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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation study describes and interprets the dialogue between Latino 

parents and their children during home literature conversations.  The participating 

students were enrolled in my first and second grade classroom in East Los Angeles, 

California.  I was guided by the following research questions in this qualitative teacher 

research study: a) What is the nature of the home literature discussions, specifically what 

types of talk do parents and children use to think about the books they read together? and 

b) What are parents’ perspectives on their involvement with the school and with their 

child’s literacy development?  Data sources connected to the children’s dialogue at home 

and parent perspectives included audiotapes, transcripts, response journals, interviews, 

teaching journal and field notes.  All families participated in home literature 

conversations and five families consistently audiotaped their conversations at home. 

 The findings from this research demonstrate that Latino parents use a variety of 

strategies to sustain and expand the reading process of their children.  The structure and 

routine each family set for themselves supported and encouraged their child to relate their 

personal experience, world experience, and other text experiences to extend meaning.  

Their talk supported comprehension for the different genres they selected providing 

opportunities for their children to grow in confidence, become articulate, and be able to 

engage in rich conversation about books.  Additionally, this study revealed that Latino 

parents’ definition of parental involvement differed from those suggested by the school.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

STUDY BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

As the dismissal bell rang, I reminded my students: Recuerden de leer esta noche 

con sus padres el libro Cuadros de Familia/Family Pictures (Garza, 1990) y de traer una 

foto de su familia mañana.  La fotografía puede ser de algún paseo, de sus hermanos, de 

cuando eras bebe, de una fiesta, un bonito recuerdo, una foto que quieran compartir con 

sus amigos de clase. [Remember to read the book Cuadros de Familia/Family Pictures 

(Garza, 1990) with your parents tonight and bring a family photo tomorrow.  The photo 

can be about a trip, your siblings, when you were a baby, a party, a nice memory, a photo 

you want to share with your friends in class.]   

The next day, lively and detailed discussion filled my classroom.  I also joined in 

these discussions by bringing in a childhood photo of a seven-year-old Mrs. Quiñones 

celebrating her birthday at the park blindfolded and striking a piñata.  My students and I 

talked about personal memories sparked by connections made to the photographs we 

brought from home.  Like the artwork of Carmen Lomas Garza (1990) our photographs 

revealed a special moment in time and became a springboard for writing class books.  

Over time, parents also had an opportunity to see and read about me, as I too added 

stories and pictures of special events in my life.  These books became the vehicle by 

which I began to build relationships with my students and their parents.   

Experiences like this one revealed that when families connect to literature on a 

personal level, parents and children begin to understand that they share experiences 

and/or feelings with other families.  They come to recognize that the everyday 
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occurrences in their lives have meaning and are worth sharing.  When children and 

parents are encouraged to tell the stories of their lives and are made to think those stories 

are important, it isn’t long before they are eagerly writing about them (Ada & Campoy, 

2004; Allen, 2007; Harwayne, 1992; Shockley, Michalove & Allen, 1995).  Reading and 

discussing literature at home is one way to encourage these stories and to create 

home/school partnerships.    

Background of the Study 

The study presented in this dissertation is a qualitative case analysis that describes 

and interprets the dialogue between parents and children during home literature 

conversations.  The research was conducted with a group of first and second graders with 

varying levels of reading ability and with their parents.  The participating students were 

enrolled in my first and second grade multiage class at La Mirada Elementary in East Los 

Angeles, California.   

I was interested in conducting this study because I wanted to create a pathway and 

strengthen the connections between children’s home lives and school lives by extending 

the literacy community of my classroom into the home.  In addition, my position as a 

bilingual teacher led me to learn from children’s author Alma Flor Ada through the 

“Parents, Children and Teachers as Authors” program.  My participation in this program 

allowed me to view family literacy from a socio-cultural perspective.  In this program 

parents and children were involved in reading, writing and, most importantly, dialogue, 

always approaching the literacy acquisition process as a “social construction” rather than 

as a transmission process.   
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As a teacher researcher interested in the literacy development of my bilingual 

students both at home and in school, I was intrigued by looking at family storybook 

reading.  I felt it was my responsibility to explore the larger contexts in which my 

students lived and learned in order to provide instructional experiences that were 

responsive to and supportive of the children and their families.  I wanted to share what I 

learned with current and new families at school.  Additionally, as school administrators 

and teachers invited parents to become involved, I hoped to offer a parent perspective on 

what involvement in child literacy development really means.  

Study Significance 

This study holds significance to teachers, reading and family literacy researchers, 

Latino parents, and children.  First, while some research has considered parent 

involvement, few studies have focused exclusively on Latino families and literacy 

development.  This study focused on the issues of parent involvement and literacy.  As 

family literacy programs continue to grow in all parts of the country, educators need to 

understand and incorporate Latino parents’ strengths, knowledge, and needs into all 

facets of instruction.  Second, little research has focused on literacy in the words of the 

parents themselves.  This study examined how parents view their children’s education 

and their role in it. As Latino children gain access to English faster than their parents, 

educators need to take into account parent’s perspectives and learn about how they 

describe the value and use of literacy in their lives.   

Third, few studies exist that explore the opportunities that literature discussions 

provide for enhanced home-school communication.  In this inquiry, the read aloud and 
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literature discussions that were examined between parents and children will provide 

teachers with another possible avenue to gather information about their students and 

share responsibility with parents in a genuine partnership.  Finally, it is regrettable that in 

this age of high-stakes testing, both parent involvement and childhood literacy processes 

are often neglected within larger discussions framing public education.  This study adds 

to the critical dialogue on Latino parent involvement and parental attitudes toward 

schools and education, as well as contributes to our understanding of children’s 

comprehension development and motivation to read.  

Pilot Work 

Two pilot projects set the stage for the current research.  In one of them I studied 

how literature discussions with wordless picture books impacted students’ oral and 

written language development in a second language with kindergarten students in a dual 

immersion program.  In another I investigated the meaning making strategies of English-

dominant speakers in a Spanish immersion kindergarten during literature discussions 

(Valle, 1999 & 2000).   In these studies the importance of capitalizing on children’s 

natural language competencies was revealed.  Since there were no right or wrong answers 

in the wordless picture books and the discussions, children developed positive attitudes 

toward books and purposefully code-switched between their dominant language and their 

developing second language.   They constructed meaning based on the story, their 

personal experiences, and peer comments.    
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Research Context:  A Brief Description 

This study took place at La Mirada Elementary in East Los Angeles, California 

during the 2004-2005 academic year.  First and second grade Latino student in my 

multiage bilingual classroom participated in home literature conversations with their 

parents.  Children had the opportunity to self-select books a week prior to in class 

literature discussions and read and respond to these books in their home with family 

members.  In addition, the school principal selected a title to be read aloud by the 

classroom teacher once a month across grades preK-5.  I gathered multiple copies of the 

book of the month and children were asked to take the book home to read and discuss 

with their parents.  Furthermore, Latino children’s literature depicting the Mexican-

American experience, culture and values were highlighted in the classroom. 

Five families volunteered to tape their literature conversations in their home prior 

to the literature discussions that occurred within the multi-age class.  Laura, Cynthia, 

Lynda, Tanya and Sergio took tape recorders home along with their selected book and 

response journal.  Open-ended directions were sent home in a letter indicating that 

parents were invited to discuss the book with their child prior to the literature discussion 

occurring at school.  These directions were intentionally created to be open-ended in 

order to allow parents to construct and facilitate the conversations from their insights and 

perspectives.     

Research Questions 

 The following two research questions framed this inquiry: 



 
 
 
 18

1)  What is the nature of the home literature discussions, specifically what types of 

talk do parents and children use to think about the books they read together? 

2) What are parents’ perspectives on their involvement with the school and with 

their child’s literacy development? 

Theoretical Framework 

In this section, I discuss the two main theories informing my research, and review 

the professional literature which allows me to place this study in a broader discussion 

about Latino childhood education.  I first begin by discussing Vygotsky’s (1978) 

sociocultural theory of learning, and then I refer to Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional 

reader-response theory.  Finally, I review relevant research informed by these theoretical 

perspectives.  

Sociocultural Theories of Literacy 

The theoretical beliefs that influenced my thinking during this dissertation study 

draw from a sociocultural perspective on literacy.  Viewing literacy as a sociocultural 

process (Vygotsky, 1978) recognizes the importance of validating and incorporating the 

wealth of knowledge experiences and resources that children bring to school.   

In this section, I will discuss the core tenets of sociocultural theory and consider 

how they apply to literacy, and specifically, reading.  First, I consider the theory 

developed by Vygotsky and others.  Then, I look at how sociocultural theory relates to 

literacy processes.   

Sociocultural Theory:  Vygotsky and Others.  Vygotsky’s (1986) writings emphasized the 

roles of historical, cultural, and social factors in cognition and argued that language was 
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the most important symbolic tool provided by society.  One of the basic tenents of the 

socioculutral perspective is that human experience is mediated by culture (Cole, 1990).  

Proponents of sociocultural theory recognize culture as shaped by people’s history, 

experiences, and efforts, and as a dynamic process of change (Trueba, 1988).   

One of Vygotsky’s fundamental premises is that all knowledge and the 

knowledge-making tools (e.g. language and symbolism) afforded to a community 

actually reside within a sociohistorical context (Vygotsky, 1978).    Essentially, 

Vygotsky’s argument suggests that any given community is likely to hold a series of 

beliefs and knowledge practices regarding the manner in which the world operates that 

have developed over the generations that collectively represent its history. In addition, the 

argument maintains that the beliefs and knowledge practices of a community are located 

in the social customs and discourses supplied to them via the very language and 

symbolism they use to communicate these, simultaneously participating in their 

continued development over the course of the current generation. “Young children, upon 

being born into their communities, are viewed as gradually appropriating the knowledge, 

and then the psychological tools of the people comprising their communities” (John-

Steiner & Mahn, 1996, p. 193).  

The gradual internalization of the sociohistorical knowledge and tools held by the 

community on the child’s behalf are argued to occur via an interaction between two 

planes of psychological development, referred to by Vygotsky as the intrapersonal and 

interpersonal planes of development (Wertsch & Tulviste, 1994) thus giving rise to the 

commonly quoted explanation: 
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Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice, or on two 
planes. First it appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological 
plane. First it appears between people as an interpsychological category, 
and then within the child as an intrapsychological category. (Vygotsky, 
1986, p. 163) 

 

Sociocultural Theory and Literacy.  Inviting meaningful conversation about text with 

diverse learners is to take account of Vygotsky’s (1986) view of learning, in which social, 

cultural and historical factors play a part in cognitive development. Vygotsky (1986) 

proposed learning as a socially situated activity, arguing that knowledge is constructed 

through social interaction. In this view language is fundamental to thinking and it is 

through talking with others that one can reach higher mental functioning. 

Present-day interpretation of Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal 

development support and extend a sociocultural perspective on family storybook reading.  

Vygotsky’s (1978) conception of the social origins of cognition has frequently been 

applied to adult-child storybook reading (Cochran-Smith, 1984; Deloache, 1984; 

Edwards & Garcia, 1994; Panofsky, 1989, 1994).  These scholars have emphasized that 

constructing meaning from the storybook text represents a collaborative task in which the 

child’s understanding is mediated by an adult.  This mediation occurs within the zone of 

proximal development, the region between what a child can accomplish independently 

and what she or he can accomplish with assistance from a more competent other 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  

While these studies highlight the social origin of cognitive functions through the 

internalization of adult-child interactions, neo-Vygotskian scholars (Cole, 1985; Moll & 

Whitmore, 1994; Rogoff, Mosier, Mistry & Artin, 1994) offer broader interpretation of 
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Vygotsky’s concept which emphasize the influence of sociocultural values, semiotic 

systems, and societal institutions on all shared activity.  Rogoff et al. (1994), elaborating 

on Cole’s (1985) suggestion that culture and cognition create one another within the zone 

of proximal development, states:  

Interactions in the zone of proximal development are the crucible of 
development and of culture in that they allow children to participate in 
activities that would be impossible for them alone, using cultural tools that 
themselves must be adapted to the specific activity at hand and thus are 
both passed along to and transformed by new generations. (p. 232)  

 
 This broad conception of the zone of proximal development, involving the use, 

adaptation and transformation of culturally-shaped tools in the process of shared activity, 

provides the framework for this study.   

 Advanced learning requires more than the individual experience:  it definitely 

profits from meaningful interaction and mediation (Coleman, 1987; Rogoff, 1990; Tharp 

& Gallimore, 1988; Vygotsky, 1978) within a context that facilitates development 

(Poplin, 1993) and provides opportunities to discover and question.  Throughout a child’s 

developmental stages, the type of quality of interaction in which the child is involved 

becomes crucial to intellectual and linguistic advancement.  It is through myriads of 

interactions that the learner has the opportunity to co-construct and re-construct his/her 

perceptions of reality, language competence, and literacy knowledge to transform his/her 

potential to learn and to attain empowerment.   

 Vygotsky (1978) proposed a model of learning which is rooted in social 

interaction and mediation.  To him, individual consciousness initially was developed 

externally through joint construction as child and expert shared in the same activity.  
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Appropriate interactive conditions, such as personal interest, desire to learn, and 

meaningful challenge, promoted the enhancement of knowledge and thought through 

language use and guidance of someone possessing greater abilities than the one 

attempting the task.  For example, a parent with higher competence might guide a child 

through the reading of a book.  For the learner to benefit from the learning opportunity, 

the activity has to be within the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978); a level 

in the learning process at which an individual is ready to profit from a learning 

opportunity if guided by another who has already developed greater insights and 

knowledge related to the task or problem.  The role of the mediator, or knowledgeable 

other, is crucial in shaping the experience and guiding the learner.   

 Wells (2001) writes, however, that when groups are encouraged to build on one 

another’s ideas, outside of the traditional teacher–student interaction, creativity is 

fostered. ‘‘It is through joint critical reflection, and joint examination of questions with 

multiple answers, that an organization can transform itself into a productive culture of 

learners’’ (Wells, 2001, p. 148). He goes on to say that when teachers create a 

community of inquiry for their students, that students will ‘‘take their place as leaders in 

the most creative and dynamic organizations’’ (Wells, 2001, p. 148). Allowing time for 

talk in meaningful ways, in a respectful learning environment, benefits all learners.   

 Hence, sociocultural theories of literacy (Erickson, 1984; Gee, 1992; Heath, 

1983, Perez, 1998; Snow, 1983; Street 1984) are not exclusively about reading in the 

traditional sense of decoding a text and extracting meaning from it.  Instead, literacy, in 

sociocultural terms, emphasizes the social worlds and cultural identities of students and 
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views the act of making meaning as always embedded within a social context (Perez, 

1998).  As Gee (1996) has pointed out, being literate involves more than the ability to 

read or write; to be literate is to successfully negotiate the sometimes conflicting ways of 

interacting and of being in spaces like school, where contexts converge. 

  In this way, literacy is often thought of as a construction of meaning from within 

a sociocultural context (Erickson, 1984; Gee, 1992; Perez, 1998).  The overall context of 

a situation shapes what it means to be literate, depending upon the type of text, the type 

of reading activity or experience expected with that text, and the identity of the reader.  

Sociocultural theories acknowledge that learners bring experiences with the world to any 

text, as well as knowledge of the skills used with the text as they interpret meaning from 

it (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994; Quintero & Huerta-Macias, 1990).   

Learners construct meaning by drawing on and using knowledge resources (e.g., 

background knowledge, cultural identity, cultural practices, and perceived significance of 

the activity).  This means that readers certainly use decoding skills and background 

knowledge as they read, but they also derive meaning from conversations, interactions, 

and relationships with parents, teachers and peers (Au, 1990).  Au (1998) suggests that a 

social constructivist view offers implications for reshaping schooling in ways that can be 

advantageous to the school literacy learning of students of diverse backgrounds. Schools 

can capitalize on the social nature of literacy learning, for the benefit of all children in the 

classroom, by structuring conversations where language is used in meaningful ways.  Au 

(1993) defines reading as “the ability and the willingness to use reading and writing to 
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construct meaning from printed text, in ways which meet the requirements of a particular 

social context” (p. 20).   

