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EMPOWERING PRE-SERVICE EDUCATORS TO BUILD
MULTILINGUAL SPACES THROUGH FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

Dr. Julie Paul, Melissa Sudduth, Mary Woodard, Catrice
Pruitt, and Dr. Kelly Hill

ABSTRACT

Family engagement practices can contribute towards closing the achievement gap between culturally and
linguistically diverse minorities and nonminority children (Jeynes, 2005). Through a U.S. Department of Education
grant, four in-service, and four pre-service teachers participated in a Summer Institute Program in an urban Title |
scheo! in Alabamgo. This study explored pre-service teachers' self-efficacy of family engagement practices and their
implementation of family engagement practices. An explanatory mixed methods design involved collecting pre-/post-
survey data and explaining the results with observations (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The quantitative and
gualitative findings were part of a larger study that included in-service teachers. Findings of this study suggested that
pre-service teachers’ felt more comfortable working with families of Emergent Multilingual students after receiving
professional development, reflective coaching, and implementing family engagement practices, including FACT Time
and Family Nights

Keywords: family engagement, emergent bilingual, PACT Time, FACT Time, early childhood, English Learner, Dual
Language Learner

Introduction

A student’s family is their greatest resource to foster and continue their home language. In fact,
students will have an easier time learning English if they have a strong foundation in their native
language (Cummins et al., 2015). In Alabama, approximately 10% of the birth-5-year-old population are
dual language learners (DLLs) {National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Culturally and
linguistically diverse learners, like Dual Language Learners, are referred to as Emergent Multilingual
(EM) learners in this article because the students had multiple languages represented at home. Prior
research indicates that family engagement (FE) is a predictor of student achievement and can lead to
positive student outcomes, including reading skills, social and emotional skills, adjustment to school,
and lower rates of chronic absences (Abacioglu et al., 2019; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Xu, et al., 2022).
Abacioglu et al. (2019) found that educators require further training to provide a culturally responsive
service to families from diverse backgrounds. Compared to families from the dominant culture, diverse
families in Title | School settings have fewer opportunities for FE with their child’s education (Gibbons,
2021).

Learning multiple languages benefits children of all ages and can lead to academic, social, and
cognitive advantages (August & Shanahan. 2010). However, EM students show language gaps during
infancy and fall behind their monolingual English-speaking peers in their academics (Garcia et al.,
2008). Multilingual students will benefit from home-school partnerships established through FE
practices. When teachers intentionally include their students’ languages, cultures, and previous life
experiences in their classroom, they directly support EM learners (Johnson & Johnson, 2016).

The grant-support Summer Institute Program (SIP) was an implementation opportunity for pre-
and in-service early childhood and elementary teachers to use best practices for working with EM
learners and their families. The rationale for conducting this study was to understand pre-service
teachers’ self-efficacy and perceptions in family engagement practices with EM families. In this article,
we aim to answer the following Research Questions (RQs): (1) Does pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy of
family engagement practices significantly change after implementing practices learned in the SIP? (2)
How are pre-service teachers’ perceptions of family engagement impacted by participating in the SIP?
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Literature Review
PARENT INVOLVEMENT TO FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

Teachers, students, and families often use the terms “parent involvement” and “family engagement”
interchangeably, but substantial differences exist between the two, most notably the relationship
between schools and families and the roles of each party. In 2015, the federal law, Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA), replaced the term parent involvement with “parent and family engagement”
(Henderson, 2016). Current legislation requires school districts to “develop evidence-based strategies
for school improvement in partnership with parents and school staff” (Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, 2015, p.5). Parent involvement (Pl) includes parents participating in
classroom activities requested by the teacher. This includes volunteering, attending conferences,
school events, and field trips, and sending supplies. Pl is deficit-based, characterized by imbalanced
relationships. Teachers are the holders of knowledge for parents needing assistance (Ferrara, 2017). PI
discounts a family's funds of knowledge (Moll et al.. 1992) and the unique contexts of each family, and
fails to acknowledge much of what families do with their children at home, and in the community
(Baker et al., 2016) preventing the development of partnerships that benefit children, families, and
schools (Summer & Summer, 2014).

