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Introduction
In search of work and a better life, people throughout all of history and in all parts of the world have left their homes and migrated to other countries. Mexico is among the countries with a history of migration. Mexicans have migrated from rural to urban areas within Mexico and from every corner of the country abroad, particularly to the United States. According to the latest census, in October 2000, almost 18 million Mexicans do not live in their place of birth
. In recent decades migration has risen from an average of 30,000 annually in the 1961-1970 period to an average of 390,000 in the 2001-2003 period. These figures refer especially to migration to the United States.
 This migration is mainly economically motivated with average wages being ten times higher in the United States than in Mexico.
 

Not only receiving countries are impacted by migration, the same accounts for home communities. The effects have been both positive and negative. Positively, migrants send home remittances that drastically increase household income. In 2005, Mexican migrants sent home more than 20 billion dollars worth of remittances.
 Negatively, many rural town have lost their most active citizens and some town have been so drastically abandoned that they have turned into ghost towns. Moreover, migration has torn apart families: Husbands and wives live separately, young parents are not involved in the upbringing of their children, and children have to live separated from one parent or both their parents. 


Since the majority of migrants are young adults, and often young parents, the latter negative effect is prominent: migration has changed the Mexican family structure as children grow up with only one parent, or are brought up by grandparents or aunts and uncles. Little structural research has been done to investigate the effects of this changing family structure on the development of the children left behind, but numerous newspaper articles report stories of children left in the care of relatives, who receive inadequate food or suffer from physical violence. According to UNICEF, children without parental care find themselves at a higher risk of discrimination, inadequate care, abuse and exploitation; in addition, their well- being is often not sufficiently monitored.
 Moreover, a poll administered in public schools in a community in central Mexico found that teachers report an increase in emotional problems among children left behind, together with plummeting grades, which may eventually lead to drop out.
 

Hidalgo is among the Mexican states most affected by migration, it ranked third highest among the states with the most people born in Mexico but residing in the United States.
 Starting in 2002, Imifap has been working intensively with educational officials in Hidalgo who have frequently mentioned the emotional and academic problems of children whose parents migrated. 


Imifap conducted interviews with educational experts to assess the effect of migration on the children left behind. A superintendent in Hidalgo reported that children react in emotionally very different ways, some become aggressive, or angry, others more timid and afraid, but whatever the reaction, it is a struggle. A Hidalgo school principle said she finds the costs of migration for the children left behind so high that she doubts whether it is worth the financial gain. These initial investigations of the effects of migration on the development of children together with Imifap’s previous experiences in the area gave us a good reason to further investigate this issue and to investigate whether migrant children in Hidalgo would benefit from a life skills educative program designed to battle the cognitive, physical and emotional disadvantage they suffer due to living without their mother or father. With the financial support of the Bernard van Leer Foundation, this project was made possible.  

The “I want to, I can…” program in Hidalgo
Hidalgo

The mountainous state of Hidalgo is located in Central Mexico. Mining is its main industry; Hidalgo is a leading national producer of silver, gold, copper, lead, iron and sulfur, but maguey, alfalfa, corn, sugarcane and coffee are grown as well. The population is young, with 29% of the population under the age of 14. The area is traditional, with 14% of the population over five speaking an indigenous language. And the area is marginalized; The National Population Council (CONAPO) ranks Hidalgo as the fifth most marginalized state in the country.


For the Children Left Behind project, Imifap worked with schools in the northeastern municipalities of Zimapan and Ixmiquilpan. Zimapan is considered a very marginalized community, where more then 37% of the population has not completed primary school, more than 65% lives in communities with less then 5000 inhabitants, almost 38% of the population has no piped water and more than 65% earns less then the minimum wage. Since it is so hard to make ends meet, it is not surprising that migration is prevalent in Zimapan; local educational authorities believe that about one in every three children lives without one parent or both parents due to migration.
  Similarly, in Ixmiquilpan almost 30% of the population has not finished primary school. 8% of the households has no piped water and 56% of the inhabitants of Ixmiquilpan live in communities with less than 5000 inhabitants. The vast majority makes less than the minimum wage (62%) and migration is prominent in Ixmiquilpan, with almost 20% of the household receiving remittances from the United States.
 

