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Background Information and Context

The Metropolis Project is an example of narrowing the gap, which Caplan (1979) in his now classic review of the “two-communities” theoretical framework, identifies as resulting from limited understanding and communication between social sciences and policymakers who have different goals, information needs, values, reward systems, and language. Social scientists generally conduct research for the sake of discovery, whereas policymakers utilize research for the purpose of developing pragmatic means for solving problems (e.g., Bogenschneider, et al., 2000; Booth, 1988, McCall, 1996). The tangible impact of research findings related to the integration of immigrants and refugees in educational settings is obfuscated by the two-tiered policy administration of education and immigration by provincial and federal levels of government, respectively. However, the need to address the educational needs of immigrants in general and immigrant children and youth in particular at all levels of government is gaining momentum. For example, the recent formation of the Canadian Coalition for Immigrant Children and Youth aims for greatly extended federal funding of settlement programs for immigrant youth, and direct federal funding for language and cultural integration needs of immigrant children and youth.  The Coalition aspires to influence federal initiatives for coordinated and collaborative action with provincial governments regarding educational issues for immigrant children and youth. 


Research indicating that immigrant children and youth are a rapidly growing group with major barriers to integration into Canadian society as a result of gaps in education, family poverty, poor prospects for employment, and discrimination in the community (e.g., NAARR, 2004) is necessary in order for these issues to be addressed through policies and institutional changes. Therefore, it is not surprising that in Phase II of the Metropolis Project there is an increase in the number of funded projects in the Education Domain that are directly related to Priority Two of the Federal Policy Priorities and Associated Research, namely “Policy priority two on the integration of children and youth of immigrant origin, particularly visible minorities to study academic performance and mobility (including the transition from school to work) of young people of immigrant origin.”

Projects Funded During Phase II

Individual Projects:

Seven individual projects have been funded during phase two of the Metropolis Project. The two individual projects funded by the PCERII in the year 2002-2003 have direct relevance to developing policies and programs that are needed to ensure successful integration of immigrant and minority children and youth in public school system. For example, the study, now completed, conducted by Dr. T. Carson in collaboration with Drs. I. Johnston and G. Richardson (all from the University of Alberta) resulted in a whole-school change when administrators, teachers, and university-based researchers worked together in three urban schools to investigate tensions that emerged during the implementation of multicultural and anti-racist education. In addition, the production of a handbook of policy recommendations, and the development and maintenance on a annual basis of a Diversity Institute based on the study’s findings has a direct impact not only on the promotion of equity and social justice in schools, but also on the preparation of pre-service teachers to respond to the increasing cultural diversity in the schools and community.

The other study funded in 2002-2003, still in progress, also addresses research priority number two for Metropolis Phase II. This collaborative study conducted by Drs. A. Kirova and M. Emme (from the University of Alberta) involved recent immigrant and refugee children with limited English proficiency in the development of visual narratives (fotonovelas) about their experiences of schooling in Canada. By involving the children in sharing these narratives with their peers as part of a school photo club, the project contributes to the development of a school culture of acceptance and appreciation of differences among cultures in the way they interact non-verbally.  It also helps both students and staff to exercise caution in judging meaning and intentions of communication based solely on their own cultural viewpoints. The potential for the program and the approach developed through the study of integrating newcomers to the Canadian school culture was acknowledged by the school administration when they invited the researchers to both extend the study an extra year and involve the whole school.   This project was also recognized by the Alberta Teachers Association (ATA) which awarded the researchers the 2005 Provincial Research Award.

The individual project funded in the year 2003-2004, completed by Dr. P. Dalley (University of Alberta), has important policy implications in the area of the integration and settlement of immigrants into French official language minority communities, as well as in the area of integration of immigrant youth and children, particularly visible minorities. The study investigated the school choice of French speaking immigrants in Edmonton, AB. The maintenance of the French language is important for the education success of students, especially minority groups. The study has particular significance since the participants were double and triple minorities: they were French speaking, they were immigrants, and many were of African origin. The report of the research findings and general policy implications have been sent to the Commissioner of Official Languages, Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Canadian Heritage, and the Council of Ministers of Education. The report and more specific policy implications was sent to Status of Women Canada, and to stakeholders including “Association multicultural francophone de l’Alberta”, “ Association jeuness famille de l’Albert societe,” “Association canadienne d’education an langage francaise,” and “Association canadienne des responsible de l’education de langue francaise.”

Two of the three individual projects funded in 2005-2006 are also directly related to Priority number two. The two-year study proposed by Dr. Chirkov (University of Saskatchewan) will investigate the social, psychological, and organizational factors that influence social and cultural adaptation of immigrant and refugee children in Saskatoon schools. The specific goal is to investigate family- and school-related factors in predicting the adaptation success of these children. The results of this study will produce information useful for teachers and counselors working with immigrant and refugee children, organizations dealing with refugees and family immigration, and institutions developing policies of immigrant adaptation and integration in Saskatoon.

The other two-year study funded in 2005-2006, led by Dr. Kouritzin (University of Manitoba) examines how peer interactions influence language socialization. The research will specifically address how the use of English relates to adolescent and child English as a second language (ESL) students’ participation in school events, the “identity positions” that are available to them, and the communication that occurs between and among ESL students and majority culture students who are native speakers of English (NSs) in comparison with communication among NS majority culture students.