To this end schools need to take an additive rather than a subtractive stance on 

expanding students’ abilities to function effectively in mainstream as well as more 

familiar social contexts (Cummins, 1986).  Just as speaking more than one language 

brings greater access to more than one culture so, too, will a diverse literacy repertoire 

provide access to multiple literacy communities.  In short, instructional strategies that 

embrace diversity are necessary. It is this essential recognition of the myriad of social 

forces at work in literacy that informed my study.  Also influential were the transactional 

processes described in reader response theory. 

Reader Response Theory 

 Another theory which particularly informed this study was reader response 

theory.  Like sociocultural perspectives, reader response theory emphasizes the reader 

bringing a wealth of experiences and knowledge to the reading event in order to construct 

meaning in transaction with a piece of literature (Rosenblatt, 1978). 

The central premise in reader response theory is that the literary work exists in the 

transaction between readers and a text.   The active participatory role of the reader 

includes discovering meaning (comprehension), responding emotionally, and developing 

interpretation.  Readers are not a passive audience of the text but are active participants 

with the text. 

The term transaction is meaningful in expressing the reader-text relationship 

because it indicates a situation of mutuality.  During the reading activity, the reader and 
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the text mutually act on each other, each affecting and shaping the other.  While engaged 

in this mutual involvement and exchange: 

…we need to see the reading act as an event involving a particular 
individual and a particular text, happening at a particular time, under 
particular circumstances, in a particular social and cultural setting and as 
part of the ongoing life of the individual and the group.  We still can 
distinguish the elements, but we have to think of them, not as separate 
entities, but as aspects of phases of a dynamic process, in which all 
elements take on their character as part of the organically-interrelated 
situation.  Instead of thinking of reading as a linear process, we have to 
think rather of a complex network or circuit of inter-relationships, with 
reciprocal interplay.  (Rosenblatt, 1985, pp. 100-101) 

 
 All of these particulars act simultaneously, consciously and unconsciously and 

produce a complex transaction.  It is through this transaction that literature can be 

appreciated, enjoyed, and studied; and through this transaction, the reader is born.   

 A central contribution of Rosenblatt’s (1993) transactional theory has been her 

discussion of reader stance as a critical factor in understanding how readers transact with 

a text.  Rosenblatt (1993) distinguished two aspects to the reader’s activity:  What he or 

she ‘brings to’ the event in becoming a reader; and the choices or “stance” of the reader.  

Stance can be seen as falling along a continuum which Rosenblatt (1993) named aesthetic 

and efferent.  The two types of stance give rise to corresponding types of reading process-

aesthetic reading, and efferent reading.  When approaching reading from an efferent 

stance, the reader attends to what will remain after the reading event, usually information 

or actions to be carried out.  When approaching reading from an aesthetic stance, the 

reader’s attention is focused on the lived through event, “the associations, feelings, 

attitudes and ideas that these words and their referents arouse within him.” (Rosenblatt, 

1978, p.25).   
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Rosenblatt (1978) observed that the emphasis in our schools in the teaching of 

reading has been almost entirely from the efferent stance.  It is her belief that our first 

concern in the teaching of reading and writing at any level should be to create 

“environments and activities in which students are motivated and encouraged to draw on 

their own resources to make ‘live’ meanings” (Rosenblatt, 1994 p. 1082).  

Probst (1988) shares similar thoughts and notes that readers must be “individually 

responsible for what they make of the literature” (p.22) because the interpretation of 

literature derives from a person’s response through literature, not around it. Furthermore, 

Hancock (2000), supporting Rosenblatt, pinpoints that meaning results from the 

interaction between the text and the reader and that readers’ diverse comprehension adds 

in new insights.   Thus, a group dynamic that features mixed ability levels, and students’ 

diverse cultural and ethnic identities in literature circles allows students to create more 

meanings when they approach and examine the texts.   

Rosenblatt (1938) highlights the role of literature for constructing a more 

democratic society and explains the process of negotiations of meanings among different 

readers.  Rosenblatt (1938) states that the goal of her book is “to demonstrate that the 

study of literature can have a very real, and even central, relation to the points of growth 

in the social and cultural life of a democracy”.  Pradl (1996) states that teachers of 

literature must understand the relationship between literature and democracy that 

Rosenblatt holds in order to understand her concept of ‘transaction”: 

Honoring the transactional process, a teacher begins with the individual 
student and then has the student participate in sharing and contesting with 
other students as part of a dialogue of inquiry and interpretations.  During 
the ensuing conversations the class as a community explores the social 
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implications of the range of responses and postures that individual 
students have enacted during their initial process of reading. (p.10)   

 
 The need for dialogue among readers is central to Rosenblatt’s theory (1938) 

which suggests that response to literature is a transactional process.  Reader response 

experiences are a mix of individual experiences but also social ones, because through 

interaction with peers meanings are negotiated and created, thus greatly affecting 

response.           

In these sections, I have described the two theories that particularly informed my 

research.  Sociocultural theory was important for its recognition of the social nature of 

literacy.  Reader response theory became significant because it acknowledged the 

particular transactional process involved in literacy events.  In the following section, I 

review literature that likewise reflected these theoretical learnings, and that pertained to 

Latino schooling, parent programs, and literature discussions in particular. 

Review of the Literature 

 This study was particularly informed by sociocultural and reader response 

theories.  Both perspectives became especially poignant for their emphasis on the social 

and transactional processes involved in literacy.  Sadly, contemporary educational 

research often fails to recognize these vital elements, stressing instead the decoding 

processes of young readers as though they were passive recipients, isolated from a social 

world which necessarily forms their literacy experiences (Goodman, 2006).   

 In this section, I review research related to my inquiry.  This review does not seek 

to include all literature related to Latino literacy, instead, it focuses on those studies that 

reflect the sociocultural and transactional perspectives described above.  In the first 
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section, I discuss several important ethnographies related to Latino schooling in general.  

In the two sections that follow, I consider literature related to parent-school 

collaborations and read alouds/literature discussions in particular.  I close by reflecting 

upon the ways these important studies informed the current inquiry. 

Ethnographies:  Latino Families and Schooling.  Ethnographic studies on Latino families 

and schooling find that Latino parents value education, inspire their children, and teach 

them language and literacy (Valdes, 1996; Moll, 1992).  The sociocultural perspective 

inherent in these studies reveals an overall incongruence that exists between school and 

home literacy expectations; obstacles to Latino parent involvement in schools are often 

due to a lack of information on Latino family strengths and the schools’ inability to build 

on them.   

In Moll’s (1992) study of Mexican American families in Tucson, Arizona, for 

example, home investigators revealed that many families possessed knowledge and skills 

that educators did not know about; schools therefore did not engage with these families as 

social and intellectual resources.  In this study teachers entered homes with the purpose 

of identifying and documenting existing knowledge in order to develop, transform and 

enrich classroom practice by drawing upon the existing funds of knowledge in minority 

students’ households.  Funds of knowledge refer to those historically developed and 

accumulated strategies (e.g., skills, abilities, ideas, practices) or bodies of knowledge that 

are essential to a household’s functioning and well-being.  The results of this powerful 

teacher-research model allowed teachers to view their students as competent participants 

in households rich in cognitive resources.   
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Valdes’s (1996) ethnographic portrait of ten Mexican immigrant families 

examined the differing and often conflicting values, expectations and goals that Mexican 

immigrant parents and largely white mainstream American teachers hold, and the effects 

that these differences have on the Mexican children.  Many goals for success were 

described by the Mexican families in this study.  They were concerned about staying 

healthy, making a good living, becoming good citizens, and preserving family values 

within their traditional culture.  Parents also wanted their children to succeed in school 

but trusted the teachers to accomplish the academic learning in school.  Parents knew 

they were responsible for educating their children, but their definition of education was 

quite different from that of the mainstream teachers.  Consejos, which Valdes (1996) 

defined as “spontaneous homilies designed to influence behaviors and attitudes” (p. 125) 

were given by mothers as important parts of educacion, by which they meant manners 

and moral values, not learning from books at school as the English word education 

implies.  Teachers, on the other hand, expected parents to help with homework; they 

expected the active academic involvement of parents that they had experienced in their 

own mainstream culture American middle-class families (Au, 1993).   

The work of Griego-Jones & Velez (1997) with Latino families and high school 

students supports similar notions that Latino families care about education.  They provide 

their children with the socio-cultural capital (i.e., money and social networks) that should 

result in high academic success for Latino students.   Schools, however, fail to take 

advantage of the close relationships between Latino children and parents. 
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Edwards (1995) also documented this incongruence, and found that even though 

the teachers in her study suspected that the parents were unable to read, they still 

expected them to read to their children.  “The teachers did not seem to take into account 

that 40 percent of the parents were illiterate or semiliterate” (p. 59).  In this study 

Edwards (1995) documents the participation of parents in a Parent as Partners in Reading 

Program and the participation of teachers in a Literacy Learning course.    Findings from 

this study revealed that although parents wanted their children to succeed in school, they 

felt ill-prepared to assist them. Many felt embarrassed, scared, angry and helpless since 

they did not really understand what story book reading meant and were not competent 

readers themselves. They did not know how to interest and involve their children in a 

story or connect items in a book with their children’s life. When parents didn’t read to 

their children as they were asked to do, teachers assumed the parents were disinterested 

in their children’s education; instead, parents were simply unfamiliar with the task 

teachers gave them. During the 23 session Parents as Partners in Reading Program, 

parents learned how to share books with their children and came to realize the importance 

of their partnering with the teacher to help their children perform better in school. The 

literacy learning course enabled teachers to understand that “read to your child” is a very 

difficult and complex task for parents who lack some literacy skills; the course also 

helped teachers recognize that all literacy environments should be acknowledged and not 

ignored.  Teachers explored the different ways in which parents prepared their children 

for school and took a critical look at the ways in which their classroom environments 

were unrelated with their students’ out of school learning experiences.   
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Moll (1992), Valdes (1996), Griego-Jones and Velez (1997) and Edwards (1995) 

are four examples of ethnographers who, due to their sociocultural perspectives on 

learning and literacy, were able to unearth the incongruence that often exists between the 

expectations of schools and the understandings of Latino families.  Edwards (1995) 

additionally hints at another theme relevant to this study:  the importance of research 

related, not just to parent education programs, but to true, collaborative relationships 

between families and schools. 

Parent-School Partnerships.  While many schools take part in delivering parent education 

programs, very few have been found to participate in processes which establish and 

sustain collaborative relationships between school educators and families.  In this section, 

I first argue for the importance of research on parent-school partnerships that considers 

the voices of the parents themselves.  Then, I highlight two programs which demonstrate 

success in the establishment of meaningful partnerships between families and schools. 

Defining Parent Partnerships. 

 Some research has been devoted to home-school partnerships and the importance 

of parent involvement for children’s academic success (Allen, 2007; Delgado-Gaitan, 

2004; Henderson & Mapp (2002).  Often teachers have reported having little knowledge 

about the at-home involvement of parents with less than a high school education (Baker, 

Kessler-Sklar, Piotrkowski, & Parker, 1999).  Unfortunately, while researchers have 

focused on the schools and the various strategies that school personnel can implement to 

improve parent involvement, there has been less research that takes into account the 

parents’ frame of reference (Lawson, 2003).  Too often the home-school partnerships are 
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studied from the point of view of school personnel, but not researched with respect to 

how the parents, particularly those of limited resources, view their participation. 

One priority, then, becomes that of fostering partnerships which engage parents 

and teachers in meaningful two-way communication; ‘partnership’ implies both groups as 

active participants in the education of children (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992; 

Shockley, Michalove, Allen, 1995).  Research that focuses on parents and their points of 

view can help strengthen home-school partnerships.  Mawjee and Grieshop (2002) argue 

that language and culture must be taken into account in order to increase parental 

participation.  Mapp (2003) reveals that caring and trustful relationships with school staff 

enhances parents’ desires to be involved in the schools; in her focus group study of 34 

parent leaders in a predominantly Mexican American school district, parents wanted 

teachers to be informed about the local Latino context as opposed to general Latino 

demographics (Jones, 2003).   

Concha Delgado Gaitan (2004) highlights building trust as a platform for creating 

sustained collaboration with parents.  She states that “affirmative attitudes about parents’ 

role in education lead to parent involvement (p 98).”  As Shockley, Michalove, & Allen 

(1995) note: “Programs are implemented, partnerships are developed” (p. 91).  

Collaborative partnerships recognize the sociocultural value of parental background 

experiences, as well as the transactional, active nature of parents as learners. 

Parent involvement in schools is essential, particularly for Latino students.  

Research in parent involvement at the high school level (Aspiazu, Bauer, & Spillett, 

1998; Lucas, Henze, & Donato 1990) found that Latino students who performed well 
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academically reported a higher level of parental involvement with their education at 

home.  Additionally, research examining parents’ perceptions of their role in their 

children’s education has found that Latino parents care deeply about their children’s 

progress in school (Trumbull, Rothestein-Fisch, Greenfield, & Quiroz, 2001), they have 

high goals for their children (Shannon, 1996), and they want to be involved (Lopez 

2001).  As stated by Trumbell, et al (2001), “Studies of immigrant Latino families have 

repeatedly shown that parents are highly interested in being involved in their children’s 

education” (p. 32).   

Furthermore, qualitative case study research with families participating in the 

Intergenerational Literacy Project (ILP) suggests that family literacy programs that serve 

immigrant parents are wise to make explicit the mainstream culture and values of U.S. 

schooling as well as build on household funds of knowledge to support children’s literacy 

development and success (Paratore, Melzi, & Krol-Sinclair, 1999).  Others, like Griego-

Jones (2002) have found that programs geared toward dialogue between educators and 

Latino parents contribute, not only to greater parental involvement, but also to valuable 

professional development for both pre-service and veteran teachers.  Based on the 

evidence presented in studies on Latino parent involvement (Akroyd,1995; Delgado-

Gaitan,1992; Lesar, Espinosa & Diaz, 1997; Shannon, 1996; Sosa, 1997; Quintero & 

Huerta-Macias, 1990) few can successfully argue that the homes of Latino children lack 

literacy; in all of these studies parents recognized the importance of literacy, and 

especially the importance of reading to their children. 
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Parent Partnership Programs. 

The belief that Latino parents are critical partners in the process of educating their 

children led one elementary school community to aggressively seek out parental 

collaboration.  Flood and Lapp (1995) document how Latino parents participated in the 

education of their children at Gardner Elementary, a large urban school.  Latino parents 

assisted and supported instruction in three ways: a) as teaching partners in the classroom, 

(b) as resources in the classroom, and (c) as at-home teachers.   

This participation supports further studies (Ada, 1988; Gadsden 1994) that found 

parents willing to use school-like models for literacy such as book reading to develop 

their children’s reading development.  In the Chicago area, Project FLAME serves Latino 

families, helping them use their cultural experiences to enhance participation through 

composing books about their memories, experiences, hopes and accomplishments.  The 

objectives of this program are to 1) increase the ability of Hispanic parents to provide 

literacy opportunities for their children; 2) increase parents’ ability to act as positive role 

models; 3) improve the Hispanic parents’ skills so that they can more effectively initiate, 

encourage, support, and extend their children’s literacy learning; and 4) increase and 

improve relationships between Hispanic families and the schools (Shanahan, Mulhern & 

Rodriguez-Brown, 1995). 

Parent participation is critical for the success of Latino students and parents have 

a great deal to offer.  Unfortunately, many schools fail to cultivate sustained relationships 

of trust with Latino families.  Gardner Elementary and Project Flame provide two 

examples of school-based programs that succeed in encouraging parent participation, 
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both by recognizing the sociocultural experiences of families and by acknowledging their 

agency as learners.  In the next section, I consider literature related to read alouds and 

literature discussions between parents and children. 

Read Alouds and Literature Discussions.  A parent reading aloud to their children is 

assumed to be a prerequisite for success in school.  As early as 1908, Huey revealed that 

“the secret of it all lies in the parents reading aloud to and with their children” (p. 32). 

