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Culturally Responsive Partnerships with Immigrant Children and Families

Practical Strategies for Early Childhood Educators

Immigrant families bring deep cultural knowledge,
resilience, and caregiving wisdom to early
childhood programs. When providers take time to
understand families’ cultural values, caregiving
practices, and lived experiences, children benefit
from stronger relationships, greater emotional
safety, and more meaningful learning experiences.
Building partnerships with immigrant families
requires reflection, curiosity, and intentional
strategies that center families as experts in their
children’s lives.

Reflect on Culture: Begin with Yourself

Culture shapes how we interpret behavior,
communication, and family engagement. Reflecting
on one’s own cultural identity and assumptions is a
foundational step in creating inclusive

environments for immigrant children and families.

e Pause and reflect when a family interaction
feels confusing or uncomfortable.

e Ask yourself: what assumptions am | bringing
into this situation?

e Remember that culture operates on surface,
shallow, and deep levels- and that
misunderstandings often occur at the deeper
levels of values and beliefs.

e Approach families with curiosity, humility, and

respect rather than judgment.

Understand Immigrant Family Experiences

Immigration often involves major transitions,
including language changes, economic stress, and
the need to navigate unfamiliar systems. Families

from interdependent cultures may experience

cultural shock when adapting to U.S. systems that
emphasize independence and individualism.

e Learn who is involved in caregiving, including
extended family members.

e Acknowledge that families may be balancing
cultural traditions from their home countries
with new expectations in the U.S.

e Recognize and affirm family resilience, faith,
and community connections as strengths.

¢ Avoid viewing cultural differences as deficits.
Families bring strengths shaped by their

heritage and experiences.

Building Trusting Relationships

Trust develops over time through consistent,
respectful interactions. Providers can build strong
partnerships by observing, listening, and engaging
families in ways that honor their values and

experiences.

e Observe children and families closely, paying
attention to nonverbal communication and
interaction styles.

e Learn and use basic greetings in families' home
languages.

e Ask families about their hopes and goals for
their children.

e Value families’ time and acknowledge the effort
it takes to engage with programs.

e Seek clarification when misunderstandings

arise.
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Move from Family Involvement to Family
Engagement

Family engagement goes beyond inviting families
to events—it means partnering with them in
meaningful decision-making. When families’ voices
guide classroom practices and program decisions,
children experience stronger connections between

home and care settings.

e Invite families to share cultural knowledge,
traditions, and stories in the classroom.

e Create classroom routines that include
children’s cultural and linguistic identities.

e Ask families for feedback on activities,
celebrations, and learning goals.

e View families as collaborators and decision-

makers rather than recipients of services.
Advocate for Immigrant Children and Families

Advocacy in early childhood education can happen
in small, everyday actions. Providers advocate by
creating equitable environments, ensuring families
have access to information, and standing with
families to address barriers affecting children’s well-

being.

e Use interpreters as needed and speak directly
to families, not to interpreters.

e Provide translated materials and use visuals to
support communication.

e Avoid scheduling events on important cultural
or religious holidays.

e Connect families to community resources,
welcome centers, and language supports.

e Create classroom spaces that reflect children’s
cultures through books, music, art, and

storytelling.

Create Culturally Affirming Learning
Environments

Children thrive when they see themselves and their
families reflected in their learning spaces. Culturally
affirming environments promote belonging,
identity development, and emotional safety.

¢ Display photos, artwork, and materials
representing families’ cultures.

e Include multilingual signs and greetings
throughout the program.

e Build a diverse library featuring immigrant
children and families.

e Invite families to participate as guest experts or

storytellers.

Additional Resources

National Child Traumatic Stress Network- Refugee

and Immigrant Services

https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-

trauma/trauma-types/refugee-trauma/about-

refugees

Colorin Colorado: Communicating Important

Information with ELL Families, Strategies for

Success
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/communic
ating-important-information-ell-families-strategies-

success
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