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Abstract 

        Parental involvement and cultural mismatch have been challenges for teachers, students and 

parents in the United States (Good, Masewicz, & Vogel, 2010).  This in part is due to lack of 

teacher training in cultural pedagogies and cultural knowledge for teachers working with English 

Language Learners (ELLs).  Therefore the purpose of this Masters’ project was to provide 

teachers in the Buffalo City Schools a resource to access when working with ELLs whose native 

language is Karen, Arabic, Somali or Nepali.  This handbook can also serve as a resource to any 

teacher working with ELLs for it provides information on parental involvement ideas and 

strategies to help bridge the gaps between school and home.  A thorough examination of the four 

main language groups was conducted through interviews, articles, books, and websites in order 

to create this handbook.  The four languages chosen were selected based on the highest 

population of students in Buffalo Public School #45, the setting chosen for this project.  The 

handbook was designed to provide teachers with knowledge on the different cultural norms of 

each language group as well as provide teachers with information on the benefits of parental 

involvement. It is hoped that this handbook will allow teachers to have a better understanding of 

the cultural backgrounds of their ELLs which will in turn allow for increased knowledge on how 

to bridge the gaps between school and home.
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Introduction 

Parental involvement is a term that is commonly associated with schools, yet can be 

interpreted in many different ways.  As the United States continues to get more and more 

diverse, teachers are finding themselves with students from numerous cultural backgrounds.   

Educators must recognize that these students come to school with unique needs as well as unique 

assets, and different from those of their native English speaking peers.  It is important for 

educators to make appropriate efforts to encourage parental involvement which has shown to 

yield greater success in school overall.  According to What Works Clearinghouse (2007) an 

English language learner (ELL) can be defined as any student with a primary language other 

than English who has a limited range of reading, writing, speaking and listening in English.  

ELLs bring their own cultural norms with regards to education and learning which can often be 

misunderstood by educators.  Many educators do not understand the importance of their 

student’s first language and often discourage the use of it when trying to learn English.   This is 

typically due to their lack of training necessary to work with these students (Bunch, 2010; de 

Jong & Harper, 2005; Francis & Vaughn, 2009; Reeves, 2006). 

When working with ELLs in the field of education, parental involvement refers to a 

mutual capacity and overall interest on the part of both the parents as well as the school 

professionals (Waterman, 2008).  ELLs are becoming increasingly prevalent in schools 

nationwide as The United States Department of Education has revealed that close to 5 million 

school-aged children are categorized as ELLs (Vera, Israel, Coyle, Cross, Knight-Lynn, 

Moallem, Bartucci, & Goldberger, 2012).  Those percentages increased because “overall public 

school enrollment rose 3 percent between 2002 and 2012, while enrollment of ELLs rose at a 

higher rate than the general population (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). 
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 The primary focus of this project was to create a resource for teachers to access as a tool 

to better understand how, why, and when to create meaningful partnerships between school and 

home in culturally responsive ways.  It is a handbook for teachers that will emphasize the 

importance of understanding cultural differences when trying to establish partnerships with 

parents of their ELLs.   

Parental involvement has long been associated with a student’s ability to succeed in 

school (Sainsburg & Renzaho, 2011).  Sainsburg and Renzaho (2011) found that many parents of 

ELLs were aware of the different models in education but were limited by the barriers they were 

facing such as time constraints, lack of knowledge with regards to curriculum, and their own 

interrupted schooling and language proficiency.  This qualitative study found that professionals 

should look more towards empowering parents about schooling in meaningful ways rather than 

focusing on learning language to communicate more effectively.  This study evaluated the 

educational concerns of Arabic migrants assimilating to Australia.  It was found that parents’ 

frame of reference for education leaned more towards a didactic style of learning.  The parents in 

this study viewed education as an important component to moving forward in life, however, it 

was stressful for them to cope with the expectations of a new nation as well as deal with the 

language barrier (Sainburg & Renzaho, 2011).   

Parents of ELLs face various barriers that make it especially difficult to assist in the early 

language development of their child (Hooks, 2008).   The challenges that these parents face such 

as inability to communicate in the native language, fear and intimidation to be part of their 

child’s schooling, lack of education themselves, and cultural inconsistency with regards to 

supporting their child in school can be daunting, and these challenges are often magnified for 

parents of ELLs (Panferov, 2010).   It is important for educators to consider: cultural differences, 
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language acquisition, strategies to accommodate the needs of these ELLs, ways to positively 

communicate and collaborate with parents and professionals, and ways to provide emotional 

support for parents and families when teaching ELLs.   

As many studies show, it has become evident that in recent years, educators cannot 

overlook the overwhelming numbers of ELLs immigrating into the Unites States (Panferov, 

2010).  In fact, the National Association for the Education of young children found that close to 

90% of teachers across the country and at all grade levels thought that an increase in home-

school interaction would be beneficial (Swap, 1993).  The population of children descending 

from immigrant families is growing faster than any other group of children in the United States 

(Hernandez, Denton & Mcartney, 2008).      

Problem this Project Addresses 

The problem this curriculum project addresses is: teachers generally do not have effective 

guidance or strategies to communicate effectively with parents of ELLs.   Although there is vast 

diversity within American schools, the teacher population is primarily white with only 16% of 

teachers whose origins differ from white ethnically or racially (Feistritzer, 2011).   It was 

documented that of the 84% of white teachers, most were raised in English only, middle class 

homes (Bunch, 2010; Han & Thomas, 2010; Waddell, 2011).   Based on these statistics, there is 

a strong dominance of White, middle-class, values and beliefs (Ware, 2006) throughout 

American schools.  Largely due to this, American teachers struggle to understand how, why, and 

when to communicate effectively with parents of ELLs.  This creates a mismatch that makes 

parental involvement with parents of ELLs challenging.   Whether ELLs were born in the United 

States or came from a different country, they bring their native languages, education, culture, and 

experiences.  Communication and views of education differ from one culture to another.  This 
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may require research or enrichment that a school district may not provide.  This curriculum 

project will enrich teachers with information on their ELLs backgrounds, with regards to 

learning some guidelines for interacting and communicating in cultures specific to their ELL 

families.  By becoming educated on these cultural differences, educators can communicate more 

effectively with ELLs and their families and understand that the communication styles may be 

different than that of native English born Americans (Han & Thomas, 2010; Harper & de Jong, 

2004).   

Purpose of this Project 

Based on an informal interview with a teacher professional about the needs of a local area 

school Buffalo Public School 45 (BPS 45) representing over 70 different countries and 30 

different languages district wide, it was decided that a handbook is needed to assist in providing 

teachers with culturally responsive practices to increase involvement amongst parents.   This 

project highlights effective communication strategies, expresses the importance of making 

meaningful connections, encourages teachers to look for the successes, and to be considerate and 

open to the cultural differences each student possesses.   The context of this curriculum project is 

specifically designed for teachers at a diverse public school on Buffalo’s west side.   The author 

of this curriculum project selected four of the most common languages other than English at this 

school to help enrich teachers with cultural information on;  Nepali, Somali, Arabic, and Karen.  

By providing this resource to teachers on the cultural differences amongst the four main 

language groups, it is hoped that cultural mismatch will be lessened and more importantly better 

understood.   
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For this area of study, “How can teachers bridge the gaps between school and home in 

culturally relevant ways?” is a question that has challenged countless educators and 

administrators in school districts nationwide.  This project addresses this question by providing a 

handbook for teachers and school professionals to access as a way to learn about the importance 

of parental involvement while simultaneously highlighting key components to the four main 

language groups for a school on Buffalos west side.  This in turn will help teachers and provide 

an environment that will help ELLs become more successful in school. 

Teachers can use this tool as a quick guide to look up cultural information and 

translations to communicate more effectively with the parents of their ELLs.  In short, the 

purpose of this project was to create a handbook for teachers to use as a resource when working 

with ELLs and their families.  
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Literature Review 

Importance of Parental Involvement 

In past decades and up until now, parental involvement has been an area of interest for 

educators all over America.   In a national survey, 95% of parents whose students attend public 

schools reported that it was important for schools to encourage parents to take a more active role 

in educating their children (Elam, Rose, & Gallup, 1993).   This seminal book was aligned with 

the new research done for this study.  Greater family engagement is associated with improved 

social skills and behavior with regards to decreased alcohol abuse, violence, and decreased 

dropout rates (National PTA, 1998).  Similarly, Swap (1993) indicated that after the most 

extensive studies on the correlation between parental involvement and academic success in 

schools, “The evidence is now beyond dispute: parent involvement improves student 

achievement, when parents are involved, children do better in school, and they go to better 

schools” (Swap, 1993, p. 3).  In more recent research, Ladky and Paterson (2007) and Hooks 

(2008) and Sainbury and Renzaho (2011) found that it evident that parental involvement 

correlates with success in school and therefore educators must realize in order to bridge the gaps 

between family and school they must learn strategies to accommodate both parents and their 

students (Hooks, 2008).   

In a study done by Ladky and Peterson (2007), parents, teachers, and principals, should 

continue to find ways to utilize mother tongues in ways that support students learning in English. 

This study examined the challenges of educators in their efforts to support their child 

educationally.   It was found that if teachers learn about the language and culture of their students 

and find ways to utilize culture and native language in their classroom, it will help foster literacy 
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acquisition.   It was also determined that if teachers become educated on parents’ perceptions of 

authority and roles in their child’s education in their native country, they will have greater 

success in their child’s English literacy (Ladky & Peterson, 2007).   Finding ways to utilize the 

native language of ELLs rather than try to avoid it due to unfamiliarity will allow both students 

and parents to feel more comfortable in the transition process (Ladky & Peterson, 2007).  

Encouraging educators to emphasize the importance of having parents act as co-teachers at home 

allows for parents to take on leadership roles and be included in their child’s education as a 

whole.  It is important for educators to be educated on not only ways to effectively do this, but 

understand the importance of fostering students’ mother tongues (Ladky & Peterson, 2007).   

Building partnerships is a common theme associated with success in parental 

involvement.  Chen, Kyle, and McIntyre (2008), revealed a program partnership called Sheltered 

Instruction and Family Involvement (SIFI) which highlighted professional development on 

strategies to use with ELLs and the importance of family involvement amongst ELLs.  The 

project was conducted by 35 classroom teachers in all.  The teachers in this study taught between 

grades kindergarten to twelfth grade.  Observations of teachers’ instruction, surveys at the 

beginning and end of the project, open ended reflections, and percentages of student success 

were the methods used to perform this study.  SIFI introduced teachers to research on the effects 

of family involvement with relation to student achievement.  The goal of this program was to 

have participants develop plans for involving families more intentionally and meaningfully.  The 

results of this study depicted that the activities of the project appeared to have helped change 

teacher misconceptions as well as gave teachers new views about the importance of family 

involvement.  Several teachers involved in this study showed increased efforts to contact, 

involve, and learn from their students’ families (Chen, Kyle, & McIntyre, 2008).  Many of the 
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teachers made efforts to modify their teaching to connect and build from students’ background 

knowledge (Chen, Kyle, & McIntyre, 2008).  It was documented that although many challenges 

were involved, professional development led to practices that are ultimately more likely to help 

ELLs achieve greater success in school (Chen, Kyle, & McIntyre, 2008).  

Barriers to Parental Involvement 

  Based on the findings of the articles studied, it is obvious that parents of ELLs face 

multiple barriers.  The main barrier facing parents of ELLs is communication (Greenen, Powers, 

& Lopez, 2005; Good, Masewicz, & Vogel, 2010; Hooks, 2008; Ladky & Peterson, 2008; 

Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011; Patel & Stevens, 2010; Sainsbury & Renzaho, 2011; Smith, Stern, 

& Shatrova, 2008; Sneddon, 2008; Quiocho, 2006).   Similarly, A common trend that many 

authors described as barriers for parents of ELLs are as follows; culture shock, anxiety, lack of 

education, and differing expectations of parental roles in schools of these immigrant families 

(Greenen, et al. 2005; Good, et al. 2010; Sainsbury & Renzaho, 2011).  Demographics, comfort 

using the English language, the parents educational background, ethnicity, overall school 

climate, school population composition, parent perceptions on school safety, school faculty, 

teacher-student relationships, and student recognition were several other factors that affected 

parental involvement nationwide (Griffith, 1998; Vera et al., 2012).  The gap between home 

language and students’ L2 language remains the greatest barrier to successful communication 

between educators and parents (Ladky & Peterson, 2007).    

Communication between parents and teachers.  Communication refers to establishing 

regular, two-way avenues of dialogue with teachers, their children, as well as relevant school 

staff (Vera et al., 2012).   Language and minority parents face a number of challenges when 
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trying to become involved in or communicate with their child’s school (NCED, 2006).  The 

inability to understand English, unfamiliarity with the school system and differences in cultural 

norms with regards to the appropriate levels of parent-school involvement is a factor that can 

hinder parents from communicating or being involved in school in general (Quezada, Diaz, & 

Sanchez, 2003).   Similarly, Smith, Stern, and Shatrova, 2008 found that “The inability of the 

parents to speak and understand English was the major obstacle to effective communications 

between school and home for the Hispanic parents.”  The most common trend across several of 

the research articles analyzed was the barrier that existed due to parents’ inability to speak the 

English language (Greenen, et al. 2005; Good, et al. 2010; Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011; Patel & 

Stevens, 2010; Sainsbury & Renzaho, 2011; Smith, et al. 2008; Sneddon, 2008; Quiocho, 2006).  

Smith, Stern and Shatrova (2008) found that failure of the school to send home newsletters, 

lunch menus, and calendars in Spanish often made parents of the ELLs feel left out or detached 

from their child’s educational experience.  Parents’ inability to speak English frequently made 

them reluctant to be involved, question authority, or advocate for their children’s rights (Smith, 

Stern, & Shatrova, 2008).   

Perception and accommodation.  Patel and Stevens (2010) investigated the perceptions 

of parents, teachers, and students and how their perceptions affected school programs and 

involvement overall.  Patel and Stevens (2010) found that perceptions of student ability held by 

teachers, parents, and students can have a significant influence on parents’ and teachers’ actions 

regarding family and school partnerships. Ladky and Peterson (2007) emphasized that teachers 

need to increase their awareness of parents’ perceptions of authority and the role of their first 

language for success in their children’s English literacy. 

Similarly, Quicho and Daoud (2006) focused their study on discussing and dispelling 
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commonly held myths about Latino parents’ involvement in school and their child’s education.  

This study emphasized a focus on teacher perceptions and parents’ understanding of their roles in 

education in the United States.   This study found that some teachers held negative perceptions of 

Latino parents.  Evidence from this study depicted that Latino parents had high expectations of 

their children’s achievement in school and wanted to be more involved, but felt excluded or 

unwelcome in the school community (Quicho & Daoud, 2006).   

Culturally diverse communities have been told through overt and covert avenues that they 

are not as good as White students and will not do as well because of their background.  

They overhead teachers say things like, “Well, you can’t expect anything from these 

children.  Their parents don’t care and they come from transient families.”  

Chen, Kyle and McIntyre (2008) suggested that some concerns that became barriers to 

parental involvement were inconvenience or lack of transportation, parents’ working schedules, 

lack of school support, limited time a teacher possesses, and ultimately the language barrier 

when translators are not available.  Griffith (1998) conducted a study in which he emphasized the 

importance of the schools organizational climate and its empowerment of parents.  The parent 

dynamic can be categorized in two ways; one being the parents’ “comfort” in their relationship 

with the school and the other being the empowerment or parent perceptions towards their child’s 

schooling and their importance in that role (Griffith, 1998).   

Smith, Stern, and Shatrova, (2008), studied the Factors inhibiting Hispanic Parents’ 

involvement in school.  Accommodation to parent needs played a role in their inability to be 

involved.  This study described how failure of the school to send home lunch menus, newsletters, 

and notes in Spanish resulted in extreme confusion for both the parents’ and students of this 
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study.   

