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This study examines the perceptions of teachers of Punjabi Sikh ancestry of their roles in the 
British Columbia public education system. Twenty teachers, 13 females and seven males, 
were interviewed. Three of the participants were born in Canada, 17 had immigrated to 
Canada. The participants ranged in age from their early 20s to their late 40s. The results of 
this investigation indicate that these teachers see themselves playing a wide range of roles in 
the education system. They recount that they serve as bridges between the Punjabi Sikh 
community and the education system, acting as translators, cultural informants, and role 
models. These teachers are also committed to influencing selected cultural values of Punjabi 
Sikh parents in order to reflect mainstream attitudes toward education and gender roles. This 
research has important implications for teacher education programs and public school dis
tricts that recruit, train, and employ minority teachers. This research suggests that it is 
critical to acknowledge teachers of Punjabi Sikh ancestry not just as "professional ethnics," 
but as educators with a range of skills and talents as varied as those of their mainstream 
colleagues. 

Cette recherche avait comme but d'étudier la perception qu'ont les enseignants d'origine 
ancestrale sikh du Punjab de leur rôle au sein du système d'éducation publique en Colombie 
Britannique. On a interviewé vingt enseignants, dont treize femmes et sept hommes. Trois 
des participants étaient nés au Canada, les 17 autres ayant immigré au Canada. L'âge des 
participants allait du début de la vingtaine à la fin de la quarantaine. Les résultats de la 
recherche indiquent que les enseignants ont l'impression déjouer toute une gamme de rôles 
au sein du système d'éducation. Plus précisément, les participants racontent qu'ils servent de 
pont entre la communauté sikh pandit et le système éducatif en adoptant le rôle de traduc
teurs, personnes ressources culturelles et modèles de comportement. Ces enseignants ont 
également fait part de leur désir d'influencer certaines valeurs culturelles de parents sikhs 
pundjabis dans le but de refléter les attitudes du grand public face à l'éducation et au rôle 
assigné à chacun des sexes. Les implications de cette recherche sont importantes pour les 
programmes de préparation à l'enseignement et les districts scolaires qui recrutent, forment 
et embauchent des enseignants provenant de groupes minoritaires. Les résultats suggèrent 
qu'il est crucial de ne pas se limiter à l'interprétation selon laquelle les enseignants d'origine 
sikh du Punjab constituent des "membres professionnels d'une minorité ethnique" mais 
plutôt de les percevoir comme des enseignants dont les habiletés et les talents sont aussi variés 
que ceux de leurs collègues non minoritaires. 

Shemina H i r j i completed her teacher education and Master of Ar ts i n education in the Faculty of 
Education. She is currently a vice-principal and primary teacher in Surrey, British Columbia . 
June Beynon is an associate professor in the Faculty of Education. Her research and teaching 
focus on issues of role and identity for teachers of immigrant and First Nations ancestry. 
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Introduction 

I can understand what it's like not to be white ... I . . . t e l l . . . [my students] that I 
d i d speak another language when I was a little gir l , and I know what it's like to 
learn English ... so when they're going on how they're not the same as 
everybody else in the classroom I say to them, " M y G o d , you are ahead of the 
game, you already know another language, learning English should be a piece of 
cake." ... It certainly helps wi th the parents ... I am a person of color, then I must 
know what it is like to be a minority in a wor ld of ... white people, right? 
(Amanpreet, teacher) 

C h a n g e s to C a n a d a ' s i m m i g r a t i o n p o l i c y since 1962 h a v e l e d to a n i n c r e a s i n g l y 
d i v e r s e p o p u l a t i o n l i n g u i s t i c a l l y , rac ia l ly , e thnica l ly , a n d c u l t u r a l l y . N e w e m 
p h a s i s o n f a m i l y r e u n i f i c a t i o n increased i m m i g r a t i o n f r o m n o n - A n g l o -
E u r o p e a n sources i n c l u d i n g A s i a a n d A f r i c a (Fieras & E l l io t t , 1996; Subhas , 
1982). T h e l o n g h i s t o r y of i m m i g r a t i o n f r o m the Pun jab r e g i o n of I n d i a a n d 
sett lement i n B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a is s u m m a r i z e d b e l o w . 

T h e d i v e r s i t y created as a result of c h a n g i n g i m m i g r a t i o n p o l i c y is apparent 
i n m a n y c lass rooms i n C a n a d a ' s ma jor cities. H o w e v e r , the g r o w i n g presence 
of m i n o r i t y s tudents has not been p a r a l l e l e d b y g r o w t h i n the n u m b e r of 
m i n o r i t y teachers ( B e y n o n , T o o h e y , & K i s h o r , 1992). Scholars i n C a n a d a 
( B e y n o n & T o o h e y , 1995; Thiessen , Basc ia , & G o o d s o n , 1996), the U n i t e d States 
( C h i n n & W o n g , 1992; Sleeter, 1993), a n d the U n i t e d K i n g d o m ( G h u m a n , 1995; 
O s i e r , 1997) h a v e a n a l y z e d the n e e d to attract m o r e m i n o r i t i e s in to the teaching 
p r o f e s s i o n . Research o n the experiences of m i n o r i t i e s w h o d o enter the teach
i n g p r o f e s s i o n is o n l y i n its ear ly stages (Casey, 1993; Foster, 1992; G h u m a n , 
1995; L a d s o n - B i l l i n g s , 1994; O s i e r , 1997; Sleeter, 1993; Thiessen et a l . , 1996). 

L i t t l e is k n o w n about the barr iers a n d successes m i n o r i t y teachers en
counter ; h o w they negotiate b e t w e e n m a i n s t r e a m society a n d their c u l t u r a l 
g r o u p ; a n d w h a t roles they are expected to p l a y b y parents , s tudents , s chool 
p e r s o n n e l , their c o m m u n i t i e s , a n d themselves . T h i s s t u d y w i l l b e g i n to f i l l 
these gaps . T w e n t y teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry w h o w o r k i n the p u b l i c 
e d u c a t i o n s y s t e m i n the L o w e r M a i n l a n d of B C w e r e i n t e r v i e w e d . The inter
v i e w d a t a f u r n i s h e d b y 13 w o m e n a n d seven m e n p r o v i d e d v a l u a b l e ins ights 
i n t o h o w par t i c ipants in terpreted their roles i n the m a i n s t r e a m school s y s t e m 
a n d w h a t they v i e w e d as successes a n d di f f i cu l t ies i n their careers. The analys is 
of this i n f o r m a t i o n po in ts to h o w the p u b l i c e d u c a t i o n sys tem a n d teacher 
e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s m i g h t become m o r e s u p p o r t i v e of m i n o r i t y teachers i n 
p u b l i c e d u c a t i o n . 

Theoretical and Research Background 
T h e present s t u d y w a s u n d e r t a k e n f r o m a n interact ionist theoretical perspec
t ive that theor izes that i n d i v i d u a l s are act ive agents i n " c o n s t r u c t i n g a n d 
n e g o t i a t i n g " their soc ia l w o r l d s (Fieras & E l l i o t , 1996, p . 27). 

A n interactionist perspective begins wi th social behavior as a key variable for 
understanding social life ... According to this outlook we do not live in a 
predetermined w o r l d . Rather we create our reality by applying meaning (inter
pretations) in conjunction wi th others in a variety of situations, (p. 19) 

In the interact ionis t m o d e l , society (and m o r e spec i f i ca l ly i n t e r g r o u p 
d y n a m i c s ) are t h e o r i z e d as d y n a m i c , c o n t i n u o u s l y u n d e r creat ion, in terpreta-
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t i o n , a n d recreat ion , w i t h i n d i v i d u a l s p l a y i n g a n i m p o r t a n t role i n i n i t i a t i n g 
a n d i m p l e m e n t i n g change. In this t r a d i t i o n w e felt the experiences of i n 
d i v i d u a l teachers n e e d e d to be e x a m i n e d i n their o w n r ight . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the interact ionist theoret ical a p p r o a c h e m p h a s i z e s the i m p o r 
tance of c o n s i d e r i n g h i s t o r i c a l factors i n d e v e l o p i n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the expe
riences of these teachers (Fieras & E l l i o t , 1992). M c C a r t h y (1993) a lso stresses 
the i m p o r t a n c e of a t t e n d i n g to the specif ic socia l , c u l t u r a l a n d h i s tor i ca l , a n d 
g e n d e r e d contexts i n w h i c h soc ia l in teract ion occurs . In l ine w i t h these a p 
proaches w e p r o v i d e s o m e de ta i l o n the socia l , h i s t o r i c a l , a n d c u l t u r a l context 
of the P u n j a b i S i k h c o m m u n i t y i n B C . 

