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ABSTRACT 
 
This ethnographic study closely examines Chinese sojourner families’ experiences in the United 
States. While immigrant children’s home and school experiences have been documented, this 
study extends the literature by highlighting the unique needs and challenges of sojourner 
children and their parents. The findings suggest that it is critical for researchers and educators 
to contextualize each diverse family in order to understand parents’ expectations and 
involvement; that educators create meaningful home-school connections; and that teachers 
develop culturally responsive teaching.  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2010), between 1979 and 
2008 the number of the school-aged (5-17 years) children who speak a language other than 
English at home has increased from nine to twenty-one percent of the population. Among this 
linguistically diverse group of children, some are immigrants while others are nonimmigrants, 
depending on their visa status in the United States. In the fiscal year of 2009, for instance, about 
four million nonimmigrant children, aged 5-19, temporarily resided in the United States 
(Homeland Security: Immigration Statistics, 2009). In light of the increasingly diverse 
populations in U.S. society, there is a strong need for researchers to understand the experiences 
and challenges of people coming from multiple cultural and linguistic backgrounds. The 
information gained through in-depth research regarding the lived experiences of culturally and 
linguistically diverse children and their parents might shed light on how to provide better 
educational programs and services for them.  
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In recent years, a burgeoning number of ethnographic studies (e.g., Fu, 2003; Igoa, 1995; 
Li, 2002, 2006; Lopez, 1999; Valdés, 1996; Wason-Ellam, 2001; Yau, 2000) have provided 
detailed accounts of the cross-cultural experiences and challenges of children from new 
immigrant families in North America. Other studies group participants together as minority-
language background or bilingual children, without specifying their status in the new country 
(e.g., Ro, 2002; Toohey, 2000). However, there have been a limited number of studies on 
sojourner youth and families (e.g., Kanno, 1996; Park, 2006; Takimoto, 2001). As a significant 
component of the multicultural landscape in U.S. schools, researchers and practitioners must 
examine the particular challenges and needs of sojourners. Thus, this study aimed to draw 
scholarly attention to the widely presented, mobile international population: sojourner children 
and families. In this study, I use the term sojourner children to refer to those brought to a new 
country by their parents who are engaged in a temporary commitment (e.g., study, work, or 
extended visit with relatives or friends). 

In the following, I offer a brief review of the literature that documents the home literacy 
environment of culturally and linguistically diverse children. This body of literature, presenting 
powerful empirical data to pinpoint the mismatches between diverse children’s home and school 
lives, has provided a backdrop for the importance and necessity of the current study which 
focuses on understanding Chinese sojourner families’ experiences and children’s home-literacy 
practices. 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Diverse Students’ Background, Literacy Practices, and School Achievement 
 

Research has indicated that background has a strong influence on children’s home 
literacy environment and practices (e.g., Heath, 1983; Li, 2002, 2003, 2005, 2006; Valdés, 1996; 
Wason-Ellam, 2001; Wong Fillmore, 1990). However, since “home background is a complex 
configuration of economic, social, cultural, and personal factors that defy simple categorization” 
(McCarthey, 2000, p. 145), this review will examine how these intertwined factors play a role in 
diverse children’s home literacy environment and practices.  

A deficit model has been prevalent in early research on home background and home-
school connections (McCarthey, 2000). This model used middle class, white, American children 
as the norm, and implied that the minority children’s home background, which might have 
included low socioeconomic status or lacked dominant cultural capital such as knowledge, skills, 
and language proficiency that are closely related to one’s social mobility, was the cause of their 
school failure. More recent research rooted in the social-cultural framework has challenged the 
deficit model and made breakthroughs in contextualizing the culturally specific ways in which 
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minority parents and children interact with each other and engage in various kinds of literacy 
practices (e.g., Gee, 1990; Li, 2002, 2005; Valdés, 1996; Wason-Ellam, 2001).     

