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With the ever-increasing number of immigrant children, and children of immigrant 

parentage, studies are needed that shed light on the impact on education of the structure and 

culture of immigrant families. The new immigrants of ethnic minorities are often isolated from 

mainstream society. Stereotypically seen as a “model minority,” working-class Chinese 

immigrants who had not achieved a high level of education before immigrating to the United 

States, and who now live in a highly literate rural university town are not only isolated from 

mainstream American society but are also separated from their own ethnic group in the 

community. This qualitative study inquires into literacy practices of working-class new Chinese 

immigrant families in a rural university town.  

Data collected from two years of interactions with members of two restaurant families 

were analyzed using narrative analysis to focus on the stories of the families. A zoom model 

approach was used to systematically organize and analyze data into four levels: The macro-level 

focused on the socio-cultural dimensions of the stories; the meso-level looked at the individual 

process of the stories; the micro-level examined the emotional dimension in the oral stories; and 

the interactional-level asks the researcher to check in on her own place in the whole process of 

the study.  
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Using a constructionist epistemology with an interactional ethnographic perspective, 

literacy practices were seen as an interactive tool that all members of the families used in order 

to navigate through the social world, construct meaning, display identity, and accomplish social 

goals. The findings illustrate the various literacy practices of these families and provide 

examples that show the culture of the families shaped from their immigrant experiences. 

Implications can be drawn by pre-service and practicing teachers to further understand the family 

literacy practices of diverse groups and can help them develop curricula that include children 

from different cultures and families. 

 



 

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Immigrant populations in the United States have increased dramatically in the last few 

decades (Fu, 2007; Oropesa, 1997; Zhou, 1997). According to the 2000 US census, the “foreign-

born” population has increased to 10 percent of the total population between 1970 and 2000, and 

the Asian population has grown from 9 to 25 percent of the immigrant population. Due to the 

increasing numbers of immigrants, immigrant issues have received attention by the educators 

and the policy makers. This has led to studies have focused on the economic and cultural 

interactions of immigrant lives and American society. With this ever-increasing number of 

immigrant children, and children of immigrant parentage (Zhou, 1997), studies are needed that 

shed light on the impact on education of the structure and culture of immigrant families.  

The term “paradigm” refers to an interpretive framework that functions as a guide for the 

researcher to determine problems and to provide theories, explanations, methods and techniques 

aimed at solving the problem (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Guba, 1990; Usher, 1996). Therefore, as 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) note, each paradigm helps the researcher form the questions and 

interpretations; in this sense, all research is guided by the way people interpret, believe, and feel 

about the world. Focusing on cultural behaviors in social contexts, interactional ethnogaphers see 

their research task as observing and interpreting how the participants in a certain cultural group 

construct the changing worlds around them in various social settings. In this research I take 

interactional ethnography as a framework to study the immigrant literacy culture of new Chinese 

immigrant families.  

Statement of the Problem 

Chinese Americans have been depicted as the model minority since the 1960’s. The media 

especially portrays Chinese Americans as problem-free individuals who are socially, financially 
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and academically successful. They are either nerds who live in the library, geeks in science and 

math, or the newcomers who started out with no money and now own a business (Wong & 

Halgin, 2006; Empleo, 2006). That may be true for some, but hardly all. Fu (2003) describes the 

way many Chinese immigrants have struggled in this country. Many of them have been 

smuggled into this country. Many have to work long hours with low wages. She also explains 

how they live and work in poor living conditions for years until they save enough money to 

obtain legal status and are able to get the rest of their family to the U.S. Stereotyped as a “model 

minority” (Xu, 1999; Li, 2004), the needs of many Asian immigrant students and their families 

have been neglected by research.  

The new immigrants of ethnic minorities are often isolated from mainstream society. In 

addition, working-class Chinese immigrants who had not achieved a high level of education 

before immigrating to the United States, and who now live in a highly literate rural university 

town are not only isolated from the mainstream American society but are also separated from 

their own ethnic group in the community. As a result, a large gap exists and there is a lot of 

misunderstanding between these families and the schools their children attend. Most obvious are 

the cultural and language barriers, but even more problematic are social and educational 

differences. These families are truly living on the edge of society. 

The major focus of many immigrant studies is on metropolitan areas where large 

immigrant populations can be found and more easily studied. However, more and more 

immigrant families are moving to rural areas due to the higher cost of living and competitive 

employment in big cities. Studies of these families are scarce.  

As the first social institution in which individuals start making sense of the world, the 

family is very important in the formation of children’s cultural identity and literacy practices. 
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Parents, as heads of the family, have a great influence on children when they start building 

concepts, knowledge and social skills, including their beliefs, values, attitudes, and ways of 

interacting. Parents also impact children’s language, identity, and literacy development.  

However, when children enter a secondary social institution, such as school, the culture 

that they bring from primary institutions (e.g., family and community) needs to be adjusted to 

school expectations. Parents in a printed-dominated world are not only expected to engage in 

their children’s schooling by helping with homework, they are also expected to be involved in 

various school policy making activities. These expectations conflict with the cultural beliefs of 

most traditional Chinese: that parents should respect the teachers and not question or interfere 

with the teaching/learning process or policy-making in school.  

Chinese parents who are socially, culturally, and educationally different from the 

mainstream literate society, and less familiar with the democratic tradition, may misunderstand 

the culture of the school. Especially for the new immigrant parents who are not highly educated 

even in their own language, the expectation of parental involvement by the school may appear 

foreign to them. English notes or newsletters sent from school do not make sense to them and 

may make the parents feel embarrassed by their lack of understanding of school language and 

culture. Children from immigrant families who brought their own cultures to the U.S. need time 

and help to adapt to new concepts of schooling. Differences between school and family literacy 

practices create various barriers for these families when they actually need extra support from the 

school.  

Although a lot of studies suggest that the school should attempt to arrange meetings with 

parents to reach these immigrant parents (Houk, 2005; Stewart, 1993), communicative methods, 

transportation problems, language barriers, and cultural issues together and individually make 
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schools and teachers step back from providing assistance. This suggests a need to study family 

literacy with a goal of eliminating barriers between schools and families, and of breaking walls 

that stand between school personnel and parents. 

Several such studies about family literacy have already been done. Taylor (1983) examined 

different beliefs and literacy practices within different white middle-class families. Heath (1983) 

researched different uses of literacy in communities of working-class and middle class families 

in the southeast USA. Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) studied the literacy practices of poor 

inner city families at home and in interactions with friends in their communities. All of these 

studies provide excellent models for studying family literacy. Related studies of families from 

different linguistic and cultural backgrounds also provide rich information on family literacy and 

a broader view of literacy and culture. Some of these studies described how parents’ attitudes on 

education may have an impact on children’s literacy practices (Stevenson et al., 1999). Others 

studied how different communities, socioeconomic levels, and attitudes of parents may influence 

children’s literacy construction and school performance (Fu, 1995, 2003; Li, 2002).  

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines’s (1988) have the significance on how literacy functioning in 

poverty, and that being literate does not equal being educated. Purcell-Gates’ (1995) in her book 

Other People’s Words examines the cycle of low literacy and shows that being in school does 

not guarantee becoming literate without the support of one’s family. Fu’s (2003) exploration of 

the experience of child immigrants in New York City’s Chinatown provides information on the 

population of new Chinese immigrants and ESL learning. Heath’s (1983) research focuses on the 

literacy practices of working-class families in White and Black communities. These studies offer 

great background knowledge for this study and show a new direction that focuses on the 
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connections between literacy, family, and culture in working-class, new Chinese immigrant 

family. 

Purpose of the Study 

As LeCompte and Presissle (1993) state, “Statements of research purpose or goals 

delineate what is to be the overall, ultimate product of the research…  (They) should reflect the 

conceptual and theoretical frameworks that guide and inform the research process” (p.37). 

Interactional ethnography follows the constructionist epistemology to form and shape the 

research goals and purposes with a belief that knowledge is not constructed out of time and place, 

but has historical and cultural specificity; it is always connected with social actions and has a 

focus on interaction and process. It also stresses “the reality of the chains of mutual knowledge 

and interdependence that constitute them” (Weber, 2001).  

Literacy is an interactive tool that all members of a family use. Literacy interactions should 

include verbal and non-verbal communication and cultural values, beliefs, and behaviors that 

parents pass to the children. The main focus of my study is the new culture that is created in a 

family out of the literacy practices in the cultural roots added to the new immigrant experiences.  

Influenced by Heath (1983), who was interested in studying the social communities in 

which children learned to act, believe, and value, I am interested in examining literacy culture in 

the family unit – the primary social institution of children. In this study I aim to explore the 

various literacy practices that happen in an immigrant family’s daily life, and how the immigrant 

experience shapes their literacy culture. With the following research questions, I will explore 

these practices of literacy by specifically examining the beliefs that the families have about 

literacy, and the ways the families function daily in different social situations as new immigrants 

in the United States:  
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1. What are the various literacy practices of the working-class new Chinese immigrant 
families?  

2. What do the different literacy practices in immigrant culture mean for the members of the 
family unit? 

Significance of the Study 

A focus on literacy practices of families from a particular minority population with a 

specific geographic and cultural background can make this study a valuable contribution to the 

field of education. Educators will have a closer view of one group of people, the stereotyped 

“model minority” who are marginalized in the society. The knowledge gained from this study 

will enable educators to counter stereotypes of any group of people and pay more attention to 

children from diverse backgrounds by appreciating their differences and valuing their individual 

experiences. 

Heath (1983) believes that the timing, location, and particular interplay of people and 

historic and social conditions can make research a unique piece of social history. This study 

examines the formats of interactions and literacy practices in low-literate, working-class new 

Chinese immigrant families in a rural college town in a southern state. At a sensitive moment 

after September 11, when American society has become suspicious of all immigrants, especially 

those from non-white ethnic groups, new immigrants have to face more complicated 

documentation issues to settle in this country and to integrate into its society. This can be 

especially difficult for children in schools. More information about how literacy is practiced in 

these families will shed light on an understanding of a social group who are surviving on the 

margin of the American society. 

My study builds on Heath’s (1983) and Dyson’s (1993) research on language, life, and 

work in family, community, and school, which extends the social environment from family to 

community and connects family with school. With a specific focus on working-class new 
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Chinese immigrant family literacy practices, I hope my study can “yield revision of school 

policy for more invitation and beneficial instructional space” (Hinchman, 2005, p.104). By using 

a theoretical perspective of interactional ethnography I also hope my study can be meaningful 

and can “promote new ways of seeing and doing research” (Dillon, 2005, p.109) that will help 

educators better understand and support children and their families who come to adopt this 

country as their home. 

Definition of Terms 

Family Literacy Practices  

From a socio-cultural perspective, literacy is not simply practiced by individuals but is 

constructed by members of groups as they engage in different literate practices for various 

functional, special purposes. In other words, how a relationship between the self and others is 

constructed plays a role in literacy practices. One has to move in socio-cultural spaces and 

always have relationships with others in order to form his/her own identity in different 

relationships, to find his/her position among these social worlds, and to define “situated 

meanings” (Gee, 1996). According to Cook-Gumperz (1986), the integrations of talk, interaction, 

values and beliefs, are literacy practices.  

The literacy practices of the children can be seen in how they interweave four cultural 

contexts – family, community, school, and mainstream society, and learn different discourses to 

function in these different worlds (Dyson, 1993, 1997; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Gee, 1996). 

Among the four social worlds, the family, as the primary social institution, has a very influential 

impact.  

Family literacy has long been an important topic in the literacy field and has been studied 

under various terms. It has focused on home environments and services, parenting or parent 

education, emergent literacy, intergenerational literacy, the “program” that connects literacy to 
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adult education, and system and policy improvement (Darling, 2004; Orellana et al., 2003; 

Wasik, 2004).  

The perspective I take in this study however, is not program setting or individual 

development. Instead, I look at family literacy as a sociocultural phenomenon and view literacy 

as an interactive tool that all family members use to navigate in the social world, to construct 

meaning, to display identity, and to accomplish social as well as personal goals (Berger and 

Luckmann, 1967; Heath, 1983; Gee, 2001b; Rogers, 2002; Orellana et al., 2003; Taylor and 

Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Rogers (2002) states that family literacy is “a set of processes that shape 

and are shaped by social institutions” (p.251); thus, studies of family literacy practices cannot be 

described as just the relationship between family and literacy. They should also be connected to 

social debates on Discourses and issues that are culturally relevant to school, families, and 

communities. The focus of my study is on family literacy practices, which as Orellana, 

Reynolds, Dorner, and Meza (2003) define, is “on processes and practices as they are situated in 

meaningful activities, not on the cognitive capacity that are required for those practices” (p.16).  

Working-Class New Immigrants 

“Working class” is always associated with poor, low-waged, blue-collar, maybe even 

ethnic minority (Hicks, 2002). Heath (1983) describes “townspeople” as those who are familiar 

with the “mainstreamers’ norm” that they follow certain ways “in dressing, entertaining 

themselves, decorating their homes, and decision-making in their job…” (p.236). They hold 

mainstream values for being successful in the workplace mostly as businessmen, lawyers, 

politicians, doctors or teachers. The “working-class” people, on the contrary, are those who tend 

to be laborers, have lower social economic status, and who do not practice behaviors that are the 

norm in the mainstream society. They also tend to have lower levels of education. 
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As Pieke (1991) states, the “majority schooling is programmed for white, middle-class 

children” (p.162). Social structure and social position thus influence educational behaviors. 

Stories in McIntyre’s (1997) Making Meaning of Whiteness, Spradley’s (1970) You Owe 

Yourself a Drunk or Kozol’s (1988) Rachel and Her Children revealed the helplessness and 

powerlessness of people who have to struggle to survive with less help from society. Multiple 

issues exist within these families between cultures and identities, and between social/economic 

and literacy practices. 

The “new immigrants,” as per Zhou’s (1997) definition, are the first and second 

generation of immigrants. In this study, the first generation simply refers to those who 

voluntarily move to the US in their adulthood; while the second generation refers to US-born 

children or the children who have arrived in the US before schooling. Adapting Zhou’s definition, 

I use the term “1.5-generation” to refer to children who have arrived in the US before adulthood, 

between the ages of 4 and 15. 

 



 

CHAPTER 2 
CONCEPTUZATION OF THE STUDY 

In this study I aim to examine literacy culture in new Chinese immigrant families. 

Therefore, the review of literature will start with an introduction to the background of this 

particular population, new Chinese immigrants, by providing a historical review of Chinese 

immigrants in the United States. In the second section of the review I discuss the theory related 

to Literacy Practices: I will summarize previous studies of literacy as cognitive development and 

literacy as social and cultural practice before narrowing the review to connections between 

literacy and family, communities, and social worlds. In the third section I move from theory to 

practice and connect educational practices related to literacy with studies of ELL (English 

Language Learner) L1/L2 acquisition, learning a second language, cultural considerations for 

ELL students, and ELL teaching and learning. With this discussion, I intend to provide a 

background and theoretical grounding for my study. 

New Chinese Immigrants in the United States 

The United States has long been known as a country composed of different ethnic and 

cultural groups. In some ways, all citizens in the United States are immigrants: Rong and Reissel 

(1998) define “immigrant” as “an alien who has voluntarily moved from one society to another” 

(p.3). The census from June 2004 shows that in 2004, every one out of nine residents in the 

United States was an immigrant (Morse, 2004). However, after Middle Eastern terrorists crashed 

hijacked American planes into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in September 2001, the 

ensuing anger and fear from “Americans” had become a challenge for new immigrants to face, 

especially those who are Asian or non-white. 
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Chinese Immigrants in American History 

The Chinese appeared in American history as early as the 18th century (Dictionary of 

American history, 1996; Yang, 2003), but it was not until 1848, when gold was discovered in 

California, that immigration really took off. A huge number of Chinese were attracted to 

emigrate to the U.S. to mine the “Golden Mountain” (Heller et al, 2000; Wepman, 2002; Yang, 

2003).  

Chinese miners were abused in the mining camps, robbed, or murdered by their “white 

neighbors” and had no protection from any authority. In 1854, the Supreme Court of California 

officially claimed that “Chinese and all other people not white are included in the prohibition 

from being witness against white” (Low, 1982). That was just the beginning of anti-Chinese 

actions in the United States. Powerful mainstream whites next persuaded the government to pass 

a Foreign Miner Tax in 1855 that forced Chinese miners to pay a highly disproportionate share 

of state taxes (Banks, 1997; Low 1982; Wepman, 2002). Furthermore, the California School Law 

was passed in 1860 to exclude particularly Chinese, as well as black and Indian children, from 

attending public schools (Low 1982; Wepman, 2002).  

The Chinese received totally different treatment than other big immigrant groups who 

arrived at almost the same time in the United States, such as the Irish and the Germans. The early 

Irish immigrants also struggled from poverty, worked low-level jobs, and were discriminated 

against because of their religion, and their experience was similar to that of the Chinese laborers. 

The Irish, however, were later accepted by the Naturalization Act of 1870 because their skin 

color was similar to the dominant culture (Lowery, 2000; Takaki, 1993). In the meantime, the 

unoffending Chinese suffered all they had suffered. In addition, they were oppressed by the Irish 

working class people and roughed up in the street with no reasons (Wepman, 2002). The violent 

attacks were never stopped by police. Instead, they were encouraged by a paper presented to 
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Congress in 1876 that stated “(t)he Chinese are inferior to any race God ever made . . . Chinese 

have no souls to save, even if they have, they are not worth sav[ing]” (Wepman, 2002, p.141). 

Even though the Chinese laborers were trying to organize to ask for help from either their weak 

government back in China or from the chief of police, governor, and mayor in San Francisco, the 

situation in the anti-Chinese societies established by white laborers had become unsolvable (Low, 

1982). 

Things got worse as the number of Chinese immigrants doubled yearly from 1880 until it 

reached its peak in 1882. With both German and Chinese immigrants had reached their highest 

numbers when the Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. This first ever restrictive 

federal immigration law in America history was designed specifically to stop the increase of 

Chinese immigrants. With this law, the Chinese became the first ethnic group to be discriminated 

against by law in American immigrant history. The Exclusion Act totally humiliated the Chinese, 

as Yang (2003) described: “the only people that [Americans] excluded by law, at that time, were 

prostitutes, lepers, and morons, and in 1882 [the Americans] added Chinese to that list.” Other 

groups struggled to attain respectability and were eventually fully accepted as “real” Americans. 

Even the German immigrants, although they were treated extremely differently before and after 

World War I, finally earned the highest reputation among all other immigrant groups (Conolly-

Smith, 2004).  

The Exclusion Act was successful in decreasing the number of new Chinese immigrants. 

Moreover, as anti-Chinese sentiments increased, many of people returned to China. Both explicit 

and implicit factors reduced the number of Chinese immigrants by half from 1890-1920 (Lowery, 

2000). Chinatowns were created in big cities by the Chinese to become a refugee, a shelter, a 
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base, and a haven for the Chinese people who decided to stay, to resist the Exclusion Act, and to 

get more adapted to “American” ways (Fu, 2003; Lowery, 2000).   

Characteristics of New Chinese Immigrants 

Chinese immigrants started to get fair attention during World War II, when China became 

an ally to the US; however, the turning point was in 1949, when Communists took over China 

and caused many students who were studying in the U.S. at the time to stay, and more scholars 

and professionals sought chances to advance their career by immigrating to this country. The 

McCarran-Walter Act in 1952, which officially codified all previous immigration legislation 

including the Chinese Exclusion Act, had marked an important year for Chinese immigrants (Fu, 

2003; Lowery, 2000; Wepman, 2002). After 70 years of obvious discrimination, Chinese 

immigrants finally got the same official equal rights as other immigrants to the United States and 

this brought more and more Chinese to the States.   

A new immigration law passed in 1965 dramatically increased the flow of Chinese 

immigrants and brought another immigration peak between 1980 and 1990 (Tong, 1996; Chiang, 

2000; Zhang & Carrasquillo, 1992). Although some researchers mention that the newcomers 

included some who lacked education and language skills (Zhang & Carrasquillo, 1996; Fu, 2003); 

most people seemed to believe that, unlike the early Chinese immigrants who were known as the 

“coolie trade,” the newcomers who arrived in the U.S. soon after 1975 had an education, spoke 

English, and had had some prior contact with Americans (Xue, 1995; Heller et al., 2000). It was 

believed that no matter what prior experience they had had in their home country, or what jobs 

they were obtaining in the US, the newcomers were professionals, had had at least some 

education in their home country, and had high motivation to learn English (Tung, 2000; Ng, 

1998). These reports may have been the reason for a new stereotype for Asian immigrants as a 

successful, law-abiding, and highly-achieving minority. Chinese immigrants have come to be 
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defined as a “model minority” along with Japanese and other Asian ethnic groups (Zhang & 

Carrasquillo, 1992, 1996; Chiang, 2000; Xue, 1995).  

However, according to Fu (2003), this is not always the case. She describes three major 

categories of recent Chinese immigrants. On the one hand, there are those who come to pursue 

an advanced education or a profession. Then there are those who come to join their families. 

There are still others who are smuggled into this country. Most of these smuggled Chinese come 

from Fuzhou, a city in a southeastern province of Fujian in China and chose Chinatown to be 

their first place to settle. This last category of Chinese immigrant clearly does not have the 

stereotypical characteristics that most people hold for the “model minority.” Most people in this 

group come from farming or fishing villages where they rarely got the chance to receive much 

education or even find a stable, reliable job. They normally start in the U.S. by receiving money 

from relatives who had emigrated earlier. Then, one by one, they bring the whole family out to 

the United States: Brothers, sisters, husbands, wives, sons and daughters. Clearly children in this 

group will experience the biggest challenges in learning school-based U.S. literacy practices. 

Literacy Practices 

The term literacy has a variety of definitions that have changed over time. The simplest 

definition of literacy is the ability to read and write (Gee, 1996; Wasik & Herrmann, 2004). But 

literacy is more than just simply reading and writing. Literacy is in our everyday lives in 

different forms from breakfast cereal boxes to the TV guide, from mechanical manuals to 

shopping lists, from making a call to geting directions. (Cushman et al., 2001). Current 

understandings of literacy have expanded even more beyond simple reading and writing. 

Literacy in the 21st century includes multiple kinds of literacy such as media and digital literacy, 

emotional literacy, and visual literacy (Street, 2000). It is also more broadly considered to 
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include social practices, which leads to examinations of cross-cultural perspectives on literacy 

(Cushman et al., 2001; Gee, 2001b; Street, 1995). 

In this section I first review theoretical definitions of literacy and then define literacy 

practices as I apply the concept in this study. To do this, I will synthesize the research of literacy 

in social, cultural, and critical perspectives. 

Literacy as Universal Psychological Skills 

The traditional view of literacy as cognitive development focused on the cognitive 

processes that happen when one reads and writes. Vygotsky (1978) developed a theoretical 

framework that combined cognition with history, social institutions, interpersonal interactions, 

cultural artifacts, cultural meanings, and cultural signs such as language (Jacob, 1992). Vygotsky 

(1978) declared that society influences the means and the development of higher mental 

functions at two levels: sociocultural history and the immediate interpersonal environment. He 

further explains these two influences on development:  

An interprersonal process is transformed into an intrapersonal one. Every function in the 
child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the 
individual level; first, between people (interpsychological), and then inside the child 
(intrapsychological)… All higher functions originate as actual relations between human 
individuals [italics as original] (Vygotsky, 1978, p.57). 

Here he was describing the interpsychological development that happens when children 

use language to interact with society and learn through these interactions. Intrapsychological 

development happens inside people as one’s dialogue with oneself weaves knowledge and one’s 

literacy into a meaningful tapestry. These theories have lead to social constructionist 

understandings of how literacy is developed in children as they learn to use language as a tool for 

making meaning.  
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Literacy as Sociocultural Practices 

A different way to conceptualize literacy focuses on the social-cultural context of literacy 

practices (Cushman et al., 2001) and their acquisition and functions. Influential figures in this 

trend, Berger and Luckmann (1967) speak of “dialectic process;” to emphasize the importance of 

social interactions. If we take literacy practices as ways of constructing meaning, according to 

Berger and Luckmann, then, meaning has to be constructed through a dialectic process of 

externalization, objectivation, and internalization. They follow Vygotsky (1962) who claimed 

that “egocentric speech is a phenomenon of the transition from interpsychic to intrapsychic 

functioning” (Vygotsky, 1962, p.133).  Vygotsky posited three processes of internalization to 

describe a series of transformations, and concludes that “(a)spects of external or communicative 

speech as well as egocentric speech turn ‘inward’ to become the basis of inner speech” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p.57). This is similar to Berger and Luckmann’s (1967) statement that an 

individual “simultaneously externalizes his own being into the social world and internalizes it as 

an objective reality” (p.65).  

Not unlike Vygotsky’s ideas about intra- and inter-psychological processes, external and 

internal context are fundamental to Cummins’ (2001) theories about how new immigrant 

bilingual children acquire English proficiency, a fundamental base for English literacy. Cummins 

defines external context as the contextual support for language and literacy learning (e.g., the 

characteristics of the language or the instructional presentation). Cummins defines the internal 

context as the resources that individuals have acquired as a result of their life experiences and 

social interactions. His point is that through personal experiences individuals actively 

contextualize and making meaningful) content and language from a range of situations. In other 

words, language and literacy acquisition cannot be separated from the social-cultural context of 

the learners.  
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Dyson (1993, 1997), grounded in Bakhtin’s theory, explains the relationship between self 

and others, inner images, and reflective images as shifting along different identities or social 

situations, which, using Gee’s term, can be called “situated meaning.” Dyson’s explanation 

builds on Berger and Luckmann’s idea of a dialectic process of meaning making. It also 

illustrates Vygotsky’s (1978) conceptualization of the interpsychological to intrapsychological 

transformation process: One moves in sociocultural space in diverse relationships with others. At 

the same time, one forms his/her identity and finds his/her position in their social worlds. This 

happens in a dialogic process: Through speaking and conversing with others, one makes meaning 

of oneself and his/her social worlds.  

                                 
text 

“I” 

Inner meaning 

Figure 2-1. The relationship between one and the social worlds.  

Literacy can be connected to social practices and interactions if the term “literacy” is not 

limited to the act of reading and writing, but is more broadly defined as social and cultural 

(Wasik & Herrmann, 2004). Heath (1982) uses term “literacy events” to describe the specific 

literacies used in particular places and time. Bruner (1986) and Gee (1996) both believe that 

literacy is not defined by individuals but is constructed by members of groups as they engage in 

different literate practices for special purposes. In other words, literacy should be viewed as 

participation in social and cultural acts by group members (Cairney & Ashton, 2002).  
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Gee (2001a) integrates social and psychological approaches to language with literacy 

studies, He believes that the focus of these studies should be social practices. He uses the term 

“Discourses” to describe the combinations of “saying (writing)-doing-being-valuing-believing” 

that are “…ways of being in the world (and) … forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, 

beliefs, attitudes, and social identities as well as gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes” 

(Gee, 2001b, p.526). These integrations of talk, interaction, values and beliefs, are literacy 

practices (Cook-Gumperz, 1986). In other words, when studying literacy practices, we are 

studying all aspects of social life, rather than a literacy-in-itself (Street, 2001), or simply human 

interaction with printed materials.   

When considering literacy as social practices that are associated with everyday life in 

different contexts, literacy practices cannot only be seen as aspects of “culture,” but also of 

power structure (Street, 2001). A critical perspective on literacy, then, involves societal 

implications of literacy, and places literacy at the center of our lives and “entangles some of the 

most difficult problems in social analysis” (Collins & Blot, 2003, p.1). By bringing in theories of 

mind, society, and education, literacy should be something that can be used to help the 

functioning of social practices in specific projects for diverse cultural actions (Luke, 1997; Gee, 

1997). 

A definition of literacy as implicated with the social emphasizes the interconnection of 

literacy and socioeconomic and political power. Theorists in this paradigm are concerned with 

the challenges and conflicts that are created when people are socialized into one linguistic 

“identity kit” (Cushman et al., 2001) with a particular set of, in Gee’s (1999) words, “situated 

meanings.” Therefore, the uses of literacy, as well as the holding or providing of access to 

literacy, can be seen in terms of power relations (Collins & Blot, 2003). In a critical perspective, 
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a definition for literacy goes beyond traditional decoding or encoding of words to include the 

process of reproducing meaning for text or society by connecting one’s life and culture to social 

structure. Literacy is also defined as a process in which new knowledge is constructed and acted 

upon by participating in all decisions that affect and control our lives (Shannon, 1995). Thus, the 

focus of this perspective of literacy is the “collective consciousness and action for social change” 

(Walter, 1999, p. 44).  

Blackledge (2000) further elaborates that the critical perspective of literacy in terms of its 

functions in society. He includes in the definition the need to share experiences within an 

interpretive community to adequately comprehend texts, and goes further to “the potential of 

written language to be a tool for people to analyze the division of power and resources in their 

society and transform discriminatory structure” (Blackledge, 2000, p.18). This new vein of 

critical literacy research includes studies of cultural diversity, linguistic minorities, second-

language learning and bilingual education, accounts of class mobility and identity politics, 

service learning and academic-community outreach initiatives, relationship between one’s life 

and social structure, and the acquisition of academic and professional discourses (Cushman et al., 

2001; Luke 1997; Shannon, 1995).  

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) mention that we cannot ignore the social processes of 

context. Heath (1999) further explains that the research on literacy has always been done within 

social contexts. Even Vygotsky and Bakhtin connected cultural interactions with different 

approaches to teaching children how to read and write. Heath found that “(e)thnicity, geographic 

location, and sociopolitical factors determined social position and orientation to mainstream 

values – not literacy or formal education as pivotal factors” (p.103). She identified four aspects 

of social practices of literacy that have been presented in most of the studies carried out in formal 
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schooling settings and also within families and communities. First of all, she believed that the 

social nature of literacy is for multiple perspectives; individuals assess different types of literacy 

within different daily situations and institutions. Secondly, different roles and forms of language 

socialization may increase work interdependently with various forms and types of literacy. The 

third aspect is that new technologies have made new spaces for viewing and creating literacies. 

The final feature of social practices of literacy concerns the social role one plays to interact and 

identify within literacy. 

Similar to Heath’s four aspects of social practices, Gee (1999) used terms such as “situated 

meanings” and “cultural models” to involve “ways of looking at how speakers and writers give 

language specific meanings within specific situations;” this put the emphasis on the cultural and 

social influence of word usage. Since all these “situated meanings” are assembled by socio-

culturally-defined experiences, with a critical perspective, if only mainstream culture is seen as 

“orthodox,” those who “use words” in different ways will have a hard time surviving in the 

literacy world that is controlled by mainstream cultural groups.  

Connections between Literacy and Families, Communities, and Social Worlds 

Parents play an important role in children’s literacy development; and programs that 

involve parents and children’s education have a significant impact on children’s cognitive 

development and academic performance (Nickse & Quezada, 1994; Paratore et al.,1999). 

However, parental involvement is known to be only one of several elements that are important 

for children’s literacy development and school achievement: Social class affects schooling too. 

“Social class shapes the resources which parents have at their disposal to comply with teachers’ 

requests for assistance” (Lareau, 2000, p.2). Working-class or limited English speaking parents 

may lack both the skills and the confidence to help their children in school. Parental involvement 
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should not be a one-way path that only asks parents to present and assist teachers in school, but 

should provide service that helps parents to support their children’s academic achievement.  

Even so, it is impossible to ignore that “schooled literacy,” to use Heath’s (1982) definition 

of literacy events “townspeople” are more familiar with, creates difficulties for children from 

different social and cultural backgrounds. The issues that affect the acquisition of literacy among 

minorities are that children have experienced unequal opportunity to use their literacy skills in a 

socially and economically meaningful and rewarding manner. Dominant group members who 

control the educational system have encouraged minorities to “perceive and define acquisition of 

literacy as an instrument of deculturation without true assimilation” (Ogbu, 1987, p.151).  

In her forward for Bridges to literacy (Dikinson, 1994), Sulzby reminds us that the 

metaphor of a bridge highlights the importance of exploring, asserting, and cultivating a positive 

set of relationships between home and school. It also highlights the importance of talk since 

different kinds of talk can provide content and structure to children as they become literate. She 

concludes that families and talk are the two themes that build a bridge to the future. Families and 

talk should not be seen as only interactions in families, but should also be seen as interactions 

between children, families, and schools. Parents need to know how to gain access to the school 

community so that they will be able to help their children become literate in different contents 

and structures. Schools have the responsibility to help create bridges by balancing the worth of 

different literacies. As Brandt (2001) states, “Understanding – not just accommodating – 

economic and technological change is a vital responsibility of a democratic school” (p.206).  

Schools are important to developing literacy but they no longer seem to be the major 

influence on literacy development (Brandt, 2001). Nowadays, literacy is sponsored in different 

ways. Hull and Schultz (2002) collect research on literacy in out-of-school settings – homes, 
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after-school programs, and community-based organizations - where literacy practices flourish. 

They try to connect the relationships between school and non-school contexts; they believe that 

“children and adults [perform] successfully in a variety of out-of-school tasks that they’ve not 

been able or eager to complete in the schoolroom” (p.3). Dyson (1993) describes how children 

from diverse backgrounds bring diverse experiences, such as drawing, talking, playing, and 

storytelling, from their social worlds to the classroom as resources teachers can use to build new 

possibilities together with the whole class. We have to remember that whatever children bring 

from their social worlds out of school can sponsor their literacy development in diverse ways. 

English Language Learners 

Regardless of your definition for literacy, language is a critical part of its foundations. 

Therefore, any study that looks at literacy must address how that foundation is acquired. ELL 

students come from a variety of cultural, linguistic, and educational backgrounds in a greater 

number than previously believed, and all of them need an environment designed to help them 

develop a deep and sophisticated understanding of language. According to Houk (2005), the term 

English Language Learner (ELL) includes both those people born in foreign countries with 

limited English language proficiency and those born into a non-English speaking family living in 

the United States. In this section I first review theories of language acquisition relevant to this 

study. Then I will discuss second language learning and the cultural curriculum. Finally, I will 

relate this discussion to studies of ELL pedagogies and teaching and learning. 

First (L1) and Second Language (L2) Acquisition 

It is believed that first language acquisition is an achievement that all human beings can 

accomplish no matter what different social, cultural, economic, and political background they 

have. Gee (1994) lists 15 principles of language learning that he believes are applicable even 

beyond this basic first language acquisition. His principles can be summarized under four big 
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ideas: First, efficacious language learning and teaching need different “inputs.” That is, learning 

a language depends on different needs, and the use of different strategies to teach and to help 

with learning, including both top-down and bottom-up teaching strategies, and various kinds of 

learning strategies. Gee’s second big idea is that teaching and learning need action, scaffolding, 

routine practices, social interactions, and social support; the learners need to interact with 

teachers, with peers, with the environment, and with society.  The third idea concerns learners’ 

experiences of the body, action, time, and space are also important in teaching and learning. 

Finally, learners need to understand their position and understand the different meanings they are 

making in different situations.  

For second language (L2) learners, Ellis (1997) states that there are many individual 

differences associated with language acquisition: It is recognized that individual learner 

differences associated with multiple factors result in a different rate of acquisition and degree of 

achievement in a second language. Among these factors, Ellis mentions first language (L1) 

background, aptitude, learning styles, motivation and personality, and social factors as those that 

influence a learner’s desire to acculturate or sense of identity.  

Gee’s (1994) principles and Ellis’ (1997) factors are fairly similar: First, to acquire a 

language, whether first or subsequent, the learner needs scaffolding, interactions with and 

support from the social environment. Secondly, prior experiences can help make sense of the 

world and create meaning. For second language (L2) learners, first language (L1) proficiency is 

as important a factor as prior knowledge. Finally, both authors suggest that different inputs in the 

classroom should be provided to accommodate different kinds of learners. 

Although the factors and principles of learning and teaching L1 and L2 seem to be similar, 

there are some differences between the two (Williams & Snipper, 1990). Gee (1994) points out 
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two interrelated aspects of L1 acquisition that are not directly ‘transferable’ to L2 in school:  The 

first one is that children are given help by those closest to them in their social environment when 

acquiring L1, but not when acquiring L2. Second, L2 acquisition is more time consuming work.  

Learning a Second Language 

To further underline Gee’s (1994) “not transferable” aspects, I cite Cummins’ (2000) 

position that the native speakers of any language start their schooling as fully competent users of 

their language. ELL children, on the other hand, start a new learning process at least five years 

later than those native speakers. He created the concepts of BICS (Basic Interpersonal 

Communicative Skills) and CALP (Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency) to distinguish 

conversational from academic language proficiency. Cummins tells us that ELL students may 

need only two years to reach a peer-appropriate level of English proficiency for everyday use 

whereas approaching grade norms in academic language use may take five to seven years. This 

distinction between BICS and CALP highlights the fact that ELL students may have more 

academic difficulties in school than native speakers due to variable language proficiency. This 

means that in addition to learning new literacy practices, ELL students need to catch up with 

their  native-speaker peers who started their English acquisition at least five years earlier. For 

this, they need support both at home and in school.  

Besides the BICS and CALP differences, other factors that contribute to advanced literacy 

development in English by ELL learners include first language literacy proficiency, basic oral 

English proficiency, interactions with native/standard English speakers, basic reading skills, and 

getting input from authentic written texts and the attention to language forms (Scarcella, 2002). 

That is to say, even for ELL students, their L2 acquisition may vary according to different levels 

of first language ability, their habits of using language, their family, and their social cultural 

backgrounds. 
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To catch up with the academic norm, ELL learners need more opportunities outside of 

school. It is not enough for L2 learners to hold only “general meanings” in certain contexts; they 

need practice with varied meanings in different contexts of use (Gee, 1994). Since the different 

types and amounts of literacy exposure that young children have at home will reflect the 

children’s literacy knowledge (Xu, 1999), family literacy programs for ELL families are 

important too.   

Cultural backgrounds impact ELL students’ learning and interactions at school, as can be 

seen by Fu (1995) who describes how Lao immigrant children’s voices can be hard hear in 

classrooms. Since their culture does not encourage these youngsters to speak up in front of 

authorities, they always sit silently in corners, far away from others. Moreover, their typical 

schoolwork does not encourage them to speak, share, and get to know others, but focuses on 

decontextualized words and meaningless language skills. If the teachers do not notice this 

cultural characteristic, and do not use different strategies in their teaching, such as creating 

student-centered and critical-thinking-oriented classrooms, these students will take even longer 

for them to acquire CALP.   

Cultural Factors in Learning a Language  

“Culture… connects traditions associated with the past and involving the transfer of 

knowledge from one generation to another. It may be transmitted through oral histories within 

families and communities or through written social accounts” (Gadsen, 2004, p.406). According 

to Boutte (2002), culture is too important to be overlooked or disregarded. However, culture 

should not be seen as a fixed core of traditions or descriptive features. It cannot be identified 

simply as ethnic background or race. There is a great amount of variation within and between 

any identifiable group, so cultural groups should not be stereotyped or over-generalized. 
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Heath (1983) studied two communities that seemed to share a common American culture 

but really illustrated how two diverse cultures can co-exist in the same geographical region. 

Trackton and Roadville represented black and white non-mainstream-culture communities. She 

reported three important conclusions based on her 10-year, longitudinal study of the ways each 

community used words to socialize its children. First, she found that patterns of language used in 

any community reinforced cultural patterns, and that the interactions within the culture 

influenced language habits throughout a child’s literacy development. Second, she described 

multiple factors involved with children’s academic success in school, especially when the 

academic success is defined as mainstream success. Third, she showed how the varied and 

complex patterns of interactions between oral and written uses of language. Her study shows that 

there are also cultural patterns that affect the use of oral and written language.  

Heath’s study described how the same language works differently in different cultures, 

Nieto (1996) identified three areas in which cultural differences affect language acquisition 

processes: learning styles, communication styles, and language differences. Nieto’s first two 

“cultural differences” are very close to Heath’s description of the ways that children socialize in 

their community and they way they use of language in learning and communication. However, 

Nieto includes one more difference (i.e., the language (linguistic) difference) as an important 

factor that affects children’s literacy learning in school. This framework may help identify the 

challenges that these children have to face. Nieto (1996) states that “…the values, attitudes, and 

behaviors taught at home are the basis for how children learn to learn” (Nieto, 1996, p.139). 

Since language is inextricably linked to culture, it is the tool that people use to express their 

cultural values and also the lens through which they view the world. Thus, according to Nieto 

(1996), the language that children bring to school inevitably affects how and what they learn. 
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However, as previously stated, we cannot generalize based only on group membership. Even 

though children from the same ethnic background may share similar characteristics, there are 

other factors, such as social class, that may be even more important than ethnicity in influencing 

learning style. 

Nieto also states that many culturally different children “fail” in school because of 

miscommunication between teachers and students. Despite the importance of language as a 

factor in learning in school, “some of the most comprehensive approaches to multicultural 

education, while include[ing] race, class, and gender concerns, have failed to include language 

issues in their conceptual framework” (Nieto, 1996, p.187).Cultural expectations cause children 

from diverse backgrounds to make choices to respond to their teachers differently.  

ELL Teaching and Learning 

A logical conclusion from the collective evidence of these earlier studies leads us to see 

how teachers and students both play roles in actively constructing meaning. Students are not the 

only learners; the teachers also need to learn from teaching and from students (Houk, 2005). As 

Nieto (2003) states, “a multicultural perspective, as helpful and progressive as it might be, 

needed to be complemented by a critical understanding of the reality of inequality in our nation’s 

schools (p.17). She states that teaching is “about – and for – democracy”. However, teaching has 

to involve love and respect. Teachers need to reflect themselves all the time; to critically think 

about self and others, to understand the identification of self, and through interactions with 

students and colleagues, teachers then will be able to create a dialectic and democratic learning 

environment.  

Shor and Freire (1987) propose a dialogic, libratory education in which a problem-posing 

participatory approach allows teachers and students to transform learning into a truly democratic, 

collaborative process. They further elaborate a teacher’s role as an artist and see teaching and 
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learning as an aesthetic endeavor because education is an act of knowing, and “knowing is such a 

beautiful thing!” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p.31). They suggest that teachers need creative ingenuity 

to adjust pedagogy for each new group of students. Through informal relationships between 

parents and kids, or formal relationships in primary school between teachers and students, 

education is linked with a permanent process of formation. Thus, a critical pedagogy that focuses 

on how to create an aesthetic learning environment where both teachers and students participate 

in and construct meaning together is important for ELL students.  

According to Boutte (2002), “encounters with different beliefs, habits, and values make us 

more aware of our own prejudices and therefore increase our self-knowledge and enable our 

personal and professional growth” (p.4). Teachers should use the opportunities to learn from 

students with diverse backgrounds, should always be ready to change and apply the change to 

reach every child in the classroom (Diller, 2004). By bringing in a cultural curriculum with a 

dialectic and hermeneutic process, both teachers and students can become more aware of 

themselves as well as of the unfamiliar “others,” and both of them can benefit from it (Houk, 

2005).  

