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Partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC

Abstract

Keywords: Partnership, early childhood education and care (ECEC), parents, professionals,

immigrant backgrounds.

This thesis investigates barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents with
immigrant backgrounds and professionals in early childhood education and care (ECEC). It is
article based and comprises three articles and an extended abstract. The extended abstract
presents the overarching aim of the thesis, clarifies relevant concepts, and provides an update
on the literature within the field. It further presents the theoretical framework,
methodological approach, and results before, lastly, discussing the overall contribution of the

thesis to the field.

Paper | synthesizes previous empirical research on partnerships between parents with
immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC in an overview review. The review included
25 articles published between 2000 and 2018. This study identified barriers and facilitators for
partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC related
to language, asymmetrical power relations, and cultural differences and disagreements.
Regarding the facilitators, the paper suggests that partnerships can be promoted through
hiring bilingual staff, using translators, translating materials into the home languages of the
families, translanguaging, allotting enough time for communication, and showing respect and

patience.

Paper Il investigates the views of ECEC professionals from four European countries regarding
their partnerships with parents in multicultural classrooms, and reveals whether their
partnership views can be predicted by the professionals’ characteristics and practices. The
paper draws on survey data from the European research project Inclusive education and social
support to tackle inequalities in society (ISOTIS). The findings indicate that the professionals
have quite positive views on several aspects of their partnerships with the parents, with high
levels of reciprocal relations and low levels of problem-oriented contact and hierarchical

relations. However, they also reveal a potential for more shared beliefs with the parents.
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Lastly, several aspects of partnerships were predicted by professionals’ multicultural

practices, by their diversity-related self-efficacy, and by their own cultural backgrounds.

Paper lll investigates views on partnerships among parents with immigrant backgrounds and
professionals in ECEC and their beliefs about multicultural and multilingual education. The
paper draws on survey data from Norway from the ISOTIS project. The findings indicate that
both parents and professionals have positive partnership views, although parents report
significantly more positive views than the professionals do. For multicultural practices, the
findings suggest that both parents and professionals value practices promoting cultural
diversity. However, when it comes to multilingual beliefs, parents and professionals reveal

large variations in beliefs, with significant differences between the groups.

Overall, this thesis identifies that barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents
with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC are mainly found within the content
areas of language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism. It further shows how barriers and
facilitators for partnerships are largely interconnected and highly context-sensitive as they,
for example, may differ between immigrant groups and countries. Lastly, several of the
identified facilitators are found among professionals’ practices, which emphasizes the
significance of their role and their opportunities to facilitate partnerships with parents with

immigrant backgrounds.
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1 Introduction

Raising a child is arguably one of life’s greatest challenges. In its essence, this is the task
parents and professionals in early childhood education and care (ECEC) take on together
during the years a child spends in ECEC. Although the main responsibility for a child’s
upbringing lies with the parents, the number of hours many children spend in ECEC makes
ECEC professionals an important part of their learning and caregiving environment. Today,
95% of all 4-year-olds in Europe attend ECEC, and the attendance rates for children aged 3
years and younger are also increasing and are currently at 34% (European Commission, 2019).
For these children, the opportunities for well-being, play, participation, care, learning, and
development are pivotal — both in their home and ECEC environments. However, for each
context to function at its best, coherence between the contexts and the bridging of possible
gaps are needed (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Moreover, the relationship between
parents and professionals has been linked to children’s well-being and learning (Aghallaj et
al., 2020; Epstein, 2018) and has been established as an important characteristic of ECEC
quality (Wolf, 2018).

As European societies are becoming increasingly multicultural due to immigration, both from
outside and within Europe (European Commission, 2020), an increasing number of children
grow up navigating between different cultures and languages. Persistent educational
disadvantages are found among children with immigrant backgrounds in Europe (Passaretta
& Skopek, 2018), and these children will often need to acquire two or more sets of linguistic
and cultural skills. For these children, the ability of their parents and the professionals in the
ECEC setting to work together for their best interests is vital for their opportunities to
successfully acquire the linguistic and cultural competences they need. However, previous
international research indicates that although parents with immigrant backgrounds often
express a strong wish to create partnerships with professionals, they often experience a lack
of opportunities to do so (Hachfeld et al., 2016; Shor, 2007; Sohn & Wang, 2006; Van Laere et
al.,, 2018; Yahya, 2016), or even experience not feeling welcome in their children’s ECEC
(Ashraf, 2019). Furthermore, the roles and expectations regarding the relationships and

communication within the ECEC setting vary (Conus & Fahrni, 2019; Hujala et al., 2009), and
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the understanding of parental involvement also differs in ECEC curriculums across countries
(Janssen & Vandenbroeck, 2018). As several factors may increase the gaps between the home
and ECEC environments for children with immigrant backgrounds, there is a need to identify
the barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds

and professionals in ECEC in order to provide high-quality ECEC for all children.

1.1 Overarching aim and investigative questions

The overarching aim of this thesis is to gain knowledge about the barriers and facilitators for
partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC.

Throughout the project, the following questions guided the different phases of each paper:

e What do we know from the international research literature? (Paper |)

e How do professionals in four European countries view their partnerships with parents
with immigrant backgrounds, and can the qualities of their partnerships be predicted
by who they are and what they do? (Paper Il)

e How do Norwegian parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals view their

partnerships, and do they have similar educational beliefs? (Paper Ill)

These questions were further operationalized and specified as research questions for each
paper (see Chapter 3, Table 2). The overarching aim is approached through different methods
and perspectives in the three articles and the extended abstract. Two of the papers (Papers I
& Ill) draw on data from the collaborative European research project Inclusive education and
social support to tackle inequalities in society (ISOTIS), which was funded by the European

Union?! and aimed to combat educational inequalities and increase inclusiveness.

! This project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under

grant agreement No. 727069.
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1.2 Concepts

To approach the aim of this thesis, the use of several concepts needs to be clarified.

1.2.1 Partnership

The concept of a partnership is the main investigative topic in this thesis and describes a
specific type of relationship between parents and professionals, in which both parts
acknowledge their shared responsibility for the child’s well-being, learning, and development
(Simon & Epstein, 2001) and work closely together to create coherence between the child’s
two main environments. A partnership is built on mutual trust and open communication and
assumes that both parts acknowledge each other as equal (Epstein, 2018). Using the term
partnership extends the focus from the body of literature on parental involvement (Simon &
Epstein, 2001), which solely focuses on what parents do to get involved in their child’s
education, and emphasizes both parents’ and professionals’ roles as co-constructors of the
child’s learning and caregiving environment. Thus, although many relationships between
parents and professionals will not be partnerships, | have chosen to focus on partnerships as
a desired goal — describing equal, trusting relationships, where parents and professionals are

able to communicate openly and solve problems together for the best interest of the child.

1.2.2 Barriers and facilitators

This thesis focuses specifically on barriers and facilitators for partnerships, aiming to identify
factors that can either contribute to, or are found to hinder, parents’ and professionals’ ability
to create and maintain partnerships. These factors are often sorted into the experiences,
philosophies, and practices of parents and professionals (Epstein, 2018), which, in turn, may
be influenced on many levels, including by individual or organizational factors or by broader

societal and historical ones (this will be further elaborated on in Chapter 2).

1.2.3 Parents
This thesis uses the term parents to describe a child’s most significant caregivers, filling the
social role of parents for a child. This understanding of parenthood focuses on the function of

the caregivers and their ability to provide for and nurture the child and may be labeled as the

w
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best interest of the child position concerning parenthood (Steinbock, 2006). In modern society,
many children grow up outside a traditional nuclear family, and for some children, the social
role of a parent may be filled by a mother and a stepfather, a father and a stepmother, two
mothers or two fathers, grandparents, or other family members, foster parents, or other
guardians. In this thesis, all these constellations fall under the term parents, as the focus is on

the relationships between the caregivers from the child’s home and the caregivers from ECEC.

1.2.4 Immigrant backgrounds

Parents with immigrant backgrounds are not a homogenous group, and several factors may
influence how immigrants interact with and become integrated in a society, as well as how
they acquire the language of the host country (Kolancali & Melhuish, 2019). These factors may
include the reasons for migrating, the country of origin, and the demographic characteristics
and educational level of the immigrant group in the host country, as well as the host country’s
culture and policies. This thesis focuses on parents with immigrant backgrounds from non-
western countries and includes data from both first- and second-generation immigrants.
Although this is still a diverse group, they have in common a recent family history of migrating
from one country to another and navigating between cultures and languages in their everyday

lives.

1.2.5 ECEC professionals

ECEC professionals are used to describe both the staff working directly with the children in
ECEC as well as their managers. Although the managers might not work directly with children,
they often interact with parents at the organizational level and facilitate interactions between
parents and staff through their leadership and organizational policies. The staff working
directly with children are a diverse group, comprising teachers with a university degree and
vocational workers, as well as assistants with no formal education related to working with
children. Furthermore, the requirements to work with children differ between the countries
investigated in this thesis. However, the ECEC professionals are all in positions where

communication with parents in some form is a part of their jobs.
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1.3 Literature update

A body of literature has been written on educational partnerships in general and their
importance in terms of ECEC quality (see e.g., Rade, 2020), but this thesis focuses specifically
on partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. A
thorough review of the research literature on this topic is provided in Paper I, which gives a
systematic overview of what we know from empirical research within this landscape.
However, the research literature on the topic in Paper | focused on the period between 2000
and 2018, and some new studies have been published since then. Therefore, an updated
search was conducted using the same procedure, search terms, and inclusion criteria as in
Paper I. The only difference was the time period, which in the updated search was set from
2019 to 2021. This updated search initially resulted in 78 articles, of which 17 were considered
relevant after an initial reading of their titles and abstracts. After a full reading of these
articles, eight were found to fit the inclusion criteria. This procedure was followed by the
ancestry approach (see Krumsvik, 2016), that is, searching for relevant studies in the reference
lists of the included articles, and lastly by hand searches, which resulted in two additional
relevant studies. In total, ten new studies were found to be relevant for the topic of this thesis,

and all were observed to be of sufficient quality according to the criteria defined in Paper I.

The majority of the studies were based on qualitative data (90%), and most of them had been
conducted in Europe (60%), followed by the US (30%), with one study having been conducted
in Israel. Most of the studies focused on the perspectives of both parents and professionals
(60%), followed by those concentrating only on professionals (30%), and just one study only
included parents’ perspectives. This may represent a slight shift from the focus found in the
literature review included in Paper |, where all the studies included data from parents in some

form.

In line with the findings from Paper |, most of the studies (90%) mention language skills with
regard to the parents as a barrier for partnerships (Anderstaf et al., 2021; Ashraf, 2019; Conus
& Fahrni, 2019; Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019; Khalfaoui et al., 2020; Lazzari et al., 2020;
McWayne et al., 2021; Smith, 2020; Sgnsthagen, 2020). The studies point to parents’ lack of

skills in terms of the language of the host country (Ashraf, 2019; Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar,
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2019), and one study finds that parents are required to possess sufficient language skills in
order to even be acknowledged as significant stakeholders by the professionals (Sgnsthagen,
2020). Some parents also lacked confidence in their communication skills (Ashraf, 2019; Conus
& Fahrni, 2019), which led them to feel uncomfortable in interactions with the professionals.
McWayne et al. (2021) point to the presence of several language groups as a challenge,
although the pilot program in their study comprised professionals who were able to translate
materials and to interpret at meetings. Using translators and deciphering written
communication has often been suggested to aid language barriers, but some studies indicate
that this approach may also lead to misunderstandings (Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019;
Smith, 2020). The professionals’ experiences with translators were mixed as they sometimes
felt that such interactions with the interpreters lacked detail and accuracy (Smith, 2020).
Furthermore, although interpreters may translate words, they may lack knowledge about the
socio-cultural context of what they are translating, leading to misunderstandings (Eliyahu-Levi
& Ganz-Meishar, 2019). This led to professionals concluding that translation alone does not
sufficiently overcome language barriers (Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019). In addition,
some professionals used creative strategies to communicate with the parents, such as
“pantomime, illustration, personal examples, physical movements, pictures, and
explanations” (Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019, p. 191). Other professionals deliberately
used non-verbal communication (eye contact, smiling, nodding, using gestures) and even
attempted to speak the parents’ language (in this case Spanish) in order to mediate the
language barriers (Smith, 2020, p. 122). Written communication is also mentioned as a widely
used practice, where professionals write down information, updates, or memos for the
parents (Smith, 2020). This may provide opportunities for translation and, furthermore, give
parents the opportunity to read the messages when they have the time to do so. On the other
side, this approach is only available to parents who possess sufficient literacy skills and may
be less interactive than verbal communication. However, it should be noted that the lack of
language skills in relation to the language of the host context is not always seen as a barrier.
In one study, dialogue where both parts acknowledged each other as equals and shared a
strong common vision helped to minimize the hurdles created by language barriers (Khalfaoui

et al., 2020).
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Another topic emerging from the recent studies was the differences in terms of the
expectations regarding the relationship between the parents and the professionals, which
relates to the power asymmetry found in the review (Paper 1). In a Swiss study, the
professionals worked based on the principle that “no news is good news,” whereas the
parents with immigrant backgrounds, on the other hand, felt reluctant to bother the
professionals (Conus & Fahrni, 2019). This phenomenon led to a lack of interactions between
the parents and professionals, but the professionals appeared to be unaware of how their
philosophies affected the parents and felt that the parents should take more initiative (Conus
& Fahrni, 2019). A study in the United Kingdom revealed similar findings; many parents did
not feel welcome in ECEC, but when professionals were asked to discuss why parents might
not feel welcome, they quickly explained this by referring to characteristics among the
parents, such as a lack of confidence (Ashraf, 2019). However, a study of a program for
parental engagement demonstrated that professionals’ practices were related to parental
self-efficacy, as well as their participation (Haymes et al., 2019), suggesting that professionals’
practices matter with regard to parents’ confidence and experiences in their relationships with
ECEC. Sgnsthagen (2020) points to uncommunicated social codes as barriers for the parents
in their everyday interactions and relates this to a power imbalance between the parts. One
example from this study was a mother’s tendency not to follow her child upstairs and into the
classroom, which was the expected norm. This led the professionals to speculate on whether
she was always in a hurry or did not want to speak to them (Sgnsthagen, 2020). As parents
with immigrant backgrounds may have different experiences of ECEC, or even lack experience
regarding it, such uncommunicated social norms may pose a barrier. Acknowledging the
power imbalance between parents and professionals often found in ECEC (Cheatham &
Ostrosky, 2013; Vandenbroeck et al., 2009; Van Laere et al., 2018), where professionals are
seen as experts, McWayne et al. (2021) used a pilot program to explore what happens if the
power structure is disrupted, shifting the approach from “school-to-home” to “home-to-
school.” As a result of this shift, the more typical approach, with a substantial flow of
information from professionals to parents, was challenged, and the experiential knowledge of
the parents was requested and acknowledged. In this study, valuing each person’s type of

expertise in a non-hierarchical relationship was crucial (McWayne et al., 2021). The pilot
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program incorporated informal practices, such as coffee hours and information sheets from
the home, into ECEC, which valued this knowledge obtained from the children’s parents and
created a more culturally inclusive program. The experiences of the implementation of this
pilot program suggest that shared goals need to be developed in joint efforts between the

stakeholders.

In line with the findings from the review (Paper |), cultural differences also emerge as a topic
in the literature from the last three years. In a Swedish study (Anderstaf et al., 2021), the
dilemmas arising from differences in values between cultures were explored. One example
from this study entailed a boy who had dressed up and was wearing a dress when his father
picked him up from ECEC. His father disliked this and told the professionals that he did not
want him to wear that ever again (Anderstaf et al., 2021). For the professionals, this may raise
a tension between their mandate to create a shared cultural heritage for the children and, on
the other hand, to respect and promote cultural diversity. Similarly, professionals in Israel
experienced cultural tensions in their communication with immigrant parents (Eliyahu-Levi &
Ganz-Meishar, 2019). One example from this study entailed a mother telling the professional,
“If the child is causing you trouble, lock him in the bathroom” (Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar,
2019, p. 194). This specific professional expressed frustration regarding the group of parents
with immigrant backgrounds, and although she acknowledged that there were several reasons
for the challenges the parents faced, she had a problem-oriented view of their relationship.
Another professional from the same study, however, succeeded in creating a shared set of
behavioral rules across contexts with the parents by taking into account the different cultures
present in her child group (Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019). This professional viewed the
parents as her main source of knowledge about the children’s behavior and communicated
openly with them to promote belonging and social integration and create trust. Relatedly,
another study emphasized the importance of creating a shared goal and purpose between
parents and professionals to provide the best education for the children (Khalfaoui et al.,
2020). This study further revealed that drawing on the strengths of the families was an

effective way to create partnerships.
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In sum, the updated literature search shows some new tendencies. First, with 10 new studies
included from the last 3 years, compared to the 25 studies included in the review covering the
period 2000-2018, there appears to be an increased focus on this topic. Next, there is a slight
increase in studies focusing on professionals’ perspectives, as well as an increase in studies
from the European context. In line with the findings from the previous review (Paper 1), the
majority of studies still draw on qualitative data. The topics raised in the research from the
last three years are largely similar to those found in the previous literature review, and explore
barriers and facilitators related to language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism. However,
challenges related to the power imbalance between parents and professionals appear to have
gained increased acknowledgement among researchers (see e.g., Conus & Fahrni, 2019;
Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019; Sgnsthagen, 2020), and new ways of approaching and

including parents in ECEC are being explored (see e.g., McWayne et al., 2021).

