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Pre-Reading

Garcia, O. (2011) Bilingual Education in the 21st Century: A Global Perspective. Oxford:
Wiley-Blackwell

May, S. (ed.) (2013) The Multilingual Turn: Implications for SLA, TESOL, and Bilingual
Education. Oxford: Routledge.

Pre-Reading Discussion Questions

(1) What are the key agencies in the education of bilingual learners?
What role can families and parents play in this context?

(2) In what way can translanguaging transform our understanding of
bilingual education in the 21st century?

As Garcia points out (2009: 151) ‘All successful education relies heavily
on parents and schools sharing the same values’. And translanguaging
is about giving voice to the inherent minoritized bilinguals, which, in
the context of education, must include the parents. This chapter makes
the case for the parents’ voices to be heard and taken seriously in
implementing translanguaging approaches to teaching and learning in
heritage language classes for children of immigrant and transnational
backgrounds. We argue that this is important not simply because
the parents are key stakeholders in education whose views should be
taken seriously in any case, but because parents’ own experiences with
bilingualism and bilingual education can shape their views. We draw
upon examples from the Chinese complementary schools in Britain.
These schools are set up by the parents and the community to meet the
needs of the families with regard to developing language and literacy
skills in Chinese amongst the British-born children. While the school
policy appears to focus primarily on the development of Chinese,
translanguaging is common practice both in learning and teaching at
the school and in building an extended social network. Nevertheless,
the complementary schools are often perceived by the wider society as
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an example of minoritized communities wanting to insist on their own
ethnic languages at the cost of English and to transmit these languages
to the British-born generations. So how do the parents see the role of the
Chinese complementary schools? How do they perceive translanguaging
practices at these schools? What’s more, how do the parents see their
own children growing up in Britain?

Complementary Education and the Chinese Schools
in the UK

First, a brief outline of the policy context of complementary
schooling in Britain is necessary. Complementary schooling in the
UK refers to language and literacy classes organized by minoritized
transnational communities outside the normal school hours, usually
over the weekend. Their primary aim is to teach the British-born
children of these communities the heritage languages, especially
the literacy in these languages. According to the National Resource
Centre for Supplementary Education (NRCSE) https://www.
supplementaryeducation.org.uk/, there are between 3000 and 5000
complementary schools offering some 100 different languages, from
Albanian and Bengali to Vietnamese and Urdu. Many of them were set
up in the 1950s amidst racial tensions and failures of the mainstream
education system to understand and accommodate the needs of
minoritized children. Li Wei (2006) reviewed the sociopolitical history
of the complementary school movement in Britain and argued that the
existence of these schools reflected a failure of the mainstream school
system not meeting the needs of the immigrant and ethnic minority
children and their communities.

The current Chinese community in the UK is developed from
post-war migrants, the vast majority of whom came from Hong Kong in
the 1950s. Most of them are Cantonese and/or Hakka speakers. Initially
they were engaged in family-based catering businesses and other service
industries. Since the 1980s, Chinese migrants from mainland China have
been arriving in Britain. Most of them are educational transients who
are in the UK for various levels of education. Some have stayed on. There
are also professionals who take up jobs in Britain. UK immigration
regulations determine that anyone wishing to settle in this country
needs to have guaranteed employment. The 1997 return of sovereignty
of Hong Kong to China triggered a small wave of new immigrants from
Hong Kong. Again, they needed to have employment or substantial
investment in order to gain settled status. Growth of the British Chinese
community is mainly by the British-born generations. There has been
a visible change of the hierarchy of the different Chinese languages in
the Chinese community in Britain. The old community lingua franca,
Cantonese, is being replaced by a new community lingua franca,
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Mandarin or Putonghua. This is clearly influenced by the rise of China
as a major political and economic world power (Zhu & Li, 2014). In the
meantime, an intergenerational language shift from Chinese to English-
dominant bilingualism/multilingualism has taken place. The majority
of the British-born Chinese use English as their primary language of
communication, even in the home setting.

