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A Tale of Two Montréal Communities:
Parents’ Perspectives on Their
Children’s Language and Literacy
Development in a Multilingual Context

Caroline Riches
Xiao Lan Curdt-Christiansen

Abstract: This comparative inquiry examines the multi-/bilingual
nature and cultural diversity of two distinctly different linguistic and ethnic
communities in Montréal – English speakers and Chinese speakers – with a
focus on the multi/bilingual and multi/biliterate development of children
from these two communities who attend French-language schools, by choice in
one case and by law in the other. In both of these communities, children
traditionally achieve academic success. The authors approach this investigation
from the perspective of the parents’ aspirations and expectations for, and their
support of and involvement in, their children’s education. These two
communities share key similarities and differences that, when considered
together, help to clarify a number of issues involving multi/biliteracy
development, socio-economic and linguistic capital, minority/majority
language status, mother-tongue support, home–school continuities, and
linguistic identity.

Keywords: multilingualism, multiliteracy, bilingualism, biliteracy,
parental involvement, aspirations, expectations, linguistic capital, linguistic
identity

Résumé : Dans cette étude comparative, les auteures examinent la
nature plurilingue et bilingue et la diversité culturelle de deux communautés
montréalaises distinctes sur les plans linguistique et ethnique, les anglophones et
les sinophones. Elles ont ciblé le développement plurilingue et bilingue et le
développement multiethnique des enfants de ces deux communautés qui fré-
quentent l’école française, par choix ou par respect de la loi. Traditionnellement, les
enfants de ces deux communautés réussissent bien à l’école. Cette étude évalue le
point de vue des parents sur le plan de leurs aspirations et de leurs attentes envers
l’école, ainsi que leur soutien et leur participation à l’éducation de leurs enfants.
Ces deux communautés partagent des similitudes et des différences qui, ensem-
ble, aident à expliquer diverses questions en rapport avec le développement
plurilittératie ou de la bilittératie, le capital socio-économique et linguistique, la
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position linguistique minoritaire ou majoritaire, le soutien à la langue maternelle,
la continuité entre l’école et la famille, et l’identité linguistique.

Mots clés : plurilinguisme, plurilittératie, bilinguisme, bilittéracie,
participation de parents, aspirations, attentes, capital linguistique, identité
linguistique

As well as being characterized as an French/English bilingual city,
Montréal is also home to a large number of immigrant groups repre-
senting a wealth of other languages. Montréal, in fact, has the
highest rate of multilingualism in Canada; more than 40% of residents
speak three languages—the two official languages and one non-official
language (Lamarre & Dagenais, 2004). In this study, we examine two
pieces of the fabric of Montréal’s multilingual nature and cultural
diversity by means of a comparative inquiry into two distinct linguistic
and ethnic communities: anglophone families who have chosen French
immersion (FI) education for their children; and Chinese immigrant
families whose children, in accordance with Québec’s language
laws,1 attend French-language schools.

Situated in the primarily French-speaking province of Québec, both of
these communities constitute minorities both within the province and in
the metropolitan Montréal area, albeit in proportionally disparate ways:
the anglophone community constitutes approximately 18.5% of the
population of metropolitan Montréal, while the Chinese community rep-
resents approximately 1.4% of the population of the same area (Statistics
Canada, 2007a). Though both are considered ‘minority’ groups, the two
communities are distinct in important ways. Linguistically, they are dis-
similar, as their languages belong to two different language families; the
two communities also differ with respect to their linguistic history in
Québec, where English, until relatively recently, was the language of
the elite. In addition, the English language enjoys a high political and
economic status as one of Canada’s two official languages and the
language of economic dominance in North America. By contrast,
Chinese is a minority language in Canada, spoken by a much smaller
and significantly less powerful minority. However, our comparison of
these two Québec ‘minority’ communities will unveil the underlying
forces and literacy practices that define the elements essential to promot-
ing desired language and literacy outcomes.

We examine the children’s bilingual and biliterate development (in
English and French), in the case of the anglophone community, and
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their multilingual and multiliterate development (in Chinese, French,
and English) in the Chinese community. We consider the perspective
of the parents – their perceptions, beliefs, involvement, and investment
with respect to their children’s multi/bilingual education.2 Our goal is
to identify those factors that transcend these obvious differences and
highlight shared positive and culturally specific factors that influence
effective and successful learning.

Context and theoretical framework

Research in multilingual settings suggests that mother tongue (L1)
support in the larger social context contributes greatly to the successful
development of all languages (Cummins, 1993; Genesee, 1987;
Skutnabb-Kangas, 1990). Although English is a minority language in
the province of Québec, it is the majority language at the national
level; furthermore, in some areas of metropolitan Montréal, including
the area where the anglophone participants in this study reside,
English is the L1 and/or the home language of more than half of the
population (Statistics Canada, 2007b). Chinese, on the other hand, rep-
resents a minority language in all instances, but is highly supported
within the Chinese community.

Active parental participation and support is also an essential charac-
teristic of successful multilingual education (Skutnabb-Kangas &
Garcia, 1995) and multiliteracy education (Dagenais, 2003; Dagenais
& Day, 1999; Dagenais, Day, & Toohey, 2006; Dagenais & Moore,
2008; Hudelson, 1992, 1994). Children’s literacy development benefits
when families and communities serve as resources (Moll, 1992; Moll
& Greenberg, 1990) and when a strong relationship exists between
children’s literacy experiences in their home environments and their
school literacy practices (Gregory, 1997; Heath, 1983; Taylor &
Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Research in minority language contexts has con-
firmed the benefits of initial literacy instruction in the L1 (Riches &
Genesee, 2006; Cummins, 1993; Hudelson, 1992; Skutnabb-Kangas,
1990), whether in the home or in the school setting.

