they themselves bring to classrooms in interacting 

with their students (Giroux, 2005). Teachers are important stakeholders in students’ 

learning especially for immigrant students whose identities, and experiences have 

historically been marginalized in school settings. When teachers learn to operate in the 

borderlands through reconstructing and owning new teacher identities as (re)searchers, 

cultural workers, and border crossers, can they create a learning space that validates and 

centers the diverse identities of their students.   

Conclusion: More than Language and Culture to Truly Belong  

The assimilation and acculturation processes reside in the question of otherness, 

difference, and power (Valenzuela, 1999). Without schools’ and teachers’ willingness to 

care for and to fully respond to the needs of immigrant students, differences in the 

language, and culture of immigrant students have only separated and isolated them. 

Language and culture are essential components in understanding the needs of immigrant 

students; however, there is so much more to understand regarding the details of 

immigrant students’ lives in and out of and beyond school. Valenzuela (1999) states that 

it takes a “collective process” (p. 27) for teachers, schools, and communities to truly help 

immigrant students belong to schools and in America. The process includes a supportive 

network of teachers and families where immigrant students feel accepted, confident, and 

cared for without any sense of alienation. Once this process is established, their academic 

achievement and personal wellbeing would follow (Valenzuela, 1999). Emerging 
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evidence suggests that authentic and confiding relationships between teachers and 

immigrant students are the cornerstones in establishing such an environment and would 

determine students’ adaptive responses to school and their sociocultural/personal 

wellbeing (Amanti, 2005; Arizpe et al., 2014; González et al., 2005; Suárez-Orozco & 

Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Suárez-Orozco, Pimentel, & Martin, 2009; Valenzuela, 1999). 

Central to these relationships is the role of teachers and their abilities to become learners 

of their students (Moll et al., 1992; Giroux, 2005).  

So far, I have reviewed literature on language, culture, and inclusion for teaching 

immigrant students. Most of these studies are focused primarily on older students or 

adolescents while young children of immigrants are left out of the conversation. Only 

within the past 15 years or so has the field of education begun to turn to young children 

of immigrants (birth to eight years old) and to have discovered that educating young 

children of immigrants is both a pedagogical and political issue which requires a closer 

look (Takanishi, 2010). Questions still remain unanswered on what specific needs young 

immigrant children have, and in what ways teachers, administrators, and policy makers 

can learn about and meet their needs. So now, I turn to the intersection of immigration 

and early childhood education for young immigrant children. The following section will 

review literature specifically on young immigrant children, and their education and care 

needs. 
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Intersection of Immigration and Early Childhood Education and Care:  

Teaching and Caring for Young Immigrant Children 

The early years in children’s lives are the foundations for their cognitive and 

social-emotional development (García & García, 2012; Recchia, 2016) and an indicator 

of their future school success and wellbeing (IOM & NRC, 2015). Young children 

construct their identities through early experiences, and their early schooling experiences 

play an important role in shaping the ways in which they learn to navigate the world 

around them. This particular context of early childhood education and care (ECEC) is 

especially notable for young immigrant children as research indicates that quality early 

education leads to greater long-term benefits for low-income and immigrant children 

(Chang, 2006; Espinosa, 2013; Matthews & Ewen, 2010; Park et al., 2015; Pianta et al., 

2009; Takanishi, 2004; Waldfogel & Lahaie, 2007).  

At present, immigration and the field of ECEC are entangled in many ways, as 

ECEC reflects the most rapid increase of diversity in the field. One in four children under 

the age of six are children of immigrants (Woods et al., 2016), and they add much 

complexity to the field with multiple languages and cultures, but also varied histories, 

experiences, and social forces in and out of schools (Ghiso & Campano, 2014). With the 

continuous rise in the number of immigrant children attending school, ECEC is indeed on 

the front lines to respond more effectively to the distinct strengths and needs of these 

children and their families and holds potential promise for leveling the field to provide 

more equitable education for all children (Takanishi, 2004). To understand this 

intersection of immigration and ECEC more closely, this section explores particularly the 
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early school experiences of immigrant children and families with a specific focus on the 

role of teachers and the impact of relationships in early development. 

Understanding Young Immigrant Children with the Whole Child Perspective   

 Traditionally and similar to the upper elementary or secondary schools, the ways 

in which ECEC programs and centers as well as teachers have been working with young 

immigrant children were centered in technical teaching strategies for English language 

development (Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017). Immigrant children’s language proficiency 

was seen as their most obvious “deficit,” and as one of the major areas for measuring 

their development. Although acquiring English language skills is necessary and 

important, especially in the early years, educating young immigrant children takes more 

than language instruction because they are more than the languages they speak (Igoa, 

1995). Rather, immigrant children are “thinking, moving, feeling, and interacting human 

beings” (National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), 2009, p. 

11). Just like all other children, they bring diverse funds of knowledge, including 

personal and familial histories and experiences, and they require care and support for all 

developmental domains.  

The emphasis on English language instruction in early education has become even 

more stressed due to the recent pressure on the mandated accountability of K-2 levels of 

schooling (Genish & Dyson, 2009; NAEYC, 2009). It influences education for young 

children with highly rigid benchmarks, and high expectations towards academic 

achievement in pre-kindergarten programs. In such an academic oriented environment, 

the whole child perspective, which considers all aspects of a child’s development 

including social-emotional skills, can easily be ignored under the shadow of standardized 
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childhood expectations especially when educating young immigrant children. According 

to NAEYC (2009),  

The teacher also must consider each child, including looking at the child as an 
individual and within the context of family, community, culture, linguistic norms, 
social group, past experience (including learning and behavior), and current 
circumstances. Only then can the teacher see children as they are to make 
decisions that are developmentally appropriate for each of them. (p. 10) 

This NAEYC guideline for early childhood educators reinforces the idea of seeing 

children with a holistic view instead of focusing only on academic benchmarks or 

English language proficiency. It also highlights that these views are a key element for 

more balanced developmental approaches. The document states that the first step towards 

their recommended teaching practice is to create a caring community that promotes all 

domains of development for all learners including immigrant children. In such caring 

relationships between teachers and children, among children, and between teachers and 

families, quality ECEC can be established, eventually leading to academic achievement 

and success for all children embedded in the development of the whole child.  

 Understanding the whole child perspective is pertinent for educating and caring 

for young immigrant children. The whole child perspective, oriented in the sociocultural 

views of development, builds on the skills, knowledge, and experiences of young 

children and highlights their various funds of knowledge instead of focusing only on one 

aspect of their experiences such as their English language learning experience (Genesee 

& Richards, 2014). It is a way of thinking about and looking at immigrant children as 

whole human beings and seeing their unique strengths as well as their needs. With this 

understanding I now turn to examine literature on the experiences of young immigrant 

children in and out of schools.  
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In-and-Out of School Experiences of Young Immigrant Children  

Young children attend schools or care centers not as blank slates (Dermans-

Sparks, 1993) but as already having rich funds of knowledge such as their experiences, 

languages, cultures, beliefs, values, emotions, behaviors, thoughts and feelings, and their 

home traditions (González et al., 2005; Riojas-Cortez, 2001). Immigrant children are not 

an exception. They also bring diverse funds of knowledge with them to school coupled 

with their unique experience of immigration. Often attending ECEC programs are their 

first schooling experience as well as their first “American” public experience where they 

come to know the host country’s culture and language differs from home (Adair & Tobin, 

2008; Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Tobin et al., 2013). Hence, ECEC programs and teachers are 

located to play an important role in welcoming young immigrant children and their 

families and creating a learning environment that connects home and school. In 

reviewing the literature on young immigrant children’s in-and-out of early school 

experiences, three salient themes emerged: funds of knowledge of immigrant children, 

challenges of early schooling, and immigrant experiences as a bridge to building 

relationships.  

Funds of knowledge of immigrant children. ECEC must be a place where 

immigrant children are encouraged to draw upon their rich funds of knowledge by 

teachers who provide the support, time, and space through curricular activities or 

personal relationships that honor their cultural and personal experiences. The following 

studies illustrate different ways to uncover and utilize young immigrant children’s 

diverse funds of knowledge through curricular activities.  
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Ghiso (2016), for example, explored how the young Latina/o children of 

immigrants utilized their lived experiences from the local Laundromat to engage in their 

literacy learning activity through photographs, written, and oral texts. Their lived 

experiences at the local space and their knowledge from it in their community became the 

anchor of their discussions to explore many different topics such as their care work for 

their family members, transnational identities, global economic inequality, the current 

issues around immigration between Mexico and the U.S. Ghiso’s study signifies possible 

ways to honor and mobilize young immigrant children’s funds of knowledge from in-

and-out of school contexts. She concludes the article by stating that it is up to teachers 

and researchers to utilize an ethos of interdependence as a curricular opening and learn 

from students to honor their funds of knowledge in schools.    

The importance of teacher roles in creating curricular openings for young 

immigrant children is also echoed in a study by Keat, Strickland, and Marinak (2009). In 

their study, immigrant children in a preschool classroom were encouraged to become 

active agents to tell their stories through photo narration. The researchers gave the 

children disposable cameras to take pictures of what was important to them and to tell 

their stories to their teachers using their photos. The photos and stories became a 

curricular opening for rich dialogues between the children and the teachers as teachers 

engaged in learning about the children’s multiple worlds. The authors highlighted that the 

immigrant children, who often acted out upon the teachers’ directions or were silenced in 

expressing their frustration due to their limited English language abilities, became active 

producers and authorities of knowledge. They used their funds of knowledge not only for 
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their own learning but also to enlighten their teachers about their backgrounds, cultures, 

and experiences.  

Another analysis of the above research (Strickland, Keat, & Marinak, 2010) 

unveiled that there was also a shift in the awareness and commitment of the teachers 

through this learning experience. During the initial stage of the study, the teachers 

referred to the immigrant children as, “English language learners,” “those with limited 

English,” (p. 96) and thought that the key obstacle to connecting with the immigrant 

children was the language barrier. Their focus on the English language often silenced the 

children from further elaborating their stories during the narration process. The teachers 

also mentioned their difficulty connecting with their immigrant children due to the social 

and cultural distances between them. Later in the research phase, however, the 

researchers found that there was a shift in the teachers’ dispositions where “their 

references to language deficits were replaced by references to the insights they were 

gaining into the child’s context, identity, and roles outside of school” (p. 96). These two 

connected articles illuminate how the rich funds of knowledge of immigrant children can 

become a resource for learning but also a tool for the teachers to understand the children 

and their worlds more deeply and personally.  

Similar to these preschool teachers in the initial stage of the study, several other 

studies show that the majority of early childhood classrooms teachers have no recent 

immigrant backgrounds and struggle to meet the needs of immigrant children, not 

because they do not want to but because they are not adequately trained or supported to 

work effectively with them (Adair, 2009; Sullivan, Hedge, Ballard, & Ticknor, 2015; 

Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017; Tobin et al., 2013). The following studies illustrate stories 
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of young immigrant children in schools highlighting the challenges they face when such a 

distance remains large between teachers and children and between children and their 

peers.  

Challenges of early schooling for immigrant children. Going to a school or a 

care center for the first time can be a tough transition for many young children. 

Separation from their parents or caregivers can create anxiety and fear for young children 

who have never been to school before, and they require careful support from their parents 

and teachers during this transition time. For young immigrant children this transitional 

process from home to their first public “American” space can be even more difficult and 

distressful often due to cultural and linguistic isolation (Adair, 2012; Doucet, 2008; 

Kirova, 2001; Takanishi, 2004; Tobin et al., 2013).  

Doucet (2008) tells a brief story of a newly arrived immigrant boy from China 

and the disconnect between cultures and languages. The boy cried all day in school but 

his teachers refused to comfort him because they wanted him to be “independent.” There 

were no teachers or staff members at the school who spoke his Chinese dialect and the 

boy felt abandoned in school. In his first two weeks of residence in the U.S. his mother 

was hiding him at the factory where she was working and he was now at a school where 

no adults would comfort him to help him feel cared for. This is one of many untold 

stories of immigrant children in schools which make clear that their first school 

experiences are often beset with deep feelings of isolation, loneliness, and pain.  

Similarly, Kirova (2001) discusses the social-emotional isolation of immigrant 

children. In her study, she interviewed immigrant children from many different countries 

about their early immigration and schooling experiences. Most of them expressed 
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loneliness and difficulty in having friends in school. One girl from the Ukraine thought 

about her experience and described,  

Nobody wanted to do anything with me because I was different from everyone 
else . . . like I didn’t wear the same clothes as them. So they thought, “She is 
something that we should just push aside. She is just not part of our life. She is 
dumb.” They called me “stupid,” “junky curly hair,” and stuff. I was really lonely 
because no one wanted to play with me. I asked Sarah and Ilona, “Can I play with 
you?,” and they said “No.” And it wasn’t only them. No one wanted to play with 
me. (p. 263) 

The language difficulty also added to this isolation from their peers. A boy from Iran 

recalled his first days at school,  

When I came to this school I was really lonely . . . I didn’t know how to speak 
English, so I couldn't make any friends. I felt really sad. I felt that I have 
something less than anybody else. . . I didn’t even know what people were talking 
about in the class, and those kind of things made me even lonelier. . . I didn’t like 
coming to school because I didn’t feel good about it. (p. 264) 

 Similar narratives were told in the study of Igoa (1995) by immigrant students 

looking back at their early childhood schooling experiences and they shared their hopes 

and requests to improve educational and care practices of teachers who work with 

immigrant children. For example, Rosario from the Philippines said,  

Stop and help them for a while. Try to understand how they feel. Helping me 
through even though I made so many mistakes—still help me. I would tell 
teachers to understand how it feels to be an immigrant child. I would try to listen 
to them and not rush them. Help them find friends. Be patient and encourage 
them. (p. 102) 

Dung from Vietnam stated,  

Just talk, just talk with the student. Get a closer relationship with your student. 
Because the teacher is an important person in the child’s life. The teacher is the 
person who the student is going to look up to in school.” (p. 103) 

As evidenced in the above narratives of immigrant children, their early immigration 

experiences caused profound feelings of loneliness and exclusion, and are in fact parallel 
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to the experience of older immigrant students (Olsen, 2008; Patel, 2012; Valenzuela, 

1999). I repeat these narratives of young immigrant children in detail and perhaps a bit 

excessively because I strongly believe these are the deep feelings that teachers often 

forget to consider or are unable to truly understand unless they have been in the same 

places as those children. Kirova (2001) mentioned, “perhaps the most painful loneliness 

is not when we are alone, but when we are in the presence of others and yet feel 

separated, excluded, and cut off from the shared world of the others” (p. 265). These 

narratives of immigrant children, looking back at their early schooling experiences, are 

powerful accounts that desperately call for further and careful uncovering of the 

multiplicity in their stories. However, there have been few scholarly works focusing 

specifically on the challenging experiences of young immigrant children from their own 

perspectives.  

The emotional distress and isolation in the experiences of immigrant children in 

school becomes deepened when early schools begin to follow higher grades’ standardized 

testing models and place heavy emphasis on only English language acquisition (Adair, 

2012; Han & Huang, 2010; Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017). This practice limits space, not 

only for US-born children, but even more so for immigrant children, to freely learn to 

solve problems, to explore and discover through play, and to have access to higher order 

thinking and learning opportunities. For example, Schmidt (1993) tells a story of the 

missed opportunities for two Southeast Asian children in Kindergarten who struggled in 

their social interactions with their peers due to the school’s focus on academic 

achievement and English language learning. The two children were pulled out for ESL 

instruction quite frequently during their reading group activities. The school 
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recommended that the two children continue with separate ESL instruction to help them 

make progress in their academic achievement. However, this resulted in their missing a 

large proportion of the classroom activities as well as opportunities to develop their social 

relationships with the rest of the class. The two children were later seen struggling in both 

small group and large group learning activities as well as in play settings. Reflecting on 

their school experiences, Schmidt suggests more holistic ways to integrate immigrant 

children’s language and culture with a perspective of additive assimilation within the 

classroom instead of separate and isolated instruction.  

Furthermore, this focus on English language acquisition for immigrant children 

limits quality interactions with their teachers. A quantitative research study by Sullivan et 

al. (2015) examined the relationships between kindergarten teachers without recent 

immigrant backgrounds and immigrant children (in the article they refer to them as 

English language learners (ELLs)) and non-ELL children). The majority of the teachers 

spent more time teaching phonics and English language skills to ELLs rather than 

focusing on quality interactions and communication with them. Adair (2009) echoed this 

tendency in preschool teachers without recent immigrant backgrounds when working 

with immigrant children. They tended to fit immigrant children to the existing school 

form by focusing on teaching English and missed other aspects of early development. 

Sullivan et al. (2015) remind us that teaching is fundamentally relational and immigrant 

children learn the English language more effectively within appropriate contexts and by 

using the language in communication. The authors concluded their study by asking how 

teachers could be better prepared to promote developmentally appropriate education and 
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care for immigrant children through positive relationships within their learning 

communities.  

The abovementioned studies reveal the diverse, often painful, experiences of 

young immigrant children in their early schooling. With the absence of deep 

understanding of immigrant children’s experiences and needs from educators, immigrant 

children are left alone to be excluded and separated from the rest of the children’s 

learning world. These studies assert that along with appropriate changes in school 

policies for immigrant children, teachers also need to gain better understandings of 

immigrant children and their unique experiences in order to effectively teach and care for 

them.  

 Immigrant experiences as a bridge to building relationships. Reviewing the 

experiences of young immigrant children in school points to the importance of teachers’ 

roles for children’s learning as well as their wellbeing. However, teachers in general, 

though they desire to be well-intentioned, often struggle to connect and build strong 

relationships with their immigrant children due to their social and cultural distance from 

them (Adair, 2009; Keat et al., 2009; Strickland et al., 2010; Sullivan et al., 2015; Tobin 

et al., 2013). The following literature draws on an interesting connection between young 

immigrant children and immigrant teachers and examines their interactions and 

relationships.  

Riojas-Cortez (2001) studied how Mexican immigrant children displayed culture 

and their funds of knowledge as a resource for concept and skill development in a 

bilingual preschool classroom through play. The children often used their dual language 

abilities effectively to express their affection towards each other and to communicate 
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their roles in their role-play as modeled at home and in their classroom by their teachers. 

The author states that, “employing the notion of funds of knowledge, … teachers can 

capitalize on our students’ funds of knowledge for successful classroom performance in 

early childhood” (p. 36).  It is important to note that enactment of children’s funds of 

knowledge in their play and conversations were possible because the teacher, who was 

familiar with the culture of the children, recognized their funds of knowledge and created 

a space for them to capitalize on their knowledge in the classroom. She had a deep 

understanding of children’s home cultures and valued them as a learning tool. Along with 

the paraprofessional, the teacher also modeled many cultural practices that the children 

were familiar with at home such as code switching from Spanish to English and vise-

versa in her instruction and communication with them. This study unveils that the 

classroom teachers played a significant role and effectively used their own cultural 

knowledge and understandings to connect with their immigrant children and create a 

favorable learning environment. These shared funds of knowledge encouraged the 

children to utilize their funds of knowledge and to freely explore their familiar language 

and culture in their new environment as a learning tool.  

The teacher who was a child of Chinese immigrant parents in Stires and Genishi’s 

(2008) study also expressed the advantage of having shared funds of knowledge when 

working with her immigrant students. Stires and Genishi argue that helping immigrant 

children to bridge their funds of knowledge in and out of school does not just happen 

through a set of teaching strategies or curricula; rather it is through a stance that the 

teacher takes and enacts through building culturally sensitive relationships with students. 

This cultural sensitivity was a stance that the teacher came to have rather naturally in the 
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study when she worked with a new Chinese immigrant student. First, the teacher restated 

her instruction and communication in Cantonese when she was not sure that the student 

understood her English. She also had the student teach her something in Cantonese when 

opportunities arose. This way the teacher implicitly acknowledged that the student had 

something valuable to share. Second, the teacher often made references to the student’s 

funds of knowledge such as her home traditions, knowledge, and customs. Lastly, she 

encouraged the student to use and study her home language by sharing her own childhood 

experience of losing her first language and her efforts to regain that ability. This study 

reminds the powerful influence the classroom teacher with an immigrant background can 

have on immigrant children who are learning a new world and are easily influenced to 

reject their own home cultures and language to only favor the English-dominant world. 

This is an especially significant empirical study because it indicates that having gone 

through similar experiences of growing up as a child of immigrants can be a tremendous 

asset when teaching children of immigrants. 

The strengths of immigrant teachers were echoed in a study by Adair and 

Colegrove (2014) which focused on developing immigrant children’s social skills. Social 

skills are an effective learning tool, but also part of children’s funds of knowledge 

(Riojas-Cortez, 2009). Immigrant children develop bicultural socialization skills; 

however, these skills are often considered deficient due to the different ways of 

interaction and socialization they reflect (Doucet, 2008). Adair and Colegrove 

demonstrated how a classroom teacher, who herself was an immigrant, capitalized on the 

children’s social funds of knowledge as a strength and promoted group work rather than 

individual work which is widely used in the U.S. school context to promote “independent 
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learning.” For example, the Mexican immigrant children in the study were inclined to 

work together as a group rather than working independently. They gathered together to 

re-create a rainbow when one boy spoke out loud of his observation of a rainbow going 

through the fish tank. The teacher did not interject in their interactions; rather she let 

them work together. The children gathered the materials one by one to recreate a rainbow 

and brought more materials from home to solve this problem together. This collaborative 

learning process was definitely a positive learning experience for them. The authors 

explained that immigrant children, especially Mexican immigrant children as in the 

study, learned to have this social knowledge through communal work in their Mexican 

communities. Studies also confirm that Mexican immigrant parents emphasize 

collaboration rather than independence in their children’s education (Tobin et al., 2013; 

Valdés, 1996). Furthermore, the teacher in this study understood that her students brought 

a great deal of social skills with them to the classroom and were good at using their skills 

in their learning. She played an important role in providing an effective learning space for 

the students by successfully facilitating their learning and bridging the lived context of 

her students and the context of school.  

The aforementioned studies show that the immigrant experiences these teachers 

possess have become fundamental resources when teaching and building relationships 

with their immigrant students. Adair (2009) affirms that immigrant teachers have “the 

largest repertoire of strategies for bringing diversity into the classroom” (p. 146) and 

teachers without recent immigrant backgrounds have fewer ideas due to their lack of 

understanding of immigrant children’s and their families’ funds of knowledge. For 



 

 

46 

example, in Adair’s study and analysis of dialoguing with 41 preschool teachers across 

the U.S., she found that, 

Immigrant teachers focus on the home life of children of immigrants. When 
they use language as a tool, they try to honor and validate the child’s home 
language. When they use affection, they try to mirror the affection children of 
immigrants receive at home. Nonimmigrant teachers focus on helping children fit 
into school. When they use language as a tool, they try to provide English fluency 
as soon as possible to ensure children are successful at school. When they use 
affection, it is to compensate for what children of immigrants are not getting at 
home. (p. 145) 

Adair further argues that immigrant teachers approach educating young immigrant 

children differently than teachers without recent immigrant backgrounds because their 

underlying assumptions about the needs of immigrant children and their families differ. 

These assumptions and the ways in which immigrant teachers and teachers without a 

recent immigrant background approach immigrant children and their families might seem 

subtle but they are important, fundamental differences that are clearly distinguished in 

their practices.  

 The reviewed literature on children’s funds of knowledge consistently points to 

the fact that teachers are in the center, positioned to draw on immigrant children’s funds 

of knowledge from home and community into school to develop the whole child. This is 

an important reminder of the powerful influence a teacher can have on a child and that 

there must be appropriate support for teachers to effectively teach and care for young 

immigrant children and all children. Yet, the picture of ECEC is incomplete without the 

perspectives of parents and families of those children. In what follows, I will highlight 

studies that focus on the voices of immigrant parents and families and their experiences 

raising their young immigrant children in a foreign land.  
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Experiences of Immigrant Parents and Families in ECEC 

 The experiences of young children, especially of immigrant children, cannot be 

fully understood and discussed without mentioning their home and family dynamics. The 

holistic view of child development combined with the framework of funds of knowledge 

extends to the lives of the children’s families. Immigrant children live in a wide variety of 

family structures. Some live in a small household with only one parent and some live in a 

large household with extended family members and friends (Todorova et al., 2009). The 

level of their parents’ education and economic status also varies; however, a large 

number of immigrant parents have very few years of schooling and most of them are part 

of the working poor. Although most of the children of immigrants are U.S. citizens, half 

of their parents are non-citizens (Fortuny, Hernandez, & Chaudry, 2010), and their 

immigration status often influences their participation in early school/care programs 

(Sugarman & Park, 2017; Yashikawa, 2011).  

 As they settle in to a new land they require a variety of social services, and one of 

the most important services is schooling for their children. In fact, many immigrant 

parents decided to move to the U.S. to help their children obtain a better education and 

the so called “American Dream” (Perreira et al., 2006; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

2001; Todorova et al., 2009). ECEC programs are often the first schooling services 

immigrant families have access to for their young children, and it is also their first time 

facing cultural differences between their own culture and the mainstream American 

culture. It is a place where they officially begin to negotiate these differences (Sirin & 

Ryce, 2010), and more importantly their experience in ECEC programs, whether it is 

positive or negative, becomes their first impression of American schools.  
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Immigration may also be a traumatic experience for parents that educators often 

forget to consider when working with them in schools and classrooms (Perreira et al., 

2006). When the realities of immigration and living in a foreign land are full of 

challenges due to new social contexts including language learning, financial hardships, 

adjusting to U.S. schools and health systems, and balancing long hours of work and 

family life (Perreira et al., 2006), ECEC programs become a special haven for families 

beyond the educational support they provide. For example, in an in-depth interview study 

of 40 low-income Latina and African immigrant mothers, Vesely et al. (2013) found that 

these mothers used ECEC programs “to build human, social, and navigational capital” (p. 

748). In terms of human and social capital, teachers, program staff members, and other 

parents in the ECEC programs helped link them to jobs and school opportunities. They 

also used social and navigational capital to receive support for their English learning and 

public assistance such as social welfare benefits.  

Another important but obvious aspect of ECEC programs for these immigrant 

mothers was childcare support. They expressed that the programs enabled them to remain 

employed or to continue their education while providing a safe place and quality 

education for their children. In addition, the trusting and supportive relationships with 

teachers offered the mothers parenting information such as dealing with challenging 

behavior, and material support including food and clothing. The teachers also connected 

the mothers to build reciprocal relationships among themselves to share rides, 

information about Kindergarten transition, etc., as well as emotional support. Vesely et 

al. (2013) highlight the importance of the roles ECEC programs and teachers play for 

immigrant families that are directly related to their children’s education and wellbeing as 
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they begin their new lives with their young children in America; often this support even 

extends beyond their children’s years in the programs.  

However, not all immigrant parents had such positive experiences with ECEC 

programs. Research shows that the majority of teachers are in fact ill-prepared to work 

with immigrant children and their families and lack knowledge of how to work with 

immigrant communities (Adair, 2009; Adair & Barraza, 2014; Baum & McMurray-

Schwarz, 2004; Perreira et al., 2006; Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017; Tobin et al., 2013). 

For example, in Adair’s (2009) study, preschool teachers without a recent immigrant 

background admitted to the disconnection they have with immigrant parents. Little 

connection with the parents contributed to the negative assumptions and attitudes that 

these teachers had towards immigrant children and their families. The teachers often 

stereotyped Japanese and Chinese mothers as not wanting to learn English or thought 

immigrant children’s lives at home lacked affection and that their classrooms were the 

only place these children feel loved.  

In Heng’s (2014) study of Chinese immigrant parents at a Head Start preschool 

program, she found that the teachers interacted significantly less with recent immigrant 

parents who are less familiar with “middle class American cultural values and interaction 

patterns” (p. 118). The lack of interaction led to limited understanding about each other, 

which ultimately hampered the quality of their educational and care work for their 

children. When teachers and school administrators fail to work harmoniously with 

immigrant parents it is no surprise that they “feel marginalized and disenfranchised” 

(Perreira et al., 2006, p. 1403).  
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Immigrant parents also expressed that they send their children to school expecting 

them to be cared for by the teachers; unfortunately, what they witnessed was a lack of 

sensitivity toward their language, culture, and their immigration experiences (Adair, 

2009; Tobin, et al., 2013; Velenzuela, 1999). Adair and Barraza (2014) as part of a larger 

study, the Children Crossing Borders project, interviewed immigrant parents with young 

children in the U.S., and asked them to suggest specific strategies for schools and 

teachers to work effectively with immigrant children and parents. Some of these 

strategies include being affectionate towards immigrant children when they are confused, 

sad, or tired; teaching English in a kind way without pushing them too hard; and truly 

welcoming the parents into the classroom by greeting and spending time with them.    

I found it interesting that these narratives of immigrant parents and the narratives 

of young immigrant children are almost identical. They also parallel the ways in which 

immigrant teachers in ECEC settings worked with their young immigrant students as 

shown in the aforementioned studies. The immigrant parents mentioned affection, 

kindness, and spending time together; the immigrant children mentioned patience, 

encouragement, and close relationships; the immigrant teachers mentioned validation, 

honor, and affection. Listening to these voices of immigrants, children, parents, and 

teachers, highlights the kinds of teachers immigrant children need and sends a powerful 

but fundamental message towards the field of ECEC as a whole: meaningful and 

effective education and care for immigrant children requires affective and respectful 

relationships among children, teachers and parents.  
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Conclusion: Relationship Based Education and Care for Immigrants 

 Any conversation about educating immigrant children must include a close 

examination of the teachers who are in charge of teaching and caring for them (Goodwin, 

2002, 2017). Teachers, who are able to form trusting relationships with children and 

families, understand the child and the context in which s/he is raised, and resist their own 

assumptions about certain cultural practices of immigrants (Chang, 2006), can play an 

essential role in supporting immigrant children and their families as they transition to 

ECEC. Some of the aforementioned studies suggest that tapping into immigrant teachers’ 

expertise would bring deeper understandings of and practices that are more in tune with 

educating young immigrant children. Particularly, immigrant parents in the 

abovementioned studies conveyed the important roles immigrant teachers can play in 

educating and caring for their children.  

Despite such potential benefits immigrant teachers may bring to the field, the 

empirical base is small and the lack of studies calls for the need to hear from the 

perspectives of immigrant teachers who work closely with immigrant children and their 

families in the field. The last section of this chapter will focus on exploring literature 

regarding immigrant teachers—who they are, what they bring to teaching, and their 

experiences of living as immigrants and teachers.  

Immigrant Teachers  

In examining the literature, it becomes clear that teachers play important roles 

when teaching and learning with immigrant children and families. Yet, many teachers are 

challenged by these roles due to their lack of cultural knowledge of their immigrant 

students and their families, the social distance between them, and inadequate training and 
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school support (Adair, 2009; Adair & Barraza, 2014; Baum & McMurray-Schwarz, 2004; 

Gersten, 1999; Perreira et al., 2006; Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017; Tobin et al., 2013). 

The aforementioned literature in relation to ECEC illustrated some of the successful cases 

of immigrant teachers, educating immigrant children and working with their families and 

point to immigrant teachers as valuable resources for the field due to their shared funds of 

knowledge and deeper understanding of immigrant communities. However, the literature 

base is small and the lack of empirical studies requires more studies examining closely at 

immigrant teachers who spend their lives teaching and caring for immigrant children and 

their families.  

The following section will highlight literature that attempted to listen to and learn 

from immigrant teachers. It will also illustrate the deeper and more complex stories of 

those immigrant teachers and how their lived experiences are shaped by various 

landscapes and are shaping their teaching and learning lives. As teaching and learning are 

closely connected to teachers’ prior life histories (Alsup, 2006; Monzo & Rueda, 2003; 

Lam, 1996; Thiessen, 1996), learning about immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge, 

including their histories and experiences, will shed light on how and what sources they 

draw on when they work with immigrant children and their families.  

Funds of Knowledge of Immigrant Teachers  

Immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge and their identities that come from their 

life histories are closely intertwined with teaching immigrant children and working with 

their families. The literature on immigrant teachers stresses the strengths they possess due 

to their funds of knowledge (Jacskon, 1996; Faez, 2012; Gupta, 2006; Hwang & Baek, 

2005; Rong & Preissle, 1997; Tobin et al., 2013). They bring diverse cultural resources, 
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languages, and knowledges such as alternative ways of thinking and knowing; these 

intellectual and social skills are gained through their lived experiences living in and 

straddling between multiple worlds (Cho, 2010; Yosso, 2005). They also bring unique 

perspectives to the field of education because of their culturally diverse personal 

experiences in teaching and learning (Faez, 2012; Monzo & Rueda, 2003). Moreover, 

studies show that immigrant teachers are able to make deeper connections with their 

immigrant students and create safe learning environments for them because of their 

shared experiences and understanding based on immigrant funds of knowledge and 

identities that come from within themselves (Adair & Colegrove, 2014; Riojas-Cortez, 

2001; Rong & Preissle, 1997; Salinas & Castro, 2010).  

Shared immigration experiences. A common thread across the literature I 

reviewed on immigrant teachers shows that having shared immigration experiences and 

stories plays a poignant role in working with immigrant children and their families. 

Although cultural nuances can often get lost in daily schooling, Ross (2001) stresses, 

“Having teachers who are aware of such subtleties from personal experience enriches the 

educational environment for all students and teachers” (p. 71). Faez (2012) argues that 

immigrant teachers are naturally sensitive to what might be seen as subtle needs of 

immigrant children or children with diverse backgrounds due to their first-hand 

immigration experiences. For example, Jackson (2006) studied a Mexican immigrant 

teacher who drew on her funds of knowledge to create a sensitive and inclusive learning 

environment and to create opportunities for her immigrant students to be successful 

academically and culturally. The teacher stated that when her students realized she truly 

cared for them by being sensitive to their language, academic, as well as their emotional 
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needs, it made a big difference in their school life. Jackson also mentioned that despite 

the pressure from the administration’s focus on high-stakes tests, the teacher made sure 

her students knew she valued and respected the cultural and linguistic knowledge they 

brought in instead of focusing primarily on assessment and evaluation of their English 

language skills. The teacher in the study traced back to the early memories of her 

traumatic experience in early schooling in the U.S. where she was not allowed to speak 

her home language. Yet, she remembered how her parents nurtured her to love her 

Spanish language at home. As Anzaldúa (1987) noted these often contradicting 

experiences can become a source of strengths. And it did indeed become a strong base for 

her teaching where she implemented an additive enrichment model of bilingual education 

as well as her sensitive and caring pedagogy (Noddings, 2005) for her students.  

In addition, studies suggest that immigrant teachers’ distinctive ways of 

approaching immigrant students and including them in their classroom environments are 

deeply shaped by their immigration histories. For example, in Subedi’s (2008) case study 

of two immigrant teachers, from the Philippines and India respectively, both shared their 

own immigration experience of being othered. Because of their experience, they actively 

protected their immigrant students and opened up discussions for culturally sensitive 

topics in their classrooms, enacting the border pedagogy (Giroux, 2005). They also 

facilitated discussions for both immigrant students and U.S.-born students to share 

common interests such as sports and music, but also to ask questions about their 

cultural/religious differences in an effort to build a respectful classroom community. 

When an immigrant student was being called out by his peers when playing basketball, 

“Go back where you came from” one of the immigrant teachers in the study had to 
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intervene because she had also experienced discrimination and was keen to recognize the 

importance of acceptance and a sense of community among her students. Subedi found 

that immigrant students feel more validated and included when these dialogues are 

affirmed and fostered by the teachers. The immigrant teachers’ interactions with their 

students and their pedagogical approaches demonstrate their strong commitment for 

social justice in their teaching, deeply grounded in their personal experiences of being the 

Other (Monzo & Rueda, 2003). 

Multiple roles of immigrant teachers. Research also illuminates the plural roles 

that immigrant teachers take on in their ways of viewing themselves. Monzo and Rueda 

(2003) tell a story of an immigrant teacher from Mexico. She viewed herself as “a 

mother, a psychologist, a friend, and a companion” (p. 83) in order to become an 

effective teacher who meets immigrant students “at their level.” Hawng and Back (2005) 

also assert that the immigrant teachers in their study valued partnering with children’s 

parents as an utmost aspect of children’s academic success. Tobin et al.’s (2013) study 

echoes the important role of immigrant teachers who are able to bridge home and school 

by working closely with students’ parents and families through their shared cultural 

understanding and funds of knowledge. I, as an immigrant teacher in my autobiographical 

story of working with a new immigrant Mexican girl, took up the role of a friend to ease 

the little girl’s feeling of isolation and to help other children in the classroom see her as 

an important member of the classroom community (McDevitt, 2016). The immigrant 

teachers in the above mentioned studies played multiple roles when working with their 

immigrant students as well as their families by drawing on individuals’ funds of 
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knowledge intuitively, and through close social proximity, tender touch, sensitive 

appraisal, and empathy.  

Immigrant teachers as an asset. Immigrant teachers can also become an asset to 

their schools. Ross (2015) reveals an instance where a local school reported an 

appreciation for having immigrant teachers on their staff because they were helpful not 

only to the children of immigrants but also to fellow teachers in difficult situations. One 

of the school personnel in her study stated about the immigrant teachers: 

They have been able to shed light on some of the difficult issues we may be 
facing when interacting with students from other countries. Their stories and 
knowledge about their cultures have helped us to understand why a child may be 
acting the way they do. (Ross, 2015, p. 91) 

It is also evidenced in Tobin et al.’s (2013) study that schools often rely on immigrant 

teachers for translating letters, home visits, or conference meetings with parents in order 

to provide clear communication with immigrant parents and families. As shown in these 

studies, immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge can become useful tools in schools and 

classrooms. However, rarely are the voices of immigrant teachers heard regarding what it 

is like to serve in those roles to help other teachers in school or help immigrant children.  

 Funds of knowledge as a barrier. Despite many positive instances of immigrant 

teachers working with immigrant students, some do struggle greatly partly due to their 

funds of knowledge. In such cases, immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge may end up 

influencing students’ education and development negatively. The myth of it always being 

a benefit for minority teachers to teach minority students has been debunked (Gordon, 

1996). Likewise, some scholars challenge the notion that immigrant teachers are best 

suited for teaching immigrant children just because they share common experiences and 

cultural and language backgrounds. For example, in a study by Kern et al. (2012), a 
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Vietnamese immigrant teacher recreated an educational environment that led to 

subtractive assimilation (Valenzuela, 1999). He struggled to create a learning community 

that incorporated students’ varied cultures and learning levels because he focused only on 

teacher-centered and language-vocabulary teaching strategies. The teacher in this study 

was not able to effectively find balance between what he assumed would be the best way 

to teach immigrant students, which he saw as helping them solely assimilate to U.S. 

school culture by denouncing his students’ diverse funds of knowledge, and what really 

worked for the students. The teacher explained that he did so because that was how he 

“made it” in America as an immigrant. His own immigration experience and lack of 

reflection on it eventually led him to fail to seek the true needs of his students. This 

specific example of the immigrant teacher’s challenging experience illuminates a fuller 

complexity of immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge, specifically their immigration 

experiences. Such hindrance in their work can be explained by the problematic notions of 

placing the responsibility solely on individual immigrant teachers without appropriate 

support from the school staff, school districts, teacher education practices, and policies at 

large (Adair et al., 2012; Gupta, 2006; Schmidt, 2010; Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017).   