MacGillivray et al (2004) state that “Most prepackaged curricula have been created with 

middle-class, native English speakers in mind” (MacGillivray et al, 2004, p.150). Therefore, 

cultural curriculum has been misunderstood as the integratation of all differences into a 

generalized middle-class, native English speakers’ culture. Instead of a real, diverse and equal 

cultural curriculum: Educational institutions have the intention of “moving people’s values, skills, 

and knowledge toward generalized, predictable norms, and this is especially true for minority 

students or for those [for whom] English is a second language” (Heath & Mangiola, 1991, p. 17). 
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Heath and Mangiola further claim that with this intention, some teachers may use this to force 

students to move towards the mainstream.  

This kind of strategy just takes equality to the surface level, but not to true equality. In the 

realm of cultural perspective, teachers should not only learn about their children’s lives beyond 

the school walls, they also need to create a pedagogy for all students that involves the diverse 

children and their worlds in “day-to-day activities of the classrooms, especially those depicted in 

texts and other written materials” (MacGillivray et al., 2004, p. 150). Learning to affirm 

differences does not mean that teachers should equate differentiating instruction with lower 

expectations. Nieto (1996) states that “(e)qual is not the same” (Nieto, 1996, p.136) and draws 

three educational implications: First, teachers must acknowledge the differences that children 

bring to school, including their gender, race, ethnicity, language, and social class. Second, they 

must admit the possibility that individual and cultural differences may influence how students 

learn. Third, they must accept students’ differences, make provisions for these differences, and 

view students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds as strengths that teachers can use to benefit 

the whole class.  

Synthesizing Durgunoglu and Verhoeven (1998) and Fu (1995), we can gather some ideas 

about ELL teaching and learning. First, it is important to take the cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds of ELL students into consideration for teachers’ preparation, curriculum, and 

materials. Second, teachers need to be aware of individual differences among students in order to 

aid ELL students in working out appropriate instructional strategies for individual students. 

Third, in order to encourage ELL students to speak up and participate in class activities, teachers 

should build classrooms into friendly communities; with group sharing and cooperative activities, 

ELL learners are able to acquire English by making meaning in various situations through 
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authentic practices and interactions. Finally, teachers need to help ELL students match values 

and practices between home and school.  

To help understand these values and practices, Boutte (2002) collected eleven stories and 

personal narratives from different ethnic groups, including African Americans, Asian Americans, 

European Americans, and Native Americans. The narratives include not only “minority” cultures 

but also the “White” culture. She states that inclusion of Whites in discussions of culture may 

help illustrate the role culture plays in learning for all ethnic groups. Although many Whites are 

not able and not willing to view their own ethnicity in cultural terms and thus, do not recognize 

the cultural differences among “people of colors,” McIntosh (1997) claims that we should see 

“Whiteness” as culture too.  

As illustrated in the books that were discussed earlier, when we think about children from 

diverse backgrounds, we need to think not only about children from different ethnic cultural 

groups, such as children from African American families (Dyson, 1993; Heath, 1983; Taylor, 

1983, Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988), Chinese immigrant families, (Fu, 2003; Li, 2002), 

Laotian refugee families (Fu, 1995), European Americans, Native Americans (Boutte, 2002), and 

migrant Hispanic families (Lopez, 1999), but we also need to think about children from different 

socioeconomic statuses (Brandt, 2001; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates, 1995). Both social culture 

and social environment stimulate human beings to think and to respond. Different cultures and 

different societies may “stimulate” different thinking. Children’s value systems and responses 

may also differ. The characteristics of them are often as different as the individuals, too.  

Immigrant Family Literacy Practices 

Studies of family literacy can be described as the study of relationships between family 

and literacy. It is generally believed that family is the first learning environment for children. 

Family, as a primary social institution, is where individuals early in life start their socialization in 
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the home, and with peer groups in their community, to make sense of the world and to interact 

with others. It is also where individuals get their basic structure of socialization and reassemble it 

into secondary socialization (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Gee, 2001b). Thus, family is a very 

important place for children to establish their concepts of language and literacy practices. Wasik 

and Herrmann (2004) define family literacy as literacy practices among family members and 

literacy beliefs that are transferred intergenerationally. However, family literacy practices should 

not only be seen as a way of using literacy and language in the home, but they should also be 

connected to social situations and culturally relevant issues between families and communities 

(Rogers, 2002).  

Dyson (1993, 1997, 2003) extended the social environment from family to community. 

She used the concept of “unofficial worlds” to indicate what Burger and Luckmann (1967) called 

“primary institutions.” This is what Gee called “primary socialization,” which included family 

(“Home” Sphere) and communities (“Peer” Sphere). These two “spheres” allow children to 

construct meanings through their interactions in nearby environments and also play a role in 

bridging them to the “official” sphere. The interactions, or “dialogues,” that children learn and 

use from family or community are quite important: Individuals always need to negotiate 

differences through dialogue since there are no two individuals who share exactly the same 

experiences or belong to exactly the same social worlds, even when they share certain ways of 

using English or common social experiences.  

Ethnographic Studies of Family Literacy 

A lot of researchers conduct ethnographic studies of family literacy and see literacy as an 

ongoing phenomenon of family life. These studies provide rich information on how families 

communicate among themselves and with other groups and of the importance of family and 

community in literacy practices. In the following paragraphs I examine relevant studies that 
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explore family literacy practices from different perspectives. Some studies focus on similar 

cultural backgrounds, while others compare different cultural groups. Yet others highlight 

parents’ attitudes toward literacy. Some studies deal with socio-economic influences, and still 

others emphasize the interactions between different social settings. 

Taylor (1983) studied six white middle-class families and found that even though the 

families have similar cultural and social-economic backgrounds, parents may still have different 

beliefs and literacy practices. Taylor concluded that any family activities children participated in 

at home with family members (e.g., shopping experiences, learning instructions for cooking or 

special occasions) resulted in knowledge about literacy, and were part of the families’ literacy 

histories. Taylor (1983) reminds the readers that, “The children are growing in familial contexts; 

the parents’ literate habits infuse their children’s lives with literate activities” (p.86). In other 

words, children may not get direct instruction of reading or writing from parents or other family 

members, but they acquire literacy knowledge from daily interactions with the family.  

In contrast to Taylor’s middle-class white families, Heath (1983) study focused on two 

working-class communities: one white and one African American, and one middle class African-

American community. Heath’s research on the uses of literacy among these three culturally 

distinct communities showed how the cultural beliefs of the first institution, family and 

community formed and developed children’s literacy practices. She illustrated how mainstream 

groups were socialized to think and use literacy in ways of formal schooling; however, working 

class whites and working class African Americans were taught to think and use literacy in a more 

collective way. 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) studied the literacy practices at home and with friends 

and communities of three poor inner-city families. In each of the families, the parents tried hard 
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to provide their children with a loving, safe learning environment. At the same time, they 

struggled to provide food and shelter for their children, which may have had priority over any 

other tasks. They concluded that  

…the similarities between Heath’s townspeople, Taylor’s suburban families, and the 
families in the Shay Avenue neighborhood are far more striking than the differences. Thus, 
in focusing upon the children, we cannot emphasize enough that they are active 
participants and interpreters in a social world in which texts are written and read.  

(Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1998, p. 200). 

Social Environment and Literacy 

Socioeconomic status of parents is not the only factor that influences children’s literacy 

development. The attitudes of the family and of the communities provide opportunities for 

children to interact with different literacies. The studies already mentioned looked at literacy 

practices in African American families, white-middle-class groups, working class white groups, 

and mainstream groups. Stevenson et al (1999) studied families from different linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds and found that parents’ attitudes to education also have an impact on 

children’s literacy development. Those families who provide a more favorable home 

environment for academic progress obviously play a critical role in directing children’s literacy 

into a mainstream path than those who do not. Fu’s (1995, 2003) and Li’s (2002) studies on 

Asian families break the stereotypes that children from Asian families always have better literate 

support from families and achieve higher academic performance at school. In 1995, Fu studied 

four Laotian refugee adolescents from one family. In 2003, she studied families of new Chinese 

immigrants in New York Chinatown. Li (2002) studied four Chinese immigrant families; two 

were highly literate but with lower economic means, while the other two had a higher economic 

status but limited literacy interactions and practices. Fu’s and Li’s studies show that for children 
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from immigrant families, no matter if they were born in the original country or in the US, their 

family and social environments have a great impact on their literacy development. 

Even though primary institutions, such as family and communities, provide children with 

the first chance to nourish their socialization and meaning construction, children need to start a 

more complicated interaction with various social institutions in order to better connect with the 

“real world” surrounding them. A very first secondary institution where children learn to connect 

to the real world, a world defined by “townspeople,” and where they can learn to function in 

order to survive in the mainstream, is school.  

Recapitulation 

The studies reviewed above are intended to provide a background for my study and to 

present where new Chinese working-class immigrant families stand in history and in society. 

Children from these families, no matter if they were born in a foreign country or in the US, are to 

be considered ELL students and have both language and cultural barriers to deal with. This study 

shifts the focus from what most researchers have been interested in, school literacy, to literacy 

practices out of school. Living in bicultural families and learning to function in bilingual, 

biliterate worlds, these ELL students have had a lot to overcome. in this study I aim to explore 

the influences from family and community on children, and to discover how these families 

understand literacy practices in order to help educators find a way that may better connect 

children from working-class Chinese new immigrant families to mainstream school cultural and 

literacy practices. 

 



 

CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

I have always been amazed by the stories of past experiences told by real people in real 

settings. I have always believed that real stories have the power to make an important statement. 

That is why I am so attracted by qualitative research. As Merriam (2002) states, “(q)ualitative 

research is a powerful tool for learning about our lives and the sociohistorical context in which 

we live” (p.xv).  

Glesne (1999) said that, “Learning to listen well to others’ stories and to interpret and retell 

the accounts is part of the qualitative researcher’s trade” (p.1). A qualitative researcher is an 

“interpretive bricoleur” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) who “understands that research is an 

interactive process shaped by his or her personal history, biography, gender, social class, race, 

and ethnicity, and by those of the people in the settings” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.6). He or 

she also believes in a philosophy that all human beings are guided by certain abstract principles 

that combine epistemological, ontological and methodological beliefs (Bateson, 1972; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000). As a qualitative researcher, I am interested in understanding the multiple 

constructions and interpretations of reality, even knowing they may change, at a particular point 

in time and in a particular context (Merriam, 2002). In other words, I believe that qualitative 

research can help us understand what it feels like in a setting and help us to be closer to the 

participants and to learn how they make sense of literacy (Tobin, 2005).  

This chapter provides a theoretical rationale for the study and goes on to describe the data 

sources, data collection and data analysis processes. First, I will briefly discuss constructionism 

as it is the epistemology that informs the theoretical perspective of interactional ethnography. 

Next, the descriptions of the context of the study will give readers a clearer picture of how the 

settings and participants were selected, who the participants were, and where the settings were. I 
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will describe data sources, data collection methods, and the detailed procedures of data analysis 

so that readers can follow the ways I interpreted the stories. I include preliminary results from 

my pilot study to explain how and why I revised my research plan based on my on-going 

interactions with the family. In the final section of this chapter, I establish my validation process 

before ending with a statement about my subjectivity, and a discussion of the limitations of the 

study. 

Constructionism: The Epistemology 

Epistemology is the philosophical basis of knowledge. It helps a researcher ensure the 

knowledge and the way of understand the knowledge are adequate and legitimate (Crotty, 1998; 

Maynard, 1994). Constructionists, view meaning as constructed out of engagement with realities 

in our world; there is no meaning without a mind. As Crotty (1998) states, constructionism “is 

the view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon 

human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). Ultimately, 

Constructionists focuses on the “collective generation [and transmission] of meaning” (Crotty, 

1998). From the constructionist view, meaning is not discovered but is constructed from 

interactions between individuals and worlds. Thus, the meaning of reality is constructed “as a 

function of the position or perspective taken by a culture, a social formation, or an individual 

person” (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 14). The constructionist “aims to ‘overcome’ 

representationalist epistemologies in a variety of ways . . . In a fairly unremarkable sense, we are 

all constructivists if we believe that the mind is active in the construction of knowledge” 

(Schwandt, 2000, p.197).  
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Theoretical Perspective: Interactional Ethnography 

Ethnography, as Schwandt (2007) states, uses both process and product to describe and 

interpret cultural behaviors. From an ethnographic perspective, culture is the central of the 

analytic concepts in processing the study.  

With the belief that literacy practices are constructed by members of groups, literacy can 

be examined across social and cultural contexts. From this perspective, literacy practices, literate 

actions, literate processes, are examined to see how they contribute to situated meanings within 

and across times and events in the family. The interactional ethnography used in this study 

integrates the interactional ethnography of Castanheira, Crawford, Dixon and Green (2000), 

which examines literate processes, literate actions, literate practices, and literate artifacts among 

members within a group; Purcell-Gates’s (2004) network approach to ethnography, that studies 

the literacy that occurs within social networks in a cultural domain; and F. Weber’s (2001) multi-

integrative ethnography, which sees ethnographic work as collective that depicts the social 

settings and personal history. I focus on interactions between individuals, society, and culture, 

which means the interactions among political, economic and social environments.  

Different from traditional ethnography that emphasizes the “historical-geographical study 

of peoples or cultures that involves classifications, comparisons, and explanations of cultural 

differences” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 96), interactional ethnography focuses more on the meaning 

constructed from moment-by-moment interactions among members of a social group, the 

negotiation of meaning through interactions, and “the processes, practices and artifacts that 

contribute to situated definitions” (Castanheira et al., 2000, p.357).  Adapted from LeCompte and 

Schensul (1999) and Purcell-Gates (2004, p.93), interactional ethnography is especially useful 

for the study of language and literacy for the following reasons:  

1. It is carried out in a natural setting.  
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2. It involves intimate, face-to-face interaction with participants.  

3. It presents an accurate reflection of both participants’ and researcher’s perspectives.  

4. It draws from various data sources to create cultural themes.  

5. It frames human behaviors and beliefs within a sociopolitical and historical context.  

6. It uses the concept of culture as a lens through which to interpret results.  

Heath and Street (2008) believe that ethnography can be a good fit for studying language 

and literacies since ethnography studies “the cultural patterning of interactions shapes identities 

and roles” (p.6), and language reflects identities and roles and connects individuals’ lives to 

society and fills their lives with meaning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Language also allows 

people to make meaningful connections to people around them. In studying literacy practices and 

family lives, for example, Taylor (1983) explained the relationship between the literacy practices 

of children and everyday lives as:  

. . . literacy is viewed. . . as a filter through which the social organization of the everyday 
lives of the families is accomplished. The children, as integral members of the social 
organization, use print as one medium through which they can master their surroundings. It 
enables them to build new social connections as well as to establish new environmental 
relationships, and the meanings of print are before them in their inventive constructions of 
literacy in their daily activities (p.25-26). 

As Gergen (2000) points, “If language is a central means by which we carry on our lives 

together – carrying the past into the present to create the future – then our ways of talking and 

writing become key targets of concern” (p.62). Berger and Luckmann (1967) believe that 

people’s relationships to the surrounding environment is first structured by their own biological 

constitution and then engaged in different activities. The first institution for most people is 

family. Family helps children construct their world. The culture of family surely has influence on 

children’s understanding of the social communities.  
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Settings of the Study 

Selection of Settings and Participants 

The first step in making this research possible was to find working-class, new Chinese 

immigrant families. I defined working-class new immigrant families as families in which the 

parents had limited education, who were blue-collar workers and were the first generation to the 

U.S. I selected families with school-aged children because my intention is to learn more about 

literacy culture from the family perspective and try to explore how it is dis/connected to the 

literacy culture of the school. 

In order to find my participants, I first made a list of the Asian populations that included 

Taiwanese and Chinese overseas communities in town. Being part of the Taiwanese overseas 

community, I tried to look for families from my own social circle first to see if there were 

families that fit my criteria of working-class parents with school-age children. I was hoping they 

could introduce me to more possible participants. Soon I found it was not easy. Besides the fact 

that most of the Taiwanese or Chinese families I knew in town were either graduate students or 

professionals, it was embarrassing to ask friends in my culture specifically about their literacy or 

type of work. Thus, in order to extend the range of possible participants, I made a list of 

Asian/Chinese restaurants and stores by checking the local phone book.  

After I acquired approval for my research, I started visiting the restaurants/stores and asked 

any workers who could speak mandarin Chinese if they had children aged 6 to 16. If they did, I 

asked them if they might want a free tutor. I provided volunteer tutoring in order to be able to 

enter the families. After visiting 26 restaurants and stores, I eliminated those the owners/workers 

were not Chinese, did not speak mandarin Chinese, or did not have children or their children 

were not in the age range I was seeking. Only a few of them fit my criteria, but some were very 
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suspicious and rejected me immediately. At last two families allowed me to start tutoring the 

children: The Chens1 and the Lis.  

I obtained signed consent forms from the parents and started to go to the families once or 

twice a week to help the children with their homework. A few weeks later, I discovered that the 

Li family came from a high-educational background with both parents pursuing academic careers; 

they were only working part-time in the restaurant during the academic year break. Mrs. Li soon 

quitted her part-time job and told me they did not need my tutoring anymore. The Chens, at the 

same time, asked me to extend my tutoring to their just-arrived relative’s child. After I got 

another signed consent form from the new family, the Wangs, this large extended family became 

my participant family. I also interviewed some teachers of the children but in the end I did not 

consider them participants since my focus narrowed to the family literacy practices. I will 

discuss the teachers later in this chapter.  

The Family 

The Chen family, also known as “the owner family,” had established their lives in the US 

first. The father began the adventure in 1992, and then he brought the mother and sons to the new 

world in 1996 and 1999. The Family is composed of Mr. Chen, the owner and a manager of the 

restaurant, Mrs. Chen, the other manager and the cashier of the restaurant, and their two sons, 

Sam, a 14 year-old 6th grader, and Tim, a 9 year-old 4th grader. After several years of hard-work 

and moving around to different restaurants in the southeastern US, working as waiter/waitress, 

cook, manager, and co-owner, they finally obtained legal status and the ability to purchase a 

restaurant in this rural college town.  

                                                 
1 All names of students, families, schools and places are pseudonyms. 
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Following the pioneer, more relatives of Mrs. Chen came to work for the restaurant and 

establish a home that is within walking distance of the restaurant. They are the Wang family and 

some other workers/relatives. I call them “the worker family”: Mr. Wang, the chef of the 

restaurant, Mrs. Wang, the buffet table organizer of the restaurant (also Mrs. Chen’s second elder 

sister), and their son, Xiao, who immigrated to the US at the age of 16 and started school here in 

the 8th grade.  Other members of the family include Ken (Mrs. Chen and Mrs. Wang’s nephew 

from their brother’s side), Sue (Ken’s wife) and Sen (Mrs. Chen and Mrs. Wang’s nephew from 

their sister’s side). In total there are ten people in this big restaurant family, as listed in Table 3-1. 

More details about the family and their context are provided in Chapter 4.  

Table 3-1. The extended “restaurant family” 
Name Age* Roles 
John (Maoping) Chen  40 Mr. Chen, Owner of the restaurant, the pioneer of the 

family 
Jane (Biqiu) Zhao 37 Mrs. Chen, the connecting link among the various relatives
Sam (Chong) Chen 15 7th grader, Mr. and Mrs. Chen’s son 
Tim (Tin) Chen 10 4th grader, Mr. and Mrs. Chen’s son 
Zhiyong Wang 42 The restaurant’s Chef (Mrs. Chen’s brother-in-law) 
Biqin Zhao 39 Worker in the restaurant, Mrs. Chen’s elder sister 
Xiao Wang 17 9th grader, Mr. and Mrs. Wang’s son, Mrs. Chen’s nephew 
Ken Zhao 27 Waiter in the restaurant, Mrs. Chen’s nephew 
Sue Lin 21 Waitress in the restaurant, Ken’s wife 
Sen Wang 19 Assistant cook, Mrs. Chen’s nephew 

*age in 2007 
 

The Pilot Study  

Before setting up the data collection process for the formal dissertation research, I engaged 

in various literacy activities with these families as my pilot study (e.g., library visits, shared 

reading, and reflective writing with the children). I also attended family activities when possible. 

As Bogdan and Biklen (1998) state, with a preliminary data collection and analysis, a researcher 

can be in a much better position to discuss what she plans to do and what might be in the data, as 

well as discuss the design and emerging themes in more detail. Thus, the main purpose of this 
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pilot study was to build rapport with the family, to better understand the social circle of these 

families, and to get acquainted with the children. Besides, the pilot study also helped me to 

improve my field note-taking techniques, to sharpen my observation lens, and to develop and 

shift my roles between being a participant observer/researcher and a family friend.  

The first half of the Pilot Study was from April to early June, 2005, when the Chen 

brothers were going to school everyday. Xiao had just arrived in the US and stayed in the 

restaurant while his parents worked. During the week, Xiao stayed in the restaurant until Mrs. 

Chen or I brought him back home in the afternoon for my twice weekly visit and tutoring session 

with the Chen children. Often, Mr. or Mrs. Chen was there delivering lunches. Twice I visited 

them at 3 or 4pm after Sam got home from school and Mrs. Chen brought Xiao home and 

delivered their “lunch” from the restaurant. During this time, I had informal conversation with 

parents and children before or after the tutoring. In addition, on the weekdays that I brought Xiao 

back to his parents in the restaurant, I stayed there for another hour or two to observe the 

interactions between them. 

During the weekends, I visited the restaurant and sometimes volunteered to take the 

children to church on Sunday morning. In both places, I observed their interactions with other 

people there. On some Sundays, I just stayed in the restaurant for a few hours with the families. 

The second part of the Pilot Study was conducted from June to August 2005, during 

summer vacation. I visited the family twice a week during this time, mainly to get to know the 

children and build rapport with the families. Since it was summer, the children did not go to 

school and did not need tutoring on homework assignments. So I took them to the library, where 

we normally stayed for about two hours. I just let them pick books to read by themselves for the 

first hour. During the second hour we either discussed some of the books they were reading, or I 
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asked them to write their reactions to the books. Later in the summer, after I had found a 

Summer Reading Program that was held by the local libraries, they spent the first hour of our 

regular visit in that program, each session lasted approximately 45 minutes. For the second hour, 

we read and wrote reactions, as usual.  

The staff at the Summer Reading Program encouraged the children to read and write by 

giving them a stamp for reading a book and writing a short description of it. After collecting 8 to 

10 stamps, a child would get a free gift. Once the brothers joined the program, they would go 

find books and come back to ask me if they were good for their levels. Then they would read and 

write, inspired by the idea of getting more stamps. On the second visit each week, I mostly 

focused on reviewing their reading and writing and spent a little bit more time teaching Xiao 

English.  

Besides this regular schedule, we sometimes went to parks or shopping, which the children 

enjoyed very much since their parents did not have time to take them to these places. However, 

we only did this if they had done their readings and writings as they had promised to do. They 

also came with me to some social occasions during the weekends when they felt bored at home.  

The summer tutoring helped me to build closer relationships with the families and allowed 

me to collect my pilot data. In addition, the families started to allow me to enter some “family 

territories” such as the office, the employee’s lounge in the restaurant, and the “dormitory” for 

restaurant employees. I had more chances to talk with the mothers of the boys, and they became 

more open with me, willing to talk about or share their lives with me. They also seemed to feel 

more comfortable showing me their living and working environments. Mrs. Chen started to join 

in the conversations when I visited her children in their house and she began to talk about her 

boys with me. Mrs. Wang always came out from the kitchen to say hello to me with a shy smile, 

58 



 

and remembered to bring me a drink when I picked up the boys from the restaurant. We 

exchanged phone numbers, and either the mothers or the children would call me when they 

needed help. 

The pilot study also gave me a chance to practice my research skills. However, the purpose 

of my study was to explore literacy practices at home, in interactions with the community, and in 

the participants’ literacy cultures. The summer activities were not enough for me to get data on 

this from a wide variety of environments and situations. While the pilot study had helped me to 

get closer to the family and children, it also made it easier for me to see the points that I needed 

to work harder on to reach my goal. Now that I had built trust with the family, I shifted my focus 

for my formal data collections to “family literacy practices” by engaging more deeply in family 

interactions during intensive visits. I put forth a special effort to connect and interact with the 

parents both alone and with the children.  

Pilot Study was an important stage for me to transform myself into an interactional 

ethnographer. I clarified the design of the study and modified the methods of data collection and 

analysis. During the pilot study period, in addition to building rapport with the family, I checked 

and organized my field notes to understand the family’s historical and relational background. 

These descriptive data are reported in Chapter 4.   

Data Sources 

Data were gathered from multiple sources in order to get a thorough understanding of 

family literacy culture from different perspectives. These sources were:  

 Interviews (transcribed) 

 Informal conversations (transcribed/summarized) 

 Participant-observations (field notes and reflective journal)  
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 An archive made up of artifacts collected from the families (e.g., photos, documents from 
school, photographs, and other items). 

 Instant messenger (IM) conversations with Sam (Starting in April 2006) 

Table 3-2 shows further information about the data sources categorized into transcribed 

data, researcher’s documents, and archival data with frequency. The detailed list of each source 

will be provided as appendixes C-F. The rationales of each of the data sources and the process of 

collections are explained in the data collection section. 

Table 3-2. Data sources 
Data Source Frequency of data collection 
Transcribed Data  
Semi-structured 
Interviews (30-45 min.) 

Once per individual 
Total: 6 interviews with family member, 2 interviews with school 
teachers 

Recorded Informal 
Conversations  

Various, not systematic (1-3 times for Phase I, 1-4 times a month 
for Phase II) 
Total: 31 recorded informal visits, 133 audio files 

Researcher’s document  
Researcher’s Field Notes Various, not systematic. 

Basically used as supplementary with informal conversations. 
mainly done in Pilot Study period 

Researcher’s Reflective 
Journal 

Followed by the intensive visits 

Artifacts  
Photos Various 
Children’s writing from 
school 

Various, not systematic 

IM (Instant Messenger) 
Conversations 

Various, as they occurred 
Starting in April 2006 

 
Data Collection for the Dissertation Study 

Formal data collection started in August 2005, when a new school year began, and 

continued until the end of the school year in May 2006, except for the month of December 

because of the holidays. Informal conversations were tape-recorded starting in September 2005, 

when my relationship with the family was getting closer and more natural. This continued till 

May 2006.  
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Formal interviews were conducted with family members between November and 

December of 2005 since by this time the family members were comfortable with me and were 

willing to be interviewed. During this intensive visit stage, I visited the Chen family two to three 

times a week from 2 hours to 5 hours each time. Interviews were also conducted with the school 

teachers during April 2006 towards the end of the school year. 

I had originally planned to stop collecting data at the end of the school year in early June 

2006. However, I found that the family did not fully trust me until the end of May 2006. I thus 

decided to keep in contact with the family but detached myself from the major family activities. I 

began to introduce various available resources. For example, I encouraged them to get a 

computer and an Internet connection. I also taught some family members how to use the internet 

to check flight tickets, and I assisted those who had computers to sign up for an instant 

messaging (IM) account so they could find me online.  

No data were collected in June or July, 2006 as I was out of the country in June, and the 

Chens in July. I continued gathering data between August 2006 and February 2007 on a less 

intensive basis. I officially chose February 17, 2007 as a date for closure since it was the Chinese 

New Year’s Eve celebration with the big family. After Chinese New Year, I kept casual contact 

with the family as I continuously did the data analysis. Follow-up interactions occurred 

periodically until April 2007 but were not recorded. These interactions provided opportunities 

for informal member checking, and allowed me to collect supplementary data as confirmation for 

my preliminary findings. 

In Table 3-3, I summarize the focus of the data collection process and tasks from the 

different time periods of the study. 
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Table 3-3. Data collection process  
Period Data Source and Process Research Tasks 
March 2005 Pre-study 

IRB filed 
Participants recruited 

Select participants 
Map community 

April – Aug 2005 Pilot Study 
Summer reading activities with 
children 

Build rapport 
Collect field Notes 
Background and context of the study

Sep – Dec 2005 Intensive visits Phase I 
Formal interviews with parents 
and children 
Informal conversations (recorded) 
with family members at home and 
in the restaurant 

 
Conduct interviews 
Collect field Notes 
Create archive from school work 
and home activities 

Jan – June 2006 Intensive visits, Phase II 
Formal interviews with school 
teachers 
Informal conversations (recorded) 
with family members at home and 
in the restaurant 

 
Conduct interviews 
Collect field Notes 
Create archive from school work 
and home activities 

Aug 2006 – Feb 2007 Casual visits  
Started to detach from major 
family activities 
Participant observations 

 
Collect Field Notes 
Confirm primary themes from 
informal conversations 

Feb – June 2007 On-Call visits 
Stop informal conversation 
recording 
Continue taking field notes 
Create Archive 

 
Analyze data 
Summarize notes 
Member check 

 
The original design of the study was to conduct two to three sets of interviews from the 

family members. However, after the first set of interviews, I found that a formal interview was 

not the best way to get authentic data from the family. This was especially true for the parents; 

Mr. and Mrs. Chen were pretty cynical about the situation, and I sensed they were answering the 

questions on a superficial level. The informal conversations, on the other hand, seemed more 

authentic social interactions, despite sometimes resulting in contradictory answers for 

reoccurring questions. Fortunately, the informal format also provided flexibility for on-going 

confirmation and clarification.   
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As an interactional ethnographer, I believe we created meaning together as I observed the 

families’ daily lives and interacted with them in a variety of activities and venues. I did not 

control of any literacy activities but provided help when asked to do so. In the following sections 

I describe my process of data collection and beginning understandings for each of the different 

sources and contexts. 

Participant-Observation Field Notes 

Participant-observations started from the beginning of the tutoring and moved to the focus 

on the summer activities with children as well as their interactions with parents and other family 

members. I observed all interactions between family members, family members and friends, as 

they were available.  

When I sat waiting for the children to finish their lunch or when I gave rides to the children 

or Mr. and Mrs. Wang, I asked the parents or children various questions about their past 

experiences, their family lives, and parents’ educational background. These informal interviews 

were taped-recorded. With my participant observation notes, I aimed to gather background 

information such as the parents’ educational background, literacy habits, and their family leisure 

activities. I also asked the parents about their attitudes toward their children’s education and their 

understanding of the school culture. 

I started recording field notes from the first visit. The notes were hand-written during the 

tutoring/visiting when the members were not interacting with me. Most of the hand-written notes 

were taken in the Pilot Study stage when the informal conversations were not tape-recorded. The 

notes basically reported what happened, what I saw, and what I thought as I built trust with the 

families. Data collected from observations were used to draw a geographical and social map of 

the family, to illustrate in detail the families’ backgrounds in the research, and to create patterns 
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and relationships among facts that could further help with the design of the interviews and with 

the analysis of interview data. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

As Seidman (1998) states, “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 

understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” 

(p.3). It is my interest to understand the literacy experiences that new Chinese immigrant 

families have, and to explore the culture of their literacy experiences.  

I conducted a semi-structured interview of each of the family members from the two core 

families, the Chen and the Wang family. The interviews with the parents of the Chen family took 

place at their house during the afternoons, as it was the off-peak time for the business. I could not 

interview both of the parents together since they would not leave the restaurant at the same time. 

They preferred to be interviewed at home because they felt it was quieter and more comfortable. 

Interviews with the children from the Chen family occurred in the evening after their parents had 

stopped by for food delivery. The interviews with the members of the Wang family took place at 

the “dormitory” – the house all the workers shared. The interviews took place late at night when 

the parents had finished working at the restaurant. Mrs. Wang was home first, and she was 

nervous about the interview. Thus, I combined her interview with her son’s and had both of them 

answer the same questions by taking turns. By the time Mr. Wang came home, all the other 

workers were back, too. The house was noisy and bustling. The rest of the family automatically 

got involved in the interviews and sometimes helped answer the questions.  

Finally, I planned to interview the teachers of the three children. I requested interviews 

with three teachers but only two of the teachers agreed to my request. I went through the official 

process by sending requests to the school board and received permission to get access to the 

teachers. I contacted the two teachers who had agreed to set up a time after school and 
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interviewed them. One of the three teachers I asked to interview never replied to my contacts. 

Even when I tried to contact her from the school front desk, I did not get any reply and had to 

give up interviewing the third teacher.  

My intention for conducting interviews with teachers was to see if the children interacted 

differently to what they expected from the school perspective. Also I thought it was a good 

chance to be able to get connected with the children’s teachers and to be the mediator between 

the school and the family. However, since I did not complete the whole set of the interviews (I 

spoke with only two of the teachers), and I decided to focus on data collected directly from the 

family perspective, I discarded the interview data collected with the teachers when I started my 

analysis process. Even so, the interviews were transcribed and provided me some ideas in 

coming out with implications for today’s teachers and schools.   

Each of the formal interviews started with an explanation of the process and a request for 

their help in discussing the transcription together, if I needed it. The interviewee chose the 

language in which the interview was conducted. The interviews with parents were in Chinese. 

Other interviews were in English.  

Informal Conversations and Reflective Journal 

Jorgenson (1989) suggests, “more focused observations should lead to greater involvement 

with people in the settings and specifically to informal conversations and casual questions” 

(p.84). I began to record informal conversations intensively soon after the pilot study. These 

conversations were non-structured and occurred casually. Between August 2005 and June 2006, I 

tried to keep my digital recorder with me whenever I visited the families although not all 

conversations were recorded due to malfunction of the recorder. Also, some of the visits were 

un-expected and I did not have my recorder. Whenever I was recording, I hung the recorder 

around my neck so the family members knew that the recorder was on, but it was not as formal 
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as an interview. These conversations produced valuable data since the families felt more 

comfortable to chat with me and be themselves.  

During this period of time, I visited the Chen family two to three times per week. This 

included the visits on Saturdays to a neighborhood chain bookstore or the restaurant where the 

Chen brothers would stay in the afternoon. I also visited the Wang family one to two times per 

week, including the Saturday visit to the restaurant. I would go to the restaurant around three 

o’clock in the afternoon and stay until about five since it was the off-peak time. The workers 

would have lunch at this time, so I got the chance to talk to them all. This was also the only time 

for ALL the family members to be together including the Chen family, the Wang family, and the 

extended family members. I recorded the conversations that occurred there, even though some of 

the conversations were just random chatter. After the visits, I summarized the conversations and 

wrote my reflective notes. In addition to summarizing the visits, I reflected on what happened, 

what I thought, my confusion, my doubts, and my changes to the process of the study.  

The informal conversations happened in a more casual and authentic way, and I sometimes 

noticed some inconsistent answers from the family members after I read my reflective notes. I 

would then try to bring the topics/issues into new conversations to get further clarification and 

confirmation. Informal conversations with other people in the family’s social networks further 

helped me to understand their social lives and community. 

Archive Collection 

Data were put together from the children’s school writings and the family’s daily activities 

such as notes, memos, journals, photo albums, letters, and other personal family records. As Hill 

(1993) states, “(a)rchival data typically help document the nature and extent of complex 

networks of interpersonal contact, intellectual influence, financial support, political action, 

organizational affiliations, and so on” (p.61). Except for the children’s school writing and other 
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available printed materials, family notes, photos on the wall, memos on the refrigerators, book 

shelves, and any printed materials spread throughout the house were photographed to be part of 

the archive. Some photos were taken of the children’s work, the family’s living space and social 

activities with their permission. I also kept a phone call log that recorded the frequency of phone 

conversations between Mrs. Chen (the one who called me constantly) and me. Starting from the 

second year, Sam’s instant messenger conversations with me were collected and when they were 

available, with Sam’s permission.  

The archival data helped me to understand the family’s literacy practices in different forms. 

Even checking the index of the phone conversations, it showed that short conversations were the 

communicative style of the family. The photos provided me data to draw the geographical map 

of the family and also served as reminders for me and as supplemental material to cross-check 

with various data sources during the data analysis process.  

Narratives as Cultural Representation of Self 

The collection and analysis of data are crucial steps in qualitative research. Analysis is an 

interactive process and should start in the early stages of the research process so that the early 

data can help confirm research questions and shape data collection to provide ways to answer 

them (Lyons, 2000, Hatch, 2002). The process of data analysis thus starts with forming the 

purpose and goals of the research; it is grounded in the same beliefs that underlie the whole study 

and tries to find answers to what the researcher wants to explore (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). 

Hatch (2002) believes that data analysis is “a systematic search for meaning,” and “a way to 

process qualitative data so that what has to been learned can be communicated to others” (p.148). 

The relationship between analytic perspective and methodology plays an important role in 

qualitative research (Silverman, 1998). Data analysis methods, thus, have to be closely tied to 

theoretical perspectives to consistently represent a researcher’s ways of understanding the truth 
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(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Hatch, 2002; Lyons, 2000). Data analysis is more than a step-by-step 

process to deal with data; it should be an accompaniment to the entire research process (Walford, 

2001).  

The process of data analysis, which can be seen as a combination of methodology and 

method with epistemological and ontological assumptions embedded, involves a particular 

choice of techniques used to gather and analyze data in order to help bring about the desired 

outcomes. Narrative analysis, according to Schwandt (2007), refers to “a variety of procedures 

for interpreting the narratives or stories generated in research” (p. 202). These narratives can 

include life experiences in different formats such as life histories, interviews, oral performances, 

and archives. With interactional ethnography as the theoretical framework of this study, narrative 

analysis here takes a socio-cultural approach and thus “goes beyond language structure to 

broaden interpretive frameworks that people use to make sense of everyday happenings/episodes, 

usually involving past-present-future linking” (Grbich, 2007, p. 130).  

Different from traditional narrative analysis that emphasizes the structure and uses 

techniques to carry out formal and functional analyses of narratives (Labov & Waletzky, 2003), I 

am using narratives as analytical meaning making structures. Mello (2002) states that “the 

essence of the narrative is ephemeral and personal”, and that “We must seek ways to negotiate 

meanings and findings using the stories of data, varied perceptions of the filed, and out creative 

work as writers of research discourse” (p. 232). As Mello also mentions that narrative is 

“transactional and developmental”, it can be seen as a meaning making process itself, because 

“when we share narratives with others, insights and social knowledge evolve” (p. 233). From 

Mello’s ideas, narrative can function as cognitive and perceptive structure, or create relationships 
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or connections between self, others and environment; it is a process of social and cultural 

cohesion.   

Following an the interactional ethnographical perspective that closely examines face-to-

face interactions, the socio-cultural approach of narrative analysis is precisely concerned with 

analyzing “1) the complexity and interlocking of various collective affiliations, 2) the ‘native’ 

meanings of interactions linked to the social settings in which they are embedded, and 3) the 

construction of person by interactions and by appropriated things” (Weber, 2001, p.478-479). 

Through oral and written narrative, humans re-construct meanings from experiences and 

interactions (Bruner, 1990; Lee, et. al, 2004). Thus, patterns in the narratives can reveal specifics 

about the nature of a culture. 

Data Analysis of the Narratives: The Zoom Model Approach 

The purpose of this study is to examine how literacy is practiced in working-class, new 

immigrant Chinese families that had only a basic educational background in their own country, 

and also to explore the understanding of literacy that Chinese immigrant families hold on to and 

pass on through interactions. As Mello (2002) indicates, “organizing, analyzing and discovering 

theoretical meaning from storied data can be challenging (p.233).” He concludes that it is 

suggested to use the natural functions of narratives including multiple forms of data analysis.  

To systematically organize, analyze and discover the meaning of the life stories and 

experiences from the participants, I used Pamphilon’s zoom model approach which provide 

different layers of analysis as a framework for data analysis. With the focus of human narratives, 

the analytical process moves through four zoom lenses that allow the researcher to focus in on 

the details of the individual stories and out to the big picture of the family culture.   
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The Zoom Model Approach 

Data collected from participant observations, archive collections, and interviews were 

organized and analyzed by using the Zoom model approach. Because of the mass of data I 

collected, I did not use all data in the findings sections. However, they were always used to 

cross-check with each other for clarification and confirmation.  

As Pamphilon (1999) called, the zoom model approach is “a dynamic framework for the 

analysis of life history.” He further explains that “the zoom metaphor translates [the] dynamic to 

the different dimensions within a life history, inviting us to consider the particular individual 

account within its own panorama” (p. 393). 

After the pilot study, where the focus was to understand the family’s history and members, 

I follow the zoom model approach to organize and analyze my findings from different zooms: 

the macro-zoom, the meso-zoom, the micro-zoom, and finally the interactional zoom (see Table 

3-4). 

Table 3-4. The Zoom Model 
MACRO-ZOOM MESO-ZOOM 

Dominant discourses Narrative process 
Narrative form Narrative themes 

  
MICRO-ZOOM INTERACTIONAL ZOOM 

Emotions within the narratives Narrations of Transaction 
 Narrations of Reaction 

*Adapted from Pamphilon, 1999, p.397 
 

The analysis moved through zooms to see the life stories from different dimensions (shown 

as figure 3-1): The macro-zoom “focuses on the sociocultural collective dimensions of the life 

history” (Pamphilon, 1999, p. 395). Under the macro-level analysis the two analytical foci are 

the dominant discourses, which give evidence of cultural patterns and shared discourses, and 

narrative form, which reveals cultural archetypes of the given culture in its overall construction. 

The meso-level zoom aims to reveal the culturally specific processes that impact the family, to 
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understand cultural prescriptions, and to consider the composition of narrative that enable 

relationships of Self with society. The micro-zoom focuses on the oral dimension of the story, 

which presents the emotions of the narrators that demand further consideration. The focus of the 

micro-level “reflects a commitment to maximize, not hold aside, the emotionality and affective 

complexity of the stories” (Pamphilon, 1999, p.396).   

In the interactional zoom, the researcher takes a totally different perspective to zoom in on 

his/her own places in the research. S/he examines the relationship of researcher and researched to 

reveal the researcher’s active interpretative role at every point in the study. Although the stories 

are told by the participants and collected and interpreted by the researcher, a transaction occurs 

between the tellers and the audiences (Bruner, 1990; Pamphilon, 1999). Emotional reactions may 

also occur during the process of the research. Thus, the transactions and reactions throughout the 

research allow the researcher to “use self-awareness in order to contextualize the specificity of 

myself and to transcend it” (Okely, 1992). 

Detailed procedures of data analysis and the connection with each of the zooms are 

discussed in the following paragraphs. Table 3-5 provides an overview of the data analysis 

phases.   

Table 3-5. Data analysis phases  
Stage of data 
analysis 

Primary Data Used in 
the Phase  

Task Outcomes of analysis 

Phase I Interview Data: 
Transcripts 

Macro-zoom of 
Narrative analysis 

Cultural Discourses created 

Phase II Field notes, transcripts 
of informal 
conversations, archival 
data 

Macro, Meso and Micro-
zoom of Narrative 
analysis 

Narrative styles and themes 
created. Emotions created, 
integrated themes with 
interview discourses 

Phase III Hand-written notes, 
Reflective journals 

Interactional-zoom of 
Narrative analysis 

Reexamination of the 
researcher’s role, final 
crossed-check with the 
findings 
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Figure 3-1. Graphic of zoom model approach
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Phase I: The Macro-Zoom Analysis 

For this first phase of the zoom analysis, I used interview transcripts as primary data. I am 

looking for the discourses of the family that emerged in the immigrant experiences and the 

cultural narratives surrounding them. The following steps helped me to organize the dominant 

discourse and narrative form:  

1. Look across the whole interview for themes or images that connect the interview together 
and give a certain overall coherence and texture.  

