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Abstract

The purpose of this essay is to discuss effective practices for connecting home and school environments in order to facilitate the literacy development of students. Families should be included in the school environment as they have a wealth of information about their children that can improve the teacher’s instruction. Merging the learning environments of the home and school can facilitate a connection between many types of knowledge and provide opportunities to improve literacy skills in several contexts. This paper describes methods for connecting the home and school to create learning environments that are conducive to literacy development. Curriculum and instructional strategies that can be used in both contexts are also discussed, as well as assessment procedures for understanding student knowledge and evaluating program effectiveness. Benefits to the student as a developing learner as well as to families and schools are also outlined. Considerations for practical implementation of family literacy partnerships are also addressed in order to provide suggestions for utilizing family resources effectively in the classroom to promote student achievement.
Rationale for Family Literacy Partnerships

The time a child spends in school is significant, yet it is only one small piece of the student’s overall life experiences. Much more of each day is expended in home and community settings beyond the classroom. In order for the skills and strategies learned in school to have the maximum impact possible they must be extended into other aspects of life (Endrizzi, 2008). Students should not be led to think that school is the only arena in which learning can take place, but should experience language in a variety of contexts through utilizing literacy skills for authentic purposes (Cordova, 2008). Learning that is applied beyond the school walls becomes realistic and substantial, something that students associate with life rather than formal education. Literacy is the focus of the proposed partnership, as this subject one of the most significant predictors of academic achievement and has been correlated with overall student success over time (Bennett, Weigel, & Martin, 2002). A family literacy partnership is a design to involve schools and parents in authentic language activities for children both in school and beyond (Amstutz, 2000). Literacy skills are vital for success and should be promoted by those involved in the many contexts of the students’ lives.

Parents and families are essential partners in education. The students’ families have a deep understanding of their children and can provide rich information to teachers that can enable them to plan meaningful instruction. Children learn naturally from their family members and home environments and connecting these spheres with the classroom setting can enhance children’s growth across numerous contexts (Endrizzi, 2008). Family members are educators in their own right, providing students with experiences and instruction in areas of life that may be very different from instruction in school. As teachers join forces with families, they connect the various contexts in which students participate and prevent the classroom from becoming an isolated learning space (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Students must develop academic identities that extend beyond the school and be able to learn from many diverse perspectives (Cordova, 2008). Connecting topics and skills across students’ life experiences leads to deep learning and appreciation of education.

Communication with families has long been recommended and required of schools. At the very minimum, parents and teachers are both monitors and observers of student development in different settings and activities. It is more advantageous for families, schools, and the student when information is exchanged through frequent communication. To improve the relationship further, families may actually participate in school activities through assisting with instruction or taking suggestions from teachers as to how to help the child. In order to reach the full potential and attain the greatest benefits for all involved, empowerment is the ultimate goal. At this level, families and schools are mutually trusting and committed to student learning. Teachers and families share leadership responsibilities and make the most effective decisions to benefit the child (Rasinski & Fredericks, 1989). Striving to reach the point of empowerment will minimize any suspicion or discomfort between the participants and will improve the likelihood that parents will be actively involved in education.

Involving parents in schools corresponds with two theories of education. The concept of constructivism centers on the impact of history, community, and culture on the life of the individual. Students create meaning in a variety of contexts by utilizing the resources that surround them (Cook-Cottone, 2004). In this way, a child’s family can significantly contribute to learning and understanding by providing a wide array of support for learning. Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction in learning also relates to parent involvement. Working with an adult or a knowledgeable mentor can increase the complexity of children’s cognitive processes through the process of scaffolding. Together, the team can work in the child’s Zone of Proximal Development, which is the difference in the tasks that students can complete independently and those they can do with the guidance of another (Nes, 2003). Families can provide individual instruction to children through social interaction, helping them create meaning using the resources in their surrounding environments. 
Regardless of race, socioeconomic status, or education level, parents consistently report that they want their children to be successful in school but they often do not know the best methods for supporting their development. A teacher’s efforts to involve the family in education are more closely associated with achievement than the background experiences or identities of a family. Although families from a low socioeconomic background may have more difficulty providing rich literacy experiences at home, this can be overcome through assistance from the school. Equipping parents with the means to contribute to their child’s achievement is extremely motivating for families and also raises their academic expectations for the student (Christenson, Rounds, & Gorney, 1982). Therefore, it is important that teachers do not forgo opportunities to engage families, as it seems that all can be included regardless of their specific characteristics or perceived limitations. 
Potential Barriers to Family Literacy Partnerships
Teachers and Schools

