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ABSTRACT

Some Hmong parents have been ableto raise literate, academically successful children
despite many obstacles. Unfortunately, many other Hmong parents have not met with such
success. A number of studies about Hmong refugees have documented the many challenges that
Hmong students face in the K-12 education system, including entering school with little fluency
in English; needing to receive English as a second language (ESL) support despite having been
born in the United States; and not being able obtain homework assistance due to their parents’
lack of formal education. Very little information is, however, available regarding Hmong pre-
school children’s literacy development. Many research studies have found that children’s early
experiences play acritical role throughout their lives. The body of literature on child
devel opment emphasizes the importance of access to learning opportunities at home, in the
community, and at school. Furthermore, neuroscientists and child development experts agree that
well-designed programs that promote healthy cognitive, emotional and social development can
improve children’s educational prospects. Drawing from five years of qualitative and
guantitative data collected for the formative evaluation of the Words Work! Initiative, a specia
project of The Saint Paul Foundation, in Minnesota, we argue that Hmong children’s literacy
development and preparation for academic success is supported by effective instructional
practices that attend to children’s culture, intentionally address early literacy development and
connect parents with meaningful activities that build on family strengths and give parents
practical skillsto support their child’s progress.
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INTRODUCTION

Some Hmong parents have been ableto raise literate, academically successful children
despite many obstacles. Unfortunately, some other Hmong parents have not met with such
success. A number of studies about Hmong refugees have documented the many challenges that
Hmong students face in the K-12 education system, including entering school with little fluency
in English; needing to receive English as a second language (ESL) support despite having been
born in the United States; and not being able obtain homework assistance due to their parents’
lack of formal education.! However, very little information is available regarding Hmong
children’s early literacy experiences.?

Researchers have well documented the importance of home activities to children’s
development of written language. Because researchers have been interested in how literacy
activities operated in homes with families and how these experiences might influence children’s
attitudes to and knowledge about literacy,® Hmong children’s literacy development is particularly
interesting to explore. Research shows that by age three, young bilingual children have already
been exposed to a number of home and community factors that will impact their bilingual
proficiency. Children with a strong foundation in their home language and continuing support for
that language through home activities, such as book reading, are developing skills that will later
transfer to English language abilities.* Active, intense, and meaningful participation of parents
and families in the learning activities of their child is fundamental to closing the gap for literacy-
disadvantaged children.” Interactions between adults and children as they encounter literacy are
significant in shaping literacy practices and the human relationships that surround and are
embedded in literacy.® But, what happens to Hmong children whose parents areilliterate and
speak little or no English? How is learning supported at home? How do young Hmong children
with limited English fluency learn in the classroom? In a bilingual early education classroom,
children could be expected to have their home language supported at the same time that they are
beginning to acquire English. However, the redlity isthat bilingual teachers are not readily
available to provide that support.

This paper presents findings from five years of formative evaluation of the Words Work!
Initiative in Minnesota. The Words Work! Initiative is a collaboration among The Saint Paul
Foundation, Ramsey Action Program Head Start and the Minnesota Literacy Council. Although
Head Start is aprogram for all low-income students, this paper focuses primarily on the Hmong
population, with the exception of student assessment results that compare Hmong children to
other Asian/Pacific Islander children and other children of color. We argue that Hmong
children’s literacy development and preparation for academic success is supported by
implementing effective instructional practices that attend to children’s culture, intentionally
addressing early literacy development and connecting parents with meaningful activities that
build on family strengths and give parents practical skills to support their child’s progress. We
offer insights and observations regarding Hmong parents’ involvement in their young children’s
literacy development and specific instructional practices that teachers and Head Start staff used
to meet the needs of Hmong children.

Research questions this paper addresses include:

e What isthe performance level of Hmong pre-school children compared to other
Asian/Pacific Islander children and to other children of color?
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To what extent do factors such as fluency in English, age, and enrollment status affect
Hmong children, other Asian/Pacific Islander children, and other children of color?
What effective instructional practices/strategies have teachers implemented to increase
Hmong children’s literacy and English proficiency skills?

What are effective parenting practices that contribute to Hmong children’s early literacy
development?

How are Hmong pre-school children whose parents may beilliterate supported at home
in their literacy development?

BACKGROUND OF WORDSWORK! INITIATIVE

The Words Work! Initiative (initially known as the Children’s Literacy Initiative) isa

$1.9 million partnership initiated by the F. R. Bigelow Foundation between The Saint Paul
Foundation, Ramsey Action Program (RAP) Head Start and the Minnesota Literacy Council
(MLC) in Minnesota.” It is an early literacy program for children in St. Paul with two goals: 1) to
increase literacy skills of children aged three to five to prepare them to be successful readers and
learners when they are in school and 2) to increase the family’s role in the development and
delivery of high quality early literacy experiences for their children. Specific goals for children
include:

Increasing speaking and listening vocabulary;

Increasing phonological awareness,

Developing print awareness;

Promoting attempts to print;

Learning the |etters of the alphabet; and

Learning to count from one to 10 and meaningful count of at least 10 objects.

Specific goals for familiesinclude:

Increasing literacy activitiesin family life;

Helping family members reinforce classroom goal s through home visits;
Achieving home environments conducive to the child’s literacy development; and
Increasing quality parent-child interactions.