Community language schools have been one of the three pillars of the
Chinese diaspora worldwide; the other two being townsmen associations
and community media. Wherever there is a Chinese immigrant
community, there is bound to be a Chinese school. They are not only
providing language teaching to the younger generations of Chinese
heritage, but also a key social network connecting families who typically
live in dispersed areas. In the UK, Chinese schools began to emerge in the
1970s and had a significant growth in number in the early 1990s. The UK
Federation of Chinese Schools (http://www.ukfcs.info/) estimates that
there are between 200 and 300 Chinese complementary schools of various
sizes from about 30 pupils to 300 or 400 pupils, in all parts of England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

The establishment of the Chinese schools must be seen as a major
achievement of the community in their determination to support
themselves. These schools receive little support from the local education
authorities. They are entirely self-financed. Parents pay fees to send their
children, and local Chinese businesses offer sponsorships and other
support (e.g. paying for the hire of premises and facilities). Many of
the schools use teaching materials provided free of charge by voluntary
organizations and other agencies in mainland China, Hong Kong and
Taiwan. The teachers are mainly enthusiastic Chinese parents and
university students. In the last two decades, a pattern has emerged with
four types of Chinese schools: (a) for Cantonese-speaking children from
Hong Kong immigrant families; (b) for Cantonese-speaking children of
Hong Kong immigrant families with particular religious affiliations (i.e.
run by Christian churches); (c) for Mandarin-speaking children from
mainland China; and (d) for Mandarin-speaking children of Buddhist
families, mainly from Taiwan. Most of the schools run classes over the
weekend for up to four hours. Parents play a crucial role in the schools —
they pay, govern and teach. A typical Chinese complementary school
in Britain looks like this: It rents its premises from a local school or
education center. There is a temporary reception desk at the entrance
for parents to speak to the teachers about any issues of interest. A sales
desk or area is available for the children to buy snacks and drinks. Space
is provided for the staff to have tea and coffee during break time and
to have meetings. The children are grouped according to proficiency in
Chinese. There are traditional Chinese dance, arts and sports sessions
before or after the language and literacy sessions. Many schools also
provide English language lessons for parents.
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There are significant differences between the teachers’ and the
pupils’ linguistic proficiency and preference: The teachers tend to
be Chinese first language (L1) speakers; many of them have had a
substantial monolingual experience as Chinese speakers, and their
literacy level in Chinese is high; whereas the pupils have had limited
and context-specific input in Chinese, have high proficiency in English,
and use English as the lingua franca with their peers, including other
children of Chinese ethnic origin. The children’s English language
proficiency in most cases is much more sophisticated than that of the
teachers. What is happening in most of the Chinese complementary
schools in the UK is rather similar to the situation Cen Williams
(1994) described in terms of trawsieithu in Welsh revitalization schools
where the input by the teacher and output by the pupils are often in
two different languages. Li and Wu (2009) examined examples of how
children manipulate the discrepancies in the language proficiencies
and preferences in Chinese and English between themselves and their
teachers to their own advantages in the classroom. When the teachers
struggle to make the pupils understand something in Chinese, they
often switch to English for explanations. Many teachers are keen to
engage in co-learning (Li Wei, 2013) through translanguaging. They put
themselves in a ‘vulnerable’ (Brantmeier, 2013) rather than authoritative
position, open themselves up to pupils’ bringing their own knowledge
and skills into the learning process, and provide space for the pupils
as well as themselves to maximize their bilingual potential by using
whatever language they feel the most comfortable with.

It has to be said that we have been working with the Chinese
complementary schools for more than two decades and have been
promoting the idea of translanguaging, rather than an insistence on
Chinese only, in the school context. The teachers are generally very
happy to adopt a translanguaging pedagogy. They do recognize that the
pupils are bilingual and multilingual British-Chinese, not monolingual
Chinese in mainland China or Hong Kong. But some are concerned
that the parents, who spend time and money to send their children to
the Chinese schools, many of whom are running the schools behind the
scenes, may not think that translanguaging would help to enhance their
children’s learning of Chinese, especially Chinese literacy. So what do the
parents actually think?