1.4 Research context

This thesis investigates different research contexts as part of the project. As ECEC varies
greatly in different parts of the world (Cochran, 2011) in terms of content, quality, and
accessibility, it is often challenging to directly compare practices and experiences. However,
this does not mean that it is not useful to learn from research-based knowledge from other
contexts. Thus, for the purpose of gaining knowledge through reviewing previous research on
the topic (Paper 1), an international context was chosen. In addition to variation in ECEC
provisions, there are large variations between countries and continents in relation to the
history of and reasons for migration, as well as the host countries’ will and abilities concerning
integrating immigrants into society. Thus, for Paper Il, which included quantitative empirical
data, four specific European countries (England, Italy, Norway, and the Netherlands) were
selected. Integration policies have been linked to the amount of contact between the majority
population and immigrants in Europe (Green et al., 2020). Aiming to represent relevant
variation, the countries chosen for Paper Il varied substantially, from a rather strong
assimilationist orientation in the Netherlands to a strong multicultural orientation in England
(Geddes & Scholten, 2016). In Paper lll, the research context was further narrowed down to

the Norwegian context. This provided the opportunity to deepen the discussion on parents’
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and professionals’ experiences and philosophies regarding partnerships and to situate them

in terms of country-specific policies.

Figure 1. Research context for the empirical studies (Papers Il & Ill)

%} =
D Included in Paper I

B 'ncluded in Paper ll and Il Q

1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis comprises two parts: an extended abstract (Part |) and three papers (Part Il). Part |
consists of five chapters. In Chapter |, the theme and aim of this thesis are introduced,
followed by an update on the research literature on the topic. In Chapter 2, the theoretical
framework of the thesis will be presented. Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach
and research design, justifies choices made during the process, and reflects upon the research
credibility and methodological limitations of the studies. Chapter 4 summarizes the results
from each paper and presents the integrated results for the thesis as a whole. In Chapter 5,

the results from the thesis are discussed in relation to the theoretical framework and previous
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research. Finally, methodological issues will be discussed, and implications for theory and

practice will be pointed out.
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2 Theoretical framework

Theory can be understood as a lens through which the world, or a phenomenon, is seen. For
the purpose of this thesis, two main theoretical perspectives serve as such lenses and have
influenced both the research process and the interpretations of the phenomenon of
partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC.
Research processes are always influenced by ontological and epistemological assumptions.
Ontologically, this Ph.D. draws on the notion that “what matters for behaviour and
development is the environment as it is perceived rather than as it may exist in ‘objective’
reality” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Epistemologically, this implies that reality cannot be
observed directly but must be “be inferred from patterns of activity as these are expressed in
both verbal and non-verbal behaviour, particularly in the activities, roles and relations in
which the person engages” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In the current thesis, ECEC partnerships
were inferred, as parents and professionals perceive them. This chapter will provide an
overview of the theoretical underpinnings of the project. The main theoretical perspectives
applied in this thesis are Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development and
Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence. This chapter will describe the main

components of these theoretical perspectives and will ground the thesis within these theories.

2.1 The bioecological model of human development

The ecology of human development can be described as the study of human development in
context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Children develop through interaction with their
environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), and as an increasing number of young children spend
a large amount of time in ECEC, their families and ECEC constitute two of their main social
environments. Bronfenbrenner (1979) describes the ecological environment as a set of
Russian dolls, with the individual in the center surrounded by a set of nested structures. For
human development, the dyad or the two-person system is seen as the basic and innermost
system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A child’s main dyadic relationships will often be with their
mother(s) and/or father(s). However, for a dyad to provide an effective developmental
context for a child, a caregiver is often dependent on other dyadic relationships, such as their

partner or other members of their social support system. Thus, triads and larger interpersonal
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structures also play an important role in terms of the innermost system’s ability to function.
As such, an ecological perspective on human development emphasizes interconnections
between the social settings surrounding the individual, through participation, communication,

and the exchange of information (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Figure 2. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development

In the bioecological model of human development (see Figure 2), the innermost circle
surrounding the individual, the immediate, most proximal setting, constitutes the
microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Examples of microsystems are the family, school, or
ECEC context. Next, the interconnections between individuals’ immediate surroundings are
described as mesosystems, whereas the interconnections between the immediate
surroundings and other contexts, which, in turn, affect the individual’s immediate

surroundings (microsystem), are referred to as exosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The
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relationship between parents and ECEC is a mesosystem, whereas the relationship between
parents and their workplace will typically be an exosystem for a child. Surrounding these
systems is the macrosystem, which refers to the culture or subculture within which the
abovementioned systems are embedded. The macrosystem comprises the overarching
ideologies and patterns of organization in a society (Bronfenbrenner, 1988). Lastly,
Bronfenbrenner added the chronosystem, which refers to changes over time that affect a
child’s life (Bronfenbrenner, 1986, 1988). Changes over time may take place on an individual
level or through changes in the individual’s immediate surroundings (microsystem), such as a
child’s transition from ECEC to school, which, in turn, may cause changes in the relationships
between parents and teachers (mesosystem). However, Bronfenbrenner (1988) also
emphasizes that historical and contextual changes over time, outside the immediate
surroundings of the individual, may be developmentally influential. Examples may be political

conflicts and wars, policy changes, or changes in how children are viewed within a society.

According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the structures of micro-, meso-, exo-, and macrosystems
can be found across societies and cultures. However, although the systems can be found
across cultures, their ecological properties may vary. Examples may be the role that religion
and religious institutions play in a culture or whether children primarily spend their first years
within the family or in ECEC institutions, which vary across societies. Bronfenbrenner (1979)
observed the systems in a variety of different cultures and found significant differences in
their forms and content. One example was the coherence and harmony that children from the
Soviet Union experienced between their family values and those of the society, as opposed to
in the US, where Bronfenbrenner argued that children’s socialization processes were
interrupted by a lack of contact with adults (Hayes et al., 2017), such as parents or teachers.
This led him to conclude that “a more homogenous set of standards” (Bronfenbrenner &
Condry, 1970, p. 229) between children’s different socialization contexts eased their transition
to society (Hayes et al., 2017). Another example that Bronfenbrenner mentions is that even
though children in both the US and France attend ECEC or school, the nature of the
relationship between the parents and these institutions differs (Bronfenbrenner, 1979);
whereas parental involvement is traditionally highly encouraged in the US (Ma et al., 2016),

French ECEC has traditionally held parents “at arm’s length” (Cochran, 2011, p. 75). In addition
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to differences across societies and cultures, the nature of these relationships will differ even
within a society, depending on socioeconomic background, and as such, the systems
embedded in a macrosystem (micro, meso, exo) may serve as representations of the
macrosystem’s values and beliefs (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As this thesis focuses on cross-
cultural meso-level partnerships, these perspectives are highly relevant. When parents and
professionals have different cultural backgrounds, their expectations of the nature of the
relationship within the mesosystem may differ. As the same applies for how macro-level
values and beliefs are represented within their microsystems, the child may in turn meet quite
different expectations in the different contexts, leading to an increased need for a high-
functioning mesosystem in order to create coherence between the contexts. The systems
within Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model are defined by referring to each other,
emphasizing their interconnectedness, which is pivotal in understanding how immigrant
families are embedded in larger social structures (Paat, 2013). Furthermore, chronosystem
events may also play a significant role for immigrant parents, as wars or conflicts might be

reasons for migration and may affect their interactions at all system levels.

The bioecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) serves several
purposes within this project. First, it places the relationship between parents and ECEC in the
mesosystem and recognizes it as an important system in terms of a child’s opportunities to
develop. Second, it draws attention to its interconnectedness with the surrounding systems,
and how individual factors, organizational factors, policies, and culture are inherently
interconnected with the mesosystem. Third, the theory emphasizes how the ecological
properties of the systems may vary across cultures, which may, in turn, lead to parents and
professionals with different cultural backgrounds entering the mesosystem with different
expectations towards each other. When the microsystems constituting the mesosystem have
differing cultural backgrounds, the need to bridge the microsystems may be even greater,
regarding both each microsystem and the child, as the child then navigates not only between
microsystems but also between value and belief systems (macro) comprising differing

ecological properties.
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Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical perspective underpins all three articles in this thesis. In Paper |,
Bronfenbrenner’s theory serves as a lens through which the previous research is read, and it
is also highly present in the research literature itself. This is evident as several studies draw on
the theory explicitly, but it is also evident through the number of studies investigating Head
Start programs, which were originally designed by Bronfenbrenner himself in cooperation
with Edward Zigler (Hayes et al., 2017). For Papers Il and Ill, which draw on data from the
ISOTIS project, Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model has influenced the development of the
guestionnaires used in this thesis, as it was the overarching framework drawn on for the
project. In addition, Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on contextual factors is increasingly present
in the papers, as Paper | uses a global context, Paper Il approaches the European context, and

Paper Il narrows the context down to a national level (Norway).

2.2 Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence

Epstein’s (2018) theory of overlapping spheres of influence draws on Bronfenbrenner’s
bioecological model of human development and emphasizes that children develop in different
environments (i.e., the family, ECEC, the community), which can either be pulled together or
pushed apart by three main forces. The first force is time, regarding which Epstein (2018)
states that the most overlap can be found in the lowest age groups of children attending
educational institutions and decreases as the children’s age increases. As ECEC partnerships
involve very young children, this is theoretically the age where the spheres of influence should
overlap the most, though there will never be a full overlap. However, it may also be a time in
children’s lives where the need for overlap is the greatest, as very young children are more
dependent on their caregivers while they are still developing object permanence and are in
their early days of language acquisition. Next, the overlap is affected by the experiences,
philosophy, and practices of the family, as well as the ECEC? setting (Epstein, 2018). These may

influence each other interchangeably; if a teacher adopts new practices to involve parents,

2 Epstein focuses on the relationships between families and school but frequently includes preschool in her
examples, which is included under the term ECEC as it is used in this thesis. For the purpose of this thesis, | will
use the term ECEC when describing her theory, although her approach is broader and also includes higher school
levels.
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this may give parents new experiences, which may also influence their philosophies or

practices, in turn, resulting in new experiences for the teacher.

Figure 3. Visualization of Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence
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Practices Practices
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Experiences Experiences
Practices Practices
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Children are central to Epstein’s (2018) theory, as their interests and well-being are assumed
to be the purpose of both parents’ and professionals’ interactions with each other. They also
influence, and are influenced by, their interactions with both their parents and the ECEC
professionals. Furthermore, Epstein (2018) differentiates between connections at the
institutional level, between family and ECEC, and at the individual level, between parents and
professionals. These two levels of connections are closely related, and are influenced by both
time and the experiences, philosophies, and practices of the family/parents and
ECEC/professionals. Epstein’s (2018) research suggests that greater overlap between the two
spheres builds connections, prevents conflicts, empowers parents to support their child’s

learning, and benefits children’s learning outcomes.
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Epstein (2018) differentiates between separate, shared, and sequential responsibilities
between family and ECEC. Separate responsibilities often entail inherent incompatibility or
even conflicts between the parties where their goals are seen as different, and working
towards such goals is seen as being best achieved independently of each other. On the
opposite end, shared responsibilities emphasize communication and cooperation between the
family and ECEC and assumes that ECEC and families share certain goals and responsibilities
concerning a child’s education. Sequential responsibilities emphasize the different roles family
and ECEC hold throughout different stages of a child’s development (i.e., parents prepare
children for entering educational institutions). From a partnership perspective, shared
responsibilities are the desirable mindset and may pull the spheres of influence together. In
contrast, professionals and parents who view their responsibilities separately may experience
a more problem-orientated relationship, and it may give them fewer opportunities to create
a foundation of shared beliefs about the child. In this thesis, the measures for partnership
aspects (see Chapter 3) draw on both separate, shared, and sequential responsibilities at the

item level.

Within this Ph.D. project, the theory of overlapping spheres of influence (Epstein, 2018)
emphasizes that partnerships can be created and maintained by establishing greater overlap
between a child’s different social contexts, although a full overlap is neither possible nor the
desired goal. The theory also underlines the role of both parents and professionals in either
pulling the spheres of influence together or pushing them apart, emphasizing their shared
responsibilities with regard to the child. Furthermore, it specifies that time, as well as the
experiences, philosophies, and practices of the parents and the professionals may constitute
barriers or facilitators for partnerships. For the purpose of this thesis, barriers and facilitators
for partnerships are used to describe experiences, philosophies, or practices among parents
and professionals that are found to either push the two overlapping spheres of influence apart
or pull them together. These forces have been influential for the project, and they are present
in all three papers in different ways. Paper | adopts the broadest approach and focuses on
experiences, philosophies, and practices, involving studies on parents, professionals, and

children. Paper Il explores the relationship between professionals’ experiences, philosophies,
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and practices. Lastly, Paper Ill mainly focuses on experiences and philosophies, but includes

perspectives from both parents and professionals.

The two theories framing this thesis have complementing purposes within the project.
Whereas Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development places the
mesosystem within the broader societal context, emphasizing that cultural differences may
be found at all system levels, Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence provides
perspectives that are more specific for mesosystems comprising parents and professionals in
ECEC. Thus, combining these perspectives provides a theoretical lens similar to a binocular
lens, with opportunities to view the phenomenon of partnerships between parents with
immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC both up close and from afar,

interchangeably.
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3 Methods

This Ph.D. project aims to gain knowledge about the barriers and facilitators for partnerships
between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. This aim is
approached through three papers, in which different perspectives, practices, and contexts are
investigated. This chapter describes the methodological approach for the project as a whole
and presents how the three papers build on and complement each other. The data,
procedures, and analysis will be described, and choices made in the process will be justified.
Lastly, the chapter will discuss issues regarding the research credibility and limitations of the

study, as well as the ethical considerations made during the process.

3.1 Methodological approach and research design

Studying partnerships between parents and professionals in ECEC entails studying a
mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), which is a highly contextualized and complex
task. As the overarching research aim requires different perspectives and, thus, different
sources of data in order to be fully investigated, the aim was guided by three questions (see
Table 1). These questions were investigated through three project phases, which resulted in
the three papers included in this dissertation. The questions were further operationalized into

specific research questions in each paper (see Table 2).
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Table 1. Research aim and questions

Overarching  To gain knowledge about the barriers and facilitators for partnerships

aim between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in
ECEC

Question, What do we know from the international research literature?

Phase |

Question, How do professionals in four European countries view their

Phase Il partnerships with parents with immigrant backgrounds, and can the

qualities of their partnerships be predicted by who they are and what
they do?

Question, How do Norwegian parents with immigrant backgrounds and

professionals view their partnerships, and do they have similar

Phase Il
educational beliefs?

To approach these questions, a sequential multiphase design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011)
with the triangulation of data and analysis through a series of studies (Johnson et al., 2007)
was chosen for this Ph.D. project. A multiphase design allows for flexibility in methodological
design elements when approaching a set of interconnected research questions (Creswell &
Plano Clark, 2011). Sequential designs allow for the implementation of data collection and
analysis in different phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) and provide the opportunity to
draw on findings from previous phases throughout the investigation. This approach was
considered suitable for the project as several interconnected questions (see Table 1) needed
to be investigated in order to approach the overarching aim. Lastly, the design comprised the
triangulation of data and analysis, which can be understood as an “inquiry that focuses on
collecting, analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and qualitative empirical materials in a
single study or a series of studies” and “reflects an attempt to secure an in-depth

understanding of the phenomenon in question” (Denzin, 2012, p. 82). This approach may add
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rigor and richness to an inquiry by combining methodological practices, perspectives, and
observers (Denzin, 2012; Flick, 2018), which was pivotal in order to gain insight into the topic

of this project.

Regarding the type of data, the project comprises both qualitative and quantitative data,
although perhaps not in the most traditional sense as the qualitative strand in this project is a
literature review. Qualitative and quantitative data can be understood as designed to describe
reality using either words or numbers (Greene et al., 1989). Drawing on this understanding,
the dissertation comprises both qualitative (Paper |) and quantitative (Papers Il & IIl) strands.
Rather than triangulating data in each single study, the dissertation triangulates between data
in the series of studies included, following the above-described sequential multiphase design
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011); Paper | synthesizes previous research literature on the topicin
an overview review, Paper Il draws on quantitative data from European ECEC professionals
working in multicultural contexts, and Paper /Il utilizes quantitative data from Norwegian

parents and professionals in multicultural ECEC settings.
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Figure 4. lllustration of the triangulating approach used in the project

Paper |
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partnerships be parents with immigrant
. backgrounds and
predicted by who they professionals in ECEC

are and what they do?

Quantitative data Quantitative data
Statistical analysis Statistical analysis

Using qualitative and quantitative data in a research project does not necessarily imply equal
importance between the different strands (Gobo, 2008). In this Ph.D. project, the majority of
the data are quantitative. However, the first phase of the project (Paper 1), including
gualitative data, played an important role in shaping the direction, as well as the
methodological choices, in the following phases. The first phase revealed that the majority of
previous studies on the topic comprised qualitative data (see Paper I), which may be especially
suitable for exploration and may provide nuances in a field of study (Choy, 2014). These were
important reasons for the choice of a qualitative and thematic approach for the first phase of
the project, as research on partnerships in multicultural ECEC settings is an emerging field of

study. However, when comparing groups and investigating relationships between different
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phenomena, quantitative methods appear to be superior (Choy, 2014). As such, the skewed
methodological focus within the previous research on this topic had resulted in knowledge
gaps (see Paper ), which governed the direction of the next phases of the project that utilized

guantitative data.