 Not enough professional development.  Evidence has suggested that professional 

development of educators would be an effective way to bridge gaps between parents and 

teachers, teachers and students, and parents and students (Good, et al. 2010; Hooks, 2008; Ladky 

& Peterson, 2008; Patel & Stevens, 2010; Sneddon, 2008; Quiocho & Daoud, 2006).  Lack of 

teacher preparation in multiculturalism, support systems for families transitioning into a new 

culture, language acquisition, and ELL instructional strategies can make it very difficult to create 

an environment that accommodates all involved (Good, et al. 2010).    

A study done by Hooks (2008) examined the outcomes of a guided experience that 

preservice teachers had with adults who spoke English as a second language.  The purpose of 

this study was to determine the effectiveness of experiences related to preservice teachers’ 

preparedness to work with students and families who speak English as a second language.  This 

process was done by allowing teachers to increase their understanding of diversity through 

immersion.  It was evident that many of the teachers involved had anxiety about having students 

in their classrooms whose first language was not English.   It was later determined that these 

teachers needed to develop strategies that would help them build confidence and give them 

effective strategies when working with children who spoke limited English (Hooks, 2008).   

“Qualitative data indicated that increased preservice teachers’ confidence when working with 

parents broadened their knowledge base about diversity, and expanded their knowledge and 

understanding of strategies that support communication” (Hooks, 2008, p. 97).   

Batt (2009) discusses the importance of providing professional development seminars 

and training for educators working with the SIOP sheltered instruction observation protocol 
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model.  This model focuses on SIOP and the benefits of positive coaching prior to working with 

either ELLs or their parents.  Based on the study done by Batt (2009) participants became highly 

committed to the implementation of the SIOP model in their classrooms.  Similarly, Guarino 

(2001) pointed out that the findings of the study completed were: Teachers that lacked sufficient 

SIOP training and they may not be as effective when working with ELLs in comparison to those 

trained in the SIOP model.  Guarino (2009) also points out that various variables may alter the 

level of success teachers have with majority or minority students in their classroom.  These 

variables could be attributed to: the number of years of teaching experience, the level of 

certification the teacher has acquired, the familiarity with the student’s background and cultural 

differences, and the type of training one has. If the ultimate goal is to leave no ELLs behind, ESL 

and bilingual educators need the collaboration and assistance of mainstream teachers, principals, 

and families combined (Batt, 2008).   

Chen, Kyle, and McIntyre (2008) suggest that by using the Sheltered Instruction 

Observation Protocol or “SIOP” teachers are able to build background by tapping into the unique 

experiences and knowledge of their ELLs.   Batt (2008), Strift and Brogadir (2011), and Chen, 

Kyle and McIntyre (2008) agree that teachers who understand students’ past experiences and 

backgrounds are better able to relate to students previous knowledge.   As a result, teachers are 

able to provide scaffolding needed to help students who are confronting new academic content 

and language as a whole (Chen, Kyle & McIntyre, 2008).  

 Socioeconomic status creates stereotypes.  Lee and Bowen (2006) have shown that 

family income level and socioeconomic status is directly associated with parents’ involvement in 

their child’s education.  This was also found by Edwards, Dandridge and Lawrence (2001) in 

their study showing that parents from minority groups show a lower level of involvement in 
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school affairs relative to their “non-minority” counterparts.  There are also many stereotypes 

associated with these minority groups.  Some are typically labeled as “uncooperative”, “not 

caring”, and “ignorant” which are common misconceptions that continue to create even greater 

barriers between school and home (Lee, 2005).  Waterman (2008) indicated that deficit views of 

Mexican parents are pervasive and hinder both parents and school professionals from effectively 

supporting school achievement (Waterman, 2008).  These three authors have clearly identified 

socioeconomic deficit, preconceived stereotyping, and misconceptions about parent interest have 

been strongly associated parental involvement. 

Establishing communication.  Establishing communication is the first and primary goal 

in successfully creating meaningful partnerships between school and home.  “Creating a 

partnership model has the best track record for contributing to significant school improvement in 

schools where there are important discontinuities between home and school and where large 

numbers of children are not succeeding” (Swap, 1993, p.10).  According to Araujo (2009) 

communication with parents and students is of utmost importance to teachers, according to a 

survey done of California teachers working with ELLs (Gandara, Maxwell, & Driscoll, 2005).  

These teachers emphasized  “The inability to connect with parents, inform them of standards, 

expectations, and ways to help was the most commonly named challenge for those teaching ELL 

students in K-6” (p.6). 

Based on the importance of parental roles in educating all children, parent involvement 

has been the keystone of federal funding efforts even during the time of Clinton’s administration 

for American education (Sung, Kim, & Yawkey, 1997).  By establishing partnerships, parents 

develop positive attitudes towards teachers and the school system while teachers simultaneously 

gain a better understanding about parents and family as the result of parent involvement 
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programs (Sung, Kim, & Yawkey, 1997).   According to Cunningham, Kreider, & Ocon (2012) 

today’s educational demands present a need for many parental leadership opportunities in 

education and this can be done through English language advisory councils, community 

organizing groups, and parent teacher organizations.   

Parent leadership.  Past research on establishing parent leadership suggests that parent 

leaders become role models of school and community involvement not only for their own 

children, but for other families as well (Cunningham, Kreider, & Ocon, 2012 ; Swap, 1993).  

Marshall (2008) similarly has found that higher participation in school leadership councils 

regarding immigrant parents is strongly associated with greater teacher awareness of students’ 

cultural and community issues and ultimately higher family engagement at school.  Within 

schools today, there are many opportunities to encourage parent leadership, whether it be in 

parent led management councils, English advisory committees, community-school groups, or 

parent-teacher organizations (Cunningham, Kreider & Ocoon, 2012).   This however often times 

needs to be paired with the proper training to acquire the leadership knowledge, self-efficacy, 

and skills to not only take on, but be truly successful within these roles. Corbett and Wilson 

2001, identify the importance of incorporating team like dynamics into a school based 

philosophy.   

By establishing good communication and rapport with families and students, educators 

can adapt to the learning needs of their ELL’s and base instruction accordingly.  Within the 

family literacy project conducted by these researchers, the participants involved developed 

aspirational capital, social capital, and familial capital during the course of the project (Larrotta 

& Yamamura, 2011).  A project like this shows initiative by the teachers to include parents of 

ELL’s and encourage involvement in their child’s education.   
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NCLB (No Child Left Behind) 

NCLB or No Child Left Behind Act was signed into law primarily to improve the 

academic performance for all students regardless of the schools contextual factors (National 

Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education, 2010).  NCLB specifically emphasizes that in 

order for a district to receive Title One dollars from the State they must have a written policy 

focusing on their efforts to encourage and sustain partnerships between school and home.  NCLB 

has altered the regulations towards children in schools nationwide.  Due to pressure from this 

legislation, low achieving schools have sought new tools with regards to raising achievement 

among students (Auerbach & Collier, 2012).  Based on this study, schools sponsored a variety of 

parent education programs with attempts to influence achievement.   According to Delgado-

Gaitan (1994), Epstein (1990), and Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) parents especially those 

of lower socioeconomic status or parents of color, are more likely to become involved when 

schools and teachers invite and encourage parents’ participation and support in a culturally 

responsive way.  Many schools do not typically develop comprehensive programs to address 

achievement while at the same time researchers are still uncertain which parent involvement 

programs are most effective (Auerbach & Collier, 2012).   Milano (2011) highlights Building 

Family Literacy networks, however the networks have mainly functioned to act as to-do lists for 

parents rather than detailed guidelines as to how to implement partnerships to build literacy 

networks.   To-do lists did not specifically assist in the literacy component but rather suggested 

ways to best have their child succeed in school by providing a quiet environment, a well-lit place 

to do their schoolwork, review their child’s homework regularly, attend open houses and school 

related functions, and join school “booster organizations” (Milano, 2011).  Teachers should 

provide more meaningful resources without assuming that all parents possess the resources to 
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perform such duties.   

Understanding Cultural Mismatch 

 Understanding cultural mismatch is a challenge for educators nationwide.  This mismatch 

can be seemingly daunting and is usually due to lack of knowledge or understanding of student 

backgrounds.  The refugee population is growing at a steady pace within the Buffalo area and is 

highly represented at BPS 45.   A refugee can be defined as anyone who has left their home 

country based on fear of persecution due to their race, religion, nationality or membership to a 

certain culture group and is afraid to reenter that country based on those fears (UNHCR; 1951).   

Kurtz-Costes and Pungello (2000) suggest that many families that migrate to the United States 

do so willingly while some are forced to leave their country.  In either case, it is suggested that 

many immigrant groups tend to share the desire to further their children’s education while trying 

to improve their families’ way of life.  Educators must understand that knowledge about 

histories, cultures, and family background will be critical to respond in culturally sensitive ways 

to both immigrant children and their families (Strufft & Brogadir, 2011).  “The sacrifices the 

families have undergone in their moves from one part of the world to another, the many daily 

challenges they face as they learn how to live in a new society, the demands and restrictions of 

their traditions and religions, their conceptions of schools and their expectations of teachers, and 

their communication and parenting styles all represent critical knowledge for principals and 

teachers” (Strufft & Brogadir, 2011, p. 169).   

 When educators learn about their students backgrounds, they can be more 

accommodating and adapt their teaching to the specific needs and tap into their students funds of 

knowledge.  Many refugee students have never been to school which may alter a students ability 
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to perform well and behave appropriately in school.  Parents of these students may have no 

experience being in a school environment which typically yields high anxiety and intimidation.    

Bridging the differences between home and school 

Many of the articles on bridging cultural gaps gave advice on ways to make 

accommodations to ELLs within the classroom.  Sneddon (2008) focused his study on how 

providing dual language books to ELLs created a positive impact on their classroom 

environment.  He suggested that this allows for parental involvement at home which mends to 

the “gaps” between school and home.  This study identifies the leadership role of both the 

teacher and the school in providing positive ethos in the classroom. By providing such support 

and resources, parents are able to establish meaningful contact that will ultimately help their 

child succeed.  Sainsbury and Renzaho (2011) found that professionals should look to empower 

parents with information about curriculum and match their expectations of parental involvement 

based on the parent’s background and culture.   

According to Vera et al. (2012) it is possible to argue that despite a language barrier or 

their lack of linguistic proficiency, a parent can be involved in different facets that determine a 

child’s success in school.  A parent can monitor their children’s bedtimes, access to technology, 

or formulate a homework schedule that keeps a child regimented and organized.  They may also 

provide opportunities to take their child to the library or seek community assistance with tutoring 

and homework help (Vera et al., 2012).  Other types of involvement pose problems for non 

native English speaking parents such as being available to attend school functions, volunteering 

during the school day, as well as initiating conversation among school related professionals 

(Vera et al., 2012).  Based on these findings as well as those of Griffith (1998), it is speculated 



A COLLABORATIVE HANDBOOK  18 
 

 
 

that good communication between the school and parents which informs them of all the ways 

they can support their child, and increased empowerment will in turn result in increased 

involvement and better attitudes towards schooling as a whole.    

Additional ways to bridge the “gaps” would be to create awareness of the parents and 

their talents, connecting parents to other community members, creating channels for open and 

honest dialogue, providing appropriate context to exchange information, and fostering 

meaningful relationships among parents, teachers, and students (Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011).   

The Importance of Professional Development 

 A key component to parental involvement and its role in a student’s education is the 

perceptions of the professionals working in the schools.  Throughout several studies, it is implied 

that many classroom teachers and professionals across the United States feel unsure or uneasy 

about working with students and families that are limited English proficient (Batt, 2008; Stufft & 

Brogadir,  2011; Chen, Kyle, & McIntyre, 2008).  This can be greatly attributed to the lack of 

teachers that are qualified to teach ELLs (Batt, 2008).  Due to the rapid growth of immigration, 

educating teachers on cultural differences and strategies would help improve perceptions with 

regards to working with ELLs and their families (Batt, 2008 & Stufft, 2011).  Based on the 

research done in Batt’s (2008) study, the state of Idaho clearly identified a gap in academic 

achievement between Latino students and native English speaking students.  By doing further 

research, Batt (2008) found that close to 6 percent of the state’s ESL and bilingual teachers were 

not certified to teach ELLs.  It was later determined that this percentage was higher than any 

other teaching area within the state (Stefanic, 2002).  Stufft and Brogadir (2011) indicated that 

educators must realize that schools in the United States are typically the primary point of contact 
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as families and students transition and integrate into American society.  Based on this evidence, 

it is important for both teachers and principals to create a meaningful partnership that will allow 

families to assimilate and transition as easily as possible.  Both Stufft and Brogadir (2011) and 

(Batt 2008) point out that in order to have a successful ELL program, the school must provide a 

quality professional development program coupled with meaningful immigrant parent 

involvement.   

 Chen, Kyle, and McIntyre (2008) examined the impact of a professional development 

seminar to introduce teachers at all levels how to use effective strategies when working with 

ELLs.  This professional development seminar encouraged teachers to place greater emphasis on 

family involvement practices to assist in bridging the gaps between school and home (Chen, 

Kyle & McIntyre, 2008).  As a result of these practices, teachers began to reach out to families in 

new ways and made changes in their instruction to better adhere to building on students 

background knowledge.  Similarly, Strufft and Brogadir (2011) pointed out that such programs 

build on students’ current knowledge by using common language to help students adapt their 

patterns of thinking from their L1’s into English.  The most effective ELL programs have active 

parental involvement including both parents of language minority and majority groups (Strufft & 

Brogadir, 2001; Chen, Kyle, & McIntryre, 2008; & Batt, 2008). 

  Building on background knowledge has been a common success among various 

researchers in the field of English language learning.  One key researcher, Luis Moll (2006) 

suggested that based on the theory of “Funds of Knowledge”, teacher’s attempts to learn from 

parents was the best way to create meaningful partnerships between school and home.  The term 

“Funds of knowledge” suggests that educators must draw upon students’ or parents background 

knowledge and experiences to enhance learning and communicating (Moll, 2006).  Molls (2006) 
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primary emphasis is to encourage teachers to create their own social networks of assistance to 

utilize and take advantage of community resources.  He implied that when teachers and 

professionals seek out these funds of knowledge: 

Moll expects there will be rewards: They will have a better chance of helping bilingual

 and minority children achieve authentic literacy; they will foster a sense of community;

 and they will bestow a much richer education than most working-class kids enjoy.  (Moll,

 2006, p. 5). 

 By fostering such relationships Moll (2006) and his team used the information from their 

parents “Funds of Knowledge” to devise innovative instructional strategies which they then used 

in their classrooms.  They strategically began to treat students like “active learners” by utilizing 

the funds to build on background knowledge and develop literacy skills.  Different types of 

assessment were encouraged to measure comprehension in ways that truly assessed student 

learning.   

Funds of Knowledge 

Educating teachers on tapping into the funds of knowledge is a key component to 

establishing connections between school and home.  Luis Moll (2006) added that the key to 

literacy instruction in schools is to tap into the hidden home and community resources of their 

students.   Similarly, Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti (2005) found that it is important to organize 

classroom learning to connect with students’ interests, lives, aspirations, and funds of 

knowledge.  This approach encourages students to participate in classroom discussions based on 

their own experiences, and allows the teacher to gauge students’ prior knowledge and plan 

according to that knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005).  This process is typically 

successful because it allows new students to draw on the knowledge and experience gained in 
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their home countries.   

According to Haneda and Wells (2008), if teachers incorporate this experience students 

will gradually learn how to talk and interact while learning English in a more meaningful way.  

The study conducted by these researchers focused on three main principals for learning which 

included connecting curriculum to students’ lives, selecting an engaging topic, and working 

toward a tangible outcome.  Based on the findings of this study it was determined that even when 

ELLs are not English proficient, they can be engaged in activities in challenging and worthwhile 

ways if the proper instruction is given.  This study showed that when teachers were able to make 

links between the curriculum content and students’ lives, engagement among students and 

interaction increased overall.  By creating a community like atmosphere, teachers were able to 

support their student’s cultural differences which enabled students’ to do their best (Henada & 

Wells, 2012). 