2. Sort pieces of data and find patterns of literacy culture and practices, such as formats of 
interactions, reading and writing materials, parents’ attitudes, children’s reactions, family 
beliefs, family activities, etc.  

3. Organize the pieces according to immigrant experiences and cultural traditions. 

4. Relate and revise the themes and organize the analysis into a description of family culture of 
literacy practices in working-class Chinese immigrant families. 

The major themes were created in this phase along with sub-themes that illuminate the 

major cultural Discourse. More detailed evidences from data sources other than the interview 

transcription were used to support the themes and sub-themes later.  

Phase II: The Meso and Micro-Zoom Analysis 

All data sources including interview transcripts, summaries and transcripts of informal 

conversations, field notes, and archival data were used in this phase of data analysis. Of these, 

the narratives from the informal conversations were primary.  

As Hatch stated, “(t)he logic of the interpretive model parallels that of the inductive 

models in that pieces are put together in meaningful relation in order to constrict explanations 

that help readers make sense of what’s being examined” (p. 181). Following Pamphilon (1999), 

the procedures for processing the narratives are as follows: 

1. Listen/transcribe/read the data for the sense of the whole: I listened to all of the informal 
conversations, summarized and took notes. I also examined all other data including archival 
data, field notes, and IM conversations.  
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2. Review impressions previously recorded: I reviewed the results from Phases I and II, 
rethinking themes that I created in this Phase. Then I chose the informal conversations that 
had related themes to transcribe.  

3. Reread data, coding places where interpretations are supported or challenged: I reread the 
data, transcriptions, notes and themes. I put all the themes together and organized them so as 
to create layers of overarching themes and sub-themes.  

4. Draw a draft outline: I tried to draw an outline to show the relationships between the themes 
and the research questions. 

5. Review interpretations with participants: For those questions/issues that my participants had 
different answers to, I took notes and asked the same questions to the participants to get 
clarifications or to get more information on the differences.  

6. Write a revised summary and identify excerpts that support interpretations: I kept modifying 
my interpretations according to emerging themes and sub-themes.  

In this phase, narrative styles, narrative themes and emotions were created and compared, and 

then re-examined against the dominant Discourses that were created in Phase I to cross check the 

findings from all levels. 

Phase III: Interactional-Zoom Analysis  

In the final stage of this model, the primary data were the field notes and reflective journals 

that I had recorded during the visits. Similar to the Phase II analysis procedures, the following 

are the steps that I used with the interactional-zoom level of analysis:  

1. Read the data for the sense of the whole: I read all hand-written field notes and reflective 
journals, summarized and took notes.  

2. Review impressions previously recorded: I reviewed the results from Phases I II, and III, 
reflected and collected my thinking with the discourses and the themes that I created in this 
Phase.  

3. Reread data, coding places where interpretations are supported or challenged: I reread the 
data, notes and themes. I put all the themes together and organized them into transactions and 
reactions.   

In this phase, other than identifying transactions and reactions of the researcher, all the themes 

and the sub-themes that were created from Phase I, II, and III were crossed-checked again to 

keep track of the connections from the whole study and to start to draw conclusions.  
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Validation 

In most research methods, “validity” can be seen as an epistemic criterion that indicates the 

findings not only accurately represent the phenomena to which they refer but are also backed by 

evidence (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Schwandt, 1997). In other words, validity refers to a 

qualitative research that is “plausible, credible, trustworthy, and… defensible” (Johnson, 1997). 

Some believe that validity is relative to the standards, concepts, and interactions between 

interpreters and community, and depends on whose perspective the account is based on (e.g. Fish, 

1980; Maxwell, 1992; Morgan, 1983). Since description and interpretation are two primary 

qualitative activities, it is important for qualitative researchers to be more self-aware to monitor 

and reduce their biases and to establish the credibility of the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000; 

Johnson, 1997; Maxwell, 1992).  

Angen (2000) prefers the term validation instead of validity to emphasize the way “in 

which a judgment of the trustworthiness or goodness of a piece of research is a continuous 

process occurring within a community of researchers” (p.387) and further, uses the terms 

ethnical and substantive validation as two broad sub-headings for validation. Ethnical validation 

and substantive validation mainly ask the researcher to provide “practical, generative, possible 

transformative, and hopefully nondogmatic answers to the questions we pose as researchers,” 

and also to provide “a sense of intuitive self-evidence” (Angen, 2000, p.389, 391).  

Validation, thus, emphasizes the processes of the study, and needs to be considered as 

integrated with epistemology and methods of analysis (Angen, 2000; Gergen & Gergen, 2000; 

and Scheurich, 1996). In other words, the researcher needs to continuously trace his/her own 

understandings and awareness of the work by processing understanding from other sources and 

maintaining a written record of the process. Moreover, validation should also be integrated with 

the theoretical framework, data collection, and data analysis.  
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An interactional ethnographic researcher, in an on-going process of validation, should not 

only be aware of the relationships between self and participants, but should also understand the 

interactions between participants and others. In an ethnographic study, the researcher describes 

the “dialogue,” which consists of multiple, contradictory voices from and between the researcher 

and the societies s/he is in contact with. As Angrosino (2005) states, the “ethnographic truth has 

come to be seen as many parts and no one perspective can claim privilege in the representation 

thereof” (p. 731). Purcell-Gates (2004) indicates that triangulation is required to ensure 

validation in an ethnographic study: Triangulation, in which the researcher cross-checks among 

the various data sources and with the participants, is an important procedure.  

Thus, to ensure validation in this study, different kinds of data were collected in order to 

provide different insights from participants in different situations and social environments. The 

length of the study also tends to build a close relationships with the participants and to keep the 

interactions and data collections close to the truth. Especially when the participants had different 

answers for the same questions, more informal conversations were held to discuss these 

questions and then crossed-checked with one another. Different forms of data related to similar 

issues were also collected: tape-recorded informal conversations, field notes and reflective notes 

could provide different views of the same topic. Moreover, the data collection process was an 

interactive researcher-participant activity. Besides being an interpreter who vividly replays the 

scene, background, props, and characters to clearly present the voices of the participants, the 

researcher explains rationales and interprets stories to expose the transactions and emotions 

during the research process, including those the researcher shared with the participants in the 

field. 
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Subjectivity 

As Glense (1999) suggests, to be aware of subjectivities can guide a researcher to monitor 

his/her own perspectives that might affect the ways s/he analyzes and writes up data. Monitoring 

subjectivity can help a researcher to learn more about his/her own values, attitudes, beliefs, 

interests, and needs. It makes him/her a human and a researcher, guiding him/her to find his/her 

perspectives and insights that shape the research, and find a clear topic to emphasize in writing 

(Glense, 1999; Jansen & Peshkin, 1992). Although there are some concerns about personal 

emotions that the emotions may misrepresent the perception of a researcher (Smith, 1980); some 

believe that emotions can help the researcher to identify subjectivity and to enhance the accuracy 

of an account (Glense, 1999; Jansen & Peshkin, 1992). From the different emotions that a 

researcher feels, s/he can learn who s/he really is and what keeps him/her learning.  

According to Glense (1999), the best way to become aware of subjectivity is to keep notes 

and engage it in the research. Before setting up the study, she suggests that making up an 

autobiographical account that explains the researcher’s emotional investment in the topic can 

help a researcher better recognize how the research topic intersects with his/her life. This can be 

used later to connect or compare with notes. Thus, I feel it is important to present my self-

exposure before interpreting the family.  

Chinese-Cultural-Rooted Taiwanese 

Born and raised in a Taiwanese family, I grew up immersed in traditional Chinese values 

and beliefs. These beliefs had been passed on through generations from my ancestors, who had 

immigrated to Taiwan from Fujian province, China a few hundred years ago, to my parents and 

then to me.  

The traditional Southern Chinese values and beliefs that my family holds are a mixture of 

Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. In my family, we follow the traditional rituals to celebrate 
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the holidays and to worship the ancestors or the spirits. Since my grandparents passed away in 

early days, my father, as the eldest son of his generation, took over their roles in the family and 

became the head of his five brothers and sisters. Because my father is the head of the extended 

family, we got to keep the ancestral shrine, which we worship twice a day. All family members 

come to my family home to celebrate the Lunar New Year, Dragon Boat festival, and mid-

Autumn festival. They also come back to worship our ancestors’ special days. I remember how 

my father insisted that we all needed to go back home for these festivals and family days even 

when we were out of town studying. We also needed to get together at our family tomb on the 

Tomb-sweeping Day. Even now, my father is taking care of his brothers, sisters and their 

families. Interestingly, my elder brother, as the eldest son of my generation, almost plays the 

same role as my father. All our cousins call him “gege” (means elder brother) as if he was a real 

brother and discuss any big family decisions with him seriously. To me, he plays the roles of 

father and brother, and he feels it is part of his responsibility to take care of me.  

Growing up with those cultural beliefs, we children were taught to be obedient, well-

behaved, and to do our best to honor the family. I learned that to be a child, I could only listen 

but should not question. I learned not to argue with teachers in school, but should be good in 

academic subjects in order to make my family proud. When I was younger, I doubted if my 

parents loved me because they had seldom praised me or told me they loved me. I gradually 

understood that they loved me very much without speech but with actions. They provided me all 

the support I needed without telling me. This is in Chinese culture – the implicit culture.  

Middle-Class Mainstreamer (Townsperson) 

Although my family is culturally traditional, middle-class values and beliefs have also 

influenced my ways of living and communication. My grandfather was a medical doctor. At that 

time, Taiwan was occupied by the Japanese government. Oppressed by the colonists, only those 
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Taiwanese from upper-middle class families could afford education, and only those who were 

excelled in schools could compete with the Japanese and be accepted to universities. Thus, after 

he finished his medical training, he became the first and only doctor in a small village near 

Taipei, the capital. Being a doctor meant being on top of the social pyramid. I heard stories about 

how my father was treated like a prince in town when he was little. Even after my grandfather 

passed away, my grandmother insisted that all six children be educated. This did not only mean 

school education was valued in my family; manners were seriously stressed, first under my 

grandmother’s supervision, and then by my parents.  

Both of my parents were highly educated. As I grew up, the pressure of “keeping the good 

traditions of the family” has followed me around. My father may not remember which class I 

was in, but would never forget a test day and the report card day. My mother, on the other hand, 

cared more about our manners. Even though both of my parents were working, my Mom would 

come home to cook after she got off work. My Dad would come home later right before dinner 

time. We children had to sit at the dining table to wait for all family members to sit down. We 

could not start eating before my father started eating. My mother made sure we dressed neatly 

and were clean when we went out. She made sure we greeted family guests calling them 

“uncles” or “aunts” when they came to visit us. We needed to let our parents know where we 

were going, when we were coming home, and with whom we were going out.  

Communication was encouraged in my family. Though we were asked to sit still at the 

dining table, we were expected to share what happened in school with my parents. We discussed 

big decisions with our parents before making them, asked for opinions about our lives, and got 

support for making changes. Reading was also highly encouraged in my family. While libraries 

were not as popular as today when I was little, “reading” in bookstores was one of our regular 
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weekend activities. My mom, my brother and I could stay in a bookstore for the whole day, 

sitting on the floor reading all kinds of books until my dad finished his business meeting and 

came to pick us up. When I did not have any allowance in my childhood, my parents never 

declined my request to buy books.  

Although overt emotional expression was not natural in my family, through reading, daily 

sharing at the dinner table and the encouragement of communicative relationships, my parents 

have been getting more open over the years. After I graduated from high school, I started to 

“train” my parents to accept overt expressions of emotion. We started to take equal roles arguing 

and negotiating and were not parents-children anymore.  

American Experiences 

As a Chinese-Taiwanese from a mainstream middle-class family, my position changed to a 

minority, ESL student when I moved into a new society in the United States. Using a language 

that is not my native tongue to live in a society with unfamiliar culture was not easy. As an active, 

aggressive student in Taiwanese, I was always talkative and energetic in classrooms and among 

peers. However, on entering the new society as a non-native English speaker, I had to listen 

carefully before I could react in classroom and needed to think twice before I could join casual 

conversations.  

This was not the only cultural difference I noticed. When people were telling a joke, even 

if I understood every word in the content, I could not understand the context and did not know 

what was funny. After living in the US and making some English-speaking friends, I soon 

learned more than “English.” For example, in addition to jokes, I learned that it is not polite to 

ask about a person’s salary, age or political positions. I learned that it was not polite to say 

“pissed off” in a formal presentation, even though I heard people saying it all the time.  
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In addition to my experience as an international student myself, my brother’s family has 

settled in the US and provided me with first-hand information about children in a new immigrant 

family. I thought it was hard for me to get into the mainstream culture because I was not born in 

the US. However, my nieces were born and started schooling in the US, and my experiences 

interacting with them, as well as discussions with my brother and sister-in-law, made me realize 

the difficulties that minority children have to face in the American society. Even though my 

nieces were born in the United States and had no problems in learning, they still struggled in 

interactions with others because of cultural differences.  

The children weren’t the only ones who had to struggle; the parents had to struggle to help 

the children adapt to the American mainstream socio-cultural value system, while maintaining 

their Taiwanese cultural identities. This personal experience, along with my educational 

background in TESL and my interests in family literacy, led to my interest in observing and 

learning about new immigrant families. 

These American experiences had forced me to keep examining my beliefs and my 

understanding of being a Taiwanese while getting more and more involved in living in the US. It 

also made me become more sensitive to observing cultural differences. 

Limitations  

In addition to the interpretative and the methodological limitations that I am going to 

further discuss in this section, there are limitations involving the context of the study and 

regarding the design of the study: 

 My entering the family was not a “natural” situation in that my role in their culture was not 
natural. What I have observed may have been different without me there.  

 The study started from “free tutoring” thus even though I had established a closer 
relationship with the family members along the way, they treated me as a professional and 
called me “Hsieh Laoshi” (Teacher Hsieh), which may have resulted in unequal interactive 
patterns.  
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 Even though the extended family contains 10 people and two core families, the small 
number of participant families of this study may minimize the potential to generalize the 
results. However, the particular population and the findings may lead to further inquiries 
that include more diverse groups and families.  

Interpretive Limitations: The “Self” and “the Other” 

Qualitative researchers interpret data with the belief that the researchers are the ones who 

produce meanings from data and make sense of meaning by means of the interpretive method 

they use to analyze it. Denzin (1994) claims that, “In a social science, there is only 

interpretation” (p.500, cited in Hatch, 2002, p.179). But qualitative researchers are constantly 

making interpretive judgments. Since interpretations are constructed by researchers (Hatch, 

2002), the subjectivity of the researcher may influence the view of the research since the process 

of internalization is sometimes subjective and resistant to interpretation. Although as an 

interactional ethnographic researcher, I tried to understand the whole story behind the situated 

meaning in order to interpret the participants’ stories in a way that represents the “truth,” and 

carefully consider when I was describing my position and when interpreting, the “who I am” still 

has impact on interpreting the data.  

My cultural roots helped me to be familiar with my participants who originally were from 

a province in southern China where my ancestors had come from. As a Taiwanese woman with 

roots in Chinese culture, I am a cultural insider of the participant family which gave me 

opportunities to be close to them. Speaking the same language, Mandarin Chinese, also made it 

easier for me to gain access to family contexts and to chat with each of the family members.  

However, I come from an upper middle-class family in Taiwan. I did not realize that some 

values and beliefs I had internalized as my “Chinese cultural beliefs,” were in fact influenced by 

my “family culture,” which had a “townspeople’s” perspective, rather than the broader Chinese 

culture. In the beginning of the study, this became problematic for me in interactions with the 
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participant families and in interpreting the cultural discourses. Along with the interactions with 

the families, I kept examining my own socio-cultural background and tried to think from the 

families’ perspectives. The more I understood the background and the experiences that the 

family members had gone through the more could I use a different lens to interpret the deep 

meanings of their Discourses.  

Methodological Limitations 

Including “naturally occurring” texts, which include talk, written texts, nonverbal 

interactions, and any other social language or day-to-day activities as data, and deciding which of 

these texts to use is not a simple task in and of itself. Complicating the matter further, 

transcriptions from oral texts to written texts can also be problematic (Mishler, 2003). Mishler 

argues that a problematic relation exists between reality and representation, and between 

meaning and language. Since different choices in transcribing will create constructions of 

different worlds, different transcripts are designed to fit different particular theoretical 

assumptions. For this reason, data transcription issues should be taken seriously: “our 

constructions and making them is one of our central research practices” (Mishler, 2003, p. 317). 

Finally, it is difficult to conduct a naturally occurring interaction as a research interview and yet 

this is where much of my useful came from. 

Translation issues can be problematic too. As a researcher who speaks Mandarin Chinese, I 

tried to translate the transcriptions verbatim. However, some of the texts could not be translated 

without bringing in cultural understanding and contexts. I modified the translation in order to 

make sense in English logic. This might loss some linguistic meanings but would be more 

authentic in cultural contexts. 

As for the data collection process, in order to ensure the validation of the study, different 

data sources were collected and analyzed. However, in ethnographic research, the researcher’s 
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neutrality is often difficult to maintain since large amounts of various forms of data are time 

consuming and the process of data collection and analysis can be complicated (Grbich, 2007). 

This results in inevitable choice of materials to actually use, introducing a potential source of 

bias. 

There is also a potential limitation created by taking a socio-cultural approach to narrative 

analysis in this study. While the zoom model approach provides a systematic way to interpret 

and analyze data, the perspective may be limited since it focuses more on broader interpretive 

frameworks rather than the narrow “plots” or structures of the participants’ narratives. 

Preview of the Discussions 

In Chapter 4, with a focus on introducing the context and background of the study, I begin 

the report by presenting the historical and geographical picture of the family and by discussing 

the descriptive data I collected from the restaurant family.  

Starting from Chapter 5, data are analyzed and presented following the four levels of the 

zoom model approach, one level per chapter. The macro-level of analysis presented in Chapter 5 

focuses on the socio-cultural dimensions of the stories; it corresponds to Phase I of data analysis. 

In this chapter I discuss the dominant discourse of immigrant experience and cultural archetypes 

as narrative forms.  

The meso-level of analysis presented in Chapter 6 concerns the individual process of the 

participants’ stories. This includes their styles of narration and the individual narrative themes.  

In the micro-level of analysis in Chapter 7, I examine the emotions in the oral dimensions of the 

stories. These two chapters correspond to Phase II of the data analysis. 

The interactional-level of analysis in Chapter 8 consists of my reflections in order to check 

my own place in the whole process of the study. This corresponds to Phase III of my data 

analysis as listed in Table 3-5. 



 

CHAPTER 4 
THE CONTEXT: BACKGROUND OF THE RESTAURANT FAMILY 

To fully understand a story, it is important to first meet the characters and understand the 

setting of the story. This story is about a family and its extended family members. The story 

starts with the Chen’s. The head of the family, Mr. Chen, started a restaurant, which is the setting. 

His family, also called “the owner’s family” was the main focus of the study. The extended 

family, who also work at the restuarant, includes the Wang family. They, and other relatives of 

Mrs. Chen, were the “worker’s family.” My focus was to study the culture of family literacy 

practices, and social interactions can be crucial elements of literacy practices. As stated for 

several times before, literacy is an interactive tool that all members of the family use in order to 

navigate through the social world, construct meaning, display identity, and accomplish social 

goals (Berger and Luckman, 1967; Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Gee, 1996; Gee, 2001; Heath, 1983; 

Rogers, 2002; Orellana et al, 2003; Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Wasik & Herrmann, 2004). 

For this reason, the relationships and the ways the family members interact with one another can 

be seen as part of their literacy practices. 

In this chapter, I will introduce this extended restaurant family. I use hand-written field 

notes and reflective notes as primary data to illuminate the background and the lives of the 

family and its members. We will see the family’s past and present as I describe first the history 

and the structure of the family and then their new structure as a “restaurant family.” Next, I will 

describe the restaurant, the center of family living. A brief introduction to each family member 

will provide readers a better understanding of this family. 

The Family: the Past and the Present 

The restaurant family in this study was a family of new immigrants. They had an American 

Dream, believing that they could all have better lives in the new land, and could also bring 
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fortune to the whole family, either in the new land or in their hometown. This dream was the 

motivation that made them move from a fishing village in China to the U.S., first to New York 

City, then to different other places where they could work, and finally to a University town, 

where they settled. The family members reunited one by one in the new land to work together in 

the restaurant for the same goal: A better future. For this goal, they all needed to play their roles 

well.   

Follow the Trend to Move from China to the United States 

The Southeastern Chinese have a long history of moving overseas to improve their lives. 

Throughout history, the Chinese people have suffered from wars, natural disasters and famines. 

Thus, a lot of Chinese sought to emigrate overseas where they could earn more money in order to 

provide a better life for their families. People from provinces on the southeast seashore of China, 

like Canton and Fujian, are the ones in Chinese history known for having a large population shift 

overseas. These coastal villagers immigrated to the Southeast Asian countries of Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam in early years, and later extended to the rest of the 

world. In early Chinese American immigrant history, numerous Cantonese and Fujianese 

immigrants settled in San Francisco, Boston, New York City, and Chicago. Chinatowns existed 

in these cities as early as the eighteenth century (Dictionary of American History, 1996; 

Wepman, 2002). 

The participating family was originally from Changle (pronounced Chang-Le), a village in 

northern Fujian near Fuzhou. Fuzhou is the capital of the Fujian province in southeast China and 

is located just across the strait from Taiwan. Changle is like many of the other villages near 

Fuzhou that “have a long tradition of men going abroad to make money and women taking care 

of the children and the elderly at home” (Fu, 2003, p. 1). People from this area in China seek to 

move overseas because of the limited working opportunities. Most of the Fuzhou people come to 
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the U.S. to start their lives in big cities such as New York City, where the Fuzhou people make 

up one of the largest populations in Chinatown (Fu, 2003).  

According to Mrs. Chen, the way they entered the U.S. was to find an agent who could get 

them out of China. When they arrived in the U.S. (normally in San Francisco), the adults and the 

children would be sent to different hospices. Then someone here needed to pay a certain amount 

of money and to endorse them. The first one in the family needed to take the biggest risk since 

they had to trust hometown neighbors or family friends to get them out of the hospice. After that, 

they could endorse their own family members.  

From a Fishing Village in China to a University Town in the US 

Mr. Chen was the first member of the family to be smuggled into the U.S. and started 

working in 1992. As the pioneer of the family, he arrived in New York City in the very 

beginning like most of his old neighbors. Without connections, most newcomers stayed in New 

York with very bad living conditions (Fu, 2003). Soon after Mr. Chen discovered the 

competitive work situation and the bad living conditions in New York Chinatown, he decided to 

move out and get a job in a southeastern state. After he had worked for a few years and saved 

enough money, he got his wife out of China. She arrived in the States in 1996. It took them 

another three years to get their first son out of China in 1999. From 1996 to 2001, they had 

worked as chefs, waiter/waitress, laborers, and co-owners of a restaurant. Mr. Chen could not run 

his own restaurant because he was undocumented until Mrs. Chen won an immigration case in 

the court to get legal status in 2001.  

Soon after they had legal status and had saved enough money, Mr. Chen decided to start a 

restaurant of his own. He rented an apartment in a big city in a southern state and started  
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Figure 4-1. Timeline of the family members’ arrivals and departures 

Sam Chen was 
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searching for a new place where the whole family could settle. He drove around the city and the 

surrounding area, looking for possible spots. Instead of targeting the big cities, Mr. Chen was 

looking for a small town so they could have a “simple” life. Eventually he came upon Codileton2, 

5 hours driving distance from the big city, and made his decision to buy a Chinese restaurant in 

this University town in 2001.  

After they got settled with their life and their business, they started to have the ability to 

bring more relatives over. First they brought their second son over. The Chen family was finally 

reunited after 10 years. Since they had just started a new business, they needed more workers. 

Since Mrs. Chen was the first one in her original family to settle in the United States, she was 

responsible for helping other relatives move to the United States. One by one, Mrs. Chen’s 

family members came to live and work with the Chen family. They brought daughters of her 

second brother, the son of her first brother, her sisters, and other nephews and nieces to the 

United States (See Figure 4-1 for the timeline that shows big events of the family). 

The Restaurant Community 

The center of the restaurant community was Mrs. Chen. Figure 4-2 shows Mrs. Chen’s 

family tree which indicates the relationships between all the family members. Zhiyong Wang, 

Mrs. Chen’s brother-in-law, was the first helper brought to the restaurant. Ken Zhao, Mrs. 

Chen’s Nephew was next. Then Sen Wang, another nephew of Mrs. Chen, came to join to the 

restaurant business. As the owner of the restaurant, Mr. Chen rented an apartment close to the 

restaurant for the workers to live. As more and more relatives/full-time workers came, he 

decided to buy a house for them in 2004. That became a “dormitory” for everyone, including 

other full-time workers, who were not immediate family. Later, Ken’s wife, Sue Lin, Mrs. Wang 

                                                 
2 The name of the university town is pseudonyms too. 
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and her son came to live in the dormitory, and their small community in the University town had 

formed centering the restaurant business. 

Living in a University town in the U.S. with no other ethnic social connections was totally 

different from the families’ lives in the village in China. Financially they earned much more than 

the money they could earn in the fishing village. As Mrs. Wang said, the amount of money her 

husband could earn from working in the restaurant for a month would be triple to what they 

could earn in their hometown. This caused changes in their traditional living style.  

Since it cost a lot of money and effort to get one out of China, all of the family members 

had their assigned roles in this new form of family and needed to contribute to the family 

business. Even for the women, who only took care of the children at home, needed to work in 

order to save money faster to pay for the loan that they had paid the agent, and also to bring more 

family members out.  

The business schedule, language barrier and the small community limited their social lives. 

The restaurant business ran all year long. The workers could only take turns to take off one day a 

week. They had to use this day to do the laundry out of the house (there was no laundry room in 

the house) or go shopping for their daily supplies. They could not offer any time nor get partners 

to play Mahjong (a traditional Chinese board game) as they did in China, since everyone had 

different days off. Moreover, except for the Chen family, the rest of the family members (the 

workers) did not have legal status so they could not get driver’s licenses, which restricted their 

mobility. 
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All the members of the family had different roles in the restaurant. For example, Mr. Chen 

was the “laoban” (Mr. boss). Mrs. Chen, the youngest sister of her family, became the “laoban 

niang” (Mrs. boss) in the restaurant. Their relationships more than brothers and sisters, uncles 

and aunties, or cousins; they were also coworkers, employees, and employers. The social 

community had shrunk from the whole village to a restaurant. 

The Restaurant 

The restaurant provided dining, buffet, take-out, and delivery service. It opened at around 

10:30 in the morning and closed at around 10:30 at night. Out of 365 days in a year, the 

restaurant was only closed on Thanksgiving Day. Even when some other local restaurants closed 

for the University’s Winter Break, the restaurant did not shut its door. 

The Restaurant in a University Town 

Life in Codileton typically follows the University schedule. About 65,000 of the total 

121,000 residents of the town are students and faculty (Estimated by BEBR, 2007, according to 

city official website). Other people in the town work mostly for the University. Some of the 

stores close in summer since not many students are in town, but the restaurant never takes a 

break. Their lives depended on the University town, but the family had little to do with college 

life.  

Even if the restaurant business followed the University schedule, they were very distanced 

from it. They knew about the schedule only for predicting the peak and off-peak seasons of the 

business. During the football season they needed to check the game schedule, although the 

restaurant family were not fans of the University team, because a game day on Saturday could be 

bad for the Chinese restaurant business. Once Sam, a 7th grader, complained to me that, “I don’t 

understand why people in this town are all crazy about football, I can care less!” They also knew 

that midterm and final weeks would be the peak seasons for delivery and take-out. Part-time 
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student workers came and went. They had to post a “help wanted” ad whenever the semester 

ended. When I chatted with Mr. Chen, he would talk about political issues in Taiwan but not 

about anything happening in the University town. In a way, they were cultural outsiders in their 

town.  

The Restaurant as the Center of the Family 

All the family members had to adjust their living styles to fit to the restaurant business, no 

matter if they are owners or workers, young or old: The business greatly influenced their living 

habits and lives. The workers arranged their days off depending on the restaurant schedule. The 

owners could only run their errands during the off-peak hours, normally between 3 to 5 o’clock 

in the afternoon. They ate lunch at 3pm and dinner at 10pm. They seldom planed trips ahead 

because they never know what they would need to do for the business. They all had an 

understanding that they depended on the restaurant business for their jobs, a stable life, and 

living expenses. The restaurant and its business thus were the primary concern of their lives. 

Because the restaurant was the foundation of the family, it also became a family social 

center. A table close to the service area served as a “family table,” where all the family members 

sat to rest or stopped to chat. The children had dinner here when they went to the restaurant. Mr. 

and Mrs. Chen calculated the workers’ salaries here. Ken and Sue counted their tips here. Mr. 

Wang and Sen sat here to chat with the others when the restaurant was not too busy and they did 

not have to stay in the kitchen. I knew where to find the family members when I went to visit 

them in the restaurant, this was the place I could meet and chat with them.  

The Core Family: The Owners and the House 

The Chen family (See Table 4-1) was the first family I met for the study. I first met with 

Mr. Chen when I visited the restaurant to recruit my participants. Since the Chen family was also 

the owner’s family, they had more flexibility and freedom for talk and connections. I had more 
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opportunity to contact them and had more interactions with them. The Chen family became the 

core family of the study. 

The Chen Family 

Table 4-1. The Chen family 
 Role 
of the family 

Name Age* Role outside of the family 

Father John (Maoping) Chen 40 Owner (Laoban) 
Mother Jane (Biqiu) Zhao 37 Owner’s wife (Laoban niang) 
Son Sam (Chong) Chen 15 8th grade middle school student 
Son Tim (Tin) Chen 10 5th grade elementary school student 

*age in 2007 
 

The Chen family lived 7 miles away from the restaurant. Since Mr. and Mrs. Chen were 

the only two in the whole families who had driver’s licenses, Mr. Chen purposely chose to live in 

place that was located in a well-managed community with an award-winning school zone and 

was not too close to the restaurant. Although it was not too convenient for the parents, they 

believed it was better for the children to have a life that could be different from the restaurant 

lives.  

John (Maoping) Chen, the laoban (Mr. boss) 

Mr. Chen was the first one I contacted when I visited the restaurant and volunteered to be a 

tutor. He was encouraged by a female Chinese cashier to allow me into his house. We made an 

appointment to meet at the restaurant, and then he would lead me to his house. However, when I 

went to meet with him on the day we had agreed upon, he was not there. I asked a woman 

cashier about John (Mr. Chen), and the woman looked at me suspiciously. At the time, I did not 

know that he was the owner, and that the woman was his wife. She called Mr. Chen and told me 

the direction to the house where I first met with the children. For the first few times when I 

tutored the children in the afternoon, he was home watching TV but did not talk much to me.  
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After I met with his wife, he did not interact with me much. He left his wife to deal with 

things related to family and children. As the head of the family and the restaurant, Mr. Chen 

seemed cautious and suspicious of others. He was suspicious in order to protect his family. He 

was cautious because he knew he had workers who were not family and he needed to play his 

role as a fair employer. Thus he purposely distanced himself from his relatives in the restaurant. 

Since he was the manager, he did not have a specific duty in the restaurant, but he needed 

to take over deliveries when there were not enough workers. When he was not out on a delivery, 

he walked around the restaurant to make sure everything was under control. Other times he 

stayed outside of the restaurant talking on his cell phone. All of the workers, including the 

relatives, understood that Mr. Chen had full control of the restaurant. The way they called him 

“laoban” (means boss), instead of “uncle” or “brother-in-law,” showed his status as an employer.  

Mr. Chen seemed unfriendly and suspicious of most people, but was polite to me from the 

beginning. We only nodded to each other when I visited the family or the restaurant but did not 

chat much. That was not too surprising since usually Chinese men do not see women as talking 

partners. After visiting the family for about a year, I accompanied Mr. Chen to attend a school 

meeting for Tim. Starting then, he would tell me his beliefs and expectations for his sons’ 

education. He also started to chat more and discussed some Taiwanese political issues with me. 

It seemed like he saw me differently, not just a “woman” but a “professional” who could be a 

talking partner.   

Jane (Biqiu) Zhao3, Mrs. Chen, the “laoban niang” (Mrs. Boss) 

I did not meet with Mrs. Chen the first few times I went to tutor the brothers since she was 

always at the restaurant. One day she stayed home on purpose to talk to me, and that started our 

                                                 
3 Chinese women do not have to change their last name after they get married. But normally they are still called as 
Mrs. (Husband’s last name).  
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interaction. She was really polite and nice to me in the beginning, but seemed to be keeping her 

distance from me. She left her cell phone number with me so we could keep in touch but I could 

sense the relationship between us was more like customer and clerk back then.  

During the pilot study stage, Mrs. Chen mentioned that the children had stayed with a 

Taiwanese family in a summer. It happened to be an old acquaintance of mine, Mrs. Yang. Mrs. 

Yang was a leader of the Taiwanese community, and the principle of an overseas Chinese school 

where I used to work. I talked to Mrs. Yang and she was excited to meet with me and the family. 

After I was introduced again to the family by Mrs. Yang, Mrs. Chen noticeably changed her 

attitude towards me. She trusted Mrs. Yang and so we started to build up a friendship.  

Our conversations related to children and to personal issues such as marriage, life, family 

and even clothes. She told me stories about being a youngest sister who was spoiled by her 

mother. She told me how she married Mr. Chen. She complained to me about how tired she felt 

working and taking care of the family. She gradually accepted me as another family member to 

share life with and to ask for help with things like booking tickets for family members, checking 

English documents, accompanying her to see a doctor, or even just asking for opinions. She 

would call me if I had not stopped by to visit the restaurant or the family, and would keep asking 

me if I wanted some food from the restaurant. 

Although a lot of cultural traditions were no longer kept after the Cultural Revolution in 

China, it seemed like Mrs Chen still followed them. When she told me the story about how her 

marriage was arranged by the family, she tried to convince me that it was better for a woman to 

get a husband and a family. She was also proud of having two sons and she told me they still 

believed that boys were more valuable than girls. She did not quite understand what I was doing 
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as an “old” student or a researcher, but she would greet me, remind me not to stay up too late, or 

work too much. She showed her care for me and treated me as her younger sister. 

Sam (Chong) Chen 

Sam was born in China. He stayed with his mother after his father left to go to the U.S. 

when he was 2 months old. After his mother went to the U.S. when he was 4 years old, he lived 

in China with his grandparents until he was 7. Sam finished kindergarten and first grade when he 

was living with his grandparents. He moved to the U.S. in the middle of his second grade year, 

but his parents wanted him to start over in order to learn English well. Thus, he began first grade 

at the age of eight in a southern state where his parents worked at that time, and moved to this 

small college town in 2001 to enroll in the third grade. This is the reason he is two years older 

than his peers in school. He has a Chinese name, Chong, but he asks people to call him Sam. 

Even his parents call him by his English name instead of his Chinese name. 

Sam is a smart and neat boy. He is more independent and dominating compared with his 

younger brother. He is in charge of the house when the parents are not around that he likes to 

take control of things. There, he has a clearly defined territory for himself and does not allow his 

younger brother to touch those things he sees as his belongings such as the computer in the study 

room and his bed in the bedroom. Even when his older cousin, Xiao, temporarily stayed with the 

brothers, he took control and gave orders that he expected Xiao to follow. 

Sam cared about school work very much and was always telling me about how he was 

doing in school. He was also more aggressive in getting what he believed he needed. For 

example, he asked his mother to hire a private tutor for him to help with his homework 

assignments and prepare for tests. He would contact me continuously to help him with school 

projects, or to take him to school activities or other events.   
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Sam loved art a lot. He convinced his mother to send him to an art class on Saturdays. He 

was always showing me his drawings and was very proud of his work. He told me that he wanted 

to be a game designer in the future, which combined his interest in on-line games and his passion 

for drawing. He was a homebody who could live with his computer and rarely leave the house 

after the school. 

Tim (Ting) Chen 

Tim was born in the United States. When he was 4 months old, he was sent back to China 

to live with his grandparents. He re-joined the family in the U.S. when he was 4 years old. He 

started his education in the U.S. from kindergarten. Since he was born in the U.S., the parents 

chose a Chinese name that was pronounced like an English name.  

Tim was seen and treated as a little “baby” in the family. He was short and chubby, just the 

image of a cute little boy. Since he was separated from his parents in his babyhood, they felt 

guilty, especially his mother, and tried to accommodate his needs as much as possible. Tim had 

the characteristics of a youngest child in the family – he was sweet and he liked to spend time 

with his parents. Even the relatives and the restaurant workers liked to tease him and to play with 

him. 

He liked to interact with people. He would beg his father to let him go to the restaurant or 

to go with him on deliveries. When in the restaurant, he would interact with the relatives, the 

workers, and sometimes even with the customers. He was more curious and adventurous 

compared to his elder brother. When asked where he would like to go, he reacted with 

excitement to any possible activities. After school, he liked to ride his bike in the backyard of the 

house to have his little adventures. He wanted to have company, but he only had his adventures 

alone. 

 98



 

Being a youngest child in the family was a privilege for Tim. After Sam started his art 

classes on Saturdays, Tim cried for piano classes that were offered in the same Art School. Soon 

Mrs. Chen bought a piano for him but he did not practice it much at home. He argued with his 

parents because he was not allowed to ride his bike to school like his older brother. At the same 

time, he refused the responsibilities that the family asked him to share, such as the family chores, 

saying that he was too little to take the responsibilities. He did not take school work as seriously 

as his brother. He would not complete his assignments without pushing or reminders. He hid his 

report cards from his parents and being the “baby” was his excuse for his poor performance in 

school.  

The House 

The house that the Chen family own and live in is a new house with a master bedroom and 

a small room in one wing, and two other bedrooms in the other wing. In between are the family 

room, living room, dining room, and kitchen. Figure 4-2 shows the floor plan of the house. All 

the middle areas are fully furnished. When I first visited the family in April 2005, out of the four 

bedrooms, only the master bedroom was fully furnished with a king-size bed, some book shelves, 

drawers, and an entertainment center. 

Although Sam did not like to share a room with his younger brother, he had no choice at 

the time. The bothers shared one of the two rooms in the wing opposite the master bedroom. 

They slept on bunk beds with no bedding sheets on them. Besides the bunk beds, there was a 

desk for Tim, some toys, and clothes spread out on the floor and in the closet. Overall, the room 

looked empty.  

When Xiao arrived in April 2005, he took the other bedroom across from the brothers’ 

room. In that room there was a full-size bed covered with a plastic cover, but with no bedding at 

all. The bed and a desk were the only furniture in that room. Xiao used the bed without even 
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tearing the plastic cover off and just brought a comforter and a pillow. He stayed there for the 

first summer with the Chen family. Then, he moved to the dorm to be with his parents when 

school began in August.  

Later in December, Jianan, a newly arrived cousin, took the same room that Xiao had used. 

He only stayed for a few months and then moved to New York City to be with his sisters. After 

Jianan moved out, Sam was finally able to move to that room. He took the plastic wrap off, but 

there were still no sheets on the bed. 

The small room by the master bedroom was furnished only with one study table and a 

broken computer; there were no chairs at all. Some books and notebooks were on the shelves or 

on the table. Toys and games were scattered on the floor. Sam claimed that this was his “study 

room” but never studied there. Even so, Tim was not allowed to enter either Sam’s “study room” 

or his bedroom once the boys had separate bedrooms.  

The dining room was on the left side of the front door and was the first thing I noticed 

when I visited the family. A long, deluxe dining table with china vases and crystal glasses on it 

was under a chandelier. The table was surrounded by a set of eight antique looking chairs. This 

was the place where the brothers were tutored for the first few months. 

Living room is a large open space in the house where Tim stays the most of the time. 

When Mr. Chen comes home, Tim moves to dining area and leaves the TV to Mr. Chen’s control. 

A big television set was the main furniture in the family room. When Tim is home, he always 

keeps the TV on. A few months after my first visit, Mr. Chen bought a new sofa set and replaced 

the carpet. 
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Figure 4-3. The Chens’ house  

 The dining area where the family usually ate looked more like a hallway between the 

family living room and the kitchen. I saw restaurant take-out boxes on the plain-styled dining 

table all the time. There were some chairs around the table, but the brothers always complained 

that those chairs were broken. Once I had built a closer relationship with the family (after a few 

months), we stopped using the guest dining room and mostly chatted or worked in this family 

dining room, or even in the kitchen. The kitchen was fully-furnished with a door that connected 

with the laundry room, and led to the garage. 
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The living room, located at the end of the entrance hall way, was furnished as an office. It 

was equipped with an oak office desk and a whole set of computer desks and a computer. The 

boys seldom touched the oak office desk, which had piles of bills and restaurant order forms on it 

all the time. However, the other desk with a computer, printer, and a big flat-screen monitor was 

Sam’s territory. When Mr. Chen was not home, the area was totally under Sam’s control. Sam 

used the computer all the time and did not allow Tim to touch it. 

The Community: The Workers and the Dormitory 

I call the whole family the “restaurant family” with the Chen family at the center; they held 

the power and other family members depend on them. The workers family lived separately from 

the owners. The workers, including the Wang family, the young couple Ken and Sue, and 

another family member Sen, all lived together and shared a house with four Mexicans who also 

worked at the restaurant. These people worked together and lived together in a house that was 5 

minutes walking distance to the restaurant. Different to the owner family, their lack of mobility 

and the language barriers limited their lives to an area within walking distance of the restaurant. 

So the workers of the restaurant all shared the dormitory and became each others’ only social 

community.  

The Wang Family 

Mr. Wang was the first one to move to the U.S. in around 2001. Xiao and Mrs. Wang 

arrived in April of 2005. During that summer, their son, Xiao, was sent to live with his cousins 

Sam and Tim. Xiao had a younger sister in China but the family did not have enough money to 

bring her out with them so she was left behind. Table 4-2 showed the members of the Wang 

family. 
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Table 4-2. The Wang family 
Role in the 
family 

Name Age* Role in the Restaurant 

Father Zhiyong Wang 42 Chef 
Mother  Biqin Zhao 39 Buffet table server 
Son Xiao Wang 17 9th grade ESL student in high 

school  
Daughter  Ai Wang (in 

China) 
  

*age in 2007 
 
Zhiyong Wang and Biqin Zhao (Mrs. Wang) 

Mr. Wang worked as a chef in the restaurant. I hardly saw him at the beginning of the 

study. Mr. Wang liked to wear a hat when he worked. He was strong and short and spoke with a 

loud and clear voice. Mrs. Wang was Mrs. Chen’s elder sister. She did not work in China so it 

was a new experience for her to work in the restaurant.  

Both Mr. and Mrs. Wang treated me as a teacher and showed the proper respect. They 

always told me to “be more strict” with their son. Although both of them were warm and nice to 

me, they did not have time to chat with me often. Whenever I visited them in the restaurant, Mr. 

Wang was busy in the kitchen, and Mrs. Wang was busy checking the buffet serving tables.  

I started to have a closer relationship with Mrs. Wang when I took Xiao to school and 

needed one of Xiao’s parents to be present with me. I had several chances to chat with her when 

we were sitting by the school board office waiting for Xiao to take an ESL test in middle school, 

or at the hospital where Xiao needed to get a certificate of health. She told me that her life in 

China was much better and relaxing. Back there, she played Mah-jong with her neighbors and 

friends whenever she wanted. Her parents-in-law also took care of the children. Since she was a 

house-wife there, she had more social activities and showed an interest in attending some 

activities in town. So, I contacted local Chinese Church and brought her to the church. However, 
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after the first visit, she told me she needed to work late at night so she could not get up early for 

the worship service.  