O g b u (1978) a n d G i b s o n (1988) a f f i r m the i m p o r t a n c e of c u l t u r a l va lues , 
espec ia l ly the v a l u e p l a c e d o n e d u c a t i o n b y P u n j a b i S i k h s i n a C a l i f o r n i a 
f a r m i n g c o m m u n i t y . M c C a r t h y (1993) also a c k n o w l e d g e s the potent ia l i m p o r 
tance of c u l t u r a l l y speci f ic inf luences , b u t alerts us that essentialist e x p l a n a 
t ions of i n e q u a l i t y that focus e x c l u s i v e l y o n c u l t u r a l inf luences " i g n o r e or 
f lat ten the di f ferences w i t h i n m i n o r i t y g r o u p s " (p. 118). 

F e m i n i s t scholars h a v e ar t i cu la ted the i m p o r t a n c e of d e v e l o p i n g theoret ical 
p a r a d i g m s f r o m the narra t ive experiences of w o m e n , a n d they h a v e d o c u 
m e n t e d h o w p o w e r re lat ions i n society h a v e s u b o r d i n a t e d a n d m a r g i n a l i z e d 
w o m e n (Banner j i , 1993; C a r t y & B r a n d , 1993; E t t e r - L e w i s , 1991; N g , 1993; Pata i , 
1991). F u r t h e r m o r e , m i n o r i t y f e m i n i s t s cho larsh ip i l lustrates h o w m i n o r i t y 
w o m e n ' s experiences i n f a m i l y , e d u c a t i o n , a n d career d e v e l o p m e n t d i f fer f r o m 
m i n o r i t y m e n ' s experiences (Bannerj i , 1993; C a r t y & B r a n d , 1993; N g , 1993). 
T h u s the experiences of female P u n j a b i teachers need to be e x a m i n e d o n their 
o w n terms. 

S tudies that e x a m i n e the experiences of N o r t h A m e r i c a n teachers of A f r i c a n 
ancestry a lso p r o v i d e d b a c k g r o u n d to this s t u d y . T h e w o r k s of C a s e y (1993), 
Foster (1992), H e n r y (1992), a n d L a d s o n - B i l l i n g s (1994) o n the experiences of 
A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n a n d A f r i c a n C a n a d i a n teachers i n d i c a t e d that m i n o r i t y 
teachers i n d i v i d u a l l y a n d co l l ec t ive ly act as agents for socia l change a n d at
t e m p t to t r a n s f o r m the e d u c a t i o n a l settings they w o r k i n to mit igate the effects 
of r a c i s m , p o v e r t y , a n d i n s t i t u t i o n a l barr iers for their m i n o r i t y s tudents . W e 
w o n d e r e d if c o m m i t m e n t to socia l change w o u l d also characterize the exper i 
ences of teachers of P u n j a b i ancestry i n the current s t u d y . 

N o w o r k has been d o n e to e x a m i n e the profess iona l experiences of P u n j a b i 
S i k h teachers as a g r o u p i n the C a n a d i a n s c h o o l sys tem. R e l e v a n t m a t e r i a l o n 
teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry is d r a w n f r o m the U K studies of O s i e r (1997), 
G h u m a n (1995), a n d B l a i r a n d M a y l o r (1993). In these s tudies P u n j a b i S i k h s are 
respec t ive ly d e s i g n a t e d as B l a c k (Osier , 1997) or S o u t h A s i a n ( G h u m a n , 1995) 
as d e s c r i b e d b e l o w . 

O s i e r ' s U K s t u d y (1997) e x p l o r e d the experiences of 48 B l a c k m i n o r i t y 
teachers, a d m i n i s t r a t o r s , h i g h s c h o o l s tudents , a n d students i n e d u c a t i o n f a c u l 
ties. T h i s g r o u p i n c l u d e d i n d i v i d u a l s of S o u t h A s i a n (e.g., I n d i a n , P a k i s t a n i , 
a n d B a n g l a d e s h i ) a n d W e s t I n d i a n ancestry. Severa l c o m m o n themes e m e r g e d 
f r o m O s i e r ' s i n t e r v i e w s . First , teachers i d e n t i f i e d that s c h o o l i n g w a s v i e w e d b y 
their o w n f a m i l i e s as a k e y e lement i n a c h i e v i n g success. Cons is tent w i t h their 
o w n p a r e n t s ' desires , these teachers felt a c o m m i t m e n t to m i n o r i t y s tudents 
a n d felt they h a d h i g h e r expectat ions for their s tudents ' e d u c a t i o n a l achieve-
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m e n t t h a n d i d their w h i t e col leagues . Second, these teachers w e r e often i so
la ted a n d b e l i e v e d that their p r o f e s s i o n a l a n d p e r s o n a l s k i l l s a n d experiences 
as m i n o r i t y educators w e r e p a r a d o x i c a l l y ei ther not a c k n o w l e d g e d or t a k e n 
a d v a n t a g e of b y their col leagues a n d s u p e r v i s o r s . F o r e x a m p l e , s o m e of the 
teachers n o t e d that because they spoke a n a d d i t i o n a l l anguage they w e r e 
expected to act as translators as w e l l as carry out their teaching dut ies , but they 
w e r e ne i ther c o m p e n s a t e d n o r e x p l i c i t l y a c k n o w l e d g e d for t a k i n g o n these 
extra tasks. T h i r d , they f o u n d s u p p o r t b y n e t w o r k i n g w i t h other m i n o r i t y 
teachers. 

F i n a l l y , r a c i s m w a s a p r o m i n e n t theme i n these stories. Teachers w h o w e r e 
s c h o o l e d i n the U K r e c o u n t e d h o w they h a d exper ienced r a c i s m t h r o u g h o u t 
the i r e d u c a t i o n . A s a result , m a n y s o u g h t h i g h e r academic qua l i f i ca t ions " i n a n 
a t tempt to o u t w e i g h ant ic ipated d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i n e m p l o y m e n t " (Osier , 1997, 
p . 122). T h i s r a c i s m also m o t i v a t e d " a desire to t r a n s f o r m e d u c a t i o n so that it 
serves fu ture generat ions [of minor i t i es ] better . . . a n d so that it meets the needs 
of a l l " rather t h a n just w h i t e s tudents (p. 122). 

G h u m a n ' s (1995) U K s t u d y focused o n contrasts b e t w e e n first- a n d second-
g e n e r a t i o n teachers of I n d i a n a n d P a k i s t a n i ancestry. In terv iews respect ive ly 
w i t h 25 f irst- a n d 25 second-generat ion teachers revealed i m p o r t a n t dif ferences 
b e t w e e n the t w o g r o u p s i n r e g a r d to s e c u r i n g a f irst t eaching post , percept ions 
o n p r o m o t i o n , l anguage barr iers , i n s t i t u t i o n a l r a c i s m , a n d e thnocentr i sm. 
F i r s t -genera t ion teachers exper ienced greater d i f f i cu l t ies t h a n second-genera
t i o n teachers. (In the present s t u d y , w h e r e the major i ty of respondents i m 
m i g r a t e d to C a n a d a as y o u n g c h i l d r e n , the contrasts so i m p o r t a n t i n G h u m a n ' s 
w o r k w e r e not apparent . ) 

B l a i r a n d M a y l o r ' s (1993) U K s t u d y e x a m i n e d the percept ions of 18 
m i n o r i t y female s tudent teachers, e ight of w h o m w e r e S o u t h A s i a n . T h e y 
c o n c l u d e d that m i n o r i t y teachers of ten p l a y the tenuous role of " the profes 
s i o n a l e t h n i c . " 

[Assuming minority teachers possess] specialized knowledge and expertise of 
minority ethnic cultures and customs [is a] practice which can lead to the mar-
ginalization of [minority] teachers and endanger their chances of promotion, (p. 
64) 

I n contrast to the above o u t l i n e d g r o u p s tudies , A l l e n (1994) p r o v i d e s a 
p e r s o n a l perspec t ive o n her experiences as a m i n o r i t y educator i n the U S . She 
argues that " the quest for p o s i t i v e role m o d e l s . . . r i sks s te reo typing m i n o r i t i e s 
o n the basis of race a n d gender i m p o s i n g u p o n . . . [ m i n o r i t y a n d w o m e n ] 
teachers the . . . o b l i g a t i o n " (p. 182) to act as perfect ro le m o d e l s rather t h a n as 
i n d i v i d u a l s . She contends that teachers of co lor p r o v i d e a l l s tudents w i t h 
i m p o r t a n t ro le m o d e l s of successful p e o p l e c o n t r i b u t i n g to society. W o u l d the 
teachers i n o u r s t u d y feel the same w a y ? 

