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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this curriculum project was to improve the Linguistic Landscape (LL) or 

multilingual ecology (MLE) of West Seneca East Middle School by designing and implementing 

the Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes projects involving English Language Learners (ELLs) 

and their families.  Despite the considerable large numbers of ELLs in the middle school, there 

was a substantial shortcoming of multilingual and multicultural presence in the school.  To 

address the lack thereof, the researcher designed two cultural projects to be displayed within the 

middle school.  The Culture Quilt involved the designing of a fabric square, reflective of each 

family’s diverse language and culture.  The Tapestry of Hopes involved the completion of a 

sentence strip by ELL families indicating their hopes and dreams for their child in their Home 

Language, English, or both.  The completion and display of both projects resulted in an overall 

increase of multilingual ecology in addition to a noticeable excitement and enthusiasm school-

wide for celebrating the diversity present within the West Seneca Schools and community.  
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Introduction 

 

Problem 

In a time of ever increasing diversity within schools, there remains an 

underrepresentation of visible languages and cultures, other than mainstream English, within the 

Linguistic Landscape of schools (Brown, 2012; Celic & Seltzer, 2011; Collins & Guzmán-

Valerio, 2015; Draper & Prasertsri, 2013; Dressler, 2015; García, 2011; García & Menken, 2015; 

Guzman-Valero & Menken, n.d.; Hornsby, 2008; Leung & Wu, 2012; Otheguy, García, & 

Menken, 2015; Reyes & Azuara, 2008; Szabó, 2015).  At a time where English Language 

Learner population is on the rise in public education, school staff remains unaware of the 

diversity that walks school halls on a daily basis.  English Language Learner (hereafter referred 

to as ELL) can be defined as a non-native English speaker who is in the process of learning 

English as an additional language.  In many circumstances school educators and staff are 

incognizant of the cultures present in the school spaces, which may lead to ELLs being 

unrecognized because of their linguistic and cultural differences.  This is a current issue faced in 

the suburban school district of West Seneca in Western New York.  However unbeknownst to 

school personnel and others, there is a hidden potential in connecting the textual environment of 

school spaces to the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of students (Dressler, 2015; Garcia & 

Menken, 2015; García, 2011; Otheguy, García, & Menken, 2015; Reyes & Azuara, 2008).  A 

Linguistic Landscape or multilingual ecology is not only proven beneficial for English Language 

Learners, but also for others alike within the educational setting (Celic & Seltzer, 2011; Dressler, 

2015; García & Menken, 2015; Giles & Tunks, 2010; Otheguy, García, & Menken, 2015; Reyes 

& Azuara, 2008).  The term Linguistic Landscape (hereafter referred to as LL) refers to the 

signage displayed in public and private spaces that reflect the languages present within a specific 
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region or territory (Landry & Bourhis, 1997).  Related to LL, multilingual ecology refers to a 

larger degree of language practices, not only including the textual landscape, but also the 

interactions of languages in the schools and community (Otheguy, García, & Menken, 2015).  

Multilingual ecology creates an environment that is welcoming to all students and families and 

acknowledges student identities.  One school in particular is in need of improvement towards the 

development of a better multilingual ecology.  

Located in Western New York, the West Seneca Central School District is one of the 

largest districts in the area, containing six elementary schools, two middle schools and two high 

schools.  West Seneca Central School District is home to more than 50 ELLs and their families.  

Over 21 countries are represented within the diverse population, consisting mainly of families 

from the Middle East, Asia and Europe.  An English as a New Language program, or ENL for 

short, is available at Northwood Elementary, East Middle School and East Senior to help ELLs 

find success in the classroom while developing their proficiency in the English language.  As the 

ENL teacher, the researcher noted that despite its distinct population, there is a noticeable 

absence in the presentation of non-native languages and cultures within the school’s ecology.   

Purpose 

 The purpose of this curriculum project was to improve the LL or multilingual ecology of 

West Seneca East Middle School by designing and implementing the Culture Quilt and Tapestry 

of Hopes projects involving ELLs and their families.  This curriculum project will address 

improving the multilingual ecology featured within West Seneca East Middle School, where 

over seven different languages are spoken from around the world.  Through the implementation 

of the projects at the annual ENL Family Potluck Dinner Event, it was anticipated that the 

school’s multilingual ecology would improve.   
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Significance  

Despite the considerably large amount of research on LL, there is a shortcoming of 

research in regards to the presence of the LL featured in schools hosting multilingual and/or 

multicultural student populations.  The relationship of LL and schools is an area of research 

currently in the midst of exploration and experimentation.  A large majority of research examines 

the LL in relation to the urban space, yet little exploration has been conducted concerning the 

role of LL in the educational space, specifically in regards to multilingual signage.  This 

curriculum project is significant because it uniquely redefines the relationship between the 

school space and multicultural students and their families.  This curriculum project aspired to 

motivate other educational institutions to consider evaluating their LL in order to make positive 

changes towards the collaboration to represent linguistic resources in schools.  
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Literature Review 

 Our surrounding spaces can reveal much about the peoples and their languages and 

cultures present in an area.  Furthermore these spaces may confess underlying symbolic practices 

and constructions.  A space can both unify a community as well as create strong divides.  In this 

literature review, these ideas will be discussed through research on Linguistic Landscape.  First, 

it is necessary to introduce fundamental terminology used throughout research on Linguistic 

Landscape.  

Essential Terminology in the Field of Linguistic Landscape 

 The following Table 1 shows helpful terminology used to define and describe the field of 

Linguistic Landscape, which will be discussed in this literature review.  

Table 1  

Helpful Terminology Used in the Field of Linguistic Landscape  

Term Definition Citation In other words 

 

Linguistic 

Landscape 

“The language of public road 

signs, advertising billboards, 

street names, place names, 

commercial shop signs, and 

public signs on government 

buildings combines to form the 

linguistic landscape of a given 

territory, region, or urban 

agglomeration” (p. 25) 

 

Landry & 

Bourhis, 1997 

The language featured on types 

of public signage throughout an 

area that forms the linguistic 

landscape  

Government signs  “Public signs used by national, 

regional, or municipal 

governments in the following 

domains: road signs, place names, 

street names, and inscriptions on 

government buildings including 

ministries, hospitals, universities, 

town halls, schools, metro 

stations, and public parks” (p. 26) 

 

Landry & 

Bourhis, 1997 

 

Public signs instituted by 

national, regional or municipal 

governments such as road signs  

Private signs  “Commercial signs on storefronts and 

business institutions, commercial 

advertising on billboards, and 

advertising signs displayed in public 

transport and on private vehicles” (p. 

26) 

Landry & 

Bourhis, 1997 

 

Public signs instituted by 

individuals or groups such as 

advertisements  
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Table 1 continued    

Realia  “Concrete objects that are used in 

the classroom to build 

background knowledge and 

vocabulary” (p. 23)  

 

Herrell & Jordan, 

2007 

Cultural objects physically used 

as a resource to build 

background knowledge and 

vocabulary  

Heritage language  “Used to refer to immigrant, 

refugee, and indigenous 

languages, as well as former 

colonial languages” (p. 595)  

 

Wiley, 2005 Refers to the native language of 

immigrants, refugees, or 

indigenous peoples  

English Language 

Learner (ELL) 

“A non-native speaker of English 

who is in the process of attaining 

proficiency in English” (p. 1) 

 

Wright, 2010 A non-native English speaker in 

the process of learning English 

as an additional language  

Top-down signage “LL items included those issued 

by national and public 

bureaucracies – public 

institutions, signs on public sites, 

public announcement and street 

names” (p. 14) 

 

Gorter, 2006 Public signs created and 

instituted by national and public 

authorities  

Bottom-up signage  

                                  

“Included those which were 

issued by individual social actors 

– shop owners and companies – 

like names of shops, signs on 

businesses and personal 

announcements” (p. 14)  

 

Gorter, 2006 Public signs created and 

displayed by individuals  

Schoolscape “The school-based environment 

where place and text, both written 

(graphic) and oral, constitute, 

reproduce, and transform 

language ideologies” (p. 24) 

 

Szabó, 2015 

                                   

The school environment that is 

shaped by oral and written 

language(s) and tied to existing 

and transforming ideologies  

Multilingual 

ecology  

“The entire range of language 

practices of all children and 

families are evident in the 

school’s textual landscape, as 

well as in the interactions of all 

members of the school 

community; the other languages 

of the school are visible and 

palpable, represented in signs 

throughout the school, in texts in 

the library and classrooms, and 

heard throughout in 

conversations” (p. 7) 

 

Otheguy, García, 

Menken, 2015 

Language practices used in the 

school environment by students, 

families, and staff; languages 

represented through signage, 

resources, and oral movement 

throughout the school  

Translanguaging  “Translanguaging is the process 

of making meaning, shaping 

experiences, gaining 

understanding and knowledge 

through the use of two languages” 

(p. 288) 

Baker, 2011 Using two languages to create 

meaning, experiences and 

understanding of knowledge  
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The Linguistic Landscape 

 What constitutes linguistic landscape? LL surrounds us daily throughout our public 

and private spaces, defining an environment and its peoples.  As shown above in Table 1, Landry 

and Bourhis (1997) define LL as the language(s) featured on public signage within a specific 

area.  Rich in language and culture, the LL is created through any display of language through 

items such as signs, posters or advertisements, and can be present in a variety of spaces including 

restaurants, restrooms, streets, parks or schools.  There are two types of specified signage:  

government signs and private signs.  Government signs refer to the public signage instituted by 

national, regional or municipal authorities.  Examples include road signs, place names, and 

writings on government building such as hospitals, town halls or universities.  Private signs 

constitute public signs created and displayed by individual or group actors.  Examples include 

business advertisements or storefront signs.  Government signs and private signs together 

contribute to create the LL of a specific region or area.  In some instances, public and private 

signage can be consistent with one another and accurately reflect the language of its inhabitants.  

In this scenario, all community members communicate and use one language in their everyday 

lives, which is directly reflected through signage.  In contrast, there are cases in which signage is 

inconsistent and inaccurately reflects the language and cultural profile of those living in the 

region.  Some community signage does not accurately reflect its diverse communities that consist 

of languages other than English.  Research has shown that the LL can be compromised and less 

coherent if there is greater discrepancy between the language of government signs and the 

language of private signs (Landry & Bourhis, 1997).  From a sociolinguistic standpoint, language 

diversity is mostly observed through private signage as it more accurately reflects the 

multilingual and multicultural nature of the inhabitants residing in a particular region or area.  An 
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accurate reflection of LL would recognize languages of the community by displaying both 

government and private signage in the languages spoken and used by its inhabitants.  There 

would be a clear connection between these two types of signage.  On the contrary, an inaccurate 

reflection of LL appears as favoring one language over the other, where there is an unfair 

representation of communal languages visually.  

The significance of the linguistic landscape. LL reveals not only the linguistic diversity 

present in an area, but provides a glance into the communicative practices of people and potential 

symbolic constructions such as status and power relations. The LL is a mirror to the 

sociolinguistic norms and sociolinguistic structures of a society, meaning that multilingual signs 

reflect a multilingual community as well contribute to the multilingualism of its people.  LL 

illuminates the status of languages in society as well as has the ability to influence one’s 

behaviors and beliefs (Gorter, 2006).  Written language is extremely influential because it can be 

visually processed in an instant and is featured all around us.  Since the LL can be directly 

observed, it plays a strong role in the creation of linguistic identity as it designates power to 

certain language(s) over others thus affecting language ideologies (Shohamy & Gorter, 2009).  