Parental Voices

We have been studying the Chinese complementary schools in the
UK since the 1990s through various projects. In particular, we carried
out in-depth ethnographic observations in the Chinese schools in
Newcastle, Manchester and London between 2005 and 2008. These
were followed with further projects in Chinese schools in London in
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2014 to 2016. As we said above, most of the complementary schools
run for 3—4 hours over the weekend. Our ethnographic work was done
during those hours, when we observed classes, talked to the teachers
and the pupils, as well as the parents. We asked questions and listened
to their views. None of these were formal, structured interviews. But
our discussions with the parents focused on a number of themes:
(i) their reasons to send their children to Chinese complementary
schools; (ii) their beliefs in the importance of their children knowing
Chinese especially Chinese literacy; (iii) their understanding of the
children’s identity; and (iv) flexible bilingual/multilingual approaches
to learning as opposed to insistence on Chinese only at school and at
home. Views on the first three themes were often voiced together. We
will therefore discuss them together in the following. The fourth theme
on translanguaging practice was the focus of our projects and will be
discussed separately.

Language ideology and identity

The data below are from our work in the largest Chinese schools
in London in 2014 and 2016, schools with over 300 pupils. We talked
to more than 50 parents on different occasions during the fieldwork
period. All the parents we talked to voiced strong beliefs that attending
the Chinese school was beneficial to the children. This is not surprising
because these are parents who chose to send their children to the
complementary schools. But the reasons given by the parents differed.
Some hold strong beliefs about the symbolic significance of the Chinese
language, especially the writing system, as Parent A expressed:

Parent A (Mother, Cantonese L1 speaker): (NB. Cantonese speaker’s
remarks are given in complex Chinese characters, and Mandarin speak-
ers in simplified characters, followed by English translation in italics.)
FE oy, P AR Y CE ™ Chinese™ ? R HH W/ N, #EH
B4 FAE A ke TEXABMFINEE, speak English all the time,
B B AT, B L, B B R B Mwriting, 4 #E
W, P RERHR, NAKE—RE LB,

They should learn Chinese. How can you be Chinese and don’t know
the language? You see some children can’t even recognize their own
name (in writing). They speak English even at home. /speak English all
the time/ We don’t have the time to teach them. They can understand
(spoken Chinese), but the Chinese school teaches them writing. It’s
very difficult to teach (writing). We don’t know how to teach (writing).
Children learn better together with other children.

She links the ability to read and write Chinese, which has a
logographic writing system, to ‘being Chinese’: one cannot be Chinese if
one does not read or write the Chinese characters. Similar views seem to
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be very common amongst the Chinese and have been reported elsewhere
(Li & Zhu, 2010). She also sees learning together with other children as
beneficial.

Parent B sent her daughter to the Chinese school also to learn the
Chinese characters. But she brought up another issue, which is to do
with making Chinese friends and feeling connected with other Chinese
people and the Chinese culture.

Parent B (Mother, Mandarin L1 speaker):

E%%mﬁ&ﬁ%*i% %u%%%ﬁ&ﬁﬁZMﬁoﬂ*X#
REZZBIEMFRXT T, WARERDIM, HELHT R RFHEX
di, FRALAAN PE R K, XEREH A AN, B

TR, BMNEXT LA RH,

She does speak Chinese with us at home. So she has no problem in lis-
tening and speaking. We sent her to the Chinese school to learn to read
and write the Chinese characters. She can understand very few of them.
But in fact it is not just about learning Chinese. She has very few Chinese
friends during normal school days. Here (the Chinese school) provides a
cultural atmosphere. It is good that she can make some Chinese friends.
We have also made some friends.

When we further probed her about the ‘cultural atmosphere’ she
meant, assuming that she had the cultural activities such as Chinese music,
dance, painting, kung-fu etc. in mind, her response was very interesting:

Parent B:

A By, foHfhd B AL, WK, speak Chinese, drink
tea, £ E A E R,

Just being here, with other Chinese people, chatting, (speak Chinese,
drink tea), in a Chinese circle.

She is not essentializing the Chinese culture with stereotypical
activities. To her being in the presence of other Chinese people is
sufficient to provide a cultural environment for her and her daughter’s
upbringing as a Chinese person.

