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Abstract 

Canada’s population has been multicultural and multilingual for many years, and recently 

there have been changes to official language education policies, programs, and 

practices in public schools across the country. Unfortunately, education through the 

medium of an official language (often the language of schooling) has not served young 

bilingual children as well as it might, and many such children, especially those who come 

from minority language backgrounds, encounter schooling difficulties. In response to this 

situation, provincial and territorial Ministries of Education in Canada, along with local 

school districts, have invested considerable resources to support elementary teachers in 

adapting their instructional practices for bilingual children and their families. The purpose 

of this ethnographic study is to examine the language practices of three bilingual 

children from Punjabi language backgrounds in one school district in the province of 

British Columbia, Canada. I employed a variety of ethnographic methods including 

classroom observations, fieldnotes, and audio and video recordings of the focal 

children’s language practices during free play. In addition, at the end of the study, I 

conducted semi-structured interviews with the children’s parents, grandparents, and 

teachers about their literacy beliefs and how these beliefs influenced their literacy 

instruction. My findings revealed that the children were able to creatively use their 

language repertoires to actively participate in classroom activities with their parents, 

grandparents, teachers, and peers in two different classrooms (an early learning 

program and a full day Kindergarten classroom). The findings of this study highlight the 

opportunities for teaching and learning with bilingual children in Early Childhood 

Education settings. 

Keywords:  bilingualism; early childhood education; emergent bilingual children; 

language practices; translanguaging 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

Many young children growing up in today’s rapidly changing world are learning to 

speak more than one language through social interactions in their homes with their 

parents, grandparents, and other members of their extended family, as well as in their 

communities (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2012; García & Markos, 2015). A variety of 

research studies (Cenoz & Gorter, 2015; Enever & Lindgren, 2017; Wright, Boun, & 

García, 2015) has shown that bilingualism, multilingualism, and multiculturalism have 

long been the norm in many parts of the world, including developing countries in Africa, 

Asia, Europe, and South America. For example, in India where many languages are 

spoken, British colonial officers imposed the English language during the early 

nineteenth century for social, cultural, economic, and political control of different regions 

of the country (Canagarajah & Liyanage, 2012). Ramanathan (2013, p. 86) explained 

that the British “Raj needed Indians to run their Empire and so offered English education 

to small numbers of Indians that would help them in” the colonial offices until India’s 

independence in 1947. As a result of this colonial language policy, India now has two 

official languages (Hindi and English), with a range of unofficial regional languages (for 

example, Gujarati, Kashmiri, Marathi, Punjabi, and so on) that are associated with 

different cultural groups (Datta, 2007). Ginkel (2017) argued that “the challenge for 

[multilingual] countries is to find a way for all different language communities to 

communicate with each other” (p. 9). This is a challenge faced by many bilingual and 

multilingual countries, particularly when it comes to planning and designing effective 

educational language policies, programs, and practices that concern the use of different 

languages at the Kindergarten to Grade 12 (K-12) level within the public education 

system. 

During the past few decades, scholars, researchers, and educators from different 

countries around the world, including Australia, Britain, Europe, North America, and New 

Zealand, have advocated that school language practices be more closely aligned with 

the language practices of bilingual and multilingual children in their homes and 

communities (Blackledge, 2001; Gregory, Long, & Volk, 2004; Heath, 1983; Li, 2009; 
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Marshall & Toohey, 2010; Purcell-Gates, 2007; Schecter & Cummins, 2003). In many 

countries, there is an official (majority) language and an unofficial (minority) language or 

languages. Murphy (2017) gives an example of a child who is learning English as a 

second language (L2) while learning Arabic as a first language (L1) to illustrate the 

construct of a minority language in the broader society. She elaborated: 

If a child is growing up in England where the majority language is English, 
but has parents who speak Arabic, lives in a community where everyone 
around her speaks Arabic, and in essence develops Arabic as an L1, she 
will be considered a minority language learner because her home 
language is in the minority relative to the rest of the country (where is 
English is spoken). (p. 41, emphasis in original) 

Children from first generation1 immigrant families are often considered minority language 

learners since their home language “is not widely spoken outside the home, and has 

little or no cultural, political or educational status in the broader society” (Paradis, 2007, 

p. 15). García, Makar, Starcevic, and Terry (2011) argued that educational institutions 

often “impose an academic standard language to be used for literacy, thus controlling 

the bilingual students’ capacity to perform fluid linguistic practices framed within different 

social contexts” (p. 35). 

For example, in most elementary schools (Grades 1 to 7)2 in Canada, English 

and French are the languages of instruction, while other languages (such as American 

Sign Language, German, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Mandarin, Punjabi, and Spanish) 

are sometimes taught as separate school subjects, at least in the province of British 

Columbia (BC) (BC Ministry of Education, 2017a). The redesigned BC Punjabi 

curriculum, for instance, is a four-year educational language program offered to students 

from Grades 5 through Grade 8 as an alternative to the French curriculum (BC Ministry 

of Education, 2017b). However, as Carr (2013) explained, “second language education 

is mandatory in Grades 5-8 and, while the choice of language is left to individual school 

                                                
1 The term first generation is often used to refer to “persons who were born outside Canada” 
(Statistics Canada, 2016). For instance, first generation Punjabi-speaking families would include 
families in which one of the parents was born in India and the other in Canada. 
2 According to the British Columbia Ministry of Education (2016), “elementary schools in BC enrol 
students in Kindergarten (age 5) and Grades 1 to 7 (ages 6-12). Secondary schools in most 
school districts enrol students in Grades 8 to 12, or in Grades 9 to 12 (ages 13-17). In districts 
where there are large numbers of students (ages 11-13) enrolled, and where adequate facilities 
are available, the school district might have students attend a Middle school in Grades 6 to 8. 
Most students finish Secondary school by age 18” (p. 2). 
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boards, French is the default if an alternative is not chosen” (p. 27). In most BC school 

districts, English is the dominant language with little support for students enrolled in full 

day Kindergarten classrooms to develop their bilingualism. Several researchers 

concerned with the schooling of minority language learners have shown that children 

engage in different language practices in their homes and communities, which are often 

not recognized as rich resources for teaching and learning in schools (Blackledge, 2001; 

Heath, 1983; Jessel, Kenner, Gregory, Ruby, & Arju, 2011; Li, 2009; Marshall & Toohey, 

2010; Smythe & Toohey, 2009; Volk & de Acosta, 2001). It is against this background 

that in this chapter I contextualize my ethnographic study, which explores bilingual 

children’s language practices at the transition from preschool3 to elementary school. In 

Chapter 3, I explain the complexity of children’s language practices, as I examine 

scholarly literature on bilingual and multilingual children and translanguaging (García & 

Li, 2014; Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015, 2018). Then, I outline the research questions 

that guided my doctoral study. I conclude by providing an overview of this thesis. 

1.1. Context 

For decades, Canada has attracted large numbers of immigrant families, 

particularly to metropolitan areas such as Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver, (Statistics 

Canada, 2017b). For example, according to the 2016 census conducted by Statistics 

Canada, 34,767,255 people were living in Canada, with approximately 7,749,120 of the 

population (or 22.3 percent) reporting using a language other than English or French as 

their mother tongue4 (Statistics Canada, 2017e). Among the non-English languages 

reported in the census data were Mandarin (610,835), Cantonese (594,030), Punjabi 

(543,495), Tagalog (510,425), Spanish (495,090), and Arabic (486,525) (Statistics 

Canada, 2017e). My doctoral study is situated in BC, which has a population of 

4,598,410 (Statistics Canada, 2017e). According to Statistics Canada in 2017, 29.3 

percent of the population (or 1,348,645) in BC reported speaking a non-official language 

as their mother tongue. The most common mother tongues were Punjabi (214,595), 

                                                
3 According to Pianta, Barnett, Burchinal, and Thornburg (2009), “the term preschool 
encompasses a diverse array of programs, under a variety of names, for children who have not 
yet entered Kindergarten” (p. 52, emphasis in original). In the research I conducted, most children 
were five years old. 
4 The term mother tongue is defined as “the first language learned at home in childhood and still 
understood by the person at the time the data was collected” (Statistics Canada, 2017c). 



4 

Cantonese (202,705), Mandarin (191,980), Tagalog (92,870), and German (70,585). 

BC’s culturally and linguistically diverse population is partly a result of the large numbers 

of recent immigrant families settling in the province, but BC has attracted immigrant and 

refugee families from all around the world for many years. The diverse population in BC 

leads to much discussion amongst researchers, educators, and policy makers about 

how languages other than English or French should be integrated into the public school 

curriculum. 

Today, BC has one of the largest Punjabi-speaking populations in Canada. 

According to the latest census, the City of Surrey is the second largest municipality in 

BC with a population of more than 500,000 (Statistics Canada, 2017d). More than 

160,000 people living in Surrey are under the age of 24, making it a city with a relatively 

young population in comparison to many other municipalities across Canada (Statistics 

Canada, 2017a). With a growing population, Surrey has become home to a large 

number of immigrant and refugee families from Asian countries, including India, China, 

and the Philippines. The most widely spoken mother tongue in Surrey is Punjabi, which 

is spoken by more than 100,000 people (Statistics Canada, 2017a). These 

demographics are also rapidly changing the linguistic diversity of public schools in the 

city, which brings together teachers and students who speak a variety of languages. In 

recent years, immigration from India has become more evident in the student population 

at the elementary, secondary, and post-secondary levels. For instance, the BC Ministry 

of Education website reported that the Surrey School District (hereafter referred to as 

Surrey Schools) served more than 70,000 students, and more than 20 percent of the 

students spoke Punjabi as their home language during the 2014-2015 school year. It is 

important to note that language is not necessarily an accurate marker of the country of 

origin. There are, for example, Indians who speak many other languages like Bengali, 

Hindi, Marathi, and so on. 

While there have been studies examining the diverse language practices of 

bilingual students in their homes and schools in Canada, there have been relatively few 

studies specifically concerned with bilingual students from Punjabi language 

backgrounds (Day, 1999; Julé, 2004; Marshall & Toohey, 2010; McTavish, 2009; Mui & 

Anderson, 2008; Singh, 2011; Smythe & Toohey, 2009; Toohey, 2000, 2018; Toohey, 

Waterstone, & Julé-Lemke, 2000). My doctoral study is unique in that it is written from 

the perspective of an insider researcher who speaks the same language as the focal 
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children and their families (Punjabi). The three focal children, all aged between four and 

five years, are second generation5 Canadians whose families have immigrated to 

Canada from India. In this ethnographic study, I draw heavily on a sociocultural 

perspective on language teaching and learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Rogoff, 2003; Wertsch, 

1991). I also draw on new perspectives on bilingual education, particularly 

translanguaging (Creese & Blackledge, 2010; García, 2009; García & Li, 2014; Otheguy, 

García, & Reid, 2015, 2018) and translanguaging space (García & Li, 2014; Li, 2011), to 

explore the children’s language practices at the transition from preschool to elementary 

school. 

1.2. Background of the Study 

The vast majority of children enter elementary school speaking their home 

language(s). Unfortunately, few elementary teachers are prepared to work effectively 

with children who may require additional support in developing proficiency in two or more 

languages, which creates additional challenges for administrators, teachers, and other 

support staff in terms of finding appropriate instructional strategies for their classrooms 

(Bauer & Gort, 2012; Cummins, 2007, 2017). In response to some of these challenges, 

Canadian Ministries of Education, along with provincial literacy organizations, have 

invested considerable resources to support bilingual children’s languages and literacies 

before they begin school. In BC, the Ministry of Education offers a variety of early 

learning programs for children and their families before full day Kindergarten. However, 

there are very few ethnographic studies that have documented the effectiveness of 

these early learning programs, especially from the perspective of an insider researcher. 

After completing my Master’s research, I wanted to examine the language 

practices of bilingual children from first generation Punjabi families as they transitioned 

from preschool to elementary school. While completing my doctoral coursework 

(September to December 2012), I had the opportunity to conduct a small-scale 

observational study, in a project which brought together researchers, administrators, and 

teachers to use a set of teaching resources designed for bilingual children and their 

                                                
5 The term second generation is often used to refer to “persons who were born in Canada and 
had at least one parent born outside Canada. For the most part, these are the children of 
immigrants” (Statistics Canada, 2016). 
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families. For this pilot study, I was mainly interested in Early Childhood Education (ECE) 

practitioners’ beliefs about bilingualism, as well as how these beliefs influenced their 

instructional practices. During the time of the pilot study, the provincial literacy 

organization for BC also produced a set of teaching resources (primarily picture cards on 

familiar topics such as food) that were translated from English into Punjabi and given to 

families by the ECE practitioners to use in their homes. 

The pilot study’s participants consisted of two ECE practitioners (one 

monolingual in English and one bilingual in Punjabi and English) and first generation 

Punjabi families and their children in two early learning programs, located inside two 

elementary schools in Surrey. Both ECE practitioners were interviewed about 1) their 

educational background, 2) their beliefs about bilingualism, and 3) their instructional 

practices. In addition to the interviews, classroom observations were also conducted in 

the programs. My interviews with the parents and grandparents revealed that the first 

generation Punjabi families held beliefs different from those of the early learning 

programs about their children’s learning, which made it difficult to implement some of the 

bilingual literacy resources in the classrooms. For example, the Punjabi families 

preferred more traditional, skill-based approaches to literacy6 teaching and learning. 

Generally, the findings illuminated the important role of ECE practitioners in either 

modifying their instructional practices to be more aligned with those of the families or in 

providing explicit instruction to families, particularly families from culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds, who may not be familiar with play-based approaches 

to literacy teaching and learning. 

Upon completion of the pilot study in June 2013, I decided to focus my doctoral 

study on one of the early learning programs with a bilingual (Punjabi and English) ECE 

practitioner to understand the language practices of three bilingual children from first 

generation Punjabi families. I volunteered in the early learning program from September 

2013 through December 2013 to establish rapport with the focal bilingual children and 

their parents and grandparents. The study also involved Learner Support Team (LST) 

teachers who worked with the bilingual children, and in the second phase of the study, 

the children’s Kindergarten teacher. After initial meetings with the program coordinators 

in December 2013, I was granted access to the early learning program (January 2014 to 
                                                
6 In this thesis, I associate the term literacy with familiarity with print and other representational 
systems, and the term biliteracy with such systems in two languages. 
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June 2014) and the Kindergarten classroom (October 2014 to June 2015), which were 

both located inside the same elementary school. Both classrooms consisted of bilingual 

children mainly from Punjabi-speaking homes. I employed an ethnographic approach 

making classroom observations, fieldnotes, and audio and video recordings to gain a 

deeper understanding of the bilingual children’s language practices. Semi-structured 

interviews were also conducted with the parents and grandparents about their beliefs 

about literacy instruction at the end of the study. 

During weekly classroom observations, I observed the focal bilingual children as 

they engaged in play-based learning experiences with other bilingual children. Ewing, 

Callow, and Rushton (2016) explained that “children use play to make sense of their 

world, their relationships and those of adults and older children around them” (p. 23). 

Specifically, I focused on sociodramatic play and its importance for developing bilingual 

children’s oral language skills in their classrooms. According to Shipley (2002, p. 37), 

“sociodramatic play is a more social and complex form of symbolic play that occurs 

when two or more children collaborate in dramatizing experiences from their physical 

and social environments”. Research studies of children’s play (Eisazadeh, Rajendram, 

Portier, & Peterson, 2017; García et al., 2011; Kendrick, 2003; Roskos & Christie, 2007) 

have also shown when children (four to seven years of age) engage in sociodramatic 

play, they are able to make decisions about their actions and interactions with other 

children, often using new vocabulary words associated with their play. 

1.3. Research Questions 

Specifically, this study focused on the following three research questions: 

1. What are the language practices of young Punjabi-speaking 
children in early years classrooms (preschool and Kindergarten)? 

2. How do Punjabi-speaking children use features of their language 
repertoires to participate in literacy activities within these 
classroom settings? 

3. What instructional strategies might be appropriate to support 
Punjabi-speaking children’s bilingual competencies during the 
early years of schooling?  
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It is important to mention that my initial research questions were broad. I was 

interested in exploring Punjabi-speaking children’s language practices in early years 

classrooms and my analysis of the data proceeded me to ask more focused questions 

on the children’s translanguaging practices during free play, which represented part of 

the program at a defined time of the day. To address my research questions, I adopted 

an ethnographic approach, which allowed the focal teachers, parents, and grandparents 

to articulate their perspectives on language learning. Specifically, my analysis of the data 

revealed that the children were able to creatively use their language repertoires to 

actively participate in sociodramatic play with other bilingual children in the classroom. 

The findings of this study highlight the opportunities for teaching and learning with 

bilingual children in ECE settings. It also highlights the role of school administrators, 

teachers, and others in adopting a translanguaging pedagogy (García, Johnson, & 

Seltzer, 2017) to strengthen the language development of bilingual students, even when 

English or French are the languages of instruction. 

1.4. Organization of Thesis 

This doctoral thesis is comprised of seven chapters. In the first chapter, I briefly 

discuss some of the emerging scholarship on bilingual education, which has introduced 

new terms for conceptualizing language learning. I outline the significance of the study, 

along with the research questions. 

In the second chapter, I briefly review the history of the Punjabi Sikh community 

in India, Canada, and British Columbia. Specifically, I focus on the community’s struggle 

to preserve their language, culture, and religion. The chapter provides a historical 

context within which to understand the remainder of the chapters in this thesis. 

In the third chapter, I provide a review of the scholarly literature in the field of 

literacy education with a focus on bilingual children’s language practices in school 

settings that informed my research. This chapter is divided into three parts: 1) 

sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), 2) translanguaging theory (García & Li, 2014; 

Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015, 2018), and 3) play theory (Vygotsky, 1976). 

In the fourth chapter, I describe the methodology of this study, along with the 

data collection and analysis procedures employed in the study. First, I begin by 
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explaining the research design that guided my decision to conduct an ethnographic 

study with three bilingual children and their parents and grandparents. I also describe 

the process of recruitment of the focal participants. Then, I describe my data collection 

and analysis procedures. I also share my role as an insider and outsider researcher. 

In the fifth and sixth chapters, I present the key findings of this study. In the fifth 

chapter, I present the findings from the first phase of the study in an early learning 

program, focusing on the focal children’s actions and interactions with their parents and 

grandparents during classroom activities (circle time). In the sixth chapter, I present 

findings from the second phase of the study in a full day Kindergarten classroom. I 

present key themes about bilingualism that emerged through the children’s interactions 

with their bilingual peers during sociodramatic play. 

In the final chapter, I discuss the broader implications of the study for future 

education policies, programs, and practices. I also acknowledge some of the limitations 

of this study. Last, I conclude the thesis with future directions in the field of language 

teaching and learning with particular attention to bilingual children both in and out-of-

school settings. 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Context 

The Heart Breaking Incident 

at the same shore of the ocean 
where once stood Komagata Maru 
and went back 
without kissing the shore sand 
shrieking like a hungry elephant 
facing the guns 

now sitting amidst 
the scattered boulders 
the driftwood, the gravel, the sand 
maybe someone could tell me the story? 
I wonder how they witnessed 
the scene 
and silently listened 
to the voices of our grandfathers 

I try to enjoy the music of the waves 
but only the angry Punjabi voices 
from the Maru reach my ears 
I ask the walking shores 
about the heart-breaking incident 

they laugh 
turn their faces and walk away 
(Binning, 1994) 

2.1. Introduction 

In his poem, Sadhu Binning, a retired Professor of Punjabi Language and 

Literature at the University of British Columbia (UBC), sheds light on the historical events 

surrounding the Komagata Maru incident in BC. Surprisingly, “most Canadians [including 

myself] were unaware that the country’s Asian-origin population had been kept very 

small as a matter of policy, and because Asian numbers were so small, Asians were 

easily left out of the national count” (Johnston, 2014, p. xiii). During the first half of the 

twentieth century, the Canadian government enacted several exclusionary immigration 

policies to prevent people (particularly people from China and India) from entering 
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Canada. Binning’s (1994) poem, which was written 25 years ago, makes strong 

connections between the past and present to remember the social suffering that “his 

grandfathers” were forced to endure at the hands of the Canadian government. The 

heartbreaking incident in which 376 passengers of South Asian origin were refused entry 

to Canada stands as a stark reminder of the politics of difference in a society where 

“whiteness” continues to command power, prestige, and privilege (Johnson, 2006). 

McIntosh (2015) described “white privilege” as “an invisible weightless knapsack of 

special provisions, assurances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports, visas, 

clothes” and so on (p. 241). Unfortunately, the passengers on the Komagata Maru did 

not have access to these “special provisions” and as a result were forced to return to 

India “without kissing the shore sand” (Binning, 1994). The purpose of this chapter is to 

provide some information about Punjabi Sikhs, and Canada’s exclusionary immigration 

policies and practices that prevented the immigration of Punjabi Sikhs and their families 

(women and children) in the early twentieth century. 

2.2. Punjabi Sikhs 

The term Punjabi is often used to refer to people who are originally from the state 

of Punjab in the northwestern part of India (Nayar, 2004). Today, more than 1.3 billion 

people are living in India, making it the second most populous country in the world after 

China (World Bank, 2017). According to the 2011 Indian Census, more than 27.7 million 

people are living in Punjab, comprising 14.6 million males and 13.1 million females. 

Punjabis constitute 2.29 percent of India’s total population (Census of India, 2011). 

Currently, there are 22 districts in Punjab, with its capital in the city of Chandigarh. Table 

2.1. shows Ludhiana with a population of 3,487,882 in 2011, making it the most 

populous district in Punjab, closely followed by Amritsar (2,489,891), Gurdaspur 

(2,299,026), Jalandhar (2,181,753), and Firozpur (2,026,831) (Census of India, 2011). 

Mooney (2011) referred to Punjabis as follows: 

All persons commonly sharing the social and cultural traits that are 
associated with the Punjab region, and more especially, to persons who 
routinely speak the Punjabi language; this is the broadest of designations, 
and theoretically refer to Hindus and Sikhs of any caste, as well as to 
Muslims and Christians, in or originating in both India and Pakistan. (p. 1) 

It is important to point out that the partition of British India into two independent nations 

in 1947, India and Pakistan, resulted in the division of the state of Punjab. 
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Table 2.1. Population of Punjab, 2011 

 Ranking of Districts by Population 
 Total Male Female 

India 1,210,193,422 623,724,248 586,469,174 

Punjab 27,704,236 14,634,819 13,069,417 

Ludhiana 3,487,882 1,866,203 1,621,679 

Amritsar 2,490,891 1,322,088 1,168,803 

Gurdaspur 2,299,026 1,212,995 1,086,031 

Jalandhar 2,181,753 1,140,536 1,041,217 

Firozpur 2,026,831 1,070,812 956,019 
Source: 2011 Census of India - Provisional Population Totals Punjab 

The name Punjab is derived from two words, punj [five] and ab [water] and often 

referred to as the land of five rivers. Punjab shares an international border with Pakistan 

in the west, as well as national state borders with Jammu and Kashmir in the north, 

Himachal Pradesh in the east, and Haryana and Rajasthan in the south (Census of 

India, 2011). The fertile land and ample supply of water from its rivers have contributed 

to the development of agricultural produce (especially wheat production) in Punjab and 

made farming an important source of income among Punjabi farmers (Sidhu, Vatta, & 

Ali, 2016). Punjab has often been described as India’s breadbasket producing 23 

percent of the wheat in the country (Nayar, 2004). 

Over time, agriculture has “formed the foundation of Punjabi culture, with one’s 

social status being determined by landownership” (Nayar, 2012, p. 6). Many Punjabis 

are landowners in Punjab and can provide financially for themselves and their families 

by working on their farms. In the traditional Punjabi caste system, Jats, along with 

Kambos, Sainis, Rajputs, and Mahtons represent agricultural communities. 



13 

 
Figure 2.1. Map of Punjab, India 
Source: Punjab Districts, by Radiomiles, 2016, WikimediaCommons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Punjab,_India_districts_22.png. Licensed under CC-BY-
SA. 
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Mooney (2011) noted that Jats are considered to be a powerful caste in the rural 

communities of Punjab primarily because of their possession of agricultural land. The 

Jats can hire people from other castes to work for them on their farms as labourers. In 

addition to the Jats, there are other castes such as Khatris and Aroras [trading 

communities], Tarkhans [carpenters], Lohars [blacksmiths], Raj [bricklayers], Kumhars 

[potters], Sunars [goldsmiths], and many other castes (Grewal, 1990). 

2.3. Sikh Religion 

The majority of Punjabis follow the Sikh religion (also known as Sikhism), which 

originated in the Punjab region in the 1400s. Sikhism revolves around the teachings of 

the ten human Sikh Gurus [teachers] between 1469 and 1708. Guru Nanak Dev Ji 

(1469-1539), the first Sikh Guru, founded Sikhism in the fifteenth century in Punjab. 

Guru Nanak Dev Ji’s teachings, along with those of the other nine Gurus, serve as the 

basis of the Sikh religion. The underlying principle of Sikhism is the belief in the oneness 

of God, which is expressed by the words ik [one] and onkar [God]. After the Sikh Gurus, 

the place of the Guru is accorded to the Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji [holy book of the 

Sikhs]. Guru Angad Ji (1504-1552), the second Guru, created the sacred script of 

Gurmukhi, which was used to write the Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji. Guru Ram Das Ji 

(1534-1581), the fourth Guru, founded the city of Amritsar and Guru Arjan Dev Ji (1563-

1606), the fifth Guru, built Sri Harmandir Sahib (also known as the Golden Temple) in 

Amritsar. He also compiled each Guru’s teachings into the Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji, 

which is written in the traditional Gurmukhi script. 

Guru Gobind Singh Ji (1622-1675), the tenth Guru, established the Khalsa 

[community of baptised Sikhs] whose members (both men and women) uphold the Sikh 

religion. Many Sikhs choose to get baptised into the Khalsa and often display the five 

religious symbols of Sikhism on their bodies. The five symbols are known as the Panj 

Kakaars [Five Ks]. These five symbols include the following: Kesh [uncut hair]: keeping 

your hair natural without cutting it and (for men) wearing a turban on your head; Kangha 

[wooden comb]: keeping a small wooden comb for grooming your hair; Kara [steel 

bracelet]: wearing a steel bracelet on your right arm as a reminder of the Sikh faith; 

Kachera [cotton shorts]: wearing shorts to encourage self-restraint over sexual desires, 

and Kirpan [steel sword]: wearing a small steel sword serving as symbolism for self-
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defence. It is interesting to note that Punjabis often use the term Sikh interchangeably to 

identify themselves as Punjabi Sikhs in contexts outside of India (Nayar, 2004). 

The gurdwara [house of God] is a place of worship for people in the Sikh 

community. All gurdwaras have an open-door policy that welcomes everyone regardless 

of their religious practices. The gurdwaras also hold a large number of annual religious 

events such as Vaisakhi [the birth of the Khalsa] and Diwali [the festival of lights], which 

take place in April and November. In addition, every gurdwara also provides Guru ka 

langar, which is a free vegetarian community meal consisting of roti [flatbread], dhal 

[lentils], sabjiyaan [vegetables], and dahi [yogurt] to every visitor, Sikh or non-Sikh, in the 

langar [Guru’s kitchen] hall. Guru Amar Das Ji (1479-1574), the third Guru of the Sikhs, 

began the daily ritual of preparing and serving the vegetarian meal and it is performed by 

local sewadars [volunteers] in the langar hall of the gurdwara. 

In the next section of this chapter, I will focus on historically important events that 

have affected the Punjabi Sikh community in India, Canada, and BC. My doctoral study 

on the language practices of bilingual children from Punjabi language backgrounds 

brought me (and my husband) to BC in September 2012. Specifically, it was during my 

doctoral coursework in the Languages, Cultures, and Literacies (LCL) program that I 

became more familiar with the social, cultural, and political challenges faced by the 

Punjabi Sikh community in Canada as well as in India. This led me to spend a 

considerable amount of time visiting several religious institutions, including the Khalsa 

Diwan Society’s Ross Street Gurdwara in Vancouver, BC to understand the past. 

2.4. Punjabi Sikhs in British India 

It is important to note that Britain ruled India for almost three centuries (1612-

1947) and played a significant role in shaping its educational, social, cultural, and 

political history through the British East India Company. During the early 1800s, 

Christian missionary schools were opened in Punjab, in the districts of Amritsar, 

Jalandhar, and Ludhiana, to spread the English language (Kaur, 2003). By 1835, the 

English language was adopted as the official language of instruction in all the schools 

supported by the British administration (Gupta, 2007). In 1882, Punjab University was 

established in Lahore. A few years later, the Indian Education Commission proposed 

that schools incorporate textbook-centred pedagogy to produce clerks who could work at 
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the lower levels of British colonial administrative services (Gupta, 2007). It is important to 

note that the majority of these educational institutions were intended for males, mainly 

upper class Hindu males, who would support the British administration in maintaining 

colonial rule. 

During the early 1900s, the British government continued to fund the expansion 

of Christian missionary schools, in which Indian languages and cultures such as Punjabi 

were being suppressed as a means of spreading English education. Reetz (1997) 

explained that the presence of Christian missionaries threatened Sikhs and their 

religious identity in India. In 1873, Punjabi Sikh activists decided to take matters into 

their own hands by forming an organization called the Singh Sabha (Society of Sikhs) to 

promote the fundamental teachings of Sikhism. The founding Amritsar Singh Sabha 

(1873) and the Lahore Singh Sabha (1879) made major contributions in establishing 

educational institutions (e.g., Khalsa schools) for Sikh males and females, where they 

could learn to read and write in the traditional Gurmukhi script. In 1892, Khalsa College 

was established in Amritsar, which “became the premier educational institution for the 

Sikhs” (Grewal, 1990, p. 148). During the same year, Takht Singh (1870-1937) 

established the Kanya Maha Vidyala in Ferozepore and opened faith-based schools for 

females with generous donations from Punjabi Sikhs in Singapore (Grewal, 1990). 

Historical records indicate that Punjabi Sikhs first migrated to North America (BC, 

Canada, and California, United States) at the beginning of the twentieth century (Judge, 

2003). The majority of the Punjabi Sikh immigrants were farmers who had served in the 

British Indian Army (Dusenbery, 2008). In 1849, the British East India Company (also a 

major military force) gained control of the Punjab region and then recruited Punjabi Sikhs 

for service in the British Indian Army (Johnston, 2014). For instance, Nayar (2012) 

noted, “even when the Punjab was under British rule (1849-1947), the Punjabis 

continued to serve in large numbers in the army, and they fought in both the First and 

Second World Wars” (p. 7). Punjabi Sikh soldiers also served in the police forces of 

Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore, or other British-controlled Asian ports (Johnston, 

2014). 

Under the British colonial system, the soldiers had the right to travel freely to any 

country of the Empire, including Canada. In 1879, a group of soldiers travelled through 

Canada after participating in Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee in London, England. Nayar 
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(2004) noted that “Canada became known in India as an attractive place for economic 

advancement” as a result of this trip (p. 16). When the soldiers arrived back in Hong 

Kong, they shared stories of Indian immigrants who were settling in BC and California. In 

the early 1900s, Indian immigrants (including Punjabi Sikhs, Hindus, and Muslims) 

began arriving in North America in hopes of a better future for their families. The vast 

majority of these immigrants were young men who were seeking better employment 

opportunities so that they could accumulate savings to help their families pay their 

mortgages back home (Manak, 1998). 

2.5. Punjabi Sikhs in British Columbia 

During this time, Canada was also in desperate need of cheap manual labour, 

which led to the first major wave of migration (Nayar, 2004). In the period of 1904-1908, 

approximately 5,185 Indians (5,158 men, 15 women, and 12 children) arrived in BC, 

where they found work mainly in the lumber industry (e.g., sawmills) for low wages 

(Nayar, 2004). Although there were Sikhs, Hindus, and Muslims among the new 

immigrants, they were all generally referred to as Hindoos by mainstream Canadian 

society. Khayatt (2001) argued that these “labels are applied by those in power to 

differentiate between themselves and those they want to exclude, and they accomplish 

this on the basis of race, class, ethnicity, and other factors” (p. 79). The Indian 

community, along with the Chinese and Japanese community, made up a significant 

portion of the immigrant population in BC.  

Within a few years, the first Sikh temple society in BC, the Khalsa Diwan Society 

was formed in 1902. During this time, Punjabi Sikhs began establishing their religious 

institutions in Vancouver and Victoria, BC. For example, in 1908, the Society purchased 

land to build the first gurdwara in Vancouver. This gurdwara not only served as a place 

of worship, but also as a place for the members of the community (including Christians, 

Hindus, and Muslims) to discuss important educational, social, cultural, and political 

issues affecting the community in India, Canada, and the United States. In 1911, the 

Khalsa Diwan Society constructed another gurdwara in Abbotsford, BC to serve the 

growing population of Sikhs in the Fraser Valley. 

Punjabi Sikhs continued to work hard in the lumber industry. The men often 

travelled together in small groups with someone who could speak English. The “boss 
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man” was responsible for finding manual labour jobs for unemployed men (Leonard, 

1992). From 1907 to 1947, the men experienced institutional racism from the Canadian 

government by preventing them from voting in municipal, provincial, and federal 

elections (Johnston, 2014). Punjabi Sikh men were often portrayed as being dirty in 

news media reports. As Dei (1996) argued, “such thinking is not only racist but also 

serves to justify inhumane treatment of people who are perceived to be different from the 

dominant group” (p. 44). During this time, the Asiatic Exclusion League was formed to 

keep Asian immigrants out of the province. On September 7, 1907, after a series of anti-

Asian speeches, an angry mob marched through the Chinese and Japanese 

communities in Vancouver, and damaged properties during the riots. 

After the riots, the Canadian government felt that Punjabi Sikhs were not suited 

for life in Canada, and devised a plan to relocate them in British Honduras (now Belize). 

For example, in 1908, the Minister of Labour, William Lyon Mackenzie King (1874-1950), 

justified the government’s decision to stop Punjabi Sikhs from coming to Canada and 

saying this would be in their best interest. 

It was clearly recognized in regard to emigration from India to Canada 
that the native of India is not a person suited to this country, that 
accustomed as many of them are to the conditions of a tropical climate, 
and possessing manners and customs so unlike our own people, their 
inability to readily adapt themselves to surroundings entirely different 
could not do other than entail an amount of privation and suffering which 
renders a discontinuance of such immigration most desirable in the 
interests of the Indians themselves. (House of Commons, 1908, pp. 7-8, 
as cited in Bolaria & Li, 1988, p. 171) 

The views of William Lyon Mackenzie King were further reflected in the immigration 

policies at the time. For example, the Canadian government enacted several regulations 

that strictly prohibited the entry of women and children into Canada to encourage men to 

go back to India. Initially, Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier (1841-1919) felt that Canada 

could not exclude Indians (or British subjects) because India was still a part of the British 

Empire. However, in 1908, the Canadian government passed two regulations to restrict 

the immigration of Indians. The first regulation required Indians to come to Canada from 

India through a direct passage (Judge, 2003). However, the government discouraged 

steamship companies from providing a direct passage from India to Canada at the time. 

The second regulation required Indians to possess 200 dollars, which made it very 

difficult for potential immigrants to come to Canada (Johnston, 2014). 
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2.5.1. Komagata Maru Incident 

The Canadian government’s new Continuous Journey Regulation outraged many 

Punjabi Sikhs because they were not allowed to travel from one part of the British 

Empire to the other, despite being loyal British subjects (Johnston, 2014). Gurdit Singh 

Sarhali (1860-1954), a successful Punjabi Sikh businessman, decided to challenge the 

regulations by chartering a Japanese steamship called the Komagata Maru (Singh, 

2007). At the time, Gurdit Singh Sarhali was living in Hong Kong and was able to charter 

the steamship using his financial resources. On April 4, 1914, the Komagata Maru set 

sail for Canada with a total of 376 passengers (about 337 Sikhs, 27 Muslims, and 12 

Hindus) on board (Johnston, 2014). As news of the Komagata Maru spread, Canadian 

authorities learned that a steamship was on its way from Hong Kong to Vancouver. As 

the Komagata Maru made its way into the Burrard Inlet in Vancouver on May 23, 1914, 

the authorities made it very clear that the passengers would not be allowed to enter, 

except for passengers who were returning to Canada. 

The Premier of BC at the time, Sir Richard McBride (1870-1917), was quoted as 

saying: “To admit Orientals in large numbers would mean in the end the extinction of the 

white peoples, and we always have in mind the necessity of keeping this a white man’s 

country” (as cited in Singh, 1994, p. 46). The passengers were stranded on the 

Komagata Maru for nearly two months while negotiations proceeded between the two 

parties. The Khalsa Diwan Society also held meetings at the local gurdwaras and raised 

large amounts of money to support the passengers on board the steamship. The two 

parties finally reached an agreement and it was decided, “the government would agree 

to send provisions to the steamship in return of which, the Komagata Maru would agree 

to return to India” (Singh, 2007, para. 10). After two months on July 23, 1914, the 

Komagata Maru “shrieking like a hungry elephant” was forced to leave with its 

passengers on board “facing the guns” (Binning, 1994). When the steamship arrived in 

Budge Budge near Calcutta, on September 29, 1914, police officers imprisoned 179 

passengers in Calcutta. Gurdit Singh Sarhali managed to escape imprisonment by 

hiding for seven years (Johnston, 2014). In 1921, he finally surrendered to police at an 

annual Sikh festival in Punjab. 
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2.5.2.  Immigration Policies 

The views of government officials played an important role in shaping Canada’s 

immigration policies. With the outbreak of the First World War (1914-1918), there was a 

dramatic decline in Indian migration to Canada with the Continuous Journey Regulation 

in 1908. After the war, only a few Indians were permitted to migrate to Canada. In 1918, 

the Canadian government changed immigration regulations to allow Indian immigrants to 

bring their families (wives and children) to Canada. Between 1914-1947, the number of 

Indian immigrants remained low as a result of the government’s Continuous Journey 

Regulation. After 40 years of discriminatory policies, Asian immigrants were finally 

granted the right to vote in political elections on April 2, 1947. In subsequent years, 

members of the Vancouver Khalsa Diwan Society established the East Indian Canadian 

Citizens Welfare Association in 1947 to lobby the government to change immigration 

policies to allow Indians who were residing in Canada to sponsor their family members 

living abroad (Nayar, 2004). 