The languages present or absent on displayed signage can imply explicit and implicit messages.  

For example, if one language is highly publicized and treasured over another, it would lead to the 

belief that this language has higher value and relative status over the other language(s) used in 

the sociolinguistic context.  The prevalence of one language group on public signs is symbolic of 

its strength or vitality over other language group(s) present in the community.  Landry and 

Bourhis (1997) discussed how the presence or absence of languages in the LL can signify the 

strengths or weaknesses between competing groups in a society.  The exclusion of language(s) 

leads to the belief that this language has little value and status in the society.  Such absence can 
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become the sociolinguistic norm or ideology leading community members to rely on one 

language over the other, which in turn negatively affects language diversity.  Landry and Bourhis 

(1997) additionally add that the exclusion of language on public signage can lead language 

groups to devalue the strength of their own language, culture and community; it can lead to a 

group’s decision to stop language transmission to future generations; and ultimately determine 

the survival of the ethnolinguistic group’s language and culture. 

 LL is a visual aspect of the physical world and can be viewed through different types of 

signage.  It is an area of growing interest, which demonstrates increasing diversification.  LL is 

considered an intriguing topic in the current research field of linguistics, sociolinguistics, 

language policy, bilingualism/multilingualism and most recently, education.  The majority of LL 

research focuses on the LL in public spaces, particularly in regards to the visible display of signs 

in our everyday world and the interactions people have with these signs.  These interactions 

between people and public signage will be discussed next.   

Research on Linguistic Landscape  

 Almost all research regarding LL has been conducted within the past 10 years.  A large 

proportion of research examines the construction and significance of the LL in bilingual public 

settings (Draper & Prasertsri, 2013; Dressler, 2015; Hornsby, 2008; Hult, 2014; Leung & Wu, 

2012; Rowland, 2013; Rowland, 2016; Sayer, 2010).  Three studies in particular examined the 

ideological dominance of the English language within multilinguistic environments.  Ideological 

dominance means the shared values and beliefs of the majority of people in a society.  

Researchers Hult (2014) and Sayer (2010) searched for answers as to why the English language 

dominated the LL despite such rich societal multilingualism in the cities of Oaxaca, Mexico and 

San Antonio, Texas.  In two cities where the Spanish language and culture thrives, the English 
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language strongly presented itself throughout public spaces.  In addition, the researchers sought 

to determine the symbolism of the English language as well as the functions of both English and 

Spanish.  Sayer (2010) posed the question as to why people in Oaxaca, Mexico use English in 

public places, while Hult (2014) inquired about the symbolic construction of language in 

contemporary San Antonio, Texas in regards to its diverse demographics.  Symbolic construction 

means sending a message of importance or power over others.  For instance, it is when an LL is 

far from the accurate representation of society’s languages and cultures.  One language may be 

symbolically used over others to demonstrate power and dominance, resulting in a linguistic 

hierarchy.  Both collecting data through visual documentation using photography and 

videography, both Hult (2014) and Sayer (2010) demonstrated an English-dominance in the LL 

despite Spanish being the majority language written and spoken.  Unwaveringly English was 

discovered to be the language medium, possibly as a result of the concept of global English or its 

cultural imperialism in the promotion of Western commercialism (Sayer, 2010).  Nevertheless 

both researchers found English to be the dominant language of the LL despite how city 

inhabitants identified with a different language and culture than what was portrayed.  

Despite San Antonio’s diversity, English-dominant signage was recorded to be 

significantly higher than Spanish-dominant signage.  As the seventh largest city in the United 

States, San Antonio has a strong sense of societal bilingualism, where 44% of the population is 

Spanish speaking and 53% are English speaking.  Data was collected and analyzed quantitatively 

by individual city sections that shape the metropolitan area.  The researcher discovered English 

signage at 92.8% and Spanish signage at a much smaller 7.2% (Hult, 2014).  Similarly, 

researcher Sayer (2010) conducted a personal research project titled Environmental English, 

where he collected 250 photographs using a disposable camera of signs, billboards, posters and 
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banners in English across the city of Oaxaca over the span of a few months.  The researcher 

qualitatively analyzed the photographic data set taken to search for connections and patterns.  It 

was found that the majority of signage was targeted for intracultural consumption, meaning that 

English was used for communicative purposes between Mexicans.  However an important 

limitation to note is the ethnographer’s qualitative analysis was not exhaustive; the results reflect 

the researcher’s own interpretations and analysis with room for much contestation.  Using his 

own personal data set, Sayer independently interpreted the data, summarizing his own 

distinctions and themes.  Given the perspective of other ethnographers, there could very well be 

different interpretations in regards to the meaning behind the use of English in a Spanish-

dominant community.  Notably qualitative analysis is a frequently used form of data collection in 

the field of LL due to the methodology and analysis of photo and/or video documentation.  

Ultimately despite the strong concentration of Spanish in both cities, English was found to be the 

linguistic medium or he language of choice used and understood to convey meaning (Sayer, 

2010).  A third relative study by Rowland (2016) also addresses the strength of English more do 

due to the spread of globalization. 

Globalization and the effect of English on linguistic landscapes. Most LL researchers 

agree that the globalization of English has directly impacted the LLs of countries around the 

world.  English continues to rapidly spread around the world and directly affects the LLs of 

foreign countries.  One study examined the role of English in Chiba, Japan, a multilingual and 

multicultural city.  Rowland (2016) used the discourse analytic method or also known as motive 

analysis (Rowland, 2016).  Motive analysis occurs when the researcher examines interrelated 

aspects of a person’s description of events.  In other words, motive analysis examines the 

descriptions given per individual, closely looking at their description of the action, where and 
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when it occurred, who was involved, and why the event happened.  After identifying the related 

elements, the researcher compares and contrasts the elements; ultimately the researcher 

determined which of the elements was the most dominant or controlling.  For example, motive 

analysis may find a group of individuals to strongly believe that English is used for the purpose 

of being stylish and modern.   

Student perceptions. Using the LL, higher education students have the opportunity to 

interpret their environments as they choose.  Researcher Rowland (2016) sought to examine 

student perceptions of the multilingual public signage featured throughout a Japanese society.  

The sample included 41 second-year English language majors, who possessed English language 

proficiency between 4.5 and 6 on the International English Language Testing Scale.  Rowland 

(2016) began the study by asking his second-year English language majors to casually observe 

English signage throughout their local Japanese neighborhoods, taking individual written notes.  

Within a small group setting, the students then shared their opinions aloud with each other.  

Rowland conducted the motive analysis through obtaining the students’ written responses as well 

as noting their discourse during the group conversation.  Due to the qualitative nature of the 

study, the primary focus was on the speech provided by the student ethnographers in their written 

notes and oral explanations.  By examining individual student motives, this led the researcher to 

discover three major characterizations concerning the presence of the English language in 

Japan’s LL including English used by Japanese people for Japanese people as a style and 

prestige indicator; the use of English for foreigners to aid in language comfortability and to 

assure the respect of rules and kindness while traveling abroad; and lastly the use of English as a 

result to the eminent growing forces of the linguistic demands to compete globally.  Considering 
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these three elements, the LL can be tied to broader socioeconomic and sociopolitical issues in 

Japan and around the world.   

Linguistic landscape and ideologies. The study of LL can reveal much about societal 

multilingualism, language variations and the conflict and contact amongst languages.  LL 

research is relative to a multitude of perspectives and disciplines, including education.  

Researchers Leung and Wu (2012) took a look at the language pluralities of Chinese featured in 

Philadelphia’s Chinatown, proving that there is a mismatch between the sociolinguistic ecologies 

used in the LL and what is formally taught in the ‘Chinese’ language classroom (Leung & Wu, 

2012).  The researchers conducted their study using a qualitative content analysis of 330 photos 

taken in Philadelphia’s Chinatown.  The photos reflected an LL full of immense diversity given 

that the languages documented included Mandarin, English and a multitude of Chinese 

expressions, both traditional and simplified.  Leung and Wu (2012) strongly argued the need for 

different dialects of Chinese to be present and taught in the classroom, especially when teaching 

heritage language users. The study suggests using Philadelphia’s LL as pedagogical tool to better 

understand the sociolinguistic ecologies of the widespread Chinese communities.  The study’s 

analysis demonstrates that Philadelphia’s Chinatown could be helpful in developing teaching and 

assessment materials.  For example, teachers could utilize the photos taken from Chinatown’s LL 

to teach pragmatics, characters, vocabulary, and idiomatic expressions.  The photos serve as 

realia or authentic objects of everyday items familiar to a particular culture (Herrell & Jordan, 

2007).  Digital realia enhances teaching and learning by connecting students with experiences 

and situations that are familiar to them.  Realia allows students to see, feel, hear, and smell the 

object that literally makes learning hands-on and interactive.  The LL of Philadelphia’s 

Chinatown is rich in authentic and contextualized input that could illuminate language awareness 
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and literacies present in the classroom (Leung & Wu, 2012).  By highlighting the literacy 

practices of the diasporic Chinese communities, students are provided an equitable learning 

context within the classroom, where attention is given to all student language and not solely to 

the language of a majority culture or group that is privileged.    

 Leung and Wu (2012) open the conversation towards aligning the informal LL seen in 

society and the formal teachings seen in classrooms and schools.  It appears that there is an 

unrecognized power to using societal LL as a pedagogical tool in the classroom in order to create 

a socially sensitive pedagogy that is inclusive to all students and their linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds.  Additional studies have investigated the correlation of public LL and education 

yet with a much stronger focus to using the LL as a pedagogical instrument within educational 

settings.  These studies will be revisited in the upcoming section. 

Another result to connecting societal LL signage and education is the promotion of 

language revitalization. Two studies do so through public signage in Northeast Thailand and 

Northwest France and are interpreted in the coming section.  

Emphasis on Heritage Languages 

Through the LL, minority languages are given the opportunity to revitalize and regain 

prominence in a community.  These languages can also be referred to as heritage languages; a 

heritage language is defined as an indigenous, immigrant or ancestral language that is sought to 

connect or reconnect individuals (Wiley, 2005).  It represents not only a person’s ethnic identity, 

but also their home culture that may or may not be a part of their everyday environment.  For 

many, maintaining one’s heritage language means maintaining one’s culture (Brown, 2011).  

Two particular heritage languages, Isan in Northeast Thailand and Breton in Brittany, France, 

were studied by researchers Draper and Prasertsri (2013) and Hornsby (2008) regarding the role 
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of heritage languages in public spaces.  The next two paragraphs describe these two studies in 

detail. 