The flexible methodological approach applied in the project is founded in the epistemological
belief that different research questions need different methodological approaches, as all
approaches entail advantages and disadvantages (Choy, 2014; Libarkin & Kurdziel, 2002).
Korzybski famously stated that “a map is not the territory” (Gobo, 2008), and the same may
be seen to apply to a methodological perspective, as data is not the reality. All data entail
representations of reality, and using numbers or words as representations may provide
different strengths and weaknesses (Choy, 2014). However, just like a map, data may provide
useful insights into a field. Moreover, according to Gobo (2008), systematizing reality entirely,
without reducing complexity or facets, is never truly possible. Nevertheless, with systematic

and transparent approaches, useful maps may be drawn.

Along with the majority of the previous studies drawing on qualitative data, the first phase of
the project further revealed a dominant focus on the perspective of parents (see Paper I).
Parents’ experiences and voices are arguably important within this research landscape, but
we further found the tendency in the literature to explain barriers for partnerships through
parental characteristics and practices (such as low educational backgrounds or low
educational involvement). This may be problematic as barriers and facilitators for these
relationships may also be found among the characteristics of and practices displayed by
professionals. However, the perspectives of professionals, and knowledge about facilitating
practices or characteristics among them, are still scarce in the international research
literature. This insight shaped the second phase of the project, where this gap was approached
by investigating the professionals’ perspectives on partnerships, as well as characteristics and

practices among professionals that could potentially predict partnerships (Paper Il).

Throughout the project, it became increasingly evident how contextualized the phenomenon
of a partnership is, and the fact that it is perhaps even more so for early educational

partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals. Parent-
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professional partnerships are mesosystems, which are embedded in communities
(exosystems), host cultures, and political contexts (macrosystems) and are influenced by
specific histories of immigration (chronosystems), and these different system levels are largely
intertwined (Aghallaj et al.,, 2020; Damon & Lerner, 2006). The emergence of contextual
factors as a pivotal factor in the project led to the ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1979) playing an increasingly important role throughout the phases of the research. Results
from previous international studies were not necessarily applicable in the European context,
and the review of the literature conducted in the first phase indicated that there was a need
for more knowledge derived from this context (see Paper I). The second phase of the project
further suggested differences within Europe (see Paper Il), which led to the last phase
narrowing the focus down even further to the Norwegian context. This allowed for the most
contextualized paper of the dissertation (Paper Ill), which takes into account and discusses
several macro- and chronosystem factors surrounding partnerships in Norwegian ECEC. Table
2 summarizes the contexts, perspectives, data, and analysis in the project and displays the

operationalized research questions for each paper.
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Table 2. Methodological approach

Paper

Context

Perspective

Data

Analysis

Research question

Paper |

Paper Il

Paper Il

Global

European

National

Parents,
professionals,
and children

Professionals

Parents and
professionals

Empirical
reviewed
studies

peer-

Quantitative
survey data

Quantitative
survey and
structured
interview data

Thematic
literature
synthesis

Descriptive
and
multivariate
analyses

Descriptive
analyses

(1) What are the barriers
to and facilitators of the
partnerships between
parents with immigrant
backgrounds and
professionals in early
childhood education and
care?

(2) How do ECEC
professionals view their
partnerships with parents
in multicultural
classrooms?

(3) Do ECEC professionals’
characteristics and
practices predict their
views of partnerships
with parents in
multicultural classrooms?

(4) How do parents with
immigrant backgrounds
and professionals working
in ethnically and culturally
diverse ECEC provisions
view their partnerships,
and what are their beliefs
about multicultural and
multilingual education?

3.2 Data collection

This Ph.D. project uses three different data sources to investigate the barriers and facilitators

for partnerships in multicultural ECEC settings. These include empirical peer-reviewed articles

(Paper 1), survey data from professionals working in formal and informal education in

European countries (Papers Il & lll) generated by the ISOTIS project (Slot et al., 2018), and

qguestionnaire data from parents with immigrant backgrounds from the ISOTIS parent

structured interview study (Paper lll) (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). | participated actively in the

procedures of developing the survey and the interview guide and in the collection of the data
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used in my Ph.D. project for both of the abovementioned sub-studies, as well as with regard

to the literature used in the review, which was conducted independently.

3.2.1 Reviewing the literature (Paper |)

The process of selecting previous empirical research for the overview review of partnerships
between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC (Paper I) started with
initial scoping searches. These helped to guide the process of determining search terms and
inclusion criteria for the review. When these were determined, the studies were collected in
three stages during the fall of 2018. First, systematic searches in Academic Search Premier and
ERIC were conducted, followed by an ancestry approach (Krumsvik, 2016), where the
references from all the papers identified in the first stage were investigated. Lastly, hand
searches were conducted. Through these three search stages, 27 relevant articles about
partnerships between parents and professionals in multicultural ECEC settings were
identified. Next, all the papers that met the inclusion criteria were assessed in terms of quality

by both authors independently, resulting in 25 articles to be included in the review.

3.2.2 The ISOTIS survey of professionals (Papers Il & IlI)

The data for the survey of professionals working in formal and informal education in European
countries were collected for the ISOTIS project in ten different European countries in 2018
(Slot et al., 2018). The questionnaire was developed by the ISOTIS team and piloted in all ten
countries. This resulted in the set of questions included, which could be answered in about
30-45 minutes. The survey was translated into ten languages and adapted slightly to each
national context, as the countries have policy differences, for example, relating to educational
requirements for teachers. The survey was distributed online through the LimeSurvey
software program, completed by the professionals themselves, and hosted by a secure server
at Utrecht University. Participants were recruited from the same sites as the parents in the
ISOTIS parent structured interview study (for details, see Slot et al., 2018). Recruitment
followed two main strategies: professionals were approached either by contacting the school
or center leader directly, or by contacting a director responsible for multiple schools or

centers. Professionals were then individually asked to participate and, if they agreed, gave
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their informed consent. Furthermore, all participants were informed that they could withdraw

from the study at any time and without giving a reason.

3.2.3 The ISOTIS parent structured interview study (Paper lll)

The data for the ISOTIS parent structured interview study were collected in ten European
countries in 2018. The questionnaire for this study was developed by the ISOTIS team and
draws on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of human development (Broekhuizen et al.,
2018). The study targeted four groups of parents: parents from low-SES native-born families,
parents with Roma backgrounds, and parents with either Turkish or Maghrebian immigrant
backgrounds. These four groups were chosen as they experience persistent educational
disadvantages (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). Furthermore, immigrants with Turkish and
Maghrebian backgrounds have settled across Europe, and this provides an opportunity to
study groups of similar origin within different contexts (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). The study
focuses on parents of children aged 3—6 years old or 9—11 years old in order to investigate the
perspectives of parents who have some experience with either ECEC or schooling with regard
to their children. The participants were recruited using several strategies, including contacting
them through schools or centers, sports or social clubs, religious institutions, mediators,
organizations, networks of the interviewers, and social media channels. The interviews were
conducted face-to-face, preferably at a neutral location (e.g., a school or a community center),
by trained interviewers who had similar backgrounds as the parents, and in the language of
the parents’ choice. The answers provided by the parents were reported by the interviewers
through the online LimeSurvey software program, and the data were stored on a secure server
at Utrecht University. The interviews lasted for approximately one hour, and the participants
were given a small gift or gift card with the value of €5—€10 as an incentive to participate. All
the participants gave their informed consent and were informed that they could withdraw

from the study at any time and without giving a reason.

3.3 Study samples

In order to answer the different research questions, the three different studies were informed

by different samples.
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3.3.1 Previous research (Paper |)

The sample of studies included in the overview review consisted of 25 empirical peer-
reviewed studies about partnerships in multicultural ECEC settings. All the articles were
written in English and published in the period 2000-2018. The studies represented a variety
of methodological approaches and included qualitative studies (60%), quantitative studies
(33%), and mixed methods studies (7%). Over half of the studies were conducted in the US
(52%), and a little under a third of the studies originated from Europe (28%), with the rest of
the studies originating from New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and Israel. The studies
investigated the perspectives and practices of parents and professionals, as well as child

outcomes.

3.3.2 Survey data from ECEC professionals from four European countries (Paper

)
In Paper Il, the analytical sample was drawn from the ISOTIS survey of professionals (Slot et
al., 2018) and comprised 130 ECEC professionals from England, Italy, Norway, and the
Netherlands working in classrooms where 25% or more of the children had an ethnic-cultural
background different from the majority of the country>. Most of the participants were female
(96%), and their mean age was 42 years old. Of the participants, 15% had a non-western
background and on average their educational level was between post-secondary non-tertiary
education and short-cycle tertiary education (International Standard Classification of

Education (ISCED); M = 4.54).

3.3.3 Questionnaire data from Norwegian parents and professionals (Paper 1)

The analytical sample in Paper Ill comprised questionnaire data from the ISOTIS parents

structured interview study (Broekhuizen et al., 2018) and the ISOTIS survey of professionals

3 The professionals included in the sample for Paper Il reported working in classrooms with the following
proportions of children with a different cultural background: 25% (13.8%), 50% (16.9%), 75% (26.9%), and almost
all (42.3%).
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(Slot et al., 2018) for the Norwegian context. The sample of parents included parents with
Turkish immigrant backgrounds (n = 32) of children aged 3—6 years old and included both first-
(78.9%) and second-generation (28.1%) immigrants. Parents with Turkish immigrant
backgrounds were sampled in Norway, as they represent one of the first immigrant groups
from a non-western country. Moreover, this group has on average low levels of educational
attainment, employment, and income (Henriksen, 2007). Most of the participating parents
were female (96.9%), and their mean age was 34 years old. The majority of the sample had
attained a medium educational level (high school or vocational program level; 59.4%), under
a third of the parents had attained a high educational level (bachelor degree or higher; 28.1%),

and the rest had attained a low educational level (primary or secondary school level; 12.5%).

The sample of professionals (n = 56) included both ECEC managers (32) and ECEC teachers (24)
working in ECEC settings in Norway where 25% or more of the children had an ethnic-cultural
background different from Norwegian*. The professionals were recruited from the same areas
as the parents but were not clustered in the same centers. Only one of the professionals was
born outside of Norway. All the managers and the majority of the teachers held a bachelor

degree or higher.

3.4 Measures and concepts

Partnerships. Partnerships were a key investigative concept throughout all the papers.
Although the papers all draw on the same theoretical approach towards partnerships (see
Section 1.2.1 and Chapter 2), the concept is operationalized somewhat differently between
the papers in order to investigate the different research questions. The broadest approach
was chosen for the purpose of the literature review (Paper I). In the review, a variety of
different dimensions of parent-professional partnerships were investigated through including
research focusing on the overlapping spheres of influence between ECEC and the home,

including research on “involvement, collaboration, communication, engagement and

4 The professionals included in the sample for Paper Ill reported working in ECEC provision with the following
proportions of children with a different ethnic-cultural background: 25% (35.1%), 50% (22.8%), 75% (12.3%), and
almost all (29.8%).
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participation” (Paper 1). For the two empirical papers, the most comprehensive approach
towards partnerships was adopted for Paper |l (see Table 3). Through eight items, we assessed
different aspects of partnerships, approaching the extent to which professionals viewed
relationships with parents as problem-oriented, reciprocal, hierarchical, or consisting of
shared beliefs. For Paper lll, we focused specifically on four items, which all had corresponding
items in both the parent structured interview study and the survey of professionals. In
addition, we included one item that was only answered by parents, regarding their trust in
how the teachers work with the children. This item had no corresponding item in the survey
of professionals, but we included the item, as parents’ trust in their child’s teacher is a
fundamental part of a partnership. Both parents and professionals were asked to respond to
the different statements on a 5-point Likert scale with possible responses ranging from (1)

“disagree” to (5) “agree.”

Table 3. Overview of partnership items for parents and professionals in Papers Il and Il

Items for professionals Items for parents Paper Il  Paperlll

| trust the way my child’s X
teachers work with the children.

| feel that parents understand My child’s teachers understand X
me”. me.
| mostly talk to parents when My child’s teachers communicate x X
there is a problem ®. with me not only when there is a

problem.
| have similar beliefs as the My child’s teachers and | have X X
parents about the children’s similar beliefs about my child’s
behavior. behavior.
| have similar beliefs as the My child’s teachers and | have X X
parents about what the children similar beliefs about what my
can achieve. child can achieve.

5 This item was not included in Paper Il as it did not fit into the factor model.

6 For comparison, this scale was recoded to match the positive scale given to the parents in Paper Ill.
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| welcome parents’ initiative X
with regard to contacting me.

As a professional, | am X
responsible for seeking contact
with parents.

| tell parents that as a X
professional | know what is best
for their child.

| make an effort to have X
informal talks with all parents.

(R)

The main responsibility for a X
child’s development and

learning lies with the

professional.

Note I. Possible responses include “disagree” (1), “slightly disagree” (2), “undecided” (3), “slightly agree” (4), and
“agree” (5).

Multicultural practices. To assess professionals’ multicultural practices (Paper Il), we used a
12-item scale, specifically developed for the ISOTIS project. The participants were asked to
rate the frequency of certain practices on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “never” (1) to
“always” (5) (Slot et al., 2018). The items included integrating different cultural or religious
values and practices into their work, such as celebrating a variety of holidays or taking into
account religious or cultural nutrition-related practices. They also included implementing

different languages in their work and providing materials that represent cultural diversity.

Contact with parents. Professionals were asked to respond to 6 items concerning the
frequency of different topics in terms of their contact with parents (Paper Il) on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from (1) “(almost) never” to (7) “every day” (Slot et al., 2018). These items
included contact about child behavior or development, the child’s home situation, or parent

support, and ECEC-related or organizational issues.

Diversity-related self-efficacy. Professionals’ self-efficacy related to diversity in their
classrooms (Paper Il) was measured using the diversity-related self-efficacy scale, as

previously studied by Romijn et al. (2020). Professionals were asked to respond to items on a
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5-point Likert scale where (1) denoted “not at all” and (5) denoted “to a very large degree.”
The scale comprised two items concerning the professionals’ ability to “work with children
from diverse cultural backgrounds” and to “work with children from diverse linguistic

backgrounds.”

Multicultural beliefs. Parents’ and professionals’ multicultural beliefs (Paper Ill) were assessed
using four different statements about multicultural education, which were adapted from the
Teacher Cultural Beliefs Scale (Hachfeld et al., 2011) for the ISOTIS parent structured interview
study (Broekhuizen et al., 2018) and the survey of professionals (Slot et al., 2018). Parents and
professionals were asked to respond to statements concerning sensitivity towards cultural
differences, seeing similarities between children from different cultures, and learning to
respect other cultures on a 5-point Likert scale, where (1) denoted “disagreement” and (5)

denoted “agreement.”

Multilingual beliefs. To assess parents’ and professionals’ beliefs regarding multilingual
education (Paper Ill), they were asked to respond to four statements adapted from the
Monolingual Beliefs in Education Scale (Pulinx et al., 2017) for the ISOTIS parent structured
interview study (Broekhuizen et al., 2018) and the survey of professionals (Slot et al., 2018).
The statements concerned the support multilingual children should receive in relation to their
home languages in ECEC, whether they should be allowed to use their home languages in
ECEC, whether speaking their home languages in ECEC will result in less sufficient
development of the Norwegian language, and whether they should develop a higher level of
skills in the Norwegian language than in their home languages. Parents and professionals were
asked to respond to the statements on a 5-point Likert scale with possible responses ranging

from (1) “disagree” to (5) “agree.”

Educational level. Professionals’ educational level (Paper Il) was assessed by asking for their
country-specific education levels, which were subsequently classified by using the
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) levels for comparability (Eurostat,

2020).
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Immigrant background. To assess whether professionals had an immigrant background, we
asked whether they themselves were born in a non-western country or had at least one parent
who was born in a non-western country. We used Statistics Norway’s definition of western
countries (Daugstad, 2008), including all the countries in Western Europe (except Turkey),

North America, and Oceania. All other countries were coded as non-western.

3.5 Analysis

As described in Section 3.1, several analytical strategies were used to investigate the research
questions in this dissertation. All the statistical analysis was conducted using the statistical

software package IBM SPSS Statistics 26 (IBM Corp, 2019) for Windows.

3.5.1 Paper!l

To investigate the knowledge from previous international research about barriers and
facilitators for partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals
in ECEC, a thematic synthesis was conducted. Thematic synthesis is an analysis of content
across the included studies and may be especially useful when addressing barriers and
facilitators (Booth et al., 2016). More specifically, we identified barriers and facilitators for
partnerships in all the included articles and coded them into a spreadsheet, with information
about each study’s research question, theoretical approach, methodological design, and
participants (i.e., parents, professionals, and children). The main themes emerged from this
initial coding process as some topics was highly present in several studies. Furthermore, the
overview provided insights into the type of research lacking in the research literature so far,
identifying theoretical and methodological approaches and contexts and participants that

were less present in the literature.

3.5.2 Paperll

In Paper I, European professionals’ views on their partnerships with parents in multicultural
classrooms were investigated through descriptive analyses of all the assessed partnership
aspects. The partnership aspects were identified using exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and

were named problem-oriented contact, shared beliefs, reciprocal relations, and hierarchical
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relations. These factors were then used for the subsequent analysis of partnerships (for more
details, see Paper Il). Next, the partnership aspects were analyzed by calculating means and
standard deviations, both for the total sample and per country. Next, we conducted a
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to investigate whether there were significant
differences in partnership views between the countries, using the country as the independent
variable and the different partnership aspects as dependent variables. As significant
differences were found, we took country differences into account in our further analyses. To
investigate the degree to which professionals’ practices and characteristics could predict their
partnership views, we conducted a multiple regression analysis. We used the partnership
aspects as dependent variables and diversity-related self-efficacy, contact with parents,
multicultural practices, immigration background, and educational level as independent
variables. We further included dummy-coded countries as fixed effects in our regression
model to account for the identified differences between the countries in terms of the

partnership aspects.

