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Holding On to Many Threads
Emergent Literacy in a Classroom
of Iu Mien Children

Kathleen Evans 1

A ll but seven children in
my classroom were
members of the Iu Mien

(ee-mee-EN) culture, a tribal people
from the highland provinces in
South China and Laos. Looking over
my class list before school began, I
realized that this new year, working
with children from a culture so far
removed from postindustrial influ-
ences, would require my making
some adjustments in the classroom.

The name list was unlike any I had
ever received. A few different first
names were repeated in a variety of
ways; nearly all last names began
with the prefix Sae. There appeared
to be six or seven different root sur-
names. Although a naming system
was apparent, it didn’t seem to be
based on gender. Naming became
the first of many Mien customs I
would learn about from these chil-
dren and their culture.

Beginning with children’s
vision
During the first days of school, I in-
vited parents to stay to help ease the
children’s adjustment to school. De-

spite a few children’s tears and my
gesturing to extend this invitation to
Mien parents, none of them came
inside. Later in the month at the
back-to-school night, the parents
stood in the middle of the room smil-
ing at me. The younger-age parents,
those who have been educated in
this country, helped translate my
description of what we were doing
in the classroom and the questions
other parents had about what the
children would be learning. My as-
sistant, who is Mien, explained to me
that most parents, because they have
not been to a school, feel unsure
about their roles in the classroom
and at meetings.

I didn’t speak the language of the
Mien parents, and they didn’t speak
mine. I quickly learned that written
communication to most parents was
ineffective. Any message I had to get
to the class was efficiently transmit-
ted if I asked my assistant or one of
the English-speaking Mien parents
to stand at the door and relay it to
the parents when they came to take
the children home.

As a group, the Mien children,
who seemed at the first to be unnatu-
rally quiet and compliant, stared up

at me from the rug, and I wondered
just how I was going to provide a
curriculum that engaged and stimu-
lated all the children. I had a lot to
learn about them, what they were in-
terested in, and what they thought
about. I wondered how I could cre-
ate a curriculum that would reflect
their culture and provide a support-
ive transition into American cul-
ture—a completely different way of
looking at and being in the world.

In reflecting on that beginning, I
realize there had been the option to
carry on and conduct a traditional
type of class. This was the kind of
structure the children’s big brothers
and sisters had prepared them for.
I’m sure the children would have
been good and also happy about
doing worksheets and coloring pic-
tures. I had observed Mien children
in other classrooms, with the teacher
as the center and the children ap-
pearing to work happily in whole-
group activities and doing what they
were told when they were told.

But I had never taught this way,
and I felt that the spirit of these
children—or any child—was too
precious to waste on meaning-
less, empty work. The group of

Excerpted from The Lively Kindergarten
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Mien children in my class seemed
so curious and thoughtful. I was
confident they would thrive in a
classroom in which action, talking,
and thinking were expected.

Becoming culturally aware
The Iu Mien families I was learning
to know were undergoing a drastic
acculturation shift, given the differ-
ences between village life in Laos and
an American urban setting, plus the
trauma of life as refugees and their
adjustment to inner-city, northern
California living in general and an
urban public school in particular. To
me it seemed very important to have
a classroom that both reflected Mien
cultural values and prepared the chil-
dren as much as possible for success
in school beyond kindergarten.

Because the Mien culture’s lan-
guage is spoken, not written, I felt I
needed to be clearer in my mind
about how the Mien oral tradition
and other cultural practices could
support literacy learning. The chil-
dren still lived in group settings in
which families shared childrearing,
food preparation, and religious
ceremonies.

Hence I felt I must be very con-
scious of the ways my teaching pro-
moted collaboration and coopera-
tion and be careful not to undermine
cultural values by creating unneces-
sary competitiveness. The broad dif-
ferences in Mien and American tra-
ditions and values as well as the
fragility of the Mien culture as for-
eign within a hostile, dominant cul-
ture, made me wary of any under-
mining actions on my part. A Mien
colleague, Tom Schao, wrote to me,
“The Mien have really just boarded
a train that carries a technological
and educational advancement that is
at least two hundred years ahead of
their time, and they are beginning to
feel a bumpy, but progressive ride
toward an American destination.”

Through Mien culture classes of-
fered by the school district, my asso-
ciations with Mien teachers (two in
the district at that time) and instruc-
tional assistants from the Mien com-
munity, attending all cultural func-
tions I was invited to, and reading
whatever I could find, I learned
about the culture of the children I
was to teach.