In June 1947, the British government announced that the British Empire would be 

partitioned into two countries after three centuries of colonial rule. The government’s 

political decision meant that the majority Sikh and Hindu states (East Punjab and West 

Bengal) would become part of India; Muslim states (West Punjab and East Bengal) 

would become part of Pakistan, and a result dividing Punjab between the two new 

countries. As the countdown to partition began, approximately 13 million people were left 

stranded on the wrong side of the border based on their religious identities (Grewal, 

1990). There was also massive migration, as millions of Hindus and Sikhs fled to India 

and Muslims fled to Pakistan. After India’s independence from Britain on August 15, 

1947, communal violence persisted throughout the country. Khan (2007) explained that 

Punjab “was the province most brutally sliced into two parts in 1947, and was the bloody 

battlefield of Partition where by far the greatest number of massacres of Hindus, Sikhs 

and Muslims occurred” (p. 7). The violence that accompanied partition left nearly a 

million people dead on both sides of the border (Hickman, 2014). 

The first Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-1964), and his 

daughter, Indira Gandhi, visited Vancouver in November 1949. During their visit, the 

Punjabi Sikh community expressed their deep concerns regarding exclusionary 

immigration policies against immigrants from India. By the early 1950s, Canada 
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introduced small immigration quotas for India (150 immigrants), Pakistan (100 

immigrants), and Sri Lanka (50 immigrants), which were seen as a significant step 

forward by the South Asian community (Johnston, 2014).  However, it was not until the 

1970s that the Punjabi Sikh community in Canada slowly began to grow after several 

decades of exclusionary policies against non-British and non-European immigrants 

(Satzewich, 2011). In 1967, the Canadian government introduced the new “points 

system”, which evaluated potential immigrants to Canada on “points” in each of nine 

categories, including knowledge of English and/or French (Ninette & Trebilcock, 2010). 

Under the points system, educated Punjabi Sikhs (such as my parents) could sponsor 

their extended family members, including parents and grandparents, through the family 

class category. 

During the 1980s, some Punjabi Sikhs also came to Canada as political 

refugees. On June 5, 1984, the Operation Blue Star incident occurred in which the 

Indian government launched an attack on the Golden Temple (holiest Sikh shrine) in 

Amritsar, Punjab in response to Sikh separatist7 activities. Later that year, the 

assassination of Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi (1917-1984) on October 31, 1984, 

by two of her Punjabi Sikh bodyguards led to anti-Sikh riots in India. As the level of 

violence continued to increase in New Delhi, the capital of India, thousands of innocent 

Sikh men, women, and children were tortured and murdered by agents of the state 

(Shani, 2008). The political violence prompted another wave of immigration to Canada of 

political refugees escaping widespread violence against Sikhs that had broken out in 

India. Many Punjabi Sikhs living in Punjab at the time expressed their fear of political 

instability (Shani, 2008). A few years later in 1987, approximately 173 Punjabi Sikhs 

arrived illegally in Charlesville on the south coast of Nova Scotia on a ship called the 

Amelie. As Ninette and Trebilcock (2010) explained, “most were Sikhs claiming religious 

persecution in India” (p. 406). The Maritime Sikh Society, along with others, arranged for 

the Sikhs to be sponsored by Sikhs living across the country (Hickman, 2014). 

As the political climate began to change in India, Punjabi Sikhs and their families 

immigrated to Canada mainly through the family class category. It is important to note 

that host families are required by the Canadian government to financially support their 

parents or grandparents during the first ten years of residence (Milan, Laflamme, & 
                                                
7 Militant Sikh separatist groups in India (as well as elsewhere) were fighting for an independent 
Sikh homeland (Axel, 2002). 
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Wong, 2015). According to a recent Statistics Canada report, “before 1994, the family 

category was frequently the most common category of admission of Canadian 

immigrants. Since 2012, 70,100 people on average, or 27.0% of all immigrants, have 

been admitted annually under this category” (Martel & D’Aoust, 2016, p. 4). Table 2.2. 

(below) shows the effect of Canada’s immigration policies on the numbers of Sikh 

immigrants. In BC, for example, the numbers increased largely as a result of new 

immigration regulations of 1967 permitting Punjabi Sikh families to sponsor their 

dependent relatives, which included sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, parents, 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, and grandchildren from India (Knowles, 

2016). These sponsored family members often have limited access to settlement 

services, and as a result, depending upon their family members for economic support. 

Table 2.2. Sikh Immigrants by Period of Immigration, British Columbia, 2011 

 Sikh Immigrants 
 Before 1971 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001-2011 

Canada 9,655 33,965 43,270 90,720 107,000 

British Columbia 6,850 17,480 18,375 38,925 38,955 

Vancouver CMA8 4,900 13,840 14,305 30,030 29,925 

Victoria CMA 355 415 335 505 370 

Kelowna CMA 55 130 295 350 285 

Abbotsford CMA 540 1,540 2,385 6,450 6,885 
Source: 2011 National Household Survey - Immigration and Ethnocultural Diversity in Canada 

2.5.3. Punjabi Sikh Families  

It is common in India and Canada as well for many Punjabi Sikh families to live 

with extended families, including parents, their children, and relatives (for example, 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, and nephews) in the same household. 

According to the 2011 National Household Survey of Canada, “584,350 grandparents 

aged 45 and over, or 4% of the overall population in this age group, lived with their 

grandchildren” (Milan et al., 2015, p. 2). In some families, grandparents often serve as 

                                                
8 BC has four Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs), including Vancouver, Victoria, Kelowna, and 
Abbotsford, which account for 67 percent of its total population (Hiebert & Sherrell, 2011). 
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primary caregivers for their grandchildren when both parents are employed outside the 

home. Smythe and Toohey (2009) noted that “the support provided by grandparents is 

available to families who can afford the family sponsorship process” (p. 45). In those 

families that include grandparents, parents and grandparents often share household 

responsibilities (such as childcare), which can result in strong family relationships across 

several generations. Interestingly, in 2011 “the proportion of co-residing grandparents in 

multigenerational households was highest among those who most often spoke Punjabi, 

Mandarin, and Arabic (at least 98% in each case) at home” (Milan et al., 2015, p. 7). 

Over the years, the Punjabi Sikh community has also constructed several 

gurdwaras in the Lower Mainland region of BC to maintain their language, culture, and 

religion. Inside the gurdwaras, visitors can usually pick up free copies of weekly 

newspapers (such as the Canadian Punjab Times or the Indo-Canadian Awaaz), which 

are published in Punjabi. Some Sikh families also possess copies of the Sri Guru Granth 

Sahi Ji in their homes and recite passages from the holy book written in Gurmukhi 

(Singh, 2011). For instance, the findings from my own Master’s research that compared 

the home literacy practices of first generation and second generation Punjabi families 

living in Toronto, Ontario revealed that first generation Punjabi families believed that it 

was important for their children to learn Gurmukhi to read the Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji in 

its original written form. 

Furthermore, reading, writing, and speaking in Punjabi were seen by Canadian 

Sikhs as important literacy practices for maintaining their religious identity (Singh, 2011). 

In addition, some families decided to enroll their children in Punjabi language classes on 

the weekends to learn Gurmukhi, so that they could read the holy book and other 

religious texts. The gurdwaras are considered to be important spaces for teaching and 

learning Punjabi since there are few available Punjabi literacy resources for children in 

public schools (Smythe & Toohey, 2009). Gurdwaras are also unique spaces for 

representing historical accounts of immigrant experiences in Canada. For example, the 

Gur Sikh Gurdwara became the first South Asian National Historic Site in Abbotsford in 

2002. Through federal grants, the Punjabi Sikh community was able to create a new 

museum, the Sikh Heritage Museum, within the historic Gur Sikh Gurdwara (Bains, 

2013). 



24 

2.5.4. Komagata Maru Apology  

Many members of the Punjabi Sikh community in Canada are still seeking a 

formal apology for the Komagata Maru incident from the Canadian government in the 

House of Commons. South Asian activists such as Jasbir Sandhu and many others have 

been involved in ongoing negotiations with the Canadian government in seeking redress. 

According to Sandhu, Prime Minister Stephen Harper was invited to an annual Punjabi 

festival known as the Gadri Banian Da Mala to celebrate the Ghadar9 movement in 

Surrey, BC on August 3, 2008. While it was expected that the Prime Minister would 

announce that a formal apology would be made to the Punjabi Sikh community in the 

House of Commons, Stephen Harper declared that he was sorry for the Komagata Maru 

incident on behalf of the Canadian government and then immediately left the park. 

The celebratory atmosphere in the park changed quickly as members of the 

South Asian community denounced the apology. Sandhu, along with others, argued that 

the Stephen Harper “tricked us” and continued to say that, “we were promised an 

apology would be forthcoming in the Parliament, and furthermore, we were told by the 

Prime Minister’s office that our president would be making a thank you speech” (Diakiw, 

2008, August 6). Thus, many activists in the South Asian community continued to 

demand an official apology, which would be documented in Canada’s historical record. 

On May 18, 2016, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau offered a formal apology for the 

Komagata Maru incident in the House of Commons. 

2.5.5. Punjabi Language  

Changes to Canadian immigration policies have had a profound effect on the 

country’s social, cultural, and political landscape. Today, Canada is still a growing 

multicultural and multilingual country in which immigrants and refugees from different 

parts of the world often interact in languages other than English or French (the two 

official languages of Canada) in their communities. For example, the 2016 census 

                                                
9 The Ghadar Party was a political party formed by Punjabi Sikhs in the United States and 
Canada during the early 1900s to fight for India’s independence from the British Empire 
(Hickman, 2014). 
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showed that 7,749,120 people reported speaking an immigrant language10, which 

represented 22.3 percent of the total population of Canada. Within this figure, 1,348,645 

or 29.3 percent of the total population of BC reported speaking an immigrant language, 

which is home to the greatest percentage of people who speak Punjabi (214,595 or 

15.9%), followed closely by Cantonese (202,705 or 15.0%), Mandarin (191,980 or 

14.2%), and Tagalog (Filipino) (92,870 or 6.9%) (Statistics Canada, 2017e). The 

changing linguistic landscape in BC (as well as elsewhere) creates challenges for 

elementary teachers who work with immigrant Punjabi families and their children who 

often do not speak the school language at home. 

  

                                                
10 According to Statistics Canada (2017e) “the term ‘immigrant languages’ refers to languages 
(other than English, French, and Aboriginal languages) whose presence in Canada is originally 
due to immigration”. 
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Table 2.3. Proportions of Persons Reporting Punjabi as their Mother Tongue, 
British Columbia, 2016 

 Total number of 
people 

Percentage of the 
total population 

Percentage of the 
immigrant 
languages 

Canada 34,767,255   

Immigrant languages 7,749,120 22.3  

Punjabi 543,495 1.6 7.0 

British Columbia  4,598,410   

Immigrant languages 1,348,645 29.3  

Punjabi 214,595 4.7 15.9 

Vancouver CMA 2,440,145   

Immigrant languages 1,091,260 44.7  

Punjabi 163,400 6.7 15.0 

Victoria CMA 362,190   

Immigrant languages 51,905 14.3  

Punjabi 4,315 1.2% 8.3% 

Abbotsford CMA 177,465   

Immigrant languages 53,520 30.2  

Punjabi 32,245 18.2% 60.2% 

Kelowna CMA 192,830   

Immigrant languages 23,635 12.3  

Punjabi 2,245 1.2% 9.5% 
Source: 2016 Census of Canada – Proportions of Persons Reporting Punjabi as their Mother Tongue in British 
Columbia 

The arrival of new immigrant families in Canada has generated increased interest 

among researchers, educators, and administrators to take into consideration children’s 

home languages and cultures into the school curriculum. May (2012) argued that “it is 

important that where there is a sufficient number of other language speakers, these 
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speakers should be allowed to use that language as part of the exercise of their 

individual rights as citizens” (p. 330). This is especially significant considering that 

Punjab-speaking students comprise more than half of the student population in some 

schools in the Lower Mainland. For instance, the BC Ministry of Education website 

reported that Nordin Elementary (my research site) served more than 500 students from 

Kindergarten through Grade 7, and more than 50 percent of the students spoke Punjabi 

as their home language during the 2014-2015 school year. As May (2012) would have it, 

these students “should have the opportunity to use their first language if they so choose” 

(p. 330, emphasis in original). The Punjabi language is considered both a majority 

language (outside the school) and a minority language (inside the school), which 

communicates important messages about the power of the students’ home language 

(Shohamy & Gorter, 2009). 

In recent years, the Punjabi Language Education Association (PLEA), a 

community-based organization, has been promoting the use of Punjabi in BC’s 

educational institutions, including elementary and secondary schools. In the 2016 

Census, Punjabi was reported as the third largest spoken language in Canada following 

English and French (Statistics Canada, 2017e). For example, most gurdwaras make an 

effort to teach the Punjabi language to children through Punjabi language classes. The 

Vice President of PLEA, Sadhu Binning, believes that “it is a crucial time for the Punjabi 

community to work towards creating a brighter future for our language in Canada” since 

the number of speakers of Punjabi has increased over the years (Binning, 2016). For 

example, in BC, 182,920 people reported Punjabi as their mother tongue in the home in 

2011 and 214,595 in 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2017e). PLEA has been advocating the 

use of Punjabi as a second language in schools. 

The introduction of Punjabi as a minority language taught in the educational 

system began in September 1997. The BC Ministry of Education implemented Punjabi 5 

to 12, in response to the increasing numbers of Punjabi-speaking students enrolling in 

the school districts. In some school districts, for example, Punjabi-speaking students 

constitute the third largest group of students (BC Ministry of Education, 1995). As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, some school districts offer Punjabi as an alternative 

to French to students enrolled in elementary (Grades 5 to 8) and secondary schools 

(Grade 9 to 12). In some cases, students can use Punjabi language courses (e.g., 
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Punjabi 11 and Punjabi 12) to meet the language requirements for admission into 

colleges and universities in BC. 

2.6. Chapter Summary 

Over the years, the Punjabi Sikh community has fought hard for equal 

membership in Canadian society. Punjabi Sikh men migrated to Canada during the early 

1900s, seeking better opportunities for themselves and their families. Despite hostile 

living conditions, the men worked hard in a wide variety of industries. In a short period, 

the men were able to build several gurdwaras throughout the province to discuss 

important educational, social, cultural, and political issues affecting their community. The 

marked increase in Punjabi Sikh immigration to Canada after the 1970s occurred as a 

result of changes to Canada’s immigration policies. Punjabi Sikh families were finally 

allowed to sponsor their extended family members in increasing numbers, bringing along 

with them their language, culture, and religion. 

In BC, Punjabi Sikhs have become one of the largest immigrant communities. 

According to Statistics Canada (2017e), 6.7 percent of the population in Greater 

Vancouver reported speaking Punjabi as their mother tongue. At the same time, the 

large number of Punjabi Sikh immigrants “has illuminated the urgency to enhance the 

means by which education can support the maintenance of their language of origin” 

(Arnett & Mady, 2013, p. xvi). Thus, my doctoral study attempts to understand the 

language practices of bilingual children from Punjabi language backgrounds in ECE 

settings in BC. The next chapter will review the scholarly literature on children’s 

language practices. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
Theoretical Frameworks and Previous Research 

3.1. Introduction 

Over the past three decades, many valuable contributions have been made by 

scholars across many disciplines to deepen our theoretical understanding of language, 

literacy, teaching, and learning. Shirley Brice Heath (1983) wrote an influential 

ethnographic study of literacy and language use in three communities and since its 

publication, many studies have investigated the different ways in which families support 

their children’s early literacy learning in their homes and communities. Researchers who 

adopt the perspective of sociocultural theories in their work (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 

2012; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates, 2007; Street, 1984) have shown us that there is 

considerable variation in literacy practices, and in the ways in which literacy is mediated 

across different social and cultural groups. For example, researchers have documented 

the literacy practices of children from Aboriginal families (Hare, 2011; Hare & Anderson, 

2010; Moore & MacDonald, 2013), immigrant families (Blackledge, 1999; Dagenais & 

Berron, 2001; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Gregory et al., 2004; Kendrick, 2003; Li, 2009; Mui 

& Anderson, 2008), and refugee families (Friedrich, 2016; Perry, 2014; Ridzi, Sylvia, & 

Singh, 2014) using qualitative approaches. These studies have provided significant 

insights into literacy as a social practice (Street, 1984) linked to complex social, cultural, 

historical, and political practices that vary from one context to another. 

In this chapter, I engage with the theoretical perspectives and previous research 

relating to my study. I begin by drawing on new perspectives on the education of 

bilingual and multilingual children, particularly translanguaging (Creese & Blackledge, 

2010; García, 2009; García & Li, 2014; Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015, 2018) and 

translanguaging space (García & Li, 2014; Li, 2011), in order to explore the focal 

children’s language practices. I also draw on sociocultural perspectives about children’s 

literacy learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Rogoff, 2003; Wertsch, 1991). Last, I briefly discuss 

the literature on play, language, and learning (Sawyer, 1997; Shipley, 2002; Vygotsky, 

1978). Specifically, the review was guided by the three primary research questions about 

bilingual children’s language practices: 1) What are the language practices of young 
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Punjabi-speaking children in early years classrooms (preschool and Kindergarten)? 2) 

How do Punjabi-speaking children use features of their language repertoires to 

participate in literacy activities within these classrooms? and 3) What instructional 

strategies might be appropriate to support Punjabi-speaking children’s bilingual 

competencies during the early years of schooling? 

3.2. Language Learning in Education Settings 

When children enter Kindergarten with limited proficiency in (academic) English, 

as determined through the school’s official assessment policies and practices, they are 

often referred to as English learners (ELs) or other such terms (García & Kleifgen, 2010, 

2018). Although Canadian Ministries of Education may use different terms, the BC 

Ministry of Education prefers to use the term English language learners (often referred to 

as ELLs) to refer to students “whose primary language, or languages, of the home are 

other than English. For this reason, they require additional services in order to develop 

their individual potential within British Columbia’s school system” (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2013, p. 4). The BC Ministry of Education provides funding to individual 

school districts that are responsible for choosing appropriate instructional support 

services to help ELLs meet curricular competencies in all areas of their learning. In BC, 

students are eligible to receive ELL funding for five years, provided they meet the 

required eligibility criteria (BC Ministry of Education, 2013). One of the most common 

types of programs for ELLs are pull-out programs, which according to Thomas and 

Collier (1997), “are designed to be short-term, limited instructional support from an 

[English as a second language] ESL-certified teacher for a portion of each day” (p. 54). 

García et al. (2017) have defined pull-out as “programs where teachers take out a small 

group of emergent bilinguals for intensive English work” (p. 183). On the other hand, 

push-in programs are those “where teachers work collaboratively with classroom 

teachers to support emergent bilinguals in the English-medium mainstream classroom” 

(García et al., 2017, p. 183). Generally, pull-out is seen as a useful instructional support 

in some school districts in BC, where ELLs are taken out of their regular classroom two 

to three times a week to receive instructional support in English by qualified teachers. 

Ofelia García, a distinguished American scholar in bilingual education, prefers to 

use the term emergent bilinguals to describe students who are in the early stages of 

developing their bilingualism in two languages. García and Kleifgen (2018) argued, 



31 

Referring to these students as English language learners (ELLs) or 
English learners (ELs) – as many school district officials and educators 
presently do – signals the omission of an idea that is critical to the 
discussion of equity in the teaching of these students. English learners 
are, in fact, emergent bilinguals. That is, through school and through 
acquiring English, these children become bilingual, able to continue to 
function with their home language practices, as well as in English – the 
new language practices that they acquire in school. The home language 
is a significant educational resource for these students as they develop 
their English for academic purposes. (pp. 18-19, emphasis in original) 

By using the term emergent bilinguals, students are seen for their potential to develop 

complex language practices, which challenges elementary teachers to think differently 

about their teaching practices to provide learning opportunities that build on the 

language(s) students bring from home to school (García & Kleifgen, 2010, 2018). The 

germinal work of Jim Cummins (2007, 2017) has shown that students’ home language(s) 

can be used effectively to develop classroom curriculum. I also use the term emergent 

bilinguals to describe the children in my study who are in the process of becoming 

bilingual in English as well as in another language (in this case, Punjabi) with the support 

of their parents, grandparents, siblings, teachers, and peers. 

In recent years, there has been considerable discussion among literacy scholars, 

researchers, and educators regarding the implementation of bilingual and multilingual 

education programs within the public school system. Wright et al. (2015) have defined 

bilingual education as “the use of two languages for learning and teaching in an 

instructional setting and, by extension multilingual education would be the use of three 

languages or more” (p. 1). Despite research supporting the cognitive benefits of 

bilingualism, many teachers continue to privilege the language of instruction (for 

example, English), excluding other languages in their classrooms (Cummins, 2007, 

2017). As already mentioned, many emergent bilinguals are withdrawn from their regular 

classrooms to receive ELL instructional support from a qualified teacher. However, 

teacher specialization in teaching emergent bilinguals is becoming less and less the 

case in Canada, as fewer elementary teachers are teaching ELL with any kind of 

specialist training (Toohey & Singh, 2014). Nor has there been much support for 

emergent bilinguals to develop their home language(s) in elementary schools (García & 

Kleifgen, 2010, 2018). 
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In the past, schools have adopted a monolingual approach to teaching and 

learning based on two different types of bilingualism and bilingual education known as 

additive and subtractive (Lambert, 1974). In the additive model of bilingualism, a second 

language (for example, English) is added to the first language (for example, Spanish). In 

contrast, in the subtractive model children’s first languages are ignored and ‘subtracted’ 

in favour of the second language when children begin formal schooling (Lambert, 1974). 

Cummins (2017) argued “institutional racism represented by subtractive orientations to 

minoritized students’ language and culture is still very much in evidence. It is common in 

many linguistically diverse school contexts for educators to reprimand or punish students 

for speaking their L1” (p. 407). In some states in the United States which formerly had 

instruction through the medium of Spanish, for example, there has been a “recent shift 

toward increased efforts to teach Spanish-speaking emergent bilinguals exclusively in 

English, thereby omitting the use of Spanish to transform their learning” (García & 

Kleifgen, 2018, p. 35). 

From a monolingual perspective, researchers and educators have long viewed 

bilingualism as an attribute of an individual who has two separate autonomous 

languages, and took the position that these languages should be kept separate during 

the teaching and learning process. The dominant language of schooling, from this 

perspective, should not be ‘infected’ with a child’s home (or other) language. However, 

as Gort and Sembiante (2015) have noted “attempts to separate languages in bilingual 

classrooms seem to run counter to the sociolinguistic reality of bilinguals whose daily 

lives and experiences necessitate movement among languages and language varieties” 

(p. 8). 

Many researchers around the world have challenged traditional models of 

bilingualism and bilingual education arguing that these models conceptualize the two 

languages of emergent bilinguals “as separate and whole and view […] the languages 

as bounded autonomous systems” (García & Kleifgen, 2010, p. 58). Unlike additive or 

subtractive models of bilingualism that separate languages, García (2009) proposed a 

dynamic model of bilingualism to refer to the varying competencies bilinguals and 

multilinguals develop in their plural repertoires for particular purposes. In his recent 

discussion of additive approaches to language education, Cummins (2017) replaced “the 

term additive bilingualism with the term active bilingualism; that endorses the legitimacy 

of dynamic heteroglossic conceptions of bi/multilingualism, or the understanding that 
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languages are intertwined in complex ways in the minds of multilingual individuals” (p. 

406, emphasis in original). 

Building on their previous work, García and Li (2014) have formed new 

conceptualizations of bilingualism arguing that bilinguals have a single language 

repertoire that they creatively and critically select linguistic features to meet their 

communicative needs. As García et al. (2017) explained, “the ways we [bilingual 

speakers] use language are different [from the way monolingual speakers use 

language], and the features (the words, sounds, word order, etc.) of ‘English’ or 

‘Spanish’ or ‘Chinese’ vary depending on the context of use”, even among emergent 

bilinguals from the same language backgrounds (pp. 17-18). That is, emergent bilinguals 

who are learning to speak two (or more) languages with the help of their parents, 

grandparents, and other members of their extended families have a single language 

repertoire, which “includes linguistic features that are associated socially and politically 

with one language or another” (García et al., 2017, p. 18, emphasis in original). From 

this perspective, languages are understood to be a part of an individual’s language 

repertoire and can be used fluidly and flexibly to communicate in different situations 

(Creese & Blackledge, 2010; García & Li, 2014). 

The term translanguaging was originally coined by Cen Williams (1994) to refer 

to a bilingual pedagogical practice in which students might be asked to read a text in 

English (input) and then write in Spanish (output) for academic writing tasks. Many 

scholars all over the world currently use the term translanguaging to describe the 

language practices of bilingual and multilingual students in mainstream educational 

contexts (Baker, 2011; Creese & Blackledge, 2010; Cenoz & Gorter, 2015; García, 

2009; García & Li, 2014; Hornberger & Link, 2012; Lewis, Jones, & Baker, 2012; Li, 

2011). García (2009, p. 45) defined translanguaging as “an approach to bilingualism that 

is centered, not on languages as has been often the case, but on the practices of 

bilinguals that are readily observable” in which bilinguals draw on all their linguistic 

features to communicate. In the context of bilingual classrooms, translanguaging can be 

used as an effective pedagogical strategy “that leverages all the features of the 

children’s repertoire, while also showing them when […] to use some features of their 

repertoire and not others, enabling them to also perform according to the social norms of 

named languages” (García & Kleyn, 2016, p. 15).  
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As García and Kleyn (2016) explained, new understandings of language learning 

have disrupted traditional language education models that separate different languages 

for instructional purposes. They argued that bilingual students “add linguistic features to 

their language repertoire, and these features work together in functional interrelationship 

to shape the bilingual’s unitary linguistic system” (García & Kleyn, 2016, pp. 42-43). In 

other words, translanguaging allows bilingual students to fluidly and flexibly use features 

in their language repertoires to communicate effectively with others within their home 

and school environments. For example, García et al. (2011) documented the 

translanguaging practices of Spanish-speaking children and their teachers in a bilingual 

(Spanish and English) Kindergarten program in New Rochelle, New York. The children 

were instructed half the day in English and half the day in Spanish. Despite the strict 

separation of languages, the children engaged in translanguaging practices with other 

children in the classroom by using their language repertoires to move flexibly between 

their languages. 

Li (2011) defined the term translanguaging space as “a space for the act of 

translanguaging as well as a space created through translanguaging” (p. 1223). He 

(2011) explained: 

The notion of translanguaging space is particularly relevant to 
multilinguals not only because of their capacity to use multiple linguistic 
resources to form and transform their own lives, but also because the 
space they create through their multilingual practices, or translanguaging, 
has its own transformative power. (p. 1223) 

García and Li (2014) also considered bilingual students’ construction of translanguaging 

space. They stated a translanguaging space allows emergent bilingual students to 

creatively engage in fluid language practices with other students in the classroom. 

It is important to note that translanguaging as a theoretical framework “disrupts 

the concept of named languages and the power hierarchies in which languages are 

positioned” (García & Otheguy, 2019, p. 16). That is, named languages (like English, 

Finnish, Polish, Spanish, and so on) have been socially constructed by different nation-

states within particular cultural, historical, geographical, or political contexts, in which 

individuals must conform to the standard forms of the language(s) (García & Kleifgen, 

2018, p. 35). Instead, translanguaging focuses on the fluid use of languages and 

language varieties that individuals use to communicate with others. As Otheguy, García, 
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and Reid (2015) have argued individuals use their own “idiolect[s] or linguistic 

repertoire[s] without regard for the socially and politically defined boundaries of named 

languages” (p. 303). From a translanguaging perspective, individuals have one language 

repertoire and then select features from their language repertoire to perform creatively 

on certain tasks (García & Li, 2014; Li, 2011). 

In addition, some researchers such as Otheguy, García, and Reid (2015) have 

problematized the concept of code-switching, which considers emergent bilinguals 

language use as alternation from one language to another. MacSwan (2017) described 

code-switching as “a speech style in which bilinguals alternate languages” during a 

single conversation (p. 168). Code-switching is widely used among bilingual speakers to 

communicate with each other. However, as García and her colleagues have argued 

code-switching “implies a ‘switch’ from one language code to another and rests on the 

assumption that bilinguals have two separate, bounded language systems” (García & 

Kleifgen, 2018, p. 90). Unlike code-switching, which is considered an alternation of 

languages, translanguaging goes “beyond the artificial boundaries of named languages” 

(Li, 2018, p. 11). Instead, translanguaging focuses on the creative ways in which 

individuals draw from their entire language repertoires (García et al., 2017). 

However, some scholars have challenged these constructs arguing that named 

languages and language varieties exist in the everyday lives of bilingual students, their 

families, and communities. As Cummins (2017) argued, “it is not at all clear that anything 

is gained conceptually or pedagogically by claiming that languages don’t exist in reality 

and that teaching for cross-linguistic transfer is illegitimate” (p. 414). Turner and Lin 

(2017) also argued that the concept of named languages is an integral part of 

translanguaging theory as a way to help individuals expand their language repertoires. 

Recently, Li (2018) has provided some clarification of translanguaging theory in which he 

“does not deny the existence of named languages, but stresses that languages are 

historically, politically, and ideologically defined entities” (p. 19). From a translanguaging 

perspective, bilingual and “multilingual language users are aware of the existence of the 

political entities of named languages, have acquired some of their structural features, 

and have an ability to use them” (p. 15). My stance on translanguaging as a theoretical 

framework is one that acknowledges bilinguals draw on their expanding repertoires of 

language features, which are often associated with languages (or named languages) in 

their everyday interactions, and thus, it is important to also acknowledge how these 
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languages connect with broader socio-political contexts. Translanguaging has been 

investigated by many researchers and educators from Australia (Grieshaber, Shield, 

Luke, & Macdonald, 2012), Canada (Dagenais, Toohey, Fox, & Singh, 2017; Marshall & 

Toohey, 2010; Schecter & Cummins, 2003), Europe (Cenoz & Gorter, 2015; Li, 2011), 

New Zealand (Hill, 2011; Hill & May, 2011), and the United States (García & Kleyn, 

2016). These scholars have been forming new conceptualizations of bilingual and 

multilingual education that encourage emergent bilinguals to use their full linguistic 

features in the learning process. As García (2017) elaborated: 

All speakers control the features they use, and the work of language 
teachers then consists not in adding a whole language system separate 
from that which the speaker already holds, but in making new linguistic 
features available which the speaker then integrates and appropriates 
into their own language repertoire. (p. 17) 

As researchers and practitioners, it is important to acknowledge the complexity of 

translanguaging both as a theoretical and pedagogical framework that varies in different 

geographical, social, and political contexts. Scholars such as Leung and Valdés (2019) 

have begun to raise several questions about the use of translanguaging in some schools 

where minority languages (such as French) must be protected. For instance, 

translanguaging might not be seen as an appropriate instructional strategy in French-

language schools (also known as Francophone schools) outside the province of 

Quebec. In these Francophone schools, all subjects are taught entirely in French except 

for English, which is introduced to students as a second language in Grade 4. Thus, the 

goal for teachers is to help students develop a strong foundation in French. As Dagenais 

et al. (2017) explained, “many teachers, administrators, and parents involved in 

Francophone minority schools consider language separation the best practice for 

protecting and maintaining French in settings where English is dominant in the broader 

context” (p. 9). It is important to mention that the Francophone community in Canada 

has the political support to use French as the language of instruction within these 

schools (Brisson, 2018). 

I have found these new theoretical perspectives on translanguaging to be 

particularly helpful in understanding the language practices of emergent bilinguals from 

Punjabi language backgrounds during the early years of schooling. 
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3.3. Literacy Learning in Homes and Communities 

Many studies have focused on the ways in which families engage in cultural 

practices associated with printed texts in varied social contexts, both in and out of formal 

school settings. Traditionally, literacy has been looked upon as a discrete skill or set of 

skills that can be taught explicitly through instruction in coding and decoding and then 

assessed (Alexander & Fox, 2004). Based on this perspective, many studies treat 

literacy as something that individuals have (and are literate) or partially have or do not 

have (and are illiterate). The work of literacy scholars such as Brian Street (1997) and 

others (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2012; Gee, 2000) has challenged this dominant view of 

literacy as a discrete skill embedded in mental (cognitive) processes. Instead, they saw 

literacy as a sociocultural activity in which children participate in multiple literacies in 

their homes with their parents, grandparents, and other members of their extended 

family, as well as in their communities (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2012; Street, 2003). 

Street’s study Literacy in theory and practice (1984), an ethnographic study in 

villages of Iran, focused on the everyday meanings of literacy both inside and outside of 

formal school systems. He later elaborated, 

I saw not only a lot of literacy going on but several quite different 
‘practices’ associated with literacy – those in a traditional ‘Quranic 
school’, those taking place in the new State schools, and the inscribed 
means that traders used in their buying and selling of fruit to urban 
markets. (Street, 2012, p. 38, as cited in Heath & Street, 2008) 

Street’s (1984) work demonstrated that literacy is more than a set of cognitive academic 

skills that are acquired through formal teaching practices in schools and then applied to 

other situations without taking into account the wider social, cultural, and political 

contexts in which literacy takes place. Based on his work, Street (1984) argued that an 

important distinction could be made between an autonomous and ideological model for 

conceptualizing literacy. He argued that an autonomous model of literacy is based “on 

the assumption that [literacy] is a neutral technology that can be detached from specific 

social contexts” (p. 1). On the other hand, an ideological model of literacy focuses on the 

“social practices and conceptions of reading and writing” (Street, 1984, p. 1). Unlike how 

literacy is conceived from an autonomous perspective, Street emphasized “that such 

learning does not take place only in the formal context of schools, but is also a key 

aspect of everyday life” (Street, 2012, p. 34). 
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Street’s work in villages in Iran captured the interest of other researchers who 

began to adopt a more expansive view of literacy as a social practice that serves 

different functions in people’s everyday lives. For example, Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) 

ethnographic study of local literacies or vernacular literacies in one community in 

Lancaster, England attempted to refine the term literacy by advocating that “literacy is 

best understood as a set of social practices; these can be inferred from events which are 

mediated by written texts” (p. 8). Purcell-Gates, Jacobson, and Degener (2004) argued 

that literacy events were an observable part of literacy practices and “are generally 

defined as any instance of interaction with print, either writing or reading, or its 

interpretation” (p. 32). The concept of literacy within these contexts is oriented towards 

local uses of literacy for particular purposes. 

Increasingly, literacy research has sought to capture the multiplicity of literacy 

practices of many different groups of people. For example, Volk and de Acosta (2001) 

conducted an ethnographic study of three Puerto Rican children (two girls and one boy) 

in the United States. All of the children attended the same bilingual Kindergarten 

program. Corroborated later by others (e.g., Gillanders & Jiménez, 2004; Reyes & 

Azuara, 2008), the researchers found that Mexican parents, siblings, and other family 

members actively supported children’s literacy development by engaging them in formal 

and informal literacy activities in Spanish and English (for example, making lists, reading 

newspapers, reciting stories, and so on). Along similar lines, researchers have also 

examined the role of extended family members such as grandparents in supporting their 

grandchildren’s literacy development. For example, in their research with Bangladeshi 

families in East London, England, Jessel et al. (2011) documented the important role of 

grandparents in supporting their grandchildren’s literacy learning in Bengali and English. 

The researchers found that the grandmothers combined both formal and informal 

teaching approaches from their childhoods as they engaged their grandchildren in a 

wide array of literacy activities (for example, cooking, gardening, storytelling, and so on) 

in the home environment. Thus, many researchers are now convinced that there are 

multiple literacies embedded within various social, cultural, and historical contexts. 

With this new theoretical framework through which to view literacy, a number of 

studies have been conducted to document community literacy practices and the role of 

literacy in people’s everyday lives. As already mentioned, Shirley Brice Heath’s 

longitudinal ethnographic study Ways with words: Language, life and work in 
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communities and classrooms (1983), documented the literacy events of three 

communities (white working-class, black working-class, and middle-class) in the 

Piedmont Carolinas. According to Heath (1983), “literacy events” constitute “those 

occasions in which the talk revolves around a piece of writing” (p. 392). Heath’s findings 

showed how children from different communities were socialized into different language 

uses and literacies, and the impact of these “ways with words” on their schooling. For 

example, most of the African-American working-class families in her study engaged their 

children in oral stories (also known as “talkin’ junk”) that focused on highly exaggerated 

retellings of real events to capture an audience’s attention. These ways of talking were 

not particularly valued in school. Heath’s (1983) study inspired a number of other studies 

that have provided additional insights into the literate lives of families from different 

social and cultural groups. 

Researchers have also argued, “that literacy practices are patterned by social 

institutions and power relationships, and some literacies become more dominant, visible 

and influential than others” (Barton & Hamilton, 2012, pp. 10-11). For example, as 

previously mentioned, the black working-class children in Heath’s (1983) study 

developed communicative competence in telling “junk stories” where “playsongs, ritual 

insults, cheers, and stories are assertions of the strong over the weak, of the power of 

the person featured in the story” (p. 186). Heath’s study clearly showed that these 

children were viewed by their teachers from a deficit perspective, because their home 

literacy practices did not closely align with those of the school, and as a result, put them 

in a position of deficiency. Challenging this deficit notion, many researchers have argued 

that “these practices are in no way deficient, they simply reflect greater choices, a wider 

range of expression than each monolingual separately can call upon” as a result of 

speech community membership (García, 2009, p. 47). 

Other researchers such as the New London Group (1996) have advocated that 

educators incorporate a wider range of literacy practices beyond reading and writing 

traditional printed text. The term multiliteracies was first introduced by the New London 

Group to highlight the multiple forms and functions of literacy, which are often associated 

with a multilingual society and new information and communication technologies. Central 

to the multiliteracies framework is the central idea that “students’ own experiences and 

discourses […] are increasingly defined by cultural and subcultural diversity and the 

different language backgrounds and practices that come with this diversity” (New 
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London Group, 2000, p. 36). However, many teachers often fail to incorporate the 

multilingual and multimodal literacies that are part of children’s everyday lives at home 

and in the community into the school curriculum (Lotherington, 2011). 

Some researchers have argued that teachers need to build on the funds of 

knowledge that children acquire outside school in their homes and communities to 

inform their literacy learning. Luis Moll and his colleagues (Moll, Amanti, Neff, and 

González, 1992) first coined the concept funds of knowledge based on their 

ethnographic work with working-class Mexican-American families residing in Tucson, 

Arizona. According to Moll et al. (1992), funds of knowledge can be defined as “these 

historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills 

essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133). In other words, 

parents, grandparents, and other members of the extended family have cultural 

resources and part of these resources is the knowledge that family members possess. In 

my study, as mentioned in Chapter 2, many Punjabi families in BC have cultural 

resources in areas such as farming, fishing, and mining, as a result of their work outside 

the home in the agricultural sector. Moll and many others have subsequently argued that 

these funds of knowledge are resources, which should be used in schooling for children, 

especially those who come from minority language groups, because “it is one thing to 

identify resources but quite another to use them fruitfully in classrooms” (Moll & 

González, 1994, p. 441). 