3.5.3 Paperlll

For Paper lll, descriptive analyses were conducted to investigate the views of Norwegian
parents and professionals in multicultural classrooms regarding their partnerships and
multicultural and multilingual education, and included calculating means, medians, and
standard deviations. Furthermore, to investigate whether there were differences between
their views on partnerships and multicultural and multilingual education, we used

independent sample Kruskal-Wallis tests.

3.5.4 Missing data

Missing data are “unobserved values that would be meaningful for analysis if observed (...)"
(Little & Rubin, 2019) and represent a common problem that needs to be taken care of by
researchers (Enders, 2013). For this Ph.D. project, missing data was only a problem for Paper
Il. To approach the missing data in Paper I, we established the nature of the missingness by
conducting Little’s (1988) test of missing completely at random (MCAR). As the results of the

test provided no indication that the data were not MCAR, we proceeded with multiple
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imputation procedures, producing five separate imputed datasets. All the subsequent
analyses were then conducted in the imputed datasets, and the results were pooled using
Rubin’s rule of pooling effect estimates on imputed data (Baraldi & Enders, 2010; Heymans &

Eekhout, 2019; Rubin, 1987).

3.6 Research credibility

Three major epistemological concepts are usually applied to assess the generation of scientific
knowledge, namely validity, reliability, and generalizability (Sousa, 2014). However, research
quality should be assessed with reference to the paradigm, epistemology, and discipline to
which a study adheres (Morrow, 2005; Sousa, 2014). For research drawing on qualitative data,
Sousa (2014) suggests emphasizing the related notions of the trustworthiness of the methods
and the coherence of the results, as well as their transferability and application, as appropriate
epistemological concepts. Thus, as this Ph.D. project comprises both qualitative and
guantitative strands, the credibility of the research will be assessed using the abovementioned

notions interchangeably for the papers drawing on qualitative and quantitative data.

3.6.1 Validity and trustworthiness of the methods applied

Validity in quantitative research refers to how well a measure represents the intended
variable, and it is related to the qualitative notion of the trustworthiness of the methods
applied (Sousa, 2014). Both notions are concerned with the problem of whether a conclusion
is drawn based on data and analysis that are relevant to answering the research question. The
validity and trustworthiness of the applied methods were approached through several
measures in the research process. For the literature review (Paper 1), avoiding selection bias
was important to ensure the trustworthiness of the applied methods (see Booth et al., 2016),
and a systematic and transparent approach was therefore adopted. We selected the studies
included in the review through predetermined databases, search terms, and inclusion criteria,
and we included information about our search results. Furthermore, all the relevant studies
were assessed based on quality by both authors independently, using predetermined quality
criteria. For Papers Il and lll, a main validity concern surrounded the self-reported nature of

the data, which may be susceptible to social desirability bias. However, we found substantial
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variation in the responses (i.e., responses in both the lower and higher ranges of the scales),
which supports the validity of the data. In order to increase the validity of the data obtained
from the parents, interviews were conducted face-to-face, which gave participants the
opportunity to ask for clarifications or even use languages interchangeably. Furthermore, for
more sensitive questions, parents were always given the opportunity to fill out the items

themselves.

3.6.2 Reliability and coherence of the results

Within quantitative research, reliability refers to the consistency of a measure (Carrig & Hoyle,
2011), and within qualitative frameworks, it is relevant to assess the related notion of the
coherence of the results (Sousa, 2014). According to Sousa (2014), coherent results respond
to a research question in a way that explicitly arises from the data. Several steps were taken
throughout the study to ensure the reliability and coherence of the results. For Paper |, the
themes identified in the review were presented thematically, with citations providing
information about the coverage of a theme or specific finding in the reviewed literature. In
Paper Il, we investigated the internal consistency of the partnership scales through Cronbach’s
alpha for all scales comprising three or more items and through Pearson’s correlation for two-
item scales. We further accounted for country-specific differences in the partnership scale by
using countries as dummy-coded fixed effects in our regression model. In Paper lll, the
participants were all from the Norwegian context, and cross-context reliability was therefore
not a problem. Due to the small sample sizes, we chose a simpler analytical design, using only
descriptive analyses, and investigated mean level differences on an item level. Thus, the

measures were not used as scales, but as single items.

3.6.3 Generalizability and transferability and application of the results

As multicultural partnerships in ECEC are highly context-sensitive (see Papers I-lll),
generalization to the total population has not been the focus of this project. However, some
knowledge appears to have transferable value across contexts, such as promising strategies
to overcome linguistic barriers faced by parents and professionals in many contexts (see Paper

[). For Papers Il and Ill, we find several statistically significant effects, and this statistical
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significance indicates that the effects, or an effect that is at least as strong, are unlikely to
occur at random (Boslaugh, 2012). Thus, the statistically significant findings in these studies
are very likely (> 95%) to represent actual effects in the populations they represent, based on

the assumption that the samples are randomly selected.

3.7 Methodological limitations

This Ph.D. project has several methodological limitations that need to be taken into account

when interpreting the results.

3.7.1 Paper|

For Paper |, the limitations mainly belong to a family of biases in reviews that are generally
referred to as “dissemination- and publication-related bias” (Booth et al., 2016) and reviewer-
related biases. The first methodological limitation was the inclusion of studies written in
English only, which may give a skewed picture of the research literature on the topic and
represent a language bias. Arguably, a truly multilingual approach would have been
preferable, but it would have required a large international team and was not feasible within
the timeframe of the project. Furthermore, literature reviews are always to some extent
susceptible to publication bias, as the submission and acceptance of papers may differ among
researchers, reviewers, and editors based on the direction or results of a study (Booth et al.,
2016). Lastly, although systematic reviews often aim towards objectivity, literature reviews
are always at risk of reviewer effects (Booth et al., 2016). In literature reviews, even systematic
ones, our “perspectives, preferences and propensities” will always be reflected to some
extent in the review (Sandelowski, 2008, p. 105). Thus, Sandelowski (2008) argues that
reviewers should aim for “disciplined subjectivity,” with the explicit and transparent selection
and analysis of studies and the open communication of the limitations and situatedness of the
review. This was approached by several strategies. First, both authors were involved in scoping
searches and in determining the relevant databases, search terms, and inclusion criteria.
Furthermore, both authors read and assessed the quality of all the identified studies

independently. Lastly, we tried to minimize possible reviewer effects by transparently
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disseminating the process of selecting the included studies and through thoroughly

referencing the coverage of the themes emerging from the reviewed studies.

3.7.2 Paperslland Il

For Papers Il and lll, there are several methodological limitations relating to the data. The self-
reported nature of the survey data from the professionals (see Section 3.4.1) as well as the
small sample sizes are limitations that need to be taken into account when interpreting the
results of these studies. In Paper I, the data from the parents structured interview study were
collected through face-to-face interviewers. Thus, these data may be susceptible to
interviewer effects, as participants may expect certain responses to be more socially desirable
to the interviewer, which may lead to social desirability bias (Krumpal, 2013). Krumpal (2013)
suggests that characteristics of the interviewer, such as gender and background, may
influence responses. Several measures were taken in the data collection process in order to
minimize this effect. The interviewers were recruited to have the same gender and
background as the participants and were trained to give neutral responses towards all the
answers provided by the participants. The shared background among the interviewers and the
participants gave the participants the opportunity to use their preferred language or even use
languages interchangeably throughout the interviews. The interviewers further offered the
parents the chance to fill out their responses to more sensitive items themselves.
Furthermore, as the data are observational and non-experimental, we cannot establish
causality. Lastly, educational partnerships have been operationalized in several different ways
in previous literature and may differ across cultures and ECEC traditions (Hujala et al., 2009).
Thus, the items used to investigate partnerships in the project are non-exhaustive and do not

cover all the aspects of an educational partnership (for further elaboration, see Section 5.2).

3.8 Research ethics

Ethical research considerations have been an integral part of the process throughout the
project. Research ethics refers to the values and norms that regulate scientific activities and
can be understood as “scientific moral in practice” (NESH, 2016). Educational research often

includes human participants, and collecting data where humans are involved requires
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particular ethical considerations from the researcher. In Norway, research within the field of
education is regulated both by law (Forskningsetikkloven, 2017) and the guidelines of ethical
committees provided by the the National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences
and the Humanities (NESH, 2016). Yet, researchers commonly face difficult situations that
demand ethical reflection, and sometimes even ethical dilemmas (Israel & Hay, 2006).
According to the NESH (2016), one such dilemma may comprise “weighing society’s need for
new knowledge against the possible strain imposed on people involved and other parties
affected.” Within this project, a possible strain lies in how minority groups are included and
described in the research, which has been a central ethical consideration throughout the
process of this thesis. The NESH (2016) further states that “researchers have a special
responsibility to respect the interests of vulnerable groups throughout the entire research
process,” and the immigrant population is often considered to be a vulnerable group within
research (MclLaughlin & Alfaro-Velcamp, 2015). Through this project, | have strived to
approach this topic in a way that both preserves society’s need for knowledge, on the one
hand, while being sensitive in terms of how | present the groups that | investigate, on the
other. Although conducting research that includes potentially vulnerable groups requires
ethical responsibility, seeking knowledge within this field can also be considered an ethical
commitment, as knowledge about partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC may play a pivotal role in ensuring all children have

equal educational opportunities.

Involving parents with immigrant backgrounds has required several ethical considerations,
and these have been a part of both the data collection process and the dissemination in each
paper, as well as the extended abstract. First, the voices of parents with immigrant
backgrounds have been sought through structured interviews within the project, aiming to
create knowledge that can contribute to more inclusive practices. In order to include the
perspectives of parents who may not possess the Norwegian language skills to complete, or
be comfortable with, an interview in Norwegian, we recruited interviewers with the same
backgrounds as the participants, who interviewed them in the language of their choice. These
parents’ experiences and perspectives are pivotal to understanding how professionals can

facilitate partnerships with these parents to the benefit of them and their children.
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Furthermore, one goal has been to present the findings in a nuanced way that is research-
based and avoids stereotyping. One challenge within the previous literature is that a
substantial number of studies on this topic represents a deficit perspective (Durand, 2011),
where most of the responsibility for partnership problems is placed on the parents. Thus,
“good” parenting is often framed from the perspective of the majority (Durand, 2011). For
me, it has been important to be aware of this bias in the literature and the skewed perspective
that we may find as a result of a lack of representation of research from researchers with a
minority background themselves. This again is a challenging landscape to navigate, as | am
also a part of this myself — as a researcher with a majority background studying immigrant
groups. Within the ISOTIS project, | have been fortunate enough to work with other scholars
with different minority backgrounds and insider perspectives of the groups that we have
worked with, and their perspectives and knowledge have contributed to help broaden my

own, especially when it comes to differences in beliefs about child rearing.

In Paper |, a main ethical concern was to avoid bias in the selection of the studies, and this
was approached through several strategies (see Section 3.4.1) to ensure accountability. All the
data in Papers Il and Ill were collected through the ISOTIS project and met the requirements
of both the European General Data Protection Regulation (Reg. EU 2016/679) and the
Norwegian Center for Research Data and received ethical approval from the Ethical Advisory
Committee of Utrecht University. Informed consent was given by all participants, and they
had the option to withdraw from the study at any time, without providing an explanation. All

the data were anonymized and stored on a protected central data server at Utrecht University.
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4 Results

This Ph.D. project aimed to gain knowledge about the barriers and facilitators for partnerships
between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. To approach this,
several contexts, perspectives, and sources of data have been investigated throughout the
three papers of the thesis. This chapter will shortly present the results from each paper and

provide some integrated results that emerged from the project as a whole.

4.1 Paperl

In Paper |, we reviewed previous research through the following research question: What are
the barriers to and facilitators of the partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in early childhood education and care? Based on the literature,
language barriers emerged as the most frequent barrier for establishing partnerships. One
study finds that having a minority status plays a greater role than language in such interactions
(Turney & Kao, 2009); however, for many immigrants these factors are often highly
intertwined. Even parents who have acquired relatively good skills in the language of the host
country are found to experience a “double language barrier” in their interactions with ECEC
professionals, as these conversations often include specialized educational language. Parents
also experience challenges in their relationship with the professionals in their efforts to raise
multilingual children. Fortunately, the reviewed studies suggest several promising practices to
overcome language-related barriers and facilitate partnerships, such as hiring bilingual staff,
using translators, translating materials, and translanguaging, as well as allotting more time for

communication and parent-teacher conferences.

The reviewed literature also revealed asymmetrical power relationships between parents and
professionals as a barrier for creating partnerships. This often manifests as a notion of the
teacher as the expert, which can be seen as a universal and cross-cultural conception, and has
been expressed by both parents and professionals. However, this notion may undervalue the
different types of expertise held by the parents and the professionals, as they both hold

complementary information and insight into a child’s experiences.
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Lastly, cultural differences and differences in beliefs about topics such as pedagogy, practice,
discipline, or goal setting were found to create disagreements among parents and
professionals. Among parents with several different immigrant backgrounds, the studies find
a hesitance towards approaching disagreements in a confrontational manner, often resulting
in parents downplaying their own needs in order to maintain harmony. Moreover, the
expectations with regard to the roles of both parents and professionals differ across contexts,
for example, regarding the level of involvement expected from parents. Thus, implicit and
unclear expectations concerning one another may complicate the relationship between
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. However, these challenges
may be overcome by professionals actively inviting parents to participate and through the

explicit sharing of expectations regarding one another.

4.2 Paper ll

In Paper Il, we investigated the following research questions: (1) How do ECEC professionals
view their partnerships with parents in multicultural classrooms? and (2) Do ECEC
professionals’ characteristics and practices predict their views on partnerships with parents in
multicultural classrooms? The results indicated that in all four countries (England, ltaly,
Norway, and the Netherlands), ECEC professionals in multicultural classrooms view their
relationships with parents as highly reciprocal and with low levels of hierarchical relations and
problem-oriented contact. However, when it comes to sharing beliefs with the parents
regarding their child’s behavior and what their child can achieve, they tend to respond
between “undecided” and “slightly agree,” indicating that there is potential for more shared

beliefs.

The observed patterns are similar across the four countries (i.e., the lowest and highest
scores), though there were some slight mean level differences on the scales between
countries. As a result, countries were dummified and included in the regression models, in
which we investigated whether professional characteristics and practices could predict their

views on partnerships with parents in multicultural classrooms.
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Furthermore, we investigated to what degree professionals’ characteristics and practices
predicted their views on partnerships with parents in their multicultural classrooms. These
results show that for problem-oriented contact, 14.4% of the variance was explained by the
model, although none of the variables were statistically significant predictors. For shared
beliefs, the model explained 17.9% of the variance, with higher levels of multicultural practices
relating to stronger shared beliefs. Next, 35% of the variance for reciprocal relations was
explained by the model, with higher levels of multicultural practices relating to higher levels
of reciprocal relations. In addition, having an immigrant background was related to
significantly lower levels of reciprocal relations. Lastly, for hierarchical relations, 16.8% of the
variance was explained by the model, with higher levels of diversity-related self-efficacy

predicting lower levels of hierarchical relations.

4.3 Paper il

Paper lll investigated the following research question: How do parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals working in ethnically and culturally diverse ECEC provisions
view their partnerships, and what are their beliefs about multicultural and multilingual
education? This paper builds on the findings from Paper Il, narrowing down the focus to the
Norwegian context as the partnership aspects appeared to differ somewhat between the
European countries, and it included data from both parents and professionals. The parents
displayed positive views of their partnerships with professionals in terms of their child’s ECEC
regarding all the investigated items. However, although most parents reported never having
experienced discrimination by their child’s teacher of either themselves or their child, one out
of four participants reported having experienced this between “rarely” and “often,” which
arguably constitutes a barrier for partnerships for the parents who experience this. For the
partnership items, however, the parents on average reported very positive views. These
findings suggest that, in general, parents feel understood by and trust their child’s teacher,
they experience shared beliefs with their child’s teacher, and the teacher does not
communicate with them only when there is a problem. The professionals displayed, similarly
to in Paper I, quite positive views, although their answers were significantly less positive than

the parents’ concerning all the investigated items. In addition, they only answered slightly

45



Helga Norheim

positively when it comes to sharing beliefs with the parents about the child’s behavior and

about what the child can achieve.

Based on the finding from Paper Il suggesting that multicultural practices were the most
significant predictor included in the model for positive partnership aspects, Paper Il further
investigated parents’ and professionals’ beliefs about multicultural and multilingual education
and the extent to which these overlap. The results indicate that parents, teachers, and
managers agree that multicultural values, such as respect for other cultures or sensitivity
towards differences and similarities across cultures, are important for children in ECEC. For
most of the items, there are no significant differences between the groups, indicating that
parents, teachers, and managers share these values. However, when it comes to the
egalitarian values of observing similarities among children from different countries and

cultures, teachers and managers emphasize this somewhat more than the parents do.