Meeting other Chinese people and making friends seem to be a
key motivation for lots of parents to want to send their children to the
Chinese complementary schools, as Parent C says:

Parent C (from southern China, speaking a number of Chinese dialects):
ZMAGE | FRFX, BEXELEXMA. ¢%%mﬁﬂﬁﬁ%%
FiE. Ivs OK¥i, BBCHIE XN, EFRMEATLALARF, X
EXMA S, WAl —RALES, £FERMNFPRRREER,
TR AN, HHFH,

Making friends (is why we want to send our daughters to the Chinese
school)! Learning some Chinese, but most importantly, making friends.



Parental Voices in Bilingual Education 135

You look at them: they are all speaking English with each other. (It’s ok.)
BBC (British-born Chinese) are like that. They don’t have any Chinese
school mates. They can make friends here. They do things together. Last
summer, she went on holiday with their friend’s family. They don’t need
us anymore, which is good.

She accepts that even at the Chinese school, the British-born children
tend to talk to each other in English. But like Parent B, Parent C believes
that the Chinese school helps the children to make more friends with
other Chinese and provides a social support network for them all, which
is more important than simply learning the language.

Parent D, on the other hand, expresses a view that the Chinese
language is useful for the children’s future.

Parent D (father from Hong Kong, fluent in Cantonese, Mandarin and
English):

PCEAA R, KEEERARME, BONFATH, # EBrexit—
Wk, FEARRBEAHF T, EPXhFEaEBN, £5%
KET b, HMATU, REMMERE g CERNERT
PABy, 7EiE AW DUAS P B Bl B, OB E KB MR, BT
VEE S R ikR

Chinese is of course useful. Mainland China’s economy is getting better
and better, whereas Europe is getting nowhere. Brexit has made a mess
for Britain. It’s going to be more and more difficult for young people to
find good jobs. Knowing Chinese may help. They can go and work in
Hong Kong or mainland China. We (parents) would be happy about
that. As long as they can find something they like, it’s fine. They can also
work for Chinese companies here (in Britain). I'm in fact working for a
mainland Chinese company. That’s why I learned Putonghua.

Aspiration of future life has been found to be an important factor
in transnational communities’ choice and decision-making regarding
language use and language learning (Zhu & Li, 2016). Parent D
articulated a view that knowing Chinese could help to enhance his
children’s employment opportunities in the future, a view that is shared
by many other parents we spoke to. He also set an example himself by
learning Putonghua, the standardized national language in mainland
China, to work for a mainland Chinese business, and further explained
to us that he did not send his children to a Cantonese school because he
felt Putonghua would be more useful.

A rather different reason was given by Parent E:

Parent E (Cantonese L1 speaker from Hong Kong): }
WAREARDEA SN, BFEREN 2 EREN. HRATE
RE—HI | AXTEHOWES, AXTXENE 2 BREAHL
Flever, A Eclever® & CFEAF &I, REWIME?
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Everybody can see that they are Chinese. Will they be discriminated
against? Of course they will. You look different from the others. If you
can’t even speak your own language, how can they not laugh at you?
Everybody says that Chinese children are clever, but if you are that
clever, how come you can only speak a foreign language but not your
own language?

Whilst having generally been regarded as a successful immigrant
community in the UK, the Chinese have experienced their share of racial
discrimination. This mother is clearly aware of the discrimination and
prejudice that is out there against the Chinese. She is also very much
aware of the deeply rooted assumption of one-race-one-language in the
British society, i.e. a Chinese person must know Chinese and English
is always foreign or additional to the Chinese. Not knowing Chinese
seems to be considered an embarrassment, even a shame, to the Chinese
community.

School language policy and translanguaging pedagogy
and practices

Turning now to the parental views of the language policy and
practice in the Chinese complementary schools. The vast majority of
the parents we spoke to seem to accept that the children are bilingual,
and more importantly, British Chinese, not simply Chinese. They also
accept, rather pragmatically, that the children’s proficiency in Chinese is
much lower than that in English. Translanguaging by the teacher in the
classroom, therefore, was not regarded as a problem. The following was
voiced by Parent B whose other comments we saw earlier.