The LL is one way to support revitalization efforts for heritage languages and promote 

their future livelihood of a language.  Both studies used a four-question survey, however the 

study samples and goals were quite different.  Draper and Prasertsri (2013) reviewed the first-

year progress of the Isan Culture Maintenance and Revitalisation Programme (ICMRP) in 

Thailand.  This four-year pilot series would be accomplished through four specific actions 

described as “traditional weaving for school uniforms (Ban Phai), multilingual Thai-Thai Lao-

English signage (Chum Phae), Thai Lao as a mandatory language of oral and written literacy in 

the formal education system (Khon Kaen), and the preservation, revitalization and incorporation 

of traditional cultural performances in the school system (Meung Phon)” (Draper & Prasertsri, 

2013).  Focusing on one of four Thai municipalities using ICMRP, researchers Draper and 

Prasertsri (2013) targeted the municipality of Chum Phae, where approximately 1,500 key 

educational stakeholders were surveyed including students, parents, teachers and municipal 

officials.  The results demonstrated a strong support for the Isan language in relation to identity 

and the desire to preserve the heritage language as well as the desire to see multilingual road 

signs through the community.  The survey showed that 67% of participants were in favor of 

multilingual signage with only few viewing Isan signage as having no role in the LL.  The survey 

results thus validated the majority of community values and beliefs as well as justified a policy 

change for the linguistic and cultural rights in Thailand.  The positive results for revival and 

reacquisition were similar to the current situation happening in the Northwest region of France, 

where the heritage language of Breton is now more widespread than ever. 
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Located in the Northwestern part of France is the region of Brittany or Bretagne in 

French.  As the only Celtic language still spoken to this day, Breton could be considered both a 

modern day and heritage language due to its widespread presence in public space, unlike 

anything else seen before.  Despite the prominent French-only signage restrictions imposed by 

the French government, Hornsby (2008) examined the remarkable presence of Breton in signage 

as it reenters the normative space.  Researcher Hornsby (2008) sought to examine the effects of 

the symbolic language on young Breton language speakers.  After surveying a younger 

population of néo-bretonnants or present-day, highly motivated learners of Breton, the majority 

saw Breton in the LL as a positive symbol and believed it would strengthen the language in its 

present and future form.  Although the Breton language in the 21st century is quite different from 

the spoken form 20 years before, the symbolism of language signage represents the ethnocultural 

and linguistic vitality of a language.  This means that there is a strong support given towards the 

revival and sustenance of the Breton language and culture as seen through the displayed signage.  

The language shift does favor diversity yet on the other hand, government opinions must be 

swayed in order to change the language’s current and future status in Bretagne.  In conclusion, it 

is argued that such positive symbolism should be harnessed towards favoring of the preservation 

and promotion of the century old language of Breton.  

Using Linguistic Language as a Pedagogical Tool 

Signage displayed in public spaces could be considered a resource for educators and 

ELLs alike.  Several studies (Leung & Wu, 2012; Rowland, 2016; Sayer, 2010) have found the 

LL as an educational gateway to much more.  Researchers have taken a closer look at the 

relationship of LL and ELL education.  A common research question has sought to answer how 

exactly to use LL as a pedagogical resource in the classroom.  Whether teaching vocabulary or 
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grammatical features, materials from the LL can provide relevant, contextual and meaningful 

input to language learners.  An example could be to provide ELLs with a piece of realia such as a 

menu to teach food vocabulary.    

Inspired by Sayer’s study (2010), which was previously discussed in this literature 

review, researcher Rowland (2013) implemented the article’s suggested LL activity within his 

own collegiate classroom through the use of action research.  Approximately 27 second-year 

Japanese university students within the ages of 18 and 21 participated in the LL project, where 

language learning was to occur through the interaction of contextualized and authentic texts 

through the English-influenced LL in Japan.  Unlike Sayer (2010), Rowland (2013) provided 

guiding questions to aid students in the categorization and analysis of the LL after witnessing the 

students struggle in the process of independently categorizing the photos.  In Sayer’s case, being 

the sole researcher, he was able to uniquely interpret the data himself and categorize the photos 

into six found themes or meanings that English presented in Oaxaca, Mexico that included: 

English is advanced and sophisticated; English is fashion; English es ser cool; English is sex(y); 

English for expressions of love; and English for expressing subversive identities (Sayer, 2010).   

As a type of action research study, Rowland (2013) required his students to lead an 

investigation of the question: How and why is English used on signs in Japan? Students also 

noted additional questions that drew on similarities and differences of the photos.  Through the 

use of written reports and constructed data tables, students provided answers to questions such as 

What type of sign is it? Where is the sign located? Who made the sign? Who is the intended 

audience? and other similar questions.  The questions provided a type of relief to the students, 

chunking the ethnographic study into manageable pieces.  In the end, students formed their own 

themes about the relationship between English and the Japanese LL.  Student reports revealed a 
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strong emphasis on the theme of English signs for functionality.  The students refined their own 

categories made up of English signage for information.  These categories were English signage 

for regulatory language and English signage for persuasive functions.  A “No Parking” sign is an 

example of a regulatory sign, while a sign positioned outside of a storefront stating “Cheapest 

goods. Best quality.” could be qualified as a persuasive sign.  However the most significant 

finding found was within the student and what they learned from participating in the study.   

Student benefits. Students as ethnographers is a valuable strategy to use towards the 

development of student knowledge and awareness.  Through the use of a student-led 

ethnography project, Rowland (2013) discovered an increase in ELL appreciation for language 

diversity and an overall strengthening of student multicompetence.  In other words, students 

developed their knowledge of how languages are able to interact with one another.  What began 

as student curiosity, quickly turned into student interest.  Students not only discovered a 

multitude of languages featured in the public space, but also a lack thereof; languages that were 

clearly present in the community through its interlocutors, were not featured on public signage 

for some reason.  The Japanese LL featured minimal writing in Japanese and the majority in 

English.  Student perspectives were changed after noting the symbolic strength and power of 

certain languages over others.  Participants realized how truly diverse their LL was and also the 

importance of maintaining a strong linguistic knowledge or multicompetence in order to function 

in a multilingual society using a variety of language repertoires.   

Related to the work of Sayer (2010) and Rowland (2013), researchers Chesnut, Lee, and 

Schulte (2013) also sought to connect higher education students to the English language and 

English language learning to their surrounding LLs.  Connecting students with English and 

language learning in the EFL context can sometimes be a challenge.  Both Sayer (2010) and 
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Chesnut and colleagues (2013) encouraged their students to become language detectives, where 

they were able to benefit from the exploration and manipulation of the LL.  Like Sayer, Chesnut 

and colleagues (2013) conducted action research alongside three of their university students from 

Hankuk University of Foreign Studies in Seoul, South Korea.  Through the collection of 

photographs and individual and group conferences, each student completed their own narrative 

analysis of the South Korean space.  The results showed a shift in student attitudes from 

indifferent to a more active interest in the texts featured in the LL.  Student awareness increased 

in how a speaker’s identity can shape through communication or texts as well as how language in 

the LL can shift in meaning given its environment.  One college student for example expressed 

her understanding that one language understood and spoken by other speakers could render 

multiple interpretations based on a speaker's’ background.  She found that many other audiences 

could understand language differently.  For example, signage could relate in one way to Koreans, 

then another way to foreigners.  She concluded that an individual’s identity is directly related to 

their language and is built on many factors including culture, linguistic experiences, and the 

ways in which the language was learned.  Like many of her classmates, the thought of examining 

language used in the public space was never really brought to their attention and the interwoven 

use of both English and Korean was normal to the space and their discourse.   

Through the use of the LL research project, the students clearly demonstrated a strong 

interest in their surrounding LL.  Their perspectives were redefined on overall language and 

communication.  The study demonstrated how LL projects could be a powerful tool in the 

language classroom.  Given the nature of the student-led project under the direction of 

researchers Chesnut and colleagues (2013), the participants were able to explore issues of 
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interest and approach the LL independently, gaining both ethnographic experience and 

knowledge of the meanings behind LL.  

As shown thus far in this literature review, much of LL research is focused on public 

spaces and ways in which to connect with them.  The LL can serve as bridge between the known 

and the new, the native and the foreign such as the revival of a heritage language or the 

integration of English as a global language.  Incorporating the LL into more private spaces, for 

example schools, has the ability to raise awareness and acceptance.  The following section 

reviews the value of LL in schools and its effects on promoting bilingualism and acceptance of 

diverse ELLs through the use of multilingual signage.  The coming section addresses the impact 

of multilingual signage in the educational environment. 

Signage in Schools 

Surprisingly little research has been done on using multilingual signage to positively 

influence the LL of schools.  Although researchers have shown positive results in using 

multilingual text through teaching pedagogy (Chesnut, Lee & Schulte, 2013; Leung & Wu, 2012; 

Rowland, 2016; Sayer, 2010), the conscious manipulation of the material environment in schools 

has yet to be thoroughly explored.  This research topic is promising and is increasingly gaining 

recognition in field of sociolinguistics.    

Schools provide an environment conducive to shaping the LL.  School buildings, 

hallways, classrooms and common places reflect a school’s values, beliefs, and in this case, 

language use and status.  As discussed thus far, the LL is formed through the use of signage and 

typically reflects the culture and language of speakers according to a specific region or area.  

Through the use of multilingual print in the landscape, a student’s cultural and linguistic 

awareness increases (Dressler, 2015).  Although little research focuses around the influence of 
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sign-making practices to promote and support bilingualism, one study in particular demonstrates 

such contribution to the LL research in schools.  Researcher Dressler (2015) studied one 

elementary school’s bilingual program located in Alberta, Canada.  This Bilingual Program is 

one of the oldest and most geographically spread in Western Canada with a total of 11 

participating schools.  With approximately 6,300 students attending the school, about half of the 

student population participates in the German Bilingual Program, also known as GBP, while the 

other half belong to the English Medium Program or EMP.  Although students are separated 

academically by program, the entire student population shares school common areas including 

the gymnasium, lunchroom, music room, library, entrance and main hallways.  Similar to the 

previously mentioned studies that collected data through photography (Chesnut, Lee & Schulte, 

2013; Hult, 2014; Leung & Wu, 2012; Rowland, 2013; Rowland 2016; Sayer, 2010), Dressler 

photographed the spaces and conducted a focus group with the GBP teachers.  According to 

Dressler (2015), using nexus analysis allowed the researcher to examine the human actions 

behind the LL, through a systematic way of interpreting the way languages are used in a public 

environment.  Nexus analysis examined how discourse on signage resulted in certain actions.  

Through visual documentation, nexus analysis interpreted data to investigate human action 

behind the posted signage.  In this study’s case, nexus analysis examined the sign designers 

behind posted signage in a school.  The analysis sought to make connections involving the 

discourses in place, interaction order, and the historical body.  In this study, the historical body 

encompassed the sign makers or teachers, the when, where and how the signs were created and 

displayed, and the discourses or language presented.  Dressler (2015) noted the languages chosen 

for display and the type of signage used.  Choosing nexus analysis was an effective tool because 
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it examined the sign-makers and their interaction with the three aspects mentioned above.  Next 

the two types of signage are discussed.  

Top-down and bottom-up signage. Signage discourse can be categorized into two 

types, top-down and bottom-up signage.  After analyzing a total of 124 signs containing text, 

Dressler (2015) was able to determine that English was visually preferred over German on the 

featured signage and that there was a strong reliance on bottom-up signage rather than top-down 

signage.  These terms are specific to researching LL and help distinguish the societal-attitude and 

complexities of the public space towards a language as seen through signage (Ben-Rafael et al., 

2006).  Signs can be examined by order of language, the type and size of font given, and the 

possible use of translation or placement of languages featured on signs.  When signs are referred 

to as being top-down, this indicates the sign is for official use subject to government or policy of 

a particular setting, such as street signs or institutionalized signs including educational and 

medical.  Whereas bottom-up refers to unofficial signs or those that are posted by individuals or 

groups, such as shop signs, sale or rental announcements, or even signs created by teachers or 

administrators for school façades (Gorter, 2006).    
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As shown in Figure 1, a clear description between top-down and bottom-up signage is 

provided.  