 The above studies demonstrate that though there are many successful immigrant 

teachers and they have many resources and assets to teach immigrant students, just 

because one is an immigrant teacher it does not mean that s/he knows how to work with 

immigrant students effectively. These rather conflicting studies indicate the complexity 

of teaching immigrant children instead of the simple equation of immigrant teachers are 

“good” for immigrant students solely due to their shared funds of knowledge. The 

following section will further examine those complexities that immigrant teachers face in 
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the U.S., intersecting with social, institutional, and political contexts and uncover factors 

that complicate their being and living in the U.S. as teachers and as immigrants.   

Becoming Teachers and Teaching as Immigrants 

As there are the successes of immigrant teachers in bridging home and school, 

there are also challenges and struggles for them to work in the U.S. school context. 

Immigrant teachers bring many resources and their own funds of knowledge, such as 

their immigration histories, cultural understanding, multiple linguistic abilities, and 

emotional responsiveness, to their own classrooms. Despite what may seem like a perfect 

match for immigrant teachers to teach immigrant children, immigrant teachers report that 

there are struggles (Adair et al., 2012). Research studies indicate that those resources 

immigrant teachers bring with them can benefit both immigrant children and their 

families (Tobin, et al., 2013); at the same time they can also become barriers in their 

teaching lives (Adair et al., 2012; Jackson, 2006; Kern et al., 2012). Considering the 

challenges immigrant teachers encounter in the field, it is important to trace back to their 

experiences both in their schooling, teacher education programs, and the current 

educational landscape in order to better understand what it is like to become teachers as 

immigrants and how these experiences shaped their teaching and learning. 

Motivations to enter teaching. Teaching is closely connected to teachers’ prior 

life histories and it builds on their autobiographical backgrounds (Goodwin, 2010). For 

immigrant teachers, their immigration experiences are often a pivotal point in their lives 

and those experiences form the cornerstone of their orientation to and their approaches to 

teaching their students in the classroom (Elbas-Luwisch, 2007; Lam, 1996; Monzo & 

Rueda, 2003; Thiessen, 1996). Lam (1996) narrates that her life has been enriched in 
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ways that many people would not experience or even comprehend because of her 

experience of immigrating to a new country, and it greatly shaped the way she sees her 

students and her approaches to teaching and learning. An immigrant teacher from Mexico 

in Monzo and Rueda’s  (2003) study mentioned that one of the reasons why she wanted 

to become a teacher was to support students who experienced the same linguistic 

difficulties with which she had once dealt. These narratives validate that immigrant 

teachers’ previous experiences with immigration, whether from their own early schooling 

experiences as immigrant students or from living in a foreign country as an immigrant, 

inspire them to teach and help immigrant students who might be going through similar 

experiences in the new land. Also, immigrant teachers’ strong awareness of the 

disconnect between home and school, and the unequal learning opportunities that exist in 

schools and society, motivate them to become change agents as teachers (Su, 1996; 

Jackson, 2006).  

Su (1996) studied why minorities choose to enter teaching and she learned that it 

had to do with the difficulty they had in schools growing up as minority students. 

Particularly, many Asian immigrant teacher candidates mentioned that they had difficulty 

in adjusting and adapting in American schools in their early schooling because of their 

cultural differences in socialization. For example, in their Asian culture, they were taught 

to be quiet, especially in front of teachers; however, in American schools they were 

required to be verbal which could be considered as disrespectful in Asian cultures. The 

Asian immigrant teacher candidates also voiced that throughout their kindergarten to 

secondary schooling they rarely felt like their experiences were valued. Clandinin (2013) 

stated that in order to understand one’s experiences, “we may reach as far as our 
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childhoods” (p. 55). Remembering such first-hand experiences from their childhood and 

early schooling often led them to be more keenly aware of the issues that existed in 

schools and society for immigrant students and families. This motivated them to become 

deeply committed to education especially for immigrant student populations. Su reiterates 

that the motivations of entering teaching for immigrant teachers are not often financial; 

rather they are personal, emotional, and cultural factors that reflect their own experiences 

as immigrants. There remains one constant: the mirroring experiences of their own 

schooling as immigrant students in their current immigrant students is one of the greatest 

motivations for immigrant teachers to enter teaching (Jackson, 2006; Lam, 1996; Su, 

1996).  

Learning “best practice” and forgetting funds of knowledge. Despite the fact 

that these stories of lived experiences and motivations to enter teaching are tightly 

interwoven as the cornerstone upon which teaching is built, immigrant teachers’ stories 

are often overlooked in teacher education (Goodwin, 2010). Just as immigrant children 

need a learning environment that opens up space to connect home and school socially and 

culturally (Goodwin, 2002; Kirova, 2001; Riojas-Cortez, 2009; Takanishi, 2004; Tobin et 

al., 2013), immigrant preservice teachers require learning opportunities where they can 

merge their lived experiences and funds of knowledge with pedagogical knowledge in 

order to become effective and authentic teachers who are able to create an appropriate 

and successful environment for their future students (Adair et al., 2012; Gupta, 2006; 

Recchia & McDevitt, 2017). Unfortunately, connecting lived experiences and teacher 

education for immigrant preservice teachers is often unseen under the shadow of what 

teacher training programs refer to as “best practice”: an approach to teaching and learning 



 

 

61 

which involves “identifying, capturing, and disseminating proven teaching methods” 

(Lefstein & Snell, 2014, p. 4). Adair, et al. (2012) used the term, “pedagogical training” 

(p. 3) to refer to “best practice” which teacher education programs tend to prioritize over 

immigrant preservice teachers’ expertise in teacher education programs (Adair et al, 

2012; Cho, 2010; Goodwin, 2002; Gupta, 2006; Jackson, 2006). In spite of immigrant 

teachers having rich funds of knowledge and commitment that is close to their heart, their 

learning to become a teacher in teacher education programs in the U.S. as an immigrant 

comes with many challenges.  

Among few studies on immigrant preservice teachers, Pailliotet (1997), for 

example, studied a Chinese immigrant preservice teacher, Vivian, in a teacher education 

program and her stories revealed that the feelings of invisibility, isolation, and cultural 

conflicts continued from her formal schooling to her teacher education program. Vivian 

shared that she almost quit the program altogether because she felt like she had no one 

supporting her when trying to juggle two different cultures, her home culture and the 

“American” culture, in her process of becoming a teacher in the U.S. In her home culture, 

Vivian was taught to be quiet to show respect to others, especially toward elders; 

however, in her university she was misunderstood as non-participatory and her way of 

respecting teachers prevented her from connecting with her professors. In her practicum 

placements, she used her cultural knowledge as a teaching tool to engage her students in 

her instruction such as teaching Chinese letters and singing Chinese songs; however, 

according to her professor in the university context, Vivian was known as lacking 

“common ground” due to her reserved personality and her communication skills in 

English. Similar to the experiences of immigrant children in schools, Vivian felt invisible 
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and undervalued, and struggled in the deep disconnect between her lived experiences and 

the expectations from the university teacher education program. This lack of proper 

understanding and support constrained her from fully utilizing her potential in her process 

of becoming a teacher. 

Cho (2010) adds that immigrant preservice teachers’ funds of knowledge have 

been viewed as a deficit rather than a strength, which is often the case that influences 

immigrant children to go through “a personal decolonization process” (Valenzuela, 1999, 

p. 89), becoming ashamed of their home culture once they encounter the “American 

culture” in school (Goodwin, 2002). In Cho’s study, immigrant preservice teachers in a 

Canadian teacher education program expressed their desire to look “legitimate” and 

wanted to become more like a “Canadian teacher.” The immigrant teachers also stated 

that they negated their own beliefs and funds of knowledge in order to become “good” 

teachers in Canada. This study indicates that immigrant teachers come to view 

themselves as deficient teachers when their own funds of knowledge are seldom 

discussed in their teacher education preparation and they come to completely disregard 

their potential strengths. When teacher education is juxtaposed to the immigrant 

children’s school experiences, we see that similar experiences continue to be perpetuated 

in teacher education programs, discouraging immigrant teacher candidates from fully 

embracing their own funds of knowledge as a resource rather than a deficit. 

In examining immigrant early childhood teachers’ funds of knowledge and their 

teaching practices, Adair et al. (2012) uncovered the “in-between” world, or the 

borderland, where they lived and practiced. According to the immigrant teachers in their 

study, becoming teachers in the U.S was an experience of suffering because they had to 
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erase their funds of knowledge in order to learn and adapt to the new professional 

knowledge in their education courses instead of merging the two. For example, one 

immigrant teacher from the study mentioned that she had to move away from her belief 

that children are able to and should use real objects such as knives (i.e. during a cooking 

activity) or care for their younger siblings. Her reason was in order to look professional, 

she had to adopt the teacher education program’s core beliefs and renounce her position. 

As mentioned earlier, this internal struggle of many immigrant preservice teachers was 

not addressed in their teacher education courses. The experiences of immigrant preservice 

teachers living and teaching in the borderland, a space of conflicts and ambiguity 

(Anzaldúa, 1987), are especially helpful to complicate the stories of immigrant teachers 

for the proposed study.   

Gupta (2006) echoes the problematic notion of valuing only content knowledge 

such as developmental or pedagogical theories without validating or formally including 

immigrant preservice teachers’ own personal funds of knowledge in teacher education 

programs. Gupta, an early childhood teacher educator, suggested a more inclusive way to 

merge her immigrant preservice teachers’ funds of knowledge with the course content in 

her introductory teacher education course. In her study, she intentionally created a space 

for immigrant teacher candidates to reflect on their early learning experiences to make 

connections to child development theories. For example, an immigrant preservice teacher 

from Mexico made sense of Erikson’s theory of industry versus inferiority by reflecting 

on her immigration experience in an elementary school she attended when she felt a sense 

of inferiority. She said that when she was unable to answer questions in English she felt 

less intelligent because the rest of her classmates were more readily participating in class 
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discussions. In this space of merging multiple knowledges, Gupta gained valuable 

insights into how the immigrant preservice teachers internalized their funds of knowledge 

and made sense of the content of the course.  

Knowles (1988) also supports Gupta’s idea that it is essential for teacher 

education programs to consider preservice teachers’ life experiences because ultimately it 

is the interaction of their previous knowledge and new knowledge, pedagogical training 

or best practice, that makes teaching and learning authentic and truly best. Goodwin 

(2010a) also stated, “Prospective teachers’ experiences and autobiographies become the 

foundation upon which teaching practice is built” (p. 23). This applies to immigrant 

teachers as well, who bring rich and resourceful personal, cultural, emotional, and 

linguistic experiences and these funds of knowledge must be highlighted and fostered in 

teacher education. Yet, Gupta’s study is unique, and such an approach is often absent in 

teacher education (Cheruvu, Souto-Manning, Lencl, & Chin-Calubaquib, 2015). Perhaps 

these negative experiences of immigrant preservice teachers and the absence of 

supportive teacher education programs as illustrated in the above studies may have 

impacted the small portion of immigrant teachers in the overall teaching force, despite the 

growing need to diversify the field (Myles, Cheng, & Wang, 2006; Putnam & Borko, 

2000).  

As shown in the aforementioned studies, learning to teach children, especially 

immigrant children, takes more than just pedagogical training or special instructional 

techniques. It requires not only a new way of looking, but also “not forgetting” (Tobin et 

al., 2013, p. 115) that teaching and learning is grounded in an understanding of who they 

are and what they bring to their learning to teach (Villegas & Lucas, 2007). However, the 
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literature base is thin. Particularly in the field of ECEC teacher education, there is a 

dearth of research and knowledge on how immigrants navigate their process of becoming 

teachers, and what their experiences are like as immigrant students in teacher education 

programs, and how to better support them (Recchia & McDevitt, 2018). 

 Transitioning to teaching lives in the borderlands. In the absence of necessary 

teacher education programs which support immigrant preservice teachers’ lived 

experiences and funds of knowledge when learning to become teachers, a major shift 

occurs when they actually enter teaching. When immigrant teachers encounter immigrant 

students with diverse experiences and funds of knowledge in their own classrooms, a 

borderlands space (Anzaldúa, 1987; Giroux, 2005), immigrant teachers begin to excavate 

their funds of knowledge which were often pressured to be forgotten in teacher education 

programs.  

In Lam’s (1996) narrative, she as a Chinese immigrant teacher in Canada from 

Taiwan, looked back on her student teaching practicum experience. She recounted that it 

was important to let others know what it was like for her as an immigrant to become a 

teacher in a foreign land enrolled in a teacher education program, and how her 

perspectives changed once she entered the teaching field. She first told her story about 

the humiliation and rejection she had experienced during her student teaching practicum 

by her cooperating teacher and other school staff members due to their lack of genuine 

interest in getting to know her as a person. Instead, they only saw the differences between 

them and her, and counted the differences as her inferiority. For example, they perceived 

her as incompetent because she spelled some words in a different way than the way 

Canadians normally spell. During her practicum experience she felt like no one cared for 
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her, and they were uninterested in the strengths she brought with her such as her ability to 

speak a different language other than English, knowledge of diverse cultures, skills to 

partner with students’ parents with diverse backgrounds, and experiences of living in 

different parts of the world.  

 Lam mentioned that, although some of her teacher education experiences related 

to her immigration history negatively impacted her, things changed once she entered 

teaching as a teacher. Her teaching career gave her an opportunity to work with children 

of diverse backgrounds including immigrant children, and she realized that she could turn 

her painful experiences into something useful (Anzaldúa, 1987). For example, she 

developed empathy towards them and their families who might be going through similar 

experiences. She also saw herself as a mediator between multiple cultures to help the 

parents of her students navigate the school system. Lastly, she became a teacher who was 

able to help her students see their commonalities among themselves and celebrate the 

differences, informed by their lived experiences. In Lam’s narratives, living and teaching 

in the borderland once she transitioned to being a teacher was a success. However, not all 

immigrant teachers navigate their teaching lives in the borderland successfully.   

Borderlands as a space of dilemma. For some, the challenges persist and 

sometimes even exacerbate when they become teachers. They must take on the added 

responsibility of caring for immigrant students, while their differences may still be 

perceived by their colleagues as deficiencies. In practicing teaching, especially when 

teaching immigrant students, immigrant teachers often feel that they are stuck between 

their cultural world or immigrant children’s cultural world and the “professional world.” 

For example, Jackson (2006) discussed the “borderlands” as a space of dilemma for an 
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immigrant teacher who had to cross between her strong belief in bilingual education and 

other competing discourses that the school district required of her, such as an excessive 

emphasis on English language proficiency assessment and evaluations for immigrant 

students who are emergent bilinguals. The teacher knew the needs of her immigrant 

students were not just linguistic but also social-emotional. Because of such understanding 

there was a dilemma the teacher had to deal with between “relying on analytic evidence 

and engaging in emotional relationships” (p. 145). Jackson asserts that immigrant 

teachers are often placed in a position to have an added special responsibility to critically 

examine whether or not the current pedagogy and curriculum benefits all students without 

excluding immigrant students. Furthermore, immigrant teachers are pressured to balance 

between what is required of them within the school and their special responsibility to 

meet the particular needs of immigrant students. This practice of assigning “special 

responsibility” to immigrant teachers urges a shift in perspective toward understanding 

that educating immigrant students is a collective endeavor rather than individual teachers’ 

responsibilities and toward positioning all stakeholders who are involved in immigrant 

education as responsible.   

The challenges immigrant teachers face do not just happen in their classrooms 

teaching their students but also outside of their classrooms with their colleagues. Schmidt 

(2010) studied a group of immigrant teachers with various backgrounds in Canadian 

schools and found they faced many systemic discriminations due to the ways they dress, 

speak, and their immigration status. One instance was when an Indian immigrant teacher 

was called by her school administration and told that her Indian dress was not appropriate 

for work. Another was that an immigrant teacher was humiliated in front of other staff 
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members due to a mispronunciation of a syllable and reprimanded by the principal for her 

“poor” English skills. The last but not least example is the immigrant teachers in the 

study were repeatedly asked by other teachers when they would be returning “home.” 

These alienating comments positioned immigrant teachers as visitors or outsiders rather 

than equal colleagues. Schmidt articulates that these incidents are not just individual 

levels of discrimination; rather they are pervasive institutional barriers that immigrant 

teachers experience daily in professional school settings. In such a hostile working 

environment without appropriate support from school and colleagues, being a teacher as 

an immigrant becomes extremely difficult and can impact their teaching practices 

negatively.   

Changing polices can also impact the lives of immigrant teachers as a systemic 

barrier. Specifically immigrant teachers in the field of ECEC, where a comparably larger 

number of immigrants comprise its workforce than that of the K-12 field, are facing 

challenges due to the recent changes in their quality assessments (Park et al., 2015; Park 

et al., 2018; Sugarman & Park, 2017; Workman et al., 2018). The context of ECEC is 

experiencing many changes due to the increasing public attention and more robust 

research studies on early brain development (IOM) &(NRC), 2015; Recchia, 2016; 

Takanishi & Menestrel, 2017). One example is a nationwide explosion of ECEC 

programs including public pre-kindergarten programs to provide access to more children, 

especially those who come from low-income families or immigrant backgrounds. At the 

same time, there is also a movement to “professionalize” its workforce to bolster the 

quality of ECEC programs. While these efforts seem to create positive changes in the 

field, the ways in which teachers are measured, quantitatively by the national quality 
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rating system in a decontextualized manner, for their professionalism and quality have 

been marginalizing immigrant teachers (Sugarman & Park, 2017).  

For example, in New York City, teachers in ECEC are not only measured by the 

rating system but also are now required to be certified by the state in order to work in pre-

kindergarten classrooms (Bornfreund & Hogan, 2017). These recently changed rules 

create a tremendous barrier for immigrant teachers and without appropriate support they 

are at risk of losing their teaching jobs due to these inauthentic measures of teacher 

quality (Park et al., 2018; Personal communication). That is, the teacher licensing process 

in New York does not consider individual teachers’ diverse cultural and linguistic 

qualities as legitimate competencies; rather, it focuses only on a set of standardized 

exams which are known to be discriminatory especially towards teachers of color and 

immigrant teachers (Bennett, McWhorter, & Kuykendall, 2006). Other states such as 

Michigan, Wisconsin, and Alabama, have increased the educational requirements for 

teachers. The new requirements and measures without appropriate strategies to support 

them are “likely to exacerbate racial and class-based inequalities in the education 

workforce while also reducing diversity among early educators” (Workman et al., 2018, 

p. 9).  

Though the need for a diverse workforce is increasing due to the increasing 

enrollment of young immigrant children in ECEC programs, immigrant teachers, who are 

in the center of diversifying its workforce, are at risk of or are already being systemically 

disenfranchised due to the new “qualification” measures. What is ironic in the midst of 

this controversial trend towards professionalism and high quality measures is the absence 
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of teachers’ voices. Literature that incudes their voices around this issue, especially the 

voices of immigrant teachers who are straddling this dilemma, is almost nonexistent.  

Conclusion: Immigrant Teachers and Their Teaching Lives in the Borderlands  

Unavoidably, teaching is largely based on one’s own experiences living and 

learning in places and schools (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). The reviewed literature 

reveals that immigrant teachers’ immigration histories play a pivotal role not only in 

classrooms but also in their sense-making processes of how they see themselves as 

teachers, informing their teaching and learning practices. There are also many challenges 

and struggles they face in their teaching lives such as discrimination, marginalization, and 

otherness at personal, institutional, and systemic levels. However, the empirical base 

remains small and more studies are needed to more deeply examine the experiences of 

immigrant teachers from their own perspectives to gain insight on how they are 

intricately entangled with their teaching lives in the borderlands space, while also being 

shaped by various social forces and perspectives.  

Summary 

 The literature in this review examined some of the historical and contemporary 

efforts that schools and teachers have used to teach immigrant children. Often these 

efforts, perhaps well-intentioned, ended up pushing immigrant children to conform, 

monolingualize, and be excluded from the school environment without paying attention 

to their overall development and their out-of-school experiences. On the contrary, the 

construct of funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) suggests a different way of 

approaching teaching immigrant children by positioning teachers as learners of the lived 
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and educational experiences of immigrant students to better understand and meet their 

needs at the place where they are and truly include them as one of us. Additionally, 

framing school spaces as the borderlands where diverse knowledges mesh also locates 

teachers as (re)searchers and border crossers to blur the boundaries of home and school 

(Giroux, 2005).  

 Supported by the funds of knowledge framework as a foundation of this proposed 

study, the reviewed literature in this chapter pointed to teachers who work with 

immigrant children and their families. A few studies highlighted the successful stories of 

teachers, mostly immigrants themselves, who recognized and utilized the funds of 

knowledge of their students for their educational experiences (Adair & Colegrove, 2013; 

Riojas-Cortez, 2001; Stires & Genishi, 2008). The presence of immigrant teachers in the 

field is indeed powerful and necessary in response to the increasing diversities of our 

educational context. However, other studies show how their special roles without 

appropriate support to work with immigrant populations can be a tremendous burden on 

them (Adair et al., 2012; Jackson, 2006; Kern et al., 2012; Schmidt, 2010; Tobin et al., 

2013), illuminating the contrasting nature of teaching in the borderlands as immigrants.  

 The latter part of this chapter provided a glimpse into the complexities in 

immigrant teachers’ teaching and learning lives through their own narratives including 

their stories of successes and challenges with their engagement in the school system 

(Jackson, 2006; Lam, 1996; Schmidt, 2010). Their stories showed their tightly woven 

relationships with their students and families, intersected with many social forces 

including race, ethnicity, class, language, culture, and gender. It was in those 

relationships at work that the immigrant teachers began to see the deep entanglement of 
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their students’ lives with their own and how their experiences are both burdens and gifts 

in their engagement with their immigrant students and families. 

 Examining literature this way revealed that being an immigrant teacher, teaching 

and caring for immigrant students and their families, is much more complex than simply 

being located as a solution to respond to the overwhelming population of immigrant 

children in schools. Their stories are embodiments of not only personal but also social 

issues that require deeper examinations. It is these stories that sparked my curiosity to 

learn from their experiences of what it means to be an immigrant and a teacher, what 

their relationships look like in their work with an immigrant population, and what they 

have to say about their teaching and learning experiences.  

 Though the literature base on immigrant teachers and their own perspectives is 

small, it does exist. However, most of often it is present in studies that focus on those 

who work in K-12 school settings. In this study, I focus on immigrant teachers in ECEC 

settings, a population that is caught between high demands for diverse teachers due to the 

increasing diversity of young children, while also being pushed out to the margin due to 

the recent trend of professionalizing the workforce in the field. Their experiences and 

voices are largely missing in the literature, requiring more empirical studies examining 

their teaching lives with young immigrant children and their families. Therefore, this 

study extends the existing literature on the experiences of immigrant teachers in K-12 

setting to settings in ECEC, particularly the preschool settings that are highly contested 

due to the recent policy changes. In studying immigrant preschool teachers, I seek to 

understand in depth the complex dimensions of their lives of teaching and living as 

immigrants and teachers of young immigrant children. In the next chapter, I describe the 



 

 

73 

method and design I used to inquire into their experiences entangled in the context of 

teaching and caring for immigrant children in preschool settings.  
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Chapter III 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Overview of the Research Design 

The reason why I think that travelling to someone’s ‘world’ is a way of identifying with 
them is because by travelling to their ‘world’ we can understand what it is to be them and 

what it is to be ourselves in their eyes. Only when we have traveled to each other’s 
‘worlds’ are we fully subject to each other. (Lugones, 1987, p. 17)   

In approaching this qualitative case study designed to explore the experiences of 

immigrant preschool teachers, I took up on the metaphor of “travelling” described above 

by Lugones (1987). In this study, I hoped to learn from the world my participants know 

the best as I depart from my own world (Frank, 2010). I hoped to come to know who 

these immigrant teachers are, and the significance of being the kinds of persons they are 

teaching and taking care of young immigrant children and families, through traveling into 

the narratives of their histories, realities, and futures. From this standpoint, learning from 

their experiences seemed to provide a vehicle for this travel and to enable me to uncover, 

describe, and understand their lives in relation to their social, institutional, and political 

contexts.  

In this case study, I had four immigrant preschool teachers as my participants and 

conducted a series of three in-depth interviews coupled with classroom observations and 

a collection of artifacts. Each immigrant teacher in this study is a case bounded by a 
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phenomenon of teaching young immigrant children and working with their families in 

his/her preschool classroom.  

Exploratory Study 

My inquiry for this study began in the exploratory case study that I conducted in 

an infant and toddler practicum course at a graduate school in New York City in the fall 

of 2015. I was interested in understanding the experiences of immigrant preservice 

teachers in their teacher education courses as they were learning to become teachers. 

Research on immigrant teachers in teacher education states there is often a clash between 

their own funds of knowledge and the “best practice” learned from teacher education 

programs (Adair et al., 2012; Gupta, 2006). Research further suggests that teacher 

education programs ought to foster space for immigrant preservice teachers to bring in 

their funds of knowledge and help them make sense of their immigrant identities in their 

process of becoming teachers. To further examine the topic on immigrant teachers and 

their experiences I chose to explore how immigrant preservice teachers made sense of 

their funds of knowledge and their immigration experiences while practicing teaching in 

their teacher education practicum course. To that end, my exploratory study was framed 

by three questions: First, what funds of knowledge do immigrant early childhood 

preservice teachers bring to a teacher education course? Second, in what ways, if at all, 

do they negotiate between their funds of knowledge and the content of the course? And 

third, in what ways is their immigrant identity productive or constraining in their 

processes of forming their early childhood teacher identity? 

I had two participants for my exploratory study, one from India and the other 

from the Dominican Republic. I conducted two classroom observations (Appendix B) and 
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two semi-structured interviews (Appendix C) for each participant over the course of the 

fall semester and collected their weekly reflective journals completed as part of the 

practicum course. One of the participants also brought in some photos from India such as 

her family photos, her formal work place, typical Indian preschool classrooms, etc. My 

data analysis began with memoing based on my observation notes and then transcribing 

the interviews verbatim. I read the notes and interview transcripts multiple times with the 

theoretical framework of funds of knowledge and cultural hybridity (Bhabha, 2004) in 

mind. The photos, especially the classroom photos, functioned as supplemental evidence 

for analyzing and presenting the data.  

The infant and toddler practicum was a productive location for studying 

immigrant teachers because I was able to see the process of how my two participants 

tried to hold on to their own funds of knowledge while also learning new knowledge, and 

eventually merged the two knowledges to find their authentic ways of approaching 

teaching and learning with young children. Two major themes emerged in the study. The 

first theme was that there was ambivalence and sometimes conflicts within their teaching 

practice because of the different knowledges, one from their own funds of knowledge, 

and the other from the practicum course. My participants often made comments about the 

differences between their own cultures and the culture in their practicum sites in terms of 

child rearing and interacting with young children in classroom settings. There seemed to 

be tensions and negotiations in their teaching and caring practices due to the differences 

in their knowledge base. The second theme I found was that in the midst of ambivalence 

and conflicts, my participants moved towards the space where they attempted to negotiate 

and merge the two knowledges to find their own authentic ways of approaching teaching 
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and learning. The participant from India had more years in the U.S. compared to the other 

participant from the Dominican Republic and the Indian participant seemed more 

comfortable merging her culture with the culture of her practicum placement than the 

other participant.  

Although this exploratory study served as a foundation for the proposed study 

exploring immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge and experiences in teaching and 

learning, there were a few limitations that I tried to address in the proposed study. First, 

the preservice teachers did not have much power to enact their attempts to fully merge 

the two knowledges in their placements because the classrooms where they were placed 

were not their own. Second, it was difficult to excavate their immigration histories and 

experiences during the interviews. My assumption for the difficulty was that they were 

not immediately in contact with an immigrant population in their placements so it was 

hard for them to make such connections. Consequently, I wondered about the possibility 

of adding a layer to the context where immigrant teachers were in close proximity 

specifically with immigrant children and their families in their own classrooms and how 

that might complicate immigrant teachers’ narratives.  

Pilot Study 

Informed by my exploratory study, for my pilot study I was able to have a 

participant, Doria, who had already been teaching mostly immigrant children in her 

preschool classroom for over ten years. At the same time, she was once an immigrant 

student in high school, and at the time of the pilot study she was also enrolled in a teacher 

education program at a graduate school in order to obtain a Masters degree. 

Consequently, she was able to discuss her immigration experiences of teaching and 



 

 

78 

learning and the changes in her experiences of both being an immigrant teacher and 

immigrant student.  

Data was collected through five observations along with memos of my reflection 

on each observation, and two in-depth semi-structured interviews. Each observation took 

place in her student teaching kindergarten classroom, and informal conversations took 

place after the observations. Although it was not her own preschool classroom, the 

kindergarten classroom was similar to her classroom context in many ways. It was a 

Spanish bilingual classroom with the majority of students being children of immigrants. 

Also, Doria still went to work at her own preschool classroom on the days when she did 

not have student teaching. The second interview was taken in her own preschool 

classroom.  

The interview protocol (Appendix D) was developed based on my exploratory 

study and the literature I reviewed. Having the concept of funds of knowledge (Moll et 

al., 1992) as the foundation, I first asked about Doria’s experiences up to the time before 

she became a teacher. These experiences included her childhood memories in her home 

country, her immigration and schooling experience as an immigrant student, her family 

histories, and her teacher education to become a teacher in the U.S. The questions related 

to individuals’ funds of knowledge were important as shown in my exploratory study 

because they produced thick data regarding ones’ fundamental beliefs about teaching and 

learning shaped by the complex contexts in which she lived. The second set of interview 

questions were about my participant’s teaching experiences as an immigrant teacher who 

works with immigrant children and their families. The third set of questions was centered 

in the construct of hybridity (Bhabha, 2004). I was interested in how my participant 
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would make sense of her experiences living in the multiple worlds, the borderlands 

(Anzaldúa, 1987), from being an immigrant student to an immigrant teacher now working 

with an immigrant population. The third set of questions went through many revisions 

because I did not want to make that connection between her immigration experiences and 

her teaching practice for her, but rather I wanted her to make the connection as we 

dialogued during the interviews. In other words, I wanted to “lead the respondent 

[participant] on a journey” (Dilley, 2000, p. 133) to help her make sense of her 

experiences while avoiding interview questions that were leading her to say what I 

expected to hear. Thus, what I tried to do in this study was probing her to tell me how she 

made sense of certain situations from my observation notes and asking her to refer to 

both her immigration experiences and her teaching experiences.  

 Similarly to the exploratory study, my data analysis began with memoing in my 

researcher journal (Appendix E) as I reflected on my observations of her teaching in her 

student teaching classroom and on our informal conversations. Researcher-journaling was 

especially important during this process of connecting with Doria’s stories and examining 

her experiences in a wider context for my interpretations. It also helped me study myself 

as an inquirer in relation to her and to our shared social context (Clandinin, 2013) as 

teachers and immigrants. Then, I read the verbatim transcription of the interviews 

multiple times to identify tensions and conflicts (Clandinin, 2013) or make notes on any 

other emerging themes that struck me as interesting and/or potentially relevant to my 

research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this process, I used open coding to 

develop coding categories based on what the data revealed as I read them (Maxwell, 

2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  
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 The categories or themes that emerged during my data analysis process were: 

connecting with child, connecting with families, and connecting with self. The word 

“connection” came up numerous times throughout the two interviews as well as in our 

informal conversations after my observations. It was very clear that her connections with 

her students, families and herself were at the core of her teaching and learning practices 

with her immigrant students and their families. Doria articulated multiple ways in which 

her immigration experience shaped her own teaching practice with young immigrant 

children and their families. Adding a layer of “teaching immigrant children as an 

immigrant teacher” in the participant selection allowed me to see the complexity in her 

teaching and learning practices entangled with her own immigration history, and her 

students’ and their families’ immigration experiences within both the local and larger 

social and political contexts. Furthermore, the findings from the pilot study provided me 

with insight on my planning for participant and site selection.   

Methodological Considerations 

 I built on both my exploratory and pilot study to further explore the research 

questions for this study through case study within the domain of qualitative research. The 

main purpose of qualitative research is to understand the ways in which people 

experience their worlds, make meaning of their experiences, how they bring those 

meanings to their worlds, and to make their worlds visible (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). My study focused on the experiences of individual immigrant 

teachers and how they made sense of their experiences in their teaching and learning 

worlds. And I hoped to understand the complexity of their experiences and to make their 

narratives more visible by employing a qualitative approach. I took each participant as a 
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separate case as situational and influenced by the diverse contexts in which s/he lives and 

teaches (Stake, 2000).  

 The three following research questions are posed to frame my inquiry:  

1) How do immigrant preschool teachers describe their immigration and school 

 experiences until becoming teachers in the U.S.? 

2) How do immigrant teachers describe their work with immigrant children and 

their families?  

a. What successes/challenges do they face in their work? 

3) In what ways do immigrant teachers describe the overlaps and divergences 

between their own immigration experiences and their narratives of teaching 

immigrant children?  

At its core, this study seeks to make sense of the complexity in teaching and learning 

with immigrants by providing a platform for the narratives of immigrant teachers. Elbas-

Luwisch (2007) states: 

Studies of narratives of immigrant teachers, for example, hold significant 
potential for understanding schooling and teaching for all students and teachers 
through a process that sets in motion the interaction of the strange with the 
familiar. Seeing how immigrant teachers tell their stories of becoming teachers in 
a new environment teaches us about schooling in the “host” culture and allows 
new questions to be asked about that culture and its arrangements for learning and 
teaching. (p. 372) 

In crafting the methodology for this study I took up the definition of narratives of 

immigrant teachers as significant stories for understanding teaching and learning. From 

the standpoint of funds of knowledge, I privileged the lived experiences of immigrant 

teachers who were once newcomers and now welcomers for recent immigrant children 
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and their families in the U.S. context, and sought to gain insight into the realities of their 

teaching and learning lives.   

Research Design  

 The purpose of this study was to understand what it means to be an immigrant 

teacher and to teach young children of immigrants and work with their immigrant 

families in early childhood education settings. My research design will involve three 

main methods of data collection: classroom observations, in-depth individual interviews, 

and a collection of artifacts.  

Site and Participant Selection 

 I made deliberate choices for my site and participant selection due to the fact that 

my research questions asked to explore specifically the experiences of immigrant 

teachers who went through immigration either as young immigrant students or immigrant 

parents as well as who teach young children of immigrants and work with their families 

at early childhood education settings in New York City. Therefore, I chose the sites and 

participants through purposeful selection, a strategy often used in qualitative research to 

select particular settings, persons, and activities to explore relevant information around 

one’s research questions or goals (Maxwell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

 First of all, the site of this study was preschool. The landscape of ECEC is 

heterogeneous and takes many different forms including federally funded programs like 

Head Start, public education department funded pre-kindergarten programs, privately 

funded preschools, and home- and family based care centers (Baker & Páez, 2018; 

Waldfogel & Lahaie, 2007). I purposefully selected immigrant teachers who work at 
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these various programs, particularly that serve children from low-income immigrant 

families. This was to make sure they have enough interactions with an immigrant 

population because on average young children of immigrants come from lower income 

and less educated families (Genish & Dyson, 2009; Todorova et al., 2009). Therefore, I 

paid attention to free public ECEC programs such as Head Start or pre-kindergarten in 

low-income areas in different parts of the city.  

The criteria I used to select my participants were: 1) first generation immigrants, 

2) immigrant teachers who have had some schooling experiences in the U.S. as an 

immigrant student whether in elementary, high school or in higher education, 3) 

immigrant teachers who have been teaching children of immigrants and working with 

their families for at least three years at an early childhood school setting in New York 

City.   

 I used two recruitment methods. First, I reached out to the teachers with whom I 

worked at the Professional Development Institute (PDI) of the City University of New 

York (CUNY) where I work as a learning specialist to support pre-k teachers with their 

certification exams. This resulted in two participants (Tuyet Nhi1 and Vanessa). Second, I 

asked friends and collogues at Teachers College, Columbia University for their referrals 

and this resulted in the rest of my participants (Gianna and Al).  

 My goal was to recruit three to four immigrant teachers and I was able to recruit 

four teachers. In order to acquire in-depth exploration of each participant, three to four 

participants seemed to be manageable within the scope of this study given the timeframe 

(Appendix A). In addition, I expected, based on my exploratory and pilot study, that in-

                                                
1 All names used in the study are pseudonyms. 
 



 

 

84 

depth interviews coupled with observations with a few participants would generate rich 

descriptions and a high volume of information. These individual stories are powerful and 

worth unpacking with depth, and selecting three or four participants provided me with 

space and time to do so. Further, even this small group of participants sheds new light on 

the experiences of early childhood immigrant teachers, who have rarely been studied in 

the literature so far.  

 Participant selection and ethnicity. New York City is a place with a long history 

of diversity and immigration, and it continues to be a home for new immigrants 

(Mercado, 2005; Tobin et al., 2013). Given the complexity and diversity of immigrant 

life in America, ethnicity was an important aspect for this study’s teacher 

selection/recruitment. One way I chose to highlight the ethnic “horizontal diversity” 

(Goodwin, 2010b, p. 3105) in immigrant teachers was to select teachers from different 

countries of origin. Considering the fact that nearly 80% of current immigrants came 

from the regions of Latin America, Asia, and the Caribbean (Todorova et al., 2009) and a 

large part of the ECEC immigrant teaching force has Spanish, Chinese, and Créole 

language origins (Park et al., 2015), I choose four teachers who emigrated from those 

regions of the world with the specific linguistic backgrounds to represent the diversity in 

the immigrant teacher population (Todorova et al., 2009). This kind of diversity was also 

seen in my own experience teaching in the city for the past eight years. Therefore, I 

expected that my recruitment methods would yield these particular immigrant teacher 

populations based on where I used to teach and the teachers with whom my colleagues 

currently work. However, I was also open to unexpected referrals from my colleagues. 

All in all, my plan was to recruit immigrant teachers who have diverse funds of 
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knowledge and immigrant backgrounds including those from various countries of origin 

and with diverse linguistic knowledge to reflect the growing super-diversity (Park et al., 

2018) in contemporary immigration patterns. The table below shows the recruited 

participants and their brief profiles.    