For multilingual education, we found the largest variation in the responses. This variation is
found both between the groups and in terms of high standard deviations, suggesting more
variation in the responses within each group. Whereas teachers and managers answered
between disagree and slightly disagree when asked if they believe that children with language
backgrounds other than Norwegian will learn to speak Norwegian less quickly if they speak
their home languages in ECEC, parents answered between “undecided” and “slightly agree.”
However, parents also agreed significantly more than teachers and managers that children
with a minority language background should be offered the opportunity to learn their home
languages in ECEC. Overall, the beliefs about multilingualism indicate that this is a topic where

the opinions both among and between parents and professionals are heterogeneous.

4.4 Integrated results

So, what are the barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC? Looking at the findings of this Ph.D. project as a
whole, language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism emerge as the main content areas
where barriers and facilitators for these partnerships are identified, as illustrated in Figure 5

and specified in Tables 4a—c.
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Figure 5. Integrated results from the thesis

Language
Power
Experiences Multiculturalism Experiences

Practices Practices

Philosophies Philosophies

Professionals Parents

Experiences Experiences

Practices Practices

Language
Power
Multiculturalism

Philosophies Philosophies

In Figure 5, the upper arrows in the model represent the facilitators for partnerships, whereas
the lower arrows represent the barriers. According to Epstein (2018), the overlap between the
two spheres of influence is affected by the experiences, practices, and philosophies of both
parents and professionals, which can be seen as the forces pushing the arrows and thereby
the spheres together (i.e., facilitators) or pulling them apart (i.e., barriers). The white boxes in
the model show the knowledge contribution of this thesis, as they represent the main content
areas of experiences, practices, and philosophies, which appear to impact partnerships
between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. In Papers | and llI,
all these topics are investigated and discussed, whereas Paper Il mainly focuses on power
dynamics and multiculturalism. As Papers Il and lll are based on empirical findings and
investigate narrower research questions than Paper |, the number of findings from Paper | is

larger than those from Papers Il and Il in Tables 4a—c.

All three content areas comprise both barriers and facilitators, and the specific contribution
from each paper is specified in Tables 4a—c, where all the barriers and facilitators are also

identified as either an experience, practice, or philosophy (by either an E, P, or Ph).
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Experiences, practices, and philosophies are closely interconnected (see Section 2.2), and the
barriers and facilitators may represent one or more of these forces. As practices will often be
rooted in philosophies, and philosophies will be connected to experiences, in turn influencing
practices, there are no clear boundaries between these. Nevertheless, Tables 4a—c indicate
the main force(s) with which a specific finding may fit. The findings from this project suggest
that we currently have more knowledge about barriers than we have about facilitators.
However, knowledge about barriers may indicate potential facilitators that could be
investigated further. Furthermore, the findings suggest that promising facilitators are often
found among professionals’ practices, which emphasizes the significance of adopting inclusive

policies and practices in ECEC.
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Table 4a. Barriers and facilitators for partnerships relating to language

Barriers Facilitators

e Parents with immigrant e Hiring bilingual staff members
backgrounds experience a lack of (Paper |, P).
patience and sensitivity regarding e Using translators (Paper |, P).
language (Paper |, E). e Translating signs, materials, and

e ECEC centers not using translators newsletters (Paper |, P).
for parent-teacher conferences e Allotting more time for
(Paper |, P). communication, both daily and in

e With many languages represented in parent-teacher conferences (Paper |,
a setting, it may be difficult to P).
accommodate all languages equally e Translanguaging, the systematic use
(Paper I, E). of two languages in education

e Parents may perceive bilingual staff (Paper I, P).

as a disadvantage, as these are
often not native speakers of the
language of the host country (Paper
|, E, Ph, P).

e Specialized educational language
may constitute a double language
barrier for parents with immigrant
backgrounds (Paper |, E, P).

e Parents report experiencing a lack of
understanding from professionals
regarding challenges their children
face when learning two (or more)
languages (Paper |, E).

e Parents’ and professionals’ beliefs
about multilingual education differ
substantially (Paper lll, Ph).
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Table 4b. Barriers and facilitators for partnerships relating to power dynamics

Barriers

Facilitators

e Both parents and professionals
are often found to view the
professional as the expert, which
has been found to create an
imbalance between them (Paper
|, Ph).

e Although professionals are
viewed as experts across
cultures, this view may manifest
differently across cultures,
leading to quite different
expectations regarding one
another (Paper |, Ph).

e Parents and professionals often
have unequal familiarity with the
genre of parent-teacher
conferences (Paper |, E).

e Professionals report not having
enough time to establish a
relationship with parents with
immigrant backgrounds, which
may make the professionals
appear inaccessible to the
parents (Paper |, E).

e Although most parents with
immigrant backgrounds in
Norway do not report
experiences of discrimination
from their child’s teacher, these
types of experiences may inhibit
partnerships for the minority
among the parents who
experience this (Paper lll, E).

e |t may be fruitful to emphasize
parents and professionals as
experts in different areas of
children’s lives (Paper |, Ph, P).

e Reciprocity is pivotal in a
partnership, and very high levels
of reciprocal relations are
reported by professionals in
England, Italy, Norway, and the
Netherlands (Paper Il, P, Ph)’.

e Acknowledging each other as
equals is important in a
partnership, and professionals in
England, Italy, Norway, and the
Netherlands report low levels of
hierarchical relations, indicating
that they do not view their role as
paramount to the parents (Paper
I, Ph, P)’.

e Professionals in England, Italy,
Norway, and the Netherlands
report low levels of problem-
oriented contact in their
relationships with parents (Paper
I, E)7.

7 Reciprocal relations, as well as a lack of hierarchical relations and problem orientation, describe different
aspects of a partnership and were found among professionals in Paper Il. As such, these may rather be seen as

components of a partnership, rather than facilitators.
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Table 4c. Barriers and facilitators for partnerships relating to multiculturalism

Barriers

Facilitators

e Parents experience cultural
disagreements with professionals
(Paper I, E).

e The expectations regarding the
relationship between parents and
professionals differ between
countries and cultures, and this may
equip them with diverging
expectations in relation to one
another (Paper |, Ph, E).

e Parents with immigrant
backgrounds often appear hesitant
to confront professionals and may
downplay their needs in order to
avoid conflict and maintain harmony
(Paper I, P).

e Parents from some cultures may
demonstrate their respect for a
professional’s authority by not
voicing their opinions (Paper |, Ph,
P).

e Responses from professionals in
England, Italy, Norway, and the
Netherlands indicate some potential
for sharing more beliefs about a
child’s behavior and about what a
child can achieve (Paper ll, E).

e Animmigrant background among
professionals was found to predict
lower levels of reciprocal relations
(Paper Il, Ph).

e Multicultural practices are found to
significantly predict higher levels of
shared beliefs and reciprocal
relations among professionals in
England, Italy, Norway, and the
Netherlands (Paper Il, P).

e Higher levels of diversity-related
self-efficacy among professionals in
England, Italy, Norway, and the
Netherlands are found to predict
lower levels of hierarchical relations
(Paper I, E).

¢ In Norway, parents and
professionals report similar beliefs
about multicultural education,
indicating that they value both
sensitivity towards differences and
similarities across cultures, as well
as respect for other cultures as early
as possible (Paper Ill, Ph).

Note. E = Experiences, P = Practices, Ph = Philosophies, from Epstein’s (2018) forces that increase or decrease

the overlap between the different spheres of influence, see Chapter 2.
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5 Discussion

This thesis has investigated the barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents with
immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC through three papers and using different
methods and by drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development (1979) as well
as Epstein’s (2018) theory of overlapping spheres of influence. This final chapter will discuss
the main findings from the project as a whole, as well as methodological issues related to
studying partnerships. Finally, the chapter will point to possible implications resulting from

this project for theory and practice within the field of ECEC.

5.1 Discussion of the main findings

For partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, the
main barriers and facilitators as indicated by this thesis can be categorized into three content
areas, namely language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism. Within these content areas,
the experiences, practices, and philosophies of parents and professionals may be influenced
by several system levels, such as the values and beliefs present in the society (macrosystem)
or their life events (chronosystem). The barriers and facilitators within the three content areas
may be viewed as the specific forces that often pull together, or push apart, the overlapping
spheres of influence between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC.
The findings further indicate a complex interplay between the experiences, practices, and
philosophies of parents and professionals, where both parts influence the relationship

interchangeably.

Throughout the project, the contextualized nature of partnerships between parents and
professionals in ECEC, as a meso-level process (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), has become
increasingly evident. Whereas earlier research on this topic has often revolved around parents
and parental involvement (Heng, 2014), this thesis, as well as the more recent literature on
the topic (see Paper | and Section 1.3), indicates a slight shift in focus. This shift acknowledges
that parents’ and professionals’ experiences of their relationship do not occur in a vacuum,
but are influenced by each part’s interactions with the child, as well as with society. Thus,

gaining contextualized knowledge about the views and experiences of both parents and
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professionals is fundamental and has been pivotal in this project. The findings indicate that
professionals may hold several keys to facilitating partnerships with parents with immigrant
backgrounds, as the majority of the identified facilitators are found among professionals’
practices (see Tables 4a—c). Furthermore, all three papers suggest that the nature of the
barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and
professionals in ECEC appears to be context-sensitive, as there are, for example, differences
between countries and immigrant groups. Although each partnership is unique and exists in a
complex interplay with the contextual conditions, there appear to be several barriers and
facilitators surrounding language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism that may be relevant
across several contexts. In the following sections, the findings from this thesis will be discussed

within each of these content areas: language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism.

5.1.1 Barriers and facilitators related to language

Language emerges in this thesis as a content area where barriers and facilitators for
partnerships are found with regard to two main aspects, and it is mainly investigated through
Papers | and lll. First, language emerges as a topic directly related to the communication
between parents and professionals (see Paper 1), and second, it is also related to parents’ and
professionals’ beliefs about multilingual education for the child (see Papers | and Ill). As
identified in Paper |, as well as in the updated literature review (see Section 1.3), parents’ skills
in terms of the language of the host country are identified through previous literature as
pivotal for communication between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals
in ECEC. A Norwegian study even indicates that parents are required to possess sufficient skills
in the Norwegian language to be acknowledged by the professionals as significant
stakeholders (Sgnsthagen, 2020). Insufficient skills in the language of the host country among
parents appears to be a barrier that exists on a continuum line, as even parents who have
become relatively fluent speakers may find specialized educational terms challenging (Howard
& Lipinoga, 2010; Sohn & Wang, 2006;). Parents further report a lack of patience from
professionals (Heng, 2014; Sohn & Wang, 2006; Whitmarsh, 2011), and professionals report

not having the time to communicate with parents with immigrant backgrounds (Guo, 2005).
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In order to overcome language-related communication barriers, previous literature suggests
several facilitating strategies. These include hiring bilingual staff members (De Gioia, 2015;
Heng, 2014); using translators (Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2013; Heng, 2014; Howard &
Lipinoga, 2010) and translating signs, materials, and newsletters (Howard & Lipinoga, 2010;
Whitmarsh, 2011); allotting more time for communication (Sohn & Wang, 2006);
translanguaging (i.e., the systematic use of two or more languages in education) (Mary &
Young, 2017); and using written communication (Smith, 2020). Furthermore, professionals
have implemented creative strategies, such as “pantomime, illustration, personal examples,
physical movements, pictures, and explanations” (Eliyahu-Levi & Ganz-Meishar, 2019, p. 191),
as well as “eye contact, smiling, nodding, using gestures” (Smith, 2020, p. 122) or attempts to
speak the parents’ language (Smith, 2020). Yet, several considerations appear to be crucial in
order to implement the most appropriate strategies in each context as each of the facilitating
practices may also have drawbacks. One example of this is hiring bilingual staff, which may
provide communicative support for both parents and children and which is often regarded as
best practice in settings comprising families with immigrant backgrounds (Whitmarsh, 2011).
However, as ECEC settings with children with immigrant backgrounds often comprise child
groups with a number of different home languages, it may be challenging to accommodate all
the languages present among the families in the group of professionals (Whitmarsh, 2011).
Many parents view fluency in the national language as a pivotal skill for their child to acquire
in ECEC (Tobin, 2020). However, bilingual staff are often not native speakers of the language
of the host country, and as such, parents with other home languages than the ones spoken by
the bilingual staff may consider such staff to be a disadvantage for their child, rather than a
benefit (Whitmarsh, 2011). On the other hand, if there are only a few languages represented
in an ECEC setting, and these are consistent over time, or if bilingual staff who speak the
language of the host country fluently are available, they may be an excellent option. These
considerations illustrate how complex and context-specific language-related communication
barriers and facilitators may be in the relationship between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, as both parents and professionals bring their own

practices, experiences, and philosophies to the mesosystem.
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The second language-related barrier for partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC identified in this thesis relates to beliefs regarding
multilingual education for children. Previous studies have suggested that, as multilingual
children may get frustrated when learning to navigate two (or more) languages, parents report
experiencing a lack of understanding of these challenges from the professionals’ side, which
may challenge the relationship between parents and professionals (Shor, 2007;
Whitmarsh, 2011). As children with immigrant backgrounds will often need the support of
both their home and ECEC environments in order to learn two (or more) languages, this is a
highly relevant area of cooperation between parents with immigrant backgrounds and
professionals. However, as shown in Paper lll, parents’ and professionals’ beliefs about how
best to support multilingual children’s language development differ substantially, and the
beliefs even vary substantially within the groups of parents and professionals. However,
previous research also indicates inconsistent findings regarding parents’ and professionals’
multilingual beliefs (Aghallaj et al., 2020). One example of this is found in parents’ and
professionals’ responses to the statement “By speaking their home language in ECEC, children
with other language backgrounds will learn to speak Norwegian less quickly,” with which
parents agree to a significantly higher degree than professionals (see Paper Ill). Furthermore,
both parents and professionals only respond between “undecided” and “slightly agree” to the
statement “Children with non-Norwegian home languages should be allowed to speak their
home languages to each other at ECEC.” Some of these beliefs found among parents and
professionals appear to be somewhat surprising given the body of research-based knowledge
regarding multilingualism today. It is, for example, widely acknowledged that multilingualism
provides several cognitive, social, and linguistic benefits for children, in addition to the direct
advantage of speaking more than one language (Espinosa, 2015; Langeloo et al., 2019).
However, in order for children to draw on these benefits, fostering an inviting and supportive
environment for language development is pivotal (Pontier et al., 2020), both in the home and
in the ECEC context. Moreover, a substantial amount of evidence suggests that environments
that invite children to use their full repertoire of languages (practices often referred to as
translanguaging) support multilingual development (Alanis, 2018; Baker, 2019; Bengochea et

al., 2018; Schwartz & Deeb, 2021). Thus, the beliefs found among parents and professionals,
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indicating a hesitance towards children speaking their home languages in ECEC, are not in line
with the knowledge from the research in this field. This raises two questions, which may have
implications for both teacher education programs as well as future research: Do professionals
possess sufficient knowledge about early multilingual language development? And if so, do

they share their knowledge with the parents?

In sum, language plays a pivotal role in partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, where both parents and professionals bring diverging
philosophies to the mesosystem, in turn affecting their practices and each other’s
experiences. Language may influence these meso-level processes both on a practical and an
emotional level (e.g., through experiencing impatience from professionals), as well as through

how they align their efforts to support a child’s multilingual development.

5.1.2 Barriers and facilitators related to power dynamics

The focus on power dynamics between parents with immigrant backgrounds and
professionals has gained increased attention in recent years (see e.g., Ashraf, 2019; Conus &
Fahrni, 2019; McWayne et al.,, 2021; Sgnsthagen, 2020; Van Laere et al, 2018). As
asymmetrical power relations were identified as a main barrier for partnerships between
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in Paper |, professionals’ views on
power-related partnership aspects were further investigated through Papers Il and Il
Previous research suggests that parents with immigrant backgrounds express a strong wish to
communicate with the professionals (Hachfeld et al., 2011). As these parents may be less
familiar with the ECEC system in their host country than non-immigrant parents, interactions
with ECEC professionals may be even more significant with regard to these parents’
opportunities to support their children in navigating between the different microsystems and
for aligning their efforts with the professionals to support the children’s development.
Previous research, however, suggests that immigrant parents often experience few
opportunities to communicate with professionals (Hachfeld et al., 2016; Shor, 2007; Sohn &
Wang, 2006; Van Laere et al.,, 2018; Yahya, 2016). In addition, other studies indicate that

professionals may not always be aware of parents’ need for more communication (Ashraf,
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2019; Conus & Fahrni, 2019) and that they may even explain the lack of communication
through characteristics related to parents with immigrant backgrounds. Such characteristics
may include parents’ lack of education, lack of skills in the language of the host country, lack
of confidence, or lack of familiarity with the education system (Ashraf, 2019). Thus, the
asymmetrical power dynamics in the relationship between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC may not always be visible to or perceived by the

professionals as a barrier for creating partnerships.

Despite the asymmetrical power dynamics found in previous research, the professionals’
views on partnerships with parents with immigrant backgrounds in four European countries
(Paper Il) were found to be highly reciprocal and non-hierarchical, and they report not having
a problem-oriented view of these partnerships. This indicates that, in contrast to the findings
in previous studies (see e.g., Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2013; Guo, 2005), the professionals in this
study do not view their role as paramount to the parents. However, as parents’ perspectives
are not investigated in Paper Il, it cannot be determined whether this finding indeed
represents a tendency towards more positive partnerships or whether this is just the case
from the professionals’ perspective. In Paper Ill, however, both parents with an immigrant
background and professionals working with parents with an immigrant background from
Norway report quite positive views on their partnerships, as indicated by high levels of trust,
understanding, and shared beliefs and low levels of problem-oriented contact. Furthermore,
most parents state not having experienced any discrimination from their child’s teacher,
which is considered as a fundamental prerequisite for a partnership. Although it is positive
that most parents report not having had such experiences, some parents still report incidents
of discrimination by their child’s teacher. This indicates an area future research should include

in order to gain more in depth knowledge about the nature of these experiences.

