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Abstract
This visual literacy study, embedded in an
intergenerational instructional innovation at an
urban primary-junior school in Ontario, Canada,
used photography to ascertain caregivers’
perceptions of their children’s everyday experiences.
Photographs, logs, and discussion sessions
documented the culture-filtered understandings and
sensibilities of caregivers as they reflected upon
children’s educational experiences in their newly
adopted country. Beyond this anticipated function,
these data sources served as conduits through which
professional educators could access domains of
knowledge related to spheres of influence in
children’s lives that are not normally discovered
through standard schooling practices. Equally
importantly, they helped immigrant parents to
access, and better understand, the diverse resources
that children call upon as they navigate various
aspects of their Diaspora experiences. Thusly, the
photographs
functioned
not
simply
as
representational icons that substituted for verbal
texts but also as heuristics that drove participants’
thinking about the psychological and social worlds
of immigrant students.

1. Introduction
This paper reports on the findings of a visual
literacy
study
for
linguistically
diverse
parents/caregivers and their children. The study was
embedded within an intergenerational instructional
innovation for families of students attending a
primary-junior school in an urban setting in Ontario,
Canada. We begin by situating the larger project and
the embedded study within a community-referenced
approach to problems of educational equity, and go
on to outline the problem that initiated the unique
data collection and analysis approach used in the
study. We then describe the specific data collection
and analysis methods used, situating these within an
institutional ethnography approach. Next, we reveal
the study’s findings, grouped within thematic
clusters. We discuss these findings in terms of what
researchers and professional educators learned about:
(a) ways in which immigrant parents are involved in
the everyday lives of their children, (b) their
perceptions of their children’s schooling and broader
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socialization/adaptation experiences, and (c) how
family and community norms and resources help to
shape these experiences. We conclude with a
discussion highlighting the role of the visual literacy
strategy in enabling participants to work through and
extend their understandings of aspects of cultural
literacy that played crucial roles in children’s lives
and in fostering empathy between immigrant
caregivers and professional educators.