Qualitative Methodology 
In this research, narra t ives of teachers w e r e col lected t h r o u g h s e m i s t r u c t u r e d 
i n t e r v i e w s . T h i s is the same m e t h o d o l o g y e m p l o y e d i n a n u m b e r of i m p o r t a n t 
s tudies of m i n o r i t y teachers (Casey, 1993; Foster, 1992; H e n r y , 1992; L a d s o n -
B i l l i n g s , 1994). B e y n o n a n d T o o h e y (1995) suggest that " k n o w l e d g e of the 
i n d i v i d u a l w i l l h e l p b o t h i n p r e v e n t i n g the g r o u p perspect ive f r o m b e c o m i n g a 
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stereotype a n d i n d e s i g n i n g in i t ia t ives w h i c h w i l l respect the needs a n d c o n 
cerns of i n d i v i d u a l s t u d e n t s " (p. 456). 

A l t h o u g h q u a l i t a t i v e research can y i e l d r i c h ins ights in to the p h e n o m e n a 
u n d e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n , it a lso has some l imi ta t ions . O n e of these relates to c o n 
d e n s i n g the data for j o u r n a l p u b l i c a t i o n w h e r e space constraints require selec
t i v e l y p r e s e n t i n g a f e w statements i n o r d e r to represent a w i d e set of 
experiences . I n q u a l i t a t i v e research it is also necessary to a c k n o w l e d g e the 
i n f l u e n c e that the presence of the researcher has o n the par t i c ipants . W e n e e d to 
be c o g n i z a n t of o u r o w n biases a n d not consc ious ly i m p o s e o u r percept ions 
w h e n i n t e r p r e t i n g teacher narra t ives . T o assist us i n m a i n t a i n i n g awareness of 
o u r p o t e n t i a l biases, w e each i n d e p e n d e n t l y a n a l y z e d the i n t e r v i e w transcripts 
a n d t h e n c o m p a r e d the outcomes of o u r separate analyses . The f o l l o w i n g 
sect ion detai ls k e y d i m e n s i o n s of o u r respect ive pos i t ions a n d locat ions indica t 
i n g h o w o u r p o s i t i o n s are di f ferent but c o m p l e m e n t a r y . 

Researchers, Positions, and Locations 
Researcher #1 
I a m a teacher, a w o m a n , a n I s m a i l i m e m b e r of the m i d d l e class, a p e r s o n of 
S o u t h A s i a n ancestry, a n d a t h i n k i n g a n d fee l ing h u m a n b e i n g , a n d I d a i l y face 
m a n y p a r a d o x e s w o r k i n g i n the p u b l i c s c h o o l sys tem. M y m u l t i p l e roles a n d 
locat ions i n f l u e n c e the w o r k I d o a n d h o w I p e r s o n a l l y perce ive m y role as a 
teacher. 

I w o n d e r e d if the issues per t inent to m e as a n i n d i v i d u a l S o u t h A s i a n 
teacher w e r e per t inent to other S o u t h A s i a n teachers. Par t of the d e c i s i o n to 
s t u d y teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry w a s because this g r o u p is the m o s t 
p o p u l o u s (over 140,000) S o u t h A s i a n c o m m u n i t y i n B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a (Raj, 
1991). ( A p a r a l l e l research project o n teachers of C h i n e s e ancestry is c u r r e n t l y 
u n d e r w a y . ) 

D o P u n j a b i S i k h teachers share cer ta in c o m m o n experiences? H o w d o these 
m i n o r i t y teachers interpret their practice a n d def ine their roles? W h a t i n 
f l u e n c e d t h e m to interpret their pract ice i n s u c h a w a y ? W h a t strategies h a v e 
they u s e d to " m a k e i t " i n the m a i n s t r e a m e d u c a t i o n a l system? 

Researcher #2 
I a m a w h i t e , J e w i s h u n i v e r s i t y professor s p e c i a l i z i n g i n the f i e l d of m u l t i c u l 
tura l/ant i - rac i s t e d u c a t i o n . I a m concerned that there are o n l y s m a l l n u m b e r s 
of m i n o r i t y s tudents e n r o l l e d i n the teacher e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m i n w h i c h I 
w o r k . In this p r o g r a m , as I focus future teachers' at tent ion o n issues of race, 
e thnic i ty , class, gender , a n d language , the voices of s tudents of m i n o r i t y a n 
cestry seem m u t e d . I came to this research interested i n w h a t they w o u l d say 
about their experiences a w a y f r o m the gaze of the i n s t i t u t i o n a n d h o w their 
experiences c o u l d assist us i n at tract ing m o r e i n d i v i d u a l s of m i n o r i t y ancestry 
in to teacher e d u c a t i o n . 

Methods 
A l l b u t three of the i n d i v i d u a l s i n t e r v i e w e d for this s t u d y w e r e b o r n i n C a n a d a 
or w e r e u n d e r the age of 4 w h e n they i m m i g r a t e d to C a n a d a . F o u r of the 
par t i c ipants w e r e located b y u s i n g S i m o n Fraser U n i v e r s i t y ' s teacher e d u c a t i o n 
p r o g r a m records . A d d i t i o n a l par t i c ipants w e r e i d e n t i f i e d t h r o u g h n e t w o r k i n g , 
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w h i c h y i e l d e d s ix female a n d six m a l e par t i c ipants . A letter to the e d i t o r of 
Teacher Magazine, w h i c h is d i s t r i b u t e d w i t h o u t cost to a l l B C teachers e x p l a i n e d 
the project a n d so l i c i ted vo lunteers , a n d this y i e l d e d the r e m a i n i n g f o u r p a r 
t i c ipants . 1 

T h e s e m i s t r u c t u r e d i n t e r v i e w s based o n a set of 21 quest ions p u r s u e d areas 
s u c h as p a r e n t a l i n f l u e n c e o n career choice , c o m m u n i t y percept ions of teach
ers ' roles , r e la t ionsh ips w i t h s tudents , at t i tudes t o w a r d m u l t i c u l t u r a l a n d a n t i -
racist e d u c a t i o n , m u l t i c u l t u r a l / a n t i - r a c i s t p r o g r a m m i n g i n teacher e d u c a t i o n , 
a n d p e r c e i v e d effects of e m p l o y m e n t e q u i t y pol ic ies a n d p r o g r a m s o n e d u c a 
t i o n a n d w o r k . T h e i n t e r v i e w s , w h i c h w e r e b e t w e e n one a n d three h o u r s l o n g , 
w e r e tape - recorded a n d t ranscr ibed . C o p i e s of the transcripts w e r e sent to 
p a r t i c i p a n t s , w h o w e r e asked to r e v i e w the transcr ipts , a d d s u p p o r t i n g detai ls , 
correct a n y inaccuracies , a n d delete a n y passages they selected. E a c h inter 
v i e w e e w a s g i v e n a p s e u d o n y m to protect h i s or her ident i ty . 

In the a n a lys i s of i n t e r v i e w transcr ipts that e n s u e d , the f o l l o w i n g k e y 
themes w e r e i d e n t i f i e d : parenta l in f luence ; appna; a n d the teachers' roles as 
b r i d g e s , t ranslators , c u l t u r a l i n f o r m a n t s , a n d role m o d e l s . W e also e x a m i n e 
these teachers ' experiences w i t h s e x i s m a n d r a c i s m , their e m p l o y m e n t h i s 
tories , a n d their v i e w s o n anti-racist a n d m u l t i c u l t u r a l e d u c a t i o n a n d e m p l o y 
m e n t e q u i t y . Before p r e s e n t i n g the data ana lys i s it is i m p o r t a n t to p r o v i d e a 
br ie f h i s t o r y of P u n j a b i S i k h i m m i g r a t i o n a n d sett lement i n B C . 

Historical Context 
S i k h s f irst came to C a n a d a i n the 1890s. I n i t i a l l y , S i k h i m m i g r a t i o n w a s l i m i t e d 
to males because C a n a d i a n l a w s p r o h i b i t e d the i m m i g r a t i o n of A s i a n w o m e n . 
E c o n o m i c a d v a n c e m e n t w a s the p r i m a r y m o t i v e for m i g r a t i o n . These m e n 
c a m e as i n d e n t u r e d laborers a n d p l a n n e d to stay o n l y l o n g e n o u g h to earn 
m o n e y for the s o c i o e c o n o m i c a d v a n c e m e n t of their f a m i l i e s ' status i n I n d i a . In 
1919 a n e w O r d e r - i n - C o u n c i l w a s passed a l l o w i n g the i m m i g r a t i o n of I n d i a n 
w i v e s a n d their c h i l d r e n u n d e r 18 (Johnston, 1988). H o w e v e r , for the m o s t par t 
m e n d i d not b r i n g their w i v e s a n d c h i l d r e n d u e to b o t h the cost a n d their des ire 
u l t i m a t e l y to r e t u r n to their h o m e l a n d . 