Before the program

Imifap projects always start with a diagnostic research, where the specific needs of the communities that we work with are assessed. In this case, the specific needs of children with migrant parents were investigated through interviews with focus groups. In particular, two focus groups of mothers and caregivers of migrant children and two focus groups with pre-school teachers were conducted. Experiences with migration and particularly the effects of migration on the children that stay behind were discussed. Specifically, Imifap’s staff asked about these effects in school and family settings.
Based on the information obtained through the focus groups, an interactive life skills program was developed that specifically aims at migrant children. This program is named “Yo Quiero, Yo Puedo… Aprender y Divertirme en Pre-Escolar”, which can be translated as “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool”. Three versions of the program were designed in order to fit the specific needs of all three preschool years (ages 3, 4 and 5). The three versions dealt with the same general life skills topics like “I know myself and I like myself”, “I am responsible”, “I look after myself”, “I eat healthy”, “my family and my friends”, and “my country and the world” (for a complete overview of the topics, see Table 1). However, the formulations and presentation differed for every version of the program to fit the specific needs of the different age groups. Furthermore, didactic games were developed to teach the same topics in a more casual and fun way. The program was applied during one school year, as a part of the regular curriculum, with an average of one hour a week.
The diagnostic research was also used to adapt a parenting skills program titled “Yo Quiero, Yo Puedo… Aprender a Ser Papá y Mamá” (“I Want to, I Can… Learn to Be a Mother and a Father”). Imifap has been using this program in other settings to help parents develop their parenting skills, and for this occasion, the program was adapted to be applied to single mothers and caregivers of migrant children. The aim of the workshop is to build understanding and skills so that the parents can promote the psychosocial, nutritional and emotional development of young children.  The workshop comprised a total of 16 hours (with the planning of the sessions depending on the needs and preferences in each community).

Previous to the implementation of the program, the preschool teachers received a 40-hour training (24 hours for the “I Want to, I Can…Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” and 16 hours for the “I Want to, I Can… Learn to Be a Mother and a Father”) which allowed them to replicate the program with children and parents or caregivers during the school year.  In the 25 schools that participated, every school assigned at least one teacher the task to form a group of about 20 mothers and/or caregivers to participate in our “I Want to, I Can… Learn to Be a Mother and a Father”.  A group of about 400 mothers or caregivers participated in this parenting skills program. During the training, each teacher received teacher guides to facilitate their implementation of the programs.  For the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program, the teachers received a teacher’s guide, a nutritional guide, textbooks for the children and didactic games that cover the program’s topic in a more casual and fun way. For the “I Want to, I Can… Learn to Be a Mother and a Father” program the teachers received a copy of the manual that imifap designed to teach future teachers of the program
After the program

To assess the effects of the program, focus groups were organized again after the program ended. In two focus groups of mothers and caregivers of migrant children and three focus groups with pre-school teachers, the participants were asked about their experiences with the program, whether and in which domains they felt that the program generated effects in the children and/or their families.

Additionally, for a quantitative evaluation of the program, imifap has planned sessions with children from the participating schools as well as with nonparticipating school in which the children’s behavior will be directly observed. In these observations, we will pay special attention to the children’s’ interpersonal relations, emotional regulation and expression and decision making skills.  At the time of writing of this report, the data for this study are not yet available; we will describe the results of this study in a later report.

Results
Diagnosis
As the most prominent consequence of migration, mothers, caregivers and teachers mention that children miss the parent who migrated and often feel abandoned.  The children feel sad or angry about this, and do not know how to manage these emotions, which leads them into rebellious behavior or, on the other extreme, to shyness or unsociability. Mothers, caregivers and teachers also reported that the effect of migration on children depends on the comprehension the children have of the migration phenomenon.  In most cases, children receive an explanation, albeit rather rationally, of their parents’ migration and the reasons why they do so. For older children, who better understand the reason for their father or mother’s leave, this realization has as a negative consequence that these children comprehend the bad economic and employment situation in their municipality and often do not believe that education can improve their situation. This then results in lack of motivation and performance at school. In sum, the diagnosis revealed that migrant children suffer emotional problems, lack the resources to regulate and express their emotions properly, have differing conceptions of the migration phenomenon, and often lack academic performance and motivation.
Results of the “I Want to, I Can…” program for the pre-school children
The information obtained through the focus groups was labeled using a categorization of the World Health Organization. They divide general life skills in (a) social skills,
 (b) cognitive skills,
 and (c) emotional skills
. Whenever a comment referred to an improvement in either one of these categories, this comment was labeled as such using Atlas.ti, a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS).
 These categories are in line with a categorization used by the World Health Organization and formed the basis for the codification of the data in the focus groups. Overall, the analyses of the focus groups with participants that were interviewed after the children had received the year long program showed very positive reactions to the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program. However, as a general guideline, we mention that, when interpreting these results, it should be taken into account that the children who participated also matured naturally; therefore it cannot be assumed that all of the children’s improvements can be attributed to their participation in the program.