 

Figure 1. Categories of Linguistic Landscape items and criteria of sampling. Directly from 

“Linguistic landscape as symbolic construction of the public space: The case of Israel” by E. 

Ben-Rafael, E. Shohamy, M. H. Amara, and N. Trumper-Hecht, 2006, International Journal of 

Multilingualism, 3(1). 

 

Within this particular elementary school studied, bottom-up signs allowed teachers to 

express multiple discourses to reach out to students and visiting families.  In this case, teacher-

made bottom-up signage demonstrates both the responsibility and constraints faced (Dressler, 

2015).  According to the responses from the teacher focus group, the educators were the sole 

sign-makers with little help and financial support from their administration.  From the teachers’ 

viewpoints within a bilingual school setting, the researcher addressed the importance and 

influence of signage in shaping the school's’ LL and program goals.  The study strongly 

advocates for change in regards to designating other sign creators besides GBP teachers.  All 
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teachers and even students are able to contribute to being a sign designer.  Also it is important to 

consider the type of print and placement of signs, which can explicitly target bilingualism and 

multilingualism.  Considerations may include choosing a readable font or considering the order 

of languages.  By taking these suggestions into consideration, it encourages a sense of 

community and acceptance in schools.  There is a connection between signage in school and the 

school environment, also known as schoolscape. 

Schoolscape 

 School signage has the potential to promote bilingualism and raise cultural and linguistic 

awareness in a more private, communal space.  Research of Brown (2012) and Szabó (2015) 

discuss how school signage is dynamic, constantly changing and quite reflective of ideologies.  

Schoolscape is more precise term introduced by these researchers to define the school 

environment that is shaped by oral and written language.  Schoolscape can create, recreate, and 

evolve language ideologies.  Evolving from the concept LL, schoolscape refers to the visual and 

physical representation within a school space that strongly focuses around the inscriptions, 

images and furniture present.  In other words, LL is a broader term that encompasses more the 

open, social spaces within a society or region, while schoolscape explicitly examines the visual 

practices within the walls of school buildings.  One way to explain schoolscape is to imagine that 

the school spaces are speaking and telling a story not only of the laws and local regulations in 

use, but also the various cultural and linguistic ideologies present in the environment.   

Researcher Szabó (2015) uniquely presents how language and nationalist ideologies are 

constructed through the use of schoolscapes in Hungary.  Furthermore he searches for answers to 

the characteristics and practices of schoolscapes, the differences between state and private 

institutions and how teachers shape the understanding and interpretation of their schoolscape.  
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Data was collected by a unique fieldwork method called tourist guide technique, where the 

researcher takes a guided tour with a school official, namely a teacher, through the halls, 

classrooms and public spaces.  The researcher then takes photographs of the schoolscape and 

interviews the teacher concerning the language and symbols displayed.  The interview consists of 

no specific, pre-planned questions; rather the researcher reacts to the interviewee’s responses and 

attempts to draw their attention to the hidden or implicit messages present in the schoolscape.  

As if being a tourist in a foreign country, Szabó and the teachers co-construct and co-explore the 

school environment, noting the explicit (visible) and implicit (hidden) messages advertised. 

A clear difference can be seen between the amount of top-down and bottom-up signage in 

state and private educational institutions.  After visiting four different schools consisting of two 

state schools and two private schools, and taking over four hours of recorded speech and nearly 

900 photographs, Szabó (2015) found that state schools demonstrated a stronger top-down 

homogenization, while the private schools displayed a wider range of communication practices 

featuring more bottom-up signage.  The Hungarian state schoolscapes illustrated a more 

nationalist, standard language and ideology construction.  For example, above the chalkboards in 

the state classrooms, national symbols were displayed such as the coat of arms and the national 

anthem.  While younger children were exposed to more handmade signage, adolescent spaces 

featured mass produced signs such as posters featuring academic text or images of idealized 

personalities or famous individuals.   

Within the private schools, the schoolscape expanded beyond the social and linguistic 

norms and addressed the cultural and linguistic diversities of the school population.  The 

schoolscapes featured more self-expressive drawings, student work and comical communication 

including a bulletin of Collection of Wisecracks.  It appeared that the private schools promoted 
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individual ideologies and the expression of uniqueness and creativity, whereas the state 

institutions heavily relied upon nationalistic and competitive viewpoints.  For example, state 

institutions clearly made the effort to create an image of prestige and high ranking in order to 

attract students and parents.  Bulletin boards and display cases around the school were filled with 

certificates, diplomas, trophies and any other item representing the elite.  The following section 

provides concrete examples from a state level initiative focusing on school multilingual ecology.  

A New York Example of Measuring School’s Linguistic Landscape  

 Assessing a school’s existing LL offers the opportunity to critically analyze and suggest 

improvement towards viewing bilingualism not only as a resource, but also a school vision.  The 

following explains how a New York statewide project has taken one of the first steps towards 

impacting school LL.  

City University of New York Initiative on Emergent Bilinguals (CUNY-NYSIEB). A 

collaborative project designed by the Research Institute for the Study of Language in Urban 

Society (RISLUS) and the Ph.D. Program in Urban Education, City University of New York 

Initiative on Emergent Bilinguals, also known as CUNY-NYSIEB, was developed to improve 

the educational outcomes of Emergent Bilinguals, or most commonly referred to as English 

Language Learners (ELLs).  The term Emergent Bilingual or EB is used for it better suits 

individuals on their path towards bilingualism.  CUNY-NYSIEB values bilingualism and 

biliteracy in that both are considered a great asset to the success of any individual in the 21st 

century.  The initiative believes that EB is a more appropriate term than ELL by reason of 

acknowledging the individual for more than learning the English language, but also developing 

language literacy and proficiency alongside their native language (Otheguy, García, & Menken, 

2015). 
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One objective of the organization is to aid schools in developing multilingual ecologies 

or LLs that better reflect the home practices of their diverse students.  The initiative provides 

assistance to school professionals, including administration and personnel to build and 

implement practices that support bilingualism in school as a dynamic practice and resource for 

all.  Materials developed and shared by CUNY-NYSIEB are consistent with the standards of 

New York State Education Department and the Bilingual Common Core Initiative (Otheguy, 

García, & Menken, 2015).         

Multilingual ecology. According to the CUNY-NYSIEB resources provided by Collins 

and Guzmán-Valerio (2015), the term LL is replaced with the phrase multilingual ecology.  

Multilingual ecology encompasses all language practices evident in a school’s textual landscape 

as well as the interactions between school community members (Otheguy, García, & Menken, 

2015).  Similar to LL, multilingual ecology is a philosophy where all languages, in addition to 

English, coexist in the educational landscape.  Languages are visible and tangible through school 

signage seen in places such as library texts, classroom decor, or hallway conversations.  All 

languages and speakers are contributing factors to the multilingual ecology, where bilingualism 

is seen as a resource for all.  Student language and cultural practices are used as a resource in 

educating all educational stakeholders (Collins & Guzmán-Valerio, 2015).  Building a 

multilingual ecology encompasses a multitude of collaborators including students, teachers, 

school staff, families, and communities.  It has the potential to bridge language and culture 

barriers, encourage family and school collaboration, and builds a community of acceptance and 

empathy.  

Using a checklist to evaluate multilingual ecology. A recent instrument designed by 

CUNY-NYSIEB (Guzman-Valero & Menken, n.d.) titled AI-RA Team Linguistic Ecology 
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Checklist was designed to document the multilingual ecology within a school.  This Linguistic 

Ecology Checklist was designed to provide a systematic way to evaluate the multilingual 

ecology within a school.  As seen in the Checklist, it is suggested to evaluate a school at least 

twice a year; the first visit provides a baseline and the second or future visits evaluate the 

multilingual ecology after implementing the work suggested by CUNY-NYSIEB.  The Checklist 

is divided into three columns: Setting, First Visit, and Last Visit.  School spaces to be evaluated 

include the main entrance, main office, general education classroom, ESL classroom, Bilingual 

Education classroom, and Special Education and/or Bilingual Special Education classroom.  

Within each of these settings, the individual evaluating takes pictures of items displayed 

following the Checklist as a guide.  The photos should include items such as bulletin board(s), 

signage, classroom library, hallways, and the schools’ inside and outside walls. The Checklist 

allows schools the opportunity to reflect on how they represent their diverse student populations 

as well as the message being displayed for students, staff, and families.  By providing such tool 

to multilingual/ multicultural schools, the hope towards creating a better representation of the 

school and its student population can become a reality through an effective use of the LL or 

multilingual ecology.  See checklist below (Guzman-Valero & Menken, n.d.). 
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Figure 2. AI-RA Team Linguistic Ecology Checklist. Directly from CUNY-New York State 

Initiative on Emergent Bilinguals by L. Guzman-Valero and K. Menken, (n.d.). 
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Suggestions to Creating Multilingual Ecology in Schools  

 Using an evaluative tool such as the one shown above (Guzman-Valero & Menken, n.d.) 

can allow schools to self-reflect on their current multilingual ecologies.  Once given a baseline, 

approaching the task of creating a multilingual school landscape that is both culturally and 

linguistically relevant can be accomplished through many shapes and forms.  Student, teacher or 

commercially made materials all have the ability to enhance a school’s multilingual ecology and 

bring schools and families together.  Multilingual ecology can be reflected in both the inner and 

outer school spaces such as the classrooms, corridors, or staircases (inner) as well as the school 

facade, main entrance, or sports fields (outer) (Szabó, 2015).  On the contrary to Szabó’s (2015) 

definition of spaces, Collins, B. and Guzmán-Valerio, L. (2015) simply categorize the 

multilingual ecology between two boundaries: outside classrooms and inside classrooms.  

Suggestions to improving multilingual ecology outside of the classroom may include murals, 

information boards, translation boards, or legally produced graffiti that can be seen on the 

outside of the school building, on the inside walls, and within the school offices.   

Examples of multilingual ecology. An example of outside multilingual ecology can be 

seen below in Figure 3.  The image represents a display outside of a school’s main office 

entrance, which features typically asked questions by office staff and family members in seven 

different languages.  This type of translation board is helpful for effective communication 

between staff and families as well as creates a welcoming, accepting, and safe environment for 

families to connect with their child’s school.  A translation board is not only simple and easy to 

make, but also creates a positive and lasting impact on a school’s ecology.    
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Figure 3. Photograph of a welcome translation board located outside a school office. This figure 

can be accessed at the following website: http://www.nysieb.ws.gc.cuny.edu/files/2013/10/Fall-

2015-Leadership-1-Multilingual-Ecology-Collins-Guzman-Valerio.pdf. Directly from “Building, 

deepening and/or extending the multilingual ecology in your school” by B. Collins and L. 

Guzmán-Valerio, 2015, p.12. 
 