There are many reasons why a teacher or school may resist seeking out partnerships with families. Primarily, there are many state and federal mandates for education that include specific curriculum standards which students must be taught. Teachers have many responsibilities and may not feel that they have the time to design or the effort to implement programs involving families. Schools may also be unwilling to take the risk that students might not learn sufficient information to pass standardized tests. By emphasizing the cultural funds of knowledge that children have or giving families responsibility for some curriculum activities or instruction, schools relinquish a portion of their control (Endrizzi, 2008). If teachers confine instruction to their classrooms, schools may be more assured that students are receiving instruction that will directly prepare them to meet the standards. 
Some teachers or schools may also hold views that the families are not competent to teach their children and therefore may be unwilling to share their instructional role. Furthermore, it is a requirement of schools to inform parents about how their children are performing. To create an actual partnership in its fullest form will take significantly more effort and commitment. For families to become co-learners and contributors, teachers must make continual efforts to promote involvement. Teachers may also be hesitant to work hard to plan a program then risk rejection by parents when they extend invitations for participation (Endrizzi, 2008). Despite the tangible benefits of partnerships, educational institutions may still be tentative to establish relationships.
Families

Families may also have their reservations about participating in a partnership with the school. Many parents may not feel capable of helping their child, or may perceive their educational level as insufficient for teaching others. Additionally, they may be fearful of working with the teachers in attempt to avoid negative evaluations of their children or their background (Come & Fredericks, 1995). There may also be families with certain cultural traditions who feel that they have conflicting views when compared to the school and teacher. Language differences could also hinder communication between the parties (Cairney & Munsie, 1995). Finally, parents who have been unsuccessful in school or whose children have struggled to achieve may have pessimistic views of teachers and schools, believing that they are “all knowing” or “always right” (Endrizzi, 2008, pg. 101). Parents may feel that the teacher has nothing in common with their own heritage and cannot relate to their situations. They may also feel offended if the teacher recommends changes in how literacy is currently approached in the home. Therefore, teachers must seek to understand family practices rather than eliminate and replace them with those identical to in-school procedures (Amstutz, 2000). Despite the potential barriers to communication, family literacy partnerships can be created in a variety of situations when both families and schools commit to improving the skills of the children.
Literacy-Conducive Environments: Home and School

Positive Classroom Climate


There are general aspects of effective classrooms that are associated with student achievement and success. The students and teachers should form a community of readers and writers that use literacy for authentic purposes in their lives. In a democratic classroom, students are given choices and responsibility for their learning. Teachers are willing to take risks and periodically evaluate their own instructional practices to ensure that students’ needs are adequately met. Classrooms where these qualities are exhibited have been associated with affirmative relationships between teachers, parents, and students and an overall positive feeling associated with school (McKinney, Lasley, & Holmes-Gull, 2008). Learners should be actively involved in activities that are non-threatening and personally valuable. Teachers should also welcome input from parents on how to structure the classroom environment in a way that is comfortable for families. Incorporating aspects of children’s home lives into the classroom has been shown to be as important as the design of reading and writing activities (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Families must feel that their children are in a positive learning context that is not radically different from their own customs and preferences in order to increase their involvement in the educational environment.