2. Schooling in a Context of Linguistic
and Cultural Diversity
Global
migration
has
introduced
an
unprecedented multilingual and multicultural
dynamic to North American society and its systems
of formal schooling. On average, 225,000
immigrants of all ages have settled in Canada every
year since 1990 [1]. Consequently, linguistic and
cultural diversity now define a majority of the
school-age population in many urban areas.
Adaptation to Western society can be a
challenge for immigrant parents who must negotiate
the physical and emotional stresses of establishing
new lives for themselves and their family members
in an unfamiliar culture. As Carreon, Drake, and
Barton [2] observe:
To be successful parents, they must develop
new understandings about the world,
establish new social networks, acquire new
forms of cultural capital (e.g., learning
English), and learn new ways to function,
including determining how to access
medical and educational services for their
children. (p. 3)
Among the many challenges confronting them,
immigrant parents also must meet the expectations –
now integrated into the accountability protocols
associated with state-supported public education –
regarding caregivers’ roles in supporting their
children’s academic progress in and through school
[3]. Undergirding these expectations is the
assumption that caregivers will want to contribute to
their children’s education by “partnering” with
professional educators to maximize the benefits from
students’ day-to-day schooling activities and
experiences [4]. However, being involved in the
education of their children requires that parents: (a)
negotiate a common understanding with educational
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communities regarding appropriate roles and
prerogatives of different stakeholder groups, and (b)
establish social relationships with school teachers
and administrators. Most parents find these processes
daunting; for those parents who have recently
migrated and have not yet mastered the societal
language, they can be overwhelming [5].
Despite these challenges, the family-school
relationship is central to any discussion of the ability
of immigrant families to adapt to teaching and
learning in new schooling contexts. Thus, while it is
important for educators to facilitate the integration of
immigrant children into the school system, building
the capacity of their parents and families to become
active partners in education is equally vital (e.g.,
[6]). Indeed, research on effective schooling
identifies the home-school relationship as a key
factor in a child’s success at school. Some
educational researchers have claimed that school
initiatives that adopt a parents-as-partners approach
aid in overcoming barriers to communication often
perceived by teachers and parents in a culturally
diverse schooling context (e.g., [7]).
Indeed, the concept of “parent involvement in
education” has emerged in the literature as a
common lens through which to explore and
understand family-school relations. However, two
distinct schools of thought have emerged with
respect to the precise meaning of that concept. The
first, more dominant, body of research begins its
inquiry from the position of formal schooling,
arguing that increased family involvement in the
issues and relevancies of institutionalized schooling
– for example, parent-teacher interviews, field trips,
parent councils – will lead to stronger family-school
relationships and, hence, improved student
achievement (e.g., [4], [8]). The second, less
dominant, body of work addresses issues of power
and inequality in the family-school relationship and
questions the normative notions that underlie the
ideological framing through which teachers, parents,
policymakers, and even researchers understand and
practice the family-school relationship (e.g. [9], [10],
[3]).
Investigations of the challenges that immigrant
parents confront as they work to participate in their
children’s schooling generally align to the first
framework
described
above.
Investigations
conducted within this framework have shown how
the involvement of minority parents in the
responsibilities of schooling has contributed to
increased student achievement [11] including higher
gains on reading and mathematics measures [12] and
enhanced parental self-efficacy [13]. According to
Pelletier and Brent: “high efficacy beliefs mediate
the effect of stressors that may be associated with
economic disadvantage and immigration, and
promote adaptation that contributes to positive
development” (p. 56).
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2.1. Context: The Parent Involvement AS
Education Project
The research initiative in which the study
described in this article is embedded is sympathetic
to the second framing of parent involvement. We
named the initiative “Parent Involvement AS [not in]
Education” (PIE) to emphasize both our commitment
to building on the intellectual, experiential, and
cultural resources and knowledge bases that exist
within families, and our search to create a zone
which equally fosters inter-generational learning and
intellectual harnessing (that is, promoting parents’
awareness of their own knowledge and ability to help
their children).
The PIE project envisioned three main
objectives: (a) to enhance the learning and
achievement of immigrant, linguistic minority
students by providing a complementary, communityreferenced venue for language and literacy learning;
(b) to familiarize immigrant parents with the
education system in which their children were
enrolled and with school and provincial expectations
for their children’s academic performance, with a
view to parents’ active participation and advocacy in
their children’s public schooling; and (c) to promote
an institutional climate that privileges diversity as a
resource.
The school in which this project was embedded
serves an ethnically, racially, and linguistically
diverse student population in a dense urban context.
The participants in our program included: (a)
students and their parents; (b) teachers who
volunteered to act as facilitators in the program; (c)
school principals who monitored the program and
interacted with the parents and students; (d) school
board and resource people (e.g., reading/writing,
math, science consultants); (e) settlement workers
who accessed community services for families; (f)
university-based researchers who studied the results
of the instructional innovations; and, (g) secondary
student volunteers from local high schools who were
fulfilling the community-service component of their
course of study by tutoring younger students.
The program’s pedagogic framework started
from the premise that the inter-generational learning
space created a bridge between the expectations and
requirements of language learning in schools and the
real-life challenges encountered by immigrant adults
and children while negotiating and functioning in a
second language. The strategies and techniques
facilitators used to promote cognitive engagement,
therefore, carefully considered the question of
appropriate content knowledge for child and adult
learners. Consequently, students and parents had
opportunities for working together and alone (i.e., in
cross-age and age-specific venues). Typically,
parents worked with their children for one hour of
the two-hour after-school program and, for the other
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hour, the parents participated in presentations and
discussions around topics that they identified as
important (e.g., report cards, parent-teacher
interviews, homework, health and child management
issues, and the place of primary languages in their
children’s development).
Thus, while our project actively sought parent
involvement, our definition of what that entailed
included a community-referenced approach as part of
a negotiated, evolving, and critically inclined
research agenda. In cultivating an active partnership
with caregivers, our interests were not so much in
socializing parents to the agenda of mainstream
schooling as in expanding our own and professional
educators’ understandings of: (a) the ways in which
immigrant parents are involved in the everyday lives
of their children, (b) their perceptions of their
children’s
schooling
and
broader
socialization/adaptation experiences, and (c) how
family and community norms and resources shape
these experiences.