In 1951, u n d e r the C a n a d a - I n d i a Q u o t a agreement , C a n a d a re luc tant ly 
agreed to take a t o k e n n u m b e r of 150 u n s p o n s o r e d I n d i a n i m m i g r a n t s a n n u a l 
l y . I n 1957 this n u m b e r w a s ra ised to 300. F i n a l l y , i n 1967 a n o n d i s c r i m i n a t o r y 
p o i n t s y s t e m w a s i m p l e m e n t e d i n the select ion process. S i k h s w e r e n o w able to 
s p o n s o r re lat ives o u t s i d e of their i m m e d i a t e f a m i l y as other C a n a d i a n s h a d 
a l w a y s been able to d o . H e n c e the P u n j a b i S i k h c o m m u n i t y is b y a n d large 
m a d e u p of the i m m i g r a n t m i n o r i t i e s w h o , as O g b u (1978) describes, v i e w 
m a i n s t r e a m e d u c a t i o n a l ins t i tu t ions as paths for u p w a r d soc ia l a n d e c o n o m i c 
m o b i l i t y . It is i n the context of i m m i g r a t i o n p o l i c y that s u p p o r t e d u n i f i c a t i o n of 
f a m i l i e s that this research is s i tuated. 

How Female and Male Teachers of Punjabi Sikh Ancestry's Perceive Their Roles 
T h e narra t ives of female a n d m a l e teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry c lear ly 
i n d i c a t e d b o t h s imi lar i t i es a n d dif ferences i n the w a y they respect ively v i e w e d 
their ro le as teacher. Because of space constraints it is not poss ib le to present a 
representat ive select ion f r o m b o t h the m e n a n d the w o m e n . O n l y w h e r e their 

255 



S. Hirji and ]. Beynon 

v i e w s d i f fe r i n i m p o r t a n t w a y s (e.g., i n regard to gender roles) are selections 
f r o m b o t h g r o u p s presented . 

It is i m p o r t a n t to note that a l t h o u g h some of the patterns p e r c e i v e d a m o n g 
the female teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry a p p e a r e d less m a r k e d i n the m a l e s ' 
responses, there w e r e f e w e r m e n , a n d m o s t of the female teachers w e r e e l e m e n 
tary teachers, w h e r e a s m o s t of the m e n w e r e h i g h s c h o o l teachers. These m a y 
be factors that cont r ibute to the contrasts. 

Parental Influence 
A l l the female a n d f ive of the m a l e teachers i n d i c a t e d that their parents h a d 
i n f l u e n c e d the i r percept ions about e d u c a t i o n a l at ta inment . Sahibjeet, a female 
i n t e r m e d i a t e teacher, represented b o t h m a l e a n d female i n t e r v i e w e e s ' e x p e r i 
ences. 

M y parents, they were raised in India and they didn't have like a lot of formal 
education ... They've been hard menial type of workers ... But [are] supportive 
[of education]. D a d always used to say ... I've now got calluses on my hands 
from doing hard labor and I don't want you kids to do [physical] work, so you go 
to school. School was a big thing. 

Appna 
B o t h female a n d m a l e teachers felt they w e r e v i e w e d p o s i t i v e l y b y the P u n j a b i 
S i k h parents . T h e y w e r e v i e w e d as b e i n g appna o r " o n e of u s . " E l e v e n of the 
w o m e n also re lated h o w m e m b e r s of the P u n j a b i S i k h c o m m u n i t y w o u l d 
a p p r o a c h t h e m for a d v i c e a n d they felt ob l iga ted to assist t h e m . 

A l l of the m a l e s felt that the P u n j a b i c o m m u n i t y v i e w e d t h e m as b e i n g 
appna. F o r e x a m p l e , K u l b i r , a h i g h s c h o o l mathemat ics teacher w i t h over 20 
years of t e a c h i n g exper ience , t o u c h e d o n some of the expectat ions he felt the 
P u n j a b i S i k h c o m m u n i t y h a d of h i m : 

They are the ones who think, O K , this person is ... "one of ours," and you know, 
let's approach h i m and get ideas ... A n d there is definitely a linkage, which I 
think w o u l d be different from a white teacher. 

A Bridge for Parents 
C o n s i s t e n t w i t h b e i n g p e r c e i v e d as appna, b o t h m a l e a n d female teachers felt 
that they w e r e able to establ ish s t r o n g re la t ionships w i t h the parents because 
they s h a r e d s i m i l a r c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d s a n d experiences . T h i s enabled t h e m 
to serve as i n t e r m e d i a r i e s b e t w e e n the parents of their P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents 
a n d s c h o o l p e r s o n n e l . T e n female teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry also shared 
a c o m m o n o r i e n t a t i o n i n ass is t ing parents to h e l p their c h i l d r e n succeed i n a n d 
adjust to the s c h o o l sys tem. T h e i r l inguis t i c s k i l l s a n d c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d 
w e r e assets i n e s t a b l i s h i n g r a p p o r t w i t h P u n j a b i S i k h parents. 

R o o p i n d e r , a f i rs t -year teacher, descr ibed her experiences: 

I think they [Punjabi Sikh parents] see that there's that bridging role between the 
two cultures, as opposed to having white teachers and Indo-Canadian parents, 
you have somebody in the middle ... I think that makes a difference ... because 
you are a minority ... you have that extra ability ... [in comparison with some
one] w h o happens to be white, who doesn't speak the language. 
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A Bridge for Schools: Teacher, Translator, Cultural Informant 
T h e c u l t u r a l a n d l i n g u i s t i c k n o w l e d g e of P u n j a b i S i k h teachers w a s often a 
resource for s c h o o l p e r s o n n e l . The p a r a d o x i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of h o w their c u l 
t u r a l a n d l i n g u i s t i c k n o w l e d g e c a n w o r k b o t h for a n d against the profess iona l 
careers of teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry is c o n s i d e r e d fur ther i n the I m p l i c a 
t ions sect ion. 

B o t h female a n d m a l e teachers felt that they w e r e essential actors i n trans
m i t t i n g the needs of the s c h o o l to parents . There w e r e m a n y examples of these 
teachers ass i s t ing their staff w i t h translat ions a n d d i s s e m i n a t i n g c u l t u r a l i n f o r 
m a t i o n . B o t h m a l e a n d female teachers u s e d the m e t a p h o r of a b r i d g e or 
i n t e r m e d i a r y i n d e s c r i b i n g their role . 

F o l l o w i n g is a n e x a m p l e of b r i d g i n g i n w h i c h a P u n j a b i S i k h teacher h e l p e d 
h i s m a i n s t r e a m col leagues u n d e r s t a n d a k e y aspect of P u n j a b i c o m m u n i t y l i fe . 
K i r p a l , a b e g i n n i n g in termedia te teacher descr ibed h o w he assisted col leagues 
w h e n the father of t w o students i n h is s c h o o l d i e d . The staff w a n t e d to ac
k n o w l e d g e the loss b u t w e r e u n s u r e of h o w to d o this . T h e y w o n d e r e d if 
s e n d i n g f l o w e r s a n d cards w a s a p p r o p r i a t e i n P u n j a b i S i k h cu l ture . H e i n 
f o r m e d h i s staff: 

In Punjabi culture we don't send cards and flowers ... but if you guys d i d , they 
wouldn ' t take it as an insult or an inappropriate thing to do. They know that 
that's part of your culture ... I sort of helped clarify the situation ... [and] I told 
them ... we don't really have to send cards because I'm gonna go over to the 
family ... w i t h my condolences ... Then the principal goes, "If you're gonna go, 
I'll come w i t h y o u " ... and one of the other teachers who had a sibling in the class 
said, "okay, I 'll go too." 

A Bridge for Students 
T h e narra t ives of P u n j a b i S i k h teachers i l lus t ra ted b o t h h o w their P u n j a b i S i k h 
s tudents felt c o m f o r t a b l e w i t h t h e m a n d sought a d v i c e f r o m t h e m as w e l l as 
h o w these teachers w e r e s t r o n g l y c o m m i t t e d to e n s u r i n g their P u n j a b i S i k h 
s tudents succeeded . T h e i r accounts c lear ly indicate that they are able to use 
their c u l t u r a l k n o w l e d g e to w o r k o n behal f of their P u n j a b i S i k h students . 
R o o p i n d e r stated h o w she w a s able to establ ish n u r t u r i n g re la t ionships w i t h 
her P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents . She felt that her s tudents were : 

Uncomfortable going to someone else to talk about ... [things] ... They know, 
you're there, so if they need you, you can help them ... I mean every k id needs 
somebody they can relate to, for whatever reason, whether you're female, or 
male, or the same color, or the same language. 