Mrs. Wang worried about her son a lot. She asked me to check on Xiao whenever I visited 

the restaurant. When Xiao started attending school, he registered late and could not ride the 

school bus for a few weeks. Mrs. Wang took him to school by bike, which took her 20 minutes 

each way. She normally could get up at 10 in the morning for work, but she got up at seven for 

her son in order to take him to school. She did this even though I told her several times that Xiao 

could take a city bus to school and that he was already 16 years old and would be able to take 

care of himself. She worried about him not being able to speak English and insisted on taking 

him to school by bike.  

Xiao Wang 

Xiao was 15 years old when I first met him. He was skinny and short at that time and he 

looked much younger than his real age. He gained weight in the two years of the study but did 

not grow any inch taller so he became short and chubby, but still looked young. Even in China, 

he should have been in 9th grade, but he was only in 8th grade when he left and had not even 

finished that. He said he did not like school too much, so he had quit for a year and later returned. 

He did not speak or read much English even though, as he told me, English was one of the core 

subjects in middle school in China. He admitted to me that he never got good grades in English 

and did not like it at all.  

Xiao was very quiet and did not speak much. He did not always answer questions whether 

they were from me, from his parents or from other relatives. If he answered, the sentences would 

be short. Most of the time I needed to repeat my questions and wait out the pauses before he said 

anything. He did not look at me when I talked to him. It seemed like the outside world did not 
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have anything to do with him. Especially in an environment full of English, he chose to ignore 

English.  

Instead of hanging around with Sam, who was closer to his age, he tended to hang out with 

Tim all the time. Although he still did not talk much, Tim shared his territory (the living room 

with the TV), and he would listen to Tim. After the semester began, Xiao moved to live with his 

parents in the dormitory. He had fewer interactions with his brother but started to be closer to the 

“restaurant” community. 

The Others 

The “others” refer to the other relatives that also worked in the restaurant (Table 4-3). In 

fact, all the full time workers were relatives of the Chen Family. I did not formally interview “the 

others” but still considered them part of the “community.”  

Table 4-3. The other family members  
Name Relationship Age* Role in the Restaurant 
Ken Zhao Mrs. Chen’s 

nephew 
27 Waiter 

Sue Lin Ken’s wife 21 Waitress 
Jianan Zhao Mrs. Chen’s 

nephew 
19 Chef Assistant 

*age in 2007 

Ken (Zhonghe) Zhao and Sue (Xiujuan) Lin 

Ken is Jane’s nephew (her elder brother’s second son). He worked as a waiter in the 

restaurant. After he graduated from high school in China, he came to the U.S. to work in his 

aunt’s restaurant. He was the most popular waiter in the restaurant. He chatted with the 

customers and he always had a smile on his face. His wife, Sue, used to work in another 

restaurant with Ken’s other aunt and uncle (Sen’s parents), in another state. She moved to live 

with Ken after they got married in 2004 and worked in the restaurant as a waitress. Like Ken, 

Sue also had a friendly smile on her face all the time.  
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They had a baby before I got involved with the families in March of 2005. When the baby 

was 3 months old, they took him to New York where they had some distant relatives and 

hometown neighbors who could take the baby back to Fuzhou and to the grandparents. By doing 

that, Sue was able to keep working in the restaurant. 

This couple also treated me very nicely. After I had been visiting the family for a period of 

time, they would come to chat with me and sometimes asked me questions and asked for help. 

When they got married in 2004, they did not have a traditional Chinese wedding, but when they 

finally had one at the end of 2006, they invited me to attend. Unfortunately, the wedding was in 

New York, and I could not go. They brought me some chocolates and a photo as gifts, though. 

They even invited me to their big bedroom to look at all the photos they took during the wedding. 

Sen Wang 

Sen is another nephew of Mrs. Chen, too (her elder sister’s son). He worked as an assistant 

to the chefs, and even took over Mr. Wang’s job when he was off on Mondays. He looked much 

more mature than his real age. His parents worked in a restaurant in Missouri while his younger 

sister was still in China. He chose to work in his aunt’s restaurant because he did not want to live 

under his parents’ control. He told me he came to the U.S. because he was tired of going to 

school. He did not finish high school and did not enroll in American public schools when he 

arrived in the U.S. at the age of 17. However, he regretted that he did not go to school to learn 

more English.  

Sen was a warm and active person. He had a fit figure and dyed his hair. He was the only 

one who tried to communicate with the Mexican workers. Even though he could not speak 

English well, he learned some Spanish from them. When he was at the dorm, he played Chinese 

music loudly and he talked on the phone all the time. He kept in touch with friends in town and 

from New York City. Some of his friends even visited him from New York. He dated some girls 
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working in other Chinese restaurants in town. He told me that living in New York Chinatown 

would be fun but his family thought he would be “bad” there because he could easily access 

gambling, drugs and gangs.  

The Dormitory 

The dormitory was a house that Mr. Chen provided for all the full-time employees in the 

restaurant. Since it was not just a house for one family, it was more like a dormitory where 

people lived together and interacted with one another. When I first visited this dormitory, 11 

people plus one baby lived in the house. Other than the six family members, there were 3 to 4 

Mexican workers.  

The house was originally designed as a two-bedroom house with two bathrooms, a guest 

room, a living room, a dining room, a family dining room, a kitchen, and a garage. However, the 

house was modified to fit the needs of the increasing family members and workers (see Figure 4-

4). When entering from the front door, there is a screen that serves as a door to separate the guest 

room. The guest room behind the screen is divided into two smaller units by a curtain. At the 

time I went, there were four mattresses and one TV set for four Mexican workers. Another door 

on the right led to Ken and Sue’s room that was remodeled from a garage. Ken and Sue’s room is 

the biggest in the house, and it also has its own bathroom. They have a queen-sized bed, a desk 

with a laptop on it, a TV set, and a closet in the room. In 2006, Ken installed Internet so he could 

go online with his laptop. 
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Figure 4-4. The “dormitory” 
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The kitchen and the dining table are the center of the house. The kitchen is on the left hand 

side and leads to all the other rooms. The first room after passing the kitchen on the left is the 

dining room. This is the place where all the Chinese workers gather together to have dinner 

around 10:30 every night. The dining table might be the only furniture in the house that is used 

by all the family members. They ate and chatted here while taking turns to have a shower and 

before going to bed. There was a hallway behind the dining room, which served as a living room 

with a few chairs on one side and a place to dry clothes on the other. Clothes hung on the wall of 

the hall, as well as in and out of the bedrooms.  

At the end of the hallway is a wing for the bedrooms. Two bedrooms are separated by a 

bathroom. The left bedroom is for Mr. and Mrs. Wang. Their room had only a full-size bed and a 

television set sitting on a small TV stand. The room to the right of the bathroom, which was 
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supposed to be the master bedroom of the house, is separated into two more small bedrooms. 

Xiao lived in the outside unit, closer to the bathroom. There is a twin-sized mattress and a little 

side table made of boxes in Xiao’s room. All of his documents, papers, and assignments were in 

a box on the floor. A few months after he moved in, he got a new laptop and a small computer 

table. The room next to Xiao’s room does not have a door directly connecting it to the living 

room. The non-family member workers could temporarily live in the room but must enter 

through Xiao’s room. A final bedroom on the right side of the hallway is Sen’s bedroom. He has 

a mattress, a radio and a TV in his room. There is no laundry room in this house. All the workers 

have to take their clothes to the public laundromat.  

With ten people squeezed into a house with limited space for each of them, TV became the 

most important furniture in the dormitory. Each of the rooms had one and it was the symbol of 

privacy for the workers. It was the only thing they did not need to share with others when they 

shared the restaurant and the dormitory space for 24 hours a day. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I portrayed the family from past to present across ten years of separations. 

The family had suffered economic, physical, social and emotional challenges throughout their 

emigrant/immigrant journey from a fishing village in China to a college town in the U.S., I 

explained their living and working conditions, and described their relationships within their 

social communities. 

The portrait of each family member and their living places were to help picture them in the 

three communities: The owner’s house, which is located in the mainstream community but is 

isolated from the neighborhood; the restaurant, where the adults spend most of their time 

working and interacting with one another; and the “dormitory,” where the workers cram together 

after work.  
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Their new lives in a new land centered on the restaurant business. Their literacy practices 

that were influenced by their cultural and immigrant experiences are the foci of the following 

chapters. 



 

CHAPTER 5 
DOMINANT DISCOURSE AND NARRATIVE FORM  

Language is a tool that connects individuals’ lives to society and fills lives with meaning 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). In the process of interacting with society, people story their lives 

from their everyday experiences. These everyday experiences with others in society can be 

literacy practices.   

Berger and Luckmann (1967) point to the relationship between human beings and their 

environment. They believe that people’s relationships to their surroundings are structured by 

their biological constitution and by engaging in social activities.  

The first “institution” in which this happens for most people is the family. Families help 

children construct their world. The culture of the family surely influences children’s 

understanding of social communities. Human beings first need to function in the family; they 

also need to learn how to connect to bigger social communities and the society they live in to 

form bridges between social worlds (Dyson, 1993). 

This chapter focuses on socio-cultural perspectives on literacy practices. Themes are 

organized to represent the dominant discourses and the narrative forms I found in my data. I 

describe the cultural patterns and shared discourses that make up the dominant discourses. The 

“discourses” I present here are, according to Pamphillon (1999), 

constantly modified and new discourses are constantly emerging, therefore over a life 
history, movement and repositioning must be anticipated. At times, a life history may 
present a struggle to resolve incongruencies between one’s own experiences and dominant 
cultural narratives surrounding this (p. 397). 

Therefore, in this chapter I first discuss the shared discourses in the new family cultures 

that were created by the participants’ restaurant lives and immigrant experiences. As Pamphilon 

(1999) uses cultural archetypes in a given culture as the narrative form, the Chinese cultural 

archetypes that were influenced by the philosophy of Confucius and Agricultural society are 

 111



 

discussed next. Finally, I describe the educational background of my participants and their 

expectations for their children. I will explore narrative form in detail in Chapter 6. 

Starting from this chapter, I will be using quotations from the family members, my hand-

written notes, and my reflective journals. Lapadat and Lindsay (1999) state that “language 

meanings and processes, which are situated in time and place and always negotiated or emergent, 

evade such neat description” (p. 70). Since my transcriptions include more than one language 

and since most of them were informal conversations, I chose not to use standardized 

transcription conventions. For those recorded in Chinese, I translated them into English and put a 

note after the data source. The bracket with three dots […] was used when the unrelated words 

were eliminated. Capitalized words mean yelling, and underlined words mean stress of the word. 

Three dots . . . were used when a period or silence or pause lasted for more than a second. Single 

parentheses () indicates signify my additions to help clarify the context. They were presented by 

their pseudonym first name and Ivy is me.   

Cultural Discourse: The Immigration 

The family developed new cultural patterns and their dominant discourse on their journey 

as immigrants. The dominant discourse is the process of immigration. The immigration 

experience centered with the family’s American dream, and because of their American dream, 

the family could suffer all sorts of difficulties to reach that goal. The cultural patterns were the 

ways the family lived their lives centering around the restaurant, and the ways they connected the 

limited “restaurant community” to the outside world.  

Separation and Isolation 

It is hard for me to imagine how it would have felt if my parents had left me to move to 

another country and I didn’t know how long it would take before I would see them again. This 

was what happened to the Chen family. As Fu (2003) describes, “these people usually lived a life 
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without many opportunities for themselves or for their children in China . . . They admire the 

families that regularly receive money from relatives aboard . . . the only way to make their dream 

come true is to be smuggled out” (p.9). With a belief that a life in the U.S. can be better for the 

whole family and can bring the whole family, especially their children, a better future, the 

families are willing to suffer from long  working hours and separation from family members. 

They also hold an immigrant ethic that they have to be successful in order to honor their families 

back in their hometown.  

In order to achieve the American dream, the family members understood that they needed 

to sacrifice the ways they were accustomed to live. The first thing they needed to suffer was to 

be physically separated from the rest of the family. Especially for the “pioneer family,” the 

Chens, the family story became one of separation. Even after they finally were geographically 

reunited, they were still separated in their daily lives because of the family business. Moreover, 

because of living a life that centered on a restaurant business, the family did not have much 

chance or time to interact with the world outside the restaurant. They were isolated in their day-

to-day lives, and separated from the mainstream literate society in the university town. 

For the Chen family, their physical separation from each other began soon after this new 

core family was formed when the parents got married in 1991. After that, the new couple 

separated for four years without seeing each other. Father and son separated from each other for 

more than six years without seeing each other. The brothers were separated for about two years. 

Although the family was formed over 15 years ago, the physical family only started living 

together five years ago. Each of them had to learn to live as a family. The interesting thing is that, 

they did not talk about this separation often. Although I knew that Tim was sent back for some 

years, and Sam was not born in the United States, I did not have the whole picture until the 
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second year of data collection, when I had built a very close relationship with the family and 

tried to puzzle the different versions of story from each of the family members. The separation 

situation for Chen family is shown as Figure 5-1.  

  
Figure 5-1. Separation of the Chen family 
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As husband and wife, Mr. and Mrs. Chen were apart for four years before Mr. Chen was 

able to save enough money to get Mrs. Chen out to the US. During the four years they were apart, 

Mrs. Chen described how they kept in contact with each other. She said that Mr. Chen was living 

with other workers at that time. During the winter time, he had to walk out to look for a public 

phone booth and used a phone card to talk to her even when it was snowing. Mrs. Chen had to 

take care of their new-born son without Mr. Chen’s help. But they all believed that they would 

be together and understood they were working for the future.  

Mrs. Chen told me the story about when she left China that she had not dared to tell Sam 

directly that she was leaving. All the relatives had to help her hide from Sam and tricked him by 

saying that “Mom is going shopping.” But then she did not come back for a really long time. 

Sam had first “lost” his Dad, who he probably did not have any memory of. Then he lost his 

mother at the age of 4. Mrs. Chen told me this story laughing, but she also told me that “It is 

hard.” “What could I do? He was so young, and I had to go.” I could sense it is also hard for her 
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to leave her 4 year-old-son in China and fly to a place that she had never been before. At the age 

of 5, Sam got a brother. Unlike other families, he had not witnessed the pregnancy of his mother, 

had not seen his parents for almost 2 years but suddenly had a baby brother. For him it must have 

been a great shock when Tim arrived. After their second son was born in the US, Mrs. Chen did 

not work for about 6 months but stayed home with Tim. But they soon moved to another city 

with new jobs and they had to send Tim back to China to stay with his grandparents so both of 

them could work.  

After being apart for about ten years, the Chen family finally reunited when Mr. Chen 

bought the restaurant so he did not have to work for other people anymore. The ten-year 

separation from one another had a strong impact on family interactions. In Chapter 7 I will 

discuss how the impact showed in Sam’s feeling insecure, the parents feeling guilty for not being 

with Tim during his infancy, and in the inauthentic brotherhood of Sam and Tim.  
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Figure 5-2. Separation of Wang family 

The Wang family, thanks to the Chen family who had been the pioneers, did not have to 

suffer as long a separation as the Chens. However, they did have their short separation periods as 

well. Mr. Wang was brought to the U.S. when Mr. Chen started his own business, leaving Mrs. 

Wang and the two children in China.  
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Four years later, Mrs. Wang flew to the States with their son, but still kept their daughter in 

China with grandparents and other relatives. People from Southern China, especially rural area 

still hold the belief that boys are more valuable than girls. Therefore Mr. and Mrs. Wang chose to 

bring Xiao to the U.S. but left Xiao’s younger sister in China. They told me they could only 

afford to bring one child for now. Also Xiao was not doing well in China. Xiao dropped out of 

school twice in China because he did not want to study, and he skipped classes so much that he 

could not qualify to move to the next grade. Mrs. Wang told me that Xiao was “bad” and that he 

was not afraid of anyone and did not listen to her at all. Before Mr. Wang left China, he was 

probably the only one Xiao would listen to. This also changed after 4 years of being apart.  

After Mrs. Wang and Xiao came to the US, Mrs. Wang needed to work in the restaurant as 

all other family members in order to help the business, pay the loan for their immigration, and 

save more money to get their daughter out. Mrs. Wang once complained that she didn’t have 

time for Mahjong, to go to church or to make herself look good anymore. She had not worked in 

China (according to her, it was hard to get a job in their little town anyway). She was able to put 

on make-up and dressed up everyday to play mahjong with relatives and friends.  

The members of the Wang family were not apart from the beginning. They had more time 

together before the separation. Also because of the Chen’s experiences, they knew what would 

happen when they immigrated, and they had someone in the U.S. to help them. Just like the 

separations of the Chen and the Wang family, separation seemed to be the fate of most of the 

immigrant families, and they all suffer separations in different ways: The young couple, Ken and 

Sue sent their newborn son back to China, following a pattern similar to the Chens. They just 

accepted it as a necessary step for better future.  
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New Structure 

Even when the whole Chen family had reunited in the United States after ten years of long-

distance relationship, the family was still separated in a sense: Children and parents rarely had 

quality family time together due to their obligations in the restaurant business. The parents 

worked in the restaurant 12 hours a day, seven days a week. There were no “weekends,” no 

family vacations. Their opportunities for communication and interaction with their children were 

limited. 

According to their work schedule, parents and children in the Chen family developed a 

routine that only allowed them a very short time together each day, even though they lived in the 

same house. The children from these families could not develop a “proper use of time” (Heath, 

1983). They also had specific routines for eating and sleeping but the routines had to follow the 

restaurant’s schedule and adjust to the parents’ working hours. The parents needed to work late 

every night while the children had to get up early for school – especially Tim, who was in 

elementary school and needed to be at school around 7:30am. Even though Mrs. Chen normally 

went to bed at 2 in the morning, she had to get up at seven in the morning to wake Tim up. More 

than once she told me how hard it was to wake Tim up in the morning. Many times Tim would 

go back to bed again after Mrs. Chen thought he was awake. As a result, he was late for school, 

which led to a warning by the teacher. Table 5-1 shows the daily schedule of Mrs. Chen and the 

children. There were only two overlapping times, the “lunch delivery” time and the midnight 

dinner.  
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Table 5-1. Chen family’s daily schedule 
 Mrs. Chen’s Daily Schedule  Children’s Daily Schedule 
07:00  Get up to wake up Tim 07:00  Tim gets up and goes to school 
07:30 Go back to sleep 08:00  Sam gets up and goes to school 
10:30  Get up and go to work 16:30    Go home 
15:00  Lunch at the restaurant 16:45  “Lunch” time 
16:30  Deliver lunch home 17:00  Homework (Sam) 
17:30 Back to work 17:00  Go out biking or watch TV (Tim) 
23:30  Go home and cook 19:00  Nap/shower/Games/TV 
24:30  Mr. Chen comes home 21:00  Computer games/TV 
01:00 Dinner/watch TV 23:30  TV 
01:30 Take shower 01:00 Dinner 
02:00  Go to bed 01:30   Go to bed 

 
The parents and children’s lives in the Wang family were also separate even though they 

lived close to the restaurant (see Table 5-2). Since Xiao lived in the “dormitory” only 5 minutes 

walking distance to the restaurant, he did not need to wait at home for food. His daily schedule 

was closer to the restaurant schedule. In the morning he got up by himself. He took the school 

bus to the middle school when he was 8th grade then he went to a high school that was about 10 

minutes walk. After school, he walked to the restaurant for lunch. After lunch, he went back to 

the “dormitory,” washed his clothes, watched some TV, and took a nap. He then got up around 

10 p.m. and had dinner with his parents and relatives. Since the house was for all the workers, 

they finished their day earlier than Mr. and Mrs. Chen. Also since the house is only 5 minutes 

walking distance from the restaurant, they normally arrived home between ten to ten thirty. Mrs. 

Wang would be the first to leave the restaurant to go home to start cooking dinner for all the 

relative workers (not including the Mexican workers and those who were not relatives). Mr. 

Wang, Ken, his wife Sue, and Sen, would go back one by one, and gather around the dining table 

chatting while waiting for dinner. While they waited, they chatted and took turns to take a 

shower. 
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Table 5-2. Wang family’s daily schedule 
 Mrs. Wang’s Daily Schedule  Xiao’s Daily Schedule 
10:00  Get up and go to work 08:30  Get up and go to school 
15:00 lunch at the restaurant 16:00 Get off from school and have 

lunch at the restaurant 
22:00 Mrs. Wang goes home to cook 16:30    go home 
22:30 All other members go home 20:00  Take a nap 
23:00  Dinner 22:00  Get up  
23:30 take shower 23:00  Dinner 
01:30  go to bed 01:00   go to bed 

 
The primary concern of all family members was to work hard to establish the restaurant 

business, and they adjusted their living patterns accordingly. They did not have any long-term 

plans because they had to make decisions according to the situation of the restaurant. The adults 

devoted almost every moment to their work, and they seldom had a chance to develop any social 

life outside the restaurant. This also created a form of separation: a separation from life in the 

surrounding community. In addition, they were separated from mainstream society by language 

and cultural differences. Class differences made yet another form of separation in this university 

town where most of the population from the same ethnic backgrounds was professional. All of 

this led to the family being isolated from mainstream society and from the same cultural 

community. 

The children were also isolated from others. They stayed at home all day, so they had to 

learn how to entertain themselves, and not to bother their parents too much. During their free 

time in the afternoon and evening, they played games either on TV or from the internet, watched 

TV, and took naps. The “safe” environment that the parents created for the children also created 

a wall between the children and the outside world. The parents could not take the children to 

activities that most of the children in the neighborhood attended such as a chess club, a music 

club or a sport club.  
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The children, although they sometimes complained about being bored, never disobeyed 

their parents, and they followed the rules that their parents set for them. They knew that they had 

to take care of themselves in many ways. They walked to school by themselves. Sam biked but 

Mrs. Chen did not allow Tim to ride his bike to school. She believed it was too dangerous, and 

he was too young. They did not allow them to take bus either. In fact, the parents did not like the 

children to leave the house. They believed the American society was pretty dangerous, and so the 

children stay home all the time.  

The separation living style had an impact on the way the family members interact with one 

another, and also the way the family interacts with the outside world. 

The adults chose to sacrifice their family time for the future, or “the American dream,” but 

the children do not understand why they cannot see their parents for such a long time. Especially 

for Sam and Tim, the brothers; they could not tell me how their lives together in China, or how 

they reunited. Tim was too young to remember the details, but Sam was six to eight years old 

when Tim was in China with him. As a Chinese, I blamed Sam in the beginning for not taking 

care of his younger brother and not taking responsibility for the family. However, I feel sorry for 

him when I figured out the history and the separation of the family. Whenever I asked Sam about 

his life in China, he did not want to talk about it, and he also told me he did not remember 

anything when Tim was sent back. Although the family has the history of separation, and is still 

separated in daily lives and with the community, it is still obvious that both parents and children 

try to be involved in each other’s lives. They also had an understanding that all the sacrifices 

were to make a better future possible. They did not only live a life for themselves, they also live 

a life for their families in their hometown. They hold an immigrant ethic that they have to be 

successful and they have to honor the family.  
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Immigrant Lives  

Inside their small world, the family members interacted with one another in the restaurant 

during the off-peak hours. In the afternoon they would take turns to have their lunch while some 

of them kept walking around the restaurant to make sure everything is fine. Those who finished 

their work would gather around the “family table” of the restaurant, automatically pick up some 

tasks such as picking the vegetables, wrapping wontons, or folding the napkins. They would chat 

while doing the job. That was all of their “social lives.” They rarely had time or chance to have 

their social lives out of the restaurant. 

Ken and Sue, as waiter and waitress, had more opportunities to interact with people out of 

the family. Even so, their interactions were still limited to customers and co-workers in the 

restaurant. Mr. and Mrs. Wang and Sen worked in the kitchen so they did not have chances to 

interact too much with people out of the family. They chatted with another chef who was from 

Taiwan, and communicated with the Mexican workers sometimes using body language. Other 

than that, the people who lived in the “dorm” house did not have too much social life. Sen might 

be the one who was the most active in the family. He was young and single that he would go out 

to date some girls (mostly workers from other Chinese restaurants) when he took off on 

Tuesdays. Other relatives teased him for his talking on the phone every night. 

The family’s life was pretty isolated and separate from the outside world. In spite of this, 

they developed a way to connect to that world, even it was limited. The families kept close 

contact with the Fuzhou community in New York Chinatown, from where they could get useful 

information about surviving in the English world, and also get updated information from their 

hometown. They knew where to find help through this remote community that I called it a 

satellite community of the family. Moreover, the families passively made contact with some 
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local Chinese speaking individuals who they saw and used as mediators to the mainstream 

cultural society.   

The restaurant community 

Because the restaurant business was the primary concern of all the family members, 

including Chen family, the Wang family and relatives, they developed a daily living schedule 

around the restaurant schedule (See Table 5-3). Even the three school-aged children, Sam, Tim 

and Xiao, altered their eating and sleeping times to match the restaurant working hours.  

Table 5-3. Restaurant schedule 
Time Schedule 
10:00am Workers arrive preparing for opening 
10:30am Owners arrive  
11:30am Start taking orders for delivery, 

Start business 
11:30am – 2:30pm Peak hours for lunch 
2:30pm  Chefs start cooking for workers 
3:30 – 4:30pm Prepare for dinner (wrapping the dumplings, wash the vegetables, 

fold the napkins…) 
4:30pm Start dinner hours 
4:30-9:00pm Peak hours for Dinner 
9:00-10:30pm Keep taking delivery orders, start cleaning up 
10:30pm Leave the restaurant 

 
The restaurant workers normally had a schedule for eating that allowed them to avoid peak 

hours during lunch and dinner when they were all busy serving customers. They had lunch 

around three in the afternoon, and dinner around nine or ten at night. The children were so 

familiar with the system that they did not know there might be different ways. Once Sam even 

told me that, “All Chinese have lunch at three and dinner at nine.” I asked him, “Really? How do 

you know?” He said he just knew. Since most Chinese people he knew were relatives in the 

restaurant business, even in New York or in other states, that was the only living style he learned 

from his family. He learned the routine from his family and did not know that the world outside 

of the restaurant may have other ways of living.  
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I normally visited the restaurant before or after the “peak hours” because I knew they 

would have some time to talk with me. I went there around eleven in the morning, four in the 

afternoon, or after nine at night. A lot of times I visited them around 3 or 4 when they were 

having lunch, they always asked me to eat with them. It is the Chinese way to greet people and to 

show their hospitality to invite to eat together. To show the host’s passions, even if I claimed that 

I had already eaten, they would insist I eat with them at around 4 o’clock in the afternoon. The 

interesting thing was that after they accepted me as part of the “insiders” they expected me to eat 

at the same hours as they did and always asked/convinced me to eat with them.  

Satellite Chinatown 

Mr. Chen once told me that he did not like to study, and that he had dropped out of school 

at an early age. He started to do different kinds of jobs and learned business from Taiwanese 

businessmen. It was when the governments hadn’t opened connections between China and 

Taiwan. The names he mentioned were men I knew as “economic criminals.” He was proud that 

he knew those big names and learned good business strategies from them. He also told me that 

he started his “business” by doing money laundering in China. Although he seemed proud of 

how smart he was in earning money, he did not want his children to have to risk so much in such 

a complicated world. It is not too hard to understand when considering the whole history of the 

family.  

Mr. Chen first earned his money by starting to work in the grey area. He started his new 

life in the U.S. by smuggling himself in. These were not pleasant experiences and he did not live 

in very nice places at first. He wanted his children to live in a cleaner, safer environment. Thus 

he did not choose New York’s Chinatown or other big cities where the family had relatives and a 

Chinese community to live in. He said that New York City is too chaotic, and he did not like the 
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messy and dirty Chinatown. The hidden meaning of “chaotic and messy” may refer to the gang 

society, the drug dealers, and the underground businesses.  

Once after Sen visited Chinatown, I asked him how it was. He said it was wonderful and 

fun living there. He had a lot of fun activities to do at night after work. However, he also told me 

he would never be able to save money if he lived in Chinatown, and he said he would want to go 

out with gangs and might get into trouble. Mr. Chen had said that it was “dirty” in Chinatown. 

He was referring to both the physical environment, and the gangs and drug community. 

Considering what he had gone through growing up, and his experiences entering the USA, the 

long wait for legal status and family reunion, it is not too hard to understand why he wanted to 

settle in a place that was quiet, safe and clean. 

Soon after they had the ability to purchase their first restaurant, they bought a house that 

was not close to the restaurant. Even though they would need to drive 12 miles back and forth 

several times a day, they preferred to live in a place that was removed from the restaurant so 

their children could go to school in what they had been told was a decent district.  

Being marginalized from mainstream society, they did not trust the outside world. Mr. and 

Mrs. Chen did not allow their children to take a bus. They believed their house was the safest 

place in the world. The children locked themselves in without interacting with the neighborhood 

too much. Even when the younger brother, Tim, went out to ride his bike in the afternoon, he 

seldom interacted with others but just rode on the driveway. Even though Mr. and Mrs. Chen 

picked a neighborhood that belonged to mainstream society, they did not have time to get 

familiar with the cultures, they were still in the margins, still isolated from the community.  

Mr. and Mrs. Chen did not want their children to have a tough life like they had had before. 

So they tried to protect them in the way that they believed was the best. They chose a univeristy 
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town because Mr. Chen believed life in a small town would be safe, simple, and more 

comfortable. However, because of the sophisticated nature of a university town, they did not 

have access to and were also isolated from both the mainstream American society and the 

Chinese community. 

They kept connections with the Chinese groups in New York City Chinatown but were not 

involved too much with local Chinese society. They had relatives in New York City, and they 

knew how they could get information there. Most of them had gone to New York City before 

they settled in this town. Their cell phones had New York numbers, they brought food from New 

York, and they had social celebrations in New York. For example, Ken and Sue flew to New 

York and had their wedding banquet in New York City Chinatown.  

Mrs. Wang and Xiao went to New York City frequently the first year they arrived. Since 

they were not officially documented, they relied on the Chinese-speaking lawyers there and had 

their court case in New York City. Normally they took a bus from the university town to New 

York City, even though the ride took a whole day; it was the easiest way for them. Mr. Chen was 

the only one in the family who could drive long distances, but he could not afford to leave his 

business to drive. Mrs. Wang and Xiao would leave on a Sunday night and come back on 

Tuesday morning so Mrs. Wang wouldn’t miss a day of work, since she regularly took off on 

Mondays.  

Cultural mediators 

Compared with their long distance interactions with people in New York City Chinatown, 

their connections with the outside world in their town were mostly passive. Other than 

interacting with business partners or customers, they did not have direct connections with 

mainstream people. During the time I interacted with the family, there were only three people 

who interacted with the family and served as mediators to the world of the “university town:” the 
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first one was Mrs. Tang the Realtor, whom they had met when they settled in the town. Mrs. 

Tang was also an active member of a local Chinese church with good connections to the local 

Chinese community. Through Mrs. Tang, they met Mrs. Yang, the principal of a local Chinese 

school, who was also active in Chinese society. These two people represented the high-literate 

Chinese community. Since they were both enthusiastic persons, they would chat with the family 

when they went to the restaurant and provided help when the family requested it. The third 

person was me, the researcher, who had asked to get into their family.  

Mrs. Tang 

The interactions between the family and Mrs. Tang started from the real estate transaction. 

After that, Mrs. Tang regularly invited the family to the Chinese church. She voluntarily picked 

the children up to go to the church on Sundays. The family then would ask for help from Mrs. 

Tang when she went to the restaurant. According to Mrs. Chen, they are not Christian. Even 

when Mrs. Tang offered the opportunity to bring them into the community, Mr. and Mrs. Chen 

did not go to the church with the children. When Mrs. Chen was asked why she would like her 

children to go to the church, she said Mrs. Tang was nice to them, and the children had nothing 

to do on Sundays. They believed that letting the children to go to church showed they cared for 

Mrs. Tang. They also thought that their children might have more opportunity to interact with 

people from the Chinese community. After I started to interact with the family, they asked me to 

take the children to the church once, but then they quitted going. Mrs. Chen said it was too hard 

for them to wake up the children on Sunday morning.  

Mrs. Yang 

Mrs. Yang had three children, one of whom was in the same school as Sam. Therefore, she 

offered help whenever there was a need for parents to be present at school. Mrs. Yang also 
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invited the children to live with her family during a summer before I visited the family. I knew 

Mrs. Yang in person, so I asked her how and why she would have the brothers at home for two 

months. She told me she knew that Mr. and Mrs. Chen left the children home most of the time 

during the summer, and she felt sorry for the children. Since she had three children, she said it 

wouldn’t be too difficult to have two more in the house. She took the brothers swimming when 

she took her own children. As Mr. and Mrs. Chen had requested, she treated Sam and Tim 

strictly. She asked them to follow the same rules she had for her own children, and she punished 

them if they behaved badly. According to Mrs. Chen, Mrs. Yang was the only person that the 

children would listen to. Although the children lived with Mrs. Yang’s family for two months, 

they did not get too close to the Yangs. Sam was almost the same age as Mrs. Yang’s second 

child, but they did not talk to each other much. 

After my second year of data collection, when I had stopped tutoring the children and Tim 

had become a fourth grader, Mrs. Yang offered her elder son as a tutor for Tim.  Sam no longer 

needed tutoring since he was doing better in school. Also, he knew how to contact me by phone 

or via the instant messenger when he needed help. Tim, on the other hand, was having problems 

in reading and was evaluated as an ESE student. Mrs. Yang asked Mrs. Chen to hire her son as 

Tim’s tutor and was present at the tutoring sessions twice a week. Tim respected Mrs. Yang but 

at the same time was very afraid of her. He might forget about school assignments but would 

follow Mrs. Yang’s request to complete assignments on time. He once complained that it was 

unfair that Sam had me as a tutor but he got Mrs. Yang or her son.  

The researcher  

I was the third person from the English/Chinese world that entered their family. Since I 

was a volunteer without any insider’s endorsement, I did not get their full trust for the first few 
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months of our acquaintance. They treated me nicely and politely, but not whole-heartedly. They 

were not sure what my purpose was, and they did not believe that I was really “helping” without 

asking for a return. Also they did not know if it would just be for a short period of time. I could 

sense that when they asked me for help and I did not have an immediate response, they would 

not ask me again for a while. They were very cautious in interacting with people that from the 

mainstream culture, and they kept their pride by not asking for help. After one year of visits, I 

finally felt like I was being seen as a family member to them. Mrs. Chen called me constantly. 

She called me when the children brought notes from school, or when she needed me to book 

tickets for the family, or during some Chinese festivals or celebrations for the family members. 

After I finished my data collection period, I stopped going regularly. She would call me and 

invite me to the restaurant to eat. 

Unlike Mr. and Mrs. Chen who kept in contact with Mrs. Tang and Mrs. Yang, the Wangs 

could only rely on the Chen’s information and resources. Since no one in the Wang family had a 

driver’s licenses or a car, they were more isolated in their small restaurant community. Their 

lives were limited to the area surrounding their restaurant – they walked ten minutes to a Wal-

Mart, five minutes to an oriental market, or five minutes to the laundry store.  

Other than Ken and Sue, most of the family (and the rest of the workers) did not have any 

opportunities to interact with people except for each other. In addition to language problem, their 

undocumented status may have been another reason that kept them from interacting with people. 

Once Mrs. Wang told me that a social worker had come to their house and tried to talk to them. 

They could not tell me the exact story, but from what I heard, they were under some observation 

by the government, and they had to show them that they were not working in this country. I then 

felt really lucky that they trusted me and were willing to tell me some real stories.  
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The Wang family seldom called me even when they needed help. I had left them my phone 

number and had installed Instant Messenger (IM, or MSN) on Xiao’s Laptop and added my 

email to his contact list. He rarely initiated contact with me, but he would respond to me if I 

asked him questions. Compared to the Chens, the Wangs were shy and more passive about 

contacting the “local resources.” On the other hand, they had closer relationships with the 

Chinese community in New York’s Chinatown. Since Mrs. Wang had hired a Chinese lawyer 

and kept her case in there, she needed to go to New York for court several times in the first two 

years. She had her hair cut in there and she brought back a lot of Fuzhou frozen food from New 

York City every time she went. Even though she needed to take a bus for 24 hours, she trusted 

and valued the resources from New York City. 

Recourses and connections  

One thing that I found interesting was that since the family only had these three “local 

information resources,” they crosschecked the three resources to make sure the information they 

got was correct and effective. For example, they asked me to check flight ticket prices, and at the 

same time asked Mrs. Tang to check the same thing. Then they compared the two and asked one 

of us to book the tickets for them. I felt a little bit uncomfortable when I first found out about it. 

Then I understood that this was their way to double check if they had the right information. It 

was actually like when I found one flight price I would need to cross-check in different websites 

and choose the cheapest one. It is really hard for Mr. and Mrs. Chen to totally trust someone. I 

believe that the only ones they really trusted were the core family members. Even though they 

were learning to trust us since they had to “use” us as resources to connect with the mainstream 

community, they could not stop crosschecking the information they received. This could also be 

seen as one of their ways of functioning literacy. 
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Figure 5-3. The social cultural structure of family life history  

 



 

Our interactions reminded me of some of my own relatives. Since we were not close before, 

I began to visit them. We did not have overlapping life styles, and our conversations were limited 

to a surface level of, “Did you lose weight?”, or “You need to take good care of yourself” and “I 

think you’ve been busy.” From these conversations, I saw how they interacted with each other. It 

is a basic need for all of us, to live happily and healthy. The parents would make sure that their 

children were not starving, that they were full, warm and healthy. 

Even for these three “resources,” they rarely contacted us unless they really needed help. 

They were so afraid of bothering others. The family was very passive when connecting to the 

outside world.  

Socio-cultural Structure of Family Life History  

As shown at figure 5-3, the family's community centered on the restaurant community. 

They worked together, lived together and had similar schedules. They interacted with people in 

New York City's Chinatown frequently. Even if it was physically distanced from the restaurant 

in the university town, they had close relationships with the Chinatown community. Some of the 

family members used cell phones with area codes from New York. Ken Zhao and Sue Lin had 

their wedding banquet there . They also asked a neighbor from their hometown who lived in 

Chinatown to take their newborn son back to China. The New York Chinatown indirectly 

connected the restaurant community to their hometown in China. The two-way border arrows 

show the equal relationships and interactions between the restaurant community, the "Satellite 

Chinatown" and their hometown in China.  

At the other end, the family was connected to three "cultural mediators" they had met 

through business (the realtor and the restaurant). Through interactions with them, the family 

could indirectly connect to the mainstream community of the university town. The border and 

the dotted arrows between the restaurant community and the "mediators" showed the interactions 
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between them were un-natural and sometimes even unequal. Different to the interactions with the 

Chinatown and hometown communities, this side of their social relationships represents a more 

unequal way of interactions. Through the cultural mediators, the family was seeking a way to 

climb up to the upper layer of the social economic community.  

Narrative Form: The Cultural Archetypes 

Having an insider's understanding of Chinese culture was very helpful in seeing how these 

family members where interacting when it seemed liked they weren't interacting at all. I could 

see in their relationships and interactions familiar cultural archetypes. In previous sections I have 

discussed how a person’s life becomes storied through their everyday interactions. Following 

that argument, we can consider patterns of interactions as the narrative themes in a person’s story. 

That makes it interesting to examine day-to-day interactions and relationship patterns to see how 

each person's story is developing. In this section I describe the cultural archetypes that I noticed 

in the participants' interactions to help explain how these provide the narrative themes in the life 

story of these participants, which will be discussed in next chapter. 

As Cai (1994) said, “the tradition of Chinese culture values not only loyalty to parents but 

also encourages brotherhood among friends, colleagues, and neighbors” (p.175). Confucius’ five 

principles of interpersonal relationships were defined by Wu-Lun Shu (a book with detailed 

descriptions of the five principles) during the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) to provide different 

standards for different interpersonal relationships between: 

• emperor and officers (or supervisors and employers),  
• parents and children,  
• husbands and wives,  
• siblings (or seniors and juniors), and  
• friends.  
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These five interpersonal relationships are the “central value system” in social context of 

Confucian society (Bellah, 1970; King, 1985).  

In the Confucian hierarchical system, everyone is supposed to have his/her own role in the 

family, in the community and in society. Responsibilities and obligations associated with this 

role are unspoken but should be understood and followed. By following this hierarchical system, 

it is believed that “the whole world is taken care of and is honorable, respected, and at peace” 

(Heller et al., 2000, p.23). This hierarchical system puts family on the top of the list of values in 

Chinese culture. Even though awareness of society and the nation seem to be the major priority 

of the system, both were centered on the concept of “honoring the family.” Thus, each of the 

family members plays their roles following the implicit rules for a father, a supervisor, a brother 

or an uncle accordingly.  

This extended family followed these traditional beliefs and customs in keeping the family 

values. Even within the hierarchical orders to take the family business seriously and on top of 

everything, they created time and space for family members to get together. Also influenced by 

the hierarchical structure and the Confucian culture, the families had certain expectations about 

education and schooling. The beliefs of hierarchical structure, family values and educational 

expectations are the primary cultural archetypes of these families and were embedded in their 

immigrant experiences.  

Hierarchical Structure 

For the Chinese, the concepts of a Confucian hierarchical system put people into different 

layers according to their relationships. This includes the way one interacts with another person in 

relationships (e.g., the emperor has power over the officers, parents have power over children, 

and seniors have power over juniors). It also takes the “order” of the relationships into account. 
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Relationship in work situations  

In the ancient times, the emperor was the most important people in the world, which put 

the relationship between the emperor and the officers as the first priority among the five. This 

relationship can also be interpreted as a relationship between employers and employees, to 

indicate a relationship that is out of the family or in a working situation where one needs to be 

successful in order to honor his/her family. The restaurant business was the location of this goal 

structure and this they had to put the restaurant business on top of all other duties and sacrifice 

their individual needs to the business. Thus, at work, the family members played the roles of 

colleagues, not relatives. The owners became Laoban (Mr. Boss) and Laobanniang (Mrs. Boss) 

in the restaurant. The ways everyone interacted with one another in the restaurant was totally 

business. 

However, the restaurant employees were mostly family members. In this situation, 

relationships between employers and employees may have conflicted when someone needed to 

switch between their roles. The conflicts that happened in the family/restaurant are discussed 

later in this Chapter. 

Parents and children 

The next important Confucian relationship is the one between parents and children. 

Although literally this can refer to any intimate relationship, it can actually be translated as “the 

closest blood,” as the Chinese say: “blood is thicker than water.” Chinese people believe that 

they do not just work for themselves, but also work for the future of the family. They would 

devote their hard work to guarantee their next generation a better life. In return they would ask 

the next generation to keep up the good work, to honor the family, and to take care of them when 

they get old. These parents would expect their children to follow the important Chinese value of 
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the filial piety to obey and please them (Li, 2000; Pang et al, 1992; Mo & Shen 2000; Heller et al, 

2000). 

Under this cultural influence, the parents played their roles according to cultural norms. 