Table 1. Participant Profiles 

 Country of origin   Arrived to the U.S. as… Languages    

Gianna Dominican Republic Mother  Spanish 

Tuyet Nhi Vietnam Child Vietnamese, 

Mandarin, Cantonese 

Al Argentina Adult Spanish, Hebrew 

Vanessa Guyana Young adult  Guyanese Creole 

 

 Participant selection and schooling experiences. People in the U.S. all have 

immigration stories; whether it is now or then, we are all connected to immigration. 

However, for this research I purposefully selected “recent” immigrants. More 

specifically, I selected participants who experienced immigration either as a child or as 

adults and who went through schooling such as elementary, high school or higher 

education. One of the unique and common experiences of these first generation 

immigrants (Zhou, 1997) is their experience of straddling multiple worlds, the old, new, 

and the in-between, not only through cultures but also through schooling (Mcaulay, 

2013). Although I chose teachers from different countries of origin they all shared this 

common immigration experience that is an important aspect of the study. Dissard and 

Peng, directors of the film, I Learn America stated: 

While they may come from different countries and different backgrounds, they 
are going through the same experience: learning a new culture, navigating a new 
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city, reuniting with their family, making friends … (Mcaulay, 2013, Five 
Questions for I Learn America‘s Jean-Michel Dissard and Gitte Peng, para. 12) 

I would like to distinguish this particular group of immigrant teachers who went through 

schooling as immigrant students to highlight the fact that, as studied in some literature 

(Jackson, 2006; Monzo & Rueda, 2003; Subedi, 2008), their shared immigration 

experiences in schooling play a special role when they teach immigrant students. I was 

inspired to actively seek how their schooling experiences shaped the ways in which they 

enacted teaching and learning in their teaching practices with immigrant children and 

their families.  

Data Collection 

 I collected multiple sources of evidence for this case study including classroom 

observations, interviews, and artifacts in an attempt to tell coherent and compelling 

stories of immigrant teachers and their work with an immigrant population by conversing 

and triangulating all data collected (Yin, 2014).   

 Classroom observations. I conducted two classroom observations per each case, 

lasted one to four hours, as a way to contextualize stories of my participants (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016), to provide another platform to tell their stories, and to use as a cue or 

prompt for dialogues between myself, the researcher, and each participant. Tobin et al. 

(2013) used the videos of typical preschool days in one particular preschool in Arizona, 

not as a primary source of data but as a catalyst for discussions not only from the teachers 

in that preschool but also teachers in different cities. I applied the first part of Tobin, et 

al.’s (2013) approach by making observations of typical days of my participants’ 

classrooms. These observations were used as a cue or prompt for subsequent interviews 
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and also as part of my researcher journal, which is explained in the following section. 

Observing their teaching practices in their classroom provided not only a firsthand 

encounter with their teaching lives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) but also a shared 

experience both my participants and myself could refer to when dialoguing during the 

interviews which enhanced our understandings (Czarniawska, 1997).  

 Interviews often privilege information only through speaking and this may not 

provide full stories for immigrant teachers whose first language is not English especially 

in my case, as the interviews were conducted solely in English. The participant in my 

pilot study mentioned that she was hesitant to participate in my study because of what she 

referred to as her “limited English.” Observations can also create an uncomfortable 

feeling for immigrant teachers since many teacher education programs use observations 

as an evaluative tool. Thus, for this study, I communicated with my participants that these 

classroom observations would be not be used to evaluate their teaching practice; but, 

rather would be used for my own reflection and to have a shared experience for our 

dialogues (Appendix F). This additional method eventually provided the participants a 

base for their narratives, allowing them to talk about their practice as well as related 

experiences and stories sparked by their interactions in their daily teaching practice.   

 Interviews. One of the primary data collection methods I used to understand the 

experiences of immigrant teachers working with children of immigrants and their 

families was interviews. The interview is a “powerful method of producing knowledge” 

(Kvale, 2007, p. 9) of human lives and the contexts in which they are situated. The 

experiences of immigrant teachers who went through schooling as immigrant students, 

and are working with children of immigrants and their families, are unique to those 
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individual teachers. The places where they were and the settings in which they were 

situated are also unique to their experiences. Weiss (1994) stated, “Through interviewing 

we can learn about places we have not been and could not go and about settings in which 

we have not lived” (p. 1). In this sense, interviews are a vehicle for “time traveling” to 

learn about places where the participants have been and the relationships in which they 

lived (Maxwell, 2013).  

 Further, “the research interview is an inter-view where knowledge is constructed 

in the inter-action between the interviewer and the interviewee” (Kvale, 2007, p. 1). 

During those inter-view inter-actions, I, the researcher, was able to assist participants to 

display their experiences by actively and carefully listening to their stories (Polkinghorne, 

2007). These interactions were helpful for the participants to reflect on their intricate 

meanings by offering time and space so that their stories too were able to gain the 

authority and validity which have long been silenced in the research relationship 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Thus, in the interviews I was able to essentially create a 

space for dialogical inter-actions between myself and the participant and by dialoguing 

with them, I as a co-inquirer was also educated about and gained the “inter-view” of their 

experiences that I have not lived or experienced.    

In consideration of interview forms, semi-structured interviews were conducted in 

English while guided by a list of questions prepared beforehand. I responded to the 

situation at hand as the participants constructed and told their stories (Merriam, 1998). 

Borrowing from the tradition of phenomenological interviewing, I conducted three in-

depth interviews (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Seidman, 2012). The first interview 

(Appendix G) focused on the participants’ past experiences, more specifically their 
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immigration histories including their formal schooling experiences as immigrant 

students; the second focused on their transitioning experiences from being immigrant 

students or parents to their current role as teachers, educating young children of 

immigrants and working with their families. The questions for the second and third 

interviews were generated based on my classroom observations and informal interactions 

with the participants during and after my visits for those observations. Specifically, the 

third interview joined the two narratives from the two previous interviews and continued 

to engage in making meaning of those experiences. Moreover, conducting at least three 

interviews per each participant was recommended for building trust between the 

researcher and a participant and it also provided time for participants to reflect on the 

interview process (Polkinghorne, 2007).  

 The interviews were conducted in person in English and at a variety of locations 

depending on the participants’ preferences and convenience. Sometimes, it was 

conducted in the hallway during children’s naptime and other times it was at my work 

place after their work hours. They were varied in length, from 30 minutes to two hours, 

audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim (Appendix H). During the second and third 

round of interviews, I occasionally referred to scenes in my observation notes to further 

engage the participants in dialogues about their current practice.   

 Artifacts. During the third round of interviews I asked the participants to bring 

their own artifacts, whether they are photos or videos from their lived or teaching 

experiences, or other items of interest, to enrich our dialogues. By the third meeting we 

had established trusting relationships and the participants were comfortable sharing their 

personal artifacts. One reason for having artifacts was to trigger “the telling of stories” 
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(Clandinin, 2013, p. 45) on a deeper level. Secondly, personal artifacts were able to add 

visual references to their stories that supplemented their story telling (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2006). Most importantly I wanted to honor “the multiple ways to tell and live 

experiences” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 46). During both my exploratory and pilot study, the 

participants often offered to show the pictures and videos that meant something valuable 

to them as they described their lived and teaching experiences. Sometimes it was to 

further explain their points by providing evidence of their stories, and sometimes it was 

to complement their stories because they felt that their words were not enough to tell their 

stories. I believe this is an important aspect of qualitative research and I wanted to be 

open to multiple possibilities for my participants to tell their stories especially for those 

whose first language is not English or for those who have different ways of 

communicating with others. In fact, the artifacts helped us understand the broader context 

and situations more readily and provided more depth to the exploration of their 

experiences (Yin, 2014). Providing the participants with multimodal options to express 

their thoughts and communicate their stories was an additional instrument for enriching 

our dialogues.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Experiences are constructed in the wider contexts of people’s lives (Moen, 2006; 

Moll, 2013). When analyzing participants’ lived experiences, therefore, it is important to 

consider their social circumstances to make sense of their experiences (Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2009; Moen, 2006; Riessman, 2008; Yin, 2014). The framework of funds of 

knowledge is a useful tool for examining various factors that influence teachers’ 
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narratives because funds of knowledge undergird not only what is happening in their 

work places as teachers, in this case preschools, but also their experiences beyond their 

work space, such as their own early childhoods, immigration, student learning histories, 

and various circumstances and social forces that shape their identities. This framework 

was used to examine the context of “what” was said but also “how”, “to whom”, “when” 

and “why” it was said in their narratives (Riessman, 2008; Yin, 2014). By closely 

examining both the local and larger contexts of my participants, I was able to see the 

complexities and nuances in their narratives (Phillion & He, 2010). The borderlands 

(Anzaldúa, 1987) framework in this sense helped deepen and broaden my understanding 

of their experiences. Locating personal narratives in larger contexts also illuminated how 

“larger social structures insinuate their way into individual consciousness” and how 

“public issues are buried in a personal story” (Riessman, 2008, p. 116). Bringing the 

experiences of immigrant teachers both in and beyond their preschool classrooms to light, 

which might seem to be personal stories at the surface level, elucidated public issues that 

intersected with their experiences in immigration and education in the U.S.     

 I began the data analysis in the process of collecting data in which I read, 

watched, thought, and wrote about the interview transcripts, observation notes, and 

artifacts during and as soon as I finished each data collection component. I recorded these 

thoughts in my researcher journal (Glesne, 2006; Yin, 2014). Keeping journal entries 

during my pilot study was extremely helpful in thinking about the larger contexts where 

my participant’s stories unfolded, and in making connections between my observation 

notes and the interview transcript. According to Maxwell (2013), memos/journals are one 

of the most important techniques for developing research ideas, understanding the topic 
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of study, and contextualizing the relationships among the data. Concurrently, I used my 

researcher journals as sources in addition to my observation notes to continue to engage 

in dialogue with my participants in the subsequent interviews throughout my data 

collection and analysis process (Clandinin, 2013).  

 In this multi-case study, I was also committed to a “within-case analysis” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 204) as each case is “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of 

a single, bounded unit” (Merriam, 2009, p. 203). Within each case, I employed inductive 

thematic analyses in which I first used open coding looking for data that struck me as 

potentially relevant to my research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I also looked for 

“the bumping places” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 173) of tension as I concurrently thought 

carefully about the borderland spaces where contradictions and conflicts occurred 

(Anzaldúa, 1987) so that I might be able to develop coding or thematic based categories 

on what the data revealed as I read them (Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). The 

framework of funds of knowledge and borderlands complimented each other in this sense 

because the lens of borderlands helped me critically think about how the funds of 

knowledge of immigrant teachers, often considered as assets and strengths in the 

framework of funds of knowledge (Adair 2009; Gupta, 2006), could be at times sources 

of ambivalence, conflicts, and confusion as they live and teach in the borderland spaces 

(Anzaldúa, 1987). Within this inductive analysis I used analytical coding according to my 

interpretations and reflections (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) on both of these data sets 

(observations, interviews, and artifacts) and my researcher journals.  

 Following the within-case analysis for each case, I began a cross-case analysis to 

integrate the data or “pull threads” (Clandinin, 2013) together from all cases (Merriam, 
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2009). I created a chart for each case and looked for recurring patterns by constantly 

comparing between and across cases. Then I collapsed the threads and patterns for 

overlapping themes (Appendix I), keeping the research questions in mind. I repeated this 

process multiple times as I began writing about my findings. In doing so, I was able to 

make further names for each category derived from the data and across the cases 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this cross-case analysis, I continued to think about the 

purpose of the study, the potential relevancy to the research questions, and the lenses that 

I use (funds of knowledge and borderlands) to make meaning of and to conceptualize the 

data collected from all cases (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Researcher Positionality  

“As a researcher you “must learn to use your life experience in your intellectual work: 
continually to examine and interpret it.”” (C. Wright Mills) 

 I stand by the above quote from C. Wright Mills’, The Sociological Imagination,  

cited in Phillion and He’s (2010) work. As an aspiring researcher, I see the inseparable 

“connections between research, education, and life experience” (p. 250). What inspired 

me to do this study came not only from my passion for immigrant education but is also 

deeply rooted in my multiple identities and lived experiences as a daughter of immigrant 

parents, an immigrant student, a teacher, and now a researcher and teacher educator.  

 I emigrated from South Korea to Brooklyn, New York, during my adolescent 

years, knowing a few words of English. Schooling in my first few years here in the U.S. 

was similar to what the existing literature reveals. Just as have many immigrant students, 

I had my share of going through not only the process of learning to live and learn in the 

language that is not my own, but also having the experiences of feeling lonely, 
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marginalization, and being othered. Becoming a teacher in the U.S. as an immigrant also 

came with many struggles. But, mostly it had to do with my internal baggage (Peshkin, 

1998), which I know now was shaped by my “personal decolonization process” 

(Valenzuela, 1999, p. 89) as I encountered the prevailing social forces such as ethnic 

stereotypes, cultural domination, and racism that influenced my experiences as a Korean-

immigrant. In fact, when I first began teaching in Brooklyn I stayed away from my own 

immigrant identity because of my relentless effort to assimilate to become a typical 

“American” teacher. I tried to speak like a White person, did not bring Korean food for 

lunch, and avoided talking about my background with either my students or colleagues. 

Though it was painful not being able to embrace who I was, my rather traumatic 

experience in high school was ingrained in me and I felt a certain pressure to give up my 

Korean identity in order to become one of them in the new land.  

 Working with my students who were mostly either young children of immigrants 

or recently arrived immigrants themselves was a turning point. It was personally an 

awakening experience and also helped me make sense of my own identities (McDevitt, 

2016). Through this journey of re-connecting and re-discovering of who I am, where I 

came from, and how I got to teaching I came to understand that my plural identities and 

funds of knowledge could be resources in teaching my immigrant students. This journey 

continued throughout this research study process and eventually enabled me to learn to 

have “a new mestiza,” “a consciousness of the borderlands,” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 77) as a 

researcher.  
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Reflexivity: Crossing borders as a researcher  

 Orellana (2015) stated:  

In addition to reflecting on who we are vis à vis the participants in our work, we 
try to think about who we are and what experiences we have had in our 
relationship to the subjects, themes, and issues central to our research. (p. 34)  

Likewise, in this section, I describe the ways in which I engaged in reflexivity with 

myself and my experiences in relation to the participants and their experiences 

throughout this research study. As Kleinsasser (2000) remarked, reflexivity makes a 

researcher’s “personal and theoretical commitments visible” (p. 155), and I attempt here 

to reveal my “very human researcher” (p. 161) identity as a border crosser within the 

theoretical framework of borderlands, informed by my own funds of knowledge.    

 As aforementioned, my newly recognized mestiza became a lens and an 

instrument in researching the experiences of immigrants. When I began my data 

collection process I quickly learned to see that the things I used to consider as my 

“weaknesses” such as speaking English with an accent, my “un-American” 

characteristics, and my family background as poor working-class were transformed into 

my greatest assets in building rapport with my participants. Berger (2012) stated, “[My 

being of an immigrant] also increased their and my level of comfort and assisted in 

developing a rapport—the moment they heard my accent, one could hear the sigh of 

relief and feel the atmosphere relax” (p. 5). This was also true in my case. One of the 

participants, Gianna, who is from the Dominican Republic, repeatedly mentioned how 

my presence made her feel comfortable and enabled her to open up during our 

conversations. This instant connection with my participants happened although they were 

not like me, but in some ways, they were like me (Luttrell, 2000). That is, my identities 
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as a minority, an immigrant, and a formal preschool teacher who also taught and cared 

for young immigrant children and families from many different countries, situated me 

“socially and emotionally in relation to” (Mauther & Doucet, 2003, P. 419) my 

participants and afforded a source of cultural intuition (Delgado-Bernal, 1998).  

 At the same time, due to such proximity, I had to be alert and constantly remind 

myself not to readily link to or project my own beliefs, values, and experiences on their 

narratives so that my cultural intuition would not block me from seeing the differences in 

my participants (Delgado-Bernal, 1998). In fact, the unknown and unfamiliar parts of this 

research, as I do not share the exact backgrounds of my participants, reinforced me to 

become a border crosser as a researcher. The more I learned about the experiences of my 

participants the more it became clear that my understanding and knowledge are limited. 

While understanding my position not only as a Korean immigrant, but also as a doctoral 

student, teacher educator, Christian, and middle-class woman without having my own 

child, I became cognizant of my own biases with regard to the racial, ethnic, linguistic, 

class, gender, religious, and experiential boundaries between my participants and their 

experiences and emotions and my own. Through this awakening, I learned that 

researching their experiences is not to speak for them but to speak self-reflexively about 

them from my own position (Giroux, 2005). And this was only possible through 

becoming a border crosser myself as a researcher “both to make different narratives 

available to [myself] and to legitimate difference as a basic condition for understanding 

the limits of [my] own knowledge” (p. 27). I was empowered by the experience of border 

crossing this way, listening to their narratives and interrogating the difference, because it 

deepened my own learning in ways that I never imagined it would.  
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 For example, during my observations in my participants’ classrooms, I had to 

constantly cross borders such as different languages and cultures by keenly observing 

their various ways of being in the classroom. Almost half of the time, I did not 

understand what the teachers were saying to their students or families because of the 

language differences. I do not speak the languages my participants speak, and I was also 

aware there was a limit to my understanding of their cultures as I come from a different 

cultural background. In this crossing, strangely enough, I had a sense of comfort in the 

discomfort of not knowing, while residing in the space of the borderlands where things 

are vague and confusing (Anzaldúa, 1987). Being fluid in the borderlands as a researcher 

afforded me the opportunity to balance the power between researcher and the researched 

(Scheurich, 1997). That is, I had to position myself as a learner, relying upon the 

participant’s funds of knowledge and expertise to make sense of what I was seeing and 

hearing in my observations.  

 Simultaneously, I realized I was blurring the borders of “here and there, now and 

then” (Berger, 2012, p. 8) of my own histories of immigration “while becoming” a 

researcher. This happened more frequently during the interviews where I found myself 

sharing my own immigration journey with my participants, which ended up opening 

more spaces to build trusting and emotionally reciprocating relationships. This process of 

interviewing was truly a powerful tool to create a sense of belonging to each others’ 

stories. Often during these interviews, as well as in my own reflexive moments, 

boundaries became blurred and I felt I was in their experiential realms as they told me 

their stories. Behar (1996) wrote that researcher’s reflexivity could blur the border of 

social realms of researching and personal knowledge/emotions. My own immigration 
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experience, though different from my participants’, was also subjected by my gaze while 

their stories came to life personally. It was indeed a magical experience to cross the 

borders to their worlds while listening to their stories that were dramatically different 

than my own, but at the same time to be able to feel the emotions of pain and joy that 

existed in both of our worlds.  

 As I was in sync with my participants and their stories, we were in the space 

where we shared tears and laughter together. I knew that I was not the only one who felt 

this way because all of my participants expressed this shared emotion in one way or 

another. Tuyet Nhi always prepared a box of Kleenex for our interviews in preparation of 

these moments of tears and laughter. Gianna texted me after each interview saying, “I 

look forward to the next interview!” Al told me after our second interview that our 

“chats” were “surprisingly therapeutic.” For Vanessa, it was a conversation that she did 

not want to end as she sat me back down to continue her story even after I said thank you 

to conclude our session. She later told me, “It was nice to reflect on the past and think.” 

Through these exchanges in our heartfelt conversations, I learned that conducting 

research with the marginalized could translate into “a pursuit of social justice” (Delgado-

Bernal, 1998, p. 6). That is, the space created within and through our conversations made 

their experiences visible and legitimatized them as valuable, worthy of listening to, and 

as a form of resistance against injustices they experienced in their histories.  

 In addition to the data collection process, reflexivity also influenced my data 

analysis process (Mauther & Doucet, 2003). Through engaging in a reflexive process that 

allowed me to relate to my participants, their stories, and the various social contexts, I 

realized I was able to look at the data more deeply and expansively, and with greater 
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compassion (Kleinasser, 2000). Though data analysis began alongside data collection, 

such reflexivity happened more frequently in writing my researcher journal (Appendix J) 

during my analysis process after gathering all my data. Here is one excerpt from my 

researcher journal:  

Tuyet Nhi’s interviews were hard to understand and sound awfully irrelevant to 
my study—thought about not using these data for my dissertation. But, ironically, 
transcribing her words and thinking through them made me become more aware 
of what she tried to convey. As I’m transcribing, from the tone of and the passion 
in her voice, and what she’s saying and what she’s not saying, I can feel she’s 
really concerned about her students and that she’s genuine. I know many scholars 
would disagree with what she’s saying about her pedagogical beliefs but I now 
see where she’s coming from. She really works hard with the parents—
demonstrating what it means to be on their side and truly partnering with them. 
She may not be able to elaborate her work to me with fancy English words, but I 
think there is so much more to dig deeper into as to why she does what she does 
for her students and their families. It’s complicated because her ways are 
intricately layered with her own emotional and actual experiences of immigration 
as a child. And perhaps that’s why listening to her interview recordings are so 
hard for me (I become so emotional!) and it makes me further inquire how I can 
tell her stories without twisting or simplifying. How can I unravel each layer of 
her stories to convey what she truly meant? (Researcher Journal, 8/27/17) 

After each and every interview with Tuyet Nhi, I always felt that I did not have enough 

data. Our conversations were choppy and did not flow as well as the ones with my other 

participants. She often answered my questions with, “I don’t know” or “I don’t know 

how to say.” However, the reflexive process of transcribing and analyzing helped me pay 

attention to not only her words but also the moments of silence. It also helped me situate 

each layer of her stories in larger contexts and connect the dots across her experiences. 

This was indeed my act of unlearning—my assumptions, judgment, and bias towards her 

and her stories—and learning through reflexivity (Kleinsasser, 2000).  
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Trustworthiness  

 When thinking about the trustworthiness of this study, I asked myself whether this 

study’s findings would be “sufficiently authentic… that I may trust myself in acting on 

their implications” (Lincoln & Cuba as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 210). I also questioned, 

“What is it worth just to get the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s 

interpretation of what is going on” (Merriam, 2009, p. 212)? To answer these questions, I 

employed three validity processes (Cho & Trent, 2006): researcher journaling, member 

checking, and creating a response community.   

 Using the researcher, myself, as an instrument of trustworthiness in the study, my 

journaling process or reflexive researcher journaling (Appendix J) made the research 

process more transparent (Cho & Trent, 2006). This was a way for me to not only think 

out loud about my assumptions, concerns, tensions, contradictions, theoretical beliefs, 

and interpretations of the data, but also to make this subjective research process clear to 

my audience.  

 To compose my research texts as sufficiently authentic, I involved my participants 

in reflexive member checking processes in on-going, collaborative, open-ended, 

reflective, and critical ways (Cho & Trent, 2006). This meant that I went back to my 

participants not just during data collection after each observation and interview but also 

throughout the entire research journey to ask for their perspectives on the data and my 

interpretations to be faithful to their stories and meanings “both seriously and over time” 

(Cho & Trent, 2006, p. 334). This process was also to “guard against a biased 

understanding” (Phillon & Wang, 2011, p. 98) of my participants’ narratives as I 

dialogued with them and interpreted their words. I also invited my participants to become 
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collaborators in this process of analyzing and interpreting their experiences. I asked them 

to elaborate more on certain terms or stories to clarify what they meant and asked them to 

approve my interpretations of their experiences as a way of member checking (Phillion & 

Wang, 2011). To be part of the reflexive process, I tried “to be attuned to questions of 

relationship, position, and social complexities, and how to turn resulting tensions into 

data, analysis, and eventually into theories” (Luttrell, 2000, p. 516). This way I not only 

let them know that I valued their stories, but we also came to “co-compose” (Clandinin, 

2013, p. 49) our narrative in the most relational way possible.  

 In addition to my researcher journal and reflexive member checks, I asked my 

“Response community” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 210) including my committee members, 

friends at Teachers College, and friends outside of school, for their assistance (Glesne, 

2006) to deepen the ways I attempted to compose my research texts. I had been involved 

with this response community from the initial research puzzle to this point of writing the 

study and I trusted their “insights and wonders” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 211). I continued to 

be “awakened to methodological and theoretical possibilities, learn about ethical and 

responsive ways to be in relationships, and learn to listen again and again” (Clandinin, 

2013, p. 211) throughout this research journey.  

 Going back to the two questions about trustworthiness posed above, I came to the 

conclusion that it is worthwhile to investigate the interpretations of humans involved in 

this research study, and that my findings became more authentic through the processes 

described above. Through these research methods, I was more authentically close to the 

participants’ reality than if there were another set of instruments between the participant 
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and the researcher. This process helped me better understand the narratives of the lived 

experiences, and better determine the implications of this study (Merriam, 2009).  

Limitations and Dilemmas  

 My methodological decision to use interviews and classroom observations as the 

main methods for this study had its own strengths as aforementioned as well as 

limitations. In addition to the limitations of generalizability in oral history (Jackson, 

2006), using the “telling” of experience can be more limiting than using “living 

alongside” their experience through long-term participant observations (Clandinin, 2013; 

Maxwell, 2013). I acknowledge that I was only able to conduct a couple of observations 

in each case due to the time limit of this study and the accessibility to the classrooms and 

I embrace the potential limitations caused by this for my data analysis and interpretation 

process.  

 Another potential limitation came from my relationship with my participants. 

Although I attempted to blur the line between researcher and participants throughout the 

collaborative inquiry process, this relationship is inherently unequal (Scheurich, 1997). 

Similar to many qualitative researchers, I was interested in understanding others’ 

perspectives; however, the inherent hierarchy between the researcher, myself, and 

participants created certain pressure for the participants to choose what stories they 

decided to tell within this relationship. Especially the former instructor-student 

relationships with two of my participants certainly affected my data collection process.  

 One of the concerns I had with my participants and their narratives lied in the 

dilemma between my desire to capture authenticity and to keep my integrity intact. 

During the member check in my pilot study, Doria asked me to change all the 
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grammatical errors she made during the interviews in the transcript. English is not her 

first language and she spoke with an accent and there were some grammatical differences 

during the interviews. I wanted to “capture the specifics, the nuance, … a gesture, a 

voice, an attitude as a way to illuminate” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 14) 

immigrant teachers’ experiences by including the ways in which she spoke (to me) 

authentically. However, Doria thought otherwise. She said that she was embarrassed as 

she read the interview transcripts by the “mistakes” she made, and she did not want to be 

presented that way. I attempted to negotiate with her by saying that I wanted to keep her 

authenticity in my telling of her stories, which would include her accent and some 

grammar differences in her speech. However, I, as a fellow immigrant who also struggled 

tremendously with the English language, wholeheartedly understood where Doria was 

coming from and I decided to honor her request to make the changes as she wished. 

Doing this was also a way to keep my integrity as a researcher who aspired to truly honor 

her voice. Likewise, I found similar reactions in this study as my participants and I 

collaborated. In such repeated dilemmas I kept in mind the importance of honoring both 

of our voices “within a framework of care” (Schulz, 1997, p. 141), being loyal to my 

participants’ willingness to share their lives, while at the same time being vigilant of 

abusing the power I have as a researcher. 

Presentation of Findings 

 Moving from the interim texts to creating a final research text was a further 

inquiry. It was “a way of finding out about [my]self and [the] topic … a method of 

discovery and analysis” (Richardson, 1994, p. 516 cited in Clandinin, 2013, p. 206). In 
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the following chapters, I present my discovery and analysis of each case and across all 

cases. I first created a profile and story of each participant and then I present my cross-

case analysis as well as possible implications for practice, research, and policy.  
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Chapter IV 

IMMIGRANT TEACHERS’ STORIES 

 

I have discovered that it is critical and essential to let others know what it was like for 
me, as an immigrant, trying to become a teacher. (Lam, 1996, p. 64) 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of immigrant preschool 

teachers who teach and care for young immigrant students and their families in order to 

understand the ways in which their immigration histories, funds of knowledge, and lived 

experiences shape their teaching and caring practices. I argue that experiencing 

immigration first-hand shapes their everyday interaction with their immigrant students 

and families; therefore, it is imperative that I tell the immigration stories of the four 

teachers in this chapter. This chapter is organized by cases of the four immigrant 

preschool teachers and their experiences. In each case, I inquired into their arrival stories, 

transitional experiences, and pathways to become teachers. In doing so, I addressed the 

first research question: (1) How do immigrant preschool teachers describe their 

immigration and school experiences until becoming teachers in the U.S.? Then, I briefly 

described the context of their teaching lives at their current preschools. 
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Gianna’s Story 

The Arrival 

Tonight is her birthday. Today she's turning 26 and today is the 26th year anniversary of 
me and my husband arriving to this country. My husband with my two kids came to this 

country today. And today at midnight that's when I delivered this baby…Tonight you 
know where I'm going? I'm going to this bakery near my house. I ordered a little cake 

and at 12 o'clock all of us are going to celebrate all together. Together always. (G 
Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

 The day I first interviewed Gianna was a special day. Before we ended our first 

interview she shared with a big smile and joyful tears in her eyes that it was her youngest 

daughter’s birthday and also the 26th anniversary of their immigration to the U.S. Her big 

smile with tears in her eyes was only an indication, a glimpse, of the life she has lived 

since her arrival to this country.  

 Gianna came to the U.S. from the Dominican Republic as a mother of two young 

children and was at the time pregnant with her third child. On the day her husband 

arrived followed by Gianna and her children, she gave birth to her youngest daughter 

who is now a “fashionista and talented dancer” (Text message, 9/18/17). Gianna is now a 

mother of four children and has been happily married for 31 years. She is also a teacher at 

the Livingston Early Childhood Family Center, a HeadStart program, in New York City. 

She has been part of the center over two decades and she refers to it as a “community,” 

“family,” and “heaven” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17). Before I asked her any questions 

Gianna began to tell her story with a simple statement about the center, “Livingston for 

me means a lot” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17), as if her life after the arrival to the U.S. began 

at the preschool, Livingston, her second home. 
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The Transitions  

 In Santo Domingo, the Dominican Republic, Gianna had what she described as a 

“good life” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17). She was fresh out of college then and her husband 

was a well-established civil engineer. However, in 1991, according to Gianna, the living 

situation in the DR had become difficult for many people. She recounted that the city 

began to limit the use of electricity and getting gas for their cars was almost impossible. 

Gianna and her husband were shocked to see her daughters clapping when the lights 

came on and it was then they thought they needed to look for other options for their 

children. They wanted the children to grow up in a more resourced environment. They 

had visited New York before during one of their vacations and thought that it would be a 

good place to raise their children. However, once they arrived in New York they realized 

that the reality of living here as immigrants was not like visiting as tourists. Gianna 

described their transition from the DR to New York:  

It was hard because you come here from having a secretary, you are in a suit 
and a tie, you are Mr. Rodríguez, engineer, you make budgets for the company, 
you are an architect, and then you come here, you are a taxi driver. My husband 
cried. He was almost depressed. You know, he didn't want his co-workers to call 
and ask him, "Oh, how are you doing?" At first he thought that he could go to 
school and get his degree evaluated. But, when you have a family, don't tell me 
you are gonna go to school when you need to pay rent and you have a wife with 
three children. You know, it's hard. He left his big project over there and now you 
are here. It was hard. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

Though Gianna and her husband immigrated to the U.S. with a hope for a better future 

for their children, the changes in their life style and their new living conditions were hard 

to bear, not to mention the culture shock and the language differences they experienced. 

They described being ashamed of their new life in the U.S. and her husband refused to 

talk to his co-workers back in the DR who were expecting to hear about his new 



 

 

108 

glamorous life in New York. Their new life in New York was nowhere close to being 

glamorous. Instead, “it was terrible” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) and full of tears. The only 

person Gianna was able to talk to about her struggles honestly and openly was her mother 

back in the DR. Gianna was the youngest among her siblings and she was “the baby” (G 

Interview 1, 3/21/17) in her mother’s eyes. With a big sigh Gianna continued to tell me 

about her transition, “I cried everyday at the time and I called every day to Santo 

Domingo, "Mom, what do I do?"” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17). 

 While Gianna was feeling lost, a community of people came in to her life. They 

gave her and her family “everything” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) they needed and that was 

the beginning of their journey in the new land. 

 Preschool as a platform for new beginnings. Gianna did not know that among 

all places, the preschool, Livingston Early Childhood Family Center, would become a 

place they now call a home away from home when she walked into the door simply for 

her daughter’s education. She had no idea that a preschool would become her “heaven” 

(G Interview 1, 3/21/17) that “gave [her] the most important support” (G Interview 2, 

5/5/17). But, it turned out Livingston was the first place where they were welcomed and 

invited to become part of the community. In the midst of the hardships with their 

transitions to the new country, new culture, new language, new people and new life style, 

Livingston “hugged” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) her and her family. She described her first 

impression of the preschool:  

Livingston was a place that made me feel like things are gonna be okay. Like it 
was a community that embraced who we are, who I am, and giving to my family 
that support emotionally... Livingston hugged me and said, "Gianna, things are 
gonna be okay. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 
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The Livingston center was filled with people including the teachers, the administrators, 

and other staff members who paid attention to and understood the details of her life as a 

newcomer. The center is a community organization that is operated by the HeadStart 

program and is deeply committed to serving immigrant children and families. It is also 

associated with and supported by a few other organizations related to immigrant rights 

around the city (according to the center website). And they were committed to support 

Gianna and her family as well.  

 Throughout our conversations, Gianna always came back to talk about 

Livingston. She stated: 

Like I said, I have to go back to Livingston. If you ask me one person who 
helped us, I can't. Because everybody there helped us. That's what makes 
Livingston special. It's the director, other times it was the secretary, [and] each 
teacher. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

Gianna then shared the moment when her first daughter’s teacher invited her to the 

classroom: 

[She called my name], " Gianna," because she saw me how I was with the 
children and said, "Do you wanna stay here and help us a little bit in the 
classroom?" And I stayed with the baby and the second one who wasn't in school 
yet and the one [in school] who was four. And I helped the children with 
breakfast, we were playing, and I felt like I was in heaven. Then I could spend 
those hours there. And I'd never forget this. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

According to Gianna, the HeadStart program her daughter was enrolled in at Livingston 

only ran from 9 a.m. to 12 p.m. Without a car she had to drop off her daughter while at 

the same time pushing a stroller and holding on to another child walking back and forth 

from her apartment to the center. She said that by the time she went back to her apartment 

after dropping off her first daughter it was already time to go back and pick her up. The 

trip back to school would begin—pushing the stroller with the baby, and then holding on 
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to another child all the way back to Livingston. Perhaps, her daughter’s teacher, now 

Gianna’s colleague who is also an immigrant, knew what it would be like to raise young 

children without the means that people often take for granted. Perhaps, it was her way of 

saying to Gianna, ‘Yes, I understand’ and to care for her student and her mother by 

opening up the classroom space for them to be part of the community, a place where they 

could come and be accepted. Gianna described, “You know that teacher in a way, it's not 

like we talk[ed] about every little situation and she didn't know what was going on in my 

life. But, the empathy, the feeling stayed with me. She cared” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17). 

And that was the beginning of Gianna’s journey in America with courage lit by the 

teacher’s simple invitation to volunteer in the classroom. 

 From a locker room attendant to a teacher. Gianna mentioned that after 

working as a helper in the classroom she felt encouraged to “go and explore” (G 

Interview 1, 3/21/17) the real world. By that time, Gianna’s mother also came to stay 

with her in New York and Gianna was able to start working. The first job she had was 

working as an attendant in the locker room at a “very high-end” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

women’s gym in Manhattan. Every morning at six o’clock, she would get to the locker 

room and hand out towels and clean the room. She recounted that working there was not 

always pleasant. She was sometimes misunderstood and humiliated by the people there 

and she sometimes felt out of place, “Like a fish out of a tank. And the self-esteem... is 

dropping” (G Interview 2, 5/5/17). However, the thought of providing for her children 

kept her going. She recalled: 

Even when I was working in the locker room, I was thankful. I think my kids 
were my motivation, the push. I wanted to put my kids in ballet, I’m gonna put 
them this and that…I felt like I was doing something important for my kids. That 
was like a justification every time I felt like, ‘What am I doing here?’ and why I 
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did this. But, I lived for them. We sacrificed, we pour out our careers, and we put 
them first. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

From there, one of the gym members, a doctor, offered her a maid’s job to clean her 

apartment and one thing led to another. Soon, she was cleaning the doctor’s entire 

family’s apartments and buildings. Gianna stated, “I cleaned and I was happy” (G 

Interview 1, 3/21/17) because she was able to pay for her children’s education with the 

money she was making.  

 In the gym, there was another woman, a college professor, who helped Gianna 

learn English. Gianna explained, “During the gym time she brought me a book. And I 

always did my homework, she gave me homework and she corrected it for me” (G 

Interview 1, 3/21/17). And later in the year, she tried to help Gianna’s husband to get an 

engineer job at her husband’s company. Though it did not end up working out, Gianna 

mentioned that she and her husband are “eternally thankful” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) for 

her effort to help. Gianna did not mention about her own hard work in the gym and 

friendly characteristics; however, it was clear that the women at the gym appreciated her 

being there. When Gianna was pregnant with her fourth child, the clients at the gym 

threw a baby shower for her and gave her “everything for the baby” (G Interview 1, 

3/21/17). She emphasized that she could not skip this part of her life when telling her 

story in America because she is in debt to these people who helped and supported her 

along the way. She stated that without these women in her life her stories are incomplete.    

 She also worked as a security guard at the Human Resource Administration 

building and was an important member there helping Spanish speakers fill out their 

applications for food stamps. Though as a security guard she was not supposed to do such 

work, everyone there knew, including her supervisor, that people needed help and Gianna 
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could do it. Later in the year when her youngest child was starting his preschool years at 

Livingston, she planned to take a break from working as a security guard because she 

wanted to be there for her son. The center knew that Gianna wanted to be there and that 

she was already helping out in the classroom. So, they offered her an aide job at the 

center to help a child with special needs. Then in the same year, she was offered an 

assistant teacher position and in 2007 she became a head teacher. She stated that as she 

transitioned from being a locker attendant, a maid, and a security guard, being an 

immigrant parent throughout all those times helped her see the parents and families with 

whom she works as a teacher with dignity and respect. That is because she said, “Many 

times they repeat my stories” (G Interview 2, 5/5/17).  

