
Mesosystem  

The Ethiopian parents talked about the importance of providing their children with basic 

needs and educational materials. For them, what happens at home influences what happens at 

school. Even though these families want to involve themselves the way American schools 

expect them to, because of their cultural values, beliefs, life experience and language and 

cultural barriers, they see teachers’ and parents’ roles as something separate but related. They 

also take their children to ECAC from time to time for a tutoring program. In other words,  

Bronfenbrenner (1989) presented that family and school can work together to shape or 

educate children. Unfortunately, the Ethiopian parents, based on their experience, do not feel 

comfortable working with teachers and schools directly. Instead, they would like teachers and 

schools to do the job of educating children and parents would take care of their children at 

home. They also hope that whatever they do at home with their children will help their children 

to behave well at school and succeed there.  

Many parents involve themselves more in the area of religious activities than 

neighborhood activities although they are involved in Ethiopian community activities. For most 

of Ethiopian parents, a neighborhood is more of a geographical location than the relationships 

they have with people who live in that certain neighborhood. In other words, they do not know 

many people who live in their neighborhoods. Many of them also participate less or not at all in 

local politics, or know little about their representatives. In contrary, these Ethiopian parents 

would know many people in their native neighborhoods and in the ECAC. At the same time, 

none of the participants indicated that the ECAC has replaced the “neighborhood.”  
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Exosystem  

The Ethiopian parents talked about how taking their children to Ethiopian Orthodox 

Church and to the ECAC have been helping them to pass on to them their religion, culture, 

values, beliefs, customs, rules and ceremonies. At the same time, there were times that, 

because of their workplace schedule, some of these families did not have enough interaction 

with their children. In such cases, the Ethiopian parents have the tendency to blame the 

American culture (system) for keeping the husband and wife busy to the point of not having 

enough time to take care of their children.  

According to Ethiopian parents, there are also times (especially during summer time) 

when parents take their children to Ethiopia. In doing so, in addition to meeting larger family 

members and friends, it gives an opportunity for their children to observe how so many 

children lack basic needs, and even more so, educational materials. After coming back to the 

US, parents continue to remind their children how they should be grateful for what they have 

and to use these wisely and properly.  

Macrosystem 

According to Ethiopian culture, children are expected to support their families, 

regardless of where they live. Therefore, some of the families talked about how supporting 

their families back home stopped them from pursuing in their studies, since in some cases, such 

parents were supposed to have two jobs to support themselves and also their family members 

back home in Ethiopia. In turn, there were times that they could not take their children to 

different places in the US for vacation because of their lack of money. As immigrants, who have 
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left their homeland and started a new life in the US, they will continue to encounter problems 

related to cultural and language barriers and employment.  

Even though it has been many years since these parents left Ethiopia, they still do not 

have to deal with the military junta which they left behind. Many of them mentioned how they 

still feel sad and their memory becomes so vital whenever they think about that regime. Some 

parents also mentioned that they are not happy with the current government (see the 

Ethiopian educational systems) that has divided the country through ethnic-based federalism. I 

think such negative attitudes towards the previous and current governments might take away 

some energy from them which they could use for the benefit of their children in different areas.  

Chronosystem 

For the Ethiopian parents, there are times that are important chronologically in their 

lives; they could be positive or negative. Examples include the time they had to leave Ethiopia, 

the date they were issued the US visa in neighboring countries, their wedding celebration, their 

first child, the year they purchased their first car, the year they bought house and the loss of 

their parents and family members. Time, to the participants in this study includes the past, 

present and future, but not in a linear way. Their past continues to guide their present, but 

their present experiences in the US are also very pertinent in shaping their understandings and 

experiences. 

Figure 4 shows different kinds of influences within Ethiopian immigrant parents at each 

system based on their lives in Chicago and its suburbs. First of all, in the microsystem, family, 

grandmothers, extended family, ECAC and the Ethiopian Orthodox church play great roles in 

child’s life. At the same time, this influence becomes less and less as the child grows older. In 
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other words, the level of support the Ethiopian parents and extended family offer gets less and 

less as we go further and further from the center, the child’s location.    

Figure 4. Ecological Systems in an Ethiopian/American Context. 

  

Note: EIP stands for Ethiopian Immigrant Parents.  

 

Conclusion   

Migration is has become one of the issues which cannot be ignored for many countries. 

The number of people who migrate is increasing over time. Nations need to work together to 

address the issues of migration. Ethiopians are also part of this migration process in that they 

leave Ethiopia for different reasons and migrate to countries like the US, Canada, Europe, 

Australia and others. Chicago has become one of the cities Ethiopians migrate to within the US. 

Immigrants come across many new factors once they leave their country. Many of these things 
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are so new that they could become a source of fear and uncertainty. Education is also a very 

new experience for immigrants and their children. When one migrates, educational context 

changes and also, in terms of language, environment and relationships with teachers and 

school become a new experience.   