Role Models for Minority Students 
T h e P u n j a b i S i k h teachers felt they s e r v e d as p o s i t i v e role m o d e l s for their 
P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents . T h e i r presence p r o v i d e d P u n j a b i s tudents w i t h a n o p 
p o r t u n i t y " t o i d e n t i f y w i t h a p e r s o n i n a u t h o r i t y a n d so e n h a n c e " their self-es
teem ( T a y l o r & H e g a r t y , 1985, p . 520). 

M u n d i p , a b e g i n n i n g h i g h s c h o o l mathemat ics teacher, i n d i c a t e d w h y he 
b e l i e v e d i t w a s i m p o r t a n t for P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents to see m e m b e r s of their 
c o m m u n i t y i n p o s i t i o n s of a u t h o r i t y : 

I try to be a role model for all the kids, but the Punjabi kids I think especially look 
up to me in that there are so few Punjabi teachers ... They' l l see me around the 
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community doing things ... and it just lets them be more comfortable about who 
they are. 

T h e s p e c i a l i m p o r t a n c e of b e i n g a role m o d e l for female m i n o r i t y students is 
d i s c u s s e d i n the sect ion o n c u l t u r a l experiences w i t h sex i sm. 

Models for All Students 
E i g h t female a n d three m a l e teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry w e r e k e e n l y 
a w a r e that the i r presence m a y break stereotypes their m a i n s t r e a m students 
m a y h a v e about m i n o r i t y g r o u p s . Saranjeet, a p r i m a r y teacher w h o w o r k s i n a 
p r e d o m i n a n t l y m a i n s t r e a m c o m m u n i t y , bel ieves that it is i m p o r t a n t for her to 
be seen i n a p o s i t i o n of a u t h o r i t y a n d as a p r o f e s s i o n a l because it breaks 
stereotypes that are c o m m o n l y h e l d about P u n j a b i S i k h s : 

For where I ... [teach] it's really important that children be exposed to different 
cultures because they're gonna leave their little ... community some day. When 
they see somebody who looks different or acts different. . . I want those bodies to 
respond to that difference w i t h " W o w , wanna know more about this!" I don't 
want those bodies to respond w i t h " U - u g h " ; and that " u g h " is where the racism 
grows out of ... I think that goes back to ... acceptance and tolerance ... I want 
them to accept it as being val id , as being real, as being equal. 

N a v j o s h felt he s e r v e d as a n i m p o r t a n t role m o d e l for h i s m a i n s t r e a m students 
as w e l l as h i s m i n o r i t y s tudents : 

I think it's very good for nonminority kids to see minority people in these roles, 
probably just as important as it is for Punjabi kids to see me ... all teachers can 
have an important impact on kids and so it's just as good for me to have that 
effect on Johnny ... as it is for me to have an effect on Jasdeep. 

Cultural Experiences With Sexism 
Severa l of the female teachers e m p h a s i z e d the effects of gender roles i n P u n j a b i 
S i k h c u l t u r e a n d h o w these can restrict o p p o r t u n i t i e s for their female P u n j a b i 
S i k h s tudents . I n contrast , o n l y t w o m a l e teachers t o u c h e d o n this . These 
female teachers are w o r k i n g to m a k e the s c h o o l sys tem m o r e equi table for their 
s tudents , e spec ia l ly female s tudents . H o w e v e r , they are also w o r k i n g ac t ive ly 
to h e l p the i r female s tudents o v e r c o m e c u l t u r a l barr iers to their e d u c a t i o n a l 
a n d career d e v e l o p m e n t . R o o p i n d e r c o m m e n t e d o n w h a t she cons iders the 
sexist u p b r i n g i n g her P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents b r i n g i n t o the c l a s s r o o m : 

The [Punjabi Sikh] boys treat these girls awfully in a lot of cases, and the girls 
take it, because ... that is what they see at home, and that is a part of the culture 
... you be a good gir l , you marry, and be a wife ... [I want to] let the girls think 
for themselves and decide what they want to do. 

Baljeet, a h i g h s c h o o l p h y s i c a l e d u c a t i o n teacher, t a l k e d about h o w he felt the 
females i n P u n j a b i S i k h c u l t u r e w e r e treated as in fer ior a n d w e r e expected to 
adhere to m o r e t r a d i t i o n a l codes of c o n d u c t : 

The girls ... have it a lot harder than the boys do, 'cause a lot of the boys can get 
away w i t h a lot of the stuff they do ... The parents let the boys get away wi th a 
lot more things than the girls do. 
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Professional Experiences With Sexism 
A c c o u n t s of severa l female teachers i l lustrate the s e x i s m they experience i n the 
w o r k p l a c e . Saranjeet felt she w a s r e n d e r e d i n v i s i b l e a n d e x c l u d e d f r o m 
d e c i s i o n m a k i n g i n a h i e r a r c h i c a l l y o r g a n i z e d w o r k p l a c e w h e r e the a d m i n i s 
trator w a s m a l e : 

I have talked to other women or colleagues of mine, and I ... think that my 
[sexist] experience isn't ... necessarily because of being Indian, but it's being a 
female in a society where there's a lot of sexism ... In the beginning of the year ... 
[the principal asked the staff] ... to put their names on a list if they are wi l l ing to 
be teachers in charge if he had to be out of the school ... O n that list were four 
women and one man ... [In similar circumstances] the administrator prior to this 
one ... w o u l d ask me because I have had administrative experience. This male 
administrator never ever asked the women on the l i s t . . . His response was that 
the male was more effective in dealing w i t h discipline problems ... because he 
was male. 

H o w e v e r , it w a s not o n l y w o m e n w h o w e r e a w a r e of s e x i s m . K u l b i r ' s observa
t ions reflect h i s awareness : 

I still think that we are a very male-dominant society, even in the teaching 
community, but I really make it a point to get into projects and situations where 
there's [gender] equality. 

Perceptions of Racism and Stereotyping 
M a n y of the teachers felt that they h a d exper ienced r a c i s m , a n d the w o m e n 
c i ted m o r e e x a m p l e s t h a n their m a l e counterparts . T w o of the male teachers 
a n d the teachers w i t h the m o s t experience, K u l b i r a n d Iqbal , seemed to be m o r e 
a w a r e of i n s t i t u t i o n a l r a c i s m . T h e y c i ted the " o l d b o y s ' n e t w o r k " a n d its 
u n w r i t t e n rules as w e l l as " h i d d e n a g e n d a s " as b e i n g some of the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 
barr iers they h a d encountered i n p u r s u i n g a d m i n i s t r a t i v e careers. 

Jane, a recent graduate , recounted h o w her col leagues often m a d e negat ive 
c o m m e n t s about m i n o r i t y s tudents : 

When I was doing my ... first practicum I w o u l d hear the teachers in the 
staffroom talking about Indo-Canadian kids and their names ... [The teachers 
were saying] "It's like we're going through attendance, like we're reading poetry 
every morning ... and its hard to tell them apart ... W h y can't they just have 
normal names?" 

Iqba l , a n exper ienced h i g h s c h o o l teacher, t a l k e d about the i n s i d i o u s nature 
of r a c i s m i n e d u c a t i o n a l ins t i tu t ions a n d h o w the o l d b o y s ' n e t w o r k h i n d e r e d 
h is career. L i k e the other m e n i n this s t u d y he focused at tent ion o n s t ruc tura l 
barr iers associated w i t h i n s t i t u t i o n a l r a c i s m : 

I think one of the reasons it is so hard to detect is that. . . in education people have 
become really good at what's appropriate and what's n o t . . . They know what to 
say. I know some people who [have a] minority background who ... [have said], 
"I want out of here because there is something wrong. I am not making it to the 
level I should. People around me are being promoted." Nothing is said to them 
directly ... But something is said somewhere else, amongst management or 
whatever ... I think it's there, but it's just much more difficult to prove [that k ind 
of racism]. 
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Perceptions of Multicultural and Anti-Racist Education 
T h r o u g h o u t their accounts b o t h female a n d male teachers m a d e reference to 
their s t r o n g c o m m i t m e n t to m u l t i c u l t u r a l a n d anti-racist e d u c a t i o n . A s 
m i n o r i t i e s these teachers h a v e a p e r s o n a l stake i n e n s u r i n g rac ia l e q u i t y . T h e y 
h a v e been s h a p e d a n d affected b y their o w n experiences of r a c i s m a n d w o r k to 
ensure that their s tudents ' l ife chances are not h i n d e r e d b y rac i sm. T h e y ex
pressed c o n c e r n about the s m a l l n u m b e r s of m i n o r i t i e s i n their o w n teacher 
e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s a n d the scant at tent ion to m u l t i c u l t u r a l / a n t i - r a c i s t e d u c a 
t i o n i n the p r e p a r a t i o n of a l l teachers. 