Life as a Preschool Teacher 

 My first scheduled interview with Gianna did not go as planned. In fact, the 

interview did not happen on that day when I went to meet and interview her. I entered her 

classroom during naptime and was ready with all my questions. However, Gianna looked 

towards the children who were laying on their cots and told me that she was sorry; one of 

the children was sick and another one was having difficulty all day in the classroom and 

she needed to be there for them. Later I learned that this is typical for Gianna. She is the 

type of teacher who prioritizes the needs of her students among all others. She takes her 

job seriously and takes care of her students as if they were her “own children” (G 

Interview 1, 3/21/17). Before I left her school that day she told me as she placed her hand 

on her chest, “You know, when I look at these children I see myself in them” (Informal 

conversation, 3/23/17). 
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 A week after our attempted interview day, we had our first official interview. She 

explained that she almost had to cancel again. She said: 

Today I almost called you before I came here… one of the moms, she's from 
Africa, and she's undocumented, she's pregnant and she has two children and a 
baby. And she said, "Gianna, someone called my phone and wanted my address." 
You know they are so afraid for what's happening now. And I said, "Don't worry. 
We are gonna look into what's happening." Then one of the disability coordinators 
said, "Okay, let's Google and find out." So, she Googled the number and found 
out that it was from Medicaid. You know then you see her face, feel more calm. I 
cannot leave her in the middle of that stressful situation so I was gonna call you 
and cancel this interview … I knew she was afraid. So, the first thing I said to her, 
"Don't give any of your information by phone to anyone!" She said, "Thank you" 
and she hugged me and left. I mean she's pregnant and she's in a shelter…she was 
scared. And of course, we need to be there for her. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17)  

Demonstrating “an ethos of interdependence” (Ghiso, 2016, p. 5), it was in Gianna’s 

nature to have empathy and to practice social obligation in helping the parent in need 

without being asked. In fact, she works with a diverse group of young immigrant children 

and families documented and undocumented who are from around the globe including 

Senegal, Ethiopia, India, Peru, Ecuador, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Mexico, 

and Morocco. No matter where they are from, or what situations they are in, Gianna is a 

teacher who wants to be there for them because, as she described, “Livingston is like a 

family” (G Interview 2, 5/5/17) and because the Livingston family was there for her in 

her difficult times.  

Tuyet Nhi’s Story 

The Arrival 

I wish our family could be united… (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17) 

 One of the first things Tuyet Nhi mentioned during our first interview was her 

“dream” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17) of a family reunion, which she and her family have 
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been longing for over the past 20 years. Tuyet Nhi Ngo immigrated to the U.S. from 

Vietnam with her parents and one of her older brothers when she was ten years old. 

Unfortunately her oldest brother, who was over 21 years old then, had to be left behind in 

Vietnam because of his visa issue. Tuyet Nhi told me that she has been involved in 

helping her father to petition for her oldest brother also to move to the U.S.; however, it 

has been a very slow process. She stated with frustration, “the [U.S.] government works 

very slowly” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17). In fact, they submitted their petition in the year 

they came to the U.S., 1997, and the government’s response when Tuyet Nhi recently 

called the immigration department was that they were currently working on the petitions 

submitted in 1995. She said with certainty, “I think two more years” (TN Interview 1, 

3/17/17), patiently waiting and hoping for this reunion to happen within the next two 

years.  

 Tuyet Nhi continued to tell her immigration story and said that the motivation 

behind her parents’ decision to move to the U.S., despite the separation from her oldest 

brother, was to provide better educational opportunities for her. She spoke with a heavy 

heart, “They chose between my oldest brother and me… [for me] to have better 

education…” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17). As many immigrant parents decide to immigrate 

to the U.S. in the hopes of providing a better educational opportunity (Perreira et al., 

2006; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Todorova et al., 2009), Tuyet Nhi’s 

parents also had the same goal in mind for their daughter, who was still young then.  

The Transitions  

 Tuyet Nhi and her family landed in the heart of Chinatown in Brooklyn during the 

bitterly cold winter time. The Ngo family quickly realized that the dramatic changes they 



 

 

115 

had to face in the new land were as harsh as the biting wind chills in New York. She 

explained,  

The weather, the winter… my mom wore a lot of [layers of] clothes to keep her 
warm because honestly when we just came it’s all financial problem[s]. We didn’t 
have money to buy like a coat. [In] Vietnam, we have only one weather, raining 
and sunny. That’s it. But here it’s four seasons. They’re too different. My aunt’s 
husband bought me a jacket.  [He] bought me a coat. I still remember, the duck 
fur coat with a hoodie. (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17) 

With the help of her only relatives in the U.S., her aunt and uncle, they found a basement 

in a house to live in and Tuyet Nhi began to attend school wearing a duck fur coat with a 

hoodie.  

 School experiences as an immigrant child. While all the family members 

including her other brother who came to the U.S. with them started to work long hours, 

Tuyet Nhi began her school life. She described her transitioning experience to the U.S. 

school, “[It was] [v]ery hard. Horrible. Terrifying. [I was] scared, [and] afraid…” (TN 

Interview 2, 4/7/17).  School was “the unknown territory” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. i) where 

she “didn’t know anything” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17). She added, “It was very 

frustrating in school because I didn’t know English, I didn’t know math. Nothing” (TN 

Interview 1, 3/17/17). What made her transition difficult was more than her cultural or 

language differences. It was an unforeseen matter that was not taken as seriously as it 

should have been. She explained how she became lost in that transition from her 

Vietnamese school to the U.S. public elementary:   

I went straight to [the] 5th grade because of my age, I had to go to [the] 5th 
grade. I was in [the] 3rd grade in Vietnam. [So] yeah, because of my age... I was 
10, so they had to put me in [the] 5th grade. My mom asked them if they can put 
me in [a] lower grade, but they said no. So, I just went straight to [the] 5th grade. 
(TN Interview 1, 3/17/17) 
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In addition to the cultural and language differences, the two grades worth of academic 

learning were lost in this transition and it became detrimental to her school life. She 

lacked the basic math and literacy skills because of the accumulation of the gaps in her 

learning and the gap in her schooling. To this day, she confesses that she struggles with 

her mathematical and reading and writing skills. What is more, witnessing her mother’s 

voice being ignored and feeling powerless in school was a clear message to her that 

school is a place where Tuyet Nhi needed to keep “quiet” (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17).  

  She continued to say that school was a place where she did not feel she belonged 

nor was welcomed. She was often made fun of by other children because of her 

Vietnamese name. She described being ashamed that she did not understand the academic 

concepts she was taught. She also did not speak much not only because of her language 

differences, but also according to her, she did not want to “bother her teachers.”  She 

added, “I didn’t want to bother other kids who were listening.  I didn't want to interrupt… 

Or, I think I didn’t want people to think that I'm slow or I don't know anything” (TN 

Interview 3, 5/12/17). Tuyet Nhi remembered the painful transition clearly. Looking 

back, she noted that it was those two years of learning she needed to gain the basic 

academic foundational skills, friends to play with, and teachers to recognize her and her 

needs with care and respect. Most of all, she too wanted to belong. The prevailing forces, 

both subtle and overt, in the school environment kept Tuyet Nhi feeling like an intruder 

and kept her from learning and succeeding in school. Her eyes became teary while 

remembering and discussing her memories of schooling in the U.S. To this day the 

memory of her ten year-old self, going to school everyday in silence and pain was too 

clear and real in her mind. She stated while wiping her tears, “I don't know... when I start 
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to talk about my own [school] experiences, I get… (pause) emotional” (TN Interview 2, 

4/7/17).  

 Fortunately, there was a friend, her “best friend” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17), also 

an immigrant child, who stood by Tuyet Nhi from then to all the way to high school. She 

said, “Luckily, I met a friend.  She came from Hong Kong,… She helped me out a lot” 

(TN Interview 2, 4/7/17). When I asked her if she had any fond memories of schooling 

she responded, “I don’t know… My best friend and I just talked together and took 

class[es] together” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17) and that she could not imagine being in 

school without that friend.  

 In college, Tuyet Nhi continued to struggle with the English language. She said, 

“I used to [audio] record lectures because they [professors] talked too fast! I couldn’t… 

It's hard for me. I couldn't. I [audio] recorded and I kept taking notes. That's the only way 

I could do” (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17). She conveyed pain and anger in her calm voice, as 

she narrated her continued struggles throughout her transitions, towards the injustices that 

society had inflicted upon her as an immigrant child and that are repeatedly happening in 

her current life.  

 From a volunteer to a teacher.  My relationship with Tuyet Nhi goes way back 

to my first year of teaching when I was working as a preschool teacher in Brooklyn. 

Tuyet Nhi and I met for the very first time when she came to my classroom as a volunteer 

and I remember her as a caring person with a very calm personality and passion for 

teaching. She was especially patient with the children who struggled in the classroom and 

also was able to communicate with many Mandarin and Cantonese-speaking children, 

which was a big help in my classroom.   
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 Many years later I became a learning specialist and conducted workshops as part 

of professional development for the Pre-K for All initiative led by the Department of 

Education. Coincidently, Tuyet Nhi came to one of my workshops and that was when our 

lives crossed again. I found that she had become a head teacher in a pre-K classroom and 

was working towards her teaching certification due to the new state requirements for the 

pre-k teachers. She stood out to me among many other teachers because she seemed 

determined to work hard and asked questions after every workshop. In that event, she 

successfully passed her edTPA (Teacher Performance Assessment), one of the exams 

required for teacher certification in New York State. By working closely with her in the 

program, especially to help her with her writing skills, I witnessed a tremendous growth 

in her. In fact, her writing in her edTPA captured my interest to ask her to participate in 

this study because it provided a glimpse into her characteristics as a teacher and her 

sensitive pedagogy towards her immigrant students. She wrote in her edTPA 

commentary: 

In my classroom, English language learners and the children with speech delays 
will not feel frustrated because I will demonstrate the instructions and procedures 
step by step.  Visual aids will be presented in every lesson and they will assist the 
children to follow instructions, motivate them to learn, and help them stay focus 
toward the specific lessons.  During the learning experiences, I will provide one-
to-one assistance to aid and support the children who have difficulty 
comprehending the lessons. (Excerpt from Tuyet Nhi’s edTPA Planning 
Commentary) 

She continued writing about the specific strategies she planned to use in her lessons and 

the funds of knowledge she would bring to the classroom: 

Translations and repetitions are significant in the class since more than half of 
the children are English language learners and some children have speech delays. 
These children will gain better comprehension skills and grasp the meanings of 
what they learn through translations and repetitions of every word of the lessons. 
As an educator, I must think thoroughly about what I want to say and teach the 
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children in the learning experiences since English is my second language as well. 
Thinking beforehand and mentioning the related words to the lessons will prevent 
the children from any misconception and misunderstanding in the learning 
experiences. (Excerpt from Tuyet Nhi’s edTPA Planning Commentary) 

As demonstrated in Tuyet Nhi’s writing samples above, she was well aware that she 

could enhance her students’ learning, especially those who are learning English, by using 

her wealth of knowledge that comes from her own experience as an immigrant child and 

her multilingual skills. She knew by her “instant sensing” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 38) that 

many of her students would benefit from translations, repetitions, and visual aids, and 

some might also need one-on-one assistance. Perhaps, those are the kinds of support 

Tuyet Nhi needed when she was a young immigrant child. She also positioned herself as 

a learner and is cognizant of her own needs. She is careful with how her English-speaking 

skills could also influence her students’ learning and is always mindful of how she would 

cross the borders among multiple languages.   

 While reading through her writing samples about her teaching and seeing her 

resilience throughout her process, I became curious to see her in action. I wanted to know 

how her own immigration experiences would or would not inform her teaching and 

caring for her young immigrant students and how her relationships with her students 

might look.  

Life as a Preschool Teacher 

 After volunteering in my classroom, Tuyet Nhi earned her degree in early 

childhood education and started her teaching career as a daycare teacher about ten years 

ago. At her current preschool, the Sunshine Preschool, she has been working as a head 

teacher for the past couple of years in the Universal Pre-Kindergarten classroom as part 

of the Pre-K for All initiative under the Department of Education. The Sunshine 
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Preschool is located in south Brooklyn near the apartment where Tuyet Nhi resides with 

her husband, her two children, and her parents. All of the students in the Sunshine 

Preschool are immigrant children and almost all of them are from different regions of 

China.   

Al’s Story 

The Arrival  

Part of the mythology that an ignorant immigrant comes with, in the sense, [is that] you 
don't know. You just have ideas that are fed by so many films [about America.] (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

 Al came to New York City from Israel 18 years ago with his new wife to pursue 

his career as a musician. He had an opportunity to perform in an off Broadway theater in 

the East Village so he “just took a plane” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) and came to the U.S. 

He said he did not have a specific “agenda” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) but had ambitions as 

an artist, thinking that “if I can make it in New York, [I can] make it everywhere” (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17). Al proudly stated that immigrating to the U.S. was his choice and 

that during the first few months, things were happening very fast and going well “without 

an effort” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). Upon his arrival, he received a grant from a 

prestigious place to perform and a review written about his performance. He said that was 

only, “beginner’s luck” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). He was indeed living the “mythology” 

(A Interview 1, 3/28/17) of coming to New York City as an artist. Yet, Al quickly 

realized that the myth was far from the reality of the immigrant life he was about to live 

in the U.S.  
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The Transitions 

The hybrid, well, that’s me. I’m a hybrid in any possible way you can imagine… [I] 
belong everywhere and nowhere at the same time. (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

 Al described his transitions from the beginning to the time when his “beginner’s 

luck” ran out and how he has embodied and transformed his ambiguous but also complex 

identities. He paints his identities in connection to his belonging, similar to Anzaldúa’s 

(1987) description of borderland identity as she stated, “Sometimes I feel like one cancels 

out the other and we are zero, nothing, no one” (p. 63). The sense of belonging in the 

glamorous city of New York as an aspiring artist quickly became a sense of “belonging 

nowhere” and to “no one” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17).  

 Once the short-lived mythology of living the dream in New York was over, Al 

told me that he had to deal with the reality of making a living:    

The start was really good and then the reality sinks in. … This is where I think it 
was a chunk of time, three, four, five years that they call it a limbo time in which 
you just, ummm… again going through immigration… you need to work, you 
need to find a visa, you cannot stay here… I need to get my work visa, I need to 
do so many things… (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

In addition to the issues with his visa and finding work, his marriage also ended in 

divorce during this “limbo time”.  He described this initial transition time as, “Going 

through immigration just like I went through, the same thing I did as a child” (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17). He revealed his layered immigration histories as he recalled his 

immigration experience from Argentina to Israel as a young child. Born in Argentina, Al 

spent his early childhood years there and at the age of eight he moved to Israel with his 

parents.   
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 From Argentina to Israel. Al reflected on the feelings of excitement when he 

was first told that his parents decided on immigrating to Israel, the “Land of Israel” (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17). He recalled: 

Well, you know, I grew up in a Jewish family [in Argentina], so the idea of 
Israel and also in school was kind of a familiar idea. I'm not saying it was [a] real 
idea but it was familiar, the concept. I just remember that being an eight year old 
and moving to Israel felt to me like the fulfillment of what I was taught in school. 
It's like, “Oh, yeah, they taught me in school about Israel, it's the land of Israel. 
And now me, from all these children I was chosen to actually visit that land!" And 
I felt very unique and especially it has to do with ... you know they did a huge 
farewell in school and it was like ... I felt back then that it was a very, I was 
destined to do it. Of course, it was far from reality. (A Interview 1, 3/28/17)  

With much excitement, there came disappointment in his everyday reality living in “the 

land of Israel.” He mentioned, “In reality… umm… the reality of immigration is rough, 

tough, [and] difficult for a child” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). Though it was almost forty 

years ago, Al described the experience as a “vivid” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) memory. He 

remembered the “dramatic” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) transition from Argentina to the new 

land, Israel, faced with the contradicting reality that he did not predict as a young child.  

 Experiences as an immigrant child in Israel. The first thing Al mentioned about 

his experience moving from Argentina to Israel was the change he felt and witnessed in 

the roles of his parents and himself. He stated, “You witness that (the role reversal) and it 

affects you. You understand your own vulnerability. I mean this is a reflection now but I 

really have very vivid memories of how difficult immigration can actually be” (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17). Experiencing immigration from Argentina to Israel as a young 

child was full of contradictions and ambiguity. At the same time, there was clarity in his 

understanding that immigration is a hard thing and it comes with experiencing 

vulnerability. As a young Argentine immigrant child, he seemed to have acquired the “la 
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facultad” (Anzaldúa,1987, p. 38), the acute ability to sense the deeper realities beneath 

the surface. And there was a “shift” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 39) in his perception because of 

his changed reality.  

 While witnessing his parents being “lost” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17), his la facultad 

also enabled him to realize that he was different than the rest of Israeli children and was 

often marginalized. He narrated, “[I was] trying to be like everybody else but not being 

[able to be] like anybody else. [I was] [b]eing singled out…“ (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). 

The more isolated he was the more he desired to become “one of them” (A Interview 1, 

3/28/17). He explained:  

I think that being a young immigrant in Israel, you're concerned to be accepted 
by everybody as a[n] eight year-old. Right? You wanna be like everybody else. 
You want to be more Israeli than Israelis. It's very typical for any convertee, for 
any person who go[es] through this metamorphosis. (A Interview 1, 3/28/17)  

Traumatized by watching his parents struggle in addition to his own marginalization 

during this transition, his way of survival was to become “more Israeli than Israelis” (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17). Despite his desire and effort, Al said that it took him almost ten 

years to really become “one of them” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) and to be accepted by 

them. By then, he was able to speak Hebrew fluently without his Argentine accent and 

acted just like an Israeli. This process of becoming “one of them” was not easy, Al 

narrated with a light laugh, “[because] they have their edge” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). It 

appears that he accepted the survival method of “metamorphosis” (A Interview 1, 

3/28/17), perhaps forced, changing oneself and one’s identity. He illuminated a glimpse 

of the hardships he endured during this transition by adding a statement about how this 

transitional experience strengthened him in a way, “If you survive a hard experience then 

you have a fortified personality after that” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17).  
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 Reflecting back on his immigration experience as a young child and on his 

schooling in Israel, Al said that there were always one or two teachers who genuinely 

cared for and nurtured him and his love for learning. He talked about this one particular 

teacher in his elementary school, who was also an immigrant himself from Russia, that 

noticed Al’s difference as well as his brilliance.  He said:  

In elementary school I had this Russian immigrant teacher. … He was a chess 
champion, he was a theater director, he was a choir director, [and] a pianist. And 
he would take all of his talent[s], [and] work in a public school. I was in a ghetto 
back there, really bad. And he would give all of his passion, including his trophies 
that he won on competitions to his students … I still have his trophies. There are 
people you don’t forget, you know, they kind of inspire you for the rest of your 
life. (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

Al described that the support he received from his teachers including the Russian 

immigrant teacher helped him become resilient to the hardships and become “very 

successful” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) in integrating himself into the Israeli culture. His 

teachers were in part the ways and means for his survival in the new land where his 

talents were recognized and awarded in school settings.    

 After going to the army in Israel, which is a duty for all young Israelis according 

to Al, he became a successful musician traveling to different parts of Israel and Germany 

to perform. One thing led to another and an opportunity came for Al to come to New 

York, one he did not want to miss. 

 From Israel to the U.S.  Al recounted that it was his choice to take the 

opportunity to perform in New York and to continue to live here. He described that his 

transition to the U.S. from Israel was a choice he deliberately made; thus, it was different 

than his first immigration though they were similar in some ways. He explained, “In a 

way, unlike my childhood experience with immigration which was my parent's choice, 
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this immigration is my choice and it’s very different” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). He further 

depicted the difference coming to the U.S. as an adult immigrant:   

So it's very different the second time around when I came here at 29 [years of 
age]. It's different. You already have your identity, ... So I think 10 years into my 
American journey, I started to adopt ideas that include the terms of being a hybrid 
and you know this sort of inspiration to kind of embrace that identity. (A 
Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

Though it took ten years in America to truly embrace his hybrid identity, similar to 

González’s (2001) notion of the “border identity” (p. 14), he feels proud to realize and 

own his unique identity. Embracing his hybridity also enabled him to call New York his 

home away from home. He mentioned, “So, New York is the quintessential hybrid city, 

that's home. You know, that's my home, my synthetic home in a way” (A Interview 1, 

3/28/17).   

 Until New York had become his home away from home, during the first ten years 

in America, Al said he had undergone many negotiations between unlearning and 

learning about himself, America, and his place in its system in order to find his way of 

surviving here. He noted:  

I think there is something about the American system, the political system, the 
way the structure here, the bureaucracy I want to say that teaches you a lot about 
this place. … When you don't resist any more, when you start learning this 
system, this is when you start to transform, and this is when I realized if I want to 
be part of this place, I need to go back to school. … So, I decided to go back to do 
master's, my MFA (Master of Fine Arts). This is where I started doing, educating 
myself more seriously into film but also to feel like I'm advancing in becoming a 
local person. (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

Similar to his first immigrant life in Israel where school was central to his integration to 

the Israeli society and culture, he went back to school for higher education studying film 

to meet new people, network, advance his career and his English speaking skills, and to 

finally “become a local person” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17).  
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 This transition to become a local person in New York came with an added 

challenge for Al as is true in many immigrant experiences. Learning to speak English that 

“matched his thinking” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) was “extremely hard” (A Interview 2, 

5/9/17) for Al. Though he came to New York with some proficiency in English because 

of his education in Israeli schools, he said he was “too self-conscious” (A Interview 1, 

3/28/17) about the way he spoke the language. He said, “[For] Seven years, the first 

seven years I was terrified [to speak] and I'm not a non-talker” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17).   

 The process of learning to speak like Israelis when he was a young immigrant 

child in Israel repeated itself in the U.S.; however, this time it was as an adult who 

needed to speak like a New Yorker. He reiterated his struggle:  

[As an adult immigrant,] You are on your own. So, I really had suddenly in the 
middle of life this latent period again, right? Where you hide yourself in a way. It 
was extremely hard. It was very very for an adult, on his own, very very hard. I 
had two immigration experiences. What is it as a child and what is it as an adult? 
Very different but still a lot of common experiences. (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) 

Reflecting on his layered immigration experiences, Al emphasized the challenge that 

came with the language was not simply his ability to speak it but one of a deeper 

emotional issues. He further elaborated:   

I was timid to express myself with the level of language I had back then … it 
was so frustrating. I think for five, six years, I would censor myself and I 
wouldn't, and I [normally] love to talk. I wouldn't talk as much as I wanted. I was 
terrified to talk in public or shy in a way that is not typical of me at all. Yeah, 
because I didn't feel confident at all. I felt like my language was crippled. That's 
how I felt. Very self-conscious. And it's part of immigration. … you feel crippled 
in a way. (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

Al’s expression of being “crippled1” because of the language difference resonates with 

Anzaldúa’s (1987) statement, “I am my language” (p. 59). As Al mentioned, “I give it a 

                                                
1 Though the word “crippled” reflects the ableist connotation, I kept Al’s own word to stay true to his way 
of expressing his experiences and emotions that came with his word choice.  
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lot of importance, the language part” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17), languages afford meaning 

to one’s identity and existence but also inhibit “the centripetal and centrifugal forces” 

(González, 2001, p. xxii) across the social and linguistic landscape. Al’s narratives above 

attested to the realities in which many immigrants are challenged to their very core of 

being because of the feeling of disabled due to the linguistic and social pressures that are 

prevalent in both subtle and overt ways during their immigration and transitions.  

 Going back to school did help him in many ways. While completing his MFA, he 

met a professor who supported Al intellectually as well as emotionally. Al said that it was 

that emotional support more than anything that helped him overcome his fear of speaking 

English and gain confidence in his capacity to flourish with his intellect and talent in arts. 

He testified that teachers like his professor from his MFA program and the Russian 

immigrant teacher in Israel are the ones who inspired him to keep going and to make a 

difference in the lives of others. He stated, “These are the people who help us make it 

through. No doubt. And they inspire us to make a difference” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17).    

 Motivated by the people who made a difference during his difficult times with 

transitions, Al ended up pursuing the topic of education for his thesis film. Schools were 

places that provided him the stepping-stone and bridge to the world. Eventually, he 

combined his interest in education and his way of supporting himself—teaching music to 

young children—to find a steady job in a classroom. He explained, “I decided to find sort 

of a more steady job, instead of going teaching music in different schools like I was 

doing. And I became a classroom teacher” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17). And that is when he 

began his teaching journey as a full time preschool teacher.  
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Life as a Preschool Teacher  

 Al’s initial job as a classroom teacher was at a “very exclusive” (A Interview 2, 

5/9/17) private Jewish early childhood center in the city. Working at this progressive and 

resourceful school for quite a long time was an opportunity for him to educate himself 

about the world of early childhood education and young children. He was able to 

experiment with his own ideas about teaching young children with the support of the 

school and the staff members. He said that the school served more or less as a 

“university” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) for his own teacher education and prepared him for 

his next school which he has been part of for over ten years.  

 His current school, the Preschool of United, is located in a community populated 

by many recent immigrants in the city. The school is part of a larger community 

organization originally founded for recent Jewish immigrants and continues to serve large 

immigrant populations through a variety of programs such as recreation for senior 

citizens and immigrants, art and cultural programs, youth after school programs, special 

needs parent support programs, etc. Among the many programs, the early childhood 

education programs are a major part of the organization and Al is in the Universal Pre-

kindergarten program funded by the New York Department of Education. He is a teacher 

in one of the classrooms there and also serves as a music specialist for the entire 

preschool.   

 Though the organization was initially founded for Jewish immigrants, it now 

serves diverse groups of immigrants. Particularly in his classroom, Al described, “We 

have Latinos, we have Chinese, we have umm… Jewish, we have White-Americans, 
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umm, am I forgetting? Muslims” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17). Then he stated further about the 

context of his school and his relationship with it: 

For me to work in this environment is very different for the good. Yea... cause 
it's just so much richer. I mean what I am able to do with this classroom… I don't 
know.  I don't have evidence to prove that. This is because of its diversity. It's just 
that feeling. I think it creates such a fascinating and rich classroom. (A Interview 
2, 5/9/17) 

Al sees and values the richness in diversity that the children and families bring to school 

and is deeply appreciative of them. He then added that working in his current school is 

special to him because it grants him “the opportunity to work with children that carried 

with them the experiences that were similar to [the] one I carry as an immigrant” (A 

Interview 2, 5/9/17). Most of all, working in this school that is for and by immigrants 

gives him a meaning that is “unique” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) in a very personal way.  

Vanessa’s Story 

The Arrival 

I think sometimes when they say [that America is the] land of a lot of opportunities,’ I’m 
like, ‘Yeah, I’m part of that opportunity.’ (V Interview 1, 3/14/17) 

 Vanessa came to the U.S. from Guyana while she was preparing to go to college. 

She was 20 years old when her mother, who had moved to the U.S. earlier, came to bring 

Vanessa to the U.S. In fact, Vanessa’s brother was the one who had emigrated to the U.S. 

first in her family. He had gotten married in Guyana and moved to the U.S. with his wife 

and children and invited his mother to live with him.   

 Vanessa referred to Guyana as her “home” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17) multiple 

times throughout the interviews. When she explained some of the reasons why her 

mother decided to take her to the U.S. she said “back home” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17), 
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there were not many opportunities for women. According to Vanessa, if she were lucky, 

she would have gone to a two-year-college which was what she was preparing for before 

coming to the U.S. However, even after attaining a college education, she recounted, 

there are not many jobs because of the poverty level. She imagined her life if she stayed 

in Guyana, “[I’d] just marry and have family” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17). She seemed to be 

grateful to have moved to the U.S. and said, “It made a big deal, a big difference. Cause 

there isn’t much to do [in Guyana]. Once you come here [the U.S.], there’s so much 

opportunities to step up… It’s better!” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17).  

The transitions 

 Vanessa stayed with her mother in a room in her brother’s apartment in Harlem. 

She said that in the beginning she was “stuck for a little bit” (V Interview1, 3/14/17) for 

about a year because she was not sure “how to do [things] here” (V Interview 1, 3/14/17). 

She then began working during the day as a home maid and helped people who were sick 

in their homes. In the evenings, she attended high school for newcomers to achieve her 

GED (General Equivalency Diploma). She explained the process of how she ended up 

repeating her high school education:  

I graduated from Guyana but it was CXC, Caribbean Examination Council. And 
they’re not doing CXC here. So, I had to get GED. So… they took it (CXC) for an 
evaluation. And then, I really didn’t know how they processed it. They said they 
were sending it somewhere and I never heard from them. So, I just went back to 
school. (V Interview 1, 3/14/17) 

Stuck again or rather lost in the transitions, she went through high school education again 

and prepared for the GED. She was able to obtain her GED within a year and finally 

finished her (repeated) high school education before she turned 22.   
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 Vanessa pointed out that obtaining her GED was a starting point in her immigrant 

life. She said, “From here… that’s how I started here” (V Interview 1, 3/14/17). With the 

GED in hand, she became eligible for a few more jobs. She started working as a nursing 

assistant and then later an escort in the hospital to transport patients to different floors of 

the building. And finally an opportunity opened for her to go to college for free. She 

continued to work as a nursing assistant every morning from seven in the morning to 

three in the afternoon to pay for living expenses and attended one of the City Colleges of 

New York in the evening.   

 Attending college. Yet, in college, Vanessa struggled greatly because of the 

language differences. Though in Guyana the main language is English, Vanessa 

described it as, “Broken English” (V Interview 1, 3/14/17). She recalled the comment that 

her professor made in college, “Don’t write the word you speak. Write English, standard 

English” (V Interview 1, 3/14/17). In fact, when she began college she realized that her 

learned English in Guyana which was the standard English back home was not 

considered nor valued as “standard” in the U.S. She had to unlearn her way to speak 

English and relearn the “standard” English in order to be successful in college. Vanessa 

said, “College was hard” and explained, “They weren’t doing much emphasis on the 

grammar in Guyana. So, when I come here, I had to relearn grammar. And then I had to 

respell words, too” (V Interview 1, 3/14/17). She added that she was “a little taken back” 

(V Interview 1, 3/14/17) during that time perhaps because the Guyanese Creole/English 

was the language of “communicating the realities and values” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 55) 

true to herself. After all, languages are intimately connected to ones’ identities 
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(Anzaldúa, 1987; González, 2001) and it may have left her with the message that she did 

not matter because her language and identity did not matter in the new land.  

 Nevertheless, Vanessa did not stop pursuing her education. In addition to her 

resilience and hard work, there was support from her professors who recognized her 

needs precisely and offered practical and realistic help for her to survive and graduate 

from the program. Vanessa stated, “Professors made a difference in my life” (V Interview 

1, 3/14/17). Then she talked about one of the professors who was also an immigrant 

herself from Somalia:  

She used to help me with (writing) one on one. … And so I go to her one on one 
and I would work my paper and we go through and she’s the one that got me a 
thesaurus. Now she makes me [emotional]. So, I had a, um… dictionary 
thesaurus. So when I write, and she change[s] the word, I go to the thesaurus to 
see how I can use this word in different places. And that was her help and that’s 
how I became close to her. So now she makes me emotional ‘cause she really 
helped me in that. (V Interview 1, 3/14/17) 

Her eyes misted and her voice cracked as she recalled the numerous visits to her 

professor’s office to work on her writing and the relationship they had. She said, “I 

became part of her kids” (V Interview 1, 3/14/17).  

 Near graduation, she once again faced challenges because of her English writing 

skills. There was another professor who helped Vanessa with editing. She explained:    

When I did my thesis, … I had to get somebody to help me edit. And the prices 
people were calling were crazy. And she [my professor] said, “No, just come to 
office hours.” And she gave me her office hours and she helped me edit. So she 
helped me with and showed me what to do, giving me some information, she 
would send back little things and then I fixed it up. So, I could submit it for 
graduation. (V Interview 3, 5/24/17) 

Vanessa added that she is forever grateful for all the support she received by her 

professors and knows that their help was essential in completing her bachelor’s degree. 

She recalled, “There are a lot of people that helped me on the way. Because of that, I help 
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kids. You know, you may not be able to help that person, but I can help somebody else” 

(V Interview 3, 5/24/17).  

 Becoming a teacher. Vanessa seems to be a person who does not miss out on 

opportunities that are available to her. After completing her bachelor’s degree in Black 

history and middle school education, another professor of hers recognized her hard work 

and needs and recommended her for a scholarship for immigrants so she could pursue a 

Master’s degree in early childhood/early childhood special education teacher education. 

Vanessa recalled, “I stayed because I met a professor, Dr. Soriano, who told me about the 

grant for immigrants… She helped me through, you know, navigate…” (V Interview 1, 

3/14/17). With the help of her professor and the scholarship, she began her master’s 

program in early childhood teacher education.   

Life as a Preschool Teacher 

 Upon graduation, Vanessa worked as a teacher at several early childhood center 

programs such as Head Start and day care centers where the state teaching certificates 

were not necessarily required. After she spent over ten years in those centers, she recently 

began to work as a head teacher in a Pre-K classroom, at the Quality Early Childhood 

Center in the Bronx, where the majority of the students’ families are recent immigrants 

mostly from the countries of central and South America.  

Summary 

 The stories of the four immigrant teachers in this chapter illustrate the 

phenomenology of immigration, suggesting striking differences, complexities, and 

diversities in their immigration histories and experiences. Depending on their race, 
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gender, social/economic class, age, and family background, immigration was 

experienced, felt, and described differently as were their pathways to becoming teachers: 

racialized experiences, language varieties, raising children, navigating schooling and 

local communities, and confronting the larger political and structural system of the U.S. 

The nuances in their multiple and contrasting narratives of immigration also exposed how 

their experiences did not always fit the dominant discourses of immigration and about 

immigrants, such as upward mobility (Ghiso, 2016), fixed binaries of old or new “home,” 

ethos of hard work and achievement (Gonzales, 2015), as well as the metanarrative of 

immigrants and their identities (i.e. “good” or “bad” immigrants). The narratives of the 

four immigrant teachers in this chapter provide compelling evidence that challenges ideas 

of and about immigrants, demonstrating many stories of being an immigrant and that to 

be an immigrant means to be many things (Anzaldúa, 1987).  

 Though their pathways to become preschool teachers varied, their marginalization 

from a range of experiences drove them toward and compelled them to work in their 

current teaching context. The next chapter explores their teaching lives more deeply 

examining the similarities and differences across the four teachers and uncovers how they 

make constant transitions between multiple worlds while blurring the borders, teaching 

and caring for immigrant children and their families. 
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Chapter V 

THE BORDER LIVES: TEACHING AND CARING ACROSS BORDERS 

 

 In this chapter, I present the major themes that emerged from my cross-case 

analysis of the data. The existing literature argues that teachers continue to struggle to 

connect with immigrant children and to work with their parents and families (Adair, 

2009; Heng, 2014; Strickland et al., 2010; Tobin, et al., 2013). Some studies suggest that 

teachers who reflect children’s racial, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds would be able 

to remediate this disconnect (Chang, 2006; Park et al., 2015). However, few studies have 

engaged in delving deeper into what happens once these teachers with diverse 

backgrounds are in the classrooms, a borderland space (Giroux, 2005), or when 

immigrant teachers’ lives mesh with their immigrant students.  

 In this study, I attempt to illuminate the nuances and complexities in the teaching 

and learning experiences of the four immigrant preschool teachers who teach and care for 

young immigrant children and in their experiences in-and-out of and beyond their 

classrooms. In doing so, I address the following research questions: (2) How do 

immigrant teachers describe their work with immigrant children and their families? (2a) 

What successes and challenges do they face in their work? (3) In what ways do 



 

 

136 

immigrant teachers describe the overlaps and divergences between their own immigration 

experiences and their narratives of teaching immigrant children?   

 Drawing upon the teachers’ stories of immigration and schooling as told in 

chapter four, I looked across the cases, shifting the focus from the individual teachers to 

their relationships with their students, parents, and the larger educational landscape. My 

cross-case analysis revealed that though their immigration histories and lived experiences 

were vastly diverse and the population of immigrant children they teach is different from 

class to class, their approaches to teaching and caring seem to show some overlaps. There 

were also divergences in the sources they drew on when describing the ways in which 

their teaching and caring both shaped and were shaped by their relationships with 

immigrant students and families and the larger contexts in which they live. I organized 

these overlaps and divergences in the following categories: inclusive and responsive 

teaching and caring practices, partnering with parents and families, challenges and 

hindrances, and their journeys to the American Dream.  

Border Pedagogy: Inclusive and Responsive Teaching and Caring in the 

Borderlands  

 The four teachers in this study discussed and showed creative and humanizing 

ways of connecting with their students. This happened first through their ability to speak 

dual or multiple languages to build a community in their classrooms where children, 

regardless of the languages they spoke, could be included in aspects of learning. They 

were also keen to the diverse modes of communication. They watched and listened to the 

ways in which their children moved, took spaces in the classrooms, and were silenced. 

Being able to see these modes enabled the teachers to tap into their ways of being in the 
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classroom in order to meet children’s needs. Having had the experience of being 

marginalized themselves empowered them to advocate for those who resided on the 

margins of the classroom spaces and to create an inclusive classroom community. All 

four teachers drew upon their own immigration histories and lived experiences in 

multiple worlds (Cho, 2010; Yosso, 2005) and transformed their teaching and caring 

practices that are both culturally and linguistically responsive as well as instructionally 

and emotionally responsible. In this section, I borrow the term, “border pedagogy” 

(Giroux, 2005, p. 24) to present what it might look like in early childhood classrooms by 

analyzing and describing the ways in which these four immigrant teachers narrated and 

enacted their teaching and caring practices, blurring borders by listening to their 

immigrant students and reflecting on their own immigration histories.  

Crossing Borders Through Languaging  

 During my observations in the teachers’ classrooms, one of the most visible 

aspects of their teaching was the fluid nature of their linguistic abilities. Each of the four 

teachers is either bilingual, trilingual, or multilingual. In addition to English, Gianna 

speaks Spanish, Vanessa speaks Guyanese Creole, Al speaks Spanish and Hebrew; Tuyet 

Nhi speaks Mandarin, Cantonese, and Vietnamese. It is one thing to have these linguistic 

abilities, but quite another to use them fruitfully in their classrooms. Though all the 

teachers took advantage of their linguistic assets in the service of children’s needs, the 

ways in which these multiple languages were proliferated in their classrooms diverged 

depending on the purpose, the children’s needs, and each teacher’s pedagogical beliefs 

regarding language use and language learning experience.  
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 Strategic use of linguistic resources for children’s learning. Gianna and Tuyet 

Nhi shared similar strategies in creating bilingual or multilingual learning environments. 

They both embedded languages other than English in their instruction, encouraging the 

children to do the same in their own use of languages. In Gianna’s classroom, speaking 

multiple languages was the norm and all children knew a little bit of each other’s home 

languages such as saying hello or counting in Spanish, French, and Bengali, because she 

incorporated their home languages in her instruction. She proudly spoke about the 

language integration in her classroom, “We count in French, we count in English, with a 

song, we count in Spanish” (G Interview 1, 3/28/17). In her classroom, when they sing 

the happy birthday song, they sing it in English, and in the language of the child’s home 

language. During the drop-off time in the morning, I observed Gianna singing the happy 

birthday song to a parent in English and again singing Las Mañanitas. She further 

explained her pedagogical beliefs by saying that it is more than language learning. 