Who are the Iu Mien?
The Iu Mien, the Hmong, and other
hill tribes have been referred to as
Yao (“outsider” in Chinese) in China
and Laos, where their status has been
not unlike that of Native Americans
in the United States. In Asia the Mien
were slash-and-burn farmers most
noted for their elegant dress and in-
tricate cross-stitch needlework. Dur-
ing the Indo-Chinese wars, Mien sol-
diers were collaborators, first with
the French and later the United
States. They were fierce, brave fight-
ers whose acts of courage won their
commanders’ great respect.

When it became impossible for the
Mien people to continue inhabiting
the regions of Laos where they had
settled, they crossed the Mekong
River into refugee camps in Thai-
land. Later the U.S. government, des-
ignating the Mien as “guests” in
gratitude for their help in the war, re-
located them to the United States and
provided welfare assistance and low-
income housing in inner-city neigh-
borhoods. In some ways this level of
support eased their transition from
tribal life to a wage economy. In
many more ways, however, the lives
of the Mien people were transformed
and disrupted profoundly.

Bringing Mien culture into
the classroom
Mien storytellers believe that in the
days when the Iu Mien lived on the
land, the elders would go into the

forest to commune with the spirits
before selecting a site for a new vil-
lage in order to decide if the children
would be safe in that place from evil
spirits. So it is with ghosts that my
classroom story here begins.

Around the time of Halloween, in
most kindergartens across the coun-
try, there is much talk of ghosts. Art-
work, stories, and conversations
often center on ghosts. Each year at
our school a rumor would develop
among the first- and second-graders
that a ghost resided in the custo-
dian’s closet next to our classroom.
Bloodcurdling screams and the
scampering feet of the older children
escaping from the closeted ghost of-
ten interrupted us.

At circle time one day following
such a ghostly visitation, I asked the
children what they would do if a
ghost came into their houses. “No
problem,” said Sarn, one of the Mien
children. “All we have to do is call
the priest.” Thereafter, the children
attributed any unexplained occur-
rences to the spirit world. A cloud
passing in front of the sun and cast-
ing a shadow on the rug was noted
as a significant event. Likewise, a
classroom problem was often given
a spiritual or supernatural explana-
tion. When one of the favored pen-
lights used for chart reading turned
up missing, the children, sensing my
distress, suggested that I imagine the
missing light and then I would
surely be able to locate it. “Do you
really think this will work?” I asked.
“It might,” they offered.

Once when a great flood was
prophesied by the shamans, each
Mien child wore an amulet to protect
her from danger. My assistant
thought perhaps I might find this
custom strange. But I told her I came
from a very devout Catholic family,
and I brought in the brown felt
scapular my mother had given me at
age 7 to protect me from harm. As a
child I had an unwavering belief in
my guardian angel, and I still pray
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to St. Anthony whenever I lose my
keys. The beliefs of the Mien chil-
dren resonated with my own recol-
lections of being 5 and still secure
in the protection of my mother and
her saints.

Near our school is a beautiful park,
rich in the history of our city and
named after the patron saint of lost
keys—San Antonio. In California’s
early days there was a corrida for
bullfights. The trees are old, and the
gentle slopes provide for views of the
bay, the freeways, the trains, and the
downtown skyline. In the morning
the Chinese elders come to the quiet
of the park to do tai chi chuan. On
weekends Spanish-speaking soccer
leagues hold matches from dawn to
dusk. There is a Head Start program
and recreation center as well as an or-
ganized tennis program.

But some of the bad things hap-
pening in the neighborhood also
went on in the park—drug deals,
drug users shooting up in the bath-
rooms, homelessness, violence, sex.
Over the years the children have told
me stories of the bad things they’ve
seen happen there. It seemed reason-
able for the community’s elders to
believe there were evil spirits in the
park, for indeed there were. Still, the
children navigated these streets ev-
ery day. The park was part of their
world and belonged to them. If we
went there in a large enough group,
we could be safe from the evil. So we
did go to the park as often as we
could, usually with many parents
and even many of the elders.

On one trip to the park, Donna ran
out of the bathroom shouting,
“There’s a monster in the bath-
room.” I went in with her to check,
hoping to reassure her but being
aware that it was certainly possible
someone might have eluded our
careful surveillance and slipped in
unseen. Finding the restroom empty
and remarkably tidy, I said, “See,
Donna, there’s no monster here.”
“No, Ms. Evans, it wasn’t really a

monster. It’s a ghost.” I certainly was
not about to deny the existence of
ghosts to someone as convinced as
Donna. About this time Kao and
Scott entered our conversation. Kao
said, “There is a ghost. See, it is mov-
ing your hair.” “But, Kao,” I said,
“perhaps it is just the wind.” In an
instant he licked his forefinger,
raised it, and pronounced gravely,
“There’s no wind.” An imperceptible
breeze moved the swings ever so
gently. And Scott, without saying
anything, pointed to them.