Among various key factors associated with home background, socioeconomic status is 
one of the most influential. Heath’s important study, published in 1983, suggested that literacy 
practices in different social and racial communities have their own distinctive features. For 
example, children from middle-class families are more school-oriented and familiar with 
traditional academic discourses than those from working-class families. In the case of immigrant 
families, Li (2002) indicated that socioeconomic status played a key role in children’s lives after 
school. Li’s findings showed that Chinese children’s home literacy practices were very different 
in entrepreneurial and academic families. Children from entrepreneurial families (typically 
working-class families who ran family businesses such as restaurants) were exposed to TV and 
video tapes for long periods of time because of their parents’ extended work schedule. Therefore, 
these children’s communicative world was predominantly a receptive monologue. Wason-Ellam 
(2001) found similar situations where Chinese children spent hours and hours watching Chinese 
videos at home while their parents were working in restaurants. For these children, school and 
home were two isolated worlds. While socioeconomic status is influential in diverse children’s 
home literacy practices, Li (2005) argued that minority parents, despite their sociocultural 
backgrounds and levels of English proficiency, are competent in their roles as legitimate 
educating agents supporting their children’s literacy development in both first and second 
languages. Parents engage their children in literacy learning, however, in a variety of culturally 
specific ways, which are typically different from those used in schools.   

Research has also shown that families from diverse cultural backgrounds socialize their 
children differently from those in the dominant cultural settings (e.g., Huss-Keeler, 1997; Jeynes, 
2003; Ran, 2001; Valdés, 1996; Wong Fillmore, 1990). Wong Fillmore (1990) documented that 
child-rearing beliefs and practices vary from one culture to another due to different cultural 
expectations and value systems. Her findings indicated that the culturally embedded practices 
that differ from those of American mainstream culture might place these children in a 
disadvantaged position in acquiring foundational skills for academic learning. Valdés illustrated 
that value systems of Mexican immigrant parents were in conflict with those of the middle-class, 
white teachers. For example, the concept of “success” and the extent of “parental involvement” 
may entail different meanings and interpretations based on distinctive cultural values (e.g., Huss-
Keeler; Jeynes; Ran; Valdés). Confronted with contradictory expectations and goals, children are 
challenged and their school achievement is in jeopardy (Valdés).  

Besides socioeconomic and cultural variables, another key factor in home background 
that influences diverse children’s home literacy practices is the personal factor. Li (2002) showed 
that parents’ educational backgrounds as well as their professions in the home country influenced 
children’s home literacy practices. As part of the personal factor, the issue of the immigration 
status of the diverse families, however, has not been closely examined up to this point.   
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The above mentioned factors in home background have contributed to socioculturally 
unique literacy practices (Gee, 1990), discourse patterns (Au, 1993), and socialization patterns 
(e.g., the role of parents vs. teachers according to Valdés, 1996). Traditional school practices in 
the United States—closely aligned with the “normal”
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2000). The Asian population was about 11%, most of which was the international student 
population at Anderson University. Interested in families temporarily residing in the United 
States, I selected three Chinese sojourner families, and the parents and one child from each of the 
families were the primary participants in this study.  
 
The Wang Family 
 

The Wang family came from mainland China. The family consisted of the mother, Susan, 
and the only child, a lively, curious nine-year-old boy named Alex; the father, Mr. Wang, 
remained in China. Susan came to the United States alone to start her graduate program at 
Anderson University and Alex joined her a year later. Mr. Wang visited the family during the 
summer before the study began. Both of the parents had earned college degrees in China, and 
Alex was born and formally schooled in China. Upon the beginning of the study, Alex had been 
in the United States for eight months, and he was just beginning fourth grade at Rochester 
Elementary. The family lived in a one-bedroom apartment in the large student housing area on 
the university campus. The living room and kitchen also served as the dining room, the study, 
and Alex’s bedroom. Alex’s parent(s) occupied the single bedroom in the apartment.  
 
