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Abstract 

 

Three families who immigrated from Oromia, Ethiopia to Minnesota participated in a 

two-year interview study on out-of -home child care. The Oromo immigrants‘ child care 

experiences had not been researched previously. In this study, parents provided information on 

their experiences with child care including: child care history, current child care, child care 

assistance, child care values and benefits, and projections for child care centers. Each family‘s 

experience is presented as a portraiture that includes child care history, beliefs, values, and 

expectations. The Oromo immigrants‘ experiences of child care and its connection with the 

families‘ assimilation/acculturation process are analyzed. Parents reported satisfaction with child 

care programs, believed that programs helped acculturate their children as well as provided 

educational opportunities for children, and they preferred staff and programs that understood 

Oromo culture and customs. However, they experienced discrimination and miscommunication 

with child care providers and with the Child Care Assistance Program. Understanding 



 

immigrants‘ expectations for child care will improve efforts to provide quality day care for 

children of immigrant families.  

 

 

Introduction 
 

 One of every five children under the age of 18 in the United States is an immigrant or has 

immigrant parents.
1
  In fact, the recent wave of immigrants constitutes about 12 percent of the 

total population in 2003 and accounted for 35 percent of total population growth from 1990 to 

2000.
2
 The most recent wave of immigrants coming to the United States represents an increase in 

the diversity of countries they come from and in the number of states different immigrant groups 

resettle in. 
3
    

In the Greater Minneapolis metro area (referred as the Twin Cities), the recent 

immigration from African nations of Somalia, Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Congo has added 

increasing number of children to the child care system.
4
 The Twin Cities area is home to the 

largest U.S. immigrant groups from Ethiopia, including immigrants from Oromia, a region 

located in southern Ethiopia. The Minneapolis/St. Paul metro area is now considered to host the 

―largest concentration of Oromos in the United States‖.
5
  The Oromo population in the Twin 

Cities is approximately 10,000 to 12,000 people although Oromo leaders believe the number is 

closer to 20,000.
6
 Half of the population is Muslim and the other half is Christian.

7
 

There has been a small but growing body of research on Oromos. As Megerssa argues, 

―Judging by the size and diversity of the Oromo people and the scarcity of the written materials 



 

about them, it could be argued that our knowledge of the Oromo culture is still in its infancy‖.
8
 

In fact, there has not been any scholarly works written on their child care needs.  

 In this manuscript we portray and examine the child care experiences of three families 

from Oromia, a region located in southern Ethiopia from the perspective of ecological and 

sociocultural approach. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the ecological environment is 

broader than the settings the individual has direct relationships with; the macrosystem (i.e., the 

culture, religion, or government) or chronosystem (i.e., time or historical experience) also affects 

how the individual makes sense of the situation or circumstances.
9
 As suggested in the ecological 

theory, individuals‘ experiences and development are bi-directional. Vygotsky‘s (1978) 

sociocultural theory alludes to the importance of the interaction of the social and cultural aspects 

of individuals‘ environments in the development of individuals‘ learning and decision-making.
10

 

The child care experiences of the three families from Oromia, thus, reflect individual as well as 

collective experiences. Additionally, we use parental child care usage to reference child care 

choice because these families are limited in the child care arrangements available and affordable 

to them. They do not choose from a wide range of options, but most often from a limited group 

of programs that meet parental and children‘s needs of their respective family, social, historical, 

and cultural environments. In order to better understand the three Oromo families, we begin first 

with a discussion on the historical context of Ethiopia and the Oromos. Next, we examine the 

literature on child care and the child care needs of immigrants. Then we present a study on the 

child care needs of three Oromo immigrant families in Minneapolis. Finally, we conclude with a 

discussion on the importance of the findings and offer recommendations. 

 



 

Historical Context 
 

Kenya, Tanzania, portions of Southern Africa and Ethiopia make up the ―cradleland of 

humanity‖.
11

 Ethiopia, which in Greek means ―land of the burnt faces,‖  is home to some of the 

world‘s earliest human fossil remains, including those of the 3.5 million year old 

Australopithecine Afarensis, also known as Lucy, or Dinkenesh as she is called in Ethiopia, 

meaning ―she is wonderful‖ .
12

 These early fossils make Ethiopia a principal concern in 

anthropological and archeological inquiries on early human ancestors. This is also the region of 

the primordial Cushite Empire, which predates the glory of the ancient Egyptian dynasties, or 

Kemet dynasties, the name used by the ancient Africans. In Wonderful Ethiopians of the Cushite 

Empire, Drusilla Houston argues that ancient Ethiopia is the fountainhead of the Egyptian 

dynasties. The river Nile, which is an important source of life and a resource, flows through 

Ethiopia and north to Egypt (Kemet), which made it a desirable home to many of the earth‘s 

most early inhabitants. In addition to its anthropological and archeological importance, there is 

also a religious and mystic-romantic interest in Ethiopia because it is reputed to hold long 

religious traditions in both Christianity and Judaism (Falasha Jews), and a number of more 

ancient African religions.  

In the Kebra Negast (The Glory of the Kings), a legendary text on Ethiopian history, the 

story is told of a union between Queen Makeda, or Queen of Sheba and King Solomon, and the 

resulting child named Menelik, or Menelik I .
13

 According to the oral tradition in the country, 

this union is believed to have started the reign of a Solomonic dynasty in Ethiopia. This is further 

highlighted in Hancock‘s  national best seller, The Sign and the Seal, which places Ethiopia in 

the international spotlight in the search for a sacred relic, the lost Arch of the Covenant that 

culminates in the ancient city of Axum.
14

   

http://www.grahamhancock.com/library/sats/default.htm


 

Global interest in Ethiopia has also been driven by the fact that it is the only African 

country that was able to maintain its freedom from European colonization. In 1896, during the 

reign of Emperor Menelik II, at the Battle of Adowa the nation mobilized and was victorious in 

defending itself against the Italian invasion of Oreste Baratieri .
15

 The Italians had severely 

underestimated the might of the Ethiopian military.
16

 Forty years later (1936), the fascist Italian 

dictator, Benito Mussolini, invaded Ethiopia, the only independent African country. Mussolini 

wanted to colonize Ethiopia because of its strategic location on the continent, because of its 

resources, and also as reprisal for the earlier failed attempt made by Baratieri. The Ethiopian 

army, led by Haile Selassie I, fought off the Italian invasion with help from Great Britain, a 

country that had its own colonial empires throughout Africa but wanting to contain the Italians. 

After a brief period of exile at the outset of the Italian invasion, Emperor Haile Selassie I ruled 

Ethiopia without interruption until 1973. 

The Oromos 

  

 Although the Amharic control most Ethiopian urban centers today, the Oromos are one of 

the nation‘s largest ethnic groups. They live in Kenya, and the highlands of Somalia and Sudan, 

but are most heavily concentrated in the eastern region of Ethiopia.
17

 Like other Ethiopians, the 

Oromos‘ experience is unique among African people in that they did not endure colonial rule by 

foreign forces.
18

 Although the Oromos are very diverse in their traditions, the cultural practices 

that are often associated with the group include their language, also called Oromo or Qube, and 

their history. The language, history, and culture of the Oromo are unique, and they form the 

Oromumma, or the essence of Oromo.
19

 The Oromos have a long oral tradition, which 

mythologically asserts that they descended from the Oromo, a kind of majestic figure.
20

  



 

Oromos are sometimes called Galla, which is more or less a derogatory word used by 

outsiders when referring to the Oromos as strangers.
21

 Most Oromos live outside the major cities 

in communal arrangements, and for the most part they lack the power of the more elite Amharas. 

However, there have been periods of Oromo rule and leadership in the country, often rivaling 

that of the Amharas.
22

 The Oromos and the Amharas have often been in conflict over religion, 

power and control for many years. 

While the roots of Judeo-Christianity may have originated in Kemet in ancient times, 

Orthodox Judaism and Christianity reached Northeast Africa by 500 B.C.E., and the second 

century C.E., respectively.
23

 The Monophysite Church stressed Christ‘s divine nature and Coptic 

Christians in both Egypt and Ethiopia adhered to this interpretation of Jesus‘ life. In the sixth 

century Monophysite monks established monasteries in Ethiopia and Christianity became the 

leading religion in the communities of the Ethiopian highlands.
24

 The spread of Islam across 

North Africa and Southern Europe beginning in the seventh century resulted in the separation of 

the Coptic Church from much of the rest of Christendom.
25

 Mass conversions of Ethiopians to 

Islam also created religious conflict within the country. In the early twentieth century, for 

example, Muslims made up forty percent of the population of the nation, but were not permitted 

to own land.
26

 Some Oromos, many of them Muslim converts, were not reluctant to form an 

alliance with Mussolini when he attempted to overthrow Emperor Haile Selassie I and colonize 

the country. 
27

 

Oromos vary in their religious preferences, ranging from Islam to Christianity, to 

indigenous African belief systems. In contrast, the Amharas tends to be mostly Orthodox 

Christians while some are Muslims, and others practice various other types of religions.
28

  



 

While the Amharas make up the more powerful group in Ethiopia, forming more or less 

the traditional elites, Oromos have customarily been pastoral herders and farmers.  Their 

differences have created some continued struggles between Amharas and Oromos.
29

 Although 

today, many Oromos are educated professionals who are represented in all areas of social life, 

there are still some tensions between them and the Amharas.  Debella and Kassam cite an Oromo 

informant named Hawani who alludes to the tension between Oromos and Amharas:  

And then I slowly realized that we were being treated in this way because we 

were Oromo. It was a strange feeling, this feeling of not being wanted. You got 

this feeling in the neighborhood in which you lived; you felt it at school; you got 

it when you went to the market-place… My father did everything to protect us 

from persecution. The first thing he did was to give his children Amhara names. 

