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Welcome and Emergent Literacy Home Reading Packets

Through my work this past semester with the K-5 ELL classes at Winooski (JFK) Elementary School it became clear to me that there was a need for some sort of outreach and connection with parents.  There is a large population of Somali-Bantu students within the elementary school at Winooski.  Many parents communicate regularly with the liaison or send notes in with their children for the teacher, yet there is not a lot of direct communication.  In speaking with Nancy Devost she has stressed the need for parents to be more involved with reading at home with their children.  She said that very often a lack of support at home from parents with homework or reading is because they do not know how to successfully support their children academically and are often embarrassed because of their lack of English skills.  
The above situation immediately reminded of the case study of “Marisa” in Commins & Miramontes (2005, pp. 26-52.)  Many of the teachers in the school district assumed that many of the Latino parents took no interest in their child’s education and there was no outreach attempted.  By Marisa’s teacher going to the family’s home and finding out a little more about her student’s culture, it made all of the difference.  A lot of how the parents interacted or involved themselves was due to their lack of knowledge of how to support Marisa and their embarrassment about their English skills.  For me it took something I read about in a text and made it a real, everyday concern as an ELL teacher.

My goal in creating information packets was to give parents support and training on how they can help their child’s development.  I also wanted to encourage parents to not give up on their native language and to emphasize that developing skills in their native language helps their child in English language learning, not hinders them.  This fact is repeatedly supported by Baker (2001, 3rd Ed.) in his text Foundations of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism.
Another reason that I wanted to stress the bilingual aspect of learning to parents was besides its cognitive advantages, being connected to their native language gives ELL students a sense of identity and links them to their heritage.  There is nothing wrong with children reading to their parents in English each night and then the parent and the child discussing the text in their native language.  My hope is that the home reading packet and the welcome letter will encourage more parental involvement and will take away much of the embarrassment of not knowing English.  Lack of a language should not alienate parents from their children’s learning.  

The first letter created was the “Welcome” letter.  This was a 3-4 page synopsis of the JFK Elementary Student Handbook and the ELL Parent Handbook.  I pulled out what will be the most relevant information for ELL parents.  The idea in creating a synopsis of the handbook was to give new parents the information that they need to understand how the school works but not overwhelm them.  The letter includes school phone numbers and contacts, school liaisons, community activities children can get involved in (Girl Scouts, Baseball, Camp, etc.)  The letter specifically discusses how ELL classes will work and briefly discusses testing and how it affects their child (it also says that further information is sent home closer to test dates.)  The last paragraph of the letter says that the ELL team understands how difficult the adjustment to the school system is and encourages parents to communicate with teachers and school liaisons for any support that they need.  This paragraph was most important because I did not want the letter to sound cold or impersonal and seem as if the ELL team was saying, “This is how the school works.  You’re on your own now.”  It is vitally important that parents know they have support and are not just left on their own.
The second letter is an instructional guide for home reading.  This is aimed again, at new ELL parents and encourages them to set aside a special reading time with their child each night.  It asks that the parent and child look at the book and discuss the pictures together in their native language (or English if possible), then to have the child read the book in English, and then explain to the parent in the native language what happened.  It discusses not abandoning their native language and really encourages parents to be involved with their child’s English language development and not shy away because of lack of English skills.  
The reading packet is aimed at emergent/pre-literacy parents and students.  The packet includes the instructions for parents, “Good Reader” posters similar to the ones that students see each day in school and flashcards that children can place around the house to learn the names of household items in English.  By having the picture flashcards parents can also learn a little bit of English along with their child.  I have created six flashcard packets for Nancy to keep and also gave her the hard copy to use in the future.
Both of the letters are informative yet very basic, simple language and will be translated into Maay-Maay and Bosnian by two of the school liaisons.  The translated letters will also be put on audio tape.  The reasoning for this is because with many of Somali-Bantu parents, the fathers are literate but the mothers are pre-literate.  By having visual and audio translations this allows both parents to be actively involved in their child’s education.  Currently, the letters are being translated and the information will be recorded on tape on Monday afternoon (5/8/06.)  Nancy Devost has approved the information in both of the letters and will send it to the principal.  Once they are approved by the principal they can go on official school letterhead and be used for families in the future.  Nancy is also considering having the third school liaison translate all of the information into Vietnamese (this will be determined on an as needed basis.)  
This project has come at a perfect time.  In all of three of my education classes I am currently learning about the importance of parental involvement and taking a variety of different approaches to get parents active in their child’s education. This project allowed me to become more involved with the school, the parents and the liaisons.  These information packets will hopefully bridge many gaps between parents, teachers and liaisons.  