3. The Problem
In this study, we were interested in interpreting,
through parents’ eyes and social spaces, the everyday
experiences of their children. That is, we wanted to
ascertain parents’ perceptions of the social relations
and processes that influenced and organized the
everyday experiences of their children – in
particular, their perceptions of the routines and
practices
that
constituted
their
children’s
responsibilities as students and family members. We
were also interested in gaining access to the
semiotics of the New World experience as these
presented to caregivers through the activities and
dispositions of the children.
However, while we were confident in the
community-referenced orientation of our project, we
confronted a significant logistical problem in our
efforts to ascertain caregivers’ perspectives and
input: a large majority of the adult caregivers we
interacted with were barely (if at all) able to
communicate in English; they most certainly were
unable to contribute the level of nuance with regard
to the organization of family members’ everyday
experiences that we needed in order to inform our
interpretations as researchers and educators.
Essentially, while the project was, to a large extent,
about language, it was also seriously constrained by
language. So, to find out more about the home lives
of our students, we needed to find a way around this
impasse.

4. Method
In this section we outline the use of
photographic representation of participants’ lives in
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the description of the study design and data
collection methods.

4.1. Overview: Photography as Text
The “self-representation activities” [14] around
photographic texts have been found to constitute an
effective heuristic for tapping into participants’ lives
and their perspectives about the significance of social
processes for these lived experiences and events
[15], [16]. Some authors [17], [18] have used a
“photo-voice method” to incorporate photography
with participatory action research by having
participants represent their social worlds using
photographs which they then analyzed for meaning.
The photographic text has been used as an effective
visual presence for participants in a conversation
[19] and has held referential value beyond the text
through which readers, through association, can
connect [20].
Drawing on the work of McCoy [19], who
devised a method of activating visual texts by
making text-reader conversations observable, we
encouraged participants to use photographs to
represent significant events in their children’s lives.
We further decided to organize the collection of
visual data following predetermined themes that
were linked to the goals of the research. We used
preliminary glosses and subsequent photo-interview
discussion sessions [21] to: (a) generate additional
data, (b) further probe the ways in which participants
perceived their life worlds and those of their
children, and (c) ensure that caregivers participated
in the analysis of the collected data. Finally, we used
an open-ended approach to the discussion sessions to
facilitate a process more aligned to a conversation
among peers over a theme of interest than a formal
interview [21].

4.2. Design of the Study
Participants in the study included 20 parents of
Grade 5 and 6 students (aged 10 to 12 years). The
authors chose four themes that we believed would
draw out and illuminate parents’ perspectives on
issues and topics of interest to the children’s
educators. These themes, in the order presented,
were: (a) learning at home and in the community, (b)
homework, (c) my child’s good day/bad day, and (d)
O Canada.
Each family was given a disposable camera with
24 exposures. Parents were asked to capture, over a
4-week period, those aspects of their child’s life that
corresponded to their perceptions of the child’s lived
experiences around the four designated themes. The
themes were introduced to caregivers by the study’s
coordinator, a Grade 6 teacher, at the project’s
weekly meetings. Parents were allotted a maximum
of six exposures per theme.
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Using the language in which they felt most
comfortable expressing their thoughts, parents were
asked to use a Photography Log to record the
exposure number, time, location, and rationale for
taking each photograph. Where languages other than
English were used, we elicited the help of translators.
The photographs and log reflections were used as a
basis for subsequent small- and large-group
discussions (described more fully below). Field notes
were taken and audio recordings were made of the
group discussions. Selected portions of the
recordings were transcribed in full.