Studies of Asian immigrants to North America suggest that parents’
high expectations and aspirations for their children’s education can par-
tially account for the children’s academic success (Kao & Tienda, 1995;
Kao, Tienda, & Schneider, 1996; Louie, 2001; Ogbu, 1995; Stevenson,
Lee, & Stigler, 1986). In much of the educational research, the most
popular explanation for this ethos has relied on the cultural argument.
The Chinese, it has been argued, hold a long-standing set of cultural
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traditions, rooted in Confucianism, that value family obligations and col-
lectivism and emphasize education and success as derived from effort
rather than from innate ability (Curdt-Christiansen, 2008; Louie, 2004).
From this perspective, everyone is educable, and educational success is
ensured by diligence and perseverance.

Similarly, one of the pervasive explanations for the success of FI is
that parents have high aspirations and expectations for their children,
which are expressed as a greater-than-typical degree of parental invol-
vement (Genesee, 1978, 1987; Lambert & Tucker, 1972; Swain & Lapkin,
1982). Several studies have mentioned the positive influence of the
home environment and parental support (Carey, 1991; Cummins,
1976) in supporting literacy development (Cashion & Eagan, 1990;
Dagenais, 2003; Dagenais & Day, 1999; Fagan & Eagan, 1990; Geva &
Clifton, 1994; Kendall, LaJeunesse, Chmilar, Shapson, & Shapson,
1987).

In both the communities in question, then, aspirations and expec-
tations related to language and literacy development and academic
success appear to influence parents’ choices and practices in relation
to their children’s education; however, the nature of this parental con-
tribution has not been investigated in depth in either case. The edu-
cational choices made by these parents for their children suggest that
they have an understanding of literacy and language development as
social and cultural practice (Luke, 2004; Street, 2003). Moreover, they
illustrate how there are multiple and equitable pathways for accessing
languages and literacies (Luke).

We use an interpretive mode of inquiry to address these issues by
examining parents’ past and present cultural and educational experi-
ences, which shaped how they position themselves and what they
believe to be important and necessary for their children. Ultimately,
it is these beliefs and aspirations that influence the home practices,
educational choices, and support provided. Our specific research ques-
tions are the following:

1. What are the contexts and influences that shape these parents’
beliefs, expectations and aspirations for their children’s multi/
bilingual education and multi/biliteracy development

2. How do these beliefs, aspirations, and expectations affect their chil-
dren’s multi/bilingual education and multi/biliteracy
development

3. How do these parents invest in their children’s multi/bilingual
education and multi/biliteracy development, in terms of types
and manner of language and literacy practices engaged in, and
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opportunities provided, both outside and in connection with the
school setting

Methodology

Data collection and organization

In order to provide an authentic ‘observation’ of the ‘live’ data (Spindler
& Spindler, 1987), we used ethnographic tools of inquiry: semi-structured
interviews with each family in their home and participant observations in
the school and community contexts. Interviews with participants were
conducted in the home language (Mandarin or English) and were audio-
taped and subsequently transcribed. Field notes were taken at the time of
the interviews to record contextual information. Our focus was on how
different values, beliefs, and practices, as well as power issues between
minority and majority contexts, shape the parents’ perceptions of their
literacy practices. Accordingly, we explored issues such as language(s)
spoken in the home; language profiles of participants; length of residence
in Québec; opinions about Québec’s language policies; the importance of
maintaining the L1; the value of multi/bilingualism; expectations and
aspirations for children; pre-school and current reading and language
development practices at home; perceptions and evaluations of the
school program and of children’s progress; expectations of teachers and
of the school; and support and involvement in school contexts.

Participant profiles

The participants in this inquiry were parents representing 10 Chinese
immigrant families and 13 anglophone families. All were recruited
through the schools their children attended. The families’ language
and residence profiles are presented in Tables 1 and 2.3

Chinese community participants

Five fathers and 10 mothers from the Chinese families participated in
the interviews. Language profile information gathered on all parents
(with the exception of one father) revealed that eight of the fathers
and seven of the mothers were competent English speakers; the others
spoke rudimentary English. With the exception of two fathers, none of
the Chinese parents was proficient in French, although a few could
read a little French. In all cases the home language was Mandarin. All
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children but one, who attended a private English/French bilingual
school, went to French public schools, as required by Québec law. They
also attended a Chinese heritage language (HL) school on Saturdays.
The families’ length of residence in Canada varied from two to more
than 10 years. Four families lived in single-family dwellings in sub-
urban Montréal, while the rest lived in apartments in the downtown
area. Most would be considered lower middle class, as many first-
generation immigrants are, but with upwardly mobile aspirations for
their children.

Anglophone community participants

Language profile information was gathered on the anglophone parents
through interviews with the 13 mothers. In eight of the families, both
parents were native English speakers; in three families, one parent
was a native English speaker while the other parent was fluent in
English; in the remaining two homes, one parent was francophone
and the other allophone, and all were fluent in English. In five of the
homes at least one parent was fluently bilingual in English and
French; in four families, the parents considered themselves function-
ally bilingual; in three homes, both parents were monolingual anglo-
phones with minimal knowledge of French. The remaining family
had only recently immigrated to Canada; the mother was Irish and
the father Swiss-German, and neither had more than minimal knowl-
edge of French. English was the L1 of all the children in these families;
in two cases, French was also used at home. All families lived in single-
family dwellings in a middle- to upper-middle-class suburban area of
Montréal; the children all attended the same early FI type program
from kindergarten on, with English instruction beginning in Grade 4.

Positioning of researchers

Angrosino and May de Pérez (2000) contend that effective researchers
take an active part in their research. In this case, we are intimately
involved in the research, since each of us is part of one of the commu-
nities examined in this inquiry; in addition, we both have an insider’s
perspective on the cultural positionings and political complexities
inherent in Québec society. These shared cultural experiences and
similar belief systems allow for a more nuanced understanding of
the families’ educational expectations and of their language and lit-
eracy practices within the two communities. Curdt-Christiansen
shares similar childhood experiences with the Chinese community
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participants, since all grew up in China during the infamous Cultural
Revolution; her similar experiences of immigration to the West give her
an understanding of the Chinese parents’ views about languages and
literacy, their persistence in promoting Chinese culture, and their
insistence on maintaining their children’s Chinese language. Riches
shares the background of the anglophone community participants,
having grown up in Québec during the period known as the ‘Quiet
Revolution.’ In this community, French/English bilingualism outcomes
are a prime consideration in the selection of school programs.