The classroom must also incorporate many types of print and literacy activities. Settings that contain a plethora of explorative literacy activities are associated with increased print awareness and book knowledge in students when compared to the environments which do not provide these opportunities (Aulls & Sollars, 2003). Studies have shown a disturbing gap in the number of books in affluent versus low-income homes, but many have suggested the potential for school resources to minimize this discrepancy (Constantino, 2005). Students who are encouraged to borrow books from the classroom or school library tend to read twice as much as those who do not bring texts into the home. This finding is true for students regardless of socioeconomic status or gender (Robinson, Larsen, & Haupt, 1996). Therefore, it is important not only to have a wide variety of quality literature available for students to use in school but to design a system to transition reading materials into exterior environments, as this process can promote student learning beyond the school and make connections between the classroom and home environments.
Bridges between Home and School Environments

It is likely that the many contexts in which students live will be extremely diverse. Teachers must work to connect the many environments in which students learn in order to ease the transmission of knowledge and the application of skills. The home and the school are two areas in which children may take risks, and they may be initially more comfortable exploring new concepts in one area before opening up in the other. The students may develop confidence in one setting first then carry these skills over to new environments. Therefore, the transition between these contexts must be facilitated. One way this can be done is through the constant transmission of information between the environments. Teachers must inform families about the happenings in school while also requesting feedback and information about the occurrences in the home (Endrizzi, 2008). Connections must also be explicitly made between the types of learning in each of these contexts so that parents can support the activities used in formal instruction. Other techniques include incorporating home language and culture into the classroom environment and helping parents develop the types of talk used in school in order to minimize discrepancies in understanding. Schools must also work to connect learning in school to broader contexts and promote lifelong learning through providing extensions of instructed skills beyond the classroom (Cheng, 2001). Alleviating the major contradictions between the home and school through including family tradition and extending formal instruction can promote active learning in many aspects of life.

Reaching out to families. In order to connect learning environments, teachers must understand and validate the family backgrounds of students. Capitalizing on students’ cultural funds of knowledge and the prior experiences they possess can enable teachers to plan authentic classroom activities to which all students have access. Families have a wealth of information that can help the teacher accommodate the child as they are the experts on student life outside of the classroom. Surveys implemented throughout the year can provide insight into the preferences of the child, growth over time, concerns of parents, and types of literacy used in the home. Utilizing environmental print, using recipes to cook, or making lists are all ways that literacy might be utilized at home, and teachers can reinforce these practices by encouraging all families to engage in these activities while also including them in school when appropriate (Endrizzi, 2008). Teachers may even opt to visit the students’ homes if the situation is fitting in order to learn about the home learning environment and show interest in each child and family (Nistler & Maiers, 1999). Reaching out to include families and make them feel a part of classroom culture can initiate partnerships and enhance student learning in other environments. 

Inviting families into schools. In addition to extending outward to involve families, schools must also make efforts to involve them in the events of the classroom. Students’ family stories can be used in the classroom, as oral traditions can be written, read, and shared with the rest of the classroom community. This is a topic that all children should have access to and be able to participate in. Students will see the purpose of literacy in their lives outside of school and parents will feel that their unique heritages are appreciated (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Parents may even be invited in as the stories are published and shared in order to witness the appreciation of their background and observe the role of their contributions in the classroom culture. 
Open Houses, Family Literacy Gatherings, and Family Book Clubs are opportunities for families to enter the classroom environment, understand the learning that takes place, make suggestions about classroom procedures, express concerns, and/or ask for support. Through periodic meetings, families build a community of encouragement and a network of resource among each other and with the school. Newsletters can also be sent after these meetings to keep everyone informed and engaged, especially for the people were unable to attend (Endrizzi, 2008). There should also be opportunities for parents to learn by doing, actively working with their child to promote learning rather than only listening to directions (Brenner, Jayroe, Boutwell, & Henkin, 2003). Making a space for families in the classroom is a validating process in which parents can learn about the classroom and become more involved in its administration. Students learn in many ways in the formalized classroom as well as in their daily lives at home, and these educational environments must be connected and related in order for maximum learning to occur.
Curriculum and Instructional Strategies for Literacy Learning