Parent B:

N ZES R EIER, sometimes, it's OKo N A /NZTH HEHE
BTV AT R R 22 8T, £ A EME— TRk X
Rofr, 1B R

Some teachers use English in teaching. (Sometimes; it’s OK.) Because
sometimes when you speak Chinese to the children, they can’t under-
stand everything. It doesn’t matter if the teacher explains it in English.
1t’s best for them to understand.

Many parents say that whilst they want their children to learn to
read and write Chinese, they would not expect them to have the same
standard as the children in China.

Parent F (mother from mainland China):
EXEHAENBZTREAINANREEN TN, WF2EYEH, EFE
AR EET, TRF L, EXEF—FFEH, 21 FHTU,
TR 7AW X E T,
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Very few of the children born bhere can read or write Chinese characters.
But they are not in China. If they were in China, they would be finished.
They can’t follow the class. Here they can learn some basics. It’s fine to
know just a few, as long as they are not completely illiterate.

Like the other parents, this mother recognizes the difference between
a British-born Chinese child living in Britain and children growing up in
China. Literacy is clearly important. But the parents are not expecting
their children to have the same standard as those in China. This quote
also indicates that the parents are very much aware of the school
standard in China and differences in pedagogical approaches, which the
following quote confirms:

Parent G (father from mainland China):

AL AT B T AT 9&. W R R T, P E RS
W, HEEMNAL—EHFESIEATE, EXTREMK, ©HT
e N BEAR— A4 T

I can’t say which pedagogy is better: the English way is like raising ducks in
the wild, whereas the Chinese way is force feeding ducks. In fact they may
not learn very much (in the Chinese school). But they make a lot of friends,
and they gain a sense of being Chinese. Pedagogy shouldn’t be so rigid.

When the Chinese school teachers give the children homework of
copying characters repeatedly, many children and parents object, not
only because they have little time other than the weekend to be devoted
to the learning of Chinese, but also because they feel that it is an alien
method in the British context as Parent G seems to be suggesting.

Many parents explicitly commented on the Chinese schools’
teachers’ teaching methods.

Parent H (mother from Hong Kong, Cantonese L1 speaker):

HhrEmatHGLEe, FEEY, wMrEREL I NZTHEY
HiE, #27 A BREN K, HEERFATH, WMAFEF
/JWZ"%L A IR A 7 U

Many teachers here are students from China. They are so young. They
don’t understand the study habits of the children. Their teaching
method is rather similar to those in China. It’s not going to work. The
children are not in China. The wider context is different.

Not understanding the children’s study habits and needs is a concern
that many parents have voiced about the teachers at the Chinese schools.
They are indeed mostly young students from China who are clearly very
good with their Chinese and eager to help with the overseas Chinese
community. But their lack of knowledge of the cultural context, especially
of the way children are taught and learn in ordinary schools in the UK
presents a barrier in using the appropriate methods to teach the British
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Chinese children in the complementary schools. Elsewhere Li (2013)
discussed this issue in terms of co-learning in Chinese schools.

A few parents raised the issue of the teachers’ English language
proficiency.

Parent I (father from mainland China):

AU BRI, HRREL, TIELRTHNE LR ERE, F
AW IIELE I, THMABERE, RILTHRINBEERRAANT R
INEL, REREHAN, P KE, NIEFEFZ AN, AEHR
MATH FRIE, LlmRE, REEST,

Some teachers have very good English. They explain very clearly. It’s
actually quite difficult if the teacher’s English isn’t very good. The stu-
dents’ English is usually better than the teachers’. It’s not so easy to
explain clearly (to the students if the teachers’ English isn’t good
enough). There are two Cantonese-speaking kids in my son’s class. Their
parents are from Hong Kong, speaking Cantonese. As it happens the
class teacher is a Cantonese speaker, and sometimes speaks Cantonese
with them, explains to them (in Cantonese). I think that’s very nice.

This parent appears to accept that the teacher needs to explain in
class in a language that the students understand and prefer. And the
discrepancy in English language proficiency between the teachers and the
pupils may put the teachers in a ‘vulnerable’ position in the sense defined
by Brantmeier (2013). The parent also seems to think very positively of
the dialect accommodation between the Cantonese-speaking teacher and
the two Cantonese-speaking pupils. Translanguaging does enable the
teacher to accommodate different linguistic needs of the pupils.

