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  Preface

  Why write a book on Family Nights? Currently, schools face new federal and local mandates to involve families in the education of their children. In order to respond, teachers are scrambling for ideas that would be attractive to them and to their students’ families. Perhaps you are one of those teachers looking for some new ideas to try out with students and families in your classroom and school. At the same time you know that you already have many expectations in your life as a teacher and little available time. With testing demands, curriculum alignment, professional development, meetings, and more meetings, in addition to all of the day-to-day responsibilities of teaching, you may find yourself concerned about the problem but lacking the resources to address it. We have written this book to help resolve just such a dilemma.

  As we begin, we want to introduce ourselves and let you know how we came to write this book. Two of us are university professors (Ellen McIntyre and Diane Kyle), and two of us are classroom teachers (Gayle Moore and Karen Miller). We have worked together as part of a research team for several years as we studied an educational reform initiative in our state and effective instructional strategies for improving students’ academic achievement. Especially interested in how to support those students often not successful in schools, we devoted considerable effort to finding ways of reaching out to families and involving them more meaningfully and extensively in their child’s education.

  Our research took us into the homes of families to learn from them about their children. We organized Family Nights, redesigned homework, focused on new ways of communicating, and changed some instructional practices. After several years of this work, we decided we were ready to share some of what we had tried and learned. Corwin Press, Inc., published our book, Reaching Out: A K–8 Resource for Connecting Families and Schools in 2002. One chapter in the book offered examples of Family Night activities.

  We have shared the ideas in the book as we have worked with teachers and principals in our university classes, statewide literacy projects, and professional development sessions. They have responded very positively to all of the strategies. However, they have gravitated most often to Family Nights when choosing a family involvement initiative to try in their own settings. We decided that a book solely devoted to Family Nights would fill an expressed need for teachers. Further, we realized that, by developing Family Nights on topics across the curriculum, we could help teachers meet their academic goals as well.

  In writing this book we hoped to offer as much assistance as possible for planning and implementing the events, while also providing the flexibility to make modifications to meet teachers’ needs in a particular context. Although the standards of professional organizations and the mandates of federal legislation provide common influences on schools across the country, teachers in those schools still make decisions in light of their own experiences, resources, and goals and with particular students and families in mind. We have a deep respect for teachers as professionals (after all, we’re teachers, too) and reject attempts to “teacher-proof” curriculum materials. We have provided a wealth of ideas and resources, knowing that teachers will modify and supplement as needed, adding their own creativity to enrich the Family Nights and make them as meaningful as possible for their students’ families.

  The book includes an introduction, 13 chapters of Family Nights, and a follow-up chapter about expanding on these ideas. The introduction elaborates on the key reason for Family Nights—to improve student achievement through involving families in schools and as partners in students’ education. It also includes information on how to use the book most effectively, adaptations for special populations, issues about providing food and incentives, and cost-saving ideas. Each of the 13 chapters is a self-contained unit, including all information, suggestions, and materials needed for implementing a particular Family Night. Each provides a purpose statement, connections with national professional standards, and an overview of the content and grade level appropriateness. Teachers can find detailed help on how to organize the evening, including procedures, an agenda, needed materials, tips, and how to follow up with families unable to attend. Reproducibles for each Family Night include an invitation, a blank agenda, a blank sign-in sheet, and an evaluation form, as well as materials specific to the topic for use with overheads or as handouts. Any resources listed at the end of a chapter offer additional sources of information teachers would find helpful.

  These Family Night experiences offer an enjoyable and academically meaningful way for schools to reach out to families and get them involved. Although the ultimate goal may be more far-reaching, Family Nights provide an important first step. It is up to us to make that first step worth taking.

  [image: image]   ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

  Our work with families over the past several years involved us in many activities, including Family Nights such as those described in this book. We are very indebted to those families. They helped us to realize the value of these events as ways in which schools and families can learn from one another and, in partnership, help students achieve. We also thank the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE) for funding our research that resulted, in part, in the development of this book.

  We thank several reviewers who took time to read the manuscript with such care and whose suggestions helped us to strengthen the final version. And, once again, we appreciate the enthusiasm, support, and assistance that Rachel Livsey and Phyllis Cappello of Corwin Press, Inc., have provided through all phases of the process.

  Thank you to Héctor Amado Sánchez Martínez and Esaú Ruiz Acevedo for translating the invitations to Spanish.