In sum, this thesis’ findings related to the power dynamics between parents and professionals
reveal that barriers range across a spectrum within this landscape, from the more obvious
types of power imbalance found in experiences of discrimination among parents (see Paper
lll) to the more subtle views of professionals as experts, which may inhibit parents in

guestioning professionals’ practices (see Paper |). However, the findings further suggest
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considerable differences between countries and contexts regarding this issue, suggesting that
professionals’ philosophies and practices may play an important role in shaping the power
dynamics in their relationships with parents. As some of the barriers experienced by parents
appear to be subtle, facilitating equal partnerships may require critical reflection from the side
of the professionals, as well as mutual acknowledgement of each part’s expertise resulting

from ECEC and the home.

5.1.3 Barriers and facilitators related to multiculturalism

Multiculturalism emerges as a final topic in this thesis, where both barriers and facilitators
emerge throughout all three papers. According to Paper |, previous literature suggests that
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals may experience cultural
disagreements related to several areas, such as pedagogy and practice (De Gioia, 2015),
discipline (Bernhard et al., 2004; Shor, 2007), and educational goal setting (Cheatham &
Ostrosky, 2013; Doge & Keller, 2014). Furthermore, the expected roles of parents and
professionals in ECEC may differ substantially between cultures as macro-level values and
beliefs may differ between societies and manifest as practices, philosophies, and experiences
within the relationships between parents and professionals. This may lead both parts to
approach each other with quite different expectations regarding their relationship, which has
been found to result in misunderstandings or even conflicts (see e.g., Heng, 2014; Sohn &

Wang, 2006).

Although parents and professionals may experience several barriers related to cultural
differences, multiculturalism is also a content area where several facilitating practices have
been identified. In Paper I, the partnership aspect that was found to hold the strongest
potential for improvement was sharing beliefs with the parents about the child’s behavior and
about what the child can achieve. As this aspect relates to how both parts view the child, and
neither parents nor professionals will possess sufficient knowledge about the child in both
contexts without communicating with each other, this may point towards potential to
communicate more closely in everyday interactions. Having shared beliefs was found to be
significantly predicted by professionals’ multicultural practices, suggesting that implementing

practices, such as celebrating diverse cultural holidays or practices, may facilitate closer
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communication with the parents. Thus, practices that acknowledge diverse cultural
expressions may be a facilitator for partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in ECEC and may create arenas for concrete collaboration (i.e.,
not only talking but also creating shared experiences). The value of implementing culturally
inclusive practices in ECEC is also supported by the findings from Paper Ill, showing that both
parents and professionals agree that children should learn to respect other cultures as early
as possible and that professionals should be sensitive to differences between children from
different countries and cultures. The findings from Paper Il also suggest that professionals with
higher self-efficacy related to working with children from diverse culturally and linguistic
backgrounds have fewer hierarchical views of their partnerships with parents and, as such, act

more in terms of what is understood as being a partnership within this thesis.

In sum, the findings from this thesis indicate that multicultural practices and values may hold
several keys to facilitating partnerships and can provide parents with immigrant backgrounds
and ECEC professionals with valuable arenas for exchanging knowledge from each context
with each other. Furthermore, the findings summarized above indicate a potential area for
professional development, as well as pre-service teacher education, as there appears to be
several benefits for partnerships of educating professionals who are able to implement
multicultural practices in their work and who experience self-efficacy through working in

multicultural contexts.

5.2 Discussion of the methods

This thesis has investigated partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and
professionals in ECEC through different methods, aiming to provide knowledge from different
contexts and perspectives. Each of the methods used entail strengths and weaknesses, and
these are addressed in each paper, as well as in Chapter 3. To elaborate and expand on these
previous considerations, the following discussion will focus on limitations in terms of the
partnership measures used throughout the thesis, as these measures are pivotal for the
interpretation of the findings. Furthermore, the discussion will elaborate on some issues
related to the study samples and the generalizability of the findings. Lastly, the finding from

Paper Il relating to the fact that lower levels of reciprocal relations were predicted by
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professionals with immigrant backgrounds will be discussed in more detail, exploring some

additional explanations regarding this somewhat surprising finding.

5.2.1 Investigating partnerships

Partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and ECEC professionals have been
a key investigative concept throughout all the papers included in this thesis. They have been
investigated empirically in Papers Il and Ill by items aimed at measuring the relationship
between parents and professionals in the ISOTIS project (Broekhuizen et al., 2018; Slot et al.,
2018). As previously mentioned in Section 3.4, partnerships are operationalized slightly
differently in Papers Il and Il and conceptualized somewhat more broadly in Paper |, which
means that when each paper reports on partnerships, the content comprises slight shifts in
focus. Nevertheless, both of the measures in the empirical papers (Il & Ill) focus on
theoretically grounded aspects of a partnership (see Epstein, 2018; Simon & Epstein, 2001),
which, when combined, capture partnership aspects, such as trust, reciprocity, understanding,
shared responsibility, and acknowledging each other as equals. Looking back at the process of
this Ph.D. project, one aspect appears to be increasingly important and should be included in
future research on this topic. This aspect is the daily exchange of information between parents
and professionals, which was not included in any of the partnership measures used in this
thesis, as they focuses more on the qualities of the relationship between parents and
professionals. However, as the main purpose of a partnership in the present context is to
create coherence between the child’s two main microsystems (i.e., the home and ECEC), the
exchange of information concerning the child’s different microsystems may be seen as a
pivotal part of a partnership between parents and professionals. Thus, the presence of daily
interactions, which gives parents information about the child’s day in ECEC or provides the
professionals with relevant information from the home environment, should not be
overlooked. However, as the center of the relationship between parents and professionals
should be the child (Epstein, 2018), it is likely that the qualities of the relationship are highly
interconnected with the exchange of information between the parts. Thus, although the
exchange of information is not explicitly investigated in the partnership measures used in this

thesis, this aspect may be connected to shared beliefs between parents and professionals,
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which is investigated in both empirical papers (Papers Il & Ill). Nevertheless, the daily

exchange of information may be relevant to more explicit investigation in future research.

5.2.2 Study samples and generalizability

For the empirical studies in this thesis (Papers Il & lllI), the sample sizes are quite small,
especially the sample of parents with immigrant backgrounds (n = 32) in Paper lll. Although
the small sample sizes may influence the estimates and the findings should therefore be
interpreted carefully, studies with smaller sample sizes may nevertheless provide useful
knowledge (Hackshaw, 2008). Recruiting participants with immigrant backgrounds is often a
challenging task (Lopez-Class et al., 2016), and this was also the case for the recruitment within
the ISOTIS project (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). Yet, a rough estimate indicates that the sample
of Turkish parents in Norway may represent up to 10% of the parents with children in the right
age group in Eastern Norway, as the Turkish group of immigrants in Norway is quite small (see
Broekhuizen et al.,, 2018). Thus, although the sample is small, it may provide a unique
opportunity to gain knowledge based on the perspectives and experiences of parents who

have been less visible in previous research on the Norwegian ECEC context.

Within the ISOTIS project, the Norwegian sample of parents with immigrant backgrounds was
limited to parents with Turkish backgrounds. However, there are several other groups of
parents with immigrant backgrounds in the Norwegian context, especially from countries such
as Poland, Lithuania, Somalia, Pakistan, and Syria, which comprise the largest groups of non-
western immigrants in Norway (Statistics Norway, 2020). Therefore, future research should
aim to gain knowledge from parents with a broader range of backgrounds, while
simultaneously investigating them as unique groups and individuals, as parents with
immigrant backgrounds are not homogenous. Furthermore, the samples used in Paper Il do
not necessarily belong to the same ECEC centers, although the parents and professionals were
recruited from the same areas. For future research, clustered samples may inform studies
more specifically on the partnership mechanisms from actual parent-professional dyads.
Furthermore, intervention designs and randomized controlled trials (RCTs) may be well suited
to further investigating the effects on partnerships of facilitating practices, such as involving

parents with immigrant backgrounds through implementing more multicultural practices or

62



Partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC

through allotting more time for the daily exchange of information. However, in order to
investigate the nature of parents’ experiences with discrimination more closely, as suggested
in Paper lll, qualitative approaches may be suitable for exploration and may provide the
nuances needed to provide a deeper understanding of the nature of these experiences (Choy,

2014).

As mesosystems are highly context-sensitive (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), globally
generalizable knowledge about the barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents
with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC has not been the focus of this thesis.
Still, some experiences, practices, and philosophies appear to be common among parents with
immigrant backgrounds and professionals in several contexts, and these are mainly identified
within the content areas of language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism. For future
research, it may be relevant to further investigate how contextual factors, such as
organizational aspects or ECEC policies, may facilitate partnerships between parents with
immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, in order to inform managers, practitioners,

and policy makers.

5.2.3 Less reciprocity among professionals with immigrant backgrounds?

In Paper Il, having an immigrant background was found to predict lower levels of reported
reciprocal relations among the professionals. This finding contrasts with findings from
previous studies, which have found that professionals with immigrant backgrounds may have
stronger mechanisms to communicate with parents with immigrant backgrounds (Adair, 2016;
Calzada et al., 2015; Whitmarsh, 2011). Possible explanations for this finding were discussed
in the paper (i.e., the low number of professionals with immigrant backgrounds in our sample
and the culturally embedded nature of the partnership concept), but some additional
explanations may be worth discussing. First, it is worth noting that although having an
immigrant background predicted lower levels of reciprocal relations, this may not only be
specific to their relationship with parents with immigrant backgrounds. The sample included
professionals who work in classrooms where a minimum of 25% of the children have a
different cultural background. Therefore, the lower levels of reciprocity found among these

professionals may also apply to their relationship with parents with non-immigrant
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backgrounds. Nevertheless, the majority of the professionals in the sample worked in
classrooms where 75% or more of the children had a different cultural background, making
this explanation less plausible. Future research could investigate more specifically the
relationships with parents with immigrant backgrounds, for example, by focusing on specific
dyads of teachers and parents instead of all the parents in a group. This also makes it possible
to take more aspects of the specific parents and professionals (e.g., their type of background

or their skills in the national language) into account.

Second, the samples from the four countries reveal an uneven distribution of professionals
with immigrant backgrounds, with a high proportion of professionals with immigrant
backgrounds found in England (35%), somewhat lower numbers in the Netherlands (14%) and
Norway (7%), and none in Italy (0%). Although professionals in all the countries display high
levels of reciprocal relations, England is the country with the lowest levels of reciprocal
relations, despite having by far the largest proportion of professionals with an immigrant
background. The result may therefore be affected by the coexistence of a general lower level
of reciprocal relations found among professionals in England. We tried to address this in our
analyses by including country fixed effects in our analysis; however, due to the small sample
sizes, it is possible that we could not cancel out this alternative explanation completely. In
summary, this finding may have several possible explanations (see also the discussion in Paper

I1), and it should therefore be interpreted with caution.

5.3 Implications for theory and practice

The findings from this thesis have several implications for theory and practice. Theoretically,
this thesis employs Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model of human development and Epstein’s
(2018) theory of overlapping spheres of influence. Bronfenbrenner (1979) emphasizes the
context as pivotal for understanding meso-level processes, such as partnerships between
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, and the findings from this
thesis support the importance of contextual factors, such as policies, cultures, and languages,
and further supports the interconnectedness of the different system levels (i.e., micro, meso,
exo, macro, and chrono). Furthermore, Epstein suggests that the different spheres of

influence can be either pulled together or pushed apart by the practices, experiences, and
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philosophies of both parents and professionals, and these forces have served as a useful
analytical framework for the integrated results in this thesis. The main theoretical contribution
of this thesis is the identification of language, power dynamics, and multiculturalism as specific
content areas where barriers and facilitators for partnerships between parents with

immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC are found (see Figure 5).

For the field of ECEC, the content areas represent topics that may be relevant to reflect upon
regularly and incorporate into teacher education programs and in-service professional
development. In the Norwegian context, where Paper Il provided perspectives from parents
with a Turkish immigrant background, the findings indicate that professionals already engage
quite successfully in partnerships, although there is still some potential forimprovement (e.g.,
in the reported experiences of discrimination). However, little is still known about the
experiences of other groups of parents with immigrant backgrounds in Norway. As most
facilitators for partnerships in this thesis are found among professionals’ practices, such as
incorporating practices that acknowledge different cultures or allotting more time for
communication, it can be concluded that professionals play a pivotal role in facilitating
partnerships with all parents in ECEC. Furthermore, although there are several ways in which
parents with immigrant backgrounds themselves may approach the professionals in ECEC, the
number of barriers for partnerships, which are directly related to practices among the
professionals, underlines the professionals’ responsibility to empower parents and play on
their strengths. However, as indicated by previous research (see Paper |), the barriers
experienced by parents with immigrant backgrounds may not always be visible to the
professionals. Thus, critical reflection, as well as actively requesting these parents’ input, may
be needed in order to identify specific barriers in each mesosystem. Based on the knowledge
contribution from this thesis, relevant questions for ECEC professionals to reflect upon might

include the following:

o How do we facilitate language barriers between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in our setting? How can we involve parents in
our work to create a stimulating language learning environment for the

multilingual children in our group?
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o How do we work towards creating an equal power balance between all parents
and the professionals in our setting?
o How do we implement practices that acknowledge different cultures in our

setting, and how can parents be included in this work?

For professionals, critical reflection upon their practices may be a starting point for
implementing facilitating practices for partnerships with parents with immigrant backgrounds
in ECEC. Through critical reflections, professionals’ philosophies regarding their relationships
with these parents may develop. To ensure that philosophies translate into practices, critical
reflection should be followed up with a systematic plan for the implementation of change
(Gotvassli, 2017). This may be done in several ways and requires leadership and motivation
among the professionals to investigate how they influence their relationships with parents
today, as well as an openness to changing their practices. Professional development that
includes whole teams of professionals in learning communities may facilitate the
implementation of new knowledge, beliefs, and practices among professionals and has been
linked to more permanent changes in attitudes and practices (Slot et al., 2018). Given the
significance of partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals
in ECEC for children’s well-being and learning (Aghallaj et al., 2020; Epstein, 2018), facilitating

partnerships may be seen as a professional responsibility.

5.4 Conclusions

Raising a child is arguably one of life’s great challenges. When parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals take on this task together during the years a child spends in
ECEC, they may face several barriers. However, bridging the different microsystems within
which the child navigates with a high-functioning partnership (i.e., the mesosystem), may be
even more significant for children with immigrant backgrounds (Aghallaj et al., 2020). Thus,
creating partnerships with parents with immigrant backgrounds in ECEC is a task that should
be given sufficient attention. Within the emerging research field of partnerships between
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, this thesis finds that we
currently still know more about the barriers for these partnerships than the facilitators.

However, several facilitators are identified among the practices of professionals, such as
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acknowledging parents’ experiential knowledge about their child and allotting enough time
for daily communication. Thus, professionals have the responsibility to facilitate partnerships
with parents with immigrant backgrounds in order to provide their children with equal
educational opportunities. Through creating partnerships, parents and professionals may
work together to strengthen children’s opportunities for learning and well-being at home and

in ECEC, which will benefit children today and in the future.
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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Partnerships between parents and professionals in early childhood Partnership; collaboration;
education and care (ECEC) are widely acknowledged as important parents; professionals; early
for children’s well-being and learning. For children with childhood education;
immigrant backgrounds, bridges between the different social ~ 'mmigrant

contexts that surround them are especially significant. The

current paper synthesizes research-based knowledge on the

barriers to and facilitators of partnerships between parents with

immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. This overview

review includes 25 articles that comprise qualitative, quantitative

and mixed methods studies. The most frequently identified

barriers include language, asymmetrical power relations and

cultural differences and disagreements. This research suggests

approaches to facilitate partnerships, such as employing bilingual

staff, using translators for parent-teacher conferences when

needed, translating materials into different family languages,

translanguaging, taking time and showing patience and respect.

Finally, to ensure that all parents feel comfortable to express their

views, more creative strategies from the professionals might be

needed.

Partnerships between parents and professionals’ in early childhood education and care
(ECEC?) are widely acknowledged as important for children’s well-being, learning and
development (Epstein 2018). In Europe, 94% of all children attend ECEC before starting
in primary education (Eurostat 2018), and the bridges between the different social con-
texts that surround a child are crucial for the child’s positive development (Bronfenbren-
ner and Morris 2007). Family background is a strong predictor of children’s educational
opportunities (Levels, Dronkers, and Kraaykamp 2008), and in Europe, persistent edu-
cational disadvantages are found for immigrant groups (Passaretta and Skopek 2018).
Studies have shown that parents with immigrant backgrounds may experience inter-
actions with ECEC-professionals as challenging (Cheatham and Santos 2011). To
develop inclusive practices with diverse families in ECEC, there is a need for research-
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based knowledge about the experiences of families with immigrant backgrounds and the
professionals who work with them. The current review aims to synthesize the research on
the partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in
ECEC and to identify the barriers to and facilitators of creating inclusive partnerships.
This knowledge is a crucial prerequisite to provide better policies and practices to
ensure equal educational opportunities for all children in increasingly multicultural
European countries. The following research question was posed to address this aim:

What are the barriers to and facilitators of the partnerships between parents with immigrant
backgrounds and professionals in early childhood education and care?