The Hu Family 
 

The Hu family came from Taiwan. The father, Dr. Hu, was a professor in Taiwan, and he 
was appointed as a visiting professor at Anderson University for one year. The mother, Wei-
Shan, was a homemaker. The parents had two children, Emily (9 years) and Jeremy (7 years). 
Emily, the focal child in this study, was polite and shy at first, yet she gradually opened up as we 
became more familiar with each other. Emily was born in the United States while her father was 
pursuing his doctoral degree, after which the family returned to Taiwan. Three years ago, the 
family returned to the United States for one year when Dr. Hu was a visiting professor at 
Anderson University. As a result, Emily completed first grade in the United States. Afterwards, 
the family moved back to Taiwan where Emily finished second and third grades, and she was a 
fourth grader at the beginning of the study. The family had also been visiting friends and 
spending some time during summers in the United States during the past few years. The Hu 
family rented a townhouse in a residential area off campus for the first semester, then they 
moved to a two-story house in an affluent neighborhood where many professors lived. Emily’s 
home was spacious and well furnished. In addition to the living room, kitchen, and a beautiful 
backyard, Emily and Jeremy had their own bedrooms and a separate study room with a computer, 
desks, and shelves of books. 
 



32 
 

The Yao Family 
 
The Yao family was from mainland China. The father, Mr. Yao, was a doctoral student at 

Anderson University while the mother, Ya Ping, was a homemaker. Both parents completed their 
college education in China. The focal child, Ming, was the eldest child, and he had two younger 
brothers, Max (3 years) and Jack (6 months). Eleven-year-old Ming was taller than most children 
his age, and, as a fan of outdoor sports, his skin was tanned by the summer sun. Ming seemed to 
be a confident child, and being an elder brother he appeared to take responsibility for both his 
and his brothers’ behaviors. A few months after Mr. Yao came alone to pursue his advanced 
degree, his family joined him here, when Ming had just turned six, and he was a fifth grader 
upon the inception of the study. The family openly identified themselves as Christians, and 
church activities took up a majority of the family’s spare time.  

The family lived in a two-bedroom apartment in the same complex as Alex’s family. 
Alex and Ming went to the same school, and they sometimes played together after school. For a 
family of five, the apartment seemed somewhat crowded. The living room and kitchen was also 
the center of eating, playing, and napping (for Ming’s younger brothers). The bigger bedroom 
was occupied by the parents and two brothers. Ming was privileged to have his own bedroom. 
Table 1 provides a summary of the three participating families. 

 

Table 1. Summary of the Three Families 
 

Family Family Members Birth 
Place 

Previous 
Occupation 

Education 
Level 

Status in 
the US 

Length 
of Stay 
in the US 

Wang 
Family 

Mr. Wang (Father)  China Government 
officer  

College N/A  N/A 

Susan (Mother) China Employer in a 
foreign-invested 
company 

College Graduate 
student 

2 years 

Alex (Son) China   4th grader 8 months 
Hu Family Dr. Hu (Father) Taiwan Professor Ph.D. Professor 5+ years 

Wei-Shan (Mother) Taiwan Homemaker College Dependent 5+ years 
Emily (Daughter) US   4th grader 1.5 years 
Jeremy (Son) Taiwan   1st grader 1.5 years 

Yao Family Mr. Yao (Father)  China University 
researcher 

Master’s 
Degree 

Graduate 
student 

5 years 

Ya Ping (Mother) China Teacher College Dependent 5 years 
Ming (Son) China   5th grader 5 years 
Max (Son) US   Dependent Always 
Jack (Son) US   Dependent Always 
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Data Collection and Analysis  
 

Participant observation and in-depth interviews were the primary data-collection methods. 
I conducted monthly home visits (in addition to weekly school observations for the larger 
project), carried out three formal interviews and numerous informal conversations with the 
participating children and their parents throughout the year, and collected the focal children’s 
work samples (e.g., voluntary journals and homework assigned by parents and schools) as 
artifacts. 