In a way, the children in our Room
2 lived in a world not so unlike the
one I inhabited at age 5, one full of
spirits, both good and evil, guarding
our safety and tempting us into dan-
gerous places. Last year when one
child’s preschool-age sister was
killed by a car, the children said, “It
was not that lady’s fault. The spirits
put their hands over her eyes, and
she just couldn’t see Linda.”

But urban public schools are not
very magical places. And more and
more American children are pushed
to abandon magical beliefs for the
sake of efficiency, technology, and
progress. In contrast, spiritual life is
a strength and one of the special gifts
the Mien children brought to our
school. Holding on to it is one of the
struggles they must take up to sur-
vive in this society.

A conflict of visions
When I observed the Mien children
at play, cultural difference was obvi-
ous. It was not unusual to see two or
three boys collaborating, with very
little conflict, to build one car out of
Legos. Children rarely played alone.
And until a Mien child had been at
school for a while, he would not

draw himself alone on a page but
always depicted a child surrounded
by others.

Unfortunately many teachers ap-
pear unable to grasp a cultural con-
text in which sharing, taking turns,
and cooperative effort are the norm
and don’t have to be taught at
school. Teachers in upper grades
complained that Mien children chat-
tered constantly, were unable to
work independently, and cheated by
giving the answer to children who
were having difficulty. The children
saw many problems as having an
explanation in an unatoned past bad
deed or perhaps a curse.

American concepts of blame and
fault are not considered in resolving
issues. The Mien reach decisions
through the consensus of wise
people, following discussion that
continues until most can accept the
reasons. A vote about which nearly
half the group is unhappy hardly
seems a very sensible way of deter-
mining rules for living together.
Membership is regarded as the ben-
efit one receives from living in accord
with the customs of the community.

So many of the discipline proce-
dures in schools, such as stickers and
points for good behavior, would
seem quite silly to the Mien commu-
nity, for whom rules are clear and
simple. The community decides on
the rules, which mutually benefit
the members. If a member is un-
able to abide by these rules, the
community is offended. The of-
fending member must fix the prob-
lem if he or she wishes to continue
to enjoy the reward of living in a
supportive community.

As I learned more about how the
Mien community works, I saw more
clearly the obvious and subtle ways
in which competition is inherent in

The beliefs of the Mien children resonated
with my own recollections of being 5.
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our schooling in this country and
how destructive winning and losing
can be to developing a community of
learners. Most non-Mien children
who came into our group fit natu-
rally into this cooperative way of
being in the world.

Into the world of print
The challenge for me was providing
children with what Lisa Delpit (1995)
calls “the culture of power” while
supporting them in retaining what is
beautiful and useful about the Mien
home culture. The greatest challenge
centered on literacy. Historically,
since the Mien people had no writ-
ten language, the priests, who tradi-
tionally were the only ones to read
and write, did so in Chinese. Accord-
ing to legend, however, the Mien
language once was written, but be-
cause of Chinese domination the
women hid the writing in their
needlework where its form was lost
or forgotten.

In the Mien’s homeland, educa-
tion involved teaching children the
community work of the tribe, the tra-
ditions, the stories of the people, and
spiritual beliefs. From my observa-
tion of the ways the Mien children
approached new learning, the teach-
ing method children experienced
before must have consisted of watch-
ing, chatting among themselves
about how the task was to be done,
and attempting the task when feel-
ing confident to try without failure.
The body of knowledge taught by
the Mien has effectively withstood
years of oppression, domination,
war, and dislocation. For the Mien it
maintains a strong, vibrant bond
with the past, strengthens their soli-
darity today, and provides a com-
mon foundation as they look cau-
tiously to the future.

Reading and writing is something
very new for the Mien people. Many
parents can only sign their own

names, and they do this with great
difficulty. After I posted the class
chart of children’s names (our main
tool for teaching beginning phonics),
including each child’s picture, Yang
Ta’s mother spent each morning
practicing the names of the letters in
her child’s name, so she would be
able to help Yang learn to write it.

Nai Chow’s struggle to learn to
write her name illustrates the Mien
approach to learning. On the first
day of school Nai Chow’s older sis-
ter made it quite clear that she
wanted me to get the spelling of
Nai’s name corrected—the office had
Nai Chao instead of Chow. Next she
brought up her concern about Nai’s
letter reversals and mirror writing. It
was obvious to me that every person
in Nai’s family was working with
her on name writing. One day I ob-
served Nai at the name chart very
carefully tracing and retracing her
name with her finger. By December
she had perfected her name.