Analysis

The interview transcripts were reviewed, coded, and analyzed thema-
tically according to the common issues and patterns that emerged.
Field notes were carefully studied and examined to support and elab-
orate upon the interview data. Contextual influences were identified,
and two main categories emerged: (1) parents’ perceptions of and
beliefs about their children’s multi/bilingual development; and (2)
parental involvement and investment in their children’s literacy devel-
opment in home and school settings.

Discussion

Contextual influences

The early schooling of the Chinese parents who participated in this
inquiry took place in China during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
1976), a time when most literature was viewed as counter-revolutionary,
knowledge was condemned by Mao Zedong, and literacy was acquired
primarily through political dogma. They enjoyed little parental teaching
and had limited access to written materials. Only two parents remem-
bered seeing books in their homes. The rest, although in some cases
their parents were university professors, had only Mao’s ‘little red
book’ on their bookshelves. Nevertheless, all participants confirmed
that they had been taught by their parents to work diligently starting
on the first day of school; the traditional Confucian values of literacy
and the ideals of learning were never entirely abandoned and main-
tained a profound influence on their thinking. The notion of

– wanban jie xiapin, weiyou dushu gao

(‘the worth of other pursuits is small; the study of books excels them
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all’), a core tenet in Confucianism, permeated their upbringing. These
educational values, formed in their homeland and transplanted to
their new home, have interacted with parents’ immigrant experiences
of ‘blocked opportunities’ (Kao & Tienda, 1998, p. 443) to develop
their beliefs about and expectations for their children’s future education.

The majority of the anglophone parents grew up during Québec’s
Quiet Revolution in the early 1960s and witnessed a major ideological
shift that profoundly changed Canada’s language profile: the formal
recognition of English and French as Canada’s official languages and
the institution of French as Québec’s sole official language. As a
result of these political changes, beliefs and values about the impor-
tance and necessity of being bilingual in Canada in general, and in
Québec in particular, were fundamentally changed. This shift, in
turn, affected educational programming, primarily in the creation
and increased popularity of FI education in Québec and nationwide.
The parents’ bilingual abilities, or lack thereof, were a determining
factor in the educational choices they made for their children: the
monolingual parents chose the FI program in order to offer their chil-
dren the bilingual opportunities they themselves could not provide,
while the bilingual parents chose it because they personally knew
the benefits of bilingualism and were endeavouring to provide an
environment in which their children could develop the same abilities.

Perceptions and beliefs

In both communities, parents held clear beliefs about how multi/
bilingualism and cultural knowledge could benefit their children in
terms of identity construction and self-confidence, as well as in terms
of access to opportunities and multiple pathways in life.

High expectations and aspirations

The Chinese parents appear to have consciously applied their home-
land values to their lives and activities in Canada. Their recognition
of education as the path to upward social mobility reflects their cultural
disposition and the Confucian influence. These parents expect their
children to pursue university studies and acquire academic degrees.
Parents with such aspirations endorse academic achievement by stres-
sing the importance of attaining good marks:

We make it very clear for her [their daughter] that she is not allowed to have

marks lower than 90 in French, Math and English. (Interview, Mrs Pan)4
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Mrs Pan’s views on academic performance were shared by most of the
Chinese parents we interviewed. Their comments reveal a strong belief
in academic excellence as the most important, if not the only, avenue
for their children to achieve upward social mobility in their new country:

We have to face the competitive and selective process nowadays. The

competition for good positions among qualified personnel is very fierce.

First of all, [one] has to take it [competition] very seriously; otherwise, [one]

can be eliminated. Moreover, the fact is that in our society, in the current

situation, a person’s salary is basically in proportion to his educational

credentials. (Interview, Mrs Lin)

Mrs Lin’s perspective on competition was shared by most of the
Chinese parents and reflects their strong culturally defined belief in
the high value of education. Recent immigrants have come from main-
land China, where economic opportunities and growing social mobi-
lity are reserved for those with advanced degrees from the very best
universities. However, the educational benefits provided by these
universities are not open to everyone; access is limited through a
highly competitive selection process. Having come to Canada for per-
manent settlement and to seek better economic and educational oppor-
tunities for their children, these parents hold a strong belief in
‘immigrant optimism’ (Kao & Tienda, 1995, p. 5) and characterize
themselves as ‘model minorities’ (Kao, 1995, p. 121). The economic
rewards associated with higher education both in North America
and in China have contributed to this immigrant optimism (Zhou &
Kim, 2006). Their optimistic view and their experiences as a ‘model
minority,’ however, are not the only explanation underlying their per-
ception of language and education. The accounts of immigrant experi-
ences constructed by these parents also reveal a hint of pessimism.
Although most of them hold university degrees from China, their
career advancement in Canada has been stymied both by lack of recog-
nition of these degrees and by language barriers. For example, Mrs
Chen acknowledged that she frequently admonishes her daughter,
‘Your grades have to be higher than those of your classmates,
because you are Chinese. If you are only at the same level as the
others, you will not be selected [for good jobs and positions]. So you
have to be better.’ Although her account can be interpreted as her
aspirations for her daughter, it also points to the realities of immigra-
tion and labour-market conditions, as Mrs Chen’s Chinese educational
background was not readily transferable to a career in Canada. The
Chinese parents’ perceptions of inequality in the job market seem to
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have engendered higher expectations for their children’s educational
success.