Social skills.
On 74 occasions, the label “social skills” was applied. This is to say that on 74 occasions, the focus groups reported an improvement in social skills. These improvements were interpreted by Imifap’s analyzer as more self-confidence, more socializing with other children, more respect towards peers, better communication skills, asking for help when help is needed, more participation in school activities and better general adaption to the school environment, and an improved communication about emotions.  Teachers reported that their pupils are more susceptible to emotional communication since they participated in the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program; children are more likely to respond to a teacher’s emotion, for example when he or she says “it makes me sad when you do not listen”.  As another example, a mother reported that whereas her daughter used to become very timid when she missed her father who lives in the United States, now she expresses the reason for her sadness, she explains that she is sad because she misses her father and that she would like to speak to him. This had made the relationship between mother and daughter better, because a constructive solution could be found for her daughter’s sadness when she expressed the reason for it her.  Other quotes that exemplify the improvement of social skills and general life skills are: 

It looks like they have accepted themselves more, they have accepted themselves as they are.
After the program, and based on what they tell me about the program, it appears they have gained self-knowledge, and they express themselves more; they talk about their experience, their emotions and just about how they feel.
Cognitive skills. On 47 occasions, an improvement in cognitive skills was reported. These improvements can be put in four categories; the children have improved their decision making skills, have learned about critical decision making, they have learned to critically choose between alternatives, they have learned to envision and accept the consequences of their behavior and they are better at identifying and dealing with peer pressure.

One teacher, for example, explained that after the program, children seemed less reliant on her for decision making. She said “they solve their own problems as they arise”.  Another teacher described the effect of the program on her pupils’ life skills and her insight in the philosophy of the program as: “They can master many situations, depending on the resources that are provided and the love and support that they receive”.  The following quote comes from a mother who recognized that her child was more able to propose alternatives:

When I choose cloths for my daughter to wear, and she doesn’t like it, she now tells me and suggests what she does like to wear.  This involvement arose after my daughter participated in the “I Want to, I Can…” program.

Emotional regulation. On 40 occasions teacher and caregivers report that as a result of the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program, children are better at regulating their emotions and expressing them in appropriate ways, they have gained respect for rules and according to teachers, they now participate in school activities because they want to and because they enjoy it and not because they have to. The following quotes illustrate these improvements:

My son told me: “When you yell at me, I start to cry, and I start to yell.” And he further told me: “if you talk to me quietly and calmly, I will also be calm.” That is what he told me!

They do things, not because they have to do it, because it is an obligation, but because they want to do it. They have changed a little, and it has helped us a lot in maintaining our rules.

They have started to express how they feel, that they miss their father and that they feel sad or that they celebrate their birthday and got gifts, and that they feel happy. I use these situations to ask, in general: how do you feel on this occasion and how on that one?
Results of the “I Want to, I Can…” program for parents and caregivers and teachers

Not only did the children benefit from the program; teacher, mothers and caregivers also report that they have improved their teaching and parenting skills. They mention that they spend more time with the children (creating more opportunities for play and communication); particularly the teachers report an increased effort to get to know more about their pupils. Overall, the effects in teachers and parents/caregivers can be summarized along the following lines:

(a) Both teachers and parents/caregivers indicate that they changed the way they express their affect towards the children: They are more affectionate with the children, physically as well as verbally, and they express negative emotions in a more constructive manner (e.g., they avoid shouting to the children). Moreover, they are able to accept their own errors and admit them to the children.

(b) They generally use a more positive and stimulating language when talking to the children and avoid negative comments that may curb the children’s motivation.  For example, teachers more often try to motivate the children by saying “Yes, you can!”, and parents say “You are pretty”, “How smart!”, and “This dress suits you”, while expressions like “You cannot do this” are avoided.

(c) Teachers and caregivers create more freedom for the children and stimulate their decision making and problem solving skills by offering them a (wider) range of options which they can choose from.  For example, children in the class room are given the possibility to elect their own tasks, activities, materials, etc..  At home, parents let the children choose which clothes to wear or which games they want to play.

(d) Children are stimulated to reflect on their emotions and their behaviors.  For example, teachers may ask specific questions to the children when they feel sad (e.g., because one of their parents migrated) so as to invite them to reflect on and try to understand this emotion.  Parents, on the other hand, invite their children to reflect on their behavior when they misconduct and encourage them to think about its consequences.