Ethiopia is one of the countries which was not colonized and it also has its unique 

alphabets, Ge’ez or Amharic. It has had its own educational systems during different periods 

and regimes. These periods and regimes can be categorized as: traditional education, religious 

education, modern education, education during Imperial rule, education during 

military/socialist system and education during the federal system. All of these had their own 

focus based on the regimes political interests. The same thing is true with the current Ethiopian 

government. Even though every country has its own history of education, they often have 

different ways of doing things. Parental involvement could be one of these issues.  

Many researchers believe that parental involvement helps children to succeed in their 

education. However, there is a lot of vagueness about what schools expect and what parents 

understand about these expectations. In fact, my study as well shows how the idea of parental 

involvement is not clearly understood by Ethiopian immigrant parents. Often, the Ethiopian 

parents have a negative experience from back home about parental involvement: if a parent is 

called to the school, there is a problem with his/her son/daughter.  

I have interviewed seven Ethiopian parents (three women and four men) in Chicago for 

my study. To keep the identity of the participants, I have used pseudonames and the data I 

collected from them has been kept securely.  All parents spoke about how serious they are 

about supporting their children’s education. At the same time, their way of understanding 
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about parental involvement is different from what American schools expect from parents. 

Some parents also see teachers’ and parents’ roles as something separate but related. 

Therefore, the Ethiopian parents focus on home-based support.  

According to Epstein’s (2001) overlapping spheres, family, school and community should 

work together for the benefit of children. The more the three work together, the more the 

spheres overlap. Based on the understandings and differences of Ethiopian parents about 

parental involvement, there are some spheres which overlap and others which do not or do so 

less. Whereas, for Bronfenbrenner (1989) the environmental events are the most immediate 

and potent in affecting a person’s development. Hence, unlike what Bronfenbrenner (1989) 

presents, Ethiopian culture includes extended family members and also does not depend on 

daycare and neighborhood since neighborhood for them depends more on physical location 

than to building relationships based on knowing their neighborhoods. Instead, these parents 

are supported by Ethiopian families and ECAC. Therefore, the further we go from the center, 

the Ethiopian parents’ support for their children diminishes more and more.      
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Chapter 9. Conclusion 

Chicago has become one of the American cities Ethiopian immigrants and refugees 

consider as their primary destination for over two decades. Historically, the relationship 

between Ethiopia and the United States began officially in 1903 with the sending of the Skinner 

Mission to Ethiopia (Getahun, 2005). In fact, Ethiopian immigrants have had a strong Ethiopian 

Community Association of Chicago, about nine or ten Ethiopian restaurants, storeowners and 

different businesses. When I decided to do a qualitative study for my research, I considered all 

these centers and businesses my potential subjects. Unfortunately, sometimes expectations 

and perceptions do not agree with reality.  

Even though my study went well, there were some challenges which I had to encounter 

in the process. First of all, when I began to translate a flyer from English into Amharic, I found 

out that there was a problem with the word “research.” The word research has the connotation 

of investigation when translated into Amharic. Since it would not be appropriate to make my 

potential participants feel that I am inviting them to investigate, I had to translate the word 

research into “educational research.” I did this to show the potential participants that my study 

has nothing to do with an investigation of the type that might elicit improprieties regarding 

their legal status in this country.   

Second, getting Ethiopian immigrant parents to participate in the project was found to 

be more difficult than anticipated. I posted flyers in several Ethiopian businesses, restaurants 

and the Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago. When I went back to some of these 

business centers to find out whether people are taking the flyers or not, I was so happy to see 

that people took flyers. Unfortunately, only one person responded to the flyers by giving me a 
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call. After a week or so, some store owners told me that Ethiopian parents would not call me 

easily for three reasons: 1) They are not sure about what I am going to ask them; could be their 

personal life, their immigration status, their educational backgrounds and whether they 

support the current Ethiopian government (the ruling party) or not 2) In the US, people are so 

busy that they do not have time to spare for you unless they know you well 3) Generally 

speaking, Ethiopian immigrants are afraid when their voice is tape-recorded. They are also not 

sure for how long the recordings would be kept (even if you tell them that after some time it 

will be destroyed). For me, those who took flyers and told storeowners and others that they 

would call me, most of them were found through “word of mouth.” When I began to share my 

frustration about my project with different businesses, storeowners, acquaintances, Ethiopian 

restaurants, and friends of mine, they would ask Ethiopian immigrant parents they knew if 

someone would be interested in being a participant. In fact, this approach worked better and 

connected me with six out of seven participants.    

Third, even though the participants had the options to do their interviews in English or 

Amharic, all of them decided to do it in Amharic. Dr. Monkman, the chair of my dissertation and 

advisor, instructed me to transcribe the interviews in the language the participants chose. This 

required me to get Amharic software and type it in Amharic. I found out that it was difficult and 

time consuming. The last time I used an Amharic type writer was 14 or 15 years ago. Moreover, 

it was an Amharic typewriter and completely different from using a computer to type Amharic 

characters. For example, using computer keys for Amharic, I had to hit two or three keys to 

write a single Amharic letter. In addition to this, whenever the participants used English 

expressions within Amharic, I had to type those words or phrases in English. In such instances, I 
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had to go back and forth (from Amharic to English and vice-versa). It became very frustrating 

and tiresome.  