  The contributions of the following reviewers are gratefully acknowledged:

  
    Patricia B. Schwartz

    Principal

    Thomas Jefferson Middle School

    Teaneck, NJ

    Susan N. Imamura

    Principal

    Manoa Elementary School

    Honolulu, HI

    Joy Dryfoos

    Independent Writer

    Brookline, MA

    Michele R. Dean

    Principal

    Montalvo Elementary School

    Ventura Unified School District

    Ventura, CA

    Ellen Lunts

    Assistant Professor/Mentor

    Master of Arts in Teaching Program

    Empire State College

    Rochester, NY

  

  AUTHORS’ NOTE: The research that led to the writing of this book was supported under the Education Research and Development Program, PR Award Number R306A60001, The Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE), as administered by the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI), The National Institute on the Education of At-Risk Students (NIEARS), U.S. Department of Education. The contents, findings, and opinions expressed here are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the positions or policies of the OERI, NIEARS, or the U.S. Department of Education.


  About the Authors

  Diane W. Kyle is a professor in the Department of Teaching and Learning at the University of Louisville. She has coauthored Reaching Out: A K–8 Resource for Connecting Schools and Families and Reflective Teaching for Student Empowerment: Elementary Curriculum and Methods, coedited Creating Nongraded Primary Classrooms: Teachers’ Stories and Lessons Learned, and published in such journals as Language Arts, Peabody Journal of Education, Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk, Education & Equity, Teaching Children Mathematics, and Elementary School Journal. Her most recent project, codirected with Ellen McIntyre, is “Sheltered Instruction and Family Involvement: An Approach to Raising Achievement of LEP Students,” funded by the U.S. Department of Education. She also codirected with Ellen McIntyre a research project, “Children’s Academic Development in Nongraded Primary Programs,” funded by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE) at the University of California at Santa Cruz. An important aspect of this research was the focus on school–-family connections. Insights from this research provided the motivation for developing this book.

  Ellen McIntyre is a literacy professor in the Department of Teaching and Learning at the University of Louisville, where she teaches courses on literacy research and instruction and studies children’s development in light of instructional contexts. She has published extensively, having coauthored Reaching Out: A K–8 Resource for Connecting Schools and Families, coedited Classroom Diversity: Connecting School Curricula to Students’ Lives, Balanced Instruction: Strategies and Skills in Whole Language, and Creating Nongraded Primary Programs, and published in such journals as Language Arts, Research in the Teaching of English, Journal of Literacy Research, and American Educational Research Journal. Her most recent project, codirected with Diane Kyle, is “Sheltered Instruction and Family Involvement: An Approach to Raising Achievement of LEP Students,” funded by the U.S. Department of Education. She also codirected with Diane Kyle a research project, “Children’s Academic Development in Nongraded Primary Programs,” funded by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE) at the University of California at Santa Cruz. An important aspect of this research was the focus on school–family connections. Insights from this research provided the motivation for developing this book.

  Karen B. Miller has taught elementary school for more than 20 years in grades 1–4. She currently teaches at Roby Elementary in Bullitt County, Kentucky. For two years, she participated as a teacher-researcher on the study, “Children’s Academic Development in Nongraded Primary Programs,” funded by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE) at the University of California at Santa Cruz. Making family visits during this time enabled her to learn more about the students in her classroom and to make connections in her instruction, often through Family Nights she planned and implemented. She has coauthored Reaching Out: A K–8 Resource for Connecting Schools and Families and presented for several years at the National Reading Conference. In addition, she has served as a teacher leader for the Kentucky Reading Project and Project READ Early Intervention, in which she has provided intensive professional development for teachers on literacy and family involvement. She also has presented at the National Reading Conference on home–school connections.

  Gayle H. Moore recently retired after teaching elementary school for 31 years at grades K–8, including 9 years in the nongraded primary program at LaGrange Elementary in Oldham County, Kentucky. Throughout that time, she participated as a teacher-researcher on studies related to the nongraded primary. She has coauthored Reaching Out: A K–8 Resource for Connecting Schools and Families, a chapter in Creating Nongraded Primary Classrooms: Teachers’ Stories and Lessons Learned, and articles in Language Arts and Peabody Journal of Education. She has presented at conferences of the American Educational Research Association, the International Reading Association, and the National Reading Conference. Most recently she has participated as a teacher-researcher for the study, “Children’s Academic Development in Nongraded Primary Programs,” funded by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE) at the University of California at Santa Cruz. For three years, she made family visits to the homes of her students, learning about the families’ knowledge and using it to make instructional connections. She also planned and implemented several Family Nights, one focused on mathematics. Her subsequent classroom activities are described in an article in Teaching Children Mathematics.


  1

  Getting Families Involved Through Family Nights

  T he primary purpose of holding the Family Nights described in this book is ultimately to improve students’ academic achievement. The more parents and families understand and take part in their child’s school work and activities, the more likely that child will succeed academically. And the more deeply teachers get to know their students and their’ families, the better they can teach to their students’ individual needs.