Currently, in Trelease’s (1995) The Read-Aloud Handbook, there are more than 100 

pages listing and annotating useful books that can be read aloud by parents and teachers.  

Wells (1986) conducted one of the most frequently cited studies about parents reading 

aloud to their children.  In this study, children were observed from shortly after their first 

birthday until they were ten years old.  It was found that parent read alouds had a positive 

influence on the literacy development of their children, and that a child’s experiences 

listening to stories significantly influenced his or her understanding of print. 

Riojas-Cortes, Flores, Smith & Clark (2003) capture the valuable connections 

between the storytelling telling practices of Mexican-American families and the literacy 

practices of a preschool program.  Their study explored how family storytelling events 

exposed children to language and literacy experiences needed for school-literacy success.  

Their study highlighted the rich linguistic and cultural connections that occurred through 

storytelling and story writing.  Most importantly, it demonstrated how Latino parents are 

interested and capable of supporting their children’s literacy development when given the 

opportunity to share their experiences, traditions, beliefs, customs and literacy.   Teacher 
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reflection offered several recommendations for making connections and bridging home 

storytelling practices with school literacy.  

 Shirley Brice Heath (1983) confirms the value of parent-child read-alouds for 

children and the importance of the interactive experience.  She studied two neighboring 

communities in the United States and considered the literacy experiences of these 

children.  Each of the communities demonstrated different literacy practices, which led to 

different outcomes for the children at school.  In one community, the parents read 

storybooks to their children and did so interactively.  Children in that environment were 

successful at reading in school.  In another community, although parents valued school 

for the benefits it might bring to their children, they did not provide the same learning 

environment at home; story readings were largely absent.  These children were not as 

successful in the later elementary school grades.  The author maintained that the school 

had the responsibility to respond to the children and build on their home experiences 

instead of expecting all children to have middle class mainstream experiences.    

 Work by Denny Taylor and Dorothy Strickland (1986) also discussed the benefits 

of family storybook readings, but was quite different in its approach.  The authors 

provide numerous excerpts from parent-child read-alouds, and there are many 

illustrations that demonstrate the intensity of the children’s involvement.  The read-

alouds from many different homes are used to demonstrate the learning that takes place 

beyond the story itself.  The authors show how the children learned a sense of how stories 

are constructed, and how that helped them understand other stories and create their own.   
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 Additionally, Taylor and Strickland (1986) showed that the children extended 

their vocabulary as they interacted with a parent during the story readings.  Not only did 

children learn individual words, but they also were introduced to language patterns that 

are contained in stories, and they began to play with sounds of language.  The read-aloud 

experience was found to reinforce the importance of listening skills the children later 

used to support their classroom learning.  In addition, similar research with Taylor and 

Dorsey-Gaines (1988) revealed that reading was one of the ways family members 

explored their personal identities and the social, political and economic circumstances of 

their everyday lives.    Even though books and read alouds were not a part of the home 

environments of the children in this study, experiences with varied forms of functional 

reading were documented these included: news related reading, recreational reading, 

social interactional reading, instrumental reading, financial reading, and work related 

reading.  

 Taylor and Dorsey Gaines (1988) work showed that within families and children 

of poverty there was a richness of literacy experiences that previous studies had not been 

able to recognize, and that institutional factors rather than a lack of parental support had a 

far greater impact on lack of school success for these families.  These findings support 

Auerbach’s (1995) view that the extent to which families use literacy in socially 

significant ways as an integral part of family life is a key factor in shaping literacy 

acquisition.  These findings are significant to note because they suggest that race, 

economic status and social settings should not be used as central correlates of literacy.  
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Furthermore, they support the conclusion that there is a rich diversity of literacy practices 

within families that should be acknowledged and tapped.       

Case studies of children and parents engaging with literature have also added to 

our understanding. One of the best known is that of Bissex (1980).  Bissex read stories to 

her son before he started to talk; those read alouds enabled her son to be familiar with 

stories and provided an emergent reading before he turned three.  In other studies by 

parents of young children (Baghban, 1984; Martens, 1996) there is further evidence that 

suggests that read alouds are an important contributor to a child’s literacy development.   

 Teachers and teacher researchers are incorporating many of these findings about 

read alouds into their practice and extending the classroom literacy community into the 

home in a manner that demonstrates respect for parents and confidence in their abilities to 

help their children.  The work of Shockley, Michalove, and Allen (1995) focused on 

home reading journals with first grade students.  These home reading journals featured 

the writing of children, teachers and parents, providing a forum for dialogue among all 

participants.  Jennings (2002) focused on a group of second graders using written 

conversations (Short, Harste, Burke, 1996) around literature with their parents as a way to 

bring parents voices into the curriculum, regarding issues of prejudice and justice.   

 McCaleb (1997) and Ada and Campoy (2004) explore how teachers can build 

relationships with parents though dialogue and shared goals.  The creation of books, co-

authored by students and parents, provided the opportunity for parents, students and 

teachers to collaboratively explore generative themes from their students’ lives.  These 
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stories demonstrated not only the creativity and talents of parents and students but also 

emphasized the potential strengths families brought. 

 Ada and Campoy (2004) emphasize the importance for educators to select and 

make available quality children’s literature that speak to the Latino experience.  While 

the literature is replete with suggestions for enhancing the quality of discussions that take 

place around children’s literature Ada and Campoy (2004) term literature discussions as 

“creative dialogue” involving four phases:  

� Descriptive phase-promotes understanding of the message of the book 

� Personal interpretive phase-promotes self-expression of feelings and emotions and 

the relationship between book content and readers’ experience. 

� Critical/Multicultural/Anti-bias phase-promotes higher-thinking skills.  Invites 

participants to respond to the values presented in the book and discuss what 

aspects may or may not apply to their own culture and examine alternatives. 

� Creative transformative phase- Parents and children are invited to reflect on areas 

of potential growth and insights gained through the reading and discussion. 

Fain (2003) and Martinez-Roldan (2003) completed dissertation studies in Arizona 

with bilingual first and second graders reading at home with their parents.  They highlight 

that readers need to feel that they can discuss what really matters to them about a 

particular book, rather than search for a predetermined meaning that resides in the 

teacher’s head.  They document how literature discussions can lead to powerful 

exchanges, where emotionally engaged readers as young as six and seven passionately 
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shared and negotiated their understanding and interpretations concerning a piece of 

literature in school.   

Fain (2003) explored how bilingual Latino children talked critically about children’s 

literature related to the topic of linguistic diversity and culture.  She explored their 

conversations at home with their parents and at school.  Her analysis revealed that these 

young bilingual learners spoke critically and thoughtfully about complex issues such as 

structural inequality, cultural identity, and literacy.  The opportunity to provide families 

with the same authentic multicultural literature being explored in the classroom allowed 

the students to connect and relate to various issues in two different contexts within the 

literature discussion.   

The study demonstrated the significance of drawing upon the home as a source of 

knowledge that contributed to critical talk in the classroom.  These home discussions 

affirmed and supported the children as they expanded their language and self-confidence.   

Fain (2003) found that home discussions changed the outcome of the conversation within 

the classroom.  Children explored ideas at school that were not explored at home.  In 

contrast, others rehearsed issues at home and looked for ways to add these perspectives 

within literature discussions in the context of school.  The study revealed how the home 

context ultimately scaffolds the child and supported their biliteracy development.   

Similarly, Martinez-Roldán (2003) looked at the types of responses children had 

during small group literature discussions and examined the content and issues discussed 

by the children during in-class small group literature discussions.  Her study considered a 

collaborative approach to research where the classroom teacher participated in the study.  
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Martinez-Roldán (2003) focused on bilingual student responses to children’s literature 

centered around issues of language and bilingualism, discrimination, gender equity and 

identity.  The findings of this study challenged the idea that young bilingual students 

need to learn to decode and read first before having a worthwhile discussion about books 

in small groups.  Her study unearthed that young bilingual children are critical readers 

and thinkers when given the opportunity to read in meaningful situations.  They not only 

learn about reading; they also use reading to learn about other content areas, about life, 

and about themselves.  Literature discussions became important because it allowed 

children to interact with books in different ways and for different purposes.   

The current research linking parent read alouds, classroom practice, and parent 

collaboration has unearthed the power of drawing from the sociocultural experiences of 

students and their parents in the development of literacy.  Furthermore, such work 

encouraging the use of literature discussion within homes acknowledges the active 

transaction between parents, students, and text.  These studies inspired both the current 

inquiry and pilot projects leading up to it. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I have provided a background for this inquiry, and have explored 

two theories that informed this research.  I began by describing the impetus, questions, 

and urgent significance of this study.  This qualitative inquiry came about from my 

interest as a teacher-researcher in exploring the relationships between literature 

discussions and parent involvement.  I conducted the research in my own first/second 

grade classroom, focusing on the home literary discussions of five students.  As little 
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research exists describing the experiences of Latino children reading with their parents, I 

hoped that this study will contribute to a larger discussion framing the schooling of 

Latino students in U.S. schools. 

Next, I revealed the theoretical framework of this study and considered literature 

related to the topic.  First, I described the importance of Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural 

theory of learning.  Sociocultural perspectives emphasize the myriad of background 

experiences that come into play within literacy experiences.  Second, I discussed the 

relevance of Rosenblatt’s (1994) reader response theory.  This perspective was 

particularly relevant in framing the literacy experience as one of significant agency for 

readers.  Finally, I considered research literature related to Latino schooling in general, 

and parent partnerships and literature discussions in particular.  As Moll et al. (1992), 

Delgado-Gaitan (2004), Goldenberg and Gallimore (1995) advocate, there are 

commonalities that Latino families and schools share which can provide avenues for 

home-school collaboration.  Though much contemporary research related to schooling is 

tainted by an isolationist view of reading, studies that emphasize the social, active nature 

of literacy are powerful and have proven most influential in framing both my own pilot 

work and the current study.   

Overview of the Dissertation 

 This dissertation has seven chapters.  The findings of this study are shared within 

the following chapters.  In Chapter 2, the research methodology is described.  In Chapter 

3, the context of the classroom is shared.  In Chapter 4, specific profiles of the students 

involved in the study are detailed.  In Chapter 5, I examine the findings for the first 
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research question.  Research question one is: What is the nature of the home literature 

discussions, specifically what types of talk do parents and children use to think about the 

books they read together?    I organized my findings into the following categories: 

personal connections, life lessons, demonstrating comprehension strategies and learning 

about reading and language.  In chapter 6, I examine the findings for the second question.  

Research question two is:  What are parents’ perspectives on their involvement with the 

school and with their child’s literacy development?  Findings emerged from the data in 

terms of themes that spoke to their participation with home literature conversations.   In 

Chapter 7, I summarize the findings as well as the significance of this dissertation study.  

The final chapter is where I as a researcher step back from the research and discuss the 

implications of the study from a broad perspective.  

      

 



 
 
 
 44

CHAPTER TWO  
METHODOLOGY 

 This dissertation study examined the conversations between five students and 

their parents during home literature conversations.  The study included four second grade 

students and their parents and one first grade student and her parents.  The family 

discussions connected directly to the children’s literature that was being used within 

literature circles in the classroom.  I examined the reading interactions between parent 

and child and the characteristics of talk in the families’ conversations within the home 

context. 

 The methodological framework and design of this study is qualitative teacher 

research.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) define teacher research as systematic and 

intentional inquiry carried out by teachers.  Teacher research engages educators in 

identifying an area of focus, collecting data, analyzing and interpreting data, and 

developing an action plan (Mills, 2000; Hubbard and Power, 1999).  According to 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) teacher research creates and contributes knowledge 

about education from the inside-out.  It is concerned with everyday practical problems 

experienced by teachers, rather than the theoretical problems defined by outside 

researchers.  The approach is naturalistic, using participant-observation techniques of 

ethnographic research.  It can be collaborative, and includes characteristics of case study 

methodology (Patterson, Santa, Short, & Smith, 1993).   

Generally, teacher research is driven by the teacher's desire to improve his or her 

own practice with respect to a specific problem and a specific set of students.  Thus, 

students obtain immediate benefits from the teacher's learning (Shalaway, 1990).  
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Goswami and Stillman (1987) tell us that people undertake research when they decide to 

learn. Therefore, when teachers desire to purposefully learn about their teaching they 

must research.  Dana and Yendol-Silva (2003) describe teacher inquiry in terms of a 

research paradigm where teachers are viewed as “knowledge-generators” (p. 4).  They 

explain how that the teacher is the story teller and the source of the research question.  

The teacher has an emic perspective; one from an insider's point-of-view.  S/he is 

engaged in systematic research as s/he focuses on providing insight into the classroom 

practice in order to make change.  Furthermore, through teacher research, the teacher 

learns about the students by listening to, observing, and communicating with them.  S/he 

learns where they are academically, considers their strengths and weaknesses, and 

envisions where they need to go.  The teacher asks open-ended questions based on the 

students' needs in search of knowledge and understanding in order to change and improve 

classroom teaching.  What s/he learns from the students and the research empowers the 

teacher to be a “knowledge-generator” and in turn, to “own” the research. 

The motivating force in conducting teacher research in my multiage classroom 

was the sense of discrepancies I felt between theory (what is intended) and practice (what 

actually occurs).  Parent involvement was a constant struggle in our school.  We had a 

small number of parent volunteers, programs that promised to bring parents into the 

school came and went quickly; parent workshops were never well-attended and the 

parents who attended the first session often did not return for the second session.  

Teachers, observing this lack of involvement, complained that parents didn’t care and did 

not support the school.  Hence, the language around our school blamed parents when our 
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students did not perform well.  But as I met with parents and talked with them I 

consistently found them to be extremely concerned about their children, and willing to do 

whatever they could to help.  I asked myself: How can I demonstrate respect for parents 

in my classroom and at the same time develop literacy practices that support students and 

their families?  I was aware of the research by Delgado-Gaitan (1987), Ada (1988), Diaz, 

Moll & Mehan (1986), Collier (1986), and Valdes (1996) and their focus on the 

conditions that shape students’ family literacy experiences.  I did not want my parents to 

conform to culturally unfamiliar school expectations and practices through intimidation, 

but rather I wanted to draw on parents’ cultural strengths and encourage discussion about 

key issues in their family life through the sharing of Latino children’s literature.  Teacher 

research was the best vehicle to begin to address my interest and questions in the area of 

parent involvement and children’s literature.   

Role of the Researcher 

At the time of this study I had completed four years of graduate work and had 

taught ten years in kindergarten, first and second grades.  In 2001 I returned to Los 

Angeles after completing graduate course work at the University of Arizona.  I chose to 

apply at La Mirada Elementary because of the positive and encouraging experiences I 

had when I first taught there from 1994-1997.   The administration at the time had been 

supportive by providing me with a teaching mentor, allowing me to attend conferences, 

workshops and professional development that added to my teaching knowledge and 

improved my teaching methods.  In addition, several colleagues, administrators and 

parents from the school had encouraged me to pursue graduate work in the area of 
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reading.  La Mirada was situated in the community where I grew up in East Los Angeles; 

my mother lived within walking distance from the school and I worked alongside several 

colleagues who I graduated with from high school.  The school was a comfortable 

environment for me because I grew up in the neighborhood, I knew many of my 

colleagues on a professional and personal level, and at La Mirada Elementary I could be 

what I had always wanted to be-- a bilingual teacher.  La Mirada Elementary was one of 

the few schools in the Los Angeles Unified School District that had maintained their 

bilingual program since the passage of 1998’s Prop 227: English for the Children. 

 When I returned to La Mirada as a first grade bilingual teacher in the fall of 2001 

I quickly put into practice what I had learned at the University of Arizona especially as it 

related to incorporating literature discussions in the classroom.  I became interested in 

conducting this teacher research study after attending a workshop with Alma Flor Ada 

through the “parents, children and teachers as authors” program.  My participation in this 

program allowed me to view and incorporate another dimension to my literature 

discussions.  I had already been inspired by teacher research conducted in Tucson, 

Arizona by Carmen Martinez Roldan (2000), Julia Lopez-Robertson (1999), and Jeanne 

Fain (2003) and wanted to provide my students in Los Angeles with similar 

opportunities.  I wanted to create a closer and complimentary link between children’s 

home lives and school lives by extending the literacy community of my classroom into 

the home.  I wanted to learn from the families I worked with, the families I identified 

with. 
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At the time of the study our school was struggling with an underperforming 

school label and low parent involvement.  Through informal and formal conversations I 

heard parents being labeled as uncaring by the new administration and some teaching 

staff because parents did not attend school functions or volunteer in classrooms.  