They believed that the responsibilities and obligations of the parents were to take care of the 

children and the family. They should provide them with a stable life, feed them well, and make 

sure there was a roof for the family. When I chatted with Mr. and Mrs. Chen, I recalled how I 

grew up in such a culture. If I did something that was out of the cultural norm, my father would 

tell me to follow his command, and would say “I did not ask you to work, so the only thing you 

have to do is to study hard. That is your responsibility.” The parents of these immigrant families 

have the same attitude. The parents said that they did not want the children to go to the restaurant 

or to work there, they only wanted them to study harder in the United States and get a job that 

was “better than work in the restaurant.” Mrs. Chen keep telling (and yelling at) Sam and Tim, “I 

work hard for you; you have to study hard in return.” She also told me that they had earned 

enough money for the rest of their life if they went back to China now. However, they had to 

earn more in order to give the children enough for their education. 

Mr. and Mrs. Wang also believed that if they took their responsibilities to make the 

foundation of the family strong enough, the children had to follow their expectations to do their 

jobs too: the children should obey what the parents told them to do, and study hard in order to get 

a good job, raise a family, and to increase the family wealth.  

The children, on the other hand, never had a say in the parents’ decisions. They had to 

please the parents by following their orders, and trying their best to meet their expectations and 

honor the family. More traditionally, children should not doubt on parents’ decision, and are also 

expected to take care of their parents when they get old. Moreover, they should understand that 
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their parents had sacrificed a lot for the family. In return, they should behave well, and do their 

best in school to as their pay back to the family.  

Born and/or raised in the U.S., the Chen brothers may not have completely understood the 

deep meaning of their Chinese roles. When both of the mothers kept telling them that “We’ve 

been working so hard to earn a living for you, you should study hard,” or “see how lucky you are 

to not need to work but just study;” the children felt annoyed listening to the same thing over and 

over. They may not have understood the deep meaning under the reminders, that each of the 

family members had to play his/her role well. The parents tried to show them that they were 

doing their jobs to provide them a good living condition, a life without worrying about money 

and other things. The only thing that the children needed to do to return the parents’ hard work 

was to honor them by doing well in school. Even though the children complained about the 

annoying expectations from the parents, they knew how hard their parents worked in order to 

takecare of the family. They still followed cultural rules and also took good care of themselves. 

Even though they complained that the parents did not spend time with them and that they were 

bored at home, they tried to find things to entertain themselves and not to bother the parents too 

much. 

Husbands and wives 

The Chinese husband is seen as the head of the family. He is supposed to make the 

decisions based on how to best benefit the whole family, and to honor the ancestors. He has 

obligations to provide the family living expenses. Traditionally, the husband is the one who earns 

a living for the family. On the other hand, a wife handles everything under the roof of the family 

while the husband takes care of everything that outside of the house. 

A wife is a follower of her husband. She does not make decisions, does not even doubt her 

husband’s decisions. She trusts the husband and does what her husband asks her to do. She does 
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all the housework, takes care of the elders and children at home. She shares the responsibilities to 

keep a family by making sure everyone in the family is fed and healthy. Also, the wife should 

socialize with the relatives and neighbors while the husband typically interacts with people in 

business.  

In the Chen family, Mr. Chen made the decision to come to the U.S. He planned for the 

whole family, left his wife and new-born son in China and started to work alone in a new country. 

After the family came to the U.S., he decided to buy a restaurant, so he researched the location. 

While he was searching for a restaurant for the new life of the family, his wife and son stayed 

home. The family followed his decision to move to a new place, and to start a new life without 

questions. Even though Mr. Chen asked the children to call the mother whenever they needed to 

talk to the parents, the children knew that only Father could make decisions so they always 

wanted to talk to their father. They knew if they got permission from the father, it would be a 

done deal. Mr. Chen understood his role and tried hard to play it well. He knew that he was 

responsible for providing the whole family with a stable life.  

Mrs. Chen, as a wife, even though she had to take some responsibilities out of the house 

due to the life needs of new immigrants, she still followed tradition and played her role in the 

family. She called home to check on the children to make sure they ate and they slept well. She 

cooked for the family at night even though they could easily have gotten food from the restaurant. 

She did laundry, cleaned the house, and took care of the children. 

Mr. Wang, like Mr. Chen, was the first of the family who came to work in the U.S. He had 

to make sure that he could earn enough to support his family. The first few years he had to work 

to repay the loan he taken to pay the agency that got him out of China. Then he had to save 

money to get his wife and son out of China too. He understood that he was responsible for the 
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whole family so he worked hard in the U.S. and kept sending money back home to his wife and 

his children.  

Mrs. Wang had lived in a more traditional way as a housewife for several years before she 

came to the U.S. to work with her husband and other relatives. She took care of the children and 

the elders at home so her husband could concentrate on his work without worrying about the 

family. After she arrived in the U.S., like Mrs. Chen, she had to work in the restaurant six days a 

week with her husband and at the same time cook for the family (including the extended family, 

her nephews), do the laundry and take care of their son.  

Conflicts and change of relationships between the seniors and juniors (or siblings) 

In a traditional family, the elder brothers or sisters have power over the younger ones. The 

elder ones make command when the parents are out at work. The younger ones respect and 

follow the older ones’ directions. These unspoken expectations fell on Sam and he complained 

that his mom expected more of him than of Tim because he was the older one in the family. He 

also needed to take care of the house, and he was asked to share the housework when he was 

younger while Tim could always get out of doing chores because “Mom said he is too young.” 

Sam said that “I started to wash dishes and stuff at age 8 but he did not need to…”  This concept 

also extends in general to seniors and juniors in any relationship.  

Traditionally, children can never say the names of their parents. Nor can they say the 

names of the siblings of the parents: They have to call them uncles and aunts and respect them as 

they would their parents. 

However, interpersonal relationships became complex after they moved to the U.S. and 

started the restaurant business (e.g., between sisters: Mrs. Chen and Mrs. Wang; between 

brothers-in-law: Mr. Chen and Mr. Wang; or between seniors and juniors: Mr./Mrs. Wang and 

Sam/Tim, etc.). According to the hierarchical principle, the “bigger” picture is always more 
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important than the small family unit. When principles conflict, loyalty to country should be on 

top, followed by loyalty to society, the community and then to the family. In the restaurant, 

interpersonal rules were more likely to be governed by the category of “governor and officer” –

adapted to the contemporary context as “the owner and the worker,” or the “employers and 

employees.” 

Table 5-4. Position chart of the family 
Name Relationship with Mrs. Chen Roles in Family Outside Family Role 
Mrs. Chen (the youngest daughter in her 

original family) 
Mother, wife, younger 
sister, sister-in-law, 
aunt 

Owner, Cashier, 
Phone order taker, 
back-up for other 
positions 

Mr. Chen Husband Father, husband, 
brother-in-law, uncle 

Owner. Manager, 
Delivery  

Sam Chen Son Son, nephew, cousin 7th grader 
Tim Chen Son Son, nephew, cousin 4th grader 
Mrs. Wang Elder sister Mother, wife, elder 

sister, sister-in-law, 
aunt 

Janitor, Buffet Table 
supplier 

Mr. Wang Brother-in-law Father, husband, 
brother-in-law, uncle 

Cook 

Xiao Wang Nephew (The Wang family) Son, nephew, cousin 9th grader 
Sen Wang Nephew Nephew, cousin Cook 
Ken Zhao Nephew Nephew, cousin Waiter 
Sue Lin Ken’s wife In-law Waitress 

 
As previously mentioned, Mrs. Chen was the center around whom this family was 

structured. Table 5-4 shows this complex of relationships between the owners and the workers. 

Even though they were relatives, due to the roles in the restaurant, they had to adjust their ways 

of interacting according to Chinese cultural norms.  

Mr. Chen once complained about the complicated relationship with the relatives: 

I did not want to talk about it […] because it [them working here] in fact helped me a lot. 
Of course I helped them a lot too but I did not talk about it. The thing is… it is too much! 
She [refers to Mrs. Wang, his sister-in-law] is my employee, but she is also a relative and I 
am younger than she is. We helped a lot to get them to the U.S. They want money we lend 
them, no matter how much they need. Sometimes I feel so upset […] She went to New 
York, with her son, I did not take off her salary for one day. But if she works overtime, she 
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asked for extra money. I told my wife to just give the money to her sister. Don’t be 
bothered by such little amount of money. If we want to do business or make big money, 
you need to be more generous. Somehow they are your “tools” to earn money… I thought 
they are relatives that I should take care of them, but don’t treat me like a fool. In fact I 
have higher status than you are, but you don’t treat me like a fool […] It is difficult. I think 
that being a manager you should be fair, treat all the employees as the same… Even the 
American employers would tell me that you need to be fair. Some employees think I am 
unfair to them, to be honest, I am sometimes . . . But I still needed to show the fairness and 
so I have to (say something to the relatives in front of other workers) . . . and I told Ken 
that I had to show them I also asked you to do the same thing.  

(Informal conversation #105, 061019-1, line156-207, translated4)  

Also because of different power levels in the restaurant, the relationships varied politically. 

For example, Mr. and Mrs. Chen had most opportunities to interact with people outside the 

family, and so they had more information and resources. They did not always share the 

information with the workers. At the same time, it seemed that the workers had their own 

resources too. Ken, as the waiter, had many opportunities to interact with people from outside of 

the family. He also was the one who had the highest educational background in the family. He 

bought a laptop with a customer’s help. He installed internet and learned how to surf the Web to 

get information. He asked me how to check flight tickets on line, and he started to do it for 

himself and the other workers. He learned how to take a shuttle bus to the airport. Once Mrs. 

Chen asked me to book the tickets and check the schedule for her when I knew that Ken had 

learned how to do it. She told me that Ken was not sure about it. It seemed like Mrs. Chen did 

not trust Ken’s ability so Ken did not offer information anymore. 

Family Values 

Just as Chinese culture highly valued family, the family members had their own values and 

beliefs about the concept of family. The previous paragraphs have already shown how they 

treated family members differently. Even though they tried to be “professional” at work, 

                                                 
4 All the translated quotes are transcribed original in Chinese and then translated by the researcher.  
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relationships were complicated and it was hard for them to totally divide the two parts of their 

lives. This was more difficult because of their very strong faith in the family (the concept of 

family). They trusted each other and believed in working together for a good future. This 

explains how they were able to be physically separated from each other but still mentally hold on 

to each other.  

The family understood that they needed to sacrifice their present lives for a better future 

and they were willing to work long hours without a social life or vacation. However, they created 

specific space and time for family, and the family only.  

In the restaurant, only the family members got together at the specially designated area to 

have lunch. The table and the booth that was close to the kitchen had become the “family dining 

table.” Though without written (or even orally) announced, all other workers seemed understand 

this rule and did not cross the line. It was like an unspoken rule for the other workers to know 

that the “family” area was a section for “family members only” – even when the other workers 

needed to help doing some jobs close to the kitchen during the non-peak hours, they would not 

take the “family table.” 

The chef, Mr. Wang, would cook something more “fuzhouese” for the family. After I built 

rapport with them, I was seen as a family guest and was included in the family area. Sometimes 

dumplings, sometimes fish balls from New York City, or even hand-made soy milk, were the 

“family special.” If lunch time was unconsciously reserved for the family members working in 

the restaurant, dinner time was purposely reserved for the core families to be together, each in 

their own home. Both “mothers” played the important roles in the two situations. Mrs. Chen, the 

owner’s wife, would take off earlier (around 10pm) than Mr. Chen to go back home and cook 

dinner for the family while Mr. Chen stayed at the restaurant to finish all the final checking. Mrs. 
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Chen complained to me several times that she was very tired of cooking, but that the children did 

not want to eat “restaurant food” so she had to cook for them late at night. In spite of this, she 

was actually happy and they all cherished this period of time when both parents came home; it 

was the only time for the whole family to be awake and at home together. The family may not 

have been in the habit of sharing talk, but the adults tried to make time for the family after their 

whole day of tiring work. The children tried hard to stay up so they could spend some time with 

their parents. They all quietly showed their way of caring about each other. 

Even if the children had gone to bed already, Mrs. Chen would wake them up when the 

“dinner” was ready, around midnight. When I started to visit the family, I couldn’t understand 

why the parents could not let the children eat at “regular” hours, like seven and go to bed at nine. 

Mrs. Chen told me she had tried, but the children never listened. Also it would be difficult for 

her to prepare food for them at six or seven in the evening. The children refused to eat food from 

the restaurant. They insisted Mrs. Chen cook for dinner. Mrs. Chen would leave the restaurant 

around 11 at night and go immediately to the kitchen at home as soon as she arrived and start to 

cook and get the food ready for when Mr. Chen arrived. They ate dinner and then it was time for 

the children to go to bed after midnight. The parents watched some more TV, took showers, 

cleaned up and went to bed. Even though they did not “talk” to each other during this family 

time, they all showed their way of caring for each other and cherish the time to be together. 

A similar thing happened in the “dormitory.” Mrs. Wang became the “mother figure” of 

the “dormitory family” – she took care of her own child, her nephews, and her nephew’s wife. 

This is so typical in Chinese culture. Mrs. Wang would finish her work in the restaurant first and 

go home to cook. One by one, the other workers would get back and take turns to take a shower. 

They would sit at the dining table chatting while they waited their turn to shower. Even though 
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there were Mexican workers living in the same “dorm” with them. Sometimes workers from 

outside of the family lived there too. They were not part of this family unit.  

Different to the Chen family, where the four family members would sit in the four corners 

of the family room while waiting for the dinner, the “worker family” in the dorm would chat 

loudly while waiting for dinner. The specially prepared dinner (not the restaurant dishes), and the 

sitting together at the dining table were rituals of the families to keep them connected. They did 

not need to talk about the importance of the “family/families,” but the connection was very 

powerful in their daily life.  

Education Expectations 

Influenced by Confucian cultural values, most Chinese believe in the power of education. 

This shows up in the hierarchy of occupations: Among the four basic occupations, scholar is at 

the top of the social order, then either farmer or business man, and then laborer. However, not all 

citizens can afford education. Even though education is obligatory for all citizens in modern 

times, a lot of children stay home to help parents in rural areas.  

Educational background of the family members 

The members of this extended family came from a rural village where surviving is more 

important than education. The adult members of the family were not highly educated, either 

because of economic issues or historical/political reasons.  

Mr. Chen dropped out from middle school in China. He can read and write in Chinese but 

not in English. Mr. Chen actually came from a highly educated family whose father was a 

college graduate. However, after the Cultural Revolution, education was not the only guarantee 

for a good life. A lot of parents who suffered in the Cultural Revolution did not encourage 

children to pursue higher education anymore. According to Mr. Chen, he does not like schooling 
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at all. He said he started doing his own business at age 18 when China and Taiwan had just 

begun to have economic relations.  

Mrs. Chen did not finish middle school either. She does not read much, and seldom writes 

in Chinese. Villagers in the region of China she is from, including these families, still follow 

some traditional beliefs such as arranged marriages, and they value having sons rather than 

daughters. Mrs. Chen told me that their marriage was pretty traditional. Relatives introduced Mr. 

Chen to her, and they soon got married. Both Mrs. Chen and Mrs. Wang feel very proud of 

themselves for having sons. Mrs. Chen does not read and write in English, but can use very 

limited English to communicate with the cashiers and customers, which she calls “restaurant 

English.”  

Neither Mr. nor Mrs. Wang had much formal education. They do not read or write in 

Chinese well, and they did not learn any English before coming to the States. That was why they 

could only work in the kitchen. Mrs. Wang mentioned once that she would like to learn 

“restaurant English” if it’s possible. But she also said that it was too hard for her to learn.  

Among all the workers, Ken is the only one who completed his high school education. Sen 

and Sue dropped out of high school before they came to the U.S. In the “dorm,” Ken was the one 

who helped other family members to get information from the world. Ken and Sue went to a free 

English conversation class when they had just arrived in the U.S. They were more willing than 

the others to learn and practice their English. Ken was a popular waiter in the restaurant and 

would try to chat with the customers, which was a chance to practice his English speaking. 

Sometimes he asked the customers for help. He used his laptop and internet to keep in constant 

contact with his son in China. He learned to use the internet as a tool to connect with the outside 

world, to check flight tickets, and to get information someone needed about things like the on-
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line driver’s license tests, or schedules for shuttle transportation. Even so, Ken had very limited 

English ability, as demonstrated by the technological aids such as an on-line dictionary, or 

Chinese versions of programs installed on his laptop. With these tools, he could function more 

effectively and independently. 

Table 5-5. Education and language backgrounds of the family members 
Name Also known as Age Educational 

background 
Language background 

John 
(Maoping) 
Chen 

Mr. Chen 40* ~10th grade  Chinese reading and writing, basic 
English speaking/listening 

Jane (Biqiu) 
Zhao 

Mrs. Chen 37* ~ 8th grade Basic Chinese Reading/Writing, 
limited Eng. Speaking/listening 

Tim (Tin) 
Chen 

Chen brother 10* 4th grade Fluent/accented Eng. Speaking, 
limited Chinese reading/writing 

Sam (Chong) 
Chen 

Chen brother 15* 7th grade* Fluent/accented Eng. Speaking, 
limited Chinese reading/writing 

Zhiyong 
Wang 

Mr. Wang 42* 6th grade Limited Chinese Reading/Writing 
No Eng. Speaking/listening 

Biqin Zhao Mrs. Wang 39* 5th grade Limited Chinese Reading/Writing 
No Eng. Speaking/listening 

Xiao Wang Son of Wang 
family 

17* 8th grade Chinese Reading/Writing 
Limited Eng. Speaking/listening 

Ai Wang (in 
China) 

Daughter of 
Wang family 

   

Ken Zhao Mrs. Chen’s 
nephew 

27* High School Chinese Reading/Writing 
basic Eng. Speaking/listening 

Sue Lin Ken’s wife 21* High School Chinese Reading/Writing 
limited Eng. Speaking/listening 

Sen Wang Mrs. Chen’s 
nephew 

19* ~10th grade Chinese Reading/Writing 
limited Eng. Speaking/listening 

Jianan Zhao Mrs. Chen’s 
nephew 

19* ~10th grade Chinese Reading/Writing 
limited Eng. Speaking/listening 

Ming Liu Mr. Wang’s 
cousin 

40+ High School Chinese Reading/Writing 
no Eng. Speaking/listening 

*age in 2007 
 

Tables 5-5 shows the educational and language backgrounds of all family members. We 

can see in the tables that the adult members of the family did not pursue higher education. Still, 
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they believe that it would be better for their children to obtain as much education as possible. I 

analyze education, language and literacy further in Chapter 6. 

Attitudes and expectation towards education  

When I first visited the Chen family, I believed that the parents did not care about their 

children’s education. They had never shown up at any of the parents meetings in school for the 

children, and they did not ask to check their children’s work. Then I found out how wrong I was. 

I judged the parents by using a mainstream standard but did not consider two important issues. 

First, from traditional Chinese culture, parents trust teachers in school and show the respect by 

not getting involved in school. Also they believe that if the teacher asks for a meeting with 

parents, it means the child had gotten into trouble.  

In a conversation about schooling and teaching, I asked Mr. Chen: “What do you think of 

the schools and teachers in the U.S.?” He said,  

Humm . . . I think the teachers in school are helping (the kids). If they don’t, we need to 
solve the problems by ourselves […] Teachers . . . normally they just teach, right? Even if 
kids want to learn, it is hard for teachers to take care of so many students at the same 
time . . . 

(Interview John Chen, 051116-2, line387-403, translated)  

Secondly, the parents are not confident in dealing with people from academic/mainstream 

society. Chinese parents normally show authority in front of the children. The parents couldn’t 

speak English well and they are not familiar with American school culture. They cannot check 

the assignments for the children also because they did not have enough academic ability.  

The other family also believed that the education in the U.S. is much better than it is in 

China. When I asked Mr. Wang how he felt about American schools, he told me that he had not 

been in contact with the teacher or the school. He still insisted that the schools in the U.S. are 

much better than in China:  
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The American schools are definitely better than the Chinese schools […] Now, I tell you, 
in America, in America, teachers teach in school […] of course the teachers are good […] 
teachers are always good (here) […] In China some teachers resign from school only after 
teaching for a few days, they don’t care about the students […]  In China, teachers just 
don’t care […] Like Sen, his school (in China) students even dare to fight with the 
teachers… here in the U.S., how do we dare to do it?! In high school there are polices in 
school, right? […] so police can handle the bad guys but in China they don’t care . . . 

(Interview Maoping Wang, 051114-1, line610-642, translated) 

Even though they were not too visibly involved in children’s school activities, the parents 

did care about the education. The first evidence was that they took me into their family as a free 

tutor. I later found out from the children that they had hired a tutor before I provided my free 

tutor for Sam as Sam requested. Even though they did not trust people easily, they were willing 

to take me into the family because they knew that I could help their children. They also showed 

me some of their concerns about the children’s education. They may not have discussed their 

expectations with the children, but they did hope the children could have a better education in the 

“dream land.” In the beginning when I asked them what they expected from the children, they 

could not give me an exact answer.  

The children did not know about the education system. They did not have the concept of 

college education. When I first asked the children if they wanted to go to college in the future, 

they told me no. They also asked me what I am doing. I told them I was a student. I said I had 

been a student for more than 25 years. Sam was shocked. He said he would die if he had to stay 

as a student for that long. However, few months later, he told me he wanted to go to the best 

university in the U.S. When I said that “you said you don’t want to go to college last time I asked 

you.” He said “No, I never said it.” It might be that after I became involved in their family, some 

of the conversations, or interview questions made them aware of some issues and they started to 

discuss the issues at home.  
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The parents changed their answers after a few months of my visits too. In the beginning 

they said they did not have any expectations on the children. If they wanted to work in the 

restaurant, it’s fine. A few months later they all told me they wanted the children to get better 

jobs than working in the restaurant. During the interview, which was conducted after I had been 

interacting with the family for half a year, Mr. Chen first expressed his attitude to his children’s 

education as “I want them to get as much education as possible, or I did not need to put so much 

effort to encourage them (to study) . . . Even if they do not want to, I would force them to (go to 

school/get education) . . .” (Interview, line 192-196). He also directly responded to my question 

of “what are the expectations for your children?” and expressed his expectations that children be 

educated: 

Ivy: Do you have any expectations for them (the children)? 
John: What? 
Ivy: Do you have any expectation for Sam and Tim? 
John: Oh, I have high expectations for them. 
Ivy: About what? 
John: umm . . .  Get as much education as possible. 
Ivy: Why? 
John: Huh? 
Ivy: Why do you think so? 
John: Because you will be nobody if you don’t get education in this world. 
Ivy: What about the restaurant business? Isn’t it good enough? 
John: huh? Oh, I don’t like him [them] to do . . . 
Ivy: The restaurant work? 
John: I don’t want him (them) to take the same path as I did. 
Ivy: Why? Too difficult? 
John: Yes. I didn’t have any choice. 

 
(Interview John Chen, 051116-2, line 306-321, translated) 

 
Mrs. Chen specifically mentioned that she would save every penny that she earned to 

provide her children the best education they could get: 

Jane: I hope he can study hard, get into the best university. I . . .  I . . .  if I need to be 
thrifty, I will do it. I must provide him to go to the best university. Just see if he can 
make it. 
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Ivy: Why do you want them to go to the university? 
Jane: Huh? Because . . .  like me, it’s so tiring to run a restaurant. Only if (they) can get to 

the university, Ok, then they can (depend on) themselves . . . 
Ivy: (You mean) sit in the office . . . ? 
Jane: Yes, it’s more comfortable to work in the office. Myself . . . you see . . . (I work) 

day and night . . . 
Ivy: Yeah, it’s tough . . . 
Jane: Right . .  so sometimes I tell them . . when I get home at night, I say, you need to 

study hard, right . . . I can spend as much money as needed for them to study hard . . . 
 

(Interview Jane Zhao (Mrs. Chen), 051112, line 519-531, translated) 
 
Mr. and Mrs. Wang also held the belief that American education is much better than it is in 

China and they also expect Xiao to get as much education as possible. They want Xiao to have a 

stable life. Mr. Wang said  

We expect him to go to college. Humm […] if he can get in […] Or if he can be a 
restaurant owner, that wouln’t be too bad either. But (of course) it will be the best if he can 
get in college. We will try our best to support him if he is able to. 

(Interview Maoping Wang, 051114-1, line528-535, translated) 

The adults of the family have dreams for their children. They did not have a chance to have 

an education, or they had bad experiences in school in China. As a result, they have high 

expectations for education for their children, and for American education.  

Summary 

In this chapter I used the macro-level zoom to look for the cultural discourses that the 

family created from the experiences of becoming immigrants in the United States, and from the 

cultural traditions that they carried with them and embedded within their daily lives. The macro-

zoom focuses on the “sociocultural dimensions of the life history” (Pamphilon, 1999, p. 395) and 

so I discussed culturally specific themes and relationships between the individuals and society.  

The American dream was the motivation for the family to immigrate to the new land. They 

were willing to suffer and to sacrifice their present moments for a better future. Their immigrant 

lives changed their ways of living. Their social interactions were limited to the restaurant, and 
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the extension from the restaurant to the Satellite Chinatown, which allowed them to maintain a 

connection with their hometown. At the same time, they used well the resources they could get in 

order to connect to the mainstream society in the university town.  

In addition to their new lives, they carried their original cultural beliefs and values with 

them and live according to these beliefs. Implicit cultural rules such as the hierarchical structure 

of interpersonal relationships, family values and educational expectations still had an impact on 

their ways of living.   

 



 

CHAPTER 6 
STYLES OF NARRATIONS AND NARRATIVE THEMES 

In this chapter I present the meso-zoom level of analysis which focuses on the 

“individual’s processing storying” (Pamphilon, 1999, p.396). At this level, I describe the styles 

of narration, which include the ways family members communicate, and their narrative themes. I 

seek out the thematic fields constructed by each of the family members, and discuss the personal 

values that were influenced by the immigrant family cultural experiences.   

Styles of Narration 

The styles of narration here indicate the ways that family members communicate with one 

another. Rosenthal (1993) summarizes four styles of narration as narrative process: Narration, 

description, argumentation, theorizing. The length of the narration also can tell the ways people 

communicate. Within these families, their ways of communicating are mostly short and “goal 

oriented.” I discuss their oral styles in three categories:  

 Oral Styles: the family members do not always “talk with” each other but sometimes only 
“comment” and “request” when they believe they need to.  

 Situated Languages: the family members unconsciously switch languages according to 
different situations and the objects they are talking to.  

 Functional Literacy in Daily Life: Most of the family members were not highly educated so 
they developed their own ways to “functionalize” their literacy other than conversations. By 
this I refer to alternative ways they used to “function” in communication and to survive in 
their daily lives other than reading and writing.  

Oral Styles between Parents and Children 

Heath (1983) describes the oral traditions of the Roadville and Trackton communities 

(White and Black working-class respectively): Even though they do it in different formats, both 

the White and Black children needed to learn to “tell stories;” the former needed to tell “true 

stories about lives,” the latter needed to tell “good stories that attract the audience.”  
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Compared with the White and Black working class families in Heath’s study, the working-

class immigrant Chinese families in my study do not have a tradition for children to learn to “tell 

stories.” In Chinese culture, children are supposed to “listen” to the adults and not to express 

their opinions in conversations. Adults do not see children as conversational partners. Each 

character in the family story has its sub-conscious or cultural place in oral situations. For 

example, the parents give commands to the children, and the children do not even attempt to 

negotiate or argue.  

Professional Chinese immigrant families have more access to the mainstream and so some 

may develop a different way of communication – the parents may “talk with” the children during 

family time and both parents and children may share emotions and ideas with each other. 

However, due to these parents’ long hours of working in the restaurant, the parents and children 

in these working-class restaurant families did not have too much time getting together to “talk.” 

Even when they were together, parents were not in the habit of sharing or listening to stories.  

The Chen family did not chat with each other even in their reserved family time. When 

they talked, they had a special purpose for the “talk.” For example, the children needed to tell the 

parents that they needed money for lunch, they needed supplies for school, or they wanted to go 

to Art class, and so on. The parents talked to children in commands: Do your homework, wash 

the dishes, go to bed, and go take a shower. When they were all in the restaurant, they chatted 

with each other but not in a “conversational” way. The two elder cousins, Ken and Sen, would 

tease Sam, Tim, and sometimes Xiao. They seldom just “talked” to one person; they used “he,” 

and “him” more than “you” in their verbal interactions. There were some topics they never talked 

about. For example, these parents still believed that they were responsible for solving any 
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financial problems. This had nothing to do with the children so they never talked about it with 

the whole family.  

In this section I am describing the ways I observed in which the family developed a way of 

communicating for “functional purposes.” During their “family time,” the midnight dinner, Mr. 

and Mrs. Chen kept telling the brothers to “study hard;” they asked them if they had done their 

homework assignments, if they had done their chores, or if they had enough money. Sam 

described the content of their daily conversation: “I just tell them what (I want) for dinner and 

what (I want) for breakfast, give me twenty dollars for tomorrow, that’s it . . .” or “. . . (when) I 

need to ask for lunch money . . .” Tim had a similar response: “(I) tell them to give me money.” 

“They came back to say ‘Hi, are you still alive? OK and goodbye’.” There were no 

“conversations” between the parents and children: they “told” each other things and made sure 

their needs were fulfilled.  

From the parents’ perspectives, they believed that since they provided the children a roof 

to keep them warm and food to keep them fed, they had completed most of their responsibilities 

as parents. They had a business to run, and they expected the children to understand the priority 

of the family. As Chinese parents, they did not share their emotions, problems, frustrations, or 

worries with children; they only made sure the children had everything they needed. They did 

not express their love to their children or tell them how they wanted them to behave; they 

communicated based on unspoken beliefs and values.  

They sometimes said it as complaints, such as when Mrs. Chen talked to me in front of the 

children. She would say “I work so hard for them. I don’t need to do so much if it’s just for 

myself. I could spend less money on myself but I want to give them the best.” She also told the 

children in front of me: “See, I work so hard, so you need to study hard.” The children, on one 
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hand, they understood, and followed the parents’ “order” to stay home all the time because they 

knew that as a family member, each of them had to sacrifice for the family future. However, on 

the other hand, they wanted to have more time to be with their parents. They could not express 

their wish to the parents, but they complained to me: “My Dad doesn’t want me to call him. He 

said if the customers call, it won’t be a good idea.”  

In Chinese cultural traditions, parents do not praise their children too much because it 

“might make them be arrogant.” Also, modesty is one of the virtues in Chinese culture. Thus, the 

parents only complained about their children to me. Mr. Chen complained, “I always told them 

to call their Mom . . . But they still called me . . .”  

The children understood the unspoken roles that their father and mother played by. The 

children chose to call the Dad but not Mom when something happened in school. They knew 

Mom took care of the “family issues” but Dad was in charge of the “outside world.” Mr. Chen 

also had more skills in dealing with English speaking people. Mrs. Chen played her role doing 

the house chores, and repeatedly reminded the children to do chores. As Mrs. Chen told me: 

“They said I am too nagging. They said I talk too much. They don’t want to talk or listen to me.” 

The short conversation style impacted the children too. I first noticed that Tim seldom 

directly answered my questions or responded to me in conversation. He always asked “Huh?” so 

I had to repeat my questions or whatever I was speaking. Then he would pause, answer, or just 

say: “I don’t know.” I discovered that both Mr. Chen and Sam had this same habit. For example, 

when I first interviewed Mr. Chen, he kept repeating my questions and had a lot of “Huh”: 

Ivy: When do you talk to your children? 
John: Normally? 
Ivy: Yes. 
John: Not regularly, hahaha . . . 
[…] 
Ivy: Do they talk to them? 
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John: Huh? 
Ivy: Do they tell you about what happen in school or. . . 
[…] 
Ivy: In what situation you would get mad? 
John: Huh? 
Ivy: Like . . . what kind of situation made you mad with them? 

 
(Interview, John Chen, 051116-1, line 4-63, translated) 

When Sam and Tim answered my questions, they had similar reactions – even to similar 

questions: 

Ivy: Normally if you want to call, whom do you call? 
Sam: Huh? 
Ivy: Whom would you like to call? Your Dad or your Mom? 
[…] 
Ivy: So do you talk to your parents everyday? 
Sam: Huh? 
Ivy: Do you talk to your parents everyday? 
(Interview, Sam, 051118-1, line 41-43, 54-56.) 
Ivy: How do you communicate with your parents? 
Tim: Ah . . . ah . . . ah . . . 
Ivy: How do you . . . when? 
Tim: Uh . . .  they ask me something . . . 
[…] 
Ivy: Daytime? When? 
Tim: Uh, uh, uh . . . 
Ivy: What? What? Do you call them? 
Tim: Uh? 
Ivy: Do you call them? 

 
(Interview, Tim, 051118-3, line 32-35, 83-87.) 

 
They did not learn how to “chat” and so it was hard for them when they were asked to 

“share their feelings”; they just answered questions with exact answers. Their conversations were 

more goal-oriented, so when they were asked questions that were not related to their daily needs, 

they needed to pause and think before they figured out how to answer the questions or to react.  

Situated Language Use According to Context, Themes and Cultural Roles 

The language the family members used varied according to the context, the topic, the 

cultural role they were in, and the conversation partner. At home or to each other the families 
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used a dialect from southern China, the Fuzhouese. The brothers Sam and Tim spoke English to 

me most of time while the other family members spoke Mandarin Chinese with me. The brothers 

also used English in academic environments, but used their Chinese dialect for daily living. 

However, they were not always able to bridge the languages at the same level: They had a hard 

time explaining schooling in Chinese, and they also did not have a chance to share their Chinese 

living styles with peers in English at school. All the parents switched dialects to Mandarin 

Chinese whenever they needed to talk to me or even speaking to each other when I was with 

them. Sometimes Mrs. Wang would forget that I did not speak the dialect and would speak 

Fuzhouese to me; Xiao would translate for me when it happened.  

The patterns and contents of their conversations showed each person’s situated cultural 

role. The family members unconsciously switched their languages when they interacted with 

different people in different situations. They also created different topics for “talk” when 

interacting with different people according to the cultural/gender roles they played.  

 When I was there, each of them would talk to me, but not to each other. My role in the 

family was not categorized according to “gender”; I was a “professional.” In addition, as a 

“Taiwanese,” Mr. Chen saw me as a neutral adult who could be his “talking partner.” After 

interacting with the family for more than a year, Mr. Chen even talked to me about his beliefs 

about education in front of the school after meeting with the teachers, he talked with me twice 

for an hour. He also asked my opinions about Chinese/Taiwanese politics. Mrs. Chen, on the 

other hand, would ask about my life. She asked if I had enough to eat and about personal issues 

including my family, my study, and my life. She always showed how she cared about my health. 

She would complain about the children by using “he” or “them” again. Even though she was 

always complaining, it was her way to show that she really cared about the children. Sam might 
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ask me questions regarding his computer. Tim would ask me questions like “Are you going to 

stay here tonight?” They seemed to believe that men discussed political issues together while 

women only talked about families, children, and relationships. 

All the adult family members would greet me whenever I visited them in the restaurant. 

The children, even though they had more opportunities to directly interact with me, did not greet 

me if no adult was around to remind them to do so. Mrs. Chen and Mrs. Wang would ask them to 

say, “How are you doing?” to “Auntie” or “Teacher.”  

Even when I visited Sam and Tim at home, they came to open the door to let me in, but 

when I went in, I did not see anyone. Sam would sit back down in front of the computer after he 

had opened the door. Tim was often somewhere in the family room and did not come out to say 

hi to me. I had to force them to say “Hi” to me when I visited. Xiao had a very similar reaction 

whenever I visited him. He would not come out of his room to greet me. I had to call his name 

loudly, talk to him, and keep asking him questions. Xiao did not speak much, even to his parents. 

That sometimes made Mrs. Wang become even more talkative. Mrs. Wang would repeatedly 

remind Xiao to study, to wash his clothes, or to eat. Xiao would not respond. He could be 

invisible sometimes. That did not stop Mrs. Wang but made it look like she talked to herself all 

the time. 

Almost all of the family members spoke more than one language (or dialect) and they all 

understood when and where to switch their languages. The parents switched their languages 

constantly in the restaurant where most of their social life happened. They spoke to the “insiders 

of insiders” – their own family members - in Fuzhouese. They switched to the “restaurant 

English” when they talked to the customers. They immediately switched to Mandarin Chinese to 

me, to another chef who was originally from Taiwan, and to other part-time Chinese workers 
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who came from various parts of mainland China. They code-switched automatically: it was like 

their second nature to do so. Their language usage indicated the relationship they had with 

different people, and through daily conversations showed how they situated different meanings.  

Functional Literacy in Daily Life 

Reading and writing at work 

As mentioned in Chapter 5, most of the family members were not highly educated; the 

family members did not use much written language in their daily lives, and the small amount of 

writing that occurred was at work. In the restaurant, there was a calendar hanging on the wall. 

Some of the worker’s names were written on the days of the calendar they had to work. It was 

interesting to notice that this “chart” was for the American workers only. Sometimes the 

American workers wrote their names in themselves, other times Mr. or Mrs. Chen wrote the 

names.  

They did not need to write to take customers’ orders. The computer system was set up so 

the order takers only had to click on a function key or to move the arrow keys to select the dishes. 

That would send a message to the kitchen where it printed out, was picked up, and cooked.  

Mr. Chen kept all the bills and took care of ordering the equipment and materials for the 

restaurant. Most of the time he placed the orders by phone, but he had to check on the invoices, 

the bills, and the amount of money earned and spent. Mr. and Mrs. Chen normally counted the 

money, wrote out the numbers on a piece of paper and rolled up the papers each week with the 

bills. These records were kept on the desk in their house.  

Other than these, I did not see anyone writing a single word, except for signing their names 

on certain documents. Even for signing their names, I had to teach Mrs. Wang to write her name 

in English when she had just arrived in the town and needed to sign documents for Xiao’s 

schooling. She asked me to confirm the spelling of her name and teach her to write it correctly.  
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Reading habits 

Male family members read a Chinese newspaper sometimes when they got the “old” 

newspapers from the restaurant’s suppliers. I found no book written in Chinese in either the 

Chen’s or the Wang’s house.  

There were, however, some English children’s books in the Chen’s house, including a 

youth dictionary. According to Sam, most of the books were gifts from teachers. Some were 

comic books. The interesting thing is that Sam claimed in his interview that he does not like 

comic books at all.  

Xiao did not read much in the traditional sense nor did he talk too much, but he was 

curious about his new world. He liked to walk to Wal-Mart, which was only 5 minutes away 

from the “Dorm” house. He liked to read the labels on the products at Wal-Mart and he could 

spend hours just walking around aisles and reading the labels. 

Reading and writing on the computer 

There was a computer in the Chen’s house. Sam used it most of time, and would play 

online games a lot. They asked me to help them install some Chinese software so Mr. and Mrs. 

Chen could use the computer to communicate with their relatives in China and watch Chinese 

movies. When I started to visit the family, this was the only computer in the family.  

Soon Ken bought a laptop with a part-time student worker’s help. He and his wife used the 

Internet to connect with relatives in China and to see their son via the web-cam. Mr. and Mrs. 

Wang then asked me to help them find a good, light and cheap laptop for their daughter in China. 

They told me that was what their daughter wanted, and they had to send one to her. I brought the 

new laptop to the workers’ house, showed it to everyone, and taught them how to get on-line. 

The workers did not have computers and were interested in learning more.  
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Ken convinced Sen and Xiao to get laptops and to share the Internet together. I mail-

ordered one for Xiao, but Sen asked me to take him to the store to buy his. Sen and Xiao used his 

laptop to watch Chinese movies and to play Chinese online games. After they both had their 

laptops, I helped them to install an instant messenger program on each computer, and added my 

contact to their lists. 

Oral versus written literacy 

Since the family members were not in the habit of writing, except for the minimal amount 

they did on their laptops, they relied on their oral language a lot. This meant they had to 

remember everything because they did not write anything down in an agenda, or take notes. I 

wrote my phone numbers on a piece of paper and posted it on the refrigerator for them to contact 

me. However, there were several times that Mrs. Chen told me that she couldn’t call me because 

my phone number had disappeared from her cell phone list. They used “called numbers” to track 

my number. If they did not call me for a while, the numbers were pushed out of the list. When 

they could not find my number anymore, they had to wait for me to call them. Even after I 

installed the instant messenger on their computers, they still preferred to talk to me instead of 

writing/chatting online with me. They did not know how to send an email; they were just not in 

the habit of communicating in writing.  

The children’s school-based literacy 

Even the children lacked the habit of writing and preferred face-to-face oral 

communication to writing. I assumed that at least Sam, who played online games a lot, would 

communicate with me more online, but he did not chat with me often. Most of the time, I would 

greet him first and ask him how everything was. A particular incident alerted me to his 

preference for oral communication. Once he asked me to help him with his math problem. He 

“called” me online and asked me if I could go to visit him “now.” I was unhappy because he 
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always wanted me to go immediately. I said no, I had work to do and asked him if I could go 

later that week, or during the weekend. He said he had a test the next day and he needed 

immediate help. I asked him how many questions he had, and he told me there were a lot of 

questions. I told him to list the questions online, and I tried to tell him how to read each question 

to find a way to solve it. He kept saying that he could not understand me. So I called him next 

and repeated what I had written in the instant messenger. He still couldn’t get it. Then he insisted 

on coming to my apartment, even though it was pouring outside, and it was peak hours at the 

restaurant. He begged his Dad to drop him off when his father was out delivering food. When he 

arrived, I found that actually he had only seven questions to do and it took me only 10 minutes to 

teach him.  

It was hard for me to understand the logic in the beginning. Why didn’t he pay more 

attention when we talked on the phone or in the instant messenger? It took his father 20 minutes 

to drive back home, another 30 minutes to bring Sam to my apartment, and I only needed 10 

minutes for the questions. Wouldn’t it have been easier for all of us to just discuss it online or 

over the phone? Later I realized that it was easy for Mr. Chen since he was driving around town 

delivering food anyway, and it was easier for Sam to stop by for 10 minutes to get what he 

wanted. He was not familiar with the written form of communication, or written “teaching.” The 

computer for him was only a tool to “communicate” with game players using specific “game 

language,” but not for teaching and learning.  

Neither Sam nor Tim liked to do their assignments on their own. When Sam needed help 

with his homework assignments, he would call me, or he would ask his Mom to call me and he 

would ask, or beg me to help him face-to-face. Normally I would ask him how much work he 

needed to complete. I tried several times, but he always said “a lot,” even if there were only four 
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or five questions. Once he told me he had six pages of math questions to do. I told him to work 

on the questions by himself, and leave those that he couldn’t answer, had difficulties with, or did 

not understand. I told him that he had to do the assignments by himself first, so he would know 

what his problems were. I also would not be able to do each of the questions with him since I did 

not have very much time. I made an appointment with him, told him I would visit him in the 

restaurant around four in the afternoon on a Saturday. When I arrived, he was not there. Other 

people told me that he was out delivering food with his father. I had to wait for him at the 

restaurant. When he came back, I asked him if he had tried to finish the assignment. He said yes, 

but he only did one or two that I had already discussed with him online.  