4.3. Data Collection and Analysis
The study’s design provided for three distinct
data sources: (a) the photographs taken by
participating parents constituted a primary data
source; (b) written texts produced by parents in the
form of photography logs provided a secondary data
source; and (c) the photo-interview discussions
(based upon the photographs and logs) generated a
tertiary source of data. In the spirit of recursive data
collection and analysis [22], the photo-interview
discussions also constituted a primary strategy for
data analysis, as parents recognized and identified
common themes emerging from the data.
In the final two sessions of the project,
caregivers
shared
their
experiences
and
interpretations with one another. During the
penultimate session, participants gathered around
tables in their usual small groups, shared the
photographs they had taken in sequential order, and
discussed the larger issues that prompted the
photographs. We used prompts to facilitate the
discussions (e.g., Where is this photograph taken?
What is your child doing here? Why did you choose
to take this picture?). Toward the conclusion of this
session, group members turned their attention to the
common themes and shared experiences revealed by
the photographic evidence.
In the last session photographs of the entire
group were displayed at table clusters according to
theme. Participants were given an additional
opportunity to look at and reflect upon the
photographs of other parents and to discuss the
issues that the photographs raised according to
theme. Here, however, we drew out parents’ insights
and understandings in large-group discussion, using
prompts of a more summative and evaluative nature
(e.g., What have you learned from this experience?
What did you learn about your child through this
project that might help us as teachers? How has
your knowledge or perception of your child’s
home/school experiences changed? Which themes
did you find the most informative?). Although the
discussion was facilitated by these guiding questions,
it was not controlled; that is, where conversation
flowed, facilitators did not attempt to influence its
direction.
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We employed textual analysis to analyze the
data from photographs, log entries, and transcripts
from small- and large-group discussions. To begin,
we coded primary (photographs) and secondary (log
entries) data for generative topics within the four
guiding themes. We used the principles of
institutional ethnography for the analytic purpose of
identifying and describing social relations and
processes that extended beyond the boundaries of
individual participants’ localized experiences [23].
This approach is undergirded by the belief that the
social organization of everyday life is a result of
purposeful, concerted, and co-ordinated activities
[23], and that the kinds of lives that are instantiated
by actors are both facilitated and impeded by social
structures such as rules, resources (including those of
an ideational nature), and the relationships made
available within institutions and social networks
[24].

5. Findings
The primary purpose of this study was to
discover recently immigrated parents’ perceptions of
their children’s schooling and life experiences. As
previously mentioned, data were collected and
organized around four thematic headings. We chose
to present here the findings from the three themes
which, in our opinion, best represent the study’s
most significant findings.

5.1. Learning at Home and in Community
5.1.1. Language and culture. The photographic
texts associated with this theme illuminated the
importance that parents placed on supporting literacy
practices in their homes. Photographs taken to
illustrate this theme included children engaging with
texts associated with school learning, surfing the
Internet for the purpose of informing school or
recreational projects, reading and reciting religious
texts, and studying their first language as part of a
larger strategy of linguistic and cultural maintenance.
Parental support for and involvement in these home
literacy projects was clearly evident in the
photographic texts, as well as in the glosses and
discussions.
The importance of the children’s first languages
was a significant concern for parents. The majority
of them believed that: (a) the ability to speak, read,
and write more than one language is inherently
enriching; (b) maintaining their first language is
important for retaining their heritage culture; and (c)
speaking their language of origin is essential for
maintaining relations with family members who did
not emigrate. In the photo-interview discussions, in
particular, parents expressed sorrow over the gradual
first language attrition that they observed in their
children. Together they shared various strategies for
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and difficulties in encouraging their children to value
and use their heritage languages. However, most
conceded that, because the language of media and
education is English, it is difficult to avoid English at
home.
Despite their concerns about the use and
retention of their first language as an important
component of learning, parent participants
acknowledged the school’s dominant role in coordinating many of the literacy activities in which
their children are engaged while at home. One parent
asked, “Is it okay to use my first language when I
help my kids with math? Can I explain math
problems in my own language?” Another parent felt
that it was important for children to practice writing
in their native language and suggested that teachers
make time and space for children to do meaningful
writing in their first language at school. A third
parent suggested that teachers could sometimes give
students material to translate into their first language,
which would allow parents who are not fluent in
English an opportunity to assist their children with
homework.
The photographic texts also reveal how
caregivers use social structures within their
communities, such as community-based heritage
language programs, to support their commitment to
maintaining their mother tongues. For example, one
photograph shows a group of children going to a
community school to learn their first language. The
log entry reads, “Mina and Arabic. Mina goes every
Sunday to Valleys School to study Arabic ‘native
language’ with other kids in our community.”
5.1.2. Religious practice. Other photographs within
this theme communicated many parents’ views that
an important dimension of learning at home and in
the community is religious instruction and practice.
Photographs depicted students involved in religious
activities such as praying alone, with family
members, or with community members in their age
cohort. Figure 1 and the accompanying log entry
confirm the important role that religious engagement
plays in the learning that takes place at home.