Improvement of low reading scores was of utmost importance and in frustration quick 

solutions were offered by staff such as: “Parents need to read with their kids at home.” or 

“These parents need to get involved.”    

I thought of my students’ educational needs and thought about how I could 

improve my practice for them.  In my classroom I had perfect attendance almost daily 

and my students came to school prepared and ready to learn.  I chose to interpret this as 

my students liked their classroom and they had responsible parents who sent them to 

school on time.  However, I didn’t know what was happening at home.  How did my 

parents participate in their child’s education? What did parents think about our school?  

Was there anything I could do to connect school and home?  These questions were the 

origins of this study; they evolved from an interest in making sense of all that I heard at 

staff meetings, what I saw in my classroom, my experience working in the East Los 

Angeles community for eight years, and what I noticed from children and parents when 

they responded to children’s literature.   

Research Setting 

The study took place in my first and second grade bilingual classroom at La 

Mirada Elementary in East Los Angeles, a city with a large Latino community.  In the 

2000 census, Latinos in East Los Angeles, California comprised the vast majority (97 
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percent) of the population, the highest proportion of any place with 100,000 or more 

residents.  The school district where this study took place is The Los Angeles Unified 

School District (LAUSD), the nation's second largest district, with a K-12 student 

enrollment of more than 746,800. Geographically, it encompasses 704 square miles, an 

area that includes the City of Los Angeles and all or parts of 28 other cities, as well as 

some unincorporated areas of Los Angeles County.  LAUSD is divided into eight local 

districts.  La Mirada Elementary belongs to District 5.  Student enrollment data for the 

2004-2005 school year at La Mirada Elementary was 975 students.  99.7 percent of the 

student population was Hispanic or Latino.  67.6 percent of the students were classified 

as English Language Learners.  81.5 percent of the students qualified for the free or 

reduced lunch program.   

Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of La Mirada’s bilingual program, 

school initiatives for creating reading interest, school reform plan, professional 

development available to teachers, and parent involvement programs at the school.  In 

addition, I closely describe my bilingual classroom context including the physical 

environment and a description of the reading and classroom curriculum. 

Participants 

The current study followed a case study approach.  Smith (1978) defines case 

studies as characterized by “bounded systems,” while Merriam (1998) reminds us that 

such a design is not only particularistic, but also descriptive (providing “thick 

description”) and heuristic (bringing about new understandings).  As a teacher researcher 

I wanted to gain an in-depth understanding about how my students and parents shared 
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and discussed children’s literature.  I was interested in this particular reading engagement 

and the meaning it had for parents and children.  A case study approach lent itself well to 

this research so I focused on five students and their parents. 

Sampling within the case was criterion-based (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993), 

with the goal of selecting particular students for in depth study.  Case study student 

selection came from my own combination classroom of first and second graders; they 

were English language learners, a group mirroring the general demographic and 

programmatic characteristics of the bilingual program at La Mirada Elementary.  All 

students in my classroom were involved in home literature discussions; therefore all 

children were invited to participate in the study.  At the beginning of the study, I held an 

informational meeting detailing my interest and the nature of the study.  Those who 

attended the meeting received and signed parental consent forms.  Those families who 

were unable to attend the meeting received a consent form with their child the next day 

after school.  Of the 18 first and second grade families, 16 families returned their consent 

forms with 13 giving consent and 3 denying.   Five of the families were selected, based 

on their interest in contributing to the study as well as having openly expressed an 

interest in assisting their children with reading.   

My classroom had twelve second grade students so I selected four students who 

were in second grade:  Cynthia, Lynda, Tanya, and Sergio.  Cynthia, Lynda and Tanya 

had been with me the previous year as first graders, therefore they were familiar with 

literature conversations at home and literature discussions in my classroom. I selected 

them because they had excellent attendance and regularly participated in the written 
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literature responses and book-of-the-month readings, and kept up to date reading logs.  

Their mothers had also expressed that they were interested in listening and learning about 

their child’s English language development since our reading program was instructed in 

Spanish.  They inquired if their child could read stories in English for this study and I 

further explained that they could read and or discuss in the language of their choice.  

Tanya and Lynda’s mother were monolingual Spanish so I became interested in learning 

how they would support their child’s reading in a second language.   

Sergio was a new second grader to my classroom and I selected him because he 

had excellent attendance.  He faced challenges in reading, specifically decoding, yet I felt 

he participated at a high level orally and had great comprehension when material was 

read to him.  Sergio had an open file with the school’s student study team that regularly 

reviewed his academic progress.  His mother had expressed frustration towards the 

review team and I felt she could offer some insights on how the school could approach 

this process differently.  Although Sergio was new to my classroom I knew his family 

well because his sister had been in my second grade classroom three years earlier.  His 

mother and I regularly discussed his progress and his mother was interested in learning 

about reading strategies that would support Sergio’s fluency and decoding ability at home 

in both Spanish and English.  I also selected Sergio because I wanted to examine the 

influence of teachers and parents working together with a child who struggles as a reader 

in building that child’s self-esteem, motivation to read, and love of art and literature.      

The fifth child in my study was Laura, a first grade student.  I had six first grade 

students in my combination classroom and she was the only first grade student whose 
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parents gave consent to participate in the study.  Laura also had excellent attendance and 

I selected her in order to represent the two grade levels present in my classroom.  Her 

emergent literacy skills were representative of the other five first grade students in my 

classroom.  A comprehensive profile of the participant children and their families are 

found in chapter 4.  The profile includes a general description of the child followed by 

information about his/her reading interests, reading strategies, engagement with the 

classroom basal reader, participation in literature discussions, and reading beliefs.  A 

brief description of the parent’s relationship with the school concludes the profile.  

Study Design:  Research Question One 

Data triangulation was important to this study.  The sources of data and the 

analysis of that data are described for each of the two research questions, beginning with 

research questions one. Research question one was: What is the nature of the home 

literature discussions, specifically what types of talk do parents and children use to think 

about the books they read together?  The primary data sources informing this question 

were audiotapes and transcripts of home literature conversations.  The secondary data 

sources were artifacts (literature response journals) and field notes (anecdotal records and 

personal notes).  As follows, I describe these data sources and detail their analyses. 

Audiotapes and Transcripts 

 All families participated in home literature discussions as part our regular 

classroom curriculum.  However, only the five families selected to participate in the 

study received a tape recorder, cassette tapes and batteries.  These items were sent home 

beginning in January of 2005.  Parents and or students were free to select books from the 
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classroom library to take home and read aloud; parents were asked to record one home 

literature conversation once a week as part of the study.  Book of the month selections 

were chosen by the school principal and all five families were asked to read and record 

their home literature conversations about the school’s book of the month selection.   

 Tapes were turned in consistently once a week, however in a few cases, 

depending on circumstances at home, several students were not able to bring in a 

recording during the week or at other times they would record more than one a week.  

Tapes were labeled with the child’s name, date and the title of the story.  A clean tape 

was issued on Monday for children to take home and returned a week later the following 

Monday morning.  Parents informed me that Friday nights or the weekends were the best 

time to tape record their discussions.  As tapes were turned in, I logged them on a sheet of 

paper with the child’s name, book title and date.    

 I listened to the tapes at various points during the school day when class was not 

in session, such as recess, lunch, afterschool, or before school the next day.  Each tape 

was approximately 15-30 minutes in length.  As I listened to the tapes, I noted such 

things as which family member had read with the child, and the nature of any 

conversations before they began the read aloud.  During the book reading portion, I 

listened and noted the quality of the recording and wrote any questions, comments or 

conversation.  I also took notes on the discussions that took place after the read aloud. 

Ongoing member checks were conducted with parents to gain secondary information that 

I was interested in knowing from the transcripts of the home literature conversations.  At 

the conclusion of the study, tapes were listened to again for transcription.  I transcribed 
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and translated all audiotapes.  Since I was not doing miscue analysis I did not transcribe 

the reading of the entire story, only the conversations by parents and students that took 

place before, during, and after the reading of the story.  I referred to my field notes as a 

guide.  I collected and transcribed a total of seventy-three audiotapes.       

Artifacts 

 Literature response journals were issued to all the families in my classroom 

because they were part of our regular curriculum.  Children and parents shared one 

response journal.  These entries often included sketches or written responses to the 

literature. Written conversations between parent and child were done within the journal.  

Students turned in their journal weekly and a photocopy of each journal response was 

made.   Copies were collected and organized by child in an accordion file folder and filed 

chronologically by journal entry under the child’s corresponding tab.  If a parent or child 

did not respond in the journal for the week I simply labeled “no response” as well as 

wrote the title of the book on a piece of paper and filed.  Parent responses were also 

photocopied and placed in the same folder with their child’s work.   

Field Notes 

Field notes were written in a spiral notebook during the listening of the 

audiotapes.  As I listened to the tapes I described in my field notes which family member 

was reading.  I noted if the parent was doing the entire reading, if they were sharing the 

reading, if they read English text in dual language books, if the parent assisted student 

with decoding, and if they asked questions.  I tried to capture as much as possible what 

was being done during the reading by parent or child.   
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In the classroom, anecdotal records were kept on 3x5 cards with the child’s name 

as a way to document when a child referred to a conversation or strategy they 

experienced at home during a read aloud.  These anecdotal notes were usually written 

during in-class literature discussions.   

Personal notes were written in my teaching journal and included discussions from 

staff meetings regarding parent involvement and school reading goals, and conversations 

with individual teaching staff about parent involvement.  Personal notes also included 

informal conversations I had with parents about books, family, and their children.  In 

addition, I wrote questions, comments or concerns they had throughout the spring 

semester of 2005.  These conversations usually took place before school, afterschool and 

or during parent conferences. 

Data Analysis of Question One 

Hubbard and Power (1993) describe data analysis as a process of “seeing and then 

seeing again” (p.65).  They recommend that teacher researchers write in a teaching 

journal and begin to theorize about what they have collected and observed.  They 

emphasize that analysis be part of the research from the very first day.  During the course 

of data collection I wrote weekly notes in my teaching journal as I attempted to make 

sense of all forms of data and as I looked for emerging themes using Glaser and Strauss’s 

(1967) constant comparison method.   

To examine question one, I initially selected and analyzed transcripts of five 

home literature discussions and corresponding response journal entries in-depth.  I 

selected a different story title for each child and I selected transcripts that reflected a lot 
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of parent and child conversations in order to represent variety of types of responses.  For 

support I read the work of Golden and Handloff (1993), Shockley, Michalove, and Allen 

(1995), Martinez-Roldan (2000), Fain (2003), and Eeds & Wells (1989), paying 

particular attention to the response categories generated from their work.  I borrowed 

some of their codes that were relevant to the responses children and parents gave in home 

literature conversations as well as the home-school journals in my study.  Thick 

descriptions were created from these categories as I attempted to make sense of the data 

qualitatively.  I developed a code sheet to analyze the responses children and their parents 

gave in their literature journal (Hubbard & Power, 1999).  

As I went through the data, and debriefed with my advisor, Dr. Kathy Short, and a 

university colleague, Jeanne Fain, I also noted new codes.  These new codes emerged 

especially from the transcriptions and the conversations parents where having with their 

children, and were themes that seemed significant and relevant to the research questions.  

For example, I noticed that a common form of response was personal connections, 

however, as I re-read through the transcripts coded with P.O for personal connections, I 

coded for the different types of personal connections.  I noticed that parents were making 

personal connections in a variety of ways.  In order to organize my data on personal 

connections, I created a separate page, and gave it a tentative category name and cut and 

pasted all of the initial examples of transcript dialogue that were coded personal 

connections.  I then read through these examples again and distinguished even further the 

types of personal connections parents and children were making and created another page 
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with sub categories by cutting and pasting onto this new document.   I also read through 

journal responses that were illustrative of the theme and included them.   

As I read through a piece of data, I coded it, noted new codes, and kept a tally of 

occurrences of each code.  Following this analysis I looked again at my codes.  This 

examination led to reducing categories by merging some of them, renaming others, and 

recoding my transcripts.  I then reread my transcripts looking for chunks of talk that 

connected to the question on how parents and children were thinking about the books 

they read together at home.  The types of talk came directly from the data and were 

ultimately organized into the following four themes: personal connections, life lessons, 

demonstrating comprehension strategies, and learning about reading and language.   I 

then turned to my response journals and I cut and pasted on 3 x 5 cards and highlighted in 

four different colors for text that supported the above mentioned themes.  In addition, I 

looked at other transcripts from the literature discussions that were not part of the five 

selected transcripts. I searched for transcripts that had examples that fit within the 

categories.   

Hence, examination of research question one involved multiple sources of data 

and repeated, varied analyses.  In the following section, I consider the methodology 

related to research question two. 

Study Design:  Research Question Two 

 Triangulation of data was central to analysis of research question one.  Similarly, 

treatment of research question two involved both multiple forms of data and in-depth 

analysis.  Research question two was: What are the parents’ perceptions on their 
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involvement with the school and with their child’s literacy development?  The primary 

data source for this question was interviews with parents.  The secondary data source was 

my teaching journal.  In the next section, I detail the data sources and the method of 

analysis for this question.  

Interviews 

All interviews were conducted in the homes of the case study families in June, 

2005 in an effort to collect their thoughts on parent involvement and on their reading 

experiences with their children.    Home interviews were tape recorded with parent 

permission and I took notes during the interviews in case there was a point for follow up.  

I wrote down my personal thoughts following the interviews.  Conducting home 

interviews gave me the opportunity to informally observe the routines and cultures of my 

students' home life, learn about family interests and hobbies, and see the settings in which 

they did their home literature discussions.  The home setting allowed for a less formal 

and more conversation-style interview, allowing interviewees to open up and share their 

personal experiences.    As a researcher I was able to get a deeper sense of the context I 

studied by being in their homes.  

In addition, the school’s assistant principal was interviewed in May of 2005 at the 

school site in order to get a sense of school’s efforts in welcoming parents to our school 

and to obtain a definition of parent involvement from an administrative perspective.  All 

interviews were transcribed in July 2005 by me.   
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Teaching Journal 

 A teaching journal was kept throughout the course of the study.   I reflected on 

my interactions with parents and informal conversations regarding our classroom 

curriculum, children’s literature, and noted questions or comments parents had 

throughout the course of the study.  In this teaching journal I also kept field notes of staff 

meetings in which the issue of parent involvement arose.  In addition, I wrote notes on 

the discussions that took place during book browsing and check out afterschool.  

Sometimes several parents would congregate and chat with each other when they were 

browsing books.  I sometimes participated in these conversations and other times only 

observed and listened in.  My teaching journal also contained notes on parent visits to the 

school.  If I saw a parent on campus I spoke to them and recorded the nature of their visit 

to the campus such as assembly, school wide event, workshop or fieldtrip.   

Data Analysis of Question Two 

In answering question two, I interviewed the five case study parents during the 

spring of 2005.  I interviewed parents at the end of the year to get their impressions 

regarding home literature discussions and their perspective on parent involvement in the 

school.  Interview questions were open-ended, with the goal of creating a relaxed, shared 

discussion atmosphere.  One interview was conducted at school and four were conducted 

in the students’ homes.  I took field notes during the interview, audiotaped and 

transcribed the interviews, debriefed with my teaching colleague Theresa Aceves 

following the interview, and wrote down my personal thoughts following the interview.  

The interviews allowed me to gain information related to the parents’ literacy history, 
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details related to decisions concerning how families organized themselves for the 

literature discussions, their perspectives on their child’s literacy development and their 

thoughts on parent involvement at the school and home.   