Multilingual ecology is simply not what can be seen and touched on the walls, but 

encompasses much more.  In the classroom for instance, it is present through technology, visual 

supports, multilingual resources, displaying of student work, or instructional activities to name a 

few.  Inside the classroom, effective multilingual practices highlight student languages and 

cultures, involve all students with varying language proficiencies, and assists in communication 

using both social and academic language (Collins & Guzmán-Valerio, 2015).  Building a 

multilingual classroom can even be accomplished together as a class.  By doing so, students not 

only feel a sense of recognition and acceptance from their peers, but also are encouraged to learn 

about each other’s languages and cultures.  As a result, students are engaged in community 

multilingual studies through the cultures and histories of their classmates.  Another example of 

multilingual ecology can be seen in Figure 4.  The image connects the diversity present in the 
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classroom with mathematical content through the use of a bar graph.  Students represent and 

interpret the class data themselves using their own cultural background as the data set.    

 

Figure 4. Photograph of connecting classroom diversity with mathematical concepts. This figure 

can be accessed at the following website: http://www.nysieb.ws.gc.cuny.edu/files/2013/10/Fall-

2015-Leadership-1-Multilingual-Ecology-Collins-Guzman-Valerio.pdf. Directly from “Building, 

deepening and/or extending the multilingual ecology in your school” by B. Collins and L. 

Guzmán-Valerio, 2015, p. 23. 

 

The effective practices described above are examples of a popular pedagogical approach 

used with EBs that supports the idea of multilingual ecology; Translanguaging can be used both 

inside and outside of the classroom to positively impact a school’s multilingual landscape.   

Translanguaging. First coined by Cen Williams (1994) and used as a common term in 

Welsh schools, translanguaging is a somewhat new and developing term in the educational field.  

Translanguaging is the process of creating meaning and understanding of knowledge through the 

use of two languages simultaneously.  Additionally translanguaging may refer to the language 

practices instituted by bilingual speakers.  Renowned professor and researcher of bilingualism, 

Ofelia García assists in the explanation of translanguaging within the work of Celic and Seltzer 
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(2011).  First, translanguaging can be used in normal bilingual discourse, which allows the 

speaker to fluidly switch between languages in communicating.  A speaker is flexible and uses 

their linguistic resources to their advantage in order to make meaning of complex situations.  

Translanguaging allows bilingual students the ability to negotiate the mental and linguistic 

processes through the use of multiple languages.  For example, García paints a picture of a 

bilingual family inside their home.  Imagine the television playing a show in English, while a 

Spanish singer is singing on the radio.  A person may call in a question to the radio announcer, 

asking in English, which prompts the radio announcer to negotiate the English for Spanish 

listeners to fully comprehend.  In this instance, the speakers are using their linguistic abilities in 

both language to make sense of the situation. 

Second, translanguaging can used as a pedagogical tool, which uses bilingualism as an 

educational resource.  Translanguaging as a pedagogical approach focuses on effective 

communication, rather than grammatical form.  The functionality of using language effectively 

takes precedent over the explicit focus on linguistics (Lewis, Jones, & Baker, 2012).  Through 

translanguaging strategies, teachers are able to focus more on student strengths, rather than 

weaknesses, and use their language and literacy to build their understanding and expand their 

thinking.  By doing so, it reveals the whole student and allows them to express their multiple 

identities that may normally be constrained within a monolingual setting.  Although not 

explicitly stated, the work of Collins and Guzmán-Valerio (2015) demonstrates the use of 

translanguaging to build multilingual ecology in schools.  In the examples provided, both 

languages are used simultaneously and encourage individuals to use their language repertoires in 

order to successfully communicate. 
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Benefits of Creating a Multilingual School Ecology 

 Taking steps towards developing a school’s multilingual ecology benefits all parties 

involved, mainly teachers and students.  Shaping a schoolscape is an eye-opening experience.  

Through the implementation of translanguaging strategies, teachers have discovered ways of 

identifying, acknowledging, valuing and incorporating a student’s native language and culture 

into instruction (García & Menken, 2015).  In many instances, teachers are unaware of the 

cultural background of their ELL students.  By implementing multilingual classroom activities, it 

creates a model environment supportive of multilingual awareness.  García and Menken (2015) 

found that through the use of the CUNY-NYSIEB Translanguaging Guide, the changes made in 

inner and outer classroom spaces overall serviced the multilingual ecology and made 

multilingualism a source of school pride.  Schools moved away from a more deficit perspective 

of teaching ELLs to viewing the value of multilingualism.  More so teachers graduated from the 

“one-size-fits-all” model to developing their teaching and learning around the individuality of 

their multilingual students.  Schools were able to unite through the building of their multilingual 

ecology that challenged the monolingual ideologies that are too often imposed on our school and 

community spaces. 

From an educational standpoint, the textual environment is crucial to ELL language 

development and social experiences.  Environmental print is used to draw the attention of 

students towards language and is extremely beneficial for emergent readers and writers (Giles & 

Tunks, 2010).  Regardless of socioeconomic status or native language, textual print has been 

proven beneficial for all students.  Creating a school environment that is full of textual displays 

increases language exposure or input and encourages the student to use such language when 

forming their communicative output.  Whether teacher or commercial made, signage provides 
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students with examples of concrete language that are beneficial for beginning ELLs to use as 

exemplars for replication (Reyes & Azuara, 2008).   

In addition to providing language models, environmental print aids in internalizing 

language and inspires students to independently create using their surrounding language (Giles & 

Tunks, 2010).  Using the familiarity of their environment, students become increasingly 

comfortable as a reader and writer in both languages.  Through a literacy-rich environment that 

features bilingualism, researchers Reyes and Azuara (2008) found that through bilingual print, 

students better developed conceptual knowledge and metalinguistic awareness.  Metalinguistic 

awareness allows an individual to view language as a code that can be manipulated and reflected 

upon.  For example, an individual with metalinguistic awareness is able to manipulate a language 

to where an idea can be stated in multiple ways.  Whether the surrounding environmental print 

be at home, in school, or in the neighborhood, the students learned how to better interpret and 

produce language in Spanish and English using their contextual space as a continual reference.   

Supporting biliteracy can be as simple as constructing bilingual bulletin boards and word 

walls in the classroom (Giles & Tunks, 2010).  In doing so, all students are exposed to multiple 

languages.  Creating a multilingual space encourages biliteracy and broadens children’s language 

experiences.  Many students come from diverse backgrounds and by highlighting diversity, all 

students benefit from understanding how their own culture connects with others.  It is important 

to create an environment where ELLs feel valued and represented amongst their peers.  

According to Celic and Seltzer (2011), setting up the learning environment that includes the 

ELLs home language side-by-side with English acknowledges linguistic diversity and assists all 

students in understanding the languages and scripts that co-exist in their community landscape.  

A multilingual ecology expresses the importance and value of being multilingual in our 
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globalized world.  Too often standard language and monolinguistic ideologies impact the 

educational experience of our youth.  Many schools believe in the one-size-fits-all approach 

using one common language, typically English.  Multilingual ecology challenges such beliefs 

and shows ELLs that they are important, respected and valued in their school.  

One of the most important and rewarding approaches to creating an effective multilingual 

ecology is involving parents in the process.  Too often ELL families are left uninvolved and are 

disconnected from their child’s schooling.  The following section discusses the importance of 

parental engagement and provides a practical framework for school leaders to better involve ELL 

families in education. 

Parental Engagement   

 In order to improve a school’s multilingual ecology, it is crucial for teachers and 

administration to investigate the background of their school population.  ELL parental 

engagement is often overlooked yet is a significant resource of information.  Researchers García 

and Menken (2015) addressed such issue through a CUNY-NYSIEB project, where a cohort of 

23 schools consisting of a large amount of ELLs, participated in a transformation of multilingual 

ecology. The study’s focus was on positively influencing ideologies towards viewing 

bilingualism as a valued resource through the help of the school staff, students and most 

importantly, parents.  One of the guiding principles was creating a multilingual ecology 

supportive of the entire school that included parental input and engagement.  Using the CUNY-

NYSIEB Translanguaging Guide (Celic & Seltzer, 2011), schools involved parents in 

multilingual activities, where the parents took on leadership roles and taught their languages, 

cultures, dances, songs, and traditions.  One school involved bilingual parents and community 
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members in making audio recordings of children’s literature in multiple languages so that they 

could be shared throughout the school.   

Collaborating with parents. One of the guiding principles in implementing the 

Translanguaging Guide (2011) is to collaborate; discussing student needs involves all members 

including the parents.  Inviting ELL families and community members to collaborate and share 

their languages and cultures is an underlying message throughout the guide.  By collaborating 

with parents in the school setting, it empowers students and families to take pride in their home 

language, builds school-home-community relationships, and helps develop multilingual 

awareness for all students (Celic & Seltzer, 2011). 

In addition, school leaders have additional resources on how to make ELL success a 

priority in the school.  As previously mentioned, building a multilingual ecology is no small task 

for one person, but requires the collaboration and cooperation of many.  Engaging families can 

take on many different shapes and forms.  One particular resource published by Colorín 

Colorado, a free web-based service for educators and families of ELLs, provides school leaders a 

guide full of strategies on how to engage ELL families.   

A framework to involve parents of ELLs. Developed as a guide for school leaders, A 

guide for engaging ELL families: Twenty strategies for school leaders (Breiseth, Robertson, & 

Lafond, 2011) provides twenty big ideas to engage ELL families in their child’s education.  The 

ideas are organized around six different themes: (1) Connecting with ELL families, (2) 

Communicating important information, (3) Parent participation, (4) Parents as leaders, (5) 

Community partnerships, and (6) Creating an action plan.  It is recommended to tailor the 

strategies according to the school population and its needs.  An overview is provided in Table 2, 

describing each strategy and its implication in this proposed curriculum project.  The guide will 
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serve as a curriculum framework for the forthcoming curriculum project, which will be explained 

in thorough detail in the Methodology section.  

Table 2 

A guide for engaging ELL families: Twenty strategies for school leaders 

Twenty Strategies 

for School 

Leaders 

Brief summary How this curriculum project addresses 

the strategy 

1. Learn about your 

ELL population 
Learning about ELL families is an important 

foundation to education. It is pertinent to know 

about students’ ethnic and linguistic 

backgrounds in order to better serve the needs 

of students 

In preparation for ENL Family Potluck 

Dinner Night, researcher will review 

school demographics with the 

“Languages of N.Y. Book” 

2. Integrate cultural 

traditions of your 

ELL families 

throughout the 

school 

Become familiar with the cultural traditions of 

ELL families within your school and 

community. Consider student cultures in school 

scheduling, classroom learning opportunities, 

and in communicating with families and 

students in order to build positive relationships 

Researcher will communicate with 

students and families to determine an 

appropriate date, time and location that is 

convenient and easily accessible to host 

the potluck event. 

3. Create a 

welcoming 

environment for 

families 

Build a welcoming environment for families 

and students that demonstrates their value as 

members of the school and community. Keep 

ELLs visible in the school through their work, 

photos, resources and school-wide cultural 

activities 

Researcher will create and display 

welcome signs featuring all native 

languages of ELLs, play cultural music 

familiar to the cultures present, and 

display country flags all around the space 

4. Make a personal 

connection with 

families 

Building relationships with ELL families allows 

for mutual trust and understanding towards the 

success of the children. Taking the extra time 

and effort to meet with parents early in the year 

starts the school year off on the right path 

Researcher will conduct Parent/Teacher 

conferences prior to event, which will 

allow for first-time introductions and 

build upon established relationships 

5. Show that you 

value families’ 

native language 

Research shows that using a student’s native 

language positively contributes to student 

success at school and their linguistic abilities in 

both English and their native language. 