In the literature on relationships between parents and professionals, a variety of concepts
are used to describe different aspects and the nature of how parents and professionals co-
construct children’s learning and caregiving environment. The current paper focuses on
parent-professional partnerships, a designation that can be seen as an extension of par-
ental involvement (Simon and Epstein 2001). The concept of parental involvement
gained prominence in the 60’s (Epstein 1996) and can be described as ‘the resources
that parents invest in their child’s learning experience’ (Calzada et al. 2015). However,
this concept has been operationalized in several different ways in the literature (Fan
and Chen 2001; Carredn, Drake, and Barton 2005). A variety of parental practices has
been described as parental involvement, such as parental aspirations for their children’s
achievement, communication with professionals, communication with their children
about ECEC, and involvement in ECEC activities (Fan and Chen 2001). Epstein’s
(2018) widely used typology of involvement includes parenting, communicating, volun-
teering, learning at home, decision making and collaborating with the community. The
term partnership extends this and focuses on how the two main microsystems in which a
child is developing and learning - namely, at home and in ECEC - work together to
bridge the contexts, create coherence in children’s learning and caregiving environment,
and build on each other’s resources. The concept of parental involvement often focuses
on the role of the parents, whereas parent-professional partnerships expands the focus
and assigns equal status to parents and professionals as co-constructors of the child’s
learning environment. Thus, the term partnerships includes involvement, engagement,
participation and collaboration (Epstein 2018). To create inclusive partnerships with
parents, professionals must know how to communicate with diverse groups of parents
in ways that build mutual respect and trust (Epstein 2013). This understanding of part-
nerships recognizes that the different stakeholders share responsibility for children’s
learning and development (Simon and Epstein 2001).

The current paper draws on Epstein’s (1987) theory of overlapping spheres of
influence, which is inspired by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model. Epstein’s
theory emphasizes a holistic approach where schools, families and communities
work closely together and locate the child in the center. The different spheres can
either be pushed together or pulled apart by time, characteristics, philosophies or the
practices of the family or the school (Epstein 2018). In a partnership, schools create
family-like environments, where a child’s individuality is recognized. Schools include
children and families from diverse backgrounds, and families in these partnerships
create school-like families that recognize, encourage and support children’s edu-
cational paths.
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For the purpose of this review, the term parent-professional partnerships is used to
focus specifically on these two stakeholders’ roles in co-constructing young children’s
learning and caregiving environment. The term partnerships is used to emphasize that
both partners (parents and professionals) have equal status. The review takes a broad
approach towards parent-professional partnerships and focuses on the overlapping
spheres between ECEC and the home, including research on involvement, collaboration,
communication, engagement and participation.

Studying partnerships across cultures

Currently, for ECEC-professionals in many countries, working with culturally and lin-
guistically diverse families constitutes their everyday practice. This requires extended
competence and knowledge (Park and Vandekerckhove 2016) and is considered an
inherent part of ECEC professionalism (Nikoloudaki et al. 2018). Nonetheless, many
European countries do not have a curriculum that sufficiently prepares professionals
to create partnerships with parents form different cultures (Nikoloudaki et al. 2018)
and little is known about how European teacher education programs prepares their stu-
dents for working with families (Willemse et al. 2016). Furthermore, the factors that
influence the partnerships between professionals and parents with immigrant back-
grounds have not been studied sufficiently (Carredn, Drake, and Barton 2005; Durand
2011). Cultural differences in the nature of relationships between parents and pro-
fessionals in ECEC - both between and within countries (Hujala et al. 2009) - may
result in differences in experiences and expectations towards one another regarding
the purpose, content and form of a partnership. Analysis of curricular frameworks for
ECEC reveal quite diverse understandings of the concept of parental involvement
(Janssen and Vandenbroeck 2018). Teachers have different statuses and roles across
countries, and the role of the parents in the partnerships appears to vary (Hujala et al.
2009). As partnerships vary among countries and cultures, immigrant parents will
often face expectations from professionals that are different from what they would
have expected in the educational system in their home culture. Thus, immigrant
parents often face the challenge of navigating both cultural and linguistic codes within
the educational system in the host country. Furthermore, immigrants in Europe are at
a higher risk of having a lower socioeconomic status (Eurostat 2018), and a substantial
amount of evidence suggests that parental socioeconomic status is related to parental
involvement in their child’s education (Turney and Kao 2009; Calzada et al. 2015; Liu,
Zhang, and Jiang 2020). As such, different risk factors seem to be intertwined for
many parents with immigrant backgrounds who currently live in Europe. It is therefore
necessary to investigate how professionals and parents with immigrant backgrounds
experience their partnerships to specifically identify the barriers that immigrant
parents face and how professionals can facilitate inclusive partnerships with these
parents — pushing these two overlapping spheres together for the benefit of children
who often face both cultural and linguistic differences between their two most significant
microsystems. The purpose of this review is to create an overview of the existing knowl-
edge on the barriers to and facilitators of partnerships between professionals and parents
with immigrant backgrounds in ECEC and to map the areas that still need more research
within this field.
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Methods

To synthesize the research on the barriers to and facilitators of the partnerships between
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC, we conducted an over-
view review (Booth, Sutton, and Papaioannou 2016; Krumsvik 2016). An overview review
reflects a systematic and comprehensive approach, although it is not exhaustive, and it
allows for inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative studies (Booth, Sutton,
and Papaioannou 2016; Krumsvik 2016). Furthermore, this approach allows for a
thematic analysis and a narrative dissemination (Booth, Sutton, and Papaioannou
2016), which suits the purpose of this review and the diversity of the empirical studies
that it covers.

Search procedure

The first step in the review process was initial scoping searches, which helped guide and
define the scope of the review. This process led to the inclusion and exclusion criteria (see
Table 1) and the development of the search terms (see Table 2). As the current paper
focuses on early educational partnerships, specifically between professionals and
parents with immigrant backgrounds, empirical and peer-reviewed articles on this
topic were included. The studies that focus on partnerships in grades where children
are older than 8 years were excluded, as the focus of this review is on partnerships in
the early years of children’s lives, and the nature of educational partnerships often
changes with the child’s age (Cooper, Lindsay, and Nye 2000). The searches were con-
ducted in the databases of Academic Search Premier and ERIC, as these were considered
to cover most journals within the field of education. Due to the rapid changes both within
the field of ECEC and in global immigration patterns, we considered up-to-date empiri-
cal research on the topic to be most relevant for the purpose of this review, and the time-
frame was set to articles published between 2000 and 2018.

In some of the reviewed articles, it was not clearly specified whether the sample con-
sisted of parents with immigrant backgrounds; these articles often used terms such as
diverse or multicultural to describe their sample. Thus, for the purpose of this review,
we used the home language as an indicator of immigrant background in these articles,

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Included

Excluded

Databases
Timeframe
Publication type
Focus

Language
Target population

Target teaching
level

Academic Search Premier, ERIC

2000-2018

Online accessible peer-reviewed articles

Empirical studies, based on qualitative and/or
quantitative data that focus on the partnerships
between ECEC-professionals and parents from
families with immigrant backgrounds

English

Articles that focus on staff and/or parents’
perspectives and experiences

Kindergarten, preschool, early childhood
education and care;
children from birth to compulsory school age

Studies published before 2000 and after 2018

Text books, gray literature

Non-empirical articles, non-peer reviewed
articles

Other languages

Articles that focus on teacher education,
school leadership, children with special
needs, indigenous families

Primary school, secondary school, higher
education
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Table 2. Search terms.

OR OR OR OR
Parents Families Mothers Fathers
AND Early childhood education Preschool Kindergarten Child care
AND Ethnic diversity Minority Immigrant
AND Staff Professionals Teachers Educators
AND Communication Collaboration Cooperation Relationship Partnership

and we assumed that the groups with a different home language than the majority
language, which were also described as diverse or multicultural, were likely to have an
immigrant background.

The search procedure was conducted in three stages. The first search stage was con-
ducted in Academic Search Premier and ERIC in the fall of 2018. Different combinations
of the search terms (see Table 3) were used. This first search resulted in 143 articles of
which 47 were considered to be relevant after reading the titles and abstracts. All 47
articles where then read in full text and evaluated against the inclusion criteria. At this
stage, 19 articles met the inclusion criteria. The second stage of searching comprised
what Krumsvik (2016) calls the ancestry approach; we used citations from the 19
studies identified in the first stage to find relevant previous studies not identified in
the first search stage. In this stage, seven additional articles were included in the
review. The last stage comprised hand searches and resulted in one additional article.
In a total, 27 articles formed the basis of the quality assessment.

Quality assessment

To assess the quality of the studies that met the inclusion criteria, the trustworthiness of
the results was assessed for each article by the two authors independently. This process
was guided by predetermined quality criteria (see Table 4). Two sets of quality criteria
were applied, which depended on the type of data in the study; one set of criteria was
for studies with qualitative data, and one set of criteria was for studies with quantitative
data. Different criteria were applied depending on the type of data to acknowledge that
research should be assessed with reference to the paradigm and epistemology that frame
it (Morrow 2005; Sousa 2014). For the quantitative studies, we assessed validity,
reliability and generalizability (Carrig and Hoyle 2011), and for the qualitative studies,
we assessed the trustworthiness of the method, the coherence of the results (Hill, Thomp-
son, and Williams 1997), and the transferability and application of the results (Sousa
2014).

Table 3. Search results.

Potentially Fulfilled inclusion
relevant criteria Included in review

(after reading (after full text (after quality

Results abstract) reading) assessment)
Academic Search Premier and ERIC 143 47 19 18
Manual search (based on the references in 15 15 7 6

the relevant articles)

Hand search 1 1 1

Total 158 62 27 25
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Table 4. Quality criteria for quantitative and qualitative studies.

Quantitative (Carrig and Hoyle 2011) Qualitative (Sousa 2014; Leung 2015)
Validity Trustworthiness of the method

Reliability Coherence of the results

Generalizability Transferability and application of the results

The studies that draw on quantitative methods were assessed by their clear and trans-
parent descriptions regarding validity, reliability and generalizability. For these studies,
this meant that we considered whether the instruments and measurements that were
used were useful and properly applied (Carrig and Hoyle 2011). Furthermore, research-
ers should adequately evaluate whether their observed sample is representative of the
defined universe (Kane 1996; Carrig and Hoyle 2011). For the studies that draw on quali-
tative data, the methods were considered to be trustworthy when articles comprised clear
and rigorous descriptions of the methodological steps in the research process (Sousa
2014). The methodology had to be appropriate to study the research topic and to
answer the research questions. Furthermore, the data should be adequate to investigate
the research topic. For the results to be assessed as coherent, the findings and conclusions
should be clearly rooted in the data, and the researchers should describe how the material
was systematized and analyzed and how they came to their conclusions. Transferability of
the results reflects on furthering the knowledge about the subject of the study and gen-
erating new theory, new understandings or new perspectives of the phenomenon (Sousa
2014). The applicability of the results should be addressed by the researchers, and they
should assess the extent to which the results from their study can be analytically gener-
alized to other situations (Kvale 1996). In total, 25 out of the 27 articles were included in
the review after this quality assessment.

Limitations

The current review is not an exhaustive review and therefore does not claim to cover all
relevant research articles. Furthermore, the current review only includes articles written
in English and is dominated by papers from Anglo-Saxon countries, which might give a
skewed picture and should be considered by readers. Arguably, the volume of research on
this topic in other languages is larger, and it would have been valuable to include these.
Unfortunately, this was not feasible within this project.

Sample description

A variation of methodologies was applied in the 25 articles included in this review. Quali-
tative methods were used in 15 (60%) of the studies, eight (33%) of the studies used quan-
titative methods, and the remaining were mixed methods studies. A majority of the
studies originated in the US (n=13, 52%), followed by Europe (n=7, 28%), with the
rest of the studies originating in New Zealand, Australia, Canada and Israel. The most
researched immigrant group was families with Latino backgrounds who live in the US
and Canada (n =10, 40%), followed by Asian immigrant families in the US, Europe,
New Zealand, Israel and Australia (n =8, 33%). 11 of the included studies investigates
the perspectives of the parents on the partnership, and nine studies focus on both
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parents and professionals’ perspectives or interactions. Three of the included studies
focus on professionals, parents and children, and two studies focus on parental involve-
ment and child outcomes.

Results & discussion

The current review investigates the research-based knowledge on the barriers to and
facilitators of the partnerships between parents with immigrant backgrounds and pro-
fessionals in early childhood education and care. The results are presented thematically,
as the barriers to and facilitators of these partnerships often are intertwined, and they will
be discussed in relation to one another. A significant proportion of the reviewed studies
indicates that parents with immigrant backgrounds are less involved in their children’s
education and that they experience more barriers to creating partnerships with pro-
fessionals than non-immigrant parents (Guo 2005; Huntsinger and Jose 2009; Turney
and Kao 2009; Zhang, Keown, and Farruggia 2014). In the US, Chinese-American
parents have been shown to be less involved in ECEC activities than European-American
parents (Huntsinger and Jose 2009). Immigrant parents in the US were found to be much
less likely to be involved in ECEC than native-born parents, even within one ethnic group
(Turney and Kao 2009). Turney and Kao (2009) find that Asian and Hispanic immigrant
parents particularly faced barriers to ECEC involvement in the US. A similar tendency is
found in New Zealand, where Chinese immigrant parents were found to be significantly
less involved than non-Chinese parents in all the types of parental involvement that were
measured, namely, communication with professionals, volunteering to help in ECEC and
participation in decision making (Zhang, Keown, and Farruggia 2014). Accordingly, bar-
riers to creating partnerships with professionals were found for parents with immigrant
backgrounds across different countries, continents and immigrant backgrounds (see, e.g.
Guo 2005; Huntsinger and Jose 2009; Turney and Kao 2009; Zhang, Keown, and Farrug-
gia 2014). However, the findings further suggest that there are differences in the signifi-
cance and the nature of the barriers that different immigrant groups experience in ECEC
involvement (Calzada et al. 2015).

In several studies, parents with diverse immigrant backgrounds expressed a wish to
engage in a partnership with the professionals (Sohn and Wang 2006; Hachfeld et al.
2016; Van Laere, Van Houtte, and Vandenbroeck 2018). However, these parents experi-
enced a lack of opportunity to communicate with the professionals (Sohn and Wang
2006; Shor 2007; Van Laere, Van Houtte, and Vandenbroeck 2018). In Germany, immi-
grant parents reported a stronger need for attunement with the professionals than
German-speaking parents, and immigrant parents also rated parent-professional part-
nerships as more important than German-speaking parents (Hachfeld et al. 2016).
However, the professional practices that promote parental involvement are predictive
of both ECEC-based involvement (Calzada et al. 2015) and home-based involvement
(Chang et al. 2009), which emphasize the importance of developing policies and practices
that facilitate inclusive partnerships between educational professionals and parents with
immigrant backgrounds. Furthermore, parents’ satisfaction with ECEC contact has been
found to be associated with family involvement in the US (McWayne, Campos, and
Owsianik 2008). McWayne, Campos, and Owsianik (2008) found that parents to a
higher degree were involved in ECEC-based activities and home-ECEC conferencing
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when they were more satisfied with the contact. For Latino parents in the US, having a
Latino teacher for their child was positively related to ECEC-based involvement;
however, for Afro-Caribbean parents, ethnic consonance with their child’s teacher
showed no significant association with parental involvement in ECEC (Calzada et al. 2015).

Accordingly, the reviewed literature reveals a discrepancy between immigrant parents’
wish to engage in educational partnerships on the one hand and measured levels of par-
ental involvement, communication or decision making (see Sohn and Wang 2006;
Turney and Kao 2009; Hachfeld et al. 2016) on the other hand. Evidently, parents
with immigrant backgrounds experience barriers to creating partnerships with pro-
fessionals, which indicates that there are often factors that pull the two spheres of
influence apart. Immigrant parents’ strong need for attunement with professionals (see
Hachfeld et al. 2016) might indicate that these parents experience attunement with the
professionals to a lesser extent, but it could also be caused by larger differences
between these spheres for families with immigrant backgrounds and ECEC, which
results in a greater need for bridging the contexts for the child. However, professionals’
practices and parents’ satisfaction with their relationship appear to matter. Not surpris-
ingly, this finding indicates that how professionals meet and communicate with parents is
important for promoting partnerships, which affirms the need to identify the specific bar-
riers to creating partnerships and the factors that facilitate equal partnerships between
parents with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. In the reviewed litera-
ture, the most frequently identified barriers include language, asymmetrical power
relations and cultural differences and disagreements, but the research further suggests
some approaches to facilitate partnerships and overcome some of the challenges.