The strategies Words Work! uses to achieve its goals include:
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Developing curriculum support services and materials;

Training classroom staff members;

Providing classroom mentors;

Providing equipment and materials to support an enhanced literacy environment; and
Providing literacy home visitors to identify specific parent needs, set literacy goals with
parents, build parent skills that support parent and child literacy, and link planning,
practice, evaluation and reflection.”
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A total of 1,634 children were enrolled in one of four Works Work! Head Start centers
over the course of five academic school years (1999-2003), of which 27 percent (447) are
Hmong. This figure represents children enrolled at the beginning of each academic year.®
Approximately one-third of those children represented students who re-enrolled as second year
students.

BACKGROUND OF THE HMONG
Brief Hmong History

The nature of struggles that Hmong Americans face in supporting their children’s
education needs to be understood in historical context. The Hmong living in the United States
today are an ethnic group from Laos. Very few people had access to formal education and the
written Hmong language used today was developed only in the mid 1950s. Because there is no
Hmong nation state, it is common for most people to have never heard of the Hmong and/or
understand the reasons why over 100,000 Hmong were granted refugee status to enter the United
States nearly three decades ago. Beginning in the early 1960s during the United States’
involvement in Vietnam, American military personnel recruited Hmong and other ethnic
minority groups in Laos to be America’s foot soldiers. Given the secretive nature of United
States foreign policies during the Vietnam eras, no historical legal document exists describing
thisaliance. Without written documents an alleged United States promise of protectionin
exchange for support remains contested. Hmong leaders and their supporters fought for the last
three decades for recognition of their contributions. Having aligned with the Americans, the
Hmong faced political persecution when the Americans withdrew from Southeast Asia.
Consequently, they sought refuge in neighboring countries and were granted refugee status. Thus
began the mass exodus in 1975 when the Communist regime took over Laos. *°

United States refugee resettlement policies dispersed families to lessen the economic and
socia burden on local communities. Dispersal policies isolated many families and ignored the
strong family, kinship, and ethnic ties that the Hmong saw as essential to their survival in the
United States.™ When they learned where others resettled, the refugees often migrated to places
with larger Hmong popul ations.

Demographics

Although the first Hmong families arrived in the United States in 1975, the vast mgjority
of Hmong refugees resettled in the United States during the early 1980s. According to the 2000
Census, 186,310 persons of Hmong origin were enumerated in the 50 states and Washington,
D.C., representing a 97 percent increase in the census enumerations from 1990 Census. Given
the multiple barriers to completing Census forms, including language, illiteracy, and distrust of
government, community leaders across the nation estimated the number to be around 283,000.%
Just over 65,000 Hmong were enumerated in California by the 2000 census. The next largest
popul ations were recorded in Minnesota (41,800) and Wisconsin (33,791). Although the largest
population enumerated was in California, the 2000 census enumerations indicate the strongest
growth in the Hmong population occurred in parts of the Southern and Midwestern United
States. The largest metropolitan concentration of Hmong according to the 2000 census lived in
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Minneapolis-Saint Paul (40,707). The second largest concentration was in Fresno (22,456)
followed by Sacramento-Y olo (16,621), Milwaukee-Racine (8,078) and Merced, CA (6,143).
The 10 largest metropolitan concentrations in the 2000 census of Hmong included Stockton-
Lodi, CA; Appleton-Oshkosh-Neenah, WI; Wausau, WI; Hickory-Morganton-Lenoir, NC; and
Detroit-Ann Arbor-Flint, MI.

The Hmong population tended to be young, linguistically isolated and unschooled. More
than half (56 percent) of the 2000 enumerated Hmong population were under 18 years old
compared to about a quarter of the entire United States population. According to the 2000 census
data the percentage of Hmong in the United States who were linguistically isolated (34.8
percent) remained much higher than in the nation’s population as a whole (4.1 percent). The
United States Hmong were strongly overrepresented in the 2000 census no-schooling compl eted
category (45.3 percent) compared to the United States population as awhole (1.4 percent).’?

METHODOLOGY

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches were implemented in the Words Work!
overall evaluation.** This mixed methodology was chosen to provide triangulation of the data
and to hear the voices of parents and teachers who work with Hmong children. For this paper, we
focus on selective student assessment data and findings from Hmong parent focus groups, staff
focus groups, and classroom observations.

Quantitative M ethods
I nstruments

Several assessment instruments are used in this paper to answer the research questions.
Assessment practices were intentionally integrated into classroom procedures whenever possible.
Children were assessed in the fall and again in the spring with the following: Boehm 3 Preschool
Test of Basic Concepts (pre-school version); Alphabet recognition protocol; SPARK curriculum
assessment; Book awareness checklist; and Phonological assessment. The Boehm (Ann E.
Boehm, published by The Psychological Corporation) is a nationally norm-referenced
standardized test individually administered to measure children’s knowledge of basic relational
concepts important for language and cognitive development. The others are performance-based
assessments. All assessments had a script for administration. Classroom teachers completed the
SPARK assessment for each child based on their observations. Children were then assessed
individually on book awareness and phonological skills. A random sample of Hmong speaking
children was selected to take the Boehm, book, and phonological assessmentsin their home
language. The sample was assessed in two languages to study the impact of language on
assessment scores.

