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When | first walked through the
school corridors with my five-year-
old son Nabeel on our way to his
kindergarten classroom, we stood
out. We looked so different, with me
wearing shalwar kameez (traditional
Indian dress with loose pajama-type
trousers and a tunic). It felt strange
being a member of a racial and eth-
nic minority. | was more nervous
than my child. Will his teacher and
classmates accept Nabeel? Will he
learn to speak English like a native
speaker? Will he forget his home
languages, Gujerati and Urdu? How
can my child get the best education
in the American school system and
keep his cultural traditions?

THERE WERE MANY CHALLENGES for
Nabeel after that first day of school
in 1991—and for me as a parent of
Asian Indian origin, a Muslim, born
and raised in Kenya, who immi-
grated to the United States in 1983.
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These challenges ranged from pro-
tecting Nabeel's name and preserving
his identity to promoting his mother
tongue and culture. In order to func-
tion successfully in and out of school,
we both needed to feel acknowl-
edged for who we were and encour-
aged to feel comfortable within the
school community instead of feeling
alienated.

Helping children and their fami-
lies develop self-esteem and a sense
of belonging in their new school is
important for success. [ often dis-
cuss self-esteem and belonging with
the students in my own classroom in
my role as an early childhood teacher
educator. Developmental theorists
such as Abraham Maslow and Erik
Erikson consider these elements
essential to both learning and growth
(Mooney 2000; Berk 2005).

Helping children and
their families develop
self-esteem and a sense
of belonging in their
new school is important
for success.
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Children and families from diverse
backgrounds entering an unfamil-
iar school can feel isolated and may
require special attention (Kirmani
& Laster 2001; Ramsey 2004; Banks
2006). If they are welcomed and
acknowledged, they can be empow-
ered to reach their full human poten-
tial and make positive contributions
to the school community.

Acknowledging a
child’s name

Names are important. Sometimes a
name is given in memory of an ances-
tor or a religious figure or because the
name has a special meaning. To pre-
serve a child’s sense of self-esteem,
he or she has to be addressed cor-
rectly. During Nabeel's early years, one
school official asked me if Nabeel could
be called Bill. I had to refuse. Nabeel's
name means noble. Shortening or
changing his name would distort the
meaning and deny his cultural heritage.

Educators need to understand the
significance of each child’s name
and ensure it is treated with respect.
Inviting parents to share the mean-
ing and history of their child’s name
acknowledges both the child and the
family.
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Promoting a child’s
home language

Families of young children whose
home language is not English often
face enormous challenges helping
their children learn more than one
language. Nabeel grew up with mul-
tiple languages. Apart from English,
his primary language, Nabeel had to
learn his home languages, Gujerati
and Urdu—two related languages from
India. In addition, he had to learn to
recite the Koran and thus be literate
in Arabic, in which the text is written
from right to left.

The language of the home is the lan-
guage young children have used since
birth. They use this language to estab-
lish and maintain meaningful relation-
ships within their families. Children
also use their home language to con-
struct knowledge and test their learn-
ing. For Nabeel, Gujerati and Urdu
were essential in helping him develop

his cultural identity and communicate
and bond with his grandparents, who
spoke no English.

At school, the focus on English,
which was critical to Nabeel's aca-
demic success, often resulted in a lack
of attention to the rich traditions of
his other languages. Because Nabeel's
teachers never asked what languages
he spoke or showed appreciation for
his multilingual background, | felt a
lack of openness on the school’s part
to honor Nabeel's home languages.
Research supports development of
the home language as the founda-
tion for learning other languages
(Gonzalez-Mena 2006). Young children
have a natural ability to learn mul-
tiple languages and need opportuni-
ties to interact socially in different
cultural settings to promote language
development (Chomsky 2003; Fassler
2003; Kozulin et al. 2003; Yang 2006).
Because the home language comple-
ments a child’s overall development
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of linguistic abilities, cultural iden-
tity, and sense of self-esteem, teach-
ers need to emphasize and support
its use both at home and in the child’s
classroom.

Creating culturally
responsive classrooms

Families with linguistic diversity can
be an important resource for class-
rooms. For example, families and
children can participate together in
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hands-on activities to prepare greet-
ings for display, using different lan-
guages like Sanskrit, Chinese, Hebrew,
and Arabic script. Morning hellos

and end of school good-byes can be
varied, using the different languages
represented in the classroom. Early
childhood programs, primary grades,
and elementary schools can welcome
these opportunities to expose chil-
dren to the sounds, scripts, and songs
from other children’s home languages.
Doing so acknowledges multilingual-
ism and enriches language experi-
ences for all children.

