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ABSTRACT

A FOOT IN TWO WORLDS:
UKRAINIAN IMMIGRANTS NEGOTIATING A LITERATE IDENTITY

By
Bette J. Shellhorn

This study of immigrants negotiating language and identity in a Ukrainian
American community examined the literacy and social life in sociolinguistic and
historical perspectives, comparing pre-emigration life in Ukraine with life in the
United States. Research sites in this community included several Ukrainian
Catholic Churches and a Ukrainian Catholic Elementary and High School. My
role as a participant observer in the community provided an intimate look at the
community. Observation on site, interviews with participants in the community,
surveys given to community members, and collecting primary and secondary
source materials became the data focus. The question guiding this research
was, How does the experience of a new immigrant group unfold when there are
already ties to the homeland, its language and religion, awaiting its members?
Analyzing, describing and interpreting data from historical records, and
ethnographic study within this community presented an in-depth look at the
immigration process within one community where literacy, spirituality, and social
networks support English language learning and assimilation of American cultural
identity. Community support also provides maintenance of strong and
educationally supportive ties to the Ukrainian language, culture, religion, and

education.
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THE PHOTOGRAPH

He finds it in his mother’'s drawer of souvenirs,
blurred and bent; an out-of-focus photograph
as brown and cracked as leather.

The trees and foliage arch like feathers.
There is a house, one story, in the rear,
behind the lumpy humans growing up —

those arms and shoulders so rigidly posed,
those faces like smudged thumbprints on a wall.
He must recognize these children —

by a slouch, a shape, a tilt of the head —

as his uncles and aunts. One daughter

is massive, and the other, the boy’'s mother,

is as slim and tall as her eldest brother

and the man who sits stiff-backed in front
beside the round little woman in a shawil.

The details of each shape are off-center,
the photo looks as if it had been taken
at the instant people, house, and trees
were shaken by an earthquake or a wind.
The more he looks at it, the more the boy
cannot be sure of where this is, or when.
The house could be in Kovno, Vilna, or Carnarsie.
Is this his uncle, really? That his aunt?
The photo could belong to someone else.
The family could be anyone’s.
By Morton Marcus  (Marcus,1988)
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PREFACE

This is a study of identity formation during the immigration process for an
Eastern European immigrant community living in the United States. The study
focused on a group of Ukrainian immigrants living near the Detroit area.
Research sites in this community included several Ukrainian Catholic Churches
and a Ukrainian Catholic Elementary and High School. Worship services at the
churches were offered in English and Ukrainian to church members and their
families. Classes at the schools included English and Ukrainian courses for K-12
students. The public also participated in church events in English and/or
Ukrainian. My role as a participant observer in the community provided an
intimate look at the community. By analyzing, describing and interpreting the
data collected within this Ukrainian American community, a greater
Understanding of the immigration process for immigrants emerged to view the
role of identity formation in the immigration process.

The main research question for the study was: How does the experience
Of a new immigrant group unfold when there are already ties to the homeland, its
If--\nguage and religion, awaiting its members? A variety of research methods
Were used to study the Ukrainian American immigrant community. Qualitative
research, using ethnographic research methods helped to define the research
Paradigm. The study used participant perspectives and the participants in the
Ukrainian community had an interest in the findings about the community.

Observation on site, interviews with participants in the community, surveys given

viil
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to community members, and collecting primary and secondary source materials
became the focus for this study.

For example, observation during worship services at the churches and
classes at the school provided a view of daily life at the church and school. One-
hour interviews with some of the participants brought clarity to individual
experiences for a variety of informants. The interviews were audio taped, (where
permission from the participants was granted) to obtain a closer look during the
analysis of transcripts. Interviews less than one hour in length, observation field
notes, audio taping of events and interviews, public information about the
surrounding community and the immigrant experience, oral and written personal

history by family members and other members of the group, and information

observed from participation in the worship services and language classes were

other research methods used during the study. Direct quotes were not used in

this study to protect the anonymity of participants. Names of people who are
deceased were used, however, pseudonyms were used for participants that are
currently living, and all data was securely kept in my possession during the study.
An explanation of the research process regarding the use of names and quotes
can be found in Appendix A. Another method used to accompany the fieldwork
research described above included historical research of primary and secondary
Sources documenting the immigration process for adults and children in the
Ukrainian American community.