Multiple data sources were used to establish the study’s trustworthiness: My field notes 
were taken right after each observation, which contained not only “thick description” of 
participating families’ lived experiences and social-interaction patterns among the family 
members, that is, detailed description of not only the human behavior but also the context where 
the behavior takes place (Geertz, 1973), but also a substantial explanation of “all relevant and 
theoretically salient micro- and macro-contextual influences that stand in a systematic 
relationship to the behavior or events” (Watson-Gegeo, 1992, p. 54). The interviews were 
conducted in the language of each participant’s preference (e.g., Mandarin Chinese, English, or 
both) and tape recorded for transcribing and thematic analysis. The focal children’s work 
samples were collected as record of their academic activities at home. Voluntary journals, which 
contained the children’s feelings and thoughts about their sojourning experiences, were then 
analyzed.  

I used the method of constant comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to identify 
codes and generate themes. First, a family profile, which organized all data relevant to one 
family, was created. Second, data in each of the profiles were spread for coding. Codes were 
open ended and constantly compared and modified to form larger categories and themes. Third, I 
conducted data synthesis and developed a conceptual framework that demonstrated systematic 
relations among themes (Miles & Huberman, 1993). Lastly, while looking across all 
participating families, I looked for themes that repeatedly emerged across the board or were 
unique to an individual family. 
  
Researcher’s Roles 
 

During my home visits, I took the role of a participant observer. I merged into the field 
by participating in the ongoing family activities, such as observing and helping the children do 
their homework, watching TV while chatting with the family members, or joining them for meals. 
My Chinese language and cultural background and similar cross-cultural experience (i.e., I came 
from China to the United States on a non-immigrant status to study for an advanced degree) gave 
me an advantage in becoming acquainted and building rapport with these families. I also 
assumed the role of a liaison between home and school, and shared with the parents information 
about the schools and teachers (as I conducted weekly school observations) and expressed family 
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members’ concerns and needs to the teachers. Both parties valued the information and were 
appreciative of my input.   
 
Findings 
 

In this section, I present the findings centered on four aspects: (1) the nature of the stay in 
the United States; (2) the parents’ aspirations and the children’s after-school activities; (3) the 
impact of the sojourning experience on parenting and parental involvement in their children’s 
school work; and (4) the gain and the loss associated with the sojourning experience. 
 
Temporary Residency and Uncertain Future 
 

All three families emphasized the temporariness of the stay and expressed uncertainties 
about their future residency. Susan stated that her original plan of returning to China after getting 
a master’s degree in the United States changed as time passed, and she decided to continue the 
doctoral program, hoping to pursue a job in academia. This meant that she, and possibly Alex, 
would stay for at least several more years, but there was too much at stake for Mr. Wang to quit 
his secure job in China. “He is in his 40s. It would be very difficult for a man to start all over at 
his age. Also, he is not strong in language [English]. That’s why [he didn’t want to stay here],” 
Susan explained. Therefore, when I asked about the future of the family, Susan preferred to leave 
it an open question. 

Compared to the Wang family, The Yao family was more stable, as the family members 
were all together; however, Mr. Yao said that they were not certain about whether they would 
stay or return to China after his graduation. “The chance is 50-50,” Mr. Yao stated. 

The Hu family seemed to be the family who was most certain about returning to their 
home country after the one-year stay. But as the one-year visiting-professor term drew to a close, 
the family changed their plan: they decided that Dr. Hu would return to Taiwan for his job, 
while the mother and children stayed for another year. This decision was made due to the 
parents’ expectation of perfecting their children’s English and increasing their competitiveness 
in the global world. 

All of the parents were aware of their temporary status, and that the future, unfortunately, 
was not always under their control. Many factors, such as the economy and the job market, 
played a role in where they would stay in the future.   

 
Parents’ Expectations and Children’s After-School Activities 
 

These families’ uncertainties about their future residency had a strong impact on the 
parents’ expectation that their children should be flexible and capable of surviving and thriving 
in the mobile world. Hence, the children’s academic and social competencies were extremely 
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important for the parents. Specifically, the parents expected that their children would not only 
master at least two languages—their native Chinese and the “prestigious” English—but would 
also be adaptable to Chinese and American schooling and cultures. Such expectations were 
realized through their children’s slightly different after-school activities. 

