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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this article is to reflect on three decades of working in family 

literacy initiatives in diverse communities. We review the literature on children’s emergent early 

literacy development and family literacy and describe the conceptual framework, including 

socio-cultural theory, cultural models of learning and ethnotheories, culturally responsive 

pedagogy, and bilingualism and first or home language maintenance. We also describe the 

development and evolution of the various projects and their contexts after which we share some 

of the key things we learned from working with families and communities, including challenges. 

In conclusion, we highlight key insights garnered from this body of work for various 

stakeholders including teachers. 
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It is an unusually bright and sunny day in February and our colleague Fiona Morrison is 

leading a group of about 15 parents and other adult caregivers, their 4- and 5-year-old children, 

and their teacher on an environmental print walk near their inner city school. The walk is part of 

the session devoted to Environmental Print in a family literacy program called Parents As 

Literacy Supporters, that Jim Anderson and Fiona Morrison developed collaboratively with 

parents, early childhood educators, and community leaders nearly two decades ago. An 

experienced and talented early childhood educator, Fiona is exemplary in how she draws the 

children’s attention to print, gets them to attend to the context, and try to determine what the 

print on the sign “says” and means. We have been all around the neighborhood, identifying 

signs and notes in store windows, (e.g,. ”For Sale” and “For Rent” signs, street names and so 

forth), when she points up to the sign  on a pole near the sidewalk just outside the main door 

of the school. Without any prompting, 4-year-old Jason (pseudonym) makes his way to the front 

of the group excitedly calling out, “Fiona, I know what that sign means! No peeing on the 

sidewalk!” 

 

In this paper, we reflect on three decades of working in family literacy programs in 

diverse contexts, including socially disadvantaged rural and urban communities and with 

immigrant and refugee families. We first attend to the research and scholarship that informed the 

development and implementation of these programs including: emergent and family literacy, 

cultural models of learning, culturally responsive education, funds of knowledge, and 

bilingualism and home language maintenance. Next, we briefly describe the various initiatives in 

which we were involved and some of the salient outcomes. Then, we share some of the 

challenges that we encountered, as well as some of the positive lessons that we learned from 

families and implications for teachers in working with families in culturally and socially diverse 

backgrounds. 

Background 

Over the last half century or so, studies have consistently shown that young children 

develop knowledge about literacy prior to formal instruction in school or preschool (e.g., Clay, 

1972; Ferreiro & Teberosky 1982; Flewitt, 2014). Young children’s emerging knowledge, such 

as the understanding that print carries meaning, which 4-year-old Jason demonstrated in the 

opening vignette above, is considered foundational (Purcell-Gates, 1996) and predicts literacy 

achievement in school (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). Over the years, researchers working in 

culturally, linguistically, and socio-economically diverse communities have documented the 

important role of the family in encouraging and supporting children’s early literacy development 

(e.g., Anderson, 1994, Su, 2017; Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Virtually all 

children growing up in literate societies see their parents and other family members engaging in 

literacy events at home and in the community. However, there are important differences in terms 

of the frequency of these literacy events, their functions and purposes, and how parents and 

significant others mediate children’s literacy learning (Heath, 1983), even within the same 

cultural (Li, 2016) or socio-economic group (Purcell-Gates, 1996). 

Based on the research showing the important roles that families play in children’s early 

literacy learning and the strong positive correlation between children’s early literacy knowledge 

and achievement at school, in the 1980s educators began developing family literacy programs to 

assist parents in supporting their children’s learning. Although these programs appeared to be 
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well intentioned, they soon came under powerful critique. Critics saw them as: favoring the 

dominant language (e.g., English) at the expense of families’ home languages; ignoring 

vernacular literacy practices and promoting a narrow band of skills to prepare children for 

school; and positioning immigrant, refugee, and poor families in deficit ways (Auerbach, 1989; 

Tett & Crowther, 1998).  

Some program developers paid attention to these critiques and began developing 

programs that were socio-culturally responsive. As well, educators began developing bilingual 

family literacy programs, aimed at supporting children and families to maintain their first 

languages while also supporting them in acquiring or learning language and literacy in the 

dominant or official language of the local context. (Anderson, Friedrich, & Kim, 2011; Hirst, 

Hannon, & Nutbrown, 2010; Quadros & Sarroub, 2016; Rodriguez-Brown, 2008; Singh, Sylvia, 

& Ridzi, 2015; Zhang, Pelletier, & Doyle, 2010). In general, these programs have a positive 

impact on children’s early literacy development, and adult family members benefit from them 

(Swain, Brooks, & Bosley, 2013). The programs that we describe in this paper reflect these 

social contextual principles. Before reflecting on and sharing insights from working in culturally 

responsive and bilingual family literacy programs in different contexts, we first describe the 

conceptual and theoretical frameworks that have shaped our work. 