This might have been the influence of the communication styles that the families all relied 

on: immediate help and close attention. Similar things happened with Tim as well. I bought Tim 

some children’s books, and I asked him to read them. He would not read one unless I sat down 

with him and listened to him read it to me. If I asked Tim to write anything related to the book, 

or even just to do his homework assignments, he would not do it unless I sat at the same table 

(even if I was helping Sam when Tim was writing). At the beginning I thought they might just 

want to get more attention so they were competing for my help. Later, I found they could not do 

academic work independently. Either they did not have enough confidence to do the academic 

work by themselves, or they just had not established a way to do the work. For Tim, it was also 

obvious that even though he was born in the States, he still had a hard time in reading, especially 

with phonics.  

Xiao was very passive in academic learning. He had never asked me to help with his 

school work. I had to go to his room, and ask him to show me what he had got from school (if I 

asked him what he learned, he would tell me he did not understand too much). He did not talk to 
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me or to his parents about his schooling. He did not ask for help either. His mother bought a 

bilingual electronic dictionary for him but he did not use it too often. I forced him to check every 

word that he did not understand using the dictionary and write it on the handout, in his notebook 

or on his homework assignments. He told me it was impossible and he could not understand the 

word. He could do math well, especially those math questions that did not use verbal 

descriptions. He skipped the questions that had more than a one-line description. He put all the 

notes, worksheets, and handouts that he got from school in a box even though most of the 

worksheets were incomplete. Starting from the second year of my study, he moved from middle 

school to high school where he had a language course for ESL students. When I asked him, he 

would tell me that he was getting better and understanding more in school. 

Narrative Themes in the Families Life Stories  

In Pamphilon’s (1999) Zoom model, the focus of this level (the meso) is “across the whole 

of a life history as we seek out the thematic fields constructed by [individuals]” (p.410). I present 

two overarching themes in this section: 

 The “new immigrant families”: The Chens and the Wangs.  

 Individual life stories of three new immigrant children: different histories of coming to the 
new land mean different struggles for these children who must learn to live between two 
cultural worlds.  

For each theme, I will present sub-themes that I found expressed in the data. 

The New Immigrant Families 

Both of the families are “new immigrant families." Even though they went through similar 

experiences to immigrate into the United States, they had different family stories that led to 

making the decision and also were on the different stages of immigrants. The Chen family, as the 

pioneer of the extended family, had suffered longer separations in order to build a foundation for 

the other family members to work from. However, they had developed more connections to 
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mainstream society and were trying harder to become “Chinese-Americans.” On the other hand, 

the Wang family had a shorter history in the U.S. and were still working to establish their lives 

here. The Wangs, as new immigrants, were living a Chinese life in the U.S. 

Becoming Chinese Americans  

Mr. Chen had gone through tough times before he started his own business in the college 

town. Back in China, he did not believe in the Chinese educational system anymore due to the 

influence of the Cultural Revolution, even though his father was highly educated. He said that 

“[…] the environment is important […] like in China it was hard (for someone my age) to get 

good education […]” (Interview, line 185-187). Thus, he dropped out of high school and started 

in “business” on the street. He told me stories from his life in China:  

I am really interested in Taiwanese political issues  […] I have been familiar with the 
Taiwanese characters since I was little […] I had a lot of Taiwanese friends […] I used to 
do business with them, a lot […] in Fuzhou […] I had good relationships with a lot of 
Taiwanese politicians […] I knew both the good guys and bad guys […] it didn’t matter 
who they were, as long as there was money, they were good business partners.  

[…] 

I started little . . . I started (doing business) early . . .  my younger brother and I started to 
earn a lot of money when we were only 15 or 16 […] we started it with my uncle.. it was 
when the southern China started to have business connection with Taiwan […] there were 
only two tax-free stores, both were in Fuzhou […] It was easy to make money in China 
back then… doing tobacco business, it was not a big deal though it was illegal […] And in 
China, after you got some money, you should leave [to oversea].  

(Informal Conversation #94, line 132-143; 291-312. translated) 

He claimed that he knew some well-known Taiwanese people, although some were a bit 

notorious. He also told me that his first business involved illegal “money laundering” but it was 

for survival. Although he seemed proud of his “success,” he did not want his children to have 

such a life. Thus he chose to settle in a college town where the family would not have too close 

of a contact with New York City Chinatown, especially the gangsters.  

 164



 

He purposely chose to buy a house in a community that was six miles away from the 

restaurant so the children’s lives would not have anything to do with the restaurant.  

In the following conversation, he talked about how he wanted his children to have “a 

simple life” in this small town. His life was centered on the family. He did not want to socialize 

with people outside of the family and believed that life in this town could help them avoid the 

messy, even the bad influences on the children.  

Ivy: Most people like to go to New York . . . 
John: Yes. 
Ivy: So you are special, you chose this rural town . . . Any specific reasons? 
John: Humm. . . It’s better for children to study. Yesh. . .  
[…] 
Ivy: Do you think it’s harder (for you to live) in the rural town?  
John: It’s the same. But the environment here is much better. 
Ivy: Uh-huh. 
John: New York is more messy. Yeah. 
Ivy: But there are not many friends here.  
John: Friends . . . it’s not a big deal . . . 
[…] 
Ivy: So you don’t have any friends? Here? 
John: I have many friends, just I don’t want to contact them. 
Ivy: Here?  
Ivy: What kinds of friends?  
John: What kinds of friends . . . old friends that we have known for long time . . . yeah . . . 
Ivy: But didn’t you say you just moved here around four years ago? 
John: Oh, you meant local friends? 
Ivy: Yes. 
John: I don’t have local friends.  
[…] 
Ivy: Why? Just before you moved here? 
John: No. local . . .  because I am really busy, right? 
[…] 
Ivy: Don’t you feel bored? 
John: No, I don’t feel bored. . . .  If I had time to go out with the children I wouldn’t feel 

bored . . .  We are too busy . . .  We don’t have time other than work.  
[…] 
Ivy: But if it’s New York . . .  in New York Chinatown people get together after work . . . 
John: It’s more difficult . . .  
Ivy: Why? 
John: I used to like it but it depends on age . . .  Now I don’t like it . . . 
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(Interview John, line 455-514, translated)  
 

Because of his own background and his experiences, he wanted his children to escape from 

the old world (the messy, the gangs, the illegal business and the tough lives) and to have a simple 

and settled life in the rural small town in the U.S. 

Through the business, the Chens had more chances to connect to the outside world, and 

sought to raise their in social economic status. Even though Mr. Chen said that he did not like to 

contact or get together with “friends,” Mrs. Chen kept close relationships with the cultural 

mediators. The Chen family was more stable and so their goal was to get to work on establishing 

financial success in order to satisfy their immigrant goal and get established in the mainstream 

society if possible. 

The Chinese immigrants 

The Wang family was still at the beginning stage of the immigrant life. Their hope was to 

let their son have a better future. As Mrs. Wang said, “If he [Xiao] started working he would 

know how hard it was . . . See how hard his father worked, it was for him to get more 

education . . .  How much schooling does he needed to get an American job?”  

Mr. Wang talked about his life in the U.S.: 

It was hard to work in the restaurant […] (I needed to) get up around 10 o’clock, start to 
take the carry-out orders […] It was hard. (I was so) tired of it […] in the U.S. […] When I 
had just arrived, it was even more tiring […] Everyone got tired of [work] in the U.S.. 
Everyone was sick of it. Only after a few years they got sick of it.  

(Interview Maoping Wang, 051114-1, line 369-381, translated) 

Living in the dormitory showed their lives as workers in the restaurant wouldn’t be 

permanent. Especially while they owed a huge amount of money to the “agency” that had gotten 

them out of China, they needed to save every penny to pay back the loan. The dormitory, 

although it was similar to living as a big family, was still a dormitory and not a real “home.” 
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According to Mr. Chen, Mrs. Wang once argued with him and said that “If this is my own house, 

I would clean it up […] if it is my home […]” (Informal Conversation #105, 061019, line 424-

426, 451-455, translated). 

The Wang family were not feeling settled yet. They saw working in the restaurant as a 

beginning of their American lives. As for Mr. Wang’s expectations of Xiao, he wanted him 

either to work “as an American,” which meant office work instead of being a laborer, or to be a 

restaurant owner. They had just started their lives as new immigrants and had their dreams ahead 

for them to accomplish. Living in the dormitory with a lot of workers was not their long-term 

goal and they did not care too much about the “present” but looked forward more to the future.  

Children Between Two Worlds: Three Individual Life Stories 

The three boys of these families came to the States at different ages and had different ways 

of living. The Chen brothers, Sam and Tim, did not have much chance to develop a “traditional 

brotherhood” since they were apart in two countries when Tim was born. Sam was alone and 

also separated from his parents at that time. Then Sam came to the States and Tim went back to 

China, so the brothers were also separated for few years before they were finally reunited in the 

U.S.  

Although the brothers were now living together in the house, and they had only each other 

as their company most of the time, they developed different ways of living each within their own 

territory at home. Sam occupied the “office” area and used the computer to interact with people 

around the world. Tim occupied the TV in the living room to watch cartoons, Chinese channels 

and to play video games all the time.  

For the first summer when Xiao had just arrived in the U.S., he lived at the Chen’s and 

stayed with the Chen brothers during the daytime. Xiao was always quiet. Instead of interacting 
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with Sam, who was closer to his age, he played and interacted with Tim more often. However, he 

interacted more passively. The three boys did not develop deep interactions with each other. 

The boys all functioned in different situations using different identities in different 

Discourses (Gee, 2005). Each boy had his own: “ways of being in the world, or forms of life 

which integrate[d] words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities, as well as gestures, 

glances, body positions and clothes” (Gee, 2005, p.27). McGinnis (2007) further explains that 

identities of individuals are constructed through different social and cultural contexts. The 

children switched their identities in different social and cultural contexts and adopted their 

expected roles and ways of being in school and family. In a way, they were all “quiet and shy” in 

school. Xiao was a newcomer with limited English ability and he was quiet in all places. Tim 

was talkative when he was with family members or close relatives playing his role as a naïve 

youngest child of the family. Sam knew what he needed do as a student and as an elder son 

whether he enjoyed the roles or not.  

Other than those “roles,” they also created a third space where they could be “real” to 

themselves and maybe, have a totally new Discourse or, as Compton-Lily puts it (2007) an 

“alternate discourse.” As Hicks (2002) states, “[the children] come to be and know with others as 

they engage in discourse practices fully saturated with cultural meaning” (p.23). Children from 

non-mainstream families like the Chens and the Wangs “experience time and space within the 

complex social textures” (Hicks, 2002, p.23) and so they learn to live between two worlds. 

Sam: A responsible elder brother pushed to grow up fast 

Sam was the one who interacted with me the most during my two years of interactions 

with the family. He had stronger characteristics and he knew when he needed to contact me to 

get assist. I had more chances to talk to him, to interact with him and to understand his worlds in 

different ways.  
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At home, in Sam’s parents’ eyes, he was “selfish.” As a Chinese person I understood the 

mother’s negative comments did not necessarily mean real criticism. Traditional Chinese culture 

values “modesty” and parents normally don’t openly praise their own children. With her 

“complaints” Mrs. Chen was trying to tell me that she rarely worried about Sam. Sam could take 

good care of himself and the house. He played computer games a lot, but he always remembered 

to finish his homework assignments without his parents’ reminding him. He did not hesitate to 

ask for help when he needed to. Although he may not have liked to take on responsibilities, he 

took care of the “house” and the family because he understood that the parents had to take care 

of the business. Because of him, the parents did not need to worry too much about the house with 

two children. Under the Chinese hierarchical system, he followed the parents’ expectations but 

deep in his mind he was eager for more attentions and he subconsciously fought for it with his 

younger brother. He complained a lot to me about how it was unfair for him to have to take 

responsibility for the family, his younger brother, and the house work: 

Ivy: …you are the older one…)  
Sam: He (the younger brother) should do some thing… He can clean the house… I teach 

him but he is too lazy to do it. I am doing like, almost everyday. like I washed the 
dishes like everyday, but he never do it!  

 
(Informal conversation #49, line36-45) 

 
Sam sacrificed his childhood to help the family reach the American Dream. He learned to 

be independent, and to understand the primary concerns of the family. He told me that “My dad 

won’t let me call his cell phone… only in an emergency . . .  cause . . . If the customers are 

calling, that won’t be a good idea” (Interview, line 49-56). Like all children of his age, he wished 

he could spend more time with his parents; he wished his parents could be with them, or take 

them for vacation like other parents. He knew that the whole family had to work hard to get a 

stable life and a better future. He swallowed his feeling of being left out, as he described to me in 
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the interview: “Sometimes…my parents are out of town I have to be left behind… we got left (at) 

home, my mom and my dad went (away). . .  (and) came back next morning” (Interview, line 57-

71). This kind of reaction reflected a fear that had been created in his childhood when his mother 

left him behind to go to the U.S. He was more mature than his own age to accept the fact that his 

parents were busy for a good reason working hard for the future of the family. The unspoken rule 

for the family was: Everyone in the family has to sacrifice in a way.  

Cultural dilemma in the real world 

At home, Sam’s identity was a dependable son and reliable brother (he was the son in 

charge at home). At school, Sam was a shy and quiet Asian boy. According to Chinese cultural 

beliefs, a student should respect teachers in school and be quiet. Mr. and Mrs. Chen would warn 

the boys “You’d better behave well in school. We spent a lot of time and money expecting you 

to be good in school.” This “good in school” normally means being well-behaved, following the 

teacher’s orders, and to getting good grades. Therefore, Sam behaved well as expected by 

Chinese culture. He said that “I’m OK in class. I was like the quiet one…” (informal 

conversation #72, line 13). When he said he was “OK,” it meant he did not cause trouble and he 

tried to do whatever he was asked from the teacher and be what he was expected to be. He 

believed that being quiet and nice should make him a “good student:” “if I can make it (behave 

well), people will think I'm all mature” (Informal conversation #70, line 186).  

These beliefs are basic in Chinese culture. Students are expected to follow orders, respect 

the teacher, not ask too many questions (which may be considered as against the authorities), 

turn in the assignments on time, and so on. However, in American culture, this does not help him 

too much in making friends with peers or belonging to certain groups. His cultural belief of 

being a good student may have created a gap between him and his peers – While he thought that 

 170



 

his classmates were all too “noisy,” his peers may think he was too quiet. Also because he was 

two years older than his peers, he was frustrated and annoyed by his peers’ behaviors sometimes. 

Once he asked me about home-schooling and he said, “home school is awesome… (because the 

classmates) are…whining like a baby…  I think they are so noisy…” (Informal conversation #70, 

line 69-118).  

He also believed that he had to be responsible for himself, and respect the school 

environment. He was unconsciously marginalized from the mainstream culture because he was 

too different with them. He complained about the environment and said that, “. . .  (and) I 

hated . . . the school bathroom . . . all stuff like dirty walls, and I'm going to throw up . . . So I 

never went to bathroom in elementary school . . . only like . . . emergency!” (Informal 

conversation #70, line 157-182). The school environment was not what he expected to have. He 

tried to follow the “rule,” the “culture” to be clean and neat, but it was not what others did and he 

got confused and angry.   

He could only be shier and quieter. He was emotionally isolated in school. Without peer 

support, he even felt that he was unfairly treated by the teachers because he did not have peer 

allies. Once he told me a story about how he was punished in school during lunch time. He said 

he was answering a question to a classmate but one of the duty teachers blamed him for talking 

and didn’t listen to his defense. Only he was punished and not the others. He told me it was 

totally unfair. He said, “they (the teachers) blamed me because those kids (had) more friends (to 

support/ argue for them)” (Informal conversation #70, line 16-18). He felt singled out without 

peer allies. 

Sam and I had this conversation again, discussing how home-schooling is good or not for 

him. I told him that “(if you do home schooling,) you wouldn’t have any opportunity to meet 
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other people. You will be always alone.” He smiled and said, “That's why I'm liking about it!” 

(Informal conversation #70, line 91-92). Even though he started his schooling in the U.S., he 

may never feel like an insider in the culture but always like an outsider. 

Even in the world outside of school, he did not know how to interact with peers since the 

“common ways” of interaction follow mainstream norms and that was a world in which he was 

an outsider. Also because of the influence of family culture (e.g. the unknown is associated with 

danger), the brothers were taught to stay home all the time. The parents believed that it would 

not be safe for the children to go out. They were not allowed to take a bus, and they could not 

visit other families from school.  

When asked about “friends”, Sam first told me that he had some friends and they “interact” 

pretty often. However, in my active, frequent visiting period, which lasted for almost a year, I 

seldom witnessed his interactions with peers. He couldn’t think of any “good friends” in school. 

Finally he told me that, “I do got some neighbor friend . . .” I then asked him what they did when 

they were together, he answered, “most time they come and ask me to kind of play, I keep saying 

no…” He tried to tell me that he did not “want” to “play” with them when I asked him why I did 

not see them whenever I visited. Then I asked him how often they met, he said “within six 

months I went to his house for 2 or 3 times” (interview, line 184-217). I also observed him in 

some social occasions a few times. He felt uncomfortable interacting with people, especially 

with other children that are the same age as him. He could “talk to” the adults, he could play with 

younger children, but he did not know exactly how to socialize with peers.  

Sam had lived at Principal Yang’s (the friend of Mrs. Tang, the realtor with connections to 

the Chinese community) for one summer a year before I started the study. Principal Yang’s 

second son is as old as Sam but during the three months that Sam lived there, he did not talk to 
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her son much. Not only did he feel like an outsider in American society and school, He also 

didn’t connect to the local Chinese communities, which are mostly professionals.  

As a 15-year-old teenager, he also wanted to socialize with girls. But he did not have a 

model to follow or experiences to get practice. I visited him a few times in school so I had the 

chance to observe his interactions and communications with peers in school. He did not look 

passionate or active in his class. He was a quiet student in classroom: He answered to his 

classmates only when he was talked to but not really a “chatting” ways. He did not have any 

close friends. That may influence more when he wanted to start any relationship with the 

opposite sex. The only female with whom he had frequent interactions in his life was his mother. 

Although he also had lived in Principle Yang’s for a while, and had some interactions with me, 

whom he called “Auntie,” we were all adults. He did not know how to talk to a girl of his age.  

A story about a girl 

(All * quotes in this section are from informal conversation #52, line 3-90) 

Once he told me a story about this girl he saw as a “friend.” Then just before Valentine’s 

Day, he asked me to take him to a store to buy some gifts. He told me that he wanted to get gifts 

for his mother. His younger brother then broke his secret and told me he actually wanted to get a 

gift for a girl. I asked Sam about it but he did not want to tell me much at first. After a while he 

said he believed that I might be able to give him some advice or suggestions about “girls” so he 

told me: “*She… live in my neighborhood…” So the girl went to the same middle school as Sam, 

but they were not in the same class. Tim told me that Sam would dance with the girl which 

surprised me. I asked Sam to tell me the story. He said, “*I just ask her today (to go to the 

Valentine’s Day dance party). . .  she said yes sure. . .  someone has already asked her out, but 

she said like ‘maybe. . . ’.”  
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The way Sam told me sounded very unclear. So the girl said yes first, but she also told 

Sam that someone already asked her out? It seemed to me that the girl used a polite way to reject 

as most of us would do. If I was invited to some social occasions but either I could not go or I 

did not want to go, I would say that “I’d like to, but . . .” For us, this is definitely a polite 

rejection. The girl might have used the same way. She may have been saying to Sam that “I’d 

like to go with you, but . . .” For Sam, he thought the girl couldn’t go with him because he had 

asked her too late. He said that “Last year I can't . . .  dance with her . . .” In his mind, he 

believed that he couldn’t dance with the girl last year because he had not asked her early enough.  

He also told me that he “*. . . kind of know everything about her.” When he said this, it 

reminded me of the conversations I had with him regularly. When he wanted to get something, 

he would convince me about how important it would be. For example, if he wanted to get a 

music instrument, he would tell me everything about it. If he wanted me to help him convince his 

parents to subscribe to magazines, he also would have a thousand reasons for it, even if the 

reasons did not sound reasonable to me. If I asked him how he knew, he would tell me “I just 

know, I am sure . . .” For him, the best way to get something might be to “know about it,” and so 

he thought since he knew everything about the girl, the girl might accept him.  

Even though he said that “I just know,” or “I know everything,” the truth is, he was not 

confident about himself being in the mainstream culture and so he was uncertain about social 

strategies. He finally asked me, “*I gotta ask you . . . should I give gift to her in the morning, or 

afternoon?” He was unsure about the right way to interact with a girl. His “research” about the 

girl showed his interest in girls; however, he did not know how to approach her. When he was 

politely rejected, he could not tell it was a rejection because of his inexperience or rare contact 
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with girls in life. In this “real” world, he was a very shy, quiet, unconfident and “nerdy” boy. His 

cultural dilemma made him an outsider of the mainstream.  

Sam’s space: his alternate world 

The experiences of being an outsider to the mainstream culture and school culture made 

Sam become more distanced, isolated, alienated, and keep himself locked in his own world. 

Since he was requested by his parents to stay at home for safety, he developed a home-base style 

of living. He did not have friends from school or from the community: neither in the American 

mainstream, nor within his own ethnic group. When other Chinese parents and children had their 

community because they met in the chess clubs, concerts, and band classes, the Chen brothers 

had a very limited living environment. Their parents were too busy to take them to follow the 

schedule in different classes and social events. Sam thus became a home-based boy who 

occupied the “office corner” of the house. He spent at least three hours a day playing computer 

games. Whenever I visited him, he sat in front of the computer playing games. That was his 

private space, his world where he did not allow his younger brother, Tim to touch and to disturb 

his world. In that world, he felt safe and successful (confident, comfortable, he has created a 

community in this virtual world, where he is a confident member)   

Different from the “real world” where he had a hard time building relationships with others, 

he made friends easily in the virtual world. He said that “I play those games all night…and like 

people from other countries are playing . . .  there are like. . . over half a million people playing 

it! . . .  I kind of like them [those who play on-line games], they are funny” (Interview, 

051108line 280-305). He did not feel like an outsider in this world anymore, and he did not feel 

lonely. Whenever he got on-line, there were people somewhere in the world who could “talk” to 

him. They played games “together,” they traded virtual goods and money. The more time he 
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spent, the more successful he could be in the game, the more people he could work with and 

make friends with. From these “friends,” he got his confidence back. He is no longer a shy, 

lonely Asian boy:  

I got messages (from them) . . .  I got telephone calls . . .  you can talk instant messenger 
and those stuff . . . I play those games . . .  they tell me what city they live in, and how old 
they are, some of them are in . . . (all over the world).  

(Interview, 051108, line 280-305)  

Even more, from his Instant Messenger list (see figure 6-1), he had a category named 

“Girlfriend.” Not like in the “real world” where he had problems interacting with girls, he had 

six girlfriends in his virtual world. He could be cool in that world. He could make friends with 

anyone and anywhere. He did not feel that he is an outsider anymore in this other world.  

 The longest list of the category was the “Runescape,” which refers to an on-line game. 

The list affirmed Sam’s virtual social world. There was nothing under the categories of “family.” 

Although Ken and Xiao had bought computers and had installed the Instant Messenger system, 

they did not use it as a communicative tool. My name is under the category of “Teacher” and 

was the only one. It showed that Sam saw me as a teacher, and matched what he said that he did 

not have any contact information of any school teacher.  
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Figure 6-1. Sam’s virtual social community 
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The Yu-Gi-Oh trading card game 

Other than the friends that he made on-line, he also created a world in which he was full of 

confidence: the Yugioh Trading card game. This game, according to Wikipedia (2007), is “a 

collectible card game based on Duel Monsters, which is the main plot device in the popular 

Japanese manga [Japanese comics] Yu-Gi-Oh!, as well as the two anime series by Toei and 

NAS” (bold and italic as origin). It is created from the virtual world, comics and animation. 

Many local shops have hosted tournaments. In this rural town, Books-A-Million was the place 

for the tournaments. Every Saturday after Sam and Tim finished their Art classes a few blocks 

south of the restaurant, their mom would pick them up, feed them in the restaurant, and send 

them to the bookstore, a few blocks north of the restaurant. The brothers would stay there for the 

whole afternoon, playing the trading card game. Most people that Sam interacted with there were 

older than he was. I went to observe his interactions a few times. When he talked to them, he was 

so confident. He had quite a collection of the cards and he knew how to negotiate with others. 

The following is a sample conversation that I transcribed:  

Sam: Should I do it for five dollars? It cost more than five dollars.  
Player A: That's more than five. Anything costs more than it! 
Sam: Price book! Right here . . . It's the price like . . . uh . . . the high . . .  the the highest is 

here, 4,000 dollars.  
Player A: I have to do it for four. 
Sam: I don't see any zodiac piece, so how many zodiac piece like that?   
Player A: . . . You’re easily spending your money on zodiac pieces.  
Sam: I'll trade them, if you like really good . . .  deal!  
Sam: Okay . . . see if I . . . No! No!  Don’t touch it!  

 
(Informal Conversation #35, 051029, line 64-73.) 

 
When playing the game and talking with the players, Sam seemed comfortable and 

confident. It was a “half virtual world” for him. He needed to interact face-to-face with “real” 

people based on fictional plots. He was more familiar with an alternate world and had the 
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knowledge and experiences to react in a way both he and other people felt more comfortable 

with. 

Tim’s world: A baby in the family 

Being the youngest boy in the family, Tim was treated as a “baby brother” and acted like a 

baby too. According to his parents, he was generous and warm but lazy. He was more dependent 

too. Although both of the brothers fought for attentions from parents, because of Tim’s younger 

age and his sweet nature, even Mr. Chen said that “all people said that (the mother) loved Tim 

more, and (Sam) was not too happy about it. Tim was not happy either. . .  so I said, I treated 

Tim nicely myself” (Informal conversation #105, line 6-11, translated). He was spoiled in the 

family and that enhanced some of his babyish behaviors. 

Sweet, lonely little boy in the real world 

Tim liked to interact with people; he was more outgoing than Sam. Different to Sam, who 

didn’t talk to his relatives in the restaurant too much and who did not like to go to the restaurant, 

Tim loved to go. He would bug his parents and beg them to let him stay in the restaurant. When 

one of his parents went home to deliver their lunch, Tim would try to convince his parents to let 

him go back with them. He liked to accompany his Dad on deliveries, and he liked to stay in the 

restaurant chatting with the relatives and other workers. Even though he liked to talk and interact 

with people, he did not have too much opportunity to do so.  

Sam had built his virtue world on line, but Tim had not. As a youngest child in the family, 

or just say a child, he wanted to get more attention. He would have liked to have more time to be 

with his parents. When I asked him if he talked to his parents everyday, he said “No! No! 

Never!” He was shaking a lot when he answered such a question, which I had thought was an 

easy one. Whether he needed or he liked to talk to his parents or not did not sound too hard for 

me. He had a long “uh . . .  uh . . .  uh . . .  uh . . .” until I stopped him. Then when I asked him 
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“Do you need to talk to your parents everyday?” Again, he had this uncertain answer: “Yes . . .  

No . . .  Yes . . .  uh . . .  No . . .  Yes . . .” The conversation went on like this:  

Ivy: What exactly do you want to say?  
Tim: uh, yes, oh . . . 
Ivy: Do you hope . . .  do you wish you could talk to them everyday? 
Tim: Um, yes, um, no . . . 
Ivy: Why? 
Tim: No 
Ivy: Why 
Tim: uh, sometimes I don’t need anything. 
Ivy: So you talk when you need something? 
Tim: Ye~~~s . . . 

 
(Interview Tim Chen, 051108, line 122-131) 

Although he hoped that he could have more time to be with his parents, he understood that 

each member of the family needed to sacrifice for their bright future. The restaurant was their 

hope of the future. So even at age 8, he debated with himself and couldn’t answer a question that 

I thought was simple. In a way, he was just a little boy who wanted to get attentions from his 

parents. He was also forced to be independent, especially emotionally. His expressions of 

“yes . . .  but no . . .” showed his uncertainty and ambivalence: he desired to be with his parents, 

and understood he should not bother them. 

Tim at home 

As a big brother, Sam played the role of a home parent and was the one who frequently 

interacted with Tim at home. However, Sam did not have patience with him. The brothers did 

not grow up together so they may have seen each other as competitors in front of the parents. 

They did not build up a strong brotherhood relationship before they were put together. They 

developed “untraditional” interactive ways: They yelled at each other, and fought but at the same 

time relied on each other to live in the same house. In front of the parents and other relatives, 

Tim was just a boy who was too childish to be able to take care of himself. He was cute, naïve 
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and he needed attentions. He was treated as a baby basically because of the mother’s feeling 

guilty that he was not taken care of by the parents from the time he was 4 months old. Since his 

mother babied him, Tim enjoyed certain privileges. He received more attention from his parents 

and other adults in the restaurant, and was given less responsibility at home. On the other hand, 

he didn’t like having less power over his brother so he fought a lot with Sam for attention and for 

control. 

However, Tim learned to be considerate, and he learned to entertain himself without 

bothering his parents. He also knew that he should put the restaurant business as his primary 

concern. Both brothers got frustrated sometimes because they needed their parents, but they only 

had each other. They were biological brothers but more like adopted bothers or half-brothers 

since they were not bonded together since birth. Sam had also been separated from his father, 

and for a longer time. As a result, he sometimes saw Tim as a competitor instead of a real brother.  

Tim as an active, curious little boy could not get Sam’s company at home so he tried to 

interact with neighbor children. He wanted to go out to ride bikes with them but the community 

they lived was a neat community where most of the children went to after school chess clubs, 

music classes or other social activities so when I visited them, I saw Tim mostly riding his bike 

by himself.  

Tim at school 

At school, he was a sweet boy in his teachers’ eyes. However, under the influence of 

culture, he did not communicate with teachers often. He was a U.S. citizen born and raised in 

China, and did not have opportunities to practice English outside of school. For the first few 

months of our acquaintance, I had hard time communicating with him. He seldom answered my 

questions directly but would say “Huh?” before he could really answer or talk.  

 181



 

Starting from third grade, because of standardized tests he had to face more academic 

challenges. At the end of his third grade year, he was asked to attend the summer reading 

program or he would not be promoted to the fourth grade. Later he was put in the ESE program 

even though all the test results showed he did not have any physical problems in learning. A 

group of teachers told the parents that he might have problems in concentrating. No matter what 

reasons, he had fewer chances to interact with peers after he was pulled out of the mainstream 

classroom.  

Even though he had an outgoing nature, he had a hard time making friends in school since 

he had little contact with his mainstream American peers. When we were talking about his 

friends, he first talked about another ESL student who is from Brazil. Then I asked him if he had 

other friends in school. He paused for few seconds before he answered me in a weak voice 

saying “Not really.” Before this he had told me that he had some good friends when he was in 

second grade. So I asked him about the friends he mentioned. Then he told me a story about how 

he was “betrayed” by his friends:  

Yeah.. one of my friends steal my stuff… like when I was going I bring my candy with me 
for lunch… and when I go like to lunch it’s lunch time I couldn’t go to my desk and find it 
was lost I can’t find any where and when I go to lunch I see my friends drop some but he is 
not he didn’t see on the ground he said so he just like put it in the pocket and dropped…  
he said hey look I found something is this yours he said but it’s really mine he took it (after 
that) No, not anymore. (I don’t see him as a friend) I I erase his name 

(Interview, 061108, line 382-395) 

He trusted his “friends” but his friends may not have seen him as a friend. He could only 

make friends with ESL students and did not know how to make friends with others. In addition, 

he seemed to be confused about what “friends” were. He could be sweet and friendly to people, 

but he may not have gotten the same responses from others. Due to language barriers, and being 

behind academically, he didn’t have frequent contact with his mainstream American peers.   
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Pokemon boy 

At home, just like Sam he created his own territory. The living room was his area. The first 

thing he did after coming back from school was to turn on the TV. He would keep the TV on 

loud all the time. He slept on the sofa in the evening with the TV and the light on. 

The interesting thing is that while Sam was more isolated from the real “human” world, he 

had more interactions in his alternate world – he had half a million friends who talked, fought 

and chatted with him. Tim was more isolated in his alternate world. He occupied the living room, 

and he lived with the TV. He did not have a partner to play games with him. He used the TV as 

his company. It “talked” to him and kept the room crowded with voices so he wouldn’t feel 

lonely.  

Starting from fourth grade, Tim was home alone after the elementary school dismissed the 

students since Sam went to Middle school and didn’t get home as early as Tim did. Without help, 

Tim did not finish his homework assignments. So I talked to the teacher and discussed with the 

parents the idea of sending Tim to an after school program. The parents took my suggestion and 

enrolled Tim in the program. After the parents told him their decision, Tim complained to me 

and begged me to convince his parents that he did not need to go. I told him it would be the best 

way for him to catch up with his school work.  

He couldn’t convince me and he cried in frustration. I was shocked. He finally told me that 

he would miss his favorite TV program, Pokemon. He found his joy in this animated series. It 

was too complicated for him to make friends and interact with peers in real life, so he chose a 

safe world where all the little pokemons could be his loyal friends who would not cheat on him 

and would not betray him. He was much more outgoing than Sam, but he didn’t make any 

mainstream American friends either. He learned to entertain himself with TV and attached to 
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certain TV programs for his social life. He didn’t like being challenged both socially and 

academically and took an easy way out. 

Tim’s confusion in between two cultures 

It seemed like Tim was a baby both in real life and in virtual world. He was childish but at 

the same time a child of an immigrant restaurant family. He too knew that he needed to sacrifice 

part of his life as all other family members did. In his real world, even though he was born in the 

U.S., he still had to face language and cultural barriers and his lack of cultural/social interactions 

among peers in school. Because of his different life context, he was isolated from the mainstream 

world and had little contact with mainstream peers. He was torn between two cultures, and this 

could be seen in his narratives when he found out he was going to go back to China for the first 

time after he first came to the U.S. at age 4.  

I don’t know how to write in Chinese anymore because. . .  when I first come here I know 
Chinese then when I first learn English the English guy brought, brought my Chinese 
world away from me. . .  I don’t want to learn two languages . . . 

[…] 

Look, like this. I came from, I learn Chinese words but first that was the first language I 
learned then I came to America and I learned English then right I got to start the whole 
language of Chinese again . . .  I want my mind back I will kick the English out I don’t 
want them I’ll kick out . . . but I will kick the English out! I want Chinese words to be back! 

[…] 

YES. I HAVE NO TIME to wait and let’s see Christmas I am going back to China  . . .  

(Interview Tim Chen, line 257-323)  

He too had many conflicts: between his desire to be with his parents and his desire to be an 

understanding child who would sacrifice his own needs for family needs; between wanting to 

hold more power at home and not wanting to take any responsibility; between hoping to interact 
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with more with peers/people and not having access to the mainstream community or to friends 

outside school.  

Xiao’s silent world 

Born and raised in Fuzhou, China, Xiao appeared to be more influenced by Chinese 

cultural. Even though the Chinese Cultural Revolution had changed a lot of the traditions, many 

traditions were kept in the rural areas where not many professionals lived. Xiao was the elder 

and the only son of the Wang family. Since his father left the family to work in the U.S. when he 

was about 9 years old, his mother became the only parent to live with him and his younger sister 

in China. His mother did not have too much power over him. He had been quiet, but rebellious. 

He quit school twice because he had skipped too many classes so he could not finish his 8th 

grade in China at age 15. Both of his parents described him as “badly behaved” in China, which 

implied that he did not always do what his parents asked him to do and he was not “a good 

student.” 

Xiao had always been always silent. I asked his mother if he had any close friends in China. 

Mrs. Wang said that he did not like to talk, but at least he talked to his neighbors in China. They 

knew each other probably from childhood that even Xiao did not talk much, he had a group to 

hang out with.  

According to Xiao’s parents, he behaved better after he came to the U.S. Mrs. Wang said 

that, “He would wash the dishes, clean the bathroom if I asked him to do so. Okay, he did clean 

the bathroom. He behaved so well now. He was not as good when he was in China.” (Informal 

Conversation #34, 051029-1, line 379-385). He also would go to school everyday. He still did 

not like to talk, and it did not matter if it was to family members, to me, or in school. He 

answered my questions whenever I asked him, but a lot of times he would just say, “I don’t 

know.”  During the interview with both Xiao and his mother, out of 66 minutes of interview, 
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1000 lines of transcript, Xiao had only 87 lines, and most of them were short answers like 

“huh?” “What?” “Yes.” or “No.” He did not even answer the phone when his mother tried to call 

him from the restaurant. The following was part of the interview conversation:  

Mrs. Wang: It’d be good if he (Xiao) wanted to pick up the phone. He hated to pick up 
the phone. He did not pick up most of the time . . .  I . . .  He . . .  like on Saturday, 
Sunday . . .  I [called] to wake him up, he did not pick up the phone. 

Ivy: (ask Xiao) Why did you not to pick up the phone? 
[…]  
Ivy: Why didn’t you talk to your Mom? 
Xiao: I did not . . . (it was not like what she said). 
Ivy: So why did you not to pick up the phone? 
Xiao: Well, I knew (what she wanted to say) anyways.  

 
(Interview Xiao Wang and Mrs. Wang, 051107, line 91-106, translated) 

He started from the 8th grade in the U.S. when he first arrived at age 16. He was quiet 

before, and it did not change too much. In school, he still did not like to talk to the teacher or to 

his peers. He was sent to the only ESL middle school in town for his first year when he was at 

8th grade. He could not understand a word in the beginning and that made him even more silent 

than before. He did not interact with anyone other than the relatives in the restaurant after school. 

Though he knew some students who could speak the same dialects, he did not want to 

communicate with them. His mother believed that he could ask them for help in school but he 

seldom did. When he was asked why not, he said, “I just did not ask.”  

The first year in the United States, he found a way to “learn” this new world – through all 

kinds of goods. After dinner, his parents were still working in the restaurant, he would walk 

home. Sometimes he took a longer walk to Wal-Mart if Mrs. Wang asked him to get some things. 

He could stay there, read the labels of goods one by one. No one knew if he really understood. I 

asked him once if he got them, he said, “not all of them.” His mother also told me he brought the 

wrong things back sometimes. He did not have a computer at that time, and also he did not read 

or write. So this seemed his only out-of-school contact with literacy.  
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This was Xiao’s world. He kept himself isolated, did not want to ask for help. He tried to 

figure things out in his own ways. It was slow, but he took one little piece at a time.  

The 1.5 generation: In between two worlds 

In the previous sections, I have described how the boys’ own identities developed different 

ways of interacting with the world (real and virtual), and engaged in different discourse practices 

at home and at school. We saw that each boy had his own: “ways of being in the world . . .” (Gee, 

2005, p.27). Their identities were constructed through different social and cultural contexts. They 

also created spaces for themselves where they could be “real” and manage a life between two 

worlds. 

These three boys could represent the worlds of different types of ELLs in the U.S. (Table 

6-1 gives a summary of the boys’ characters and worlds). Tim was born in the U.S. but was sent 

back to China until age 4. He started schooling in the United States. Sam was born in China but 

came to the U.S. to start schooling here. Xiao was a total newcomer who immigrated to the U.S. 

and enrolled in 8th grade at age 16. They were not “first generation immigrants” since they were 

following their parents’ wish; it was not their decision to immigrant to the new land. But they 

were not complete “second generation” since they were still influenced by their heritage cultural 

roots and isolated from the mainstream society in the U.S.  
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Table 6-1. The children’s worlds 
 Real World Virtual/Dream/Old World 
Sam A quiet/shy Asian boy 

A lonely, homebody 
15-year-old 7th grader 

A confident card player 
An active On-line game player 

Tim TV as baby-sitter 
No peer-interaction after school 
No friends in school 
 

Warm and friendly 
More interactions with people 
Getting more attentions from family 
and friends 

Xiao Quiet, isolated Chinese ESL student 
Independent 
Curious (label reading) 

Hung out with friends 
Skipped school 
Did not listen to the parents 

 
This “in between the two” had become part of their identities. They were in between two 

cultures, in between two worlds. For Sam, his life was divided to a real world and a virtual world. 

For Tim, he dreamed to have a bustling life but actually lived in a lonely world. Xiao had always 

lived in his own silent world, but he was more isolated from the real world of English.  

Summary 

In the meso-level of analysis, I looked for the narrative process - in other words, the ways 

people used for talking, interacting and communicating. For these families, their ways of 

communicating their literacy practices had a similarity: They were goal oriented and functional. 

The narrative themes I created in this chapter helped us to see how the individuals in the families 

developed their own worlds as they were establishing their lives as immigrants in different stages.  
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CHAPTER 7 
EMOTIONS WITHIN FAMILY MEMBERS’ NARRATIVES 

The micro-zoom level of analysis focuses on “the oral dimension of the life history” in 

which the orally demonstrated emotional reactions from the participants are discussed.  

Influenced by implicit Chinese cultural ways of communications and interaction, Chinese 

people do not express their feelings too overtly. Most of the traditions were not told but acted 

and passed on from generation to generation by showing but not telling. It is then, not often that 

we see emotional expressions from family members. Having been separated from each other for 

ten years, the Chen family had more hidden emotions that they seemed not to share with each 

other but revealed accidentally when they interacted with me.  

When these emotional expressions occurred in conversations, they were powerful and 

could represent the real or even oppressive feelings of the individuals. In this short section I am 

showing some strong emotional expressions of the family members that occurred among the 

complicated interpersonal relationships.   

Children’s Narratives within Emotions 

As discussed before, because of the separation, Sam and Tim did not share an “authentic” 

relationship of brotherhood. Furthermore, although both brothers spent their first few years of 

life in China, Sam felt “abandoned” by his mother since she had left him at age 4 while Tim was 

not aware of this feeling since he was only 4 months old when he was sent back to China. After 

the brothers started to live together, the parents expected the elder brother to behave like a 

mature elder brother. At the same time, Mrs. Chen reflected her relationship with her mother in 

the relationship between herself and the younger son, Tim. She talked about how she felt for Tim:  

I was the youngest one in the family and my mom interacted with me most . . .  so Tim was 
like.. Tim was like me . . .  He liked to stick with me all the time and always wanted more 
attention from me . . .  So I said my mom spoiled me. And I said, I did not understand . . .  
My mom said that, you were so childish, see your friends were getting married and having 

 189



 

kids and you were still so childish . . .  . . . So Tim and I were alike . . .  Like Tim, he was 
slow (in getting mature) . . .  It was like when I asked for attention from my mom . . .   

(Interview Jane, 051112, line 201-212, translated) 

The way Mrs. Chen treated Tim influenced the interactions between the brothers and they 

each had their own ways to show their emotions.  

Tim Was Confused and Unhappy 

Because of Mrs. Chen’s attitude towards Tim, it was not surprising that Tim took his role 

as the “baby” of the family as a privilege and had more emotional expressions in his daily life. 

He cried easily and would repeatedly ask for what he wanted though it was not usual in the 

Chinese cultural imagine of a boy. It showed that most of the family members did not see him as 

a “big boy” but a baby. Even he himself enjoyed the image and acted it well. The first time I 

witnessed it was in an early stage of my data collection. Once when I visited the family to tutor 

Sam, Mrs. Chen asked me to take him to get some school supplies from the store. Tim wanted to 

go with us but I thought it was a short trip and did not want it to be complicated. We were not 

too close at that time so he did not dare to ask me directly. Just before we went out, Mrs. Chen 

brought Tim to me and asked me to take him as well – he was standing there with tears in eyes. 