The participants are among thousands and thousands of Ethiopian generations which 

left the country because of the military junta which overthrew the government of King Haile 

Selassie in 1974. Many Ethiopians were arrested, disappeared or were killed by the military 

government. According to Tiruneh (1993), the derg [military junta] was already in a position to 

declare curfews, effect arrests, confiscate assets and appoint ministers including the premier, it 

can arguably be maintained that it had become the government as of 28 June 1974, when it 

was established (p. 70). The Ethiopian immigrants were lucky enough to escape from such a 

government and arrived in the US. Contrary to the hardships they went through, the 

immigrants had Ethiopian pride within themselves; the pride that they come from a non-

colonized nation. They also thought that Americans would be aware of this. In reality, they are 

considered simply as Africans, immigrants and blacks in the US.  

One of the things the participants wanted to emphasize is that the US as portrayed on 

television back home and the reality of Americans here are different. For instance, living in the 

US is not as easy as others might perceive. In other words, the expectations of the Ethiopian 

immigrants and the reality they experienced here often did not concur and the immigrants had 

to adjust their thinking to the real American life. Also, many of the immigrants expected that 

they could go directly to school without worrying about school tuition and jobs. According to 

these immigrants, they thought there would be easy access to homes and money. In reality, 

they found out that to live in the US they would always have to work hard and take care of their 

bills. Moreover, the image the immigrants had about the US hindered them from perceiving the 
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possibility of coming across any homeless persons in the States. This was one of the reasons 

they were shocked to find homeless people in the US. At the same time, all the participants 

suggested that living in the US is much better than being in Ethiopia and they believed that if a 

person works hard, he/she can improve his/her life and the lives of their family members and 

friends in Ethiopia too. The gap between expectations and reality concerning the US could be 

bridged by giving a general orientation to newly arrived Ethiopian immigrants. It would also be 

helpful to find Ethiopians who are fluent in English and Amharic so that immigrants can 

understand what is said and its implications. For example, Maru complains that when he first 

arrived, he did not get sufficient orientation to face many realities in the US. Such orientation 

could help Ethiopian immigrants to develop a more realistic impression of the US and have an 

achievable expectation regarding living here. Many of the participants described how their 

expectations and reality were inconsistent.    

In addition to the expectations and the reality perceived, transitions for many of the 

participants were not easy in the US because of the English language and adapting to the new 

culture. The hardships the immigrants experienced in Ethiopia because of the military junta 

government, during their journey and in neighboring countries, made some of the immigrants 

see their life in the US as a bonus and referred to their lives in neighboring countries as “the lost 

life.” When these immigrants arrived in the US, they thought and hoped that they would return 

to Ethiopia once the military regime was overthrown but once they were married and had 

children, they knew that the US would be their “permanent country.” They believed that it 

would not be appropriate to take American kids to Ethiopia and send them to school there. 

Many of the Ethiopian immigrants believed that they began to feel more at home in the US 
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after they began to have children (having children pressured them to find ways to understand 

more about the US and dispelled the idea of going back to Ethiopia). At the same time, they 

realized that somehow they were handicapped in raising and dealing with their children 

because they were raising American kids in an Ethiopian way (this raises the issue of what the 

responsibility of schools should be in educating bi-cultural children). As the number of Ethiopian 

immigrants in Chicago increases, the number of their children increases also. As a result of this, 

the presence of more children from an Ethiopian background will increase among various 

Chicago schools. There is no doubt that the education of the Ethiopian immigrant parents’ 

children is beneficial for the American society.  

The Ethiopian immigrants (the participants) perceived themselves as half Ethiopians and 

half Americans because of their language and cultural barriers. Many of the immigrants 

discovered this when they went back to Ethiopia for the first time. When they were in Ethiopia 

for vacation, they would not fit into the Ethiopian society they were raised and educated; 

Ethiopians back home also informed them that they did not look like “real” Ethiopians 

anymore. The immigrants were also aware of their English language accent and cultural barriers 

even after living in the States for over two decades. These are some of the reasons they 

consider themselves as half Ethiopians and half Americans. This illustrates the cultural change 

processes and how standing out is important. In other words, where one is situated makes 

issues appear different.  