Over the years, researchers and educators (e.g., Anderson, Horton, Kendrick, & 

McTavish, 2017; Marshall & Toohey, 2010; Smythe & Toohey, 2009) have attempted to 

help teachers develop appropriate instructional strategies for linguistically and culturally 

diverse children. These studies can provide teachers with a better understanding of 

children’s literacy experiences, drawing on perspectives from New Literacy Studies. The 

studies focus on different forms of literacy in a wide range of settings, including homes, 

schools, and communities. Smythe and Toohey (2009), for example, conducted a 

collaborative study in a Canadian elementary school where Punjabi Sikh elementary 

students, along with their teachers and parents, participated in “community scans”. The 

students collected information about their languages, literacies, and learning practices 

with photographs from their homes and communities. Based on their findings, Smythe 

and Toohey (2009) pointed out that the students and their families engaged in a diverse 

range of bilingual, multilingual, multimodal practices (for example, using the Internet to 
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communicate with family, reading newspapers in Punjabi, watching movies in Hindi, and 

so on), which were not reflected in the school curriculum. By working closely with the 

teachers, the authors explored ways in which the students’ cultural resources could be 

used “in the development of pedagogy that values and promotes the reworking of the 

practices, images, texts and symbols that children already use” in their daily lives (p. 37). 

Previous studies have demonstrated that some literacy practices are more 

valued than others as shown by Heath (1983) and as a result, become a form of cultural 

capital, in terms of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s (1991) perspective on 

educational practices. Bourdieu discussed the reproduction of power through 

educational practices, including language practices. Bourdieu (1991) described three 

forms of cultural capital: (1) embodied cultural capital (e.g., personal dispositions), (2) 

objectified cultural capital (e.g., cultural goods) and, (3) institutionalized cultural capital 

(e.g., academic credentials). According to Bourdieu (1991), “on a given linguistic market, 

some products are valued more highly than others; and part of the practical competence 

of speakers is to know how, and to be able, to produce expressions which are highly 

valued on the markets” (p. 18). It is important to note that these forms of cultural capital 

are important for children’s literacy development. For example, in my work with Punjabi 

families in Toronto, I found that parents in the first generation families had less access to 

financial capital and as a result, were not able to purchase literacy resources like 

storybooks in English to help their children develop emergent literacy skills that were 

valued at school. As Blackledge (1999, p. 184, emphasis in original) noted “the minority 

group does not possess less linguistic capital, but a different linguistic capital from the 

dominant group”, which can become problematic for some families, particularly Punjabi 

families, whose home literacy practices may differ from school literacy practices. First 

and second generation Punjabi families in my Master’s study engaged their children in 

home literacy practices involving the use of religious texts (for example, reading the Sri 

Guru Granth Sahib Ji) regularly. For example, the parents reported reading aloud 

passages from the Panj Granthi [collection of prayers from the Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji] 

written in Gurmukhi and then asking their children to repeat after them as they read each 

verse of the hymn like ik onkar [God in one] sat nam [his name is True]. In these 

instances, the holy book’s content (expert religious knowledge) was highly valued 

among these families. 
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Some research studies have shown that culturally and linguistically diverse 

families may not be familiar with the school curriculum, and therefore, unable to support 

their children’s school literacy learning due to language barriers. Blackledge’s (1999) 

ethnographic study of children’s literacy learning, for instance, focused on the home 

literacy practices of 18 Bangladeshi mothers living in Birmingham, England. The findings 

revealed that the mothers engaged in a wide variety of literacy practices with their 

children such as oral storytelling to reinforce their cultural traditions. However, as 

Blackledge (1999) pointed out, “the school did not seem to value the mothers’ Bengali 

literacy as a resource” (p. 179). The mothers were also asked about their interactions 

with their children’s teachers, who often regarded them as illiterate because their home 

literacy practices did not match those of the school. The majority of the mothers reported 

that they could not read or write in English, which consequently limited their access to 

their children’s schooling (for example, during parent-teacher meetings). Blackledge’s 

work is important in helping educators understand the power relations between 

children’s home and school literacy practices. The findings of Blackledge’s study clearly 

show how some literacy practices (reading stories in English) are regarded as more 

powerful than others (telling oral stories in Sylheti) in schools. 

Over the years, researchers have employed a wide variety of qualitative 

approaches to uncover the different ways in which literacy is practiced in homes and 

communities. The studies reviewed next use qualitative approaches when researching 

children’s literacy practices in home and school contexts. It is interesting to note that all 

of the studies “have sought to understand existing family literacy practices rather than to 

evaluate any attempt to change them” (Hannon, 2003, p. 99). In other words, the 

researchers tried to understand literacy from the families’ perspectives by observing and 

participating in their daily lives. 

Mui and Anderson (2008) documented the home literacy practices of a four-year-

old Punjabi girl named Genna and her extended family in a city in western Canada. The 

researchers found that literacy was often transmitted through “playing school”, which 

could be considered an informal approach to teaching and learning. In this particular 

case, Genna’s older siblings performed the role of the teachers. These findings were 

consistent with those of Gregory et al. (2004) who found that younger siblings benefited 

from their older siblings, because they were more familiar with the school curriculum and 
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thus, often employed a wide variety of instructional strategies modelled by their teachers 

at school in order to scaffold their young siblings’ emergent literacy development. 

In another study, Hare and Anderson (2010) documented the focus group 

discussions of the experiences of 25 Aboriginal families as their children transitioned to 

an ECE program in an urban city in western Canada. One of the major strengths of this 

study was that the researchers who facilitated the discussions shared the same cultural 

background as the families who participated in the study. The findings revealed that 

Elders in the community played a critical role in the teaching and learning of Aboriginal 

languages and cultures. The Elders engaged the children in learning about their 

ancestral language by sharing stories, singing songs, and performing dances. In another 

study conducted in a bilingual family literacy program serving South Asian families in an 

inner-city area of England, Hirst, Hannon, and Nutbrown (2010) found that the teachers 

provided families with bilingual picture books and encouraged the parents and 

grandparents to use their home languages (Punjabi, Gujarati, and Urdu) during the 

activities. The parents also participated in interviews and reported that the family literacy 

program had improved their children’s literacy development. 

There is substantial evidence that affirming children’s home languages and 

cultures can enhance their literacy development. For example, many researchers 

(Chumak-Horbatsch, 2012; Cummins & Early, 2011; Kenner, 2000; Naqvi, McKeough, 

Thorne, & Pfitscher, 2012; Roessingh, 2011; Schecter & Cummins, 2003; Sneddon, 

2009) have shown that dual language books are a useful resource for developing 

bilingual children’s language and literacy skills such as concepts of print, directionality 

(for example, languages that read right to left), fluency, and vocabulary. 

Literacy researchers in North America have been exploring pedagogical 

frameworks that might support children’s literacy learning in monolingual educational 

settings (Cummins & Early, 2011; Dagenais, Moore, Sabatier, Lamarre, & Armand, 

2009; García et al., 2017; Smythe & Toohey, 2009). For example, Marshall and Toohey 

(2010) researched a Canadian elementary school where Punjabi Sikh students 

participated in an intergenerational dual language project using digital technologies such 

as MP3 players. The students recorded their grandparents’ stories about their lives in 

India in several different languages (for example, Punjabi, Hindi, Malay, and so on) and 

then translated their stories into English, with accompanying illustrations. The children 
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then translated their English stories back into their home languages. The project 

provided a unique opportunity for the students to produce dual language books about 

their grandparents’ sometimes traumatic memories of life in India (such as stories about 

the Partition of India and Pakistan in 1947) in their home languages. The implications of 

Marshall and Toohey’s (2010) research underscore the importance of building on the 

funds of knowledge children bring from home to school to support their literacy learning, 

even “when the funds of knowledge of a community include difficult knowledge that 

cannot be spoken” in regular classroom activities (p. 237). 

The collaborative research of Cummins (2000) and others in Canadian schools 

has shown that when teachers affirm students’ multilingual and multicultural identities, 

they are more likely to succeed as literacy learners. For example, Cummins and Early 

(2011) conceptualized the creation of multilingual and multimodal identity texts as 

pedagogical tools for teachers to use in their classrooms. Creating identity texts provided 

an opportunity for students, especially newcomer students, to use their home 

language(s) to write about their immigration experiences. In doing so, “the identity text 

then holds a mirror up to students in which their identities are reflected back in a positive 

light” (Cummins & Early, 2011, p. 3). On the basis of their research, Cummins and Early 

(2011) concluded that “when students share identity texts with multiple audiences 

(peers, teachers, parents, grandparents, sister classes, the media, etc.) they are likely to 

receive positive feedback and affirmation of self in interaction with these audiences” (p. 

3). 

The studies reviewed in this section provide a snapshot of children from many 

different cultural backgrounds, their families, and their literacy learning experiences in 

both monolingual and bilingual environments. Throughout this review, we see that the 

concept of literacy has evolved considerably in the past 30 years to an ideological 

construct situated in broader social and cultural contexts (Street, 2012). In our new 

knowledge economy, languages and language varieties should be seen as rich 

resources for developing global citizens of the 21st century, especially in North America 

where students have the potential to develop their bilingualism. 
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3.4. Play in Early Childhood Education Settings 

A review of research reveals that the concept of play has often been associated 

with the field of ECE (Ailwood, 2003). Researchers, educators, and practitioners in many 

western countries have long viewed play as a powerful vehicle for supporting all aspects 

of children’s development, including their cognitive, social, emotional, and physical 

development (Roskos & Christie, 2007; Shipley, 2002; Sutton-Smith, 1980; Vygotsky, 

1978). On this basis, many have recommended that play should be an integral 

component of ECE programs. Although there are many definitions of play in the 

literature, I use Selmi, Gallagher, and Mora-Flores’ (2015) here: 

Play refers to activities that young children create using objects or toys, 
either real or imagined. Play can occur with just one person or many 
people, and the participants can be the same age or a variety of ages. 
Play events usually conclude when children lose interest in the activity or 
when an adult or an uncooperative peer interrupts it. (p. 36) 

Over the years, several ECE program models (for example, Head Start, High Scope, 

and so on) were designed to provide opportunities for children to engage in play with 

each other by offering materials in their play. According to Shipley (2002), play can be 

categorized in two different ways: “(1) according to styles of play, or the ways in which 

children interact with materials, and (2) according to types of play, or the social contexts 

in which play occurs” (p. 33). It is also important to note that children often engage in 

various play styles at the same time (Shipley, 2002). 

Table 3.1. Styles of Play 

Functional Play Constructive Play Symbolic Play Games-with-Rules Play 
Repetitive or practice 
play Productive play Imitative play Rule-bound play 

Exploratory play Creative play Pretend or dramatic play Competitive play 

Testing play  Sociodramatic play  

  Fantasy play  
Source: (Shipley, 2002, p. 34) 
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Table 3.2. Types of Play 

Onlooking play  
(children at all stages) Child observes other children playing 

Solitary play  
(children at all stages) 

Child plays alone and does not interact with other 
children playing 

Parallel play  
(children ages two to three) 

Two children play side by side but do not interact 
with one another 

Associative play  
(children ages three to four) 

Children play with each other and exchange play 
materials 

Cooperative play / competitive play  
(children ages between four and seven) 

Children play in a group for a particular purpose with 
one or two children who control the group’s activities 

Source: (Shipley, 2002, pp. 40-42) 

Roskos and Christie (2007) observed it is the role of the ECE practitioner(s) to 

set up different learning centres (for example, daily living centre, unit blocks centre) and 

then to scaffold children’s play as they move freely from one centre to another. During 

periods of free play, children can use their imaginations to recreate roles (characters) in 

imaginary scenarios (narratives) with the use of play materials (props) while they interact 

with two or more peers. This type of play is often described as sociodramatic play, which 

focuses on children’s social interactions. Shipley (2002) described sociodramatic play as 

follows: 

Sociodramatic play is dramatic play involving two or more children who 
assume related roles and follow one another’s cues in acting out an event 
or a social context from the adult world. Children often have to rely on 
other children to participate in recreating an event or a social exchange. 
To engage in this type of play successfully, children need to be able to 
cooperate and to respond to other children in negotiating and assigning 
roles, carrying them out over time, and agreeing on a ‘script’ related to the 
event or relationship they are representing. (p. 188) 

For example, a child might volunteer to play the role of a mother and care for her infant 

during the theme of playing house. Sociodramatic play, in particular, involves the 

intentional use of children’s oral language to assume new forms of participation often 

without the presence of a teacher. Through sociodramatic play, children often negotiate 

to create shared narratives that reflect their understanding of their social worlds. 
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This perspective on play is congruent with Russian psychologist Lev S. 

Vygotsky’s (1967, p. 16) social constructivist theory, which emphasized the importance 

of play in learning: 

Play is the source of development and creates the zone of proximal 
development. Action in the imaginative sphere, in an imaginary situation, 
the creation of voluntary intentions, and the formation of real-life plans 
and volitional motives – all appear in play and make it the highest level of 
preschool development. (as cited in Bodrova & Leong, 2015, p. 376) 

Vygotsky’s (1978) work on the sociality of learning has provided researchers and 

educators with a theoretical framework for understanding children as members of social 

groups who use the socially and culturally constructed tools (including languages, 

literacies, and learning practices) available to them in their homes and communities. As 

Lantolf (2000) explained, children “gain increasing control over the mediational means 

made available by their culture, including language, for interpersonal (social interaction) 

and intrapersonal (thinking) purposes” (p. 8). From this perspective, learning is seen as 

a social process in which children learn through interactions with more knowledgeable 

others (a parent, grandparent, older sibling, and so on) within a Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978). According to Vygotsky (1978), ZPD is “the 

distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 

solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 

under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). Several 

scholars (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 2003; Wertsch, 1991) 

have been influenced by Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of learning, and continue 

to emphasize the important role of social interactions in homes with parents, 

grandparents, and other members of the extended family, as well as in communities in 

the learning of new languages and other practices. 

According to Vygotsky (1978), sociodramatic play affords children opportunities 

to explore new ideas through talk with their peers, which makes it a significant 

contributor to their oral language development. Play, then, becomes a space for children 

to build on the knowledge about language that they bring from their homes and 

communities. Specifically, sociodramatic play can support children’s oral language 

development because they can practice the language(s) they learned with others and 

freely express their perceptions of the world around them (Pellegrini & Galda, 1993). 
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A series of ethnographic studies conducted by literacy researchers revealed that 

sociodramatic play affords children, especially emergent bilinguals, the space to take on 

new identities and the freedom to express themselves fully (García et al., 2011; Genishi, 

Stires, & Yung-Chan, 2001; Kendrick, 2003; Riojas-Cortez, 2000). In play, “children 

reveal their sense of the social world; their unfolding stories reflect deeply embedded 

cultural storylines about human relations” (Dyson, 1997, p. 6). For example, when 

children re-enact stories, play enriches the oral language children use as they adopt 

multiple perspectives (Sawyer, 1997). Through stories, children can co-construct their 

perceptions of the world around them with other bilingual and multilingual children in 

school. Some research has documented the links between sociodramatic play and oral 

language development (e.g., Dickinson & Tabors, 2001). 

3.5. Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the theoretical framework guiding this study. 

Specifically, I described constructs from sociocultural theory about literacy (Vygotsky, 

1978; Rogoff, 2003; Wertsch, 1991). I also described new theories on bilingual 

education, particularly translanguaging theory (Creese & Blackledge, 2010; García, 

2009; García & Li, 2014; Otheguy, García, & Reid, 2015, 2018) and translanguaging 

space (García & Li, 2014; Li, 2011), to explore the focal children’s language practices. I 

also briefly discussed the literature on play, language, and learning (Sawyer, 1997; 

Shipley, 2002; Vygotsky, 1978). In the next chapter, I describe in detail the research 

methodology used in this study. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
Methodology 

4.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I describe the methodology for my research, which focused on 

the language practices of three emergent bilingual children (two girls and one boy) from 

Punjabi language backgrounds as they transitioned from preschool to elementary 

school. I also worked closely with the focal children’s teachers, parents, and 

grandparents throughout the two-phase, 15-month study. I selected an ethnographic 

approach to conduct my research. Specifically, the data collection process was divided 

into two phases of the school years 2014 and 2015 in two different classroom settings. I 

was a participant observer first (from January 2014 to June 2014), in an early learning 

program, taught by a bilingual (Punjabi and English) ECE practitioner, and second (from 

October 2014 to June 2015), in a full day Kindergarten classroom, taught by a 

monolingual (English) Kindergarten teacher in a public elementary school. 

In the following, I describe my unique role as an insider researcher, which helped 

me to gain access to my research sites and participants. I also provide details about the 

selection of the participants, including detailed descriptions of the two teachers and the 

three children and their families who are the focal participants of this study. Then, I 

present a detailed description of the data collection methods, which included observing 

the children in the two classrooms, writing fieldnotes, audio and video recording the 

children’s interactions, and then interviewing the adults (teachers, parents, and 

grandparents) towards the end of the study. I also present a detailed description of the 

data analysis methods. Finally, I discuss issues of trustworthiness. I conclude this 

chapter with a summary. 

4.2. Research Questions 

I decided to begin my study in an early learning program because the early years 

(birth to eight years) present a critical period for children to develop their oracy skills 
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(listening and speaking), which is considered the foundation for literacy skills (reading 

and writing) in elementary school (Morrow, Roskos, & Gambrell, 2016). Specifically, this 

study focused on the following three research questions: 

1. What are the language practices of young Punjabi-speaking 
children in early years classrooms (preschool and Kindergarten)? 

2. How do Punjabi-speaking children use features of their language 
repertoires to participate in literacy activities within these 
classroom settings? 

3. What instructional strategies might be appropriate to support 
Punjabi-speaking children’s bilingual competencies during the 
early years of schooling? 

4.3. Ethnography 

To address these research questions, I adopted an ethnographic approach for 

my study. Researchers working in the field of education as well as in other social 

science fields such as anthropology, history, psychology, sociology, and linguistics, have 

used ethnography for many decades. For anthropologist Tim Ingold (2014), ethnography 

means “writing about the people” (p. 385, emphasis in original), and he is insistent that 

ethnography be used to refer to a piece of writing or another kind of tangible product 

(like a film). From Ingold’s perspective, ethnography as a written (or filmic) text becomes 

a story about particular groups of people and their socially and culturally shared 

practices at a particular moment in time. As Heller (2008) argued:  

[Ethnographies] allow us to tell a story; not someone else’s story exactly, 
but our own story of some slice of experience, a story which illuminates 
social processes and generates explanations for why people do and think 
the things they do. (p. 250) 

Creswell (2013) described ethnography as “a way of studying a culture-sharing group as 

well as the final, written product of that research” (p. 90). Ethnographic research often 

involves a researcher or a team of researchers visiting the research site(s) and then 

observing and participating in the daily activities of their participants over an extended 

period of time. The researcher also has informal and formal conversations (often in the 

form of interviews) with the focal participants about their cultural practices throughout the 

data collection phase (Creswell, 2013). Based on systematically gathered data from the 
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field, researchers can build theories about people’s cultural practices (Heath & Street, 

2008). 

Another key characteristic of ethnography (as a research method) is its attempts 

to gain access to both the “emic” (insider) and “etic” (outsider) perspectives of people’s 

learned cultural practices (Creswell, 2013). In some cases, the researcher is fortunate 

enough to embody both perspectives. My identity as a person of Punjabi Sikh 

background, as an ECE practitioner, and as an elementary teacher, allowed me to have 

an emic perspective on some matters in the classrooms in which I observed, and my 

role as a graduate student researcher who has read a great deal about early learning, 

language, and literacy afforded me an etic perspective on the children’s language 

practices. For Street (2012) and many others, reflexivity on the part of the researcher is 

seen as an essential feature of ethnography, as the researcher’s previous experiences 

shape the research process. As Creswell (2013) explained: 

It is actually the heart of being reflexive in a study, because it is important 
that the researcher not only detail his or her experiences with the 
phenomenon, but also be self-conscious about how these experiences 
may potentially have shaped the findings, the conclusions, and the 
interpretations drawn in a study. (p. 216) 

Thus, ethnographic researchers must be reflexive in all phases of the research. 

4.3.1. Rationale for Selection of Ethnography 

I believe using an ethnographic approach can provide new insights into emergent 

bilinguals’ language practices as they move from preschool into elementary school. 

Commonly, literacy researchers have used ethnography to understand the complexity of 

language teaching and learning within a variety of educational contexts. In the field of 

education, there have been many influential ethnographic studies investigating the 

language practices of individuals, families, and communities in a variety of contexts 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2012; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984; Taylor, 1983; Taylor & 

Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Since the purpose of this study was to understand the language 

practices of Punjabi-speaking emergent bilinguals within their early learning program 

and full day Kindergarten classroom, ethnography was particularly suitable for 

addressing the research questions for this study. Pellegrini (2013) emphasized the 

importance of choosing appropriate research methods (such as observational methods) 
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for study subjects, methods that can help researchers to understand their experiences. I 

believe that the different language practices that children use to participate in classroom 

activities need to be documented so that they can become an integral part of the school 

curriculum. 

4.4. Researcher Biography 

In recent years, qualitative research has highlighted the important role of 

researchers throughout all stages of the inquiry. Patton (2002) noted that “qualitative 

inquiry offers opportunities not only to learn about the experiences of others but also to 

examine the experiences that the inquirer brings to the inquiry” (p. 27). In ethnography, 

ethnographers are active participants throughout all inquiry stages, and continually need 

to reflect on their subjectivities (Glesne, 2011). As Cameron, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton, 

and Richardson (1992) argued that “we inevitably bring our biographies and our 

subjectivities to every stage of the research process and this influences the questions 

we ask and the ways in which we try to find answers” (p. 5). In my study, I combine 

pieces of my personal and professional identity, as a second generation Punjabi Sikh 

woman whose research interests concern Punjabi-speaking children and families and 

their literacy practices at home and school. In this section, I briefly describe my personal 

and professional biography. 

I am the eldest daughter of two immigrant parents who came to Canada from 

India more than 30 years ago. My father came to Canada in 1972 and my mother in 

1985, three years after their marriage. After completing high school, my father graduated 

from the University of Delhi (formerly known as Delhi University) with a Bachelor of 

Science degree. At the age of 22, he moved to Toronto, Ontario to further his education 

at George Brown College, where he completed their three-year Electronics Engineering 

Technology diploma program. In 1980, my father began working for Nortel Networks 

(formerly known as Northern Telecom) as a system test technologist. Then he went back 

to Surapur, Punjab to marry my mother in 1982. My mother graduated with a Bachelor of 

Arts degree in Geography from Government College, Ropar. After graduation she 

continued her education at Panjab University in Chandigarh earning her Master of Arts 

degree in Geography and Bachelor of Education degree, specializing in secondary 

school education. After three years, my father sponsored my mother to come to Toronto 

through the family sponsorship program in 1985. 
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I was born in 1986, and my younger sister was born in 1987 in Scarborough, 

Ontario. I spent my early childhood on Gerrard Street East (also known as the Gerrad 

India Bazaar11), where my parents helped my bhua ji [father’s sister] operate their Indian 

restaurant. My father worked full time at Nortel and part time at the restaurant where he 

made traditional Indian sweets, which were sold to customers during special occasions 

such as weddings. My parents spoke mostly Punjabi and Hindi with their customers, 

even though they spoke English as a third language. After three years, my parents found 

it hard to run a restaurant because of the long hours. Then, in 1989, my parents decided 

to move to Etobicoke, Ontario to be closer to my father’s job. My mother was my sister’s 

and my primary caregiver. 

Growing up in a traditional Punjabi family in India, my mother believed that it was 

very important for her children to learn Punjabi to communicate with extended family 

members such as my grandparents. As has been noted in other research studies with 

multigenerational families, grandparents often play an important role in children’s literacy 

learning (Gregory et al., 2004; Jessel et al., 2011). My dadi ji [paternal grandmother] 

came to visit us once from Punjab in 1989 after my dada ji [paternal grandfather] had 

passed away a few years earlier. Religion was also an important part of our lives. From 

a very early age, my sister and I would often go to the local gurdwara to pray with our 

dadi ji. After visiting the gurdwara, my dadi ji would tell us oral stories about the Sikh 

Gurus and their teachings about Sikhism. In addition, on family trips to Punjab (1990, 

1993, and 1999), we visited famous Sikh temples (including Harmandir Sahib, Hemkund 

Sahib, and Manikaran Sahib) with our parents, grandparents, and other family members. 

These early experiences helped me construct a strong cultural identity (Phan, 2008). 

During elementary school, my parents placed a very high value on academic 

learning both at school and at home. Unlike my teachers, my mother preferred more 

traditional, skill-based approaches to teaching and learning based on her own 

educational experiences in the Indian education system. She provided a structured 

homework routine for my younger sister and me after school. My homework routine 

consisted of literacy activities such as reading, writing (cursive handwriting), and spelling 

words from English books borrowed from the local public library. My mother would often 

                                                
11 The Gerrard India Bazaar is an ethnically diverse commercial shopping district located in 
Toronto, Ontario, which features businesses owned by mostly South Asian entrepreneurs 
(Zhuang, 2015). 
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borrow textbooks from the library and then assign additional homework (e.g., 

memorizing multiplication tables) to teach mathematical concepts. Like the Punjabi 

mothers in Mui and Anderson’s (2008) study, my mother also felt comfortable talking 

with teachers at the school, which I believe has contributed to my academic success. 

In 2000, my mother gave birth to my younger brother, who is 14 years younger 

than me. During his early childhood, my sister and I played a significant role in my 

brother’s literacy learning, using strategies modelled by our classroom teachers (for 

example, reading storybooks in English). Some qualitative studies (Blackledge, 1999; 

Gregory, 2001; Mui & Anderson, 2008; Volk, 1999) have shown that older siblings often 

play a significant role in their younger siblings’ literacy development in home and 

community contexts. I often blended different literacy practices, both formal and informal, 

those valued at home and school. In addition to these home literacy practices, I planned 

family trips to local sites (Bata Shoe Museum, Casa Loma, Medieval Times, Ontario 

Science Centre, Toronto Zoo) to help my brother develop his reading and writing skills. 

My family’s active involvement in my learning during my elementary years 

inspired me to follow in my mother’s footsteps, and pursue a career in teaching. I 

completed a Bachelor of Arts degree in Early Childhood Education from Ryerson 

University in 2008. As an ECE practitioner, I had the opportunity to work with culturally 

and linguistically diverse children and their families in childcare settings in the Greater 

Toronto Area (GTA). After graduation, I continued my education at York University 

earning my Bachelor of Education degree and Master of Education degree, specializing 

in family literacy. I conducted my Master’s research in the homes of four Punjabi families 

(two first generation and two second generation) residing in the GTA. My research 

focused primarily on the literacy practices that the families engaged in with their children 

at home (for example, singing songs in Punjabi, watching Bollywood movies in Hindi, 

reading religious books in Gurmukhi, and so on), which are rarely valued at school. After 

completing my Master’s research, I decided to move to BC with my husband to continue 

my research on Punjabi families and their children as a doctoral student at Simon Fraser 

University (SFU). 
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4.4.1. Insider and Outsider Researcher 

Qualitative researchers have often reflected on the complexities of being an 

insider and outsider researcher during their research. Kaplan-Weinger and Ullman 

(2015) pointed out, “that all of us have multiple identities, and we are often 

simultaneously insiders in one sense and outsiders in another” (p. 22). I found gaining 

access to the research sites and participants was relatively easy for me as an insider 

researcher. Some researchers (Al-Makhamreh & Lewando-Hundt, 2008) have also 

pointed out the advantages of being an insider such as familiarity with the social and 

cultural knowledge of the community. For example, I used the traditional Sikh greeting, 

sat sri akal [God is truth], to greet the parents and grandparents in the classroom. In 

addition, my ability to speak fluently in Punjabi enabled me to communicate effectively 

with the parents, grandparents, and their children. This common ground also allowed me 

to develop trusting relations with the families before data collection. 

Also, being a female researcher, I was perceived by the mothers and 

grandmothers as less potentially harmful to the children in the classroom than a male 

researcher might be (Fontana & Frey, 2000). My gender allowed me to form close 

relationships with the focal children and their mothers and grandmothers. I assumed that 

some of the mothers felt more comfortable sharing their struggles with me (for example, 

some struggled to communicate with teachers) because I was a female researcher. My 

unique position as a daughter, sister, teacher, researcher, Canadian, Indian, and South 

Asian allowed me to understand the parents’ perspectives on literacy, learning, and 

schooling. Thus, as an insider researcher, I was able to use my cultural knowledge to 

guide me throughout the different stages in the data collection process. 

On the other hand, there are also complexities with being both an insider and 

outsider researcher. For instance, researchers such as Griffith (1998) and Ochieng 

(2010) have argued that it is not enough to be a member of the group being studied. I 

sometimes found it difficult to understand my role in the classroom. For example, during 

some of my visits, some of the grandparents encouraged their grandchildren to call me 

didi [sister] or massi [mother’s sister] as a sign of respect. I found this problematic 

because I was constantly negotiating between my multiple identities. I often felt that my 

role a researcher was becoming blurred as I engaged in conversations with the 

teachers, parents, and grandparents throughout the study. For example, some parents 
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wanted to be more informed about their child’s progress in the early learning program 

and ways in which they could support their child, a question better answered by the ECE 

practitioner. 

Dewalt and Dewalt (2011) have highlighted the complexity of “seeing old events 

with new eyes” (p. 88). In other words, insider participant observers can often find it 

difficult to gain new insights into events in a setting that is familiar to them. To reduce 

this difficulty, after each classroom observation I tried to write down detailed fieldnotes 

about things that seemed both familiar and unfamiliar to me. For example, during one of 

my visits, I noticed that the grandfathers sat on one side of the classroom and the 

grandmothers sat on the other during circle time. In Punjabi culture, men and women 

generally do not sit together. For example, at the gurdwara, men and women sit at 

opposite sides of the prayer room. I found this so familiar that I would not have remarked 

on it. Dewalt and Dewalt (2011) recommended that researchers, especially insider 

researchers “take detailed jot notes and later write extensive field notes about things that 

seem obvious to them” such as bringing gender separation to my consciousness helped 

me in my study (p. 88). 

In some contexts, I was positioned as an insider teacher; others I was positioned 

as an outsider to the school and Punjabi. For example, while talking to the primary 

teachers on the school playground during recess time, sometimes they referred to “those 

parents” or “those kids” to refer to Punjabi families. Comments such as, “those parents 

[Punjabi parents] should learn English,” were expressed among the teachers. There 

appeared to be an assumption that Punjabi families with limited English proficiency were 

not able to effectively support their children’s learning. In this context, I was positioned 

as a university-affiliated researcher where the teachers felt that they could share this 

with me. 

4.5. Ethical Considerations 

In qualitative research, it is important to obtain “permission to study the site in a 

way that will enable the easy collection of data. This means obtaining approval from 

university or college institutional review boards as well as individuals at the research 

site” (Creswell, 2013, p. 151). While completing my doctoral coursework in the LCL 
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program (September to December 2012), I had the opportunity to conduct a small-scale 

observational study, in a project which brought together researchers, administrators, and 

teachers to investigate the use of a set of teaching resources that were being designed 

for bilingual children and their families. 

The provincial literacy organization for BC had produced a set of teaching 

resources (primarily picture cards on familiar topics such as food) initially developed for 

English-speaking families and then translated from English into Punjabi, and given to 

families by the ECE practitioners (see Appendices A and B for examples of the bilingual 

picture cards). In particular, the literacy organization wanted to know how these 

resources were or were not taken up by families. Included with the picture cards were 

also suggestions for engaging children in literacy activities, reinforcing the strategies the 

ECE practitioners had adopted in classroom book sharing activities. In this way, the ECE 

practitioners attempted to strengthen the home-school connection and to give families 

an idea of how they might use the picture cards with their children. 

My Senior Supervisor, Dr. Toohey, connected me with individuals from the 

literacy organization and at our initial meeting with the coordinators of the Westcoast 

Early Learning (WEL)12 program, we identified some potential starting points for the pilot 

study. For example, I wanted to visit some WEL programs in the community before 

conducting the pilot study to become familiar with the program’s structure. The 

coordinators then selected two ECE practitioners (one monolingual in English and one 

bilingual in Punjabi and English) who were interested in participating in the pilot study. 

4.5.1. Gaining Access 

Once I completed my Vulnerable Sector Check (required for all researchers who 

work directly with children) at the local police station, the coordinators arranged for me to 

visit several WEL programs in Surrey. The ECE practitioners introduced me to the 

families as a teacher from SFU who was interested in learning more about the program. 

During my visits, I often played with the children and did not take any fieldnotes to make 

the parents and grandparents feel more comfortable with my presence in the classroom. 

I recorded my initial thoughts on my digital audio recorder while I waited for the bus to go 

                                                
12 To preserve the anonymity of the participants in this study, the elementary school, the early 
learning program, and its participating members have been given pseudonyms. 
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home. The coordinators also invited me to participate in professional development 

workshops with the ECE practitioners, which helped me to build rapport with the other 

administrators who were interested to know more about my pilot study. 

Therefore, with support from the provincial literacy organization and the local 

school district, I conducted a pilot study of the implementation of these bilingual picture 

cards in two WEL programs, situated within two public elementary schools. These two 

sites were purposefully selected for the pilot study because they both had large numbers 

of Punjabi-speaking families enrolled in the WEL programs. The two ECE practitioners 

mentioned earlier generously volunteered to implement the bilingual picture cards in 

their classrooms. The pilot study began after all the consent letters were received from 

families attending the programs. 

From January 2013 to June 2013, I collected data in the two WEL programs 

using a variety of ethnographic methods including participant observation, fieldnotes, 

and audio and video recordings of the children engaging in classroom activities with their 

parents and grandparents. I also conducted two semi-structured interviews with ECE 

practitioners about their instructional beliefs and practices during the school year (see 

Appendix D). As mentioned previously in Chapter 1, my conversations with the parents 

revealed that the first generation Punjabi families held beliefs different from those of the 

early learning programs about their children’s learning, which made it difficult to 

implement some of the bilingual literacy resources in the classrooms. For example, the 

Punjabi families preferred more traditional, skill-based approaches to teaching and 

learning. Specifically, I concluded that it was important for ECE practitioners to provide 

explicit instruction to families, particularly immigrant families, who may or may not be 

familiar with play-based approaches to literacy teaching and learning, or for ECE 

practitioners to adapt their teaching to that which the immigrant families were familiar. 

4.5.2. Informed Consent 

After completing my pilot study in June 2013, I decided to focus my doctoral 

study on one of the WEL programs to gain a deeper understanding of the children’s 

language practices before starting full day Kindergarten. I volunteered in Ms. Gill’s (who 

is bilingual in Punjabi and English) WEL program once a week from September 2013 

through December 2013 to establish trust with the families before data collection. My 
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ability to speak fluent Punjabi enabled me to communicate with the families about their 

perspectives on their children’s language learning at home and school. After gaining 

approval from SFU’s Research Ethics Board (REB) and Surrey School’s Research and 

Evaluation Department (RED), I began data collection in January 2014. 

For this study, I created an informed consent letter using simplified language to 

make the information easier to understand for my research participants (see Appendix 

E). I also had the consent letter translated from English into Punjabi, because some of 

the families (especially the grandparents) could not read or write in English. I used a 

local translation company to help me translate the letters. During the winter break 

(December 2013), I reviewed the consent forms with my mother’s assistance, since she 

is proficient in Punjabi. My mother noticed that the translator used masculine pronouns 

about me throughout the consent letter. After the winter break, I informed the translation 

company that I was a female graduate student who has a common last name (Singh) 

that is often used by Punjabi males in the Sikh religion. After two weeks, the translator 

sent the corrected and formatted letters to me. 

Another issue that arose concerning ethics was SFU’s REB reminding me of the 

necessity to alert families of my legal responsibility to report suspected child abuse. I 

was not very comfortable with the REB’s suggestion to highlight this in the consent letter. 

I was afraid that making this a highlighted matter might offend my potential research 

participants since Punjabi families are often suspected of child abuse by local authorities 

in the community (Tyyskä, 2009). So I decided to verbally inform the participants of my 

legal duty to report well in advance of signing the consent letter. I explained this 

information to the participants during the information sessions I conducted before data 

collection. During the session, the participants also had an opportunity to ask questions 

about the study. I kept a detailed record of this information (including the participant’s 

name, date, time, location) in a logbook. I believe that this was the best method for 

making the participants aware of a researcher’s duty to report since child abuse is 

considered to be a culturally sensitive issue in the Punjabi Sikh community. After gaining 

approval from the SFU REB and the RED in the School District, I was able to begin data 

collection in January 2014. 
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4.6. Research Sites 

As mentioned previously, this study was carried out in two phases within a 15-

month period from the beginning of January 2014 until the end of June 2015. The first 

phase of the study was conducted in a WEL program located inside Nordin Elementary 

Public School from January 2014 to June 2014. The second phase of the study was 

conducted in one of the full day Kindergarten classrooms at the same school from 

October 201413 to June 2015, which enabled me to collect data over time as the children 

engaged in classroom interactions. 

Nordin Elementary, built in 1993, is a public elementary school located in Surrey, 

a large, diverse suburban community in BC. With a growing population of more than 

500,000 (in 2016), Surrey has become home to a large number of immigrant and 

refugee families from Asian countries, including India, China, and the Philippines, 

making it one of the most multicultural and multilingual communities in BC. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, the most common immigrant language (a language other than 

English or French) spoken at home among South Asian families is Punjabi (Statistics 

Canada, 2012). This demographic information is also reflected in local public schools. 

For example, the BC Ministry of Education website reported that at Nordin Elementary 

more than 60 percent of the students spoke Punjabi as their home language during the 

2014-2015 school year. Other home languages spoken among the student population 

included: Hindi, Vietnamese, Urdu, Spanish, Nepali, Arabic, Tagalog, and Gujarati. 