Moll (2006) discussed that by taking a more sociocultural approach, educators are better 

able to boost the literacy skills of minority students.  Moll (2006, p.2) rationalized that “human 

beings dynamically, within their social circumstances, in their full complexity is something that 

one can gain a much more complete, and, we believe, a much more valid understanding of 

them.”  Moll’s research team performed ethnographic analysis that was primarily used to gather 

data about origin, use, and distribution amongst a given community.  Similarly, Grant (2011) 

implied that within his study, it was documented that many of the subjects were “different people 

at home”.  Grants study focused on using digital technologies to bridge the gaps between school 

and home and as a result, technology did not necessarily work as a means of meaningful 

communication (Grant, 2011).  Molls (2006) approach was more geared towards tapping into the 

funds of knowledge amongst the Latino counterparts and use the assets they possess to educate 



A COLLABORATIVE HANDBOOK  22 
 

 
 

their children in more meaningful ways.   

Moll explained, "We believe that a meaning-centered model ... allows bilingual students 

to take full advantage of their first language abilities, and to surpass the limits set by their 

more limited knowledge of their second language." (Moll, 2006, p. 3) 

 

 Both Moll and Haneda and Wells (2012) emphasized the overall importance of tapping 

into students funds of knowledge.  By doing this students are able to contribute to the 

environment and community rather than competing with each other.  Vygotsky coined the term 

“the zone of proximal development” which focused on opportunities to allow both teacher and 

students the ability to go beyond themselves, achieving goals they were not able to reach on their 

own. 

The Cultural Context for this Curriculum Project 

The context of this curriculum project is a school on the West side of Buffalo.  This 

school is situated in a diverse neighborhood with close to 70 different countries and 30 different 

languages represented.  There are four major cultural groups at this school: Somali, Nepalese, 

Karen, and Arabic (New York State Education Department, 2012).   Overall, the district served 

30, 831 students during the 2011- 2012 school year with majority of the population living at or 

below the poverty line; 72% (22,124) of students are eligible for free lunch. Demographically in 

the district, 53% (16,250) of students are African American, 22% (6,909) of students are white, 

16% (4,944) of students are Hispanic or Latino, 6% (1,757) of students are Asian or Native 

Hawaiian/ other Pacific Islander, 2% (567) of students are multiracial, and 1% (404) is American 

Indian or Alaskan Native. In addition, 11% (3417) of the students are learning English as a 
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second language (NYSED, 2012).   The culture groups being identified make up majority of the 

student ELL population at this school on Buffalos west side.   The teacher interviewed depicted 

the most trouble with communication amongst the four identified groups.  There seemed to be 

many misconceptions of these groups with regards to lack of cultural understanding and 

background knowledge from the professional stand point.   

This school on Buffalos west side is the most diverse school in the district. There are 

significantly more languages spoken in this school, than any other in the district. Over 70 

countries and 30 different languages are represented throughout the student population. Due to 

its heterogeneous population, there is no official bilingual program at this school.  Instead, 

sheltered classrooms are used for newcomers and push-in and pull-out ESL services for other 

emergent bilinguals.  This school makes great efforts by representing students’ languages and 

cultures through the multicultural and multilingual ecology of the building (NYSED, 2012).  

 During the 2011-2012 school year there were a total of 690 attending the school.  In 

2011-2012, the school had students from grades pre-k to grade 8. 2012 was the last year 7
th
 and 

8
th
 grade students attended this school.  At this point in time, the school only accommodates 

student’s grades pre-k to grade 6.  There are two ESL teachers for every grade level at this 

school.  It was documented that 384 (56%) of the students are learning English as a second 

language.  Within the school, 39% (270) of students are Asian or Native Hawaiian/ other Pacific 

Islander, 34% (232) of students are African American, 17% (116) of students are white, 8% (57) 

of students are Hispanic or Latino, 2% (11) of students are multiracial, and 1% (4) are American 

Indian or Alaskan Native (NYSED, 2012).    
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Somali language.  Somalia is on the outer edge of the Somali Peninsula on the East 

African coast.  The official language of Somalia is Somali, however, Arabic, Italian and English 

are also spoken there.  Somali is the primary ethnicity encompassing 85% of the people, Bantu 

and other non-Somali encompass the remaining 15% including 30,000 Arabs.  The prominent 

religion practiced is Sunni Muslim (Dresser, 2005).  The population of Somalia is close to 

9,925,640 people (Proquest, 2014).   Based on the 2000 census, there are 36, 313 Somali 

speaking people in the United States.  It was documented that between 100,000 and 150,000 

migrated to Canada and the United States in 1980 and their numbers continuously rose after their 

1991 civil war.  Minnesota has the largest number of Somalis from 10,000 to 30,000 where they 

work in jobs that do not require experience or English language skills (Proquest, 2014).  Other 

settlements most common for Somali speakers include; Columbus Ohio, Seattle Washington, 

Atlanta Georgia, and San Diego California.   

Somali children are taught to work from age five or six with little time to play.  Although 

they are taught to learn discipline at a young age, Somali children are typically known for their 

sense of joy.  A primary goal of Somali parents is to teach their children independence and self-

reliance and to carefully observe the world around them (Proquest, 2014).   It is important for 

educators to understand that according to Islamic law, boys and girls are kept separated.  It is not 

uncommon for Somali men to have multiple wives with many children.  Somali women are 

expected to cater to men by fulfilling their duties as wives, mothers, and daughters.   

In 1981 the Nomad Education Program was created by the Barre government, which 

sought to establish boarding schools in ten regions across Africa.  The students would attend 

school for sixty days and ranged anywhere from fourteen to fifty in age.  After attending school, 

students were expected to go home and teach family members.  The most common courses 
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taught at this school were related to geography and the environment.  The nomad education 

program died during the civil war.    In 1993, Somali intellectuals began working to establish a 

private university in Mogadishu.  Their efforts worked and the University opened in September 

1997.   

Etiquette is an important aspect to the Somali culture.  Somalis typically greet one 

another by saying “Maalin wanaagsan” (good day) or “Nabad myah?” (How are you?).  Men 

greet one another by sharing a long handshake and women typically greet one another informally 

and may hug and kiss one another on the cheek (Proquest, 2014).  These types of greeting are 

only done by members of the same clan-families.   

Nepali language. Nepal is a roughly rectangular country located north of Tibet.  Nepali 

is the official language and it spoken by 90% of the population.  English is also spoken by 

government and business professionals.  The capital of Napal is Kathmandu with its population 

reaching 27,070,666.  The major ethnicities include; Brahman, Chetri, Newar, Gurung, Magar, 

Tamang, Rai, Limbu, Sherpa, and Tharu (Proquest, 2014).  The prominent religions practiced in 

Nepal are Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam.  In 1995, it was documented that 3,000 Napalese 

were permanent residents or naturalized citizens of the United States (Dresser, 2005)..  The 

Napalese population is typically found in New York City, Washington D.C., California, and 

Florida.   

Mothers are the primary caregivers of children in Nepal.  Older siblings, cousins and 

grandparents also assume responsibility of child rearing.  It is important that children address 

their elders by using the more formal use of the Nepali language, while adults speak to younger 

children in a more familiar language.  When a female reaches puberty, she goes through a period 

of seclusion and is not able to be around male family members or peers.  Children are expected 
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to contribute to their families from an early age.   

In Nepal, both male and female members of society are entitled an education by law.  If 

the family does not have the means to send all of their children to school, sons are sent to school 

leaving daughters to stay home and learn how to take care of household duties (Proquest, 2014).  

In the Nepali culture educating women is viewed as a waste for they typically marry and assume 

household duties for their own family.   

Nepali natives greet one another by pressing their palms together in front of their chest 

and say Namaste meaning I greet the god within you.  In a casual setting, men may greet one 

another by shaking hands.  Men and women take on specific roles within the Nepali culture.  

Men and women do not demonstrate any physical affection in public places.  In the Nepali 

culture is insulting to hit someone with a shoe or sandal, point the soles of one’s feet at someone, 

and step over a person.   

Karen language.  Karen is a language spoken in Burma, however it is not the official 

language of Burma.  Burmese is the official language with minority ethnic groups speaking their 

own languages.  The capital of Burma is Rangoon, Myanmar.  The population is 42,720,196 

people with 68% being Burman, 9% being Shan, 7% being Karen, 4% being Rakhine, 3% being 

Chinese, 2% Mon, 2% Indian, and 5% other (Proquest, 2014).  The name of the country is still in 

debate with Burma being its former name and Myanmar being the name most native speakers 

prefer.  89% of people in Myanmar practice Buddhism followed by Christianity (Dresser, 2005)..  

There were roughly 7,000 Burmese speakers in the United States in the 1990’s.  The Burmese 

population can be found primarily in Southern California as well as Chicago, New York, 

Washington, D.C., and Maryland (Proquest, 2014).   
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It is not uncommon for Burmese children to receive a great deal of attention.  Unlike 

many countries, Burmese mothers carry their baby on their hips rather than in a sling on their 

back.  A mother remains considerably close to her child until the age of two or three years old.  

A child is not given a name until he or she is a few years old.  In the past boys eight to ten years 

old would attend a Buddhist monastery for schooling.  There they would learn how to read and 

write.  As time progressed those schools became public where very few women were educated.  

Women were expected to stay home to learn how to perform domestic tasks.  Efforts were made 

between 1853 and 1878 to build school but since 1962, the educational foundation has 

deteriorated ((Dresser, 2005).  Today, it is not uncommon for two-thirds to three-quarters of 

children to drop out of school prior to fifth grade (Proquest, 2014).   

Showing any type of emotion in public is considered improper.  It is spiritually 

unacceptable to touch a person on the head since it is considered the highest part of the body.  It 

is also taboo to point your feet at anyone.  Footwear should be taken off prior to entering a 

temple or sacred place and is also seen as a sign of respect when entering a house. 

Arabic language.  Many Arabs living in the United States are refugees.  Yemen is 

situated on the southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula.  The land consists of mountains, plains, 

desserts and beaches.   

Arabic is the official language of Yemen.  Modern Arabic is used in writing, business, 

and formal speaking.  There are several different dialects which differ depending on the region.  

The Arabic language has twenty eight characters and is read from right to left.  English is the 

second most common language spoken in Yemen (Proquest, 2014).  The name of the country is 

derived from the legendary ancestor Yaman who was the son of Qahtan.  Some scholars compare 
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the Arabic word yumna ("happy") with the Roman name for the southwest Arabia, Arabia Felix 

("Happy Arabia").   

The flag of Yemen is similar to the flags of Syria, Iraq, and Egypt.  The red stripe in the 

flag stands for the blood of those who struggled for their country, the white stripe symbolizes a 

bright future, and the black stripe symbolizes oppression those faced in the past (Proquest, 2014).   

The majority of the population lives in small villages across the countryside.  Most of 

Yemen’s population consists of Arabs with small groups of Africans, Indians, and Pakistanis.  

Tribes are common based on one’s religion and family history.    

Men may shake hands with a looser grip than Americans.  Male friends may embrace and 

kiss each other on alternating cheeks, and females may kiss each other too.  Women do not 

express physical contact with men in public.  In Yemen, men maintain eye contact, but direct eye 

contact between males and females is not proper or appropriate.  Pointing your foot at anyone of 

showing the bottom of your foot is considered rude and offensive.  Refrain from giving the 

thumbs up sign in Yemen for it is vulgar in most Muslim countries (Proquest, 2014). 

Problem this project addresses 

The problem this curriculum project addresses is: teachers generally do not have effective 

guidance or strategies to communicate effectively with parents of ELLs.  

Purpose of this Project 

The purpose of this project was to create a handbook for teachers to use as a resource 

when working with ELLs and their families.  It is the author’s intent to provide teacher’s with a 

better understanding of the importance of parental involvement and provide cultural and practical 
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information to use when communicating with families from these four ethnic/linguistic 

backgrounds.   

  



A COLLABORATIVE HANDBOOK  30 
 

 
 

Methodology 

Problem this project addresses 

The problem this curriculum project addresses is: teachers generally do not have effective 

guidance or strategies to communicate effectively with parents of ELLs.  

Purpose 

The primary goal is to help teachers learn and understand the different cultural norms and 

in turn communicate in culturally responsive ways with parents of their ELLs.  By understanding 

cultural norms, teachers can have a better understanding of student behavior, dress, and etiquette 

overall.   

Step One: Choosing a Topic 

Originally during EDU 660, the researcher chose the topic of parent involvement with 

ELLs and decided to focus on designing a parental involvement program. During EDU 690, the 

focus of the Master’s Project was changed to communicating with parents of ELLs. It was 

decided that building a handbook for a specific context was more meaningful and practical than 

building an entire parental program.  The current topic is strategies for communicating with 

parents for four main cultural groups in the west side of Buffalo, New York. The curriculum 

project that resulted from this topic was a handbook for teachers to help them communicate with 

parents of ELLs in culturally relevant ways.    

Step Two: Reviewing the Literature 

The studies described in the literature review above were selected in a strategic fashion 

by limiting them to solely peer reviewed articles as well as articles that were primarily published 
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from 2000 to present.  Articles chosen within this criteria were the most recent and reliable with 

regards to creating a handbook useful and appropriate for a school on the West side of Buffalo, 

New York.   

Research for this Master’s Project was collected from the electronic database ERIC, 

Education Research Complete, and books found in the SUNY Fredonia Reed Library.  These 

search engines were used to research reliable information based on the topic of study and to 

assist in the creation of this handbook.  Based on information found, it was obvious that 

contacting professionals in the field would assist as a primary source with regards to information 

on the (1) Arabic (2) Somali (3) Karen (4) Nepali language groups.  As a result, majority of the 

research was done through the study of the articles and books, and with informal question and 

answer sessions with professionals in the relevant field (M. Shogan & N. Nichter, personal 

communication, September 15
th
, 2014).   The search topics that were most beneficial to this 

project were English language learners; parental involvement; and cultural barriers.   It was 

found that the main barrier to parental involvement was communication.  Relevant information 

yielded information which assisted in the creation and purpose of this curriculum project.  

Information from personal informal interviews with the teacher professional and cultural expert 

also provided a primary source to what is needed most for this school on Buffalos West side (M. 

Shogan & N. Nichter, personal communication, September 15
th
, 2014).   

Step Three: Needs assessment 

Through email, the researcher interacted with an ESL teacher from a K-6 school in 

Buffalo, NY to see if this topic/handbook would be beneficial to other teachers in this part of 

town (N. Nichter, personal communication, September 8th
th

, 2014).   The researcher worked 

with this teacher professional within this context the previous semester in one of her field 
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placements.   Through informal observation, the teacher professional told the researcher about 

issues with communication between school and home for teachers at this school.  The researcher 

listened and observed teacher conversations and realized cultural mismatch was a factor in 

problems communicating effectively between school and home.  At the time of the researcher’s 

field placement, the teacher professional depicted issues in communication amongst teachers of 

ELLs and their parents due to language barriers and lack of knowledge and understanding of the 

student cultures they were teaching.  After this discussion and deliberation about topic and idea 

choices, it was determined that creating a Handbook for teachers to use as a resource would be a 

great asset to the school and teachers as a whole.   

Initially, the researcher contacted the teacher professional through email to see if the 

teacher would be willing to assist in the needs-assessment.  The teacher professional was a key 

component to the handbook for it was specifically going to be created based on the needs of the 

BPS 45.   

Table 1. 

Summary of needs assessment conversation between researcher and teacher professional. 

Initial email between researcher and Teaching professional 

Researcher:  Teacher Professional: 

Hello Teacher Professional, 

  I hope you had a wonderful 

summer and great start to the 

school year. I wanted to touch 

base with you with regards to the 

thesis I am writing for EDU 690. 

I spoke with my instructor for 

EDU 690 and we decided to 

tweak my thesis topic a bit from 

creating a parental involvement 

program to creating a Handbook 

 Yes I'm happy to help but can you call me to get 

started?  If you can call me tonight I'll be around! 
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that would be a guide for 

teachers to access with 

information on: (possible ideas) 

-What are ELLs 

-The demographics of School 45 

-Importance of Parental 

Involvement 

-Common Barriers  

-Suggested Ideas to create better 

partnerships 

-Culturally responsive pedagogy 

when communicating with 

parents of ELLs 

 

I was wondering if you could 

help me in this process (mostly 

just via e-mail) with what your is 

doing now with regards to 

parental involvement efforts.   