Population
This analysis only includes assessment scores of all children of color, of which Hmong
children are a subset, who tested in both fall and spring and had stayed within their classroom

cohorts. Thisincludes 1,082 children: 754 new to Words Work! and 328 re-enrolled as second
year students. All children were then grouped into three study categories for comparative
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anaysis. Group 1-Hmong children; Group 2-Other Asian/Pacific Islander children; and Group 3-
Other children of color. Group 1 consisted of 350 Hmong children (32 percent); Group 2 had 51
(5 percent) other Asian/Pacific Islanders; and Group 3 had 681 (63%) other children of color.
Group 2 were mostly Vietnamese with asmall percentage of other Asian/Pacific Islander
children. Group 3 were half Black/African American, one-third Hispanic/Latino, |less than one-
fifth African, and a small percentage of American Indian children.

Demographics across groups were similar with the exception of English Language status.
Table 1 below outlines the distribution of demographic characteristics across the three study
groups.

Other Asan/ Other Children

Demographic Hmong Pacific |dander of Color
Gender Female 167 (48%) 27 (53%) 351 (52%)

Male 183 (52%) 24 (47%) 350 (48%)

Age® Three 79 (23%) 13 (25%) 214 (31%)

Four 271 (77%) 38 (75%) 467 (69%)

English Language Status Fluent 53 (15%) 32 (63%) 464 (68%)
Non-Fluent 297 (85%) 19 (37%) 217 (32%)

Primary Language Hmong 341 (97%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Vietnamese 0 (0%) 33 (66%) 0 (0%)

Cambodian 0 (0%) 5 (10%) 0 (0%)

Other Asian 1(1%) 9 (8%) 0 (0%)

Spanish 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 153 (22%)

Somali 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 65 (10%)

Oromo 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 19 (3%)

Tigringa 0(0%) 0 (0%) 13 (2%)

English 8 (2%) 8 (16%) 414 (61%)

Other 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 16 (2%)

Enrollment Status First Year 257 (73%) 35 (69%) 462 (68%)
Second Y ear 93 (27%) 16 (31%) 219 (32%)

n=1082 350 (32%) 51 (5%) 681 (63%)

Assessment | tems

The assessment items were selected to ensure consistent elements across five years and
literacy predictorsidentified by the early childhood field and the experiences of this program’s
implementers. Based on a collaborative effort and discussions, the following items were chosen
for this paper:

e The Boehm was selected to capture children’s knowledge of relational concepts, and to

provide comparative norm-referenced data. Results were reported as percentiles and as
raw scores that ranged from 0-52.
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e Alphabet knowledge was chosen as a predictor associated with literacy devel opment.
Children were asked to identify uppercase letters from 26 randomly presented cards.

e Four SPARK curriculum assessments items were selected: understanding of opposites;
following two-step directions, understanding of positional words, and being able to count
to 10 or higher by rote. Thefirst three items were identified as critical skills children use
to learn to read. The last item measured children’s ability to count numerically. All four
SPARK items were recorded as nominal scores: yes, emerging, or no.

e Book awareness was included to document children’s knowledge of book operation. The
results were reported on an ordinal scale. The scale, however, differed over the years.
This change limited pre and post analysis since a common scal e to describe progress was
unavailable. These scoreswere scaled from 0-7 in Years 1-4 and 0-6 in Year 5.

e Two phonological items, identifies sounds and rhyming, were included to assess
children’s sound identification and rhyming skills. Children were asked to provide initial
sounds to words and identify and generate rhyming words. Rhyming was included in this
paper since it is sound-based similar to the Hmong language. The rhyming results were
reported on an ordinal scale. The scale, however, differed over the years. This change
also limited pre and post analysis since acommon scale was unavailable. Phonological
item sounds were scaled from 0-20 in Year 1 and from 0-6 in years 2-5; rhyming was
scaled from 0-10in Year 1 and from 0-6 in Years 2-5. Since the scales have changed
from year to year, the data set will be split by year with common scales and reported by
themes.

Analysis Procedures
Two analysis procedures were used to synthesize demographic and assessment results:

e Variableswith ordina scales, the Boehm Test and the ABC assessment, were analyzed
using a multivariate analysis of variance. This method allowed us to evaluate mean
differences based on study group membership while accounting for the impact of
demographic variables on test scores. Adjusted scores were computed for each study
group; these scores were based on making the demographic characteristics of children
across all study groups equivaent. Fall-to-spring performance was calculated using fall
scores as acovariate (i.e., kept scores constant) to calculate growth. The evaluation team
carefully chose variables that historically impacted Words Work! children’s performance
and were supported by research. Identified variables were English language ability, age,
enrollment status, and study group membership (i.e., race).*

e All SPARK assessment items with discrete categories were dichotomized. Various cross-
tabul ations with demographic characteristics and scores were performed. The results
were then transferred to an Odds Ratio Calculator to perform categorical analysis™’. This
procedure allowed us to test for main effects and stability across dichotomous covariates
(i.e., with different study groups and variation in demographics).

Also included were general frequencies, basic descriptive statistics, independent sample T-test,
and paired-sample T-test.’