The study contained a variety of dimensions in the community. Data

Sources reflected the variety and scope of the study. Analysis of these diverse

X
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data sets involved the generation and refinement of assertions by means of
constant comparing of data sources, looking for information about the actions of
participants, finding artifacts that pertain to the immigrant community, and noting
relevant conversations within the community. Thoughtfully processing the data
by perceiving, comparing, contrasting, collecting, ordering, connecting, and
speculating provided the ability to construct and test theories, hypotheses, and
interpretations about the data, to inform the study. For the purpose of analysis,
the data was organized and classified initially into systematic groupings of similar
types of data, finding patterns in the data and then organizing those patterns and
findings into categories that helped to describe, explain, and interpret the data
findings.

Analysis took place in three stages, called, “item®, “pattern”, and
“structure.” “ltems” included concrete, tangible, and specific information and
units of data. “Patterns” consisted of categories or groupings of items that relate
to each other or fit together into a pattern. “Structures” were composed of larger
groups of patterns. Sometimes a relationship between patterns helped to form or

explain a theory or hypothesis about the phenomena. This study was grounded
in ethnographic and constructivist perspectives. The constant comparative
approach provided inductive analysis of data, allowing data to be considered in
layers, and this approach facilitated interpretation of the study. Culture was a
Principal lens through which identity formation was observed and studied in the
Community, as the immigrants became literate. (LeCompte and Schensul, 1999,

P. 66)
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The analysis also used extant theoretical models and literature to inform
and test interpretations. For example, socio-cultural theory, or social-
constructivist theory informed the research and provided a conceptual framework
for the study. The term “constructivist” was used to indicate a social construction
of reality, which means that what participants know and believe to be true about
the world is constructed, or created and built, as people interacted with one
another over a period of time in specific social settings (LeCompte and Schensul,
1999).

“Constructs” used in the study explain concepts with greater detail. “A
construct is a concept used to put together, to ‘construct,” a mental model that
helps you image unobservable processes presumed underlying events you can
observe” (Polansky, 1991, p. 25). Two constructs used in the study are the
terms, “immigration process” and “identity formation.” Several perspectives of
the “immigration process” and “identity formation” informed the project. The
immigration process began before the émigrés left Ukraine, continued during the
journey to America, and included settling and becoming assimilated into the
Ukrainian American community in Detroit. | argue that the immigrants who have
Come in previous times and who are still living in the existing immigrant

community, within the United States, have helped to shape and form the
immigration process, or the process of emigration from the homeland, to
immigration in the United States. This “immigration process” included the
formation of identity and is influenced by the spirituality of the ethnic community.

During the “immigration process,” it can be noted that within the Ukrainian

X1
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community, the existing community members mentored or scaffolded the new
immigrants coming to the established Ukrainian community. The process of
mentoring or “situated learning,” as described by Lave and Wenger (1991) can
be noted in the Ukrainian immigrant community. Those who could be considered
“old immigrants” or second and third generation immigrants facilitated the
process of learning in a new situation for the “new immigrants” or for those who
have recently come to the community from Ukraine. In the process, “identity
formation” took place for the immigrants who remained in the community as well
as for those who left the community of Ukrainian Americans. This mentoring
process facilitated identity formation and helped new immigrants to become
successful contributing Ukrainian Americans while living in the community.
“Identity formation™ was another construct used in this study. This term
was used to explain the process that began as new immigrants settled in the
Ukrainian American community and found their own uniqueness and individuality
as a Ukrainian American. In this community, Ukrainian culture and spirituality are
a part of daily life. New immigrants who became a part of this community
embraced the existing characteristics of the cultural and spiritual ways of life for
Ukrainian Americans. The process of coming to America as a Ukrainian and
becoming a literate Ukrainian American is called “identity formation” in this study.
There are implications for this study that can lead to further research in the
field of education of immigrants, for bilingual education of immigrants, and for
research on networks and communities of immigrants as ethnic groups.