(e) Even though it was not a direct aim of the program, many parents, caregivers and teachers reported that it was easier for them to maintain rules and that children respected rules more after the program than they did before. 
Discussion
From the above description of the program and from the results of the focus group interviews, it is very clear that the children left behind have benefited hugely from the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program that was developed with the help of the Bernard van Leer Foundation, specifically in the fields of social, cognitive and emotional development. 


Based on the positive results of this research, we can make recommendations for future research: The focus groups often noted that the family structure has drastically changed due to the migration of one or both parents. Couples sometimes split up, and other partners enter the children’s’ lives,  or children grow up within the extended family (grandparents and/or other family members), who do not always possess the necessary resources or skills to deal with this new situation. Investigating the effects of migration on the new family structures and designing a program that helps all involved could add to the positive effects of the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program. 


Moreover, the different roles that caregivers and teachers play in the situation of children left behind needs to be investigated further. Who has the responsibility to signal problems? How can the discussion of the problems that migrant children all over Mexico experience be systematized? How do caregivers and teachers work together towards the same goal of supporting the children? How can communities organize themselves so that their role as social network that protects migrant children is enforced?


Further investigations of these topics can add to the positive results of this investigation. Moreover, the “I Want to, I Can… Learn and Have Fun in Preschool” program could be implemented in other communities where migration plays an influential role, for example in the states of Zacatecas, Oaxaca, Michoacán or Guanajuato. 
Table 1: Overview of the Topics in the I Want To, I Can…Learn and Have Fun in Preschool Program.





�
Life Skills�
�
�
Health Education�
�
�
Ethics and Civic Education�
�
1.�
I know myself and I like myself�
�
7.�
My sexuality�
�
14.�
My family and my friends�
�
2.�
I am responsible�
�
8.�
I look after myself�
�
15.�
Similarities and differences �
�
3.�
I am organized and productive�
�
9.�
I look after my environment�
�
�
between men and women�
�
4.�
I observe, I listen and I �
�
10.�
I eat healthy�
�
16.�
Growing up�
�
�
communicate�
�
11.�
I avoid addiction�
�
17.�
I participate �
�
5.�
I have fun and I learn�
�
12.�
I think, I feel and I decide�
�
18.�
Mi country and the world�
�
6.�
I express my emotions�
�
13.�
I have control over my health�
�
19.�
Values and living together�
�












� INEGI Migración en Mexico. Datos de 1990 a 2000.  Consulted on 25/11/2008 at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.inegi.gob.mx/inegi/contenidos/espanol/prensa/contenidos/articulos/sociodemograficas/migracion.pdf" ��http://www.inegi.gob.mx/inegi/contenidos/espanol/prensa/contenidos/articulos/sociodemograficas/migracion.pdf�.


� La nueva era de migraciones: características de la migración internacional en México, 2004, CONAPE.


� Mexico: A Crucial Crossroad. 2002, Francisco Alba. El colegio de México.  


� Bank of Mexico: Economic and Financial Indicators.


� Unicef: Child Protection Factsheet. Consulted on 25/11/2008 at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Child_Protection_Information_Sheets.pdf" ��http://www.unicef.org/publications/files/Child_Protection_Information_Sheets.pdf�.


� The corner for migrants’ children’s project


� Mexico: A Crucial Crossroad. 2002, Francisco Alba. El colegio de México.


� CONAPO. Índices de marginación por municipio. 2000. INEGI. XII Censo General de población y vivienda, 2000. Base de datos de muestra censal.


� Ibid.


� Instituto Nacional para el Federalismo y el Desarrollo Municipal (INAFED) (2005): Datos socioeconómicos de municipales. Consulted on 25/11/2008 at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.inafed.gob.mx/work/resources/LocalContent/23102/2/2.2.5.1.xls" ��http://www.inafed.gob.mx/work/resources/LocalContent/23102/2/2.2.5.1.xls�





� In fact, a quantitative evaluation with experimental (i.e., participating) and control schools (i.e., where the program was not implemented) was planned at the start of the study.  Within the framework of this evaluation, children from each school were subjected to a series of tests, from which their skills and behavior were observed.  However, due to logistic reasons (such as, some control groups that refused to participate and migration) we are planning a follow up evaluation to assess the effects in children comparing with control groups.


� The category social skills includes communication skills, assertiveness skills, interpersonal skills and cooperative skills.


� The category cognitive skills includes decision making, problem solution, understanding consequences of behavior and understanding peer pressure.


� The category emotional skills includes managing emotions, self knowledge and expressing emotions and needs.


� Thomas Muhr (2004).  User's Manual for ATLAS.ti 5.0 (2nd Ed.).  Berlin: Scientific Software Development.