Vang, Cheung, Murphy, and McKendall-Stephens 9
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Qualitative M ethods
Focus Groups

Focus groups provided an opportunity to hear directly from parents their perceptions of
children’s literacy development and the extent to which the school program supported it. They
are also used as one way to |learn about factors impacting literacy development for Hmong
students and characteristics of parent involvement in their child’s education. These conversations
provided rich detail in parents’ languages and allowed parents to frame the schooling experience
asthey knew it. Parents of children participating in the Words Work! program were invited to
focus groups in the fall and spring of each year for five years. The evaluation team worked with
center staff to invite parents to attend and teachers used strategies such as providing child care,
transportation and a family meal to support their participation. Evaluators conducted language-
specific focus groups based on the center’s demographics. One English group and at least one
language-specific focus group, usually Hmong, Spanish, and Somali or Vietnamese, were
conducted at each of the four centers. Parents chose the language group they wished to attend.
Each focus group aso included a recorder who took notes. Some focus groups were audio-
recorded and notes for each were analyzed using content analysis techniques. From fall 1999 to
spring 2004, 32 focus groups with more than 200 Hmong parents were held. Focus groups were
facilitated by either abilingual evaluation team member or another Hmong speaking, trained
facilitator and notes were taken by abi-lingual recorder.

Focus groups with staff members from all four sites were also held twice ayear to
provide opportunities for them to share their observations about children’s literacy development
progress and the classroom strategies, parent involvement practices, and organizational practices
that contributed to that progress. Teachers were asked to reflect on how their work made a
difference for children and families. Facilitated by three evaluators, the notes for each were also
analyzed using content analysis techniques.

Classroom Observations

Additional information came from the classroom experience. Observations were used to
gain insight into the literacy environment of the classroom and deepen the understanding of
teaching strategies and instructional techniques. Observations in each classroom by the
evaluation team took place three times a year during the first four years. These observations
identified effective instructional practices and strategies in severa areas, including: print
awareness, phonological awareness; a phabet; numbers/shapes/colors; language; parent-Family
involvement; multicultural and lingual; multi-sensory/hands-on activities; and arts as follow-up
activities. Each observation began with a brief conversation between the evaluator and teacher
about the class goals and activities and ended with a conversation for clarification, reflection and

wrap-up.
LIMITATIONS

Several limitations exist with the quantitative analysis. First, some researchers and
school practitioners argue that pre-school children are un-testable, testing formats are
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inappropriate (i.e., asking children to respond to various test items), and that results are
unreliable™. This does not necessarily mean that they lack literacy skills. Researchers have found
that English learning students are less likely to react or respond to assessments in classroom
settings than fluent English speaking students®. While no response generally means the child
does not know the answer, the meaning of no response from an English learning child is unclear.
The child might have the skill or understand the concept but unable to understand the assessment
or respond in the language of the assessor. To reduce potential testing harm to children, Words
Work! staff carefully chose instruments that included authentic assessments based on
observations, assessment administration protocols, testing children in their primary language,
and building ongoing feedback to promote program improvements.

Secondly, study group classification posed a challenge. The main study group, Group 1,
represented children in a specific ethnic category, Hmong. The second and third group lumped
children from difference ethnic categories. Group 2 represented severa different Asian/Pacific
Islander children with distinct cultural differences. This group was also the smallest with
relatively larger standard errors than the other two study groups. Statistical differences were
difficult to detect given this circumstance. Inreverse, Group 3 had the largest number of
children in the study. Again, this group consisted of children from severa distinct ethnicities and
cultural experiences.?* Since the focus of the study is on Hmong children as compared to other
children of color, children of color were separated into two groups: (1) other Asian/Pacific
Islander children; and (2) other children of color. The other children of color group could be
further separated in the future to isolate effects. This isolation is beyond this paper’s scope.

Third, differences were also observed between centers and within classrooms. It was not
feasible to cut the data by center for this study given the small numbers represented by year and
classroom. Three of the five centers have been part of Words Work! Initiative for five
consecutive years while the other two were involved for two to three years. Also, the number of
Words Work! classrooms has increased over the years.” These changes resulted from structural
modificationsin Head Start. One new center was added during year three to Works Work! and
another center dropped. Finally, we are able to account for about half of the variations with test
scores. Several environmental circumstances at home or at school could have influenced test
scores. Information was not collected on families and siblings to link to specific test scores,
which limited analysis.?®

Fourth, data from classroom observations were limited to only four of the five years. In
the fifth year a program education specialist conducted the observation using a different and
simplified instrument to build capacity within the Head Start system. Consequently, data used for
thisanaysis are only from years one to four.
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FINDINGS

The Words Work! Initiative had a positive impact on Hmong children’s literacy development
and parent’s perception of their role and involvement in their child’s learning.