Participants from the anglophone community had similar aspira-
tions for their children from a different, perhaps more secure, position
as members of the province’s largest minority language community. Be
that as it may, these parents’ hopes and aspirations for their children
have been influenced by the ideologies and language rhetoric of
Québec society, whereby proficiency in French is necessary for social
inclusion and advancement.

As Mrs Thompson’s comment illustrates, these parents made a
deliberate choice to provide the opportunity for their children to
attain high levels of proficiency in both French and English:

[I]f we stay here in Québec . . . they have to at least be bilingual, and the only

way to get that is . . . to be totally immersed in French.

For these parents, being bilingual appears to mean attaining a native-
like standard in French, as exemplified by comments such as ‘but
he’ll say it really badly [referring to the father]’ and ‘I’m not 100%,
but I speak French.’ The parents in this community consciously
chose the school and the early FI program in order to provide the
exposure to French that they deem necessary and sufficient to
achieve this goal. They all expressed the belief that bilingualism
provides greater career and employment opportunities.

An interesting cultural difference between the two groups, perhaps a
vestige of the immigrant pessimism inherent in the Chinese case, is that
the Chinese parents place the responsibility for success squarely on their
own and their children’s shoulders, whereas the anglophone parents
place the initial responsibility on the school and the FI program. As a
way of making sure children excel in schools, for example, Chinese
parents tend to make economic sacrifices and provide additional edu-
cational resources for their children (Zhou & Kim, 2006). Mrs Yang
remarked, ‘a little bit of our time and money can benefit them lifelong.
We (parents) have to make conditions, create possibilities, and provide
resources for (children’s) success.’ While viewing such ‘sacrifice’ as
their duty and obligation, they also impose strict rules on their children’s
working days in order to ensure endurance in their educational endea-
vours. The ever-present demands for perseverance and hard work
were seen as character building:

[we have to train] them to strengthen their willpower if they are to excel in

education . . . How can we foster in them the ability to bear hardships and
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stand hard work? I think the only way to achieve this is to make him [son]

practise and practise [doing supplementary homework, practising a musical

instrument] every day. In this way, he will understand that almost

regardless of what you do, you need to have indefatigable perseverance.

(Interview, Mrs Zhou)

In the Chinese parents’ view, hard work as an individual quality is the
key to achievement; it is effort – not natural affinity, but a cultivated
ability embedded in the family socialization – that leads to success.
This cultural and social practice, derived from the Confucian notion
that everyone is educable, has made them subscribe to the conviction
that education is a parental duty and an individual responsibility.

It is interesting to note that the very existence of FI programs is the
direct result of parental input. In the initial constitution of FI, the parent-
driven thinking was not only that young children would benefit from
early and intensive exposure to French because of their ease in language
acquisition but also that learning through the medium of a second
language would make the early elementary program more challenging
(Melikoff, 1972) and that learning a second language enhances cognitive
flexibility (Ricciardelli, 1992). The evolution of the school that our anglo-
phone participants’ children attended was influenced by these beliefs,
and the school had developed a reputation for being academically chal-
lenging and for providing opportunities for entrance into more presti-
gious high school programs or schools:

I always thought maybe the standards were just a little bit higher at that

school, or the expectations were a little more, even from the families . . . if

they’re going to put their kid into a second language school, maybe the

families are a little more demanding which, you know, sets the standards a

little higher. (Interview, Mrs Norton)

The educational success of FI is often attributed to the children’s being
part of the majority language and cultural community (Carey, 1991;
Genesee, 1978, 1987); in our study, however, the common or overlap-
ping elements that appear to support children’s success in both anglo-
phone and Chinese communities are not language status but, rather,
parental expectations, aspirations, and involvement.

Multi/bilingual opportunities and linguistic identity

With respect to the parents’ perceptions of multi/bilingual education,
our analysis indicates that both groups of parents have aspirations for

Parental Perspectives on Children’s Multilingual Development 537

# 2010 The Canadian Modern Language Review/La Revue canadienne des langues vivantes,

66, 4 (June/juin), 525–555



their children’s language and literacy proficiency in more than one
language. These aspirations relate not only to school success but also,
beyond institutional demands, to the development of individual iden-
tity and of interpersonal and intergroup relationships (Noels &
Clément, 1998). Furthermore, both groups of parents perceive multi/
bilingualism as valuable linguistic capital and social technology, and
therefore have provided multiple strategies and paths for their children
to achieve this goal.

Language and literacy are salient markers of in-group social and
cultural identity (Duff & Uchida, 1997; Schecter & Bayley, 1997) and
provide the most basic capital for membership in communities. Our iden-
tities are constructed, defined, and framed by the languages we use
(Norton, 2000; Norton-Peirce, 1995). Moreover, as literacy is defined, in
part, by group boundaries and status, and by literacy activities and lit-
eracy practices within the group, identity is intertwined with the
meaning and process of becoming and being literate (Bell, 1997;
Ferdman, 1990; Heath, 1983). In this study, we identified in both commu-
nities a strong sense of the importance of the L1 in terms of giving chil-
dren a sense of belonging and identity. Furthermore, both groups of
parents considered L1 proficiency a high priority and a prerequisite for
L2 and L3 development.

A major premise underlying the philosophy of FI education is that
the children’s L1 remains recognized and supported (Swain &
Johnson, 1997). Within this context, the anglophone parents’ beliefs
about the importance of L1 support are implied in their recognition
of the underlying presence of English in their children’s school context:

[Number one,] I wanted my daughter to learn French, and number two, I

felt comfortable because it was predominantly English families attending

the school. (Interview, Mrs Hughes)

One of the kindergarten teachers was in [the library] and all of a sudden one of

her students was crying . . . and she couldn’t describe to the teacher in French

yet, why she was upset, so the teacher immediately said, ‘en anglais . . . you can

tell me in English, we just want to solve the problem.’ (Interview, Mrs Weston)

Thus, according to the anglophone parents, because they are members
of Québec’s largest and most influential minority language community,
validation of the L1 is a given, and general support in the larger milieu
contributed to their children’s sense of L1 identity. For the majority of
these parents, their long-term plans include the expectation that their
children will pursue later studies in English:
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We’re going to let her make the decision but she’ll probably do all of her

later education in English. (Interview, Mrs Weston)

In the Chinese community, similar validation of identity and worth is
achieved through a more conscious effort. Because of the minority
status of their L1, the Chinese parents overtly expressed the belief
that L1 education is necessary in forming their children’s sociocultural
identity. They therefore consider it necessary to provide formal edu-
cation in Chinese:

Why the kids have to learn Chinese? . . . I think when they grow up to a

certain age, they must ask ‘who am I?’ For instance, they live in a society

with black, white, and many other different races; it is very obvious here [in

Canada]. In China, such a question does not exist. You are who you are. . . .