EDU 690 teacher requires that I 

find a particular school or setting 

that I could potentially 

implement this handbook.  She 

also wants me to do something 

new that is not already being 

done at a school. She reminded 

me that you are doing a great job 

and because I worked with you 

last semester you may be willing 

to help me with this. I by no 

means want to put you out or 

take any time away for I know 

you are extremely busy with 

your own studies.  

I would appreciate any help you 

could give me in this process. I 

am very passionate about my 

topic, but need a connection to a 

school in order for me to move 

ahead. Please let me know either 

way!  

 

Researcher Name 

TESOL Graduate Student 

SUNY Fredonia 
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(N. Nichter, personal communication, September 15
th
, 2014) 

After the initial email exchange between researcher and teacher professional, the 

researcher called the teacher professional to discuss the plan in more depth. The phone 

conversation was approximately 20 minutes and at the end of the conversation, it was decided to 

have a face to face meeting. 

Table 2. 

Second contact via phone call between researcher and teacher professional 

Researcher Teacher Professional 

“Initially I wanted to create a parental 

involvement program but had trouble finding 

an actual program to model.  I am very 

interested in keeping my idea of parental 

involvement but need help formulating an idea 

in an area of need.  What do you think would 

be the most useful tool for teachers at (School 

on the West Side of Buffalo?” 

 

“Because there is so many different languages 

spoken at (School on the west side of Buffalo) 

there are definitely communication barriers 

which hinder the teacher’s efforts to 

communicate effectively with parents.   

“Do you think your school would benefit from 

a handbook emphasizing parental involvement 

strategies with response to culturally 

responsive pedagogy?” 

 

“Yes!  Teachers struggle with this every day.  

It would be very useful at our school, and I 

would definitely want a copy of my own!” 

“Okay!  What do you think are the language 

groups in the most need of teacher 

enrichment?” 

“Definitely Somali, Nepali, Karen, and 

Arabic.” 

“Why do you think these populations are in the 

most need?” 

 

“They are the biggest populations” 

What are the biggest misconceptions teachers 

have when working with ELLs of (Arabic; 

Somali; Nepali; & Karen) 

Depends on the specific groups. Somalis are 

considered wilder in behavior and lower 

academically than the other groups. [Teacher 

professional articulates specific negative 

stereotypes present at the school. Intentionally 

omitted] There's a lot of research to be done 

and enlightening of the teachers. Previous 

studies on mainstreaming Somali Bantus show 
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American people view them with a deficit 

mainly because they mentally group Somalis in 

with black people--and there's still traces of 

racism around (read the book the trouble with 

black boys). 

 

 

What are the biggest challenges teachers have 

with regards to parental involvement amongst 

the 4 identified groups? 

 

Language barrier, language barrier, language 

barrier. Sometimes there's resistance to 

sped/ESL services but that's a crap shoot with 

any school anywhere. That's about it--language 

problems and the parents not being aware of 

their rights as parents.   

 

(N. Nichter, personal communication, September 15
th
, 2014) 

It was determined that it would be useful to have a handbook for teachers to use as a 

resource with information on strategies to engage ELL families as well as information on 

culturally appropriate ways to communicate with parents of (1) Arabic (2) Somali (3) Karen 

(4)Nepali speakers.  The teacher professional explained that these four language groups were in 

greatest need of attention with regards to teacher enrichment.   

Step Four: Framework for the Handbook 

The researcher found a similar handbook and borrowed a framework from Breiseth, 

Roberston and Lafond (2011). The following framework will be used with the Western New 

York context.   The researcher initially showed the similar handbook to the teacher of EDU 690 

who found it very credible and reliable.  The researcher then met with the teacher professional in 

person and discussed the framework in greater detail.  The teacher professional emphasized 

beginning the handbook with the parental involvement component and then including 

information on the four main language groups (N. Nichter, personal communication, September 

15
th
, 2014).   The teacher professional emphasized the handbook should be easy to read and 
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navigate rich with pictures, bulleted information, and translations.    

Table 3. 

Curriculum Framework 

Section Theme Topic 

Introduction   

Glossary of Terms   

Using this Handbook   

Part 1  Connection with ELL 

families 

 

  Learn about your ELL Population 

  Integrate cultural traditions of 

your ELL families throughout the 

school 

 

  Create a welcoming environment 

for families. 

 

  Make a personal connection with 

families. 

 

  Show that you value families’ 

native language 

 

  Find ways to communicate with 

ELL parents 

Part 2. Parent Participation  

  Look for ways that ELL parents 

can help with children’s 

schoolwork 

 

  Look for ways for ELL parents to 

participate and volunteer 

  Think outside the box about parent 

involvement 
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  Look for the successes 

  Encourage ELL parents to take on 

leadership roles 

Language Groups   

Part 3.   Somali Language  

  Visual/map 

  Somali Culture Grams 

  Translations of Somali Language 

 Nepali Language   

  Visuals/Maps 

  Nepali Culture Grams 

  Translations of Nepali Language 

 Arabic Language  

  Visuals/Maps 

  Arabic Culture Grams 

  Translations of Arabic Language 

 Karen Language  

  Visuals/Maps 

  Karen Culture Grams 

  Reference to Karen Translation 

Website 

 

Step Five: Introduction  

             Imagine that you and your family have recently moved to a country half way across the 

world.  How would you adapt to the new life?  How would you feel if you didn’t speak the 
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native language?  What would you do to help your child/children with their schooling?  Would 

you feel comfortable participating in your child’s schooling if you didn’t know the native 

language?   

         As an educator in the United States, imagine you received your school list and realized 

there are several new families that have moved to the United States over the summer.  What is 

your initial reaction when you realize you will be serving a diverse population of students with 

different L1s and different cultural norms?  What does your school already do to accommodate 

the needs of these new families?  Do you feel confident in your schools plan?   

        With more than 3.5 million ELLs in U.S. schools grades Pre-K to grade twelve (NCELA, 

2011) educators must ask themselves these questions.  Numerous school leaders around the 

country are “flying the plane while building it” with regards to educating the ELL population 

(quoted by Kevin Eberle-principal buffalo).   It is important for educators to realize that although 

this may be daunting and unfamiliar, it is never too late to start engaging ELL families.   

Step Six: Glossary of Terms 

       After discussion with the teacher professional, it was decided to include a glossary of terms 

in the handbook for teachers who are not familiar with common TESOL terminology.  This way, 

teachers would be able to refer to the glossary if they came across a word they were unfamiliar 

with in the handbook rather than have to look it up on their own elsewhere.  Based on the teacher 

professionals recommendation, including a glossary would aide in making this handbook teacher 

and user friendly.  The teacher professional suggested that in order for teachers to use the 

handbook, it must be an easy to use resource with information at their fingertips. 

Step Seven: Using this Handbook 
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     This handbook provides teachers at BPS 45 or in the Buffalo Public School district a resource 

to learn more about parental Involvement and to increase cultural awareness.  This guide is 

divided into three main parts and these ideas are designed to help teachers; Become familiar with 

the four main culture groups at BPS 45; Recognize and utilize your ELL parents’ Strengths; 

Educate School wide staff about the ELLs they teach; Create Cultural respect throughout your 

school and community; Encourage school wide personnel to keep trying new, creative, and 

unfamiliar approaches until they find what works best in the context of their classroom; Think 

about parental involvement in a new, more positive way; Take an active role in creating 

meaningful partnerships with parents regardless of their cultural differences; Become educated 

and educate those around you; Learn new words or resources for the four main language groups 

at BPS 45;  and Get ideas, strategies, and information to assist in greater parental involvement. 

Step Eight: Part 1 Connection with ELL Families 

Table 4.  

 Handbook Framework 

Step Nine:  Connection with ELL Families 

Learn about your ELL Population Basic information about  students’ ethnic and 

linguistic backgrounds, awareness of the 

country in which they came, situations 

regarding education they have had (or lack of) 

in the past, and making connections to their 

native cultures can assist teachers in providing 

the most appropriate and culturally relevant 

education possible. (Breiseth, Robertson & 

Lafond, 2011). 

 

Integrate cultural traditions of your ELL 

families throughout the school 

Educators become familiar with the cultural 

traditions and norms of their ELLs.  This 

enhances teacher’s ability to create a 

welcoming environment by being aware and 

respectful of cultural differences.  (Breiseth, 

Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 
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Create a welcoming environment for families A welcoming environment is an important 

aspect to any educational environment, but is 

especially important when working with ELLs.  

When ELL families enter an environment and 

can relate in culturally responsive ways, they 

are more inclined to want to be part of their 

child’s educational experience.  If ELL parents 

sense a friendly, vibrant environment they feel 

that “school is an integral part of the 

community” (Houk, 63) and that they belong 

to a community.  By creating a communal 

environment, parental intimidation is lessened 

allowing for increased involvement overall.  

(Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

 

Make personal connection with families Getting to know your ELLs and their families’ 

assists in building a foundation of trust, which 

can be a key to student success.  This type of 

connection is most effective when it is on a 

more personal face-to-face level.  Many 

educators struggle with this because it requires 

additional time and effort, but in the long run 

will typically pay off in unexplainable ways.  It 

is important that educators establish this 

connection early in the school year and allow it 

to yield big dividends throughout the rest of 

the academic year.  By making personal 

connections, educators will have a better 

understanding of the value their ELL parents 

put on education.  (Breiseth, Robertson & 

Lafond, 2011). 

 

Show that you value families’ native language How do you value your ELLs native 

languages?  That is an important aspect to 

whether or not you will view their native 

language as a barrier or an asset.  There is 

much deliberation on whether or not including 

a student’s native language will assist in the 

process of learning a second language.  Many 

ELL parents resist in the promotion of 

continuing native language use at home 

because they believe it will hinder their child’s 

ability to learn the English language.  Research 

however, depicts strong native language use 

while learning English contributes positively to 
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academic success throughout the education 

process.  (Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 

2011). 

 

Find ways to communicate with ELL parents One of the greatest challenges teachers face 

when working with ELLs and their families is 

finding ways to effectively, respectfully, and 

appropriately communicate.  It is important 

that educators understand although it may be 

extremely frustrating to get their messages 

across to parents, it is often equally frustrating 

for parents of ELLs to communicate in a non 

native language.  A common misconception is 

that if parents are not communicating they are 

not interested in their child’s schooling.  This 

however is not necessarily true, like native 

speaking parents, ELL parents want to know 

what’s happening with their child’s education 

but struggle finding ways to communicate.  

(Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

 

Step Ten:  Parent Participation 

 

Look for ways that ELL parents can help with 

children’s schoolwork 

It is important for educators to understand ELL 

parents are often intimidated or lack 

knowledge relevant to helping with their 

child’s schoolwork.  This may be because they 

not only have limited English skills, but may 

lack any formal education themselves.  

(Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

 

Look for ways for ELL parents to participate 

and volunteer 

There are always ways to encourage parental 

involvement within the school community.  

Educators can assist with this process by 

introducing similar native language groups to 

one another.  This is possible by encouraging 

school visits, volunteering, or inviting them to 

events that recognize their skills and hobbies.  

(Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

Think outside the box about parent 

involvement 

It is important for educators to understand that 

many ELL parents come from a culture where 

parental involvement may not be familiar or 

common.  Parental involvement is viewed very 

differently across the world and in some 

cultures parents are not encouraged to 

“interfere” with their child’s education.   
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Educators must look for ways to bridge these 

cultural differences by understanding why they 

are not engaged and learn to create meaningful 

partnerships that encourage involvement.  

(Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

 

Look for the successes As an educator, it is important to go out of 

your way to look for different ways that ELL 

families support their child’s education and 

well being.  It is not uncommon for ELL 

families to take on different roles to make sure 

their child’s basic needs are successfully being 

met.  This is a struggle for all families in the 

United States, but may be especially difficult 

for families that are not as stable financially, 

socially, economically, and emotionally.   

Additional responsibility may also fall on older 

siblings within the ELL context.   What may 

appear as laziness or irresponsibility in school 

may just be a result of great responsibility at 

home.  (Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

 

Encourage ELL parents to take on leadership 

roles. 

Confidence can be built by encouraging and 

fostering leadership roles among ELL parents.  

It gives these parents a sense of pride and 

makes them feel valued and appreciated.  

Educators should evaluate their ELL parent 

population and seek out those who have skills 

that may contribute to their classroom or parent 

community as a whole.  The parents can assist 

in problem solving, give advice, and help 

bridge gaps that educators may not even know 

exist.  (Breiseth, Robertson & Lafond, 2011). 

(N. Nichter, personal communication, September 15
th
, 2014) 

Step Eleven: Describe Context of Handbook 

 Buffalo public school 45 is situated on the West side in the city of Buffalo located in 

Western New York.  The district is very diverse and rich in culture and language variation due to 

its location in the city of Buffalo.  The city is situated in the middle of two of the biggest and 

very important freshwater lakes in the world.  Although Buffalo has been losing many people 



A COLLABORATIVE HANDBOOK  43 
 

 
 

due to economic decline, in recent years, Buffalo has grown and prospered in many ways.  

Efforts are being made throughout the area to encourage revival and growth.  Many people have 

settled in Buffalo in the last few years and as time goes on, the population continues to increase.  

The refugee population in Buffalo has and will continue to rise. These refugees have endured 

many hardships and heartaches in their endeavors in assimilating into the United States. 

Educators must be aware that these refugees education has likely been interrupted while some 

refugees may never have been educated in their native country.    

  Overall, the district served 30, 831 students during the 2011- 2012 school year with 

majority of the population living at or below the poverty line; 72% (22,124) of students are 

eligible for free lunch (NYSED, 2012).  Demographically in the district, 53% (16,250) of 

students are African American, 22% (6,909) of students are white, 16% (4,944) of students are 

Hispanic or Latino, 6% (1,757) of students are Asian or Native Hawaiian/ other Pacific Islander, 

2% (567) of students are multiracial, and 1% (404) is American Indian or Alaskan Native. In 

addition, 11% (3417) of the students are learning English as a second language (NYSED, 2012).   

The culture groups being identified make up majority of the student ELL population at BPS 45.   

The teacher interviewed depicted the most trouble with communication amongst the four 

identified groups.  There seemed to be many misconceptions of these groups with regards to lack 

of cultural understanding and background knowledge from the professional stand point.   

BPS 45 is the most diverse school in the district. There are significantly more languages 

spoken in this school, than any other in the district. Over 70 countries and 30 different languages 

are represented throughout the student population (NYSED, 2012).  Due to its heterogeneous 

population, there is no official bilingual program at this school.  Instead, sheltered classrooms are 

used for newcomers and push-in and pull-out ESL services for other emergent bilinguals.  This 



A COLLABORATIVE HANDBOOK  44 
 

 
 

school makes great efforts by representing students’ languages and cultures through the 

multicultural and multilingual ecology of the building (CUNY NYSIEB).  

 During the 2011-2012 school year there were a total of 690 attending the school.  In 

2011-2012, the school had students from grades pre-k to grade 8. 2012 was the last year 7
th
 and 

8
th
 grade students attended this school.  At this point in time, the school only accommodates 

student’s grades pre-k to grade 6.  There are two ESL teachers for every grade level at this 

school.  It was documented that 384 (56%) of the students are learning English as a second 

language.  Within the school, 39% (270) of students are Asian or Native Hawaiian/ other Pacific 

Islander, 34% (232) of students are African American, 17% (116) of students are white, 8% (57) 

of students are Hispanic or Latino, 2% (11) of students are multiracial, and 1% (4) are American 

Indian or Alaskan Native.    

Teachers at BPS #45 must be especially aware of student’s cultural differences, and take 

great lengths to make sure they understand how those cultural differences affect student learning 

and communication amongst parents of ELLs. Understanding other cultures will make students 

feel valued and important, so there must also be opportunities for students to learn about each 

other’s cultures within the classroom.  This handbook provides teachers a guide to assist in 

understanding cultures and the differences when working with these ELLs.  