Cultural conflicts
Supported by family values, quite a
few younger Mien parents have
graduated from an American high
school and have attended commu-
nity college. A very few have univer-
sity degrees. But young children’s
strong sense of place in the family
more often is eroded as Mien youth
move into middle and secondary
school, where dropout rates are very
high. Within families and the com-
munity some divisions develop as
Christianity, materialism, loss of re-
spect for elders, and exposure to ra-
tional, logical beliefs about the cos-
mos become more widely accepted
by the young people. Disaffection
with school and the estrangement
of adolescents from the tribe—
“bicultural ambivalence” (Krashen
1993)—are serious problems in the
Mien community. I  wondered,
given these influences and forces of

change, if literacy was a positive or
destructive force for this culture,
for my students?

Further confounding this di-
lemma of acculturation are widely
held popular beliefs that good read-
ers come from homes in which they
have “spent over a 1,000 hours ac-
tively engaged in some kind of read-
ing and writing” (Cunningham &
Allington 1994, 22) before entering
kindergarten; that literate children
come from homes full of books and
magazines; and that the mystery of
print has been explained to them.
Since these conditions are seen by
many schools as the only way chil-
dren become literate, this leaves little
room for children from the Mien cul-
ture to become members of the com-
munity of readers and writers.

Rather than give in to this deficit
model of needing more, I tried to
support the literacy strengths I saw
embedded in the Mien culture and to
build on those. I saw a group with a
rich oral tradition, and children with
the ability to memorize and recall
long and complicated stories. I saw
a group of children whose involve-
ment in art and music and with math
materials indicated a complex un-
derstanding of pattern and the abil-
ity not only to re-create but also to
create. I saw a group of children who
worked together well, so the strong
foundation necessary to create a
community of readers and writers
already existed. Valuing these com-
petencies and taking care to plan my
instruction in ways that reflected
how children learn at home, I tried
to re-create in the classroom the en-
vironment of a literate home. In this
way I was able to dispel literacy be-
liefs built on a deficit model.

Many of the activities we engaged
in during this school year focused on
the importance of the children’s
Mien culture, the stories about home
and family transcribed in their jour-
nals and class-made books, their de-
scriptions of activities on the docu-
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mentation boards posted in the halls
outside the classrooms, the little ritu-
als at the ends of our themes, and the
big performances to celebrate special
events. These all served as cultural
bridges. Such passages back and
forth between the culture of home
and the culture of school—the
Americanizing institution—demon-
strated that both traditional beliefs
and the requirements of modern cul-
ture can coexist in one person. I be-
lieve a curriculum that is generated
from the cultural values of the com-
munity and that offers insight and
skill necessary for survival in the
dominant culture supports young
people struggling to find ways to
become bicultural.

Creating curriculum—
The threads are time and
structure
How is it that seemingly opposing
needs and demands became coordi-
nated in a meaningful program for 5-
and 6-year-olds? The clearest way
for me to explain how this happened
is through the idea of an emergent
curriculum. Through my observa-
tion of the children, chats with them,
group discussions in the classroom,
my alliances with Mien adults, and
my own reflections, I searched for
ways to bring both the children’s
home culture and the skills of em-
powerment into my classroom. An
added challenge was doing this
without violating sacred things that
rightfully do not belong outside the
boundaries of home and tribe.

The beginning of the year, even
the beginning of a new phase in the
school year, started with reflection,
chats, and a review of observation
notes, children’s portfolios, and
other work samples. I also consid-
ered the developmental scales and
district curriculum expectations,
which are part of my practice. To me
it seemed most logical to begin with

the familiar and move into the ex-
otic as the children became more
grounded and better skilled.

Veteran kindergarten teachers be-
gin by focusing on the child and
family, moving to the larger commu-
nity, and then finally exploring
larger topics such as ocean life or
dinosaurs. The validity of such prac-
tice is in needing to create a function-
ing community of learners, and to do
so it is essential that each child feel
valued for his or her unique contri-
bution to the community. Even chil-
dren whom the class may view as
troublesome feel they have talents
and skills to contribute.

If my Mien children were going to
view membership in the tribe/com-
munity as worthwhile and if the rest
of the tribe/class were to accept
them, then all had to spend time get-
ting to know each other. I had found
this practice of moving from famil-
iar to exotic even more useful in
working with English-language
learners whose vocabulary and us-
age were constantly evolving from
the everyday things they were able
to name to the more abstract subjects
they would yet learn.