Understandably, catching up with English-speaking peers was a priority for the Wang 
and Hu families, as their children were at a relatively early stage in their English acquisition. As 
a “single” mother and graduate student, Susan was often so overwhelmed by her own work and 
responsibilities that she hardly had time and energy to help with Alex’s school work. Given these 
circumstances, Susan enrolled Alex in a free tutoring program provided by the community center, 
which not only helped Alex with his homework and reading skills, but also offered him a safe 
place while Susan had to be away from home. Although the service at the community center was 
rather disappointing (e.g., Susan reported that tutors were not responsible for children’s 
inappropriate behaviors such as fighting), this was considered the best solution for the family. In 
addition, at the beginning of the study, Susan borrowed all the Basal Readers from the lower 
grades for Alex to study. Later in the year, Susan required Alex to do quick-writes every day 
before he could play computer games. Susan also encouraged Alex to use English at home, 
especially at the beginning of the study.  

Due to the possibility of moving back to China, Susan emphasized the importance of 
maintaining and developing Alex’s proficiency in Chinese and his advantage in math. She 
expressed her wish to teach Alex Chinese when she had time. She encouraged Alex to read 
Chinese books and requested that Alex keep journals to improve his writing skills. Susan also 
assigned Alex additional math homework from the books they brought from China. Because of 
financial and time constraints, Susan did not enroll Alex in other extracurricular activities.  

In contrast, Emily Hu was vigorously involved in a variety of academic and social 
activities after school. Being a fourth grader in her new country, Emily was overwhelmed by the 
academic demands, and experienced tremendous challenges in various subject areas. To expedite 
her catching up with her English-speaking peers, her parents hired a tutor for Emily (especially 
for the English language and literacy). Moreover, the parents actively participated in helping 
Emily with her school work. Toward the end of the study, the parents planned to send their 
children to the Jumpstart program offered by the school during the summer for the purpose of 
getting extra support with reading and writing.  

While keeping English as the priority, the parents also kept an active agenda to maintain 
the native languages, Mandarin Chinese and Taiwanese, urging the children to speak them at 
home. In the Hu family, Wei-Shan took the responsibility to give the children weekly Chinese 
lessons, and Dr. Hu encouraged them to read as many Chinese books as possible. For the Yao 
and Wang families, background Chinese music and songs were purposefully selected by the 
parents to help create a Chinese-language environment at home. Additionally, concerned that 
Emily’s math grade dropped greatly during the school year and dissatisfied with the math 
curriculum and instruction in the United States, her parents started to assign extra math problems 
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from a book they brought from Taiwan. They also spent more time tutoring Emily in math. In 
addition, Emily participated in various extracurricular activities such as piano and swimming 
lessons. Even for the summer, she had a busy plan for summer camps and music classes.  

Ming’s parents, especially Ya Ping, insisted that Ming speak Chinese at home (Ya Ping 
described English as a language that she felt uncomfortable using in communicating with Ming). 
Moreover, the parents set rigid Chinese lesson schedules using the textbooks they purchased in 
China. Ya Ping maintained daily lessons for up to an hour, while Mr. Yao gave Ming weekly 
quizzes to check on his learning. Although I left the voluntary journals an open option for the 
focal children, Ya Ping requested that Ming keep all his journals in Chinese as a way to practice 
his writing skills. In his journals, Ming often wrote about the quizzes he had to take each 
weekend. Mr. Yao expected that by the time Ming goes to college, his Chinese would be 
equivalent to the level of a junior-high-school student in China. Mr. Yao also indicated that 
because math curricula in United States schools were not as advanced as those in China, they had 
to spend extra time and effort to keep Ming at the same level of his Chinese peers. Therefore, 
during the summers his parents shifted their focus from the maintenance of Ming’s Chinese, and 
tutored him in math in order to keep his math skills on a level with those of his peers in China. In 
addition to his parents’ high expectations of Ming’s extra academic work at home, Ming took 
part in a math team in the after-school program as well as the school basketball team (Mr. Yao 
volunteered to be the basketball coach). 