There are elements which have hindered the Ethiopian immigrants from using English 

frequently.  For example, the immigrants have the tendency to share an apartment with two or 

three others. This leads them to have more opportunity to communicate with each other in 
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Amharic, an official Ethiopian language. Most Ethiopians who live in Chicago and in different 

parts of the United States belong to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. The church was considered 

the national church and its faith as the national religion until the military government deposed 

the regime of Haile Selassie in 1974. The church has continued to have an indirect influence on  

the country’s political and social lives. As the Ethiopian Orthodox Church has continued to 

consider itself as the national church, it gives service to Ethiopians in Amharic regardless of its 

location. This again causes Ethiopian immigrants to use Amharic in places of worship and also at 

their places of work, especially at restaurants and businesses owned by Ethiopians. Even 

though a frequent use of Amharic encourages the continuity of an Ethiopian official language 

and Ethiopian culture, it does not encourage the Ethiopian immigrants to interact with native 

speakers of English and it also hinders them from improving their English. Lack of English 

proficiency in turn affects their integration into mainstream society and makes it difficult for 

them to support their children in their education. This in turn is a two-sided issue: the first issue 

is how immigrants maintain their first culture and language as much as possible and the second 

issue is how they (immigrants) might learn a second language. Since both of them are 

important, they are not easy choices. At the same time, parents and children do not struggle in 

the same manner regarding these two issues (maintaining ones culture/language first and then 

learn a second one). For example, for Ethiopian-born parents, their culture and language are 

within themselves. Whereas, for children, the American culture and language is within them 

and learning Ethiopian culture and language is a challenge. Their parents also face similar 

challenge in learning the American culture and language.   
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Many of the participants experienced Haile Selassie’s regime and also continued to carry 

with them these experiences and memories for years. The country has changed considerably 

since they left Ethiopia. In fact, the image of Ethiopia they have been carrying with them has 

disappeared long ago. Therefore, the Ethiopian immigrants have not faced and accepted this 

reality. In regard to parental involvement, the Ethiopian immigrants recall their experience of 

over two decades during which teachers and schools had to communicate everything to 

parents about their children.  They have failed to understand how Ethiopia has also changed in 

the area of education and has many public and private schools, including higher education. This 

demonstrates how immigrants rely on an outdated version of the home in making sense of 

their new homeland. This is important because of at least three reasons: first of all, it shows 

how many of these immigrants disconnected themselves from Ethiopian reality (many of them 

visited Ethiopia only after living in the US for many years), secondly, by the time many of the 

immigrants visited Ethiopia, many changes did not look like changes at all (since they were 

evaluating those changes using the US development as the standard) and thirdly, they could be 

relying on an outdated version of Ethiopia that might help immigrants feel proud of themselves 

because they made a good decision to have left a country which never changes. In reality, many 

Ethiopians, who were educated in the US and Europe, have brought back with them Western 

educational values and styles.  

Parental involvement in schools is something which is supported by American schools, 

Federal legislation and academic studies (literature) (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002, p. 201). For the 

most part, American schools believe in a parental involvement philosophy in which parents can 

help their children better by collaborating with schools closely and using their experiences and 
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their talents and skills. Unfortunately, such parental involvement practice reflects the culture of 

elite and mainstream Americans (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011, p. 39). I presented different examples 

in my research to show that the Ethiopian immigrants have different forms of parental 

involvement typologies which are deeply rooted in their beliefs, values, customs, ceremonies 

and culture. Therefore, there is a need to include immigrants’ parental involvement typologies 

into the current and widely known and accepted typologies, for example, Epstein’s model of 

parental involvement.   

I used for my study Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory as the 

conceptual theory. My study shows that Ethiopian parents interact more with community than 

school, especially, Ethiopian families in Chicago and ECAC. In turn, community and family 

strengthen cultural education. Unlike Brofenbrenner (1979) Ethiopian culture includes the 

extended families. Family members and the extended families share equal responsibility for the 

success or the failure of a child. At the same time, the level of families and extended families 

are not as strong as in Ethiopia because of cultural differences and their busy schedules. I also 

used the theory of Bronfenbrenner to show how the Ethiopian parents’ backgrounds, the 

difficult time they had in Ethiopia, their journey to neighboring countries and their life 

experience in the US, have influenced the way they support their children’s education.  

The level of involvement differs from parent to parent and is also based on the number 

of children these parents have in school. For example, some of the parents who have two or 

three kids and have been sending them to the same school are able to build good relationships 

and can easily communicate with their children’s schools. These parents are also known by the 

school of their children and connecting with them is not a problem. As parents, family and 
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school interact more widely, more overlapping spheres of influence take place. In addition to 

this, a new environment calls for an appropriate response among parents, family, school and 

community. In other words, families, parents, communities and schools do not exist in a 

vacuum. Since the Ethiopian parents I interviewed also deal with American schools in a given 

culture and climate, there is a need for the participants (without losing their own beliefs, values 

and culturally rooted PI typologies) in Chicago to learn more about traditional or widely 

accepted forms of parental involvement to support their children in a better way.    