Rather, it is to create a classroom environment that is “welcoming and accepting” (G 

Interview 1, 3/28/17) in the hope that the children would internalize the mindset of multi-

lingualism and learn to value their home languages.  

 For Tuyet Nhi, though she also used multiple languages mainly for children’s 

learning, she conceptualized the use and the purpose as translation. In fact, Tuyet Nhi 

described her multilingual ability as a “translating” skill from one language to another 

and it was easily seen and heard in her classroom how she “translated” for her students. 

When I entered her classroom Tuyet Nhi and her assistant teachers rotated among the 

centers to facilitate children’s learning, asking questions and often translating from one 

language to another. I also saw the children playing in various learning centers and heard 
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them speaking in Mandarin, Cantonese, or English, and occasionally “Chinglish,” 

English mixed with Chinese words or phrases. The teachers as well as the children 

seemed to easily move back and forth between and among the languages spoken in the 

classroom. During circle time, Tuyet Nhi began speaking in English to explain a concept 

(i.e. drawing a curved line), she repeated it in Mandarin, and then she said it again in 

Cantonese. The children seemed to be quite used to her ways of “translating” her 

instruction and those who are fluent in both English and Mandarin often volunteered to 

translate the English words or phrases to Mandarin for their teachers and other children.  

  The language fluidity in multiple languages in Tuyet Nhi’s classroom seemed 

natural and well-established. She said proudly, “There is a lot going on.” Yet, behind the 

implementation of her linguistic pedagogy there were challenges. She remarked that it is 

no easy job to constantly switch back and forth among the three different languages. And 

without an official language policy established within the school, it is even more 

challenging to insist on using all three languages. She added that her assistant teacher 

who is also trilingual but tired of switching among the three languages once suggested to 

only use Mandarin—the official Chinese oral language—and English since the children 

who speak Mandarin are the majority. Though Tuyet Nhi agreed that the task of 

translating is challenging, she had to insist on speaking all three languages in her 

classroom even though there is only one child who speaks Cantonese, a dialect spoken in 

southeast China. She reasoned, “I know he (the only boy whose home language is 

Cantonese) doesn’t understand Mandarin. I want him to understand [what’s going on in 

the classroom]. So, I have to, I have to [translate for him in Cantonese]” (TN Interview 1, 

3/17/17).  
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 Her determination for using multiple languages in the classroom is closely 

connected to her personal memories that grounded her teaching philosophy. She narrated 

that helping the children learn the concepts in their home languages while also teaching 

them English is her priority because of her own experiences when she was a young 

immigrant student. She mentioned that due to the language barrier she missed out on a lot 

of instruction in school and ended up falling behind academically. Moreover, she could 

not communicate her academic needs nor her basic needs because she could not speak 

English when she was a newcomer. Through her effort in her teaching, she hopes for her 

students to be able to understand important academic concepts in any language they 

speak, but also learn English to be able to communicate in the English dominant 

environment. Therefore, teaching her students all three languages was crucial in 

preparing them for their future. She further described the ways in which her own 

schooling experience as an immigrant child shaped her teaching practice: 

It’s related to my experiences. When I first came, no one helped me. I just want 
to help the kids out with what I have. Because in my own experiences, I was so 
frustrated, helpless, hopeless,... no one helped me. … I feel like, I wanted to [help 
them] at least know [how] to speak a little bit [of English] because when they go 
to kindergarten, they wouldn’t feel frustrated. (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17) 

Reflecting on her own childhood experience as a young immigrant student, translating for 

her students was never an option. She saw it as an obligation and a necessity that came 

from her deeply felt emotions when she first moved to the U.S. as a young immigrant 

child without knowing a word of English. Seeing her young self in her students, 

navigating the American school system alone and unable to make her needs visible, was 

painful. She wiped her tears as she remembered her days as a new immigrant and 

reiterated, “This is why I became a teacher” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17). It is her desire not 
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to have any child left behind in her classroom by creating a multilingual learning 

environment where her painful experience from her early years would not be repeated.  

 Connecting through home languages. While Tuyet Nhi described her way of 

using multiple languages in her classroom as a necessity, Al approached it in a more 

playful manner. He said jokingly about the fluidity of languaging, “Hebrew out, and 

Spanish in. I’m such a mess!” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17). In Al’s classroom at the Preschool 

of United, English is used mostly during instruction time while Spanish is used during 

unstructured time for private conversations with certain students. He said that speaking in 

Spanish when only certain people in the classroom understand the language is a playful 

as well as an intimate thing. He said that it is useful in creating a more “family-like” 

environment with those who speak Spanish at home. He noted:  

We have a bond. We have something that others don't have. If I speak in 
Spanish to the children who speak Spanish, I might as well [be] saying, “Look, 
I'm talking Spanish to you. You know, it's us. Come on! [We are] family.” That 
kinda thing. Umm.. So, it's a very intimate thing. (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) 

Al had a different immigration history than Tuyet Nhi in terms of language learning. As 

mentioned previously, when Al immigrated to Israel from Argentina as a young child he 

gained his fluency in Hebrew very quickly because of his early exposure to Hebrew in 

Argentina. Yet, he later explained the impossibility to become “one of them,” to belong, 

even though he spoke the language and “acted like an Israeli more than Israelis” (A 

Interview 1, 3/28/17). Similar to the U.S., Israel is a country that consists of a large 

population of immigrants from many different countries of origin (Banks, Suárez-Orozco, 

& Ben-Peretz, 2016) and Al’s experience as a young immigrant in Israel regarding his 

sense of exclusion was similar to Tuyet Nhi’s in the U.S. His painful assimilation process 

also shaped the way he approaches languaguing in his classroom. To him, it was a way to 
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bond and make special connections with his students who share the same language with 

him. It was a way to bridge home and school to help the students feel as if at home in 

school, to create belonging.  

 Similar to Al, Vanessa also used her ability to speak Guyanese Creole as a means 

to accomplish this bond with a child who was a newcomer from Guyana. A few years 

ago, Venessa was asked to have a child from Guyana in her classroom from the next-door 

classroom. She recalled what his teacher was saying about him and her difficulty working 

with him, “She said that the child is not participating and not learning and it’s hard” (V 

Interview1, 3/14/17) and the teacher wanted him to be evaluated for special services, 

thinking something must be wrong with him. Vanessa took him into her class because she 

knew that there was nothing wrong with him. She commented with a slightly heated 

voice:  

The child is fine. What she (the teacher next door) does not understand [is] 
Guyanese Creole. So then, the child was able to communicate with me because I 
remember to speak with the child the way I was when I was younger. And then 
the child was so happy. And the parents came and the father said, “He told me 
that you were Guyanese.” I’m like, “Yes, I am.” He was a very smart child. But 
when you come here, it’s a bit different. And when the children are speaking, he 
could not connect. So he stays quiet. (V Interview1, 3/14/17) 

In recognition of the child’s main language, Guyanese Creole, Vanessa connected with 

him by speaking with him in his home language and also through her emotional response. 

It is important to recognize that her interpretation, her cultural intuition (Delgado-Bernal, 

1998), of the possible reason why he might have stopped talking in the other classroom 

and her emotional response are inseparable from her own immigration history. She 

remembered the days when she was a recently arrived immigrant and the professor, also 

an immigrant, who helped with writing. She stated what she held close to her heart to this 
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day was not just the technical help with her academic work but the emotional connection 

she felt with her as if they were family. She explained that connecting with immigrant 

children and all children reaches beyond languages, “[T]eaching and love are equal” (V 

Interview 3, 5/24/17). She reiterated, “I help. And I give love. I love and I teach” (V 

Interview 3, 5/24/17). Clearly expressed in her pedagogy rooted in her immigration 

history and also in her religious beliefs, Vanessa knows that first and foremost, children, 

especially immigrants who are often excluded, need to feel loved, cared for, and a sense 

of belonging, as all humans do.  

 In common with Tuyet Nhi’s emphasis on teaching English while honoring 

children’s home languages, Vanessa emphasized that it was important to also help the 

child from Guyana learn the “standard” English” and be part of the mainstream culture. 

She said that though she translated for him to his classmates so that he could be part of 

the class discussions, she encouraged him to also learn to speak the “standard” English 

himself. She wanted him to learn the language that is accepted and validated in the land 

of America so he would be successful in school (Adair, 2009). Vanessa knew too well 

about the reality of living in this country as immigrants and that what he experienced in 

the next-door classroom was only a glimpse of that reality. Yet, she was hopeful about 

his future and remarked, “He doesn't need speech [services]. He just needs to be here for 

a little while. … And because he’s young he wouldn't have the problem like me, writing 

the wrong thing” (V Interview1, 3/14/17). Undergirding her comment, there seems to be 

a lament about the realities of American schooling for immigrants that coincides with 

Moll and Gonzáles (1994):  

[T]o be frank, we also lament that we have to spend so much of our careers 
documenting competence, when it should simply be assumed, suggesting that 
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“language minority” students have the intellectual capabilities of any other 
children, when it should simply be acknowledged, and proposing instructional 
arrangements that capitalize fully on the many strengths they bring into 
classrooms, when it should simply be their right. (p. 454) 

Though she is able to create a space where the child’s home language is honored and 

respected in her classroom, she is aware of the larger landscape of language practices in 

the American educational system. Because of her awareness of that reality, she is with a 

lament, obligated to prepare the child for this reality by teaching him “standard” English.  

 Multiple forms of languaging in relation to identities. In addition to the various 

ways in which the spoken languages manifested in the four teachers’ classrooms, Al 

pointed out how his speaking with an accent influenced the identity development of his 

young students. He described that being a teacher with an accent in speaking English 

exposes the children to something valuable that monolingual teachers may not offer. He 

stated:  

It's about exposing them to, it's about provoking them to think, you know, when 
I said I have an accent, right? I'm provoking them to think something that they 
know though they might not know how to articulate it, but they know that my 
speech is different. (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) 

Al believed that his embodiment of a multilingual and multicultural self who speaks 

English with an accent offered his students a lesson worth learning. He regarded that 

being himself, an immigrant from Argentina and Israel, represented a dynamic and fluid 

nature of identities and languages. Being himself—with an accent and in dark skin—in 

front of and with his students was a message in itself to them, that it is okay to be 

different. It was his way of creating and inviting his students to the borderlands in which 

“diverse cultural resources allow for the fashioning of new identities” (Giroux, 2005, p. 

20). It was indeed his invitation to his students to be open to and to own their border 
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crosser identities, embodying multiple cultures and languages. Being a teacher to them 

while displaying all of his funds of knowledge and funds of identity (Estaban-Guitart & 

Moll, 2014) was his way of demonstrating and honoring differences that allow the 

children to honor their own differences, embracing otherness (Anzaldúa, 2002).  

 The languages the children brought in with them to the classrooms also altered the 

identities of the teachers themselves. Moll and Gonzáles (1994) mentioned that teachers 

should be researchers and learners of children’s cultures and languages. In Vanessa’s 

classroom, most of her students come from homes where their dominant language is 

Spanish and she is not a Spanish speaker. Yet, she found that her inability to speak 

Spanish offered an opportunity to learn the language with which she was not familiar and 

she appreciated the position she was able to take as a learner. Recognizing the linguistic 

resources her students brought with them, she willingly positioned herself as a researcher 

of her students’ funds of knowledge. In common with Gianna’s experience in her 

classroom where the children come from many different linguistic backgrounds, she 

honored their home languages by asking the children and learning from them simple 

phrases and important words in Spanish. Tuyet Nhi, who learned Mandarin as her fourth 

language, also mentioned that sometimes her Mandarin speaking students translate better 

than she does and she is learning with them. By positioning themselves as learners of 

their students, the students become the experts of their own funds of knowledge. In 

addition, Vanessa described that her limited fluency and knowledge in the Spanish 

language and cultures from various Spanish speaking countries facilitated collaboration 

with her assistant teacher who is bilingual in Spanish and English. She remarked, “It's not 

a barrier… [W]e do good collaboration” (V Interview, 3, 5/24/17).  
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 Many teachers who are monolingual in English point to the language barrier as 

one of the biggest challenges when working with immigrant students (Adair, 2009; 

Strickland et al., 2010). Yet, the four teachers in this study made it clear that the multiple 

languages their students bring to the classroom were not a barrier, but rather a vehicle to 

reach their students. It was a source to connect with their students rather than be 

separated from them. This is in large part because the immigrant teachers possessed the 

linguistic resources, the ability to speak and understand some of their students’ home 

languages; however, they always had children whose home languages differed from their 

own. For instance, most of Vanessa’s students came from Spanish speaking homes. 

Gianna and Al also had linguistically very diverse students in each of their classrooms. 

As a matter of fact, all four teachers mentioned their language approaches go beyond the 

language itself. What I found was that their shared humanizing pedagogy—putting 

themselves in children’s shoes and asking what might it feel like if they were the child—

enabled the teachers to look at their students as fellow human beings and to respond 

emotionally and sensitively to their needs (Kirova, 2001). Ross (2001) stated that 

teachers who are aware of these subtleties may enhance the educational environments for 

all students. And this universal way to approach their teaching and caring towards 

immigrant children seems to offer a hopeful exemplary for teachers who are 

monolingual.  

 Furthermore, rather than considering children’s multiple languages as an obstacle 

to teaching and connecting with them, the teachers took it as an opportunity for the “co-

mingling” (Giroux, 2005, p. 2) of the linguistic, cultural, and experiential resources to 

support children’s learning and build respectful multilingual and multicultural classroom 
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communities. As a result, the classroom communities benefited not only their students 

who spoke the same language(s) as the teachers, but also those who did not, because of 

their strategic use of their linguistic resources. The approaches in accomplishing these 

goals varied in each teacher’s classroom. Yet, what was common was their unique 

teaching in the multilingual context that demonstrated new possibilities—what might be 

practiced differently. The teachers showed flexible and inclusive pedagogy that honored 

and helped to develop multiple and fluid identities of the children as well as themselves.  

 Paradoxically, their ways of creating linguistically rich learning communities was 

deeply rooted in their immigration histories and lived experiences, in which their 

language abilities were often considered as the greatest deficit and obstacle. In their 

border lives—their teaching lives in the borderlands—their immigrant identities were the 

greatest strength. Their funds of knowledge became the means to cross the boundaries of 

languages and to transcend the borders of languaging by their purposeful and responsible 

ways of honoring children’s linguistic funds of knowledge in their pedagogy. 

“Beyond the Verbal”: Building Relationships Through Emotional Interdependence   

 In addition to the verbal communications through multiple languages, all four 

teachers mentioned that they are keen to the diverse ways that children communicate and 

reside in the classroom spaces. These included noticing children’s gestures, movements, 

silence, gaze, emotions, singing, and the ways in which children occupy the classroom 

spaces. In what follows, I examined the ways in which the teachers used empathy and an 

ethos of interdependence (Ghiso, 2016) in their teaching and caring to build upon 

children’s diverse ways of being.  
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 Honoring diverse modes of communication. Giroux (2005) stated that language 

and power come together, legitimatizing dominant narratives and ways of being while 

simultaneously marginalizing differences in expressing and acting outside of the 

dominant codes. The teachers in this study were open to the possibility that children 

showed themselves and communicated their being and needs in different ways. To the 

teachers, it was rather obvious to notice the differences the children displayed in the 

classroom. Sometimes, it was frustrating to be the only ones in their schools to see and 

hear the children’s diverse ways of being. Baffled by her colleagues’ comments about a 

child who seemed to be lacking verbal language skills, Vanessa responded, “They say 

that he doesn't have language and he’s not talking. But, he IS talking! He’s using 

gestures, and doing a lot of other ways of communication” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17).  

Al was also clear on seeing those different ways the children represented their 

ideas and beings. He described his method as “listening”:  

You are either listening to the way they look at you, listening to the way they 
move, you are listening... there are so many ways we communicate, so many 
different ways beyond the verbal. You listen. I want to say, you listen to the hearts 
of the children. You know, it sounds very mushy but it's true. I see children as like 
souls. You see those souls in a way. … To accept where they are, to operate in the 
context of where they are, to try to reach the max. developmental goals whatever 
Vygotstky suggests, you know, yes, absolutely. (A Interview 3, 6/16/17) 

To Al, his students are competent individuals who are able to express themselves through 

whatever means they possess. Giroux (2005) stated that border pedagogy provides the 

conditions for students “to speak differently” (p. 24) so that their means to communicate 

their ideas and experiences can be taken up seriously and be nurtured. Likewise, Al said 

that it is teachers’ responsibility to notice their students’ unique ways to communicate by 

going beyond merely the verbal communication in order to meet them where they are and 
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to build from there. The core of his method of listening to the children might be what 

Orellana (2015) calls, “seeing with the heart” (p. 136). Al named this method of seeing 

with the heart, “graceful regression” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17), in which he sees and listens 

to children from their perspectives while being that emotional support for them when 

they have a hard time communicating through words. 

 It is imperative to acknowledge that Al’s stance on communicating through 

diverse modes is largely rooted in his background in music. Before he became a 

classroom teacher, he was a music teacher for many years. Anzaldúa (1987) stated, “I 

want the freedom to carve and chisel my own face, … making new culture—una cultura 

mestiza—with my own lumber, my own bricks and mortar…” (p. 21). In his preschool 

classroom and in his music classes with preschoolers, there was a space for Al to carve 

and chisel his own art of teaching—ways to connect with the children. And he fully used 

music as an authentic tool, “a medium,” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) to create a culture in the 

learning community.  

 When I visited him in his school, the Preschool of United, both in his classroom 

and other spaces in the school he always carried around his keyboard with him. He 

opened his circle time with his keyboard singing songs, inviting his students to come 

together. During his music session, not only did he listen to the children but also 

cultivated a sense of interdependence (Ghiso, 2016) within the community where the 

children listened to each other’s voices and watched their movements. He remarked, 

“[I]t's just to communicate with children about every possible thing you can imagine. … 

It's about being together and listening to each other” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17). His funds of 

knowledge, largely originated in music, informed the way he viewed children’s various 
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modes of communication and opened another space for interconnection for children, 

especially those children who communicated differently.  

 Advocating for the children on the margin. The active listening went another 

step further, where the teachers could identify children’s social locations and help them 

relocate in the classroom spaces. The teachers discussed at length how a few children in 

their classrooms tended to reside in the peripheral space but were especially visible to 

them. All four teachers mentioned that it was natural for them to be attentive to those 

children who were too shy to speak up or those with particular strengths and needs, and 

to help them shift their social, emotional, and physical locations in the classroom spaces.  

 At the Sunshine Preschool, there was one child, Danny, whom Tuyet Nhi talked at 

length about. He used to receive speech and language therapy because he would not 

speak at all either at home or in school. Danny reminded her of her own history when she 

first went to school as a young immigrant because she also went through a silent period. 

She mentioned that seeing a child like Danny speaks to her, and then she added: 

I know he didn't speak. So, sometimes during circle time, as soon as I see him 
say something, or move his mouth, I say, "Yes! What do you want to say?" I go to 
him. I say, "One second, I'm listening to him. Okay, what do you want to say?" I 
call him. He's kind of special to me because he doesn't talk that much. That's why 
I have to keep my eye on him. (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17) 

Clearly explaining her effort to include Danny in the conversation because of his 

tendency to stay quiet, she said that she did not want to miss any opportunities to help 

him speak, even if they seemed insignificant. She wanted to make Danny feel that he also 

had something valuable to say and that he is heard. It was also her pedagogical strategy to 

purposefully model for the rest of the children a way to listen to and take care of each 

other. Reflecting on her early years in school as an immigrant child just arrived from 
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Vietnam, Tuyet Nhi said, “When I went to school, I was quiet. I didn't speak. I didn't 

want to interrupt. Or, I think… I didn’t want people to think that I'm slow or I don't know 

anything” (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17). Her memory of being silent and staying invisible 

when she was a newcomer to the country motivated her to seek opportunities to create a 

different reality for her student who could have been voiceless to have a voice in her 

classroom. She firmly believed that her work could make a difference in the students who 

might be going through what she went through when she was a young immigrant student. 

Tuyet Nhi remarked, “[I want to] help the children who just came from China… to help 

them [with] the routine[s], the language, to be like proud of themselves, to speak in front 

of the teachers and other people…” (TN, Interview 1, 3/17/17). She knows that this is her 

opportunity to be the kind of teacher she did not have and to be a welcomer who 

advocates for every single child who comes through her classroom door as a newcomer.  

 Al also shared the same feelings towards young children who are newcomers 

because his own experience also mirrored theirs. He mentioned, “You empathize with the 

child because you in a way see yourself there, you know? So, there is empathy to the 

image of the child you were back then” (Al Interview 3, 6/16/17). Al frequently talked 

about Huang, a recently arrived immigrant child from China. He first described Huang, 

“Huang is Chinese. He didn't speak a word in English. A word. But, he's so social, his 

disposition.” He added:  

[W]hen the child enters and has no language, you know, I can think of myself as 
being an aid, …, moving from Argentina to Israel, and you know, the whole new 
set of everything, the culture, language, and [my] parents… struggling with the 
language, more so than me. (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) 

Though Al did not have too much difficulty with learning Hebrew when he moved to 

Israel, he saw his parents struggling tremendously with it. According to him, his parents 
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were “crippled” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) in a way and he felt compassion towards them. 

It is reflecting on this poignant experience that allows him to demonstrate his compassion 

towards children who are in transition from one culture to another. Al is thankful for this 

opportunity and expressed his gratitude, “I appreciate the opportunity to work with 

children that carried with them the experiences that were similar to one I carry as an 

immigrant” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17). 

 Interestingly, his way of paying attention to children like Huang was similar to the 

ways in which Tuyet Nhi paid attention to Danny. Al talked about an incident from one 

of his recent music sessions with the children:  

We were singing Jimmy Hendrix’ song and everybody is adding something. So, 
we said, rainbow, wings, says this and that. And Huang goes like, "Friends! 
Friends!" I'm like, “What? Wait, wait.” I couldn't understand his accent. "Okay, 
Huang, what's your idea?" He consistently for 10 minutes, he was saying, 
"Friends!" "Oh, yea, the wind whispers friends!" And I thought it was very 
moving because it again spoke about his social desires that are amazing and how 
he was able to acquire these friends, this community, you know, as an immigrant, 
as a young immigrant. To see a child like this speaks to me. Yes! Cause I 
experienced this in my own childhood as a child. (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) 

Giving extra attention to Huang’s voice and having the impression of his “amazing social 

desire,” suggests that for Al, teaching these children meant something deeper than just 

teaching music. He earnestly sought opportunities to connect with Huang and Huang’s 

response to his effort gave him a great satisfaction.   

 His care-full work was also based on his purposeful teaching. Clearly described in 

his words below is his priority in his work, creating learning opportunities for a child like 

Huang to highlight his voice purposefully when otherwise he would not be heard by 

others. He said:  

So, another thing about Huang is we are learning about Lorax very deeply. And 
we are thinking maybe Huang, we are going to do a little play. Now the Lorax is a 
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voice with trees. And we thought how cool it would be if Huang could be Lorax. 
Even the opportunity to have a voice not only physically but also metaphorically 
you know speaks for the tress. So, giving him that opportunity. (A Interview 2, 
5/9/17) 

As he delineated passion to help Huang, he also discussed his schooling experience in 

Israel. He spoke of a teacher, a Russian immigrant, who recognized Al’s talent in music 

and encouraged him to perform in class events and in competitions. Paired with his own 

schooling experience, he communicated his deep desire to do the same for his students, 

supporting their needs by recognizing and building upon their strengths.   

 Similar to both Tuyet Nhi and Al, Gianna also talked about a new immigrant child 

from India, Harry, and the ways in which he displayed his social desires but lacked the 

ability to form peer relationships. For instance, she often saw Harry playing alone at a 

play area in the classroom but occasionally he would peek to see what his peers were 

doing. She noticed his advanced academic skills and built upon his strengths to create 

opportunities for him and his peers to interact more. By doing so, Gianna provided 

reasons for other children to interact with Harry. She recalled:    

I have a child from India, oh my Gosh! Harry. He one day came and counted up 
to 200. But, then I used him for the other children who don't know [how to count, 
yet]. Because he lacked social skills and [I] thought that it would be helpful for 
him, too. So, I use his strengths to develop this social skills. Now, he plays with 
his friends so well. (G Interview 1, 3/28/17) 

It was clear that these subtle behaviors of their children were visible signs that they 

communicated to the teachers. New to the country, new to school, and new to the culture, 

Gianna read how Harry was feeling in his behavior. Then she purposefully and 

intentionally created moments during her circle time praising him for his academic skills 

so that he might feel confident but also to draw his peers’ attention to him. As described 

in the previous chapter, while reflecting on her personal experiences in the same 
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HeadStart program at the Livingston Early Childhood Family Center, Gianna firmly 

believed that small moments likes those make a big difference in a child’s life.  

 Supporting children with (dis)abilities. One of the most surprising findings 

while analyzing across the data was the teachers’ special attention to and care for children 

with (dis)abilities. First, they discussed how the children with (dis)abilities and their 

needs were visible to them. Second, they took the responsibility to their heart and fought 

for the children’s rights. Third, they were confident in their teaching practice and in their 

particular ways of meeting the needs of the children. In fact, all the teachers except for Al 

had attained their dual master’s degrees in early childhood and early childhood special 

education and had skills and knowledge to work with young children with (dis)abilities. 

In the following section, I describe the ways in which the teachers’ work with children 

with (dis)abilities became complicated by their immigration backgrounds.  

 Similar to Danny in Tuyet Nhi’s classroom as introduced earlier, Gianna talked 

about a child from Mexico, Antonio, who did not speak for the first five months of 

school. Knowing his home language and his family history (she had his siblings in her 

classrooms for several years and had a close relationship with the family), she knew it 

was not just his personality or a bilingual related issue. After observing him closely and 

talking with his parents for a few months, Gianna was sure that Antonio needed support 

from experts. When I interviewed Gianna the second time in May, it was after the 

kindergarten evaluation for her students was finished. She talked about the therapy 

services he had been receiving since the initial evaluation. Then she discussed the process 

she went through to continue the services she felt that Antonio would need for his 

upcoming kindergarten year in a public school: 
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We went and we fought for what school, [and for] the services he need[s] 
because we don't want him to leave us and then he would be left behind. No, he 
needs to continue to receive speech [services], and in the classroom, he needs to 
be in an ICT (Integrated Co-Teaching) classroom. (G Interview 2, 5/5/17) 

Immigrant children who are emergent bilinguals can either be misdiagnosed as having 

learning disabilities (Linan-Tompson, 2010; Sullivan, 2011) or their true disabilities can 

go unnoticed because they are assumed to be transitioning to learning the English 

language (Zacarian, 2011). Gianna was careful about Antonio because she did not want 

to put him and his family through an unnecessary process if he did not really have any 

significant needs. At the same time, she wanted to make sure she did everything she 

could to help him. Thus, once she was sure about his needs she fought for him to have an 

IEP (Individualized Educational Program) to receive speech and language therapy 

services and for the following year to be placed in an Integrated Co-Teaching 

kindergarten classroom where one of the teachers is a special education teacher.  

 In Vanessa’s classroom, there was a child, Juan, with challenging behavior and 

severe language delays. During her final interview, Vanessa talked at length about him, 

how she supported him, and why it was important for her to do the work in such ways. 

She recalled the time when he first arrived in her classroom:  

He was something else. When he first came… nobody wanted to come to the 
room. He was something else. It was a lot of communication. I'd be on the floor 
with him, doing the eye contact, making sure he knows that I love him, and keep 
talking and talking... and it works. Once he's finished screaming and throwing 
things and we'd talk. And I'd tell him, "I love you and I want you to clean up all 
the toys." I always make sure I let him know that. And then we put our stuff 
together and we go to the carpet, he holds my hand and we sit. I used to sit and he 
used to sit in front of me in the beginning of the year. So, that every time he 
moves, I go close proximity. I touch him, and make him to be my little helper. 
He's gonna bring me the kids’ little basket with their names so they can put up… 
he was gonna bring the weathers so they can put up the cards and then he 
becomes happy! (V Interview 3, 5/24/17) 
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Despite his challenging behavior in the classroom, it was important for her to let him 

know that he is still loved and cared for. She wanted him to know that she was there to 

support him. So, she would get at his level and talk to him. She would always stay close 

to him to assist and she would give him responsibilities for his classroom community. 

Giroux (2005) stated that border pedagogy is socially nurturing and inclusive of 

differences. It mattered deeply to Vanessa to see Juan being happy and becoming a part 

of the learning community in her classroom. It was important for his peers to also see her 

modeling this way of including him in the community.  

 Her effort to support Juan extended even after school: 

I go home and I'm thinking, what can I do to help him? Cause he's not focusing 
and he can't sit for a minute. He's interrupting everybody, disrupting, distracting 
the kids, and then I go home and I’m thinking of different things. (V Interview 3, 
5/24/17) 

She said that sometimes she would open the textbooks from her graduate school to see 

what she could do to help Juan. She had to also convince his parents about special 

education services because she said in the Dominican Republic where the family came 

from, they did not have such services for young children and they were resistant at first 

about agreeing to get him the services. With collaboration with his special education team 

members and his family, Vanessa reported that his behavior and language skills had been 

improved and she felt that “He’s good now. He’s ready for kindergarten” (V Interview 3, 

5/24/17). When I asked her what motivated her to go the extra mile to help children with 

challenges, she responded, “I do what I have to do. I think of them as my own child. So, I 

try to help” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17). She added that the best thing about being a teacher 

is to help a kid in need as she reflected on her past, “There are a lot of people that helped 
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me on the way. Because of that, I help kids. You know, you may not be able to help that 

person, but I can help somebody else” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17).   

 One of the most unexpected findings under this theme was that Al, the only 

teacher who does not have a degree in special education, showed his natural instinct to 

pay attention to the children with disabilities though it presented a struggle and a battle at 

times. He talked about a child, Ryan, in his classroom who required special education 

services due to his developmental delays. He said:      

I think there are teachers who love the perfect kids and those who love those 
that challenge. I'm the second one, no doubt. … For me, I see a kid, I'm 
immediately drawn to him. There is Ryan. Ryan is very delayed. … I think 
immediately, you know, I'm very proud of what I was able to do, struggling for 
him in terms of [getting the] services for him. I was sitting in the DOE 
(Department of Education) and really fighting for services and stuff and writing, 
and calling, making phone calls. So, I really took it, because he needed more than 
anyone else, he really needed support. That's where, you know love the perfect 
kids. Who doesn't? Of course. But, that's not where my pedagogical instinct goes 
to. (A Interview 3, 6/16/17)  

Noticing the needs provoked him to do the right thing for the child and at times it was a 

challenge when he himself did not know much about special education along with a lack 

of support from the larger educational system. Al had to go out of his way, learned the 

special education system, and “struggled for” the child to get him the services he needed. 

Al knew that he did not have to spend extra time and effort because it did not have to be 

his responsibility if he did not want to. However, that was who Al was. He remarked, 

“It's in you, it's there. … Yea, because you identify with it” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17). 

Helping a child in need was a challenge he wanted to take on because he had the 

compassion to reach out. When I asked him further about the reason why he is drawn to 

children with special needs, Al came back to the idea of being “crippled.” He explained 

that his compassion had to do with “this cripple-ness of the immigrant” (A Interview 3, 



 

 

158 

6/16/17). His early border crossing experience of seeing his parents “crippled,” being 

marginalized as new immigrants in the new land, Israel, afforded a heart that transformed 

into advocacy for children in need. He emphasized that it is not because anyone told him 

to but because he is “moved to reach out” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17). 

Summary and Discussion 

 Many teachers who teach newly arrived immigrant children say that they struggle 

because of their language differences (Adair, 2009; Strickland et al., 2010; Tobin et al., 

2013). However, the immigrant teachers in this study described the language difference 

as a resource and an opportunity, not as a struggle. What was critical according to the 

four teachers is noticing and honoring diverse ways immigrant children communicate 

beyond the verbal (Kirova & Emme, 2007). It was their intentional and purposeful 

planning for pedagogical possibilities that created opportunities to include the children in 

their learning community, and allowing them to get to know the children genuinely and 

to understand their needs accurately (Kirova, 2001). Teachers are unable to meet the 

needs of the child if they do not know him/her. In order to get to know the child teachers 

must make themselves available for meaningful relationships. The four teachers made it 

clear that their teaching and caring practices are based on building trusting relationships 

and they were fully available for such relationships. The literature that includes the voices 

of young immigrants also points out the importance of these relationships, which 

provided them support and a sense of comfort and belonging (Gonzales, 2015; Igoa, 

1995). These relationships were also extended to their learning communities. Ghiso 

(2016) stated that a community of interdependence is attuned to others and shares a 

mutual responsibility to do care work for each other. The four teachers demonstrated 
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successful ways to create classroom communities that enact this ethos of interdependence 

by cultivating relationships where collaborations happened with the rest of the members 

in their learning community including students, families, teachers, and the team of school 

personnel.  

 Making our classrooms inclusive requires more than simply tolerating differences. 

It is not merely to accept children at our minimum effort. It is not enough for people to 

merely open their arms to welcome others who are new and different from them. As the 

four teachers shed light on their teaching and caring practices through their narratives, we 

see how they saw inclusive and responsive teaching and caring as understanding the daily 

realities of young immigrant children’s lives, sharing the emotions with them, and taking 

action to create a sense of belonging in their learning communities (Amanti, 2005; 

González, et al., 2005; Moll, 2013). They did so through their border pedagogy by 

locating themselves in their immigration histories while simultaneously shaping the 

current realities of their students’ lives in their classrooms (Giroux, 2005). It is one thing 

to intellectually understand and implement principles of culturally relevant pedagogy and 

it is another thing to teach from the heart. The four immigrant teachers in this study 

communicated their empathy and care sent from its roots down to the deepest place of 

their hearts because they themselves knew how it feels to be marginalized. They felt 

compelled to reach out and to support their students, even those with many different 

needs and challenges, because they knew what happens in their classrooms would largely 

influence the future of their students (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). It was the 

wisdom and knowledge from their own experiences of crossing borders that informed 

their pedagogy, and gave them the impetus to go beyond simply teaching to enact 
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compassionate teaching and caring. Such forms of teaching allowed the students to 

belong wholly in their classroom communities and to live in a more just and inclusive 

reality, which was reconstructed by the teachers framed by their own past.  

Partnering with Immigrant Parents and Families 

Immigration and education are quintessentially family affairs. (Louie, 2012, p. 11) 

 One of the core aspects of early childhood education and care is working with 

parents and families. NAEYC (2009; 2011) stated that building strong partnerships with 

children’s families is a fundamental element to effective teaching and caring practice. 

However, this is an area in which teachers struggle the most, especially when it comes to 

working with immigrant parents and families (Adair, 2009; Adair & Barraza, 2014; 

Baum & McMurray-Schwarz, 2004; Heng, 2014; Perreira et al., 2006; Tobin et al., 

2013). In common with their descriptions of their teaching and caring, the four immigrant 

teachers in this study described their ways of seeing and working with immigrant parents 

and families in various ways. In the following section, I explore the overlaps and 

differences in how these four teachers articulated their processes of coming alongside of 

the immigrant parents and families, and the ways that their narratives of their 

immigration histories and lived experiences revealed their aptitude for understanding 

immigrant families’ deeper realities.     

Compassionate Partnerships Framed by Childhood Memories 

 The two teachers, Al and Tuyet Nhi, who had experienced immigration as a 

young child described their approaches to working with parents and families differently 

than the other two teachers, Gianna and Vanessa, who immigrated when they were older. 
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Though Al and Tuyet Nhi both drew on their childhood memories, the relationships they 

remembered having with their parents were different. Al reflected on his childhood 

memories of seeing his parents struggle as newcomers in Israel as he saw new 

immigrants in his classroom. Tuyet Nhi mostly drew on the “absence” of her parents due 

to their long work hours and articulated the ways in which she tried to fill the void of the 

parents’ physical absence in her students’ lives through her teaching.   

 Witnessing parents’ struggles. As illustrated in the previous chapter, Al had 

double immigration experiences. He first moved to Israel from Argentina as a young 

child with his parents and then moved to New York from Israel as an adult. He often 

reflected on his memories of seeing his parents transitioning to Israel and stated that those 

memories shaped the ways in which he works with immigrant parents and families. In 

fact, Al told me that one of the main reasons he has been working in his current preschool 

and for its larger community organization for the past ten years is because he appreciates 

the opportunity “to meet the families of immigrants” (A Interview 1, 4/4/17). He 

remarked that working closely with parents and families is as important as working with 

children and as much as he enjoys working with children he also enjoys working with 

their parents and families. He elaborated further on how he invites the parents and 

families to his classroom and the ways in which he communicates with them:  

[W]hen it comes to my relationship with the parents in my classroom, yea, you 
can see me chat with them in every possible opportunity. I always invited them to 
stay whenever they want. You know some teachers are like, “When are the 
parents leaving (whispering)? Why is she [still] here?” Cause she's his mom! And 
he's four! (laugh) I actually love communicating with the parents. I know many 
teachers talk about kids are great but parents are horrible. It's not true. I don't 
make that separation. We work with families and it's the same you work with the 
parents and you work with the child. And I enjoy working with parents. I enjoy 
observing something in the classroom that might be concerning and then talk to 
the parents and I see they are responsive to you when you are on top of things. 
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“Hey, your kid…something is going on. Yea. let's talk.” You know, “Has he 
communicated this with you?” That's how you help. That’s how you serve the 
community. We don't only serve the children. It’s important. (A Interview 2, 
5/9/17) 

The above excerpt illustrates Al’s deep understanding of one of the most fundamental 

principles of effective early childhood education and care practice—the wellbeing of 

young children rests in the relations between the educator and the children’s parents and 

families (Adair, 2009; Heng, 2014; Vesely et al., 2013). He was aware that parents, 

especially immigrant parents, need as much support as their young children while they 

navigate their new environment (Perreira et al., 2006). 

 Al shared a recent episode of seeing the parents who recently arrived from 

Argentina walking into his music session:  

In the classroom where I teach music, there is a new kid who arrived from 
Argentina. And I can't tell you what I felt. I mean … when I see these two parents 
enter with their Argentinian ways of being and everything. And my heart, I just 
wanted to communicate that it's gonna be okay. It's like it's in me. It’s gonna be 
okay. You know I talked to them in Spanish today… and I just smiled just to give 
them the feeling that it's gonna be okay. Why? Well, it's coming from that 
experience. It’s probably not easy and probably not very easy. So, it's there deep 
inside. And you don't have total access to that cause we put our trauma 
somewhere and that's okay. But, it's there and it kind of directs me to, um, trying 
to reach out. (A Interview 2, 5/9/17) 

Anzaldúa (1987) described that individuals who live in the borderlands are forced to 

develop la facultad (p. 38), the capacity to see the deeper realities. Not assuming that he 

completely understood what the Argentinan family might be going through, he reached 

out to them by initiating a conversation in Spanish to ask them how they were doing and 

to comfort them. Because of la facultad in his heart he understood that simply smiling—

sending warmth—towards the parents could comfort them. He knew the way to the 
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emotional connections with them just as he did with the children in his classroom because 

his “deep inside directs [him] to reach out” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17).  