It is important for teachers at BPS 45 to consider students and parents from a refugee 

background may not have had any education in their native language which can be an 

implication to a student learning and communicating in their second language.  Consequently, 

both ELL students and their parent’s native languages may be undeveloped which makes 

communicating in general a difficult task.   Being a refugee also means students and parents may 
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not have as much background knowledge on how education is viewed in the United States. This 

is an additional barrier that makes it more difficult for them to learn and communicate effectively 

with school professionals.   

Step Twelve: Four Dominant Language Groups in Western New York 

 Based on information found on the district report card and discussions with the teacher 

professional, the four main language groups at this school are; Somlai; Nepali; Arabic; and 

Karen.  The teacher professional identified close to 95% of the BPS 45 population are from 

refugee families that have assimilated to the United States. (N. Nichter, personal communication, 

September 15
th
, 2014).   

Table 5.   

Countries and Languages 

Country Name Language Map 

Yemen Arabic  

Burma (Myanmar) Karen  
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Nepal Nepali  

Somalia Somali  

 

Somali Language 

Somalia is on the outer edge of the Somali Peninsula on the East African coast (see map 

in table).  The official language of Somalia is Somali, however, Arabic, Italian and English are 

also spoken there.  Somali is the primary ethnicity encompassing 85% of the people, Bantu and 

other non-Somali encompass the remaining 15% including 30,000 Arabs.  The prominent 

religion practiced is Sunni Muslim.  The population of Somalia is close to 9,925,640 people.   

Based on the 2000 census, there are 36, 313 Somali speaking people in the United States.  It was 

documented that between 100,000 and 150,000 migrated to Canada and the United States in 

1980 and their numbers continuously rose after their 1991 civil war.  Minnesota has the largest 

number of Somalis from 10,000 to 30,000 where they work in jobs that do not require experience 

or English language skills.  Other settlements most common for Somali speakers include; 

Columbus Ohio, Seattle Washington, Atlanta Georgia, and San Diego California (Proquest, 

2014).   
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Somali children are taught to work from age five or six with little time to play.  Although 

they are taught to learn discipline at a young age, Somali children are typically known for their 

sense of joy.  A primary goal of Somali parents is to teach their children independence and self-

reliance and to carefully observe the world around them.   It is important for educators to 

understand that according to Islamic law, boys and girls are kept separated.  It is not uncommon 

for Somali men to have multiple wives with many children.  Somali women are expected to cater 

to men by fulfilling their duties as wives, mothers, and daughters (Proquest, 2014).   

In 1981 the Nomad Education Program was created by the Barre government, which 

sought to establish boarding schools in ten regions across Africa.  The students would attend 

school for sixty days and ranged anywhere from fourteen to fifty in age.  After attending school, 

students were expected to go home and teach family members.  The most common courses 

taught at this school were related to geography and the environment.  The nomad education 

program died during the civil war.    In 1993, Somali intellectuals began working to establish a 

private university in Mogadishu.  Their efforts worked and the University opened in September 

1997 (Proquest, 2014).   

Etiquette is an important aspect to the Somali culture.  Somalis typically greet one 

another by saying “Maalin wanaagsan” (good day) or “Nabad myah?” (How are you?).  Men 

greet one another by sharing a long handshake and women typically greet one another informally 

and may hug and kiss one another on the cheek.  These types of greeting are only done by 

members of the same clan-families.   

Table 6.  

Country and Flag  
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Country on Map Flag 

  

 

 

Nepali Language 

 

Nepal is a roughly rectangular country located north of Tibet (see map in table above).  

Nepali is the official language and it spoken by 90% of the population.  English is also spoken by 

government and business professionals.  The capital of Napal is Kathmandu with its population 

reaching 27,070,666 .  The major ethnicities include; Brahman, Chetri, Newar, Gurung, Magar, 

Tamang, Rai, Limbu, Sherpa, and Tharu.  The prominent religions practiced in Nepal are 

Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam.  In 1995, it was documented that 3,000 Napalese were were 

permanent residents or naturalized citizens of the United States.  The Napalese population is 

typically found in New York City, Washington D.C., California, and Florida.   

Mothers are the primary caregivers of children in Nepal.  Older siblings, cousins and 

grandparents also assume responsibility of child rearing.  It is important that children address 

their elders by using the more formal use of the Nepali language, while adults speak to younger 

children in a more familiar language.  When a female reaches puberty, she goes through a period 

of seclusion and is not able to be around male family members or peers.  Children are expected 

to contribute to their families from an early age.   

In Nepal, both male and female members of society are entitled an education by law.  If 

the family does not have the means to send all of their children to school, sons are sent to school 

leaving daughters to stay home and learn how to take care of household duties.  In the Nepali 
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culture educating women is viewed as a waste for they typically marry and assume household 

duties for their own family.   

Nepali natives greet one another by pressing their palms together in front of their chest 

and say Namaste meaning I greet the god within you.  In a casual setting, men may greet one 

another by shaking hands.  Men and women take on specific roles within the Nepali culture.  

Men and women do not demonstrate any physical affection in public places.  In the Nepali 

culture is insulting to hit someone with a shoe or sandal, point the soles of one’s feet at someone, 

and step over a person (Proquest, 2014).   

Table 7.  

Country and Flag  

Country on Map Flag 

  

 

 

 

Karen Language 

Karen is a language spoken in Burma, however it is not the official language of Burma.  

Burmese is the official language with minority ethnic groups speaking their own languages.  The 

capital of Burma is Rangoon, Myanmar.  The population is 42,720,196 people with 68% being 

Burman, 9% being Shan, 7% being Karen, 4% being Rakhine, 3% being Chinese, 2% Mon, 2% 

Indian, and 5% other.  The name of the country is still in debate with Burma being its former 
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name and Myanmar being the name most native speakers prefer.  89% of people in Myanmar 

practice Buddhism followed by Christianity.  There were roughly 7,000 Burmese speakers in the 

United States in the 1990’s.  The Burmese population can be found primarily in Southern 

California as well as Chicago, New York, Washington, D.C., and Maryland (Proquest, 2014). 

It is not uncommon for Burmese children to receive a great deal of attention.  Unlike 

many countries, Burmese mothers carry their baby on their hips rather than in a sling on their 

back.  A mother remains considerably close to her child until the age of two or three years old.  

A child is not given a name until he or she is a few years old.  In the past boys eight to ten years 

old would attend a Buddhist monastery for schooling.  There they would learn how to read and 

write.  As time progressed those schools became public where very few women were educated.  

Women were expected to stay home to learn how to perform domestic tasks.  Efforts were made 

between 1853 and 1878 to build school but since 1962, the educational foundation has 

deteriorated.  Today, it is not uncommon for two-thirds to three-quarters of children to drop out 

of school prior to fifth grade (Proquest, 2014).   

Showing any type of emotion in public is considered improper.  It is spiritually 

unacceptable to touch a person on the head since it is considered the highest part of the body.  It 

is also taboo to point your feet at anyone.  Footwear should be taken off prior to entering a 

temple or sacred place and is also seen as a sign of respect when entering a house. 

Table 8.  

Country and Flag  

Country on Map Flag 
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Arabic   

Yemen is situated on the southern tip of the Arabian peninsula.  The land consists of 

mountains, plains, desserts and beaches.   

Arabic is the official language of Yemen.  Modern Arabic is used in writing, business, 

and formal speaking.  There are several different dialects which differ depending on the region.  

The Arabic language has twenty eight characters and is read from right to left.  English is the 

second most common language spoken in Yemen.  The name of the country is derived from the 

legendary ancestor Yaman who was the son of Qahtan.  Some scholars compare the Arabic word 

yumna ("happy") with the Roman name for the southwest Arabia, Arabia Felix ("Happy 

Arabia").   

The flag of Yemen is similar to the flags of Syria, Iraq, and Egypt.  The red stripe in the 

flag stands for the blood of those who struggled for their country, the white stripe symbolizes a 

bright future, and the black stripe symbolizes oppression those faced in the past (Proquest, 2014).   

The majority of the population lives in small villages across the countryside.  Most of 

Yemen’s population consists of Arabs with small groups of Africans, Indians, and Pakistanis.  

Tribes are common based on ones religion and family history.    
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Table 9.  

Country and Flag  

Country on Map Flag 

  

 

 

 

 

Step Thirteen:  Meet with Cultural Expert  

 The cultural expert is the director of international exchanges and education programs at 

the International Institute of Buffalo.  The international institute is a non-profit organization in 

the Buffalo/Niagara area.  The cultural expert has worked at the international institute from 1988  

to 1995 as an Arabic professional trained interpreter.   She has been a translator from 1995 to 

present as a staff member holding several positions in different departments during this period.  

She received her degree from University of Jordan in business and administration and French.  

English is her native language and she also knows Arabic and French.  Some of her specialized 

skills include: community outreach; Nonprofits; program development; community 

development; volunteer management; case management; training; fundraising; grants; 

community organizing; event planning; public speaking; and grant writing (LinkedIn, 2014). 

Table 10.   

Meeting with Cultural Expert at Buffalo’s International Institute  

Date of Interview: September 30
th

 at 10 am  
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Questions from researcher: Answers from cultural expert: 

Q.1 What do you think is the biggest challenge 

amongst parents of ELLs within schools? 

A.1 Communication Barriers.  There are so 

many different languages spoken that it makes 

it difficult for both teachers and parents to 

communicate effectively.   

Q.2 What are the greatest needs amongst these 

families coming to the Buffalo area? 

A.2 They need to know how to get around, 

they need activities to get engaged.  Teachers 

need to learn ideas to engage parents.  Use 

students as teachers to help educate their 

parents and vice versa.   

Q.3 What do you think teachers could do to 

help increase parental involvement in schools? 

A.3 Engage parents. Find ways that work for 

them.  Consider the time and location of 

meetings and events.  Invite parents in.  Try to 

empower parents by having a liaison for each 

language group.  Teachers need to be educated 

on how to work with parents of ELLs.  

Misconceptions on both ends; parents and 

teachers makes it difficult to have good 

relationships between school and home.  

Providing professional development would 

help teachers learn about the different cultures 

and norms within their school. 

Q.4 What are some tools teachers can use to 

help with communication in schools? 

A. 4 Teachers should use translators.  Teachers 

need to learn about their students and their 

cultures.  Use students as teachers to translate 

information home.  Teachers should encourage 

native language use and use it as a tool to help 

the students learn English.  Culture books are a 

great way to show interest in a student’s 

culture. 

Q.5 What are some ways to make parents feel 

comfortable in schools in the WNY area? 

A. 5 Plan activities that engage parents within 

their own comfort zone.  Have a picnic/cultural 

diversity day and invite parents to bring a dish 

to pass; dress in their native garb; Have 

translators available to assist in 

communicating;  Introduce different cultural 

pastimes (music, sports, foods);  

Q.6 What are some programs the city of 

Buffalo offers for the refugee population? 

A. 6  Somali- HEAL (Helping everyone 

achieve livelihood) 

Karen- BCSC- (Burmese Community support 

center) 

Say YES Buffalo (Parental Engagement) 

Arabic- Iraq American Society (Grant Street) 

EC English-SUNY Fredonia (Mary Sasso-

LoGrasso) 
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Academic Phrasebank 

Culturalorientation.net 

Culturegrams.com 

 

(M. Shogan, personal communication, September 30
th
, 2014) 

Step Fourteen: Informal Interview with Teachers at intended school of Curriculum 

(September 30th.  12:30 PM) 

Table 11.   

Meeting with Teachers at Intended school of Curriculum 

Questions from researcher: Answers from Teachers at intended School 

of Curriculum: 

 

Q.1 What do you think is the biggest 

challenge amongst parents of ELLs within 

schools? 

 

A.1 Language. Communication. Knowledge 

about Education.  Transportation.    

Q.2 What are the greatest needs amongst 

these families coming to the Buffalo area? 

A.2 They need to know how to get around, 

they need activities to get engaged.  Teachers 

need to learn ideas to engage parents.  Use 

students as teachers to help educate their 

parents and vice versa.  Many of the parents 

are illiterate in their native language which 

makes it especially difficult to communicate 

information home.  

 

Q.3 What do you think teachers could do to 

help increase parental involvement in 

schools? 

A.3 Engage parents. Find ways that work for 

them.  Consider the time and location of 

meetings and events.  Invite parents in.  Try to 

empower parents by having a liaison for each 

language group.  Teachers need to be 

educated on how to work with parents of 

ELLs.  Misconceptions on both ends; parents 

and teachers makes it difficult to have good 

relationships between school and home.  

Providing professional development would 

help teachers learn about the different cultures 

and norms within their school.  Teachers need 

to target parents at school events.   
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Q.4 What are some tools teachers can use to 

help with communication in schools? 

A. 4 Teachers should use translators.  

Teachers need to learn about their students 

and their cultures.  Use students as teachers to 

translate information home.  Teachers should 

encourage native language use and use it as a 

tool to help the students learn English.  

Culture books are a great way to show interest 

in a student’s culture. 

 

Q.5 What are some ways to make parents feel 

comfortable in schools in the WNY area? 

A. 5 Plan activities that engage parents within 

their own comfort zone.  Have a 

picnic/cultural diversity day and invite parents 

to bring a dish to pass; dress in their native 

garb; Have translators available to assist in 

communicating;  Introduce different cultural 

pastimes (music, sports, foods);  

 

Q.6 What strategies have been most 

successful thus far when working with parents 

of your ELLs? 

 

A. 6 Translated documents.  House visits.  

Translators (will help call if they are willing).   

Q. 7 What do you think educators need to be 

more educated on to have more success 

communicating with parents of ELLs? 

A. 7 Teachers need to know about the cultural 

differences among each group of students.  

Hygiene, maps and pictures, why their 

students came to America, death procedures, 

religion, prohibited foods, holidays, ect. 

 

Step Fifteen: Intended Audience 

The intended audience for this handbook is for teachers who work with ELLs and focuses 

primarily on the four languages spoken at BPS 45 or other schools with similar language groups.  

Based on teacher recommendation, this handbook would be beneficial to any teacher working 

with ELLs at this school.  This handbook could be a resource for ESL teachers, counselors, 

special education teachers, physical therapists, occupational therapists, speech pathologists, as 

well as teachers who have ELLs in their mainstreamed classroom.  This handbook would be 

most beneficial to teachers who lack knowledge on cultural differences of their students as well 
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as ways to effectively communicate with parents from different cultures.  It could be a useful 

resource for teachers who teach at the K-6 level but could also be useful to teachers at the upper 

level that have never taught students of the identified languages.  The literature depicted the 

importance of parental involvement and this resource will help teachers at any level understand 

strategies and components for working with ELLs of the four identified language groups.  These 

teachers can refer to this handbook as a resource when they have any student who speaks (1) 

Arabic (2) Somali (3) Nepali (4) Karen.   

Step Sixteen: Create handbook 

 The title of this handbook is SCHOOL AND HOME: A COLLABORATIVE 

HANDBOOK FOR TEACHERS WORKING WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

(ELLS); PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT AND FOUR DOMINANT LANGUAGE GROUPS IN 

WNY.  Based on the framework, review of literature, information from the cultural expert, and 

information from the teacher professional in context, the handbook was created. 

 Time and deliberation went in to making and creating the final project of this handbook.  

Information was added and subtracted throughout the process based on significance and 

necessity.  The goal was to make this handbook as teacher friendly as possible.  By organizing 

the handbook in this way, teachers are able to look up information quickly and efficiently.  

Step Seventeen: Handbook Review-Validity check 

 The researcher will give the final draft to the cultural expert and the teacher professional 

for feedback to include in the final product. 

Results 
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 Introduction  hordhaca  परिचय  مقدمة
 

(Target Audience: Teachers at BPS 45 or similar schools) 

      Imagine that you and your family have recently moved to a country half way across the world.  How would you adapt 

to the new life?  How would you feel if you didn’t speak the language at school?  What would you do to help your 

child/children with their schooling?  Would you feel comfortable participating in your child’s schooling if you didn’t know 

the home language?   