Surrey Schools also offers a variety of early learning programs in elementary 

schools throughout the district, including the WEL program. WEL is a provincially 

funded, drop-in, early learning program designed for children (birth to five years of age) 

and their families in the community. A qualified ECE practitioner runs the program five 

days per week, for three hours each day (for example, 8:30 am – 11:30 am; 12:30 pm – 

3:30 pm) throughout the school year. The goal of the program is to work with families in 

preparing their preschool children for full day Kindergarten through a play-based 

curriculum for teaching and learning. During the half-day session, the children often 

rotate among different learning centres (for example, creative arts centre, daily living 
                                                
13 Public schools were closed in September 2014 as a result of ongoing labour disputes between 
the BC Teachers’ Federation and the BC Ministry of Education. The students were back in their 
classes during the first week of October 2014. Schools were also closed for two weeks in 
December 2014 and March 2014 for winter and spring break. 
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centre, unit blocks centre) to engage in various types of free play with other children in 

the classroom. Parents and grandparents are also encouraged to participate in all of the 

organized WEL sessions with their children. 

It is interesting to note that Nordin Elementary was designated by Surrey Schools 

as an inner city school with a high minority language student population. There were 66 

students enrolled in full day Kindergarten in the school during the 2014-2015 school 

year. Out of the 66 students, 46 of them were classified at ELLs (the term also used by 

Surrey Schools), the majority of whom where Punjabi-speaking. At the time of the study, 

Nordin Elementary had three full day Kindergarten classrooms and one split full day 

Kindergarten and Grade 1 classroom. The four full day Kindergarten teachers, along 

with the LST teachers, often worked together to plan and implement the Kindergarten 

(English Language Arts) curriculum14. 

4.7. Research Participants 

Generally “in ethnography, once the investigator selects a site with a cultural 

group, the next decision is who and what will be studied” (Creswell, 2013, p. 155). I 

wanted to focus on first generation Punjabi families in Canada with children (ages four to 

five years) who had the potential to become bilingual in early learning programs. Over 

several months (September 2013 to December 2013), I got to know the families and 

their children who were attending the same WEL program twice a week (every Tuesday 

and Thursday, and sometimes Friday). I also had numerous informal conversations with 

the families about their use of Punjabi with their children in the home. The families were 

selected through the purposeful sampling strategy after four months of classroom 

observations. Purposeful sampling, according to Patton (2002), involves “selecting 

information-rich cases for study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which 

one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

research” (p. 46, emphasis in original). The process of selecting the focal families was 

handled through ongoing discussions with the ECE practitioner who served as a key 

informant in the study. More specifically, I selected three focal families based on the 

following criteria: 
                                                
14 BC’s new designed curriculum (Kindergarten to Grade 9) was implemented in classrooms 
during the 2016-2017 school year after my study was completed. 
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1. The family was willing to participate in all phases of the study; 

2. The family regularly attended the WEL program; 

3. The family planned on enrolling their child in full day Kindergarten at 
Nordin Elementary the following school year. 

Families who met the selection criteria were then invited to attend an informal 

information session held at the school. During the session, I verbally explained the 

details of the study. I also discussed my responsibility as a researcher to report any 

suspected incidents of child abuse. The participants were then handed a consent letter 

to take home to discuss with their family members (see Appendix F). Families who 

decided to participate in the study were asked to sign and date the consent letter and 

return it to me. All of the families returned the consent letter. Based on the criteria listed 

above, I selected three emergent bilingual children, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, and 

their families to participate in the study, because I felt most comfortable with them (see 

Table 4.1.). The study also involved one bilingual (Punjabi and English) ECE 

practitioner, Ms. Rubal Gill15, who worked with the children and their parents and 

grandparents in the first phase, and one monolingual (English) teacher, Ms. Catherine 

Tait (see Table 4.2.). 

Table 4.1. Focal Children 

Name Gender Home Language 

Harveen Female Punjabi 

Navneet Female Punjabi 

Diljit Male Punjabi 

4.7.1. Early Childhood Education Practitioner 

I was introduced to the ECE practitioner, Ms. Gill, through the coordinators of the 

WEL program during my pilot study from January 2013 to June 2013. When I consulted 

with Ms. Gill about my doctoral study, she appeared genuinely interested in learning 

more about emergent bilingual children’s language practices. She also introduced me to 

the families who regularly attended the WEL program with their children. Before 

                                                
15 I have assigned pseudonyms to all names of people and the name of the school to protect 
confidentiality. 
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engaging in the ethnographic study in January 2014, I volunteered in Ms. Gill’s WEL 

program from September 2013 to December 2013 to get to know the children and their 

families. Ms. Gill made me feel very welcome in her classroom. 

Ms. Gill was born in Punjab, India. During her childhood, Ms. Gill and her family 

lived in many different places, including Agra, Bangalore, and Gujarat because her 

father worked for the Indian Air Force. Ms. Gill’s childhood experience, she explains, 

exposed her to different languages, cultures, and religions of India. 

Besides English, I can read, write, and speak in Hindi, because it is the 
national language of India. Most people in the Indian Army speak Hindi 
with each other. I also speak Punjabi, but cannot read or write in 
Punjabi. I can understand some of the regional languages such as 
Bangla, Gujarati, Kannada, and Urdu. (Interview, Ms. Gill, Jan. 17, 
2013) 

Ms. Gill is a fluent bilingual speaker in both English and Punjabi, as well as in Hindi. 

After finishing high school, she graduated from Panjab University in Chandigarh, Punjab 

with a Bachelor of Science degree and then a Bachelor of Education degree from Guru 

Nanak Dev University in Amritsar, Punjab. Ms. Gill immigrated to BC, Canada in 1996 

with her family. 

Ms. Gill decided to enrol in an ECE diploma program at a local college in BC and 

then worked in various ECE settings to gain practical experience. A few years later, Ms. 

Gill and her husband purchased a home, where they raised their three children. She 

began working as a Noon Hour Supervisor at Nordin Elementary. During this time, the 

BC Ministry of Education announced the implementation of the WEL program inside 

elementary schools throughout Surrey Schools. The school secretary encouraged Ms. 

Gill to apply for a position as an ECE practitioner at Nordin Elementary. With the 

secretary’s support, she filled out the application forms and submitted them to the 

human resources office. Ms. Gill said that she felt like she had “won the lottery” when 

she was hired for the position. For the past four years, she has been working as an ECE 

practitioner for the WEL program at Nordin Elementary. 

4.7.2. Kindergarten Teacher 

Ms. Tait, the Kindergarten teacher, generously volunteered to participate in the 

second phase of the study from October 2014 to June 2015. She is a monolingual, 
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English-speaking teacher who has 18 years of teaching experience. I first met Ms. Tait in 

January 2014, while she was assisting Ms. Gill plan a Parents As Literacy Supporters 

(PALS)16 session on early literacy for the preschool children and their families. Together 

they worked on implementing a series of lessons within the WEL program. 

Ms. Tait was born in BC, Canada. She graduated in 1995 with a Bachelor of Fine 

Arts degree with a major in dance and 1996 with a Bachelor of Education degree from a 

local university in BC. Before pursuing a full time teaching career, she completed a post 

baccalaureate diploma in fine arts with specializations in dance, drama, and music. Ms. 

Tait began her career as a teacher on call in two urban school districts in BC. She also 

taught for one year at a Catholic school. 

After a few years of teaching experience, Ms. Tait was offered a permanent 

position as a music teacher with one of the school districts. For the past ten years, she 

has taught dance to multiple grade levels, including Kindergarten to Grade 4, at a fine 

arts-oriented elementary school. During the time of the study, Ms. Tait was finishing her 

fourth year of teaching full day Kindergarten at Nordin Elementary. Her mother was also 

a Kindergarten teacher who recently retired from the same school district. 

Table 4.2 Focal Teachers 

Name Gender Educational 
Background 

Teaching 
Experience Current Position 

Ms. Gill Female 

BSc (India) 
BEd (India) 
ECE Diploma 
(Canada) 

14 years ECE practitioner 

Ms. Tait Female BA 
BEd 19 years Kindergarten 

teacher 

 
It is important to mention that the focal teachers were chosen to participate in the 

study because they had large numbers of children from Punjabi-speaking homes in their 

classes. It is impossible for me to determine if these teachers are representative of the 

teachers who work in Surrey Schools. There were other teachers even in the same 

                                                
16 PALS is a family literacy program developed by Dr. Jim Anderson, a professor at UBC, and 
Fiona Morrison, a now-retired literacy consultant, for preschool children and their families. The 
PALS program currently operates in 11 school districts in the provinces of BC, Ontario, and the 
Northwest Territories. 
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school site who held different beliefs about language teaching and learning. I make no 

claims for the representativeness of these teachers; rather, I felt that telling a detailed 

story about two teachers might help illuminate at least partly the questions in which I was 

interested. 

4.7.3. Harveen and her Family 

Harveen’s dadi ji [paternal grandmother] was born in the state of Punjab in 

northern India. She immigrated to Canada with her husband and adult son in 2005. 

Harveen’s father completed his Master’s degree in Information Science and Technology 

from Panjab University. Harveen’s mother completed her Bachelor of Education degree 

in Punjab and then immigrated to Canada after her marriage in 2008. Despite their high 

levels of education, Harveen’s parents were not able to secure employment within their 

chosen fields. During the time of the study, Harveen’s father got a job as a dispatcher for 

a local trucking company. Her mother worked in a fast-food restaurant and her 

grandfather worked in a warehouse. Dadi ji was the primary caregiver for Harveen while 

her parents went to work. Harveen spoke mostly Punjabi at home, although occasionally 

she spoke English with her parents towards the end of the school year. 
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Table 4.3. Harveen’s Family Snapshot 

Family 
Member Age Country of 

Birth 
Years in 
Canada 

Educational 
Background 

Current 
Occupation 

Harveen 4 Canada Since birth Preschool Preschooler 

Mother 27 India Since 2008 
(6 years) BEd (India) Fast food 

worker 

Father 33 India Since 2005 
(9 years) MSc IT (India) Truck 

dispatcher 

Grandmother 63 India Since 2005 
(9 years) 

High school 
(India) Retired 

Grandfather 67 India Since 2005 
(9 years) 

High school 
(India) 

Warehouse 
worker 

4.7.4. Navneet and her Family 

Navneet’s mother and father were born in Punjab, India, and were both fluent 

speakers of Punjabi. Navneet’s mother completed her high school education before 

coming to Canada through the family sponsorship program in 2002. She went back to 

India to get married to Navneet’s father, and the two of them returned to Canada after 

the wedding. Both parents worked long hours as manual labourers. Navneet’s father 

worked as a long-haul truck driver and her mother worked as a packer in a local 

packaging factory. At the time of the study, Navneet’s biji [paternal grandmother] had 

immigrated to Canada from India, and she was the primary caregiver for Navneet and 

her two older brothers while the parents worked. 
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Table 4.4. Navneet’s Family Snapshot 

Family 
Member Age Country of 

Birth 
Years in 
Canada 

Educational 
Background 

Current 
Occupation 

Navneet 4 Canada Since birth Preschool Preschooler 

Brother 7 Canada Since birth Grade 2 Student 

Brother 9 Canada Since birth Grade 4 Student 

Mother 37 India Since 2002  
(12 years) 

High school 
(India) 

Warehouse 
worker 

Father 38 India Since 2004 
(10 years) 

High school 
(India) Trucker driver 

Grandmother 63 India Since 2012 
(2 years) 

High school 
(India) Retired 

4.7.5. Diljit and his Family 

Diljit was four years old when I started the study. Both his parents had a high 

school education in Punjab, India. After immigrating to Canada in 2001, Diljit’s father 

worked as a framer for a local construction company while his mother worked as a 

seasonal agricultural worker on a local farm. Diljit lived with his mother, father, and older 

brother, Jaspal, who was completing Grade 4 at Nordin Elementary School while the 

Kindergarten phase of my study was conducted. Diljit and his family spoke mostly 

Punjabi at home, although occasionally he spoke English with his brother. Living with the 

family was Diljit’s dadi ji who often travelled back and forth to India to spend time with 

extended family members. Diljit’s maternal grandparents lived in a neighbouring suburb 

in BC. 



68 

Table 4.5. Diljit’s Family Snapshot 

Family 
Member Age Country of 

Birth 
Years in 
Canada 

Educational 
Background 

Current 
Occupation 

Diljit 4 Canada Since birth Preschool Preschooler 

Brother 10 Canada Since birth Student Grade 4 

Mother 42 India Since 2001 
(13 years) 

High school 
(India) 

Seasonal 
agricultural 
worker 

Father 45 India Since 2004 
(10 years) 

High school 
(India) 

Construction 
worker 

4.8. Data Collection and Analysis 

As mentioned previously, the two data collection periods lasted from January 

2014 to June 2015, for a total of 15 months. Fetterman (2010) noted that ethnography 

usually “requires from 6 months to 2 years or more in the field”, which allows 

researchers to conduct intensive fieldwork (p. 8). My research began after all the 

consent forms were received from the families attending the WEL program. Ethnography 

was an appropriate research approach to understand the focal children’s language 

practices in the two classrooms, because it allowed me to gather data from multiple 

sources of information including: (a) classroom observations, (b) fieldnotes, (c) audio 

and video recordings of children’s interactions, (d) teachers’, parents’, and grandparents’ 

interviews, and (e) artifacts (for example, curriculum documents, lesson plans, children’s 

work samples, and so on) (for an overview of the data collection methods, see Table 

4.6.). After each classroom visit, I downloaded the data in a folder on my MacBook Pro 

labelled with the date, place, and time of observation. Each folder also contained 

separate subfolders for the different types of data (such as text, audio, video and image 

files), so the stored data could be easily retrieved during the data analysis process. 

During the first data collection period (Phase 1), I observed Harveen, Navneet, 

and Diljit and their parents and grandparents in the WEL program on 20 different 

occasions. I also spoke informally to them in Punjabi during these classroom 

observations. Based on my observations, I conducted a semi-structured interview with 

Ms. Gill towards the end of the first phase, which allowed me to get a better 
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understanding of her teaching beliefs. The data collection focused primarily on the 

children’s language practices with their parents, grandparents, and peers during child-

initiated play. My goal was to document the ways in which the children used oral 

language within the WEL program, and the use of resources, including time, space, 

materials, and other adults in supporting their language learning. During the second data 

collection period (Phase 2), I observed the three focal children in the full day 

Kindergarten classroom on 30 different occasions. Similarly, the data collection was 

focused on the children’s language practices with their bilingual peers during child-

initiated play. I conducted two semi-structured interviews with Ms. Tait. I describe each 

of the sources of data in the following sections below. 

Table 4.6. Overview of Data Collection Methods 

Data Collection Method Phase 1 
WEL Program 

Phase 2 
Kindergarten Classroom 

Classroom observations 
(fieldnotes, informal 
conversations) 

20 observations 30 observations 

Semi-structured interviews with 
focal teachers 2 interviews (app. 60 mins) 2 interviews (app. 60 mins) 

Semi-structured interviews with 
focal parents and grandparents 1 interview (app. 40 mins) 1 interview (app. 40 mins) 

4.8.1. Classroom Observations 

In an ethnographic study, the researcher often collects data through observing, 

participating, and recording the daily activities of their participants (Creswell, 2013). I 

found that observations helped me establish rapport with the focal participants (teachers, 

parents, grandparents, and children) being observed in the classrooms preceding audio 

and video recordings. Creswell (2013, pp. 166-167) identified four different types of 

observations: (1) complete participant, (2) participant as observer, (3) nonparticipant / 

observer as participant, (4) complete observer. It is important to note that there are 

different levels of participant observation, which are usually described “across a 

continuum from mostly observation to mostly participation” (Glesne, 2011, p. 64). 

Ethnographers usually find themselves at different points along this continuum at 

different stages in the research process. As Creese (2015) noted “ethnography creates 

different levels of participation and these are all negotiated in an ongoing fashion 
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throughout the research process” (p. 38). My engagement in the data collection process 

shifted from participant as observer to observer as participant. For example, I would 

often read books to the focal children before circle time, as a participant observer. After 

reading the books, all the children gathered on the carpet for structured, circle time with 

their teacher. Sometimes, I sat at the back of the classroom taking detailed fieldnotes of 

the children’s interactions. 

During Phase 1, I visited the WEL program once a week (from 8:30 am to 11:30 

am) where I observed Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit interacting with their parents and 

grandparents during child-initiated play. When the children came to a learning centre to 

participate in an activity, I documented the language used by the children and adults and 

interactions that occurred during the activity. More specifically, I was interested in 

documenting the ways in which the focal children used features associated with different 

languages for different purposes (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) at different 

times with different people (teachers, parents, grandparents, and peers). For example, I 

focused on the physical learning environment (e.g., where and when did the activity take 

place?), the materials (e.g., what materials are part of the activity?), the participants 

(e.g., who are the participants in the activity? What are their roles?), and their actions 

(e.g., what are the participants’ actions and interactions?). During the second phase of 

the study, I visited the full day Kindergarten classroom once a week (from 8:30 am to 

2:30 pm) where I observed the focal children interacting with their bilingual peers during 

child-initiated play. I usually jotted down my observations in my field notebook. 

Table 4.7. Monthly Classroom Observations 

Phase Sep. Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May Jun. 
Pilot Study 
(2012/13) Visited WEL programs in Surrey 3 

visits 
4 
visits 

2 
visits 

1  
visit 

3 
visits  

Phase 1 
(2013/14) 

Volunteered in Ms. Gill’s WEL 
program 

5 
visits 

4 
visits 

2 
visits 

3 
visits 

3 
visits 

3 
visits 

Phase 2 
(2014/15) 

Labour 
dispute 

4 
visits 

5 
visits 

3 
visits 

3 
visits 

1  
visit 

3 
visits 

5 
visits 

2 
visits 

2 
visits 

Note: Public schools were closed for two weeks during winter (December) and spring break (March). 

Creese (2015) explained that “in ethnography, data analysis happens at different 

stages and levels, and at each point requires more detailed attention using increasingly 

sophisticated theoretical and analytical tools” (p. 70). Following Creese’s advice, I 

expanded my notes into descriptive notes on my MacBook Pro after each classroom 
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observation. I carefully read through my descriptive notes to gain a better understanding 

of the children’s language practices. I focused mainly on the focal children’s interactions 

with adults (parent-child, teacher-child) and children (child-child) during classroom 

activities. I also focused on the children’s translanguaging practices during classroom 

activities. All of the fieldnotes were examined with each other to generate a detailed 

profile of each focal child in the study. I discuss in more detail later the coding scheme in 

the data collection and analysis section. 

4.8.2. Fieldnotes 

Fieldnotes provided an important source of data for understanding the focal 

children’s language practices within the classrooms. I recorded my notes in a small field 

notebook. According to Dewalt and Dewalt (2011), “taking good jot notes is the first step 

to recording the detail that enhances the accuracy and the richness of observed events 

and activities” (p. 161). For novice researchers, Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011) 

recommended writing fieldnotes in front of the participants to establish the role of a 

“note-taker” (p. 37). During classroom visits, I briefly jotted down key words as I 

observed the parents and grandparents engage in a wide range of classroom activities 

(for example, reading books, drawing pictures, making worksheets, and so on) with their 

children. All the notes were expanded as soon as possible after the observation period. 

In this way, writing notes became a part of my role as a graduate student researcher. 

Dewalt and Dewalt (2011) also pointed out that, “the notes get ‘cold’ and detail is 

lost the longer the interval between jotting and writing” (p. 165). As data collection 

progressed, my fieldnotes contained descriptive and reflective information about the 

children’s language practices, including the resources (time, space, materials, and other 

adults) in each of the classrooms. In my field notebook, I also made diagrams of the 

physical learning environment (such as the organization of learning centres) in each of 

the classrooms. When I got home, I typed my descriptive and reflective fieldnotes on the 

MacBook Pro. I re-read my fieldnotes after each classroom visit for further reflection. 

I also collected data through informal conversations with the focal parents and 

grandparents in each family. According to Patton (2002), “the informal conversational 

interview relies entirely on the spontaneous generation of questions in the natural flow of 

an interaction, often as part of ongoing participant observation fieldwork” (p. 342, 
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emphasis in original). These conversational interviews took place mostly in the WEL 

program to help me understand the parents’ and grandparents’ perspectives on their 

children’s literacy learning. During classroom visits, I often asked the parents and 

grandparents informal questions about their home literacy practices such as: How often 

do you read books with your child? These conversations were conducted mostly in 

Punjabi. Sometimes I jotted down key phases during our conversations in my field 

notebook. 

4.8.3. Audio and Video Recordings 

I also recorded my classroom observations using a variety of digital tools, 

including audio and video recorders. During my pilot study, I purchased a Sony ICD-

TX50 Digital Flash Voice Recorder to audio record my conversational interviews with the 

focal participants. However, it was difficult to capture the non-verbal actions and 

interactions in the classroom. So I decided to purchase a Panasonic HX-A100D Point-of-

View Lifestyle Wearable Full HD Camcorder to record the children’s interactions in the 

two classrooms (e.g., large group circle time). During classroom observations, I audio 

and video recorded the children as they engaged in classroom activities (for example, 

drawing pictures, sharing books, singing songs, and so on) with others. In the full day 

Kindergarten classroom, I decided to use FieldNotesPro, a note-taking app on my Apple 

iPad (http://fieldnotesapp.info), which enabled me to make short video clips of the 

children using a wide range of methods including, audio, video, and text. 

Heath and Street (2008) “strongly recommend that after each field visit, 

ethnographers download their digital recordings and ensure that time, location, and 

names of interactants are in place for each recording session” (p. 77). Each week, I 

downloaded the audio and video recordings of the focal children on my MacBook Pro. I 

also attached my descriptive fieldnotes to the recordings to provide additional 

information. Then, I watched the video clips on my laptop. From this data set, I selected 

video files (ranging from 5 to 10 minutes in length) that showed the language practices 

used by the children as well as by the adults (parents, grandparents, teachers) for 

teaching and learning. These video files were transcribed using Studiocode, a video 

analysis software program, which ensured that I would have a detailed description of the 

children’s interactions and the language that accompanied their interactions. Through 

this data analysis process, I developed initial codes for the stored audio and video data. 
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The process of developing codes, according to Creswell (2013), “involves aggregating 

the text or visual data into small categories of information, seeking evidence for the code 

from different databases being used in a study, and then assigning a label to the code” 

(p. 184). 

I acknowledge that there could be many ways of analyzing my data, but the 

translanguaging aspect is of great interest in the field of literacy education and it was 

salient to me. My aim was not to assess the children’s language competence. Instead, I 

was interested in capturing the richness of dialogue when the children could 

translanguage with each other, especially during free play. I used some of the language 

categories found in García et al.’s (2011) study to describe the focal children’s language 

practices in their classrooms. For example, some of these codes included “language(s) 

spoken by the child,” “language(s) for learning,” “language(s) for sharing,” “language(s) 

for including peers,” “language(s) for excluding peers,” among others. Creswell (2013) 

recommended choosing five or six codes and then adding additional codes during the 

data analysis process. 

I analyzed the video data using Studiocode to help me interpret the audio and 

video data. I started by importing the video files into Studiocode, which created a new 

coding window for the data. I generated some preliminary “code buttons” to help me 

categorize the children’s language practices in the videos. Each button coded specific 

instances, for example, when the focal children spoke Punjabi in the video. I also 

transcribed some of the audio and video files directly from within Studiocode. Then, I re-

read the transcriptions several times to identify recurring themes in relation to my three 

research questions. Once these themes and categories were identified, data were 

organized under the appropriate themes. After the data were analyzed, comparative 

interpretations were made to examine some of the differences and similarities between 

the three focal children in terms of the major themes. 

4.8.4. Semi-Structured Interviews 

The qualitative research interview is another data collection method that can be 

used “to understand the world from the subjects’ points of view, to unfold the meaning of 

their experiences, to uncover their lived world” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 1). Upon 

completion of the classroom observations, I conducted formal, semi-structured (open-
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ended) interviews with the two teachers in the study. Teacher interviews along with 

classroom observations provided complementary data to understand how teachers 

enact (both official and unofficial) educational language policies in their classrooms. As 

Egaña, Cenoz, and Gorter (2015) have argued, teachers’ beliefs’ about bilingualism are 

considered important because “beliefs can influence practices but practices can have an 

influence on beliefs as well” (p. 172). The benefit of semi-structured interviewing was it 

allowed me to understand the teachers’ beliefs about bilingualism and the ways in which 

language is used in the school community. Throughout the study, I conducted two semi-

structured interviews with each teacher at a mutually convenient time.  

After obtaining permission from Ms. Gill, I conducted a formal, semi-structured 

interview with her at the beginning of my pilot study (see Appendix D). Copland and 

Creese (2015) explained that “in semi-structured interviews, a set of questions is 

designed which acts as a guide for the researcher” (p. 30). The purpose of this interview 

was to understand Ms. Gill’s beliefs about educating emergent bilingual children in her 

classroom. The open-ended interview questions were taken from Lynch’s (2009) 

observational study on preschool teachers’ beliefs about children’s print literacy. 

Specifically, the interview questions, which were asked at the beginning of the pilot study 

(January 2013), included three sections: (1) the teacher’s educational background, (2) 

the organization of the program, and (3) the teacher’s literacy beliefs.  

The interview was conducted in Ms. Gill’s classroom. I also met with Ms. Gill at 

the end of each month to debrief some of the observations I made during my visits. The 

second interview was conducted at the end of the study (June 2014) to follow up on my 

observations. I conducted similar formal, semi-structured interviews with Ms. Tait at the 

beginning and end of the second phase of the study (see Appendix H). As I mentioned 

before, I was introduced to Ms. Tait in January 2014, while she was assisting Ms. Gill to 

plan a PALS session on early literacy for the children and their families. This phase was 

used to establish relationships with Ms. Tait and the three other full day Kindergarten 

and LST teachers in the school. Each of my interviews lasted approximately one hour 

and was digitally audio recorded using the Sony ICD-TX50 Digital Flash Voice Recorder 

(see Table 4.8.). 
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Table 4.8. Teacher Interviews 

Participant Role Date Location Data 

Ms. Gill 
Early Childhood 
Education 
practitioner 

January 17, 2013 WEL classroom 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (1) 

June 12, 2014 WEL classroom 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (2) 

Ms. Tait Kindergarten 
teacher 

December 9, 2014 WEL classroom 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (1) 

June 1, 2015 WEL classroom 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (2) 

 

Copland and Creese (2015) explained “it is common first of all to transcribe [the 

interview] as a written version so it is easier to work with. Then codes (or themes) can be 

generated through repeated reading of (and listening to) the interviews” (p. 35). 

Following Copland and Creese’s (2015) suggestion, I transferred the audio recordings 

directly to my MacBook Pro and then listened to the audio recordings multiple times. As I 

listened to the audio recordings, I made notes on my laptop. I decided to transcribe all 

the teacher interviews verbatim because these interviews were critical to understanding 

the focal teachers’ “beliefs related to previous learning and teaching experiences and 

their own pre-service and in-service training” (Egaña et al., 2015, p. 172). I transcribed 

the audio recordings with the help of the qualitative data analysis software NVivo 

(www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo/home), which helped me to organize the interview data. 

After transcribing the audio recordings, I checked the transcripts by listening to the audio 

recordings again to ensure accuracy of the information. 

In addition, copies of the interview transcript were shared with the teachers, who 

had an opportunity to provide feedback on the content. Kirby, Greaves, and Reid (2006) 

refer to such sharing as “member-checking”, and they recommend that researchers 

“circulate the completed transcript to the participants and ask him or her to check it for 

accuracy” of the information (p. 207). Once the teachers had the opportunity to check 

their interview transcripts, I developed profiles of the teachers (Seidman, 2013). 

According to Seidman (2013), developing teacher profiles “is a compelling way to make 

sense of the interview data” (p. 122). In addition to the profiles, I organized excerpts from 
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the interview transcripts into major themes emerging from the literature. I found it useful 

to look for themes across the interview transcripts. For example, in Ms. Gill’s transcript, 

some of the major themes included “bilingualism as a resource,” “constructing 

collaborative spaces,” and “collecting bilingual instructional resources” (which connected 

to the scholarly literature on translanguaging theory (García et al. 2017)). 

4.8.5. Digital Photographs 

During classroom observations in the first phase of the study, I often 

photographed the focal parents and grandparents engaging in classroom activities with 

their children using a digital camera. For example, I photographed the grandmothers 

creating their own worksheets by drawing lines of construction paper and then 

encouraging their grandchildren to practice writing letters of the English alphabet. I 

downloaded the photographs on my MacBook Pro after each classroom observation. 

Eventually, these photographs were developed into slide shows using Microsoft 

PowerPoint, which were shared with the parents, grandparents, and children on my 

MacBook Pro during the semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interviews were 

held individually with each focal parent and grandparent in Ms. Gill’s classroom, after the 

students returned from spring break (March 2015). The semi-structured interviews were 

conducted mostly in Punjabi. As the audio files were transcribed from Punjabi to English, 

the interview transcripts were filed alongside the slide shows, so I could easily locate 

them during data analysis. 

MacDonald (2008) also used digital photographs as a research method to 

understand the experiences of mothers caring for their infants in the Neonatal Intensive 

Care Unit (NICU) at Children’s Hospital in Vancouver, BC. The use of digital 

photographs during the interviews allowed the researcher and the mothers to “co-

construct understandings of the experiences” at the NICU (MacDonald, 2008, p. 244). I 

also found the photographs to be a valuable research method for understanding the 

focal families’ literacy beliefs, which tended to influence their literacy practices at school. 

As Pink (2008) argued qualitative data analysis should focus on the meanings that the 

parents and grandparents give to those photographs, which can generate rich 

discussions about their experiences in the early learning program. I copied the 

photographs to a USB memory stick that were given to the families at the end of the 

study. 
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Table 4.9. Parent and Grandparent Interviews 

Participant Role Date Location Data 

Ms. Brar and 
Navneet 

Navneet’s 
grandmother March 30, 2015 WEL classroom 

Photographs 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (1) 

Ms. Thind and 
Harveen 

Harveen’s 
grandmother March 31, 2015 WEL classroom 

Photographs 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (1) 

Ms. Grewal and 
Diljit Diljit’s mother March 31, 2015  WEL classroom 

Photographs 
Transcript of 
audio-recorded 
interview (1) 

4.9. Trustworthiness  

Fetterman (2010) pointed out that “the ethnographer […] must cross-check, 

compare and triangulate this information before it becomes a foundation on which to 

build a knowledge base” (p. 9). Throughout the study, I discussed my observations with 

Ms. Gill and Ms. Tait during our informal conversations. I also had debriefing sessions 

with the coordinators at the Surrey Schools District Education Centre to discuss my 

interpretations of the data. Marshall, Clemente, and Higgins (2014) recommended that 

we as researchers should involve our participants as much as possible in the data 

analysis, because “we are opening up spaces to bring our participants’ voices into our 

study but applying solely our own interpretations of their lived worlds and social, cultural, 

and linguistic practices” (p. 7). With ongoing critical feedback from the research 

participants (coordinators, teachers, parents, and grandparents), I was able to deepen 

my analysis and interpretations of the data. After collecting all of my data, I also had the 

opportunity to share some of my findings with Ms. Gill and her colleagues at their 

professional development meetings before continuing to the second phase of the study. 

4.10. Chapter Summary 

This chapter described in detail the methodology for my research, including the 

research sites and participants. My unique role as an insider researcher provided access 

to the focal children, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, and their families. In the following two 
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chapters, I present the children’s language practices using the different types of data 

(text, audio, video, and image files) collected in the two classrooms. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Findings: Early Learning Program 

5.1. Introduction 

In the next two chapters, I introduce the three focal children, Harveen, Navneet, 

and Diljit, and their language practices in two different classrooms. I report on my 

observational data in the two classrooms, including fieldnotes, audio, and video 

recordings of the children’s language use to address the first and second of my research 

questions: 1) What are the language practices of young Punjabi-speaking children in 

early years classrooms (preschool and Kindergarten)? 2) How do Punjabi-speaking 

children use features of their language repertoires to participate in literacy activities 

within these classroom settings? During the first phase of the study, classroom 

observations in the early learning program were conducted one day per week for three 

hours each visit during the school year. My classroom observations focused on the 

children’s interactions with their parents, grandparents, teachers, and peers while paying 

particular attention to their language use. As the preschool year progressed, the children 

used features of both Punjabi and English for a wide range of purposes in their 

interactions with others. In this chapter, I share some of the key findings that emerged 

from my observations. 

5.2. Context of the Early Learning Program 

The goal of the provincially funded, drop-in, WEL program designed for young 

children (birth to five years) and their families in the community was to work with families 

in preparing their children for full day Kindergarten, through a curriculum that built on 

children’s play experiences with other children of preschool age. The ECE practitioner, 

Ms. Gill, planned and implemented a play-based curriculum with what are generally 

agreed to be developmentally appropriate learning experiences for the children. Ms. Gill 

ran the program three hours a day (8:30 am -11:30 am), five days a week, throughout 

the school year. During the half-day sessions, the children engaged in free play with 

other children (such as playing with Lego blocks in the unit blocks centre), as well as 
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participated in some teacher-led small and large group activities. Patty Smith Hill’s 

concept of free play “freedom of choice for children in their play” (Shipley, 2002, p. 55) 

was promoted by Ms. Gill to foster constructive interactions among the children. She 

provided a play-based curriculum with multiple learning centres, for example, the 

creative arts centre, the daily living centre, and the unit blocks centre. The children had 

the freedom to choose from a wide range of materials in each learning centre. Figure 

5.1. below shows the setup of the learning centres in the classroom space. 

 
Figure 5.1. WEL Program Classroom Floor Plan 

When the morning school bell rang, Ms. Gill opened the classroom doors to 

welcome the children and their parents and grandparents who waited in the hallway. 

There was also a welcome sign at the door in different languages. The parents and 

grandparents helped their children hang their personal belongings (backpacks and 

coats) on the hooks near the doors. When the children entered the classroom, they 

changed into their indoor shoes. Ms. Gill reminded the parents and grandparents to write 

their child’s full name on the attendance sheet (in English). It is important to mention that 

the WEL program was explicitly set up to invite parents and grandparents to participate 

in classroom activities (such as reading, writing, drawing, singing, and playing) with their 
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children. For example, the creative arts table was open for children and adults to 

experiment with a variety of art materials such as brushes, paints, and paper. During the 

free play period, the children often rotated among the different learning centres in the 

room for about one hour and then Ms. Gill asked them to clean up. After free play, the 

children gathered on the carpet to participate in a variety of literacy activities such as 

interactive read-alouds. After large group circle time, the children lined up for gross 

motor activities in the school gymnasium, which lasted about 20 minutes. Then, the 

children came back to the classroom, washed their hands, and sat down for a snack at 

the tables. When the children finished eating their snacks, they gathered on the carpet to 

participate in literacy activities such as listening to storybooks, as Ms. Gill manipulated 

flannel board characters on a flannel board. After small group circle time17, the children 

went outdoors and played on the school playground before they went home. Table 5.1. 

shows the daily schedule for the program, which was consistent throughout most of the 

school year. 

Table 5.1. WEL Program Daily Schedule 

Time Activity  

8:30 – 9:50 am Free play (e.g., creative arts centre, daily living centre, unit blocks centre) 

9:50 – 10:10 am Large group circle time (e.g., literacy, music, and movement) 

10:10 – 10:30 am Gym time 

10:30 – 10:45 am Snack time 

10:45 – 11:10 am  Small group circle time (e.g., literacy, music, and movement) 

11:10 – 11:30 am Outside play (depending on weather) 

 
Ms. Gill encouraged the children and their families to participate in the program 

using their home languages. At the beginning of the study, Ms. Gill had 25 families 

enrolled in the program. I adapted a questionnaire on home language use offered by 

Chumak-Horbatsch (2012) and asked the families to respond (see Appendix K). The 

returned questionnaires revealed that a large majority of the parents and grandparents 

grew up in India, and spoke Punjabi, English, or both Punjabi and English with other 

household members. Like the families in her program, Ms. Gill also spoke English and 
                                                
17 Some of the families left the program a little early so that they could prepare food for their older 
children who came home for lunch.  
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Hindi (the national languages of India) as wel as Punjabi and Urdu (Indian regional 

languages). Her conversational fluency in these different languages contributed toward 

creating a flexible classroom space for the children and their families to use their home 

languages. Ms. Gill explained, 

I used to work in a childcare centre with families from China. They 
didn’t even speak one word of English. I can’t say to them, ‘no 
Chinese.’ I can never say that to the families or their children because 
you’re not being respectful towards their language and culture. We 
have to find different ways to communicate with each other. 
(Interview, Ms. Gill, January 17, 2013) 

Some of the Punjabi families, who were educated in the Indian education system, 

were not familiar with the benefits of a play-based curriculum for their children’s learning, 

which made it difficult to implement some activities in the classroom. Ms. Gill decided to 

create her own bilingual posters describing some of the benefits of play using both 

English and Punjabi. She also involved the families in creating bilingual posters. The 

laminated posters were then taped to the walls in various learning centres set up around 

the room. One of the bilingual posters in the unit block centre, for example, described 

the benefits of “blocks” in helping children “build with their hands to improve their gross 

and fine motor coordination” (see Figure 5.2.). Ms. Gill reported that the bilingual posters 

displayed in the classroom served as reminders about the developmental importance of 

play, which made the families feel more comfortable with participating in the learning 

centres with their children. Ms. Gill elaborated, 

There’s so much learning happening in this one small room. That’s the 
hard part … the parents. You’ll notice that I have posted some 
information in English and Punjabi on the walls and it says how are 
children benefitting from this activity. What are they learning? How are 
they learning? Sometimes I translate the information for the 
grandparents in Punjabi. You’ll notice that there’s a poster near the art 
centre. There’s one poster near the sand table. There’s one near the 
block area. I have posted some information for the grandparents, so 
they can understand some of the benefits of play. Some grandmothers 
think that their grandchildren are getting dirty in the sandbox. I’m like, 
‘No they’re not.’ I remind grandmothers of their own childhoods in 
Punjab … playing in the piles of sand. I ask them lots of questions like 
what did you like doing? Did you like playing with your friends? Then, 
they start to get it. (Interview, Ms. Gill, January 17, 2013) 
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Figure 5.2. Bilingual Posters 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in January 2014 

During classroom visits, I observed that sharing food was an important part of the 

program that the children and families were very familiar with. Sharing food is 

considered an important cultural practice in the Punjabi Sikh community with the Sikh 

place of worship or the gurdwara providing a free vegetarian community meal consisting 

of roti [flatbread], dhal [lentils], sabjiyaan [vegetables], and dahi [yogurt] to every visitor, 

Sikh or non-Sikh, in the langar [Guru’s free kitchen] hall. The daily ritual of preparing and 

serving the vegetarian meal is performed by local sewadars [volunteers] from the 

community. 

Similarly, the mothers and grandmothers from a variety of cultural backgrounds 

volunteered to prepare traditional foods from their countries of origin to share with the 

class during snack time (see Figure 5.3.). For example, many of the grandmothers who 

grew up in agricultural communities in the Punjab region of northern India prepared and 

served traditional Punjabi desserts such as meethe chawal [sweet rice] for the children. 