When planning any curriculum, I
now have a rule for myself: proceed

thoughtfully and very carefully. Be-
fore I followed this rule my teaching
was harder work and less successful.
Once I would brainstorm elaborate
webs around interest areas, with
many activities in every subject area
and all selectively and obviously
connected to each and every other
activity planned for the week. My
knowledge of every topic I covered
during the year was great in breadth
and depth. My theme boxes and
binders bulged with materials and
content. But I was so exhausted and
the children so overwhelmed that
the joy of learning was lost.

Planning became more of a shared
process with the children, although
probably not as obvious as when a
group would ask, “This year can we
learn more about snakes?” Although
at times I chose the theme, planning
was shared in the sense that I di-
vined a topic that seemed of great
interest through observation, chat-
ting, and reflection. I field-tested
ideas by putting out a tub of books
on the subject, reading aloud other
books on the subject, and displaying
pictures or posters and watching for
a response. If there was enough con-
versation (in Mien or English or
both), if there was noticeable curios-
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ity or interest, then perhaps this
could become a community project.
After this preliminary engagement,
I began the planning process—still
checking responses, extending invi-
tations, and making adjustments for
the best fit.

Creative emerging ideas
Ghosts and spirits, fishing, sewing,
caring for babies, cooking, and con-
structions all emerged as curriculum
areas to include that reflected the
Mien children’s home culture. The
office, bookstore, hospital, shampoo
factory, as well as space exploration,
all emerged prominently as aspects
of learning to share in the culture of
power. Our reading and writing, in-
cluding even children’s artistic rep-
resentations as sign systems, became
ways for us to explore, document,
and preserve Mien cultural activi-
ties. As I watched and listened to the
children and collected documenta-
tion, I decided what were the recur-
ring cultural themes and confusions.

Fishing

From Mien children’s drawings,
dictated stories, and chats with the
children, I found out how important
fishing was to the families. At the
water table I added fishing poles,
magnetic fish, rubber sea creatures,
rocks, shells, and tin buckets. This
became an engaging, important
place to play. Unfortunately it only
had room for three, and many more
wanted to fish. So, from construction
toys the children invented fishing
poles—the long, deep-sea kind. On
pillows, which functioned as the
bank, they sat, fished, laughed, and
joked for an extended period of time.

The playhouse

The way I set up and stocked the
playhouse provided some interest-
ing insights into the Mien children’s

culture. I had included a high chair,
even though I had never seen a high
chair in a Mien home or a Mien child
sitting in one. I just didn’t think this
through. Before I knew it the chil-
dren, not the dolls, were sitting in the
high chair. And before I thought to
remove the chair, it was as broken as
the wee bear’s chair.

More successful accessories in the
house were the Chinese dishes. To-
ward the middle of the year a group
of children had taken to carefully
arranging the dishes, the flowers,
and artificial fruit into a shrine and
then kneeling to pray. They did this
without self-consciousness, in a most
natural way, completely unaware
that my team teacher and I had no-
ticed them.

Sewing

This was something I initiated,
and Mrs. Saelee, my assistant, super-
vised the activity. On small burlap
squares the children drew designs,
which they then stitched by hand. I
had observed the Mien mothers us-
ing this same sewing technique as
they did traditional stitchery—
something they often engaged in as
they chatted with each other and
watched the children.

At first this was an activity chosen
by girls, although the non-Mien boys
also chose it. After a few of these
boys risked trying, some of the Mien
boys thought it might be interesting,
though none pursued the sewing
very long. The mothers were very
pleased with the small, fine stitches
the children made. I was truly
amazed at the fine motor skills
they demonstrated and the beauty
of this first needlework. Mien
mothers fear that the younger gen-
eration will lose this skill, and they
appreciated this connection be-
tween home and school. I regret
that I didn’t take the opportunity
to discuss why the boys had aban-
doned the activity so quickly.

Conclusion
The only way I saw for our class-
room to manage the very compli-
cated challenge of acculturation was
to provide an emergent curriculum.
The Mien culture sustained its
people for a very long time through
some very difficult struggles, but
Mien children needed to learn how
to function in modern America. They
needed to become fluent in English;
they needed to read and write well.
Most of all, I believed it was best if
they continued speaking their native
language.

So the question becomes, Who
owns the learning process? If teach-
ers and children bridge cultures
carefully and thoughtfully, if the cur-
riculum emerges from the needs,
questions, and requirements of the
individual situation, then it is the
learner who owns the learning. As
teachers we can still meet standards
and expectations and work within
guidelines and frameworks. But the
topics, ideas, and questions we pur-
sue must emerge from the commu-
nity of learners, grow out of the in-
teractions among children, and
expand between teacher and stu-
dents. This is the only curriculum
that can be culturally relevant.
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