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Communicating with English Language Learners’ Families via a Pictorial Newsletter


Research has demonstrated that parental involvement in children’s education benefits students, parents, the school, and the community as a whole.  These benefits include more positive student behaviors, higher grades and test scores, higher graduation rates, higher morale among teachers, greater parental confidence in the school system, and greater economic success (National Human Services Assembly Family Strengthening Policy Center, 2004).  However, involvement in the school system is often a challenge for parents of English language learners.  Sometimes this is due to the fact that their work schedules conflict with school events.  Cultural factors can also make it hard for parents to get involved in their children’s education in the way that mainstream U.S. parents often do.  Finally, many parents of ELLs have limited English proficiency themselves, making communication with teachers and administrators difficult (Mulhern, Rodriguez-Brown, & Shanahan, 1994).

This difficulty communicating is heightened if parents are not literate in English, since most communication between schools and parents is in written form (e.g.—letters, permission slips).  Therefore, I have designed a newsletter for parents of ELLs which is mostly pictorial.  In this paper I will describe the background for this project, note the procedure I followed in carrying it out, and outline some ways in which the project could be extended to foster greater communication and cooperation between schools and the families of English language learners.
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Context of the Project

For the last three months, I have been assisting ESL teacher Lynda Siegel in her third to fifth grade classroom in Burlington, Vermont.  All of Lynda’s students are refugees from one of three countries in Africa:  Somalia, Sudan, and Liberia.  They are also relative newcomers; they have been in the United States less than two years.  Most of them were not literate in any language when they arrived.  Now all can read and write in English.  Their English literacy levels range from kindergarten to fourth grade.

Although I am not certain of the literacy levels of the students’ families, the overall literacy levels in their countries of origin are quite low—38% for Liberia, 24% in Somalia, and 46% (functional literacy closer to 33%) in Sudan (Johnstone & Mandryk, 2001).  Therefore, it is likely that some of the students’ parents may be illiterate in their native language as well as in English.  As a result, communication with these parents is particularly challenging for the school.  To facilitate communication, the school employs a Somali Bantu home-school liaison as a linguistic and cultural interpreter.  She sits in the classroom and occasionally translates for Lynda.  So far, most communication between Lynda and her students’ parents has been via the liaison.
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The Newsletter Project

In light of this information and my graduate coursework in Teaching English as a Second Language at Saint Michael’s College, I began to wonder how to best communicate with parents in this situation.  I realized that a traditional newsletter has high literacy demands; most newsletters have considerable text and few pictures to aid those whose first language is not English in understanding the content of the letter.  Therefore, I decided to design a pictorial newsletter.  Instead of pictures supporting text, in this newsletter very brief and simple text would support the pictures in the form of captions.  Since I had limited time and am a native speaker of English, I decided to write the captions in English but at the children’s literacy level so that they could read them to their parents.  This would provide the students with more literacy practice and the parents with a better sense of the ESL classroom.

 When I told Lynda my idea, she was happy to have me do it, so I brought my camera to two of her afternoon teaching sessions.  I tried to be as discreet as possible when taking the pictures so that I did not disrupt Lynda’s teaching or the students’ learning.  Because of this, most of the pictures are of whole class activities, although I did obtain one photo of students reading to the home-school liaison.  Next I downloaded the photographs to a computer and copied them to my laptop, obtained a school newsletter template from the Microsoft Internet site, and added the photos and captions to the template.  I plan to give copies of the newsletters to Lynda so that she can send them home with the children tomorrow afternoon.
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Possible Extensions of the Project

This newsletter is only a first step in attempting to improve communication with the families of English language learners.  Ideally, the newsletter could become a regular monthly or biweekly means of informing parents about units of study, field trips, and other information of interest to linguistic minorities in the United States and a valuable resource in enlisting “parents as partners” in their children’s education (Commins & Miramontes, 2005).  To facilitate this, it could be translated into the parents’ native languages.  Also, if the parents are not literate in their first language, perhaps the captions could be taped in that language.  Finally, parents could be encouraged to visit the classroom or chaperone field trips, and the teacher can arrange times to meet with the parents in their homes.  If necessary, the home-school liaison could be included in these meetings to serve as a translator.  All these steps can empower linguistic minority families to positively impact their children’s education and futures.
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