Through the regular sharing of food, Ms. Gill found that the families felt a strong sense of 

belonging to the classroom learning community. She explained, 

Every time we have a celebration, we started making chaa [traditional 
Indian tea]. The mothers volunteer to make the chaa in the school 
kitchen. We have some teachers who love chaa, especially when it’s cold 
outside. So I ask the secretary to make an announcement and then the 
teachers come down to have chaa with us. Our chaa is very popular! I 
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think the chaa is also helping us [WEL program] make connections with 
the Kindergarten teachers in the school. (Interview, Ms. Gill, June 1, 
2014) 

 
Figure 5.3. Families Sharing Traditional Indian Food 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in June 2014 

Ms. Gill was also committed to encouraging the children and their families to 

value different languages and cultures in the classroom. For example, different cultural 

celebrations such as Diwali [Sikh festival celebrating the release of Guru Hargobind Ji 

from prison], Christmas, Chinese New Year, and Vaisakhi [Sikh festival celebrating the 

birth of the Khalsa] were all celebrated throughout the school year to reflect the diverse 

cultures of the children. Ms. Gill also invited the parents and grandparents to become 

part of the classroom community by participating in cultural traditions, as the following 

excerpt from my fieldnotes illustrates: 

It is large group circle time. The children sit on the carpet with their legs crossed. 

In front of the children, Ms. Gill sits on her blue chair. The parents and grandparents also 

sit on the blue chairs around the room. 
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Ms. Gill: We’re going to be singing some Chinese songs. We’ll be 
doing some Chinese New Year activities for the next two 
weeks. Are you excited? Who can tell me how to say 
Happy New Year in Chinese? How can you say Happy 
New Year in Chinese? Who remembers? 

Children: Happy New Year. 

Ms. Gill: That’s in English. How do you say it in Chinese? We’re 
going to learn that today. Are you ready? Can you say 
this after me? Gung. 

Children: Gung. 

Ms. Gill:  Hay. 

Children: Hay. 

Ms. Gill:  Fat. 

Children: Fat. 

Ms. Gill:  Choy. 

Children: Choy. 

Ms. Gill: Gung Hay Fat Choy. That’s how we say Happy New Year 
in Chinese. 

Aman:  Fat … that part is funny. 

Ms. Gill: It’s not funny for Chinese people. That’s how Chinese 
people say Happy New Year. Gung Hay Fat Choy. Can 
you say that? 

Children: Gung Hay Fat Choy. 

Ms. Gill: Good job everyone! So we’re going to practice the Head 
and Shoulders song in Chinese. Are you ready for that? 
First we’re going to do it in English and then we’re going 
to do it in Chinese. Let’s do the English first and then 
the Chinese. Head, shoulders, knees, and toes. Knees 
and toes. Head, shoulders, knees, and toes. Knees and 
toes. Eyes, and ears, and mouth, and nose. Good job. 
(Claps her hands.) Are you ready to do it in Chinese? 
Are you ready? 

Children: Yes! 

Ms. Gill: (Presses play on the CD player. She demonstrates the 
actions to the song in Chinese. The children follow along 
with their teacher. “Good job everyone,” says Ms. Gill. 
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The song repeats for the second time. The children 
follow along with their teacher again.) 

Ms. Gill: That was very beautiful. (The children clap their hands.) 
Now we’re going to practice our Chinese New Year 
parade. I want all of the parents and grandparents to 
put their chairs back. Put your chairs around the tables. 
I want all the children to line up here. I want the older 
children to be in the front and the younger children to be 
at the back. (Adults and children moving around the 
room.) (Video recording, January 21, 2014) 

The children then formed a straight line. Ms. Gill brought out the Chinese dragon. 

“Hold on to the tail,” said Ms. Gill. The children practiced for the Chinese New Year 

parade by holding the dragon’s tail. Ms. Gill played traditional Chinese music that she 

borrowed from the local public library in the background. “We have to walk safely. 

Please do not push the person in front of you,” Ms. Gill reminded the children. The 

parents and grandparents also participated in the parade by playing musical instruments 

such as tambourines with their children. 

5.3. Classroom Curriculum 

  As mentioned previously, Ms. Gill implemented a learner-centred, play-based 

curriculum in the areas of early learning outlined in BC’s Early Learning Framework (BC 

Ministry of Education, 2009a). The provincial document can be described as a 

comprehensive instructional guide for ECE educators and practitioners who work with 

children and their families in creating rich early learning experiences (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2009b). Ms. Gill recognized the importance of a play-based curriculum where 

the children had the freedom to select different learning centres and the activities in each 

learning centre based on their interests. 

Throughout the year, Ms. Gill also worked collaboratively with the four 

Kindergarten teachers at the school to plan and implement the PALS program for 

preschool children and their families. One of the aims of the PALS program is to support 

children’s literacy development through 10 sessions, focusing on a particular theme such 

as learning to write (Anderson, Friedrich, Teichert, & Morrison, 2016). Throughout the 

sessions, I noticed that Ms. Gill provided explanations of the activities that were 

available at each learning centre in both English and Punjabi to fully engage the parents 

and grandparents in the PALS program. She explained, 



87 

Most of the grandmothers don’t understand English. For the PALS 
program, I always translate the instructions for the grandmothers. 
Even if there are three grandmothers who don’t understand and ten 
who do understand, I take care of them by translating the instructions. 
My goal is to include everybody in the program. (Interview, Ms. Gill, 
January 17, 2013) 

Ms. Gill believed that the use of the home language (Punjabi) alongside the 

school language (English) helped the grandparents understand some of the benefits of a 

play-based curriculum for their grandchildren’s literacy development. The grandparents 

felt more comfortable participating in the various activities (such as writing with shaving 

cream or sidewalk chalk) with their grandchildren and then sharing their experiences 

with the Kindergarten teachers during the debriefing sessions. Thus, Ms. Gill’s use of 

multiple languages enabled the parents and grandparents to freely express their 

understandings of literacy, learning, and teaching. 

In addition to PALS, Ms. Gill implemented Linguistically Appropriate Practice 

(LAP), developed by Dr. Roma Chumak-Horbatsch (2012), a professor at Ryerson 

University, for emergent bilinguals. Chumak-Horbatsch (2012) explained that LAP was 

originally “developed in response to the widespread use of monolingual classroom 

practices, which fall short of meeting the language and literacy needs of immigrant 

children, and to the numerous requests from EC practitioners for guidance” (p. 57). The 

LAP activities are divided into five major themes: 1) charting home languages, 2) using 

home languages in the classroom, 3) linking the home and classroom, 4) bringing the 

outside world into the classroom, and 5) sharing books and newspapers with children. 

According to Chumak-Horbatsch (2012), each activity can be adapted to the children’s 

home languages and literacies with the support of parents, grandparents, and older 

children. 

I initially heard about LAP from my Senior Supervisor, Dr. Toohey, who has 

published on the education of bilingual children from Punjabi-speaking backgrounds with 

her colleagues (see, for example, Marshall & Toohey, 2010; Smythe & Toohey, 2009; 

Toohey, 2000, 2018; Toohey, Waterstone, & Julé, 2000). As an experienced educational 

researcher, Dr. Toohey believed that it was important to share resources (such as LAP) 

with my participants during the research process, as a way to support ECE practitioners 

in building multicultural and multilingual learning environments that value the home 

languages and cultures of children and their families. When I presented Ms. Gill with the 
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book, Linguistically appropriate practice: A guide for working with young immigrant 

children, at the beginning of the study, she appeared very enthusiastic about 

implementing some of the LAP activities in her classroom. 

After some of my initial observations of the focal children, Ms. Gill purposefully 

selected LAP activities that she felt the families, particularly Punjabi families, would feel 

comfortable participating in with their children. As stated previously, many of the parents 

and grandparents were educated in India and preferred a more structured, formal 

approaches to literacy teaching and learning. In response, Ms. Gill focused on activities 

that helped the children to develop their fine motor skills such as drawing, colouring, 

cutting, and pasting on worksheets. In addition to these activities, Ms. Gill also 

encouraged the parents and grandparents to read dual language books, such as the 

English and Punjabi versions of The Little Red Hen and the Grains of Wheat by R. L. 

Hen (2005) and We’re Going on a Bear Hunt by Michael Rosen and Helen Oxenbury 

(2007) in the classroom. 

Throughout the implementation of PALS and LAP, Ms. Gill translated the 

instructions from English into Punjabi to invite the parents and grandparents to engage 

fully in their children’s learning. She also asked the parents to share their experiences of 

the activities. Through the incorporation of both formal (teacher-directed) and informal 

(student-directed) approaches, Ms. Gill created a space that valued the different ways in 

which families supported their children’s literacy learning. She felt positive about the 

implementation of PALS and LAP in her classroom. In the next section, I focus on the 

three focal children, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, and their classroom language 

practices. 

5.4. Harveen and her Grandmother 

Harveen was four years old at the time of the study. She lived with her father, 

mother, and paternal grandparents, all of whom spoke to her in Punjabi. Harveen’s dadi 

ji reported that the family believed that it was important for Harveen to learn the home 

language to communicate with grandparents and other extended family members. In 

January, Harveen was using Punjabi in a wide range of activities in the classroom. For 

example, during one of my classroom observations, I noticed Harveen sitting at a table 

painting a picture using black paint and red construction paper at the creative arts 
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centre. Her dadi ji sat next to her, and watched attentively as she made long, black 

strokes on the construction paper. Harveen proudly announced to her dadi ji that she 

made a picture of her ghar [house]. The black dots inside the house represented the 

members of her family (mother, father, and paternal grandmother). She also drew a sun 

and clouds floating across the sky (see Figure 5.4.). 

Ms. Gill:  Wow! Harveen, what did you make? 

Harveen: Mera ghar. [My house.] 

Ms. Gill: Tuhaada ghar bahut sohna hai. [Your house is very 
beautiful.] 

Harveen: (Points to the three black dots on the construction 
paper.) Eh mere mama, eh mere papa, eh mere dadi ji. 
[This is my mother, this is my father, this is my 
grandmother.] 

Ms. Gill: Wow! Can you tell me the word for this picture in 
Punjabi or English? (Points to the sun.) 

Dadi ji:   Eh ki hai? [What is this?] 

Harveen: Suraj. [Sun.] 

Ms. Gill:  Yes, you’re right! 

Harveen: Drukhat. [Tree.] (Points to the tree.) 

Dadi ji:  Eh ki hai? [What is this?] 

Harveen: Badal. [Clouds.] (Points to the clouds.) 

Ms. Gill: I really like your drawing. Good job, Harveen! (Audio 
recording, January 28, 2014) 

The original art activity was designed to encourage the children to experiment 

with Chinese numerals for the Chinese New Year celebration using a variety of literacy 

materials such as paper, pencils, paint, paintbrushes, and construction paper. However, 

Harveen decided to paint a picture of her ghar [house]. The transcript18 above clearly 

illustrates how Ms. Gill used both languages in fluid ways to invite Harveen (and her dadi 

ji) to participate in a bilingual conversation around her painting. Ms. Gill started the 

conversation by asking Harveen a question in English “What did you make?” Harveen 

                                                
18 Throughout the two findings chapters, my original fieldnotes appear in (brackets), with the 
translation of Punjabi in [square brackets] to make it easier for the reader to understand. 
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responded in Punjabi “Mera ghar” [My house]. Ms. Gill then acknowledged Harveen’s 

response “Tuhaada ghar bahut sohna hai” [Your house is very beautiful], and continued 

to use both languages, which enabled Harveen’s dadi ji to participate in the conversation 

as well. 

 
Figure 5.4. Harveen’s Painting of her House 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in January 2014 

In conversations with Harveen, she told me that her parents took her to the 

library to borrow storybooks, and then asked her mother or grandmother to read her a 

storybook every night before going to bed. Harveen’s dadi ji believed that a teacher-

directed, skilled-based method should be used to teach literacy based on her own 

educational experiences in the Indian education system. For example, I often observed 

Harveen participating in shared reading activities to learn new vocabulary words in 

English. During these activities, Harveen’s dadi ji preferred to use the “single word 

method”, in which “the child repeats the exact text word by word after the caregiver” 

(Gregory, Arju, Jessel, Kenner, & Ruby, 2007, p. 8). In the following data excerpt, 

Harveen and her dadi ji were sitting on a couch and looking at a picture book about 

different colours at the literacy centre together: 

Dadi ji: (Points to the text word and then the picture with her 
right index finger.) 
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Harveen: Pant. 

Dadi ji: Pant nahin [no], jean. Isnu bolan di koshish karo. [Try 
to say it.] Jean. 

Harveen: Jean. 

Dadi ji: Jean. (Points to another picture on the same page.) 

Harveen: Shoe. 

Dadi ji:  Shoe nahin [no], sneaker. 

Harveen: Sneaker. 

Dadi ji:  Sneaker. (Points to another picture on the same page.) 

Harveen: Jug. 

Dadi ji:  Jug nahin [no], teapot.  

Harveen: Teapot. 

Dadi ji:  Teapot. (Points to another picture on the same page.) 

Harveen: (Pulls her sweater sleeves down over her hands.) 

Dadi ji: Harveen, isnu bolan di koshish karo. [Harveen, try to 
say it.] (Waits patiently for Harveen’s response.) 

Harveen: (Shrugs her shoulders.) 

Dadi ji:  Basket. 

Harveen: Basket. 

Dadi ji:  Basket. (Points to another picture on the same page.) 

Harveen: Book. 

Dadi ji:  Book. 

Harveen: (Takes the book from her dadi ji’s hands and then turns 
the page.) (Video recording, February 4, 2014) 

This excerpt illustrates the transmission of grandparents’ cultural beliefs when 

engaging in literacy activities with their grandchildren. Harveen engaged in a variety of 

literacy activities at home and at school to enhance her literacy development. In 

particular, her dadi ji’s beliefs regarding literacy appeared to strongly influence her 

instructional practices, which consisted of traditional, teacher-directed instruction. For 
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example, Harveen’s dadi ji maintained control during the shared reading activity by 

holding the book in her hands and then drawing Harveen’s attention to the pictures on 

the page (blue jeans, sneakers, and so forth), including descriptions of objects. When 

Harveen used the English word “pant” for “jean”, for example, her dadi ji considered the 

substitution as an error. Harveen’s dadi ji quickly corrected the error “pant nahin [no] 

jean” and then expected Harveen to repeat the exact text word “jean” after her. As we 

can see in the above excerpt, dadi ji provided corrective feedback in both languages, as 

rote learning (including repetition) in the Indian education system is regarded as an 

effective instructional practice. 

In addition to shared reading activities, Ms. Gill also introduced the grandparents 

and their grandchildren to writing activities in English using paper and pencils. In May, 

for instance, as I observed Harveen and her dadi ji writing a letter to her parents at the 

creative arts centre, Harveen reported this storybook reading: 

Angel:  Tusi ki kar rahe ho? [What are you doing?] 

Harveen: (Points to her drawing.) Vekho mere papa da spicy baal. 
[Look at my dad’s spicy hair.] 

Angel:  Spicy baal. [Spicy hair.] 

Harveen: Spicy. 

Angel: Ehda ki matlab hai spicy baal? [What does this mean 
spicy hair?] 

Harveen: Comb your hairs. Mainu pata hai. [I know.] 

Angel:  Did you mean spiky hair? 

Harveen: Mainu pata hai. [I know.] Comb your hair, wash your 
hands, and make your bed. 

Angel: Sachhi? Tuhaanu kiven pataa? [Really? How do you 
know?] 

Harveen: Haan, main raat nu books paddi haan. [Yes, I read 
books at night.] 

Angel:  Kisde naal? [With whom?] 

Harveen: Mere mama naal te mere dadi ji naal. [With my mother 
and my grandmother.] (Audio recording, Harveen, May 
8, 2014) 
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Consistent with the findings in other studies (Li, 2001; Mui & Anderson, 2008; 

Singh, 2011), many immigrant families tend to engage in functional forms of literacy 

such as filling out forms. Interestingly, the findings from my own Master’s research 

showed that children in first generation Punjabi families used functional print materials 

containing letters of the English alphabet (such as automobile insurance plans) in their 

pretend play. Similarly, Harveen’s dadi ji believed that children should sit at tables and 

chairs and practice writing the English alphabet neatly on the lines of a piece of paper, 

as shown in Figure 5.5. below. Her dadi ji told Harveen that she would be rewarded 

(often in the form of free play) after completing her schoolwork. 

 
Figure 5.5. Harveen Writing a Letter to her Parents 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2014 

Throughout the school year, Ms. Gill read dual language books in the daily large 

group circle time, modelling book reading strategies such as asking questions, 
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encouraging children to recall details, and providing explanations of new words in both 

English and Punjabi. In May, I observed Harveen’s dadi ji reading a dual language book, 

The Little Red Hen and the Grains of Wheat by R. L. Hen (2005), to Harveen’s class 

during large group circle time. 

Ms. Gill: Today we’re going to read a story in Punjabi. Okay so 
it’s written in Punjabi. We’re going to read it in Punjabi. 
Guess what? I cannot read in Punjabi, so I’m going to 
ask someone to volunteer. (Asks Harveen’s dadi ji to 
read the story.) Aunty, tusi Punjabi par sakde ho? 
[Aunty, can you read in Punjabi?] 

Dadi ji:  Haan ji. [Yes.] 

Ms. Gill: Chalo story par ho. [Let’s read the story.] Harveen’s 
grandmother is going to read a story today! Make sure 
you are all listening. 

Dadi ji: (Reads the title of the book in Punjabi.) Choti lal murgi 
ate kanak de danea (x2). [The little red hen and the 
grains of wheat.] 

Harveen: Dadi ji mere naal par de ha! [My grandmother is reading 
with me!] 

Dadi ji:  Bahut chota lekar. [The letters are very small.] 

Mother: Tuhaanu madad chahidi hai? [Do you need any help?] 
(Gurpreet’s mother volunteers to read the story to the 
class.) 

Ms. Gill: Aunty tusi nal baith jao (x2). [Aunty you can sit beside 
her.] (Harveen’s dadi ji sits on a chair beside Gurpreet’s 
mother.) It’s okay there are so many different languages 
in this world. 

Mother:  (Continues to read the story to the class in Punjabi.) 

Ms. Gill: (Translates the text in English.) So she’s going to sow 
the seeds, but she needs someone’s help. The little red 
hen, she needs someone’s help.  

Dadi ji:  (Continues to read the story to the class in Punjabi.) 

Ms. Gill: Let’s give a big thank you to Gurpreet’s mother and 
Harveen’s grandmother. Maybe next time we can read a 
storybook in another language. We have some dual 
language books in the class. (Audio recording, May 15, 
2014) 
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Figure 5.6. Families Reading Dual Language Books 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2014 

During this interactive read-aloud, Ms. Gill selected The Little Red Hen and the 

Grains of Wheat, which is an engaging book about a little red hen that needs help 

planting her grains of wheat to make bread. Ms. Gill found that this book was culturally 

relevant for the Punjabi families who were familiar with the production of wheat, which is 

often used to make a variety of flatbreads (such as roti, naan, and paratha) at home. 

However, this was the first time the book had been read to the whole class during large 

group circle time. Harveen’s dadi ji generously volunteered to read the story in Punjabi, 

but she was not able to read the small print in the book. Gurpreet’s mother then 

volunteered to read the story in Punjabi. In this context, the dual language book was 

read using the “page by page reading” method, in which “the EC practitioner’s reading of 

one page (in the classroom language) is followed by the reading of the same page in” 

another language (Chumak-Horbatsch, 2012, p. 135). For example, Gurpreet’s mother 

and Harveen’s grandmother read one page in Punjabi and then Ms. Gill read (translated) 
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the same page in English. It was evident that the children were delighted when their 

parents or grandparents came to the classroom to read in the home language. 

5.5. Navneet and her Grandmother 

Navneet was four years old at the time of the study. She was the youngest child 

of three children in her Punjabi-speaking family. Navneet lived with her father, mother, 

two older brothers, and paternal grandmother. Navneet’s biji reported in an interview that 

the adults communicated in Punjabi, whereas the children (Navneet’s brothers) 

communicated in Punjabi and English amongst themselves. Like Harveen, Navneet was 

also beginning to use Punjabi in a wide range of literacy activities in the classroom. In 

January, I observed Navneet and her cousin sister, Simran19, playing together with the 

wooden dolls and their dollhouse in Punjabi. After a few moments, Gurpreet, another 

Punjabi-speaking girl, came to the doll centre. When Gurpreet wanted to play with them, 

Simran invited her to join them. Together they were able to co-construct an imaginative 

narrative with the wooden dolls in Punjabi, as shown in the extract below: 

Angel:  Tusi ke kar rahe ho? [What are you doing?] 

Navneet: Main dolly naal khedde haan. [I’m playing with the doll.]  

Simran: (Puts the doll on the wooden bed.) So jaoo. [Go to 
sleep.]  

Gurpreet: Main kheddana. [I want to play.] 

Simran: Theek hai. [Okay.] Tusi sade nal khedd sakade ho. [You 
can play with us.] 

Navneet: Mere dolly morning kar de. [My doll woke up.] 

Simran: (Puts the doll in a chair.) Chalo TV vekhde haan … Max 
and Ruby. [Let’s watch TV … Max and Ruby.] 

Navneet: (Moves the doll from the wooden chair.) Us passe. (That 
way.) 

Gurpreet: Tusi oh kyon kita? [Why did you do that?] 

Navneet: Oh bathroom ha, oh tub ha. [That’s the bathroom, that’s 
the tub.] 

                                                
19 Simran is Navneet’s mother’s sister’s daughter. During the time of the study, Navneet’s 
grandmother brought both Navneet and Simran to the early learning program. 
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Gurpreet: (Laughs.) 

Simran:  (Laughs.) (Audio recording, January 31, 2014) 

 
Figure 5.7. Dolls and Doll Furniture Area 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in January 2014 

Navneet’s biji was born in Punjab, India. During informal conversations with me, 

she told me that she had been a preschool teacher in an Indian government sponsored 

Anganwadis20 [childcare centre] in rural Punjab. She explained that in her view the use 

of formal teaching and learning methods such as worksheets were important for 

children’s literacy development. Gupta (2008) explained that “the nature of mainstream 

schooling in urban and rural India has almost entirely consisted of the textbook-driven, 

examination-based approach focused on the honing of academic skills” (p. 266). During 

classroom visits, I often observed a number of grandmothers (including Harveen’s and 

Navneet’s grandmothers) creating their own worksheets by drawing lines on construction 

paper and then encouraging their grandchildren to practice writing English letters, 
                                                
20 According to Gupta (2007), the Anganwadis and Balwadis are the largest government 
sponsored ECE system in India. 
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numbers, and words (see Figure 5.8.). The grandmothers tended to emphasize 

neatness in their grandchildren’s work. As mentioned before, free play was often used 

as a reward for children who completed their worksheets quietly at the tables and chairs. 

 
Figure 5.8. Navneet’s Grandmother Making a Worksheet 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in February 2014 

Throughout the school year, Ms. Gill established strong relationships with the 

grandparents who often served as primary caregivers for their grandchildren when the 

parents went to work. She also respected the traditional, teacher-directed teaching views 

held by many families by preparing activities that provided opportunities for the children 

and their parents and grandparents to engage in intergenerational learning. The families 

were willing to learn new forms of teaching and learning in order to help their children 

succeed academically in school. For example, Ms. Gill invited the grandparents to help 

their grandchildren make an apple tree out of construction paper (see Figure 5.9). The 

apples of the trees represented different members of their families, including parents, 

siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins. The grandparents eagerly participated in the 

activity, as demonstrated in the following passage: 
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Ms. Gill explains the instructions in English and Punjabi and then circulates 

around the room to answer questions. I notice Navneet and her grandmother sitting 

together at a table making their family tree. Navneet carefully draws a circle on the page. 

Ms. Gill notices this and asks Navneet in Punjabi, “Oh kaun hai?” [Who is that?]. 

Navneet replies, “Eh mera vadda bharaa hai” [This is my elder brother], and continues to 

draw his portrait using a red crayon. Her biji writes the names of each family member 

beside the drawings using an orange crayon. She also assists Navneet with cutting and 

pasting the apples on the tree. After the activity, Ms. Gill reported that some 

grandparents (including Navneet’s grandmother) stepped back to allow their 

grandchildren to complete the activity in their own creative way. (Fieldnote, May 20, 

2014) 

 
Figure 5.9. Navneet and her Grandmother Making a Family Tree 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2014 

Ms. Gill recognized the importance of involving families in meaningful learning 

activities in the classroom. An example of this was an activity adapted from LAP, and 

involved the children and their parents and grandparents creating flags from their 
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countries of origin (see Figure 5.10.). This particular activity was culturally relevant for 

the families, as they discussed the different symbols, shapes, and colours in the flags 

with their children in Punjabi. 

 
Figure 5.10. Grandparents and Grandchildren Making Country Flags 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2014 

Ms. Gill was able to extend the LAP activity by taking the families outside of the 

classroom and pointing up toward the flags hanging from the ceiling. One of the former 

principals of the school said that “The flags have been a very powerful connector for the 

community” during our meeting at the Surrey Schools District Education Centre 

(Interview, District Principal, Nov. 26, 2015). Ms. Gill encouraged the children to find 

their flags with the help of their parents and grandparents (see Figure 5.11.). The 

narrative that follows is taken from an excerpt of a video recording of this activity. 
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Figure 5.11. Families Looking for Their Country Flags 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2014 

Ms. Gill gives instructions to the class. “If you made a flag, please come line up 

with your flag. You can hold your flag in one hand and come line up here.” She also 

translates the instructions partly in English and partly in Punjabi. “Je tusi flag bana, 

please line up hojo apne bache de naal.” The children line up at the classroom door with 

their flags. “Can you show me your flags?” The children hold up their flags. “Are you 

ready? We are going to go outside in the main foyer. Then, you can match your flag. 

There are flags hanging in the foyer. You can match your flags. Are you ready? Let’s 

walk quietly.” “Chalo chal ke wekhde haan,” [Let’s go have a look], says Ms. Gill. 

The grandparents, parents, and children slowly walk out of the classroom into the 

hallway. “Upar dekho” [Look up] matching flags, says Ms. Gill. She raises her right arm 

and points to the flags hanging from the ceiling in the foyer of the school. The parents 

and grandparents also point to the flags. Harveen stands in the middle of the hallway 

and holds her drawing (Indian flag) above her head. “Vehko [look], vehko [look], mainu 

lab gaya [I found it].” She walks towards Ms. Gill. “Teacher, teacher, look I make it,” says 

Harveen excitedly. She starts looking up at the flag. “Oh, star!” Harveen jumps up and 
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down with excitement and then runs to Gurpreet and says, “same, same, mera same 

flag ha.” (Video recording, May 15, 2014) 

5.6. Diljit and his Mother 

Diljit was four years old at the time of the study. He was an energetic little boy. I 

first noticed him playing basketball in the school gymnasium. He was taller than most of 

the other children in his class. I asked his mother if Diljit would be starting full day 

Kindergarten in the fall because I was looking for a boy to participate in my doctoral 

study. Diljit was the youngest child in his Punjabi-speaking family. He lived with his 

father, mother, and older brother. At the time of the study, Diljit’s brother, Jaspal, was 

also attending Nordin Elementary (Grade 4). His mother told me that she hired a tutor 

from the local community to help Jaspal improve his literacy skills after school. 

In January, Diljit’s mother openly expressed her concerns about Diljit spending 

too much time playing on the computer and asked me how she could support his literacy 

learning at home. Diljit’s mother also showed me some of the commercially prepared 

literacy materials (such as English alphabet and number books) she bought from the 

local dollar store to support his literacy learning at home and school (see Figure 5.12. 

below). Diljit’s mother also preferred traditional, skill-based approaches to literacy 

teaching and learning, and often encouraged Diljit to practice printing the letters of the 

English alphabet during his free play. 
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Figure 5.12. Diljit’s Workbook 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in January 2014 

Ms. Gill allowed the children to bring literacy materials from home (for example, 

workbooks, colouring books, pencil crayons, crayons, and so forth) to develop their fine 

motor capabilities. During one of my classroom observations, I approached Diljit as he 

was colouring the pages in his colouring book, which he brought from home to school. 

Diljit: (Points to the picture of Tin Woodman on the page.) Vekho … 
Tin Man. [Look … Tin Man.] 

Angel: Tin Man. 

Diljit: Main Tin Man varga brave. [I’m brave like Tin Man.] 

Angel: Brave … edha ki metlab hai? [Brave … what does this mean?] 
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Diljit: Main bahut brave. Main nahi darda monsters to. [I’m very 
brave. I’m not afraid of monsters.] 

Angel: You are very brave! 

Diljit: (Points to the picture of Scarecrow.) Eh bahut darda [He’s 
very scared.] 

Angel: The Scarecrow? 

Diljit: Haan ji. [Yes.] 

Angel: Kyon? [Why?] 

Diljit: (Points to the picture of Cowardly Lion.) Vadda sher. [Big 
lion.] (Audio recording, April 8, 2014) 

Diljit felt comfortable using his home language to engage in conservations with 

his teacher, with me, and with peers. For instance, following my question “Edha ki 

metlab hai?” [What does this mean?], Diljit responded in Punjabi with “Main bahut brave. 

Main nahi darda monsters to” [I’m very brave. I’m not afraid of monsters.], which sparked 

a bilingual conversation about the fictional characters from The Wonderful Wizard of Oz 

by L. Frank Baum. In addition, he was able to define unfamiliar English words (e.g., 

brave) in Punjabi using illustrations of the different characters (e.g., the cowardly lion 

who is courageous throughout the story) in his coloring book (see Figure 5.13.). In this 

context, Diljit’s home literacy materials provided opportunities for him to use both 

languages to demonstrate his understanding of the story. 



105 

 
Figure 5.13. Diljit Colouring his Colouring Book 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in April 2014 

Large group circle time was an important part of the WEL program. It provided 

time and space to implement literacy instruction to support the children’s early literacy 

skills such as vocabulary skills. During large group circle time, the children gathered on 

the carpet to participate in reading activities such as read-alouds. Ms. Gill also 

encouraged the parents and grandparents to read books together with their children, 

even though they were not proficient in English. During one of my classroom 

observations, the children gathered for another read-aloud of a fictional story. Snowballs 

by Lois Ehlert (2001), is a story about a family who had been waiting for a snowy day to 

build an entire snow family by collecting multicultural items from around the world, 

including an Afghani glove, a Bolivian hat, a Guatemalan belt, a Japanese stone, a 

Mexican scrub brush, a Peruvian sock, and so forth. Ms. Gill read the double-page book 
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in English and then showed the large pictures to the children. She also asked questions 

about the different characters portrayed in the story, as the following excerpt illustrates. 

Ms. Gill: … added a snow mom. They made a snow dad and they 
made a snow mom. 

Children: Snow mom. 

Ms. Gill:  What is her nose made up of (x2)? 

Diljit:  Betta. [Pebble.] 

Ms. Gill: Betta, is that a betta? [Pebble, is that a pebble?] Look 
carefully. 

Children: No. 

Ms. Gill:  It’s a … 

Diljit:  Betta. [Pebble.] 

Children: No … it’s not betta. 

Diljit:  I know okay! 

Ms. Gill:  Her nose is made of … a shell. 

Children: Shell. 

Ms. Gill: I think it’s a snail’s shell and her eyes are made from … 
these are coffee … coffee beans. 

Children: Coffee beans. 

Ms. Gill:  And her mouth is made of … raisins. 

Children: Raisins. 

Ms. Gill: (Looks at Diljit.) Can you say raisins? But they do look 
like small rocks, small stones like betta right? They do 
look like betta. You are right. But look carefully. Diljit 
look carefully. Are they betta or raisins? (Points to the 
illustration in the book.) 

Diljit:  Raisins. 

Ms. Gill: Raisins. (Video recording, February 25, 2014) 

Ms. Gill engaged the children in daily read-alouds to help them develop new 

vocabulary (in English). In this excerpt, I found that Ms. Gill acknowledged Diljit’s 

response to demonstrate his understanding of the story. She also provided rich 
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explanations of new vocabulary (e.g., raisins) encountered in the books she read, 

through repetition, which increased the children’s participation in the read-aloud. 

During my classroom observations, I noticed the focal children often used their 

full language repertoires to actively participate in literacy activities with other adults and 

children. For example, I observed Diljit and his new friend, Jagdeep, a Punjabi-speaking 

boy, sitting together at a table in the creative arts centre. Diljit and Jagdeep were 

provided with a large sheet of paper, watercolours, and eyedroppers. Ms. Gill cut the 

paper into the shape of a heart and poured different colours of thin paint (watercolour 

paint) into four paint cups. She placed an eyedropper into each cup, and then put the 

cups near the paper. Diljit squeezed the bulb at the top, released the bulb, pulled the 

eyedropper out of the paint, and then squeezed the dropper again to release the paint 

onto the heart. Throughout the art activity, Diljit and Jagdeep were talking to each other 

in both languages (Punjabi and English), as their mothers stood quietly to watch them. 

Angel:  (Sits down beside Diljit.)  

Diljit: Main do banna, ik Jaspal vasta, ik mere dadi vasta, ik 
mere mama vasta. [I’m going to make two, one for 
Jaspal, one for my father, one for my mother.] 

Angel:  Tusi ki kar rahe ho? [What are you doing?] 

Mother:  Das doge Diljit. [Tell her Diljit.] 

Angel:  (Points to the heart.) Eh ki hai? [What is this?] 

Mother:  Das dage eh ki hai? [Tell her what is this?] 

Angel:  Can you tell me? 

Diljit:  Main colour kar da. [I’m colouring.] 

Mother: Nahi tusi ki colour kar da ho? [No, what are you 
colouring?] 

Diljit:  (Shrugs his shoulders.) 

Angel: It’s a heart. It’s a heart for Valentine’s Day. Can you say 
the word heart? 

Diljit: Heart. Ik Jaspal vasta, ik dadi vasta. [One for Jaspal, 
one for my father.] 

Angel:  Kehda colour hai? [Which colour is this?] 
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Diljit:  Mundian da colour. [Boys colour.] 

Mother: (Laughs.) Mundian da kera colour hun da? [What is a 
boy’s colour?] 

Diljit: Blue (x2). Ik Jaspal vasta, ik dadi vasta. [One for Jaspal, 
one for my father.] 

Diljit’s mother prints his name on the top of the paper with a crayon and then hangs his 

artwork to dry on the easel. Diljit grabs another sheet of paper to make a “heart” for his 

father. 

Jagdeep: (Points to his mother) Ik mere mama vasta. [One for my 
mother.]  

Mother:  Biji lai? [One for grandmother?] 

Jagdeep: Baad biji lai. [Later one for grandmother.] 

Diljit: Ik mere dadi vasta, ik mere mama vasta, ik Jaspal 
vasta. [One for my father, one for my mother, one for 
Jaspal.] 

Jagdeep: Tere kol cousin haga? [Do you have a cousin?] 

Diljit: (Stands up and reaches across the table for the paint 
cups.) 

Jagdeep: Asi share karana okay? [We will share okay?] 

Diljit: (Points to one of the paint cups.) Iha vala muk janda. 
[This one is finished.] 

Jagdeep: Mere friend ne ik Brar … asi dono friends ha … mere kol 
do friends ha. [My friend Brar … we are both friends … I 
have two friends.] (Holds up three fingers to show 
Diljit.) 

Diljit:  Ik hor friend. [One more friend.] 

Jagdeep: Haan. [Yes.] 

Dijit:  Kithe rahida hai? [Where do they live?] Basement? 

Jagdeep: (Shrugs his shoulders.) Main nahin pata. [I don’t know.]  

Mother: (Taps Diljit on his shoulder.) School te vich English gala 
karne okay puttar. English bolo school te vich okay. 
Punjabi bolo ghar te vich. [At school, speak English my 
son. Speak English at school. Speak Punjabi at home.] 
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Diljit: (Mother picks up his artwork.) Hale nahin mama. Main 
done nahin… Main hale done nahin. [I’m not done 
mother.] 

Mother:  Okay. 

Diljit:  Tusi rakh ajo. [You put it away.] 

Jagdeep: Done! 

Diljit: Same! (Stands up and holds his finished piece of 
artwork in his hands.) (Video recording, February 4, 
2014) 

The transcript above shows Diljit and his new friend, Jagdeep, were having a 

bilingual conversation in Punjabi and English at the creative arts centre. In this space, 

the children can co-construct a conversation using both languages. Interestingly, I 

observed Diljit’s mother instructing him to speak English at school and Punjabi at home 

near the end of the clip. Some parents (like Diljit’s mother) considered language 

separation the best practice for learning English in educational settings. 

5.7. Oral Language Assessment 

As mentioned previously in Chapter 1, the BC Ministry of Education prefers to 

use the term English language learners (often referred to as ELLs) to refer to students 

“whose primary language, or languages, of the home are other than English. For this 

reason, they require additional services in order to develop their individual potential 

within British Columbia’s school system” (BC Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 4). Although 

a wide variety of assessment practices are used to assess English language proficiency, 

“there is no set of materials that is consistently used throughout the province for the 

screening and initial placement of ESL students” (BC Ministry of Education, 1999, p. 18). 

Thus, each school district is responsible for assessing a student’s eligibility for ELL 

services. 

All of the children registered in Kindergarten at Nordin Elementary are required to 

participate in an oral language assessment. The primary purpose of the oral language 

assessment is to assess the children’s oral language skills in English, both expressive 

(speaking) and receptive (listening). The LST teachers who work in collaboration with 

classroom teachers administer the oral language assessment towards the end of the 

school year. Based on the assessment results, the LST teachers identify students who 
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are eligible to receive ELL funding from the BC Ministry of Education for a maximum of 

five years. In Surrey Schools, ELLs are pulled out from their regular classroom (usually 

three times per week for 20 minutes) to work with an LST teacher in a small ELL 

language group during each lesson. During the oral language assessment, teachers are 

directed not to “provide the students with additional oral prompts”. The basic format of 

the oral language assessment is as follows: 
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Table 5.2. Oral Language Assessment 

Materials:  book, picture prompt page 
  
Directions: 

1. Read test items written in BOLD ITALICS to student. Please do exactly as they are laid out for 
you. Do not provide the students with additional oral prompts. 

2. Please check mark ✔ in appropriate box. 
3. Use attached picture prompts for only the asterisked (*) test items. 

 
SECTION I 
 

A. Personal Information Correct Incorrect 
1. Can you tell me your name? (first or last name) ☐ ☐ 
2. How old are you? ☐ ☐ 

   
B. Vocabulary  

Who/What is this? 
  