Children’s Literacy Ability

Hmong children, on average, made statistically significant progress from fall to spring in
avariety of literacy skill areas. Differencesin assessment results existed among the three study
groups. Hmong children, other Asian/Pacific Islander children, and other children of color.
Hmong children scored similar to other Asian/Pacific Islanders but lower than the other children
of color. The difference, in most cases, can be explained by language, age, and enrollment status
(when these variables were factored in the analysis, Hmong children were performing similar to
other children in the comparison groups). When researchers examined growth from fall to
spring, they also found that Hmong children’s literacy abilities grew at similar rates to the other
studied groups. Key findings are discussed below?*:

Vocabulary

All children, regardless of study group membership and enrollment status (one or two
years of Words Work!), struggled with the Boehm vocabulary standardized test. The low
scoring was expected because the normed group from the children were compared varied
significantly from the studied children, with the normed group being overwhelmingly English
speakers and from mixed income families. Although significant progress was noted from fall-to-
spring, closeto 77 percent of Hmong, 64 percent of other Asian/Pacific Islander, and 51 percent
other children of color scored at or below the 25™ percentile in the spring. In contrast, the results
from the teacher observations, using the SPARK curriculum assessment, showed that the
majority of the Hmong children’s vocabulary developed. Teachers in the spring observed 56 to
60 percent of Hmong children understanding positional words and opposites as compared to 20
to 26 percent in the fall. One explanation for this SPARK finding could be attributed to
children’s English fluency ability. However, when controlling for fluency, statistical
improvements were noted for children who re-enrolled (enrollment being the main effect).
Furthermore, when children were also tested in their primary language, scoresimproved
significantly. Thisfinding suggests that repetition and practice with word recognition helped all
study group children learn literacy skills regardless of fluency status.

ABCs

Hmong children learned the al phabet faster than the other children of color. Children at
the start of the school year appeared to have similar alphabet skills and all made significant
progress from fall to spring. The rate of growth was significantly higher for Hmong than other
children of color. Interestingly, language status, age, and enrollment status were no longer
significant predictors (i.e., these variables did not influence or predict how well a child will
perform).
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Phonological skills

All studied children displayed difficulties with phonological skills. Hmong children, in
particular, scored significantly lower than other children of color. Reasons are unclear for this
difference. When Hmong children were tested in their home language, their scores on sound
identification was a quarter of a point less than in English (this difference was statistically
significant). On rhyming, the average scores were identical in Hmong and in English.

Other literacy skills

Hmong children, like al studied children, appeared to excel on following two-step
directions, counting to 10 or higher by rote, and operating abook. The differences among study
group were small. When children were tested in their home language, they scored statistically
significantly higher than when tested in English. The relationship between fluency and
enrollment status on results was the strongest. Children who were fluent in English and re-
enrolled appeared to perform better than children not fluent and newly enrolled.

I nstructional Practices/Parent Involvement Strategies

Research studies show that children enter the classroom with language, and thoughts
about how the world isworking, and with ideas about how to behave. Therefore, the teacher of
culturally diverse students becomes a cultural liaison and has the responsibility for developing a
connection between the student’s culture and the school’s culture.? Children with a strong
foundation in their home language and continuing support for that language through home
activities, such as book reading are devel oping skills that will transfer later to English.?® Ina
bilingual early education classroom, children could be expected to have their home language
supported at the same time that they are beginning to acquire English. If children are allowed to
thrive in their first language, they will continue to develop their linguistic and, therefore, their
pre-literacy skillsin their home language, maintaining the match between home support and the
activitiesin the classroom.?’

I nstructional practices

Classroom-based factors influencing children’s literacy achievement identified in the
Words Work! evaluation include: 1) intentional instruction and goal setting; 2) individualized,
responsive instruction based on teacher observation of individual needs; 3) increased use of
home language by teachers and others; 4) increased responsiveness to children’s cultures; and 5)
literacy-rich curriculum and environment. Teachers developed nurturing rel ationships with their
students and frequently helped them make literacy connections while praising their efforts. Some
included Hmong al phabet and numbersin lessons. Bilingual/bicultural Hmong staff often used
words and counted in Hmong with the class. A few non-Hmong staff have aso learned Hmong
words/phrases and numbers and regularly used them throughout the day.?®

Through classroom observations and staff focus groups, several other factors emerged
that seemed to influence children’s literacy development. A major influence was the change in
teacher expectations related to student achievement. Initially, teachers were skeptical about the
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potential literacy success of children and stressed the risk factors, such as two working parents,
poverty, limited English language. In addition, teachers cited that parents lacked understanding
of the American school system and were often not expected to actively participate. At the end of
thefirst year, teachers who initially expressed concern that students would not progress quickly
talked about the progress they saw with students in the classroom and in the pre- post assessment
scores , and how they thought that “teacher attitudes reflecting higher expectations for student
success” made a difference.

Over time Words Work! teachers changed how they organized and conducted their
classrooms in order to promote children’s literacy development. They carefully created print rich
classroom environments that included bilingual materials, and some non-Hmong classroom
teachers learned to communicate in Hmong language, providing a welcoming environment for
Hmong parents and students.

A critical change teachers made isin increasing their ability to use evaluation results to
make data based decisions about their classrooms and children’s progress. Through training with
the evaluators and Words Work! project staff, teachers not only learned new techniques but also
had time to reflect on their practice and the influence of cultural contexts for their learners. The
Words Work! project provided additional resources for teachers to support their professional
development and teaching practices. Teachers used what they were learning to make a difference
for Hmong children. Examples of teacher practice and support from Words Work! that seem to
contribute to Hmong children’s learning include:

e Teachers purposefully identified what worked and did not work to increase literacy levels
based on their observation and evaluation results;

e Teacher intentionally planned instruction based on reflection of student progress and
connections with center and classroom goals;

e Mentor teachers in Words Work! classrooms supported “ “intentionality’” and every
classroom situation becoming an opportunity and was modified to aimed at literacy—
helping the children to focus and notice’”’; and

e Mentor teachers supported instructional efforts with modeling and suggestions for
activities.