Figure 1. Idrisa learns all kind of worship and prayer
from home
In the group discussions, parents emphasized the
importance of religious practice for maintaining their
connections to their cultural communities as well as
for teaching their children how to live good lives and
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develop character. Figure 2 shows a child engaged in
group meditation in a formal religious setting.

Figure 2. Meditation. Learning to sit quietly for 1½
hours and pray, sing songs and meditate with all age
groups
In their discussions, parents elaborated on how
they used community structures to co-ordinate their
children’s religious and cultural education while
fostering first language development. They felt that
these community venues reinforced the legitimacy of
their own values related to cultural and linguistic
maintenance, and provided students with important
social networks for learning.
5.1.3. Housework. Photographs within the learning
at home and in community theme also highlighted
the parents’ commitment to ensuring that their
children develop basic life skills, such as the ability
to contribute to the domestic economies of homes.
For example, the entry in the photography log for
Figure 3 reads, “Idrisa learns all kinds of household
work like washing, cleaning, and organizing from
her mom.”

Figure 3. Idrisa learns all kinds of household work
like washing, cleaning, and organizing from her
mom
Another photograph illustrates a child engaged
in the activity of grocery shopping. In subsequent
discussion, the child’s mother elaborated on her
perspective on the importance of providing
opportunities for her child to make choices for the
family.
5.1.4. Caring for community. The importance that
parents placed on their children developing a sense
of civic responsibility emerged through the
photographic texts and in the discussion sessions.
Various photographs depict children engaged in
activities such as recycling household objects, caring
for the environment by collecting strewn garbage
from apartment grounds, and helping less fortunate
community members with chores. A photograph
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entitled “Helping in Canada” (Figure 4) shows a
young girl standing beside a relatively large bin
recycling what appears to be paper material. The
accompanying log entry highlights the enthusiasm
with which the girl embraces the activity.

Figure 4. Helping in Canada. When Idrisa sees other
people do recycling she really likes it and tries to
make it her habit
Another parent’s log entry affirms the value of
helping community members: “Caroline doing dishes
for an elderly woman where we live. She often helps
this person that is unable to do things herself. Shows
she is caring and willing to give of herself to help
others. Learning to be generous.”
5.1.5. Cultural literacy. Parents observed that the
activity of engaging in this visual literacy project
opened their eyes to different types of learning
events that they took for granted in their children’s
daily lives. For example, the parent who took the
photograph entitled “Children learn discipline at
school bus stop” (Figure 5) had not previously
realized that, for her child, the formal school day
began with this event. In her discussion group she
commented:
I think when children usually go by bus
they usually learn discipline because on the
bus they are all in one line otherwise they
are all gathered here and there playing in
the snow. So when the bus comes, they line
up. They line up otherwise they all playing
in the snow. Only when they see the bus
comes in the street they all line up.