In order to present this data I read through the interviews at least four times and 

coded their responses.  I categorized my codes and separated their responses into five 

categories.  I knew that in writing I would need to balance what Erickson (1986) calls 

particular description, general description and interpretive commentary when presenting 

this parent data.  Hence, I referenced the literature on parental involvement and family 

literacy (Auerbach, 1989; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995; Yaden & Paratore, 2003; 

Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Moll, Amanti, Neff & González, 1992), paying particular 

attention to headings and what the research was indicating about Latino parents and their 

children.   I then used these interviews to present a portrait of the participant families in 

three areas that pertained to this study: learning to read, literature discussions and 

parental involvement. 

As in analysis of the first question, understanding of the second research question 

came about through triangulation of the data, member checking, consultation with 

knowledgeable others, and multiple codings.  This contributed to the emergence of 

themes that were central to the exploration of both questions for this study.   

Summary 

 The current study emerged from questions that arose for me as a bilingual teacher, 

specifically concerning the dialogue held between children and parents while reading 

children’s literature in the context of their home.  I analyzed the literature discussions of 
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five families who contributed their views on the literature and their perspectives on 

parent involvement at the school.  The data collected included audiotapes, transcripts, 

artifacts, field notes, interviews, and a teaching journal.  The analysis involved member 

checking, triangulation and multiple codings.  These methods led to a comprehensive 

understanding of the two research questions central to this study.  In the following 

chapter, I describe in depth the particularities of the research context:  La Mirada 

Elementary School and my own classroom. 
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CHAPTER THREE  
THE SCHOOL AND CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT 

Communication between educators and parents consists of more than merely 

translating the information that the school wants Latino parents to know into Spanish.  

True communication occurs when parents and teachers strive for a meaningful exchange 

around topics that affect children’s learning.  A critical part of establishing a home-school 

connection is for the school and the classroom teacher to engage Latino parents in 

dialogue and to identify ways they can reach out to each other.  Mrs. Ortiz, a parent of a 

second grade child in my classroom, epitomizes a common sentiment on home-school 

connections.  She worked late hours and sometimes could not attend parent workshops or 

talk regularly with me.  However, based on my conversations with her, I know that Mrs. 

Ortiz values education and holds high expectations for her daughter’s academic success. 

This chapter introduces La Mirada Elementary and my first and second grade 

bilingual classroom, particularly highlighting parent involvement in these contexts.  

There are two sections in this chapter.  The first section provides an overview of the 

school setting and gives specific information about the bilingual program, professional 

development, school reform, and parent participation at La Mirada Elementary.  The 

second section focuses on the classroom context and describes my language arts program 

and parent partnerships. 
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School Context 

This study took place at La Mirada Elementary in East Los Angeles, a city with a 

large Latino community.  In the 2000 census, Latinos in East Los Angeles, California 

comprised the vast majority (97 percent) of the population, the highest proportion of any 

place with 100,000 or more residents.  The school district where this study took place is 

The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), the nation's second largest district, 

with a K-12 student enrollment of more than 746,800. Geographically, it encompasses 

704 square miles, an area that includes the City of Los Angeles and all or parts of 28 

other cities, as well as some unincorporated areas of Los Angeles County.  LAUSD is 

divided into eight local districts.  La Mirada Elementary belongs to District 5.  Student 

enrollment data for the 2004-2005 school year at La Mirada Elementary was 975 

students.  99.7 percent of the student population was Hispanic or Latino.  67.6 percent of 

the students were classified as English Language Learners.  81.5 percent of the students 

qualified for the free or reduced lunch program. 

Bilingual Education Program 

The program employed at the school site was a transitional bilingual education 

program in which limited-English proficient students received academic concept 

development in their primary language while acquiring English language skills through 

daily instruction utilizing ELD (English Language Development) and SDAIE (Specially 

Designed Academic Instruction In English).  A gradual shift of instruction occurred for 

students in academic areas as they acquired academic language proficiency in English.  
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Students identified as limited-English proficient were placed in either a primary language 

program or an English-immersion program as per parental consent. 

In 1998 California voters passed Proposition 227, “English for the Children.”  

According to this initiative, Limited English Proficient students in California are placed 

in structured/sheltered immersion English classrooms for no more than one year. All of 

their academic subjects are taught in English. However, the class materials and teaching 

methodology are designed for students who do not speak English. After one year, the 

student is placed in a mainstream English classroom. Therefore, this proposal eliminated 

bilingual education in the classroom. 

There are a few exceptions to this law. The parents of a child have the right to 

request their child be placed in a bilingual education class by using a waiver.  To do so, 

one of the following exceptions must be met: 

1) The child is at least ten years of age and the school principal and teachers agree 

that learning in another language would benefit him/her more. 

2) The child has been in a class using English only for at least thirty days and the 

principal, teachers, and head of the school district agree that learning in another 

language would be more beneficial for the student. 

3) The child already is fluent in English and the parents want the child to take 

classes in another language. 

If one of the exceptions is met, then the requirements of this policy can be waived 

with the prior written consent by the child’s parents or legal guardian. The parent(s) or 

legal guardian must visit the school and apply in person.  At that time, they are informed 
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of the different types of educational program choices and opportunities available for their 

child.  In order for a district to provide a bilingual education class in a school, there needs 

to be at least twenty or more students in need of such a class. If there are less than twenty 

students, then the school must allow the students to attend another school that has classes 

in those languages (See Appendix-for copy of parent waiver).  My classroom was a 

designated bilingual classroom, composed primarily of students meeting the second 

criteria. 

At La Mirada Elementary students were grouped for instruction according to 

language proficiency during 80% of the day and participated in an integrated setting for 

20% of the day through the departmentalization of Art, Music and Physical Education.  

All students in grades K-5 received a daily balanced curriculum reflective of the 

California State Department of Education frameworks for elementary schools and the 

school districts’ elementary course of study.  The methodologies and strategies 

implemented in the instructional program were dependent upon the students’ primary and 

second language development.  District-adopted instructional programs used in the 

classroom were: Hampton-Brown Into English(K-5), Houghton Mifflin Lectura(K-2bil), 

SRA/McGraw-Hill Open Court reading(K-5 SEI), SRA/McGraw-Hill Foro Abierto(3-

5bil), Houghton Mifflin Social Studies(K-5), Harcourt Brace Mathematics(K-5), 

Scholastic and FOSS Science(K-5). 

School Initiatives to Create Reading Interest 

In September 2005 our academic year at the La Mirada elementary opened with 

professional development initiated by teachers.  Laura, a colleague and Ph.D graduate 
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from USC, coordinated a presentation by Stephan Krashen on the importance of 

sustained silent reading in the classroom.  In his presentation, Krashen reviewed research 

showing that students in sustained silent reading programs made strong gains in reading 

comprehension if the program lasted long enough.  New teachers at La Mirada felt 

pressured to fulfill the two hour language arts block dictated by the adopted scripted 

programs and many had deleted this component from their daily schedule.  Dr. Krahsen’s 

presentation was confirmation of my observation that free reading was an effective means 

of literacy development with my ELL students and an authentic method of assessing and 

improving students' attitudes toward reading.  Later in the year in addition to Dr. 

Krashen’s presentation, several teachers and I attended a presentation by Jim Trelease, 

author of the Read Aloud Handbook (2001).  This presentation echoed what we had 

heard from Krashen as Jim Trelease presented two factors that produced high 

achievement for students: 

1. The frequency of teachers reading aloud to students. 

2. The frequency of SSR (sustained silent reading/pleasure reading in school). 

Children who had daily SSR scored much higher than those who had it only once 

a week. 

La Mirada Elementary also received 3,000 books donated by Access Books, a non 

profit agency dedicated to providing high interest books to inner city school and 

community libraries, during this school year.  One mile northeast from our school site, 

East Los Angeles opened the doors to a newly constructed 26, 300 square foot public 

library that included a Chicano resource center.  The beautifully constructed public 
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library was the site of many walking field trips for all grade levels of La Mirada 

Elementary. 

In 2002 as part of the local district’s focus on literacy, The Million Word 

Campaign was introduced and all students were asked to read one million words a year.  

Reading one million words meant 25 chapter books per year for a fifth grader or about 

four books per day for a first grader.  Second grade teachers decided that children should 

at least read 25 grade level picture books in a year.  The Million Word Campaign 

continued through the 2004-2005 school year.  To help students achieve the million-word 

goal, La Mirada teachers worked with parents, and the East Los Angeles Library.  Each 

grade level was asked to keep reading logs for their students and at the end of the year 

children meeting the one million word campaign were recognized with a certificate. 

Our principal believed that the Million Word Campaign would help meet district 

goals, develop students’ fluency in reading and improve their comprehension.  In an 

effort to support the campaign she launched a book-of-the-month program in which 

everyone read the same book in kindergarten through grade five.  The first book 

presented in 2002 was Tomas and the Library Lady (Mora, 1997).  All of the teaching 

staff received a copy in either English or Spanish.  The book-of-the-month theme for that 

year focused on characters who learned to love books and reading.  When a book of the 

month selection was not available in Spanish, a bilingual fifth grade teacher volunteered 

to translate the stories and provided copies for teachers to read to their bilingual classes.  

Teachers were encouraged to create a book-of-the-month bulletin board in classrooms 

that would display student responses to the text. 
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School Reform Plan 

At the time of this study, La Mirada was in its second year of a program 

improvement plan.  Limited English proficient speakers at the school had low test scores 

and had not met adequate annual yearly progress as defined by state and federal laws.  In 

the spring of 2004 schools that were designated as program improvement by the state, 

had the option to apply for extra federal funding.  La Mirada’s principal had previously 

worked with faculty at UCLA and knew about professional assistance provided through 

UCLA for low performing schools. 

In the fall of 2004 La Mirada Elementary began a comprehensive three year 

school reform program facilitated by faculty from the UCLA School Management 

Program.  The School Management Program worked closely with six La Mirada 

Elementary School faculty during year one of the grant in 2004-2005.  The needs 

assessment profile completed by the UCLA School Management Program revealed the 

following seven key symptoms and root causes to be addressed through the 

Comprehensive School Reform Program at La Mirada Elementary School. 

1. The School’s mission, vision, and instructional goals are not clearly articulated 

nor understood fully by all.  The School’s mission and vision are not connected to 

the instructional goals.  Root causes include the lack of an effective and inclusive 

planning process, and consistent and meaningful communication among 

stakeholders. 

2. Communication between members of the leadership team and between the 

leadership team and staff is reported to function poorly.  Root causes cited include 
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a failure to clearly define and articulate the roles and responsibilities of the 

leadership team; the leadership team does not meet regularly; and trust is low 

between the leadership team and teachers, and also among teachers themselves. 

3. Instruction is not consistently differentiated to meet the needs of diverse learners.  

Root causes surfaced during the needs assessment process include a lack of 

understanding of the unique needs of diverse learners; limited use of data to 

identify the unique needs of and guide instruction for diverse learners; small 

selection of resources to address multiple intelligences; structures that assure 

teacher dialogue are not in place; conversations that do occur are not focused on 

instruction nor mutual responsibility for student achievement; and support 

personnel are not being used in ways that effectively support the efforts of 

teachers to differentiate instruction. 

4. Parent involvement does not function to support academic efforts.  Root causes 

mentioned include current strategies that create a language barrier that prevents 

parents from actively supporting student achievement in English and Language 

Arts; communication between the School and families is mostly logistical in 

nature; and there is a lack of development opportunities and encouragement to 

help families support academic programs. 

5. Distributive leadership is not apparent at the school.  Root causes suggested 

include underdeveloped understanding by the school staff of how distributive 

leadership has a positive impact on student achievement; insufficient development 

of the school community to support distributive leadership; few opportunities for 
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distributive leadership; and failure to identify and encourage people within the 

school to participate in distributive leadership. 

6. Children identified to receive intervention services for multiple years show no 

significant gain.  Root causes identified include no use of data to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the intervention program; no data to guide planning of content 

and methodology for the intervention program; different methods and skills to re-

teach content not known or used; limited array of intervention strategies used 

within the instructional school day; and organization of intervention classes-

including teacher/student ratio-not supportive of an effective program. 

7. Data is not used to drive instruction.  Root causes cited include an overall lack of 

skills in understanding and using data to inform and drive instruction.  Although 

data is viewed by staff, the connection to instructional practices to achieve a better 

outcome is not made.  Additionally, no system or protocol exists for the use of 

data in planning instruction. 

After her first year participating in the school reform program La Mirada’s 

assistant principal had this to say about the process:  

The main focus is to assist us with planning how to be more cohesive 
teachers and administrators.  That everyone gets training and quality 
professional development.  There is no discrimination between 
administrators and teachers we are taking the same training and how to 
work together to improve communication.  How do you conduct yourself 
so that goals are met?  Part of the grant was meant to be self-reflective as 
to why we haven’t been as effective.  So UCLA is here to help support the 
goals of the school and create a structure that no matter who 
administration is the system doesn’t break down.  The advantage of having 
UCLA is that they are going to help us with our goals in a timely manner. 
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At the conclusion of year one of the grant on June 30, 2005, a new school 

leadership team was selected to continue leadership team retreats using UCLA’s school 

improvement model, The Cycle of Continuous Instructional Inquiry and Improvement.  

Year two would involve the leadership team in several institutes focusing on new reading 

and math coaches, classroom walk-throughs, data analysis, English learner institutes and 

implementing protocols for facilitating staff meetings. 

Professional Development on Authoring 

During the 2004-2005 school year La Mirada also continued professional 

development with children’s author Alma Flor Ada.  Alma Flor Ada began providing 

training for teachers and parents in the fall of 2001 through her project “Parents, Children 

and Teachers as Authors.”  My participation in this project allowed me to view family 

literacy from a social constructivist perspective.  In this program parents and children 

were involved in reading, writing and, most importantly, dialogue, always approaching 

the literacy acquisition process as social construction rather than as a transmission 

process. 

Alma Flor Ada’s professional development seminars at our school and 

neighboring schools took place over 3 academic years, 2001-2004.  She met with a cohort 

of teachers three to four times an academic year to discuss and expand the concept of the 

child-centered classroom.  Her presentations focused on honoring the family in the 

classroom.  Her position is that an authentically child-centered education needs to make a 

child’s home, family and community a central part of the curriculum (Ada & Zubizarreta, 

2001).   After each session, teachers were invited to author personal books based on their 
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own lives or families to be sent home and shared with their students’ families.  In 

addition, Alma Flor Ada held two evening workshops with parents in which she led them 

to create individual and group poems about their experiences.  The ‘Parents, Children and 

Teachers as Authors’ seminars at our school were informed by the perspective of 

Transformative Education.  Transformative Education as described by Ada and Campoy 

(2004) stems from a set of interrelated principles that serve as a way of thinking about the 

world and understanding the relationship between teachers, students, and families.  

Disciplines that inform the perspective of Transformative Education are: 

� Constructivist Theory-Human beings are beings of knowledge. 

� Feminist/Womanist Theory-Human beings are beings of love and caring. 

� Aesthetics-Human beings are intrinsically drawn to beauty. 

� Critical Theory-Human beings are the sole constructors of social reality.  As such, 

we are responsible for participating in its ongoing creation and improvement. 

� Multiculturalism-The Earth is diverse by its very nature.  Human beings are as 

diverse as the reality of this planet. 

� Anti-Bias Education-To become fully human, we must unlearn prejudice and bias 

and become one another’s allies. 

� Critical Pedagogy-Throughout the world, most forms of public education promote 

the domestication and colonization of the human mind in order to maintain the 

status quo. 

� Bilingual Education-Language is one of the strongest elements in our self-

definition, as well as one of the most significant elements of a culture. 
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Finally, Transformative Education recognizes the importance of voice, the need 

for education to foster the critical consciousness that leads to speaking one’s personal and 

social truth.  Voice takes special force when words are not only spoken but also written. 

(Ada & Campoy, 2004, p. 14). 

At the beginning of every session teachers were given an opportunity to share 

their writing, their students’ writing, and parent authored books.  Kindergarten teachers at 

our school held parent workshops on book making and other teachers extended writing 

topics into the home by supplying a simple writing structure for parents to follow.  A 

beginning theme several teachers used to develop parents’ capacity for reflection, 

creativity and self-expression was “recognizing human qualities.”  Parents of 

participating teachers were invited to make an acrostic poem about their children. 