Even though the majority of the participants have not attended a university, but might 

have taken some college level courses, the Ethiopian parents want to see their children succeed 

in their studies at the graduate level. For this, they use several means to support their children 

academically. At the same time, the kind of parental support they offer to their children is not 

exactly one which might be recognized by American schools. The Ethiopian immigrants have a 

tendency to support their children at home (fulfilling their needs) and by responding to letters 

sent from their children’s schools. Moreover, almost all the Ethiopian parents have had a 

negative experience from back home, Ethiopia, about parental involvement; if a parent is called 

to school, their children most likely have done something wrong. They have manifested this 

during the interview as to how they have carried with them for many years the experience they 

had from their parents and other family members in Ethiopia. In addition to this, Ethiopian 

parents have a practice of disciplining their children corporally. According to them, such 

practice is illegal in the US. However, contrary to what Ethiopian immigrant parents have said 

about corporal punishment, it is not illegal in the whole US but only in some states. Based on 

such misunderstanding, the Ethiopian immigrants find themselves somewhat challenged as to 
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how they should discipline their children if for instance, they do not do their homework, study 

or they misbehave. They believe that they are expected to learn American ways to discipline 

their children in the US. For some parents, such ways are not easy since they require English 

language proficiency to communicate to their children effectively. Some parents try to 

communicate different ways of discipline to their children in Amharic even though the level of 

Amharic understanding differs from child to child, depending upon the efforts families put into 

teaching the language.   

It is somewhat baffling for the Ethiopian immigrant parents to understand how Chicago 

schools receive parents and interact with them respectfully. Based on their past experience in 

Ethiopia, for many of these parents, being called to school was similar to being called to a police 

station; the metaphor of police station is used to show the level of the military junta in all 

sectors when these immigrants left the country. Once the Ethiopian parents got such 

encouragement and attitude from Chicago schools, such situations began slowly to attract the 

Ethiopian immigrant parents to involve themselves in their children’s education. Moreover, the 

more children a family enrolls in the same school, the better the relationships that family builds 

and the more the familiarity with American school cultures increases. At the same time, 

language and cultural barriers remain as some of the obstacles for the Ethiopian immigrant 

parents even after living in the US for almost over two decades.   

Some Ethiopian immigrants consider parental involvement as two things which should 

be done at two different places; home and school. For such parents, whatever is supposed to 

take place outside school is the responsibility of parents and whatever happens in school is the 

duty of teachers. For the participants, all kinds of children’s needs should be addressed by 
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parents, including a practical schedule to be followed by children at home and which also helps 

children to focus on things related to their academic success. They also believe that it is 

parents’ duty to look into their children’s recreational time. Whereas, it is the duty of teachers 

to educate students at schools and as parents, they trust those teachers would fulfill their jobs 

faithfully. Otherwise, if the Ethiopian immigrants involve themselves in schools too much, they 

see or perceive it as interference and lack of trust.   

Many of the Ethiopian parents have good interactions with the Ethiopian Community 

Association of Chicago. Since the center runs multiple programs, it is also the way to connect 

their children with their Ethiopian roots and also to get support academically from others or to 

help other children with similar Ethiopian backgrounds. It is also the way to show their children 

how they are supposed to behave according to Ethiopian culture, especially when elderly 

people (in this case, parents of other Ethiopian children) are around. It is also an opportunity to 

prove to their children that all children from Ethiopian backgrounds are going to school and 

doing well and also to encourage them to communicate in Amharic. At the community center, it 

is possible to see some children who communicate effectively in Amharic and such children 

might become inspirations to those who do not understand Amharic as well. This also gives 

children the opportunity to listen to their parents at home when they encourage them to 

communicate in Amharic.  

It is true that in a normal circumstances parents want their children to succeed in many 

areas, including education. Even though this is true with the Ethiopian immigrants, the 

participants go further and want to claim any degrees of their children as their own to bridge 

the gap of their lack of graduate study. For this, they consider their missed opportunity of not 
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going to higher education in Ethiopia and the US as the first failure and if they do not succeed 

graduate level study through their children, as a second failure; a failure which they do not 

want to see or expect. This might put an enormous amount of pressure on their children to go 

to graduate schools whether they intend to or not. Instead, the Ethiopian immigrant parents 

need to come to terms with their lack of higher education and simply tell their children why 

they did not have the opportunity to go to university. Moreover, it is not too late for these 

immigrant parents to go to higher education since there are so many options in Chicago to 

improve in the area of further education.  

Unlike their parents back home, the Ethiopian immigrant parents send their children to 

school in the country where there is no threat from government to arrest or kill their children. 

Their parents were powerless to protect their children (the participants) from a brutal 

government in Ethiopia. In contrast, they are in the country (the US) where children’s rights are 

protected, including any threats from their parents. There is also the availability of resources 

for their children at schools and also at different libraries. Unlike Ethiopia, there are also many 

colleges and universities in the US. Nevertheless, many of the immigrants have the tendency to 

compare themselves with their old friends in Ethiopia; educationally and financially. Their old 

friends and their children live in Ethiopia and will compete within Ethiopian society in their own 

country and culture; the country they are born in and raised. Instead, the immigrants’ children 

live in a very developed country and they are supposed to prepare themselves accordingly to 

compete within American society.    

 

 

 191 



Recommendations for Future Research  

My study focuses on Ethiopian immigrants who left the country during the time of 

military rule (1974 – 1991). It is possible to widen the scope of Ethiopian parental involvement 

in Chicago by dividing immigrants into time frames or eras. For example, what does parental 

involvement look like for parents who came to Chicago during the time of King Haile Selassie?  