  Yet, as our student population becomes increasingly diverse, we face a daunting challenge in establishing close connections with their families. Many teachers work with students unlike themselves in race, culture, class, language, and religion. Our democratic ideal of educating all students well and increasing their potential to be productive, contributing, and successful citizens requires that we make every effort to do whatever is needed. Working in partnership with families is a critical component of that effort, and the Family Nights described in this book offer a good place to start. However, developing partnerships means paying attention to what we know about how to build relationships.

  Joyce Epstein, one of the leading voices on family involvement, and her colleagues (Epstein, Coates, Salinas, Sanders, and Simon, 1997) outlined six different ways family involvement occurs: (1) parenting education; (2) communicating better between home and school; (3) volunteering in schools; (4) learning at home; (5) decision making; and 6) collaborating with the community. The Family Nights we offer encompass some aspects of three of these ways of involving families: communicating volunteering, and learning at home. They can also extend to collaboration with the community.

  The work that we recommend is research based. Indeed, much recent research has shown the positive effects of family involvement (Clark, 2002; Marcon, 1999; Sanders and Herting, 2000; Shaver and Walls, 1998). Studies have also shown that, while parents care about their children’s education and want them to be successful (Epstein, 1987; 1995; Sanders and Epstein, 2000), some are uncertain about how to be involved and some feel unwelcome or misunderstood when they visit schools. Further, it is often families from poor or working-class groups or cultural minorities that are least understood by schools.

  In one recent review of the research literature on diverse families and their involvement with schools (Cooper, Chavira, and Mena, 2004), researchers looked at why, across grades K–12, our schools lose more and more students from ethnic and racial minority groups. The studies in the review illustrated that families are a key factor—and possibly the most important one—for developing and sustaining students’ educational and career aspirations. Although expected among college-educated parents, low-income, minority, and immigrant families often inspire and help their children to set and maintain these aspirations as well. Many minority and low-income parents have goals of college and work long hours to support dreams of a better life for their children. However, parents who have not attended college in the United States may not know specific steps for realizing these dreams.

  This review also showed that families remain crucial to student success through middle and high school, a period that many teachers consider to be a time when youth want autonomy. Peers were shown to be important, but they were not always challenges; they often served as resources for keeping children in school. One of the studies included in the review (Chang, 2004) involved middle-school students doing Family Nights much like the ones we propose in this book.

  With the goal to improve students’ education through a home-school collaboration, Chang (2004) and her school partners targeted low-performing, language minority sixth graders for a project called “Family Literacy Nights.” The teachers held two 2-hour literacy nights three weeks apart (for two different groups) with the goals of building support and learning specific instructional strategies that were emphasized in school. The project began with professional development for the teachers, and it was the commitment of the teachers and the leadership of a few that contributed to the project’s success. The teachers taught the families of their targeted population the same strategies they used in school that could be transferred to home learning contexts.

  Another study reviewed by Cooper, Chavira, and Mena (2004) was conducted by the authors of this book. In that study (Kyle, McIntyre, Miller, and Moore, 2002) teachers and researchers collaborated to understand children’s development in and out of school. We knew we needed to get to know the students deeply; thus, our work took us into the homes and communities of the students we taught, and we began to look for ways to build strong relationships with the parents, guardians, or families. A pattern across all the families we studied was that they all faced challenges in their personal lives that (for some) seemed to affect their performance in school. Yet, like all the studies in the review conducted by Cooper, Chavira, and Mena (2004), the families in our study cared deeply about education.

  Among the major findings from our study was that effective relationships build from a sense of trust, no matter whether they are personal or professional relationships. Parents and school personnel must trust that each has the best interests of the children at heart and a desire to work together for those children. How does that trust develop in the first place? Only by spending time together, getting to know one another, and understanding each other’s perspectives and experiences. This may not mean everyone agrees or shares the same view, but trust happens when people feel known and respected in spite of their differences.

  The Family Nights we propose offer a way to both convey and nurture trust with families and to build respectful and effective relationships. This is done in several ways across all events:

  •   Opportunities for families to share from their own experiences and knowledge

  •   A focus on learning from as well as with families

  •   Activities that engage participants, not merely talk to them

  •   A range of topics to capture families’ diverse interests

  •   Food provided to accommodate families’ busy schedules

  •   Attention paid to the needs of those who struggle with reading and writing

  •   Attention paid to the needs of those who are learning English

  •   Attention paid to the needs of those with physical disabilities

  •   Adaptations for children with special gifts and talents

  •   Follow-up for those unable to attend

  •   Products that can be used at home and/or be displayed in the school

  •   Scheduling flexibility to maximize involvement of all families

  [image: image]   HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

  As you begin to use this book, you might want to take a look at all of the topics and think about your curricular goals for the year, your school’s emphasis and needs, your own personal interests and strengths, and other resources that might already be available to you. Select a Family Night topic to begin with that fits well with these considerations and also is likely to spark interest in your students and their families.