Framework 

We draw on Vygotsky (1968) and other socio-cultural theorists who see learning as 

social, whereby more competent others support novices in learning the knowledge and skills that 

are important within their cultural context. Furthermore, there are significant cultural differences 

in how learning is supported (Wertsch, 1998). As Rogoff (2003) points out, research and 

scholarship in child development and learning have tended to reflect Eurocentric, middle-class 

orientations and perspectives. However, researchers and scholars (LeVine & White, 1986) argue 

that people from different cultural groups have different “cultural models” of learning. For 

example, shared story book reading plays an important role in acculturating children into reading 

in some cultural groups, while in others parent-child shared book reading is not practiced 

(Brooker, 2003). Relatedly, some researchers suggest that families raise their children according 

to ethnotheories. Harkness and Super (1992) describe ethnotheories as beliefs and practices 

“embedded in the experiences of daily life that parents have with their own children at particular 

ages, as well as being derived from the accumulated cultural experience of the community or 

reference group” (p. 374).  

Recognizing the diverse ways that children’s development and learning are supported at 

home, educators have identified the pressing need for culturally responsive curriculum and 

pedagogy in schools (Kim & Slapac, 2015). Culturally responsive pedagogy pays attention to 

children’s and families’ funds of knowledge, which Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, (1992) 

define as the “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills 

essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133).  

Finally, in our work with immigrant and refugee families, we draw on scholarship in 

bilingualism, second language acquisition and home language maintenance and loss. We identify 

the following principles from this literature: 1) young children’s language and learning in a 

second language is facilitated if their first language is intact (Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 1998); 2) 

cognitive and linguistic skills transfer across languages (Cummins, 2013); 3) bilingualism offers 

cognitive and other benefits across the lifespan (Bialystok et al., 2016); and 4) intergenerational 

family communication is enhanced when children maintain their first or home language (Wong-
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Fillmore, 2000). Put simply, there are compelling reasons to work with immigrant and refugee 

families in family literacy programs in maintaining their home languages. Having outlined these 

conceptual underpinnings, we now describe family literacy projects in different contexts in 

which we worked.  

The Community Contexts: What We Did 

A Rural Village: The “Early Intervention” Program  

Despite the title, which bespeaks a deficit orientation, this initiative was organic or 

bottom-up in that the idea to develop the program originated in a rural, economically depressed 

village in eastern Canada in the late 1980s. The principal of the community school, who was 

born and raised in the village and still lived there, approached the local school district with the 

idea of providing support for preschool children’s learning and literacy development. He drew on 

longitudinal data to show that: 1) many of the children who left the school after grade 9 did not 

graduate from the local regional high school; 2) the children consistently scored below average 

on achievement tests that the province and the school district administered; 3) an above-average 

number of students were identified as needing remedial programming; and 4) many former 

students were unemployed or worked in low-paying jobs (Anderson, Norman, & Anderson, 

2008). 

One of the authors, who was an assistant superintendent with the regional school board, 

worked closely with and supported the district’s early childhood education coordinator and the 

kindergarten teacher who led the development of the program and implemented it. During the 

development stage, they consulted with families, community leaders, health and social service 

workers in the area, other educators, and of course, the extant literature on early childhood 

education and family engagement. The program consisted of a series of half-day sessions in 

which a parent or significant adult accompanied the preschoolers to school. The early childhood 

coordinator and the kindergarten teacher demonstrated and modeled various resources and 

strategies (e.g., sand and water play; finger painting; dialogic shared book reading) and 

encouraged the adults to interact with their children at various learning centers in the 

kindergarten classroom. To conclude each session, the facilitators provided the families with a 

high-quality picture book. The second author lived in the community and attended sessions as a 

parent with her preschooler and served as a volunteer at times. 