He kept telling us that having an Amhara name would make life easier for us.
30

    

Like Hawani, other Oromos sometimes have felt the pressures of being forced to assimilate into 

Amhara culture.
31

 

The diversity in the country had been a major obstacle to unity and also to modernization. 

However, under the leadership of Emperor Selassie I, the country was formally organized as the 

leading African country. Selassie I who himself was an Amhara inculcated significant Amharic 

influence in the national government. In 1974, some of the educated Oromos participated in a 

socialist revolt and supported the overthrow of Selassie, resulting in the emperor of the oldest 

monarchy in the world being replaced by a council of Dergue led by Mengistu Haile Mariam, a 

communist guerrilla fighter. However Mariam‘s reign brought much suffering for the Oromos. 

As one Oromo leader stated, ―Back home in Oromia, the mere act of expressing a political 

opinion could get you in prison for years… There are people who have been in prison for like 



 

15-20 years never being brought before a judge‖.
32

 The new military government ruled by 

creating fear in the people.
33

 Ethiopia‘s socialist government collapsed in the early 1990s with 

the fall of the Soviet Union.  

Famine and regional warfare coupled with State oppression and persecution were 

widespread in Ethiopia from the 1990s into the 21st century, which led to mass emigration from 

Ethiopia to developed countries like the United States.
34

 In the state of Minnesota, the overall 

African immigrant population grew from two percent of the total immigrant population in 1990 

to seven percent by 2000.  However the number of Ethiopian immigrants increased by 24% in 

ten years.
35

 

 

Literature Review of Immigrants and Child Care Experiences 
 

A study of immigrant families in Europe, specifically Finland, France, Italy and Portugal, 

by Wall and Jose  found how an immigrant family copes with the challenges of child care and 

work differs depending on the migration patterns (i.e., why, when, and who). For example, first 

generation immigrant families had to use non-familial options for child care because they lacked 

social support network system and information about available services while needing to work, 

even at positions that may not be equivalent to positions in their former countries. According to 

Yu, Huan, Schwalberg, and Kogan, ―Immigrant parents are at particularly high risk of alienation 

from systems of health care and support services that are available…‖.
36

  Yu, et al. cited 

language barriers as one of the reasons for the lack of awareness when comparing U.S.-born 

citizens and immigrant families‘ awareness of health and community resources. Therefore, lack 

of knowledge for whatever reason can contribute to choices parents make for their children.  



 

Obeng  examined the 35 African immigrants from the Ivory Coast, Ghana, Nigeria, 

Cameroon, Sierra Leone, Botswana, and Kenya about their child care preferences in the United 

States. The study indicated African immigrants preferred to rear their children at home so their 

children could learn the appropriate African cultural norms and behaviors. However, like other 

immigrants, these families used out-of-home child care programs because they had to work or go 

to school. These African immigrant families cited food and child-adult relationships as problems 

with child care centers their children were placed in. However, these families did acknowledge 

that the child care centers provided opportunities for their children to socialize with other 

children and learn English.  

 Likewise, Ebbeck and Cerna  study of Sudanese immigrant families in Australia cited 

lack of familiar food at the child care centers as a concern. The researchers also found Sudanese 

families felt restricted in enforcing the traditional Sudanese ways of rearing a child in Australia 

due to differences in culture. As a result, the parents felt a stronger need to preserve their own 

culture and traditional child rearing practices. This cultural conflict in child rearing contributed 

to Sudanese families experiencing difficulty in finding appropriate out of the home care. Other 

problems Sudanese families experienced with selection of child care included: having little 

influence in the programming provided, lack of teachers who spoke their ―home‖ language, and 

potential for less parental authority with their children becoming assimilated to the Australian 

way.  

Olusanya and Hodes  examined the child care practice of African immigrants in Britain.
37

 

They found that Africans who came to Britain to study and work often used private arrangements 

as child care, where they send their children to live with foster parents who acted as surrogate 

parents while they were at work or school. When asked what type of child care they would 



 

prefer, most of the participants opted for inexpensive all day nurseries. However, for those who 

used private foster care arrangements, they did have some concerns about location, and the fact 

that their children would most often be placed with white caretakers. Similarly, Johnson et al. 

(2003) argue that the traditional child care model fails to account for race, ethnicity, culture, and 

social location in the context of child care needs.  

Hijbregts, Leseman and Tavecchio  study of 116 daycare providers in Netherlands 

highlighted ―the rather big differences between Dutch and immigrant caregivers with different 

cultural/racial backgrounds when general childrearing beliefs-referring to root metaphors of child 

development, socialization goals, and socialization strategies-are concerned‖ . However, the 

researchers also found the ―vast majority of caregivers in all cultural groups tended to agree 

more with individualistic then with collectivistic ideas‖ .  

 

The study of Child Care Needs of Oromo Families 
 

The Minnesota Study of Parental Perceptions of Child Care 

 

The Minnesota study of parental perceptions of child care is one of several foci of the 

quality of child care study, part of the Minnesota Child Care Policy Research Partnership 

(MCCPRP). This study included quarterly interviews with parents and children over two years to 

ascertain families‘ experiences with child care, including four families who had recently 

immigrated from Oromia. This paper focuses on three of the four Oromian families. The fourth 

family is not included because the family completed only four of the eight scheduled interviews. 

Qualitative Research Methods and Theory 

This is a qualitative research study designed to provide in-depth information about 

purposefully selected families through the use of life history portraiture. Life history method 



 

―acknowledges that there is crucial interactive relationship between individuals‘ lives, their 

perceptions and experiences, and historical an social contexts and events‖ , which then helps the 

outsiders access the particular negotiation process of the specific individuals, in this case three 

Oromo parents who are adjusting and creating a new life in their adopted homes.
38

   

Qualitative research encompasses a wide range of methods, beliefs, and disciplines .
39

 

Qualitative research, like other research genres is rigorous, systematic, and generates information 

about a particular topic.  Unlike quantitative research, qualitative studies do not test a hypothesis 

or produce results that can be generalized. Instead, qualitative researchers provide in-depth 

descriptions and analyses of the people and phenomena they study in order to understand 

particular factors and relationships that influence people‘s understandings and behaviors. In this 

study, the goal is not to quantify or generalize immigrant families or even of all Oromian 

families experience with child care in the United States but to thoroughly learn about the three 

particular Oromian families‘ child care experiences in the Twin Cities. Because each of the three 

stories is unique yet need to be viewed within the broader historical Oromo culture, fully 

understanding these three stories requires a thorough or idiographic explanation of each parent‘s 

experience and making sense process .
40

 Thus, examining these particular families‘ stories as 

told through their responses or lenses is critical to constructing an authentic account of how they 

view child care in the United States. While the accounts generated by this research cannot be 

assumed to accurately represent the views of all Oromo families, the accounts can shed light on 

the kinds of factors that influence parents‘ perceptions of child care. In addition, since 

individuals in one context may be affected by some of the same political and social forces 

present in another given context, some of the findings from this qualitative research may be 

relevant to other locales and individuals. 