 As Al continued to tell me about building relationships with immigrant parents 

and families, he illuminated the very core of every relationship, “social-emotional” (A 

Interview 2, 5/9/17). He said that partnering with parents and families especially with 

immigrants happens through the emotional connections centered in his heart to 

understand. He added that it is also taking on the role of a listener. He elaborated more on 

what he meant by listening to the parents:  

[Y]ou know, [it’s] in the broader sense of listening. Just being present, really, 
and umm, as a source of comfort, as a source of knowledge, as a source of 
presentations of challenges, as a source of critique, you know as a source of many 
phases, but in the listening, supportive role. (A Interview 3, 6/16/17) 

Preschools are often a place where many immigrant parents seek additional support such 

as human and social networks other than their child’s education and care services (Vesely 

et al., 2013; Yoshikawa, 2011). Al was aware that many of the parents who stepped into 

the preschool door, including the Argentinian family, might also be seeking such support. 

So, he made himself available within the human and social networks by positioning 

himself as a listener, enacting an ethos of emotional interdependence (Ghiso, 2016).  

 Al stated that his commitment to support the parents and families of his students 

is a reflection of his emotion-laden memory of seeing his parents when they first moved 

to Israel: 

[M]y parents, for them it was like they were lost. I have this image of my 
parents being lost. So, I think that my childhood trauma and my immigration 
experience was about the compassion for my parents as they ungracefully 
regressed. As they become these "children" suddenly. … That's a very dramatic 
experience. (Al Interview 2, 5/9/17) 
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His approach to working closely with parents and families posits his early memories of 

experiencing immigration as a young immigrant in Israel and seeing his parents’ 

transition to the new country. He talked about the “parent-child role reversals” (Suárez-

Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001, p. 14) and as a young child he realized very quickly how 

“tough” (A Interview 1, 3/28/17) immigration was, entailing not only cultural, linguistic, 

and emotional transitions but also financial hardships. He further elaborated:  

[Y]ou know for an eight year-old, your parent should be way up there, source of 
power. Suddenly you see their vulnerability, you witness that, and it affects you. 
You understand your own vulnerability, I mean this is a reflection now, but I 
really have very vivid memories of how difficult immigration can actually be. 
And part of it is for a child, for a child to feel and part of it when a child witness 
what his family is going through… So.. umm.. That I have a very vivid memories 
of years of, you know, transforming it into something else. (A Interview 1, 
3/28/17)  

Al repeatedly mentioned throughout our interviews how emotionally vivid his memories 

were in terms of his parents’ struggles and he described them metaphorically as being 

“crippled.” However, he also said that his childhood trauma seeing his parents as part of 

his immigration histories transformed his work with not only immigrant parents but with 

all parents who walk through his classroom door. He said that it has to do with the 

compassion he felt towards his own parents that transformed into a deep emotional 

availability he creates for his students’ parents and families.   

 “Absence” of parents. Similar to Al, Tuyet Nhi also experienced immigration as 

a young child, moving to the U.S. from Vietnam with her parents. In contrast to Al’s 

narratives, she drew more on her childhood memory as being lonely because she did not 

get to see her parents often due to their long work hours. She reflected on her own 

childhood experience when she was a young immigrant child and was left at home with 

her relatives, “When I went to school, my parents worked. And they didn’t have time” 
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(TN Interview 1, 3/17/17). Though her relatives took good care of her, they could never 

take the place of her parents. She stated, “I was lonely... It was [a] lonely [time]” (TN 

Interview 2, 4/7/17). Living in the same community as her students, Tuyet Nhi saw her 

immigration history repeated in the lives of her students. It permitted her to empathize 

with the children and motivated her to partner with whoever the caregivers, mostly 

grandparents or relatives, of the children were. She repeated, “I know their parents, like 

my parents, work, work, work, work, work. They don’t have time” (TN Interview 1, 

3/17/17). She reemphasized the reason for her passion to teach, “That’s why I teach 

them” (TN Interview 1, 3/17/17).    

 Indeed, many of the families with whom Tuyet Nhi works closely are 

grandparents of her students. She mentioned that some of these grandparents have 

histories of interruptions in their education and many of them are illiterate not only in 

English but also in their home languages (Yoshikawa, 2011). She told me that she often 

finds homework sheets or school letters get returned untouched in her students’ 

backpacks. Utilizing her multilingual abilities and cultural understandings as resources, 

she uses short moments such as drop-off or pick up time periods to explain and translate 

necessary things to the grandparents.    

 Tuyet Nhi told me about a child, Stanley, who also spends most of his home life 

with his grandfather because his parents both work out of state. This means his parents 

are home with Stanley only once a month, or even worse, once in two months, due to 

their distance and unpredictable work schedule. During our conversation, Tuyet Nhi was 

very careful about disclosing more information about Stanley’s parents because they 

were undocumented immigrants. She stated, “When I see children like Stanley, I want to 
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help more” (TN Interview 2, 4/7/17). She mentioned that she and Stanley’s grandfather 

developed a true partnership. Her description of their relationship was clearly beyond the 

formal teacher-parent relationship. They were family away from family. She said:  

I remember on Chinese New Year, I went to his house and he was so happy. He 
talked to us like two hours. … And he told me that he treats me like his daughter. 
I said maybe then I should call you daddy. I'd joke around too. (TN Interview 2, 
4/7/17) 

Making home visits had a double purpose, explained Tuyet Nhi. One was to make 

Stanley feel special as she wished to remediate his feelings of loneliness and missing his 

parents. Second was to be a family not only to Stanley but also to the grandfather raising 

his grandson alone in the country with which he is not familiar. Tuyet Nhi had a deep 

understanding that this was the most effective way to partner with Stanley’s parents who 

work far away for the family to make ends meet, and to provide the education for their 

son. She knew this was the only way they knew how to survive in this land.  

Shared Parenting Experience as Immigrant Parents 

 Though Tuyet Nhi is also a parent of two young children, her immigration 

experience during her childhood impacted her more than her current parenting 

experience. Gianna’s case was different. As aforementioned in Gianna’a story in chapter 

four, she came to the U.S. as a young mother with two young children. Drawing on her 

experiences as an immigrant parent, she often paired her own experiences with how she 

viewed the parents of her students.  

 Immigrating as a young mother. When Gianna became a teacher, her 

experiences of working in various jobs from being a gym locker room attendant to a 

maid, offered her greater understandings of the realities in which many of the immigrant 
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parents live. During the interviews, she often described the parallel experiences of the 

parents of her students:    

They (the parents in her classroom) are the same! It's a different story but the 
same essence--the same goal. They want the best for their children. When the 
parents can't participate in meeting, it's not because they don't want to be 
there…The ones who work and can't come to the meetings might be in a fish 
market and they need to go there early and when they drop off their kids they 
need to run. They are still good parents, but they are part of their children's 
education at another level. And the children know. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

Instead of blaming the parents who had to leave as quickly as possible once they dropped 

off their children in Gianna’s classroom, or those who rarely attended parent meetings, 

she spoke against the dominant narratives about immigrant parents who seemed to be 

“absent” in their children’s education. She had a fundamental knowledge about 

immigrant lives in economically poor urban neighborhoods and recognized the parents’ 

various ways of surviving and raising their children.  

 Gianna articulated an alternative way to work with the parents, which was 

through expressing love and care. Rooted in her Catholic background and her own funds 

of knowledge, she repeatedly spoke about her priority in working as a teacher, which was 

loving and caring deeply for those who come into her classroom. She said: 

Children need love. People need love. That's all. Doesn't matter the language 
you speak. I can talk in my language; you can talk in your language. Caring is 
universal. Caring doesn't require complicated language. "Are you tired?" "What 
happened?" or "You have something you heard?" "You look cute!" You know 
sometimes I see parents coming in the morning stressed and worried. So, I say to 
them, "You looked worried. Are you okay?" You know what that does? That's all 
you need. That changes things. And that happened to me when I first came here. 
… I received this and I felt like, oh my God, a heavy book was taken away from 
me. The problem is still the same but it's how I see the problem now after 
receiving that caring. I see, ‘Okay, this is a beginning, my habitat is changed, I'm 
not in my comfort zone anymore. Now, I'm here’ and that caring gives me the 
light at the end of the tunnel. You know? It gave me hope that things are going to 
change. But, it was because of this place that gave me that care. And I want to 
give it back to them. And they are my priority. That's all. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 
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Gianna further stated that once she communicated this love and care towards the parents, 

especially those who are rarely available to make it to the parent-teacher conference, the 

first permission letter or any paper related to school work returned to her is from those 

parents.   

 She then gave an example of how she tried to be loving and caring towards a 

family, newcomers from Peru: 

I remember last year she [the mother] was telling me, oh my God…, [she said,] 
“I want to go to [back] Peru.” Her husband was a lawyer over there, and she was 
in school to become a lawyer. Of course, they do different thing [here]. And 
sometimes, I saw her feeling kinda like a little depressed. Like you know a little 
sad? … And me and her got attached, you know? And then I started saying, “You 
know what…I understand what you are saying. But let me tell you something, 
your children…” She has a son here [in Livingston]. I said, “Don't worry. You see 
how Carlos is doing? This is the pay-off of what you did. And don’t worry, things 
are gonna go better.” When I came… [Livingston], they give me the most 
important support. [They told me,] “Gianna, don't worry. Things are gonna go 
better.” And that's what I tell the parents. (G Interview 2, 5/5/17) 

Gianna seemed to know that sometimes what the families need when they are at the 

crossroads is simply being there with them and encouraging them by saying, “Things are 

going to get better.” She recalled the time when the teachers at Livingston did the same 

for her when she was thinking that she could not live in the U.S. anymore.  

 Perhaps due to the depth of her understanding of immigrant parents’ aspirations as 

well as their agony, the ways in which she welcomes them into her classroom was 

different than typical preschool classrooms. Gianna invited me to come and observe her 

in the morning, “Come and see how we start the day here. Then you would see the 

natural part of our relationships because that happens every day. I can tell you many 

things but if you come, you will see it” (G Interview 2, 5/5/17). When I went, I witnessed 

a very unique and unusually long drop off time that began at 8:15 a.m. and lasted until 
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9:10 a.m. Gianna had a warm physical contact with every single child and parent when 

they stepped into the classroom whether it is through hugging, handshaking, or kissing on 

their cheeks depending on their cultural customs. The interactions were inviting and 

loving and as I was observing I felt the mutual respect and care in the air. Gianna also 

never forgot to have a short conversation with each one of them asking how they were 

doing and the parents updated her with any news or upcoming events in their lives. She 

mentioned that the parents sometimes tell her, “Wow, Gianna, when we come to your 

classroom, we forget that we are here (the U.S.) and we feel that we are in our country" 

(G Interview 1, 3/21/17). She explained about her drop off time and her relationships 

with the parents:  

I do it in that way because… something that I really know and am very clear in 
is that school is like a family… When children see their parents are treated like 
that first, they develop trust plus parents also develop trust…Once you (parent) 
are comfortable then the children start becoming comfortable, too. You notice that 
once they start trusting you... It’s like children see, ‘Oh, my mommy loves my 
teachers.’ Then they feel comfortable. And that's why it's like they give you my 
[their] kids, you know? And it's a good feeling when you leave for your work. 
You feel stressed with your job or life but at least my children are okay. (G 
Interview 2, 5/5/17) 

In common with Al’s narratives, Gianna seemed to be also well aware of the fact that the 

basis of early education and care is in those relationships and that partnering with parents 

and families is the essence for effective early childhood teaching and caring which 

eventually benefits the children. And this was her way of supporting the parents, allowing 

them to trust her with their children.  

 During my observation in the morning, Harry, the child from India, and his father 

came. As soon as they entered the room, Harry hugged Gianna with his biggest smile. It 

was very easy to tell that he loved his teacher, Gianna, and he seemed excited to be there. 
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She hugged him back and gave him a kiss. The father stayed back smiling and watching 

the scene. He is an immigrant from India highly educated and was pursuing his doctorate 

degree. As Portes & Rumbout (2014) stated, people like Harry’s father represent another 

pocket of the current immigration patterns in the U.S., demonstrating the diverse 

backgrounds of immigrants. Harry’s father asked Gianna politely, “Would you be able to 

come to my graduation? You know you were part of my journey, our journey in the 

States” (G Observation 1, 4/11/17). It felt odd for me to hear such a request from the 

parent inviting his child’s preschool teacher to his own graduate school graduation and to 

hear Gianna agreeing to attend it. When I asked Gianna about the family, she responded, 

“I love and I feel so honored when they [parents] say, “Gianna, you are part of our 

journey”” (G Interview 2, 5/5/17) and mentioned about Harry’s mother:  

You know what… when Harry was in the three [year old classroom], [his] 
mommy cried with us. He cried. Mommy is the one who had the separation 
[anxiety] and I remember … she was in the classroom for hours sitting and you 
know we gave her space to her to trust and hug her … They moved from India to 
study and she was doing her masters and he (the father) was doing his PhD… 
Since that moment, you know, we gave her space to be heard, to be felt, and we 
acknowledge that feeling… We always said, “Of course [you can stay in the 
classroom], it's not long. He’s your baby. You don't know us. But, I can tell you 
[that] your baby is gonna be okay.” … Every day, I say to her, “Te amo mucho.” 
And she say to me, “Te amo mucho (I love you very much).” You know things 
like that? And then mommy started feeling better. (G Interview 2, 5/5/17) 

Just as Gianna was welcomed into her daughter’s classroom when she first joined the 

Livingston community, she gladly invited Harry’s mother to stay in the classroom as long 

as she wanted. Gianna knew that what the mother needed was emotional support and for 

someone to tell her, “Things are gonna be okay” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17).  

 Louie (2011) states that immigrant parents often experience social isolation which 

leads to an emerging identity of marginalization and it is urgent for them to develop 
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strong affiliations in multiple spaces in their new land. Gianna seemed to know the needs 

of these parents for the benefit of their children and created a place in her classroom 

where the parents could feel connected. She explained that she tries to create a 

welcoming environment in her classroom not only for the children but also for their 

parents and families just as she was welcomed into her daughter’s classroom when she 

was new to this country. She knew her students would not be able to integrate well into 

her classrooms if she rejected their parents and families (Bernstein, 2011). And this was 

her way of paying forward what she received from the Livingston community, by being a 

haven for the parents and families just as Livingston provided a haven for her and her 

family. So, that is how Gianna joined in their journey by acknowledging the needs and 

expressing her care.  

 Gianna later shared that she attended Harry’s father’s dissertation defense before 

attending his graduation. She explained: 

Like I said, this is not a job like any other jobs. This is a family. Really we are 
like embrace that and celebrate in Livingston. And that's why this program is so 
special… This is our children! … Anyone who graduates, yes! Our kids! You 
know? We cheer. (G Interview 2, 5/5/17) 

In common in all four teachers’ narratives, the students and their families were not 

separate from their own families. They all considered their students as their own children 

and their families as their own families. The morning drop-off time in Gianna’s 

classroom looked almost like a family gathering. As I spent the whole morning there in 

the classroom, I realized why Gianna insisted that I do my observation during that time 

period. All of the parents that morning seemed to have left the classroom with a sense of 

relief after dropping off their children, knowing that their child would be happy and be 
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well taken care of by Gianna who teaches and cares for their children as if they were her 

own.  

 Mutual respect. Foregrounding her teaching philosophy in love and care, 

Vanessa also knows what it is like to be parents as immigrants raising their children in a 

new land. Perhaps due to the shared experiences as immigrant parents, her approach to 

working with parents and families were similar to Gianna’s. She also made sure to extend 

that love and care towards the families of her students and asks for partnerships. She 

firmly believes that “It takes a village to raise a child” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17) and 

partnering with their families is essential in educating her students. She firmly stated: 

I appreciate them. And they know. When they come to the classroom, I’m 
friendly. I have to connect with the parents! Once you connect with the parents, 
things work. You treat the parents like they are… we are the same! I’m not higher 
than the people. We are the same. (V Interview 3, 5/24/17) 

Trusting relationships are reciprocal. The parents also appreciate Vanessa as their child’s 

teacher and caregiver and express their appreciation towards her every chance they have. 

She happily reported, “Christmas time I have to take five to six days to take bags [of 

gifts] home from the parents. … Mother’s Day I had two vases of roses” (V Interview 3, 

5/24/17).  

 Then she shared her “secret” in building partnerships with parents. She said: 

I asked them, ‘How you doing? How you doing today?’ Then I give them a little 
quick information about their child, ‘Oh, he’s doing well.’ You know, every 
parents wanna know that! If the child is having a little challenge, then I’d be like, 
‘Oh, today, he had to do a little bit harder work. But, we’re gonna work it out.’ 
You know, stuff like that. Or, I’m like, ‘Oh, he’s very active today. I don’t know 
what you fed him’ (laughing). I’d look for something like a little humor. (V 
Interview 3, 5/24/17) 

Vanessa said it helps to offer the parents quick notes on how their child did during the 

day or to share a laugh together after their long day of work. She added that the language 
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or cultural differences are not a barrier in building relationships with the parents as long 

as mutual respect is established. She remarked once again collaboration and respect 

create a community that honors differences and celebrates the commonalities within 

those communities.  

Summary and Discussion  

 The aim of this section was to make visible the four teachers’ relationships with 

their students’ parents and families. In doing so, a more nuanced understanding of 

immigrant parents and families with diverse histories and backgrounds is revealed in the 

narratives of the teachers. Educating young children is not possible without 

understanding and partnering with their parents and families. Especially when working 

with immigrants, it is all the more important that educators cultivate these partnerships in 

ways that are socially just. Fennimore (2016) stated that a socially just approach to 

working with parents and families with diverse backgrounds is through resisting deficit 

thinking towards them and instead, focusing on liberating parents from “models of 

thought that blame them for their own challenges and those of their children” (p. 307). As 

illustrated above, none of the four immigrant teachers viewed their students’ parents and 

families within the deficit frame, which is known to be the dominant narrative about 

immigrant parents who are “absent” in their children’s education; and therefore they do 

not care. Rather, the teachers were able to see and value them as important members of 

the classroom community, express their respect toward their funds of knowledge, and 

genuinely love and care for them as if they were their own family.  

 Undergirding the teachers’ stance on building partnerships with parents and 

families is their knowledge of the influence of parents and family on children’s 
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development (Powell & Schmitt, 2016). Having the same goal in mind as the parents and 

families, to best educate and care for the children, the teachers had deep understandings 

of the ways in which various contexts such as language, culture, socioeconomic status, 

family structure, and circumstances shape children’s daily lives. Though they each drew 

on various sources from their experiences, such as their childhood trauma, loneliness, or 

the shared experience as immigrant parents and families, to describe their special ways to 

work with their students’ parents, what was common was their effort to create belonging 

in their relationships with parents and families. This seems to intersect with the teachers’ 

own desire to belong (Gonzales, 2015), enacting the vision from experience.  

To Teach is to Struggle: The Challenges 

 In the above, I highlighted the strengths of the four teachers using the funds of 

knowledge framework. They are in many ways successful and effective teachers who 

possess rich linguistic resources, deep understandings of the lives of immigrants, and 

authentic teaching and caring strategies. Despite their strengths, they also struggled with 

many aspects of teaching and living. Though they often took on the role of the welcomer 

for their new immigrant students and families, they were still living as part of the 

complex web of immigration as newcomers. It is this distinctive characteristic of 

immigrant teachers who cross borders between the welcomer and newcomer which is 

described as the core of the border lives. A borderlands perspective undergirds this 

complexity and contradiction (Anzaldúa, 1987; González, 2001) and recognizes the 

complexity as their realities (Rodriguez & Vasquez, 2002). The section that follows 

explores the challenges and hurdles the immigrant teachers face both within their 
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preschool spaces and beyond, demonstrating the continuum of immigration and 

transitions.  

Discrimination, Exclusion, and Otheredness  

 Ngana (2011) states that immigrant teachers experience certain challenges that are 

“personal, professional, and contextual within the school and beyond their community 

they live in” (p. 161). For the four immigrant teachers in this study, the challenges they 

faced were unique in each of their contexts of their school and community. What was 

common in them were the ways in which they were perceived by others. As Anzaldúa 

(1987) states, though they are at “home,” they are still strangers.   

 Linguistic assets as a barrier. In contrast to their successes with working with 

children and families marked by their multilingual abilities and cultural understandings, 

the view from some of the parents in school was not rosy. The teachers were sometimes 

perceived as incompetent to teach their children by the parents who often came from the 

same community. Al’s statement on speaking English with an accent in Tuyet Nhi’s case 

was not always accepted as positive. She spoke about the comments from a few parents 

of her students, “Some parents like American teachers because they know that bilingual 

teachers may have accents” (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17). Though she was loved by many 

parents and was considered a “star” teacher in her school, her linguistic assets were seen 

as a deficit by a few of the parents. Some of them were hesitant to have immigrants like 

themselves teach their child. Perhaps, they were concerned that under these immigrant 

teachers their child would not learn to become “American” enough, often influenced by 

the dominant social forces such as monolingualism, assimilation, and meritocracy 
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(Yashikawa, 2011). Tuyet Nhi was honest about expressing her feelings and how hurtful 

it was to hear these comments:  

I lose confidence… I feel like, “Come on!” Teachers are teachers. I know I have 
an accent or I don't pronounce English words well but I'm trying my best. But, 
don't just judge me that way. Bilingual teachers not only speak Chinese but they 
also speak English, too. (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17) 

To her, having the multilingual abilities was on the same side of the coin as speaking 

English with an accent. One of her greatest strengths suddenly turned into the greatest 

barrier in helping immigrant children. Anzaldúa (1987) explained the reason for such 

linguistic suppression, “[W]e internalize how our language has been used against us by 

the dominant culture, we use our language differences against each other” (p. 58). 

Closely linked to one’s being and identities, Anzaldúa (1987) dared, “If you want to 

really hurt me, talk badly about my language” (p. 59). On one hand, Tuyet Nhi’s feelings 

were hurt; on the other hand, she understood where these concerning voices came from 

because she herself is a parent of two preschoolers and understands the tough realities of 

immigrants operating in the dominant social and cultural contexts. Influenced by the 

same prevailing forces and her childhood memory of being bullied because of her 

Vietnamese identity, she too named her own children English names only for the purpose 

of an easier transition and assimilation process to the dominant culture of America. In 

fact, she knew exactly why these immigrant parents preferred to have “American” 

English speaking teachers for their children. They wanted to provide a different reality 

for their children than the reality wherein they live. It is to provide their children access 

to the American Dream that they are sacrificing (Yoshikawa, 2011). Trapped between the 

deficit views from the immigrant parents and her understanding of the concerns of the 
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immigrant parents, she seemed to have learned how tolerate the contractions (Anzaldúa, 

1987), believing that her work would still make a difference in the lives of her students.    

 Gendered preschool. The field of early childhood education is historically a 

female-dominated field in terms of its workforce (Hinitz, Liebovish, & Anderson, 2016). 

Al’s preschool was not an exception and he spoke about his struggle with being the only 

male teacher in his school. Sometimes, his gender was being favored and he was 

considered as a leader for the teaching team; but sometimes it created misunderstandings 

and conflicts. He mentioned being, once again, a minority as a male in addition to being 

an immigrant and being a “Jewish-Latino” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17), “You're a minority 

and that is something you need to be aware of, … just like racism, sexism, you know” (A 

Interview 3, 6/16/17). Coincidently, I happened to have the last interview with him right 

after his meeting with his co-teacher and the school director due to some conflicts 

between him and the co-teacher. When I asked about how he felt about being the only 

male teacher in the entire school he said that the conflict he had with his co-teacher was a 

perfect example of his struggle with him being a male. Though he did not disclose the 

details of the meeting, he ended his discussion on gender issues and said, “I'm aware that 

it can be tricky” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17). 

 Pursuing Higher education. Several years ago, Gianna had an opportunity to 

receive a scholarship to attend a teacher education program at an elite university to work 

towards her master’s degree in early childhood education and early childhood special 

education. While working full time in her current classroom, she was able to complete the 

program and graduate with her master’s degree. Attending a school as a student in the 

U.S. was new to her though she felt that she went through schooling with her four 
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children. When I asked her about her experience at her graduate program she first 

described the positive experiences she had with her fellow students and named many 

wonderful professors who advocate for diversity and early childhood education. Then she 

added, “The university experience is not only pink. It’s not only goodies” (G Interview 3, 

7/11/17). She began to tell me about her experience with the challenges she faced due to 

her English language speaking ability: 

Of course, sometimes in the classroom it was hard to be constantly aware of that 
the way I wanted to express myself was not at the level of the school’s 
expectations. This was a challenge. Being aware that when you talk you don't talk 
at the level of how other people talk, you know, this is a big challenge and being 
aware of that. (G Interview 3, 7/11/17) 

Later it became clear that it was not just her English language skills, but also a deep 

emotional issue. It was about marginalization in the higher education space that prompted 

her to question herself and her career as a teacher. Even more, it was about issues of 

belonging and inclusion. She described: 

But, there are a few [professors] who looked at me like, "What are you doing 
here?" The look, and you feel that cold[ness]… You start feeling like, “Oh... 
maybe I shouldn’t be a teacher..." "What am I doing here?" "Why do I take 
classes here" and when you walk around and look at yourself that you feel that 
you don't belong. You know? They make you question yourself hundred times. (G 
Interview 3, 7/11/17) 

As Anzaldúa (1987) stated, “I am my language” (p. 59), language is intimately connected 

to one’s identity and belonging. Gianna mentioned that she was perplexed, confused, and 

thought about quitting school many times. However, Gianna is not the type of person 

who gives up. She said, “But, you cannot do that to yourself” (G Interview 3, 7/11/17). 

And she continued: 

Like I said, it's the strength you need to keep inside of you. … I said, "Ah... I 
don't know when I'm gonna finish [the degree]. I don't know why... why am I 
here?" I almost quit many times... I'm like sweating and sweating... Sometimes 
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your self-esteem put[s] you down and you are sweating. So many times, when my 
husband dropped me [off] in front of the university, I needed to take a deep breath 
and said to myself, "Everything is gonna be okay." You know like [I was] 
shaking... (G Interview 3, 7/11/17) 

Though it was difficult and she felt like she was excluded by others because of the way 

she looked and spoke, she had to pull herself up and reminded herself that she too 

belonged like everyone else. She had to remind herself with the phrase that she always 

tells her immigrant students and parents, “Things are gonna go better” (G Interview 1, 

3/21/17). 

  Gianna then circled back to some of the professors who helped her see that she 

also had important knowledge and experiences to share with others even in the space 

where she often felt like a newcomer again. She said that they saw her “as a person” (G 

Interview 3, 7/11/17) and continued, “The university needs professors like Kurihara and 

Jean,…  Jean! Amore! She looks at you as a person… People like them want to know 

you” (G Interview 3, 7/11/17). Perhaps, what Gianna was seeking were the human 

connections—the same kind of love and care she pours out to her students and families in 

her classroom—at the unfamiliar and at times lonely place for immigrant students like 

herself.   

Policies and Public Politics as Hindrance  

 The lives of the four immigrant teachers were entangled with and largely 

depended upon the larger policies and the current political climate. As C. Wright Mills 

(1959) stated, individual lives are experienced and deeply shaped by broad social, 

structural, and historical contexts. Takanishi (2010) agrees that educating young 

immigrant children is not only pedagogical but also profoundly political. In what follows, 
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I describe the ways in which such a landscape hinders and challenges the teachers’ border 

lives.  

 Lack of school support. While Vanessa tries her best to create partnerships with 

the families, the school administration and its rules often hinder her work with them. 

According to her, the school adapts the rules to restrict parents’ involvement during the 

drop-off and pick-up time. As much as she values partnering with parents and families, 

this restriction from the school administration hinders her work to connect with them. She 

explained:  

I like a community with my parents. But sometimes, the rules that they, 
administration, it’s so difficult. And I’m trying to balance it. They’re like, the 
parents should be in and out of the room. Yeah, I know the room is small and it 
can get congested. But in my class, I wanna have that connection with the parents. 
But if I feel my parent wanna just come in in the morning and spend like 5 
minutes and make sure the child is settled and, you know, transition from home to 
school, that’s fine. But on the other hand, the administration, they said you can’t 
trust the parents, parents go in there and they take up the wrong information, and 
then I’m looking at it this way, I don’t see parents coming in there and taking the 
wrong information. I’m seeing parents coming in there, comfortable and then 
happy to leave their child and go to work and don’t have to worry. (V Interview1, 
3/14/17) 

The obscure school policy creates impediments in her work with parents and families. 

However, she is always supportive of them and tries to make it work. She said, “If they 

want to spend a few extra minutes, I just try to make it as fast and move on” (V 

Interview1, 3/14/17). She also said she communicates with the school administration, so 

they are aware that there is nothing in her classroom she is doing that the parents should 

not see.  

 Financial hardships. Contrary to the importance and value of early childhood 

education for young children, early childhood educators in the U.S. have been poorly 

compensated (Barnett & Riley-Ayers, 2016). The wages are so little they often receive 
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public assistance such as food stamps and live under the poverty level (Bouffard, 2017; 

Interlandi, 2018). This is not reflective of the demands that are placed upon these teachers 

and the important work they do for our youngest students in the nation. All four of the 

teachers also expressed their conditions due to such low pay and briefly discussed this 

issue directly and indirectly. Vanessa mentioned that she often receives help from her 

local church such as getting clothes and canned food. Another reason that Tuyet Nhi is 

hesitant to take the certification exams for her state certification (which will be discussed 

in the following section) is also because of her financial situation and the exams are 

expensive. Al said it in a very sarcastic way about preschool teachers’ salaries, “The only 

thing about teaching is that we all get rich. It’s the most lucrative profession you can 

imagine” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17). Later, he told me that as much as he loves teaching he 

is open to other options because it is a struggle to live in New York City with a preschool 

teacher’s salary. Gianna actually once left her current HeadStart program to earn more 

money at a private bilingual preschool in Upper East Manhattan, a very affluent 

neighborhood in the city. Less than a year after she left, she ended up returning to her 

current school, the Livingston, because she explained that her heart was not there. She 

wanted to teach immigrant children and work with their parents and families. Though she 

came back, her decision to leave in the first place illuminates her financial difficulty. She 

added, “I do want to get my certification to raise my salary” (G Interview 3, 6/11/17). 

She now teaches after school to make extra money at the afterschool program.  

 The preschool directors seemed to value these four teachers because of their 

successful teaching records and the positive reports from parents and families. Tuyet 

Nhi’s director puts her own son in her classroom because she trusts her teaching skills. 
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Vanessa’s director once told her, "I need you here and I felt that you brought education 

back in to the building." (V Interview 3, 5/24/17). However, the rules were rules. Despite 

the rich resources the teachers bring to the school and for children and families, and 

despite their Masters degrees, the preschool directors are unable to raise their salaries 

unless they obtain their teaching certification.   

 Obstacles in attaining a teaching certificate. In fact, though they all hold 

Masters degrees, none of the four immigrant teachers in this study are certified by the 

state. On one hand, Al and Gianna did not show much interest in obtaining their teaching 

certification; on the other hand, Tuyet Nhi and Vanessa have long been trying to become 

certified and pass the certification exams. They both noted that passing the exams is their 

biggest challenge they are facing currently. They spoke of their struggle with the 

certification exams at length because they were at risk of losing their job if they do not 

become certified within the next three years, the time period given by the department of 

education as part of the Pre-K for All initiative. This means that they are contracted to 

teach in their current pre-kindergarten classroom under the supervision of the department 

of education, though housed in their community preschool, with the study plan to be 

certified within the given timeframe.  

 Tuyet Nhi frequently and very openly expressed her frustration with the exams 

and also with the contradiction she saw between being a good teacher and her failure with 

the exams. She said, “If I am a good teacher, why can’t I pass the exam?” (TN Informal 

conversation, 5/2/17). Emotionally shattered by her contrasting reality, she questioned 

her teaching abilities. She is in fact known as the best teacher in her preschool where the 

director puts her own child in Tuyet Nhi’s classroom. However, she has failed the tests 
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many times and she was at a point where she wanted to take a break from it all. She saw 

her vulnerability once again and said: 

Just tell us that you won't become a teacher. Don't let us keep taking the test 
because they are taking all our money. We go to work to save [money] but then 
you take these tests once and they cost us like $100 something. I just don't like it, 
honestly. I don't. I just don't like it. This shouldn't be the way to assess teachers. 
(TN Interview 3, 5/12/17) 

As mentioned in her story earlier, there was a gap in her schooling when she first moved 

to the U.S. and she fell behind academically. To this day, she explained that she struggled 

with math which is the area she consistently scored low on one of the tests she failed 

many times. She did not know that the gap in her educational history, which ended up 

happening despite her mother’s request to the school to place her daughter in a lower 

grade, would become such a large roadblock.  

 Stuck in the midst of the current movement of “professionalizing” the ECEC 

workforce, Tuyet Nhi was frustrated with the way she is being assessed about the quality 

of being a teacher. And she suggested an alternative way to assess teachers:  

Come to the classroom and observe. Spend time not only one day… maybe first 
make an appointment, and second, a surprise visit. This should be how you can 
become a certified teacher because then they will see..."Does she have patient?" 
"Does she know different ways to teach?" (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17) 

Research studies also agree with Tuyet Nhi that requiring the teaching certificate is not 

the best way to ensure “high quality” classroom environments (Hyson & Mitchell, 2016; 

Flores & Riojas, 1997). Rather, what makes a difference is the college degree in early 

childhood or child development. However, Tuyet Nhi knew she was in a power-less 

position against the larger system and the biased tests (Bennett et al., 2006). The reality 

was that her powerful teaching practice was not powerful enough to be recognized by the 
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state. With tears in her eyes she stated, “I don't know what to do. I don't know how long 

I'm gonna try” (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17).  

 Vanessa has also been struggling with the exams for a couple of years already and 

every time we talked about the exams she became teary. She said, “A lot of opportunities, 

but because of challenges I can’t really get it.” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17). Throughout the 

three interviews, she always came back to discussing her struggles with passing the state 

teacher certification exams. Just like Tuyet Nhi, every time Vanessa was reminded of the 

exams her eyes became teary. She described it as her “biggest challenge” (V Interview 3, 

5/24/17) and also as a metaphor: 

It's like just a door but to just go through. You know you are outside and you 
need to come in now. You got everything out at the door right? And you just have 
to do a few work and then you are in. So, that’s it. [It] really makes me emotional. 
(V Interview 2, 5/3/17) 

As much as she loves teaching and working with her students, she felt much pressure to 

be certified within the timeframe she is given. She was aware of the consequences for 

failing to meet the requirements—being fired from her current school. However, after 

many trials of paying for and taking the tests, she struggled to push forward. She said, 

“These tests are crazy” and continued with a big sigh, “I can’t even pass the test. So, it 

doesn't make sense. … That's just turned me off. It doesn't make sense to go forward 

without passing the test. I may have to change career eventually” (V Interview 3, 

5/24/17). The different educational courses in Guyana were not useful for her in taking 

the standardized certification exams. She repeated even during our informal 

conversations after my visits to her classroom, “If I don’t get certification then I have to 

change [my career]” (V Interview1, 3/14/17; V Observation 1, 4/24/17). She looked 

exhausted constantly straddling between the contrasting realities—wanted as teachers 
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who can deliver cultural and linguistic responsiveness to young children and their 

families but unwelcomed as “illegitimate,” uncertified teachers.  

 However, Vanessa is not a quitter. Though many times she felt like changing her 

career altogether and stated she wanted to quit because she felt powerless, she continued 

to push herself forward. The last time I spoke to her, she was still attending a support 

program and trying to find a way to stay strong. She remarked:  

After I finish with my students, I go to church where I go to get therapy--to 
pray, to do bible study, to teach, and to learn. So, it’s helpful. And then it makes 
me never wanna give up because Jesus always says faith and you follow it until 
you get it. (V Interview 2, 5/3/17) 

Rooted in her Christian faith, she also spoke about the source for her perseverance, “It’s 

that Guyanese thing where it’s not easily handed to you. You have to work for it” (V 

Interview 3, 5/24/17). As Anzaldúa (1987) stated, “I am a turtle, wherever I go I carry 

“home” on my back” (p. 21), Vanessa also carries her home, Guyana, and her Guyanese 

identities, to survive in her new home and to use it as a shield against her vulnerabilities. 

During our final interview, when I asked her to bring something that represents her, 

something important to her, she brought her coin wallet which was made in Guyana with 

cow leather and has print “GUYANA” across the front surface. She explained to me that 

the wallet reminded her of her life in Guyana and her father’s cow farm. In the face of 

difficulty, Venessa travels back to the place she calls “home” and makes an emotional 

connection to her Guyanese roots to be strengthened, just as she did for the Guyanese boy 

in her classroom and his family.   

 Hostile political climate. For Al, the biggest challenge lied in the crossroads of 

his work, his funds of identity (Estaban-Guitart, & Moll, 2014), and the current political 

context that is hostile towards immigrants. Eight years ago he decided to work at the 
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Preschool of United instead of the higher paying teaching job at the private Jewish 

preschool because he cherished the opportunity to work with immigrant children and 

families at his current school. However, the present political climate made him feel as if 

his decision and dedication did not matter. The message from the current political regime 

is simple: immigrants do not belong to a country claimed to be of immigrants and built by 

immigrants. Disclosing the values that informed his political stance, Al spoke openly 

about his feelings of disappointment as well as his desire to resist as an immigrant, a 

fellow American: 

Yeah, I mean I'm more reacting now to what's happening politically into this 
society. This feeling of how have we reached such a low place, you know? And 
especially after the Obama era, I think the Obama era, especially for people like 
us in the margins in a way of American culture, we all belonged. We all belonged 
in a way. You know, it's this regression, the ungraceful regression… It has an 
effect on me as well when it comes to ... Maybe… maybe I'm in the wrong place. 
Maybe I should just run away again, you know this kind of thing. And on the 
other hand it's like let's go and resist. Let's go and make a sing along. Let's do a 
protest, which I'm doing all of it. (A Interview 3, 6/16/17) 

It was clear that there were inner struggles with which Al was dealing. Despite the 

challenges, Al did lead a sing-along event to have the community of immigrants in the 

area, including the children at the Preschool of United and their parents, come together. 