Maintaining Chinese cultural values was as important to these parents as keeping up their 
children’s Chinese-language proficiency. As Ming’s mother, Ya Ping, explained, they identified 
themselves as Chinese and they would always be Chinese, no matter what would happen in the 
future. Helping their children hold onto a significant piece of their cultural identity was critical 
for sojourner families. At the same time, these focal children adopted some of the new cultural 
values and behaviors, which unavoidably created some tensions between the parents and the 
child. For instance, Ming was asked by his mother to greet adults by honorable terms (e.g., 
“Auntie” to me), yet he argued that “Hi” was enough because “All Americans do it this way.” 
Emily’s parents were offended that she did not show enough respect to them because of her 
talking back or chewing gum while talking. They reminded Emily of the appropriate behaviors 
defined by the traditional Chinese culture.  
 
The Impact of the Sojourning Experience on Parenting and Parental Involvement  
 

Though these parents were all well educated and wanted to be involved in their children’s 
education, they were somewhat restrained by their availability and English proficiency. Susan 
told me honestly that she did not know what was going on in Alex’s school because in addition 
to my reports, Susan sometimes got phone calls from Alex’s teacher when he got into trouble 
(e.g., involved in fights with others). Susan tried to arrange her tight schedule so that she would 
not miss parent-teacher conferences. Emily was very close to her father, partly because Dr. Hu 
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spent much time helping her with her homework, but, limited by her English proficiency, Wei-
Shan could not be as involved in her children’s school work as she had wished. For the Yao 
family, only Mr. Yao participated in parent-teacher conferences. Though Ya Ping was relieved 
that Ming was doing well at school, her lack of proficiency in English prevented her from being 
actively involved in Ming’s school work and effectively communicating with the teachers. In a 
sense, these parents, due to various factors, did not feel as competent in their role as parents as 
they would have if they were staying in their home countries. 
 
Parents’ Dilemma: The Gain, the Loss 
 

While the sojourning experience brought these families much joy and pride, it might also 
have brought a sense of loss for them.  

The Gain. To the parents, one very important reason to live in the United States was to 
benefit their children’s future as global citizens. All three families emphasized the importance of 
learning English, which they expected to be part of the outcome of staying for an extended 
period. Susan commented that an important purpose for Alex to stay with her is to “expose him 
to a new culture and help to improve his English”; and she added, “I wish him to have a broader 
perspective, a global view.” Dr. Hu, who alluded to his own disadvantage of not speaking native-
like English, stated that the purpose of bringing his children to the United States and planning to 
stay another year was to help them learn “authentic” English. In addition, the Hu family viewed 
the experience of living aboard as a temporary shelter from the highly competitive educational 
system in Taiwan; that is, their children could enjoy more of their childhood without facing such 
pressure. 

Furthermore, the parents reported that these children seemed to be more mature than 
Chinese children of the same age. All three children were actively engaged in helping their 
parents with the house work. Alex became more independent by doing simple cooking and 
laundry on his own. Emily had her regular cooking lessons from her mother, and Ming gave up 
some of his play time to babysit his younger brothers. The sojourning experiences brought the 
family members closer as they depended more on each other in everyday life without the support 
of extended families and close friends. 

The Loss. While the children gained much from the experience of sojourning in the 
United States, the parents were also concerned about the academic, emotional, and psychological 
loss their children suffered. The children’s academic loss was at the center of the parents’ 
concern. Susan worried how Alex would perform when he returned to China, that as he stayed 
longer, Alex might gradually fall behind his peers in the competitive educational system in China. 
Susan explained: “Alex might encounter problems when he goes back to China. It is almost 
impossible for him to catch up in Chinese and math. Even if he has an advantage in English, he 
would probably forget about everything in two or three months.” When I asked Alex if he would 
like to go back to China, Alex answered with a vehement “No,” as he was afraid that he would 
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have to repeat the fourth grade. Whether to stay another year, Dr. Hu called it “a tough decision 
to make” because besides having to spend a year separated from their father, the children would 
probably have to repeat a year in the elementary school in order to catch up with their peers in 
Taiwan when they go back. Considering the intensity of the curriculum in Taiwanese schools, 
there was no way for Emily and her brother to perform at the same level as their Taiwanese peers. 
For the Yao family, since they had stayed in the United States the longest, the prospect of 
returning to China was not promising for their children. When I asked Ming what he would do if 
he had to go to school in China, he replied with uncertainty, “I guess I’ll work very hard!” 