 

Methodological theories used in this study are interpretive interactionism  and portraiture 

.
41

 Denzin explains that the current practice of interpretive interactionism includes ―in-depth, 

intimate stories of problematic everyday life lived up close‖ . A researcher is a ―watchdog for the 

local community, a person who writes stories that contribute‖  to a public discussion of important 

matters. The aim of this approach to interactionism is to ―tell moving accounts that join private 

troubles with public issues‖ . Writing within this framework, authors ―must be honest … the text 

must be realistic as to character, setting, atmosphere, and dialogue‖ .  Researchers, through 

ongoing dialogue with those they study discover ―the multiple ‗truths‘ that operate in the social 

world, the stories people tell one another about the things that matter to them‖.
 42

 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis  created the art and science of portraiture, a process that 

blends narrative with quotations from research participants. Within this narrative frame, the 

researcher is juggling ‗any number‘ of different kinds of data, discovering and providing 

coherence through emergent themes…‖ .
43

  The aim of this writing process is to ―‘create a whole 

that is believable‘‖ .
44

 

In developing such narratives, the researcher weaves the tapestry- while attending 

to the four dimensions: the first is conception, which refers to the development of 

the overarching story; second is the structure, which refers to the sequencing and 

layering of emergent themes that scaffold the story; third is the form, which 

reflects the movement of the narrative, the spinning of the tale; and last cohesion, 

which speaks about the unity and integrity of the piece.
45

  

In utilizing the portraiture approach, the researcher develops a text that includes both narrative 

description and quotations from participants. The aim is to provide a portrait based upon 

interviews, observations, and field notes. The portraiture is based upon the qualitative methods 



 

mentioned previously but weaves them into a narrative that is more coherent and story like than 

those found in most methodology sections of qualitative research articles. Thus, in the 

methodology section the authors use this portraiture approach to provide a coherent narrative 

about each of the three families‘ experiences. These portraitures are based upon two years of 

work with the families that included eight interviews and accompanying field notes. 

Denzin  and Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis  postulate that the researcher strives to 

present cases in which the reader ―will discover resonant universal themes‘ .
46

 Denzin  refers to 

the individual case study using Sartre‘s term ―universal singular:‖ ―The person, Sartre states, is 

‗summed up and for this reason universalized by his epoch, he in turn resumes it by reproducing 

himself in it as a singularity.‘  Thus, to study the particular is to study the general.‖
47

   

Thus each case study has unique features yet these are tied to the local, national, and 

international contexts so that the case speaks both of its uniqueness and tie to larger systems and 

practices. Thus, in this manuscript the three case studies presented speak to the unique features 

of each family and also the local, national, and international forces that impacted each of the 

families.  

Recruiting Families and Community Researchers 

Staff in each of the four participating county‘s Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) 

assisted the researchers in identifying families and community researchers who spoke the 

language families spoke. With the families, the county staff helped with the development and 

mailing of an invitational letter in appropriate languages to all families receiving Child Care 

Assistance (CCA) to participate in the study. Interested families completed a card and mailed it 

back to the researchers. A researcher contacted the family and asked them questions for selection 

purpose. The families selected to participate were based on: the number and ages of children, 

presence of children with disabilities, type of child care used, ethnic and linguistic background, 



 

and the use of child care assistance programs.
1
 Researchers screened families to include a diverse 

selection for the study including families with low and middle incomes. The three families in this 

study include a low income family and two middle income families. The chosen families 

received a $25.00 gift certificate to a department or grocery store for each interview they 

participated in and each child either chose a toy or a gift certificate to a restaurant. Additional 

certificates were sent to families during the holiday and summer vacation seasons.    

In recruiting community researchers to conduct family interviews, job announcements 

were sent out to county workers, Head Start staff, and through job service offices. Community 

researchers (CRS), representative of the diversity of the families enrolled in the study, conducted 

the interviews in the families‘ preferred language. Two community members who work with 

Oromo immigrants, applied for community researcher positions. These two community 

researchers conducted all the interviews with the Oromo families in their home language. 

Community researchers received an initial intensive two day training followed by another 

day of full training six months later. A research team member contacted each community 

researcher on a regular basis, reviewed incoming interviews, field notes, and transcripts, and 

contacted the community researcher if there were questions or concerns about the interviews. 

The Oromo community researchers, also, attended a five hour training session on how to 

transcribe interviews because they conducted the interviews in Oromo. This included a practice 

session on operating a transcribing machine, reviewing examples of transcribed interviews, and 

discussing issues related to translation and interpretation of the interviews. 

                                                 

 
 



 

Interviews 

 The research team, in collaboration with county child care assistance staff partners, 

developed interview questions and research scripts for the interviews distributed to the 

community researchers. The first interview with parents included basic questions about the 

household, the current child care arrangements, and family income, how parents paid for child 

care, and how the family‘s child care usage. Children were asked about their summer 

experiences, their favorite and least favorite things about child care, and to draw a picture or 

write a story about child care. This interview focused on children‘s and parent‘s perceptions of 

child care. Interview two focused on the families' child care history, beginning with the oldest 

child and concluding with the youngest. This history included the type of care used, reasons for 

changes in care, current family income, and a description of the provider or program. The 

children were asked to describe a typical day in child care. Interview three asked parents to 

describe how they would design a child care center, specifying the aspects of care that their 

children enjoyed or from which they most benefited. In interview four, parents described staff 

education levels, the types of activities provided, the amount of outdoor play space, and other 

pertinent details of their current child care arrangements. During interview five, parents filled out 

forms that included child care histories for each child, a diary of their work schedule, and child 

care use for one week. Interview six focused on the father or male role model in the child‘s life 

and that person‘s involvement in the child‘s care arrangements. Questions included the degree to 

which men were involved in child care decision making, their impressions and observations of 

child care, and their experiences with the Child Care Assistance Program. During interview 

seven, parents used a rating scale from the research of Emlen, Koren, and Shultze, From a 

parent’s point-of-view: Measuring the quality of child care.
48

 The last interview, interview eight, 

focused on the relationship between the Child Care Assistance Program and child care usage, 



 

how providers handle conflicts between children, the number of choices parents had when 

selecting child care arrangements and the relationship between child care and work. 

 

Findings 
 The three Oromo families consist of the Siyons, Ichatis, and the Bekeles.  The families‘ 

perspectives are presented through the voices of the mothers for the Siyons and Ichatis, as the 

mothers participated in the interview; in the Bekeles family, the father‘s voice is represented as 

he participated in the interviews. Parents provided information on their experiences with child 

care including child care history, current child care, child care assistance, child care values and 

benefits, and projections for child care centers.   

The Siyons: from Tana’s Perspective 
Tana Siyon is a mother of two boys: Lebna, age six, and Selassie, five. She describes her 

sons as ―handsome‖ and said they were blessed with ―good conduct.‖ She and her husband, 

Ashebir, along with her children emigrated from Ethiopia in 1997. The Siyons currently live in a 

neighborhood Tana loves because it is quiet and a ―good place to raise kids‖ and close to the 

University of Minnesota as well as many grocery and retail stores. Tana is enrolled in the 

University of Minnesota‘s School of Management; Ashebir is employed at the University and 

earns a monthly salary of $2,000. 

Child care history. Lebna started child care when he was two years old and Selassie 

started at three months of age. ―Before they started child care center, my friends were taking care 

of my child,‖ Tana said, ―but it was a very difficult time for me. I remembered many times when 

I left for work I went to my friend‘s home to drop my child off and they would not be there.‖  At 

that time, she did not know about child care assistance and thought a licensed child care center 

would be unaffordable. She said that during this time she ―suffered for two years.‖ 



 

Lebna had been with his current provider for four and a half years, and Selassie had been 

there for four. Tana had consulted her Oromo friends, obtained a list of local providers from her 

county, and conferred with Ashebir before selecting child care for her sons. At the end of her 

search, Tana said she had three child care options that were located close to her home. ―I selected 

the program for my younger one because the provider is very near to my home,‖ she said, 

continuing that her oldest son‘s school was the closest one to their home. ―Generally, I don‘t 

want to risk driving far from my home with my children in Minnesota weather.‖   

Current child care. Lebna, a first-grader, attends elementary school until three o‘clock, 

and then goes to Kids‘ Town child care center. When Tana was finished with her classes, usually 

around 5 p.m. she would then pick him up. Tana had transferred her sons from another center to 

their current center, Kids‘ Town, which Tana estimated served twenty to twenty-five other 

children. Tana transferred her sons to Kids‘ Town because of the availability of educational 

opportunities and the different age groups at Kids‘ Town: ―Before when Selassie started child 

care center I didn‘t like it because they put all ages of kids between three and five in one class, 

which was difficult for the children to play together.‖ 

In comparing Kids‘ Town to the previous child care center Tana said, ―I can see the 

difference from the previous child care center. They are learning a lot here, and this provider has 

monthly programs for the daily activities.‖ She mentioned that the boys had been on a field trip 

to a farm to learn about plants and animals. Tana proceeded to elaborate on the activities offered 

by her center by stating that beyond art projects, the children had ―group time‖ in the morning 

during which staff members worked with them on reading, two or three outdoor play periods, 

and a variety of play materials that included blocks, computer games, and puzzles. She did not 



 

know how long children were allowed to watch television and videos, but was aware such 

viewings were part of her boys‘ daily routine. 