As Anzaldúa (1987) discussed the new mestiza knows how to survive in the borderlands 

despite the contractions and uncertainty, Al demonstrated his mestizo in this time of 

social unrest. I was invited to and attended the sing-along event, and it was evident that 

working for and with immigrants was his passion despite his inner struggle challenged by 

the current political context. The new mestiza in Al transformed his struggle into joy in 

leading this community event, suggesting that seeing the community come together to 
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unite and resist may have given him a glimpse of hope to keep fighting and to keep 

teaching. 

Summary and Discussion  

Yet the struggle of identities continues, the struggle of borders is our reality still. One day 
the inner struggle will cease and a true integration take place. (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 63) 

 For the four teachers, teaching came with many hardships. Some were more of the 

general hardships that many early childhood educators experience. But, most of them 

were because of their unique immigrant identities. Living and teaching in the U.S. as 

immigrants is tough whether it has been one year or twenty years. They have an accent 

when speaking English, their educational histories still haunt them as a ghost, and they 

are still viewed as foreigners. The challenges and tensions the teachers face are the 

reminders of the “tough immigration” they first experienced as newcomers. The 

adversary they are experiencing is a symbol of immigration that signifies the continued 

transitions that in fact mold their border identities (González, 2001). It is this border 

identity that enables them to become the crossroads for their students and their families 

because they are constantly reminded of where they are and who they are (Anzaldúa, 

1987). It is the method of their survival as told in Al’s narrative, fighting for justice 

despite the adversity and pain to have hope and to teach until “a true integration takes 

place.”  

Unfinished Journeys to the “American Dream” 

 Gonzales (2015) states, “The American dream is a powerful ethos, shaping 

general beliefs and attitudes regarding hard work and opportunity” (p. 73). For decades, 

people from all over the world migrated to the U.S. with their hopes and dreams to 
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improve their lives. Though immigration came with costs in their journey, the four 

immigrant teachers seemed to continue seeking to achieve their American Dream. This 

last theme in my cross-case analysis emerged indirectly to my research questions; yet, I 

felt that it was imperative to bring it forward because I believe this last theme is in the 

heart of many immigrants including the four teachers in this study. In this section, I 

explore their aspirations and personal goals and will conclude this chapter as I reflect 

back on their stories.  

 Throughout the interviews, during my observations, and even while they were 

speaking about the challenges in their teaching, I felt their passion for life. I learned that 

behind their passion, there was the American Dream they strive for and they were driven 

to make their dreams come true. First, all of the them expressed both directly and 

indirectly their hopes in their students’ future success and wellbeing. Tuyet Nhi often 

discussed her desire for her students to learn to enjoy learning and be successful in school 

even after their time in her classroom. Vanessa spoke of her dream for her students at 

length. In addition to her personal desire to be able to continue teaching at her current 

school, she shared her only other dream which is for her students. She articulated her 

dreams of going to a doctor’s office to see her former student who becomes a doctor, or 

of turning on the TV and seeing her former student who has become famous. While 

describing the hopeful future for her students with a big smile, she did not forget to also 

mention her awareness of the contexts in which they live. She said that living in the U.S. 

as immigrants and as people of color, whom most of her students are, is tough. Though 

she is proud of and hopeful for her work “to lay the foundation” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17) 

for her young students, her dreams are challenged by the harsh realities of living in the 
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south Bronx. She knows there are distractions in the community and prays for her 

students to grow to become responsible citizens. She said, “I pray nobody gets 

distracted…and find[s] a way to make their potential wisely” (V Interview 3, 5/24/17). 

She then added: 

I pray for the kids in my mind. I’m like, “Lord, you know the situation better 
than I do. And help this kid in some way in some form. Ease the pain, share the 
love.” I pray for the kids. So, I don’t feel depressed because I’m like thinking he’s 
in God’s hand. I pray for them. The child is in His hand. I have no control. And 
I’m just his teacher. I have no control when I leave the classroom. So, when he’s 
in there I do as much as I can. And he leaves, then he’s in God’s hand. … It’s not 
easy. So, that Christian background helps in a lot of ways. When I go in in the 
morning, I say a prayer, too. I’d deliver the day in God’s hand and ask him to help 
me meet every child’s needs that day. And at the end of the day I say, “Thank 
you. I reached every child.” And it makes you wanna do as much as you can. (V 
Interview 3, 5/24/17) 

Vanessa understands that just as her dreams are interrupted and can be possibly shattered 

despite her hard work, her dreams for her students may not come true. Nonetheless, she 

keeps her faith and prays while doing her best with and investing in her work with her 

students.  

 For Tuyet Nhi, in addition to the wellbeing of her students, her other biggest wish 

is the unification of her family including her oldest brother who was left behind when she 

and her parents moved to the U.S. twenty years ago. As mentioned in her story, the first 

thing she said during our first interview was her wish for her family to be united. She and 

her father have been petitioning for her brother to be able to come to the U.S. since the 

year they emigrated. This is only a glimpse of the reality of the broken immigration 

system in America. Tuyet Nhi is one of over three million people who have been waiting 

on average twenty years for their family to join them (Suarez-Orozco, Louie, & Suro, 

2011). Against the immigration system in the U.S., she is hopeful and is planning to buy 
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a house where all her family members including her oldest brother in Vietnam can come 

and live together. Owning a house is not just her dream but her entire family’s dream. It 

is a dream that her entire family is working towards. As part of our final interview, Tuyet 

Nhi showed her family picture and affirmed, “They are my family. They are important to 

me. So, if I buy a house, I will live with my parents. I will not just let them live by 

themselves” (TN Interview 3, 5/12/17). In fact, it has not been too long since they moved 

out of the basement they lived in since their arrival. Recognizing the sacrifices her 

parents made for her, she is sure that living together in their own house is also a way of 

achieving her parents’ American dream. She shared her plan for their dream, “Right now, 

I have to save for a house. And I have to go take the lessons for driving” (TN Interview 3, 

5/12/17). A few months after the final interview with her, she contacted me with such joy 

to say that she was finally buying a house in Staten Island.  

 Al, on the other hand, did not necessarily mention any tangible goals. He said that 

it was an Argentinian thing with a laughter. However, it seemed as if the dream he had 

when he first moved to New York from Israel 18 years ago was still well and alive. When 

I asked him about his dreams or plans for the next few years he responded, “I believe[s] 

in changes” and that he is “open to different options” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17). He then 

told me that he was offered to teach a film class at a local college. He remarked:  

There's always opportunities, always things that happen. So, I'm a person who's 
always open to changes as well, even if it's on a theoretical level—‘nothing 
happened, he was a nursery school teacher until he was about 90 and died very 
happily.' But in his mind, every day he thought a huge change is gonna happen. 
That's also important, because then you take this huge change and just make a 
little change to significant enough in your work, you know what I'm saying. So 
again imagine it. (A Interview 3, 6/16/17) 
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It was clear that he still holds on to the spontaneous happenings of New York, the city of 

opportunities, just as when he first decided to move to New York twenty years ago. 

Lastly, Gianna had many dreams. After mentioning that she has never taken a real 

vacation since her move to the U.S., she wishes to one day retire and finally relax in 

Florida. However, she said that she has to wait until she sees her own children achieving 

their dreams. As her journey to America started with the hopes to raise their children in a 

better environment, her American dream mainly has to do with her children. She began 

sharing about her daughters and the lives they lead, both the pains and triumphs. She 

recalled the time when her second daughter was going through the silent period as a 

young immigrant at the Livingston Center. Gianna described her daughter then, “She was 

like very quiet … but she liked to draw” (G Interview 1, 3/21/17). With the help of 

Livingston, including the one-to-one therapy provided, Gianna endured the struggle with 

her daughter and supported her emotional and language needs through art and play. Now, 

the same daughter works as an actress on television shows such as Law and Order. In 

fact, after our second interview, Gianna could not wait to share the upcoming episode in 

which her daughter was involved. Her daughter played the role of a young Latina mother 

who did not speak much English (Researcher Journal, 5/24/17). Gianna later told me, 

“She took it [the role] and she made me look [watch] and [we] cried because she said she 

felt it” (G Interview 3, 7/11/17). Gianna continued:  

When I see my daughter who made it to the acting role in Law and Order, and 
she did it so good because she put herself in that character's shoes. She said to me, 
"Mom, I felt it." And that's what makes me happy. (G Interview 1, 3/21/17) 

She proudly spoke with tears in her eyes full of happiness about her daughter who is 

living her dream. It almost felt like Gianna was living her own “American Dream” 
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through the life her daughter leads. Perhaps, this is what Gianna had been talking about—

the “pay-off” of the painful transition to the U.S., the hours spent at the gym locker room 

and cleaning apartments.  

 According to Gianna, the first daughter recently graduated with her doctoral 

degree and is currently doing her clinical practice at various hospital sites around the city. 

Gianna shared her “repeating stories” in her daughter’s life in school: 

Even the one who went to the medical school said the same thing! And they 
even have been studying here since they were little. But, their English is no, you 
know, it's at a different level and they look different. So, I always say the same to 
them, "You know why you are there. You don't have a mommy who can pay 
$67,000 a year. You are there because you CAN do it because you have the 
knowledge. And everything [time] they make you feel like, “What are you doing 
here?” tell yourself, “I'm here. Nobody is paying for me and I’m here for who I 
am.” And I need to tell them this. My first daughter she went to a medical school, 
the one who is doctor now. She cried and cried… Even her! She came here when 
she was four years old. They make them [her] feel the same way my graduate 
program did to me. (G Interview 3, 7/11/17) 

Gianna makes sure to be there for her own daughters. She knows more than anyone that 

for immigrants, though the land of America is full of hopes and dreams, it can also be a 

land full of pain and tears. And she wants her children to remind themselves to find “the 

strength they have inside of them” (G Interview 3, 7/11/17).  

 Gianna continued with her first daughter’s story: 

She comes [home] now talking about her experience in the hospital [and this is] 
what her patients said three days ago to her like, “She's so caring.” She felt like 
motivated to work and do things because they can see her passion. And that made 
me happy. Because she's doing that. (G Interview 3, 7/11/17) 

Gianna’s life is mirrored in her daughter’s life, and Gianna thanked God. She texted me 

after our conversations and said, “I am rich because God blessed me with a wonderful 

family” (Text message, 09/18/17).  
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 Towards the end of our conversation I asked her what her dreams are for her 

children and she responded: 

I really want my kids to be happy and be meaningful in life. All four of kids 
came here and have been fighting for their dreams, they went to school... but also 
I want that they don't get lost and know what's important. I want them to pass to 
their own children and they raise their families and install the same values that I 
try to pass to them. Because what I did was what my mom and my dad had 
installed in me to try to be better. I know that they are growing in that direction. 
… That's all. And that’s what I want for them. 

She then circled back to the statement she made about how her own life matters in 

relation to her students and their families: 

As a mother, there are things I want to give to my kids so I understand that these 
parents (her students’ parents) want to give to their kids the same things [I know 
this] because I felt it and I wanted the same thing. (G Interview 3, 7/11/17) 

It seemed as though living and teaching in the borderlands, as an immigrant constantly 

transitioning between here and there, molded her to be the person she is as “a teacher, a 

mother, and a regular human being” (Text message, 7/11/17). Gianna clarified in her text 

message after our final interview, “Love is the answer for change in the world. Love is 

what all the people need. When we put love, passion, and dedication, nothing is 

impossible” (Text message, 7/11/17). It is this life she has led, her repeating stories in the 

lives of her daughters and her students and families, which put her on to the path to hold 

on to these values and what is truly important in life. As Suarez-Orozco, Louie, and Suro 

(2011) state that “immigration typically starts with the family, and family bonds sustain 

it” (p. 16), Gianna’s dream began with her family and her family is what sustains her and 

her life in America.  
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Summary and Discussion 

 Just as most Americans do, the four teachers also strive for their dreams. Despite 

the multilayered challenges and obstacles, they were driven by “immigrant optimism” 

(Louie, 2011, p. 179) to work hard in the expectation of a better future for their families, 

for their students, and for themselves. As cliché as it may sound, it was evident that a 

significant part of their journeys as immigrants are comprised of their hopes and dreams, 

continuing to believe in the American Dream. Such hope and expectations were closely 

intact with their histories and experiences. Anzaldúa (1987) states that learning to live in 

the borderlands transforms “a nightmare into a numinous experience” (p. 73). Shared in 

all four teachers was that their most poignant, often most painful, memories were tightly 

interwoven with their hopes and dreams throughout their narratives. While Tuyet Nhi 

spoke of her parents’ sacrifice, she altered her narratives to share her dreams to buy a 

house for her entire family including her parents. Though Al’s beginner’s luck ran out in 

the first year of his immigration to New York, he still longs for such opportunities. While 

Vanessa recalled the harsh realities of living in the south Bronx as a black immigrant, she 

returned to her hopes and prayers for her students to stay true to themselves and to 

become responsible citizens despite the distractions in their context. Similarly, as Gianna 

spoke about her daughter’s experience as a doctor of color, she hoped that she would 

continue to fight for her dream.  

 Furthermore, the narratives of their dreams and hopes point back to their 

pedagogical borderlands and the ways in which their journeys reflect the journeys of the 

students and families towards their own American Dream. Though there are diversities in 

their dreams and journeys, still being in process of achieving their own dreams deepens 
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their understanding of the realities of immigrant lives in their urban neighborhoods. In 

such contexts, the teachers become the crossroads for their students and families not only 

to show the pathways but to also survive and to embrace their own lives in the ambiguous 

and uncertain spaces of borderlands, striving to find meaning.  
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Chapter VI 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

 Juxtaposed to the challenges created by the changing landscape of ECEC, there is 

a great silence on what can be done to meet the particular needs of our youngest 

immigrants in schooling. Some studies suggest that teachers who reflect immigrant 

children’s racial, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds may better meet the needs of those 

of children (Chang, 2006; Park et al., 2015). However, few researchers engage in deeper 

understandings of what happens when teachers with diverse backgrounds are in the 

classrooms with children who also bring such diversities.  

 The aim of this study was not simply to look at the matching demographics of 

teachers and students; rather it was to look at the spaces and intersections where diverse 

lives meet. Paying close attention to these intersections and interactions, new questions 

were asked: What happens in classrooms when immigrant teachers teach and care for 

immigrant children? What do their teaching and caring practices look like? What are their 

roles in working with immigrant children and their families? What challenges do they 

face in doing their work? This study reflected on these questions in an empirical base by 
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drawing on theories of cultural diversity and quality education and care for immigrants. 

The heart of this qualitative research lies in its deep concerns for immigrant experiences 

in schooling and beyond. As Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco (2001) stated, we need to 

be “deeply concerned with the accurate description and interpretation of the immigrant 

experience” (p. 10). Through this study, I attempted to document and examine the ways 

in which immigrant children, families, and teachers experience their lives in and across 

multiple worlds, operating in the context of the larger sociocultural and political 

discourses.  

 In this final section, I situate the lives of the immigrant teachers, entangled in the 

borderland spaces with their immigrant students and families, in the more expansive 

social, institutional, historical, and political realm. First, I zoom out on their lives in the 

landscape of immigration histories, immigrant education, and the larger discourses 

around immigrants. Then, I propose implications for practice and policy, teacher 

education, and research embedded in various levels of education and beyond.  

The (a)symmetrical Experiences of Immigration 

The basic dynamics do not change, … wanting immigrants because they’re a good source 
of cheap labor and human capital on the one hand, and then posing the identity question: 

But will they become Americans? Where is the boundary of American identity going to 
be? (Aristide Zolberg, as cited in Bernstein, 2011, p. 48)  

 I purposefully selected the four immigrant teachers from different countries of 

origin to represent the diversities in immigrant populations. Coincidently, meshed with 

their own lives, their narratives about the immigrant students and families in their 

classrooms illuminated the “super-diversity” that exists in New York City (Orellana, 

2015, p. 104), and is a characteristic of its present migration patterns and populations 
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(Baker & Páez, 2018). Unlike other cities in the U.S. where immigrants from a certain 

region of the globe are concentrated (e.g. Miami, Los Angeles), New York City receives 

immigrants from much more diverse regions of the world, including the Caribbean, Asia, 

Latin America, and Europe (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2006). Each 

classroom in this study reflected pockets of these groups of immigrants in different 

boroughs of New York City and its super-diversity. The stories of the four immigrant 

teachers were not in fact about their own stories alone. Rather, they were entangled with 

the lives of their students and families influenced by every fabric of America connected 

to the global world.  

 Contradicting the super-diversity in the histories and experiences of immigrants in 

the four classrooms, there were distinguishing patterns—the repeated, often painful, 

stories of immigration in their daily lives, the stories that are in many cases familiar to 

Americans but often overlooked. The narratives of each teacher also provided a glimpse 

into the experiences of the immigrant children and their families that are representative of 

the current realities of many immigrants. For example, as told in Gianna’s story in 

Chapter four, some of her students are American born U.S. citizens, but their parents are 

undocumented immigrants. Tuyet Nhi also works with many undocumented parents; 

thus, she was careful not to disclose too much information about them. Bernstein (2011) 

reported that there are four million U.S. young American citizens who are in the same 

situation as the children in Gianna and Tuyet Nhi’s classroom. Gianna mentioned during 

the interview that immigration status is often tricky because she is aware that legality 

does not necessarily guarantee social justice. She remarked, while telling me about her 

immigration journey, that she was one day considered legal but another day she suddenly 
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became illegal because her visa expired and she missed the timeline to renew it. As she 

mentioned of her own past, she empathized with the parents who are undocumented and 

tremble with fear simply because of a phone call from an unknown number.  

 Repeatedly throughout the interviews and our informal conversations, all four 

teachers mentioned how their immigration histories were reflected in their students and 

families. They used different phrases to emphasize their symmetrical experiences (Scarry, 

1998) including, “I see myself in them” (G Informal Conversation, 3/21/17); “Same as 

mine” (TN Interview 2, 4/7/17); and “immigrant children who carry the experiences that I 

carry as an immigrant” (A Interview 2, 5/9/17). As reflected in their stories, immigration 

brings certain social and emotional experiences that many immigrants encounter in their 

transition from the countries of origin to a new land. Regardless where the teachers came 

from, or whether they immigrated as a child or an adult, they all expressed the poignant 

feelings of pain due to financial hardships, language and cultural differences, and most of 

all, the feeling of exclusion. They have been living in the U.S. for over two decades; yet, 

their memories of pain were vivid. These narratives are also repeated in the literature, 

especially in studies that focus on young immigrant children, immigrant adolescents, or 

immigrant preservice teachers (Adair et al., 2012; Cho, 2010; Igoa, 1995; Kirova, 2001; 

Pailliotet, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999). What is problematic is the legitimatization of these 

painful experiences that immigrants go through, especially in schools, as if it is a normal 

part of the immigration process.   

 In part, the teachers in this study kept in mind that at least in their classrooms, 

they do not want their immigrant students to go through the same experiences. Deeply 

seated in Vanessa’s statement, “At least he doesn’t have to go through what I went 
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through,” the teachers tried to create an asymmetrical experience in their classrooms and 

hoped that the children would go forward well-prepared and with a stronger spirit. They 

were keenly aware of the unchanging attitude of Americans toward newcomers. As Louie 

(2011) stated, “immigration does not have to do with only the immigrants themselves, … 

it has to do with how the receiving society, its institutions and peoples, see and treat 

them” (p. 183). Their awareness of this actuality guided the teachers to be welcoming 

receivers at least while the children are in their classrooms, and to prepare their students 

for the harsh realities of their future.   

 Often the well-packaged stories of “the good immigrants” as presented to the 

public eye make it look as if it is okay to endure the pain, because the message of those 

stories is that eventually if you are good immigrants then you will achieve the American 

Dream despite the hardships. Along with this meta-narrative of immigrants, the 

significant gap in the literature for paying attention to possible ways to ease or eliminate 

negative experiences of immigrants in schooling is also alarming (Goodwin, 2012; 2017; 

Gupta, 2006; Olneck, 2004). In her recent literature review on the education of immigrant 

children, Goodwin (2017) found startlingly few articles specifically discussing 

immigrants or immigration within the field of teacher education. The same was found in 

my own literature review specifically in early childhood teacher education where issues 

related to immigrants and immigration were rather broadly discussed under the issues of 

the larger term, diversity, or English language learning (Early & Winton, 2001; Genishi, 

Stires, & Yung-Chan, 2001; Karabenick & Noda, 2004; McCrary, Sennette, & Brown, 

2011). Though these are important issues, as Goodwin (2017) stated, issues related to 
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diversities need to be specific and particularized, especially with regard to immigrants 

considering the nuances within the super-diversities of their experiences.  

 In addition to their schooling, discrimination is prevalent in all aspects of 

immigrant lives. Tuyet Nhi and Vanessa are on the verge of losing their jobs due to the 

current movement of professionalizing the ECEC workforce and the teaching certificate 

requirements, creating marginalization and discrimination once again by the school 

system. Even those who fought through the school system and achieved upward mobility 

encounter some forms of discrimination at more personal levels (Kasinitz et al., 2006). 

Gianna’s narrative about her daughter who became a doctor is an example of this 

phenomenon. The “good immigrants” become educated and work in highly respected 

professions; however, in such predominately white settings, it is still the reality of this 

nation that no matter one’s competency, one can easily be viewed as “un-American” to 

those who share different backgrounds.  

 These repeated (his)stories collectively illuminate the discriminatory social and 

political context in which immigrants operate (Suro, 2011a). Though this study highlights 

the agentic nature of the individual immigrant narratives, I do not intend to undermine the 

power of our larger discourses that seep in through every aspect of their lives, living as 

immigrants. Yet, without paying close attention to the details and nuances of their 

narratives and with the public discourses about immigration and immigrants that 

marginalize these nuances, it is easy to miss the ways in which the larger political 

decisions influence every aspect of their lives. In fact, “[c]hildren and families were 

actually at the cutting edge of the national immigration dilemma, though still at the 

margins of political discourse” (Bernstein, 2011, p. 39). The point here is to argue that 
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there has to be some kind of systemic support that invests in immigrant children and 

families and their experiences so that meaningful integration may happen (Suárez-

Orozco, Louie, & Suro, 2011).   

 The stories I shared in this study are not unfamiliar to Americans. These kinds of 

stories are so familiar that it is common for some to have a pessimistic view towards the 

realities of contemporary immigration which produce repetitive immigration stories but 

engender unproductive policies (Suro, 2011a). That is, issues that immigrants face 

yesterday and today are the same; yet, policies and immigration systems remain 

unchanged. Moreover, with the highest percentage of immigrants in the U.S. under the 

age of six (Woods et al., 2016), their first schooling experience in the new land and their 

stories often go untold. Meshed with the experiences of their students and families, it is a 

sad and shameful reality of schools in America that the teachers tell these repeated 

(his)stories of immigration though generations apart.  

Teaching as a Crossroads 

 Plenty of studies discuss how teachers fail to connect with immigrant children and 

their families, leading to negative experiences and low achievement in schooling (Heng, 

2014; Smith-Davis, 2004; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Tobin et al., 2013; 

Todorova et al., 2009; Valenzuela, 1999). Teachers who work mostly with immigrant 

students without having a recent immigrant background say that they struggle because of 

their students’ linguistic limitations (Strickland, 2010). However, the four teachers in this 

study entered a new paradigm of looking at their immigrant children through the lens of 

funds of knowledge, a strengths-based seeing that ruptures the traditional deficit view of 

immigrant children. They mentioned that the language differences were rather an opening 
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for creative curricular spaces and an opportunity for building authentic relationships 

(Moll et, al., 1992). As Greene (1995) stated, teachers must be able to ask, “What can 

they do to transform their classrooms?” (p. 9). In order to open up opportunities for 

possibility and transformation in their classrooms, teachers must be able to first see “the 

faces and gestures of individuals, of actual living persons” (Greene, 1995, p. 11). To the 

four teachers, their students were individuals with “souls” (A Interview 3, 6/16/17) 

because they were valuable persons to them. Goodwin (2017) argued that teachers must 

develop “a habit of mind that looks for and can see the people/children/students—the 

human beings—and the lives behind the socially-constructed and assigned labels and 

categories” (p. 445). The teachers in this study had such a habit; they paid attention to 

their students’ faces and gestures, their dynamic ways of being and communicating. In 

doing so, the teachers were able to cross borders to share emotions with their students and 

families and they themselves were empowered to continue their work because they were 

able to act as humans as well. Being in the space with immigrant students was 

transforming in itself; occupying the space, co-existing, and sharing felt emotions were 

key to empowerment. This way of teaching was how they were surviving in this land of 

America. This is what happens when their lives mesh. They empower each other and 

learn to survive together.  

 The participants’ teaching practices, illustrated in detail in the previous chapter, 

are not intended to be a template for other teachers to copy and paste. Rather, they are 

individual narratives of exemplary teachers that show what is possible when particular 

histories and experiences mesh in preschool classroom spaces. Though there were some 

common themes in their practices, each of their compassionate teaching and caring 
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looked vastly different and unique in its own context. They found their own ways to be 

themselves and to be authentic with their students and their families. Each classroom 

looked and felt different when I entered it because each teacher brought his/her own 

unique funds of knowledge and those funds meshed with the ever-diverse funds of 

knowledge of their students and families. When I asked the teachers during the final 

interviews what they would like to suggest to teachers who do not have recent immigrant 

backgrounds, their responses were simple—have compassion. The key to becoming a 

compassionate teacher is to be able to imagine what it would be like to be in the marginal 

spaces and simultaneously to shape alternative conditions that allow the margin to 

become the center (Giroux, 2005). In that way, teachers become the curriculum, centered 

in their students.  

 As Orellana (2015) reminded us, being a crossroads (Anzaldúa, 1987) proposes a 

new way of thinking about immigrants and educating immigrant children. It is going 

beyond the traditional multicultural celebrations. It is not simply acknowledging the 

diverse backgrounds and experiences. It is to be concerned with “what happens in the 

crossing” (Orellana, 2015, p. 3) in their day-to-day interactions. ECEC is an especially 

important location in the spectrum of human development and schooling because the 

child’s fundamental development and identity are beginning to form during those early 

years. One of the most important lessons that I learned from the immigrant teachers as I 

listened to their narratives and saw them in action with their students and families in their 

classrooms, was not only their wish for better futures for their students but being the hope 

in their daily work. That is to care for their students’ present wellbeing, the quality of 

their daily lives, by responding with high sensitivity to their needs so that they may 
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participate in every moment of every day to the fullest (Seland, Sandseter, & Bratterud, 

2015). Being a crossroads as teachers in early childhood settings means believing in their 

work and initiating the potential in children by showing their own potential and becoming 

a hope for them, allowing them to further imagine what can be possible in their future. 

Teachers are important figures to young children. As Al mentioned during his interviews, 

his presence in the classroom as a teacher with his hybrid identity was a lesson in itself, 

because it is showing them different possibilities. McGeer (2004) stated:  

It is others who invest us with our sense of how we can be in the world—who 
literally make it possible for us to take a hopeful, constructive stance toward the 
future—by initially enacting our potential for us. (p. 108) 

Being a crossroads in multiple worlds means to be a hope. That is to stop the vicious 

cycle of pain and alienation in immigrant experiences. It is coming along side immigrants 

by sharing their emotions, and at the same time inspiring them to see their own potential 

to achieve their American dream in limitless ways. Ultimately, it means to be a mirror 

that reflects children’s successes and possibilities by supporting them in making sense of 

their worlds. 

 The role of teachers in these everyday crossings when working with young 

immigrant children is a critical one. From the narratives of the four immigrant teachers in 

this study, teachers can learn to listen and to see the world(s) differently than they do. 

They can learn to cross borders within the self, among others, and in multiple cultural 

worlds. In such efforts, teachers can finally attempt to pave the way for our future 

generations to be in their diverse worlds. Teachers, especially immigrants, should be 

empowered by these stories of the teachers in this study so that they too can make a 

difference. They too have the capacity to be compassionate and empathetic towards all 
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children. But, they first need to reach deep in their histories and experiences, funds of 

knowledge, and become border crossers in order to make connections with and to nurture 

a sense of belonging for all students.   

Implications 

In this section, I propose implications for practice and policy, teacher education, 

and research in conjunction with further discussion to create a shift in the narratives of 

immigration while reflecting upon the data shared in this study.  

Preschool as a Site for Social Change 

 Different from the first generation of immigrants mostly from Europe in the early 

twentieth century (Parini, 2012), contemporary immigrants need to acquire a college 

education in order to attain economic and social mobility (Louie, 2012). Given this 

backdrop, early schooling experiences for young immigrant children have become a 

crucially important foundation for development and learning, particularly if they gain 

access to high quality education and care programs (Chang, 2006; Espinosa, 2013; IOM 

& NSC, 2015; Park et al., 2015; Pianta et al., 2009; Waldfogel & Lahaie, 2007). Young 

immigrant children have comprehensive needs and the role of early childhood teachers 

goes beyond teaching English. As illustrated in Tuyet Nhi and Al’s childhood 

immigration experiences, and the stories of Gianna’s daughters, their childhood 

memories and difficulty transitioning as young immigrants stay with them rather as a 

trauma. Young immigrant children learn at a very young age that schools can be a lonely 

place and living in the U.S. as an immigrant can be tougher than one can imagine. There 

were many tears shed during our interview conversations as the teachers remembered 
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their histories and the struggles that came with immigration. Periodically, schools were 

also a site where they were supported and empowered to persevere.  

 Community-based preschools. The existing literature illuminates that preschool 

programs, especially those embedded in the community such as Head Start programs, 

serve not only young children but also their parents and families (Matthew et al., 2018; 

Tobin et al., 2013; Vesely et al., 2013). Researchers call such programs specific to 

immigrant populations, “two-generation programs” (Park, McHugh, & Katsiaficas, 2016, 

p. 1), promoting children’s wellbeing and their lifelong success while simultaneously 

addressing the needs of families. This is due to the widely known fact that a child’s 

wellbeing is largely influenced by the wellbeing of the parents. The Livingston Early 

Childhood Family Center, where Gianna works, is an exemplary of such programs. The 

center integrated not only Gianna’s children but also offered her a job to stay in the 

classroom as a way to support the family. As told by the teachers in this study, many 

immigrant families in urban neighborhoods live at the poverty level and this can lead to 

the cycle of intergenerational poverty of immigrant children (Doucet & Hamon, 2007). 

Park et al., (2016) asserted that approaching immigrant families with the two-generation 

approach “uplift[s] the whole families and break cycles of intergenerational poverty” (p. 

1).  

 In considering Gianna’s case and based on the existing literature, I propose more 

robust federal support in expanding community-based preschool programs for immigrant 

families and children as a package where preschools become a site for various social 

sources for integration, in addition to providing early education and care (Matthew et al., 

2018). Though Al was not a recipient of such services from his preschool organization, 
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the Preschool of United, which was situated in a larger non-profit community 

organization for immigrants, he was contributing to their services by leading a sing-along 

event for the entire community. As part of their many services, the organization offers 

English language learning classes, dance classes, breakfast and coffee for senior citizens, 

job training courses, etc. Louie (2011) stated, “we need a better understanding of how the 

process of immigrant parents learning America and who they are here maps onto their 

process of learning about American education for their children and ways for them to 

intervene” (p. 186). She further described that community-based organizations could be 

one of many sites where immigrant parents can have a strong affiliation. Community-

based preschools such as the Livingston and the Preschool of United could be valuable 

places for strong affiliation where immigrant families can belong in America while 

simultaneously raising and educating their children. Thus, there need to be more 

organizations and centers that are locally contextualized to offer tailored programs 

according to the specific needs of local immigrant communities (Smith-Davis, 2004).     

 Support for immigrant early childhood educators. Prochner, Cleghorn, Kirova, 

& Massing (2016) stated that effective preschool programs for our multicultural world 

support both children and teachers to have a sense of belonging. As Gianna was asked to 

teach in the classroom in the first place at Livingston, Tuyet Nhi was also sought out to 

teach in her current school. Al also conveyed that working in a community-based 

preschool that largely serves immigrant populations is meaningful to him because of his 

own identity as an immigrant. Essentially, such programs serve not only young children 

and families, but also teachers with immigrant backgrounds. In their workplaces, the four 

teachers, as shown in the cases in this study, are highly valued for who they are and are 
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encouraged to bring their talents, languages, and passion for service fully to their 

profession. Al said that preschool offered him a space where he could also bring his 

interests and talents to his teaching. This way, the teachers were also empowered and 

found meaning in their work. In addition, they were assets to their colleagues and took 

leadership roles within the school community.  

 However, Adair et al. (2012) warn that such cases are unique. Often, immigrant 

teachers feel stuck between enacting their own funds of knowledge and acting 

“professional” under the norm of the universalist view of pedagogical knowledge. One 

reason could be that their funds of knowledge including their language abilities are not 

recognized as legitimate skills. Interestingly, none of the four classrooms in this study 

had any official language policy in place within their preschool contexts, meaning the 

default language policy is English. This can result unfavorably for immigrant teachers as 

happened in Tuyet Nhi’s case where she was viewed by some parents as “un-American” 

due to her linguistic abilities. In order for their rich funds of knowledge to be recognized 

and valued as official, their bilingual or multilingual skills also need institutionalized 

validation by establishing clear language policies that honors multilingualism within local 

school contexts. This type of acknowledgment and structure in place would also enhance 

the understandings of parents and families about the importance of bilingualism and 

diverse language practices.  

 Systemic-level support is also necessary for immigrant teachers. Standardized 

systems such as Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) that many states have 

already adapted and implemented, have been used for assessing quality of early 

childhood services and teachers (Bornfreund, & Hogan, 2017; Sugarman & Park, 2017). 
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Such systems that presume English proficiency and systems knowledge, hardly related to 

the quality of their teaching, may disadvantage immigrant teachers for their cultural 

differences. Similarly, the current trend towards bolstering “professionalism” and “high 

quality” in the early childhood teaching force reduces opportunities for immigrants to 

become and to stay as classroom teachers (Park et al., 2015; Workman et al., 2018). As 

demonstrated in the narratives of the participating immigrant teachers in this study, 

immigrant teachers struggle to pass the standardized exams for their teaching 

certificate—a new requirement for pre-k teachers in New York City (Bornfreund, & 

Hogan, 2017)—though their excellent teaching qualities are well known by their school 

personnel. When such institutionalized policies or rating systems such as QRIS or 

certification exams are imposed without careful consideration of immigrant teachers it 

can cause a real barrier for them. Instead of overreliance on standardized systems for 

assessing teaching qualities, more comprehensive assessment tools that take linguistic 

and culturally valid strategies of immigrant teachers into full consideration should be 

implemented (Suárez-Orozco, 2011). As Adair et al. (2012) stated, in order to truly value 

immigrant teachers all who are involved in the system of education need to be “listening 

with the intent to change, rethink, reflect on, and even give up treasured ideas and seeing 

the immigrant teacher not as a spokesperson but as a well-educated person with expertise 

in multiple worlds” (p. 26). The knowledges and power need to move from teachers to 

policy, not from policy down to teachers and children. It is time for systematic changes to 

honor instead of discriminate against immigrant teachers.  

 More programs such as the Early Childhood Workforce Initiative that focuses on 

policy level support or the Bridging program—a Canadian government funded 
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workplace-embedded early childhood teacher education program (Kirova et al., 2016b) 

need to be created. They support not only teachers but also other personnel who are 

involved and work closely to ensure the healthy development of young children and 

families on a daily basis, including home- or family-based care providers, social workers, 

assistant teachers, etc., positions that many immigrants hold. Such programs have the 

potential to empower immigrants who work with our youngest children on a daily basis 

and holistically approach the existing system for change.  

 A first step towards total integration. Despite the super-diversity displayed in 

the four preschool classrooms, one important pattern was found in this study in terms of 

the demographics, aligned with the notion of “separate but equal.” Zooming out on the 

cases in the larger scope of New York City preschool programs and centers, there was a 

distinguishing separation between immigrant children and children without recent 

immigrant backgrounds. For example, Tuyet Nhi’s classroom was comprised mostly of 

children of Chinese descent immigrants. Gianna had mostly black and brown immigrant 

children, and Vanessa had children of immigrants from the Latin origin. The only 

classroom that was demographically diverse was Al’s classroom which had a mix of 

Chinese, Latinx, and European immigrant children as well as children without recent 

immigrant backgrounds. This is because, the Preschool of United has two types of 

classrooms. One is a publicly funded pre-k while there are other classrooms privately 

funded for younger children. The Reggio curriculum which is often considered as “high 

quality” is implemented school-wide and parents in the area often select this Reggio 

program at the school where they can send their children for free. With the exception of 

Al’s classroom, the children in the rest of the teachers’ classroom did not have many 
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opportunities to interact with children who do not have recent immigrant backgrounds. 

Interestingly, the names of the many immigrant children in those classrooms were in fact 

all in English, instead of their authentic ethnic names. This gave me a clue about what the 

immigrant parents wanted. Their intention to name their children in English might be that 

they wanted their children to be seen as typical “Americans,” well integrated in the new 

land. Paradoxically, they were completely separated from those who are more 

“Americanized,” what Thompson (2011) calls, “a modern-day version of segregation” (p. 

136). In return, this separation is a missed opportunity for children without recent 

immigrant backgrounds to interact with and learn from immigrant children.  

 It is not surprising to see the separation of immigrant children in early childhood 

settings, which parallels the classrooms in upper elementary or adolescent education that 

separate immigrant students and English language learners from American-born students 

for English language learning specifically such as ESL (Olneck, 2004; Thompson, 2011; 

Todorova et al., 2009; Schmidt, 1993; Valenzuela, 1999). This separation in ECEC is 

also due to the settling patterns of immigrants in New York City, illuminating their desire 

to belong to a community where they can feel at home. Like a magnet, they are drawn to 

people who share similar backgrounds; they also feel these are the people they can rely 

on and with whom they can share resources and information. However, my vision for a 

more harmonious integration of immigrants, at least in schooling, is to create true multi-

ethnic, linguistic, and cultural classrooms that lead to redefining what it means to be 

American, and membership in what we call a democratic society. Portes and Rumbout 

(2014) stated that immigration is a process rather than an event. This is not only for 

immigrants but also for the entire community of Americans to be in the process of 
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immigration together, learning from each other, and also remembering that they too are 

immigrants. And preschools can be a starting point for such integration with the goal of 

true diversity.   

 In summation, the teachers in this study mirror the evidence from the literature on 

newcomers. They had gone through cumulative adversity in their immigration histories 

with many traumatic risks, but are highly engaged in academics and are considered “high 

achievers” (Suárez-Orozco, 2011), indicating the importance of the role of school and 

community support. What made a difference for successful integration to the new land 

for these immigrants was settling into a school and a community that have people who 

provide appropriate support for their socio-emotional and educational needs. I argue here 

that preschool is located in the important intersection for providing such support. For 

many newly arrived immigrants, preschools are their first public encounter and these 

places can serve as a site for possibilities and transformation.  