Figure 5. Children learn discipline at school bus stop
This parent, who had also taken several
photographs of her child engaged in recycling
activities, later expanded:
When I asked [name of child] what did
you learned from the community, I had
no idea at that time … I was so
surprised in a moment she answered
me. “Recycling, going on the school
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bus” [short pause] I was so happy
because I did not know about these
little things. I saw my daughter do this,
do that, but I did not realize that those
things are so important [short pause]
these things lay hidden before this
project.
In Canadian society, a significant degree of
socialization of children occurs outside of processes
associated with parenting and formal schooling. The
photographs provided textual representations of key
events associated with important socio-cultural ways
of being into which children in Western society are
acculturated. For immigrant parents, gaining insight
into the seminal role of these activities and events
represented an acquisition of cultural literacy.

5.2. Homework
The sharing of the homework photographs drew
out parents’ perceptions of the nature of homework
within the context of Western schooling and the
resources that students must call upon to complete
related assignments. Group discussions revealed
parents’ varying orientations toward different aspects
of school-assigned work and their roles in the
accountability process.
5.2.1. The collaborative nature of homework. The
photographs provided effective heuristics for parents
to engage in discussion about ways in which they
believed they facilitated – or encountered barriers
that prevented them from facilitating – their
children’s academic success. Parents cited barriers
such as conflicting work schedules, lack of fluency
in the language of instruction, and lack of familiarity
with the school curriculum. In her photography log,
one mother commented: “This picture shows
Caroline struggling with French translation and
spelling looking up words. I feel bad because I
haven’t taught any French in my home and I do
speak the language.” In small-group discussion,
another parent volunteered: “I try to help them with
their homework. When our kids learn we learn. I
don’t know some things. If I don’t know, we Google
it. We can solve problems together.”
Certainly the discussions around this theme
supported the observation by Carreon and colleagues
[25] that
parents’ educational engagement and
presence within the home space is a
practice through which parents can
construct a self-identify as one who
supports their children’s schooling. (p. 11)
However, the amount and kinds of support adult
participants were able to provide for their children’s
school learning varied. This variation was caused by
factors such as: parents’ employment status, which
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influenced when and for how long they could be
available to help their children during non-school
hours; and their familiarity with and access to
resources such as computers.
One photograph in particular sparked a group
discussion that revealed parents’ understandings that
their children’s academic support networks needed to
extend beyond their immediate family circles. The
photograph (Figure 6), which shows a child talking
over the phone to clarify a homework assignment,
illustrates an important way in which children learn
and are supported by their peers.

Figure 6. Calling a Friend. I am communicating with
others

Figure 7. Lots of mess while doing homework
In addition to computers, photographs of children
doing homework revealed the presence of many
other material resources – lined writing paper,
colored manila paper, pens, lead pencils, glue sticks
– that were used to support school learning.
Regardless of where parents weighed in on the
tolerance-for-mess continuum, these various material
items were viewed as necessary support for the daily
routines associated with homework activity.

5.3. O Canada

5.2.2. Computers and library outings. Many
photographs depicted the children using computers.
The number and variety of photographs under the
first two themes related to computer use reflects a
socio-cultural expectation, on the part of both the
school and families, that children will develop
technological competencies alongside other aspects
of academic literacy. The value that caregivers
placed on computer access was reflected in both the
photographs and subsequent small- and large-group
discussions. As well, in their logs and verbal
exchanges, parents revealed that many families
supplemented the resources available in the home
through frequent outings to the local public library.
Parents appreciated the availability of these public
resources, perceiving them as important vehicles for
their children to attain and reinforce the knowledge
and skills that were increasingly necessary to
succeed academically.

Here we highlight the diverse perspectives that
reflect the Canadian experience of new immigrant
families in this study.

5.2.3. Homework can be messy. Several
photographs (Figure 7) and logs revealed a
consensus that the creative process involved in
school-related learning can be untidy. Responses to
this aspect varied. Parental comments ranged from
somewhat negative (“very messy work – paper and
food on the table – I don’t like this mess”) to very
positive (“sometimes mess gives a person more
ideas”).