So when this question is asked, if you know Chinese, you have a tool, then,

you can immediately get to the answer, which can deepen your

understanding of yourself. (Interview, Mrs Lin)

When [children] grow up, they will find that their identities, values, and

self-esteem cannot be cut off from their yellow skin, from the fact of being

Chinese. Only when you find your roots will you be able to settle down, to

identify yourself with your own [Chinese] culture. (Interview, Mrs Zhou)

These comments reflect the value the parents ascribe to the Chinese
language. Confronted with the difficulties of maintaining the Chinese
language and competing with mainstream languages, these parents
counteract these influences by actively promoting their L1. In their
eyes, ethnic identity is established and maintained through language
use (Dagenais & Moore, 2008; Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 1982).

Both groups of parents consider language a cultural tool necessary
to gain access to culturally significant aspects of knowledge and infor-
mation. In the Chinese parents’ view, knowing Chinese will give the
children continuity and a connection to the rituals and cultural
norms of their heritage:

As a Chinese, if you can’t get in touch with our rich culture and its literature,

such as the great poetry and prose in T’ang-Song period, [it is] a big shame.

(Interview, Mrs Lin)

I think Chinese culture is rich and broad. It [learning Chinese] is not just for

the sake of maintaining your own culture . . . I think Chinese culture, as part

of a civilization, has tremendous values. If he [the child] lost the language
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because of French or English, he would lose an opportunity to communicate

with an ancient civilization . . . (Interview, Mrs Zhou)

These comments reflect a view of language as a tool for transmitting
cultural values from one generation to the next (Vygotsky, 1962,
1987). Similar comments are missing from interviews with the anglo-
phone parents, which perhaps reflects the power and comfort afforded
to ‘majority’ language members. Issues of cultural transmission are a
given in the context of this community; the school choice is clearly
one leading to additive bilingualism (Cummins, 1987), as exemplified
in the comments made by these parents:

The neighbourhood’s all English. Her activities – most of her activities are

bilingual but predominantly English. They do often give the instructions in

English and then sort of repeat them in French, so she’s hearing both

languages. (Interview, Mrs Hughes)

With the importance of foundational support for the L1 assumed,
both groups of parents also expressed belief systems that value
multi/bilingualism as a resource within the reach of their children –
but a resource that could be a missed opportunity. Mrs Qi emphasized
that language can open one’s horizons, describing language as ‘a
window to the world’ – a metaphor that captures the essence of the
additive function of multilingualism. She views French, for example,
as not simply a language but a condition for new possibilities to
occur. If such possibilities are not realized, she maintained, ‘great
resources are wasted.’ Indeed, Montréal offers a unique context for
immigrant children to become multilingual, and these parents are
striving to give their children the means to acquire this linguistic
capital:

I still think it is [important] that she master the French language. It is equal

to having an extra window to the world. Whatever she wants to do, that’s

her own business. But if you have already established a basis for her, then

she has the possibility to explore; either she wants to study French literature

or wants to know the French-speaking part of the world. You know, I always

feel language is . . . I don’t know, maybe it is because I am a linguist, I just

love languages. French is . . . is a kind of art, so beautiful, a thing I can’t

express with words . . . (Interview, Mrs Qi)

Similar sentiments are also held in Canadian contexts outside Québec
(Dagenais & Moore, 2008), further highlighting the perception of
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available bilingual potential and the associated capital in Canada. The
idea of providing a world of possibilities through bilingualism was
also expressed by the anglophone parents:

It’s such a privilege to be able to send your children to a French school.

(Interview, Mrs Pezek)

One of the attractions of moving here was the opportunity to improve our

French . . . and I think to come here and live here and send your children to

school in English . . . I think it would be really missing an opportunity.

(Interview, Mrs Davis)

To have our children grow up learning two languages . . . I think being

bilingual or trilingual is the best thing, and it’s a real gift. (Interview, Mrs

Davis)

Both groups of parents also expressed practical motivations for provid-
ing multi/bilingual opportunities for their children, perceiving
language as a means to resources (Luke & Kale, 1997) and an invaluable
mediational tool. In Québec, French language proficiency can facilitate
access to better career opportunities and educational advantages, and
lack of such proficiency can be an obstacle to further advancement. In
addition, the Chinese parents recognize the increasing importance of
Chinese on the international scene. Finally, all parents share a belief in
the power of English as an international language, and all acknowledged
that English is a vital language for survival in the modern world. These
convictions are consistent with the findings of other Canadian studies
with respect to parental perceptions of their children’s multiliteracy
practices (Dagenais, 2003; Dagenais & Moore, 2008). In this regard, it
is worth noting that the Chinese participant children also acquired pro-
ficiency in English and developed literacy abilities in English without
formal English instruction:

How can you not understand English? English is an international language.

Wherever you go, you have to know English. The commercial language is

English, the computer language is English, if you want to publish an article

in a scientific journal, it has to be in English. We live in Canada – not

learning English, impossible! (Interview, Mr Wang)

Mr Wang’s perception of the power of English worldwide is shared by
all the Chinese parents. As Mr Wang pointed out, English is used in
international trade, at conferences around the world, for travelling,
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and for scientific communication. English has become a basic necessity
to obtain a job or to pursue an academic career.