Although state/local policy may differ, 

incorporating native languages promotes 

bilingualism and acceptance 

Researcher will post information in 

multiple languages and encourage 

families to use their native language and 

culture while creating their quilt square 

and Tapestry of Hopes contribution 

6. Find ways to 

communicate with 

ELL parents 

ELL parents have the right to know what’s 

happening with their child. Consider reliable 

translation processes that result in effective two-

way conversation. Be sure to ask families how 

they prefer to communicate (phone, letter, 

email) and in what language 

Researcher will communicate the event 

to parents in their preferred mode of 

communication (as indicated). 

Additionally the researcher will secure 

translators to be present at the event and 

encourage families to invite English 

proficient friends/family for 

communicative support 
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Table 2 continued   

7. Make the 

enrollment process 

manageable for 

ELL parents 

ELL families must have the same access to 

information as non-ELL families. Using 

translated forms or a translator is critical to 

sharing important school information with 

families to ensure the safety and success of 

students 

N/A 

8. Make the 

enrollment process 

accessible all year 

long 

New students may arrive at any point in the 

academic year. It is important to develop an 

effective enrollment system early that is easily 

accessible all year long to ELL families and 

school staff 

N/A 

9. Provide 

opportunities for 

parents to learn 

more about 

important topics 

and skills 

The U.S. education system can be quite 

complicated – certainly for families that come 

from countries with a very different system 

from the U.S. Whenever possible, provide 

parents the opportunity to gain more 

information on complex school topics in their 

native language 

N/A 

10. Look for ways 

that ELL parents 

can help with 

children’s 

schoolwork 

ELL parents may feel intimidated or unable to 

help with their child’s homework due to their 

academic background or limited English 

language proficiency. Consider encouraging 

parents to help in other ways such as providing 

a quiet space to work, checking the completion 

of homework or asking their child to discuss 

what they learned in school that day 

N/A 

11. Look for ways 

for ELL parents to 

participate and 

volunteer 

Reflect on ways to include ELL parents in the 

school and community. Find ways to share 

opportunities and invite parents to cultural 

classroom and school events throughout the 

year 

Researcher will invite parents to share 

their culture with the school by 

participating in family night activities 

12. Think outside 

the box about 

parent involvement 

Consider cultural perspectives when inviting 

parent participation in the education system. 

Ask parents how they define their role and what 

concerns, priorities and hopes they have 

concerning their child’s education 

Researcher will be able to address parent 

preferences in advance during 

Parent/Teacher conferences at the 

beginning of the year. This will help 

determine family involvement for the 

event 

13. Consider 

alternative 

schedules, 

locations, and kinds 

of events 

At times, families are unable to come to the 

school due to specific reasons. Consider 

conducting meetings at alternative settings such 

as a community center or library. By doing so, 

school commitment to the families and students 

is highly visible 

 

 

 

 

 

Through a parent survey, the researcher 

will attempt to plan the event around the 

families to ensure event attendance and 

participation 
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Table 2 continued    

14. Look for the 

successes 
Encourage school staff to observe the different 

ways that ELL families support their child’s 

well-being and education. Share what is 

discovered with others to support the family and 

child. If problematic, brainstorm ideas to 

implement that may help with the situation 

N/A 

15. Encourage ELL 

parents to take on 

leadership roles 

Support and encouragement from school leaders 

can build confidence and encourage ELL 

parents to take on leadership roles in school. 

ELL parents can provide a helpful perspective 

towards successful solutions to problems and 

represent the voice of a larger ELL population 

N/A 

16. Look for ways 

to make parent 

leadership more 

sustainable 

Consider the development of a mentoring 

program that keeps parents continually engaged 

as their children transition through schools. As a 

unified group with parents as leaders, ELL 

parents are given the opportunity to voice their 

opinions and concerns 

N/A 

17. Build 

partnerships with 

the local 

community 

Brainstorm ways to connect community 

organizations with ELL families such as 

interpreters, medical care, or educational 

opportunities. These partnerships will benefit all 

parties involved 

N/A 

18. Get to know 

your neighbors 
As the demographics change in the local 

neighborhood, it is helpful to build relationships 

between neighbors. Consider ways for students 

to give back to the community (eg. 

neighborhood clean-ups) or the community to 

help establish new ELL families (eg. connect 

families with a placement agency) 

N/A 

19. Solicit ideas Come together to brainstorm ideas on how to 

support and involve ELL families. Consider all 

staff, parent, and student feedback. Most 

importantly, school leaders need to be on board 

and supportive in order to design and implement 

a plan of action 

Researcher will be open to new ideas on 

how to better involve parents in the 

Family Engagement Event and future 

events from all staff, parents, and 

students 

20. Look for the 

funding 
Finding the funds for ELL family engagement 

can be difficult; however with creativity and 

effort, attaining funds is possible. Consider Title 

I/Title III possibilities such as grants, or 

brainstorm creative ways to fundraise or pool 

together school resources 

Researcher will discuss funding options 

with administration and ENL 

Department. Possible Title I funds may 

be available for use or a fundraising 

opportunity within school may be an 

option. These funds would be used for 

translators, food, supplies and any 

additional costs 

Note. Overview of framework and relationship to curriculum project. Adapted from “A Guide 

for Engaging ELL families: Twenty Strategies for School Leaders,” by L. Breiseth, K. 

Robertson, and S. Lafond, 2011. 
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Methodology 

Step One: Author’s Background 

Located in Western New York, the West Seneca Central School District (WSCSD) is one 

of the largest districts in the area containing six elementary schools, two middle schools and two 

high schools.  WSCSD is home to more than 50 ELLs and their families.  Over 21 countries are 

represented, consisting mainly of families from the Middle East, Asia and Europe.  An ENL 

program is available at Northwood Elementary, East Middle School and East Senior to help 

ELLs find success in the classroom while developing proficiency in the English language.  

Newly hired, the researcher is lucky to call herself the West Seneca East Middle School ENL 

teacher.  Working with such a diversely distinct student population, she has seen a noticeable 

absence in the presentation of non-native languages and cultures within the building walls.  The 

researcher found that the physical environment inadequately represented the linguistic and 

cultural differences amongst the student and family populations.  Quite troublesome to the 

researcher, it was decided to somehow make a visible change in the school for all school staff, 

students, parents and community members to view and experience upon entering West Seneca 

East Middle School.    

Step Two: Choosing an Area of Interest 

 The topic of school multilingual ecology was not an immediate topic of interest to the 

researcher.  Prior to becoming an ENL teacher, the researcher began her teaching career as a 

middle school French teacher.  For three years, the researcher taught 7th grade Beginner French 

at West Seneca East Middle School as a long-term substitute teacher while completing her 

Master’s in Education in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL).  Due to 

budget cuts, the French teacher position was eliminated.  Fortunately the researcher was 
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presented with the opportunity to apply for the new ENL teacher position within the middle 

school.  By the end of August 2015, the researcher and part-time graduate student was the newly 

appointed ENL teacher at West Seneca East Middle School.  Always a language teacher, the 

researcher has been ever passionate about world languages and cultures.  Once placed into the 

position of educating foreign language speakers on learning the English language, her eyes were 

opened and she was rewarded with her Master’s thesis topic.   

The researcher found a new perspective of appreciation, empathy and most importantly, 

her role as an advocate for English Language Learners and their families.  The researcher’s first 

year of teaching was nothing short of eye opening.  Building relationships with the students and 

families allowed the researcher to better understand the challenges and demanding experiences 

they had faced in the past and the present.  One family in particular immigrated to the United 

States after years of traveling between Middle Eastern borders and refugee camps.  While 

traveling as a group, the family was caught in gunfire and a young girl’s father was killed.  Soon 

that young girl would start her first of year of school in a suburban town outside the city of 

Buffalo in West Seneca, N.Y.  Her emotional story and struggle to adapt and endure American 

public school for the first time in her life was the catalyst for the researcher’s project.  As a 

teacher and individual with a heart, the researcher strongly felt the need to be the voice bilingual 

students and families deserve.  Their stories are unknown to many and they too often go 

unnoticed or unrecognized.  The researcher thus decided to somehow impact the physical 

environment in relation to the stories, hopes and dreams of the diverse students and families that 

belong to the West Seneca school community.   
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Step Three: Reviewing Literature 

 The sources used for the literature review consisted mainly of peer-reviewed articles from 

academic journals, books, and formal presentations via The State University of New York at 

Fredonia’s Daniel A. Reed Library.  The majority of the works cited were found through 

EBSCOhost using databases Academic Search Complete and ERIC; however if unable to 

retrieve an article, the researcher referred to Google Scholar, which often presented the inquiry.  

Due to the difficulty in initially finding relevant resources, the researcher scheduled an individual 

research appointment with a veteran librarian and was successful in retrieving a multitude of 

resources and leads.  Search terms included linguistic landscape, multilingual ecology, 

education, bilingual education, English Language Learners, ELL, ESL, English as a Second 

Language, schoolscape, and ethnolinguistic vitality.  

In addition, the researcher discovered further literature types and authors, which were 

referenced throughout the articles and books read.  Through the most relevant and practical 

literature read, the researcher was able to identify key terms and phrases to add to her search.  

Nonetheless searching for the most recently published literature was not challenging in the least; 

the examined topic of LL and multilingual ecology in relation to education is quite current.  

Almost all of the literature referenced in the literature review is from the 2000s.  Notable authors 

include Bourhis, García, Gorter, Dressler, Landry, Menken, Sayer, Shohamy and Szabó.         

Step Four: Selecting a Framework  

 Once the researcher decided on relating the curriculum project to parents, she explored 

the Internet for resources.  The website ¡Colorín Colorado! a bilingual site for educators and 

families of English Language Learners was discovered.  The website has a multitude of free 

resources available including material on ELL research and policy, classroom materials, parental 
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information, webcasts, and much more.  With the assistance of the researcher’s Master's thesis 

advisor, Dr. Kate Mahoney, the 20 Strategies for School Leaders guide was found (Breiseth, 

Robertson & Lafond, 2011).  Featuring in-the-field experts, the guide was developed to 

strengthen home-school partnerships concerning ELL students.  For each of the 20 strategies 

provided, the guide provides a description, questions for reflection, a variety of strategies to 

implement, and real-life examples.  Although directed towards school leaders, this guide is 

applicable to anyone in the education field desiring to make effective parent-school relationships.   

 After reading and deciding the relevancy and practicality of the guide towards the project 

goals, the researcher created an “Overview of the Framework” featured in Table 2 (see section 

Curriculum Framework).  The table highlights each strategy through a given description and 

how the curriculum project addresses specific strategies.  It should be noted that not all strategies 

were pragmatic to the project at hand.  The strategies highlighted in relation to the project 

include strategies #1-6, 11-13, and 19-20.  A few of the strategies were unrelated due to the goals 

of the project in which they were labeled “N/A.”  