 A space was provided in a glass display case in our main building to feature 

many parent and teacher authored books.  Children’s books were displayed during 

literacy week and in classroom libraries.  The seminars led by Alma Flor Ada walked us 

through a series of units aimed at connecting students’ personal lives and identities with 

literacy, providing new opportunities for parents to relate to the school, and developing 

teachers’ voices and strengths as writers.  The seminars focused on the following themes 

and text structures that can be found in Table 3.1 
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Table 3.1Parents, Children, and Teachers as Authors Seminar Themes and Text Structures 

Unit Topic Structure 

Affirming Self I Am Book 

Recognizing Human Qualities Acrostic 

Strengthening Self-Identity Story of My Name 

Building Communities ABC/Counting Books 

Understanding the Past/  

Creating the Future 
Childhood Memories 

Discovering Our Capacities and Strength I Can Book 

Developing Relationships A Person in My Life 

From Yesterday to Tomorrow Where I Come From…Book 

 

At the conclusion of these seminars teachers reported that children who had the 

opportunity to see their parents recognized as authors appeared to gain a greater sense of 

self-esteem and a newfound appreciation for the wisdom of their parents’ words and the 

variety of their parents’ experiences.  Parents reported that they had gained a greater 

interest in books and reading.  They reported that in the course of sharing their thoughts 

with each other, they had come to realize that their own personal stories were at least as 

important as those found in books.  Parents spoke about the usefulness of books for 

helping them reflect on their own lives and understanding themselves and the world. 

Parent Involvement at La Mirada 
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Our school established several committees on which faculty members 

participated, including library, social, school based management, student study team, 

literacy, and parent participation.  These committees usually met once a month during 

faculty meetings on Tuesdays.  The parent committee was a new committee and was 

introduced by the school’s assistant principal during the 2003-2004 school year.  The 

goal of the committee was to inform parents of the programs at La Mirada and encourage 

parents to visit and participate in their child’s classroom.  Teachers were also expected to 

include parents in their curriculum or hold grade level meetings with parents about 

instruction.  La Mirada set aside Thursday mornings to hold parent meetings in the 

auditorium.  These meetings ranged from grade level presentations on helping children 

with reading, writing and math to local agencies presenting on a variety of topics and 

community resources.  In addition, throughout the academic year, several teachers invited 

parents into their classrooms for book making sessions, as guest readers, as facilitators of 

cooking activities, and as leaders in small group reading activities, writer’s workshop and 

classroom plays. 

Our assistant principal felt there was little parent participation and that only a very 

small group of parents were involved and mostly with a lot of “functional duties.”  She 

expressed that at a recent administrators’ meeting covering the topic of community 

involvement, a principal from a neighboring school made the comment that her school 

was “very lucky.”  She further went on to explain: 

Someone was saying that their parents were uncooperative and so the 
principal at a neighboring school said “we are very lucky because the 
parents don’t give us a hard time”, that they really don’t say much.  And 
my response to that was well I don’t see that as lucky because being 
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passive about something isn’t necessarily a good thing and I think part of 
the reason our parents are so passive is because they don’t feel that they 
have the educational background.  I’m sure there are a lot of reasons why 
they get into a passive mode but our responsibility should be…well, I 
think we need to change our responsibility and my response to this 
principal was that until we do that, until we give the power to the parents 
and knowledge, our kids will always struggle with material.  Because we 
talk about wanting them as partners but we really kinda don’t because as 
soon as they challenge what we do we tag them as difficult and that 
doesn’t have to be difficult.  I think it helps the school look at what they 
are doing and defend what they are doing and self-reflect.  As a team are 
we really doing that?” 
 
In an effort to increase parents’ participation in the school, a bilingual flyer was 

sent out at the beginning of the second semester in January 2005.  The text for the flyer 

found in Figure 3.1. 

 

Dear Parents of La Mirada Elementary School, 
 
Starting with our second semester our school will begin a “Parents as Partners” program.  
This program is designed to get parents involved in their children’s education.  Research 
shows that children experience more success in school when their parents are actively 
involved.  It is our expectation that parents will donate a minimum of 20 hours of 
volunteer service to our school annually. 
 
Below you will find some of the ways that you can donate time to La Mirada.  Please fill-
out the commitment form and return to your child’s teacher.  After the form is returned 
you will receive a “Participation Passport” booklet where your volunteer hours will be 
recorded.  Please present your passport at all participation activities so that your volunteer 
hours can be noted. 
 

Figure 3.1: Parent as Partners flyer 

 
 The bottom portion of the flyer included a tear off portion where parents filled in 

the area they were willing to volunteer in such as: assist in the office, classroom, campus 

supervision, campus beautification, or attend workshops and council meetings.  A space 
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for a time and day of the week was also provided.  Parents also needed to identify if they 

had a tuberculosis test in the past 6 months.  It’s important to note that teachers had not 

been told about this flyer going home and no input had been solicited from faculty.  The 

flyer had been signed by the principal and assistant principal and it was unclear as to who 

was in charge of managing volunteers and following up with parents who turned in the 

forms. 

None of my parents turned in these volunteer forms during the second semester. 

In March, I approached the head of the parent committee and bilingual coordinator who 

informed me that thirteen forms had been turned in school wide.  She said all thirteen 

forms that were turned in were from parents who had been volunteering since the 

beginning of the school year.  When I asked the assistant principal about the low response 

from our parents she said: 

I think that we have to be careful with parents and we have to take a look 
at how welcoming we are.  If we don’t really define what and why we are 
doing things they won’t look at it carefully.  If we are only getting thirteen 
then what are we doing wrong?  We need to get to that point where we are 
not shoving it off as ‘oh well they don’t care’.  We need to be proactive.  
Obviously, we haven’t made them believe that they are important to us.  
When I compare the structure of schools that rely heavily on parents 
because they don’t have aids or whatever it may be and so the parents 
have the idea that if we don’t do it it’s going to fall apart.  The mentality is 
more of we are a part of a very strong component in this structure.  And 
our parents either structurally or academic wise don’t believe that.  I don’t 
think they feel that they are important and if they don’t of course they are 
not going to participate ‘oh the school is fine without us’.  Sometimes 
people really need to know why they are needed to want to participate or 
to give up their personal time.  If they feel, you know that we really do 
need you.  I know this was done at a neighboring school so the principal 
wanted to try it out to get it going but in hindsight I think we should have 
done a survey then design the sheet that went out.  Perhaps we should ask 
parents how many hours they can volunteer instead of giving them a set 
amount of hours.  So really it comes from them and they are designing 
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their own participation program rather than the school designing it.  We 
need to have the belief that these parents can learn and understand what 
we are doing as a school.  Treat them with respect and share with them 
some of the things we are learning about in math, writing, reading.  
 
Although the parents of my students did not return the form, I felt that these 

families were my partners.  It was my experience that the parents of the students in my 

classroom attended parent conferences, back to school night, open house, school 

assemblies, and school wide events such as Cinco de Mayo festivals, and Halloween 

parades.  In addition, I felt that parents were actively supporting their children in other 

less visible ways.  I was aware that several studies (e.g., Delgado-Gaitan, 1990, 1996; 

Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates, 1995,1996; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986, 

1987) have shown that literacy interactions of considerable variety occur in low-income 

families.   During the second semester of the 2004-2005 school year my goal became to 

discover and highlight the nature of these incidents within the children’s home literacy 

environment. 

Classroom Context 

At the beginning of the 2004-2005 school year, enrollment dropped at La Mirada 

Elementary School and one classroom at each grade level received a combination 

classroom.  I volunteered to teach the first and second grade combination classroom. 

Teachers with combination classrooms and special education classrooms were assigned 

an instructional aide.  I had an instructional aide who assisted me Monday through Friday 

for an hour and thirty minutes during our language arts block. 
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When organizing my classroom, I was assigned twelve second-grade students, 

eleven of whom had looped with me from first grade.  After the first two weeks of 

school, I was also assigned nine first graders.  First grade teachers felt these children 

displayed early reading strategies and demonstrated writing that was consistent with 

children’s transitional stages of writing (writing is readable and approaches conventional 

spelling).  The inclusion of these first grade students contributed to a diverse new 

learning environment for our class.  In the following sections, I describe the physical and 

temporal organization of my classroom, as well as the initiation of home literature 

discussions. 

Classroom Setting and Daily Schedule 

The physical environment of my classroom was open and comfortable.  It was 

also colorful.  A local business donated our casino style carpet that brightened the room.  

I encouraged my students to make the classroom space their own by welcoming 

contributions to its decoration and urged them to take responsibility for its maintenance.  

Our cabinets were lined with student writing; these artifacts were displayed with clips 

and children were allowed to update their work at any time.  Wall decorations produced 

by children and photos of students engaged in projects were rich, appealing and relevant 

to current class work. 

Parent voices were present in our classroom through the book-of-the-month-

responses and were showcased on a bulletin board.  The inside of our classroom doors 

were lined by laminated sentence strips on which parents wrote a consejo [words of 
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wisdom] for their child.  Our listening center included stories on tape produced by 

parents as well as those produced by publishing companies. 

In an effort to expose my students to literacy across all content areas, I provided 

books of various genres not just in the library or during reading times, but also in science, 

math and social studies.  Writer’s workshop time involved a lot of discussion especially 

for those involved in oral rehearsal.  This was a strategy that allowed students to orally 

share an experience they planned on writing about.  It was an opportunity to talk through 

their ideas with peers before pre-writing.  Children actively engaged in author’s chair and 

looked forward to responding to their second grade pen pals in Sonoma, CA. When 

students needed a resource for more information, they used books, computers, 

dictionaries, encyclopedias, word walls, as well as teacher and peers for assistance.  A 

map of the classroom can be found in Figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2:  Classroom Map 

 
The daily schedule for my classroom emphasized the importance of a prolonged, 

uninterrupted literacy block early in the morning.  The complete schedule for my class 

can be seen in Table 3.2. 
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Time Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

8:05-8:15 
Opening: Attendance, Calendar, Read aloud 

8:15-8:45 
English Language Development (Hampton Brown Into English!) 

8:45-10:20 
Language Arts block: Independent reading(SSR), Lectura,  
Literature Circles 

10:20-10:40 
Recess 

10:45-11:30 
Writers Workshop 

11:30-12:00 
Social Studies 

12:00-12:40 
Lunch 

12:45-1:30 

Math 

Math (1:35 
Dismissal) 

Math 
1:30-1:45 

Staff Meeting 
/ Professional 
Development 

1:45-2:00 Read 
Aloud 

Read Aloud 

2:00-2:25 
Science Science 

English Mixing  
(Art, P.E., Music) 

2:35 
Dismissal Dismissal 

3:00 
    

Table 3.2: Classroom Daily Schedule 

As can be seen, Language Arts was the longest block on our schedule which 

began promptly at 8:45 a.m.  Our block opened with 25-30 minutes of sustained silent 

reading as listed on our schedule but we also referred to this time as independent reading.  

However, neither of these headings really captured what happened during this time 

because it was never really silent nor did all children work independently.  Children 

moved about the room freely and pulled categorized and labeled baskets of books from 

the bookcases and found different spots around the room to read.  The children created 
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small reading groups, paired up to buddy read, read independently, went to the listening 

center, and asked me to read to them.  Yet, everyone was constantly on task, engaged 

with a piece of literature.   

After sustained silent reading my students would open their Lectura reading 

anthology.  Lectura presented one story for the week.  On Monday’s, the lesson opener 

was a section entitled “preparing to read” in which I would remind students of the theme 

and introduce the selection of the week.  Transparencies were used to introduce students 

to key vocabulary selected by the reading program.  Student-friendly definitions were 

written alongside the words.  Children were then given several opportunities to use this 

vocabulary in cloze sentences provided in the practice book pages that accompanied our 

anthology.  A daily grammar and/or phonics lesson was also included.  In addition, 

students were introduced to a strategy focus such as summarizing, evaluating, predicting 

and confirming to support comprehension.   This strategy was introduced at the beginning 

of the week and as the week progressed we revisited and practiced this strategy as we 

read and revisited the story selection. 

According to my teaching manual, the Houghton Mifflin reading series didn’t 

prompt for reading the story selection until Tuesday.  However, my class usually listened 

to the story on Monday and read along with a CD that was included in the program.  

Introducing the story on Monday allowed us extra time to re-read the selection as well as 

to read other stories by the same author or stories connected to the theme in our 

anthology.  Whole group direct instruction was used on Monday through Wednesday 

when introducing skills presented in Lectura.  Students would then divide themselves 
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into dyads or triads when re-reading and responding to the reading selection and when 

they worked in their Lectura skill workbook. 

Although Houghton Mifflin provided their own resource section for extension 

activities in my teaching manual, I rarely used them.  I focused on comprehension, 

reading strategies and engagements found in Strategies that Work (Harvey & Goudvis, 

1999); Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996); 

and Authors in the Classroom (Ada & Campoy, 2004). 

The first grade Houghton Mifflin reading program consisted of 10 themes.  

Themes one through three provided decodable stories that built on the kindergarten 

program.  I found that I quickly had to modify my lesson plans upon receiving my first 

graders. Given that these first grade students already displayed early reading strategies I 

did not feel that the decodable stories presented in the first three themes would be 

challenging for them.  I began our first reading and literature discussion with Las 

Lechucitas [Owl Babies] (Waddell, 1999) and skipped to theme four in the reading 

program which included several non-fiction pieces. We continued to read and discuss 

children’s picture books at least two times a week.  My second grade students appeared to 

enjoy reading the stories from their anthology and participating in extended reading 

activities twice a week as well. 

Children’s picture books connected to the themes in Lectura were read and 

discussed in class.  In some cases, children would also take these books home to share 

with their parents.  For example, our first second grade unit theme was cuentos graciosos 

[silly stories].  Literature discussion groups for this unit included: Ruby, Mono ve, Mono 
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hace [Ruby the Copycat] (Rathman, 1995); Bebe Caiman [Alligator Baby] (Munsch, 

2000); and Amelia Bedelia (Parish, 1992).  Anthology stories were read in class. 

During the first semester our literature discussions were linked to children’s 

picture books related to our Lectura theme.  The anthology provided a color picture of the 

books and a brief synopsis of the recommended extended reading.  Depending on the 

availability of book titles we would adjust our discussion format.  Sometimes we would 

all read the same title together and then break into smaller groups for discussion before 

coming together in a larger group to share our connections and interpretations.  Other 

times, I would give students the opportunity to list two titles they wanted to read and 

discuss and a brief statement about their choices on an index card.  In the second 

semester, we continued organizing literature discussion groups around the books 

recommended in our anthology but also added titles that children had self-selected or co-

selected with their parents. 

 The first and second grade combination aspect of my classroom was initially a 

challenge for me because I felt I had to carry two reading programs.  At the beginning of 

the year first and second grade students worked separately and read from their respective 

grade level anthologies.  By November, as I came to know my first graders better as 

learners and as readers, I decided that they would read alongside the second graders from 

the second grade Lectura anthology.  By the end of the month three first graders 

withdrew from the school leaving me with only six first graders and twelve second 

graders.  Literature discussions were integrated depending on interest and unit theme.  

First and second grade students also read together during independent reading. 
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During the 2004-2005 academic year my class displayed an interest in Junie B. 

Jones chapter books.  When one of my second graders expressed that he wished Junie B. 

Jones books had more pictures, a first grader pointed to his temple and said, “They’re in 

here!”  The read alouds sparked several children to read Junie B. Jones chapter books 

independently in both Spanish and English. 

A tally graph of our daily schedule that hung on top of my desk showed that 

fifteen out of nineteen students felt that read aloud time was their favorite part of the day.  

Students placed books on my chalk rail that they were interested in hearing me read 

aloud.  There were times when I read aloud three times during the day to catch up with 

the books on my chalk rail.  These read-aloud books became favorites and I often 

observed children reading and re-reading them. 