Tana said that Kids‘ Town had an educational curriculum: ―They hired an outside person 

to teach music for half an hour two days a week.‖ ―They teach them how to read, speak and write 

in English, and counting numbers.‖ She later added that the providers, all Caucasian, did not 

speak the family‘s home language, Oromo. Kids‘ Town was licensed and Tara believed many of 

the providers held advanced degrees: ―They are highly educated, at the level of a master‘s 

degree, and have a lot of experience with other centers.‖ 

Although Tana thought Kids‘ Town was better than the previous center, she said her sons 

liked both places and missed some of their friends from the first center. She sometimes worried 

about the individual attention her sons received, given that there were four providers for 25 

children: ―There are times when all the kids need the same thing at the same time—it is difficult 

for the teacher to assist and listen to them.‖ Nevertheless when she observed the program, she 

had never witnessed anything that gave her cause for alarm: ―The children are friendly, happy 

and play together. I didn‘t observe bad things.‖ 

Child care assistance. The Siyons applied for and received assistance from the Child 

Care Assistance Program (CCAP).  Based upon their family income, their co-pay was ―about 

$115 monthly.‖ Tana learned about CCAP through a friend. ―She told me to go to the county,‖ 

she said, admitting that she at first thought she had to go to the county medical center. Once she 

located the correct department, she was told there was a two-year waiting list for assistance. She 

registered and had eventually been approved, which is ―why I am paying little money compared 

to the previous arrangement.‖ Tana reported that prior to approval for CCAP they had paid 

$1,300 a month for their two sons; and as a result, she had quit going to school to look after her 



 

sons. Tana experienced that ―for new immigrants there is no information available to apply for 

the assistance‖ so now she is helping other families apply for CCAP: ―I learned that availability 

of the information is important, and now I am helping others to navigate the resources.‖ 

Tana believed the assistance program worked well for very low-income families and 

parents in school but for more middle-class families, ―the income guidelines are not good… [if] 

your income is above the income guidelines by a few dollars you lose your assistance.‖ This 

happened to the Siyons when Tana was working but not when she was in school. She also did 

not believe the quality of providers in urban areas matched those in the outlying suburbs, ―even 

if the families received the same child care assistance.‖ 

Child care values and benefits. Tana was glad her children were going to a child care 

center because it was helping them to ―integrate‖ into American culture and helped Lebna 

transfer into elementary school: ―It is very easy for children at child care to join their first grade 

school. Their interaction with other children and cultures is good if they have already been at a 

child care center.‖ She noted her boys were learning and were having fun: ―I can tell it is a good 

program when I read the faces of my children when I pick them up; they want to stay there 

more.‖ Opportunities to meet other families were also important: ―it is good to talk and know 

one another.‖ She wanted more information about her sons but she did not ―worry about 

anything when my children are at child care center… they inform me immediately if something 

happens.‖ 

Tana expressed sincere gratitude for the care her sons received, ―I don‘t have the words,‖ 

she praised. ―It helped me to attend school full-time, which I will finish this year.‖ She noted that 

child care and CCAP seemed especially suited to parents attending school. Tana believed ―Child 

care center is a good place for mothers. It encourages mothers to go to work or school.‖ 



 

Another factor contributing to the overall quality of child care was the center‘s 

disciplinary policy. ―It is very good,‖ Tana said, noting her children were better behaved at the 

child care center than they were at home. ―Sometimes it is difficult to discipline them at home, 

but they listen to the teachers more than us.‖ She listed the following additional attributes as 

integral to child care:  sanitation; safety and security; proximity; food quality; licensure; staff 

qualifications; and types of resources available. Tana was not satisfied with the food served to 

her sons: ―What I don‘t like at child care is that almost 80% of their food is frozen,‖ she 

complained. She asserted that if her sons were at home they would eat fresher meals.  

Projections for childcare centers. Tana said it was important for providers to be good 

role models ―Kids should learn from this person to have good character, patience… and good 

values.‖  In Tana‘s view, highly qualified child care staff should be trained in child psychology 

and early developmental studies. Tana emphasized the importance of fresh foods and limiting 

canned or frozen meals. Tana said that child care centers should provide computer games, 

building blocks and other items to promote ―creativity of the children.‖  She also stated that 

―they should be educational toys‖ and field trips that would be fun and educational. 

Centers should operate from six in the morning until six at night ―to accommodate the 

starting times of different [work shifts].‖ She said $100 a week per child would be a fair weekly 

rate. Tana was most concerned about children‘s safety.  From her past experience in the city, 

Tana would place her center in ―the areas where children can learn good things free from alcohol 

and drugs.‖ 

The Ichatis: from Abala’s Perspective 
Abala Ichati is the mother of a six-year old son, Yumio, and an eleven-year old daughter, Giti. In 

the summer of 1997 the family, except for Giti, came to the United States. Yumio was 18 months 

old at the time. In 2002, Giti was able to join her family in the United States. 



 

At the time of first interview, Abala had just started a job as an accountant at a university 

and was earning $26,000 annually. Her husband, Moyu had just begun his job as an employment 

counselor for a non-profit organization and was making $1,600 a month. Four months ago, the 

family moved to a neighborhood Abala describes as a ―very good and peaceful area‖ in the 

suburbs close to a shopping district. She was relieved that it was now safe for her son to play 

outside. The Ichatis were now living away from the other Minnesota Ethiopian immigrants. The 

family voiced their concern: ―We are far from our community and the children [Yumio] knows 

well.‖ 

Child care history. Yumio came to the U.S. when he was one-and-a-half years old. In 

Ethiopia, Abala‘s relatives had helped her provide care for him, and Abala stated that she ―never 

worried a single day‖ about his care. ―After I came here I was challenged to raise my child 

alone… in a new country,‖ she recounted. Yumio had attended a center called Whole Child Care 

Center and had also been enrolled in Head Start. During summer when Abala was not taking 

classes, Yumio stayed home with her. When Abala graduated and started her current career, 

Yumio began kindergarten. This meant that Yumio attended a licensed family child care home 

before and after school. 

The Ichatis reported that they had located Yumio‘s childcare provider through their 

―friends and the [news] papers‖ as well as from information provided from the school district. 

Abala and Moyu had shared in the decision-making responsibility when selecting their family 

child care home provider. On the other hand, Giti, the older child, had never received care 

outside of her family and, unlike her brother, had never attended Head Start.  

Current child care.  Either Abala or Moyu drove Yumio to his family child care home at 

7:00 a.m. during the school week. The school bus picked him up from the home and brought him 



 

to kindergarten. Yumio rode the bus back to his family child care home at 3:30 p.m. and he 

stayed there until 5 p.m. Yumio got up at six o‘clock, though his mother would have rather let 

him sleep later. Abala stated that ―Since I don‘t have… anybody at home, he gets up in the 

morning with us. If we would have somebody at home he could sleep until eight o‘clock and 

then go directly to kindergarten.‖  

Abala and her husband asked Yumio about his daily activities when he gets home from 

his family child care home, and Yumio shares about ―the games he played with a friend, the 

drawings he draws and the music he learns.‖ Abala stated that she had thought that ―when he was 

at [the prior] child care center, the whole day he was mistreated,‖ although she had never 

actually seen any signs of abuse or neglect. Now she believes ―he is treated well, equal with 

other children‖ at his current ―license home child care center.‖ 

Abala was confident that Yumio‘s family child care home was educational: ―They teach 

him the alphabet which enables him to read books,‖ and ―they do [things] slowly by taking time 

at a rate kids can understand.‖ She believed that the providers‘ were ―licensed and trained 

people.‖  When she had spoken with the child care providers, they had told her Yumio was doing 

well: ―They tell me he is doing fine; he is creative relative to other children.‖ Abala beamed that 

her son‘s school had asked her if they could include him in their newsletter because of ―his 

talents.‖  She felt her son was ―very happy now.‖ Abala did not indicate any concern that her 

son‘s teachers were mostly Caucasians and did not speak Oromo. 

In 2002, Yumio stopped attending the family child care home because Giti was reunited 

with the family and began attending the same elementary school as Yumio. Abala explained ―it 

is not affordable to pay child care center for both of them.‖ She also added, ―It is very good for 

me to be with my children. I arranged my working time, which is [now] suitable to pick them up 



 

from school.‖ 

Child care assistance. When Yumio was attending childcare, the family paid $60 a week 

for fifteen hours of care. Abala stated, ―I used to get child care assistance since I was in school. I 

know I am no [longer] eligible for child care subsidies since both of us are working,‖ referring to 

herself and her husband. When the family first immigrated, Abala said that ―since we were new 

to the system and the language,‖ we had hard time finding information on child care assistance. 

The Ichatis paid for their son‘s care on their own until Abala enrolled at the University of 

Minnesota. 