His mother couldn’t reject any of his wishes when he cried.  

Another example was when he was crying because he wanted to have a bunny. He kept 

saying it over and over in a short conversation: 

Tim: I want that bunny! 
Ivy:  . . .  
Tim: I want to see that bunny again. 
Ivy:  . . .  
Tim: I want that my poor little bunny. 
Sam: . . .  
Ivy: . . .  
Tim: that poor little bunny . . . I want my poor little bunny.  
Ivy: That's not a . . .  
Tim: I want the poor little bunny. 
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(Informal Conversation #34, 051029, line 785-796) 

This was actually a conversation that happened when Sam and I were discussing some 

other things. Tim insisted on being involved and kept stating that he wanted the bunny. Later on 

Sam told me his parents had an agreement with Tim that if he could get good grades in school 

they would buy him a bunny.  

Tim: That's not fair, my bunnies is all gone. 
Ivy: Your bunnies?  
Tim: Yea . . . my favorite bunnies have gone. 
Ivy: What does that mean? 
Tim: Someone buy it! 
Sam: He didn't do good at school. 
Tim: I WANT MY . . .  
Ivy: Did he get As? 
Tim: Yea . . .  
Sam: He got a few As. 
Ivy: I thought you are doing well this semester. 
Sam: . . . you only got a few As. 
Sam: Yhy math is always an F? 
Ivy: F!  
Tim: I don’t have F! 
Sam: No! you! you got a lot U. 
Tim: I don’t have U. 
 […] 
Tim: I DON’T HAVE U! [angry] 

 
(Informal Conversation #50, 060209, Line 237-259) 

Tim did not like to discuss his school work, and he hid his report cards or his agenda from 

his parents often. Normally if he started to act like a baby, he could blur the focus and get what 

he wanted. So while he was continuously requesting a bunny, it was infuriating for him that Sam 

talked about his academic performance. At the end of this conversation, Tim started to cry, he 

was angry that he couldn’t use the same strategy that he used a lot on his parents to convince me 

and Sam to help him get the bunny. 

Other than the daily interactions with family members, Tim was eager to have more 

attention that he missed from his good days back in China. The brothers went back to China in 
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the summer of 2006. Compared with Sam, who only talked to me about how exciting the trip 

was, Tim had more emotional connections with the family there. His parents told me about how 

he missed his grandparents: 

Mr. Chen: He came to talk to me and started crying, crying so badly. 
Mrs. Chen: He talked to his grandparents on the phone crying . . .   
Mr. Chen: And then he held the pictures of them . . .  
Ivy: Was this his first time going back to China? 
Mrs. Chen: Yes. 
Mr. Chen: He stood on the sofa, holding the pictures, he carried the pictures with him 

around, to the restaurant . . .  He saw the pictures when he got up from the bed and 
started crying . . .  

Ivy: So his grandparents spoiled him a lot. 
Mr. Chen: His grandparents did not yell at him, cooked delicious meals for him. While 

(we the parents) were more strict with him, so he missed them (the grandparents) . . .  
He cried a lot (recently) . . .  it was like he was abused here . . . haha.  

Mrs. Chen: He (Tim) said, “I don’t like I don’t like it in the US. I don’t like to go to 
US . . . . It was not fun there, no one played with me . . . . He told everyone that he 
did not want to stay in the US. He told his grandparents that he missed them so much 
even dreamt of them all the time. And he told them when he saw other old people 
they thought of them.  

 
(Informal Conversation #83, 060811, line 10-43, translated) 

This conversation showed how Tim felt lonely in the US and he was so eager to have more 

attention or people to interact with in daily lives.  

Sam Felt Things Were Unfair 

The “crying baby” made Sam feel insecure in the family sometimes. However, he was too 

old to cry for attention like his younger brother did. For Sam, although he tried to be a 

responsible child, a mature son, and take good care of himself, he could not understand why his 

parents treated them differently. He was a very a “cool” boy most of the time, but when we 

talked about his relationship with Tim, He almost cried.  

He (Tim) don’t want to do it then Mom comes home . . .  I tell him to do it, then I 
thought . . .  unfair . . .  it’s like . . .  like now, right.. now he’s probably like washing the 
dishes. I was like washing the dishes when I was eight, like I can’t to . . .  to make it one 
with . . .  and my mom makes me wash dishes so he gonna do.. he sometimes denying . . .  
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and he was like.. uh.. my mom said, right, he is not going to do anything until, uh . . .  I go 
get a job. Then I thought it is so unfair . . . .  

 […] 

I got job! Like our restaurant! . . .  None of my friends work! I am like . . .  uh . . .  unfair. I 
got (to do) everything in the house, clean the house, bath room, and I do for . . .  my 
mom . . .  never gives me allowance, not even once said it . . . .  

(Informal Conversation #49, 060119, line 48-96)  

Sam stated “unfair” three times in this conversation. Although he seemed to point how Tim 

did not need to do as much as he did, it was more about fighting for attention from his Mother. 

He was doing what he was asked to do but did not get what he expected to get.  

He talked about the “allowance” but deeper in his heart, he was asking for rewarding from 

the parents. 

He took on the “unfair” responsibility that an elder son needed to take on but did not get 

praise from the parents. He did what he needed to do, but the younger brother did not have to 

follow and still could get whatever he wanted.  

How about being the oldest one . . .  being unfair!?  . . .  he said he is doing nothing at 
home . . .  The problem is that he is so noisy. The guy screams a lot. Keeps up . . .  bugging 
me . . .  I only yelled at him when he made me mad!  . . .  I do my job and he never do his 
job . . .  problem is that you (he, means Tim) don’t care . . .  he don’t care. He’s like . . .  
always get what he wants. Like he was at there, right, he won’t do one more, and my mom 
will made me do one more, but they made me . . .  they keep getting into this way . . .  This 
is because I am bigger!! 

(Informal Conversation #49, 060119, line 416-506)  

The ownership of his space was a symbol of getting something that totally belonged to him; 

it made him feel secure. He argued with me that he wanted to have his own room. At that time 

Xiao occupied the second bedroom and he was unhappy.  

But . . . but.. I never . . .  like (got) everything you (I) want . . .  (the computer) is not mine, 
that’s my Dad’s . . . . most of time I like the stuff.. like my stuff . . .  It’s like I don’t like 
people touching my stuff . . .  I don’t got my room . . .  . . .  Last time . . .  um . . .  I don’t 
know why my mom wants me to move that room. I want to move (to) that room. That’s 

 193



 

my bed . . .  he stole it from me, the bed my cousin . . . My mom got for my birthday . . .  
that’s my room! My mom told me that’s my room . . .  and they didn’t say sorry.. I already 
told my mom. I want that room, of course she said no . . .  

(Informal Conversation #49, 060119, line 173-319)  

Sam mentioned about things that belonged to his Dad but not “only” to him. He also stated 

how his mother promised him to have his “own” room but it did not happen. These may show 

that he was eager to hold on to something that he did not need to share with someone else, 

especially his younger brother. The parents did not understand his emotional reactions but took 

him as “selfish” as Mr. Chen described Sam: 

Sam is mature but he is too selfish . . .  Actually he saw everything and he knew what 
happened around him . . .  I don’t like him to be too selfish. I don’t understand (why he’s 
like this). He always thinks of himself. This may be a good thing . . .  if he works for others 
he would (protect himself) and we parents don’t need to worry about him.  

(Informal Conversation #105, 061019, line 307-312, 495-498).  

The unspoken expectations and attitudes towards the elder and the younger brother in the 

family, plus the separated childhood of the brothers, had caused their unspoken emotional 

reactions that were actually stronger than they showed.  

Chen Parents’ Narratives within Emotions 

The Chen family, being the pioneers of the family, needed to take responsibility to get 

more family members out of China, which was a pressure for them both emotionally and 

financially. They felt they were obligated to the other family members, and they also felt they 

needed to be the model for the extended family. They were proud of their success in the US but 

at the same time felt tiring of taking care of the whole family.  

Feeling Tired and Complex 

Being the “boss” of the restaurant, Mr. Chen was in charge of everything and sometimes 

the “boss” position overlapped with the family position. He was not only in charge of the 
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restaurant business but needed to take care of the family members, from the time they planned to 

go to the US, he had to get them from the customshouse, find a place for them to live, and get a 

job for them. Though Mr. Chen did not talk to me much during the first year of the study, he 

revealed his emotions after I had established a closer relationship with the whole family. I felt 

that he seldom had a “conversation partner” to listen to him talk about his sacrifice to the “whole 

family” – mainly the family members of his wife. He needed someone to talk to, and he took me 

as a professional without gender role so he started to share his feelings with me. He had 

mentioned before that he wanted to have simple life, did not care about a social life and did not 

even contact his own family too much. However, because of his wife, he had done a lot for them 

but did not feel too worthy: 

Living in the US, I did not even help my own brothers […] I have been helping my wife’s 
relatives a lot . . .  more than ten people. I paid and endorsed for them . . .  all of them. But 
they did not appreciate . . .  If you care less that you wouldn’t mind. Just see how you 
wanted to take it. Sometimes it was harder for women . . .  No one (in the family) 
supported me . . .  Like when Jane’s mother passed away, (we) spent a lot of money, 
including flight tickets, but in the end no one appreciated . . .  I didn’t want to talk about it 
but all these (emotions) piled up in my heart . . .  I couldn’t just ignore them. It piled up . . .  
until . . .  one day I will not want to help. So far I am putting 100 percent of effort to help 
(the family) . . .  

(Informal Conversation #105, 061019, line 271-285, translated) 

To work for the “whole family,” sometimes Mr. Chen felt trapped. Thinking of the old 

times when he worked in China and had met with some “big names,” he could have been more 

able to do business in different ways if he did not have the obligations to the family. He believed 

that he could do more than just have one restaurant. However, considering that this restaurant 

was the foundation, and the hope of the whole family, he did not dare to risk the current business 

for his own. He expressed his feeling when he talked about working with the relatives in the 

restaurant: 
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A lot of things I just kept them in mind but never talked about it. I am telling you today, 
finally to relieve my pressure . . .  do you know I did it [to hide the feeling] for the whole 
situation. I don’t want to let other people to see the contradictory among our own family 
members . . .  I am working hard, it’s tough . . .  I thought about it . . .  which way I can 
take. . .  should I live an easy and peaceful life . . .  like buy some property, get retired . . .  
or if I want to have more adventure, do more business . . .   then I want to sell the 
restaurant. It was a tough job to manage this restaurant. 

(Informal Conversation #105, 061019, line 221-253, translated) 

During my two years interacting with the family, Mr. Chen talked about how he would like 

to extend his business and how he wanted to have a life that was more than a restaurant. Every 

year there were more relatives coming to the US from China working in the restaurant which 

made it harder for him.  

Feeling Obligated and “No Return” 

Mrs. Chen, the youngest daughter of the family, became the core member of the family 

because of her immigration to the US. Like most traditional Chinese females, she followed her 

husband without questioning. More than once she complained to me how hard she worked, even 

if she got sick she couldn’t skip her work: “I have been so busy . . .  I need to do two jobs at the 

same time . . .  and I was sick, I lost weight a lot . . . ” (Informal Conversation #106, 061019-2, 

line 5-11, translated).  

Working and living abroad seems to be a symbol of higher social economic status back in 

their hometown as she said “both my brothers had business in China . . .  we came out to the US 

because people in my village believed it would (earn) us better fame . . .  it’s like . . .   Like, oh, 

some of your family members were in the US, that made them really proud” (Interview Jane, 

051112, line 254-261, translated). It was a complicated feeling for her. Of course she felt proud 

of herself, but at the same time life was never easy. Especially when she went back to China, it 

was more than just “going back” but “showing” the success: 
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I think it was harder (to live) in the US than in China . . .  It was paradise in China . . .  we 
were in hell here in the US . . .  It (life) is tough, so tough . . .  See, when (I) went back . . .  
I needed to spend a lot of money . . .  (I was) not talking about a few thousand dollars but a 
few ten thousand dollars . . .  you needed to brought a lot of gifts for relatives . . .  So we 
hated to go back now . . .  it was so annoying you know . . .  So I said, not just relatives, 
even neighbors . . .   

(Interview Jane, 051112, line 269-281, translated). 

Mrs. Chen seemed annoyed by the “cultural” need to “show” the family and neighbors 

back home that they had made it and they were living a better life in the US. The fact was that 

she was proud of it. The life was tough, but they had made it. The complaint in fact was her ways 

of “showing off.” Even though she was not too happy about spending too much money since it 

was her reward for hard work, it was like a “ritual” for them to bring money back to their 

hometown to prove their success.    

With a different perspective but similar immigrant ethical values, Mr. Chen cared more 

about how they lived in the US. He said: 

It was hard for (us Chinese) to compete with others if we did not have any significant 
characters (here in the US). Like we Chinese still want out children to be better, like 
this . . .  Because . . .  after all we are . . .  yes, foreigners . . .  we are minority.. right . . .  
we have to.. have to learn better than others . . .   

(Interview John, 051116-2, line 434-454, translated) 

Both Mr. and Mrs. Chen had expressed their feelings about “no return:” They may not 

have totally enjoyed their lives in the United States but they understood there was no return for 

them. The family in China saw them as role models since they lived and worked in the US 

successfully. Between enjoying the pride of a successful image in front of family and relatives, 

and being trapped into family responsibilities, their emotions were complex and hard to find ones 

to share with.  
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Summary 

From the macro zoom, which took a look from the top to see the general discourses in 

these immigrant families, to the meso level that moved closer to see the individual stories, the 

micro level zoomed into the emotions that were exposed in the conversations. Pamphilon (1999) 

citing Opie (1990) explains that “the power of the speaking voice can demand that notice to be 

taken of that part of the account” (p. 404). Since it is usual for people with Chinese culture to 

directly express their feelings or to show their emotions, the examples presented in this chapter 

showed the family’s true feelings, which they may not even share overtly with each other. 

 



 

CHAPTER 8 
TRANSACTIONS AND REACTIONS OF AN INTERACTIONAL ETHNOGRAPHIC 

RESEARCHER 

“Through recognizing and analyzing the cultures in which we are positioned, and that 
therefore cannot help but mold our worldviews, we take steps to become more aware and 
even more objective. We come to know the world more fully by knowing how we know 
the world” (Takacs, 2003, p.29). 

Pamphilon (1999) states that, “the interactional-zoom asks the researcher to address and 

not hold aside his/her own subjectivity” (p.406). Thus, the focus of this chapter is on the 

dynamics between the researcher and the participants to reveal the transactions and reactions of 

me as a researcher throughout the study.  

The process of doing this longitudinal interactional ethnographic study for me is like being 

an actress preparing for a role that is based on a true story.  In order to present the story 

authentically and meaningfully enough, I need to internalize the scripts and interact with the 

texts. I have to immerse myself into the story but at the same time be aware of who I really am. 

The final act should be more than reading the scripts but add in my ways of interpretation.  

In this chapter I want to present the changes of process and emotional reactions I 

experienced from being an interactional ethnographer and from interacting with and observing 

the families. 

Transactions 

As Berger and Luckmann (1967) point out, people’s relationship to the surrounding 

environment is first structured by his/her biological constitution and then by his/her engagement 

in different activities. Social constructionists see their research task as understanding and 

interpreting how the various participants in a social setting construct the changing world around 

them; they actively seek out a variety of perspectives (Glense, 1999). In other words, one has to 

move in socio-cultural space and always has relationships with diverse others while forming her 
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own identity in different relationships, and finding her different positions among these social 

worlds (Dyson, 1993, 1997). Therefore, the researcher plays a role as an observer and, at the 

same time, as an observee herself. While recording all the literacy practices happening and 

changing in the families, I, as the researcher, also recorded the change that happened to me, and 

to the interactions between the family members and me. In the process of finding and 

understanding different meanings and functions of literacies, I situated myself in different social 

settings with the participants.  

As I mentioned in my subjectivity statement, while I did research on the literacy of a 

Chinese working-class immigrant family, my insider/outsider position switched along the way. 

As an insider, I share the same language, the same experiences of coming from other country to 

live in the same town, and in some instances, the same ethnic culture with the participants. At the 

same time, I am an outsider in the participants’ society. My position contrasts with the 

participants’ along many dimensions: doctoral student versus workers; highly-literate versus 

low-literate in both English and Chinese; Chinese from Taiwan versus Chinese from China; 

single female versus various family members from a large extended family. After I examined my 

own position changes for all these roles, I found that I my perspective changed along with my 

interpretations of self and others, and my views and understanding of some concepts. First doing 

this research altered my ways of thinking and beliefs. Second, it made me aware of my resistance 

to cultural expectations that were foreign to me. 

Re-Thinking of Definition 

In the beginning of the study, I did not realize, even if I believed myself to be in the 

position of insider in Chinese culture, that I was actually using the “townspeople” lens to judge 

and treat the families; although I didn’t realize it, I was actually an outsider to this “working-

class” family. However, in the process of visiting the families and interacting with them in 
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different situations, I came up with a new understanding of the relationship between me and the 

families. My position changed and, as it did, I also became the researched subject. This new 

position made me more conscious of the way I see things. Thus the attitudes, the tone and the 

language that I used also changed during the process of analyzing data. The change influenced 

my interpretations of certain concepts and words. 

“Help” 

When I started to visit the family and tutor the children, I claimed that I was “helping” the 

family by providing free tutoring, and later on even free rides, free service and free consultancy. 

My ways of thinking reflected in my reflective journal. During an early stage of my formal data 

collection, I wrote in my journal: 

The kids beg me to go with them (to pick up an information sheet from school.) […] When 
I arrived at the house […] the kids were still sleeping or hid in the bathroom. I felt like 
they were using my GOLD time since I have a lot of work to do and I am here to help them.  

(Reflective Journal, 050811) 

This “helping” concept also applied to the parents.  

I called Jane to ask if she needed help with her ticket reservation or I’d skip visiting today 
since I felt very sick. She said yes, so I went to her house. The next day is the (university) 
homecoming day plus it was pouring that the traffic was really bad on my way to her house. 
It was about 5:40pm when I arrived and it took an hour and half to be there. […] Before I 
arrived, she called and told me that she already left the house to the restaurant. If she was 
not there, what’s the point for me to be there “helping her” book the tickets?  

(Reflective Journal, 051006)  

At that time I still used the “helper” privilege to expect them to follow my schedule. I did 

not realize that they had to follow the schedule of the restaurant business. It was about 5:40 when 

I arrived, too close to the restaurant peak hours that Jane (Mrs. Chen) needed to go to the 

restaurant even she wanted to stay. Of course I believed I had reasons to be annoyed at her since 

she could have told me. However, if I could take their perspective I would understand she really 
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wanted to wait for me but their life was conditioned to the restaurant business so she did not have 

a choice. 

A year later, the family asked me to “help” them get their new laptop installed with the 

Chinese system. I did not know how so I asked an acquaintance who was in the Computer 

Science field to give me a hand before I took the laptop to him. The first time he tried and it did 

not work, he told me that the software and brand of laptop were not compatible. He suggested 

that the family return the laptop and exchange it for another one. I told the family what my 

acquaintance had told me and they did what he said. I took the new laptop to the acquaintance 

and confirmed with him that he could set it up fast. He told me it was simple and promised me he 

could do it in a few days. After a week, I went to pick up the laptop he had not even opened the 

box. I felt so sorry for the family. In my journal I wrote: 

I knew how hard it was for them to exchange a laptop in an American store. I felt so sorry 
that I did not help and they trusted me so much. I was upset with the acquaintance, but I 
blamed myself for passing my responsibility to someone else who was even not a friend 
but just an acquaintance of mine. How could he understand how important this family is to 
me? I felt I betrayed their trust and when they were helping me to go through my research 
and my life living alone in this town, what did I do to them?  

(Reflective Journal, 060813) 

I became sensitive to the word “help” and started to think of the “situated meaning” of the 

word. I did not want to use the word anymore since I sensed the usage of “help” implied a power 

structure. I no-longer saw myself as a “helper” but rather appreciated the reality what the 

families showed me and the “help” that I got from the families in real life.  

Low-literate 

My growth in the process of interacting with the data and the families also affected the 

analysis and my own understanding of literacies. When I started this research I had certain 

criteria in mind. Besides working-class new immigrant Chinese families, I was looking for 
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participants who were “low-literate.” At that time, I was using the term “low-literate” to select 

participants who were different from the stereotypical image of “model minority” and so the 

“literate” refers to the “traditional” definition of literacy: the ability to read and write and ability 

in mainstream school literacy. 

Therefore, in the beginning stages of my observation, I tried to collect evidence of “literate 

behaviors” (in the traditional sense) in this family and found there were not many examples. In 

my first few visits to the house, I found that the family were not in the habit of reading and 

writing. I could not find books in the house. There were some used notebooks and a few novels 

on Sam’s shelves, but according to him, those were the books his teacher had given him. Even 

when he asked me to take him to the library, he checked out videos but no books at all. Other 

than the daily records of the restaurant piled up on the desk in Mr. Chen’s office, I could not see 

any evidence of reading or writing in their house.  

Even though I had written my phone number on a piece of paper and posted it on the 

refrigerator, they did not call me until I called their cell phone so my number was stored in their 

phone and they could call me back. At that time I did not realize that the ability to “call back 

from the caller ID” was, in fact, part of the literacy evidence I was looking for. Other than the 

ability to “call back,” I was soon astonished by the survival literacies the families used to 

function in everyday life. I developed a new conceptualization of family literacy by repositioning 

myself relative to the different social settings the families inhabited. This might be the point 

where I finally got the evidences of my beliefs that “literacy practice” should include ways of 

living, believing, interactions, values and all, I was impressed when I witnessed the evidence: 

[…] I realized that without any recording system, they have to depend on their memory to 
remember and figure out everything. They never use an agenda to write things down or to 
remind them of appointments. They never write down a phone number. […] that is so new 
and amazing to me.  
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(Reflective Journal, 060130) 

This reflected my real “belief” that multiple literacies include any way people use words 

and numbers to function and survive. Starting from that moment, my respect for the families 

increased and I no longer felt comfortable with the term: “low-literate.” 

Cultural Resistance 

Resistance, according to Giroux (2001) can be moral reflections of conflicts between an 

individual’s life experience and different structures of domination; it may lead to a change in the 

power structures (Adorno, 1984; Marcuse, 1991). Resistance may include acts against a power 

structure and self-reflection (Giroux, 2001). I believed I was a cultural insider in this family but 

found out that I was only a cultural insider ethnically. With respect to the family’s working class 

culture, I was an outsider. This led me to look at my cultural expectations, and what exactly my 

roles were as a cultural insider and outsider. 

Expectations of the parents 

Influenced by my own family culture, I had certain expectations of the parents about how 

they taught their children and about how they nurtured them. I resisted any ways that countered 

my beliefs about “caring” and family “interactions.” 

Ways of caring  

Before entering the families, I had never understood what perspectives working-families 

had on education. Although I critiqued “stereotypes of Chinese immigrants as a model minority,” 

I found that I still held some of stereotypical cultural expectations. I defined “taking care of 

children” as taking care of their needs for education. Then when I discussed what I felt for the 

families with one of my friends who was from a working-class family, she challenged me by 

asking, “Why did you think the parents do not care about their children?” 

I started to re-examine my beliefs and try to reduce my “townspeople’s” bias: 
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I think N was right. The parents WANT to help. I did not understand what they felt (being 
not able to help their children academically). However, when I asked them to take the kids 
to the restaurant around 10am (even they did not need to arrive in the restaurant that early 
in summer), they were willing to do so. Now I totally believed that the schools have done 
way too few to the families. The kids never joined to any kind of program/activity because 
their parents never really got the chance to understand what they (the activities) are and 
their working schedule seldom fits to the activities.  

(Hand-written notes, 060713) 

How could I say that the parents do not care about their children just because they do not 

know much about school system? I was still “judging” their ways by using “townspeople’s” 

values: that parents should be actively involved with their children’s education and provide any 

kind of help to ensure it. I unconsciously compared the children to my niece, who is 7-years-old 

and was born in the U.S.; I wondered why children of a similar age could behave so differently. 

Influenced by my brother, who was a doctoral student when my niece was born, and my sister-

in-law who works in a university, my niece had built some concepts of school literacy and 

education when she started schooling. She was taught to behave in certain ways at school and 

was already familiar with reading, writing, and preparing to go to school. (She even knew what 

“get a Ph.D. degree” meant!) The children from the families in my study did not have any 

concepts about school, especially “school in the U.S.” Their parents had their own ways of 

taking care of the children, which may have been different to what I had thought before, and it 

was something that I needed to be more sensitive to and to learn.  

Ways of interactions 

In my own experience, manners were stressed all the time as part of my childhood. Family 

interaction was important and something that I have always cherished. In the beginning of the 

study, I resisted the ways the parents had of interacting with their children in these families. As I 

recorded:  
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The ways the kids ‘interact’ with their parents are rude to me, they just request whatever 
they want without respect or appreciation. 

 (Hand-written field notes, 050508) 

For the first few months, when I visited the families I was wondering about the ways they 

interacted with each other. In Chen family, I wondered why they did not talk to each other when 

all the family members were finally together at home. I wondered why the mother seemed to yell 

at the brothers instead of communicating with them. Resistance came from my own family 

culture: we always shared at the dining table and we had to watch our manners. Based on my 

own cultural experiences, I believed these parents spoiled their children and that the children did 

not talk to their parents in “appropriate ways:”  

Their ways of interactions were weird to me. The mother yelled at the children and the 
children yelled back. […] When I was there, they only talked to me but not talked to each 
other.  

(Reflective Journal, 051108) 

It was different from the way I interacted with my parents so I did not realize until later 

that the “culture” of these families did not include the same beliefs about interactions that I had. 

There was no culture of “talk” in these families; theirs was an “implicit” way of interacting. I 

resisted the working-class Chinese culture from my townspeople’s viewpoint.   

Expectations towards children 

Compared to my own experiences growing up in a traditional Taiwanese family, I 

unconsciously expected the children to have certain manners that were almost like “common 

sense” to me. I resisted the ways that the children behaved because of my cultural understanding.  

Expectation of respect and appreciation:  

I was raised to care more about how people treat people. I believed it was very important 

for a person to learn how to respect others. Thus I resisted their ways of treating each other:  
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 whenever I worked with Xiao, Sam and Tim tended to interrupt all the time. I had to shout 
to them to wait. I think when I am tired and cranky, I couldn’t stand their behavior. They 
did not learn to respect others, they don’t know some “common sense” because nobody 
taught them before.  

(Reflective Journal, 050726) 

Being ready when an expected guest arrives is, for me, a sign of respect. When I was their 

“tutor,” I felt they should at least have gotten ready before I arrived. Even if it was their lunch 

time, they could have told me before I came, or at least excused themselves to me and informed 

me how much time they would need before we could start our work. This also countered my 

cultural beliefs about respecting an elder. It was not respectful to let an aunt or even a teacher 

wait. 

It’s 3:30 pm and they are still eating lunch. I kind of feel frustrated: no matter what time I 
arrive, they are eating! And they seem not care about my being there, that I always have to 
wait (and push) for them eating.  

(Reflective Journal, 050726) 

I started to doubt myself because I started to wonder if it was their way to resist my 

tutoring them.  

Did they respect me as a person? I was not even asking them to respect me as a teacher like 
I treated my teacher when I was little. But did they know that I was busy? 

 (Reflective Journal, 050810) 

Of course later on I found out they were not resisting me. They in fact liked me to visit 

them as often as possible. The brothers even tried different kinds of excuses to get me visit them 

or take them out shopping or to the library. In this sense, we did not have cultural experiences in 

common and I resisted their reactions. 

Age/role appropriate expectation:  

I was bothered in the first few months by their manners. For example, it might have been a 

small thing but I was taught to greet people when they arrived. I believed this was so common 
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that I forgot I had been “taught” to do so. I believed manners were such an important cultural 

value that all Chinese children had learned them. Especially for the brothers age 10 and 15, I 

expected certain manners so I resisted their behavior when these did not happen:  

I had to tell them come to say hi to me when I arrived and to force them to say goodbye to 
me when I was about to leave.  

(Reflective Journal, 050810) 

I was also bothered by their attitude towards “study.” They had been in school for at least 4 

years so I thought they knew they needed to take time to do their homework assignments. This 

should have been a task they took seriously as I had been taught by my own cultural experience. 

I learned to treat school work seriously, showing from the way we do schooling in Taiwan. This 

also reflected in my journal:  

The kids do not have a habit to sit still when they are writing. To me that is interesting. My 
own studying/growing experiences, I was asked to sit steady and well when ‘writing.’ I 
was taught to treat studying/writing as a serious thing that need to concentrate on doing it.  

(Hand-written notes, 050510) 

They had not been trained to have a “serious attitude” when doing school work or in 

writing like I was. I was expecting them to follow a “cultural norm” that they were not familiar 

with at all.  

Another unconscious expectation that I held for the brothers was the cultural role I 

expected them to play as a member of a family. I did not realize that I was using my cultural 

experiences and expected certain behaviors without deeply understanding their historical 

background.  

I think Sam is quite selfish in a way. Probably it (the expectation for Sam to be not too 
selfish to his brother/family) comes from my own background. My brother always knew he 
had obligations as an elder brother and even if he did not like it, he knew his responsibility 
for me and for the family. He would take care of me when my parents were not around.  

(Reflective Journal, 051018) 
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However, my reflective journal showed my self-awareness of the situation. I first recorded 

my disappointment in the children, then started to think of the deeper meanings while I was 

reflecting on my thinking the same day:  

I was frustrated that they seemed not to treat each other as brothers. […] I think they did 
not have much chance to practice their interaction ability being brothers.  

(Reflective Journal, 051018) 

Reactions 

The researcher’s reactions should be subject to self-reflection that allows for re-

examination of the research process. According to Pamphilon (1999), emotional reactions may 

be of three types: empathy, anger and confusion. In this section, I present these three types of 

reactions as they happened during the process.  

Reacting with Empathy 

Being a female in a Chinese family, I especially felt empathy for Mrs. Chen in some 

situations. Since she treated me like her sister, and shared her feelings with me, I could often feel 

empathy with her. In a casual conversation in May, 2006, I first heard Mrs. Chen talking about 

her regret and feeling of helplessness about being in the United States and losing her mother: 

I did not know that Jane’s mother passed away last December. She mentioned once last 
year that she wanted to go home because her mother was severely sick. Then she 
complained about the price of tickets and no substitute workers during winter break that 
she could not go back home. Today when I told her that I am going home this summer she 
said “it is good to be able to go home. Don’t be like me, I can’t see my mom anymore.” I 
was shocked that she had never been home since first time she arrived in the United States 
in 1996. It has been 10 years! I can’t imagine that kind of life. I can’t imagine not be able 
to see my parents for that long. I felt sorry for her and finally realized how much they had 
sacrificed for their American dreams and so they worked that hard to achieve a dream for 
the whole family.  

(Reflective Journal, 060510) 

During my stay in the United States, I had experienced death twice, losing a member of my 

extended family and a family friend. The feeling was so strong that I remember how hard it was 
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for me to go through the pain. I understood how it could be scary to answer a phone call at 

midnight. Also I felt so guilty that I could not do anything for the family. I empathized with her 

and at the same time admired her toughness for being able to live far away from home without a 

chance to go back to visit for a long time.  

Another time I empathized with Mrs. Chen was when she called me to ask if I could check 

a speeding ticket for her. She explained the situation and said that she was stopped because she 

had been too close to the car in front of her. I got speeding tickets almost every other month in 

Taiwan, but I tried to be as cautious as possible while driving in the U.S. I would not want to 

deal with the police here and it might affect my status staying in the United States. Furthermore, 

since I am not too familiar with the system, it would take me time and energy to learn how to go 

through the process of taking a driving lesson, or even going to court. So when Mrs. Chen told 

me her story of being stopped by the police and getting a ticket, I had some reflections recorded 

as follows:   

It was hard for me to imagine if it was me who couldn’t understand/speak English well and 
was stopped by a police on the road. Even I speak English, I was fearful when I was 
stopped by a police one time and I did not know this was included in “moving violation.” I 
felt sorry for her. It reminded me of the feeling I have being a minority or an international 
student in American. The first few years living in the U.S. without cultural understanding, 
sometimes I chose to step back or just accepted whatever people told me or treated me. It 
must be harder for the families to struggle and survive in the society with unfamiliar 
language and culture.  

(Reflective Journal, 060928) 

She then asked me how to take a lesson to avoid an incident on her traffic record. I 

explained to her what was recommended on the back of the ticket, and tried to get some detailed 

information on-line. I knew this was not pleasant or easy based on my experience in a car 

accident a few years before. I felt for her being a non-English speaker in the American society. 
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React with Anger 

There were a few times when I felt angry towards the children. These were mostly 

conflicts with my cultural values. The first strong feeling appeared when the new semester began 

and the children showed their “careless” about school: 

When we arrived in K mart, I asked Sam where their lists are, Sam said “don’t know, I 
don’t have one.” I was unhappy. I said, “Didn’t I ask you for several times that you need to 
get one (supply list) from school? You could go on-line, ask your friend, or whatever.” He 
said, “I don’t know how to get it.” […] I was more than shock that Sam is going to be a 6th 
grader and he did not know where to get a supply list? [...] I was pissed of. I felt the whole 
“getting supply” thing is a lie […] I was angry […] I felt so being used […] I asked the 
children to go to their school to pick up the list next day before I can take them to get 
supply again. They, again, “OK” me. I felt so low and frustrated with this kind of attitude. 
I didn’t trust them anymore.  

(Reflective Journal, 050807) 

The next day I went to the schools with the brothers and was shocked to find out that 

school would start in 3 days. The brothers did not know. I got angry because this was not a 

culture I was familiar with. I thought a person needed to be responsible for him/herself. When I 

was little, my parents supervised me to go through the school requirements. They would check 

with me to make sure I understood the requirements for each new school semester. The first 

thing I checked before a break was the school’s start date. I was mad at the brothers because they 

did not “care” about school. I was mad because they did not act according to my understandings 

of “caring.”  

As I grew up, being a student was the most important role I played so I was taught to be 

responsible in the role. Checking the important dates, preparing school supplies, getting ready for 

the new school year were routines, or even rituals for me. I was trained from the first day of 

school. It was part of my value system. But the parents of these children might not have taught 

them these “routines” and the children’s understanding of the new school might have been only 

switching their daily routine to get up earlier.  
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I also got angry when I felt powerless in dealing with bureaucracy, as when I took Xiao 

and his mother to school to register him. We had been trying the whole week to figure out how to 

get a new immigrant child into public school. I first took him to the middle school that was close 

to the Chen’s house. They gave me stacks of documents to fill out. I was told that I needed to 

take Xiao to the zoning department first. And his guardian had to be there. It was Friday 

afternoon and school would begin the following Monday. In order to get Xiao into school in time, 

I was hoping to get things settled before the first day. It would be easier for a newcomer ESL 

student to start a semester with others and not in the middle. But the whole process was 

frustrating. 

After almost an hour of waiting, we finally got to talk to the lady. I called her to clarify all 
the needed documents before I went. Even so, she checked all the documentation in front 
of me and looked uncertain. She then went to another room to ask her supervisor for 
several times. Mrs. Wang looked worried – it was Friday afternoon and the restaurant 
would be really busy soon. I felt guilty for not being able to solve the problem for them. 
[…] After about 15 minutes of waiting, the lady finally got answers from her supervisor 
and came to us. She told us that we needed another document. It was around 4:30 in the 
afternoon on Friday. I didn’t think we could make it to get the document from home and 
come back again. I started to feel furious. She could have told me when I called to confirm 
with all the needed documentation. It probably was their routine, but for some people, not 
being to work for a day may cause them to lose their jobs. […] Not eating and drinking for 
the whole day I felt so tired and powerless.  

(Reflective Journal, 050812) 

I was angry at myself, at the same time angry at the bureaucracy. This was my first time 

being so close to a situation that a newcomer ESL family had to face. I had learned from 

textbooks that teachers needed to have TESOL training if they have ESL students in class. I 

learned from textbooks that all children have the right to go to school. I thought going to school 

should be easy. The reality was not as beautiful as I thought. For this new understanding I was 

angry at myself for being so naïve.  
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Reactions of Confusions 

In the beginning of the study, I was quite confused about what role I needed to take as a 

researcher, especially a participant observer. I was also confused about what was proper to do as 

a researcher and what was not:  

[…] the kids normally do not meet/interact with parents. It seems that I am the one who 
interact mostly with the kids. And I am confused if this is ‘proper. . . ’ 

(Hand-written notes, 050510) 

My “think out loud” reflective journal showed my confusion of being a participant 

observer researcher and how I decide to deal with this confusion:  

Even though I remind myself very often that I am a participant observer and a researcher, 
and my goal is to observe the families and to explore literacy practices in families and 
community, it is very hard for me to divide myself into two parts as a researcher and a 
tutor. Even though I know that I am a researcher using a role of a tutor as a tool to observe 
the families, the term “researcher” is just a vague and “not-too-real” term for the children 
and the families. It was also the first time that I found it difficult to explain what a “Ph. D.” 
student means. It neither sounds like a job nor a title for them. A woman at my age, not 
working, but still a student is totally out of their understanding. They see me simply as a 
“teacher” who can speak their language and help them, rather than a tutor, or in my own 
terms, a researcher. I am there, hoping to observe the interactions between family members 
and the way they practice literacy. However, I AM the one that is always interacting with 
each of them more than I expected. As a participant observer, I cannot just sit on the side 
of the house and see what will happen to the families. […] I am not only observing “them” 
now, I am observing “us.”  

(Hand-written notes, 050611) 

I finally clarified my role and got to understand that I needed to be aware of who I am. 

When I observed and interacted with the families, I had to remember that I am part of the 

interactions and should be included in the observation.  

Final Notes of Reflection: Stories and Lives Go On 

After my active data collection phase, I stopped visiting the families as frequently as 

before. I visited them when I did my grocery shopping close to the restaurant, or when the family 

called me and asked me to visit. After celebrating the Chinese New Year with the family in 
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February, 2007, I did not go to visit the family too often. I was busy teaching and analyzing my 

data. One night in May, all of a sudden, I wanted to talk to Mrs. Chen (I call her Jane now). It 

felt like I wanted to talk to a family member. After the talk, I wrote down my reflective journal: 

While organizing and analyzing my data, all of the sudden, I want to talk to Jane. The 
feeling was so strong that I decided to put all my work aside to call her, even just to say 
“hi” and “how have you been.”  

I have worked with the families for two years now. The last semester I was really busy and 
of course after I made the closure of the data collection, I no longer had the “obligation” to 
go visit them anymore. But that is not Chinese. We have established a close relationship 
and they finally took me as a family friend, allowed me to enter their world, or even their 
physical territory any time. It was hard for me to cut it off. They still invited me to kids’ 
birthday, to some family occasions, and never stopped asking me to get food from the 
restaurant.  

I have nothing in common with Jane except for speaking Chinese and living in this rural 
university town. I wouldn’t have the chance to make such a friend, and sometimes of 
course I don’t have specific topic to chat with her. We could only talk about how the kids 
been doing, how hard it was to run a restaurant, but nothing like the way I talked to my 
“academic” friends. But it’s all good. It reminded me of some of my relatives. One of my 
uncles from my mother’s side was a butcher. He never remembered what class I was in and 
never could tell the differences between a college degree and Ph.D. degree but always 
remembered what my favorite dish was and would cook for me whenever I visited. [. . . ] I 
miss my family. For we Chinese, family means more than just father, mother or siblings. 
The atmosphere, the gossip from uncles and aunts, even sometimes the fighting between 
cousins, the noises in Chinese New Year, and much more are all included to be a 
“family” – good and bad.  

(Reflective Journal, 070509) 

Now almost all the workers in the restaurant recognized me, even the American workers 

who were in charge of taking phone orders. Normally I went into the restaurant, then directly 

entered the kitchen to talk to the family members. I walked into the restaurant feeling I was part 

of it.  

Sam is getting taller. Tim has a new tutor and is going to Middle school next school year. 

Xiao gained a lot of weight in these two years. Mrs. Chen asked me if I would still be here for 

the summer to adjust her plan to go back to China. I had changed a lot during these two years of 
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interacting with the family. Because of them, I learned the deeper meaning of understanding and 

had a deeper appreciation of the differences and diversity. I became more sensitive and grateful.  

The stories and lives of the restaurant families and of mine go on. C’est la vie.  

  

 



 

CHAPTER 9 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this research I have been guided by a humanistic commitment to study the world from 

the perspectives of ethnic, historically situated, and social individuals (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000). 

From Chapter 5 to 8, I presented findings about socio-cultural, individual, emotional and 

interactional dimensions of people’s stories. These findings resulted from looking at my data 

through different zooms. In this chapter I draw my conclusions about the complex multi-

literacies of immigrant culture within new Chinese immigrant family units. Implications include 

suggestions for teachers and for schools. I suggest future directions for research at the end of this 

chapter. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions of this study focus on the complexity of family culture and the multiple 

literacies practiced in working-class new Chinese immigrant families. The mixed influences of 

the culture that the family carried with them to the new land plus the experiences of being new 

immigrants developed a new culture in these families. The various literacy practices that the 

family used to function in their new life showed that multi-literacies can include more than just 

reading and writing. This new culture is a complex mix of the old world and the new. I will refer 

back to my research questions when concluding this study: 

Multi-Literacies 

RQ1: What are the various literacy practices of the working-class new Chinese immigrant 
families? 

A broad definition of literacy can include social practices that are associated with everyday 

life in different contexts. In this definition, literacy practices can be seen not only as aspects of 

“culture,” they can also be seen as part of the power structure (Street, 2001). Social implications 

of literacy include the connection of literacy and socioeconomic and political power. These 

216 



 

implications are concerned with the challenges and conflicts that emerge when people operate in 

their society from a postion of one linguistic “identity kit” (Cushman et al., 2001), or, in Gee’s 

(1999) words, from one set of “situated meanings.” In this frame, it is not only the uses of 

literacy that must concern us, but also how the withholding or providing of access to literacy 

reflect power relations (Collins & Blot, 2003). In this broad conceptualization of multiple 

literacies (Moll, 1986; Delgado-Gaitan, 2005), literacies not typically consider in more 

traditional definitions can be used by people in different settings to function in life, to build 

social networks, and to exchange resources. These survival skills should be valued since they are 

living literacies for hard-working immigrants.  

In this study, I am interested in learning how one extended family uses literacy in 

conducting their everyday life, and how they make meaning. From observing and experiencing 

everyday life with the families who participated in my study, I have witnessed the practice and 

functioning of multiple literacies in different social settings. The stories of the families showed 

us that there are literacies other than reading and writing, or “school literacy.” Even though the 

family members are working-class immigrants and may not be able to read and write in either 

English or Chinese, they have broad and diverse knowledge that helps them survive in a literate 

English world. The parents may not understand school literacy, but they carry their own form of 

literacy and pass it on to their children. They have implicit expectations for their children and 

they use an “act-but-not-say” way to show their concerns and love to the family. In the restaurant, 

even though they did not use reading and writing as I did in my life, they used a calendar and 

symbols to record people’s duties. Even though those resources they had were either distant from 

them or limited, they used them well. We saw an illustration of this in their strategies for calling 

217 



 

people back from in-coming numbers on cell phones. They didn’t read and write much but they 

had good memories to keep track of things.  