Step Five: Conducting Local Research 

 With a project idea in mind, the researcher conducted local research to strengthen and 

define the purpose.  On April 1st and 2nd, 2016, the researcher was delighted and honored to 

meet Dr. Peter Sayer, a researcher in the field of LL, at a professional development seminar held 

at The State University of New York at Fredonia.  Naturally one of the most relevant pieces of 

literature used in the researcher's literature review was of Dr. Sayer’s.  Prior to the seminar, the 

researcher’s Master’s thesis advisor, Dr. Kate Mahoney, contacted Dr. Sayer and expressed the 

researcher’s interest in meeting to discuss her thesis research with the presenter.  Dr. Sayer 

welcomed the discussion and provided significant feedback and contributions to the researcher’s 
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topic including additional studies, terminology and suggestions towards the field of LL.  The 

researcher was extremely grateful to the college and Dr. Sayer for the opportunity. 

The largest local contribution was provided by Public School 33 Bilingual Center, 

located in Buffalo, N.Y.  By virtue of Dr. Kate Mahoney and her experiences working alongside 

the bilingual school, the researcher learned of an art installation created by the school’s art 

teachers and families of ELLs.  On May 16, 2016, Dr. Kate Mahoney and the researcher made an 

informal visit to the school to view the project.  The project is titled Esperanzas/Hopes.  Shaped 

out of bamboo sticks, a large square is constructed with multicolored string weaved in and out of 

the shape.  Family members of ELLs were invited to the school to contribute to the project.  

Using basic supplies of sentence strips and markers, family members were free to write as they 

wish in regards to their hopes for their children attending the school.  It was interesting to notice 

the remarks written such as “I want my grandson to be a doctor” or “I want my sister to go to 

college.”  Sentences were also written in a variety of languages, mainly English and Spanish, 

which are the two dominant languages at that school.  Parents were encouraged to write in their 

home languages as well.  After first viewing Dr. Mahoney’s personal photos and visiting the 

school to view the project first hand, the researcher was immediately inspired to replicate 

Esperanzas/Hopes in her own school.  It was then decided that the art installation would be 

recreated in collaboration with West Seneca families of ELLs and displayed centrally in the 

middle school for all to see.  
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The installation appears free-floating as it hangs from the ceiling in the library of P.S. 33 

Bilingual Center. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Esperanzas/Hopes displayed in Buffalo Public School 33 Bilingual Center. Personal 

photograph by researcher. 16 May 2016.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Esperanzas/Hopes displayed in Buffalo Public School 33 Bilingual Center. Personal 

photograph by researcher. 16 May 2016.    
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 With Esperanzas/Hopes in mind, the researcher and her thesis advisor thought a second 

project would be appropriate.  The researcher expressed her interest in creating a quilt, 

comprised of multiple cultures and languages on quilt squares.  The researcher had seen 

something like this completed in the past at Northwood Elementary School, where the students 

simply used construction paper and crayons to create a class culture quilt.  Instead of creating a 

paper quilt, the researcher loved the idea of creating an actual fabric quilt that could be displayed 

and cherished for years to come.  The quilt would then require the right fabric to decorate on as 

well as the necessary supplies to stitch the squares together.  With the two projects in mind, the 

researcher decided to move forward with the process.     

Step Six: Discuss Initial Ideas with School Administration 

 After viewing Esperanzas/Hopes featured at P.S. 33 Bilingual Center in Buffalo, the 

researcher scheduled a meeting with her two school administrators, Principal Mrs. Sharon 

Loughran and Vice Principal Mr. Ryan MacKellar.  The meeting took place in the Principal’s 

office after school on April 21, 2016.  For approximately 45 minutes, the researcher shared her 

two project ideas and was open to taking suggestions.  As a group, they brainstormed additional 

ideas and discussed future implications.  Mrs. Loughran expressed her interest in printing and 

posting multilingual signs around the building as well as painting a multilingual mural in the 

school foyer with the different ways of saying “Welcome” in the languages spoken throughout 

the school, similar to what can be seen at Public School 45 International School in West Buffalo.  

The researcher expressed her great interest in collaborating with her students and others in the 

future to make the project a reality.  After settling on the tapestry and quilt, the administrators 

and researcher decided to hold the event at the English as a New Language Family Potluck 

Dinner Night, which would be held Tuesday, October 4th, 2016 from 6:00 to 8:00 PM in the 
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West Seneca East Middle School cafeteria.  The potluck dinner is a yearly event that takes place 

between all ELLs, families, and school staff.  This district-wide event serves as a welcome to the 

new school year, where strong relationships are built between the schools and ELL families.  The 

administrators and researcher agreed that the potluck dinner would be the perfect opportunity to 

complete the research projects.  Overall the meeting was productive in that the school 

administrators gave full support to the researcher and offered to provide as much support as 

possible, which included volunteering and full funding for all necessary craft supplies.  It was 

pronounced to also dedicate the front foyer as space to display the completed projects for all East 

Middle staff, students and families to enjoy.   

Step Seven: Intended Participants/Partners 

 The intended participants were identified as being all families of ELL students attending 

West Seneca Central School District.  According to the researcher’s school roster, the families of 

fourteen East Middle students were invited to participate in the project.  The researcher’s 

students ranged from Grade 5 to 8 with their ages between 9 and 15 years old.  The researcher 

also communicated to families that all family members were welcome to attend the event 

including siblings, aunt and uncles, cousins, grandparents, family friends, etc.  The researcher 

briefly discussed the project with the families at the school’s Open House on Wednesday, 

September 21 and Thursday, September 22, encouraging them to attend ELL Family Night in 

addition to sending home an official invitation where families were to indicate the amount of 

people attending and the dish they would like to share.  The researcher also featured a printed 

blurb in the Open House Flyer as a friendly reminder.  One day before the event, reminders were 

sent home with students in both English and their home language.  The researcher used online 

translation websites and bilingual school staff members to help with translating the reminder 
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letters.  In conclusion, the families were notified of the event numerous times using both English 

and home languages of the families.  

Step Eight: Organizing the Family Event 

 As the event date rapidly approached, the researcher promptly organized a meeting with 

her administrators to further discuss what was needed to conduct the family event.  On 

Wednesday, September 14th, 2016, Principal Mrs. Sharon Loughran, Vice Principal Mr. Ryan 

MacKellar and the researcher created a shopping list of items needed to purchase for the potluck 

event and projects. The items included the following: 

Needed potluck event items Needed curriculum project items 

 Tablecloths  
 Plastic ware 
 Plates 
 Bowls 
 Napkins 
 Flower centerpieces 
 Coffee/tea cart with sugar and creamer 
 Juice 
 Water 

 Cardstock sentence strips 

 Thin bamboo stalks 

 String/twine 

 Fabric for quilt squares 

 Fabric paint 

 Fabric markers 

 Paint brushes and utensils 

 Package of felt material 

 Scissors 

 Additional decorating supplies (eg. 

ribbon, jewels, glitter, etc.) 

The researcher was also advised to submit a Building Request Form to reserve the cafeteria for 

the ENL Family Potluck Dinner Night and return it promptly to the school secretary, Mrs. 

Laurie-Jean Stachowiak.  The researcher presented the formal event invitation and received 

approval from Principal Mrs. Sharon Loughran to send home with the students.  The invitation 

can be found in Appendix A.  

Step Nine:  Reaching Out for Support 

 Recommended by fellow ENL teachers, the researcher contacted the West Seneca East 

Middle School Parent-Teacher Organization or PTO to inquire about supply assistance.  The 
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newly appointed director, Mrs. Kristin D’Aquino, graciously offered to assist by purchasing and 

delivering all of the supplies needed for the family potluck dinner.  This included the tablecloths, 

plates, plastic ware, napkins, and all beverages.  Given the 2016-2017 PTO budget, the PTO was 

able to purchase all of the necessary items for the event.  

Step Ten: Purchasing Project Supplies 

 With a well-prepared shopping list in hand, the researcher purchased the majority of her 

project supplies at JoAnn Fabrics.  The researcher purchased an array of supplies that would 

allow families to effectively express themselves creatively via their quilt square and sentence 

strip.  The Culture Quilt required the majority of the needed supplies, which included quilt 

fabric, fabric markers & paint, painting utensils, felt, and additional craft decorations.  All of the 

supplies were purchased at JoAnn Fabrics.  The researcher was able to use her 15% off teacher 

discount as well as a 50% off one item coupon to purchase what was needed.  The total came to 

$77.26.  The rest of the supplies needed to construct the Tapestry of Hopes were purchased at the 

local Home Depot.  The researcher copied and saved all receipts for later reimbursement by the 

school administration.    

Step Eleven: Securing Translators and Volunteers 

 Due to the varying English language proficiencies of the families, the researcher decided 

to secure translators in advance for specific families and languages.  Since the school 

administration did not approve of paying for professional translators, the researcher sought help 

from student family members, graduate school colleagues and district staff.  The researcher was 

able to secure one Arabic speaker, one Spanish speaker, and one Chinese speaker for the 

evening.  In regards to event volunteers, the researcher received an overwhelming amount of 

support from her graduate peers, work colleagues and school organizations, offering their time to 
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volunteer and help in any way possible.  Students from the International Relations Club or IRC 

at West Seneca East Senior High School offered working in shifts to help set up and clean up the 

potluck stations, while the researcher’s graduate peers from The State University of New York at 

Fredonia volunteered to provide family guidance at each of the project stations.  The help given 

by the graduate students was most practical in the sense that they understood the researcher’s 

project purpose and goals in completing her curriculum project.  

Step Twelve: Outlining the ENL Family Night 

The researcher prepared for the event by making a thorough event outline.  As a 

department, it was agreed upon that the building Principal, Mrs. Sharon Loughran, would begin 

by welcoming students and families, followed by West Senior Vice Principal and ENL 

Department Chairperson, Mrs. Dana McManus with opening remarks.  All three translators 

followed by welcoming all families in their home language.  The researcher concluded by 

explaining the purpose of the projects featured at the event as well as taking the time to express 

her sincerest gratitude for being a part of the project.  The translators then helped by providing a 

brief explanation and purpose of each station in their home language.  The researcher highlighted 

each of the stations positioned around the cafeteria using the example tri-fold posters as a 

reference.  Using the tri-fold poster boards, families were able to gain inspiration from similar 

projects such as Public School 33 Bilingual Center’s Esperanzas/Hopes.  By providing many 

visual examples and translation services, the researcher felt that the families had a better 

understanding of the task and felt comfortable participating.  The researcher organized three 

stations total: one Tapestry of Hopes station, one Culture Quilt station, and one food and 

beverage station.  Each station had designated volunteers to help guide family members through 



51 
 

the process, provide support, and collect finished work.  Volunteers consisted of the researcher’s 

colleagues and students from WSCSD and SUNY Fredonia’s TESOL graduate program.   

Step Thirteen: Share with the Community through Publicizing 

 In hope of inspiring other schools and community members, the researcher contacted Ms. 

Lauren Kirchmyer, Community Relations Coordinator at West Seneca Central School District.  

Ms. Kirchmyer frequently writes press releases relating to people and events within the district.  

Also she photographs events, manages district social media, and updates the design of the district 

websites.  Through her expertise, the curriculum project and individuals involved gained the 

attention they deserved.  After attending the event herself, Ms. Kirchmyer featured the event in 

the winter edition of West Seneca’s Our Schools and the West Seneca Pennysaver.  The 

Pennysaver article can be seen in Appendix B.  The column featured a detailed description of the 

event alongside given remarks by the researcher and photos highlighting the engaging event. 