One negative experience Abala said she would never forget was when, after enduring a 

long waiting period, the family was ―rejected‖ by the assistance program. This denial came after 

she had already started her classes. ―Our income was limited to my spouse‘s income, which was 

not enough to pay our livings—that was the time I cried,‖ Abala recounted. ―We never gave up, 

then we appealed, and finally I got the assistance.‖  Abala angrily recalled that when she asked 

an assistance worker why her application had been rejected, she had been told it was because she 

had not been attending school. She strongly asserted that she had attached a form verifying her 

enrollment to her application, and fumed ―If I would have known I had legal right I would have 

sue[d] her.‖ 

Child care values and benefits. Abala stated that at Yumio‘s child care facility, ―he was 

treated well even if he [couldn‘t] speak the language at that time. They helped him to learn 

quickly.‖ She told about a traumatic but positive experience: ―One thing I will not forget in my 

life is he [Yumio] got sick at child care center. I was at school; my husband was at work. They 

[the child care center] called an ambulance and took him to the clinic.‖  Abala appreciated the 

concern expressed by her child care providers, who ―were with him at the clinic treating him like 



 

mom and dad‖ especially when she was so scared about her son. ―I love this child care center,‖ 

she praised. 

Abala liked how the child care facility screened potential staff members ―when they hired 

a person,‖ she said, the employers made sure that potential employees ―have certain criteria such 

as a person should love children and have experience and interest to work with children.‖  Abala 

would much rather have quality providers who earned a higher wage than have a somewhat 

incompetent but inexpensive staff. In the long run, Abala said, child care was most important 

because ―it makes the family [able] to go to their business, [and] the child learns many things… 

from their teachers and from each other.‖ 

Abala sometimes had trouble communicating with her child care providers. However, on 

one occasion she had been successful: ―I remember when my child started child care center he 

used to cry when he saw one of the teachers.‖ Abala asked Yumio if the provider had mistreated 

him, but he was either unwilling or unable to tell her anything. Abala spoke with the provider: ―I 

talked to the teacher, shared my experience how to handle my child.‖ Afterwards, Yumio‘s 

attitude about the provider became more positive.  The child care center‘s discipline policy was 

similar to Abala‘s, though sometimes they disciplined the children more than she would have.  

Projections for child care centers. Abala said the weekly rate for child care services 

should be $120 a week for full-time enrollment and $60 a week for those attending part-time. 

The center should be open from 7:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m. Abala felt that providers should be 

teachers who are ―trained and educated in child psychology‖ and individuals who ―love children 

and have the patience to deal with children. The person should [have]… a clean criminal 

background.‖  Abala also noted a wide variety of equipment and resources should be available 

such as ―bicycles, swimming equipment, ice skating, computer games and activities related to 



 

these.‖ She wanted center to be located in the suburbs in a ―big space, areas free from criminal 

activities,‖ and the building ―should be ventilated, air conditioned and large, with a basement 

which children can play [in] in the winter.‖ 

When asked to identify the characteristics of quality child care, licensing and 

accreditation were ―very important‖ as well as ―safety, security, and accountability.‖  Abala also 

felt providers and parents needed to share concerns with one another: ―I believe problems can be 

solved by meeting with the provider and discuss[ing] the concerns.‖ Providers should make 

themselves available to families via telephone, letters and ―walk-ins.‖ Activities and lessons at a 

child care center would include ―teaching family values and respect, allowing them to watch 

educational videos or TV, [and] reading and writing books.‖ Parents could support their provider 

by ―participating in family programs, advising [children] at home, helping them in homework, 

revising what they learn at school when they come home, volunteering at school, [and] sharing 

ideas and concerns with them.‖ At her last interview, Abala listed characteristics of high quality 

child care as: a sanitary environment; staff qualifications; licensure; outdoor and indoor spaces 

for children to play; a separate room for naps; safety and security; and building facilities such as 

―air conditioning.‖ She also believed information on child care center centers would best be 

provided from brochures and the Internet. 

Abala favored group gatherings where families and providers could come together to 

talk. She held that ―it is better to have a conference potluck and different programs in which 

families, providers and children can participate.‖ These gatherings would be ―a good opportunity 

for all to learn from each other for better service, and better for families to know what their kids 

are doing in school.‖ In an ideal situation Abala wanted ―to see the child care center subsidized 

by [the] government,‖ explaining ―last summer it was difficult for me to find a place to put them, 



 

[but] finally I found a babysitter.‖ 

The Bekeles: from Amare’s Perspective 
 

Amare is a father of a four-year-old daughter, Seble. Seble has an older brother who is 

sixteen and an older sister who is seventeen. The family came to the United States in 1998 and 

moved to Minnesota in 1999 when Seble was two-years-old. The family currently lives in a 

neighborhood in South Lyle Park, a suburb adjacent to the city where they used to live. Amare 

prefers the suburb because his neighborhood is a good place to raise children. The only 

complaint he voiced was the lack of access to local public transportation, criticizing that the 

buses came to his stop infrequently. 

Amare works in the city at an Ethiopian community center as a Refugee Services Officer; 

his salary is $1,800 monthly. Previously Amare worked at a gas station and as a parking 

attendant. The Bekele‘s received public assistance from the city and they still receive services 

from the Ethiopian community center. Amare‘s wife did not work for a year while the family 

lived in the city but she had since returned work. 

Child care history. Amare‘s oldest children, a son and a daughter, were both cared for by 

their relatives in Ethiopia. Grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles also provided assistance. 

Amare added, ―We never had any problems taking care of them.‖ Both of the older children 

began attending child care center when they were four years old and later were enrolled in a 

private school in Ethiopia. 

In contrast, when the family arrived in the United States, Seble had attended two different 

child care center centers and was going to preschool.  Amare had taken an active role in finding 

Seble‘s child care center. Amare learned of the center from a friend whose children attended the 

center. Amare indicated that his friend‘s children had provided Seble with a built-in social 



 

network when she first arrived at the child care center. Amare reported, ―Nobody helped or 

influenced my decision. I requested [an] application form, filled it out and decided where to send 

her.‖ 

Current child care. Seble attended a child care center called Kids‘ Center in South Lyle 

Park. Amare said he did not have many options when choosing childcare. His primary 

consideration for selecting a provider was the proximity of the provider to his home. He reported 

his childcare cost $620 a month, a little more than a third of his income. Seble‘s siblings also 

cared for her from time to time. 

Amare was not familiar with what Seble did in child care: ―I know they teach her 

drawing, playing with children, playing games on computer and going to parks on picnics.‖ Still, 

Amare was worried that there were few children there who shared her background and culture. 

There were fourteen other children in Seble‘s room: ―It took her a while to adjust herself, but she 

is doing better every day,‖ Amare said hopefully. ―It was difficult for my child to [be] integrated 

with other children and learn when she went to the program since she was new [to] the country, 

system, community and can‘t speak English.‖ For Seble, who spoke the Oromo language at 

home, the mastery of English remained an obstacle, but her father seemed confident she was 

making progress. 

Amare left for work at 7:30 a.m. and dropped Seble off at child care.  He picked her up 

between 5:30 – 6:00 p.m. At the beginning of the study, Seble attended child care center five 

days a week but then her mother changed her work schedule and Seble attended child care center 

three days per week. Amare would prefer for Seble to go to the center every weekday, believing 

―she can learn a lot of things from her program,‖ but said he could not afford to send her all five 

days. 



 

Amare stated that the center‘s staff read to Seble during the day, and that she was also 

allowed to watch television. ―Since we don‘t have the capacity to take her to different places for 

entertainment she spend[s] most of her time on watching TV,‖ he said. Amare estimated that 

Seble watched between one and two hours of television a day on school days and spent four to 

five hours watching television on days she was at home. His believed his wife used the television 

to occupy Seble. Amare thought Kids‘ Center had an educational program that involved ―reading 

books and figures.‖ He did not know about the educational level of the staff but did know that 

the program was licensed. 

The Kids‘ Center staff went outside with children to play and there was a variety of 

outdoor equipment available. Seble‘s favorite activities were coloring, computer games, and 

playing with her friends. One of her providers told Amare that his daughter was ―popular, social 

with other children and good in attending programs.‖ However, he said she did not care much for 

the food at child care center because it was different from what she was used to. At home she 

was served Oromo food. Nevertheless, Seble‘s meals were included in the cost of child care 

center rather than being a separate payment. 

Providers communicated through written notes, telephone calls, or conversations at pick-

up time. The providers scheduled a meeting with parents to discuss a child‘s performance: 

―When she had a language problem, I used to go there and discuss with the teachers about her 

progress in the center.‖ Seble would talk about child care, and had recently told him that her 

teachers were helping her. There were monthly family gatherings at the center and Amare 

attended two of these gatherings. ―The agenda was to how to improve their services, fundraising 

activities for school and how to handle children and families complaints.‖ A family committee 

had been set up to work with the center‘s administrators on these various concerns. 



 

Amare thought New Heights Childcare, Seble‘s first child care center, was better than 

Kids‘ Center. When the family was ineligible for child care assistance, he had to find 

inexpensive child care. The first center charged $1,200 a month; the current center is $600.00. 