Inner-City Neighborhoods: Community Centers 

The second initiative involved a collaboration with community centers located near 

public housing projects in two inner city areas of a relatively small urban region in eastern 

Canada in the mid 1990s. (Anderson, Fagan, & Cronin, 1998). Sessions were held in the 

community centers since the families indicated they would feel more comfortable there than they 

would at the schools their children attended, since many of them had unpleasant memories of 

their own experiences at school. Sessions were two hours, and the parents and other significant 

adults attended. The program drew on Hannon’s (1995) ORIM model, in which parents learn 

how they might: provide Opportunities for children’s learning, Recognize children’s literacy 

engagement, Interact with children, and Model literacy engagement and learning. Parents learned 

how they could apply the strategies by using materials at home and in the community (e.g., 

environmental print) and through daily routines (e.g., shopping; walks in the neighborhood). 
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Inner-City Neighborhoods: Community Schools 

This project started in 1999 when the mayor of a small city in Western Canada invited the 

author J. Anderson and Fiona Morrison, the early learning coordinator from the local school 

district, to participate in a community development initiative in two inner-city community 

schools by developing an early literacy program. The mayor believed that the program would 

give the children a head start when they entered school. The developers held focus groups with 

families, educators, and administrators and, drawing on these discussions and their previous 

experiences, Anderson and Morrison developed a series of sessions, which they piloted in both 

schools, modified according to feedback from the families, and then offered over the course of a 

full year. The Parents As Literacy Supporters (PALS) program (Anderson & Morrison, 2000) 

consisted of 10-12 two-hour sessions, offered at the community schools at times convenient for 

the families. Each included eating together, adult alone time, parent-child together time, and 

adult debriefing. Topics included learning to read, technology and young children, early 

mathematics, and so forth. Facilitators provided each family with a package of materials such as 

construction paper, markers, dice, scissors, and so forth, and at each session they provided each 

child with a high-quality picture book to take home and keep. 

Word of the program spread and other communities and schools indicated a desire to 

implement the program. We developed a two-day professional development institute for 

facilitators and wrote a manual, which provided the rationale and background of the program, 

key principles, and sample outlines of sessions, but that emphasized the need to adapt and adopt 

to fit the local context.  

Immigrant and Refugee Communities  

In the three-year PALS in Immigrant Communities project (2007-2010), we worked with 

more than 500 immigrant and refugee families in five communities in a large urban area of 

western Canada. In this bilingual program, which maintained essentially the same structure as 

the PALS program just described, an early childhood educator and a cultural worker offered 

sessions in English and in the first language (L1) of the families (Farsi, Karen, Mandarin, and 

Punjabi). We translated all of the materials into the L1 of the families in each community and 

provided the families with a dual language book at each session. We revised the two-day 

professional development institute to focus on issues such as first language maintenance, 

culturally appropriate pedagogy, working with immigrant families, and so forth; we also 

provided twice yearly one-day professional development sessions over the three-year 

development and implementation stage. 

What We Learned 

Having briefly described the different projects in differing contexts, we next report what 

we learned from three decades of working with families from diverse backgrounds. 

Community Collaboration  

A key element in each of the projects described above is that the local communities 

identified a need and then we worked collaboratively with community members to develop a 

program that fit the aspirations and goals of the community. For example, in the rural village on 

the east coast, community members believed that helping children develop school readiness was 

a central goal so that children would successfully transition into school. On the other hand, the 
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immigrant and refugee communities held different goals as they saw helping families become 

familiar with and comfortable in school, helping children and families learn English, and 

familiarizing families with western education and pedagogy as parallel goals. Of course, as we 

worked with communities and families, we also drew on the extant literature in areas such as 

culturally appropriate pedagogy, early childhood development and learning, family literacy, first 

and second language acquisition and learning in an attempt to ensure our efforts reflected best 

practices.  

Contextual Responsiveness  

Over the years, scholars (Auerbach, 1989; Janes & Kermani, 2001) have stressed the 

need for family literacy programs to be responsive to the local context, and we have attempted to 

maintain this stance in our work. For example, we negotiated with families and communities in 

terms of the locations and formats of the program, the days and times when the programs were 

scheduled, and what the programs “looked like.” As indicated, one of the programs was run out 

of two community centers located in socially disadvantaged neighborhoods because some of the 

families indicated that they would feel uncomfortable in a school, due to their own negative 

experiences as students. Likewise, when we worked with immigrant and refugee families, we 

scheduled sessions for times that worked best for the families: first thing in the morning at one of 

the sites, mid-day at two of the sites, late afternoon at another, and in the case of one site, early 

evening. We also adapted the program to fit the needs of the community. For instance, when we 

worked with Vietnamese families, we added an adult English-as-an-additional-language 

component because the adults wanted to improve their reading and writing skills. The next year, 

the adults at that site indicated that they wanted to learn about “computers” so we added a digital 

technology component for them employing Grade 7 Vietnamese speaking students as teaching 

assistants, which we ran back-to-back with the family literacy component (Perkins, 2010).  