How about parents who have come to Chicago during current Ethiopian regime? (1991 – 

current). How about Ethiopian parents who have post graduate degrees? How about single 

Ethiopian parents? How about those who live in Chicago and suburbs?  How about looking at 

different ethnic backgrounds? (to identify Ethiopian immigrants based on their ethnic groups 

and see whether parental involvement is different or the same).  

There are also American-born Ethiopian children who are now parents themselves. It 

would be interesting to find out how they involve themselves in their children’s education. All 

the participants in my study completed their high school in Ethiopia and are considered 

survivors (had to face different hardships before they got to the US); they are now parents and 

enjoy American dreams. At the same time, they have brought with them some negative 

experiences about parental involvement from Ethiopia: If a parent is called to school, his/her 

child must have done something wrong. Therefore, what would parental involvement look like 

for Ethiopian parents who are born in the US? How much do Ethiopian beliefs, values, customs, 

ceremonies and culture guide them as they support their children in education?  

There are also Ethiopian immigrants who have been coming to the US through diversity 

visa lottery. Such Ethiopians do not have to go to neighboring countries as immigrants and face 

different hardships, instead, they are issued visas through the US Embassy in Addis Ababa, 
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Ethiopia. It would be interesting to find out, once they become parents, how their direct way 

(flying directly from Ethiopia to the US) of coming to the US helps or affects how they involve 

themselves in the education of their children. Do they also involve their children in the 

Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago and other Ethiopian events?  

Implications for Practice   

My study deals with the Ethiopian immigrants who fled the country during the military 

junta and also how these parents support their children in their education and some of the 

challenges they face. Even though immigrants had to go through similar hardships, they also 

have their own backgrounds and differences. One of these differences is coming from different 

parts of Ethiopia. These immigrant parents are strong; unlike many of their friends, they 

survived the brutality of a military junta and arrived safely in the US. Now they are sending their 

children to American schools. At the same time, there is a need to recognize their beliefs, 

customs, ceremonies, values and culture; which are rooted in parental involvement typologies.   

Some of the Ethiopian immigrant parents manage their own businesses. Owning a 

business involves understanding the different rules and regulations of the host country in a 

business sector. Many of them have become successful in this area and have hired tutors for 

their children from time to time. Some parents also have tried to introduce Ethiopian culture 

through their businesses to Americans, including at Chicago schools. For example, bringing 

Ethiopian traditional food to schools where their children go. This is meant to build good 

relationships with Chicago schools for the sake of their children and the community. Therefore, 

there is a need to learn that Ethiopian immigrants are serious about their children’s education. 
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Appendix B. Interview Guide6 

Interview 1. 

Life History Questions 
1. Tell me a bit about your history.  

a. Where did you grow up? 
i. How many people in your family? Are you the oldest? Youngest? or in the 

middle?  
ii. What kind of a community are you from? What was it like there? 

1. Do you return for visits?  If so, how often? 
b. Have you lived elsewhere (before you moved here)? 
c. What kinds of work have you done? 

i. When did you start working? 
ii. What was your first job? 

iii. Subsequent jobs? 
d. When you were growing up what did you think your adult life would be like? 

i. Have you followed that path? Why or why not? 
e. What kind of work do you do now? 

i. [If there is a difference between earlier jobs and current work…] Why did you 
change direction in your work?  

 
Migration-related questions  
2. How did you come to be in Chicago? 

a. How was the decision made to leave Ethiopia? 
b. How was the decision made to come here? 

i. Why Chicago? 
1. Did you know others here?  
2. If so, what are their relationships to you ? (family? Friends? People from 

community or origin?) 
3. What kinds of communication did you have with them as you were 

deciding to move here?  
a. What was your impression from those conversations about 

what you’d find here? 
i. Is that what you found?  

ii. How is it the same or different? 
c. How did you get here (to Chicago)? (Did you come directly from Ethiopia or through 

neighboring countries?)  
d. What was your process of getting settled here?  

i. Who helped you get settled? (friends, family, agencies?) 
ii. How did they help? How helpful was their help? What might you have wanted 

help with, now that you can see the process in hindsight?  
iii. Have you helped others to come here and get settled? How? 

6 I have adapted, Karen Monkman’s Interview Guide for Parents, with her permission, from her research with 
immigrant families.  
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e. How long have you been in this area? … in your current home? How many times have 
you moved within the US? … within the Chicago area? Have you moved back to your 
country, and back here again? 

f. If you were to give advice to someone considering a move to the U.S. from Ethiopia, 
what would you talk to them about? [or] Pretend I have never been to US and if we 
meet in Ethiopia and I’m considering a move to the U.S., and possibly Chicago. What 
would you want to tell me? What should I know/think about?  

g. What kinds of things have you learned along the way? How did you learn them?   
 
3. Let’s talk more about the learning process. 

h. What kinds of things do you think people learn who move here from another country? 
i. How do they learn these things? 

ii. How do they come to know that they should learn these things? 
 