         As an educator in the United States, imagine you received your school list and realized there are several new families 

that have moved to the United States over the summer.  What is your initial reaction when you realize you will be serving a 

diverse population of students with different L1s (first language) and different cultural norms?  What does your school 

already do to accommodate the needs of these new families?  Do you feel confident in your school’s plan?   

        With more than 3.5 million ELLs in U.S. schools grades Pre-K to grade twelve (NCELA, 2011) educators must ask 

themselves these questions.  Numerous school leaders around the country are “flying the plane while building it” with regards 

to educating the ELL population (K. Eberle, personal communication, n.d.)  It is important for educators to realize that 

although this may be daunting and unfamiliar, it is never too late to start engaging ELL families.   

(N. Nichter, personal communication, September 15th, 2014) 



 

2 
 

GLOSSERY OF TESOL TERMS 

ACRONYM MEANING 

ESL English as a second language 

EFL English as a foreign language 

TESOL Teaching English as a second language 

NYSESLAT New York State English as a second language achievement test 

L1 / L2 1st language / 2nd language 

ELD English language development 

ESOL English for speakers of other languages 

FLEP Former limited English proficient 

LEP Limited English proficient 

SIFE Students with interrupted formal education 

SIOP Sheltered instruction observation protocol 

ELL English language learner 

CALP Cognitive academic language proficiency 



 

3 
 

TRANSLANGUAGING Refers to pedagogical practices that use bilingualism as resource, 

rather than ignore it or perceive it as a problem) 

PTO Parent/Teacher organization 

TEFL Teaching English as a foreign language 

TESL Teaching English as a second language 

EAP English for an academic purpose 

ESP English for a specific purpose 
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USING THIS HANDBOOK: 

This handbook provides teachers at BPS 45 or in the Buffalo Public School district a resource to 

learn more about parental Involvement and to increase cultural awareness.   

This guide is divided into 3 main parts and these ideas are designed to help you: 

 Become familiar with the four main culture groups at BPS 45 

 Recognize and utilize your ELL parents’ Strengths 

 Educate School wide staff about the ELLs they teach 

 Create Cultural respect throughout your school and community 

 Encourage school wide personnel to keep trying new, creative, and unfamiliar 

approaches until they find what works best in the context of their classroom 
 Think about parental involvement in a new, more positive way 

 Take an active role in creating meaningful partnerships with parents regardless of 

their cultural differences 

 Become educated and educate those around you 

 Learn new words or resources for the four main language groups at BPS 45 

 Get ideas, strategies, and information to assist in greater parental involvement 
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PART I.  CONNECTING WITH ELL FAMILIES 

LEARN ABOUT YOUR ELL POPULATION 

Basic information about  students’ ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, awareness of the country in which they 

came, situations regarding education they have had (or lack of) in the past, and making connections to their 

home culture can assist teachers in providing the most appropriate and culturally relevant education possible.     

Why should I learn about my ELL population? 

 Cultural competence 

 Learn and understand Cultural Mismatch 

 Break down preconceived assumptions about the various cultures 

 It will lessen awkward fauz-pas. 

 Understanding Cultural and Behavioral Norms (refer to culture grams later in handbook) 

 Understanding student strengths and weaknesses academically 

 Education in their Home Country (background information-SIFE students with interrupted formal education) 

How do I learn about my ELL population? 

Putting it into action:  

 Watch documentaries on different cultures-refresh yourself yearly as you get new students  

 Ask questions (don’t be afraid-Someone may have a solution to your problem) 

 Utilize your ESL teacher (At the beginning of the school year identify were the ESL classrooms are located-if you are new to the 

school introduce yourself to the ESL teacher/s-Ask questions) 

 Use parents as liaisons (create parent groups that meet at their convenience-use them as a resource to communicate to parents of 

other students) 

 Try to learn one new term or phrase a day (Educate yourself-Google translate-Somali/Nepali/Arabic or 

http://www.drumpublications.org/-karen ) 

 

http://www.drumpublications.org/
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INTEGRATE CULTURAL TRADITIONS THROUGHOUT THE SCHOOL 

Educators become familiar with the cultural traditions and norms of students.  This enhances teacher’s 

ability to create a welcoming environment by being aware and respectful of cultural differences. 

 

Why should I integrate cultural traditions throughout the school? 

 Not total immersion (salad bowl-students of mixed cultures coming together as one) 

 Students do not feel like they have to assimilate, rather can maintain their culture. 

 To show value of culture by incorporating traditions into lesson plans 

 We want to be educated on cultures other than our own. 

 

How do I integrate cultural traditions throughout the school? 

 Display Maps (multicultural ecology) throughout your classroom, and encourage maps in hallways for parents 

to see when entering the building 

 Celebrations (research what holidays are most important to each culture group-refer to Part III. for 

holidays for each culture- ex. Mini lessons on Karen water festival-Coming of age) 

 Holidays (learn what figures are important to each culture group-Santa is not a figure in all countries!) 

 Clothing (Learn what is worn by both men and women in each culture group-know why this clothing is worn) 

 Food (Identify what foods are forbidden in various culture groups-encourage students to bring food in from 

their home cultures-make a class cook book-invite parents in to help) 

 Music (music is important to many culture groups-Incorporate it in your classroom by playing it during work 

time or recess) 



 

7 
 

CREATE A WELCOMING ENVIRONMENT FOR FAMILIES 

A welcoming environment is an important aspect to any educational environment, but is especially important 

when working with ELLs.  When ELL families enter an environment and can relate in culturally responsive 

ways, they are more inclined to want to be part of their child’s educational experience.  If ELL parents 

sense a friendly, vibrant environment they feel that “school is an integral part of the community” and that 

they belong to a community (Breiseth, Roberston, & Lafond, 2011).  By creating a welcoming environment, 

parental intimidation is lessened allowing for increased involvement overall.   

Why should I create a welcoming environment for families? 

 Foster parental involvement to assist in communication  

 Educating parents (They have rights too!) 

 PTO- (Parent teacher organization—teach parents about PTO- make it easy and accessible for parents to understand-

use a translator to assist with this) 

 Don’t try to control the situation (understand there are different cultural approaches to celebrations and school) 

 Educate on ours; learn about theirs 

How do I create a welcoming environment for families? 

 Invite them in (be aware of the time, location, and environment parents will be entering-try to ease any anxieties) 

 Catch parents at events/make effort to communicate (Be friendly-greet them with a word you learned from their 

home language!) 

 Be comfortable and open with the unknown (if you take time to learn about their culture it will not be “unknown”) 

 Multicultural/Multilingual ecology-Display Maps, Visuals, Photographs (show that evidence of their home country-

valued) 
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MAKE A PERSONAL CONNECTION WITH FAMILIES 

Getting to know the families of your students assists in building a foundation of trust, which can be a key to 

student success.  This type of connection is most effective when it is on a more personal face-to-face level.  

Many educators struggle with this because it requires additional time and effort and most often language-

support, but in the long run will typically pay off in unexplainable ways.  It is important that educators 

establish this connection early in the school year and allow it to yield big dividends throughout the rest of 

the academic year (Breiseth, Roberston, & Lafond, 2011).  By making personal connections, educators will 

have a better understanding of the value their ELL parents put on education.   

 

Why should I make personal connections with families? 

 ELL families need to feel comfortable in order to participate in their child’s schooling. 

 It will foster greater involvement overall 

 They can be an asset to the classroom 

 Foster development in their L1benefits development in their L2 

 

How do I make personal connections with families? 

 Calling home (Use translators to help-become familiar with translators and when they are available) 

 Invite parents in for cultural events (Plan an International school/classroom night-Invite parents in-make food from 

different countries for everyone to taste-have everyone dress in their cultures clothing-play music from different 

cultures-have parents and students teach a dance from their culture) 

 Go to one cultural event a year to become/stay educated on the different culture groups in your school 

 Talk to other teachers who have already worked with this population-(ask them questions-be open to feedback!) 

 Make home visits when/if possible- (gain a better understanding of where your students live/what their home 

environment looks like-encourage parents to have a place for students to do homework/study) 
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SHOW THAT YOU VALUE FAMILIES HOME LANGUAGE 

How do you value home languages?  That is an important aspect to whether or not you will view their home language as 

a barrier or an asset.  There is much deliberation on whether or not including a student’s native language will assist in 

the process of learning a second language.  Some ELL parents resist in the promotion of continuing native language use 

at home because they believe it will hinder their child’s ability to learn the English language.  Research however, 

depicts strong native language use while learning English contributes positively to academic success throughout the 

education process.   

Why should I show that I value families home language? 

 Bilingual education research statement (strong literacy in L1 = better L2) 

 Encourage the idea of celebrating students have 2 cultures and 2 languages 

 Larger social groups make them feel more comfortable (parent liaisons-PTO) 

 Parents are more willing to share and talk about culture. 

 Encourage high low pairing (makes students feel special, comfortable) 

 

How do I show that I value families home language? 
 Learn ITone new word a day (use the translations provided in this handbook-google translate) 

 Ask for resources from parents or kids (encourage students to bring in books, clothing, instruments, money or 

photographs from their home country) 

 Use and teach what you know of the home language (display words in different languages around the room-use words 

on powerpoint slides-greet students randomly with words they are familiar with) 

 Send home native language materials (give students books that incorporate information on their home culture-this will 

show parents you value their child and that preserving their home culture is important not discouraged) 

 Have things translated (Utilize the interpreters at your school-if time is of the essencesend a quick email) 

 Encourage home language use both in and out of the classroom (L1 helps build L2) 

 Embrace translanguaging strategies (Translanguaging refers to pedagogical practices that use bilingualism as resource, 

rather than ignore it or perceive it as a problem) 
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FIND WAYS TO COMMUNICATE WITH ELL PARENTS 

One of the greatest challenges teachers face when working with ELLs and their families is finding ways to 

effectively, respectfully, and appropriately communicate.  It is important that educators understand 

although it may be extremely frustrating to get their messages across to parents, it is often equally 

frustrating for parents of ELLs to communicate in a non native language.  A common misconception is that if 

parents are not communicating they are not interested in their child’s schooling.  This however is not 

necessarily true, like native speaking parents, ELL parents want to know what’s happening with their child’s 

education but struggle finding ways to communicate. 

 

Why should I find ways to communicate with ELL parents? 

 Parents needs to be educated on things themselves (they begin to feel empowered/less intimidated) 

 Parental background cultural knowledge may be different than ours (educate parents on the role they have 

in your classroom) 

 Getting important information from parent to teacher and teacher to parent 

 Will allow for parents to have a better understanding of academic success/failure in the classroom 

 

How do I find ways to communicate with ELL parents? 

 Find resources to help assist in the communication process (ask your ESL 

teachers/Translators/Librarians/social workers/Counselors) 

 Call rather than send home letters (Face is face communication is best if/when possible-seek parents out in 

the hallway before or after school-catch their attention during events)   

 Always provide a phone number/e-mail address on letters/websites for further contact 
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PART II. PARENT PARTICIPATION 

LOOK FOR WAYS THAT ELL PARENTS CAN HELP WITH CHILDREN’S 

SCHOOLWORK 

ELL parents are often intimidated or lack knowledge relevant to helping with their child’s schoolwork.  This 

may be because they may not have more than beginner English skills, and may not have much formal 

education themselves.   

Why should I look for ways that ELL parents can help with children’s school work? 
 Parents aren’t clueless just because they don’t know English (let them know you know they are 

knowledgeable) 

 Everyone has background knowledge-“Funds of Knowledge” (encourage it, utilize it and embrace it!) 

 Parents will feel empowerment and a sense of self worth which will foster better relationships between 

school and home 

 

How do I look for ways that ELL parents can help with children’s school work? 
 Educate parents on effective study/homework strategies (hold a workshop/post information on your private 

webpage in multiple languages) 

 Have parents translate assignments and school work (parents will learn with their children) 

 Have parents read to their children in both languages (look for books that either use their home language 

and English simultaneously-Ask your translators for any resources they may have) 

 Ensure parents are helping with homework (encourage parental signatures on homework assignments for a 

reward) 
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LOOK FOR WAYS FOR ELL PARENTS TO PARTICIPATE AND 

VOLUNTEER 

There are always ways to encourage parental involvement within the school community.  Educators can assist 

with this process by introducing similar native language groups to one another.  This is possible by 

encouraging school visits, volunteering, or inviting them to events that recognize their skills and hobbies.   

Why should I look for ways for ELL parents to participate and volunteer? 
 Parents can be a liaison to bridge home culture and school culture 

 Parents become familiar with a productive school environment 

 Parents can teach students about their cultures while learning about school in America 

 Shows parents you are interested in them and value their role in education 

 Will foster meaningful relationships throughout the year 

 

How do I look for ways for ELL parents to participate and volunteer? 
 Sign up for PTO (By attending meetings you will meet parents, learn from them, and can educate others on 

the importance of making connections between school and home) 

 Educate parents on PTO (send home newsletters- have a link on the district website with visuals, 

translations-display posters in hallways) 

 Have a parent room-open multilingual library (encourage students to bring in resources from their home 

culture to leave in this room-let parents come in and read, learn, and become comfortable in the American 

school setting) 

 Consider scheduling and location when planning events/conferences/parties. (send out a translated survey at 

the beginning of the year asking parents when is best to meet with them) 
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THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX ABOUT TEACHER INVOLVEMENT 

It is important for educators to understand that many ELL parents come from a culture where parental 

involvement may not be familiar or common.  Parental involvement is viewed very differently across the world 

and in some cultures parents are not encouraged to “interfere” with their child’s education.   Educators must 

look for ways to bridge these cultural differences by understanding why they are not engaged and learn to 

create meaningful partnerships that encourage involvement.   

Why should I think outside the box about teacher involvement? 

 Working with a different population different than our own-which may seem out of the box 

for us 

 Parents will feel more comfortable coming in to school. 

 Shows parents you are open to diversity and consider how they feel 

 

How do I think outside the box about teacher involvement? 
 Asking parents what they think we can do to help them feel comfortable (survey, informal 

questioning at PTO, get feedback from parent liaisons) 

 Asking parents for advice or suggestions to educate their children 

 Learn what makes parents comfortable by getting to know them and their students (home 

visits-consistent e-mail contact, notes home) 
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LOOK FOR THE SUCCESSES 

As an educator, it is important to go out of your way to look for different ways that ELL families support 

their child’s education and well-being.  It is not uncommon for ELL families to take on different roles to 

make sure their child’s basic needs are successfully being met.  This is a struggle for all families in the 

United States, but may be especially difficult for families that are not as stable financially, socially, 

economically, and emotionally.  Additional responsibility may also fall on older siblings within the ELL context.   

What may appear as laziness or irresponsibility in school may just be a result of great responsibility at 

home.   

Why should I look for the successes? 
 Makes parents feel important which will enhance involvement 

 Overall sense of community/belonging 

 Promotes motivation and  positive attitudes towards education 

 Lower the effective filters 

 Reduces anxiety 

 Least restrictive environment 

 Potentially Leads to greater parental involvement 

 

How do I look for the successes? 
 Send home positive notes or emails randomly about student progress 

 Make home visits (seek out which families are open to assistance, and visit their homes when possible) 

 Use positive language when working with children (“you don’t have it?” Versus “Oh you just don’t have it yet!) 

 Awards/Incentives/Prizes (stickers, candy, stamps, behavior chart) 

 Compliment non academic behavior (“I think your dress is very pretty”-Have students praise each other) 

 Praise Often (give consistent feedback on both academically and non academically) 
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ENCOURAGE ELL PARENTS TO TAKE ON LEADERSHIP ROLES 

Confidence can be built by encouraging and fostering leadership roles among ELL parents.  It gives these 

parents a sense of pride and makes them feel valued and appreciated.  Educators should evaluate their ELL 

parent population and seek out those who have skills that may contribute to their classroom or parent 

community as a whole.  The parents can assist in problem solving, give advice, and help bridge gaps that 

educators may not even know exist. 

Why should I encourage ELL parents to take on leadership roles? 