The usefulness and value of languages are clearly reflected by their
perception of the market values of these languages, i.e. the advantages
and opportunities these languages offer in different sociolinguistic
contexts

The usefulness and value of languages are clearly reflected in
parents’ perceptions of the market values of these languages (i.e., the
advantages and opportunities they offer in different sociolinguistic
contexts). Most of the Chinese parents considered French a necessary
tool for anyone wishing to work in Québec, given the bilingual
nature of Québec society:

We have to face the reality. In Québec, what are you going to do without

French? Everyone is bilingual [English/French], even if you work at

McDonald’s you have to be bilingual. What can you do? Knowing two

languages is a bonus, right? (Interview, Mr Qi)

This reality is echoed by the anglophone parents, whose dual purpose
in their school selection is revealed in the comment below:

[I]t’s a choice you have to make if you want your children to succeed in a

French environment. (Interview, Mrs Heath)

The value placed on multi/bilingual abilities by both groups is related
to their own linguistic experiences. In the Chinese case, more than half
the mothers arrived in Canada with little English and no French; they
reported that the first and most difficult problem they experienced was
the language barrier. Limited English made it difficult for them even to
contact neighbours or communicate with other people in their immedi-
ate environments. Mrs Dong commented, ‘I feel like a handicapped
person; I can’t do anything, not even fill in a registration form for
my child’s school.’ Some of them have taken courses in English and
French for quite an extended period, hoping that the languages they
have acquired will enable them to pursue studies or find a job, but
very few have succeeded. These bitter experiences and ‘blocked oppor-
tunities’ have become an incentive for them to push their children’s
English acquisition.

Being a non-immigrant or a native speaker of one of Canada’s offi-
cial languages, however, does not prevent exclusion or missed oppor-
tunities. Perhaps because of Canada’s status as a bilingual nation in
which the two languages represent two solitudes, some of the
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anglophone parents also commented on exclusions experienced due to
lack of language:

I have been in situations where I didn’t always have a language, and I knew

what it felt like, and I thought, If I can give them another language, well,

then, why not. (Interview, Mrs Altman)

Because I don’t speak fluently, I thought, I’ve got to get him into French

school, I don’t want him to have the same barriers that I have. (Interview,

Mrs Baker)

These parents’ perceived inadequacies in French proficiency may have
created more urgency to provide opportunities for their children to
succeed. Some of these parents did not have sufficient L2 exposure
in school themselves and, in the Québec context, consider it necessary
for their children to be totally immersed in French in order to really
develop ease and facility in that language.

Involvement and investment

The high expectations and aspirations of these parents and their posi-
tive perceptions of multi/bilingual education have profoundly influ-
enced their investment and involvement in their children’s multi/
bilingual and literacy development. This is reflected through a range
of activities, including providing rich literacy resources, making fre-
quent library visits, reading books, helping with homework, hiring
tutors, and supplementing the children’s learning with extracurricular
activities.

Through our study, issues of unequal access to the means and tools
that parents need to support and be involved in their children’s devel-
opment emerged. Although in both communities the investment at
home in multi/bilingual practices is similar, levels of involvement
and presence in the respective schools differ.

Home support

The anglophone community is characterized by classic emergent lit-
eracy support in the home. Books and reading are valued and shared
with the children as part of the fabric of daily life:

We’ve read to those little rats [laugh] since they were three months old.

(Interview, Mrs Heath)
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From the time they were in a big bed, stories every night. (Interview, Mrs

Norton)

These parents understand and have acted on the importance of allow-
ing children access to books and ownership of their own literate experi-
ences by providing books that appeal to children’s interests. Most of
these parents mentioned that they frequent the community library,
and a few also make story-time sessions a regular practice:

Every week we go to the library . . . we had done that with James up until he

went to school, he was always in the story-time program. (Interview, Mrs

Baker)

Research supports the fact that these practices develop children’s sense
of story and their ability to respond to and relate book reading experi-
ences to other contexts (Sulzby & Teale, 1991).

He knows the joy of a story, stories that he’s understood and enjoyed . . . it

used to be ‘there’s no picture there, that’s boring I don’t want to read it’ . . .

and I was saying to him I even preferred books without the pictures because

then you get to build up in your own mind what these people look like and

what’s happened, so he realizes that after giving him a few pages, he’ll start

to get interested. (Interview, Mrs Altman)

A dominant theme running through the interviews with the anglo-
phone parents was that their children will acquire a general ability to
read, applicable to both French and English:

I’m a teacher . . . so the English reading . . . would probably have to be not

taught by me but just enhanced by me. . . . In the past three or four months

we’ve started reading English books; it’s almost always English she’s able to

read. (Interview, Mrs Hughes)

He’s starting to be able to read phrases in French as such, so I think

eventually it’s going to click with the English too. (Interview, Mrs Altman)

Overall, the interviews with these parents revealed an informed, thought-
ful, and rich involvement in their children’s biliteracy development.

Attention to and involvement in their children’s literacy practices also
characterizes the Chinese community. The lack of literacy resources that
marked these parents’ upbringing in China appear to have fuelled a
desire to provide their children with rich, meaningful, and encouraging
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literacy environments in their new country and to provide for literacy
development in all three languages. As mentioned above, all the Chinese
parents we interviewed send their children to a Chinese HL school, a
common practice among this immigrant group (also see Dagenais &
Moore, 2008). They try to avoid the traditional Chinese methods of text
memorization while making Chinese books and other literacy resources
available to their children, understanding that ‘we have to make the con-
ditions available when they are young’ (Interview, Mrs Yang).

Apart from Chinese reading materials and entertainment videos,
English books were the most visible reading materials in the homes
of these families; thus, the children were exposed to the English alpha-
bet at an early age. Nine of the 10 families have many English literacy
resources such as magazines, fairy tales and popular children’s book
series, and Disney films. The Chen family has a set of English curricu-
lum books that their daughter Mindy works with every day as an
‘extracurricular’ home activity. Most of the parents also read to their
children in English.