Language

Both parents and professionals acknowledge communication as the key to creating part-
nerships (De Gioia 2015). Thus, language is one of the main themes that emerges in the
research on partnerships between parents and professionals in ECEC. Language barriers
are the most frequently addressed theme in the research literature and are addressed in
67% of the studies (Guo 2005; Sohn and Wang 2006; McWayne, Campos, and Owsianik
2008; Turney and Kao 2009; Doland and Sherlock 2010; Howard and Lipinoga 2010;
Durand 2011; Whitmarsh 2011; Cheatham and Jimenez-Silva 2012; Cheatham and
Ostrosky 2013; Durand and Perez 2013; Winterbottom 2013; Heng 2014; Zhang,
Keown, and Farruggia 2014; Calzada et al. 2015; Hachfeld et al. 2016). The reviewed
studies reveal great variations in parents’ language skills in the language of the host
country. Some studies even identify language barriers as the most frequent challenge
that parents face in their interaction with professionals, regardless of the length of
their residency in the host country (Sohn and Wang 2006; Winterbottom 2013). In con-
trast, Turney and Kao (2009) suggest that minority status might play a greater role than
language for immigrant families in the US, as White foreign-born parents were found to
become more comfortable interacting with professionals as their English language ability
became better. Moreover, this benefit was weaker for immigrants with Hispanic and
Asian backgrounds. For many immigrants, however, these factors are intertwined,
which demonstrates the complexity of the barriers that many immigrant families
experience.
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To facilitate communication and ease language barriers, professionals use several
strategies. Bilingual educators and staff members were found to be consciously employed
to help children and families in a number of studies (e.g. Heng 2014; De Gioia 2015). The
use of translators in parent-teacher conferences appears to vary; some studies find that
translators are used systematically (Howard and Lipinoga 2010; Cheatham and Ostrosky
2013; Heng 2014), while other studies show that parents who experience language bar-
riers are not provided any interpreter services (Sohn and Wang 2006; Turney and Kao
2009). Furthermore, signs, materials and newsletters translated into the home languages
are provided by some ECEC centers to ease language barriers (Howard and Lipinoga
2010; Whitmarsh 2011).

Bilingual staff and resources in the families’ home language are often regarded as the
best practice in the work with families with immigrant backgrounds (Whitmarsh 2011).
However, as there might be more languages represented in one setting than there are
staff, it might be difficult to accommodate all languages equally. Whitmarsh (2011)
found that the resources in the majority language in the settings (in her study, Farsi),
contributed to a feeling of neglect for mothers who spoke other languages. For the
parents who could not draw any benefits from the bilingual staff, some even perceived
this as a disadvantage for their children, as they wanted their children to learn English
from native English speakers, and the English spoken by the bilingual staff was not per-
ceived as ‘good English’ (Whitmarsh 2011).

Even parents who have become relatively fluent speakers of the language of the host
country experience language barriers due to challenges with the educational language
and specialized terms (Sohn and Wang 2006; Howard and Lipinoga 2010). These
parents often do not have first-hand experiences with the educational system of the
host country, and this might add to the difficulties of decoding the meaning of the
specialized educational language, which constitutes a double language barrier for
parents with immigrant backgrounds. Thus, to allow time for clarifications, second
language speakers might need more time allotted for parent-teacher conferences than
native speakers who are familiar with the contextual language. Korean mothers in the
US expressed that the time allotted for conferences was too limited and that the time
in the daily situations was not sufficient to communicate with the professionals (Sohn
and Wang 2006), which led to a lack of opportunities for the mothers to communicate
with the professionals.

Another notable finding across the studies is that parents with immigrant back-
grounds experience a lack of sensitiveness and patience from professionals in regard
to language. In Sohn and Wang’s (2006) study, a Korean mother living in the US
expressed that ‘teachers tend to regard non-English speakers as unintelligent people.’
Sohn and Wang (2006) ascertain that mothers experience professionals as quite impati-
ent and irritated when they do not understand the immigrant mothers” English. In Whit-
marsh’s (2011) study, this is illustrated by an experience of a higher educated immigrant
mother who had asked a professional about a pronunciation in the English alphabet that
she needed to help her child with homework and was met with this response, ‘But you
must know how to do it. You must know the alphabet.” This experience added to this
mother’s feeling of marginalization and led to her decision to never meet with her
child's teacher again (Whitmarsh 2011). Heng’s (2014) findings also support this and
suggest that professionals interact differently with parents depending on their
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economic-cultural-linguistic capital. The professionals in Heng’s (2014) study took more
initiative and were more welcoming towards parents who were more familiar with the
middle-class American culture than most of the Chinese immigrant parents. The pro-
fessionals in this study mostly communicated in a one-directional and didactic way,
for example, giving parents instructions and informing them about appropriate behavior
and rules (Heng 2014).

In the ethnographic study of a multilingual classroom in France, Mary and Young
(2017) found that the teacher used translanguaging to scaffold children’s learning and
to create bridges between ECEC and the home. Translanguaging refers to the systematic
use of two languages for schooling (Mary and Young 2017). In this study, the pro-
fessional invited the parents into the classroom to create safe spaces for both children
and parents. This opportunity was used to establish contact with the parents and to
ask questions about their home language(s). The professional was a native French
speaker, who spoke no other languages fluently, but who after years of experience with
bilingual Turkish-speaking children, had acquired the skills to support children
through translanguaging. This study exemplifies how monolingual professionals can
work to foster well-being, learning and inclusion for multilingual children and their
parents in their classrooms.

Finally, a communication barrier that emerged from the reviewed studies is indirectly
related to language via the children. Some studies suggest that as children sometimes get
frustrated in the process of learning their second language in ECEC, parents often experi-
ence a lack of understanding from professionals, and this can lead to challenges in their
relationship from the parents’ perspective (Shor 2007; Whitmarsh 2011). In Shor’s (2007)
study, approximately one-quarter of the respondents experienced conflicts with pro-
fessionals related to what they perceived as a lack of consideration of immigration-
related factors, such as language.

Obviously, communication plays a pivotal role in a partnership, and the various
language barriers that parents with immigrant backgrounds experience should be
acknowledged. The literature manifests diverse forms of language-related barriers,
even for parents with longer residence in the host country. The reviewed literature
also reveals that the professionals apply a variety of strategies to overcome language
barriers and facilitate communication. Accordingly, promising practices include
employing bilingual staff, using translators for parent-teacher conferences when
needed, translating materials into different family languages, translanguaging,
taking time and showing patience and respect. However, there is a need to be cautious
about the balance between the materials and staff provided to aid barriers in the
different languages represented in a classroom to avoid reinforcing the feeling of
being a minority (even among other minorities). Furthermore, parents are often con-
cerned about their child learning the national language of the host country fluently,
which might constitute a dilemma for some ECEC leaders, as bilingual staff are
often not native speakers of the language of the host country, and in these cases,
different benefits must be balanced with one another. Lastly, the literature shows
the importance of remembering that even for quite fluent speakers of the language
of the host country, specialized educational language might constitute a double
language barrier.
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Asymmetrical power relations

Asymmetrical power in the relationship between parents and professionals emerges as a
barrier to creating partnerships across several of the studies in this review (Guo 2005;
Vandenbroeck, Roets, and Snoeck 2009; Howard and Lipinoga 2010; Whitmarsh 2011;
Cheatham and Jimenez-Silva 2012; Cheatham and Ostrosky 2013; Heng 2014; Van
Laere, Van Houtte, and Vandenbroeck 2018). This asymmetry often appears as a percep-
tion of the professionals as experts, a view that is expressed by both parents and the pro-
fessionals themselves (Guo 2005; Cheatham and Ostrosky 2013). In a parent-teacher
conference setting, Cheatham and Jimenez-Silva (2012) found that the teacher and the
teacher’s assistant spoke over 80% of the words in the conference, and the authors
argue that this implies partnership difficulties. Furthermore, Cheatham and Ostrosky
(2013) comparison of parent-teacher conferences between native Spanish-speaking,
Latino bilingual and native English-speaking parents in the US reveal that the pro-
fessionals spoke the most and asked least often for the parents’ goals for their children
during the conferences with the native Spanish-speaking parents compared to the
native English speakers and Latino bilingual parents. Both parents and professionals in
this study expressed that they viewed the professional’s role as the expert (Cheatham
and Ostrosky 2013). Howard and Lipinoga (2010) emphasize that the institutional
encounters between the professionals and parents involve an asymmetry of expertise.
They note that immigrant parents have unequal familiarity with the genre of parent-
teacher conferences, an important arena for the creation of partnerships between
parents and professionals. This unequal familiarity with the parent-teacher conference
genre may manifest unequal access to power and might result in misunderstandings
(Howard and Lipinoga 2010).

Whitmarsh’s (2011) interviews with asylum-seeking mothers in the UK revealed that
they view the professionals as experts in educational matters and that their role as
mothers includes preparing the child for ECEC. Whitmarsh (2011) claims that this is
inhibiting of partnerships and emphasizes that the notion of the professionals as
experts appears to be a cross-cultural conception. Although the notion of the pro-
fessionals as experts might be found across cultures, the nature of how this is manifested
in the dynamic of the relationships might be more culture-specific. Consistent with pre-
vious findings, Durand and Perez (2013) notice that in the US, Latino parents question
professionals about their practices, advocate for certain issues or ask for clarifications to a
lesser extent than White parents with a higher socioeconomic background. In Guo’s
(2005) study from New Zealand, the Asian immigrant parents either express that they
do not want to collaborate with the professionals or that they do not know how to
take an active role in ECEC settings. One informant expresses it like this: ‘T would like
to do something but don’t think I can contribute too much’ (Guo 2005). In contrast,
the professionals describe the Asian immigrant parents as ‘respectful, interested but
passive,” and the professionals do not feel confident in working with the Asian immigrant
parents (Guo 2005). Furthermore, the professionals express that time constraints are an
obstacle for spending time with the Asian immigrant parents.

Evidently, both parents and professionals often appear to view the professional as the
expert, and the experienced asymmetrical power in relationships between parents and
professionals is viewed by several researchers as problematic for building partnerships.
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Drawing on the understanding that educational partnerships are based on an equal status
between parents and professionals as co-constructors of children’s learning and caregiv-
ing environment, asymmetrical power within these relationships is problematic.
Although most of the studies find asymmetrical power relationships to be a barrier in
creating partnerships between parents and professionals in ECEC, there are also other
approaches to this topic. As one of the informants in Vandenbroeck, Roets, and
Snoeck’s (2009, 208) study mentions, ‘different “expertise” does not necessarily imply
a hierarchy of knowledges.” Vandenbroeck, Roets, and Snoeck (2009) emphasize that it
is possible for professionals to respect and embrace the perspectives of parents without
fully understanding them, and they thus advocate that ‘good practice’ cannot be essen-
tialized. Emphasizing the difference in expertise between parents and professionals
might be a fruitful approach, as they both bring important perspectives and experiences
from different areas of children’s lives into their conversation with each other.

Culture and disagreements

In the reviewed studies, disagreements between parents and professionals appeared in
relation to several topics, such as discipline (Shor 2007; Bernhard et al. 2004), pedagogy
and practice (De Gioia 2015) and educational goal setting (Cheatham and Ostrosky 2013;
Doge and Keller 2014). Disagreements by themselves might not necessarily hinder part-
nerships, but disagreements require trust and communication to be resolved. Parents
with immigrant backgrounds largely seem to be hesitant to approach disagreements
with professionals in a confronting manner, and this finding seems to be evident
across different immigrant groups, such as Chinese (Heng 2014), Korean (Sohn and
Wang 2006), and Latino (Howard and Lipinoga 2010) immigrant groups.

Disagreements regarding professionals’ approaches to discipline is found among
parents with immigrant backgrounds (Bernhard et al. 2004; Shor 2007). However, the
topics of the disagreements seem to be more culture-specific. In Bernhard et al.’s
(2004) study on the perceptions on discipline of Latino parents living in the US, the
findings suggest that parents perceived professionals as overly bureaucratic and imperso-
nal. They reported that children were punished for what parents perceived as minor
offences and that professionals comply with absolute rules and regulations, without
them seeming to be interested in the child as a person (Bernhard et al. 2004). In contrast,
immigrant parents from the former Soviet Union (FSU) living in Israel felt that pro-
fessionals were too tolerant of misbehavior (Shor 2007). Common for both groups,
however, was that parents expressed disagreement with professionals when children
were expelled or suspended from ECEC (Bernhard et al. 2004; Shor 2007). Parents felt
that this was a punishment that did not consider the child’s learning and academic
future (Bernhard et al. 2004; Shor 2007).

In a study of Chinese immigrant parents living in the US, Heng (2014) finds that
parents downplay their own needs, often to avoid conflict and maintain harmony. On
the occasions that the parents had approached staff, they indicated disappointment
with the follow-ups from ECEC and thus perceived little point in expressing their feed-
back. Parents further mentioned that differences between ECEC in China and the US
make it difficult for them to know what to expect and, thus, how to react. The lack of
dialogue between the Chinese immigrant parents and the professionals results in
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assumptions among professionals that the Chinese immigrant parents ‘Don’t know’ or
even ‘Don’t care’ (Heng 2014). Sohn and Wang (2006) found that cultural differences
between Korean and American ECEC made the notion of equal partnerships between
Korean mothers and the professionals challenging. The Korean mothers were hesitant
about asking for clarifications or voicing their own opinions to the professionals.
Although they have opinions about their child’s education, they often keep these
opinions to themselves as a demonstration of respect for the professionals’ authority
(Sohn and Wang 2006). The Korean mothers acknowledged that they were listened to
by the professionals, but as one mother noted, this made her confused about her ‘role
and attitude towards teachers in American schools and sometimes it makes me uncom-
fortable’ (Sohn and Wang 2006, 129). Furthermore, ECEC visits, which are often used as
an indicator of involvement, are not encouraged as much in Korea as in the US. Thus, the
cultural differences seem to equip the professionals and the immigrant parents with
rather different expectations towards one another.

Despite the different nature of the disagreements that parents with immigrant back-
grounds experience with professionals, the role of the professional as the expert
appear to inhibit parents from expressing their opinions to the professionals. The asym-
metric power relations between parents and professionals seem to add to the difficulties
in creating partnerships based on equality between both parties. However, this might not
always be visible to the professionals, as parents might appear to be polite and satisfied.
Thus, there might be a need for more creative strategies from the professionals to ensure
that all parents feel comfortable to express their views.

Summary and conclusions

This paper investigates the barriers to and facilitators of the partnerships between parents
with immigrant backgrounds and professionals in ECEC. For many young children in
Europe currently, family and ECEC constitute the two most significant microsystems
in their lives, and parents and professionals play pivotal roles as co-constructors of chil-
dren’s learning and caregiving environment. For immigrant children, cultural and lin-
guistic differences between the microsystems might be of greater significance than for
children without an immigrant background. These children will often need to develop
diverse linguistic and cultural competence within two or even more contexts, which
means that their support needs to exceed what parents or professionals can sufficiently
provide on their own. Therefore, bridging the different contexts and moving the
different spheres of influence together is essential; thus, creating partnerships with all
parents is an imperative task for professionals in ECEC. To develop inclusive partnership
practices, knowledge about the specific barriers that immigrant parents face — and about
promising practices to facilitate partnerships - are crucial.

Overall, the barriers that parents with immigrant backgrounds are facing in their
relationships with their children’s ECEC professionals are complex and intertwined.
Immigrant parents express a strong wish to communicate and to be attuned with the pro-
fessionals. Moreover, the literature clearly indicates that the professionals’ practices that
include parents matter. However, as Epstein (2018) argues, the two spheres of influence
might be pulled apart by different characteristics, philosophies and practices. For parents
with immigrant backgrounds and ECEC professionals, the main factors responsible for
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this pulling apart are related to language, asymmetrical power relations, culture and dis-
agreements. From a partnership perspective, the asymmetry that is often found in
relationships between parents and professionals is particularly worrisome. Equality
and shared responsibility are key in partnerships (Epstein 2018), and an imbalance in
power between parents and professionals may inhibit parents from participation and
from voicing their opinions. Furthermore, professionals might lack the potential
benefits provided by the combined efforts and shared educational goals between both
parties. Both parents and professionals have experiences with the child that the other
party does not possess, and acknowledging each other as significant resources in the
child’s life is arguably fruitful. Several strategies to facilitate partnerships have been
emphasized, and the most common strategy for most of them appears to be understand-
ing that partnerships take time, effort and patience.

The theoretical notion of partnerships between parents and professionals based on
the equality between the partners is not new (see, e.g. Epstein 1996). Nevertheless,
the research on partnerships between immigrant parents and professionals in
ECEC still often revolves around parents and parental involvement (Heng 2014)
and focuses on parents’ characteristics and experiences rather than considering
both perspectives equally. This focus is also evident in the current review. All of
the studies in this review include data from parents in one form or another,
whereas only approximately half of the studies (13) include data from the pro-
fessionals. Assuming the importance of equal status in partnerships, this skewed
focus in the research literature might be unfortunate. Considering the professionals’
responsibility to facilitate partnerships, more knowledge is needed about what types
of characteristics among professionals are associated with the ability to successfully
create partnerships with parents with immigrant backgrounds. Furthermore, insights
in the experiences of professionals who work with immigrant parents and their
potential needs for professional development are useful topics for further investi-
gation within this field. Lastly, only a few of the studies included in this review
are experimental, which implies that there is still a lack of knowledge about the
causal inferences within this field. Thus, we suggest a need for more research that
provides knowledge about promising professional practices, the effects of interven-
tions and professional development.

The current review has implications for several academic areas. In terms of pro-
fessional training and development, the knowledge gained should be included in the
pre- and in-service programs that prepare professionals for their work in increasingly
hyper-diverse ECEC institutions. Furthermore, future research should include parental
and professional perspectives to the same extent. Finally, intervention studies that
apply various research designs, from design research to RCT studies, would be highly
beneficial to provide context-sensitive knowledge about how to prevent and overcome
the barriers to and developing facilitators of the partnerships between parents and pro-
fessionals to the benefit of children’s well-being and learning.

Notes

1. In this paper, professionals will be used to describe the staff who works directly with children
in early childhood education and care.
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2. In this article, early childhood education and care (ECEC) denotes all types of institutiona-
lized education and care provided for children from birth to compulsory school age.
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