Family engagement represents an understanding that children and parents do not exist in isolation
(Flores et al., 2019). It includes the child and their caregivers, including parents, grandparents, older
siblings, and family friends. FE is individualized to meet the needs of the children and families, to build
strength-based, equitable partnerships with the goal of improving the educational experiences of
children (Summer & Summer, 2014). Families provide insight into how children speak, learn, and
behave at home. By combining their knowledge, cultural and linguistic practices, and skills, these co-
experts create optimal learning environments and experiences for the children, families, and teachers
(Amatea et al,, 2012).

RACIAL CULTURAL, AND LINGUISTIC BARRIERS TO FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

Racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse children, particularly those from immigrant families, are
disproportionately at risk for poor academic outcomes and special education placement. The ways
that these families work with their children to support learning may not meet mainstream
expectations. These include listening to and playing with their children, showing patience,
encouraging individuality, monitoring children’s activities, and using the child's home language
(McWayne et al., 2013). Most U.S. teachers are monolingual English-speaking white females with
expectations based on their school experiences (Cherng & Halpin, 2016; Graue & Brown, 2003). In
contrast, they often serve culturally and linguistically diverse children in schools that do not meet their
expectations. Differences between the cultural practices and values of the teacher and families can
impact their perceptions of children and their families (Carcia-Coll et al., 2002) and lead to families
being overly cautious in their interactions with teachers (Ford et al.. 2016). Linguistic barriers impact
the family-teacher relationship if teachers and families cannot communicate effectively. Monolingual
teachers are often ill-prepared to work with EM families (Baker et al., 2016). In the following sections,
we outlined the FE opportunities that pre-service teachers implemented with SIP students and
families.

FACT Time

Parents and Child Together (PACT) Time is a multi-generational strategy desighed to support
parents’ meaningful learning interactions with their children (Jacobs et al., 2019). Previously, the SIP
incorporated PACT Time, however, upon analyzing interview and survey data from participants, it
became evident that the involvement of families, beyond parents, was critical, especially for EM
students. To honor all contributors to a child’'s education, the more inclusive term, Family and Children
Together (FACT) Time, emerged (Paul et al., 2020).

The FACT Time procedure used during the SIP included four steps:
1. Prebrief: Teacher briefs family members on what they will observe
2. Observe: Teacher conducts lesson while family member observes
3. Interact: Family member interacts with the child using strategies observed during lesson
4. Debrief: Family and teacher participant debrief, including feedback on family-child interaction and suggestions for home-school transfer
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Family Night

Family Nights allow teachers to develop multiple pathways to ongoing communication with
students’ families while integrating families into the curriculum (Allen, 2010; Delgado-Gaitan, 2005).
During this time, teachers can focus on a curriculum-based skill and empower family members by
modeling how to work on that specific skill with their child (Murillo, 2012). During the SiP, participants
engaged in: (1) Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) Family Night and (2) Family
Literacy Night. Both were offered after working hours to accommodate family schedules.
Methods

CONTEXT

This study was conducted during a 5-week summer institute program (SIP) that focused on
improving teacher practices in creating spaces for multilingual learners and their families. The SIP was
funded by a National Professional Development (NPD) grant program from the U.S. Department of
Education’'s Office of English Language Acquisition (OELA). Daily training and coaching were provided
throughout the SIP on second language acquisition, sheltered instruction techniques, and activating
EM students’ background knowledge. Coaching has been found to be an effective strategy in pre-
service teaching preparation programs (Rush & Shelden, 2020). The pre-service teachers worked with
two teachers with TESOL certification who were trained as coaches. Sixty-one preK-2nd grade students
in an urban Title | school enrolled in the SIP with English, Spanish, Qanjob'al. and Akateco as
represented languages. Four pre-service and four in-service K-2nd grade teachers participated in the
SIP. Preservice participants were completing their bachelor's degree in Elementary Education while
completing a Graduate Certificate in Teaching Multilingual Learners. Three participants were
White/Caucasian, and one was Black/African American. All participants were monolingual, 20-29 years
old, living in north central, Alabama. This article will highlight FE experiences and perceptions of the
pre-service teachers.
Data Collection

