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Cross-Cultural Schooling Experiences of Arab Newcomer Students: A Journey in
Transition between the East and the West. Nesreen Elkord. Cham, Switzerland:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019. XXII+151pp., (paperback), 54.99€, ISBN:
978-3-030-14419-7.

Cross-Cultural Schooling Experiences of Arab Newcomer Students tells the
stories of four Arab youth who are newcomers to the Windsor region in Canada.
The book uses narrative inquiry to examine the lives and schooling experiences
of the youth to understand their transitions to Canada and how they navigate new
academic experiences and cultural differences.

The book is organized around the stories of the four students. Chapter 3 tells
the story of Safa, a Somali-Canadian who was born in Canada but lived in
Somalia for roughly 11 years of her childhood. Chapter 4 tells the story of Basel,
a 14-year-old boy whose family was resettled from a small village in Syria after
the war. Chapter 5 focuses on Deema, a Palestinian girl whose family had been
forced to move from Iraq to Jordan and then to a refugee camp in Syria, before
being resettled to Canada. Finally, Chapter 7 tells the story of Laura, an Iraqi
Catholic who came from a well-educated family in Iraq but moved to Syria after
the Gulf War. The students’ stories, expressing everything from their difficulties
to their resilience, are simultaneously touching, saddening, and inspiring. Each of
the chapters gives voice to the student in question as a way of honoring their
lived experience, and tells of their initial transitions and hardships, as well as
their adjustment over time in their school environments.

In her analysis, Elkord points out that Arab newcomers, like other newcomers,
will naturally face challenges in their transitions. That said, many recently
resettled Arab youth are coming to Canada as resettled refugees, and have often
experienced a sudden transition. They may take longer to grieve family and
friends left behind, and this is particularly apparent in the story of Basel, who
seems to be longing for family and friends back home.

In Chapter 7, Elkord offers an overview of how certain cultural perspectives
vary between Arab newcomers when confronting Western or Canadian values.
These include Arab families’ concerns over more liberal attitudes towards
relations with the opposite sex and alcohol. One area where cultural values
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seemed to conflict most was on school trips, as many of the newcomer youth
were invited to participate in overnight trips organized by school, but could not
attend. In Chapter 3, Safa’s mom explains that an overnight trip outside the home,
with those of the opposite gender, “would conflict with our traditions” (p. 44).
This conflict was present for both the Muslim and Catholic newcomers in the
book. She explains that these can be viewed as one of many “complex tensions
that impact their schooling experiences” (p. 108).

A clear theme running through all four stories is the importance of English, as
without confidence in English, many of the newcomer youth found their
personalities changed, which made them unable to succeed academically. They
became quiet, reserved, or uncomfortable in various social and academic settings.
This was made worse by instances of language-related bullying. Elkord discusses
the complexities of English as a Second Language (ESL) programming, which
while vital to students’ integration can also make newcomers feel isolated or
othered. In my reading of the students’ stories, I was struck by how all four
students really valued the kindness and efforts of ESL teachers, which were not
always found among teachers of other subjects. In Chapter 8, Elkord returns to
the topic of ESL, where she notes that many teachers may not fully understand or
appreciate the linguistic challenges their newcomer students face.

In Chapter 8, Elkord emphasizes newcomers’ need for a sense of belonging.
Throughout the student profiles, it was immediately clear how important making
new friends was to all four of the youth. Once each had made friends and felt a
sense of community, they seemed more integrated and happier.

Elkord also discusses the detrimental role of cultural stereotyping. It is clear
from the student narratives that many of the newcomers’ teachers and peers lack
an understanding of the nuances and diversity of Arab society. Elkord argues this
leaves “no room for individuality” (p. 113). Meanwhile, the role of the teacher is
identified as instrumental for Arab newcomer students’ successful transition.
Throughout the stories, support from teachers, social workers and guidance
counselors is continuously cited as an important factor.

One other aspect that I really enjoyed about the book was the author’s voice,
which is present throughout. Elkord weaves students’ stories together with her
own reflections, notes from fieldwork commentary about her methodological
choices and her own experience as a newcomer years ago. This makes the book
an engaging read, and I would recommend it as a great example for those who
might be interested in conducting narrative inquiry.
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This book is also a valuable addition to teacher education curricula, as Arab
newcomer students are a growing group of students in Canadian schools. The
book offers a nuanced perspective on the complexity of Arab newcomers’
experiences in Canada, and highlights the importance of teachers and school
personnel as critical supports.

Elizabeth BUCKNER (D<)
University of Toronto
E-mail: elizabeth.buckner@utoronto.ca
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Pre-service Teacher Education and Induction in Southwest China: A Narrative
Inquiry through Cross-Cultural Teacher Development. Ju Huang. Cham,
Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018. XVII+182pp., (paperback), 69.99€,
ISBN: 978-3-319-96478-2.

Teacher education is a contested field that involves the negotiation of various
forces. From a traditional perspective, teacher education is a national project, and
its primary goal is to serve the economic and social development of a nation. In
the past few decades, the trend of globalization has been sweeping across almost
every corner of the world. People, materials, and ideas have been transcending
national borders at an astonishing magnitude. This irreversible trend challenges
the traditional, nationalistic view of teacher education and calls for new
approaches to preparing educators for the increasingly interconnected world.

Dr. Huang’s book, Pre-service Teacher Education and Induction in Southwest
China: A Narrative Inquiry through Cross-Cultural Teacher Development,
reports on a study that examines the influence of an innovative study-abroad
program on teachers’ development and socialization. In Chapters 1 to 3, Dr.
Huang lays out the background of the study and explains that her engagement
with the Teacher Education Reciprocal Learning Program (shortened as “RLP”
hereafter) as a guide teacher and graduate assistant led to the birth of this study.
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