Assessment and Evaluation 

One of the criticisms of family literacy programs over the years is that there is often a 

lack of assessment or evaluation (Hannon, 2010). Like Swain, Brooks, and Bosley (2013), we 

believe that it is essential to hear from parent participants in family literacy programs. For 

example, Anderson and Morrison (2007) asked participants at five sites to write anonymously 

and voluntarily in response to an open ended prompt “Parents As Literacy Supporters (PALS) 

was.…” Although in general the families responded positively about the program, indicating that 

they valued the Parent-Child together time, appreciated learning about early literacy strategies 

and resources, and developed social networks, they also indicated that they were unsure about 

how to use some of the resources such as wordless picture books. Likewise, some respondents 

did not see the relevance of the environmental print walk. From these assessments, we realized 

that we needed to be more explicit and explain the purposes of various activities and resources to 

the families. In the project with the immigrant and refugee families, we conducted focus group 

sessions in the families’ first languages, just after the midpoint of the program. We used the 

feedback from families in a formative manner and were able to make necessary adjustments. As 

noted earlier, during the last half hour of each PALS session, we debriefed with the adults, 

providing prompts such as: what did your child learn, what did your child enjoy most, what did 

not work well, and so forth. It came to light through a cultural worker at one of the debriefings 

that some of the families were unsure of the purposes behind a session on oral language that we 

called “Riddles, raps and rhymes.” We subsequently explained how playing with language 
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supports children’s developing phonological awareness, which is an important skill in learning to 

read alphabetic languages such as English.  

Of course, we also realize that families who attend these programs expect their children 

to acquire the early literacy knowledge that will enable their learning at school. Furthermore, not 

all early literacy programs “work;” indeed, as Phillips, Norris and Steffler (2007) document in 

their study of an intervention program in inner-city schools in an urban area of Canada, 

children’s literacy learning appeared to be negatively impacted by their participation in it. 

Cognizant of these perspectives, in the project with immigrant and refugee children, we used an 

age appropriate Test of Early Reading Ability Test -2 (Reid, Hresko, & Hammill, 1989) as one 

component of the mixed methods design to demonstrate that the children made significant gains 

over the course of the program (Anderson, Friedrich, & Kim, 2011). We were able to reassure 

the parents, the program facilitators, and the agency funding the program that children were 

learning the foundational knowledge and skills that are predictive of later success in literacy 

learning in school. 

Developing Social Capital 

Although much of the focus in family literacy has been on children’s literacy 

development, we have observed benefits to the adults as well. For example, the families in the 

“early intervention program” indicated that they had developed social networks through their 

participation in the program. Some of them indicated that they started volunteering in their 

children’s classrooms and became involved in the school in other ways. An Indigenous father 

who participated in the PALS program in a rural area of British Columbia told of how his 

involvement helped him to develop a level of comfort in the school and to approach the teachers 

and staff when he had questions or concerns (Anderson, Morrison, Leighton-Stephens, & 

Shapiro, 2007). He explained that his grandparents attended one of the infamous residential 

schools, where Indigenous children were taken from their home communities often against the 

will of their families, prevented from speaking their home languages and practicing their culture, 

and in many cases, provided with a substandard education (Hare, 2005). That legacy and his own 

negative experiences as a student had led him to be apprehensive about, and to avoid 

involvement in, schools. Encouraged by the Indigenous facilitators and other families attending 

the PALS sessions, he developed a level of comfort being in, and more fully participating in, 

school, advocating for his children and so forth. 

Families also told of how they became more confident in participating in school events 

and organizations such as school councils and parent-teacher organizations. For example, Cody 

(2005) wrote about her experiences in the PALS program offered in her community school and 

how the affirming, non-judgmental atmosphere there helped develop her self-confidence, and she 

assumed leadership positions in the parent-teacher organization. Many of the families we worked 

with live “on the margins” as it were. Laureau (2003) and others have documented how working-

class families and others who are marginalized tend not to feel comfortable in schools and not to 

participate in school affairs. She suggests that middle- and upper-class families have the social 

and cultural capital (Bourdieu,1991) that schools value and which facilitates their participation 

and involvement there. On the other hand, working-class families and immigrant and refugee 

families, who do not share the same cultural and social capital, often feel alienated (Laureau, 

2003). Families’ participation in schools and in their children’s education is positively related to 

their academic achievement (Epstein, 2011). Thus we believe that through these various 
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initiatives we supported families in developing the social capital that allowed greater 

participation in their children’s education.  