Before the SIP, participants completed a 54-question survey about their level of preparation, beliefs,
and comfort in working with EM families. The survey included open and closed-ended questions. As a
follow-up, researchers took anecdotal observation notes during FACT Times and Family Nights. The
nature of qualitative inquiry was a multiple case study approach using thick, rich descriptions to gain a
deeper understanding of each case (Hatch, 2002; Yin, 2009). Reflexive thematic analysis was used to
analyze qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2019). To establish credibility, member checking took place
between researchers to ensure the accuracy of interpretations and findings.
Findings

Below are stories from four pre-service teachers who implemented Family Nights and Family and
Child Together (FACT) Time. All names are pseudonyms.

Case Study 1: Lizzie

Lizzie's second-grade classroom had 13 students, 8 of whom were EMs. Before the SIP, Lizzie
described FE as “involving the family in their child’'s learning process” and the benefits of FE as “letting
the children know they are supported and helping the family dynamic.” After the SIP, Lizzie defined FE
as “‘Engaging families in their child's learning. Reaching out to families to help you teach their child.
Forming relationships with families throughout the year.” Lizzie implemented FACT Time twice and
two Family Nights with families of EM students. She explained in the pre-survey that she believed
families of EMs do not understand the benefits of FE opportunities and do not feel comfortable
communicating with educators. However, after the SIP, she anticipated that the only barrier would be
inaccessibility to a translator.

Case Study 2: Jo

Jo's 2nd-grade classroom had fourteen students, eight of whom were EMs. Before the SIP, Jo defined
FE as “getting to know the families” and “opportunities to share materials with parents and resources
to use at home." After the SIP, Jo's definition had expanded to include that during FE, "families were
actively involved in the learning process of the child and collaborating together with the school to
help make a difference.” Jo was observed during one FACT Time that included an EM with his bilingual
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mother and grandmother. Jo greeted the family in Spanish and told them about the current curricular
activity. She returned moments later to tell them about the upcoming activity, a series of math card
games (step 1), then led the class through each game (step 2). The child and his family played each
game, shifting when Jo transitioned to the next game (step 3). Just before dismissal. Jo told the family
to keep the game instructions to continue playing at home. Although Jo intentionally extended
learning to the EM student's home, she did not provide feedback on the family-child interaction,
which is a critical component of FACT Time (step 4).

Case Study 3: Molly

Molly's kindergarten classroom had thirteen students, six of whom were EMs. One EM student was
Q’anjob’al-speaking. and five were Spanish-speaking EMs. In the pre-survey data, Molly described FE as
“providing opportunities to involve students’ families in their learning.” After the SIP, she explained, "FE
are ongoing opportunities to engage students’ families and extend their learning outside of school.”
During the STEM Family Night, the translator helped Molly communicate with her EM students’
families. In one instance, a mother asked how her child was doing in class. Molly shared that her
daughter played well with other children and enjoys dressing up. She pointed to the child’'s drawing
stating. “We saw butterflies outside today, so we drew them for science.” The mother noticed that her
child's name was misspelled and that the teachers had pronounced it incorrectly. This was quickly
corrected with the help of the translator. Molly apologized to the mother and thanked her for the
correction.

Molly was observed during a FACT Time, including an EM with his monolingual Spanish-speaking
mother and infant sister. During this FACT Time, step 1 did not occur. Molly played the game with the
child while his mother watched from across the room (step 2). After observing briefly, the mother
played the game with her son, following Molly's demonstration (step 3). Molly worked with the onsite
translator to share ideas for continuing the game at home. Although Molly intentionally extended
learning to the EM student’'s home, she did not provide feedback on the family-child interaction which
is the final component of FACT Time (step 4).