Education-related Questions 
4. And, some background about your own education… 

i. When did you start school? What kind of a school was it? 
j. Then where? (+ probing questions about subsequent schooling experiences).  
k. What do you think the strengths and challenges were in your educational experiences? 

Why? 
l. Did you attend university? If so: 

i. What did you study in university?  
ii. Where did you go to university? 

5. What is “education”? What comes to mind when I ask this question? 
 
 
Interview 2.  
 
[Start with a reminder about some of the main points we talked about from the previous interview (in 
part to validate their contributions to the research, and in part to focus attention on a broad notion of 
“education”).] 
 
6 Education can refer to what happens in schools, or what people learn in life. If you were to think 
about this distinction: 

a. What kinds of “education” (learning) have you found to be important in your own life? 
Where, when, why, what, how?  

b. Since arriving in the U.S., what kinds of experiences have you had that are 
“educational”? 

i. What have you learned since arriving here? How did you learn it? 
1. Cultural expectations? 
2. English classes? Citizenship classes? 
3. Professional education classes? 
4. Probe for other types, e.g., learning about expectations that schools 

have of parents and children here. 
7 Tell me about your involvement in your child(ren)’s education… 

c. What is your role, as a parent, in your child(ren)’s educations? 
i. Why is this important?  

ii. How do you go about this? 
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iii. Have you always had this same notion of your role or purpose regarding 
his/her/their education? Where do you think your understanding of this came 
from? What or who has influenced it? 

iv. What kinds of things do you do to support your children’s learning processes, 
outside of the school setting? How? When? How often? Why? 

v. What else do you do? 
vi. Is there anything you’d like to be doing?  

1. What impedes your ability to do so? 
d. How would you characterize your relationship with your child(ren)’s school(s)? 

i. How does communication happen? Who initiates it? What is it about? Who do 
you talk with (or get communications from) the most? Who else? About what? 

ii. How much do you know about what goes on in school? How do you know that?  
iii. Do you think there are other things you might want to know about? What? Why 

don’t you know about them?  
iv. What do the teachers/principal/others at the school know about your family, 

your child, and your family’s background?  
1. What do they understand about families who come from African 

countries?  
a. Do they discern any meaningful differences among different 

countries from which students come?  
b. How do they get their “knowledge” (or impressions)? 

2. Have you had a role in educating the school about your child as an 
individual? As a member of your family? As a member of your 
community? As a student whose background is linked to an African 
community? How so? 

3. Are there any things that you wish the school would better understand? 
If so, what? How would you suggest they go about finding out? 

v. What kind of a relationship do you think schools and families should have?  
1. What is the role of parents? What is the role of schools? 
2. What do you do, personally? What does your spouse/partner do, 

personally? What do mothers tend to do vs. fathers? Are there any 
gender differences in who does what, when it comes to being involved 
parents? What? Why? 

vi. What do American schools expect of students? … of parents?  
1. How have you learned about what American school expect of students? 

…of parents?  
e. What kinds of interactions or involvement do you have with your child(ren)’s school(s)?  

i. Probe to get at examples of things done at home… 
ii. Probe for things done at school… 

iii. Probe for … [other types of involvement/interactions] 
f. What do you see that works well in our schools here? 

i. Academically 
ii. Re: how families and schools relate to each others 

g. What do you see that works well in schools in your country?  
i. Academically 

ii. Re: how families and schools relate to each others 
h. What are your hopes for your children, long-term?  

i. What can schools do to support making this a reality? 
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ii. What do you do to help make this a reality?  
8. What else do you think I should know about parents and their children’s educations? What else 
should I know about parents and their relationships with their children’s schools?  
9. What haven’t I asked about that you think might be important for me to know? 
10. I will not be talking to your children’s school specifically (so, please be open in your response), but I’ll 
be collecting information like this from many parents and writing up a report about what parents of 
African descent want US schools to know that would be useful in educating their children. What would 
you want me to include?  
 
At the end of my 2nd interview, I said the following:   
 
Thank you for your generosity with your time and with sharing your life experiences and perspectives. I 
would like to ask if you know anyone who may want to participate in the study, particularly some of the 
people you mentioned earlier, and if they are also parents, or any teachers you might know from 
Ethiopia. Could you please share this flyer with them and have them contact me? [Handout recruitment 
flyer—Appendix A.] 
 
If it is agreeable with you, I’d like to contact you one more time for a short conversation—no more than 
30 minutes—to clarify anything that needs clarification.  This would happen in several weeks from now, 
after I have finished all the interviews. May I call you? 
 
 
Interview 3. 
 
The third interview was for the purpose of member checking. Questions were raised for some   
clarifications and minor changes, and were focused on getting the interviewee’s perceptions of my 
emerging analysis.   
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Appendix C. Methodological Reflection 

When I was originally interviewed for a doctoral program, one of the things I was asked 

was whether I had a topic for dissertation or not. Since then, I began to look for possible topics. 