Challenges 

Although we have identified benefits and positive results of our work in diverse 

communities over the years, there have also been various challenges. We next discuss a number 

of these. 

Recruitment  

Participation in the various programs has been voluntary, and for example, we did not 

work with social service agencies or health care providers in recommending potential clients. 

That is, we wanted families to attend of their own volition and not feel coerced in any way to 

attend. Over the years, we have used various recruitment strategies, including school and school 

district newsletters, advertisements in community newspapers, posters and flyers in the 

community and so forth. However, many participants have indicated that they learned about the 

program through word of mouth. When we work in culturally and linguistically diverse 

communities, we attempt to use bilingual signs and notices and involve cultural workers from the 

community in designing them. Although in more recent years, social media such as Facebook 

likely assisted recruitment efforts, we believe that there are still unresolved issues. For example, 

we have had participants join the program halfway through the year because they had only just 

then heard about it. Participants have told us that they believed that there were other families in 

their neighborhood, who did not attend but would have benefitted. It might be that more active 

strategies such as having cultural and community workers contact families directly are necessary. 

Indeed, other community leaders can also assist; for instance, in the rural community described 

above, the local parish priest was supportive of the “early intervention” program and promoted it 

during church services, by announcing the day and time for upcoming sessions, and so forth.  

Continuity and Program Fidelity 

Although it might seem contradictory to discuss program fidelity in programs that are 

contextually responsive, we believe that some principles that inform our work are inviolable. As 

mentioned, a central tenet of our work is that families hold different cultural models of learning 

and have different ethno-histories and indeed, we have documented how these are enacted within 

the PALS program (Anderson & Morrison, 2000). We shared and discussed our findings with 

program facilitators as we worked alongside them. However, over the years, facilitators 

continued to express concerns; for example, that some parents do not allow their children to 

experiment with materials first, but model how to complete an activity for the child before 

allowing him or her to attempt it on his or her own. They were also concerned that some parents, 

emulative of the non-Anglo families in Brooker’s (2003) study in the U.K., did not engage with 

their children in play and did not see it as an appropriate role to become involved. Indeed, some 

facilitators saw parents’ enactment of different cultural models (LeVine & White, 1986) or 

ethnotheories (Harkness & Super, 1992) as challenging their own firmly held beliefs about child-

centered pedagogy and requested suggestions as to how they can shift parents actions to align 

with this philosophy (F. Morrison, personal communications).  

As noted, when we worked with the immigrant and refugee families, we were committed 

to a bilingual program where families’ first languages and English had equal status. That is, we 

wanted to promote first language maintenance through what we did, not just what we said. We 
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devoted considerable attention to this issue in the initial professional development days and in 

the ongoing professional development sessions. For example, we provided the facilitators with 

relevant readings from the professional and research literature and discussed the implications for 

the work we were doing with families. Despite these efforts, we noted that at some sites, the 

bilingual agendas for each session, which demonstrated the value of families’ first languages, 

began to disappear and be replaced with English only versions. In other cases, facilitators shared 

bilingual books with the families as a culminating activity in sessions but read only the English 

version (Friedrich, 2016), which was inconsistent with the intent of the program.  

Resources 

Because many of the families with whom we have worked have limited financial 

resources, we have always provided materials such as books, drawing/writing materials, dice, 

and playing cards to take home. We have encountered several issues in terms of resources. For 

example, when we worked in the inner-city community centers, we provided the families with 

Play-doh kits that we bought on sale. However, some of the families complained that they had to 

stop allowing the children to use it because they had gotten some of it into the carpet. The 

parents reported that the Social Housing Authority from whom they rented their apartments 

regularly inspected their homes and stains or spots on the carpet would cause difficulties for 

them. Although we were able to obtain dual-language texts for most of the families in the PALS 

in Immigrant Communities project, we were not able to find books in Karen and English. The 

Karen cultural worker made overlays to paste into the books but the task of preparing books for 

each family for each session was labor intensive, costly, and likely unsustainable in the long 

term. Finally, there is a lack of culturally appropriate children’s books in some communities; for 

example, there are very few children’s books written by Indigenous authors from which to 

choose. 