Figure 8. The Snow. To show the Canadian weather
in winter and how our kids practice its activities

5.3.1. Winter. The thematic rubric O Canada
generated insights into immigrant family members’
New World experiences. Overwhelmingly, for
recently translocated families, Canada evoked the
image of winter. Many of the photographs taken to
illustrate this theme depicted students playing in the
snow. As evidenced in Figures 8 and 9, these
associations generally were positive.

Figure 9. Friends. Joanna was so happy to be playing
in the snow with her friends and her sister. She
enjoyed talking and laughing with them and being
happy
5.3.2. Longing for family. However, there was a
more sombre aspect to the images associated with
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the expatriation and repatriation subject position.
Indeed, many photographs revealed caregivers’
recognition that, in terms of parenting decisions, the
family’s immigration to Canada was both difficult
and complex. In both large- and small-group
discussions, participants emphasized that their main
motivation for immigrating was to provide their
children with opportunities to secure a better
economic future than they had been able to enjoy
thus far – opportunities that they associated with
Canadian schooling. However, despite these
significant incentives, parents acknowledged that
longings for family and friends in their countries of
origin constituted an unavoidable reality of their
children’s Diaspora experiences. These feelings of
loneliness and loss are captured poignantly in Figure
10 and its accompanying log entry.

Figure 10. There is some hidden feeling of loneliness
in this new country. Idrisa misses her grandparents,
cousins, uncles and aunt a lot
In the small group discussion sparked by this
photo, Idrisa’s mother revealed that her daughter was
reluctant to share these feelings of melancholy and
longing with others. Before her involvement with
this project, Idrisa’s mother had thought that her
family were the only ones to be suffering such ennui:
After I have passed one year in this country,
and you know I think one month before,
Idrisa said something quietly. I said, “What
happened?” She started crying. She said,
“What can I do here? I miss my
grandparents.” I was shocked….I realized
that there are some feelings that she doesn’t
share with us…Last year was the very worst
for me. There were times that I thought we
would have to go back, really. I told my
husband no need to stay here. We got
everything there [home country] if we go
back. We are staying here only for our
children. If our children spoil there is no
bigger loss than that.
In addition to feelings of loss of extended family
connections, another significant challenge that
parents associated with migration and acculturation
related to changes in the family dynamic. Parenting
roles and parents’ sense of identity/positionality with
their families appear to have been significantly
influenced by factors such as: changes in the
employment status of one or both parents, lifestyle
changes related to under-employment, and separation
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from spouses due to immigration processes. For
example, one parent commented:
We had everything back home. Since here
my husband works two jobs. Sometimes my
husband gets back from work and he is so
tired he can do nothing with the children. I
say sorry. Only stay for the meal. You have
to try because this is the only occasion that
we share our family happiness.
5.3.3. Negative encounters. Participants commented
on the need to help their children navigate difficult
social contexts, such as dealing with bullying
behavior and acts of discrimination. In her smallgroup conversation, one parent discussed her painful
experience as she helplessly watched her child’s
confidence erode as a result of being persecuted by
peers at school:
I thought it was a mistake to come to
Canada. I did not know who to talk to about
problems. For 9 months I did not know who
to talk to until I received a pamphlet from
school and it said to discuss [bullying
problems] with teacher.
This same parent went on to express how knowledge
made a difference in her and her child’s
circumstances, how she handled the situation, and
how it was resolved.
The difficulties experienced by recently
translocated families while navigating new social
contexts are well documented [26]. Studies describe
family members’ experiences in coping with loss and
family change [27] as well as with racism [28].
Original to the findings of this particular study is
participants’ acknowledgment of the positive role
played by the school in families’ successful
negotiation of these difficulties. Parents found
information distributed by the school (in the form of
pamphlets,
advertisements
for
workshops,
newsletters, etc.) enormously helpful and appreciated
that many of these resources were made available by
the Ontario Ministry of Education and/or by social
and community agencies. Indeed, caregivers
expressed the view that, had it not been for
dissemination through the school, they would have
remained ignorant about provincial norms and board
policies concerning bullying and protocols for
student conduct in general.