The classroom curriculum should be based on inquiry and exploration of concepts in the world in which students live. In order to learn, students should actively question and construct meaning from the foundation of their prior experiences. Knowledge is not self-contained but is developed through interaction and discovery. Family members can be involved in this process of investigation and can work with the teacher to develop opportunities for students to learn. Instructional topics can be drawn from a combination of the required, standard curriculum as well as topics that interest families and students (Endrizzi, 2008). This way, students learn essential skills and capitalize on their interests in an engaging context in which their lives and academic development are interconnected. Families need to be informed about the expectations of the school and the topics students are learning in the classroom in order to foster these skills. However, they must also know that aspects of students own lives will be integrated as well. It may be useful to initiate instruction by building on the functional knowledge students have developed at home then expand to include requirements of the formal curriculum as well (Aulls & Sollars, 2003). The curriculum should be flexible in order to provide authentic learning opportunities for students to develop meaningful skills while drawing from the knowledge base of their life experiences.
Teaching Families to Teach Their Children


Despite a school’s willingness to understand families and empower them to be actively involved in their child’s learning, many parents may still feel unsure about how to assist their children in reading and writing. Providing suggestions and training to families can enable them to promote literacy beyond the classroom to ensure student growth at home and school. Equipping families with effective strategies can reduce the stress of trying to extend student knowledge beyond the classroom (Endrizzi, 2008). A study by Hewison (1982) suggests that students who receive direct assistance from parents on school assignments at home exhibit higher achievement than those without this resource (Wolfendale, 1983). Parent workshops can be designed to provide families with knowledge of techniques that they can use to promote literacy. Examples include learning how to read-aloud effectively, choosing appropriate texts, making and presenting personal books, and utilizing a variety of questioning strategies to improve comprehension (Come & Fredericks, 1995). The teacher may actually present and model these lessons to parents or provide resources such as texts or videos of demonstrations to appeal to all parents regardless of education or circumstance (Feiler, Greenhough, Winter, Salway, & Scanlan, 2006). Parents who are informed about the best ways to promote literacy tend to exhibit better attitudes about helping their children show significant reading gains as a result of their guidance (Wolfendale, 1983). Teachers can enable families to promote literacy at home through becoming teammates and instructing them in the best practices to use. 
Parallel Practices: Literacy Activities at Home and School


In order to connect the home and school environments to promote literacy, similar types of activities can be used in each setting. Although some adaptations may be made in response to each family situation, there are ways to extend the activities used in the classroom to be meaningful for all families and students at home. Storytelling is an effective way to promote literacy in a personal way. All families tell oral stories throughout their lives about events that are a part of their unique histories. Telling and writing stories can be a transition to learning conventional writing skills and understanding the connection between various forms of language both in and out of school (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Oral language in general is important for student literacy development, and students should be exposed to conversation about books and the environment, explanations, and questions in order to develop their vocabulary and speaking skills (Strickland, 2004). Parents and teachers are encouraged to talk to their children in every day situations as well as about concepts of print and the meaning of texts (Sonnenschein & Munsterman, 2002). Oral language is a natural part of life that can also provide learning experiences and is something that families may not realize can be helpful in promoting literacy learning.

Other literacy activities that can be initiated in schools and easily translated into home environments include reading books, listening to books on tape, browsing and selecting texts from a library, reading and writing a newspaper, illustrating, writing letters, and watching certain children’s television programs (Jay & Rohl, 2005). Dictating sentences, drawing attention to letters and sounds while writing, segmenting words, and building sentences are also activities that can be utilized at home (McMackin, 1993). Families and children can read together in a variety of ways to encourage fluency development. Echo reading, choral reading, partner reading, and repeated reading are all ways for the adult to model and the child to practice reading with expression and intonation (Morrow, Kuhn, & Schwanenflugel, 2006). Drama can also be used at home as it relates closely to play. Children may act out stories or use stuffed animals and props or create their own stories in this same way. Each of these activities could be seen in classroom literacy development but are also useful strategies to incorporate in home environments to continue to promote achievement.