R e e m a ref lected o n h e r experiences as a s tudent teacher: 

It was a good program ... I enjoyed i t . . . but it is a little too white ... it doesn't 
encompass minorities ... I just didn't feel as included as maybe I w o u l d have 
liked ... it could have been because there weren't many minorities in my group. 
We live here in the lower mainland [which is very racially heterogeneous] and 
truly [only] three minorities in a group of 30 [student teachers]? A n d our instruc
tors ... they've all grown up here, and when they grew up here there weren't 
many minorities so they have a different viewpoint [than I do]. 

Sa t inder , a h i g h s c h o o l mathemat ics teacher b e l i e v e d anti -racist a n d m u l t i 
c u l t u r a l e d u c a t i o n s h o u l d be an o n g o i n g part of i n s t r u c t i o n rather t h a n a 
separate ly taught topic : 

I strongly believe in a diversified healthy multicultural setting either in school or 
society. I believe programs such as anti-racism are very important ... In my 
classroom the tone is that you respect everybody. A n d the kids know that . . . I tell 
them about my background, where I come from, my parents, and my language. 
I do bring issues that are happening in our society into the classroom on a daily 
basis, and if the situation happened in the school, I try to address it. 

Employment Histories 
M o s t teachers s a i d that they w e r e able to secure e m p l o y m e n t q u i c k l y . H o w 
ever, a l l b u t t w o f o u n d e m p l o y m e n t i n schools a n d distr ic ts that h a d re la t ive ly 
h i g h n u m b e r s of P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents a n d w h e r e their c u l t u r a l k n o w l e d g e 
a n d l i n g u i s t i c s k i l l s w e r e seen as v a l u a b l e c o m m o d i t i e s . O n l y t w o teachers 
f o u n d it d i f f i c u l t to secure e m p l o y m e n t a n d felt that the d i f f i c u l t y w a s a result 
of their race. B o t h of these teachers i m m i g r a t e d to C a n a d a at a later age t h a n 
others i n the s t u d y , one as a teenager a n d the other as a n a d u l t i n her 40s. 

Sahibjeet d e s c r i b e d h o w she u s e d her l ing uis t i c a n d c u l t u r a l k n o w l e d g e i n 
o r d e r to secure e m p l o y m e n t : 

I . . . wrote d o w n that I could speak Punjabi on my résumés ... I thought if they 
want to have parent communication ... then they actually need to have people 
that can speak the other language too ... [During my interview] . . . I kept pushing 
... [that] I can speak Punjabi [and that] I can also speak a little bit of H i n d i ... I 
went to that school purposely because I knew there was a high Indo-Canadian 
population. 

Interpretation and Recommendations 
T h e exper iences of teachers of P u n j a b i S i k h ancestry p r o v i d e educators w i t h 
the o p p o r t u n i t y to e x a m i n e h o w teacher e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s a n d s c h o o l d i s 
tricts c a n better educate a n d s u p p o r t m a i n s t r e a m a n d m i n o r i t y teachers so a l l 
c h i l d r e n are g i v e n e q u a l e d u c a t i o n a l access a n d s u p p o r t . 
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Immigration Histories 
O g b u (1978) t h e o r i z e d that i m m i g r a n t m i n o r i t i e s v i e w e d m a i n s t r e a m e d u c a 
t i o n a l ins t i tu t ions "as a means for a c q u i r i n g the sk i l l s necessary for g o o d jobs 
. . . T h e y are s t r o n g l y m o t i v a t e d b y the bel ief that socia l a n d economic a d v a n c e 
m e n t is poss ib le vis-à-vis e d u c a t i o n " (pp. 27-28). The teachers i n Os ier ' s (1997) 
s t u d y a lso i n d i c a t e d that their parents b e l i e v e d school success w o u l d assist 
t h e m i n a c h i e v i n g s o c i o e c o n o m i c a d v a n c e m e n t . Cons is tent w i t h O g b u ' s a n d 
O s i e r ' s f i n d i n g s , the teachers i n t e r v i e w e d i n this s t u d y p e r c e i v e d that their 
f a m i l i e s v i e w e d e d u c a t i o n as a means to h e l p t h e m succeed a n d i m p r o v e their 
p o s i t i o n s i n C a n a d i a n society. 

It seems that these teachers' experiences s u p p o r t the l ibera l perspect ive that 
there is o p p o r t u n i t y for i m m i g r a n t s i n m a i n s t r e a m ins t i tut ions . H o w e v e r , 
other d i m e n s i o n s of these teachers' experience , as d iscussed b e l o w , s u p p o r t a 
m o r e c r i t i ca l assessment of m a i n s t r e a m inst i tut ions . 

Community Ties 
C a s e y (1993), H e n r y (1992), L a d s o n - B i l l i n g s (1994), a n d O s i e r (1997) d e m o n 
strate that m i n o r i t y teachers feel a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o w a r d their c o m m u n i t i e s a n d 
that their c o m m u n i t i e s expect t h e m to assist m i n o r i t y c h i l d r e n . T h e teachers i n 
these s tudies see their w o r k as a n al legiance to their c o m m u n i t y . H o w e v e r , 
m a n y of the female teachers integrate aspects of their c o m m i t m e n t to the 
parents of their P u n j a b i S i k h students i n their narrat ives i n a w a y that the m e n 
d o not . T h e w o m e n ac t ive ly i n f o r m e d parents about h o w they c o u l d h e l p their 
c h i l d r e n succeed a n d e n c o u r a g e d t h e m to s u p p o r t their c h i l d r e n . In this w a y 
they are s i m i l a r to the m a n y " b l a c k w o m e n [who] use their c lassrooms a n d 
status as educators for A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n c o m m u n i t y d e v e l o p m e n t " ( C o l l i n s , 
1990, p . 150). 

O s i e r (1997) discusses h o w some of the m i n o r i t y teachers i n her s t u d y felt 
that they h a d to p r o v e their abi l i t ies a n d credent ia ls to m i n o r i t y parents before 
they w e r e t rus ted . In contrast , the teachers i n this s t u d y felt that they w e r e 
t rusted because they h a d a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g of P u n j a b i S i k h cu l ture . T h e 
w o m e n , m o r e than the m e n , felt a p e r s o n a l c o m m i t m e n t to their c o m m u n i t i e s . 
T h i s m a y be re lated to the I n d i a n i d e a l of w o m a n h o o d , w h i c h e m p h a s i z e s 
s o c i a l d u t y t o w a r d the f a m i l y a n d society a n d places f a m i l y a n d societal needs 
before her o w n ( G h o s h , 1981). F u r t h e r m o r e , as e lementary teachers the w o m e n 
h a d m o r e contact w i t h f e w e r parents a n d c o u l d therefore d e v e l o p closer re la 
t i o n s h i p s w i t h parents . 

Not Just Professional Ethnics 
B l a i r a n d M a y l o r (1993) argue that r e g a r d i n g m i n o r i t y teachers as " p r o f e s 
s i o n a l e thnics rather t h a n as teachers . . . c a n lead to the m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n of 
[ m i n o r i t y ] teachers a n d e n d a n g e r their chances of p r o m o t i o n " (p. 64). O s i e r 
(1997) reiterates this concern a n d reports that m i n o r i t y teachers s a w their 
a d d i t i o n a l l a n g u a g e s k i l l s "as a n asset, [but] they w e r e not c o n v i n c e d that 
schools necessar i ly a c k n o w l e d g e d or v a l u e d these s k i l l s " (p. 114). 

In the present s t u d y it w a s the m o r e exper ienced teachers w h o w e r e aware 
of the p o s s i b i l i t y that they c o u l d be m a r g i n a l i z e d as " p r o f e s s i o n a l e thnics . " 
Teachers b e g i n n i n g their careers were consis tent ly p o s i t i v e about h e l p i n g 
parents a n d s c h o o l staff i n this b r i d g i n g role . W h e t h e r they w i l l i n future 
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exper ience this same m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n or w h e t h e r their career o p p o r t u n i t i e s w i l l 
be b r o a d e r r e m a i n s to be seen. 