Teacher Education as Border Crossing in Solidarity  

 Teaching immigrant children is unavoidable in contemporary classrooms with 

their increasing numbers in the U.S. Many teachers who work with such populations 

intend to work well with them, yet, they feel inadequately prepared in their teacher 

education (Tobin et al., 2013). Narratives of immigrant teachers from real classrooms 

with their immigrant children and families as in this study, hold tremendous potential for 

teacher education. They serve as “legitimate texts” (Kirova et al., 2016a, p. 77) in 

enlightening preservice teachers about immigrant experiences and suggest resources and 

models to engage in the question of what is possible. As Elbas-Luwisch (2007) stated, 

studying the narratives of immigrant teachers could benefit those who are in teacher 
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education and in preparation for teaching all students by critically examining schooling 

and understanding how immigrants navigate the new culture and environment within the 

context of teaching and learning.  

 Honoring the knowledge of immigrant preservice teachers. Goodwin (2010a) 

critiqued that minority preservice teachers’ lived experiences and motivations to enter 

teaching professions are often overlooked in teacher education in spite of the well-known 

notion that their funds of knowledge are tightly interwoven with their teacher identities. 

The experiences of the immigrant teachers in this study in their teacher education 

programs, as well as the existing literature (Adair et al., 2012; Cho, 2010; Lam, 1996), 

attest to the landscape of current teacher education programs where their funds of 

knowledge are often ignored or dismissed. Similar to Vanessa’s experience in higher 

education, many immigrant early childhood teachers are often pressured to let go of their 

funds of knowledge in order to adopt professionalized practice such as DAP 

(Developmentally Appropriate Practice)—the widely accepted “best practice” in early 

childhood education in the U.S. context (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Prochner et al., 

2016). However, as shown in this study, immigrant teachers’ funds of knowledge are 

invaluable resources in providing authentic and effective education for young children. 

Adair (2011) urges that rather than strictly following what is accepted as the “best 

practice” in the U.S., teacher educators can encourage immigrant preservice teachers to 

value their funds of knowledge by fostering careful pedagogical choices when reacting to 

the languages and funds of knowledge of young immigrant children.  

 Recognizing such strengths of immigrant teachers, Gupta (2006) asserted that 

their diverse funds of knowledge should be acknowledged officially in a concrete manner 
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in teacher education courses. In her study, she created opportunities for her preservice 

teachers, including her immigrant preservice teachers, to dig deep in their childhood 

memories embedded in diverse cultural and familial knowledges as competing texts to 

contextualize child development theories. Similarly, teacher educators can empower 

immigrant preservice teachers enrolled in teacher education programs to recognize their 

own funds of knowledge by highlighting the strengths they bring. A step further, teacher 

educators can include the voices of immigrant preservice teachers throughout the 

semester by consistently embedding a hybrid space for critical analysis of their own 

funds of knowledge (Recchia & McDevitt, 2018). This can be done by intentionally 

creating spaces such as journaling, critical discussions, and various assignments for 

students to question, complicate, and expand on their funds of knowledge—a way to 

honor their developing teacher identities.  

 In addition to supporting immigrant preservice teachers, Goodwin and Genor 

(2008) called for implementing more critical approaches for the majority of preservice 

teachers who are white, female, and monolingual. Teaching immigrant children is not a 

task solely for immigrant teachers. It is a responsibility of all teachers and teacher 

educators. In this vein, Goodwin and Genor (2008) offered an autobiographical analysis 

approach as a pedagogical tool for teacher education courses. They asserted that such 

critical approaches would disrupt preservice teachers’ racial ideologies and help them 

learn to recognize injustice and oppression towards immigrants which in turn can inform 

their views of their young students.  

In practicum contexts, teacher education programs can partner with local schools 

to place preservice teachers in more classrooms of immigrant teachers for their student 
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teaching internships (Adair, 2011). These can be opportunities for preservice teachers to 

witness and learn from immigrant teachers’ unique pedagogy and to be empowered to 

navigate teaching, learning, and living with young immigrant children and their families 

in actual classroom settings.  

 Support for the unique needs of immigrant preservice teachers. In addition to 

the rarity of immigrants in teacher education programs (Gordon, 1996), immigrant 

preservice teachers present unique needs that are specific to the context of teacher 

education and the U.S. educational system at large. In New York City, many early 

childhood programs and centers are required to hire state certified teachers (Bornfreund, 

& Hogan, 2017); however, as demonstrated in this study, three of the teachers struggle to 

pass the state certification exams. The mandates for the new initiative such as Pre-K for 

All for ensuring high quality early childhood education for all three and four year olds 

also requires all teachers to pass the standardized teacher certification exams, whether 

they came to the country a year ago or were native-born in the U.S. Though schools seek 

immigrant teachers due to their linguistic and cultural assets, the mandates are real 

hurdles to ensuring teaching positions for immigrants (Oloo, 2012; Park et al., 2015; 

Workman et al., 2018).  

Teacher education programs can play a role in providing important support in this 

contradicting context. As Ross (2001) suggested, teacher education programs can offer 

extended language and writing courses. Many immigrant preservice teachers straddle 

between multiple languages just as young immigrant children straddle between their 

home language and the new language, English, used in their education (Kennedy, 2008). 

Many become intimidated because of the prevalent social forces they experience and 
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endure in an English only environment such as higher education (Pailliotet, 1997). Often 

their English language skills and/or the gaps in their educational histories cause them 

difficulty in keeping up with their courses and/or the certification exams. Faculty can 

offer mentorships to provide advice and guidance in navigating the teacher education 

system to demystify the process and context of higher education (Bueno et al., 2010; 

Peeler & Jane, 2005; Phillion, 2003). In addition, many immigrant preservice teachers 

often need financial support. Along with offering scholarships, connecting them to 

schools where they can work as assistant teachers or teacher aides can be one solution in 

helping them to be financially independent and to be able to continue their education.   

 Teacher educators as border crossers. Teacher educators, regardless of their 

years of experiences do not automatically develop necessary skills to teach teachers. 

Before one teaches others with or without having first hand immigrant experiences 

themselves, self-analysis and investigation would be needed. Considering the lack of 

research on teacher educators, investigations on their own identities and practices would 

contribute to building knowledge around who teacher educators are and their processes of 

“becoming” teacher educators (Lunenberg, Korthagen, & Swennen, 2007). Further, 

teacher educators can learn to “tolerate ambiguity” (Suárez-Orozco, 2011, p. 161) and to 

embody the border pedagogy (Giroux, 2005) to question and challenge their own 

ideologies and boundaries of knowledge. Just as teachers, teacher educators need to also 

be border-crossers in solidarity (Kasun & Saavedra, 2014). This requires teacher 

educators to be able to make “a conscious, deliberate effort to move out of [their] 

“comfort zones” and challenge oppressive forces” (de la Luz Reyes & Garza, 2005, p. 3). 

Such skills need to be intentionally and systemically examined and developed in 
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structured and contextualized ways in order for teacher educators to operate in the 

“uncomfortable” (Goodwin & Kosnik, 2013, p. 342) spaces within their own practices 

and to learn to embody a border crosser identity in their work with teachers.  

Future Directions and Implications for Research  

 Scholars have a responsibility to educate the public; yet, “immigration scholarship 

tended to dwell at the margins of the major theoretical and empirical enterprises that 

dominated the social sciences in the last quarter of the twentieth century” (Suro, 2011a, p. 

26). Goodwin (2017) echoed this notion of invisibility of immigrants in the literature 

even in these turbulent times of the current political landscape. Scholars can make these 

invisible populations of immigrants visible by engaging in studying and understanding 

the complexities lived out in both the micro senses of classrooms and the macro sense of 

their lives constructed by larger social discourses. This way, we do not see an “immigrant 

experience,” rather we see the diverse and complicated experiences of immigrants to 

understand and embrace our histories and the lives we lead. True democracy and just 

education for all lies in each individual who will listen to each other, be committed to 

understanding, and honor those differences.  

 In particular, future research could examine early childhood teacher education in 

regards to reconceptualizing preservice teachers with immigrant backgrounds as 

knowledge holders alongside existing knowledges and theories in the field (Kirova et al., 

2016). As an added layer to further this area of research, I suggest studying classroom 

practices in various early childhood settings, not only in prekindergarten classrooms, but 

also to look at caregivers with immigrant backgrounds in infant and toddler classrooms. 

There is a serious lack of studies done for those who teach and care for our youngest 
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children including those assistant teachers, paraprofessionals, home- or family based care 

providers, early interventionists, etc. More diverse voices of those who work closely with 

young children and families would richly enlighten the field.  

 Although there is much effort to increase the quality of early childhood educators, 

the ways in which policy and research approach “professionalism” tends to be narrow 

and decontextualized (Sugarman & Park, 2017). This often leads to further 

marginalization of immigrant teachers who bring diverse knowledges and perspectives 

towards child-rearing and caring practices. As demonstrated in this study, some of the 

teachers were already marginalized due to this movement of “professionalization” in the 

field, obliging them to take the highly standardized certification exams in order to meet 

the state mandate for hiring “high quality” teachers. Central to this problematic 

measurement in teacher quality is the notion of “double marginalization” (Kirova et al., 

2016, p. 70), a failure of inclusivity in our multicultural nation. This excludes immigrant 

teachers who have not been fully integrated in the mainstream society by denying once 

again their cultural, multilingual, and experiential competencies. Researchers could start 

questioning and redefining what high quality means in a diverse teaching force for ever-

increasing diversities in the populations of young children. More research studies in this 

area could further broaden our understandings of and redefine what true professionalism 

in diverse nations such as the U.S. looks like, rooted in local context, centered in 

relational interactions, and embedded in a complex social and political landscape (Kirova 

et al., 2016). Foregrounding the diverse funds of knowledge and perspectives of teachers, 

educational research should be in the frontline to disrupt the dominant professional early 
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childhood education discourses and policies and to be on the side of the most 

marginalized teaching force in the educational realm.  

 What is seriously lacking in the existing literature not only in the U.S. but 

globally are studies of the actual experiences of young children. As Mantovani (2017) 

stated, researchers in the area of early childhood education have a “huge responsibility to 

raise our voices in forceful debate and peaceful dialogue to make all children visible.” 

Not only do we lack a knowledge base in this area, specifically speaking there are very 

few studies looking at young immigrant children, who these children are, and what they 

are experiencing day-to-day in the current moments. Though this study showed glimpses 

of the experiences of immigrant children in the four classrooms, they came through the 

lens of the teachers. Studies that investigate directly children’s unique and comprehensive 

daily experiences in and out of schooling as the youngest immigrants straddling between 

and among multiple worlds can contribute greatly to the current early childhood 

education and immigrant education literature.  

 Some of the methods used to study the experiences of young immigrant children 

can be phenomenological or ethnographic studies of observing young children, video-

recording, as well as interviewing the adults who are in contact with them including their 

parents, families, relatives, and teachers. Another strategy is to use photo narrations 

(Ghiso, 2016; Strickland et al., 2010)—a way to offer multimodal tools for young 

immigrant children to tell their stories. Studying young immigrants’ experiences can be 

further complicated via interdisciplinary research. As Suro (2011b) stated, “immigration 

is a prime example of a topic that requires examination across many disciplines” (p. 203), 

and there needs to be more active movement towards interdisciplinary approaches to 
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research. Following the footsteps of the existing interdisciplinary research on literacy and 

language and immigrant children (Ghiso, 2016) and psychology and immigrant children 

(Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001), another approach could be complicating 

immigrant education with special education (Yuan & Jiang, 2018)—a glimpse of which 

was shown in this dissertation study.  

 Research studies on immigrants such as the present study can also be extended to 

refugee early childhood education and teacher education. Not only immigrants but also 

refugees are now settling in varied locations in the U.S. as well as globally (Sugarman & 

Park, 2017). Massing (2015) stated that many refugee women often gravitate towards 

working in early childhood settings and emphasized the need for more studies in 

understanding their experiences in their teacher education programs and their 

complicated professional identity development. More robust research studies honing in 

on one of the most marginalized groups of children, families, and teachers would allow 

the field to move towards a socially more just and equitable education and democracy for 

all.   

 Lastly, while this study was about exploring the experiences of the four teachers, 

the process of researching and writing has also been immensely personal. As I learned to 

cross many borders of race, ethnicity, languages, cultures, gender, and experiences of the 

teachers, I also reflexively engaged in my own histories and experiences. This was seeing 

myself in them even though we are different (Alexander, 2002). In that crossing, my new 

mestiza (Anzaldúa, 1987) was further developed which had begun in my past teaching 

years with young immigrant children and families. Researchers who would like to invest 

in such work across the borders of immigrants, whether or not they share recent 
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immigrant backgrounds, can learn to develop a new mestiza just as I have developed in 

my process of (re)searching. The first step toward learning to have “a consciousness of 

the borderlands,” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 77) is through “examin[ing] incidents of 

intolerance, prejudice and denial of differences” and “explor[ing] the causes and sources 

of, and solutions to, these divisions” (Morage & Anzaldúa, p.xliii, 2015) in and around 

our histories as well as our everyday realities. It is through repositioning the self that I 

can see injustices and marginalization as transferable (Aanarud, 2002) and pay attention 

to the nuances and complexities of immigrant experiences as if they were mine.    

Enduring questions  

Do not oppress a foreigner; you yourselves know how it feels to be foreigners… (Exodus 
23:9 (NIV))  

 I end this study with the central questions that endured in my mind throughout 

researching and writing about immigrant teachers, their students, and families. Who are 

Americans and who is America for? How do we draw the circle of membership in the 

United States? As demonstrated in the four teachers’ narratives, inclusion means really 

including all. Louie (2011) asked, “what kind of America [do] we want? … and how 

much are we willing to do to achieve it?” (p. 187). We know the answer lies in the hands 

of those who came before and have been an integral part of building America. And “we 

are each responsible for what’s happening now” (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. xxviii). True 

inclusion and radical changes to redefine what it means to be American must be 

foregrounded in the collective and is a mutual responsibility for us all. Thus, I conclude 

this study with urgent encouragement—have humility and remember we too are 

immigrants.  
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Appendix A 
 

Data Collection Timeline  
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Observation #1 

 

May 2017 Interview #2 Observation #2 
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Appendix B 
 

Exploratory Study – Excerpt of Classroom Observation 
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Appendix C 
 

Exploratory Study – Excerpt of Interview Transcript  
 

 
Interview with Alice, a preservice teacher enrolled in an infant and toddler practicum 
course 
Interviewer’s questions preceded by “S”  
 
S: You sent me those pictures. Just to remind you, maybe I can show them to you 

again. I would like to hear a little bit about the pictures and what they actually 
mean to you. You sent me some of your family pictures, your picture and I guess 
your center. Tell me about them. 

A: All of them?  

S: Yes.  

A: Okay. This first one in the garden is one event we had done.  

S It's a big center.  

A: No. It's not in our center. It's a private club. It's like a country club. They have 
members who hold US passports. If one of the spouses has a US passport, then you 
can be in that club basically. This was their Christmas party I think. We had done 
some Winter Wonderland theme or something like that. I just wanted to send you 
that to show you that we had put out a lot of equipment. I think they had 500 
children.  

S: It's a big event.  

A: They have guests and everything. It's a Christmas party which over here they don't 
celebrate Christmas. That was a little shocking to me. When I came to Columbia I 
thought there will be a Christmas tree or something like that but there wasn't. Yet I 
saw menorahs which I wasn't familiar with because the Jewish community in India 
is very small and I don't have any Jewish friends. There are a lot of Christians so 
we celebrate Christmas. In fact, we don't follow the religion, but we celebrate 
Christmas, all the children in all the schools. 

S: Really? Celebrate in India? 

A: In Christmas, yes because Santa Claus brings gifts.  

S: That's so interesting.  
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A: It doesn't matter what religion you follow. Usually you celebrate Christmas for 
children. It's a children's holiday. This was one of the Christmas celebrations. I 
thought it as interesting to see here because when I came here they were very 
specific about saying it's a winter party. Winter holiday and season's greetings and 
all saying "Merry Christmas" this time behind it. I guess coming from India I just 
assumed that, why not,  it's a children's thing.  

S: That's so interesting because I think it's a New York City thing because here we 
have so many different religions and stuff like that. If you go to different parts of 
the US, it's not so much like here. You do see a lot of Christmas- 

A: That's the only part of US that I know. They were very particular about that. Yet I 
noticed there were celebrations for Chinese New Year and things like that. There 
was nothing for... Not that I follow the religion or worried about that, it's just that it 
was not what I was expecting.  

S: Interesting.  

A: The second picture, this one, is me teaching a class like I told you. I had usually 
younger children and they came in with either a parent or a helper. Helper is 
usually a domestic maid or whatever. We did a lot of action songs and rhymes and 
things like that with them. When they enter the classroom they had all these 
equipment set up. We would play. All that stuff which is at the sides would be laid 
out so they would play. We would clear all that up and do like a so-called 
diamond. This is what I'm doing in insy winsy spider. We did different teams. We 
had insects. This is a music- 

S: Is this red? 

A: No. The tone has changed. This is all wood, so it's wooden. That wall is yellow 
and the wall behind me is green. 

S: You knew you've been talking about the environment. 

A: Colors, yeah.  

S: I was just wondering how that's showing in this picture.  

A: Yeah. When we made this center, it was three years before I left. I was with this 
company for a long time. The first center we had, didn't have too much color but 
we were renting out the space to run the classes. Finally, we got this place which 
was our own. We had rented the whole space for 24 hours so we could do 
whatever we wanted with it. Then I was involved in getting the thing set up and all 
and I was very particular about not having cartoon characters on the wall but I 
wanted colors. My business partner was like, "Okay, you know, you're artistic so 
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you decide how you want to do it." We get few walls white like these were all 
white but then few had those bright colors. There were no things on them. 

S: Okay. Let's see. This one. 

A: This is my nephew. 

S: Your nephew? The one you've been talking about? 

A: Yes. He was I think four months old, I'm not sure. This is during  Diwali, I think.  

S: One of the holidays? 

A: Yeah. The one that I celebrate with the toddlers, I think this was at that time. Yeah.  

S: I want to talk about that later, what you did.  

A: Okay, so that's why I'm in my Indian clothes. This is another one of those things. 
That's me. That's another instructor who is helping me out. We usually had three 
people per class. Even though there may be 18 or 20 children, there were three 
people. That's me. I was the head instructor. There was a helper instructor and 
there was one person who would just cue the music so that there isn't any delay in 
you know... 

S: Were there different children everyday? 

A: There were different children everyday. Some children came twice a week or 
thrice a week depending on... But usually there were different children. 

S: It's really like Gymboree.  

A: It is very similar.  

S: Interesting. 

A: This is one part of it. The other part of what I used to do was the events and 
birthday parties. That's the first picture you saw. The third part was in the 
mornings because the children were at school, we used to go to different schools. 
We took some of this equipment in a little truck and in a big car van and took it to 
different schools. Like that, we used to go to 15 schools.  
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Appendix D 
 

Pilot Study – Immigrant Preschool Teacher Interview Protocol  
 

Objectives Questions 
1. Introduction • Thank you for agreeing to interview with me today. Is there 

anything you’d like to say before we begin?  
2. Past 
childhood 
experiences  

• I’d like to start off with you and your memories of your early 
childhood experiences especially your schooling experiences. 
What was it like to grow up in the Dominican Republic?  

• What are some of your early memories with your family?  
o Are there any pictures you would like to share with 

me?  
• Are there any other schooling experiences you’d like to share 

in your country? 
3. Immigration 
experiences  

• What were some changes you experiences when you moved to 
the U.S.? 

• What was it like to attend school in the U.S. as an 
immigrant/Latina student?  

• Were there people who helped you along the way when 
attending school? 

4. Past teaching 
experiences  

• When did you start teaching and how were the first few years 
of teaching? 

o What grade and who did you teach?  
o Where did you teach?   

• What was it like to teach as an immigrant teacher who did not 
go to primary school in this country?  

o What are some similarities and differences?  
o Were there any conflicts in your beliefs about how to 

teach and care for young children?  
5. Current 
teaching 
experiences  

• I know that you teach mostly immigrant children who are from 
the Dominican Republic and Mexico. How does your 
backgrounds (your immigration experience, being Latino, 
educational background, your family histories, etc.) influence 
the ways in which you work with your students and their 
families?  

o Which of your backgrounds are you most drawn to 
when you work with your students in your classroom?  

o Which of your backgrounds are you most drawn to 
when you work with their families?   

• Do you want to keep teaching immigrant children? If so, why? 
• What keeps you going as a teacher?  

6. Making sense 
of the 
experiences  

• Were there any changes in your perspectives between while 
you were in teacher education learning to become a teacher 
and when you actually became a teacher? If so, how? 
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• Were there any changes in your perspectives between when 
you first started teaching and now? If so, how? 

• How would you describe what kind of teacher you are? 
o What qualities do you have?  
o What do you bring to the classroom for your students 

and their families?   
o Is there anything you’d like to improve/work on? 
o If you could create a curriculum for immigrant 

children, what would you include in such a curriculum?   
• How do you see yourself in the next five or ten years? 
• What are some of your hopes in teaching and learning with 

immigrant children or all children and their families?  
7. Closing  • Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your 

immigration and teaching experiences?  
• Thank you so much for opening up to me, and telling me the 

very personal and intimate stories of yours. I know some of 
these stories come from painful memories, and I really 
appreciate sharing those with me. As always, I learn so much 
from just listening to your narratives, and I thank you for being 
a part of my learning process.  
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Appendix E 
 

Pilot Study – Excerpt of Researcher Journal  
 

Journal #3 
I recalled Doria apologizing several times about her English. The first time I 

asked her if she would be interested in participating in my narrative inquiry project she 
said she would love to but asked me if it would be okay with me because of her English. I 
wonder what makes her make such apologetic statements. What happened in her life that 
made her have deficit perspectives on her language abilities? What happened during her 
schooling in the U.S.? I as her instructor and a researcher trying to understand who she is 
and inviting her to tell me her stories the first thing she said to me was that her English 
might not be good enough. I had to tell her that it was okay, I understood her perfectly 
fine and her English is excellent. This is the response I used to receive when I was 
learning English. I always had to apologize for my English not being good enough when 
conversing or presenting in classes. Back then, my friends, teachers or professors would 
say that my English is really good and I would not have to worry about it. Their kind 
words helped me feel a bit better although their comments only made me feel that my 
English would never become perfect but people are generous enough to forgive me. I 
could not believe I was saying the same response to Doria when she apologized to me. 
What else could I have said to her? My position as her course instructor, who is also an 
immigrant, might have had some impact as to why she was apologizing to me. I wonder 
how she perceives me. Does she see me as an immigrant who shared similar experiences 
with her? I am a bit worried about how she would see me because of my position here at 
TC. I wonder if she would see me as someone who has successfully climbed up the 
ladder in the U.S. and as someone who knows the English language better than her? Her 
apologizing made me aware of the position of power I was in between us.   

Even during the seminar discussions she often begins to share her ideas and then 
she says, “Oh, my English!” and refrains herself. I noticed that she was trying to say 
something in our discussion but she could not quite find the perfect word in English. She 
said, “It’s ____ in Spanish but I don’t know the word in English.” She seemed frustrated. 
I don’t have any problems understanding her but she keeps saying that her English is not 
good enough and seemed stressed because of it. It’s interesting to see how immigrant 
teachers go through the same thing as immigrant children in graduate school. I wonder 
how she would think when she sees young immigrant children struggling with the 
language in the classroom. Maybe this could be one question I can ask during the 
interview in the future. It is a continuing struggle for me too to perfect my abilities in 
English. Although I have been living in the U.S. for over a decade, I still do not think my 
English is good enough and when I see my student teachers who are immigrants or 
international students and struggle with their English I have so much empathy for them. I 
saw Doria after class receiving some help for her course work from her peer who is a 
Spanish and English bilingual. What I saw in her tonight was her resilience despite all the 
struggles she seemed to have.  

While Doria and her friend were working together I asked them how they kept 
their home language. They discussed how the bilingual curriculum in their schools helped 
them, and for Doria her children are all fluent bilingual Spanish and English speakers. 
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Although she says that her children are bilingual and she was proud of the fact that they 
were able to use both languages fluently, she apologizes for her English skills instead of 
being proud of her bilingual skills. I wonder what stories she has that made her feel the 
way she feels. I also wonder what living in the context of the U.S. as an immigrant 
shaped the way she see herself when the dominant language is English and she has to 
navigate the system of school in English. Language abilities are a big deal for 
immigrants. I have been living in the U.S. for slightly over ten years now and I finally 
grasp the perspectives of being able to cross over two different cultures and languages. I 
did go through being ashamed of my Koreaness and my ability to speak Korean better 
than English. Now, I see my hybrid identity as a strength but it took me over ten years to 
figure this out and see myself as someone who has valuable and unique strengths. Seeing 
my parents struggle living in the U.S. as immigrants not being able to speak the language 
and learning different cultures helped me form my immigrant identity. Going to Korean 
church and having that close contact with older first Korean generations and second 
generations helped me realize my role as a bridge to connect the two generations as a 1.5 
generation. I wonder what kinds of varying identities of Doria are entangled with her 
immigration story and how that is closely related with her language skills. How do her 
social, family, school, cultural and work contexts influence the ways in which she forms 
her identity as an immigrant?  
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Appendix F 
 

Participant Letter of Informed Consent & Participants’ Rights 
 

Protocol Title: To be a crossroads in the borderlands: Exploring the experiences of 
immigrant preschool teachers teaching and caring for young immigrant children and their 

families  
Principal Investigator: Seung Eun McDevitt, Teachers College, 646-436-3616 

 
INTRODUCTION 

You are being invited to participate in this research study called “To be a 
crossroads in the borderlands: Exploring the experiences of immigrant preschool teachers 
teaching and caring for young immigrant children and their families.” You may qualify to 
take part in this research study because you are 1) a first generation immigrant, 2) an 
immigrant teacher who has had some schooling experiences in the U.S. as an immigrant 
student, 3) an immigrant teacher who has graduated from a teacher education program or 
are currently enrolled in a teacher education program in the U.S., 4) an immigrant teacher 
who has been teaching children of immigrants and working with their families for at least 
three years or more at an early childhood school setting in New York City. 
Approximately five people will participate in this study and it will take about 9 hours of 
your time to complete.   
There is no funding provided for this study. 
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?   

This study is being done to explore the experiences of immigrant teachers and 
their narratives of what it means to teach and learn with immigrant children and their 
families. I am interested in learning more about your immigration and/or school 
experiences and how those experiences influence the ways you teach and learn with 
immigrant children and their families. I would also like to find out how you make sense 
of your experiences of being an immigrant student in the past, as well as an immigrant 
teacher now teaching immigrant students. Through this process I hope to discover new 
insights which can help me better understand and integrate immigrant teachers’ diverse 
funds of knowledge in their teaching and learning experiences.  
 
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
If you decide to participate, you will be interviewed three times by the principal 
investigator. During the interviews you will be asked to discuss your immigration and 
schooling experiences and your teaching experiences as a preschool teacher. These 
interviews will be audio-recorded. After the audio-recording is written down the audio-
recording will be deleted.  If you do not wish to be audio-recorded, you will not be able 
to participate. Each interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes. You will be given a 
pseudonym or false name/de-identified code in order to keep your identity confidential.  
After the initial interview, I will ask to observe your classroom. I will conduct two 
classroom observations in your preschool classroom. This will not be audio or video-
recorded but I will be taking notes. Classroom observations are not to evaluate your 
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teaching but rather to contextualize your stories told in the interviews. These are not 
intended to take you away from teaching or classroom activity time. I will not discuss 
anything I observe in your classroom with anyone other than you to keep your or your 
students’ confidentiality. This will take about two hours per observation.  
Finally, you will be asked to bring your own artifacts, whether they are photos or videos 
from your lived or teaching experiences, or other items of interest, to enrich our dialogues 
during the final interview. All of these procedures will be done in person in English and 
at a variety of locations depending on your preferences and convenience. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING 
PART IN THIS STUDY?  
 
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may 
experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in daily teaching life. 
However, there are some risks to consider. You might feel embarrassed to discuss certain 
things that you experienced in your own schooling as an immigrant student or while 
working in your school as an immigrant teacher. However, you do not have to answer 
any questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk about. You can stop 
participating in the study at any time without penalty. You might feel concerned that 
things you say might get back to your director. The principal investigator is taking 
precautions to keep your information confidential and prevent anyone from discovering 
or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym instead of your name and keeping 
all information on a password protected computer and locked in a file drawer.  
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participants may benefit in 
contribution to the development of new understandings that may impact the field of Early 
Childhood Education and Teacher Education.  
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?  
You will not be paid to participate; there are no costs to you for taking part in this study.  
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?  
The study is over when we have completed the series of interviews, classroom 
observations, and shared your artifacts. However, you can leave the study at any time 
even if you have not finished. 
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
The investigator will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office. 
Any electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored on a 
computer that is password protected. What is on the audio-recording will be written down 
and the audio-recording will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching your 
real name with your pseudonym. Regulations require that research data be kept for at 
least three years.  
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HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?  
The results of this study will be published in journals and presented at academic 
conferences. Your name or any identifying information about you will not be published. 
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation of the principal investigator.  
 
CONSENT FOR AUDIO RECORDING  
Audio recording is part of this research study. You can choose whether to give 
permission to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be recorded you will not 
be able to participate in this research study.  
______I give my consent to be recorded ____________________________________     
                              Signature                                                                                                                                  
______I do not consent to be recorded ______________________________________ 
                                                                                                        Signature  
 
 
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY 
 
___I consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at an 
educational  
setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College _________________________ 
                   Signature                                                                                                                                  
 
___I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed outside 
of Teachers College Columbia University _____________________________________ 
                                                                                                                Signature  
 
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT  
 
The investigator may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate 
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.  
 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes: 
 
  Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
 
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:  
 

Yes ________________________   No_______________________ 
           Initial                                                  Initial 
 
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should 
contact the principal investigator, Seung Eun McDevitt, at 646-436-3616 or at 
sel2162@tc.columbi.aedu. 
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PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS 

 
• I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had 

ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and 
benefits regarding this research study.  

• I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without penalty. 

• The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional 
discretion.  

• If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my 
participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.  

• Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except 
as specifically required by law.  

• I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.  
 
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study 
 
 
Print name: ______________________________________   Date:______________ 
 
 
Signature: _____________________________________ 
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Appendix G 

 
Semi-Structured Participant (First) Interview Protocol 

 
1. Before we begin is there anything you’d like to say?  

2. I’d like to start off with your immigration history. Could you tell me where you 

were born and how you came to the U.S.?  

3. Tell me about how you thought of America before you came and then your first 

impression of America when you first landed?  

4. What were some of the biggest differences between here and there?  

5. Can you tell me a little about your experience going to school in the U.S?  

6. How was it different from the school you attended in your country? 

7. What was the transition like?  

a. What were some of the challenges and successes?  

b. Examples? Stories? 

8. Who were some of the people who helped you and supported along the way while 

you transitioned?  

9. Now, I’d like to hear about your teaching life. How did you become a teacher in 

the U.S.? What was the process like?  

10. Why did you choose to become a teacher? And why preschool?  

11. Tell me about your current teaching life.  

12. How did you end up teaching at the current school?  

a. What is it like to teach at this particular school?  

13. What do you think is the core elements in teaching and caring for young children? 

14. What about in teaching and caring for immigrant children?  

15. Is there anything else you’d like to share? 
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Appendix H 

 
Participant (First) Interview — Excerpt of Transcript 

 
Interview with Al, participant in this study 
Interviewer’s questions preceded by “I” 
 
I: Okay. So before we begin is there anything you'd like to say or before I 

ask you any questions? 
 

Al: No, let's start with the question. I always have a lot to say, so you don't 
want me to start. 
 

I: That's great. Okay. So I'd like to start off with your immigration history. 
Could you tell me where your from? I know you wrote me a little bit about 
your background but I want to hear a little more. Where you're born? 
 

Al: Just me or also my father, my grandfather because we're all immigrants? 
 

I: No, whatever you want to share. 
 

Al: I was born in Argentina, I grew up in Israel but I moved here 18 years ago. 
So I spent nine years in Argentina, 20 years in Israel and 18 here. 47. So 
right now I'm… a perfect hybrid culturally. 
 

I: It's interesting you already using that language, hybridity. 
 

Al: hybrid, well, that's me. I am a hybrid in any possible way you can imagine 
so... and.. yea, that was about where your question was? 
 

I: Yes. So, tell me, I'm interested in because not many people actually know 
the word hybrid, hybridity. They don't really identify themselves that 
they're hybrid. Can you tell me why you define yourself that way? 
 

Al: I'm trilingual... 
 

I: Trilingual.  
 

Al: I’m trilingual,.. I'm in a way multi-cultural. I'm professionally speaking a 
musician, a film maker and an educator. So, there is no identity but a 
hybrid identity that I can embrace really. So New York is the 
quintessential hybrid city, that's home. You know, that's my home, my 
synthetic home in a way. So… I almost feel proud to be a hybrid. So it's 
really my identity. 
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I: Did you always feel that way? 
 

Al: Oh, no, it's something that evolved. You know… I think that being a 
young immigrant in Israel, you're concerned to be accepted by everybody 
as a eight year old. Right? You wanna be like everybody else. You want to 
be more Israeli than Israelis. It's very typical for any convertee, for any 
person who go through this metamorphosis. So it's very different the 
second time around when I came here at 29. It's different, you already 
have your identity, it take longer for you to ... So I think 10 years into my 
American journey, I started to adopt ideas that include the terms of being a 
hybrid and you know see this sort of inspire to kind of embrace that 
identity. Uhh.. Now I do feel as a perfect hybrid (laugh) and belong 
everywhere and nowhere at the same time. 
 

I: Belong everywhere and nowhere. Wow. Hmm.. Well tell me then a little 
bit about, I want to go kind of from the past to current. So you mentioned 
a little bit about your childhood in Israel. 
 

Al: Well my early childhood was actually in Argentina. Zero to eight by 
academic standards, early childhood. 
 

I: (laughing) So you spent your early childhood in Argentina. 
 

Al: Correct. 
 

I: And tell me about that transition, from Argentina to Israel. 
 

Al: Well, you know, I grew up in a Jewish family, so the idea of Israel and 
also in school was kind of a familiar idea. I'm not saying it was real idea 
but it was familiar, the concept. I just remember that being an eight year 
old and moving to Israel felt to me like the fulfillment of what I was 
taught in school. It's like, Oh yeah, they taught me in school about Israel, 
it's the land of Jews. And now me from all these children I was chosen to 
actually visit that land!" And I felt very unique and especially it has to do 
with ... you know they did a huge farewell in school and it was like ... I 
felt back then that it was a very, I was destined to do it. Of course it was 
far from reality. 
 

 In reality.. umm… the reality of immigration is rough, tough, difficult for 
a child. 
 

I: Even a Jewish person to go to Israel. 
 

Al: Of course, of course. I mean.. many things change. First of all, suddenly 
I'm in this parental role because my parents have no language. Uh… they 
need to fit ... you know for an eight year old, your parent should be way up 
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there, source of power. Suddenly you see their vulnerability, you witness 
that and it affects you. You understand your own vulnerability, I mean this 
is a reflection now but I really have very vivid memories of how difficult 
immigration can actually be. And part of it is for a child, for a child to feel 
and part of it when a child witness what his family is going through… you 
know, especially if you're a perceptive child, which I was. So.. umm.. That 
I have a very vivid memories of years of, you know, transforming it into 
something else.  
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Appendix I 
Cross-Case Analysis Chart — Excerpt   
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Appendix J 
 

Reflexive Researcher Journal — Excerpt 
 
Journal 4_Gianna’s Interview (1) (4/21/17) 
Where do I begin…? We talked (mostly her) for about 1.5 hours and I think we could 
have talked for hours (our room reservation time ran out and we had to stop). There was 
this instant connection with her. Her warmth and love really transcended to me instantly 
and made me feel so comfortable to hear her stories. Her stories were so real but also like 
a movie. She is also a great storyteller! Though she had a heavy accent and sometimes 
she struggled to find the right word to tell her story the way she tells her stories was 
amazing. Her presence just makes people feel so loved and cared for… maybe that’s how 
her students and their families feel when they interact with Gianna. I’m starting to think 
that it’s also the personality and character of each teacher and how s/he connects with 
her/his students and families. Or maybe it’s the quality of EC teachers? I actually have 
never met preschool teachers who are not nurturing and caring… But, I also believe that 
her immigration experiences molded her into who she is… I would be a completely 
different person without my own immigration experience. It was such a big event in my 
life that broke me into pieces but also put me back into a whole again as a stronger 
person. It was painful but also full of rejoicing. Just like how the borderlands framework 
frames immigrant experiences these experiences are so intriguing.     
 
It was also interesting to hear how her experience as an immigrant parent raising her own 
children can transcend into her own practice working with immigrant families and how 
deep her understanding is. How naturally it comes to her to put herself in their shoes 
because she was once there. I can see how that can be hard for non-immigrant teachers. 
The thought might not even occur to them. Then, how do teacher educator help those 
teachers to think about immigrant parents how Gianna does and act upon their learning? 
What would really convince them to act upon the things that are really helpful for them? I 
don’t know… sharing narratives.. but I also don’t want to give the image of immigrant 
stories as sad, pathetic, and helpless. How do we as teacher educators, teach future 
teachers about how to work with immigrant populations?  
 
Another interesting that came to mind while listening to Gianna was the role of 
preschools. Not just for the children but for Gianna—how Livingson has been such an 
important place in her life and how she feels that she in debt of that place. Even after 
getting a master’s degree from an Ivy League school, there is no way she’s leaving that 
school for more money. I think again about the role of preschools in family’s life and the 
lives in its community. We often think less about preschools and their roles but for 
immigrants preschools are such an important place and I’d like to find out more about it. 
I mean after all, the main reason for their immigration for many immigrant parents is for 
their children’s education. Duh? Why don’t people see the importance of the first 
schooling—preschool--of immigrant children and families?  
 
Interviewing Gianna was so pleasant but also very intense. Her stories were so rich and 
she had so much to share. I didn’t even get to ask any of my questions that I prepared. I 
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didn’t care though about my questions because she covered so many important points in 
her stories more than my questions could get at. What made it so intense was though the 
emotional charge. I was crying the whole time!!! Transcribing her interviews is going to 
be very hard (emotionally). What is that makes my heart move so much while listening to 
her story? Is it the reflection of her story in my own?    
 
 
 

 
 