3. * (people)  mother/mom ☐ ☐ 
4. * (common object) Clock ☐ ☐ 
5. * (body part) Hand ☐ ☐ 
6. * (animal: pet) Cat ☐ ☐ 
7. * (food: fruit) Apple ☐ ☐ 

   
C. Following Directions (Prepositions)   
8. Put the book on the chair. ☐ ☐ 
9. Put the book under the table. ☐ ☐ 

   
D. Syntax (Grammar)   
10. * Regular plurals: 

Here is one banana. 
Here are three … (bananas) 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

11. * Verb “to be”:  
Tell me what this is? 
This … ( … is a chair) 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

12. * Present Progressive 
What are they doing? 
They … ( … are running) 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

   
E. Story Comprehension and Listening (Understanding Mood) 

(Read the story only once without prompts.) 
I will read you a story and ask you questions about it. 
 
Gary was riding his bike with his brother. He wasn’t looking 
where he was going. He hit a bump and fell off his bike. His 
brother helped him up. 
 

  

13. How did he feel when he fell: happy or sad? ☐ ☐ 
14. Was his brother mean or kind? ☐ ☐ 

   
Total Section I Errors:   
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Scoring Guide 
 
ELL Levels Errors  
Starting 8 or more Stop Assessment 
 7 or fewer Continue Assessment 
 
Section II 
 

A. Vocabulary  
Who/What is this? 

Correct 
☐ 

Incorrect 
☐ 

1. * (people: occupations) firefighter ☐ ☐ 
2. * (clothing) Boots ☐ ☐ 
3. * (animal: farm) Horse ☐ ☐ 
4. * (food: common) Bread ☐ ☐ 

   
B. Following Directions (Prepositions)   
5. Point to the top of this page. ☐ ☐ 

   
C. Syntax (Grammar / Verbal Expression)   
6. * Present Progressive 

What is the boy doing right now? 
He … (… is sleeping) 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

7. * Pronouns (Possessive) 
Look at these skipping ropes. 
Which one is hers? 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

8. * Negative Statements 
Do you ride a horse to school? 
No, I … (do not/ don’t) 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

9. * Composing Simple Sentences 
Tell me what you like to do at home. 
(or) What do you do at home? 
I… 

 
☐ 

 
☐ 

   
D. Listening/Sentence Repetition 

(Repeat each sentence only once.) 
Please repeat after me. Say this: 

  

10. This is my jacket. ☐ ☐ 
11. I am going to play in the park. ☐ ☐ 
12. An elephant is large, but a mouse is small. ☐ ☐ 

   
E. Story Comprehension and Listening (Identifying facts) 

(Read story only once without prompts.) 
I will read you a story and ask you questions about it. 
 
Gary is going to the farm with his father. They are going to 
look at the pigs, the cows and the chickens. They are going 
to buy some eggs to take home.  

 

  

15. What is the boy’s name? ☐ ☐ 
16. Where is he going? ☐ ☐ 
17. What is he going to see? ☐ ☐ 
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18. What else is he going to do? ☐ ☐ 
   

Total Section II Errors:   
 

Scoring Guide 
 
ELL Levels Errors 
Emerging 9 or more  
Developing 7-8 
Expanding  4-6 
Bridging 1-3 
ELL may not be required 0 

 

I observed the testing and noted that Harveen did not answer the story 

comprehension questions on this test accurately. For instance, when the LST teacher 

asked her where is he [Gary] going? Harveen replied, “park”, which the teacher marked 

as an error. Harveen’s oral language test results were interpreted by the LST teacher to 

mean that she was an “emerging” ELL student. Navneet was judged to perform better 

than Harveen on the oral language assessment because she was able to accurately 

respond to the comprehension questions. Thus, Navneet’s oral language test results 

indicated that she was a “bridging” ELL student. Unfortunately, Diljit was absent during 

the oral language assessment. 

5.8. Discussion 

Large numbers of emergent bilinguals who may require additional support in 

developing proficiencies in more than one language in formal school settings pose 

particular challenges for ECE educators and practitioners. Contemporary observers 

have argued that few ECE practitioners are prepared to work effectively with emergent 

bilinguals and their families or to use their home languages as potential resources for 

teaching, learning, and assessing (Soltero-González & Reyes, 2012). In this section, I 

illustrate how the three focal emergent bilingual children, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, 

along with their parents, grandparents, teachers, and peers used different features in 

their language repertoires to engage in classroom literacy activities including listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. In so doing, I address two of my main research 

questions: What are the language practices of young Punjabi-speaking children in early 

years classrooms (in this case, preschool)?, and How do Punjabi-speaking children use 

features of their language repertoires to participate in literacy activities within these 
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classroom settings? I relate specific parts of my data in the first phase to some of the 

previous literature that informed this study. 

5.8.1. What are the language practices of young Punjabi-speaking 
children in preschool? and How do Punjabi-speaking children use 
features of their language repertoires to participate in literacy 
activities within this classroom setting? 

As mentioned previously in this chapter, almost all the children enrolled in the 

WEL program spoke languages other than English to communicate with family members 

in their homes and communities, and the three focal children came from Punjabi-

speaking homes. It is important to reiterate that English was the main language of 

instruction in the classroom (and the school), even though the school was located in a 

primarily Punjabi-speaking community. However, Ms. Gill created a multicultural and 

multilingual learning environment, in which the families’ home languages and cultures 

were viewed as “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992) for their children’s literacy 

development. 

García and Kleifgen (2018) have defined “dynamic bilingualism” as “the 

development of different language practices to varying degrees in order to interact with 

increasingly multilingual communities and bilinguals along all points of the bilingual 

continuum” (p. 57). The work of García (2009) and other scholars in the field of 

bilingualism and bilingual education (Creese & Blackledge, 2010; Cenoz & Gorter, 2015; 

Cummins, 2017; Hornberger, 2003; Li, 2011) have helped challenge traditional 

understandings of languages as autonomous language systems that bilingual and 

multilingual learners develop in a linear way. Instead, García and Kleifgen (2018) have 

argued that “bilingualism is like an all-terrain vehicle with individuals using their different 

language practices and features to adapt to both the ridges and craters of 

communication in uneven terrains” (p. 57).  

The three focal children, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, all began preschool 

speaking Punjabi with their parents and grandparents. In this bilingual learning 

environment, the focal children used features from their language repertoires to learn 

collaboratively during structured and unstructured activities with one another, their 

teacher, and their bilingual peers. As Fu, Hadjioannou, and Zhou (2019) noted, “even 
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when bilingual individuals choose to speak in a single language, they bring to the table 

all their languages – all their language tools are in the same room” (p. 24). 

Harveen was an emergent bilingual who felt comfortable using both languages in 

the classroom for a wide variety of literacy activities (for example, painting pictures, 

reading books, and writing letters). Harveen’s mother and grandmother also read to her 

every night before going to bed. It was evident that Harveen’s literacy activities were 

more closely aligned with those of the school (Kindergarten). Sometimes, Ms. Gill spoke 

to the children in two languages as they worked on their artwork in the creative arts 

centre. For example, Harveen was able to participate in the conversation as an active 

learner using her home language to learn new vocabulary words. Ms. Gill encouraged 

Harveen to use all her linguistic features, which created more opportunities for her to 

discuss her painting with the other adults at the table. 

Navneet was also an emergent bilingual who was learning English. She spoke 

Punjabi most of the time to make new friends in the classroom. Ms. Gill encouraged her 

to use all her linguistic features during literacy activities. Like Harveen, Navneet 

participated in formal literacy activities such as completing worksheets with assistance 

from her grandmother during free play. Unfortunately, these kinds of literacy activities did 

not provide opportunities for children (such as Navneet and Harveen) to use their 

language skills, because they were expected to sit quietly at the tables and complete 

their worksheets. According to Morrow et al. (2016), “children need many opportunities 

to practice their expressive language skills so that they learn to include the details. In 

speaking, listening, reading, and writing, details matter” (p. 1). 

Diljit was also an emergent bilingual who used both languages in the classroom 

to demonstrate his understanding of various texts (picture books, storybooks, and 

workbooks). For example, Diljit was able to engage in a bilingual conversation to show 

his knowledge of the different characters in the story, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, by 

drawing on his linguistic features in two languages. Ms. Gill also conducted daily read-

alouds to teach the children new vocabulary words. During read-alouds, she also 

allowed the children to use Punjabi to respond to questions in English about the different 

characters depicted in the storybooks. In so doing, children (such as Diljit) felt more 

comfortable expressing their understanding of new vocabulary. By February of the 

preschool year, I observed a conversation between Diljit and his new friend Jagdeep, 
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both of whom spoke Punjabi to see how they were using features from all their 

languages. Throughout the art activity, Diljit and Jagdeep excitedly engaged in 

translanguaging practices to talk about important people in their lives (parents, 

grandparents, siblings, and friends) and their relationships with these people. When 

examining their conversation through a translanguaging lens (García, 2009), we can see 

that Diljit and Jagdeep were emerging bilinguals who were able to select appropriate 

features from their language repertoires to interact with each other. 

In the next chapter, I present the children’s language practices using the different 

types of data (text, audio, video, and image files) collected in the full day Kindergarten 

classroom. 
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Chapter 6.  
 
Findings: Kindergarten Classroom 

6.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I focus on the three focal students, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, 

and their language practices in their Kindergarten classroom, and their Kindergarten 

teacher, Ms. Catherine Tait. During the Kindergarten year, I conducted classroom 

observations one day per week (from 8:00 am to 2:30 pm) during the 2014 – 2015 

school year. My classroom observations focused on the students’ interactions with their 

teacher and peers while paying particular attention to their language use. Ms. Tait, a 

monolingual English speaker, believed that to help the students (75 percent of whom 

were Punjabi speakers) learn the school language, languages (in this case, English and 

Punjabi) should be kept separate in the teaching and learning process. In this chapter, I 

share some of the key findings that emerged from my observations. 

6.2. Context of the Kindergarten Classroom  

As mentioned previously in Chapter 4, both elementary and secondary public 

schools officially opened their doors during the first week of October 2014 after the BC 

Ministry of Education and the BC Teachers’ Federation finally reached an agreement to 

resolve the labour dispute. There was a new principal at Nordin Elementary, Ms. Wales, 

who held a meeting with the four Kindergarten teachers to discuss the second phase of 

my doctoral study. After the meeting, one of the Kindergarten teachers, Ms. Tait, 

generously volunteered to participate in my study. Ms. Tait had taught Kindergarten 

previously for three years at the school. Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit were placed 

together in Ms. Tait’s class, along with 17 other students. The class was comprised 

mostly of students who were identified as ELLs through the school’s oral language 

assessment conducted in June 2014 (refer to Chapter 5). There were 20 students in the 

class (10 males and 10 females): 15 Punjabi, 2 Chinese, 1 Albanian, 1 Fijian, and 1 

English-speaking student of Anglo-European heritage (see Table 6.1.). 
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Table 6.1. Kindergarten Students 

Name Gender Home Language 

Ajay  Male Punjabi 

Aman Male Punjabi 

Amnit21 Female Punjabi 

Anita Female Punjabi 

Arjan Male Punjabi 

Balraj Male Punjabi 

Diljit Male Punjabi 

Harveen Female Punjabi 

Meera Female Punjabi 

Navneet Female Punjabi 

Parmjit Male Punjabi 

Pritpal Male Punjabi 

Sonia Female Punjabi 

Tanveer Male Punjabi 

Yuvraj Male Punjabi 

Kim Female Chinese 

Lilly Female Chinese 

Edin Male Albanian  

Esha Female Hindi 

Sara Female English 

 
Out of the 20 students, half of them had attended an early learning program (such as the 

WEL program), and as a result, appeared familiar with the classroom routines during the 

first few weeks of school. 

                                                
21 Amnit, a Punjabi-speaking girl, joined the Kindergarten class in November 2014. 
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When the morning school bell rang, Ms. Tait opened the classroom door to greet 

the students and their parents and grandparents who stood near the front of the school. 

The parents and grandparents usually helped their children hang their personal 

belongings (backpacks and coats) on the hooks near the door, and they then left the 

children. Unlike the WEL program, I noticed that the Kindergarten program was not 

explicitly set up to invite parents and grandparents to participate in classroom activities. 

As a result, some of the parents and grandparents, who were not able to communicate 

proficiently in English, might have found it difficult to approach the Kindergarten teachers 

at the beginning of the school day. In addition, some researchers have found that 

immigrant parents believe that it is disrespectful to ask a teacher about their children’s 

academic progress at school (Ghuman, 1994; Singh, 2011). As one parent described in 

an interview, 

The parents start thinking if we ask questions, if we raise any 
questions, it would be disrespectful. Also, they are concerned about 
their kids too. In the future, the kids are with that teacher for a whole 
year, so maybe the kid might start to get a negative attitude from the 
teacher, or something like that. (Interview, Ms. Sangra, October 21, 
2014) 

As a result, these parents and grandparents reported feeling unwelcome in the 

Kindergarten classrooms. Toward the end of the year, Ms. Tait expressed her own 

concerns about the families who were not able to communicate proficiently in English. 

I really feel that having you [Angelpreet Singh] in the classroom is the 
key to be able to communicate with parents because you can speak 
Punjabi. I feel that the children whose parents are involved … like 
asking me questions, are performing better academically. It’s hard to 
communicate with the parents. I wish the parents would learn English, 
because it’s really hard to communicate if the parents or the 
grandparents aren’t going to learn English. I know a lot of parents 
learn English, but they’re not coming to the school. It’s the 
grandparents who are coming to the school. I can understand that it 
can be hard for the grandparents too. (Interview, Ms. Tait, June 1, 
2015)  

When the students entered the classroom, they changed into their indoor shoes. 

Then, the students gathered on the carpet for the daily morning routines. Ms. Tait started 

the morning routines by taking attendance using name cards with the students’ first 

names. Each name card had magnetic tape attached to the back for the whiteboard. The 

students were asked to find their name cards on the magnetic whiteboard and put them 

in a basket at the front of the room. During morning circle time, Ms. Tait went through the 
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name cards and then asked questions to help the students learn English letters and 

sounds. For example, I often observed Ms. Tait pointing to the letter “A” on the alphabet 

wall and saying, “The first letter of the alphabet is the letter “A”. Whose name begins with 

the letter “A”? Please raise your hands.” After Ms. Tait took attendance, the students 

were given time to exchange their books (e.g., rhyming storybooks), which were sent 

home as part of the daily reading program. Ms. Tait explained, 

Language Arts is probably the most important part of my curriculum 
planning, because I’ve got ELL students in my class. I usually begin 
the year with rhyming, so a lot of storybooks with rhyming words. 
They [students] take these storybooks home, so they can practice 
rhyming words with their parents. (Interview, Ms. Tait, December 9, 
2014) 

At the beginning of each week, a student was also chosen by Ms. Tait to be the 

“special helper.” The students seemed excited to be special helper for the day. Ms. Tait 

usually sent home a notice with the students after school to remind the parents of 

“special items” (e.g., a favourite toy) that their child needed to bring. During morning 

circle time, the special helper sat in a blue chair at the front of the room and shared a 

special item they had brought from home with the other students. Ms. Tait often 

encouraged the students to ask the special helper questions in English (e.g., “Who 

bought you the Barbie doll?”) during the questioning portion of the activity. Towards the 

end of the activity, Ms. Tait wrote a message in front of the students on large white chart 

paper (e.g., “I like my Barbie doll.”) to model the writing process. She also invited the 

special helper to draw a picture to accompany the message, as shown in Figure 6.1. 

Then, Ms. Tait encouraged all the students to read the message aloud, paying particular 

attention to the letters and letter sounds. 
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Figure 6.1. Harveen Drawing a Picture of her Barbie 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in October 2014 

After reading the message, the students were introduced to the “letter of the 

week” to develop their alphabet knowledge, which included identifying letters and letter 

sounds. Ms. Tait taught the letters in alphabetical order (one letter per week) by 

modelling the correct formation of the letters, usually on the whiteboard at the front of the 

room. The students practiced forming the letters several times on their whiteboards 

using whiteboard markers. In addition to the whiteboards, Ms. Tait photocopied 

worksheets (e.g., fill-in-the-blank worksheets) with both upper- and lower-case letters for 

the students to complete in their alphabet books. For example, Figure 6.2. shows the 

letter “A” in Diljit’s alphabet book. The students were asked to name the pictures that 

begin with the letter “A” (for example, an alligator, apple, ant, and so on) and then colour 

in the pictures neatly using different crayons. Each week, the students practiced printing 
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different letters at their table groups, often sharing writing materials (for example, 

pencils, pencil crayons, crayons, markers, scissors, and so on) with other students. 

 
Figure 6.2. Diljit’s Alphabet Book 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in October 2014 

The classroom was furnished with four tables (one rainbow table and three 

hexagon-shaped tables) set up around the room. Each table had a bin that contained 

writing materials (such as markers, pens, pencil crayons, crayons and so forth), which 

the students could easily access during literacy activities. Ms. Tait regularly assigned the 

students to seats, with five to six students at each table. The table groups changed often 

(every week) throughout the school year. When I asked Ms. Tait about the classroom 

seating arrangements, she told me that the seating arrangement was created to promote 

positive peer relationships. She explained: 
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I just mix up the name tags and put them out on the tables, because 
they [students] can get kind of cliquey, especially the girls. I want 
them to be socializing with different people, both boys and girls. The 
only exception is the special helper who gets to pick one friend to sit 
next to. There’s no huge reason. It’s just I like mixing things up for 
them. Sometimes I do it everyday. It kind of depends if the table 
groups are working well. Now I’m having a few students who need 
extra help sit at the rainbow table. So I’ll pick students and they like 
sitting there with me. (Interview, Ms. Tait, December 9, 2014) 

As the students completed their work (e.g., alphabet worksheets), they often chatted 

amongst themselves about the different illustrations on the page (“A is for ant”). Ms. Tait, 

however, reminded the students to work quietly on their own, which did not provide 

opportunities for them to engage in rich conversations. In addition, the students were 

discouraged from helping other students in the class when they were having difficulties 

completing literacy activities. Instead, Ms. Tait preferred that the students ask her for 

assistance. When the students finished their work, they lined up at Ms. Tait’s desk, 

which was located at the front of the room. Ms. Tait regularly checked the students’ 

workbooks using a yellow marker. Some students were asked to correct their work (such 

as print letters properly on the lines) at their tables. Ms. Tait then put a check mark on 

the top of the students’ work. 

When the students successfully completed their work, they were allowed to 

choose a learning centre according to their interests. Like Ms. Gill, Ms. Tait also set up 

different learning centres such as the creative arts centre, the daily living centre, the 

literacy centre, and the unit blocks centre, so that the students could interact with 

different students in different areas of the classroom. There was usually a limit of four 

students at each learning centre. Figure 6.3. shows the setup of the learning centres in 

the classroom space. 
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Figure 6.3. Kindergarten Classroom Floor Plan 

After learning centre time, the students washed their hands and sat down for a 

snack at their tables. When the students finished eating their snacks, they put on their 

coats to go outside for recess. Some of the students played with students from other 

Kindergarten classes on the playground. After recess, the students gathered on the 

carpet for calendar time. The classroom calendar was taped to the wall near the 

bookshelf in the literacy centre. Ms. Tait used the classroom calendar to help the 

students learn the names of the days of the week, followed by the names of months, and 

the year. After calendar time, the students participated in different literacy activities 

around the room. Ms. Tait explained,  

We start literacy centres in January after the winter break. I usually 
work with a small group of students who are at the same reading level 
during guided reading. The rest of the students do independent 
literacy activities from my big rolling cart. For instance, word hunt is a 
literacy activity where students go around the room with clipboards 
and write down familiar words. (Interview, Ms. Tait, December 9, 
2014) 

After literacy centres, the students washed their hands, got their lunch bags, and 

then sat down to eat lunch at their tables. Some parents and grandparents brought their 
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children’s hot lunch (usually traditional Indian food such as aloo paratha with yogurt) to 

the main office. The school secretary would announce to the students to pick up their 

lunches. When the students finished eating their lunch, they put on their coats to go 

outside for lunch recess. After lunch, the students gathered on the carpet with their yoga 

mats for yoga exercises. Ms. Tait elaborated on this as follows: 

I had a book on alphabet yoga, “The ABCs of Yoga for Kids,” and I 
thought it would be a great way for the students to learn the letters of 
the alphabet. As you know, we started the year with the “letter of the 
week,” and then added a letter every week. Each letter of the alphabet 
has a corresponding yoga pose. So I ask the students to think of a 
yoga pose that begins with the letter “A” or “B”. The students were 
able to memorize the yoga poses. It was so much fun that I will 
definitely do it again next year! (Interview, Ms. Tait, June 1, 2015) 

During yoga time, the ELL students (including Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit) were 

pulled out from their regular classroom for ELL services three times a week (Monday, 

Wednesday, and Thursday) for 20 minutes each lesson. The three ELL classrooms were 

located in the basement of the school. Unfortunately, the LST teacher did not permit me 

to observe the focal students during these lessons. After all the students completed their 

work (e.g., structured art activities) in the regular classroom, they were allowed to 

engage in centre time with their peers. The students often rotated among the different 

learning centres in the room. At the end of each day, the students helped Ms. Tait to 

clean up the classroom. After clean up time, the students lined up at the door for 

dismissal. The parents and grandparents stood near the front of the school to pick up 

their child(ren) at the end of the day. Table 6.2. shows the daily schedule for the 

Kindergarten classroom, which was consistent throughout most of the school year. 
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Table 6.2. Kindergarten Daily Schedule 

Time Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

8:00 am –  
8:35 am 

Attendance: students take down name cards from the board 
Sign-in books: name and sight words 
Special helper 
Sharing / Message 

8:35 am –  
9:40 am Journal Math Journal Math Library / Prep 

10:00 am Centres Math buckets Centres Math buckets Math games 
Snack Snack Snack Snack Snack 

10:00 am – 
10:15 am Recess Recess Recess Recess Recess 

10:30 am – 
11:42 am 

Morning 
message / 
Calendar 

Morning 
message / 
Calendar 

Morning 
message / 
Calendar 

Morning 
message / 
Calendar 

Morning 
message / 
Calendar 

Literacy 
centres 

Letter of the 
week / white 
boards/ 
printing / 
printing books, 
/ phonics 

Literacy 
centres 

Literacy 
centres 

Literacy 
centres 

11:45 am – 
12:30 pm Lunch Lunch Lunch Lunch Lunch 

12:30 pm – 
1:00 pm 

Quiet time / 
Yoga 

Quiet time / 
Yoga 

Quiet time / 
Yoga 

Quiet time / 
Yoga 

Quiet time / 
Yoga 

1:00 pm – 
1:30 pm Art Science Music / Prep Science Centres 

1:30 pm –  
2:00 pm Centres Centres Centres Centres Centres 

2:27 pm Dismissal /  
Story time 

Dismissal /  
Story time 

Dismissal / 
Story time 

Dismissal /  
Story time 

Dismissal /  
Story time 

6.3. Classroom Curriculum 

Within the BC public education system, there are official Curriculum Packages22 

to use in schools to ensure that provincial curriculum expectations are met for each 

grade level (Kindergarten to Grade 12) in the required areas of study (for example, 

English language arts, mathematics, science, and so on). Generally, teachers are 

expected to use these Curriculum Packages to help them plan and implement an 

integrated curriculum for their students. Ms. Tait described her classroom curriculum as 

follows: 

                                                
22 During the time of the study (2014 – 2015 school year), BC’s Ministry of Education was in the 
process of transitioning to a new redesigned curriculum in Kindergarten to Grade 9 (K-9) in all 
areas of learning. In September 2016, the new K-9 curriculum was officially in place.  
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We [teachers] have an Integrated Resource Package, which is the 
provincial document we get from the Ministry of Education that tells us 
what they [students] need to learn in the English Language Arts 
curriculum. There’s a listening component, a speaking component, a 
reading component, and a writing component. So the Language Arts 
curriculum is very specific in terms of what they [students] need to 
learn. I like to plan different themes and within those themes, I cover 
the Prescribed Learning Outcomes. The PLOs are what students are 
expected to know by the end of the school year and then you break 
them down into three semesters for each reporting period. (Interview, 
Ms. Tait, December 9, 2014) 

Ms. Tait planned and implemented a theme-based approach in the required 

areas of study outlined in the Kindergarten Curriculum Package (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2010). For example, in November 2014, the students worked together on a 

“bears” theme to learn about the different species of bears as well as their habitats. The 

students were provided varied opportunities to help them learn about bears through 

listening, speaking, drawing, reading, writing, and labelling activities. Towards the end of 

the bears theme, Ms. Tait and her colleagues planned a field trip to a local park for the 

students to learn about Pacific salmon and the different stages of their life cycle. They 

also invited students’ parents and grandparents to volunteer on the field trip to help 

supervise small groups of students. In addition to bears, some other animal themes 

included penguins, dinosaurs, and butterflies throughout the school year. 

In addition to the Kindergarten curriculum, Surrey Schools created a cohort of 

Early Literacy Teachers (ELTs) to work with classroom teachers (mainly Kindergarten to 

Grade 1 teachers) to provide targeted, small group instruction to students who were 

experiencing difficulties in the acquisition of phonemic awareness. Bainbridge and 

Heydon (2013) defined phonemic awareness as “the ability to segment spoken words 

into their distinct sounds, or phonemes. The spoken word dog consists of three separate 

phonemes, one for each letter in the written word, D-O-G” (p. 553, emphasis in original). 

Ms. Carolina Gonzales (pseudonym) was newly hired as the ELT at the school. She had 

completed a Bachelor of Education degree from a local university. Ms. Gonzales had 

three years of teaching experience, primarily as a LST teacher. 

Ms. Gonzales and Ms. Tait administered a school district assessment in 

phonemic awareness, known as the Early Literacy Phonemic Awareness Test Surrey 

(ELPATS). “We did the ELPATS and then from the ELPATS we put the students into 

groups,” explained Ms. Tait. The students were divided into four groups with five 
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students in each group. For the first set of lessons, groups were formed based on 

pretest results23. The results from the ELPATS indicated that half the students, including 

Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, were designated as “at risk” for phonemic awareness in 

Kindergarten. Table 6.3. (below) shows the four groups. Ms. Tait taught the “highest-

achieving” students and Ms. Gonzales taught the “lowest-achieving” students in small 

group lessons, while the rest of the students rotated among different literacy centres in 

the Kindergarten classroom. 

Table 6.3. Student Groupings 

Group #1 – High Group #2 – Meet Group #3 – At Risk Group #4: At Risk 
(Limited) 

Aman Anita Ajay Amnit 

Edin Arjun Diljit Harveen 

Esha Balraj Kim Parmjit 

Lilly Sonia Navneet Sara 

Meera Tanveer Pritpal Yuvraj 

Ms. Gonzales and Ms. Tait also worked collaboratively to plan and implement the 

Links to Literacy program, which is a 14 week early literacy intervention program 

designed to teach phonological awareness skills to Kindergarten students (Angerilli & 

Pilgrim, 2004). Both teachers taught a series of lessons on three different days of the 

week (Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday). Unfortunately, I was not able to observe the 

focal children during these weekly lessons due to my data collection schedule at the 

time. 

In some ways, the elementary school curriculum was not explicitly set up to invite 

parents and grandparents to be more involved in the planning of their children’s learning 

activities. Generally, the teachers were responsible for designing, implementing, and 

then assessing the learning activities within the prescribed curriculum. Despite the 

differences among classrooms (as being either monolingual or bilingual), the prescribed 

curriculum had little room for collaboration among the teachers and parents. 

                                                
23 “The ELPATS cut-off score to determine ‘at risk for Phonemic Awareness’ has been 
established at 26. Students scoring in the 27-33 range may also be identified as ‘at risk for 
Phonemic Awareness’ based on the teacher’s professional judgment of student’s application of 
phonemic awareness in classroom activities” (ELPATS, 2013). 
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Table 6.3. Links to Literacy Weekly Lessons 

Week Lesson 

Week 1 (January) Sentences are made up of words 

Week 2 Words are made up of syllables 

Weeks 3 – 5 Isolating beginning words 

Weeks 6 – 7 Isolating ending sounds 

Weeks 8 – 10 Segmenting sounds 

Weeks 11 – 13 Blending sounds 

Week 14 (June) Rhyming words and word families 

6.4. Classroom Language 

As mentioned previously, Ms. Tait was a monolingual English speaker who had 

taught for 18 years. Her views on language were consistent with the “monoglossic” 

ideologies of bilingualism, which “treats bilinguals’ languages as one autonomous 

language added to another, instead of understanding these students’ dynamic, fluid 

linguistic practices” (García & Kleifgen, 2018, p. 75). For instance, Ms. Tait believed that 

language separation was an effective instructional strategy for helping students, 

particularly emergent bilinguals, learn the school language. When I asked Ms. Tait about 

the classroom language policy24, she told me that the students’ home language (in this 

case, Punjabi) should be kept separate from the school language. She explained her 

position, 

Angel: Could you tell me about your classroom language policy? 

Ms. Tait: No Punjabi-speaking?  

Angel: Yes, could you tell me more about it? 

Ms. Tait: I don’t think that we’ve [the teachers] discussed it to be 
honest. Like to me, they’re [the students] not here to speak 
Punjabi. They’re here to speak English, since it’s a full day 
ELL Kindergarten program. So our focus is getting the 

                                                
24 “The term classroom language policy is used here to refer to “a set of rules and expectations 
that guide and direct classroom language use and behaviours” (Chumak-Horbatsch, 2012, p. 64). 
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students to speak English. First of all, you have to speak 
English in order to read and write in English, especially if 
you’re not speaking it at home. So this is your only 
opportunity to speak English. So those students who are so 
comfortable speaking Punjabi won’t even try to speak 
English. Personally, I don’t have a huge issue with it. I think 
they [the students] just need reminders. I have never 
received any complaint from parents like ‘Why can’t we 
speak Punjabi?’ Eventually, they [the students] all learn to 
speak English. But it is interesting that you mention it. I 
don’t think that we’ve [the teachers] discussed it at school. 
(Interview, Ms. Tait, June 1, 2015) 

Unlike in the WEL program, using the students’ home language was rarely 

endorsed inside or outside the Kindergarten classroom. The Kindergarten teachers, for 

instance, often discouraged the students from speaking their home language on the 

playground with Punjabi-speaking children from other Kindergarten classes during 

recess time. Instead, the Kindergarten teachers preferred to keep the home language of 

the students separate from the school language. Interestingly, the arrival of a new 

Punjabi-speaking girl, Amnit, did not change the classroom language policy. I noticed 

that Amnit started the school year speaking Punjabi. She was eager to communicate 

with the other Punjabi-speaking students in the classroom. However, when she tried to 

get their attention, she was mostly ignored. Despite the classroom policy of separating 

languages, I observed the focal students, Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, using features of 

both Punjabi and English on several occasions during (unstructured) centre time. So I 

decided then to focus on Harveen, Navneet, Diljit, and Amnit, and their language 

practices during centre time. In the next section, I provide detailed examples of the 

children’s language practices with their peers who shared the same home language 

(Punjabi). 

My initial conversations with Mrs. Tait centered on Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, 

who were continuing to expand their language repertoires by drawing on all their 

language features. My observations revealed that the students spoke Punjabi (beginning 

of the school year) and English (end of the school year) during their interactions with 

different interlocutors. For instance, Harveen began the Kindergarten year speaking 

mostly Punjabi. She seemed eager to talk to the other Punjabi-speaking students in the 

classroom. Similarly, Navneet and Diljit also started the year speaking Punjabi. Mrs. Tait, 

however, expressed some concerns about Navneet and Diljit who she felt needed 
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additional support to develop their English language proficiency from the school’s LST 

teachers outside the regular classroom. 

6.5. Harveen 

Harveen started the Kindergarten year speaking Punjabi. Her dadi ji reported to 

me in October that she noticed some English words in her vocabulary since she had 

started full day Kindergarten. Ms. Tait described her as a “helpful” student who seemed 

to be adjusting well to the Kindergarten routines. Harveen used her conversational 

abilities in both languages to participate more actively in classroom conversations with 

her teacher and peers. Ms. Tait reported that “she had made good progress this term” 

and “was able to recognize most upper and lower case letters of the alphabet, as well as 

numbers to ten” (Primary Progress Report, Ms. Tait, December 9, 2014). 

In October, it was Harveen’s turn to be the special helper. She was sitting on a 

blue chair next to Ms. Tait at the front of the room. In the following extract, Ms. Tait used 

English to speak to Harveen. 

Harveen: (Shows the class a picture of her as a baby.) 

Ms. Tait: Is that you? Oh my goodness. Can I see your picture? 

Harveen: (Gives the picture to Ms. Tait.) 

Ms. Tait: You were so cute! Look at that face. I like your pink shirt 
and your overalls and your pink socks.  

Children: (Start talking on the carpet.) 

Ms. Tait: (Posts Harveen’s baby picture on the white board.) Sshhh 
... you have to be quiet and cross your legs.  

Harveen: (Reaches into her pink Disney Princesses backpack and pulls 
out a Barbie doll. She holds the Barbie doll in her hand.) 

Ms. Tait: Oh my goodness. Who’s that? 

Harveen: Barbie. 

Ms. Tait: Is that Barbie? Is she a dancing Barbie? 

Harveen: (Smiles and nods her head.) 

Ms. Tait:  Look at those ballet slippers and who’s that other little 
person? 

Harveen: Just a friend. 

Ms. Tait: Maybe they can dance together? Can they dance together? 

Harveen: (Makes her dolls dance on her lap.) 
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Ms. Tait: This reminds me of Halloween, because I know somebody in 
our class is going to be a fairy. Who’s going to be a fairy? 

Harveen: (Raises her left hand with excitement.) Me!  

Ms. Tait: That’s right! So is there anyone who has a question for 
Harveen? For example, where did you get your Barbie? 
Okay, Harveen you can pick two friends. 

Harveen: (Points to one of her peers.) Esha. 

Esha: I like it. 

Ms. Tait: Thank you, Esha. And another question. A boy with another 
question.  

Harveen: (Points to another peer.) 

Ms. Tait: Aman. 

Aman: (Mumbles.) 

Ms. Tait: And where do you keep it? 

Harveen: Uummm … I keep it in the bedroom.  

Ms. Tait: Wonderful. So which one is your favourite? Do you have a 
favourite one? 

Havreen: (Nods her head and points to the little doll in her hand.) 

Ms. Tait: What’s her name? 

Harveen: Butterfly. 

Ms. Tait: Butterfly … that’s a beautiful name. So butterfly can dance 
and your ballerina is she Clara? What’s her name, Clara? 

Harveen: (Holds up the doll front of her face.) Yeah. 

Ms. Tait: I’ve seen that movie [Barbie in the Nutcracker] a long time 
ago. Let’s clap for Harveen. 

Students: (Clap their hands.) (Video recording, October 28, 2014) 

Throughout the activity, the children focused their attention on the teacher, Ms. 

Tait, who assisted the children in telling their stories and asking questions. As the 

primary interlocutor with the students, she, of course determined their opportunities to 

engage in conversations with their peers. Ms. Tait occupied the linguistic space, 

modelling English vocabulary (questions and responses) but there appeared to be little 

opportunity in this practice for the students to practice speaking English in the 

classroom. 

At centre time, Harveen usually played with a small group of students. One of her 

favourite centres was the daily living centre, which was located in the back corner of the 

classroom. Near the end of February, I observed Harveen and Lilly, a Chinese-speaking 
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girl, playing together in the daily living centre. In this imaginary play episode, I heard 

Harveen and Lilly create dramatic roles of family members on an imaginary “camping 

trip,” with the use of play materials (for example, plastic food, dolls, and so on) while they 

interacted with each other. 

Harveen: Sweetie, we have to go camping.  

Lilly: Okay. 

Girls: (Putting plastic fruits and vegetables into their mini 
backpacks.) 

Harveen: The baby has to sleep. The baby is sleeping. 

Lilly: The baby has to wear her shoes. 

Harveen: The timer. We have to take the timer too. 

Lilly: The baby sister is coming too with her blue shoes. I’ll bring 
her.  

Harveen: I’ll bring baby brother too.  

Lilly: (Shows the camera to Harveen.) A camera! I’ve always 
wanted one of those. This is my camera sweetie.  

Harveen: Oh yeah we have to share it. 

Lilly: Sweetie, this is my camera? 

Harveen: Yes, we can share it. Our dad is not coming, because he has 
to do so much work. 

Lilly: Sweetie, I’m the mommy. 

Harveen: Where our baby bed? Where we put the baby? That’s okay. 
We can put them in the blankie. 

Harveen: I’m getting the pizza. 

Lilly: It’s too heavy. 

Harveen: No, it’s not too heavy. 

Lilly: You’re mommy. Okay Harveen? Okay? 

Harveen: We have to pack up. 

Lilly: We need to pack up this. 

Harveen: No, we have to pack up this too. We have to pack this too. 

Lilly: The time is already starting. Hurry up!  

Harveen: What do we do now? 

Lilly: I don’t know. 

Harveen: Let’s go. 

Lilly: The time is already getting up. Just bring some camping 
food. Oh no! Pack up (x3). Pack up, sweetie. Pack up (x2). 

Harveen: Pack up. Our food too. 
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Lilly: The food is in here in the basket. 

Harveen: Okay Mom. I can’t hold it anymore. 

Lilly: I know. Hurry up. 

Harveen: Can the baby come too? 

Lilly: Sweetie. I can hold it, Sweetie. It’s too heavy for you. 
(Picks up the plastic shopping basket with both hands.) 

Harveen: No, I’m already strong. 

Lilly: Okay. 

Harveen: You hold the baby. 

Lilly: I’m getting my … the time is running out. I better get my 
stuff.  

Harveen: Apple! 

Lilly: Apple! Someone must of got in our house and took the 
apple and put it in the cup. 

Harveen: Pretend this is our ice cream.  

Lilly: Yeah. 

Harveen: Come on, we need ice cream too. You can get the ice 
cream? 

Lilly: Okay sweetie. Ice cream is in the fridge. This is my 
strawberry ice cream. 

Harveen: Need these too. I need these stuff. 

Lilly: Sweetie, that’s enough. This is your yellow ice cream in this 
cup. This is your ice cream. 

Harveen: We have to put this on first. 

Lilly: Okay. 

Harveen: Our timer is getting up.  

Lilly: (Laughs.) Oh no!  

Harveen: We’re now ready. Mom I’m going. I’m staying outside for 
you waiting for you. I’m going in the car okay? 

