
As in Europe and elsewhere, large-scale

migration has introduced an unprecedented

multilingual and multicultural dimension to

North American society and its systems of

formal schooling. And as North American

society, in particular its urban centres, has

become increasingly diverse, educational 

critics have called for an elaboration of peda-

gogies, programs and thinking in relation to

linguistically and culturally diverse students.

The key role played by families and communi-

ties in the education of such students is cen-

tral to this proposed elaboration. For instance,

in the area of classroom practices, it has been

suggested that in matching students’ back-

ground knowledge with lessons, teachers

need to expand their own knowledge of their

students’ cultural and class-based experi-

ences;1 in the area of teacher education, there

is a call for culturally-responsive teachers

who know about the lives of their students

and design instruction that builds on what 

students already know;2 and in the area of 

literacy, home languages have been identified

as key to the school literacy learning of 

students of diverse backgrounds.3

In the area of language and literacy acquisition

specifically, educational researchers have

urged schools to pursue pedagogies where

linguistic minority families can be community

partners in their children’s education.4 Among

the benefits identified in such approaches are

the overcoming of barriers to communication

and increased parent confidence when offer-

ing input to practitioners and supplementary

educational support to their children. Teachers,

too, it is argued, begin to change as they

move closer to their students’ lived experience

of society and community5 and recognize the

multiple benefits of parent participation, devel-

oping an image of parents as effective partici-

pants in their children’s education.6

In the literature on family-school relations, the

concept parent involvement in education has

become a common lens through which to

PROMISING PRACTICES

JOHN IPPOLITO AND SANDRA R.  SCHECTER

explore and understand differing views on this

crucial relationship. As part of this ongoing

conversation, the research project to be 

discussed here is a sustained effort to bring

together caregivers, teachers, and educational

administrators into a space of inter-genera-

tional learning. This learning, understood more

broadly as literacy enrichment, has taken shape

in our four-year action research initiative in pub-

lic elementary schools in Mississauga, Ontario. 

Project Overview
We have chosen to name our ongoing after-

school literacy program Parent Involvement as

(not in) Education, or PIE. From the outset PIE

envisioned four main objectives: enhancing the

learning and achievement of immigrant, lin-

guistic minority students; familiarizing immi-

grant parents with their children’s education

system; facilitating the acquisition of English

on the part of immigrant parents; and provid-

ing practicing teachers with a forum for elabo-

rating their own pedagogies and perspectives. 

Informed by these objectives, the participants

in our program include elementary school 

students and their parents; teachers volunteer-

ing to teach in the program; school principals

who monitor the program and interact with

families; school board resource personnel –

reading or writing or math consultants; 

settlement workers who access community

services for families; and university-based

researchers who both contribute to curriculum

design and facilitate discussions and activities.

Our after-school project invites parents to

study with their children as the children learn

English literacy and numeracy skills. Typically,

parents work with their children for one hour

and then, for a second hour, parents partici-

pate in presentations and discussions around

topics they identify as important, topics such

as report cards, parent-teacher interviews,

homework, health and child management

issues, the transition to middle school and

high school; awareness and prevention of 

bullying; and the place of primary languages

in child and adolescent development. On this

last topic specifically, the program explores

opportunities for parents and students to use

primary languages as a resource by incorpo-

rating primary languages into information-

sharing sessions. 

The project comprises three research sites –

all public schools in the linguistically and 

culturally diverse city of Mississauga, Ontario.

Two of these schools are junior schools, one

with students 5 to 10 years of age and the

other with students 5 to 11 years of age. The

third school, the subject of the following case

study, is a senior-middle school with students

11 to 13 years of age. This third school (which

we will refer to as Pineview) is, like our other

two schools, highly diverse. Pineview’s 550

students represent more than 70 cultural back-

grounds and approximately half of the students

receive English as a Second Language (ESL)
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support. Prominent among the languages spo-

ken at home by these students are Urdu,

Tamil, Chinese, and Arabic. This means many

of the students’ families are either from South

East Asia or the Middle East. 

Case Study: Pineview Senior 
Middle School
Pineview is located within the Dixie Bloor

Community of Mississauga in Peel Region. 

In a recent study, 30 percent of children living 

in this community were deemed to be living 

in households facing multiple social risks with

the potential to affect child growth and devel-

opment.7 Included here are risks such as

unemployment, proportion of families headed

by a lone parent; and percentage of population

speaking neither of Canada’s official languages

(English and French). As part of the school’s

efforts to promote students’ academic success

in this environment, each term Pineview offers

a non-mandatory extra-curricular literacy/

numeracy program for students in Grades 7

and 8. In addition to this existing program, 

the PIE program at Pineview was established

in 2003 as a separate and unique after-school

program for ESL students and their parents.

The program is unique in that it actively 

solicits the participation of parents. It is held

one day after school for two hours: a first

hour from 4:00 to 5:00 p.m.; a dinner break

provided by the program from 5:00 to 5:30,

and a second hour from 5:30 to 6:30.