6. Discussion
The photographs, photography logs and
discussion sessions that constituted the data
collection strategy for this study served two
important functions: (a) They documented the
seminal
culture-filtered
perspectives
and
understandings held by caregivers as they reflected
upon their children’s educational experiences in their
newly adopted country; and (b) they provided a
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crucial window into how community cultural wealth
may be activated and expressed in the everyday lives
of immigrant students as they and members of their
support networks seek to navigate the challenges
associated with coming to terms with an unfamiliar
society and its social structures.
Beyond these anticipated functions, this activist
research project resulted in a crucial outcome: it
created new understandings and fostered empathy
between immigrant parents and professional
educators. Despite the goodwill of the study’s
participants, these dispositions simply were not
available to respective stakeholders at the start of the
project. However, the photographs, glosses, and
group discussions opened two distinct channels of
understanding. Firstly, they served as conduits
through which professional educators could
effectively access domains of knowledge related to
those spheres of influence in children’s lives that are
not normally discovered through standard schooling
practices. Secondly, and equally importantly, they
helped immigrant parents to access, and to better
understand, the diverse resources that children call
upon as they navigate various aspects of their
Diaspora experiences. These aspects include: (a)
their encounters with peers and community
members; (b) the evolving dynamics, roles, and
routines within their families; and (c) the syncretic
effects of the interactions among heritage, new
languages, and diverse cultural practices [29].
Certainly, all of these elements were represented in
the data from the start; however, the use of the
photographs as points of reference in the logs and in
subsequent group discussions provided a strong
catalytic effect for participants in terms of working
through and extending their understandings.
For professional educators, this study also
provided valuable insights into the extent to which
the school context extends beyond the parameters of
the classroom and the formal curriculum to influence
the socialization of immigrant students and their
families. It is evident from the testimony of parents
that schooling practices and structures were tied
significantly to many aspects of the lives of students
and caregivers, including: (a) their social relations,
(b) their ongoing interpretation of linguistic and
cultural cues [30], and (c) their opportunities to build
new forms of and contexts for literate engagement of
cultural processes [31]. These syncretic effects range
from relatively simple things (such as family trips to
the library on weekends for the purposes of
informing and completing school projects) to more
complex elements (such as parents’ complicity in the
standardization of their children’s learning through
their partnering in the state accountability exercises).
Finally, participants’ responses to the visual literacy
project indicated that caregivers both valued and
enjoyed the opportunities provided to gain access
and give voice to what they knew about their
children’s lives and their lived experiences. Indeed,
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for most participants, the venue fulfilled an
important role in the development of positive
relationships between caregivers and the school. As
parents experienced their contributions being valued,
they became increasingly motivated to build ongoing
relationships with school staff and to establish their
presence within the school culture.

7. Conclusion
We decided to use photography as a strategy for
getting around the linguistic problems inherent in
conducting research that involved gaining access to
the perspectives of non-native speakers of the
societal language. As the project progressed, it
became clear that the photographs functioned not
simply as representational icons that substituted for
verbal texts but also as powerful heuristics that drove
participants’ thinking about the psychological and
social worlds of their children and families. These
heuristics served to highlight how the lives of
immigrant children and their families are coordinated through daily routines involving family,
school, and community.
The results of our study reveal that the school,
apart from the role it plays in the academic
socialization of children, is a powerful vehicle for the
dissemination of crucial information on societal
norms, values, and practices. In the context of this
particular study, embedded within an activist
research agenda that privileged diversity as a
resource, we found the association between the
school and newly migrated families to be generally
beneficial. Although we are persuaded of the value
of visual literacy strategies in elucidating the
perspectives of those whose voices are frequently
marginalized within extant institutional structures,
we are not so unrealistic as to expect that such
favourable conditions for the empowerment of the
sub-altern exist in most schooling contexts.
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