Informational books about animals, community, planets, careers, continents, 

people, and holidays were integrated during language arts, English language 

development, social studies and science.  Inspired by the work of Calkins, 1994; Short, 

Harste & Burke, 1996; and Ray, 1999, children’s literature was also introduced during 

writers workshop as a springboard for writing, mini-lessons, writing conferences and was 

referenced at all points of the writing process. 

In 2004-2005 I remained close to the Lectura pacing plan provided by our district.  

This was the first year that my students were tested by the district on skills and 

vocabulary presented in the Houghton Mifflin reading series.  We were told by 

administrators and the reading coach that the assessments that came with the reading 

program were no longer suitable and that we would use a district created six-week 
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benchmark test.  These were administered at the end of each theme.  The areas being 

tested were comprehension, language skills, spelling, vocabulary, fluency, and a writing 

prompt relating to the theme.  These scores were then entered into a database that 

formatted a list of my class and labeled my students as benchmark, strategic and 

intensive.  Late in the school year debate erupted surrounding the comprehension section 

of the exam when a few bilingual teachers learned that the passage presented in the 

Spanish exam booklet provided by the district was a direct translation of the passage in 

the exam given to the students in the English classes using the Open Court reading 

program.  This caused several teachers to omit scores from the comprehension section of 

the final exam. 

Home Literature Discussions 

The success of the Alma Flor Ada workshops led me to include a similar format 

in my classroom.  The majority of my classroom parents had participated in the Alma 

Flor Ada workshops the previous year and I co-participated with them as a learner.  Since 

these workshops were hosted in the evening and child-care was provided there had been a 

large turnout for the reading and writing workshops facilitated by Alma Flor Ada and La 

Mirada teachers.  Our joint participation in the process of authorship and sharing books 

created an environment of appreciation and support for one another.  Parents had an 

opportunity to learn about me through the books I authored and shared with them.  This 

process unveiled our commonalities in a variety of areas, including entertainment, 

education, heritage, family traditions and celebrations, and future goals.  My joint 

participation in these workshops and sharing of family stories became an avenue for 
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simultaneously building a safe community of learners and fostering understanding with 

the parents of the children in my classroom. 

The 2004-2005 school year opened with the book of the month selection, My 

Very Own Room/Mi Propio Cuartito (Perez, 2000), from the school principal.  Back to 

School Night became my opportunity to introduce new first-grade and second-grade 

parents to the literature discussion component of our class and to invite them to 

participate in home literature discussions with the book-of-the-month.  With the 

permission of all the second-grade families that I had worked with the previous year, I 

highlighted the work of my students and parents.  I introduced a few books that were 

family favorites and sample reading log entries.  I made it a point to provide reading log 

examples that were varied so that parents didn’t feel that there was a single and correct 

way to respond.  I explained that the book-of-the-month would be the tool that would 

bring us together as a family of readers by sharing in the common task of reading, 

discussing and responding to the same piece of literature.  I also told them that a tape 

recording of the book would be available if they wished to read along.  The tape 

recordings were produced by me because I was aware that some grandparents would be 

doing this activity with my students and had notified me that they had impaired vision.  

Although I did not have any parents who couldn’t read in their native language this 

school year, the tape recordings were also available to assist parents who struggled with 

reading. 

I indicated to the parents that their participation in reading and sharing with their 

children created a context for lively discussions in class.  I shared several examples of 
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written conversations between children in class, my own personal responses, examples of 

illustrations and children’s response journals.  These were received with a lot of smiles 

and nods of approval from the parents.  As Yocom (1993) writes, “If parents perceive 

that classroom teachers are interested in their children’s literary responses beyond the 

classroom, then a mutual working relationship can develop” (p. 108).  This was indeed 

true in my experience.  At the conclusion of the night several parents shook my hand and 

said they looked forward to reading the stories.  They felt that the examples were very 

helpful and expressed that their children were happy in their new classroom. 

On Monday of the following week I rotated five copies of My Very Own 

Room/Mi Propio Cuartito (Perez, 2000).  By Thursday everyone had read and responded 

to our book-of-the-month.  The story was a success and a bulletin board showcased the 

connections of nineteen families.  Parent responses to literature were a powerful reading 

and writing model for my students.  They were excited to read and share what their 

parents wrote with one another in class.  The following are a few examples that depict the 

interest and honesty of parents’ responses to the first book-of-the-month.  Figure 3.3 

depicts a typical response, given by Janeth’s mother. 
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Figure 3.3: Janeth’s Parent’s Response 

[My Very Own Room reminds me of when I was Janeth’s age.  I also slept in a bed with 

my mom, my sisters Rosita and Rossy.  When my grandmother would visit she would 

sleep in the same bed.  We were tight and we could barely move.  When my grandmother 

spent the night I couldn’t sleep because she snored a lot.] 

 

Janeth’s mother used the literature to recall a connection to her childhood.  Other parents 

related the book to current family memories, as in Figure 3.4. 
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Figure 3.4:  Parental Response to “Mi Propio Cuartito”  

 

[The story reminded me of when my husband and I were fixing the house where we were 

going to live.  First we lived with my parents but when the house they rented became 

available; my father rented it to us.  I felt like a young girl, happy because I was going to 

have a house to decorate and clean as I liked.] 

In this example, after reading the literature, a parent was able to make an 

immediate connection to a recent move made by the family.  Finally, some families 

created detailed descriptions tying both their past and present experiences with the 

literature (see Figure 3.5). 
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Figure 3.5: Parental Response to “Mi Propio Cuartito” 

[We all slept in a bedroom.  We were six, my five children and I.  I have three daughters 

and two sons and I couldn’t afford a house on my own.  The girls slept in a bed and the 

boys and I slept on a mattress.  The girls wanted their own room and I explained, soon.  I 

told my parents and my brothers and they fixed the garage in the back.  Then I moved 

there with my children.  My oldest daughter got married and my youngest daughters 

stayed in the bedroom.  Today they are very happy because I decorated their room to 

their liking and we don’t have to sleep on a mattress and I can pay the rent.  This is their 

new room.] 
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Parents and students had an opportunity to read all parent and student responses to 

the book-of-the-month because all entries were photocopied and compiled into individual 

class booklets that children took home for the families to keep.  These book-of-the-month 

booklets also included a personal response from me.  Parents looked forward to receiving 

these entries and were able to see and read the connections they shared with others about 

content and illustrations.  Clearly, the book of-the-month selection was a powerful text 

for initiating home literature discussions and the response booklets allowed their 

individual voices to be heard while encouraging, validating and praising the multiple 

ways of responding to literature.   

  In addition to the book-of-the-month selected by the school principal, other titles 

were selected by me.  Often, I used my knowledge of individual families’ interests, 

hobbies and up-coming family events to recommend book titles.   

Parents typically gathered outside my classroom door to pick up their children. 

Therefore, I arranged a library cart near the entrance where parents could walk in and 

check out books.  This became a convenient location since our school library was closed 

after school.  Our school library collection was limited and generally students were only 

allowed to check out one book at a time (exceptions were made).  This location also 

became a place where children recommended books to one another and parents made 

recommendations to other parents and children.     

Literature circles and response engagements connected to the discussion were 

conducted on Thursdays and Fridays for a total of one hour during our Language Arts 
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block.  As the year progressed, my students asked if they could take additional books 

home to read with their parents.   

One afternoon, I overheard a parent encouraging her daughter Tanya to help her 

pick out a book that her father would enjoy reading.  As they browsed through book titles 

and illustrations they decided on The Three Little Javelinas/Los Tres Pequenos Jabalies 

(Lowell, 1992).  Days later I asked the parent what her husband had thought of the book.   

She said, “Le parecio muy comico, me dice que si a el le hubieran ensenado con libros 

como estos le hubiera gustado mas la lectura.  Tambien le intentaron en ingles.”  [He 

thought it was very funny, he tells me that if they would have taught him with books such 

as these he would have enjoyed reading more.  They also attempted it in English.]  Tanya 

and her mother continued throughout the year to check out books that Tanya and her 

father would be interested in.  With her mother’s assistance Tanya learned that making 

effective book choices went beyond finding the shortest (or longest) book.  She learned to 

select books that held her and her parents’ interest and gave them something meaningful 

to discuss. 

Parents shared their favorite children’s authors and titles.  For example, several 

parents in the study enjoyed reading books written by Jan Romero Stevens.  These books 

focused on a young male character named Carlos.  When they approached me about these 

books I informally asked their opinion about the books.  One mother in the study stated 

that her son was motivated to read and discuss these books because he could identify with 

the young male character and she felt they had a lesson to teach in a very entertaining 

way: 



 
 
 
 95

Tienen temas que mi niño puede entender…son divertidos…el puede 
aprender de ellos y le puedo enseñar…le digo mira, mira lo que le paso a 
Carlos por no hacer caso a su papa.  Le puedo enseñar y podemos ver ahí 
el ejemplo.  Me gusta como escribe los cuentos. [It has themes that my son 
can understand…they are fun…he can learn from them and I can teach 
him…I say look, look what happened to Carlos because he didn’t obey his 
father.  I can teach him and we can see the example in the book.  I like 
how the stories are written].    
 
Other characteristics of Jan Romero Stevens books that parents enjoyed were the 

recipes at the end of the book.  They enjoyed books that were part of a series and looked 

forward to reading a new Carlos adventure.  The parents and children in my classroom 

were becoming children’s literature experts as they browsed through books and checked 

out stories that had strong plots and believable character development.  One parent 

summed up what she thought made a good children’s book, “ un libro que me guste leer 

una y otra ves” [a book that I like to read again and again]. 

Summary 

In this chapter I described the school and classroom context.  La Mirada 

Elementary was committed to improving language arts education for all children and 

provided a variety of opportunities for teachers to attend professional development.  In 

addition, administrators and staff recognized that gaps in curriculum and instruction 

existed and sought assistance from UCLA to address student needs through a three year 

reform process.  In the classroom, I provided examples of how I incorporated home 

literature discussions and invited classroom parents to be a part of our language arts 

experience.  My goal was to create a place where engaged readers and quality books 

came together and brought depth to the natural response potential of children and parents.  
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In the next chapter, I take an in-depth look at the five of these students and families who 

participated in the current study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  
STUDENT AND FAMILY PROFILES 

This chapter introduces five families and their children who were enrolled in my 

bilingual first and second grade class.  One first grade student and her parents and four 

second grade students and their parents are profiled.  The children and their families were 

chosen based on their interest in contributing to this teacher research study as well as 

having openly expressed an interest in assisting their children with reading. 

Thirteen families volunteered to tape record their conversations.  However, I 

selected the five families who regularly participated in the written literature responses, 

book-of-the-month readings, and reading logs. 

Later chapters will focus on an analysis of the families’ home literature 

discussions.  This chapter begins by introducing the five children, particularly focusing 

on how they functioned as readers in my classroom, to provide a background context for 

understanding these children. 

Each of the five student and family profiles indicates several factors that 

contribute to the overall understanding of who each student was as a reader.  As each 

child is introduced, I have written the consejo contributed by his/her parent next to their 

name.  These consejos were words of wisdom written by parents and displayed in our 

classroom.  The “consejo wall” was described in Chapter 3.  I then begin each profile 

with a general description of the child followed by information about his/her reading 

interests, reading strategies, engagement with the classroom basal reader, participation in 

literature discussions, and reading beliefs.  A brief description of the parent’s relationship 
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with the school concludes the profile to provide information about their understanding of 

school wide initiatives and the level of their participation at the school site.  

Cynthia: Sueña grande y serás una estrella brillante.  
[Dream big and you will be a bright star.] 

Cynthia was enrolled in my second grade classroom during the 2004-2005 school 

year.  Cynthia had been my student the previous year in first grade and was one of eleven 

students who looped with me. 

Cynthia’s facial features closely resembled those of her mother: dark complexion, 

big brown eyes, thick eyebrows and long black hair that she liked to wear in a ponytail.  

Our school encouraged parents to dress their children in uniform attire and although it 

was not mandatory Cynthia wore a navy blue uniform jumper or skirt with a white shirt 

everyday.  Cynthia’s mom described her youngest daughter as mature, self-motivated, a 

fast learner, and a writer. “Se pasa horas escribiendo en sus cuadernos” [She spends hours 

writing in her notebooks].  Cynthia undoubtedly enjoyed writing.  In February of 2004 

while a first grade student in my class she was the only student who submitted a written 

entry about “A Special Person” to a committee of teachers who selected her piece as first 

place for her grade level.  She was given a gold first place ribbon, a coupon for one free 

pizza from the local Pizza Hut and a ten dollar Scholastic voucher.   Her writing was also 

displayed along side other winners in the main hallway. 

Cynthia was the youngest of two children.  She lived with her parents, 

grandparents and her older half sister who attended the local middle school.  Her parents 

were born in Mexico.  However, her mother was a U.S. citizen and had been living in the 

United States since the age of six months and had graduated from the local high school.    
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Cynthia’s father was born in Mexico and had been living in the United States for ten 

years.  Cynthia was close to her father.  Her mother expressed to me in English “She 

loves her dad.”  She enjoyed watching boxing matches and football games with him.  Her 

father was a monolingual Spanish speaker and her mother knew English well but often 

spoke to me in Spanish.  She expressed in an interview that she preferred to speak 

Spanish: 

Sera la costumbre.  Mi esposo no habla ingles.  Mis papas tampoco hablan 
ingles, ellos viven con nosotros.  Todo el tiempo se habla espanol.  Yo si a 
mis ninas les hablo de ves en cuando en ingles, mas cuando me hacen 
enojar (risa).  Con la familia todo español.  Mi hija más grande habla 
ingles y tambien veo que entre ellas dos se hablan ingles.  A su papa si le 
hablan en español, como no sabe nada pues no le entiende.  A veces se les 
sale una palabra en ingles y su papa dice ‘no, no, no, hablame en español, 
que no te entiendo.  [It must be habit.  My husband doesn’t speak English.  
My parents also don’t speak English, they live with us.  Spanish is spoken 
all the time.  I do speak to my daughters in English now and then; 
especially when they get me upset (laughs).  With my family everything is 
in Spanish.  My oldest daughter speaks English and between them I see 
that they speak English.  They speak Spanish to their dad because he can’t 
understand.  Sometimes they’ll say a word to him in English and their 
father says no, no, no, speak to me in Spanish, I don’t understand you.] 
 

At school Cynthia was classified as an Early Intermediate English language 

learner.  In class she was confident about her speaking abilities and actively participated 

during our English block.  Cynthia could write and orally retell familiar stories using 

short sentences in English.  When something was unclear to her or her classmates she 

didn’t hesitate to ask and answer questions in English using either phrases or short 

sentences.  She was also capable of reciting her favorite songs and poems in English. 

  Cynthia was a disciplined student often consulting with me about what we 

should learn next or recommending a change in classroom routines and procedures.  I 
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was impressed by Cynthia’s patience and helpful nature towards her classmates.  

Children frequently went to her for clarification.  She patiently re-explained the task and 

my directions to her peers when they expressed confusion and she shared her work as an 

example to help them get started or continue working.  A sociogram revealed that 

children viewed Cynthia as the best reader in the class. 

Reading Interests  

Cynthia read extensively from a variety of books.  She had a firm understanding 

of different genres.  In class she often confirmed with me the genre of a particular book.  

We had a running list of class read-aloud books in which I indicated the genre.  In her 

reading log she had created a space that also indicated the genre of the books she read.  

She expressed that her favorite author was Kevin Henkes and her favorite book was 

Julius the Baby of the World (Henkes, 1995).  She especially like the older sister’s 

character and thought her mischievous ways were very funny.  She also enjoyed reading 

Ruby the Copycat (Rathmann, 1997) and felt these characters were alike, describing them 

as traviesas [mischievious].  Given she enjoyed these playful characters it was no surprise 

that Junie B. Jones would become another favorite character leading her to independently 

read four in Spanish from that series.  Although Cynthia loved to read she rarely ordered 

books from the book clubs.  However, during the spring semester of the 2004-2005 

school year she placed one order of a six-book Junie B. Jones set in English. 