Although the Chinese parents lack proficiency in French and, if
given the choice, might have preferred to enrol their children in
English schools, most of them are actively involved in their children’s
French literacy practices. They give their time to support their children,
even though they could not necessarily help with specific homework
tasks. Three families (Pan, Zhou, and Xu) hired tutors for their children
to help them cope with their initial encounters with French. Mindy’s
father works for hours with two dictionaries to figure out what his
daughter’s homework is about; a few mothers have taken French
courses in order to follow what is happening at school. These
actions, involvements, and investments demonstrate the parents’
concern for their children’s education and multilingual development.

Involvement in schooling

Our study found that parents’ perceptions of and attitudes toward edu-
cation and multi/bilingualism, as well as their own school experiences,
led to different types of involvement in their children’s schooling. On
the one hand, Chinese parents generally perceive Québec schools as
loosely structured and the academic demands as unchallenging. They
specifically pointed to the differences in educational philosophy
between West and East and augmented their children’s regular schooling
by assigning additional homework, arranging tutorials, and investing in
private lessons. A sociocultural practice developed in the homeland, pro-
viding supplementary educational experiences to their children is
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considered normal by Chinese immigrant parents and is found in their
adopted new homes across countries (Dagenais & Moore, 2008; Zhou
& Li, 2003; Zhou & Kim, 2006; Curdt-Christiansen, 2006). The anglo-
phone parents, on the other hand, see the school and the FI program
as offering a challenging environment, which they deem beneficial for
their children. Thus, both groups of parents provide the desired chal-
lenges and opportunities for their children, even though their assess-
ments of the school’s ability to do this differ.

Despite the similarities in parents’ investment in children’s literacy
practices in these two communities, we found major differences in the
ways parents involve themselves in their children’s activities at school.
Chinese parents told us that they seldom participate in activities at
school, believing education to be the territory of teachers and the
school to be the authoritative source of knowledge; their absence
from school could also be attributed to their lack of language compe-
tence in French. In contrast, the majority of anglophone parents have
at least a functional knowledge of French. Furthermore, the anglo-
phone parents reported volunteering actively and regularly in school
activities; as mainstream parents, they could carry out their volunteer
activities in English, if necessary, either in the classrooms or on parent
committees:

The home and school involvement, which is all parents, is phenomenal.

(Interview, Mrs Hughes)

There’s also a lot of parent involvement at École Bord-du-Lac, parents are

willing to fight for what they want. (Interview, Mrs Baker)

Recognition of the anglophone community in the school setting is
evident in the fact that written communication with the parents is bilin-
gual and that parent–teacher interviews may be conducted in either
English or French; furthermore, parent meetings and volunteer activi-
ties are often conducted in English:

Volunteers . . . If we’re having trouble getting a point across in French . . . I

can speak English . . . I know the teachers don’t mind switching to English if

I don’t understand what they’ve said to me. (Interview, Mrs Weston)

École Bord-du-Lac made most sense because everything comes home

bilingual. (Interview, Mrs Raymond)

The meetings that they have are bilingual. (Interview, Mrs Thompson)
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Thus, since the anglophone children in our study are enrolled in an FI
program, parents’ ability to communicate and interact with staff and
other parents in the school community is not an issue: they can
revert to English when the need arises. The concessions made to the
English-speaking parents in FI, who make up 80% of the parent popu-
lation at this school, clearly indicate that the program holds to the
tenets of FI with respect to continued support for the L1 and inclusion
of the English-speaking community.

In stark contrast, none of the Chinese parents in this study reported
participating in school activities or having much contact with the main-
stream schools, except in the case of parent–teacher conferences. In
China, parents are seldom asked to involve themselves directly in
school-arranged activities; the parents in our study brought this view
of parents’ relationship to school with them when they immigrated
to Canada. Some of them attributed their lack of involvement to their
lack of language competence, but others claimed that they did not
see any point in contacting their children’s schools:

If Yangyang [her son] doesn’t make trouble and the teacher does not ask me

to go to school, I don’t think it is necessary for me to go, right? (Interview,

Mrs Yang)

Go there to do what? I can’t understand anything. I can barely understand

English, plus the teacher speaks only French. I seldom participate in P-T

conferences. (Interview, Mrs Dong)

Although the Chinese parents’ involvement in their children’s schooling
may not seem very active or enthusiastic by Western standards, these
parents do involve themselves in their children’s education outside
school. For example, nine families reported that they have their children
study extra mathematics, either at home or at the Chinese HL school.
This type of involvement was applauded by several parents, as illus-
trated by Mrs Wang’s comments about extra math:

We push her [daughter] a little, make her memorize some multiplication

[problems]. When she goes to school, she finds math easy and relaxing. She

gets good marks in math, which in turn also motivates her to be good at

other subjects. So a little help and basic training at home will make it much

easier for her at school. (Interview, Mrs Wang)

Mrs Wang emphasized the importance of high self-esteem in a child as a
means of motivating further learning. The parents’ narratives reveal that
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Chinese parents not only hold high educational expectations and aspira-
tions for their children but also have the social capital to translate these
aspirations into reality. Providing ‘basic training at home’ both signals
their commitment to and indicates their intensive involvement in their
children’s education. The high level of parental involvement is pervasive
in terms of insistence on extra curriculum and provision of assistance
with homework. Furthermore, these parents become involved in check-
ing and correcting the numerous school assignments and in providing
their children with further intellectual explanations and strategies if
they run into difficulty in understanding school subjects. The philosophy
behind this attitude is derived from the ancient Confucian notion of
educability – the idea that ‘all can learn.’ According to this perspective,
thorough preparation at home can also help children avoid ‘asking
stupid questions’ in the classroom, a situation often dreaded by
Chinese students. These extracurricular activities and supplementary
homework reflect parents’ wish to improve the quality of their children’s
education and reinforce their belief that academic excellence is the best
way to ensure social success. This belief is consistent with the research
showing that parental involvement acts as a powerful mediating variable
in promoting educational attainment. For example, Louie (2001, 2004), in
her investigation of the relationship between family background and
educational attainment among Chinese-American immigrant youth,
found that extensive involvement by parents and devotion of financial
resources, energy, and time gave children a head start in what was per-
ceived to be an unequal society. In a study of educational achievement of
Asian-American immigrants, Zhou and Kim (2006) also found that the
provision of supplementary education contributed greatly to Chinese
immigrant children’s academic achievement.