'Thmigrants in general, throughout the United States, are currently educated in

xii
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inclusive and/or exclusive settings within elementary and secondary American
schools. Public and private schools educate immigrants in a variety of ways.
Some of the current methods for instruction have come under criticism. Strong
and heated debates about immigrant education include the topic of finances for
the education of immigrants and there is political rhetoric about the education
process, largely due to the demands placed on the public education system
where large populations of immigrants exist. My research informs this debate
and provides evidence to support bilingual education of immigrants in private
educational settings. As such, it enlightens the current reform discourse
including the size of schools, the relation of schools to local communities as well
as to national standards, and the ways that private schools (religious and charter)
might infuse the curriculum with social or spiritual values enhancing students’
motivation to learn.
There is also debate about the use of ESL or bilingual instruction for
immigrants as they learn English in schools within the United States. This study
looks at a particular, local approach to language and literacy education that is
infused with both the value of and the practice of Standard English, as well as
maintenance of the home language, or Ukrainian. This blend of the two
languages is carried out during learning, especially by means of intergenerational
Networks, in Ukrainian American homes, and in the Ukrainian Catholic Church.
In this study, the Ukrainian American elementary and high school can be viewed
as a strategic research site because its model has apparently succeeded by a

developed system of education for immigrants that has proven successful for

Xiii
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over 40 years. The Ukrainian Catholic High School has a 100% graduation rate
and most of the graduates go on to major universities, completing degrees as
lawyers, doctors, accountants, and other professional careers.

Finally, this study affords a way to think about the experiences of second
and third generation immigrants and new or first generation, immigrants. Eastern
European immigrants entering the US in the early twentieth century were often
isolated and regarded as less able than earlier immigrants who came from
Northern Europe and the British Isles. The language, politics, and religious
practices made them seem (like other Eastern and Southern European
immigrants) as outsiders, less able to succeed in school, and less able to
perform the work of an educated citizenry. Like many of their peers, Eastern
European immigrants contradicted these beliefs by assimilating into
“‘mainstream” US language, politics, and socioeconomic life of Americans.
However, unlike the history of other countries whose émigrés flooded the US
until immigration was greatly limited in 1920, Ukrainians not only assimilated but,
several generations later, in the late twentieth century and early twenty-first
Century, have become “new immigrants.” Reflecting social and political changes
shaped by the fall of communism and the break-up of the USSR into discrete and
independent nations, Ukrainians now have the option and in many cases the

desire to leave their homeland for Ukrainian American communities, especially in
large US cities.
As a result, like many other immigrant groups the Ukrainians coming to

the US today come for many of the reasons that their forbears came. However,

Xiv
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they are joined this time not by Poles, Jews, Italians, and Greeks, but by people
from Latin America and the Pacific Rim. They are not greeted at Ellis Island
among other speakers of strange sounding languages and practitioners of
strange looking script, but they arrive at airports in many US cities and are often
met by second and third generation Ukrainian Americans who have become full

participants in American life — its language and institutions.
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INTRODUCTION
The Dance between Two Worlds
The process of immigration has changed dramatically several times during
the past century for all immigrants, no matter where their place of origin.
Immigrants in this study have faced these changes by negotiating their place in
life with a foot in the homeland and a foot in the new land upon immigration. This
meant that Ukrainian immigrants in this study had a foot in two worlds: Ukraine
and the United States. Dinnerstein and Reimers (1975) have noted that between
1880 and 1930 the United States received 27 million immigrants. Significant
numbers of emigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe immigrated to America
during this time in spite of adverse circumstances due to immigration restriction
laws and a major depression in the United States. Many people from Russia
came to the United States since the 1880’s, but they were not considered or
counted as a separate group. Instead, Russian emigrants were clumped with the
E=uropean emigrants, leaving Russian immigrants without a voice and without
< oOnsideration for their unique culture, language, and spirituality. Russian Jews in
P> &rticular were restricted in their lives when in Russia and forced to live in the
= zale of Settlement, which was a region stretching from the Baltic Sea to the