There are many other activities that may be used in school but closely relate to functional tasks done at home. For this reason, families can be encouraged to utilize these in natural ways to enhance the literacy skills of children. Writing and reading recipes is a way to use literacy as well as math skills in a setting where parents are actively involved (Saracho, 1999). Language can also be found in a variety of environmental print in the home and community, including letters, forms, advertisements, labels, receipts, news sources, and reference materials (Orellana, Reynolds, Dorner, & Meza, 2003). Industrial skills, religion, and cultural traditions are also sources of literacy that may be used at home but have potential for enhancing classroom instruction due to the background knowledge these can contribute to other tasks (Moll et al., 1992). One method for connecting the resources of the home with the school environment is through the use of Literacy Digs, in which families help students fill a plastic bag with forms of writing used and items they read at home. The teacher will gain insight into the literacy practices of the home and the types of knowledge students have in order to individualize instruction. Students will also understand the many ways that reading and writing are used in life and how they can apply literacy skills outside of school (Endrizzi, 2008). Classroom and home language practices can be connected and extended into various contexts in order to constantly promote literacy learning.
Instructional Materials for Literacy at Home


Schools cannot expect all families to have appropriate materials to support learning and extend the curriculum at home, and programs will likely be more effective if teachers design a system for supplying families with resources to use outside of school. This allows parents to have access to many of the activities students may be completing in school and prevent discontinuity between the contexts. A parent handbook might even be designed to guide parents with suggestions and support for how to use the materials (Cook-Cottone, 2004). Loaning out ready-to-use materials to families allows all parents to provide meaningful instruction regardless of their personal situation or socioeconomic status (Dever & Burts, 2002). This process enables extension of classroom learning and does not require much extra time or effort on the part of the parents.

A useful strategy is to compile sets of materials for literacy learning into bags, boxes or backpacks. This method enables parents to assist their students and understand the types of activities that the children engage with in school (Endrizzi, 2008). The materials may center on a common text, providing differentiated activities to accommodate all students (Dever & Burts, 2002). Others may incorporate a central theme and include corresponding texts in a variety of genres. Books on tape may be included as well as texts on several reading levels depending on the particular student (Barbour, 1998). One classroom used “Ladybug Luggage” for beginning readers, which included sight word and phonemic awareness games, spelling activities, a variety of writing materials, and several picture books. A stuffed ladybug was also inserted along with a journal for the recording joint experiences throughout the time the student was allotted the materials. “Bluebird Baggage” was used for more proficient students and included word making activities, graphic organizers, and vocabulary games in addition to an array of literature. Each of these sets incorporated multi-sensory experiences for practicing literacy skills and also included journals for parent feedback and guidelines for use (Grande, 2004). Another variation is to include books for families to read as well in order to learn more about literacy strategies or have access to the theme of the bag. Adaptations also include bilingual materials where a book is provided in English and another language, or art bags for creative response to the theme (Richardson, Miller, Richardson, & Sacks, 2008). Each of these materials allows for explicit literacy development beyond the classroom setting. 

