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WHAT THE RESEARCH IS ABOUT

OVERVIEW: This study sought to understand newcomer parents’ experiences supporting their
children’s language development before and during COVID-19. The study used a community-
partnership research model that empowered families and built service providers’ capacity to meet
newcomer families’ needs.

OBJECTIVE:

© To understand what “good communication development” means for parents from
diverse language backgrounds who are refugees and newcomers to Canada.

© To understand what barriers and facilitators multilingual families experience in
supporting their children’s language development before and during the COVID-19
pandemic.

RESEARCH JUSTIFICATION: Research shows that supporting children’s early communication
development is essential to their long-term well-being, academic success, and full
participation in daily activities. During COVID-19 newcomer families faced additional
challenges supporting their children's communication due to the pandemic restrictions, new
stressors, and isolation.

HOW THE DATA WAS OBTAINED

Using a community-based participatory approach, the research team co-developed semi-
structured interview questions to explore experiences of language transmission and language
maintenance. They conducted six semi-structured interviews with parents of children aged 3-5
years old who spoke a language other than English at home. These families spoke Tunisian
Arabic, Tamazight, Malayalam, Urdu, Hindi, and Somali. The researchers used thematical analysis



to deductively code the interviews according to previously reported themes and Bronfenbrenner’s
Bioecological Model. Inductive coding captured emerging themes. Yosso's Community Cultural
Wealth framework was used to understand the strengths and assets used by multilingual families.

WHAT THE STUDY FOUND

Family-level Factors:

Parents found that their child’s interest and motivation to learn and speak the home
language (HL) or English impacted their overall language development.

Parents felt responsible for transmitting their HL to their children.

Their positive attitudes and knowledge towards supporting the HL, English, and
multilingualism were beneficial.

Despite feeling that their HL was not valued in the broader community, parents
rejected pressures to focus solely on English language development.

They identified and used strategies which supported language transmission,
including support from extended family members who did not speak English and
spending time in their country of origin.

Parents made use of online resources during COVID-19.

School & Peer Factors:

Preschool can be a significant support for multilingual children to develop their
language skills, identity, and socialization. However, online preschool during COVID-19
was not as beneficial.

Peers expose children to different languages and help their language development
through social interactions.

Families benefitted from good communication with preschool staff that helped them
access resources to support their children’s linguistic development.

Families in the study experienced barriers communicating with preschool staff
and accessing resources despite having at least one parent who was highly
proficient in English.



Community-level Factors:
© Having a community of HL speakers supported children’s exposure to their HL and culture
and was a source of resources and information.

© Government policy and funding influenced families’ knowledge of and access to services.
Family immigration policies also affected family capital.

© COVID-19 resulted in families spending more time together, benefiting children’s HL but also
impacting children’s English. COVID-19 negatively impacted children’s ability to socialize.
Parents also felt that supporting children’s schooling in English was a challenge during
COVID-19.

RECOMMENDATIONS

© Service providers and policy makers would benefit from going beyond simple translations to
engaging with communities in language and cultural brokering.

€ School systems, teachers, and communities need to help establish meaningful parent-
teacher collaboration to support children’s home language development.

© Schools and service providers must value newcomer families’ home language and the
strengths and assets they bring.

ABOUT CYRRC

The Child and Youth Refugee Research Coalition (CYRRC) is a network of researchers, service
providers, and government partners working together to produce and share research that
facilitates the integration of young refugees and their families in Canada and beyond.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the
official position of the Child and Youth Refugee Research Coalition.

This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.
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