B3 I =ack Sea. This area is now Poland, Lithuania, and Ukraine.
Many Russians living in the Pale of Settlement between 1899 and 1910

errrigrated from Russia to the United States. Many (67%) of the Russian Jews

Who cameas immigrants, came to America with trade skills such as carpentry,

s'7<>ef""aking, painting, and butchering. These skills were learned and practiced in




the Russian Pale of Settlement and the skills were used in the United States
within the Russian immigrant communities. Today, those immigrants coming
from this area in Russia are called Ukrainians. A significant number of
immigrants now come with professional and technical skills, education, and some
knowledge of the English language. Foner (2001) divides today's immigrants
into two camps: those who come with little education and training and those who
come with specialized skills and college degrees. This “human capital” or the
resource of human labor and the positive additions made to the American society
that contemporary immigrants bring to the United States is also found in the
Ukrainian immigrant community.

Yet, with so many immigrants from Ukraine who were added to the
professional work force in America, their numbers were not counted as
Ukrainians, or even counted as Russians, until the last decade. They were
considered Europeans or “Other” when categorized. The story of Ukrainian
irmmigration has been without a voice for over a century. Most Ukrainian
# rmigrants were counted with Southern and Eastern Europe, with Slavic groups,

O r with Russian Jews. The voices of Ukrainians have been silenced and ignored
FoO rmany years. It is my intention that this research about Ukrainian immigrants
wwi Il provide a voice for Ukrainians, and bring the process of Ukrainian
iry» rnigration into the ongoing conversation about immigration.

Immigrants from many different countries experience emigration from their

hormeland and immigration to the United States in a unique and individual way.

Howe Wver, there are similarities between many immigrant experiences that help
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us to understand the immigration process. Yet, immigrants are not aware of the
process that is needed when they first arrive in this country. The “dance”
between the two worlds has been explained in other studies, such as William
Foote Whyte's study, Street Comer Society (1973, p. 273), “To get ahead, the
Cornerville man must move either in the world of business and Republican
politics or in the world of Democratic politics and the rackets. He cannot move in
both worlds at once; they are so far apart that there is hardly any connection
between them. If he advances in the first world, he is recognized by society at
large as a successful man, but he is recognized in Cornerville only as an alien to
the district. If he advances in the second world, he achieves recognition in
Cornerville but becomes a social outcast to respectable people elsewhere.”

In this study, | entered the “dance” between worlds as a participant-
observer to better understand the process of immigration during identity
formation for Ukrainian immigrants becoming literate in the United States. My
research included unique perspectives and views to the identity formation during
the immigration process. One view included a history of the immigrant

€ ><perience, during segments of time from the late 1800s to the present. Each
tisye segment related to changes in the immigration laws and policies of the
LJ svited States, and the changing process of emigrating from Ukraine and
irr» rnigrating to the United States. General information about immigration was
Corrpared to specific information about Ukrainian immigration to better
Understandthe process and to give voice to those coming from Ukraine to the

Uhited States, who had been left out of the previous conversation. (DeLaet,
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2000), (Dinnerstein and Reimers, 1975, 1999), (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996,
2001), (Daniels, 1991).

Another view included the nature of the identity formation during the
immigration process. As many Ukrainian immigrants came to the United States,
they were brought into an existing community of Ukrainian Americans. This
community was characterized by participation in the Ukrainian Catholic Church,
by supportive Ukrainian social networks within the Ukrainian community, and by
the education that was received in Ukrainian Catholic Schools also supported by
several Ukrainian Catholic Churches within the extended community. The
immigrants were a part of the Ukrainian community during the immigration

process and the community helped to form a literate identity for each immigrant

Research Approach
Ethnography is a research approach to learning about the social and
<uttural life of people in a local setting (LeCompte and Schensul, 1999). The

g oal of this educational ethnography was to learn about the social and cultural

i Fe of the Detroit Ukrainian American community to be able to better understand
T e process of immigration and the process of identity formation for Ukrainian
# ryymigrants in the Detroit community. Observation and interviewing were two
C r#tical activities used during the study to form ethnographic theory. Constructing
e anings, interpretation, and associations or theories that are significant for the