Sustainability 

As is the case with many family literacy initiatives, sustainability was a constant issue 

because there is seldom long-term funding provided for them. For example, in the case of the 

PALS project, although the school district and the two schools initially provided some start-up 

funding, to keep the program running in subsequent years, Fiona Morrison and the facilitators 

resorted to various fundraising efforts such as running raffles in the local shopping mall. In the 

case of our work with Immigrant and Refugee Communities, we are fortunate in that a non-

Governmental agency has assumed responsibility for supporting the program. They have been 

able to secure grants from Government of Canada departments and agencies responsible for the 

settlement of new immigrants and have expanded the program to other languages and in other 

communities. Nevertheless, this funding is year-to-year and contingent upon grant applications 

and considerable, time consuming, bureaucratic accountability (Aliza Dhungana, personal 

communications). 

Implications for Teachers  

We believe there are several implications for teachers that arise from this work. First, it is 

essential that teachers get to know as much as possible about the communities in which they 

work, as well as the families whose children they teach. For example, if parents and significant 

others in families have low literacy skills, asking them to “read to your child every day” is likely 
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pointless. Promoting oral storytelling or simply talking with children about everyday events may 

be more appropriate. Likewise, if families are unfamiliar with dialogic or interactive shared book 

reading, which is what we really mean families to do when we ask them to read with their child, 

teachers need to model for families, what this “looks like” in practice. It is also important that 

educators recognize that families bring with them their own beliefs about learning and teaching. 

For example, some families will not see value in learning through play and at home, will have 

their young children engage in copying the letters of the alphabet for example or engage in rote 

memorization. It is important that teachers understand these as historical, cultural practices and 

not denigrate them, while at the same time, sharing with families in positive ways activities that 

they regard as more developmentally appropriate. 

Teachers can also demonstrate to families the value of first language maintenance, for 

example, by using dual-language resources in their classrooms. They can also help families 

understand the value of maintaining their home language, since some parents are concerned 

when they do not use English (or the dominant language) with their children, even when they 

have limited facility with it. Perhaps one of the key things that teachers can do is to make 

families feel comfortable and welcomed in school. This was a major goal of all of the initiatives 

described, and across the different contexts families repeatedly told us that they felt comfortable 

and welcomed. Indeed, we have found that the families we worked with often start to participate 

more in school affairs, volunteering in classrooms or taking on leadership roles, as was the case 

of Stacey Cody mentioned earlier (Cody, 2006). We see a need for teachers to be flexible when 

working with families. For example, in many families, both parents work, sometimes holding 

down two jobs. Therefore, grandparents, aunts or uncles, or older siblings, may show up at 

“parents” night or parent-teacher conferences, especially if these occur during daytime working 

hours. Teachers could also consider scheduling events involving parents and caregivers outside 

the regular school day, as we did in some of the initiatives that we described. As well, given the 

ubiquity of mobile devices such as smart phones and tablets, teachers could also consider using 

“Fresh Grade” or similar electronic portfolio platforms to communicate with families more 

asynchronously to accommodate their schedules.  

Conclusion 

Looking across three decades of work in family literacy programs, several key points 

stand out. First, we propose that involving families and communities in developing the family 

literacy initiatives helps ensure that they were responsive to their aspirations and needs. As well, 

we sense that this involvement creates a sense of ownership in communities and greater buy-in 

by families. Second, this work indicates the need for ongoing formative assessment and 

evaluation so that adjustments and modifications can be made as necessary on an ongoing basis. 

Although much of the focus in family literacy programs has been on children’s literacy 

development, parents and significant others who participate also indicate that they benefit in 

different ways. As well, family literacy programs such as Parents As Literacy Supporters in 

Immigrant Communities can help families from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 

to recognize the importance of maintaining their home language and culture, while acquiring or 

learning the dominant language of their new communities. Finally, this work suggests the need to 

avoid a “one-size-fits-all” approach to family literacy. In an era of increasing accountability, 

centralization, and standardization, we believe this latter point is especially poignant.  

Although the responses to the different initiatives were generally positive, challenges and 

concerns arose, as we have indicated. A couple of decades ago, Thomas and Skage (1998) 
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indicated the need for program evaluation to move beyond what they saw as “testimonials” (p. 

20). As the area of family literacy matures, we believe it is important for those involved in 

family literacy programs to identify challenges and issues that arise and to attempt to find 

solutions to them.  
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