
If you garden, the words “native” and “transplant” are familiar to you. 
These terms can also apply to parents. “Native” parents in America were 
born and grew up in this culture and environment. “Transplant” parents, 
on the other hand, came here from other countries, bringing their own 
cultures and different views of many things, including education and par-
enting. I am a “transplant” parent from Taiwan.

I was fortunate to 
have been in the 
United States for 
a few years before 
having Hannah. I also 
have a husband who 
is “native.” Adjusting 
to the new environ-
ment wasn’t that 
hard for me, so I 
thought it couldn’t be 
that difficult raising a 
child in this country, 
but I was in for a 
surprise! 

Learning the  
Language
When Hannah 
started kindergar-
ten, I felt nervous 
talking to her teach-
ers. I worried that I 
would misunderstand 
something. Imagine your head filling up with word bubbles and trying to 
compose sentences from this jumble of words. I asked a lot of questions 
and got into the habit of reconfirming the information at least twice be-
fore the end of the conversation. I smiled a lot to let her teachers know I 
wasn’t trying to cause trouble. 

As if conversational English wasn’t hard enough, Hannah started bring-
ing home American slang words, like “BFF,” which made me scratch my 
head. She also started to correct my pronunciation. Suddenly, I became 
a kindergartener with her! I decided to be a willing student and learn all 
that Hannah was learning.
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Tips for 
Transplant 
Parents

•	 Check your local library, place of 
worship, and school district for class-
es, services, and programs offered to 
the multicultural community. 

•	 If you’re still learning English, there 
are ways to communicate effectively 
with your child’s teachers: 

	 •	 Communicate face-to-face as 	
	 much as you can. Nonverbal 	
	 signals such as facial expressions 

		  and hand gestures can help you 
		  and the teacher understand 
		  each other.

	 •	 Ask if the school has a transla- 
	 tor or an employee who speaks 

		  your language. If not, perhaps 
		  the school can connect you to 
		  other bilingual parents who would 
		  be willing to facilitate discussions. 
		  Finding other transplant parents 
		  also will help you form an informal 	

	 support network.

	 •	 Use technology to help with 	
	 written materials. Online  
	 translators such as babelfish.	
	 yahoo.com can help you trans-
	 late notes and documents.  
	 Mechanical translators aren’t 	
	 perfect, but can assist you in 	
	 understanding or communicat- 
	 ing the general message. 

	 •	 Be cautious about using your 	
	 child as a translator for parent-	
	 teacher conferences. The child 	
	 may be hesitant to communicate  
	 negative information to you. 
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Learning the Culture
As Hannah made friends, I began spending time with her 
friends’ parents. These “native” parents taught me so much 
about the culture and shared their parenting tips. These 
parents have been wonderful friends and a great resource to 
help me adapt to American school culture. 

Learning to cook American food was a huge help because 
I soon discovered Hannah wanted to eat what her friends 
were eating. There were a few times she traded her Chinese 
lunch with her friends’. I found this out when her friends told 
me that the Chinese lunch was delicious!

Finding the Balance
Hannah is now entering middle school, and I am still trying to 
figure out the balance between Chinese and American ways 
of raising children. In Taiwan, I was raised in a way that was 
very different from Hannah’s childhood. 

I was raised to eat everything on my plate at mealtime, al-
ways call elders by their title, try not to stand out in a group, 
make school my priority, not ask questions, and never waste 
resources. When I saw Hannah handle these situations differ-
ently, it irritated me. It becomes a battle when she responds 
with, “that’s how my friends do it.” 

Even birthday parties are an issue. I didn’t grow up with this 
tradition. It is a much bigger deal for children here. It seems 
that children receive a lot more attention in this culture. We 
have been to some pretty big parties for little people. So my 
family and I had a few conversations about how we should 
celebrate birthdays moderately. I feel strongly about adapting, 
but as a mother, I also want to be true to my own beliefs.

American culture gives greater individual value and better re-
spects personal space. Children are encouraged to develop 
their own interests, talents, thinking, and expression of ideas. 

Of course, giving too much individual value and praise can 
create self-centered and arrogant children. So I’ve learned to 
find a balance based on my child’s nature.

I am thankful that Hannah tells me what happens in school 
every day. Even little things help me learn the American 
school culture and social dynamic between the children. 
Learning is a continuous process in life and I’ll continue to 
absorb as much as I can. For example, recently I came to 
know “The Supremes” and “Queen” through Hannah. Experi-
encing American pop culture has been fun! 

Advice for Transplant Parents
With all these experiences in mind, I decided to talk to my 
“native” and “transplant” friends and read some books that 
explored cultural differences. My advice is to hold on to the 
parts of your culture that are important to you, but be open 
to change and willing to adapt. Each culture has its strengths; 
you don’t need to stick to just one.  

As your child receives his or her education, keep learning 
yourself. It’s a rewarding experience. Good luck to all you 
“transplant” parents out there!

Shu-in Powell is a graphic designer at the Texas Association  
of School Boards.
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