 Prior to the event, the researcher reached out to a local Buffalo news station, WIVB 

Channel 4, for exclusive news coverage.  Remarkably Channel 4 arrived to film the event and 

interview the researcher herself.  The news story was featured on the late and early morning 

news, bringing the positive story of our diverse students and families to the rest of the 

community.  The news story can be viewed online at http://wivb.com/2016/10/05/west-seneca-

school-holds-potluck-dinner-for-community-learning-english/. 

Step Fourteen: Conducting Family Event 

 The ENL Family Potluck Dinner Night took place Tuesday, October 4th, 2016, from 6 

o’clock to 8 o’clock in the evening.  With the help of the researcher’s colleagues and IRC 

students, the East Middle cafeteria was transformed into a culturally rich space.  Tables were 

covered in the school’s colors of green and gold, flags from around the world were displayed on 
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the tables and along the windows, and the sounds of world music filled the space.  Families 

arrived promptly and prepared to share a personal dish that reflected their culture.  Once the 

formal welcome and introductions were completed, attendees broke bread and shared a meal 

together potluck style.  After dinner, families were invited over to the two project stations.  The 

translators and volunteers were dispersed throughout both stations, providing language support 

and scaffolding when needed.  Families spent approximately one hour constructing their quilt 

square and sentence strip.  Due to the nature of the project, the Culture Quilt station required the 

most time.  Sentence strips were collected and the quilt squares were laid out to dry on 

cardboard.  In total, the researcher collected 34 completed sentence strips and 30 completed quilt 

squares.   

Step Fifteen: Creating the Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes  

 The researcher began the final stages of construction within a few days of the potluck 

event.  The Tapestry of Hopes was the more challenging of projects to construct after the frame 

was built.  First, the researcher created the outer frame by laying out the bamboo pieces and 

tying the corners together using twine.  Each end was reinforced using clear superglue over the 

twine.  Additional bamboo stalks were secured diagonally at random to give the piece 

perspective.  Next, the researcher interwove twine throughout using the photographs of 

Esperanzas/Hopes at P.S. 33 Bilingual Center as a model.  The weaving was quite time 

consuming and took some skill and much patience.  Lastly, the researcher randomly interwove 

the sentence strips into the project.  The strips were secured using a small piece of Scotch tape on 

the back.  For a more detailed account of the process, please see Methodology for photo 

documentation of the construction process.  
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The Culture Quilt was surprisingly the least challenging of the projects.  The researcher 

returned to JoAnn Fabrics to purchase quilting material and weights to strengthen the bottom of 

the quilt.  The researcher began by positioning and pinning the quilt squares onto the sturdy 

green fabric.  Since much of the artwork was completed close to the squares’ edge, the researcher 

had to brainstorm strategies to protect each square.  The researcher thus decided to serge stitch 

around all four edges and then stitch each individual square to the fabric, leaving an inch 

between each quilt square.  With the gracious help of her soon-to-be father-in-law, Mr. Paul 

Morgan, the quilt was completed over a span of two days.  Lastly, an interior loop was created 

for a curtain rod to ensure secure hanging.   

Step Sixteen: Presentation of the Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes to School and 

Families 

 As a gift to West Seneca East Middle School and the families of ELLs, the researcher 

formally presented the quilt and tapestry to the administration for permanent display at the end of 

November 2016.  The quilt and tapestry became centrally displayed pieces in the school’s front 

foyer for all to enjoy.  Since both pieces are mobile, the quilt and tapestry could be moved to 

different parts of the school as well as travel between other buildings including East Senior and 

Northwood Elementary School if desired.  Families were formally invited to the school by mail 

to view their contributions to the finalized projects.  In addition, Ms. Lauren Kirchmyer, 

Community Relations Coordinator, was also invited back to East Middle to view and once again 

publicize the final projects.    

Step Seventeen: Reflection  

 The researcher was extremely pleased with the planning, process and results of her 

curriculum project.  Her initial dreams of positively impacting her school’s multilingual ecology 
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became a reality through the guidance and support of her school, colleagues and professor.  The 

Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes not only accomplished the initial project goals, but also 

sparked a school-wide interest in the diversity present within West Seneca East Middle School.  

More than ever, ELLs were happy and proud to share their language and culture with their peers 

and teachers.  Students and teachers alike became more cognizant of their school’s linguistic and 

cultural makeup.  The project acknowledged and reaffirmed student identities while completely 

changing the linguistic landscape of the school.  Today when one enters West Seneca East 

Middle School, there is undoubtedly a sense of love, peace and acceptance for all people from all 

backgrounds.  

 

  



55 
 

Results 

 The Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes were completed in the beginning of November 

2016.  The Culture Quilt took approximately two days to complete and was surprisingly the 

easier of the two projects.  The quilt would not have been made possible without the guidance 

and expertise of master sewer, Mr. Paul Morgan.  The researcher would like to extend her 

deepest gratitude for his support and participation in making the Culture Quilt possible.  The 

Tapestry of Hopes took approximately two weeks to construct given the intricacy of the bamboo 

framing and string weaving.  The projects are currently on display in the front foyer and library 

of West Seneca East Middle School in West Seneca, NY. 

The following section provides a photograph account of the developments of these 

projects.  

The ENL Family Potluck Dinner Event 
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The Culture Quilt 
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The Tapestry of Hopes 
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Discussion 

 

Purpose of Project 

 The purpose of this curriculum project was to address the weak multilingual ecology at 

West Seneca East Middle School through the creation of two multicultural projects, completed 

by ELLs and their families.  With bilingual education and ELLs on the rise in schools, school 

staff remains incognizant of the cultures present in the school spaces.  As a result of this 

unconsciousness, ELLs may go unrecognized because of their linguistic and cultural differences.  

Research has proven the benefits of instilling multilingual ecologies in schools.  Such benefits 

include building positive interactions among peers, acknowledging all student identities, and 

welcoming diverse students and families with open arms to the school and community.  The 

implementation of the Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes sought to improve the multilingual 

ecology of West Seneca East Middle School.  Ultimately, I gained more than I had anticipated; I 

was not only able to redefine the middle school’s ecology, but also inform and educate all 

educational stakeholders including students, staff, administration, families and the community of 

the diverse population East Middle represents.  My hope to positively affect my school’s 

multilingual ecology was surely accomplished.  I realized that these projects are much more than 

pieces contributing to the multilingual ecology, but also represent a strong relationship of love, 

trust, and acceptance between our schools and families.  That in itself made the project priceless 

and the most meaningful to me.    

Limitations  

 Since both projects were replications of work done by other schools, the researcher was 

unable to foresee some of the challenges faced in completing the projects.  The Tapestry of 

Hopes was extremely challenging at times during the construction process.  Due to the varying 
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shapes and sizes of the bamboo, it was challenging to construct a solid frame that could 

withstand the display and weaving process.  Mid-process I decided to further strengthen the top 

of the frame by doubling up the bamboo.  In addition, I secured all intersections with either 

Gorilla Glue or Super Glue.  The hardest and by far most time-consuming step was weaving the 

yarn throughout the frame.  I originally wanted to weave in large sections like 

Esperanzas/Hopes, but was forced to weave section by section due to yarn tangling frustrations.  

The texture of the yarn also made it challenging to wrap around the bamboo.  Since both bamboo 

and yarn were softer, smoother material, the yarn would often slide down the bamboo.  I had to 

apply some type of glue to all loops in order to properly adhere.  Frame construction and 

weaving took approximately 8 hours to complete.   

 At the embarkation of the curriculum project, I was highly concerned with budget.  It was 

unclear in the beginning if my administration would provide financial support for both the ENL 

family event and the curriculum project supplies.  Fortunately, all supplies were covered by the 

administration and the gracious support of the PTO.  The estimated cost of all project supplies 

for the Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes was approximately $200.   

 Lastly, locating a display space in school for the projects proved to be problematic.  It 

was unclear for some time where both projects would be stationed for viewing.  The front of the 

school was decided upon since it is the most frequented area by students, staff, and families.  The 

administration and I were adamant in positioning both works where a security camera is present.  

The current location of the projects is still a concern and may be changed due to the worry of 

student defacement.  Most likely, the Tapestry of Hopes will be housed in the East Middle 

Library and the Culture Quilt will be hung along one of the main office walls.  The Culture Quilt 

will receive the most viewings by students, staff, and parents since it is a high traffic area.  
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Implications 

 In the field of LL, research on multilingual ecology in schools is extremely limited.  

Research has shown a positive relationship in using public multilingual signage within teaching 

pedagogy (Chesnut, Lee & Schulte, 2013; Leung & Wu, 2012; Rowland, 2016; Sayer, 2010); 

however there is minimal research on the development of LLs in schools using signage.  Signage 

has the opportunity to increase linguistic and cultural awareness of students in schools (Dressler, 

2015).  It also can influence a school’s vision and offer bilingualism as a resource to all.   

Little by little, the research topic of multilingual ecology in schools is coming to the 

forefront of LL literature.  In New York, a leading organization, CUNY-NYSIEB, is one of the 

main contributors to the field.  For example, a recent school checklist by CUNY-NYSIEB draws 

attention to creating schools that are culturally and linguistically relevant (Guzman-Valero & 

Menken, n.d.) by examining signage posted in classrooms, hallways, and office spaces.  The 

implications of this curriculum project address the need for such research.  I designed my 

curriculum project with the intention of providing a practical piece of research on multilingual 

ecology to the LL field.  As a reflection of my school and myself, the project involves a great 

deal of creativity while collaborating with ELLs and their families.  This project provides a 

hands-on approach to positively impacting a school’s multilingual ecology.  Building strong 

relationships between schools and families is a shared vision among schools around the nation.  

The Culture Quilt and Tapestry of Hopes not only brings schools and families together, but also 

can create or build upon a school’s multilingual ecology.       

Plans for Dissemination 

 My final step in this journey is to publicize yet again the positivity of these projects.  An 

informal invitation will be sent to ELL families and Ms. Lauren Kirchmyer, Community 
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Relations Coordinator at West Seneca Central School District for an open viewing.  I would like 

to extend my gratitude for the participation and support of the families and East Middle School 

for welcoming both projects with open arms.  I will offer desserts and refreshments to celebrate 

the joyous event.  I hope that all involved are able to join and recognize the lasting footprint they 

have made on the school and community.  As the projects continue to gain publicity, I wish for 

other schools to take part in the multilingual ecology movement.  My thesis provides detailed 

steps for others to recreate and be inspired to make a change in their school’s LL. 

 Due to the large success of the projects at the ENL Family Potluck Dinner, I would like 

to add to the projects in the coming years.  The versatility of the quilt and tapestry allow for easy 

addition.  As new families join our schools, new sentence strips can be completed and added to 

the tapestry.  Similarly, additional quilt squares can be created and attached to the bottom of the 

quilt.  Even better, a second quilt can be created and displayed in a different school within the 

district.  

Both projects are on display in West Seneca East Middle School and are always open for 

viewing.  Like myself, I hope others can be inspired by the art installations to replicate their own 

or produce a piece of multilingual ecology to contribute to their schoolscape.  The Tapestry of 

Hopes and The Culture Quilt are heartfelt gifts to the ELLs and families of the West Seneca 

community, whose languages and cultures are interwoven through our schools.    
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