Program Resources
With respect to printed resources for students,

the program has made extensive use of

Ontario Ministry of Education (2003) publica-

tions such as Think literacy.8 This document is

used primarily for oral and visual communica-

tion teaching strategies and has been useful

for responding to various curriculum strands 

in language. For example, drawing on this

resource, we have used strategies such as

four-corners, think pair share and interviews.

Accordingly, our first four sessions focused on

exchanging information in a co-operative and

communicative learning environment. Having

this theme first allowed us to get to know the

parents and students better and to solicit their

views on what they wanted to address in

future sessions. Other themes have included

strategies for academic success, vehicles for

cross-age parent/student learning, and inter-

generational community resources.

Since the parents in our program have oppor-

tunities to work with their children in the class-

room for part of the session – or, if they pre-

fer, simply to observe and listen – resources,

topics and pedagogies used with students

have, at least indirectly, been shared with par-

ents as well. Having said that, we have also

selected resources and discussed topics pri-

marily for parents. For example, with respect

to printed resources, we have made extensive

use of The Newcomer’s Guide to Elementary

Schools in Ontario.9 This document, available

in 18 different languages, has provided us 

with information about issues such as report

cards or parent teacher interviews and, more

generally, the broad contours of the education

system in Ontario. Importantly, this multilingual

resource affords the opportunity to distribute

material in English and a home language. In

addition to printed resources, we have also

tapped into local community resources such

as local libraries and social services agencies. 

Observed Effects 
Our evaluation of the program is based on

findings gathered from students and parents

over the course of four years from multiple

sources: audio-taped, semi-structured inter-

views; video-taped focus group discussions;

informal classroom discussions among

research participants; end-of-year surveys; and

the research team’s ethnographic field notes.    

To begin with the students, we have observed

many of them overcoming a reluctance to 

participate in group activities. They have

become contributors in a variety of ways,

such as volunteering answers and information,

participating in group activities, leading dis-
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cussions, reading a variety of unfamiliar texts

out loud in front of their peers, leading and

teaching games, and participating in drama

and debating activities. We have also wit-

nessed confidence-building between peers and

between students and teachers, as is the case,

for example, in students gaining a willingness

to ask clarifying questions and to relate

insights from personal experiences. Students’

homeroom teachers have also indicated that

some of our students are now demonstrating

an eagerness to participate and volunteer

ideas and responses in their mainstream

classes. They have also noted that students

participating in the program are beginning to

initiate conversations with others outside their

own cultural and linguistic groups.

Of particular relevance to the parent involve-

ment aspect of our program is the students’

perspectives on their parents’ role in the pro-

gram. Their responses are complex in that

they see both drawbacks and benefits or, as

one grade eight student puts it, “it’s kind of

good and kind of bad.“ Students refer to both

unease at the possibility of not knowing the

answers to questions while their parents watch

and relief at the knowledge that their parents

are gaining a greater understanding of what

they, as students, are doing and learning in

school. In fact, in commenting on what he

likes best about our program, one student

says, “parents come here and then they get 

to know how to teach their children how to do

their homework.” (For their part, parents offer

a less equivocal perspective on this, claiming,

as one parent explains, “he wants my pres-

ence here... he is happy that I am around and

he is not ashamed that I am there.”) 

Some parents suggest the literacy skills and

methods taught and used in our program give

them opportunities for dialogue at home with

their children. This is not to say parents always

work with their children explicitly, either in

class or at home. In fact, parents are some-

times reluctant to get involved or interact with

children during class unless teachers have

designed specific activities for it. However,

when parents are with their children in the pro-

gram, they do observe with keen interest their

child’s learning styles and social interactions,

as well as teacher pedagogies and teaching

resources. And at home, even if, once again,

opportunities for dialogue with their children

do not always translate into working with chil-

dren on school work, the dialogue around our

program does provide opportunities to discuss

school assignments and, more generally, the

experience of schooling. 

Some parents speak about their children’s

increasing level of confidence and interest in

school and schoolwork since joining our pro-

gram. For example, in response to the ques-

tion of whether she has observed changes 

in her child’s schoolwork, a mother offers, 

“I would probably say amazing [changes]

because he seems to be engrossed, very

engrossed in making his assignments or doing

it before it is due... I think this program is

teaching about the importance of doing home-

work and, of course, the importance of 

education.”  

Challenges
Notwithstanding these encouraging findings,

we are also facing two core challenges. The

first challenge is in retaining 100 percent of

the original parent and student group atten-

dance. While we do have an enthusiastic core

of participants, attendance can be variable.

Since the school serves an area with many

newly arrived immigrants, the number of fami-

lies moving into the area is often matched by

the number of families moving out. Shift work,

too, can be a barrier to fuller participation. 