Parent I nvolvement Strategies

During the focus groups, parents demonstrated a keen interest in their child’s academic
performance, including hoping teachers would teach their children how to add, multiply or read
in pre-school. Placing their child in the Head Start program from the parents’ perspective was a
major indicator of the parents’ commitment to their child’s learning. Hmong parents in the focus
groups while feeling initially that they had little to offer their children, in later years talked
actively about the various activities and materials they used to support their child’s literacy
development. Parents became increasingly clear about the strategies teachers used to support
their involvement with their child’s literacy development. The key strategies identified in the
evaluation were: providing more information to parents in their language; increasing the number
of staff members who could speak Hmong; and increasing engagement with literacy home
visitors. They added additional examples of how teachers supported their involvement with their
children’s literacy development:
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e Improved communication to build parent understanding of the classroom activities and
purposes for those activities, as well as building parent capacity to understand how they
might be involved and contribute to their child’s literacy development;

e Provided additional information sent home in Hmong about the class structure and
activities;

e Revamped parent meetings, including over time more hands-on and interaction. At one
center, parents helped plan the parent meetings that included activities parents could do
to support children’s literacy development. Translators attended the parent meetings.

e Increased “homework” for children along with instructions for how parents could use it;
and

e Reinforced information shared with parents during teacher home visits and coordinated
the information provided for parents with literacy home visitors. One parent said:

We have a Hmong assi stant who comes to my home and helps my child do her
homework. They read books together and sometimes they ask me to get involved.
When the home visitor leaves, | continue the reading and ask my child questions.

However, parents till struggled with their own literacy and work schedules that often prevented
them from being as involved as they would like to be. Over the years, parents reiterated that
having few teachers who spoke Hmong and limited availability of books and other resourcesin
Hmong, aso limited their ability to be actively involved in school activities and consistent
supporters of their child’s learning. Specific examples Hmong parents provided of limiting
factors included:

e Absence of bilingual teacher, teacher aid or staff person;

e Limited ability to provide support in the classroom due to language barriers, which can
lead to confusion about children’s demonstrated skills at home versus at school; and

e Lack of teacher multicultural skills and proficiencies to effectively teach other cultures.

Family Practices

Literacy practices at home are varied and complex for Hmong pre-school children. Parent
focus groups repeatedly found that Hmong parents want their children to be successful in school
and that parents supported their education at home in some way. Parents found ways to help their
children even if they did not have experience with formal education or knowledge of the subjects
their children were learning, such as counting steps on staircases and helping their children
practice writing their names. Such support is documented in other research conducted with
Hmong parents who felt that they could not teach academic or vocational skillsto their children
in the United States, but that they could teach them how to be good people.”

Initially, Hmong parents in the Words Work! program were often hesitant to share details
of their and their child’s experiences with the schools and the literacy program. Their reticence
was often associated with their challenges in speaking English, unfamiliarity with the
organization of American schools, and/or literacy levels. In the third year of the program,
parents’ responses changed. Hmong parents who participated in the focus groups indicated that
they had increased knowledge about the schooling context and were more willing to talk about
what worked and did not work to increase literacy levels for their children. Contributing factors
included: interactive parent meetings that involved parents in classroom activities their children
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were experiencing; increased communication about the classroom through newsletters in home
languages, teacher conferences, and increased effort by teachers to connect with parentsin their
language; developmentally appropriate “home work” activities for parents and children to
practice newly learned literacy skills and also explained the activity’s relationship to the literacy
skill; and increased familiarity with the focus group as away for parents to share their
experiences with the program.

Parent involvement with their child’s learning also changed overtime. By the end of the

fifth program year, changes in parents’ responses demonstrated:

Increased knowledge about the Words Work! program, how classrooms worked and what
their children where doing in the classroom;

Increased reading to their children and working with them at home on informal learning
activities,

Slight increases in participation on field trips and volunteering in classrooms;

Increased comfort with and interest in contributing their ideas during the focus groups,
and

Increased identification of themselves as primary persons, along with the teachers, who
could influence their child’s literacy development.

Representative parent quotes include:

I know | cannot read and write English but | amreally good in math. | can always help out in
math, numbers, and memorization.

Since we do not know how to read or write, it’s important for us to show our child how to do
things. Learn from examples aswell as observe the older children. We also depend on our ol der
children to help this child read.

My child loves Hmong folktales. | spend a lot of time telling these storiesto him and now he can
tell folktales better than | can. He has a good imagination and it’s very funny to listen to him tell
his stories.

Home-activities were both parent and student initiated and included several categories, such as:
conversation about school; reading and story telling; playing games and doing chores; and

hel ping with homework and learning routines. Each category is discussed below followed by
representative quotes:

Conversations about school. Parents spoke often of talking to their children about
school. Two parents said:

| try to talk to my child before she goes to bed about how her day went, such as
what she liked or didiked.

My child likes to talk about her friends at home. | think it’s good for her to be
around other kids who are not family members.