Another idea for providing materials is a strategy known as “Words To Go” in which families and students manipulate letters to build words. Cards containing letters are provided for parents to use with their children. Phonics skills are fostered through rearranging letters and understanding relationships between types of words. Words are then used in sentences to provide a context for the skills learned (Reutzel, Fawson, & Smith, 2006). Journaling is also a recommended instructional practice that can be used at home and at school. Families may be provided with notebooks and examples in order to engage in written conversation with their children. Students can be provided with a model of writing, learn more about their history, and also make connections to texts through using journals to correspond with parents (Jennings, Hubbard, & Power, 2002). The teacher can also be included in these dialogue journals in order to communicate with both parents and students. Student growth and development can be continually observed through their writings and individual instruction can be provided to meet specific needs. The dialogue journal connects reading and writing and reinforces the functional, communicative purpose of language that is used in many contexts in every day life (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Providing instructional materials enables families to support their children’s development of essential skills outside of school.
Assessment of Literacy Development and Partnership Programs


Ideally, students will begin practicing and enhancing their literacy skills continually in many contexts of life through the establishment of partnerships. Families can provide resourceful information to help the teacher understand how the student is learning and functioning by reporting his/her behaviors at home. Also, conducting surveys of literacy use over time can allow parents the opportunity to provide feedback on student growth and behavior (Endrizzi, 2008). Families and teachers may also fill out the same observation sheet about their child then compare answers to understand the behaviors exhibited by the student in various contexts (Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2004). Teachers may also ask families to use a calendar or reading log to track the amount of engagement with text at home and the length of time sustained (Come & Fredericks, 1995). If materials are available, teachers and families may tape record students reading and responding to text in a variety of contextual situations (Morrow, Kuhn, & Schwanenflugel, 2006). A Learning Album may also be compiled including samples of student work at home and in school as well as observations made by parents and families to accurately represent the student’s authentic understanding (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Families may also utilize dialogue journals with teachers to report on their observations of students and any concerns about their development. The teacher can provide support to families and inform them about the behaviors they notice in school (Morningstar, 1999). Families can be valuable sources of information about student performance and multiple methods will most likely provide the most reliable, representative assessment.

The student may also be included in assessment measures as they are the main component in the connection between home and school. In the higher grade levels or with adaptations, the child can help minimize any miscommunication between home and school as they are the only one fully present in both contexts. Teachers may utilize student-led conferences in which the child reports to the family and the teacher about his/her development and growth over time. This assessment form is authentic, as students can discuss their products and behaviors in terms that both the family and the teacher can relate to. The student is encouraged to take responsibility for learning and parents are likely to be more involved when they are hearing from their child in addition to the teacher (Conderman, Ikan, & Hatcher, 2000). Student-led conferences also allow the child to reflect on his/her own performance and set goals for improvement in various learning contexts (Borba & Olvera, 2001). All participants can share their observations and concerns and make a collaborative plan for improvement. The inclusion of many perspectives can provide more realistic understanding of student strengths and needs (Youngs, 2002). Including the student in assessment measures can enhance the quality of evaluation and connect the home and school more closely.

It is also important to elicit feedback from the families in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the partnership program. Many of the measures listed, including dialogue journals and surveys, could obtain information about how the parents perceive about the program and recommendations they have for improvement. There may also be an observational notebook for parents to use when they come to the classroom to record their reactions to instructional procedures and their own involvement, as well as how the partnership could be reorganized to better meet their needs or preferences (Youngs, 2002). It is important that the teacher and school understand the perspectives of families in order to modify the program and better enable them to enhance the literacy proficiency of their children.

Benefits of Literacy Partnerships

Student Learner


Family literacy partnerships and the activities associated with these have been linked to personal and academic benefits for children. The simple act of including the family in the school environment causes the child to feel special and valued (Endrizzi, 2008). When families and schools communicate about a child’s development and achievement a noticeable difference in children’s success can be noticed (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Parent involvement in literacy development may also enhance student attitudes about reading and writing and improve their outlook on challenging assignments or tasks. Student confidence and self-concept can be improved and relationships between children and their families can be strengthened as a result of incorporating literacy activities at home (Cairney, 1995). Additionally, activities that involve authentic, communicative writing may improve student interactions with others and the ability to take multiple perspectives to learn from the adults in their lives (Jennings, Hubbard, & Power, 2002). Children typically enjoy using the curricular materials distributed from the classroom and report excitement in playing the games and completing the activities with family members (Dever & Burts, 2002). Involving families in promoting literacy at home is an enjoyable experience for children that can enhance the quality of students’ perceptions of themselves as well as their interactions with those around them. 