Lilly: It has more time. 

Harveen: Oh that’s good. I’m putting my table stuff in the car. 

Lilly: More time coming up (x2)! 

Harveen: Mom, we don’t have time. We have to get all the stuff.  

Lilly: Oh the baby’s shoes. 

Harveen: Baby clothes. Baby clothes too. 

Lilly: Yeah baby clothes, we already bring baby clothes. 

Harveen: I know. We have everything. 
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Lilly: And baby shoes for the babies. It will be so cold out there. 
Right sweetie? 

Harveen: Yeah! We’re already ready. No, our timer is getting up! 

Lilly: (Screams.) Oh my goodness. That was very close. (Audio 
recording, February 5, 2015) 

A few minutes later, Amnit came to the daily living centre. She expressed interest in 

playing with Harveen and Lilly. Harveen invited Amnit into the sociodramatic play in 

English by saying, “Okay, we’re playing mommy and daddy.” Then Harveen used her full 

language repertoire to include both her friends, Lilly and Amnit, in the play: 

Amnit: Main tuhade nal khedana chudai ho. [I want to play with 
you.] 

Harveen: Okay. We’re playing mommy and daddy. 

Lilly: Amnit could be the daddy! 

Harveen: Okay. He gonna be the … (x3). Nahin, tusi gaddi chalao. 
[No, you drive the car.] 

Lilly: You said it in Punjabi! 

Harveen: Pretend you’re the driver. Tusi gaddi chalao. [You drive the 
car.] Okay? 

Amnit: Okay. 

Lilly: I’m going to tell the teacher. 

Harveen: Gaddi dhyaan naal chalaao. [Drive carefully.] Okay? 

Lilly: (Laughing.) Say it again. 

Harveen: Gaddi dhyaan naal chalaao. [Drive carefully.] 

Lilly: Say it again. You said it in Punjabi.  

Harveen: How? Tell me how? Tuhaanu samjh aaya? [Did you 
understand?] 

Amnit: (Laughs.) Hunji. [Yes.] 

Lilly: (Laughs.) 

Harveen: Asi camping chaliye. [We’re going camping.] Okay? 

Amnit: Ki karan chaliye asi camping? [What are we doing 
camping?] 

Harveen: Asi camping karan chaliye. Asi kaar da vich baithna. [We’re 
going camping. We’re going to sit in the car.] 

Amnit: Asi baby nu naal le ke jana. [We’re going to take the baby 
with us.] 

Harveen: Hunji. [Yes.] (Puts the babies in the car.) 
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Lilly: Okay, sweetie. Let’s go camping now. (Audio recording, 
February 5, 2015) 

 
Figure 6.4. Camping Trip 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in February 2015 

In May, the class was working on a butterfly unit. Harveen was the special helper 

for the day. She was sitting in the daily living centre with her friend, Esha, a Hindi-

speaking girl. The students had to complete a worksheet before centre time. The 
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instructions on the worksheet told the students to connect the dots from A to Z. After 

connecting the dots, the students had to colour the butterfly. Amnit, however, struggled 

to complete the worksheet. In the following video clip, Amnit asked Harveen for 

assistance. 

Amnit: (Points to the worksheet with her pencil.) Ms. Singh, ehda ki 
matlab hai? [Ms. Singh (researcher), what does this mean?]  

Harveen: (Grabs the worksheet from Amnit’s hand.) Amnit, tuhaanu 
help chahidi hai? [Amnit, do you need any help?] 

Amnit: Haan. [Yes.] 

Harveen: Is tarah (x3). [Like this.] Phir trace karo pensil naal. [Then, 
trace with a pencil.] 

Amnit: (Walks back to her table.) Thik hai. [Okay.] 

Harveen: (Looks at Ms. Singh.) She doesn’t know.  

Harveen and Esha were working on their worksheets. Amnit appeared a few minutes 

later. She showed Harveen her worksheet. 

Amnit: Vekho. [Look.] 

Harveen: (Starts laughing.) 

Esha: (Laughing.) 

Harveen: (Harveen shows Amnit her worksheet.) Oh my god! Tusi ki 
kita? [What did you do?] Is tarah karna si. [Like this.] 
(Shakes her head to show disapproval.) 

Amnit: Thik hai. [Okay.] (Walks back to her desk.) 

Harveen: (Shaking her head to show disapproval.) 

Esha: She made a circle. (Laughing at Amnit.) 

Harveen: (Continues laughing at Amnit.) Yeah. She just did a circle. 
She just did a like … She did like that like that and then she 
put it … 

Esha: A big circle. 

Harveen: (Shows Esha her worksheet.) I did it right. Right? 

Esha: Yes. 

Harveen: She don’t know. 

Esha: You’re the teacher.  

Harveen: I’m not the teacher. (Video recording, May 14, 2015) 
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Figure 6.5. Amnit Colouring a Worksheet 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2015 

6.6. Navneet 

Navneet seemed to be adjusting well to Kindergarten by December in some 

ways. She worked diligently to complete literacy activities, even if she was the last 

student to finish. Navneet worked at a slower pace than her peers. Ms. Tait reported that 

Navneet “made satisfactory progress this term” and “was able to recognize some upper 

and lower case letter of the alphabet” (Primary Progress Report, Ms. Tait, December 9, 

2014). During the language arts period, I observed that she would often put her writing 

materials (for example, pencils, pencil crayons, and so on) carefully in her lap perhaps to 

avoid social interactions with other students at the table. Unlike Harveen, it appeared 

that Navneet had very few friends in the class. She played by herself most of the time 

during centres (e.g., puzzles) and Ms. Tait often described her as being a “quiet”. Most 

of the activities in which she chose to engage in at school did not require interactions 

with other students. Ms. Tait assessed Navneet as requiring additional ELL (pull-out) 

services three times a week from a LST teacher. 
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In October, the students were involved in a dinosaur unit. I noticed Navneet 

began to interact with Ajay, another Punjabi-speaking student in the class. One day, 

Navneet and Ajay were playing in the sand table, which was placed outside the 

Kindergarten classroom in the main hallway. There were glass windows on the 

classroom, which allowed the teachers to keep an eye on the students, but it was difficult 

to hear the students from inside the classroom. The sand table was filled with a large 

quantity of white rice. Ms. Tait also placed a variety of materials in the sand table such 

as coloured plastic dinosaurs. There were pictures of dinosaurs taped inside the sand 

table. The students were permitted to play without intervention from their teacher. In this 

play episode, Navneet and Ajay were able to co-construct an imaginative narrative with 

the dinosaurs using features of both Punjabi and English, as shown in the extract below: 

Ajay: (Holds two dinosaurs in his hands.) Asi kheddaa haan. [We 
are playing.] 

Angel: What are you playing? 

Navneet: Dinosaurs. 

Ajay: (Moves the dinosaurs across the table.) Oh bhaj rahe ne. 
[They are running.] 

Navneet: (Moves the dinosaurs with Ajay.) 

Ajay: (Holds up a small dinosaur.) Chota bacha, onu bhut bhukh 
lagi hai. [Small child, he is very hungry.]  

Navneet: (Grabs a handful of rice and puts it into the dinosaur’s 
mouth.) Khana. [Food.] 

Ajay: Nahi, nahi. [No, no.] 

Navneet: (Drops the handful of rice back into the table.) 

Ajay: Bacha khedde. [Children are playing.] 

Navneet: Paani de vich khedde. [They are playing in the water.] 

Ajay: Haan, paani de vich khedde. [Yes, they are playing in the 
water.] 

Navneet: Paani de vich jump karde. [They are jumping in the water.] 
(Holds dinosaur in her hand and then moves it up and 
down.) 

Ajay: Haan, paani de vich jump karde. [Yes, they are jumping in 
the water.] (Holds dinosaur in his hands and then moves it 
up and down too.) 

Navneet: Bacha khedde. [Children are playing.] (Moves the dinosaur 
back and forth on the rice.) 

Ajay: (Laughs.) Fass gaya bacha. Kids stuck ho gaya. Stuck ho 
gaya [The children are stuck.] (Dinosaurs run at each other 
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and their horns hit each other.) Vekho, stuck ho gaya thalle. 
[Look, they are stuck underneath.] (Dinosaurs get their 
horns struck together.) (Video recording, October 28, 2014) 

 
Figure 6.6. Navneet and Ajay Playing at the Sand Table 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in October 2014 

The sand table was placed outside the classroom, which offered rich possibilities 

for the children to engage in translanguaging practices without the surveillance of their 

teachers. Together Amnit and Ajay were able to collaboratively construct an imaginative 

narrative by using the plastic dinosaurs, which contributed to their oral language skills. 

Both children employed communicative strategies such as gestures, repetition, and 

intonation to produce their narrative. They also used props (for example, the dinosaurs, 

the rice, and so forth) to perform different roles and actions associated with these roles. 

By closely observing Navneet and Ajay engaged in sociodramatic play at the sand table, 
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I discovered that they were able to creatively select features from their language 

repertoires to communicate with each other. 

In November, it was Navneet’s turn to be the special helper for the day. Like 

Harveen, Navneet was allowed to orally share something with the class that was 

important to her. She was sitting on a chair facing the class with her Disney Princesses 

backpack. Navneet pulled a Barbie doll out of her backpack. 

Aman: The same thing. 

Ms. Tait: Sshhh, that’s not nice. What does she do, Navneet? 

Student: Ms. Tait I have a Barbie too. 

Ms. Tait: That’s nice you have a Barbie. Okay, what does she do, 
Navneet?  

Navneet: (She strokes Barbie’s hair back.) 

Ms. Tait: What does she do? 

Navneet: She can dance. 

Ms. Tait: Can we see? 

Navneet: (Moves the Barbie around in her lap.) 

Ms. Tait: Wow! Is there something you want to say about your 
Barbie? Do you want to say something? 

Navneet: (Nods her head.) 

Ms. Tait: What do you want to say? 

Navneet: I like my Barbie. 

Ms. Tait: I like my … 

Students: Barbie. 

Ms. Tait: Barbie. Oh my gosh, I like your Barbie too. I used to play 
with Barbies when I was a little girl. 

Kim: I like it too! 

Harveen: I like it too! 

Kim: I like it too! 

The students also had an opportunity to comment in English on Navneet’s Barbie doll in 

a large group discussion, which was facilitated by Ms. Tait. 

Navneet: Edin. 

Edin: I liked your Barbie. 

Ms. Tait: I liked the way you said the children’s name, instead of 
pointing. It was very nicely done and the way everyone put 
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their hands up. I am very proud of you for doing that. 
Thank you. I know everyone wants to say something. Okay. 
So it’s good. (Video recording, November 13, 2014) 

As in the “show and tell” example above with Harveen, throughout this activity, 

the students focused their attention on the teacher, Ms. Tait, who was the primary 

speaker in the interaction. Her modelling of appropriate questions and responses later in 

the transcript did not leave much for student-initiated conversations. 

In April, I observed Navneet and Anita working together on the Alphabet Sound 

Sorts board on the carpet, which was designed to teach initial sounds of the alphabet. 

Each card had a large, coloured picture of an object (e.g., a kite) and the name of the 

object. The students had to identify the object in each picture (e.g., a lemon) with the 

matching initial sound (e.g., l) and then sort the cards in the box. In the following video 

clip, I heard Navneet sorting the cards with the assistance of her classmates, Anita (a 

Punjabi-speaking girl) and Parmjit (a Punjabi-speaking boy). 

 
Figure 6.7. Navneet Sorting Alphabet Cards 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in April 2015 
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Navneet: (Holds the card in her hand and slowly turns it over. 
Identifies the object in the picture.) Net (x4). (Slides the 
card across the board.) 

Anita: (Grabs the card and puts it on top of the N.) 

Navneet: (Puts the card into the box and then picks up another card 
from the pile.) V. (Puts the card into the box.) I for ice 
cream. I for igloo. B for bumble bee. (Continues to the put 
the cards into the box.) Another bunny rabbit. (Puts the 
card into the box.) Rainbow for R. Anita, look two goats.  

Anita: (Ignores Navneet’s comment and continues to sort the 
cards in her hands.) 

Navneet: G for goat. Look, Anita. Two goats. There’s two goats. 

Anita: (Ignores Navneet’s comment again.) 

Navneet: Worm. Worm for W. 

Parmjit: (Joins the group.) Eeuuu worm! 

Navneet: Sun for S. 

Parmjit: (Points to the board.) S.  

Navneet: (Grabs another card.) I already know. Juice for J. 

Parmjit: J for juice. 

Navneet: (The object was a picture of an ant.) A for bug.  

Parmjit: Bug starts with a B. 

Navneet: E for hand. 

Parmjit: (Navneet puts to the card in the box (E).) No, H for hand.  

Navneet: (Continues to work silently.) (Video recording, April 20, 
2015) 

From my observations, while a more skilled English user (Parmjit) was able to 

correct some of the Navneet’s English vocabulary, this sorting activity did not apparently 

provide her much opportunity to develop her oral vocabulary skills in English. 

6.7. Diljit 

Diljit was an energetic boy who was often the leader among his friends. Ms. Tait 

described him as a “friendly” student who seemed to be adjusting well to the 

Kindergarten routines. At the beginning of the school year, Diljit spoke Punjabi and 

played with students who also spoke Punjabi. During centre time, he preferred to play 

with different types of blocks at the unit blocks centre, which was located near Ms. Tait’s 

desk. For instance, he enjoyed playing with Lego blocks and building trucks with his 
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friends. In December, Ms. Tait reported that “Diljit was making good progress at this 

time”, but “would benefit from practicing printing his numbers to ten, as well as learning 

all his upper and lower case letters of the alphabet” (Primary Progress Report, Ms. Tait, 

December 9, 2014). She shared her concerns about Diljit’s academic progress with me: 

Diljit is a very physical child. He has a hard time focusing on his school 
work. He wants to do a good job, but he has a hard time sitting still. 
He’s on his knees all the time. I think he’ll be able to move around 
during the literacy centres. Hopefully, that will get him more engaged 
and I don’t know how much support he has at home. But he’s going to 
need more support with learning his letters and letter sounds. 
(Interview, Ms. Tait, December 9, 2014) 

Like Navneet, Ms. Tait also assessed Diljit as requiring additional ELL (pull-out) 

services three times a week from a LST teacher. 

In October, I noticed Diljit and his new friend, Pritpal, a Punjabi-speaking boy, 

playing together with the large Lego blocks on the carpet during centre time. Unlike Diljit, 

Pritpal had not attended an early learning program. He spoke mostly Punjabi. During 

their block play, I noticed that Diljit and Pritpal were both highly engaged in building big 

towers out of the large Lego blocks. They carefully stacked the coloured blocks on top of 

one another. 

Diljit: (Puts a green block on top of another block.) Vek, vadda 
hoga, bahut vadda ho gaya. [Look, it’s big, it’s really big 
now.] 

Pritpal: (Puts an orange block on top of another block.) 

Diljit: (Takes a red block from Pritpal’s tower then puts it on top of 
his tower.) 

Pritpal: Phir vadda ho gaya. [It’s big.] 

Pritpal placed his hands on top of the two structures. I noticed that the boys were 

developing an understanding of height. They were able to build two towers of the same 

height using different coloured blocks. Diljit grabbed more blocks from a plastic container 

near the back of the classroom. Pritpal followed Diljit and grabbed some blocks too. 

They rushed back to their towers. Diljit added another blue block to his tower. A few 

moments later, he left to find Ms. Tait to ask her a question about the coloured blocks. 

Pritpal continued to add another block to his tower. 
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Ms. Tait: (Ms. Tait walks back to her desk.) That is the tallest truck I 
have ever seen. That’s pretty cool working together. I like 
the way you have been working together. Good for you.  

Diljit added another flat block on top of the structure. Pritpal copied him and added 

another piece to his structure. Then Diljit moved his truck and the structure collapsed. 

My observations revealed that the unit block centre offered the students the opportunity 

to practice their oral language skills, as shown in the extract below, albeit with teacher 

disapproval. 

 
Figure 6.8. Diljit and Pritpal Building a Tower 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in October 2014 
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Diljit: Oh no! Eh tut gaya hai. [This is broken.] 

Pritpal: (Laughs and continues to work on his structure.) 

Diljit: (Laughs and puts the structure back together.) Chalo 
chaliye. [Let’s go.] (Slowly moves his truck.) 

Ms. Tait: (Rising intonation) Are we allowed to speak Punjabi? Are we 
allowed to speak Punjabi in the class? 

Harveen: (Stands up.) No! English! 

Ms. Tait: No, only English. Okay? So, if I hear you speak in Punjabi, I 
might have to put you in time out. 

Children: (Continue to play with their classmates.) (Video recording, 
October 7, 2014) 

From the beginning of the year, Diljit usually maintained the monolingual 

classroom language policy in the class. I noticed that he ignored other children (like 

Amnit) who spoke Punjabi to him during centre time. Like many of the bilingual children, 

Diljit spoke his home language less and less over the year. In some cases, Diljit himself 

enforced the language policy in the classroom. 

In January, I observed Diljit playing with some other children in the unit blocks 

area where they built a barn using block accessories along with plastic barn animals. 

 
Figure 6.9. Diljit Building a Barn 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in January 2015 

Amnit: (Amnit hands Pritpal some coloured blocks.) Eh block lo. 
[Take this block.]  
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Edin: Pritpal, we need that yellow motorcycle. Are you using it 
now? 

Yuvraj: We need the yellow motorcycle.   

Pritpal: (Edin and Yuvrag leave the carpet.) This is my motorcycle.  

Amnit: Diljit, main hor blocks lai ke aavan? Main hor lai ke aavan? 
[Diljit, should I bring more blocks? Should I bring more?] 

Diljit: (Shakes his head.) 

Amnit: (Amnit leaves the carpet area to get more blocks.) Main hor 
lai ke aa gayi. [I’ll bring some more.] 

Diljit: (Continues to put the blocks together.) 

Aman: Diljit. 

Diljit: What?  

Aman: Diljit. 

Diljit: Yes. 

Aman: Do you know I’m building a really cool black … 

Diljit: (Continues to put the blocks together.) Red and black.  

Aman: (Walks back to his spot.) Red and black.  

Diljit: (Continues to put blocks together.) Guys, this is … I have a 
big barn. Guys, I got a big … Guys, this is a more bigger 
one. It has more barns. Guys, I have a big barn this time.  

Amnit: Main hor blocks lai ke aavan? [Should I bring more?] 

Diljit: (Ignores Amnit’s question.) 

Amnit: (Amnit takes apart the blocks and then gives them to Diljit.) 
Ik hai. [There’s one.] 

Diljit: (Takes the blocks and attaches them to his structure.) 

Amnit: (Comes back to the carpet with more coloured blocks.) Thik 
hai, Diljit? [Okay, Diljit?] Thik hai? [Okay?] 

Diljit: (Nods his head in approval.) 

Pritpal: (Diljit gets up with his structure in his hands) Diljit let’s go 
somewhere.  

Amnit: (Taps Diljit’s leg.) Bundah kithe hai? [Where is the man?] 

Diljit: (Points to the barn.) The farmer, he’s over there.  

Amnit: (Looks at the barn.) Haan, mainu pasand hai. [Yes, I like 
it.] 

Diljit mostly ignored Amnit’s Punjabi initiations, but he did answer (in English) her 

question about where the man (farmer) was. 
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“It’s clean up time now,” Ms. Tait announced to the class. Diljit decided to make a sign 

for his barn on red construction paper. He asked Edin, an Albanian-speaking boy, for 

assistance with the word “stop”, so his peers would not break his barn. 

Diljit: (Looks around the room.) I’m writing my name. I’m writing 
Pritpal’s name. 

Pritpal: Diljit. 

Diljit: I’m writing yours mines.  

Pritpal: Huh? 

Diljit: I’m writing your names on my paper.  

Pritpal: Mines? 

Diljit:  Yes. Edin write stop. 

Edin: Stop? 

Diljit: Yes. 

Edin: (Writes the word “stop” on the piece of paper.) Stop. (Video 
recording, January 27, 2015) 

In May, I observed Diljit and his friends engaging in sociodramatic play at the 

daily living centre. Their play probably represented a real event (e.g., ordering a pizza) 

that was familiar to them. The props (e.g., car keys, cell phones) represented objects 

often found in the students’ homes and communities. The boys also arranged the 

wooden chairs into a car for their trip to the pizza shop. Throughout their play, the boys 

negotiated different roles from their families (e.g., “I’m the dad” or “I’m the brother”) by 

listening carefully to one another. I noticed that the students, especially Diljit, gained 

confidence in his linguistic abilities as a language user. He depended on language 

(mainly English) to co-construct his imaginative narrative with his friends, as the 

following example illustrates. 

Diljit: Come on. Let’s play. Let’s go order pizza. 

Yuvraj: I’m the pizza man! I’m the pizza man! 

Diljit: Okay. 

Yuvraj: When I give you the pizza, then I’m the brother. Okay? 

Diljit: Okay. 

Yuvraj: I’m the pizza man. 

Diljit: (Puts the cell phone to his ear.) Answer the phone, okay?  

Yuvraj: (Leaves the daily living centre.) 

Arjun: You’re the dad. 
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Diljit: (Sits down on a wooden chair and puts the cell phone to his 
ear.) Hello, I’d like to order pizza please. 

Arjun: Pepsi (x3). 

Diljit: Pepsi please. 

Arjun: And chocolate. 

Diljit: And chocolate. 

Arjun: Yes! 

Yuvraj: (Diljit and Ajun sit down on their chairs.) I’m making the 
pizza. I’m not coming yet. I’m making the pizza, okay? 
Okay, you can come now. (Diljit and Arjun get up from their 
chairs to open the imaginary car door.) 

Diljit: Hello. 

Yuvraj: No, I’m the brother. I’m the brother (x3).  

Ajay: (Joins the three boys in the daily living centre.) I want to 
play too. 

Diljit: (Raises his hand with the cell phone.) I’m the dad (x2).  

Ajay: I’m the brother. 

Yuvraj: I’m the brother too. 

Diljit: (Points to Arjun.) It’s three bothers. You. You. (Points to 
Yuvraj.) You. (Points to Ajay.) 

Ajay: (Takes the cell phone from the table and opens the wooden 
fridge.) 

Diljit: (Gets up from his chair and turns around.) Hey! You’re so 
sneaky, Ajay. Give it back.  

Ajay: I have the phone. 

Diljit: No, that was my phone. Everyone steals my things. I need 
to order pizza. You know only dads have it!  

Ajay: (Looks at the cell phone.) 

Diljit: (Shows Ajay the keys.) I’m the dad. Now I have the keys, 
because I’m the dad. Give me the phone. 

Ajay: I’m going to order it. 

Diljit: I already got the pizza. 

Ajay: I’m going to order it. 

Diljit: Do we have another phone? 

Ajay:  I’m going to order Sprite. Sprite. 

Diljit: (Leaves the daily living centre.) I’m going to get a phone 
from Balraj.  

Balraj: (Comes to the daily living centre. Ajay gives the phone to 
Diljit. Balraj finds a blue walkie talkie phone and hands it to 
Ajay.) 
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Diljit: Where’s the pizza? Where’s the pizza guys? 

Yuvraj: I have the pizza. 

Diljit: (He takes the ‘brothers’ on an imaginary trip to the pizza 
shop. Diljit pretends to the drive the car. He gets out of the 
car.) You’re the pizza man. I’ll be right back. (Diljit gets 
back into the car after picking up the pizza.) We’re home 
guys. Come on. Everyone gets pizza. I get the big one. (The 
boys stand around eating pizza (plastic food).) (Video 
recording, May 21, 2015) 

 
Figure 6.10. Diljit and his Friends Ordering Pizza 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2015 

6.8. Language Loss 

My findings revealed that the Kindergarten teachers valued the language of 

instruction and devalued Punjabi, which has been shown to have negative 

consequences for children’s language learning (Wong Fillmore, 2000). I noticed that 

many children, like Aman, were using their home language (Punjabi) less often, which 

made it difficult for them to help Amnit who often needed assistance in completing some 
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parts of the worksheets. In this video clip, Aman and Amnit were colouring their 

worksheets at the table. 

The students are sitting on the carpet at the back of the class. Ms. Tait 
is standing next to the white board. She uses a long pointer to tap on 
the illustrations on the white board from the book, The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar by Eric Carle (1991). The days of the week are printed 
along the top of the illustrations. “On Monday he ate through one 
apple,” reads Ms. Tait. “Slow down. Slow down. Wait. Wait. So Monday 
he ate one apple. What comes after Monday?” asks Ms. Tait. The 
students raise their hands with enthusiasm and say, “Tuesday!” Ms. 
Tait continues to read orally the whole story. “So today you get to 
make your own My Very Hungry Caterpillar book,” says Ms. Tait. The 
students chat among themselves on the carpet. Ms. Tait waits for 
students to quiet down. Balraj tells Amnit to “Look at Ms. Tait”. Ms. 
Tait says: “We’re going to colour this morning before lunch. So the 
first page is the very hungry caterpillar. What colour is he?” “Green,” 
reply the students. Ms. Tait: “What colour is his face?” “Red,” reply the 
students. Ms. Tait: “I would like it to look like the one in the book”. 
Ms. Tait stresses the importance of choosing the “right colours” for the 
illustrations. “How many strawberries?” asks Ms. Tait. “Four,” reply the 
students. “What colours are the strawberries?” “Red” reply the 
students. “What do you draw here?” asks Ms. Tait. She points to the 
blank space on the worksheet. Aman raises his hand. “You draw a 
caterpillar,” he says. “No,” replies Ms. Tait. “You draw your favourite 
food”. So what’s your favourite food, Sara?” “Orange,” says Sara. The 
students share their favourite foods (apples, oranges, ice cream) with 
the class. Ms. Tait hands out the stapled worksheets. The students 
return to their tables to complete their worksheets before lunch. 
(Fieldnotes, May 14, 2015) 

Amnit: (Sitting at a table colouring in a worksheet.) 

Aman: (Looks for a lime green crayon from the box.) Ithe. [Here.] 
Ithe. [Here.] (Points to the pictures of the fruits (pears).)  

Amnit: (Colours the fruits with the crayon.) Hunn. [Now.] 

Aman: (Pulls out a red crayon from the box.) Okay. Ithe. [Here.] 
Ithe. [Here.] Ithe. [Here.] Ithe. [Here.] All of these. (Pulls 
out a brown crayon.) Ithe. [Here.] Ithe. [Here.] 

Amnit: (Grabs the brown crayon from Aman’s hand.) Okay. Eh 
mainu do. [Give it to me.] 

Aman: Yeah. 

Amnit: (Colours the food.) And this way?  

Aman: This, yeah. 

Amnit: And? 

Aman:  And. Ithe. [Here.] Ithe. [Here.] 

Ms. Tait: Thanks Aman for helping. 
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Aman: Well she speaks Punjabi, so I said it in Punjabi. 

Amnit: (Finishes colouring the picture.) 

Aman: Okay. Anything. Draw anything.  

Amnit: (Points to the blank space on the page.) Eh ki hai? [What’s 
this?] 

Aman: Balraj, can you tell, can you tell Amnit to do a picture of 
food here? 

Balraj: (Looks at Amnit’s worksheet.) Ms. Singh, can you tell her? 
Just draw a lollipop, a purple lollipop. 

Amnit: (Draws a picture of a pizza.) (Video recording, May 14, 
2015) 

 
Figure 6.11. Aman Helping Amnit With a Worksheet 
Note: Photo taken by Angelpreet Singh in May 2015 

The use of the word ithe [here] is an example of Aman’s unwillingness to say 

much more than that in Punjabi in a monolingual learning environment where “bilingual 

children are asked to suppress more than half of the features in their repertoire in one or 

the other language” (García & Kleyn, 2016, p. 24). Aman pointed to a picture and said, 

“ithe”. I noticed, however, that Aman struggled to explain the instructions to Amnit in 
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Punjabi or English. So he encouraged her to “draw anything”. Then, he asked Balraj to 

help Amnit complete the last section of the worksheet. During lunch, Aman shared his 

experience of helping Amnit with me. 

Angel: It was very nice of you to help Amnit in Punjabi. 

Aman: Well only a little bit. Well I only know … Well that’s what I 
only know a little bit of words. The words I told Amnit was 
the words that I know Punjabi. But the one that I didn’t tell 
Amnit that’s the one I don’t know Punjabi.  

Angel: Do you like speaking Punjabi? 

Aman: I don’t know. Well, yeah. Well, only sometimes. (Video 
recording, May 14, 2015) 

Towards the end of the data collection phase, Ms. Tait shared the focal students’ 

ELPATS scores with me (see Table 6.4. below), along with her observations. 

Table 6.4. ELPATS Scores of Focal Students 

Student’s Name ELPATS Score (Winter) ELPATS Score (Spring) 

Diljit 19/45 20/45 

Harveen 17/45 28/45 

Navneet 8/45 28/45 

6.8.1. Diljit 

With respect to Diljit, Ms. Tait said: 

It is very hard for me to communicate with Diljit’s grandmother. You 
can you can see it in his results. He’s only gone up one point (Ms. Tait 
referring to his ELPATS score). They [parents] are definitely not 
working with him at home. I just feel that’s missing. If they [parents] 
are not involved in his schooling, it’s going to show and I see that with 
him. (Interview, Ms. Tait, Jun. 1, 2015) 

It is important to point out that Diljit’s mother was actively involved in his early 

literacy development. She often bought commercially prepared literacy materials such as 

English alphabet books, as evidenced by the WEL data. 
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6.8.2. Harveen 

With respect to Harveen, Ms. Tait noted: 

Harveen’s mother has asked me lots of questions like “How’s Harveen 
doing?” What do I need to work on? And I did say you know Harveen 
really needs to pay attention in class and listen to the instructions, 
because she’s got most of it. She just has to work on her listening 
skills. Unlike Diljit, she went up. Look how high she went up (Ms. Tait 
referring to her ELPATS score). She is no longer at-risk. She was at-
risk in January. She is no longer at-risk now. (Interview, Ms. Tait, June 
1, 2015) 

6.8.3. Navneet 

With respect to Navneet, Ms. Tait observed: 

It is also very hard for me to communicate with Navneet’s 
grandmother. I mean that’s the thing. It is very hard to get a 
translator in the school. So it was great to have you in the class. I feel 
so helpless, because I can’t communicate with them [the parents and 
grandparents]. I’m struggling with Amnit too. I can barely talk to her 
mother. I don’t know how to explain this to her. But you know 
Navneet this was her score in January (Ms. Tait referring to her 
ELPATS score). She’s no longer at-risk, which actually kind of blows 
me away, because I didn’t think she’d be this high. She’s so quiet. I 
think Navneet really needed to come out of her shell. The smaller ELL 
group was great for her. She’s taking it in. It just blows me away. I 
really think that literacy program [Links to Literacy] made a difference 
too. Having those three groups of kids. Small groups and LST too, but 
you know it’s amazing. So I mean she’ll be fine going into Grade 1. 
(Interview, Ms. Tait, June 1, 2015) 

Towards the end of the school year, both Diljit and Navneet were referred to the summer 

school program. Navneet and her family purchased a new house and moved to another 

school. Ms. Gill also informed me that Diljit and his family also moved to another school. 

Harveen still attended Nordin Elementary School. 

6.9. Discussion 

In this section, I illustrate how the three focal emergent bilingual students, 

Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, used different features in their language repertoires to 

engage in classroom literacy activities including listening, speaking, reading and writing 

in Kindergarten. In so doing, I address two of my main research questions, What are the 
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language practices of young Punjabi-speaking children in early years classrooms (in this 

case, Kindergarten)? and How do Punjabi-speaking children use features of their 

language repertoires to participate in literacy activities within these classroom settings? I 

relate specific parts of my data in the second phase to some of the previous literature 

that informed this study. 

6.9.1. What are the language practices of young Punjabi-speaking 
children in Kindergarten? and How do Punjabi-speaking children use 
features of their language repertoires to participate in literacy 
activities within this classroom setting? 

As previously discussed, there were 20 students enrolled in Ms. Tait’s 

Kindergarten class, the majority (15 or 75 percent) of whom were emergent bilinguals 

from Punjabi-speaking homes. Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit, along with other Punjabi-

speaking students, were all designated as ELLs through the school’s oral language 

assessment, which was conducted at the beginning of the school year. García and 

Kleifgen (2018) have argued that by labeling students as ELLs “devalues other 

languages and puts the English language in a sole position of legitimacy. It also focuses 

solely on the development of what is referred to as ‘academic English,’ ignoring other 

parts of students’ language and education” (p. 4). Like the Spanish-speaking students 

García and Kleifgen write about, the students in my study had a wide range of 

experiences using different languages in their homes with their parents, grandparents, 

and other members of their extended family, as well as in their communities, but little of 

this knowledge was recognized at school. 

My observations revealed that Harveen, Navneet, and Diljit were all developing 

their English language skills in the Kindergarten classroom. Harveen felt comfortable 

using features of her language repertoire to communicate with other bilingual students 

during classroom activities. As García et al. (2017) explained, “bilingual speakers use 

languages differently from multidialectal, monolingual speakers. Although all speakers 

use language differently, bilinguals have more choices to make because their language 

repertoires include many more language features” (p. 18). In line with this observation, 

as we have seen, Harveen spoke in Punjabi to her dadi ji, but she also spoke in Punjabi 

and English to her mother and father who understood both languages. In the classroom, 

Harveen felt comfortable using features of both her languages to include other students 
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in her play. This finding is consistent with the findings from García et al.’s (2011) 

research that showed how Spanish-speaking students in a bilingual (English and 

Spanish) Kindergarten program used translanguaging to include as well as exclude 

others in their play. For example, I found that Harveen used Punjabi to include Amnit, 

another Punjabi-speaking student who recently arrived from India, in a pretend play 

episode (a camping trip). In this particular example, Harveen and Lilly, a Mandarin-

speaking student, initiated and negotiated roles within the family (e.g., mommy and 

daddy) in English. As Peterson and Brooks (2018) explained, “children’s use of language 

reflects social understandings that have been constructed through everyday interactions 

with family, classroom, and community members” (pp. 421-422). Harveen then used 

features of her language repertoire to give specific directions to Amnit, so that she could 

participate in this play episode. For example, Harveen said in Punjabi: tusi gaddi chalao 

[you drive the car]. Thus, as García (2009) argued, “translanguaging is indeed a 

powerful mechanism to construct understandings, to include others, and to mediate 

understandings across language groups” (p. 307). 

Navneet and Diljit, on the other hand, both had older siblings (brothers) and 

occasionally spoke to them in English. The parents and grandparents spoke Punjabi 

among themselves and to their children. In the classroom, I noticed that Navneet and 

Diljit felt more comfortable using Punjabi with other Punjabi-speaking students during 

classroom activities. Navneet, for example, was able to collaboratively co-construct an 

imaginative narrative by using plastic dinosaurs, which, we might surmise, contributed to 

her oral language skills. By observing Navneet and Ajay closely, another Punjabi-

speaking student, engaged in sociodramatic play at the sand table, I discovered that 

they were able to creatively use features of their language repertoires to express 

themselves. 

This finding is consistent with the findings from Peterson and Brooks’ (2018) 

research that explored the different language strategies (such as repetition) used by 

Kindergarten students while playing at the sand centre. The researchers found that the 

students used repetition in their interactions with their peers “to tie together the ideas 

from one speaker to the next, in order to maintain the flow of the play” (p. 421). Similarly, 

Diljit was speaking Punjabi and playing with other Punjabi-speaking students at the unit 

blocks centre where they built elaborate structures (for example, a barn and plastic barn 

animals). Sometimes, he would ask more proficient readers and writers in the class for 
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assistance with words such as  “stop,” so his peers would not break his structures. Mrs. 

Tait, however, expressed some concerns about Navneet and Diljit who she felt needed 

additional support to develop their English language proficiency from the school’s LST 

teachers outside the regular classroom. Thus, Navneet and Diljit were pulled out from 

their regular classroom for ELL services three times a week (Monday, Wednesday, and 

Thursday) for 20 minutes each lesson. 

Nishino (2012) highlighted the important relationship between teachers’ beliefs, 

teaching practices, and teaching contexts. Beliefs can influence practices, but practices 

can influence beliefs as well (Egaña et al., 2015). In addition, the relative status of 

different majority (e.g., English) and minority (e.g., Punjabi) languages in our society can 

significantly influence teachers’ beliefs about languages and how languages are 

developed (May, 2012). Despite the growing body of research indicating the educational 

benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism (Creese & Blackledge, 2015; Cummins, 

2008; García et al., 2017), some educators still view students’ bilingual capabilities 

through a monolingual perspective, which “treat each of the child's languages as 

separate and whole, and view the two languages as bounded autonomous systems” 

(García, 2009, p. 7). Ms. Tait, a monolingual English-speaking teacher, believed that 

languages should be kept separate from one another. From Ms. Tait’s perspective, 

separating languages was seen as a legitimate form of communication for bilingual 

students, which is reflective of monolingual norms within our society  (Canagarajah, 

2013; García, 2009). According to Canagarajah (2013), “we also believe that languages 

have their own unique systems and should be kept free of mixing with other languages 

for meaningful communication” (p. 1). 

In most school districts in BC, the goal is to help students develop proficiency in 

the official language(s) of instruction. Here, English is often the language of instruction in 

Kindergarten. Thus, Ms. Tait believed that to help students, especially emergent 

bilinguals, learn English, languages (such as English, Punjabi, Hindi, and so on) should 

be kept separate in the teaching and learning process. Some researchers, however, 

have argued that “forceful separation in language use in our instruction is to limit the 

bilingual students’ ability to learn, to think, and to communicate, and ultimately it 

suppresses the potential in their learning performance” (Fu et al., 2019, p. 46). My 

observations revealed that monolingualism (English-only) was strongly imposed on the 

students by their teachers both inside and outside the classroom. For instance, Ms. Tait 
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often “reminded” the students to speak in English with each other, and threatened to put 

a child in “time out” if they continued to speak in Punjabi. According to García et al. 

(2017), when teachers “tell students to only use English; bilingual students (and 

particularly emergent bilingual students) often learn that only English counts” (p. 8). 

Despite the classroom policy of separating languages, I observed the focal children 

creatively using features from their language repertoires to actively participate in free 

play with other bilingual children in the classroom. 