There were also a significant emotional and psychological impact on these families as a 
result of their sojourning experiences. All three focal children experienced separation from their 
immediate family members. For Alex, he lived with a “single” mother and a far-away father. 
Alex communicated with his father mainly 
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was ashamed of being able to write Chinese characters. He was also reluctant to reveal his 
proficiency in Chinese in public. Ming was ashamed of his association with Chinese largely 
because of the hidden messages he learned at school. Even though the school did not have an 
open “English only” policy, Ming indicated that students were not allowed to use languages 
other than English because “They may talk about something bad that teachers don’t understand.” 
“Who am I?” would always be a question that many children like Ming would struggle to answer 
in years to come.  
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

As the data in this study suggests, it is critical to differentiate sojourner families from 
immigrant families because, although children with both statuses share similar experiences at 
schools and in society, the former are faced with distinct dilemmas and challenges. Drawing 
evidence from the current study and aforementioned literature on immigrant and sojourner 
children, I first discuss common aspects of families from both backgrounds, and then address the 
particular needs and challenges of sojourner children and parents.  

As for similarities, first of all, both immigrant and sojourner families are newcomers, and 
they generally share minority status in terms of language, culture, race and ethnicity, 
socioeconomic, and political status in a new society. In Li’s (2006) study, in Vancouver, Canada, 
even though the Chinese immigrants comprised a majority in numbers, they were still a minority 
in politics. Second, both new immigrant and sojourner children are challenged in adjusting to the 
dominant language and culture in the new land. While they have a strong desire for their children 
to acquire English, parents also share the concern of maintaining their primary languages. 
Moreover, while these families strive to adapt to cultural values in a new society, they cherish 
the heritage of their native culture and expect to pass it on to the future generations.   

Although immigrant and sojourner families have much in common, there are striking 
differences yet to be noted. First, unlike immigrant families who usually came to the new 
country together as a unit, sojourner children may have to go through separation from their 
parents. Along their sojourn journeys in the United States, the young children in my study all 
suffered or would suffer to some extent separation from their beloved family members. Ro (2002) 
also documented that some Korean mothers brought their young children to the United States to 
learn English while the fathers stayed behind. Besides leaving everything that was familiar—
friends, toys, pets, and books—behind them, these children had to endure being away from 
immediate family members.  

Second, although immigrant populations leave their home countries for various reasons, 
they have decided, in the long run, to accept the new land as their second home. In contrast, 
sojourner families, as shown in my study as well as in Park (2006), are likely to consider 
themselves temporary guests in the new society and are uncertain about where they will reside in 
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the future. Thus, immigrant and sojourner families’ visions for future residency have become the 
key to understanding their different expectations for their children, especially with the purpose of 
learning English, of developing and maintaining the primary language, and the degree of cultural 
integration into the new society.  

Both immigrant and sojourner parents have a strong desire for their children to learn 
English, yet this desire is based on somewhat different rationales. For immigrant families, 
English is the language for survival in the new land they claim as a new home. For sojourner 
families, however, the primary reason to acquire English is because of the dominant status of 
English in the world. The acquisition of authentic English from an English-speaking country 
enhances their children’s chances to compete and succeed not only in their native country but 
also worldwide.  