For the children, they learned from their parents to develop a face-to-face communicative 

style. Also because of their life style, their conversations were mostly “get-to-the point” with 

clear requests or needs. In order to live in a house without parents nurturing and supervising, the 

children created their own ways of entertaining themselves and interacting with the world. Media, 

the computer, video games, and the IM system became the literacy that they could use to connect 

with the outside world, as we saw in Sam’s request for tutoring to help with his school work, and 

his frequent contact with me to get assistance. These were his survival literacy practices. 

The Complexity of the Family Culture 

RQ2: What do the different literacy practices in immigrant culture mean for the members 
of the family unit? 

The new family culture became complex because of the mix between their heritage 

Chinese culture and their new immigrant culture. This new complexity was seen in their life 

styles, their relationships, their values, their cultural roles, and their social positions.  

Each of the family members was aware that they had to play different roles in different 

situations and had to switch between them if necessary. They knew their “positions” while 

working to achieve their American dream. The mothers (Mrs. Wang and Mrs. Chen) may not 

have liked their changing roles from housewives to working women in the United States where 

they had to work all day like men, and at the same time be responsible for the family, but they 

understood that they had to do it. Their changing roles also caused complexity in their 

interpersonal relationships. Traditional Chinese cultural values defined the ways they interacted 

with each other in different circumstances: each of them had to play a role as a sister but at the 
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same time as employees or employers. Their pure sibling relationship had changed and they had 

to deal with that changed relationship because of their new life in the United States.  

Complexity also affected the interactions between parents and children. The children may 

have desired more nurture from the parents but were forced to grow up faster and to be more 

independent due to their immigrant life context. The business was the economic foundation of 

the whole family and it became the primary concern of all family members. The success of the 

business had to support the families in the US and to honor the families back in China. The 

family, although it was considered working-class, was not low-income. They had low levels of 

literacy in the traditional sense of the word, but they were highly functional in the college town 

where they lived. These are all complexities that the families dealt with in their daily lives. 

Family values were important to the parents so they insisted on having their family space 

and time. However, because of the business, they needed to make the restaurant business their 

priority and sacrifice some of their family values. For example, Mrs. Chen and Mrs. Wang (the 

sisters of Zhao family) could not go back to their mother when she got sick. They had to struggle 

with the conflict between “become successful to honor the family” and “filial duty.”  

Cultural identity was also complex in this family. Both parents and children struggled 

between American and Chinese identities. They wanted to settle in the American world but at the 

same time were afraid to lose their connections to China. They wanted to be accepted in 

American society but they also believed they would always be different in appearance and in 

beliefs. The adults seemed to hold the American Dream that they were making a better future for 

their children. At the same time they missed the old days back in China.  
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The parents expected the children to have a better education and to be able to get better 

jobs to work in an office instead of being laborers. At the same time they were proud of their 

business and their success in running a restaurant. 

All of these complexities were the new characteristic of the family culture. They may also 

represent “immigrant family culture” – the complexity the new immigrant faces when trying to 

maintain their own cultural values and identities and at the same time adapt to the American 

value system.   

Implications 

A lot of time people read qualitative research and ask a question: “OK, now I know the 

story, so what?” As Shirley Brice Heath reminded the readers of her book “Ways with Words”: 

this is “an unfinished story, in which the characters are real people whose lives go on (1983, 

p.13).” I believe this is an unfinished story too. The story of the restaurant family may look 

unique in a way, but at the same time they represent the increasing numbers of immigrants in 

society and ELL students in school. While we all believe that it is almost common sense for 

educators to know that we need to understand the individual differences of each of our students 

in our classrooms, we may have more to learn about each of the students and the cultures that 

they bring into the classrooms from their families.  

This study provides new understanding of working-class immigrant families. The findings 

showed that the literacy culture students bring from families with different cultural/linguistic 

backgrounds may be different from “school literacy.” From this study, I am hoping that teachers 

can gain more cultural understanding of new immigrant children and their family situations and 

behaviors by valuing knowledge and skills beyond those learned from books and schools and to 

see the strength these immigrant families have to make their life in American society with 

limited knowledge of mainstream/school literacy background.  
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Implications can be drawn by pre-service and practicing teachers to further understand the 

family literacy practices of diverse groups. They can get new ideas for developing curricula that 

include children from different cultures and families to enact a truly multicultural education for 

teaching the increasing numbers of immigrants/ELL students. Keeping in mind the idea: “funds 

of knowledge,” schools may consider including multi-literacies in curriculum design and 

teachers can adjust instruction and assessment of the learning patterns and behaviors of these 

children.  

A further implication is to provide suggestions for school teachers on how to build a bridge 

between families and school by assisting families to understand and adjust to school literacies 

and, at the same time, appreciate their heritage cultures and family literacies.  

Some Ideas for Teachers 

In this section, I am sharing some ideas that I reflected on as I interacted with the families. 

I first summarize ideas that provide teachers something to think about with respect to what we 

may learn from the children and the families. Furthermore, I would like to share some ideas to 

stimulate us as educators to think how we can teach these children better. 

What do we learn from the children and the families? 

The strength of the families: From interactions with the families, it was amazing to see 

how hard the family members work to face all the challenges in their life and to adapt to the new 

world. Even though they were not familiar with school literacy and the mainstream culture, and 

their resources were limited, they grabbed any chance to learn and to connect with the world. 

Literacy in functions: The family, without fluent English or an ample understanding of 

American mainstream culture, makes their literacies function in different ways and successfully 

use their literacy culture to achieve their goal in achieving the American Dream. The ability to 
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run a restaurant, the ability to use the computer, to take a driving test, to take a flight or a bus to 

travel without understanding English in an English world should be valued and recognized.  

No one should be labeled as “model minority”: Even though there are a lot of 

complexities among the family members, they keep faith in achieving the goal and they also 

keep the value of the family working together for a better future. They keep their immigrant 

ethics and they grab any opportunity they can get to function and survive. They do not just rely 

on others but would use well any resources they could get. They sacrifice individual desires to 

fulfill united hope. From this viewpoint, who can’t be models? And why do we need the lable of 

“model minority”? All immigrant families and individuals who work hard and live hard for their 

belief and faith can be models of others. The Stereotypes of model minority showed a way that 

only certain characteristics of “school literacy” were recognized while all forms of literacy 

should be values and appreciate.  

The ability of cultural adaptation: All different forms of literacy practices showed us 

that the families have a strong ability of cultural adaptation. They survive in a town where they 

hardly could communicate or interact well, but they highly achieved in making a business. They 

tried to function in a literacy world and at the same time retain their own cultural values and 

beliefs. They had developed an ability to adapt an immigrant culture that enable them to be able 

to survive, to get connected, and to be involved in different social worlds.   

How can what we have learned from them help us teach the children better? 

Link daily curriculum to life experiences of students from diverse cultural 

backgrounds: Instructional activities that involve tasks related to cultural linkages may create 

opportunities for the students to solve problems (Zubia & Doll, 2002). 

Include media literacy in the curriculum: Gee (2003, 2007) discusses video games as 

one of the popular cultures that raise the issue of “equity and access.” Other than the skills of 
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learning to think and reflect, the players of these games share the same virtual world so they can 

practice specific sets of goals, choices, actions and knowledge. Gee sees “gaming literacy” or 

“media literacy” as kinds of “new literacies.” To include media literacy into school curricula 

may help connect the worlds of children who in reality are culturally and linguistically different. 

Connect students’ social worlds to school literacy:  Literacy learning is related to the 

social and ideological worlds and the relationships and experiences of children and their worlds 

(Dyson, 2003). If we can recognize and appreciate their out-of-school literacy and try to 

encourage our students to bring their social worlds into school and connect them, it will help 

their literacy learning.  

Luke’s (1993) implications for classroom teachers on fast-changing literacies: Luke 

believed that literacy is used to shape students in classroom to be able to think and behave in 

certain ways. Thus he provides three implications to show how it can help teachers in school to 

understand the multi-literacies. First is that teachers need to learn new forms of literacy (such as 

media, oral, visual literacy) so children can get access in early age. Second, teachers should not 

hold an assumption about literacy and learning only from their own experiences. Third 

implication is that teachers should develop an awareness that literacy is also socially and 

culturally constructed in the classrooms. 

Future Directions 

My aim in this study was to understand various literacy practices in these families and to 

explore how cultural and immigrant experience shape their literacy practices and identities. I 

chose working-class new immigrant Chinese families to understand if there were differences to 

the normal stereotypes held about the Chinese as a minority group. I focused on the family and 

the interactions among the family members and restaurant community.  
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I started by collecting data from home and from school but decided to switch my focus to 

the families so I could use the pure family perspectives to deeply understand the family culture 

and the perceptions that the families had on school literacy. It would be interesting to do a larger 

scale study that extends from the family, to the community and looks at the connections to the 

school or aspects of the school environment.  

Another possibility for future work will be to add in different ethic groups. For example, 

there are also stereotypes about Hispanic families. Students from Hispanic families are often 

labeled as low-achievers in school and the parents are blamed for educational failures (Zentella, 

2005). It could be an interesting project to get two researchers to collaborate using the same 

framework and design for the study and collect data from two populations at the same time. I 

hope this study will motivate further study in these areas. 

Two Final Thoughts 

Teaching Students from Diverse Socio-Cultural Backgrounds  

The population of immigrants in the United States was less than 10 million in the 1970s, 

but increased by 40% between1970 and 1990. That number has doubled in the last decade and 

was over 31 million in 2000. Another 14 million immigrants are projected to arrive between 

2000 and 2010 (Fu, 2007). According to the American Census Bureau, in the year 2006, about 

38 million people in the U.S. were either foreign born or naturalized citizens, which equals about 

9 % of the total population. In the American population, 20% speak a language other than 

English at home; this includes 8.7% who speak English less than “very well.” The immigrant 

population is bringing more and more ELL students into public school. According to Ariza 

(2005), between 1997-1998 and 2002-2003, the reported overall number of ELL has increased 

by 46.5 percent. While some pre-service teachers may still believe that ELLs are for ESL 

education or special education only, the statistics show that every teacher in this country may 
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have ELL students in their classroom. We need to prepare these teachers to be able to teach these 

students. 

Among the ELL students, immigrant children who are from working class families need 

more attention. According to Hicks (2002), “much of the educational literature on the learning 

needs of working-class learners focused less on class than on ethnicity, a hidden message being 

that poor and working-class children are largely members of ethnic-minority families and 

neighborhoods (p.4).” Hicks (2002) also stated that “as working-class children entering a school 

system modeled after middle-class values and practices. . . [they] wanted desperately to find a we 

of me in school (p.3) [italic as origins].” Immigrant children who are also working-class indeed 

need more understanding and care from teachers and schools. 

As Bank states, “. . . the education of students from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, 

language, and religious groups is a problem that challenges educators on every continent” (in 

Ball, 2006, p.xiii). Of course I understand that teachers are busy preparing classes and teaching, 

especially in middle school where one teacher may have about 100 students. However, if we 

educators do not try to understand our students’ family and cultural backgrounds, we might be 

blinded by what we have believed. This could prevent us from seeing what is really needed.  

As the immigrant population and ELL students increase in this country, we cannot exclude 

the cultures and values from these diverse groups; we need to try to develop deeper 

understandings of their cultures in order to create better instruction and curricula in school. 

Even though the idea of understanding and appreciating the different cultural and family 

background of each of our students sounds like common sense, in real life it is not that common. 

Although the data from my interactions with teachers were not analyzed because I wanted to 

focus on “family literacy,” my limited experiences interacting with the teachers of these children 
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from working-class new Chinese immigrant families showed that some teachers in school may 

easily ignore them. The stereotype of the “model minority” is strong: Chinese children must 

come from highly educated families with academic assistance at home. The image of 

“quiet/silent” Asians may result from ignorance of the children in our schools.  

I would like to end this section with my own reflections on the philosophical influence that 

I had from my cultural mentor: The Great Teacher in Ancient China, Confucius. It was he who 

stated these beliefs about teaching thousands of years ago: “you jiao wu lei” and “yin cai shi 

jiao.” The first idea, “you jiao wu lei,” is from Confucian Analects (Book 15, Chapter 38) where 

he directly states that, “in teaching there should be no distinction of classes” (Legge, 2003). In 

other words, teachers should treat all students with the same attitude no matter what backgrounds 

they are from. The second idea, “yin cai shi jiao,” is his core concept of education which means 

to adapt different kinds of pedagogies to different kinds of students based on personality, ability, 

interest, and ways of learning (Tsai, 1998).  

Despite the fact that his theories and ideas about political rule have long been used by 

political powers to control people, Confucius’s original educational beliefs focused on respect 

and flexibility. I believe that respect and flexibility should be two-way: both teachers and 

students respect each other as different individuals who can have a positive influence on the 

other.  

Rethinking Funds of Knowledge 

Moll and Arnot-Hopffer (2005) define funds of knowledge as the “historically 

accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or 

individual functioning and well-being” (p.72). In addition to funds of knowledge that can be 

categorized and labeled (agriculture and mining, material and scientific knowledge, economics, 

medicine, religion, etc.), they created a sample of household funds of knowledge that households 
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use “in dealing with changing and often difficult, social and economic circumstances” (p.73). 

Literacy practices are more than just written words. Literacy practices, or as Gee (2005) calls 

them, Discourses, include cultural beliefs, values, and also ways of living. Understanding these 

Discourses, or “funds of knowledge,” may give both pre-service and in-service teachers a deeper 

understanding of students from diverse groups, and help them develop curricula that do not 

exclude the minority cultures. 

Dyson (1993), in her study of children’s social worlds, reminded us to value forms of 

“literacy” that may differ from “traditional school literacy.” She states that we need to “consider 

how we might create social situations that support children’s entry into new ways of using 

language” (p. 219). In other words, how we educators should recognize, and acknowledge the 

“funds of knowledge” that children may bring to school from their families.  

As educators, we always want to encourage our students to read and write any time, any 

place, and maybe also in any form. However, as Messing (2005) states, “The social context of 

the education of culturally and linguistically diverse students in the United States today too often 

includes a wide gap between home and school worlds” (p.183). In this gap, students from 

different cultural and linguistic background may not have the same concepts of literacy as the 

mainstreamers. If school curricula recognize more than one kind of literacy, or situate literacy in 

different ways, children from diverse backgrounds may have more of a chance to connect to the 

“real worlds.” 

 



 

 
APPENDIX A 

INFORMED CONSENT LETTERS AND ASSENT SCRIPT 

Informed Consent (for parents) 

Protocol Title: Differences between the new immigrant children’s literacy at home/outside school and the school 
literacy. 

Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in this study. 
Purpose of the research study: The study intends to learn in what way literacy at home and outside school is 
different from the school literacy and to explore how the differences impact on new immigrant children’s school 
literacy development.  With the study, the investigator intends to learn if there is a better way to bridge between 
family and school for Chinese immigrant families. 
What you will be asked to do in the study: Your children will be observed in different environments, such as 
family activities, community interactions, and in school. You will be asked to answer and discuss 5-8 interview 
questions. You also will be asked to help collect any literacy product that your children have at home or bring from 
school. 
Time required: For the observation (at home), vary from 10 hours per week to 20 hours a week (including tutoring). 
The interviews will be 30-60 minutes.  
Risks and Benefits: No more than minimal risk. The family might be benefited by the free tutoring, but the benefit 
of the research is to provide additional information for understanding how immigrant families using literacy and 
what’s the impacts on their children in developing their literacy when interacting within different social 
environments. 
Compensation: There is no compensation for participants in this study. 
Confidentiality: You and your child(ren)’s identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  
Voluntary participation: You and your child(ren)’s participation in this study is completely voluntary. There is no 
penalty for not participating.  
Right to withdraw from the study: You and your child(ren) have the right to withdraw the study at any time 
without consequence. You and your child(ren) do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer.  
Whom to contact about your rights as a research participant in the study:  
UFIRB office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250 ph352-392-0433 
For any questions about this study, please contact me at following information: 
Ivy Haoyin Hsieh , 2903 SW 13th St. Apt 16 Gainesville, FL 32608. ph 352-846-5109. email ivyhsieh@ufl.edu 
Dr. Danling Fu, (my faculty advisor), P.O. Box 117048, Gainesville, FL 32011-7048. ph 352-392-9191 *249 
 

I have read the procedure outline above. 
I voluntarily agree to participate in this study and have received a copy of this description. 

Participant’s Signature and Date 

____________________________________________ 

Principle Investigator’s Signature and Dates 

____________________________________________ 
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Assent Script 

Dear Participant: 
  

I am a student at University of Florida.  I am going to do a study on Chinese families living in the 
United States.  I am mostly interested in how family influence on children’s using their language, reading 
and writing.  
  

This research will focus on all activities children have at home and outside school.  You will be 
tutored by me and at the same time observed by me when you are with your family and your friends. 
Besides, you will be asked to keep any kind of papers such as letters, notes, drawing, writing assignments 
from home, and in school.  
  

All information you provide will be protected as your privacy.  You do not have to answer any 
question you don’t want to. You can stop at any time.  
 

Thank you.  
 
If you have any questions, please ask me.  
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Informed Consent (for teachers) 

Protocol Title: Differences between the new immigrant children’s literacy at home/outside school and the school 
literacy 

Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in this study. 
Purpose of the research study: The study intends to learn in what way literacy at home and outside school is 
different from the school literacy and to explore how the differences impact on new immigrant children’s school 
literacy development.  With the study, the investigator intends to learn if there is a better way to bridge between 
family and school for Chinese immigrant families. 
 
What you will be asked to do in the study: Your children will be observed in school. You will be asked to answer 
and discuss 5-8 interview questions. You also will be asked to help collect any literacy product that your children 
have in school. 
 
Time required: For the observation (in school), it will take 10 to 20 hours total, depend on the availability. The 
interviews will be 30-60 minutes.  
 
Risks and Benefits: No more than minimal risk. The family might be benefited by the free tutoring, but the benefit 
of the research is to provide additional information for understanding how immigrant families using literacy and 
what’s the impacts on their children in developing their literacy when interacting within different social 
environments. 
Compensation: There is no compensation for participants in this study. 
Confidentiality: Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  
Voluntary participation: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There is no penalty for not 
participating.  
Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw the study at any time without consequence. 
You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer.  
Whom to contact about your rights as a research participant in the study:  
UFIRB office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250 ph352-392-0433 
For any questions about this study, please contact me at following information: 

Ivy Haoyin Hsieh , 2903 SW 13th St. Apt 16 Gainesville, FL 32608. ph 352-846-5109. email ivyhsieh@ufl.edu 

Dr. Danling Fu, (my faculty advisor), P.O. Box 117048, Gainesville, FL 32011-7048. ph 352-392-9191 *249 
 

I have read the procedure outline above. 
I voluntarily agree to participate in this study and have received a copy of this description. 

Participant’s Signature and Date 

____________________________________________ 

Principle Investigator’s Signature and Dates 

____________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 
ORAL SURVEYS 

Self introduction: I am a doctoral student of College of Education at University of Florida. I am 

interested in studying Chinese immigrant family children. I am willing to be a volunteer tutor to 

your children and help your family to communicate with schools. Do you have time for some 

questions? 

1. Do you have children here with you? How old are they?  

2. Where were your children born?  

3. What language do they use to communicate at home? 

4. Do your children have any difficulties in school or learning? 

5. What do you (and your husband/wife) do for a living? 

6. Do you read and write in English? 

7. Do you read and write in Chinese? 

8. Do you find it difficult to communicate with your children’s teachers in school? 
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APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview Questions for Parents 

1. How do you communicate with your children?  

2. Could you describe some of your daily ways of communication with your children? 

3. What kinds of materials do you read and write, in either English or Chinese? 

4. How do you read and write to/with your children?  

5. How do you read and write or communicate/interact with others?  

6. What are expectations do you have for your children? How do you think reading and 
writing will help them to reach these expectations? 

7. Can you tell me about your experiences in communicating with your children’s 
teachers and their school? 

8. How do you think teachers and school can help your children in reading and writing? 

232 



 

Interview Questions for Children 

1. How do you communicate with your parents?  

2. Could you describe some of your daily ways of communication with your parents?  

3. What kinds of materials do you read and write, in either English or Chinese? 

4. How do you read and write to/with your parents?  

5. How do you read and write or communicate/interact with others?  

6. What do you want to do in the future? What do you think are your parents’ 
expectations on you? How do you think reading and writing will help you and your 
family to reach your goal? 

7. Can you tell me about your experiences in communicating with your teachers and 
school? 

8. How do you think teachers and school can help you in reading and writing? 
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Interview Questions for Teachers 

1. How do you describe this child as a reader and a writer? 

2. How do you describe his social network? 

3. Could you describe his academic competency in reading and writing? Have you 
acculturated and problems regarding his reading and writing? 

4. Could you describe your experiences related to communicating with his parents? 
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APPENDIX D 
LIST OF INTERVIEW AND INFORMAL CONVERSATION DATA 

Interview Data List 

Table D-1. Interview data list. 
# Date/clips Involved Language Length Note 
I-1 051108-1  Sam English 26:51 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-2 051108-2 Sam English 1:13 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-3 051108-3 Tim English 30:35 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-4 051112-1 Jane Chinese 28:13 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-5 051114-1 Mr. Wang Chinese 11:4 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-5 051114-2 Mr. Wang Chinese 2:03 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-6 051114-3 Mr. Wang Chinese 28:48 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-7 051114-4 Mr. Wang Chinese 10:04 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-8 051116-1 Mr. Chen Chinese 18:01 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-9 051116-2 Mr. Chen Chinese 3:48 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-10 051107-1 Xiao+Mom Chinese 1:06:49 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-11 060424-1-V037 Ms. W English 25:37 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-12 060424-2-V038 Ms. W English 4:32 Verbatim Transcribed 
I-13 060425-1-V041 Mrs. M English 21:02 Verbatim Transcribed 
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Index of Informal Conversations 

Table D-2. Index of informal conversation. 
No. Date/clips Content Language Length Note 
C-1 050922-1 Sam+Tim English 5:58 Summarized

C-2 050922-2 Xiao+Sam+Tim 
Chinese/ 
English(+) 48:32 Transcribed

C-3 050922-3 Ken Chinese 8:15 Summarized
C-4 050927-1 Tim English 23:44 Summarized
C-5 050927-2 Tim+Sam English 37:53 Summarized

C-6 050929-1 Jane+Tim+Sam 
Chinese/ 
English(+) 1:14:14 

Summarized

C-7 050929-2 Tim English 8:37 Summarized
C-8 051004-1 Jane+Tim+Sam Chinese 30:58 invalid 
C-9 051008-1 Jane/restaurant Chinese 24:12 Summarized
C-10 051008-2 restaurant Chinese 8:49 Summarized

C-11 051008-3 restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English(+) 4:16 

Summarized

C-12 051008-4 restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English(+) 8:31 

Summarized

C-13 051008-5 (Sarah) - restaurant English 3:24 Summarized
C-14 051008-6 Mrs. Wang - restaurant Chinese 7:56 Summarized
C-15 051008-7 relatives - restaurant Chinese 22:45 Summarized
C-16 051008-8 Mrs. Wang - restaurant Chinese 4:08 Summarized

C-17 051008-9 Chen's -restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English 16:24 

Summarized

C-18 051008-10 Tim @ restaurant English 0:31 Invalid 

C-19 051018-1 Mr. Chen/Tim- Chen's 
English/ 
Chinese 56:15 

Summarized

C-20 051022-1 Mrs. Chen - restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English 16:49 

Summarized

C-21 051022-2 Mrs. Chen - restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English 5:45 

Summarized

C-22 051022-3 Restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English 11:05 

Summarized

C-23 051022-4 Sam/Tim - restaurant English 22:11 Summarized
C-24 051022-5 Sam English 8:35 Summarized
C-25 051022-6 ??  1:41 Invalid 
C-26 051022-7 Sam and Tim  English 15:52 Invalid 

C-27 051022-8 Sam and Tim in the car 
English/ 
Chinese 3:27 

Invalid 

C-28 051022-9 Tim English 2:03 Invalid 
C-29 051022-10 Sam English 8:25 Transcribed
C-30 051022-11 Sam in the restaurant English 16:27 Transcribed
C-31 051024-1 Tim reading English 21:14 Transcribed
C-32 051024-2 Sam (and Tim)  - Chen's English 52:42 Transcribed
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No. Date/clips Content Language Length Note 
C-33 051024-3 Sam - Chen's English 16:11 Transcribed

C-34 051029-1 Chat with people - restaurant 
Chinese/ 
English 44:37 Transcribed

C-35 051029-2 Sam - Book A Million English 12:26 Transcribed
C-36 051029-3 Book A Million English 13:22 Transcribed
C-37 051029-4 Tim - Book A million English 5:16 Transcribed
C-38 051029-5 Tim - Book A million English 8:35 Transcribed
C-39 051029-6 Tim - Book A million English 0:44 Transcribed
C-40 051029-7 Tim - Book A million English 3:40 Transcribed
C-41 051029-8 restaurant Chinese 8:00 Summarized
C-42 051029-9 restaurant kitchen Chinese 5:18 Summarized
C-43 051029-10 Restaurant Chinese 6:05 Summarized
C-44 051116-1 Chat with Mrs. Chen Chinese 15:03 Summarized
C-45 051116-2 Chat with Mrs. Chen Chinese 10:03 Summarized
C-46 051116-3 Chat with Mrs. Chen Chinese 14:26 Summarized
C-47 060119-1 homework with Sam English 11:03 Transcribed
C-48 060119-2 homework with Sam English 20:09 Transcribed
C-49 060119-3 chat with Sam (Sam cried) English 1:00:38 Transcribed
C-50 060209-1 Tim reading English 16:03 Transcribed
C-51 060209-2 Sam English 6:19 Transcribed
C-52 060209-3 Sam (dating) English 12:58 Transcribed
C-53 060216-1 Tim English 28:45 Transcribed
C-54 060216-2 Sam English 1:57 Transcribed
C-55 060223-1 FCAT - Bookstore English 1:11:39 Transcribed
C-56 060223-2 Sam and Tim - bookstore English 2:23 Transcribed
C-57 060223-3 Sam and Tim - car English 1:13 Transcribed
C-58 060223-4 Restaurant English 1:09 Transcribed
C-59 060223-5 Tim’s healthy sheet @res Chinese 5:39 Invalid 
C-60 060223-6 Mrs. Wang - restaurant Chinese 5:17 Summarized
C-61 060302-1 Xiao Chinese 36:12 Summarized
C-62 060302-2 Mr. + Mrs. Wang - res Chinese 9:15 Summarized
C-63 060302-3 Tim and Sam - Chen’s English 3:27 Transcribed
C-64 060302-4 Tim and Sam - Chen’s English 7:13 Transcribed
C-65 060302-5 Tim and Sam - Chen’s English 0:38 Transcribed
C-66 060302-6 Tim and Sam - Chen’s English 2:05 Transcribed
C-67 060302-7 Tim and Sam - Chen’s English 2:23 Transcribed
C-68 060302-8 Tim and Sam - car? English 7:23 Transcribed
C-69 060302-9 Tim and Sam - car? English 0:33 Transcribed
C-70 060302-10 Tim and Sam (about married?) English 11:17 Transcribed

C-71 
060424-
V039 Tim English 25.32 Transcribed

C-72 
060424-
V040 Sam English 4.06 Transcribed

C-73 
060425-
V042 Jeff Chinese 6.38 Summarized



 

No. Date/clips Content Language Length Note 

C-74 
060425-
V044 self reminder Chinese 1.01 Invalid 

C-75 
060510-
V045 Jane Chinese 46.22 Summarized

C-76 
060811-1 
V060 Tim and Sam’s open house (home) English 0.23 Invalid 

C-77 
060811-2-
V061 Tim English 7.24 

Summarized

C-78 
060811-3-
V062 Conversation with Tim Chinese 10.40 

Summarized

C-79 
060811-4-
V063 Tim’s school open house English 0.44 Invalid 

C-80 
060811-5-
V064 Tim 

English 
0.11 Invalid 

C-81 
060811-6-
V065 Tim 

English 
2.52 

Summarized

C-82 
060811-7-
V066 Tim 

English 
4.42 

Summarized

C-83 
060811-8-
V067 

Mr. and Mrs. Chen @ restaurant 
talking about Tim’s change after 
visiting China Chinese 8.44 Transcribed

C-84 
060811-9-
V068 Cont’d Chinese 0.28 Invalid 

C-85 
060811-10-
V069 Cont’d… Jane brought gifts… Chinese 6.30 Transcribed

C-86 
060819-1-
V070 Soccer meeting in Sam’s school English 1.16 

Summarized

C-87 
060819-2-
V071 Check the immunization sheet English 1.04 

Summarized

C-88 
060819-3-
V072 Cont’d  2.56 

Summarized

C-89 
060819-4-
V073 

Sam wants to go to the best 
college English 2.31 

Summarized

C-90 
060914-
V076 

Mrs. Chen wants me to talk with 
Sam asking about Sam’s teacher…

Chinese/ 
Englsih 35.21 Transcribed

C-91 
060920-1-
V079 

Talk to Ken, Mrs. Wang @ 
restaurant ~6:17pm Chinese 15.29 Transcribed

C-92 
060920-2-
V001 

Make brownie with Sam @ home 
~10:45pm  38.56 

Summarized

C-93 
060920-3-
V002 Making cake English 14.20 

Summarized

C-94 
060920-4-
V003 

Mrs. Chen came home ~11:30pm 
8.30 Mr.Chen came back  Chinese 34.00 Transcribed
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# Date/clips Content Language Length Note 

C-95 
060924-1-
V004 

11:00pm-11:30pm help Tim to fill 
out lunch deduction form English 20.01 Transcribed

C-96 
060924-2-
V005 More conversation with Tim 

English 
4.42 

Summarized

C-97 
060924-3-
V006 Cont’d 

English 
0.45 Invalid 

C-98 
060928-
V008 

Talk with Jane @ restaurant about 
a speed ticket Chinese 3.44 Transcribed

C-99 
061011-
V010 Fill out form for Xiao @ restaurant  26.44 Transcribed

C-100 
061012-1-
V012 Conversation with Sam @ Chen’s English 7.04 

Summarized

C-101 
061012-2-
V013 

Sam wants to convince me to go to 
his school for a “family literacy 
night” 

English/ 
Chinese 10.35 

Summarized

C-102 
061012-3-
V014 Jane was there too 

English/ 
Chinese 1.20 

Summarized

C-103 
061012-4-
V015 

Talks about the books Sam like 
(with photo) English 4.45 

Summarized

C-104 
061012-5-
V016 

Sam wants to buy a car, he will 
work in the restaurant to earn 
some money English 2.51 

Summarized

C-105 
061019-1-
V017 

After meeting with Tim’s teacher, 
conversation with John in front of 
Tim’s school Chinese 49.38 Transcribed

C-106 
061019-2-
V018 

Chat with Tim and John @ 
restaurant 

English/ 
Chinese 2.33 Transcribed

C-107 
061019-3-
V019 

Conversation with Ken 
(restaurant) Chinese 0.40 Invalid 

C-108 
061019-4-
V020 

Conversation with Tim 
(restaurant) 

Chinese/ 
English 19.16 

Summarized

C-109 
061019-5-
V021 Conversation with Sen (restaurant) Chinese 5.50 

Summarized

C-110 
061130-1-
V025 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment English 9.11 

Summarized

C-111 
061130-2-
V026 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
5.33 

Summarized

C-112 
061130-3-
V027 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
9.39 

Summarized

C-113 
061130-4-
V028 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
8.49 

Summarized

C-114 
061130-5-
V029 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
14.09 

Summarized

239 



 

# Date/clips Content Language Length Note 

C-115 
061130-6-
V030 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
32.32 

Summarized

C-116 
061130-7-
V031 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
0.30 Invalid 

C-117 
061130-8-
V033 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
8.59 

Summarized

C-118 
061130-9-
V034 

Conversation with Sam @ my 
apartment 

English 
28.57 

Summarized

C-119 
061130-10-
V036 

Celebrating Wang’s legal status @ 
restaurant Chinese 18.10 Transcribed

C-120 
061130-11-
V037 

Chen’s house with John 
(TV/politics) Chinese 7.05 

Summarized

C-121 
060108-
V040 Math tutoring @ Ivy’s apartment English 9.38 

Summarized

C-122 
070109-1-
V041 Tim’s school w/John Chinese 0.27 Invalid 

C-123 
070109-2-
V042 Tim’s school w/teacher & John 

Chinese/ 
English 53.01 

Transvribed

C-124 
070116-1-
V043 Conversation w/Tim 

English 
9.49 

Summarized

C-125 
070116-2-
V044 Conversation w/Tim 

English 
6.05 

Summarized

C-126 
070116-3-
V045 Conversation w/Sam 

English 
29.26 

Summarized

C-127 
070124-1-
V052 

Bring Tim’s work to the restaurant
With Mr. Chen/Mr. & Mrs. Wang Chinese 14.43 

Summarized

C-128 
070124-2-
V053 To Xiao Chinese 3.00 Invalid 

C-129 
070124-3-
V054 Talk to Xiao Chinese 25.57 Summarized

C-130 
070217-1-
V055 Chinese New Year Chinese 7.38 Summarized

C-131 
070217-2-
V056 Discuss Xiao’s form  Chinese 0.39 Summarized

C-132 
070217-3-
V057 Talk about Tim’s piano show Chinese 3.50 Summarized

C-133 
070217-4-
V058 Talk about Tim’s piano show Chinese 1.35 Summarized
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APPENDIX E 
RECORD OF PHONE CONVERSATION 

Table E-1. Record of phone conversation. 
No. Date Starting Time  Total minutes Receiving/calling out 
1 050706 8:56pm 1 out 
2 050712 9:24pm 3 out 
3 050720 12:43pm 3 out 
4 050803 10:27am 3 Receiving 
5 050807 2:57pm 2 out 
6 050812 11:35am 3 Receiving 
7 050812 11:57am 1 Receiving 
8 050815 9:26am 1 Receiving 
9 050817 4:56pm 4 out 
10 050822 7:50pm 1 Receiving 
11 050823 3:53pm 2 Receiving 
12 050823 3:57pm 1 out 
13 050826 3:41pm 8 Receiving 
14 050830 3:44pm 1 Receiving 
15 050830 3:46pm 1 Receiving 
16 050830 3:48pm 3 out 
17 050830 3:51pm 3 Receiving 
18 050830 5:27pm 2 out 
19 050901 12:21pm 1 Receiving 
20 050908 5:05pm 4 Receiving 
21 050915 4:55pm 1 out 
22 050915 5:25pm 1 Receiving 
23 050925 12:54pm 3 Receiving 
24 050929 9:07pm 1 out 
25 051001 11:15am 6 Receiving 
26 051001 10:34pm 3 out 
27 051002 3:08pm 5 Receiving 
28 051003 11:20am 2 Receiving 
29 051004 1:14pm 1 Receiving 
30 051006 3:33pm 2 out 
31 051006 4:50pm 2 out 
32 051006 6:12pm 1 Receiving 
33 051017 4:42pm 6 Receiving 
34 051018 11:07am 1 out 
35 051019 5:07pm 3 out 
36 051024 5:48pm 1 Receiving 
37 051027 4:51pm 1 Receiving 
38 051029 2:14pm 2 Receiving 
39 051031 4:20pm 2 Receiving 
40 051031 6:07pm 3 Receiving 
41 051103 7:56pm 4 Receiving 
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No. Date Starting Time  Total minutes Receiving/calling out 
42 051105 11:24am 6 Out 
43 051109 3:49pm 3 Receiving 
44 051110 12:11pm 2 Receiving 
45 051112 3:40pm 1 Receiving 
46 051112 7:13pm 1 Receiving 
47 051114 3:40pm 2 Out 
48 051116 1:21pm 1 Out 
49 051116 1:22pm 1 Out 
50 051128 9:28pm 1 Out 
51 051128 11:14pm 6 Out 
52 051129 5:20pm 1 Receiving 
53 060108 12:12pm 12 Receiving 
54 060110 7:48pm 1 Out 
55 060114 4:43pm 1 Out 
56 060114 5:12pm 4 Receiving 
57 060120 3:13pm 2 Out 
58 060123 10:34pm 1 Receiving 
59 060125 8:59am 1 Out 
60 060125 11:52am 2 Out 
61 060125 11:54am 1 Receiving 
62 060128 3:46pm 1 Receiving 
63 060130 6:27pm 4 Out 
64 060206 3:34pm 3 Receiving 
65 060207 1:15pm 2 Receiving 
66 060207 1:20pm 3 Out 
67 060207 2:11pm 7 Receiving 
68 060207 2:20pm 3 Receiving 
69 060207 2:24pm 3 Receiving 
70 060207 2:33pm 2 Out 
71 060207 2:59pm 1 Receiving 
72 060207 3:08pm 1 Out 
73 060207 3:13pm 2 Out 
74 060207 3:17pm 2 Receiving 
75 060215 5:22pm 4 Receiving 
76 060216 6:30pm 3 Out 
77 060223 6:10pm 2 Out 
78 060223 6:12pm 11 Out 
79 060225 3:29pm 2 Out 
80 060225 6:38pm 2 Out 
81 060225 6:42pm 1 Receiving 
82 060225 7:51pm 2 Receiving 
83 060226 5:26pm 5 Receiving 
84 060302 3:59pm 1 Out 
85 060305 5:22pm 3 Receiving 
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No. Date Starting Time  Total minutes Receiving/calling out 
86 060308 3:28pm 1 Out 
87 060309 2:02pm 2 Receiving 
88 060309 5:14pm 1 Out 
89 060311 8:11pm 2 Receiving 
90 060318 3:48pm 1 Receiving 
91 060318 5:13pm 4 Out 
92 060318 7:07pm 2 Receiving 
93 060321 7:22pm 3 Receiving 
94 060323 5:33pm 1 Receiving 
95 060323 7:39pm 2 Out 
96 060413 1:51pm 2 Receiving 
97 060413 3:46pm 1 Receiving 
98 060413 4:04pm 2 Out 
99 060417 5:03pm 2 Out 
100 060419 3:55pm 1 Receiving 
101 060421 3:11pm 6 Out 
102 060422 5:28pm 12 Receiving 
103 060425 1:46pm 1 Receiving 
104 060502 7:21pm 2 Receiving 
105 060506 8:31pm 9 Receiving 
106 060510 1:41pm 1 Receiving 
107 060702 5:52pm 3 Receiving 
108 060801 3:11pm 2 Receiving 
109 060811 11:29am 2 Out 
110 060831 3:27pm 14 Receiving 
111 060920 5:10pm 7 Out 
112 060925 10:42pm 28 Receiving 
113 061005 4:25pm 6 Out 
114 061006 8:24pm 3 Receiving 
115 061019 1:56pm 3 Out 
116 061021 8:51pm 2 Receiving 
117 061022 8:15pm 5 Receiving 
118 061022 9:00pm 2 Out 
119 061026 4:43pm 15 Receiving 
120 061028 4:56pm 6 Receiving 
121 061028 5:13pm 3 Out 
122 061101 11:03pm 10 Receiving 
123 061102 12:11am 20 Receiving 
124 061106 2:21pm 2 Receiving 
125 061114 2:44pm 5 Receiving 
126 061114 2:55pm 5 Receiving 
127 061114 3:00pm 1 Receiving 
128 061114 3:04pm 1 Out 
129 061115 2:57pm 3 Out 
130 061116 12:21am 9 Receiving 
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No. Date Starting Time  Total minutes Receiving/calling out 
131 061130 7:30pm 3 Receiving 
132 061130 10:18pm 2 Receiving 
133 061130 10:52pm 1 Receiving 
134 061212 5:03pm 4 Receiving 
135 061220 1:19pm 5 Receiving 
136 070106 5:13pm 2 Receiving 
137 070108 5:31pm 1 Receiving 
138 070108 7:04pm 2 Receiving 
139 070108 7:20pm 1 Receiving 
140 070109 1:53pm 1 Out 
141 070112 4:06pm 5 Receiving 
142 070116 4:51pm 2 Out 
143 070116 7:49pm 4 Receiving 
144 070121 12:09pm 14 Receiving 
145 070122 5:40pm 13 Receiving 
146 070130 12:38am 2 Receiving 
147 070130 12:45am 7 Receiving 
148 070130 4:45pm 1 Receiving 
149 070130 9:59pm 15 Receiving 
150 070217 11:39am 2 Receiving 
151 070217 10:58pm 1 Receiving 
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APPENDIX F 

INDEX OF INSTANT MESSANGER CONVERSATION 

Table F-1. Summary of instant messenger conversation.  
No. Date Starting Time End Time Caller Summary 
1 060421 11:30pm 11:43pm Ivy Sam told me about his school  
2 060708 10:27pm 10:33pm Sam Sam in China sharing his 

experiences in China 
3 060816 12:19am 12:28am Sam Ask me to go with him to a 

soccer meeting for the next day
4 060911 07:32pm 07:47pm Ivy Sam told me about his math 

classes 
5 060919 12:16am 12:34am Sam Sam asked me to go help him 

make a cake 
6 060920 08:27pm 08:29pm Sam Confirm if I could go make 

cake with him 
7 060924 03:51pm 04:02pm Ivy I told Sam that I was going to 

visit the family late at night 
8 061006 08:26pm 08:27pm Ivy Show Sam a website that her 

mom asked information about 
9 061007 02:41am 02:47am Sam Short chatting 
10 061018 11:02pm 11:30pm Ivy Asked Sam to remind his 

father about the meeting at 
Tim’s school next day 

11 061022 08:24pm 09:27pm Ivy I checked a ticket schedule that 
Jane asked about with Sam 

12 061025 08:54 08:59pm Ivy Left a message to Sam (he was 
away) about the flight schedule

13 061115 09:44pm 09:53pm Ivy I taught Sam to use hotmail 
email account to compose and 
send emails 

14 061125 02:49pm 02:56pm Sam Sam apologized to me. He did 
not print out the tickets for his 
mother and I called to check 
the night before. 

15 061130 12:42am 01:00am Sam Sam complained of Tim 
16 061130 05:14pm 05:41pm Sam Sam asked me to help him 

with his homework 
assignment, he finally ended 
up with coming to my 
apartment to get the face-to-
face assistance 

17 061203 09:25pm 09:40pm Ivy I sent the websites of cameras 
that Sam’s mom was asking 
about 
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No. Date Starting Time End Time Caller Summary 
18 061204 07:42pm 10:13pm Sam Sam asked help for his project 

and wanted me to help him at 
his house. I did not want to go 
so we tried to solve the 
problems through on-line 
discussions 

19 061209 12:06am 12:26am Ivy I confirmed with Sam about 
the camera information for his 
mom 

20 061211 01:34am 01:34am Ivy I sent another website to Sam 
21 061212 12:00am 12:30am Ivy Sam and I discussed the 

different cameras and price 
22 070106 12:00am 12:19am Sam Sam asked me to help him to 

prepare his exams 
23 070108 5:37pm 6:05pm Ivy Sam kept asking more math 

questions for the examines and 
tried to convince me to help 
him at his house 
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