Teaching As a Site of Resistance 
Researchers d o c u m e n t that the teaching practices of female teachers h a v e be
c o m e p r a x i s — a c t i o n sites of resistance a n d p o l i t i c a l ac t iv i ty (Casey, 1993; C o l 
l i n s , 1990; Foster , 1992; H e n r y , 1992; h o o k s , 1994; L a d s o n - B i l l i n g s , 1994). M a n y 
of the female teachers i n this s t u d y u s e d their role as teacher to m o d e l gender 
roles that are d i f ferent f r o m w h a t p r e d o m i n a t e s i n their c o m m u n i t y . T h e y w e r e 
d e t e r m i n e d to h e l p their female s tudents u n d e r s t a n d that they h a d al ternat ives 
to t r a d i t i o n a l g e n d e r roles . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , these w o m e n are t r y i n g b o t h to serve 
as a b r i d g e to their c o m m u n i t y a n d to create a change i n their c o m m u n i t y ' s 
va lues a n d b r i n g these v a l u e s m o r e i n l ine w i t h m a i n s t r e a m femin is t att i tudes 
t o w a r d issues s u c h as g e n d e r e q u i t y . 

Employment Equity Programs 
Systemic barr iers s u c h a the " o l d b o y s ' n e t w o r k s a n d h i d d e n a g e n d a s " h a v e 
h i n d e r e d the careers of P u n j a b i S i k h teachers i n v o l v e d i n this s t u d y . E m p l o y 
m e n t e q u i t y is p r o p o s e d as one w a y of c h a l l e n g i n g the e x i s t i n g p o w e r 
s tructures a n d r e c o n s t r u c t i n g the e d u c a t i o n a l s y s t e m i n an i n c l u s i o n a r y m a n 
ner ( A l l e n , 1994; F ieras & E l l i o t , 1996; Sleeter, 1993). 

W h e t h e r e m p l o y m e n t e q u i t y pol i c ies w e r e i n s t r u m e n t a l i n b r i n g i n g the 
teachers i n t e r v i e w e d i n t o this p r o f e s s i o n is not clear. These teachers came f r o m 
a v a r i e t y of d is t r ic ts , a n d n o n e of these has a n o f f i c ia l e m p l o y m e n t e q u i t y 
p o l i c y . It appears that these i n d i v i d u a l s w e r e e m p l o y e d i n par t because a d m i n 
istrators s a w h o w v a l u a b l e they w o u l d be to s tudents , parents , a n d col leagues. 
O n c e h i r e d , i n d i v i d u a l s h a d la t i tude to def ine their roles, espec ia l ly w h e n this 
s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n c o i n c i d e d w i t h i n s t i t u t i o n a l needs to c o m m u n i c a t e w i t h parents 
a n d c h i l d r e n , to interpret , translate, b r i d g e , create h a r m o n i o u s c l a s s r o o m rela
t ions , a n d cha l lenge P u n j a b i c o m m u n i t y va lues r e g a r d i n g gender . W h a t is not 
c lear is w h e t h e r the i n s t i t u t i o n w i s h e s these needs to be o f f i c i a l l y addressed at 
a p u b l i c l e v e l , s y s t e m - w i d e rather t h a n i n specif ic c o m m u n i t y a n d staff set
t ings . T h e exper ience of those f e w i n d i v i d u a l s i n the s t u d y w h o h a v e l o n g 
t e a c h i n g careers a n d h a v e a t tempted to w o r k at o f f i c ia l , p u b l i c , a d m i n i s t r a t i v e , 
a n d p o l i c y levels indicates that the i n s t i t u t i o n that has o p e n i n g s at the l e v e l of 
c o m m u n i t y service is c losed at the l eve l of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d p o l i c y d e v e l o p 
ment . 

Educational Reform 
G i v e n the c h a n g i n g nature of B C ' s d e m o g r a p h i c s a n d the v a r i e t y of research 
s u p p o r t i n g e t h n o r a c i a l d i v e r s i t y i n the teaching p r o f e s s i o n , it is essential to 
attract m i n o r i t i e s i n t o the p u b l i c e d u c a t i o n sys tem. T h i s is v i t a l for m a i n s t r e a m 
as w e l l as m i n o r i t y s tudents . S o l o m o n (1996) r e m i n d s us that it is i m p o r t a n t for 
a l l s tudents to h a v e 

representative role models from various racial and ethnocultural groups ... 
Dominant group students also benefit from their exposure to teachers of color as 
professionals and this may help to modify stereotypes and beliefs they may have 
of racial minorities, (p. 217) 
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C a n a d i a n l ibera l po l i c ies pos i t that m a i n s t r e a m inst i tut ions w i l l m a k e ac
c o m m o d a t i o n s for i m m i g r a n t s . The narrat ives of the teachers i n this s t u d y 
i l lus tra te h o w their w o r k m a k e s the g o v e r n m e n t c l a i m of i n s t i t u t i o n a l a d a p t a 
t i o n poss ib le . M a n y of the teachers i n this s t u d y w o r k above s t a n d a r d expecta
t ions as translators a n d b r i d g e s for parents , col leagues, a n d a d m i n i s t r a t o r s . The 
c u l t u r a l k n o w l e d g e a n d P u n j a b i l anguage s k i l l s are central to their effective
ness. T h e narra t ives of the teachers presented i n this article c lear ly demonstra te 
this l a r g e l y u n a c k n o w l e d g e d d i m e n s i o n of their w o r k . A l t h o u g h the i m m i g r a 
t i o n debate has a h u g e p u b l i c f o r u m , the w o r k of these i n d i v i d u a l s as the de 
facto i m p l e m e n t e r s of i n s t i t u t i o n a l a c c o m m o d a t i o n is la rge ly i g n o r e d . The 
a s s u m p t i o n that the b u l k of i m m i g r a n t sett lement services i n the schools w i l l 
rest o n the s h o u l d e r s of so f e w , albeit h i g h l y a n d u n i q u e l y q u a l i f i e d teachers 
seems unrea l i s t i c . M o r e p u b l i c v a l u i n g at the dis tr ic t , teachers' federat ion , 
m i n i s t r y , a n d u n i v e r s i t y l e v e l of the roles these i n d i v i d u a l s p l a y c o u l d contr ib 
ute to a g r o w i n g n u m b e r of i n d i v i d u a l s f r o m this b a c k g r o u n d see ing t h e m 
selves i n this ro le . 

D i s t r i c t s c o u l d f o r m a l l y c o n s u l t w i t h P u n j a b i S i k h teachers to h e l p i d e n t i f y 
e d u c a t i o n a l needs i n the P u n j a b i S i k h c o m m u n i t y a n d s u p p o r t p r o g r a m d e v e l 
o p m e n t to h e l p meet these needs. The creat ion of a f o r m a l consul ta t ive process 
w o u l d p u b l i c l y a c k n o w l e d g e the spec ia l k n o w l e d g e of P u n j a b i S i k h teachers. 
C o n d u c t i n g these consul ta t ions d u r i n g regular w o r k i n g h o u r s w o u l d a f f i r m 
the l e g i t i m a c y of the extra w o r k these teachers d o . 

T h e B C Teachers ' F e d e r a t i o n c o u l d take the in i t ia t ive i n s u p p o r t i n g 
m i n o r i t y teachers. S o m e of the teachers i n the s t u d y t a l k e d of h o w they h a d 
f o u n d f e w al l ies w h o s u p p o r t e d the w o r k they d i d or that they w e r e the o n l y 
P u n j a b i S i k h teacher o n staff a n d that this p l a c e d extra pressure o n t h e m . 
G h u m a n ' s (1995) research o n S o u t h A s i a n teachers indicates that f o r m a l or 
g a n i z a t i o n s for m i n o r i t y teachers h a v e h e l p e d to s u p p o r t the u n i q u e w o r k of 
m i n o r i t y teachers i n the U K s c h o o l sys tem. B y s a n c t i o n i n g a n d i n i t i a t i n g a 
m i n o r i t y teacher's n e t w o r k a n d m e n t o r i n g p r o g r a m s , the B C Teachers ' F e d e r a 
t i o n c o u l d p r o v i d e a n a v e n u e w h e r e b y the i m p o r t a n t w o r k P u n j a b i S i k h teach
ers d o is a c k n o w l e d g e d , v a l u e d , a n d s u p p o r t e d . 

