I Thought School Was the Same Everywhere:

Teachers and Parents Share Their Concerns in a Teacher Education Research Project

Dr. Wanda Hurren

Dr. Kathryn McNaughton

University of Regina

Background
This research within teacher education is part of the tri-university Culture and Teaching project. A major question informing this research project is “How can teacher education institutions, schools, and communities better meet the demands of culturally diverse urban communities in Western Canada?”

The majority (over 90%) of teachers and teacher education students at the participating universities (University of Alberta, University of Manitoba, and University of Regina) are non-immigrants and have English as their first language. As well, the ethno-cultural backgrounds of teachers and teacher education students differ markedly from those of students in urban school classrooms within the prairie region. These classrooms have a far higher proportion of immigrant and refugee students.

Researchers at the University of Regina in collaboration with Immigrant Refugee and Visible Minority Women of Saskatchewan initiated an inquiry project involving teacher education students, and parents and teachers of immigrant children. Approximately 60 teacher education students enrolled in the third year of an elementary (Kindergarten to Grade Eight) teacher education program, along with approximately 17 parents, and 15 teachers from two school divisions took part in the project which began in December 1998 and ran until April, 1999. Follow-up interviews are scheduled to begin in January, 2000.

The majority of teacher education students in the Regina study grew up in culturally homogeneous communities in Saskatchewan. At the beginning of the project, student teachers were asked to reflect on their experiences of cultural diversity. Most students were concerned that they had not been exposed to cultural diversity yet they were noticing this aspect present in their practicum classrooms. There were many students who expressed fears of doing or saying the wrong thing because they did not know enough about various ethnic groups and cultures.


Teacher education students’ experiences and understandings of cultural diversity were explored and challenged through reflective writings, readings, discussions, and the viewing of a video, “Cultural Conversations: Diverse Cultures, Complex Teaching” (Terry Carson and Ingrid Johnston). As part of their required course work in a social studies curriculum and instruction course, teacher education students were involved in an inquiry project wherein they generated questions to ask parents and teachers of immigrant children. The questions focused on educational concerns. These questions were then shared with a group of parents of immigrant children and the parents had the opportunity to contribute additional questions. Using these questions as a focus, teacher education students worked in pairs, with one-half of the pairs interviewing parents (who have been living in Regina for a maximum of 5 years) and one-half interviewing teachers. The pairs of students then regrouped to share the information they had gathered and to consider how they might as future teachers, address the concerns raised by parents and teachers regarding immigration and integration, and cultural diversity in classrooms.

Areas of Concern Raised by Parents and Teachers

Comments made by students, parents and teachers reflected the belief that “school is school—it is the same everywhere.” This inquiry project made it clear to all involved that conceptions of school and education depend on culture and context. While both parents and teachers were interviewed, many of the teacher education students stressed the importance of what they had learned from the parents. Perhaps this is a result of having already spent time in classrooms during their program of studies, and being basically familiar with the concerns of teachers regarding cultural diversity in classrooms. Speaking with parents proved to be a valuable learning experience for all involved. The information shared by parents and teachers revealed a complex and related set of concerns. The major interrelated concerns evident in the conversations with parents and teachers were:

• Language barriers and communication issues

• Differing expectations

• Social relationships

Concerns expressed regarding these above three areas highlighted the resulting feelings of low self-esteem because of lowered grades and academic and social miscommunications, and feelings of not belonging on the part of immigrant children. The parents involved spoke openly about racism in the schools.

Policy Implications

Both parents and teachers made suggestions that point to policy implications at the entry level and at the local school board level. More information needs to be provided to parents when they arrive in Canada regarding the education system in Canada; how the Canadian system compares to systems in place in other countries, and some information regarding common experiences that immigrant families face concerning differing expectations. At the local school board level, information needs to be made available (in collaboration with NGO’s) to families regarding local school practices, dress, lunch programs, mentoring, support services, and some form of shared narratives from families and teachers.

Regarding teacher education programs, this research points to implications for curriculum innovations and collaboration with schools and communities. This project created the opportunity for teacher education students to meet one-on-one (in most cases the parents invited the students into their homes for the interviews) with parents and discuss their concerns. Their understandings of immigration and the issues around education and integration and their role as teachers in culturally diverse classrooms were greatly enhanced by this sharing of information. Parents expressed great interest in this project, and were able to take an active role in the education of teachers. Further collaboration with service groups and families is of benefit for teacher education and ultimately for children in classrooms.


Curricular implications are also an outcome of this research project. Examination of curricular documents and resource materials (specifically those prescribed for the prairie region) for constructions of the concept of immigration within social studies and other subject areas will lead to changes in how related issues are explored in future classrooms.
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