  Then, use the “Planning Guide” (see Resource A) provided and add anything you might need to take into account that is specific to your own setting. Involve the students! When they help to plan and get excited about the event, they are more likely to urge their families to attend.

  Although you will find a wealth of ideas in each chapter, enough to implement each Family Night, you can add to or modify any of the reproducible materials or activities. In this way you can make the Family Night more reflective of the ongoing work in your particular school or classroom. For example, let’s say your school has a schoolwide focus on environmental issues one year because of a local “Clean Up Our Community” campaign. This theme could easily be adapted in the activities of many of the suggested Family Nights, not only the obvious ones such as science, math, and health and wellness, but also those less immediately obvious, such as those on poetry and famous people. It just would take a little extra planning time and creativity.

  You could consider any number of “road maps” in using the Family Night chapters in this book. For example, you could select the reading, writing, poetry, and pajama party Family Nights for a focus on literacy. Or, you could select just one of those and then ones on math, science, and social studies for a focus across the curriculum. Depending on your community, you might begin with a family traditions or scrapbook event. The idea is to use the Family Night plans in ways that best meet the needs in your context.

  We call these events “Family Nights” because most of the teachers we know schedule them in the late afternoons and evenings. However, depending on when the families in your school might be most likely to attend, you could just as easily have a “Family Saturday Morning” event, similar to our suggested “Math Morning.” Furthermore, if you are planning these in collaboration with other colleagues in your school, you could plan several of the topics for one evening. This would allow the families to sign up for the one they are most interested in attending.

  Although the book will help you implement Family Nights on your own with the children and families in your classroom, involving others from your school and resource people from your community can help to develop more ideas and materials for activities and provide assistance during the event. Keep in mind, too, that the families themselves can be this kind of resource. Once you have provided a few Family Nights and generated enthusiasm among the families, think about inviting them to nominate other topics or help in the planning process. Remember that the larger goal is the involvement of the families in more than just Family Night events. Family Nights can be a start, an important entry point for many who have not been involved in more traditional ways.

  Some might wonder whether these Family Night ideas would work in schools of high poverty, where getting families involved is sometimes a challenge. We have implemented most of these plans in schools with just those characteristics and found the response to be overwhelmingly positive. Why? We think it is because the approach is respectful of families and very invitational, the topics are meaningful and interesting, and the activities are engaging. We feel sure you will have similar experiences.

  In Resource A we provide some overall tips to keep in mind as you plan your Family Nights. However, four topics in particular should be mentioned now. First are the adaptations that can be made for special populations.

  [image: image]   ADAPTATIONS FOR SPECIAL POPULATIONS

  For families with members with physical disabilities, be sure your school is handicap accessible. A phone call home asking the parents what they might need in order to attend would be a welcoming gesture.

  For family members with adults who struggle with reading and writing, recognize that the Family Night/Morning invitations and other home-school correspondence might not be read. We therefore recommend that teachers teach their children to read the invitations to the adults as extra reading practice.

  For those families with members with reading or other learning disabilities, some of the Family Nights may seem daunting and unwelcoming. Be sure to communicate to the adults that they will not have to read or write themselves but all family members will be asked to help out during the activities.

  For families with members who are learning English, an extra invitation may be needed. The Internet provides multiple sources for translating English into other languages. For example, at www.paralink.com, you can type in a message, select a language, and—voilà!—the program translates your invitations. For families who may have very low literacy skills in their first language, you may want to find a way to meet with them with an interpreter. If this is not possible, be sure to include gestures and visuals and speak slowly. This effort can go a long way toward helping families comprehend and participate. During the Family Nights, if possible, greet the family in their first language. Use gestures, visual aids, and speak slowly and distinctly using everyday words. The families will probably understand more than you think (without being able to produce the words to let you know), or they may find someone who can further explain (often their own children). The key is to not make the families feel left out; you want to communicate to them that you want them there.

  [image: image]   BE THOUGHTFUL ABOUT FOOD PROVIDED

  Another issue has to do with food. For each Family Night we have suggested having food for the participants as either meals or snacks. We urge you to have as many healthy options as possible. The Health and Wellness Family Night focuses on this importance specifically, but we think it is desirable to demonstrate the same commitment to making healthy choices at all Family Nights. Remember to have choices for vegetarians who might attend, and be considerate of participants’ religious beliefs. Also, follow any school policies that address concerns about food allergies and know enough about the ingredients in what is served to answer questions from those attending.
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