C u r r i c u l u m is another major area w h e r e changes are n e e d e d . The Teachers ' 
F e d e r a t i o n c o u l d , t h r o u g h p u b l i c a t i o n grants , encourage both m a i n s t r e a m a n d 
m i n o r i t y teachers to w o r k c o l l a b o r a t i v e l y i n w r i t i n g materials not o therwise 
a v a i l a b l e c o m m e r c i a l l y . T h e M i n i s t r y of E d u c a t i o n p lays a major ro le i n c u r 
r i c u l u m d e v e l o p m e n t a n d i m p l e m e n t a t i o n . Efforts here m u s t p r o v i d e o p p o r t u 
ni t ies for c u r r i c u l u m that specif ies the experiences a n d histories of C a n a d a ' s 
d i v e r s e c u l t u r a l c o m m u n i t i e s . T h i s can be d o n e b y a s s u r i n g m i n o r i t y teachers 
are present o n a l l commit tees i n v o l v e d i n c u r r i c u l u m d e v e l o p m e n t a n d r e v i e w . 
T h e teachers i n this s t u d y i d e n t i f i e d the Eurocentr i c nature of the c u r r i c u l u m as 
b e i n g a n i m p e d i m e n t to the w o r k they d o . M a n y of the teachers p o i n t e d out 
that a n t i - r a c i s m , or m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m , w a s not consis tent ly present at a l l grade 
levels . T h e y also expressed c o n c e r n that it w a s c o m p a r t m e n t a l i z e d i n the 
c u r r i c u l u m , rather t h a n b e i n g f u l l y integrated. The M i n i s t r y of E d u c a t i o n 
needs to d e v e l o p c u r r i c u l a i n con junc t ion w i t h m i n o r i t y teachers that not o n l y 
represent the d i v e r s e c u l t u r a l locat ions a n d experiences of m i n o r i t i e s , b u t also 
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d e a l w i t h a n t i - r a c i s m a n d m u l t i c u l r u r a l i s m o n a d a y - t o - d a y basis as a n i n 
tegrated par t of a v a r i e t y of subject areas. 

Faculties of Education 
Teachers i n this s t u d y related that there w e r e few m i n o r i t i e s i n their teacher 
e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s a n d l itt le or n o at tent ion g i v e n to m u l t i c u l t u r a l / a n t i - r a c i s t 
e d u c a t i o n i n their p r e p a r a t i o n . Facul t ies of e d u c a t i o n need to m a k e a concerted 
effort to recrui t m i n o r i t i e s in to their teacher e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s , a n d they need 
to take a s t r o n g stance o n i m p l e m e n t i n g a n t i - r a c i s m a n d m u l t i c u l t u r a l cur 
r i c u l u m that s u p p o r t s m a i n s t r e a m a n d m i n o r i t y teachers w o r k i n g together. 
M a n y m a i n s t r e a m teachers need to e x a m i n e their p o s i t i o n of p r i v i l e g e a n d h o w 
this has i n f l u e n c e d their v i e w s o n a n d att i tudes t o w a r d race. 

F e a g i n , V e r a , a n d I m a n i (1996) argue that 

A substantial majority of whites are pervaded with a racial consciousness that is 
more than simple prejudice and stereotyping; it is rather a broader structure of 
racialized thought, a way of organizing and processing information about white
ness as wel l as about ... people of color ... N e w and extensive multicultural 
programs ... are critical for the reduction of white prejudice, hegemony and 
privilege, (pp. 169-170) 

In a d d i t i o n , teacher educators are i n a p o s i t i o n to s u p p o r t future m i n o r i t y 
teachers b y i n c l u d i n g i n teacher p r e p a r a t i o n p r o g r a m s the d i v e r s i t y of s tudent 
teachers ' exper iences a n d perspect ives . A s w e l l , c u r r i c u l u m i n teacher e d u c a 
t i o n that attends to h i s t o r i c a l experiences of m i n o r i t i e s i n C a n a d a is key . M u l t i 
c u l t u r a l l i terature for c h i l d r e n a n d y o u n g adul ts is a resource that c a n be eas i ly 
i n c l u d e d . A p p r o a c h e s to b u i l d i n g a respect ful c l a s s r o o m c l imate that attends to 
r a c i s m a n d l i n g u i s t i c d i v e r s i t y are also d i m e n s i o n s teacher educators need to 
integrate i n t o the c u r r i c u l u m of their p r o g r a m s . 

Facul t ies of e d u c a t i o n c o u l d also establ ish m e n t o r i n g p r o g r a m s a n d 
resource centers to address the needs of m i n o r i t y s tudents . 

Conclusion 
T h e teachers i n this s t u d y p l a y a c o m p l e x role i n the B C p u b l i c e d u c a t i o n 
s y s t e m . These teachers b u i l d br idges b e t w e e n parents a n d s c h o o l staff. T h e y 
c o m m u n i c a t e to parents the k i n d s of act ivit ies that w i l l s u p p o r t their c h i l d r e n 
i n s c h o o l . A t the same t ime they c o m m u n i c a t e P u n j a b i S i k h c u l t u r a l practices to 
staff. T h e e x a m p l e descr ibed above of h e l p i n g teachers to u n d e r s t a n d h o w to 
r e s p o n d w h e n a parent d i e d i l lustrates this k i n d of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 

In a d d i t i o n to b r i d g i n g b e t w e e n m a i n s t r e a m a n d P u n j a b i S i k h cul tures , 
these teachers a l so try to in f luence a n d change selected c u l t u r a l va lues i n the 
P u n j a b i S i k h c o m m u n i t y to reflect key m a i n s t r e a m att i tudes m o r e c lose ly . F o r 
e x a m p l e , they are d e e p l y c o m m i t t e d to a l l e v i a t i n g the c u l t u r a l s e x i s m their 
female P u n j a b i S i k h s tudents m a y experience. 

These p r o f e s s i o n a l educators c o m b i n e selected aspects of P u n j a b i language 
a n d c u l t u r e w i t h m a i n s t r e a m C a n a d i a n school cu l ture . T h e y negotiate the 
e i ther-or d i l e m m a m a n y m i n o r i t i e s face of e i ther m a i n t a i n i n g their ancestral 
l a n g u a g e a n d c u l t u r e or a s s i m i l a t i n g in to m a i n s t r e a m inst i tut ions . In this w a y 
they serve as i m p o r t a n t m o d e l s to their P u n j a b i S i k h students . 
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W h i l e P u n j a b i S i k h teachers are b r i d g i n g b e t w e e n P u n j a b i a n d m a i n s t r e a m 

cul tures a n d a t t e m p t i n g to inf luence selected aspects of Pun jab i S i k h cul ture , 

they are a lso c o n f r o n t i n g i n s t i t u t i o n a l r a c i s m a n d sex i sm. These educators are 

f o r g i n g a n e w m o d e l of w h a t it means to be a teacher that is based neither o n 

total c o n f o r m i t y w i t h the d o m i n a n t i n s t i t u t i o n n o r o n strict r a d i c a l p e d a g o g y . 

It is a m o d e l that reflects their d i v e r s e p o s i t i o n s a n d locat ions a n d their i n 

d i v i d u a l in terpretat ions of h o w best to w o r k to o v e r c o m e s e x i s m a n d r a c i s m . 

O n l y f u t u r e s t u d y w i l l a l l o w us to observe if a n d h o w their role w i l l change 

o v e r t ime . 

I n c l u s i o n of m i n o r i t y teachers, as w e r e c o m m e n d , i n loca l distr icts , the 

p r o v i n c i a l M i n i s t r y of E d u c a t i o n , the B C Teachers ' Federa t ion , a n d teacher 

e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m s w i l l chal lenge the a c a d e m y a n d society a n d b e g i n the 

process of t r a n s f o r m i n g t h e m . C h a l l e n g i n g e x i s t i n g p o w e r structures a n d re la 

t ions so as to s u p p o r t m i n o r i t y teachers s h o u l d b r i n g us closer to l i v i n g i n a n 

i n c l u s i v e society w h e r e the u n i q u e voices , experiences, a n d roles of m i n o r i t y 

teachers are h o n o r e d a n d v a l u e d . " W e m u s t act w i t h d e l i b e r a t i o n a n d c o m m i t 

m e n t to ensure that a l l . . . h a v e a vo ice a n d a n audience for the t e l l i n g of their 

l i v e s " ( E t t e r - L e w i s , 1991, p . 56). 
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Notes 
1. A n earlier study established that the percentage of student teachers of South Asian ancestry 

in the Simon Fraser Universi ty teacher education program from 1988-1992 was 
approximately 2.5%, which is marginally less than the 2.7% representation both in the 
university population at large and in the population of BC dur ing that time (Beynon et al., 
1992). 
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