The second challenge is in adapting our 

program to institutional structures. Working 

within the framework of the existing literacy/

numeracy program mentioned earlier, the

research project started quickly and efficiently;

we assumed the existing program, targeted it

at ESL students, and broadened the participant

pool to include caregivers. However, this insti-

tutional identification with an existing program

constrained our participants’ perspectives on

the project and their contribution. Although not

so specified in government guidelines, initially

student and parent participants (and even

guest presenters – subject matter specialists

from the school board and community service

providers) understood the PIE program within

the framework of remediation, and so initially,

some students resisted participating in the

project for fear of being stigmatized as weak

students. In response, the point made by pro-

gram teachers and university-based researchers

is that, rather than being in a remedial situa-

tion, these families are in an especially rich

learning space for taking full advantage of all

their linguistic and cultural resources. 

Policy Implications
The promise and challenges of our program

are highly suggestive for systems of formal

education. As part of a trend to develop social,

cultural and economic opportunities for diverse

communities within Canada, our literacy initia-

tive may have a role to play in school-based

and public policy. Indeed, we feel a cohesive

extension of our project’s goals includes the

embedding of such inclusive strategies into 

the day-to-day curriculum of publicly-funded

schools. In this regard, our research also 

targets our provincial government’s mandate

EN BREF Une initiative de recherche-action de quatre ans entreprise à Mississauga, Ontario,
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fournir aux enseignants en exercice une tribune pour élaborer leurs propres pédagogies et per-
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STUDENTS REFER TO BOTH UNEASE AT THE POSSIBILITY OF NOT

KNOWING THE ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS WHILE THEIR PARENTS WATCH

ON AND RELIEF AT THE KNOWLEDGE THAT THEIR PARENTS ARE 

GAINING A GREATER UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT THEY, AS STUDENTS,

ARE DOING AND LEARNING IN SCHOOL
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pertaining to English as a Second Language

and English Literacy Development.10 In partic-

ular, it responds to the call for school-wide

supports for ESL and ELD students; for com-

municating effectively with their parents; and

for promoting inclusive and supportive school

environments. A core strength of this approach

to policy development is that it emerges from

the context and best practices of an existing

and successful ongoing program with its own

knowledge and participant base. The next

phase of our work will translate what this 

collaboration has taught us about inclusive

strategies and practices into broader policy

implications for education. 

Suggestions relating to such responsible edu-

cational provision for minority families would

be most welcome and can be directed to John

Ippolito (jippolito@edu.yorku.ca) and Sandra

Schecter (srs@edu.yorku.ca). I

JOHN IPPOLITO is Assistant Professor of 

Education at York University. His research and

teaching interests in teacher education focus 

on educational practices for linguistically and

culturally diverse students and their families.

His publications include Ethics and Education 

in Linguistically Diverse Classrooms (Lincom

Europa). 

SANDRA R. SCHECTER is Professor of Educa-

tion and Applied Linguistics at York University,

where she teaches courses in language peda-

gogy and research methods. An ethnolinguist,

she conducts research on languge education,

language socialization, and language planning 

in the context of bi- and multi-lingual societies.

Her publications include the co-edited (with 

Jim Cummins) volume, Multilingual education 

in practice: Using Diversity as a Resource

(Heinemann). 

Notes

1 E. McIntyre, A. Rosebery, and N. González, N.

(eds), Classroom Diversity: Connecting Curricu-

lum to Students’ Lives (Portsmouth, NH: Heine-

mann Books, 2001). 

2 A. Villegas and T. Lucas, “Preparing Culturally

Responsive Teachers: Rethinking the Curricu-

lum,” Journal of Teacher Education 53, no.1 

(2002): 20-32.

3 K. H. Au, “Social Constructivism and the School

Literacy Learning of Students from Diverse 

Backgrounds,” Journal of Literacy Research 30,

no. 2 (1998): 297-319. 

4 S. R. Schecter and J. Cummins (eds.), Multilin-

gual Education in Practice: Using Diversity as a

Resource (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann Books,

2003).

5 S. L. Melnick and K. M. Zeichner, “Teacher 

Education’s Responsibility to Address Diversity

Issues: Enhancing Institutional Capacity,” Theory

into Practice 37, no. 2 (1998): 88-95. 

6 D. Sherri, “‘Value Added’? Teachers’ Investments

in and Orientations toward Parent Involvement 

in Education (Unpublished master’s thesis, York

University, Toronto, 2006).

7 P. Favaro, K. Russell and E. Gray, Community

Mappings Study, Dixie Bloor Neighbourhoods,

Mississauga, Ontario: Understanding the Early

Years (Ottawa: Human Resources Development

Canada, 2003. [On-line]. Available at

www.peelschools.org

8 Ontario Ministry of Education. (2003). Think 

literacy: Cross-curricular Approaches: Grades 7-

12 (Toronto: Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2003).

9 Settlement Workers in Schools: The Newcomers’

Guide to Elementary Schools in Ontario, 2005.

[On-line]. Available at www.settlement.org/edguide

10 Ontario Ministry of Education. The Ontario 

Curriculum: Grades 1-8: English as a Second

Language and English Literacy Development: 

A Resource Guide. (Toronto: Queen’s Printer 

for Ontario, 2004). [On-line]. Available at

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/curricul

/esl18.pdf