Reading and storytelling. Parents and siblings read and told stories to the children, and
children in the Words Work! program *“read” to their parent and others. Parents often
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noted the importance of telling stories reflecting Hmong culture to their children. Parent
guotes include:

My older children help the younger onesto read and write.
| tell stories and folktales on the weekend to my kids.
We look at pictures and tell the storiesin the pictures.

e Playing games and doing chores. Parents found innovative ways to include literacy
skillsin fun activities and in routine chores in which their children participated. Some of
their quotes follow:

We play memory games.
Building blocks, puzzes, and also videos have helped them learn alot.

I divide up household chores. All the children have to participate. They know
what their jobs are, even the little ones. Everybody hasto help out.

e Helping with “homework’ and learning routines. Especially by the end of the fifth year,
parents began to talk more about “homework” and increasingly cited ways they worked
on learning activities (homework) teachers sent home and found ways to embed learning
routines in children’s home lives. Representative quotes include:

I help them with shapes and colors.

I am happy with my child’s behavior. He would take his own shoes and put them
in the closet. He also eats by himself and is actually helping to wipe the table. |
ammost happy with his behavior because he now knows how to clean up after
himself.

We try to make a habit of counting, and saying the alphabet every day at a
certain time. Usually when the older children start doing their homework, | try
to have my Head Start child study with them.

LESSONSLEARNED

Evaluation findings show that intentional strategies that complement and support Hmong
children and their parents contribute to children’s learning. Instructional and parent involvement
strategies have certainly helped Hmong children develop literacy skills, but we believe that more
concrete steps are needed in order to ensure that Hmong pre-school children have greater access
to learning opportunities that prepare them for school. Over the past five years, some lessons
were learned about useful classroom practices and strategies, organizational practices, family
involvement, and evaluating a pre-school literacy project.

Classroom Practice and Strategies

Classroom observation, teacher reflection and professional development stressed the
importance of the following instructional practices:
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Consistent repetition and reinforcement of literacy skills helped children with various
items on the SPARK checklist.

Creating classroom literacy-based routines that clearly demonstrate expectations of
children and are consistently practiced, help Hmong children understand what is required
while they are acquiring language.

Hmong students were English learners benefit from support in understanding classroom
routines and directions from bilingual staff. The role of bilingual assistants changed from
thefirst two years of mostly translating everything to being more of ateacher and
encouraging children to use English when they know that the children understand.
Bilingual Hmong staff reading SPARK stories in both English and Hmong not only
benefited those English learning children , but also other non-Hmong students’ exposure
to another language benefited.

Organizational Practices

Organizational operations provide the needed structure and procedures to support the

classroom environment, teachers and climate for learning that was found in the Words Work!
program. Two key organizational strategies included:

Professional development of teachers is central to this literacy program’s success.
Effective training strategies include using a mentor teacher in the classroom to model and
encourage effective instructional practices, sharing of best practices and promising
practices among the teaching staff within and across centers, and participating in
professional conferences and off-site training with experienced professional s that offer
practical options.

Ongoing student assessment that directs instruction. Creating a safe environment for staff
members to have data-based discussions about what works and what needs to improve to
support literacy development contributed to Hmong student success.

Family Involvement Strategies

The vast mgority of Hmong focus group parents have never attended any formal

schooling, thus making it difficult for them to understand what is devel opmentally appropriate
for children. Given the large family size of many Hmong families, parents often participate in
Words Work! for more than one school year. Although not all parents participated throughout
the five years, some themes exist across the years. Clearly, as parents become more involved
with Words Work! and learn from one another, views about their role in their children’s learning
changed. We offer the following observations and insights regarding parent involvement
strategies:

Developing and refining effective two-way communication procedures increases parent
involvement and participation. Having bilingual staff available to trandate information,
respond to questions, and call parents to invite and remind them of events encourages
Hmong parents to become involved. Bilingual staff increases Hmong parents’ comfort
level in participating in school activities. For example, the likelihood of parents
volunteering in a classroom increased when they communicated with teachers.
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e Changing monthly parent meetings to “Family Fun Nights” and teaching parents about
what students do throughout the school day increased parents’ understanding. Hands-on
activities allowed parents to practice what their children did in school.

e Participating in Head Start activities and understanding what learning takes place with
different activities, reduced Hmong parents’ complaints of too much play.

e Being encouraged by teachers and other parentsin the focus groups to value the
important role parents play in their children’s learning allowed Hmong parents to place
greater emphasis on their role as their children’s teachers and reduced their pointing to
their lack of a formal education to explain why they were*not qualified” to teach their
children.