Partnering with families has also been shown to effectively increase academic achievement and specific literacy skills. Reading books with family members can improve students’ vocabulary, especially if used consistently (Richman & Colombo, 2007). Paired reading, or taking turns interacting with the text, is shown to improve phonological awareness (Cadieux & Boudreault, 2005) and fluency skills in students (Nes, 2003). The child’s reading rate and overall accuracy in word recognition can also be increased through reading at home with families (Kelly-Vance & Schreck, 2002). A variety of other literacy activities also contribute to student gains, as research has reported that children exhibit fewer misspelled words, a greater willingness to write and invent spellings, improved decoding strategies, and higher performance on mandated achievement tests when parents assist them with building and manipulating a variety of words (Reutzel, Fawson, & Smith, 2006). Students’ skills in phonics, vocabulary, and fluency are many of the improvements noticed due to the impact of families.

Additional benefits to learners are improved writing skills and reading comprehension when families promote literacy strategies in the home environment (Bennett, Weigel, & Martin, 2002). Students have also demonstrated an increased ability to make connections to text through considering background experiences, other texts, and the illustrations when families read with them (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Overall, students who read frequently with their family members are more likely to choose reading as a free time activity and be more comfortable participating in school literacy activities (Morrow & Young, 1997). In many instances, significant achievement results have been noticed even if parents are only remotely involved in assisting their children when compared to those who did not participate in literacy partnerships (Padak & Rasinski, 2006). These conclusions indicate the importance of teaming with families to promote literacy in the home due to the substantial potential for student achievement and growth.
Parents and Families


A major advantage of family literacy partnerships is the increased knowledge that families gain about the function and purpose of schools. Parents have reported feeling more informed about the activities their children are involved in through gaining a better understanding of how the teachers are approaching literacy in the classroom. Families are also more likely to volunteer in other school and classroom activities once they are included in their child’s instruction. Working closely with the teacher can improve the family’s overall confidence when helping the child as well as self-esteem about their parenting skills (Cairney & Munsie, 1995). Families have also indicated in research studies that being provided with materials was a benefit of the partnership. Parents are more informed about effective learning activities and enjoy learning alongside their children. Little extra time is needed to prepare for the interaction and family members are empowered by being able to teach the child. Organized literacy bags or other materials can be targeted at any family to promote reading and writing. Parents may not come into the school due to a lack of transportation, child care issues, or a language barrier, but can be provided with a method for assisting their child using the materials offered by the school in their own meaningful way (Barbour, 1998). The entire family can bond using the materials as the students’ siblings can also be exposed to the activities and develop literacy skills as a result (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Through literacy partnerships, parents are better prepared to serve their children through resources provided by the teacher and are more likely to view the school in a positive light.
Teachers and Schools


The educational environment also benefits from the development of partnerships with families. When parents feel valued and are included in their child’s instruction, they are more likely to involve themselves in other areas of the school. They may come in to assist in the classroom, volunteer in the library, or aid in the school’s decision making process, which are all necessary for the overall functioning of the institution. Teachers then develop positive perceptions of their students’ families and exhibit more optimistic attitudes towards them (Cairney & Munsie, 1995). Teachers increase their understanding of students’ funds of knowledge through getting to know parents and are then able to target their instruction to include students’ prior experiences as a foundation for learning (Endrizzi, 2008). The school’s curriculum can also be improved through family feedback and changes can be made to reflect what the community values and believes is important to learn. Working with families improves the teacher and school’s knowledge of each student’s background experiences, values, and needs. Schools will then know how to best respond to the community of families it is responsible for and enhance mutual understanding and support (Cairney, 1995). Empowering families for student achievement can provide the school with the support it needs and a deeper knowledge of the population it serves. 
Implications for Practice