Conclusion

This comparative inquiry sheds light on some contextual factors that
explain parents’ support for their children’s education and multi/bilin-
gual development in two distinctly different language communities.
Although the two communities present a stark contrast in terms of
language status and national origins, they share values and philosophies
with respect to both language and education. Canada’s linguistic and
cultural policies enacted over the past four decades have sought to
promote multiculturalism within a bilingual framework (Noels &
Clément, 1998). In our research contexts, Québec’s monolingual and pro-
tectionist language policies overlaid these federalist policies, with a focus
on French and English; nevertheless, the immigrant population of
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Québec has created a vibrant multilingual and multicultural environ-
ment, a fact that is not overtly recognized in the public discourse. Our
discussion of the findings underscores the need to provide a more
nuanced description of how minority groups differ and also to attend
to the similar ways in which they engage successfully with the edu-
cational programs available to them (Luke, 2004).

Our study confirms that parents’ high educational expectations and
aspirations can contribute positively to their children’s academic
success and multi/bilingual development. Our findings from research
in the Chinese community suggest that Chinese parents endeavour to
impart values of hard work and perseverance to their children; the find-
ings also suggest that these Chinese parents’ immigrant experiences and
their optimistic views on education have strongly influenced their expec-
tations and aspirations for their children’s multilingual development
and high academic achievement. The anglophone parents hold similar
aspirations for their children, as revealed by their deliberate choice of
a school program deemed to best promote bilingual proficiency and
provide academic challenge. Interestingly, we found – perhaps simply
because the anglophone parents are in the position of being able to
chose among different programs for their children, whereas the
Chinese parents are restricted by Québec law to French schools only –
that the anglophone parents place more of the responsibility for their
children’s academic challenge on the school, while the Chinese parents
assume this responsibility themselves.

In the two communities described in this study, multi/bilingualism is
considered a valuable form of socio-economic and linguistic capital for
advancement. The participating parents contribute to their children’s
attainment of multi/bilingualism by providing the requisite multi/
bilingual contexts, actively maintaining the L1 in the home and outside
the school context while actively supporting the school language to the
best of their abilities and resources. The Chinese community’s commit-
ment to multilingualism is further extended through their active pro-
vision and support of English as a third language. Their perceptions of
the value of multilingual proficiencies are clearly related to the market
values of different languages. In both communities, the perspective
articulated echoes an instrumental motivation for the attainment of
French/English bilingualism, which they deem necessary for advance-
ment. However, it remains for the children to forge their own multi/bilin-
gual identities within the ever-evolving multilingual nature of Québec.

These parents expressed their beliefs that language use frames and
defines sociocultural identity, that language is a cultural tool enabling
their children to gain access to culturally significant aspects of
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knowledge and information. Underlying this belief for both Chinese
and anglophone parents is an understanding of the importance of fos-
tering a sense of identity in the L1. How this plays out in their different
contexts exemplifies one of the contrasts in this study. The Chinese
parents emphasized the children’s sense of belonging within their L1
and culture; they believe that identity can be validated through the
development of the L1 and that the Chinese language serves as a
mediator for Chinese culture and values. In the anglophone case,
similar beliefs are evident in the absence of comments, exemplifying
the power and comfort afforded to official language communities.

Our study also sheds light on the value of cooperation between
parents and schools and on the need to understand cultural position-
ing and blocked opportunities caused by limited language abilities.
Mainstream educators and teachers should be aware of cultural differ-
ences and linguistic barriers and of the particular challenges that
parents must overcome when immigrating to Canada. They should
take the initiative to collaborate with parents of minority backgrounds.
Such collaboration can be of great importance in engendering parental
involvement in their children’s school activities.

Collaboration between teachers and parents entails shared responsi-
bilities in decision making and shared accountability for outcomes. As
Friend and Cook (1996, p. 6) suggest, collaboration is ‘a style for direct
interaction between at least two coequal parties voluntarily engaged in
shared decision making as they work toward a common goal.’ Such col-
laboration can empower parents as equal partners in their children’s edu-
cation. This comparative study also emphasizes that including parents in
school activities requires accepting the linguistic and cultural identities of
students, thus creating a positive learning environment of mutual respect
and trust among students, parents, and teachers.

Finally, the study suggests that parents can provide valuable
resources for their children to develop multi/bilingual skills and
pursue other literacy and academic activities both in and outside
school. Teachers, being advocates for students, should continually
seek ways to build a shared repertoire of successful strategies for
multi/bilingual children. Recognizing, embracing, and celebrating
parents’ involvement in school activities means bringing their knowl-
edge into the classroom, thereby empowering parents and adding mul-
tiple resources for pedagogical uses and practices.
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Notes

1 Legislation commonly referred to as ‘Bill 101’ requires that all children

attend French-medium schools except those with a parent who received the

majority of his or her elementary education in English in Canada.

2 The terms multi/bilingual, multi/biliterate, and so on are employed when

referring to both communities; bilingual, biliterate, and so on when referring

to the anglophone community exclusively; and multilingual, multiliterate,

and so on when referring to the Chinese community exclusively.

3 All participant and school names are pseudonyms.

4 Excerpts from transcripts of interviews conducted in Mandarin are given

here in English translation. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are by

the corresponding author.
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