Case Study 4: Hester

Hester co-taught with Molly as her partner pre-service teacher. Before the SIP, Hester defined FE as
“A better relationship between the family, teacher, and student.” After the SIP, Hester described FE as
‘Families having a part of the child’s learning and accomplished through activities like family dialogue
journals., home/family visits, and FACT time". During the STEM Family Night, with the assistance of the
onsite translator, Hester interacted with the mothers of two EM students. Hester planned a classroom
activity using environmental print (EP) and asked the families to send labels fromm home with their
children. One mother asked how the EP would be used, and Hester responded that they would use the
EP to practice letter recognition by pointing out the letters on the label. Hester was not observed
engaging in FACT Time.

Discussion

All pre-service teachers (100%, n=4) indicated that they had not received professional development
on family engagement with culturally and linguistically diverse families before participating in the SIP.
In fact, none of the participants had received professional development on engaging families in
general. Participants confirmed that the SIP was their initial experience engaging with families
through Family Nights and FACT Time. It was evident that two of the pre-service teachers, Jo, and
Molly, felt more comfortable engaging with EM families by making attempts to use the family’s home
language. Through these family engagement opportunities, participants were able to discover the
family’s funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992).

The most prevalent theme developed from the pre-survey included: FE with diverse families is
challenging because of conflicting schedules and a language barrier. The overarching themes
developed from the post-survey included: FE is continuous through the school year, FE extends
learning to the child’'s home, and FE empowers diverse families.

THE READING PARADIGM, FALL 2023 19



Summary of Results ‘

To answer RQI: Does preservice teachers’ self-efficacy of family engagement practices significantly
change after implementing practices learned in the SIP? There was a 75% (n=3) increase in pre-service
teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy from “somewhat uncomfortable” to “somewhat comfortable” in
working with EM families, which is clearly indicated in Figure 1 and Figure 2. After participating in the
SIP, participants engaged in Family Nights and FACT Time, which gave them opportunities to build
partnerships with EM families.

FIGURE 1
PARTICIPANTS' COMFORT LEVELS IN WORKING WITH EM FAMILIES BEFORE THE SiP
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FIGURE 2
PARTICIPANTS' COMFORT LEVELS IN WORKING WITH EM FAMILIES AFTER THE SIP.
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(2) How are preservice teachers' perceptions of family engagement impacted by participating in the grant-funded SIP? While
participating in the SIP, pre-service teachers identified areas for continued professional development in their coaching
sessions, including translating, family engagement practices, and sheltering techniques for multilingual students (Rush &
Shelden, 2020). After the SIP, pre-service candidates recognized that multiple benefits of family engagement supported their
EMs. These included but were not limited to academic achievement, home-school connection, continuing the use of native
language, and nurturing EM students’ cultural identity (Johnson & Johnson, 2016)

Conclusions/Implications

Several pre-service teachers began using FACT Time by consistently completing steps two and three.
With additional time, training, and opportunities for practice, they may achieve each of the four steps
of FACT Time. It was evident through observations that families of rising kindergarteners were more
likely to participate in family engagement opportunities like FACT Time and Family Nights. This may be
due to some of the families' first public-school experience with their children.
Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of the study is the small sample size and focus on pre-service teachers. An increased
sample size could allow researchers to reach saturation (Hatch, 2002). A longer SiP would allow more
extensive data collection and could yield a more holistic understanding of how candidates overcome
challenges in working with families of multilingual students. Three challenges to conducting FACT
Time were identified from observations. The first was the family's ability to get into the classroom on
time. The second was related to the time of day when FACT Time was scheduled. The final challenge
was that pre-service teacher may feel uncomfortable discussing the family's interaction with the child
due to their recent introduction and the short nature of the SIP. The generalized findings may not
represent all perspectives and pre-service teachers in the United States.
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