 NCLB  (No Child Left Behind)--Title 1 and Title 3 funding 

 Parent leaders can recruit other parents 

 Makes parents feel valued and have a sense of power 

 Educate the teachers, children and other parents in both languages 

 Liaison for understanding culture and translations/language barriers 

 

How do I encourage ELL parents to take on leadership roles? 
 Consider location and scheduling (survey, ask, learn parent schedules) 

 Talk to administration (see what options are possible-funding for food? Transportation?) 

 Recruit parent volunteers and become parent leader (evaluate what parents would make good leaders, 

encourage them to take on the parent liaison role to assist other parents) 

 Explain the role of leadership (will assist in helping their child do better in school) 

 Explain incentives ($) (food) (helping community) 
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PART III. LANGUAGE GROUPS 

(Somali-Nepali-Arabic-Karen) 

 
      The language groups selected for this handbook were specially identified to 

accommodate the needs of Buffalo Public School teachers.  It was determined that 

the four main language groups at Buffalos Public School (BPS 45) were Somali, Nepali, 

Arabic, and Karen (N. Nichter, personal communication, September 15th, 2014).  Based 

on this information and the needs of this school, it was decided to focus on these 

language groups by giving teachers visuals, maps, and culture grams about each country 

where these languages are primarily spoken.   

        As you delve into this information, you will find many interesting facts 

that may assist you in teaching your ELLs.  After reading about the many 

components of parental involvement, you may find ways to use this information 

to assist you in further bridging the gaps between school and home. This 

information is intended to help teachers make connections between ways to 

increase parental involvement with ELL families while learning about the four 

main cultures groups at BPS 45.  Use this handbook to increase your knowledge 

of the “unknown” and become open and familiar with students backgrounds and 

cultural norms.   
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Somalia-Somali 

Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya 
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Somali Culture Grams 

Religion 

 Nearly all Somali are Muslims. 

 Every town has a mosque. 

 Muslims pray 5 times daily. 

 Muslims fast from morning until evening during the holy 

month of Ramadan. 

 Muslims do not drink alcohol or eat pork. 

Language 

 3 main dialects: Af-Maymay; Af-Benaadir & Standard Somali. 

 In 1972 government introduced a single Latin-based form of 

writing. 

 Written language not adopted by whole country but is used 

by teachers and government officials. 

 

Holidays 

 Islamic Calendar (based on lunar movement) 

 Muharram is celebrated the first 10 days of the first month 

of the Lunar calendar.  (celebration of earth and produce) 

 Ramadan is celebrated the 9th month with 30 days of fasting 

from sunrise to sunset. As Ramadan ends Somalis observe a 3 

day feast called Eid al-Fitr. 

 Eid al Adha is the feast of sacrifice honoring Abraham. 

 Mawlid is celebrated to honor the prophet Muhammed’s 

birthday. 

 In southern regions June 26th is celebrated as independence 

from Britain 

 In the North July 1st marks independence from Italy. 

 Weddings can last up to 3 days. 

Clans 

 6 Major Clans with several smaller family groups within each 

clan. 

 Clans are made up of people with similar social standing and 

power.   

 It is important to know what clans people belong to.   

 Children inherit clan membership through their fathers. 

 After 1991, after government collapse, Somalis only trusted 

people  in their own clan for marriage and political loyalty. 

 

Food 

 MuslimDo NOT eat Pork. 

 Rice, Corn, Beans 

 Coffee and Tea 

 Meat of sheep or goats 

 Camel Hump is a delicacy for special guests. 

Somali Music 

 Somali enjoy plays and music. Accompanied by singing, 

stringed instruments (in the south), and drums, Somali 

dancers perform in two parallel lines of men and women or in 

circles. (Mogadishu, Somalia, October 2010) 

 

Flag 

 Somalis Flag was adopted on October 12th, 1954.   

 Adopted October 12, 1954 

 Represents the United Nations. 

 Five pointed Star represents each of the five regions in 

Somalia. 

 White symbolizes peace and prosperity. 
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Life as a Kid 

 Under 10Child 

 Draught and Malnutrition common. 

 Children take adult responsibilities early in life.   

 Child jobs polish shoes; herding goats and sheep; collecting 

firewood; hauling water; purchasing food at the market. 

 No parks; no recreation areas 

 Child games; foster imagination.   

 Soccer; police and thieves; climbing rope. 

 Harsh conditions and poverty. 

Government 

 President and Prime Minister 

 National Parliament (275 member lower house and 54 

member upper house). 

 Clan leaders appointed members of current 

government/future members will be elected by the people 

and serve 4 years. 

 Clans work together to solve problems within their clan or 

community.  

Money and Economy 

 Economy suffers due to poor land, war, disease, and lack of 

skilled workers. 

 Not enough food/goods to feed the people. 

 Few people earn money. 

 Money is typically sent from Somalis who live outside the 

country who send it to their family and friends. 

 Animal meat, skins, and wool are shipped to other countries 

in return. 

 Goods are sold in open air markets. 

 Nomadic way of life. 

Moon Calendar 

 Follow a different calendar than people in different parts of 

the world. 

 Moon Calendar called the Hijri is based on the moon rather 

than the sun. 

 Lunar calendar is divided into 12 months.   

 Each month begins when a new full moon appears. 

 Holidays are based on the Moons calendar. 

Schools/Education 

 Adult Literacy Rate- 38% 

 Several decades of political instability and war disrupted Somali’s educational system. 

 Fewer than half of Somali children have the opportunity to attend school. 

 Children in school study: Reading; Writing; Math; & Language. 

 Few continue education where they receive training in a Factory; Farm; or Business. 

 Many cannot attend school due to lack of money or need for child contribution to family income. 

 

ProQuest. (2014). Somalia. CultureGrams. World Edition. Retrieved October 1
st
, 2014, from

 http://online.culturegrams.com/kids/kids_country.php?contid=1&wmn=Africa&cid=108&cn=Somalia 

 

 

http://online.culturegrams.com/kids/kids_country.php?contid=1&wmn=Africa&cid=108&cn=Somalia


 

20 
 

Translations (EnglishSomali) 

English Somali English Somali 
Hello Iska Waran Confused ka 

wareerid  
 

Good-Bye Nabad Gelyo Hurt xanuun 

leh  
 

Please Min Fadlak Clock saacad 

weyn  
 

Thank you Mahad Sanid  Desk miis 
  

Yes Haa Table miis 
  

No Maya Book buug 
  

How are you? Sidee tahay Lunch qurac 
  

May I help you? Waxaan kaa caawin kara English English 

Do you understand? Ma waxaad u fahmi Science cilmi 
  

Homework shaqo 

guri  
 

Social Studies cilmiga bulshada 

Pencil qalin rasaas Math xisaabta 

Binder gal Health caafimaad 
  

Folder gal Sad murugaysan 

Paper warqad Angry caraysan 

Backpack boorso dhabar Happy faraxsan 

Sick bukaan   
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Nepal-Nepali 
Nepalis living in America are typically Bhutanese refugees 
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Nepali Culture Grams 

Religion 

 Hindi- 80.6% 

 Buddhist- 10.7% 

 Muslim- 4.2%  

 Kirant-3.6% 

 Other- .9% 

Language 

 Nepali—Official Language. 

 Most speak individuals ethnic group’s native 

language. 

 Nepali is similar to Hindi (share the same 

Devanagari writing systemeach written 

charater represents a specific sound) 

 Caste systemFormal language spoken to 

members of higher castes. 

 More than a dozen different languages spoken in 

Nepal on a daily basis. 

 The English language is spoken and taught in 

cities, private schools,  and universities , 

Holidays 

 Follows calendar called Bikram Samvat 

 Based on phases of the Moon 

 New Year-Mid April 

 Dashain (two weeks in September and/or 

October)  Celebrates the triumph of good over 

evil. 

 Tihar (Festival of Lights)-Three day festival in 

October or November to honor the Goddess of 

Wealth. 

 Full moon month of Baisakh (April/May) 

celebrates the day Buddha was born.  On this 

day he was enlightened and passed into Nirvana. 

Food 

 2 meals each day/Afternoon snack 

 Men and guest served first, followed by 

children, and then women. 

 Rice and potatoes served with most meals. 

 Dal Bhaat (white rice and lentil soup, curried 

vegetables, and pickled vegetables) 

 White Muslims do not eat pork. 

 Hindus do not eat beef. 

 Spices are important to cooking (cinnamon, 

ginger, pepper) 
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Fun Facts 

 Nepal has its own Calendar (Bikram Samvat) 

 Himalayas are located in Northern Nepal 

 Cows are considered Sacred 

 Personal Privacy is rare (unusual to spend time 

alone) 

 Popular Snack: Momo (dumplings stuffed with 

chicken, meat, or vegetables) 

 

Flag 

 Unique shape of two overlapping right triangles. 

 Represented two rival ruling families. 

 Later came to represent Nepal’s desire to be 

independent as long as the sun and moon last. 

 Triangles also represent the Himalayas. 

 Only flag in the world that is not quadrilateral. 

Life as a Kid 

 Not Easy. 

 Sons are preferred to daughters. 

 Sons bring money to the family, carry on the 

family name, and take care of parents in old age. 

 Children are expected to assist in childcare, 

farming, cooking, and harvesting crops. 

 Nepali children enjoy singing, dancing, and 

attending festivals with family and friends. 

Government 

  Was a Monarchy for many years-Run by a King. 

 Now the head of the state is considered the 

president. 

 Prime Minister and Council lead the central 

government. 

 Lawmaking done by the Constituent Assembly. 

 Adopted a temporary constitution in 2007 

(gaurentees freedom of religion, press, and 

other basic rights). 

 Voting age: 18 

Money and Economy 

 One of the poorest countries in the world. 

 Few people have a job. 

 Majority working in agriculture (run their own 

farms, but few can live off their land) 

 Many Nepalis work in India to send money home. 

 Tourism is the second largest industry but has 

decreased in recent years due to violence and 

instability in the country. 

Cultures 

 Many different groups make up Nepal. 

 Several waves of migration in recent years. 

 Kiranti-East & Khas-Westtwo of the largest 

ethnic groups. 

 More than 100 different ethnic groups, or 

castes 

 Each group speaks their own mother tongue. 

 Nepal often referred to as “Common Garden” 
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 Many groups within Nepal share common 

myths/memories which gives the country a sense 

of pride and unity. 

Schools/Education 

 Schools are rare in Nepal. 

 Education is “free” but the government cannot fund the buildings and teachers. 

 Electricity is sparse, lack of resources within schools 

 Marrigage is more important than education-Women typically leave school around 12 years old. 

 Young women stay home to take care of younder siblings or to help out with household chores. 

 The government is trying to use money to improve the educational system in Nepal. 

 

 

ProQuest. (2014). Nepal. CultureGrams World Edition. Retrieved October 1
st
, 2014, from  

http://online.culturegrams.com/world/world_country.php?contid=3&wmn=Asia&cid=110&cn=Nepal 

 

 

  

http://online.culturegrams.com/world/world_country.php?contid=3&wmn=Asia&cid=110&cn=Nepal
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Translations (EnglishNepali) 

English Nepali Pronunciation 

Hello नमस्ते Nah-MAH-stay 

Good-Bye बफदाफारी Bidābārī 

Please कृऩया kree-PIE-ya 

Thank you धन्यवाद Dhan'yavāda 

Yes हो Hō 

No कुनै Kunai 

How are you? तऩाईंऱाई कस्तो छ Tapā'īnlā'ī kastō cha 

May I help you? म तऩाईंऱाई मदत गनन सक्छ Ma tapā'īnlā'ī madata garna sakcha 

Do you understand? तऩाईं फुझ्न सक्छौं Tapā'īṁ bujhna sakchauṁ 

Homework गहृकायन Gr̥hakārya 

Pencil ऩेंससऱ Pēnsila 

Binder फाांधन समससन Bāndhana misina 

Folder पोल्डर Phōlḍara 

Paper कागज Kāgaja 

Backpack झोऱा Jhōlā 

Sick बफरामी Birāmī 

Happy खुसी Khusī 

Sad सांयुक्त राज्य अमेररका Sanyukta rājya amērikā 

Angry क्रोधधत Krōdhita 



 

26 
 

Confused अऱमऱमा Alamalamā 

Hurt चोट Cōṭa 

Clock घडी Ghaḍī 

Desk डेस्क Ḍēska 

Table तासऱका Tālikā 

Book ऩुस्तक Pustaka 

Clock घडी Ghaḍī 

Lunch खाजा Khājā 

English अांगे्रजी Aṅgrējī 

Science ववज्ञान Vijñāna 

Social Studies सामाजजक अध्ययन Sāmājika adhyayana 

Math गणित Gaṇita 

Health स्वास््य Svāsthya 
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Yemen-Arabic 
Algeria, Bahrain, Chad, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, 

Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, Yemen Republic 
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Yemen Culture Grams 

 

Religion 

 Islam is Yemen’s official religion 

 Five Pilars of Islam  

 belief in Allah (their God) and the prophet 

Muhammad 

 Praying five times a day 

 Giving money to the poor 

 Fasting during the month of Ramadan 

 Making a hajj (pilgrimage to mecca) at 

least once in a lifetime. 

 Fridays-Muslim day of worship (men pray at 

mosque and women pray at home) 

Language 

 Arabic is the Official Language 

 Used in writing, business, and formal speaking 

 Arabic has 28 characters and is read from right 

to left 

 English is the most common second language. 

Holidays 

 Eid al-Fitr (three day feast at the end of 

Ramadan) 

 Muslim calendar is based on the moon instead of 

the sun. 

 Holidays correspond to the moons calendar. 

 During Ed al-Fitr people exchange gifts and visit 

each others homes 

 Children dress up and receive eidah (small gifts, 

$, or candy) 

 Ramadan 

 Fast from sunrise to sunset (no food or 

water) 

Food 

 Women prepare food 

 Main meal- 2 PM 

 Soup-meat broth 

 Main Course-

Fish/Chicken/Goat/Beef/Vegetables/Past

a 

 Must wash hands and face before eating. 

 Everyone sits on the floor on a mat around a 

table 

 Families eat together unless there is a male 

visitor. 

 HoneyDelicacy in Yemen  (typically given as 
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 Mood is festive but focus is on religion 

and connecting to Allah. 

 People shop and spend time with family 

and friends 

gifts) 

 Breadeaten with every meal (women bake daily) 

 

Yemen Music 

 Music and song is important  

 The ouda stringed instrument with a short 

neck and deep, round body) is the main 

instrument played in Yemen. 

 Songs typically describe the beauty of the 

countryside and experiences moving from place 

to place. 

 Families and friends gather to perform. 

 The homayni (popular poetic song pasted down 

from generation to generation) 

Flag 

 Features colors of the Arab Liberation Flag 

 RedBlood for those who died for their country 

 WhiteBright Future 

 BlackOppression of the past 

Life as a Kid 

 Families wake up early. 

 Mother, Grandmother, or oldest sister milk the 

cows. 

 Mother makes breakfast 

 Father and sons work on the farm 

 Children go to school around 12 or 1 PM 

 Families eat lunch together  

 After lunch children help on the farm until 

evening 

 No TV/No Internet/Electricity is rare 

 No bathrooms or showers in homes 

Government 

  Constitution provides a multiparty democracy.  

 President is elected by the people (7 year terms) 

 Prime minister runs the government. 

 301 seat house of representatives 

 Shari’ahGods Law 

 The constitution states that shari’ah (Islamic 

Law) is the source of all laws. 

 Local sheikhs (tribe leaders) have the authority 

to resolve problems among villagers. 
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Money and Economy 

 One of the poorest Arab countries due to: 

 Decades of civil war 

 Poor farming 

 Lack of technology 

 Many people lack health care and education 

 Little money off tourism 

 Oil and Natural Gas are the most valuable 

resources 

 Lack of water makes farmer difficult 

Travel 

 Transportation is well developed. 

 Two lane paved roads run from city to city. 

 Dirt roads connect town to town. 

 Few people own their own cars 

 Taxis and busses are used to transport people 

 Women do not travel alone, only with a male 

counterpart 

 Yemen has an airline but no railroad travel 

Schools/Education 

 Before WWII only Qur’an was taught at religious schools (students were expected to memorize scripture) 

 After WWII a modern school system (6 years elementary; 3 years middle school; 3 years High school) 

 Today children are required to attend school from ages 6-15 (free of charge) 

 Boys attend school more often that girls.  Girls are expected to help with chores at home. 