My initial conversations with Ms. Tait centered on the focal students, Harveen, 

Navneet, and Diljit, who had some proficiency with both languages in their family and 

community contexts. Unlike Harveen, however, Navneet and Diljit both began school 

speaking Punjabi with their peers. As the school year progressed, all the students 

quickly learned that English was the only language welcome in the classroom, whereas 

other languages (including their home language) were unwelcome, reflecting 

raciolinguistic ideologies (Flores & Rosa, 2015). I noticed that students were often 

discouraged by their teachers from speaking their home language(s) with their peers 

both inside and outside the classroom. Ms. Tait, along with the LST teachers, focused 

on developing the students’ English language proficiency through a structured literacy 

program, in which students were introduced to a “letter of the week” to develop their 

alphabet knowledge. During formal literacy activities, Ms. Tait reminded the students to 

work quietly on their own, which did not provide opportunities for them to engage in rich 

conversations with the other students at the table. When the students completed their 

work, they were allowed to choose a learning centre according to their interests. 

Interestingly, the focal students collaboratively constructed their own 

“translanguaging spaces” (Li, 2011) in order to interact with other students who spoke 

their home language. As Toohey (2018) argued:  

Being on the margins, farther from teacher surveillance, in some ways 
could put a child in a more powerful position; one had more autonomy in 
choosing one’s own activities and verbal participation than when one was 
more centrally located with regard to the teacher. (p. 132)  

In my observations, Harveen engaged in translanguaging using both languages to 

participate in a pretend play episode (camping trip) in the daily living centre, which was 

located in the back corner of the classroom. Navneet also engaged in translanguaging 

using both languages to participate in a pretend play episode (dinosaurs) at the sand 
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table, which was placed outside the Kindergarten classroom in the main hallway, so that 

the teachers could not hear the children’s conversations. Unlike Harveen and Navneet, 

Diljit enforced the monolingual language policy (English-only) in the classroom. I noticed 

that he mostly ignored other students (like Amnit) who spoke Punjabi to him during 

centre time. Sometimes, Diljit used nonverbal communication (such as nodding his 

head) to respond to Amnit’s Punjabi initiations. Interestingly, he did answer (in English) 

her question about where the man (farmer) was. It is important to note that Ms. Tait’s 

desk was close to the unit blocks centre, which discouraged some of the students (such 

as Diljit) from speaking their home language with their peers during centre time. 

The next chapter concludes the thesis with a summary of the major findings that 

have emerged from this research and their implications for teacher education programs, 

school districts, and educators as well as recommendations for future research studies. 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Conclusion 

In this final chapter, I present a summary of the major findings of the research 

and then discuss the possible pedagogical implications of the research for teacher 

education programs, school districts, and educators (administrators, teachers, and ECE 

practitioners) who work directly or indirectly with emergent bilinguals and their families. 

This discussion addresses Question 3 of my study: What instructional strategies might 

be appropriate to support Punjabi-speaking children’s bilingual competencies during the 

early years of schooling? I conclude the chapter with some recommendations for further 

research. 

7.1. Reflections on the Study 

I was fortunate to have the opportunity to conduct an ethnographic study in two 

early years classrooms in the largest school district in BC. The findings of this study help 

to shed light on significant gaps in the literature with respect to how emergent bilinguals 

from Punjabi language backgrounds use features of both languages (Punjabi and 

English) to participate in literacy activities in their classrooms. My research was 

particularly influenced by García’s (2009) work on translanguaging and García and Li’s 

(2014) work on translanguaging space, which provided for me a new theoretical 

framework for understanding the language practices of emergent bilinguals. This work 

prompted me to observe the children’s language practices in my data, observations that 

showed that, despite the implicit language policies in the school to keep the languages 

separate, the focal children were able to creatively use their language repertoires to 

actively participate in classroom activities with their parents, grandparents, teachers, and 

peers in two different classrooms. 

7.2. Overview of Main Findings 

Chapter 2 presented information about how the Punjabi Sikh immigrant 

community, like many other immigrant communities, came to Canada in the early 1900s 
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to work as labourers in the lumber, farming, fishing, and mining industries for low wages. 

Despite discriminatory policies and practices at the time, the Punjabi Sikh community 

established their religious institutions to discuss important social, cultural, and political 

issues affecting the community in India, Canada, and the United States. It was not until 

the 1960s that Punjabi Sikhs and their families were allowed to come to Canada mainly 

through the family sponsorship program. Today, BC has one of the largest immigrant 

populations in Canada, where 29.3 percent of the population (or 1,348,645) reported 

speaking a non-official language as their mother tongue. Within this group, the most 

common mother tongues were Punjabi (214,595), Cantonese (202,705), and Mandarin 

(191,980) (Statistics Canada, 2017e). These demographics are also rapidly changing 

the linguistic diversity of elementary schools across the province. For example, the 

majority of emergent bilinguals enrolled at Nordin Elementary were speakers of Punjabi, 

which presented unique opportunities for teaching, learning, and research. 

Chapter 3 presented the theoretical frameworks guiding my study. In particular, I 

wove together new perspectives on bilingualism and bilingual education, particularly 

translanguaging (Creese & Blackledge, 2010; García, 2009; García & Li, 2014; Otheguy, 

García, & Reid, 2015, 2018) and translanguaging space (García & Li, 2014; Li, 2011) to 

explore my study’s focal children’s language practices during classroom activities. The 

chapter also focused on a review of literature related to play, language, and learning 

(Sawyer, 1997; Shipley, 2002; Vygotsky, 1978). My primary focus was to understand the 

focal children’s language practices and translanguaging allowed me to gain a deeper 

understanding of some of the theoretical and practical implications of this construct for 

teaching and learning with emergent bilinguals, especially children from Punjabi-

speaking backgrounds. 

Chapter 4 described the methodology for my study. Since the purpose was to 

understand the language practices of the focal children, ethnography was particularly 

suitable for addressing my research questions. My unique role as an insider researcher 

helped me gain access to my research sites and participants. During the school years, I 

was observing the focal children in the two classrooms, writing fieldnotes, recording the 

children’s interactions, and then interviewing the adults (teachers, grandparents, and 

parents) towards the end of the study. 
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The findings reported in Chapter 5 showed that emergent bilingual children had 

the potential to develop their bilingualism in a supportive early learning environment 

where their home languages and cultures were seen as valuable sources of knowledge. 

The ECE practitioner, Ms. Gill, is a fluent bilingual speaker in both English and Punjabi. 

Throughout the school year, she encouraged the parents and grandparents to use their 

home languages in the classroom to facilitate their children’s early learning. Ms. Gill was 

able to successfully navigate multiple languages and cultures to construct a space for 

“dynamic bilingualism,” as García (2009) calls it, where emergent bilinguals were 

scaffolded to use features of their different languages to enhance their literacy learning. 

She believed that the classroom space must promote the children’s full language 

repertoires in meaningful ways in many curriculum areas including English language 

arts. For example, during large group circle time, Ms. Gill read dual language books and 

often acknowledged when the children used features associated with Punjabi to make 

sense of the text (for example, the plotlines, characters, settings, and so on) and to 

interpret it based on their own experiences. Despite English being the medium of 

instruction, she promoted the use of both languages in an integrated way to engage the 

children and their parents and grandparents in the teaching and learning process, 

regardless of their proficiency levels. 

As previously mentioned, Ms. Gill implemented a child-centred, play-based 

curriculum with multiple learning centres based on the children’s interests. “Child-

centered approaches suggest that it is best to provide children with motivating 

opportunities that stimulate exploration in playful environments” (Morrow, Dougherty, & 

Tracey, 2019, p. 76). She also adopted strategies to support the children’s parents and 

grandparents (for example, bilingual posters, dual language books) in the classroom 

using a family-centred approach. On several occasions, I observed the focal 

grandmothers creating their own worksheets to explicitly teach their grandchildren 

concepts of words, letters, and sounds. As Morrow et al. (2019) explained, 

Skills-based instructional models involve the systematic explicit teaching 
of literacy. Skills-based instruction has its roots in behaviorism, which 
suggests that complex cognitive activities, such as reading and writing, 
can be broken down into their composite skills that are taught one at a 
time. (p. 77, emphasis in original) 

Some of the parents (such as Diljit’s mother) purchased commercially prepared literacy 

materials (such as English alphabet books and crayons) to mediate their children’s 
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learning of English at home and school. According to Silverman and Hartranft (2015), 

“teachers should build home-school connections that are bidirectional so that parents 

can learn from what teachers are doing in school and teachers can learn from what 

parents are doing at home to provide optimal support for vocabulary development” (p. 

194). If educators and practitioners learn more about emergent bilingual’s home literacy 

practices, this may be beneficial for supporting the vocabulary development of these 

children. 

As mentioned previously in Chapter 4, the focal immigrant families had different 

levels of education before moving to Canada. Most of the parents had completed high 

school in India as their highest level of education and often worked long hours to provide 

financially for their families. In these families, the grandparents often served as the 

primary caregivers for their grandchildren when both parents went to work. Despite their 

low levels of education, the families considered themselves to be involved in their 

children’s early learning at home and school. Harveen’s parents who had higher levels of 

education mentioned to me that they borrowed books in English from the local library. In 

addition to books, they spent time reading and writing with Harveen in the evening after 

work. For example, in her study of Asian immigrant parents, Li (2006) observed that, 

“immigrant parents who have more education in their home country would likely find it 

easier to draw on their own educational experiences and replicate some of those 

instructional approaches to support their children's learning” (pp. 31-32). At school, 

Harveen’s and Navneet’s grandmothers were actively involved in literacy activities and 

even supplemented their children’s learning with their own worksheets to practice 

printing the letters of the English alphabet. The grandmothers’ views about literacy 

learning are consistent with those of first generation Punjabi families referenced in my 

Master’s research. It was evident that there were different assumptions about literacy 

learning operating among the teachers and the parents and grandparents. 

Research conducted by Silverman and her colleagues (Silverman, Martin-

Beltran, Peercy, & Meyer, 2014) in a family literacy program with large numbers of 

Spanish-speaking children and their families recommended using books (both fiction and 

non-fiction) to introduce children to new words related to a particular theme. For 

example, while reading the dual language book, The Little Red Hen and the Grains of 

Wheat by R. L. Hen (2005), Mrs. Gill could focus on words related to the theme of farm 

animals. During the read-aloud, the children could practice pronouncing the words in 
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both languages. Also, Mrs. Gill could demonstrate some word learning strategies that 

parents can use to support children’s vocabulary development at home. Based on their 

research, Silverman and Hartranft (2015) also recommended that teachers create a 

vocabulary word wall of all the words related to the theme to support children during 

literacy activities. For Punjabi-speaking families who prefer a more traditional, skills-

based approach to literacy teaching and learning, “students can be prompted to copy 

and illustrate each word in a journal. The teacher can explain to students how their 

drawings show the target words and write their explanations on their papers” (Silverman 

& Hartranft, 2015, p. 153). In doing so, the teacher creates a classroom environment of 

respect that fosters positive home-school partnerships. 

Through the incorporation of a wide range of reading and writing practices, Ms. 

Gill created a space that explicitly valued home languages and cultures that the children 

brought with them to school. For example, some of Ms. Gill’s instructional strategies 

included providing translations for classroom activities (e.g., directions) into children’s 

home languages as a way for parents and grandparents to participate in their children’s 

early learning. Ms. Gill also incorporated LAP activities (for example, creating a family 

tree, making a country flag, writing a letter, and so forth) that in addition to valuing home 

languages, helped the children to develop their fine motor capabilities such as drawing, 

colouring, cutting, and pasting on worksheets. 

In addition to these activities, Ms. Gill encouraged the parents and grandparents 

to read dual language books. Research has shown that dual language books are a 

useful resource for developing bilingual children’s language and literacy skills such as 

concepts of print (words, letters, and sounds), directionality of print, as well as 

understanding the meanings of new words in print (Morrow et al., 2019; Naqvi et al., 

2012). Studies of storybook reading have shown that “rich explanations of vocabulary 

are extremely helpful to young English learners’ word learning from storybook reading, 

even when words are very sophisticated” (Collins, 2010, p. 94). It is important to note, 

however, that storybook reading is not a common literacy practice among Punjabi 

families in their homes (Mui & Anderson, 2008; Singh, 2011). Recognizing the 

importance of shared storybook reading, Ms. Gill implemented several instructional 

strategies to support the children’s vocabulary development. For example, Ms. Gill 

encouraged the families to read dual language books with their children in the classroom 

to expose them to different languages. Chumak-Horbatsch (2012) noted that “dual 



165 

language books provide opportunities for parents and grandparents to take an active 

role in their child’s (or grandchild’s) learning by sharing their language knowledge with all 

children” (p. 134). Several studies (Chumak-Horbatsch, 2012; Cummins & Early, 2011; 

Kenner, 2000; Naqvi et al., 2012; Roessingh,  2011; Sneddon, 2009) have also shown 

the benefits of reading dual language books to develop children’s metalinguistic 

awareness, as they notice differences between their home and school languages. In 

addition, García and Tupas (2019) recommend selecting “books that can be read, 

discussed, and analyzed as well as authors that write using different language practices, 

including translanguaging ones. These books cannot solely be fiction, but must also 

include nonfiction books and textbooks” (p. 406). Through their participation in the WEL 

program, the families became familiar with school literacy practices such as reading dual 

language books. 

The findings also prompted me to think more deeply about English language 

proficiency tests that emergent bilinguals are required to take in order to receive 

instructional services (for example, pull-out programs or push-in programs) in full day 

Kindergarten. Generally, these tests are designed to assess students’ proficiency in 

English. Based on the assessment results, LST teachers place students in one of five 

levels of English proficiency (emerging, developing, expanding, bridging, or ELL may not 

be required). Based on his research, Cummins (2000) argued that it takes bilingual 

students approximately two years to acquire basic interpersonal communication skills 

(BICS) and five to seven years to acquire the cognitive academic language proficiency 

(CALP) in English needed to perform on assessments when compared to monolingual 

students. Of course, oral language assessment also requires students to understand the 

verbal instructions of the LST teacher. García and Kleifgen (2010) also argued that 

“when assessment uses academic English to test emergent bilinguals’ content 

knowledge, both language and content proficiency are entangled and assessment lacks 

validity” (p. 105). Instead, researchers (García & Kleifgen, 2010, 2018; Mahoney, 2017) 

have advocated the use of performance-based assessments when assessing emergent 

bilinguals, appropriate to their language proficiency level. For example, emergent 

bilinguals can produce a product such as a portfolio. In performance-based assessments 

such as portfolios, García and Kleifgen (2018) explained that “emergent bilinguals can 

collect artifacts of their learning and reflect on what they have learned collaboratively 

with one another, their teacher, and their families” (p. 154). 
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The findings reported in Chapter 6 showed that the majority of the children came 

into the Kindergarten classroom as emergent bilinguals who were beginning to learn 

school language practices. Ms. Tait, the Kindergarten teacher, believed that to help the 

students learn the school language, children’s languages (Punjabi and English) should 

be kept separate during the teaching and learning process. Instead, Ms. Tait and her 

colleagues encouraged the students to use English when interacting with their peers and 

with her. During formal literacy activities, students often suppressed features from their 

language repertoires that were associated with Punjabi. However, despite the restrictive 

classroom policies and practices, the focal children were able to creatively use features 

from their language repertoires to actively participate in play-based activities (e.g., 

sociodramatic play) with other bilingual children. The findings from this study have 

significant implications for designing classroom spaces that promote social interaction 

among emergent bilinguals who share a common language. 

Several literacy researchers and educators in North America have been 

exploring instructional strategies that might be appropriate to support children’s bilingual 

competences during the early years of schooling (Cummins & Early, 2011; Dagenais et 

al., 2009; Smythe & Toohey, 2009). Cummins (2007) has “argued that when we free 

ourselves from exclusive reliance on monolingual instructional approaches, a wide 

variety of opportunities arise for teaching languages by means of bilingual instructional 

strategies that acknowledge the reality of, and strongly promote, two-way cross-

language transfer” (p. 222). As discussed previously, the majority of students in Ms. 

Tait’s Kindergarten class were emergent bilinguals who had different levels of 

proficiency in English and received pull-out services two to three times a week. While I 

do not have data to open this discussion, I think it might be worthwhile for educators to 

re-examine pull-out programs, as when this happens, the “pulled-out” children may miss 

important parts of the classroom activities (for example, alphabet yoga exercises in the 

Kindergarten classroom).  

Several research studies have demonstrated the potential benefits of using 

translation and translation technology as an instructional strategy in the classroom 

(Cummins, 2007; García & Kleyn, 2016; Manyak, 2004). For example, during morning 

circle time, the special helper could be encouraged by the teacher to share their special 

items in the language of their choice, and then ask students for help in translating their 

peers’ narratives. As García and Kleyn (2016) explained, “this allows students to 
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appropriate new language features as they are given opportunities to interact with others 

who share a common language” (p. 22). The teacher could also encourage the rest of 

the class to ask the special helper questions in both languages during the questioning 

portion of the activity.  

During formal (structured) literacy activities, Ms. Tait often assigned the students 

to seats, with five to six students at each table. The table groups changed often (every 

week) throughout the school year. Some researchers (Cummins, 2007; Lucas & Katz, 

1994; Morrow et al., 2019) have suggested that teachers strategically pair emergent 

bilinguals from the same language backgrounds (in this case, Punjabi) together. In so 

doing, emergent bilinguals with more fluency in English (such as Harveen) could help 

those with less fluency (such as Amnit) during literacy activities. Having students work 

quietly at their desks is a very common way classrooms are orchestrated in North 

American schools, which does not provide them with many opportunities to engage in 

rich conversations with each other. 

One way teachers could support emergent bilingual’s oral language is through 

role play, which requires children to be able to enact different roles within an imaginary 

play episode (Sawyer, 1997). As Mahoney (2017) explained, 

Role play offers an authentic setting for EBs [emergent bilinguals] to 
practice natural language use, such as facial expressions, hesitations, 
repetitions and so on. In addition, many important language functions can 
be practiced during role play, such as agreeing/disagreeing, giving or 
evaluating an opinion, persuading and so on. It also offers an authentic 
situation to use translanguaging. (Kindle locations 1485-1487) 

In line with this observation, as we have seen, Harveen used translanguaging to assign 

roles to her peers in an imaginary play episode (a camping trip) at the daily living centre. 

Portier and Peterson’s (2017) action research with Kindergarten teachers in northern 

rural Canadian classrooms shows how teachers can integrate literacy into children’s 

sociodramatic play. The Kindergarten teacher in their study, for example, created a 

campsite at the dramatic centre and then encouraged students to share their own 

experiences around camping. Following group discussions in English (and home 

languages), emergent bilinguals (such as Lilly, Harveen, and Amnit) could be 

encouraged to write words related to the theme of camping to contribute to a bilingual 

word wall in the daily living centre (Portier & Peterson, 2017). Through interactions with 
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peers, as Selmi et al. (2015) explained, “there is a meaningful exchange of language 

and that can lead to further development as children are exposed to new ways of 

labeling items” (p. 95). 

In addition, teachers could set up writing centres by placing writing materials (for 

example, paper, pencils, pencil crayons, crayons, markers, scissors, and so on) to 

develop literacy skills as emergent bilinguals engage in sociodramatic play. For instance, 

teachers could place a small table next to the unit blocks centre so that emergent 

bilinguals could use it to create signs to accompany their play. The teacher could then 

encourage emergent bilinguals (such as Diljit) to make bilingual signs for their structures, 

using both English and their home language. Parents and grandparents could also focus 

on developing students’ knowledge of words (vocabulary) related to the classroom 

themes (e.g., animals). Teachers can also invite parents and grandparents to assist with 

their work. García et al. (2017) have argued that “when translanguaging is not allowed in 

schools, bilingual students are placed at a disadvantage because they are assessed on 

only a portion of their linguistic repertoires and taught in ways that do not fully leverage 

their language resources” (p. 11). Thus, it might be helpful to assess emergent 

bilingual’s sociodramatic play to provide insights into their language and literacy 

development. 

Another way teachers could support emergent bilingual’s literacy development is 

through the creation of dual language books. Several researchers (Chumak-Horbatsch, 

2012; Cummins & Early, 2011; Kenner, 2000; Naqvi et al., 2012; Roessingh,  2011; 

Schecter & Cummins, 2003; Smythe & Toohey, 2009; Sneddon, 2009) have shown that 

dual language books are a useful resource for developing emergent bilingual’s reading 

and writing skills. As Edwards (2009) explained, “dual language publications usually take 

the form of children’s picture books where the illustrations are accompanied by texts in 

two languages” (p. 106). Several researchers have been working with elementary 

teachers on action research projects to create their own dual language books (see, for 

example, www.multiliteracies.ca as well as www.scribjab.com) using digital tools such as 

iPads. García and Kleyn (2016) have recommended, for instance, “encouraging students 

to work with partners who can help provide language support”. In addition, “students 

could also co-author bilingual writing in pairs. In this way, all students, including 

monolingual students, would be able to produce bilingual writing in order to explore 

translanguaging as a literary device” (p. 78). Once students have produced their dual 
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language books, teachers can invite parents and grandparents to read the books with 

their children to expose them to different languages at home and school. One way 

teachers can support parents is to increase the number of bilingual books sent home. 

Several researchers (e.g., Kenner, 2000; Schecter & Cummins, 2003; Sneddon, 2009) 

have discussed the effectiveness of dual language books for bilingual children. Teachers 

can also encourage families to make their own dual language books. The work of 

Schecter and Cummins (2003) has shown that dual language books made by children 

and their families can become rich literacy resources in the classroom. 

The next chapter concludes the thesis with a summary of the major findings that 

have emerged from this research and their implications for teacher education programs, 

school districts, and educators as well as recommendations for future research studies. 

7.3. Implications of the Study 

7.3.1. Theoretical Implications 

My findings showed that there were issues of racism operating in the larger 

sociohistoric context, which speaks to some of the debates in the literature around 

raciolinguistics. In their discussion of raciolinguistic ideologies, Flores and Rosa (2015) 

argued that “additive approaches to bilingual education continue to interpret the linguistic 

practices of bilinguals through a monolingual framework that marginalizes the fluid 

linguistic practices of these communities” (p. 153). Many kindergarten and elementary 

teachers, including those in my study, discourage emergent bilinguals from speaking 

their home language (in this case, Punjabi) in the classroom and school playground. 

While they do this with good intentions (that the children get as much practice as 

possible speaking English during their school time), the ‘separate but equal’ policy can 

be seen as contributing to the children’s sense that their home languages are not valued 

at school. Ms. Tait, for example, often reminded the children to speak in English and told 

them they would need to go in ‘time out’ if they continued to speak in Punjabi. Cummins 

(2017) and many other researchers have argued that institutional racism still permeates 

the public education system based on monolingual views of bilingualism and bilingual 

education. 
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Teachers with monolingual and monoglossic views about bilingualism, according 

to García (2009), “generally believe […] that children who speak a language other than 

that of the state should be encouraged to abandon that language and instead take up 

only the dominant language”, which can have negative consequences for their language 

development (p. 51). As I learned, despite the teachers’ belief in the efficacy of strict 

separation of languages, the focal children were able to creatively use their language 

features to actively participate in sociodramatic play with other bilingual children in the 

Kindergarten classroom. Thus, translanguaging as a theoretical and pedagogical 

framework can be very useful to teachers in understanding the language practices of 

emergent bilinguals, “whether they appear at the surface and are visible or not, and as a 

means to leverage the meaning-making communicative system of all students from the 

beginning of schooling” (García & Li, 2018, p. 4). 

7.3.2. Pedagogical Implications 

Teacher Education Programs 

Several studies have demonstrated the advantages of instructional strategies 

that engage with students’ home languages in the educational context to support their 

linguistic development (Cummins, 2007; Dagenais, Walsh, Armand, & Maraillet, 2008; 

Dagenais et al., 2009; Marshall & Toohey, 2010; Schecter & Cummins, 2003; Smythe & 

Toohey, 2009). Unfortunately, many elementary teachers in BC have had little 

preparation through either their pre-service or in-service professional development 

courses to provide effective instructional strategies to support the language development 

of bilingual and multilingual students in the classroom. In response to this situation, it is 

imperative that university researchers and educators working in teacher education 

programs develop course content based on recent theoretical concepts of 

translanguaging and translanguaging space to explore the education of emergent 

bilinguals. García and Kleyn (2016, pp. 215-216), for example, recommended 

“encouraging teacher candidates to complete course readings in multiple languages, 

forming small groups with same language speakers, and exposing all students to bi- or 

multilingual presentations” to develop new understandings of language, bilingualism, and 

multilingualism. It might also be beneficial for university researchers and educators to 

share some of their research data (for example, audio or video recordings of emergent 

bilingual’s language practices) with teacher candidates and then discuss their 
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interpretations of data from their instructors’ research in small and large groups. 

Equipped with this knowledge, teacher candidates can work more effectively with 

emergent bilinguals by understanding how they use translanguaging to learn both in and 

out of the classroom. 

Researchers have also pointed out the importance of continuing to “expand 

preservice teachers’ understandings of multiple home literacies by encouraging them to 

use inquiry-based methods to learn about their students, and the literacies embedded 

within their families” (Turner & Edwards, 2009, p. 250). Numerous studies have shown 

that families play an important role in shaping their children’s early literacy development 

by drawing on their knowledge of languages and literacies. As a part of their practicum 

placements, teacher candidates can conduct conversational interviews with parents or 

even grandparents to learn more about the language(s) used at home by children and 

other family members, and then analyze their interviews based on information (e.g., 

scholarly literature) presented in the course. In doing so, teacher candidates could select 

culturally relevant books to read to emergent bilinguals who have less exposure to books 

and storybook reading at home (Ebe, 2015; Morrow et al., 2016). Also, teacher 

candidates could assist emergent bilinguals in making their own storybooks in other 

languages using new digital technologies (see, www.scribjab.com, for an example of a 

multilingual iPad application), and then invite parents and grandparents to read the 

storybooks during circle time. One of the advantages of multilingual and multimodal 

productions in schools, according to Dagenais et al. (2017, p. 4), is that it enables 

children to “create content that blends modes” to communicate their message to a wider 

audience. 

School Districts (K-7 Schools) 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the redesigned BC Punjabi curriculum is a four-year 

educational language program offered to students from Grades 5 through Grade 8 as an 

alternative to the French curriculum. I believe, on the basis of my research, that it would 

be beneficial for school districts and schools that have large numbers of Punjabi-

speaking students to offer Punjabi language education programs to students beginning 

in Kindergarten through Grade 5 to promote bilingualism and biliteracy in the early years 

of schooling. Sadhu Binning, Vice President of PLEA, has also urged the community to 

get actively involved in promoting Punjabi at every level. In so doing, PLEA has 
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successfully implemented Punjabi language classes across BC’s educational 

institutions, including at the elementary, secondary, and university levels. Then, 

“advocates can promote exposés on schools where emergent bilinguals are learning and 

where school leaders and educators are making a difference” (García & Kleifgen, 2018, 

p. 168). 

In addition, individual school districts in BC (such as Surrey Schools) tend to 

have their own language education policies, programs, and practices for the education of 

emergent bilinguals. In some schools, administrators (principals and vice-principals) play 

a powerful role in shaping their schools’ implicit or explicit language education policies. 

These policies should be developed by administrators and then discussed with the 

teachers and other support staff at the beginning of the school year. Furthermore, as we 

have seen in Chapters 5 and 6, teachers have their own beliefs about language and 

language learning, which tend to influence their classroom practices. For example, Ms. 

Tait viewed bilingualism as the mastery of two separate, autonomous languages 

(Punjabi and English), and believed these languages should be kept separate during the 

teaching and learning process. School districts should support principals, vice-principals, 

and teachers in the development of new language education policies that encourage 

students to use both English and their home language(s) in their literacy learning. 

Elementary Teachers 

Translanguaging (García, 2009) is an important concept that contributed to how I 

collected data and how I analyzed them. It is critical to support elementary teachers in 

meeting the needs of emergent bilinguals in K-7 schools across the province of BC, 

particularly in school districts where students speak languages other than English or 

French at home. For example, university researchers and educators might provide 

professional development to elementary teachers working in school districts on 

translanguaging and how to incorporate translanguaging pedagogy into their practice in 

meaningful ways. I have been fortunate to be able to work closely with school district 

officials who have supported the development of this research. Throughout the different 

phases of this research, I have had the opportunity to share some of the findings of this 

research with ECE educators and practitioners, along with resources on the importance 

of the home language, published in Punjabi. 
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In addition, university researchers can collaborate with teacher educators, 

teachers, and students in becoming ethnographers of communities by looking at the 

ways in which different languages (e.g., Punjabi, Hindi, English) are represented in 

public spaces in their communities (Dagenais et al., 2009; Gorter, 2013; Shohamy & 

Gorter, 2009; Smythe & Toohey, 2009). An example of this was a research project 

carried out by Smythe and Toohey (2009) in which Grade 4 and 5 Punjabi Sikh children 

collected data about multiple languages and literacies in their homes and communities 

through community portraits. Based on their findings, Smythe and Toohey (2009) 

argued, “that such information is crucial in the development of pedagogy that values and 

promotes the reworking of the practices, images, texts and symbols that children already 

use” (p. 37). Thus, incorporating a range of multimodal and multilingual projects may 

support educational researchers in making their research more accessible for teachers 

and their students to engage with them as research partners (Christensen & James, 

2017; Smythe & Toohey, 2009). 

In terms of literacy development, elementary teachers could expose emergent 

bilinguals to more sophisticated vocabulary found in children’s literature (e.g., picture 

storybooks) and then discuss the meanings of these words during shared reading 

sessions to deepen their understanding. Peterson and Greenberg (2017) have also 

found that “broadening the number of words that children know also significantly 

contributes to the children’s ability to communicate with specificity and has a positive 

impact on reading comprehension” (p. 15). Furthermore, teachers must offer sufficient 

support for emergent bilinguals to develop their bilingualism through high quality reading 

materials (e.g., culturally relevant books) in the language(s) of instruction. For example, 

teachers could invite children and their families to share reading materials from home 

(such as fairy tales, folk tales, poems, and so forth) with the class. Teachers could then 

use these reading materials to engage emergent bilinguals in drama activities to 

promote their oral language development. For example, The Little Red Hen and the 

Grains of Wheat by R. L. Hen (2005) was used effectively with the emergent bilingual 

children in my study, and it could have been a springboard for students to create their 

own versions for the story to perform in different languages. After reading the story 

several times, the teacher could ask the children to focus on the farm animals, and how 

to bring the animals to life using different modes including visuals, sounds, movements, 

and gestures. 
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Early Childhood Education Programs and Practitioners 

Literacy researchers (for example, Anderson & Morrison, 2007, 2011; Friedrich, 

Anderson, & Morrison, 2014; Zhang, Pelletier, & Doyle, 2010) have found that families 

who participate in early learning programs (such as the WEL program) feel more positive 

about their abilities to support their children’s literacy learning. For example, as reported 

in Chapter 5, the focal Punjabi families in my study were not exactly clear about the 

benefits of play-based approaches to teaching and learning. Instead, they preferred 

more traditional, skill-based approaches based on their own educational experiences in 

the Indian education system. Despite their different beliefs, the parents and 

grandparents expressed a willingness to learn new strategies to help their children 

succeed in school. The focal children’s families supported their children’s literacy by 

engaging them in numerous formal and informal activities such as reading dual language 

books, singing multilingual songs, creating family trees, and drawing flags of their 

countries of origin in the classroom. Some researchers have noted that “it is important to 

continue to ask what kinds of learning activities grandparents are providing for those 

children in their care” (Smythe & Toohey, 2009, p. 45, emphasis in original).  

Many ECE educators and practitioners value play and its important role in 

children’s language development. My research suggests that translanguaging during 

play, particularly dramatic and sociodramatic play, can help emergent bilingual children 

develop their oral language skills in two or more languages. As Morrow et al., (2016) 

explained, “rich talk is also more likely to occur in dramatic play. This activity presses 

children to use language to imagine, to negotiate roles, to describe actions, and to 

explain the rules of play” (p. 62). In line with this observation, as we have seen, the focal 

children used features of both languages (Punjabi and English) to interact with their 

peers during social play situations. Thus, implementing dramatic play centres that 

encourage children to develop their listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills in 

multiple languages could be helpful and others agree (for example, Friedrich, Wishart, & 

Peterson, 2018; Peterson, 2015; Shipley, 2002). In addition, research by Peterson, 

Gardner, Ings, and Vecchio (2018) with Indigenous children in Head Start classrooms 

has suggested that providing cultural materials for children to use in their dramatic play 

can deepen their cultural funds of knowledge. ECE educators and practitioners can also 

audio and video record the children’s interactions during dramatic play activities and 

then share these recordings with the children and families. 
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7.3.3. Research Implications 

Christensen and James (2017) have advocated that researchers conduct 

“research with, rather than on, children, in a desire to position children as social actors 

who are subjects, rather than objects of inquiry” to develop a fuller picture of their 

language learning experiences during the early years of schooling (p. 1, emphasis in 

original). Like other studies (for example, MacDonald, 2008), this study used digital 

photography to capture the children’s interactions with their parents, grandparents, 

teachers, and peers. The photographs from both years were developed into slide shows 

using Microsoft PowerPoint, which were then shared with the parents, grandparents, and 

children on my MacBook Pro during the semi-structured interviews. I purposefully 

selected photographs of the children engaging in literacy activities (e.g., completing 

worksheets) to generate rich discussions amongst the families about their beliefs about 

literacy, and how these beliefs influenced the kinds of activities parents and 

grandparents engaged in with their children in the classroom. In this ethnographic study, 

I believe that researching with the focal children and their parents, grandparents, and 

teachers enhanced the quality of the data, especially during the data analysis process. 

Based on my observations and interviews, I decided to explore further the focal 

children’s language practices in their Kindergarten classroom, which proved to be a bit 

more challenging than I had anticipated. As an insider researcher, I shared the same 

home language as the focal participants and often used Punjabi when speaking to the 

children as well as their parents and grandparents. During the second phase of the 

research, the children were discouraged from speaking Punjabi, which sent a powerful 

message that their home language was not welcome in the classroom. Like the children, 

I also adhered to the strict language policy of the classroom. As a result, the children 

and I often suppressed features from our language repertoires that were associated with 

Punjabi. As an insider researcher, I remember feeling confused about my role in the 

classroom. As Toohey (2018) explained: 

This brings up a dilemma that educational researchers have in participant 
observation sometimes – positioned as we are, as guests in classrooms, 
it is difficult for us to know what voice we can legitimately use with 
children or their teachers in those classrooms. But my response or non-
response to this instance of racist discourse was as someone who felt 
that participation and observation were opposites, and that my observer 
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stance at this time was more important or at least less problematic than a 
participatory stance. (p. 121) 

It might have been useful to share some of my audio and video recordings of the focal 

children’s language use during interactions with others (for example, sand, water, block 

play, and so on) with the Kindergarten teachers to provide a window into their 

translanguaging abilities. This sharing may have opened up space for the Kindergarten 

teachers to share with me their interpretations of the focal children’s language use. 

7.4. Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations to this study. First, this ethnographic study involved 

a small group of emergent bilinguals (two girls and one boy), and thus the findings 

cannot be generalized to all emergent bilinguals who are learning to speak English as 

well as another language in the province of BC. Further research with larger samples of 

emergent bilinguals from Punjabi-speaking families would help us understand more 

deeply the languages and literacies that children engage in both at home and school. As 

well, I did intensive observation in only two classrooms with two teachers. Mrs. Gill and 

Ms. Tait’s instructional practices may not represent the majority of teachers’ practices. 

Another limitation of this study is related to the children’s ELL classes. I would 

have liked to observe the three focal children during their ELL class with a different 

teacher. I could have gained a better understanding of their language practices in a 

smaller group setting. Unfortunately, the LST teacher did not permit me to observe the 

focal students during these lessons. 

Another limitation of this study is related to my position as an insider researcher.  

As a second generation, Punjabi-speaking woman, I possessed insider knowledge of the 

Punjabi Sikh community. My interpretations of the data might have been influenced by 

my cultural knowledge of the community. To overcome this challenge, Dewalt and 

Dewalt (2011) have recommended that researchers (such as myself) “take detailed jot 

notes and later write extensive field notes about things that seem obvious to them” (p. 

88). Despite these possible limitations, the findings of this study may be useful to policy 

makers, administrators, and teachers who work with emergent bilinguals and their 

families. The findings could help teachers become more familiar with the language 

practices that are embedded within the daily lives of emergent bilinguals. In the next 
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section of this conclusion, I draw on these limitations to suggest areas of future 

research. 

7.5. Future Directions 

The findings of this study provided a glimpse into the language practices of 

Punjabi-speaking children and their parents, grandparents, teachers, and peers and 

point to some areas for possible further research. First, further research is needed to 

understand the language practices of children from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds and their families. It would be beneficial for educational researchers to 

continue to examine language practices within different cultural groups. For example, a 

comparative study of Punjabi families with children living in different regions of Canada 

(like Brampton, Ontario and Surrey, BC) and the social, cultural, and political factors in 

language learning could help policy makers, educators, and researchers gain a better 

understanding of families’ language practices. 

Also, further studies would help to understand with more nuance the cultural 

literacy practices of extended family members such as grandparents. Consistent with the 

findings in other studies (Jessel et al., 2011; Marshall & Toohey, 2010; Smythe & 

Toohey, 2009), grandparents play an important role in the care of their grandchildren. It 

would be beneficial to conduct longitudinal studies to examine the intergenerational 

literacy teaching and learning between grandparents and their grandchildren as well as 

the shift in literacy practices across generations. 

Early learning programs that target emergent bilinguals and their families must 

learn more about the multiple ways in which literacy is supported within homes and 

communities. ECE practitioners need to take the time to listen to families and then 

implement instructional strategies that build upon their funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 

1992). By becoming aware of the diversity that exists in families and their literacy 

practices, practitioners can begin to develop more positive relationships with families 

and help their children build a strong literacy foundation during the early years of 

schooling. 

Last, it is critical to understand elementary teachers’ beliefs about bilingualism 

and how these beliefs influence their assessment practices over time. Findings from 



178 

such studies can provide useful information to school administrators about selecting 

appropriate assessments. University researchers and educators could also conduct 

action research projects with administrators and teachers to design their own 

assessment materials to make better assessment decisions for emergent bilinguals 

before starting Kindergarten. 

7.6. Concluding Statement 

The findings of this study highlight the opportunities for teaching and learning 

with emergent bilinguals from Punjabi language backgrounds during the early years of 

schooling. It also highlights the role of school administrators and teachers in 

implementing appropriate instructional strategies that leverage the language practices of 

emergent bilinguals, even when English or French are the official languages of 

instruction. I hope that the findings of this study will generate rich discussions amongst 

researchers, educators, and teachers, and to reconsider how to fully engage emergent 

bilinguals in meaningful literacy activities that promote the development of bilingual and 

multilingual abilities in more than one language. 
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