At the beginning I considered two or three topics. Some of the courses I took helped me a lot in 

choosing a topic and also deciding what kind of research methodology to follow for my project. 

Finally, I came up with the current one and Dr. Monkman, the chair of my dissertation 

committee, pointed out to me that it looked good and encouraged me to continue to work on 

it.  

  Even though the experiences and stories of dissertations are different from student to 

student, my dissertation reminds me about a mountain that I climbed 20 years ago with my 

friends. The mountain is located 50 miles to the east of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. We were about 

150 seminarians from different congregations and dioceses. There were about three or four 

buses to take us to the bottom of the mountain. Because there was no road for buses to go all 

the way to the top of the mountain, they just brought us to the bottom of the mountain. We 

began to walk from there. Some of our professors and seminarians looked at the mountain’s 

height and decided not to try. Some walked five percent of the mountain and then gave up. 

Some others tried for ten percent, 15, 40, and 50 percent and decided not to continue. We 

were only twelve or fifteen seminarians who climbed to the top of the mountain. How did we 

make it? We walked slowly, rested and remained together and encouraged one another.  

The mountain metaphor illustrates the journey I have had since I was admitted to the 

doctoral program. When I was admitted to the program, I was excited and began taking courses 

enthusiastically. When we started our journey from Addis Ababa to climb that mountain, we 
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were full of joy and had enough energy. Of course, because we were going by buses, we did not 

have to worry about distance or being lonely. I would compare taking different courses in my 

doctoral program with the journey by bus to the mountain—I was not alone. We knew when to 

submit different papers. All students were expected to submit their papers by indicated dates. 

All seminarians and doctoral students were brought to the bottom of the mountain together. 

Once we left those buses, we were supposed to begin walking to the top of the mountain in 

small groups or by ourselves. In a similar way, working on my dissertation, I had contact with 

peers but as we each progressed the work was more individual.  Both the walk up the 

mountain, or through the dissertation process, require personal efforts, self-discipline and 

perseverance.  

As the road from Addis Ababa to the mountain was smooth and rough in different 

places, so was the journey in this program: some times were more difficult or more challenging 

than others.  For example, reading many books and articles for my literature review, getting 

participants for my research, transcribing the interviews in Amharic, etc., were not easy. In a 

similar way, when we started to walk up a steep trail, some places were scarier than others. 

Moreover, there were places which were slippery because of the rain the night before, and 

some of those places made us pause and wonder whether it was possible for us to climb to the 

top of the mountain. In such circumstances, we came up with different plans and decided to go 

to the right or left of the road to avoid the slippery spots. In doing so, sometimes we had to 

walk more miles than if we had taken a different route as we headed towards the top of the 

mountain. There were also times I had to stop writing my dissertation and go to Dr. Monkman’s 
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office for clarifications of some sections or issues. As avoiding slippery spots helped us on our 

journey, these conversations helped me with my work.    

When we came down to the bottom of the mountain after visiting the mountain’s top, it 

gave us joy and pride among our friends. The process of my dissertation is similar to the journey 

I made with my friends to climb that mountain. As those who climbed the mountain remained 

together during the journey, I also remained connected to my dissertation chair. I tried to 

follow her guidance, address her comments, and ask her for further clarifications. As we were 

climbing the mountain, sometimes we rested. As we rested, we still continued to talk about the 

mountain and how to get to its top. In a similar way, when I got tired of writing my dissertation, 

I stopped writing and read different articles related to my work. Moreover, in the process of 

working on my dissertation, I learned to focus on completing one section after another rather 

than being worried about the entire dissertation—I approached it step by step.   

Even though my interviews went well, if I had to do it again, I would get the help of 

someone more skilled at transcribing in the Amharic alphabet. The number of participants was 

a good choice to generate sufficient data and if I had to do it again, I would use similar 

recruitment strategy. I also enjoyed positive interactions I had with many of the participants. In 

the process of recruiting participants for my research, I have learned that using only 

recruitment flyers in a study such as this is ineffective. In addition to recruitment flyers, having 

connections with different people is important and helpful because trust needs to be 

developed. Once I completed the interviews, I found out that the pilot study I did in the 

qualitative research methods course helped me a lot as I was transcribing, looking for common 

themes and analyzing my interviews.  
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 As I was working on my dissertation, I got frustrated by a lot of comments, general and 

specific from time to time from my dissertation chair: “These paragraphs don’t belong here,” 

“you need another subtitle,” “something is missing here,” “it is better to use x author here 

rather than author y,” and “how do you know? . . . don’t assume.” I gradually learned that 

those comments were meant to keep me on the right track and help me move to the next 

sections or steps. I also found out that those comments were part of the dissertation process. 

In fact, they are so important and necessary that they brought me to the top of the mountain, 

to reach the peak—the comments helped me to complete my dissertation! As my friends and I 

descended the mountain joining others, and told them how we made it all the way to the top of 

the mountain and had a wonderful experience, I have begun to tell my family members and 

friends about my success in completing my dissertation. I hope I can now be as helpful to others 

as they climb their own mountains. 
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