While many immigrant parents certainly expect their children to keep their cultural roots 
through maintaining proficiency in the primary language, the sojourner parents have a more 
practical and urgent need to not only maintain but also keep their children’s literacy development 
in primary languages at the level of their native peers. This is largely due to the possibility that 
these sojourner children will need to go back to their home country and compete academically 
with their peers who have wasted no time in surpassing the sojourner children. The Korean 
families in Park (2006) emphasized different aspects of their children’s language development 
depending on their future plans. My study also indicates that at different sojourning stages, the 
parents had different priorities. For example, at the beginning stage, all parents focused on 
helping their children with English. At the later stage, when their children achieved higher 
proficiency in English, they changed the emphasis from English to Chinese, with an increased 
concern about the children’s native-language erosion. Moreover, all three families in my study 
assigned additional math work for their children as the parents believed that they should be 
instructed and evaluated by the math standards in their native country, which they claimed were 
higher and more systematic than those in the United States. It is the parents’ best wish that their 
sojourning experiences would enhance their children’s opportunities and advantages to grow as 
global citizens.   

Furthermore, while integrating into the new society may be the priority for immigrant 
families, sojourner children’s smooth re-integration into their native country is as important as 
mainstreaming with U.S society. Therefore, preserving traditional cultural values is of great 
importance for sojourner families. All the families in my study, to different extents, strived to 
preserve the cultural values essential to Chinese people. The Hu family tried to protect the 
traditional cultural values to the greatest extent. The parents reacted strongly to the “rude” 
behaviors Emily learned from her American peers and requested that Emily behave in keeping 
with the key principles of respect and politeness in Chinese culture. On the contrary, the Yao 
family managed to maintain some Chinese cultural values even though they accepted many of 
the core values in the mainstream society. Such differences among the sojourner families might 
be explained by the length of stay in the United States (e.g., the Yao family stayed the longest) 
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and their religious belief (e.g., the Yao family accepted the dominant religion—Christianity—in 
the US and became Christians while in the US).  
 
Implications  
 

This study has important implications for both research and teaching practices regarding 
the unique yet omnipresent international student population in U.S. schools. First of all, there are, 
as mentioned, a sparse number of studies looking at Asian children from immigrant families (e.g., 
Li, 2002). My research focused on a neglected international population, those children who 
temporarily stay in the United States and whose families are uncertain about their future 
residency. This study suggests that it is crucial to recognize the diversity and complexity among 
the changing population and identify the unique needs and challenges faced by sojourner 
families. Furthermore, not only are these children’s current educational experiences important, 
but their prior and future education, possibly in other countries, is important in helping us 
contextualize their schooling and the possible impact of cross-cultural experiences on their 
learning and identity development. 

In addition to recognizing this special international population as a subgroup, this study 
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unwillingness to participate in school activities. In reality, parents might be overwhelmed by 
their own cross-cultural adjustment and responsibilities, unconfident about their proficiency in 
communicating in English, or ashamed of knowing too little about a new schooling system to 
approach teachers and ask questions. Most important of all, the Chinese sojourner children’s 
significantly different home literacy practices (i.e., their extra homework on the Chinese 
language and math assigned by the parents) are the possible cause of school-home discontinuity, 
and, as a result, these children are caught in-between two completely different worlds: home and 
school. Therefore, knowing each and every student and family is a critical first step to open the 
door of communication between home and school. Teachers’ knowledge about students and 
families can help them resourcefully draw on funds of knowledge valued in the home (Moll, 
Amanti, & Gonzalez, 1992), develop culturally responsive instruction (Au, 1993), and create 
meaningful home-school connections. 

The parents in this study also expressed their dissatisfaction with the community service 
and Chinese language programs in the United States. The free tutoring program at the university 
was a wonderful idea but not fully carried out to achieve its purpose. The Chinese language 
programs in the research community were largely geared toward Chinese children from 
immigrant families. The expectations were lower than those of the parents who anticipated their 
children would function competitively in schools in mainland China and Taiwan. As a result, 
these parents chose to teach on their own at home, which largely depended on the availability of 
resources and time.  

Providing positive sojourning experiences lies in the hands of the entire community and 
society. Only if we work together to listen to the sojourner families’ needs and provide them 
with the necessary resources and high-quality services can we make everyone feel at home on his 
or her journey.    
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