―The previous provider and all the facilities including the teachers were better.‖ He stated that 

the providers included African Americans and Caucasians, and the staff was friendly and polite. 

―The diversity of the children was good too.‖ Amare reported, ―In her current place about 90% 

of kids and staff persons are white‖ which he regards as a drawback. ―I don‘t know if this plays a 

role,‖ he observed, ―but there is a cultural barrier. One day I went to the school to pick my child 

before the time, I saw a child crying and mistreated by his teacher--the child was black.‖ 

 Amare had met new families at the monthly conferences: ―I always learn from the 

meeting where there are different views about child [ren]. I learned [about] new culture which 

helps me to be integrated to other community. I share my views with other families, too.‖ He 

also found out information about parenting which helps him be a better parent: ―I can fulfill her 

[Seble‘s] needs since I learned what is important for the children.‖ To Amare, the most important 

benefit of child care center was that Seble was cared for while her parents worked. 

Child care assistance. The family was not receiving any subsidies since his wife quit her 

job. Regarding CCAP, Amare believes that ―It is better to help in childcare when families are not 

working than working. If you are working at least you have some money to pay.‖ Assistance 

made it possible for Seble to attend her first child care center with its bicultural and bilingual 

staff, an excellent facility for recent immigrants. Amare recognized that the quality of the initial 

child care center had justified its expense, and reiterated that without the assistance he could not 

afford the $1,200 a month fee. He insisted that ―The government should help working family like 

me, but they stopped when my wife lose her job….I don‘t know why they do that, they supposed 



 

to assist us until we will be self-sufficient.‖ He added that Seble‘s child care center was 

necessary for her to learn English, something her mother could not teach her at home. 

Child care values and benefits. Amare believed in the importance of finding childcare: ―I 

don‘t have much experience in this country but what I learned is keeping the child at childcare is 

important and mandatory.‖ Children learned more at child care center than at home and that child 

care center helped Seble prepare for school:‖ My child shows a lot of improvement when she is 

in day care than when she was at home. Now she can draw drawings, play games on computer; 

she improved her language ability; she learn how to toys by cutting papers; learn how to tell 

history and even she knows how to open and shutdown the computer.‖ 

Seble benefited the most from ―games and educational program‖ at Kids‘ Center. The 

computers were especially valuable because they are both fun and instructive. He communicated 

well with Seble‘s providers and felt comfortable with his daughter‘s relationship with the staff. 

―I feel good,‖ he remarked, ―the teachers are cooperative and she is a lovely girl, too. She loves 

the center.‖ He participated in ―meetings; going to the picnic with children; going to the center to 

read; raising funds; donating toys; sharing ideas and so on.‖ The center‘s disciplinary policies 

did not reflect those of the family: ―The way I grow and used to discipline my children is 

different from American one. I try to integrate both to avoid conflict, and I don‘t see too much.‖ 

Projections for child care centers.  Amare believes staff training and experience are 

important: ―The person should have interest, patience, training and skills in childcare, and should 

have experience how to use different materials to teach children.‖ Food served should include 

―milk, beef, vegetables and dessert.‖ Additionally, activities and materials should ―make 

[children] happy and at the same time teach them‖ such as computer games and drawing 

materials.  A large and well-ventilated room is needed for the children to play in. For outdoor 



 

recreation ―the yard should be big and accommodate all types of games and equipment on which 

children can play‖ because ―children find a green, natural surrounding the most attractive.‖ 

Amare feels all children should be treated equally, ―but I like the provider [who] give[s] 

individual attention to my child if she doesn‘t feel well [or is] behind the other children [in] 

education, as well as if she is the outstanding one.‖ Centers should create ―family gathering in 

which the administration, family, and children can participate and discuss their concerns.‖ 

Additionally, he adds the staff should communicate with parents via the telephone or mail. 

A center should operate from 7:00 a.m. – 6:00 p.m. and ―The childcare payment depends 

on the income of the family. It is difficult for me to say this amount, for a person like me with 

five family members with my salary I like if it will be free, if not, $ 200 monthly.‖ Child care 

should be located in commercial areas where many people worked, and if possible inside the 

office buildings themselves. 

 

Discussion 
All three families would have preferred to raise their children at home within family and 

friends rather than send them to American child care centers. However like the first-general 

immigrants studied by Wall and Jose , the three families had to utilize ―outside‖ system for child 

care in order to work and/or go to school to get better jobs as well as better housing in 

Minnesota. The parents defined quality child care as maintaining Oromo culture, heritage, and 

developing competencies for acculturating into the American system. Their desire for quality 

care for their children was the driving force behind their parental child care usage decisions, in 

spite of challenges experienced due to lack of knowledge and access to the American system 

such as Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP). 



 

Struggle in the assimilation/acculturation process 
The three Oromo parents in this study viewed child care system as a necessary avenue for 

their children to adapt to the new country they have immigrated and as a tool that allowed 

parents to pursue their education in the United States. However whichever ―outside‖ program 

these three parents, Tana, Abala, and Amare, chose, the parents wanted the staff to respect their 

culture and for their children not to experience racism, prejudice, or discrimination. Amare was 

not confident whether a homogeneous white teaching staff may understand his child‘s culture. 

Tana felt that her children‘s experience at child care would be more positive if the child care 

staff knew more about the Oromo culture. Abala worried that Yumio may be mistreated because 

of his Oromo heritage and his limited English even though she was not bothered that the child 

care staff spoke only English. Included in the desire for recognition of Oromo culture is the issue 

with the type of food served at the centers. All three parents remarked about food and their wish 

for meals that are similar to those served in their homes. Amare felt the child care center should 

serve meals that are similar to those served in an Oromo home. Tana disapproved of the frozen 

or canned foods served at the center and wanted meals to include more fresh foods as they would 

be if she were serving food at home. They felt that the child care programs expected the Oromo 

children to adapt to the mainstream U.S. society menu, rather than allowing non-American 

families option to send food their children are familiar with and actually eats to the child care 

program.     

For these Oromo parents, their Oromo identification and sustaining the Oromo ways are 

important despite each parent may be committed to different cultural components such as food or 

language. As explained in the historical context section, Oromos are diverse in their traditions as 

well as religious affiliations. The Oromos historically experienced persecutions from the more 

powerful Amhares, which included unwilling assimilation of Oromos to the Amhara culture. 



 

Additional factors such as famine, regional warfare and oppressive military government presence 

necessitated many Oromos to emigrate to other countries including the United States. Thus, the 

parents‘ commitment to Oromo ways and the desire for their children‘s child care staff to 

recognize the Oromo culture may be a way for these parents to maintain their ethnic pride and to 

instill this pride as well as heritage in their children.  

A contributing factor to these three parents‘ wish for continuing the Oromo ways may be 

that all three families have migrated out of the Oromo neighborhood to residential suburbs for 

peace, quiet, and safety. Tana‘s and Abala‘s families moved much further out from the city, and 

Amare‘s family moved to a suburb adjacent to the city. When they used to live in the urban 

Oromo neighborhood in the city, they were surrounded by others who shared the same cultural 

background, language, and immigrant experiences. The parents could rely on the neighborhood 

to help instill Oromo heritage and help with everything. Similar to the migratory patterns cited in 

Weeks 1978 book, Population: An introduction to concepts and issues, these three families 

selected to migrate out of the dangerous urban surroundings for their children when they were 

able to financially afford the move after getting better paying jobs. Ironically, fulfilling parents‘ 

desire for a safe, quiet, peaceful place for their children to grow up in brought about the dilemma 

of leaving behind an important cultural resource, the Oromo neighborhood. When these families 

became more apt in achieving the structural assimilation within the United States through their 

employment opportunities and further education, the physical distance from their Oromo home 

away from home (i.e., the Oromo neighborhood in the city) increased along with the parents 

wish for American child care programs to become knowledgeable of the Oromo culture. In a 

sense, these parents were hoping for their children‘s child care programs to supplement their 

prior resource, the Oromo neighborhood‘s facilitation of their culture.  



 

Interestingly, the degree of physical distance also symbolizes the degree of assimilation 

process of these families. Amare, whose family stayed closest to the city where the Oromo 

neighborhood is, expressed the strongest feelings of concern for potential cultural barriers or 

discrimination: ―In her current place, about 90% of kids and staff persons are white. I don‘t know 

if this plays a role, but there is a cultural barrier. One day I went to the school to pick my child 

before the time, I saw a child crying and mistreated by his teacher--the child was black.‖ Amare 

tried to prevent such ―mistreatment‖ for his daughter by talking with her teacher about Seble‘s 

limited English. Amare also attended center meetings to increase cultural respect and 

understanding and to decrease cultural barriers. ―I always learn from the meeting where there are 

different views about child [ren], I learned new culture, which helps me to be integrated to other 

community. I share my views with other families, too.‖ Whereas Tana and  Abala, whose 

families re-located to suburbs further out, expressed less intense reactions. Abala stated that she 

was not bothered that the child care staff spoke only English but spoke with the teacher about 

―how to handle my child‖ from the family‘s cultural perspective. She also wanted to have group 

gatherings where everyone can get to know each other better and ―learn from each other for 

better service.‖  Tana stated that her children‘s experience at child care would be more positive if 

the child care staff knew more about the Oromo culture.  