In response to the statistics indicating that ESL students have lower academic performance with dropout rates for ESL learners are more than double the high-school average, and in some cases a dropout rate of 74 per cent among ESL students (e.g., Derwing, 1999; Watt & Roessingh, 1994), some researchers at the PCERII have focused their attention on teachers’ perspectives on the literacy of immigrant children. These perspectives are explored in a study conducted by Dr. Wason-Ellam (University of Saskatchewan) that was funded in 2004. The study, still in progress, aims at explicating best practices in creating a positive environment for immigrant students who are learning academic language skills that are necessary for complex school task.

Domain Projects:

Phase II of the Metropolis Project was marked by the changes in the leadership of the Education Domain. The time needed by each new Domain Leader to familiarize herself with the structure and functions of the PCERII, as well as with the specific areas of research interests of the individual research affiliates impacted the nature and the overall number of larger-scale team projects. The first Domain Project funded in 2004-2005, was led by Dr. W. Hurren (University of Regina) who was then the Education Domain Leader. In collaboration with Dr. D. Lund, the researchers strived to identify and study informal, school-based responses to immigrant and refugee students in a variety of schools in the Canadian prairie region, and to determine best practices based on the data generated. The study, still in progress, examines school-based initiatives designed specifically to enhance the social acceptance of immigrant and refugee students’ cultural and linguistic diversity within school communities. Linking this research to studies of formal school and district policies in ESL programming, language instruction, cultural programming, and other official responses to immigrant students, this on-going study, will contribute to understanding the wide range of responses to growing school diversity.  
The most recent Domain Project (funded in year 2005-2006) was developed under the new Education Domain Leader, Dr. A. Kirova (University of Alberta). Ten researchers from three universities, the University of Calgary, the University of Manitoba and the University of Alberta are exploring this central research question: How can teacher preparation programs better address the societal need for developing intercultural competency in teachers so that they can respond effectively to the unique needs of the increasingly diverse student body? Collectively, the various components of the team project will provide a complementary picture of how teacher preparation programs can meaningfully engage pre-service teachers in developing their intercultural competence.
The team at the University of Manitoba (Drs. S. MacPherson, R. Magsino, D. Mandsuk, and G. McCabe) will focus exclusively on the development of intercultural competence during pre-service teachers’ initial teacher education practicum experiences. The participation of the sponsoring teachers who are identified as experts in intercultural teaching adds a very important dimension to the to experiences of student teachers and allow the researchers to focus on “best practices” in intercultural teaching.  The other two teams, at the University of Calgary (Dr. N. Arthur, D. Lund, and Y. Guo) and the University of Alberta (Drs. W. Dunn, M. Cooley, and A. Kirova) focus both on pre-service experiences with on-campus curriculum, and field-related experiences pertaining to cultural diversity. The difference between these two teams is in the focus areas of the individual studies. The participating pre-service teachers at the University of Calgary are enrolled in general education courses dealing with cultural diversity, while the student teachers at the University of Alberta are enrolled in subject-area methods courses within which the diversity issues are infused. The exploration of the instructors’ own cultural competence and its influence on the development of the students’ intercultural competence, undertaken by the research team at the University of Alberta adds another layer of complexity to the intercultural inquiry processes. 

The project teams participate in on-going discussions and exchange of data in order to reach a deeper understanding of the complexity of the issues involved in the development of intercultural competence in both the student teachers and the instructors. 

Policy Implications 

The Education Domain team project fills the gap in our understanding of how pre-service teachers develop intercultural competence as part of their teacher education programs. The close collaboration between the research teams at the participating universities allows for analysis and comparisons among the respective teacher education programs and the particular strategies utilized in the different programs that led to the development of intercultural competence in pre-service teachers. Results from the implementation of the particular strategies developed at each institution will be shared among all the involved institutions, which in turn is anticipated to increase the overall quality of each of the programs. Since the components of the project concern elements of teacher education programs offered throughout the country (i.e. practica, subject-area courses, general education courses, etc), the implications of the findings will go beyond the three institutions involved in the study. Therefore, policy related recommendations will be suggested not only at the local/institutional level but also at the national level. These may include building stronger connections between teacher preparation programs and practices in school and communities, additions and/or changes to teachers’ professional codes of ethics for working with students from linguistic and culturally diverse backgrounds, changing curriculum or content delivery in post-secondary institutions to open more possibilities for pre-services pursuit of intercultural competency, removing institutional barriers to developing intercultural competency, and identifying ‘best practices’ in this area.  

The study relates directly to Metropolis Priority number two. It examines the role of teachers as agents of the integration of children and youth of immigrant origin, particularly visible minorities. It is in this area too that the project is anticipated to have an impact on new national policy development for education. Furthermore, by assisting pre-service teachers in examining their own cultural selves and confronting their own biases and privileges, as well as understanding the social influences of the development of both, the project holds great potential to have an impact on their personal and professional lives. Moving beyond the ‘color-blindness’ and/or the traditional emphases on culture-specific behaviors of diverse students is expected to influence teachers’ views of themselves as agents in societal change.  