To further enhance a sense of
belonging and to recognize children
as interesting and unique individuals,
teachers can connect each child’s fam-
ily and culture to the classroom with
representations of their heritage and
family life. With teacher support, fami-
lies and children can help personalize
classrooms with family photographs,
pictures of ancestral homes and tradi-
tions, and children’s names displayed
with translated meanings.
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Including
multicultural
classroom

The class-
room is an
important place
for young chil-
dren to explore
and learn about
cultural diver-
sity. According
to Piaget, chil-
dren learn by
exploring and
construct-
ing knowledge
(Piaget [1926)
1930). Early
childhood
classrooms
are appropri-
ate places to
expose children
to a variety of materials that promote
cross-cultural awareness.

Children can explore toys, games,
books, and favorite stories from dif-
ferent cultures. Musical instruments
such as mara-
cas, Tibetan
bells, gongs,
gourds, bongo
drums, woven
jute rattles,
wooden
flutes, brass
bells, conch
shells, kalim-
bas (African
thumb pia-
nos), casta-
nets, guitars,
and wooden
xylophones
can enhance
the music cor-
ner. Children
can compare
and contrast
sounds and
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materials

explore the instruments to create
innovative tunes and rhythms.

The art corner can give children
opportunities to explore and express
themselves with realistic “people
color” paints and crayons. Children
can create self-portraits by exploring
a range of light and dark paint tones
to match their skin color. They can
identify their skin using terms such as
gingerbread, almond, toast, or olive or
a mix of such colors rather than using
stereotypical racial classifications
(McGovern 1997).

Teachers can stock the dramatic
play corner with traditional clothing
from other cultures, such as saris from
India, kimonos from Asia, ponchos
from South America, Raffiyeh scarves
from the Middle East, kente and kanga
dresses from Africa, and European-
style hats, so children can try on the
clothing from countries around the
world. Teachers can discuss with the
children why, when, and where the
articles of clothing are worn before
offering them. It is important that chil-
dren learn facts and not stereotypes
concerning the ways people dress in
different parts of the world.
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spend time in activities. This aware-

ness can lead to developing a true

respect for cultural diversity.

Creating inclusive school
spaces

Families need a sense of belonging

too. Families of young children are

the ones most likely to enter schools

because they escort their children

into their classrooms each morning.
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As a parent stepping into Nabeel’s Yy
school for the first time, | was uncom-

fortable. The foyer and hallways had - & ki

no familiar signs or symbols to make
families from different cultures feel e B
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connected to the school. There were
no welcoming messages to encour-
age minority parents to get involved in
their child's academic life.

Families from diverse backgrounds
can be allies in creating a culturally
inclusive learning environment. With
school support, they could contrib-
ute artifacts to decorate the halls,
acknowledging the variety of cultures
in the school. They can bring magazine
photos of people of different ethnici-
ties, complementing them with world
maps and flags to show their places of
origin. Ethnic clothing adds colorful
decoration to walls, and coins from dif-
ferent countries make fascinating dis-
plays. School announcements on the
public address system can be followed
by melodies from different cultures—
for example, music using the sitar from
India or the nyatiti from Kenya.

With encouragement, families can
be empowered to transform the pub-
lic spaces in and around the school to
celebrate the diversity of the students.

Building strong home-school
partnerships

Families who have emigrated from
other countries are often unsure
about the expectations of the new
school and may hesitate to join in
school activities or become involved
in school events. Language can some-
times be a further barrier for home-
school communication. Although it
may be difficult to find human trans-
lators, computer-based translations
are accessible, and teachers can send
notes and invitations home in several
languages.

With a bit of creativity, teachers can
use families as resources. Families
might bring in and discuss cultural
artifacts or traditional family heir-
looms. For example, Nabeel's pater-
nal grandmother, Zahra, with help
from a translator (a family member
who spoke English), proudly showed
the shawl she made for Nabeel when
he was a baby, knitted with shiny silk
threads from India. She pointed to dif-
ferent colors, shapes, and patterns in
the shawl while Nabeel explained their
meaning. Then she sang a counting
song and a lullaby in Urdu for all the
children to enjoy.

Families can share special celebra-
tions and teach songs and dances
from their culture. When appropriate,
they can share foods to give children
different sensory taste experiences. If
provided opportunities, families can
become valuable partners in promot-
ing diversity in schools.

It is important to recognize that
schools are often the first places
where families and children expe-
rience cultures that are differ-
ent from their own. According to
the NAEYC (1996) position state-
ment “Developmentally Appropriate
Practice in Early Childhood Programs
Serving Children from Birth through
Age 8,” the nation’s children all
deserve an early childhood education
that is responsive to their families,
communities, and racial, ethnic, and
cultural backgrounds.

Schools are often the
first places where
families and children
experience cultures
that are different from
their own.

Conclusion

For young children to experience
optimum learning, early childhood
professionals must be prepared to
meet children’s diverse developmen-
tal, cultural, linguistic, and educa-
tional needs. Schools that create nur-
turing environments where children
and their families feel accepted, and
where their cultural and linguistic
identities are acknowledged, are help-
ing to empower all families to make
positive contributions to children’s
learning.
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