These responses from Tana and Abala, as compared to Amare‘s, illustrate their 

recognition or acceptance of their life in Minnesota and willingness to live with or adapt to their 

―American‖ child care system. Despite Amare‘s expression of participating in meetings for the 

purpose of gaining knowledge about the ―new culture,‖ i.e., the American way, to help with his 

integration effort, he still feels more attachment to the Oromo culture when he refers to his 

neighborhood as the ―other community.‖ The distinction of ―other‖ may also arise from Amare‘s 



 

position as the Refugee Services Officer at an Ethiopian community center. Amare also noticed 

the prevalence ―whiteness‖ of his daughter‘s child care center and attributed the child care staff‘s 

actions as potential source of discrimination and lack of awareness with non-white American 

culture. For example, he interpreted his observation of a crying child as an incident of 

mistreatment or racism by the teacher because of the difference in color between the crying child 

and teacher. For Amare, the distinction between his culture and the American culture remains 

strong. He attributed any difference, including skin color and language, as a potential for 

discrimination so he tried to prevent even the possibility of ―mistreatment‖ of his daughter at the 

child care center by talking with her teachers about her daughter‘s limited English, thereby 

attempting to reduce the gap he sees between two worlds.  

Difficulties in accessing the “system” 
One of the difficulties all three parents experienced was how to go about selecting a good 

―outside‖ program for their children. In Oromo, there was no need for outside care or any of the 

formal child care settings that exist in America. This lack of prior experience in navigating the 

child care system resulted in Tana, Abala, and Amare relying on word of mouth, especially from 

their Oromo friends. Amare selected the same center where a friend sent his because Amare felt 

his friend‘s children would provide emotional support for his daughter at the center while she 

was learning English and American culture. The two mothers, Tana and Abala, consulted their 

Oromo friends, obtained information from the Child Care Resource and Referral agency and 

county, and discussed child care options with their husbands. Given that outside care is a foreign 

notion to Oromo culture, parents looked for child care centers that were close to their homes. 

Tana limited her child care options to three nearby centers and selected a nearby child care 

center. Abala‘s son attended a center that was ten minutes away from home. Amare said it was 

important for the child care center to be close to his home. Thus for the three families, word of 



 

mouth (or verbal endorsement from their Oromo friends) and proximity to home were important 

factor in selecting child care.  

The cost of child care became a big issue for all three parents even after they figured out 

the child care system. In order to afford the child care program parents had selected, they had to 

learn about the child care assistance program (CCAP) and even of their eligibility for child care 

assistance. Again, they relied on word-of-mouth from their Oromo friends to even find out about 

existence of CCAP. Even when aware of the program, mistakes were made: Tana mistakenly 

thought she should go to county medical center when she was told to go to the county, and Abala 

experienced bureaucratic difficulty even after she applied for the child care assistance because 

she did not know the system in the United States well.  

Because the parents relied on the child care assistance program to pay for child care, the 

child care tuition determined the child care choices for parents. Amare had to change from a high 

quality center that included a multi racial and well trained child care staff to the current, less 

quality center when his family was no longer eligible for the child care assistance program. 

When Abala‘s daughter was reunited with the family, she withdrew her son from child care 

center because ―it is not affordable to pay child care center for both of them.‖  The tuition for 

Tana to have her two sons in child care was $1,300 per month, which she and her husband could 

not afford without child care assistance. 

Education as a tool for succeeding in America 
 

Despite wanting to maintain the Oromo ways and language, the three parents also 

realized the importance of having their children learn English, American etiquette, and 

mainstream American values so they could integrate into American society and be ready for the 

elementary school. All three parents resonated with each other when they talked about the two 



 

valued aspects of child care: education and care while they worked or attended school. This 

―educational‖ expectation may account for the difference in child care selection patterns.  The 

Oromo parents used the resources available to them to select the best possible center for their 

children, despite the fact that the selection was limited to those child care centers located near to 

them and of reasonable cost. Additionally, they would change child care programs if they 

perceived their children‘s needs were not being met. They attended family functions, observed at 

the center, and initiated conferences/meetings with the teachers at the selected centers to 

maximize educational benefits for their children. Therefore, Abala, Amare, and Tana valued 

child care outside of home even though it was contrary to their cultural norm of home care 

because they perceived outside American child care centers as an avenue to increase their grasp 

of the American language, culture, and system.  

This shared perception of outside child care as a way for gaining education and smoother 

acculturation into the educational system for their children created a desire for trained and caring 

child care staff. Abala and Tana listed a specific discipline: child psychology. Tana added 

training in early developmental studies.  Tana changed child care centers because the new center 

was licensed and many of the child care staff ―are highly educated, at the level of a master‘s 

degree, and have a lot of experience with other centers.‖ Abala she would pay higher salaries to 

child care staff that is ―trained and educated in child psychology‖ than have low paid unqualified 

staff. Amare said that ―The person should have training and skills in childcare, and should have 

experience how to use different materials to teach children.‖ Tana, Abala, and Amare also 

identified patience although the concept of patience is applied in a different way by each parent. 

Abala wanted child care staff ―who have the patience to deal with children.‖ Tana described a 

teacher who can model as well as teach patience to children. Amare said the teacher should, 



 

―give individual attention to [his] child if she doesn‘t feel well [or is] behind the other children 

[in] education, as well as if she is the outstanding one.‖  

Trained and caring child care staff was critical because all three parents stressed the 

educational aspect of the child care center. Abala, Tana and Amare specifically mentioned 

computer games in their list of activities and Tana changed child care centers arrangements 

because she wanted a more educational program: ―I can see the difference from previous child 

care center. They are learning a lot here, and this provider has monthly programs for the daily 

activities. They hired an outside person to teach music for half an hour two days a week. They 

teach them how to read, speak and write in English, and counting numbers.‖ Tana believed 

centers should include field trips because she had been a parent volunteer and saw how much 

children learned about plants and animals. The parents agreed that the program should not be just 

educational but also fun. As Amare said, the child care staff should: ―make [children] happy and 

at the same time teach them.‖ 

These parents felt attending child care centers was critical to entering the primary 

education system and ultimately mainstream into economically beneficial American employment 

opportunities. The ultimate goal was for the children to have a better life in the United States. 

Another consideration in their children having a better life in America is for the families to have 

more resources. One tool in accessing more American resources is for the parents to obtain 

further education in the United States. For Abala and Tana, the child care system allowed them 

to pursue their education. Abala completed and Tana was in the process of completing college 

degrees when their children were in child care centers Child care also allowed the parents to 

work so that they could improve their socioeconomic status/resources ; thus increasing families‘ 

abilities to obtain more resources that affect the developmental competencies of their children.
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However, as Coll et al.  state, ―Developmental competencies … reflect both the 

functional competencies of a child at any one point in time and the developing/emerging skills 

that children bring to the multiple ecologies in which they exist‖ .
50

 The functional role of the 

American child care system for the three parents allowed them to go to school and/or work while 

facilitating adaptive skills in their children to better negotiate America, resulting in these three 

Oromo families moving to suburbs away from inhibiting environment  of the Oromo 

neighborhood in the city with higher crime rates.
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 The negative impact on children‘s 

developmental competencies is that the child care system these three Oromo parents are using is 

different from child care in Ethiopia where, families and friends would take care of the children. 

As Tana explained, ―If I go out for recreation, I go with them. In our culture, we don‘t leave our 

children with somebody and go have recreation alone.‖ Tana said her husband would take care of 

their children even if he had to take a day off from work. Abala rearranged her work schedule so 

she could pick up her son and daughter from public school. Seble stayed home with her mother 

several days a week. The way of child care as these Oromo parents knew from Ethiopia versus in 

the United States is one more factor these parents have to negotiate as their children are 

developing in their American skills. The emerging American skills and knowledge the children 

are being socialized into at the child care programs also shape who the children are becoming – 

i.e., a mix of Oromos and Americans. This also means the children are more Americanized in the 

home setting not just at school or child care center where they are learning the needed 

educational skills.  

The Americanization of the children is an unintended consequence of these three Oromo 

families‘ desire to positively impact their children‘s developmental competencies when they 

perceived the child care system as a functional tool for educational improvement. As stated 



 

earlier, the three Oromo parents wanted the child care system to help their children develop as 

competent Oromos and Americans simultaneously.  Tana, Abala and Amare wanted their 

children learn English and the American culture without losing their Oromo cultural identity. 