Evaluation Process and | mplementation

Lessons learned about evaluating a pre-school literacy project over the past six years™
enhanced both the validity and reliability of this paper’s data. Key lessons include:

» Evaluators fluent in the participants’ language must be included in the data collection and
analysis process. A bilingual/bicultural evaluator establishes rapport faster with the
participants than an English-speaking evaluator using atranslator. Participants were able
to express themselves more comfortably when the conversation was conducted in their
native language without interruptions. Cultural nuances were missed when relying on the
tranglator for the information. A native speaker is more likely to ask a question in
culturally appropriate ways. In addition, cultural understanding enhancesd the data
interpretation.

e When few bi-lingual evaluators are available, select a professional translator with
potentially suitable language skills and teach them the required data collection skills.
Understanding the evaluation context and using appropriate evaluation skills are as
important as the bi-lingual ability. A professional trandlator is more than a person who
speaks two languages. The professional trandator is fluent in both languages and is also
able to understand the culturally appropriate use of the language. This evaluation team’s
experience found that afew people who professed bi-lingual ability mistranslated. The
error can result in insulting the participants and collecting invalid data. In addition, those
with professional trandlation ability needed more than language skillsto reliably collect
data. For example, the evaluation team used a bi-lingual translator who reported he had
focus group facilitation. However, the team discovered that based on his perspective of
male-female relationshipsin his culture, he directed what mothers should say and the data
he submitted did not reflect the groups’ perspectives. From this and other experiences the
evaluation team learned to recruit professionally trained transators and build the data
collection skills. Their participation in interpreting the data enhanced the data’s validity.

e Staff members were more likely to use evaluation information to make programmatic
decisions when the program managers referred to and used the evaluation information
throughout the year. Focused discussions and activities targeting specific skills brought
about the greatest improvements.

e Evaluation tools must be continuously refined, particularly in afield such as pre-school
literacy education with few standardized instruments to accurately assess literacy skills,
and be aligned with programmatic intent and activities.
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A home-language pre-school literacy assessment more accurately assesses the child’s
skill or knowledge than an English assessment. An English assessment for an English
learner assesses the understanding and use of English and does not assess the learned skill
or knowledge.

CHALLENGES

Several overall programmatic challenges continue to interfere with children’s successful
acquisition of literacy skills, including:

Understanding and integrating diverse cultures into instruction given the increasingly
diverse populations;

Maintaining the high level of professional enthusiasm with budget shortfalls at RAP
Head Start |eading to reductions in teacher hours;

Identifying instructional practices aimed at reducing literacy disparities between English
language learners and English speakers and children of color and white children;

Lack of resources to provide language specific information and resources to al families;
and

High-turnover of teaching staff due to persistently low wages in the pre-school field.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Researchers agree that the pre-school years play a critical role in children’s long-term

literacy success. The environments in which children live have received the greatest attention in
the research literature on the possible causes of school failure among the low-income families.®!
Poor families often lack the literacy rich environments of middle-income families. The Words
Work! findings reveal that pre-school experience and family support do make a differencein a
child’s literacy success. Given the changes in education policies that call for greater
accountability and what we have learned from five years of evaluating the Words Work!
program, we make the following policy recommendations:
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Data driven decisions that support learning and reduce disparity. On-going and
timely datato direct instruction is necessary if teachers are going to be able to target and
implement quality instruction. This study shows that Hmong children do make
statistically significant gainsin their academic progress. In some areas, the gains were
large and in others, the gains were small. Words Work! teachers used the assessment
results, discussed areas were children excelled and struggled, and modified instructional
practices to increase Hmong children’s learning of various literacy skills.

Adequate resour cesto reduce staff turnover, promote use of home language, and
provide hands-on lear ning opportunitiesfor Hmong parents. Budget crises have
resulted in reduction in staff, increased workload for teachers and center managers, and
reduced amount of time to plan and implement innovative strategies. In many cases,
when Hmong children were tested in their home language, they scored significantly
higher than when tested in English. Resources are needed to promote fluency and
mastery of first language within classroom contexts and slowly transition to the use of
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English as children’s fluency level increases. This requires the availability of bilingual
teachers. Hmong parentsin Words Work! benefited from Head Start activities that
showed them how to teach their children, increase their understanding of their children’s
school experience, and allowed them to interact with other Hmong parents that influence
how they view their role in their children’s learning.

e Appropriateteacher preparation. Theincreasingly changing demographics require that
teachers be prepared to work with students from diverse backgrounds. Institutions need to
rethink how they train teachers around assessment, effective instructional practices, and
supportive services beyond the classroom.

CONCLUSION

During the last few decades, pre-school literacy development has received much
attention. Researchers and practitioners have been interested in how written language is
developed among young children. While some research has highlighted the many barriers that
Hmong American children experience in the K-12 education system, very little research has
captured early literacy development among young Hmong children. Hmong parents’ limited
exposure to written language and their lack of experience with formal education in the United
States indicate to many that their children are disadvantaged in academic success. Findings from
the Words Work! program eval uation show that engaging Hmong parents in hands-on activities
increases their understanding of what their pre-school children experience. Parents’ perceptions
about their role in their children’s learning and parenting practices changed as they interact with
classroom teachers, other Head Start staff, and other parents through Words Work! family
activities. Furthermore, Hmong parents creatively found ways to contribute to their children’s
learning that were not limited by their literacy levels.

The Words Work! Initiative had a positive impact on children’s literacy development.
Increased time in the program also benefited children as children who re-enrolled appeared to
perform better than newly enrolled children. Overall, children excelled with book operation,
aphabet knowledge, and other curriculum-based skills, and struggled with vocabulary and
phonological skill. In most cases, large gains were noted for all Words Work! study group
children. Clearly, repetition, literacy rich curriculum and classroom environments, culturally
sensitive and responsive instructional practices and targeting instruction based on assessment
results helped all children learn literacy skills regardless of their English fluency status.
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