 In 1970 a university system was established (there are now several colleges/training schools) 

 Uneducated typically become Farmers, factory workers, or shopkeepers. 

 

ProQuest. (2014). Yemen. CultureGrams World Edition. Retrieved October 1
st
, 2014, from

 http://online.culturegrams.com/kids/kids_country.php?contid=12&wmn=Asia&cid=124&cn=Yemen 

 

http://online.culturegrams.com/kids/kids_country.php?contid=12&wmn=Asia&cid=124&cn=Yemen
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Translations (EnglishArabic) 

English Arabic English Arabic 
Hello مرحبا Happy سعيد 

Good-Bye وداعا Sad الواليات المتحدة األمريكية 

Please من فضلك Angry غاضب 

Thank you  شكرا Confused مرتبك 

Yes نعم Hurt جرح 

No ال Clock على مدار الساعة 

How are you?  Desk مكتب 

May I help you? هل يمكن أن أساعدك Table طاولة 

Do you understand? هل تفهم Book كتاب 

Homework الواجب المنزلي Clock على مدار الساعة 

Pencil قلم رصاص Lunch غداء 

Binder غالف English اإلنجليزية 

Folder ملف Science  علم
  الطبيعة

 

Paper ورق Social Studies العلوم اإلجتماعية 

Backpack حقيبة ظهر Math الرياضيات 

Sick مريض Health الصحة 
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Karen - Karen 
The Karen living in America are typically refugees. 
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Karen Culture Grams 

 
Religion 

 Typically Buddhist 

 Attempt to achieve Nirvana 

 Goals:  

 Right views 

 Right speech 

 Right action 

 Right livelihood 

 Right effort 

 Right mindfulness 

 Right concentration 

Language 

 Karen is the language spoken in the State of Karen 

located in Burma. 

 Burmas official language is Burmese 

 More than 100 langauges and dialets are spoken in 

Burma (one being Karen) 

 Many speakers of these other languages also speak 

Burmese. 

Holidays 

 Holidays are based on the Lunar calendar. 

 Dates and Holidays fall on different dates each year. 

 Each of the 12 lunar months has its own festival. 

 Thingyan (water festival)/new year celebration) is a 

popular celebration amongst family and friends. 

 Thingyan is celebrated in April or May.  Water is 

sprinkled on member of the society to represent 

washing negative things away and starting a new year 

free of negativity.  

 At this celebration, people celebrate by freeing 

animals. 

 The older population celebrate peacefully in 

monasteries. 

Food 

 Typically eat rice and curry for lunch and dinner. 

 Soup is typically eaten at most meals. 

 Herbs and spices are used to flavor food. 

 Meat, seafood, fermented vegetables, chilies, salads, 

grapefruit, noodles, and eggplant are common foods 

consumed by Karen people. 

 Mohinga is a popular fish and noodle soup which is 

typically eaten for breakfast. 

 Jackfruitpeople scoop out the sweet yellow flesh 

inside (seeds are eaten like nuts) 

 Dessertfresh fruit, rice pudding, and sweets made 

from fruit. 



 

34 
 

Interesting Facts 

 Direct eye contact is only used between people of 

equal status. 

 It is considered extremely disrespectful to touch 

anyone on the top of the head (most sacred part of 

the body) 

 Bringing a gift to someone’s house is polite and 

appreciated. 

 It is Taboo to point your foot at anyone (least sacred 

part of the body) 

 Always remove your shoes when entering a house or 

religious building. 

 Emotion and anger should not be expressed in public. 

 Shaking hands is becoming more common but the 

traditional hands together and slight bow are used to 

show respect when greeting. 

FLAG 

 A symbol of UNITY. 

 it has been a rallying point during their decades long 

armed struggle against the Burmese military. 

 there was a frog drum (called that because it is 

covered with frog skin). He said ancient Karen people 

used the frog drum during war and venerated it. 

 He noted the rising sun gave the bright light to all 

Karen people in the world; and sunlight could erase 

fear. 

 incorporated the image of a white elephant image in 

the Karen flag. There was an elephant image on the 

frog drum. According to his definition, the white 

elephant is a precious treasure. 

Life as a Kid 

 Children are greatly valued by their families. 

 Relatives spoil children and excuse them from 

troublemaking. 

 Kids are expected to show respect to adults. 

 Friends and neighbors are like family (everyone looks 

out for one another) 

 Adults are called Saya (teacher) 

 Children wear thanaka (a brownish paste) on their 

faces for decoration and protection from sunlight.   

 Children are expected to become temporary monks. 

 Kids play outside swimming and fishing. 

 Children are expected to help out with family chores, 

work on the farm, and sells things on the street. 

Government 

  Collectivistic Society 

 Karen National Union (KNU) was formed at a Karen 

Congress attended by 700 delegates from the Karen 

National Associations 

 The Karen National Union has maintained its structure 

and purpose from the 1950s onward. 

 KNU acts a governmental presence for the Karen 

people, offering basic social services for those 

affected by the insurgency, such as Karen refugees or 

internally displaced Karen. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karen_National_Union
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Money and Economy 

 Many valuable resources, but many people are poor 

because economy and country are managed poorly. 

 The government treats people poorly which makes 

other countries reluctant to trade. 

 More than half of the country is composed of farmers. 

 They grow crops like rice, wheat, maize, millet, beans, 

oilseeds, cotton, jute (to make fabrics), rubber, sugar 

cane, tobacco, and spices. 

 Economy depends onoil, gas, mining, illegal drug 

sales. 

 Economy is controlled by the government (a lot of 

trade is done illegally.)   

Days of the Week 

 Runs on a different time system from the rest of the 

world. 

 Have an 8 day week. 

 Wednesdays are divided into two 12-hour days (each 

week has the same number of hours but more days) 

 First half of Wednesday is called Bohdahu / Second 

half of Wednesday is called Yahu.   

 Days are assigned to a planet, an animal, and a 

direction on the compass. 

 The initial letter of someones name is typically chosen 

based on the day of the week they were born.   

 Saturday is considered an unlucky day.  

 Many people are superstitious about birthdays the 

day of the week you were born can determine 

(personality traits, who you will marry, and success 

overall in life) 

Schools/Education 

 Children must attend school from age 5 to 9.   

 Schooling is free (must purchase: uniforms, books, and supplies) 

 Children who can not afford these fees can get educated at a monastery. 

 All schools share a common uniform (white shirt, green pants or skirt) 

 Some students who finish primary school may continue into secondary school.   

 At age 16, students take exams which determine whether or not they can attend a university for further education. 

 

 

ProQuest. (2014). Myanmar. CultureGrams World Edition. Retrieved October 1st, 2014, from

 http://online.culturegrams.com/kids/kids_country.php?contid=3&wmn=Asia&cid=101&cn=Myanmar  

 

http://online.culturegrams.com/kids/kids_country.php?contid=3&wmn=Asia&cid=101&cn=Myanmar
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Translations (EnglishKaren) 

For translations in Karen-Please refer to the following website:  Translations could not be 

copied from the website to this handbook (N. Nichter, personal communication, November 

23rd, 2014).         

        (Displayed in Hallway at BPS 45) 

            Karen Word of the Week  

http://www.drumpublications.org/        

 

  

http://www.drumpublications.org/
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Discussion 

Purpose of this Project 

 The purpose of this project was to create a handbook for teachers that can be used as a 

resource when working with ELLs and families.  This handbook can be used to give teachers a 

better understanding of the parental involvement component and expand cultural awareness of 

four main language groups commonly found in Buffalo Public School 45 (BPS 45).  The original 

design was to create a parental involvement program but this idea changed at the beginning of 

EDU 660.  It was decided to modify my original topic from a parental involvement 

program/curriculum to a handbook educating teachers on parental involvement and cultural 

awareness.  The basic framework of this handbook was taken from the Colorin Colorado website 

(Breiseth, Roberston, & Lafond, 2011).  After finding the basic format of intended use, I showed 

it to the teacher professional who thought this would work to provide accurate and useful 

information to the teachers in her building.  The original template or design for this handbook 

was altered as the information was gathered.  Additional information was added and subtracted 

according to informal interviews done with the teacher professional, international expert, and 

instructor of my thesis course.   

 I dissected the “Guide for Engaging ELL Families: Twenty Strategies for School 

Leaders” and read through it completely (Breiseth, Roberston, & Lafond, 2011).  I was able to 

get ideas and use this research to help create my own handbook designed specifically for BPS 

45.  The final result included the most important aspects of parental involvement that the teacher 

professional and I thought would be best to highlight based on teacher need at BPS 45.  After the 

table of contents, I included a glossary of the most common ESL related terms.  By doing this, 
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teachers could use it if they encountered an unfamiliar word while reading the handbook.  I 

introduced the handbook by making a connection to any teacher reading it by relating it to a real 

life scenario.  It forces any reader to think critically and meaningfully before delving into the 

handbook.  By starting the handbook off with the parental involvement component, teachers are 

able to get an idea of ways to effectively engage parents in culturally responsive ways.  After 

learning about involvement, they can learn about the four main language groups at BPS 45.  I 

specifically designed the handbook to be easy to read and teacher friendly.  I introduced the 

languages by outlining the country name and the language spoken in that country.  Pictures were 

used as visual aids for teachers to grasp a basic idea of where the country is located, a flag of the 

country, and pictures of people, foods, and geography.  By starting with visuals, teachers are able 

to grasp an understanding and make connections to the cultures prior to reading information on 

the country.  Following the visual page, I designed a table to display the culture grams in a 

visually appealing way.  The information included was chosen after talking to teachers at BPS 

45.  I asked them for advice on what they think teachers struggle with most and what they would 

find most useful in a handbook for teachers working with ELLs speaking the four highlighted 

languages.  It was decided to include information on: Language, education, life as a child, 

government, cultural taboos, religion, food, flag, money and economy, and travel.  By becoming 

educated on these main topics, educators hoped to have a better understanding of their ELLs.  

Following the culture gram portion for each country, I included translations of common school 

related vocabulary.  I was unable to include Karen translations, but inserted a link for teachers to 

access information and translations from English to Karen.   

 Providing visuals was a crucial part of this handbook.  After discussing this curriculum 

project with the teacher professional it was clear that this handbook needed to be visually 
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appealing, with maps, photographs, and bulleted information that is easy to read at a quick 

glance.  Many of these countries and languages are unfamiliar to the teachers working in this 

context which is one of the reasons why this handbook was created (N. Nichter, personal 

communication, September 15
th
, 2014).   Providing teachers with a useful, easy to use tool 

allows for a better overall understanding of cultural differences and provide information on 

parental involvement.   

Development of Curriculum 

 The original design was altered from a parental involvement program to a parental 

involvement and cultural awareness handbook for teachers working in Buffalo city schools.  

Parental involvement has always been an interest of mine, and I have always been very 

passionate about its impact on a child’s schooling.  Originally, I spent vast amounts of time 

researching parental involvement programs with ELLs.   Information on ideas, strategies, and 

statistics of its importance were found and researched.  Although the information was valid and 

reliable, there was no research published on an actual parent involvement program.   After 

deliberation with both the professor of this course and the teacher professional at a Buffalo 

public school, the curriculum evolved into a handbook for teachers that could be used in any 

Buffalo Public school.   

 I was able to use some information from my original topic but information needed to be 

added and subtracted according to relevance to the newest design.  This task was not easy and 

took time to decide what was relevant and what work needed to be removed.  The first step for 

the new design involved contacting a teacher professional at a school on Buffalos west side.  Her 

willingness to help and provide information allowed me to know the needs of this school.  After 



A COLLABORATIVE HANDBOOK  60 

 
 

researching, a useful and well formatted handbook was found on the Colorin Colorado website 

(Breiseth, Roberston, & Lafond, 2011).  This website has been used by many professionals in the 

field of TESOL.  Knowing that made me realize this would be a great framework to work off of.   

I retracted information from “A guide for Engaging ELL Families: Twenty Strategies for School 

Leaders” but evolved it into something of my own (Breiseth, Roberston, & Lafond, 2011).   I 

sketched out the basic framework and then had the teacher professional review it to make sure it 

was all useful for the needs of her school.  After the basic framework was established, it was 

important to spend time researching each component and find information relevant to the area of 

intended use.  After discussion with the teacher professional, it was determined that the four 

main language groups at the target school were, Karen, Arabic, Somali, and Nepali.  I then 

decided that those were the four main language groups I would research and include in this 

handbook.   After reading through the Colorin Colorado handbook, I selected the eleven most 

important components to parental involvement with regards to teacher need.  A meeting was set 

up with an international expert at the international institute in downtown Buffalo.  She was able 

to provide ideas and resources on these language groups as well.  An informal interview was 

done at Buffalo Public school #45 with various teachers where basic questions were asked in 

terms of teacher need (Refer to methodology for questions and answers).   The teachers provided 

insight and suggestions to information that would be useful for them to teach ELLs more 

effectively.  It was noted that misconceptions about various cultural norms have hindered 

performance in the past.  By exploiting these cultures in a handbook, teachers would be able to 

use it as a guide to quickly learn about the main language groups and also use it to learn ideas 

and strategies to encourage greater and more effective parental involvement within this school.   
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 Various websites were used to find information on the language groups being identified.   

By gathering information from various websites and books, I was able to use the most relevant 

information and compare information to check for validity.  I met with a research librarian 

multiple times who assisted me in finding good information on the four cultures and languages.  

The librarian also gave insight on websites that may provide more information.  With regards to 

the parental involvement component, research was done but needed to be edited to accommodate 

the needs of this school.  I met with the teacher professional several times to discuss key 

components and was enlightened with knowledge through her experience teaching ELLs.  She 

was able to provide feedback and gave suggestions on what she thought the mainstreamed 

teachers would find most useful when teaching ELLs.  By doing this, I knew that I would be 

fulfilling the needs of these teachers by creating this handbook.   

Limitations 

 Throughout the development of this curriculum project, there were some limitations 

identified.  The handbook only contains four of the main language groups at BPS #45.  There are 

more than 30 languages spoken at this school and more than 150 languages spoken by ELLs 

nationwide today.  Therefore, this handbook cannot be used for a teacher who is working with a 

student whose home language is something other than Karen, Arabic, Somali or Nepali.  

However, any teacher could use this handbook to learn about parental involvement when 

working with parents of ELLs.  This handbook is also limited with regards to how much 

information it provides.  It was not possible to give a fully comprehensive view of each culture in 

more detail.  Implications and Future Research 
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 Future research should be done on the other languages spoken by ELLs in the United 

States.   There are many languages spoken in United States with many people naïve to the 

diversity surrounding them.  While doing this project, I spoke to many people both in and out of 

the field of education.  When I discussed my area of research, I got unusual looks and questions 

with regards to why I would study the languages selected.  I explained that these languages are 

the most common languages at a school in the city of Buffalo.  Many people I spoke with were 

confused, so I went into detail about “The International School” or BPS #45 on Buffalos west 

side.  I explained that this school not only has students who speak these languages, but there are 

also 30 other languages spoken by students at this school.  With further research, people could 

become more educated about what is happening around them.  A more communal environment 

could make this school and even better place to educate children in Buffalo.   

Conclusion 

 It is the hope that this handbook will be used by all teachers at BPS 45.  It could also be 

used at other schools in the Buffalo area who serve ELLs.  It can be used by any teacher who has 

the desire to become more educated on parental involvement and cultural norms of the identified 

language groups.  It is intended to help bridge the gaps between school and home in more 

effective and more culturally responsive ways.  It is the hope that after gaining knowledge of 

home cultures and parental involvement strategies, teachers will gain a better understanding of 

their ELLs, and therefore will be able to be more effective overall.  By creating this handbook, 

the researcher hoped to increase overall teacher knowledge which will in turn allow ELLs to be 

more successful in school.  It is hoped that teachers will use this handbook and that in time all 

Buffalo public school teachers will have access to it electronically.   
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