The parents described what their children learned in child care centers. Abala stated ―they teach 

him alphabet which enables him to read books,‖ and ―they do [things] slowly by taking time at a 

rate kids can understand.‖ For Tana, the child care experience provided opportunities for 

acculturation to American educational system and culture for her children: ―It is very easy for 

children at childcare to join their first grade school. Their interaction with other children and 

cultures is good if they have already been at a childcare center.‖ Amare felt that child care center 

is better than home setting in preparing his child for school: ―My child shows a lot of 

improvement when she is in child care center than when she was at home. Now she can draw 

drawings, play games on computer, she improved her language ability, she learn how to toys by 

cutting papers, learn how to tell history and even she knows how to open and shutdown the 

computer. All this is helping [my daughter‘s] preparation for school.‖ 

 To ensure better communication and connection between two cultures, the Oromo 

families preferred child care staff that provided individual attention to children, had patience to 

work with children, and who modeled respect for the children. They appreciated teachers‘ 

willingness to have individual conferences with them and getting reports on their children‘s 

progress. Abala, Tana, and Amare volunteered for field trips, attended parent meetings/events, 

and visited their children‘s classrooms to learn about American child care and their children‘s 

progress. The immediately went to the center whenever they suspected their children were being 

mistreated. Abala, Tana, and Amare wanted child care providers to be ―educators‖ not only 

warm and patient adults who provide individual attention. The parents relied on child care staff 



 

to provide their children an introduction to mainstream American culture. Specific activities like 

field trips, computer games, drawing, playing outside, and learning the alphabet as well as 

learning English are the reasons they sent their children to child care. Child care centers were 

critical to preparing children for American elementary schools. Therefore, the three Oromo 

parents viewed the child care system as providing the functional role of preparing their children 

for American elementary schools (which they, the parents, could not do) as well as helping the 

parents to complete their studies. Tana, Abala and Amare wanted their children learn English and 

the American ways so they could succeed in their new country. The parents themselves, 

especially Tana and Abala, recognized the usefulness of child care system for their adaptation 

and success in the United States. 

Comparing the Oromo Families to American Families 
American families, like the Oromo families, rely on family and friends to locate child 

care and carefully consider the cost of care before they select a program. .
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  Like their Oromo 

counterparts, American families are concerned about their children‘s health and safety .
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Americans with limited incomes, just like the Oromo parents, state that child care fees are the 

major factor in child care usage .
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American families are less concerned with staff training and experience than the Oromo 

families. .
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 For Amare, Abala, and Tana, highly qualified and educated providers were 

important because child care centers were a critical factor for them and their children to learn 

about the American culture and the educational system. The parents wanted the child care 

providers to help their children learn English and mainstream American culture because they, 

themselves, were not experts but novices.  The child care programs were expected to help their 

children learn to read English, speak English, and prepare for the formal school system. A 

striking difference among these three parents and the American parents is the Oromo parents 



 

state that child care staff need training including education about child discipline and child 

development so that they can educate their children.  

While American families primarily view child care as custodial, the Oromo parents relied 

on child care to provide education and to mainstream American experiences for their children. 

The three families viewed their children‘s child care programs as a valuable asset for their 

children‘s (and their own) assimilation processes, despite their struggle with the potential loss for 

continuing their Oromo heritage. 

 

Conclusion 
 

All immigrants face challenges because they bring values, deeply held beliefs, and a 

broad array of experiences with them to a culture that is foreign.  Navigating the new system is a 

major challenge especially if there is a language difference. First-generation immigrant Oromo 

families in this study help explain how culture, past experiences, and systems surrounding the 

individual influence decisions about parental child care usage. The implication for child care 

providers is to recognize that mainstream American culture and values are not universal, but 

first-generation immigrant families do desire for their children to learn the American way. This 

wish for educational acculturation or successful structural assimilation within the American 

system does not mean the immigrant families are not experiencing tension as they are going 

against their cultural norms.   

The three Oromo parents highlighted in this paper illustrate barriers emigrants to America 

face in understanding and accessing social resources. Oromo families‘ abilities to transverse the 

economic system in North America was dependent on the degree to which they and their 

children could gain entry and access to educational opportunities – this was to ensure their 



 

present and future financial stability. Child care centers, even though they may not be culturally 

or linguistically congruent, were important to these three Oromo families as they learned about 

and engaged with the U.S. employment opportunities and the mainstream socio-educational 

structure. Child care provided two important functions; first, parents needed a safe place to leave 

their children while they worked or attended school, and, second a place where children could 

learn English proficiently; something that they could not teach them at home. Finally, child care 

in the United States was essential for the Oromo (minus the family child-care supports from 

home), parents to attend college and ultimately obtain better paying jobs.  

These three Oromo parents‘ stories demonstrate the difficult struggle first generation 

immigrants face as they try to do what‘s best for their family, their children‘s success in the new 

country they immigrated into, and not lose their cultural identity in a foreign country. In essence 

to succeed in the United States, Oromos first had to find a safe educationally sound environment 

for their children. This meant moving to the safer suburbs away from the Oromo neighborhood 

in the city and locating child care programs that would care for their children physically as well 

as provide educational benefits.  The three Oromo parents in this study would have preferred 

child care staff who were knowledgeable about their culture, family structure, values, aspirations 

and beliefs; however, these parents chose to focus on their objective of helping their children 

gain adaptive skills for future success in the United States and having them be more competent in 

their ability to provide better life for their children and their families. These three families tried 

to reconcile their desire to maintain and embed the Oromo pride and culture in their children by 

talking with their children‘s child care staff and attending family functions at the child care 

centers. All three parents put forth efforts in educating the child care staff and families about the 

Oromo culture so that the congruence between home and center could be strengthened more.  



 

Further research is needed to investigate the perspectives of immigrant populations. 

Expanding the diversity of care providers (recent immigrants and bilingual staff) can assist in 

meeting the needs of recent immigrants. The study by Hijbregts, Leseman and Tavechhio  

supports the need for increasing immigrant caregivers so that children from different cultural 

backgrounds can be better understood within their cultural and social contexts. How the child 

care staff view child‘s development and the socialization process of the children they are 

supervising in their classrooms can impact children‘s well-being at home and out-of-home 

settings. The tension immigrant parents, especially first generation immigrants, feel in their wish 

for faster structural assimilation (so that their families can be better off) and continuing to value 

their native country‘s ways is real. The immigrant parents, regardless of where they emigrated 

from, feel loss of control as they try to learn the new bureaucratic system, language and culture. 

Often, these parents have to begin working in positions below their educational competencies 

achieved in the country they left. They also experience lack of understanding from people in the 

new home they immigrated into as well as discrimination or racism. This experiences, then, 

further strengthens the immigrant parents‘ wish for their children to become ―American‖ quickly 

so their children do not have struggle through the negative experiences, sometimes at the 

expense of potentially having their children lose their heritage or culture.  

Some of the solutions are at the macro level beyond the scope of what child care staff can 

do to facilitate a more balanced assimilation or acculturation process for immigrant families. 

However given the aim of this work is to develop theoretical, not statistical generalizability; that 

is, how these case studies help us understand the lived experiences of Oromo families seeking 

child care. Thus, this paper provides a descriptive model rather than a predictive model .
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 By 

providing in-depth case studies of three Oromo families‘ experiences with the child care system, 



 

the authors provide a framework to understand some of the processes used by other Oromo 

families with similar circumstances. Therefore, the suggestions will be limited to ideas that can 

be incorporated at the child care program level. Some of the ways that child care staff can better 

serve recent immigrant children is to better understanding the cultural backgrounds of their 

immigrant families and communicate with parents about the individual family‘s values and 

goals. Child care staff can become more knowledgeable about children‘s cultures, family 

structures, values, aspirations, and beliefs when they invite the families to share their cultures 

and practices as the three Oromo parents indicated in their stories. Another assistance child care 

staff can provide for immigrant families is to facilitate immigrant families in their efforts to learn 

about available resources. This includes informing families about existing social and economic 

resources (e.g., child care assistance program, WIC or eligibility requirements for Head Start or 

other programs targeting lower income families.) and how to access these resources. Another 

strategy may be for the child care programs to provide opportunities for immigrant families to 

meet and network with each other. Some of the issues immigrant families, regardless of what 

country the emigrated from, face can be similar by the nature these families have to make sense 

of a new country and system. These ways may facilitate immigrant parents to feel a sense of 

control as well as reducing segregation and isolation of the immigrant group from mainstream 

American society. This process can also facilitate individual immigrant to develop adaptive 

strategies to simultaneously acculturate into the American culture as well maintain their own 

traditions and culture, especially with their children who are rapidly being socialized into the 

American way. 
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