When specifically asked whether they had thought to insist on using
Chinese only with and by the children, Parent J’s response was quite typical:

Parent J:

They are British#i, 7 FAEMIH ZFEKEW, Bilingual L%k, HE
FEEAT D, BE P ORI A, MR e, A REE,
(They are British). They speak English at home too. They are bilingual.
They can speak both English and Chinese. It’s useless to insist on speak-
ing Chinese only. They will ignore you, causing generation gap.

Parents are clear about their children’s identity as British Chinese and
bilingual. They also seem to be concerned about a potential generation
gap caused by differences in language proficiency and attitude. They
therefore take a pragmatic approach to the issue of language use both at
the Chinese school and at home.

While talking about the pedagogies in the Chinese complementary
schools, the parents also comment on the practices of the mainstream
schools that their children attend during the week. Like Parent G above, most
parents are very aware of the different pedagogical traditions and approaches
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between the schools in Britain and those in China. Many feel that they do not
have the opportunity to be involved in the running of the mainstream schools
compared to what they can do about the Chinese schools.

Parent H (father from Hong Kong)

*X%&x%k@&%%m&%'g MREE, RMTURE
o MAFEHERTERMNELN, BRHMABEGHRES
KM, ?%Xﬁ%ﬁ% %%@%E&E%%EE%,Kéﬁﬁ
ey, HTA W R RGMEMmBLH B, R0,
REZXERNZT R, ANEEX RN T T #e2REH
ER, (BT EURXRAEXE?) THE, ATRE, TiU
HEMHTEE B, XL —RH, RIHEETURE A
Bk, EENRREEZRT, AWEHELER K. fRMH—

He AR, A FENEE,

The Chinese schools are for the Chinese ourselves. This is a really import-
ant point. We can voice our opinions. The children’s ordinary schools
don’t care about our opinions. They will contact us if they want spon-
sorship for some events. But ordinarily they just ignore us. At parents’
evening, it is the head teacher and the teachers who will speak. We are
not allowed to speak. In fact sometime there are problems with the teach-
ing. But we can’t do anything. We can only teach the children at home.
Sometimes we are afraid that the way we teach (the children at home)
won’t meet the assessment requirements of the school. (Is it because they
think the parents don’t speak English?). 1 don’t know, possibly. Maybe
they think we don’t know how to teach. The Chinese schools are differ-
ent. We can make criticism and suggestions any time. The head teacher
here is also a parent, and some of the teachers are also parents. We are all
the same. Everybody is the same and has the same experience.

It is clear from this parent’s remarks that the Chinese parents feel
neglected and detached by the mainstream schools that their children
attend during the week, but much more involved in the community
schools over the weekend. They can see the differences in pedagogical
approaches and what they believe are problems with the mainstream
schools’ teaching. But they feel they can only voice their views at the
complementary schools.

Conclusion

The parental voices that we have represented through the quotes in
this chapter dispel a myth popular amongst the majority social groups
that the minoritized immigrant communities prefer to maintain their
ethnic languages at the cost of learning English and that the community
language schools are set up simply to transmit the heritage language to
the children’s generation. Whilst the Chinese parents we spoke to do
perceive high value in their children’s learning of the Chinese language,
they absolutely accept that the children are British Chinese and are
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bilingual. They have no problem with flexible use of languages either
at the Chinese complementary schools or at home. They are very aware
of the differences in language proficiency and preference between the
generations and between the teachers at the Chinese schools and the
children. They are also aware of the differences in pedagogical traditions
between the mainstream schools and the Chinese complementary schools.
Whilst all the complementary schools for the minoritized children
in Britain are set up with the aim of maintaining their community
languages, a one language only policy would neither be appropriate nor
feasible. That is a clear message from the parents who themselves are key
stakeholders of these schools. In the meantime, there are also important
messages for the mainstream schools: there is much to be gained from
listening to the minoritized parents’ voices. More work certainly needs to
be done to make their voices heard by the wider society.

Post-Reading Discussion Questions

(1) Why is it important to hear parents’ voice in making decisions
regarding bilingual education policy and practice?

(2) How can translanguaging contribute to the construction of bilingual
learners’ identities?
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