Considering the many advantages associated with family literacy partnerships, it is apparent that students’ families must be fully incorporated into the classroom. It is vital to deeply understand the quality of the home environment including the many factors that could affect the child’s achievement in some way (Christenson, Rounds, & Gorney, 1992). Multiple measures of the literacy environment must be conducted to develop an accurate representation of the child’s home life and family situation (Bennett, Weigel, & Martin, 2002). Families must feel valued and understood in order to engage in a mutually beneficial partnership, which implies that conclusions drawn about families have to be accurate and thorough. Insensitivity in researching the home environment could debilitate the developing relationships and minimize the potential for significant achievement benefits for children. Teachers must assume that families are genuinely interested in their child’s education and that they are capable of supporting them. The cultural funds of knowledge which families possess should be recognized and appreciated, even if they vary greatly from the types of activities associated with school. Instruction can build on the strengths that students and families do have rather than trying to change or alter their practices (Brenner et al, 2003). It is important to see the positive potential in working with families and to thoroughly understand each child’s background before implementing the program.

The teacher’s disposition is crucial when approaching families. Patience is essential, as it will likely take time before families feel comfortable establishing partnerships in the fullest sense. Persistence is also important, as it may be tempting to discontinue efforts to engage families if they are initially unsuccessful. Teachers should consider all of the benefits to student learners, families, and the school climate when parents are highly involved and should continue putting forth effort to see these results despite any early difficulties. Creativity and excitement is also needed when establishing partnerships. Depending on the community, unconventional methods might be needed to reach out to families to seek their involvement. Families also need to see that the teacher and the school are passionate, committed, and enthusiastic about working together in order to be motivated to collaborate (Waldbart, Meyers, & Meyers, 2006). The literacy partnership should be offered to and shared with families, not distributed or forced upon them (Brenner et al, 2003). A partnership cannot be activated by the teacher’s efforts alone, and caution must be taken to approach families respectfully and appropriately in order to promote success. 

The importance of organization and structure is also essential in designing an effective literacy partnership. Significant time and effort can be wasted if the teacher does not have an overall vision for working with families (Rasinski & Fredericks, 1989). It is important to identify the goals of the program through considering the unique classroom composition. No one framework will work in all situations and modifications must be made considering the characteristics of individual students. Support of the principal or the school in general can also be a necessity for success, as this can provide the teacher with more resources and support in the effort to initiate partnerships with families. Strong leaders in the school can help all teachers initiate these relationships with families which can have significant benefits for the students and entire school community.
Additionally, there must be specific procedures for borrowing materials if these will be provided to families. There should be a way to document the activities completed at home in order to track student progress and development. The activities and materials should be interesting and easy to use in order to assure their usability in the home. A consistent schedule for loaning materials or exchanging the information in the kits should be arranged before distributing them to ensure that all students have a regular opportunity to access activities and texts that are appropriate for their level of learning (Padak & Rasinski, 2006). All materials must be high-quality and the activities as authentic as possible to connect learning between contexts (Barbour, 1998). Families must be introduced to the materials and provided with comprehensible directions to ensure that the activities are positive and appreciated (Morrow, Kuhn, & Schwanenflugel, 2006). It is more likely that the partnership and the completion of literacy activities at home will be effective if the teacher considers a variety of factors prior to implementation.


Establishing a partnership with families for the advancement of literacy is incredibly difficult. Families are diverse and exhibit many different needs that must be considered when working with schools. However, the advantages to all involved participants are clear, indicating that the outcomes of the programs are worth the effort and commitment. Students not only evidence academic achievement and improvement of literacy skills, but the many learning contexts in which students engage are connected and work together to promote success. In family literacy partnerships, student and family backgrounds are appreciated and incorporated into the school and instruction is carried beyond the school walls to promote life-long literacy learning in children.    
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