Corrimunity provided a way for the conceptual framework to develop. The
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ultimate ethnographic objective was to condense social and cultural reality in the
Ukrainian community to produce a coherent description of the community.
Ethnography has historically been considered both a product of research
and a process for research (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). Products of research
for this study included interpretive stories and narratives about the Ukrainian
American community. The process of research included face-to-face interactions
with people in the community using ethnographic tools for data collection over a
period of two years. In Addition, background information and historical primary
and secondary source materials were added to the artifacts collected as part of
the research process. To restrict the focus for the study specific lenses were
LIS e d on particular aspects of the community.
One lens for this study focused on the Ukrainian Catholic Churches in the
¢ O rrmunity, one lens focused on the Ukrainian Catholic Schools in the
C O rrymunity, and one lens focused on the Ukrainian American community.
O b s ervation field notes, interviews with participants, a survey, historical
‘" fo rmation and materials, and artifacts provided data for the ethnographic study
This study was carried out in a natural setting within the Ukrainian community
As g participant observer, | was able to provide an accurate reflection of
Particular perspectives and behaviors for participants in the community.
Ind uctive, interactive, and recursive data collection along with analytic strategies
Provided a way to construct cultural theories in this local setting. To provide a
Circumspect view of the community the study included organizing the data as it

Was collected and creating groups of data for analysis. During analysis, revisiting
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the data and triangulating the data provided a circumspect examination of the
community in the study.

Dissertation Overview
This dissertation has six chapters that together reflect a view of the Detroit
Ukrainian American immigrant community. Each chapter highlights a different

view of the community. Vignettes, poetry and quotations add richness to the

information about the community and each narrative provides personal
experiences to deepen the panorama of the community. Chapters include a
rewview of the literature used for the chapter, information and data collected during
th e study about the topic of the chapter and together the chapters provide a
I=a rxdscape of the research for the dissertation. Chapter titles include: In the
B3 & ginning; Negotiating a Ukrainian American Literate Identity; Life in a Ukrainian
A\ rrerican Immigrant Community; Then and Now: Shifting Roles of Language
S€xarvd Culture; Rushnyky in Detroit: Remembering, Remaking, and Re-Imagining
C ultural Identity; and What Went Right? Revisiting the Patterns for Success.
Chapter 1 focused on the beginnings of the study and provided a
description of the dissertation. Chapters 2 — 5, each, contain a detailed look at
the separate parts of the study. Chapter 2 introduced the Ukrainian immigrant
Community and how community life developed over the years. Chapter 3
©Xplained how Ukrainian immigrants formed a literate identity while living in the
Community. The chapter also tells of the provisions for educating Ukrainian

Catholic immigrants and how the growing numbers of students in the community
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expanded the educational system in this Ukrainian Catholic community. Chapter
4 viewed the shifting roles of language and culture in the community. The
community from the beginning chose to be decidedly bi-lingual, by providing
English and Ukrainian languages throughout the church, school, and community.
Chapter 5 focused on cultural identity for Ukrainian immigrants in Detroit.
Artifacts, such as rushnyky, which are ritual cloths, were highlighted as a part of
the Ukrainian American museum. Chapter 6 revisited the findings for the study
and put the spotlight on the patterns for success that were developed and
susstained for decades in the Detroit Ukrainian American community. Each
ch apter provided a window into the community and the rich details offered by the
cormnmunity provided a story of how the community began and how they have
7 & naged to successfully educate immigrants and pass on the culture and
S P> i rritual life of the Ukrainian Catholic Church for more than one century.
T e chapters in concert convey and answer the research question, How does the
€ >xp>erience of a new immigrant group unfold when there are already ties to the

N o meland, its language and religion, awaiting its members?

T
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