Cynthia also enjoyed reading biographies.  Her first biography was about the life 

of Cesar Chavez.  She knew a lot about his life because her parents frequently visited 

family who were farm workers in Watsonville in Salinas, California.   She expressed that 
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this book about his life would have been helpful to her older sister in middle school who 

was given the assignment to write about Cesar Chavez for her English class.  She 

continued to read short biographies about the lives of Abraham Lincoln and George 

Washington published in Spanish. 

Cynthia enjoyed poems but my classroom library lacked a variety of Spanish 

language poetry as did our school library.  She was familiar with Alma Flor Ada’s short 

poems in a collection entitled Dias y dias de Poesia (Ada, 1998) which offered 365 

poems one for each day of the year.  She also enjoyed reading the short English poems 

introduced through “Into English,” the program I used for English Language 

Development.  These chart poems were displayed on closet doors in our classroom and 

changed monthly.  Her interest in these short English poems prompted me to introduce 

her to poems by Shel Silverstein. 

Cynthia participated in a fourth-grade reading buddy’s session for 30 minutes 

every other week.  She was paired up with a previous student of mine who had been 

diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome and who, like Cynthia, enjoyed reading poems by 

Shel Silverstein. 

Engagement with the Basal Reader 

Cynthia’s reading log indicated that she read several biographies written by David 

Adler that were translated into Spanish and biographies such as:  Feliz Cumpleanos, 

Martin Luther King and a biography about Roberto Clemente presented in her second 

grade social studies book.  Cynthia’s reading interest in biographies was also reflected in 

our basal reading program. Her interest in biographies would be revisited at the end of 
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theme five in Lectura which focused on the lives of Ellen Ochoa, Theodore Roosevelt 

and Wilma Rudolph. 

As we prepared to select a person and write our own biographies, she looked over 

the “consejos”[advise] section of her basal reader which had four bullets describing how 

to get started on a biography.  I completely missed that section and she questioned why I 

had skipped the page.  The first bullet in this section advised us to begin with an 

interesting beginning.  Cynthia and the rest of my second grade students were stumped 

over what an interesting beginning in a biography would read like.  I recommended we 

look at the beginning of the stories in our anthology and decide whether these were good 

examples of ‘interesting’ beginnings.  Cynthia, however, noted that what we were 

looking at weren’t biographies.  I assumed she meant that looking at realistic fiction 

wasn’t going to be helpful for her.  Over the course of the week, I borrowed biographies 

from the teacher next door, the teacher across our room and we re-read sections of the 

biographies we had in our anthology and our classroom library.  We generated a short list 

of ways we could begin such as: with a quote, a question, an important event in the 

person’s life, something special about the person or a description of the person so that the 

reader may try to guess who they were about to be introduced to. 

At the conclusion of this unit on biographies Cynthia decided to write a biography 

about Oscar De La Hoya, appropriate for someone who enjoyed watching boxing.  Her 

opening sentence read: “Conoces al Golden boy del Este de Los Angeles?”  [Do you 

know East Los Angeles Golden Boy?].  Her biography of Oscar De La Hoya became a 

permanent favorite in our classroom library.  She then extended this interest into a month 
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long writers workshop platform creating a 5 page book, each page was a mini-bio about a 

member of her household. 

Cynthia was a proficient reader.  By the end of second grade her one minute 

fluency score was well over the required 90 words per minute.  While reading she 

attended to punctuation and dialogue, often varying the tone of her voice if there was 

more than one character.  She made personal and intertextual connections while reading 

and enjoyed re-reading familiar text.   I attributed much of her success in reading to these 

repeated readings of familiar text and the opportunities to discuss and connect with the 

information.  Although Cynthia was a skilled reader she enjoyed being read to.  She 

enjoyed listening to the anthology stories on CD.  She indicated that not only did she like 

having someone else read the story but it helped her figure out long words.  She enjoyed 

reading the section in our anthology that introduced the author and gave a few facts about 

them.  She and other students visited the website listed in the anthology, 

www.eduplace.com/kids, but were disappointed upon seeing that the information was 

only provided in English.  She attempted reading through it but asked for assistance and 

translation.  Later, on our trip to the computer room she asked if I could print the author 

facts on Dav Pilkey even if they were English.  This author had a story in the first 

anthology but her interest in him was sparked after a read aloud by her fourth grade 

reading buddy of The Dumb Bunnies written by Dav Pilkey (1994). 

Participation in School Discussions 

Cynthia actively participated in and prepared for literature discussions.  When 

reading at home she used the post-it strategy as a way to contribute to the discussion in 



 
 
 
 104

class.  Her post it notes usually began with “esta parte me recuerda…”[this part reminds 

me of…”].  Cynthia’s current experience of living with grandparents made her the most 

vocal in her group when we read and discussed Remembering Grandma/Recordando a 

abuela (Armas, 2003).  This book had also been read multiple times by Cynthia.  In 

addition to our in-class reading, our class attended a read aloud by the author of the book 

who happened to be our assistant principal.  Cynthia also read this story with her mother 

because she had just lost her abuelita (Cynthia’s great grandmother) earlier that year.  

Cynthia shared moments her mother had with her grandmother, just like in the story.  

 This conversation led to a sharing of favorite things grandmothers did for us.  In a 

one page written response that extended our discussion Cynthia shared a single sentence 

from her writing that read:  “Lo que me gusta más de mi abuelita es cuando me hace 

sopita de mi favorita, es la de rueditas.” [What I like best about my grandmother is when 

she makes my favorite soup, it’s pasta wheels].  Her written response was accompanied 

by a drawing of her grandmother with flowers in her hair wearing a dress with writing 

that said “Yo amo a mis nietas.” [I love my granddaughters.].  Hearts and rainbows 

decorated the page.  A sharing of these illustrations reminded her of a section in the text 

where the main character in the story describes her favorite thing about her grandmother, 

which was walking along the beach and building sand castles.   

Cynthia naturally made connections to her life and made a comparison of her 

grandfather liking to sit out in the sun but not her grandmother.  All of my students read 

the book in class as well as at home with a parent.  Parents were then invited to respond 
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to the text.  Cynthia was able to read her mother’s writing and shared her mother’s brief 

memory of her grandmother who died in September of 2004. 

 I asked this discussion group if they’d like to ask any questions of the author 

since she was at our school site.  Cynthia’s personal experience with her grandparents 

prompted her questions.  In a previous discussion Cynthia mentioned that her 

grandmother’s name was Delia yet the story did not mention the grandmother’s name so 

she wanted to know the grandmother’s name.  Another child wanted to know if she [the 

author] lived with her grandmother or if she’d visit her in Mexico (assuming the author 

had written about her own grandmother).  Cynthia thought this was a good question.  I 

skimmed through the pages again and found a section in the story that read Lorena “habia 

pasado casi todos los dias de su vida con sus abuelos.” [Lorena had spent almost every 

day with her grandparents].  This prompted Cynthia to infer that perhaps she did live with 

her grandmother if she saw her every day.  I suggested that perhaps her grandmother took 

care of her every day while her mother worked.  The opportunity to engage in discussions 

and carefully look at the illustrations in picture books and combine their experience with 

words from the text allowed Cynthia and other children to ask question and make 

insightful inferences to better comprehend the story. 

Later in the year we discussed A Gift for Abuelita: Celebrating the Day of the 

Dead/Un regalo para abuelita: En celebracion del dia de los muertos (Luenn, 1998).  Her 

opinion was that this book was sad and scary “Aqui tambien se muere su abuelita” 

[Another grandmother dies].  Cynthia was thoughtful about what she said.   When I asked 

her to point out what made the story scary, she was able to lead us to text on a page 
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where the main character is at her grandmothers gravesite, “una voz ronca susurro: 

Buenas noches, Rosita” [a husky voice whispered, good night, Rosita].  This quote lead 

into a sharing of personal experiences of noises the children hear in the dark and tales 

from the local cemetery that was a 10 minute walk to the west of our school.  Cynthia 

shared that she had been to the cemetery as part of a kindergarten field trip to celebrate 

the Day of the Dead.  After children shared their scary tales and we agreed that hearing 

voices from the dead was not something any of us in the group wanted to experience, I 

pointed out to Cynthia that it was important to consider the entire sentence as I re-read: 

“Luego, en su corazon, una voz ronca susurro: Buenas noches, Rosita.” [Then, in her 

heart, a husky voice whispered, good night, Rosita].  After a short pause, another student 

in the group said: “Creo que estaba recordando la voz de su abuela y cuando le decia 

buenas noches. La abuela no estaba viva” [I think she was remembering her 

grandmother’s voice and when she would say buenas noches.  The grandmother wasn’t 

alive].  After some discussion Cynthia agreed and by the end of our session she re-

evaluated her position and thought the book was a nice story instead of a sad, scary one. 

Reading Beliefs 

Cynthia was a fluent reader and appropriately applied the behaviors of a fluent 

reader, such as accuracy, automaticity and prosody (Rasinski, 2003).  What impressed me 

the most was that Cynthia knew that speed wasn’t reading.  While taking her theme five 

fluency test she scored at 136wpm.  She noticed that the passage listed 202 words total, 

when she saw this she said “Eso no se puede leer todo en un minuto!” [You can’t read all 

that in one minute!].  I jokingly responded “Tal vez, si lo lees bien rapido.” [Maybe if 
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you read it really fast.]  She giggled and attempted it and laughed as she stumbled over 

the first sentence: Pedro y Petra estaban jugando en el jardin cuando Petra noto que Pedro 

estaba muy incomodo [Pedro and Petra were playing in the garden when Petra noticed 

that Pedro was very uncomfortable.] and said “Ni le entiendo.” [I don’t understand.]  

Interestingly, these passages did not come with any comprehension check nor were 

students prompted for a retelling. 

She expressed that the best part about reading was reading with her mom because 

she told her stories.  I attributed this to the conversations they were having during the 

home read alouds.  Cynthia’s mom was aware that her daughter enjoyed reading with her 

and had expressed that it was “un bonito recuerdo” [a nice memory] for her daughter, 

something she lamented not having done with her oldest daughter. 

For Cynthia a good reader was someone who read at home, paid attention and 

connected with the story.  She identified seven children in our class as good readers.  It 

was interesting to me that she chose a child that I felt struggled with reading.  When I 

asked her about what made Rafael a good reader, his oral participation in literature 

discussions was the primary reason she cited along with the fact that he always turned in 

his reading log.  In addition, when he came to something he didn’t know he would ask a 

peer and keep on reading.  She said: “trata de leerlo otra vez y si lo puede entender” [he 

tries to read it again and he can understand it].  Her responses for what she would do and 

what her teacher would do to help a person who didn’t know how to read were similar.  

The strategies recommended were to engage in repeated readings at the listening center; 

“que lo oiga muchas veces y vea como se leen las palabras trabajosas” [listen to it many 
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times and see how to read difficult words].  This was a strategy she continued to use for 

herself.  She also recommended easy books, gradually moving into harder ones.  Buddy 

reading was also a recommendation.  I was surprised that she didn’t recommend sounding 

out and wondered if it didn’t come to mind because she was a fluent reader and rarely 

used this strategy.  When I asked what she did when she came to something she didn’t 

know, her only response was that she would read it again. 

Cynthia felt that in order to be a better reader she needed to read books that had 

no illustrations.  “Leer libros que no tengan dibujos que yo mire en mi imaginacion que 

es lo que esta pasando, um, leer libros en ingles.”[Read books that don’t have illustrations 

that I can see what’s happening in my imagination, um, read books in English].  Cynthia 

was a confident Spanish reader and this allowed her to challenge herself and begin to 

explore English language text earlier than most of my students.  She felt she was a good 

reader because she attempted English language texts and she enjoyed reading at home in 

her patio and at school. 

Home/School Relationships 

Cynthia’s mother, Mrs. Lara, attended school wide events such as Cinco De Mayo 

Carnival, Halloween Parade, Welcome Back Night, and Open House.  Her mother also 

volunteered to cook cakes and other treats to celebrate special occasions or contribute to 

classroom potlucks.  She attended all parent conferences during the 2004-2005 school 

year often requesting a late appointment.  She dropped off her daughter at school every 

morning.  Cynthia’s mother lined up with her daughter on the blacktop and waited for me 

to pick up the classroom.  
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Mrs. Lara was a parent who did not sign up for the Parent as Partners program the 

school was trying to implement in which parents needed to volunteer 20 hours during an 

academic year.  When I asked her during a home visit why she chose not to participate 

she responded “es que no tengo tiempo a las horas que dice” [I don’t have time during the 

hours it says].  Mrs. Lara shared that she had been unable to attend workshops given by 

teachers in language arts or math and expressed that luckily her daughter didn’t have any 

learning difficulties in either area.  She also said she had never attended a workshop that 

explained the bilingual program her daughter was in and was unclear about when Cynthia 

would transition to English. 

During the last month of school parents were given bilingual waivers to sign for 

the following school year.  Two options were available, one to continue in a bilingual 

classroom taught in both English and Spanish or two to enter a Structured English 

Immersion classroom.  Parents needed to check a box and sign the form and return to 

school.  The next day Cynthia handed me a form that had been signed but nothing had 

been checked off.  Cynthia handed me the paper and said “Dice mi mamá que le marque 

en el que tengo que estar.” [My mother said to check off the one I’m supposed to be in].  

I knew that Mrs. Lara cared about her daughter’s educational future and trusted me to 

make the correct instructional decision for her.  A few days after turning in her form I 

was able to speak with Mrs. Lara before school and I explained Cynthia’s classroom 

options and we made the decision together.  The cover letter introducing this form was 

written by the school’s bilingual coordinator, Mrs. Campos, and it specifically said that if 

there were any question they should be directed to her.  I was curious to know if Mrs. 
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Lara knew who Mrs. Campos was and she did.   However, Mrs. Lara chose not to go to 

her because she did not feel Mrs. Campos knew her daughter.  In addition, Mrs. Lara 

stated she had no contact with our school principal or any other administrator at the 

school. 

At the end of the year when parents were concerned about whether their child 

would ‘pass’ and move on to third grade Mrs. Lara requested I place her daughter with a 

third grade teacher her eldest daughter previously had.  When I explained that we had not 

selected teaching assignments for the following year her only request was “pongala con 

alguien bilingue” [place her with someone bilingual]. 

Cynthia was a fluent reader who enjoyed reading at home as much as she did at 

school.  Her natural inclination to talk, wonder and raise questions came through in her 

literature discussions.  By the end of second grade she was an independent reader who 

took ownership of her reading interests and challenged herself with English chapter 

books. 

Laura: Estudiando con ganas lograras tu meta soñada.  
[Studying with effort you will achieve your dream goal.] 

Laura was a first grader in my classroom during the 2004-2005 academic year.  

She was the eldest child, in her family and had a younger brother Carlos who attended 

preschool at La Mirada Elementary.  Laura waved daily to her little brother when we 

walked over to the lunch area as her brother was lining up to begin his afternoon 

preschool session.  Laura came to school with beautiful and intricate braiding styles and 

wore a school navy blue uniform.   
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Children in the classroom cheered with Laura each time a silver capped front 

tooth fell out.  She excitedly announced “el raton me va traer dinero!” [the mouse will 

bring me money!]  El raton was the Spanish version of the toothfairy.  She would then 

remind herself that she should not eat too many sweets or she would have to get silver 

fillings again.   

Laura was very organized for a six-year-old child.  She had several folders in her 

desk to separate and file her homework, her reading log, writing assignments, unfinished 

work, and graded papers.  Her folders were neatly stacked to the right and her textbooks 

stacked to the left inside her desk.  Her pencil, sharpener and erasers were tidily kept in a 

strawberry shortcake pencil case.   

Laura’s parents were born in Mexico and she and her younger brother were born 

in the United States.  Both her parents commuted to downtown Los Angeles on the bus 

where her father was employed as a fork-lift driver in a warehouse and her mother 

worked as a seamstress in the fabric district.  Her primary language was Spanish and she 

was identified as a beginning level English language learner.  Laura was able to answer 

simple questions with one or two word responses in English.  She mostly retold English 

stories though drawings and used Spanish to demonstrate her comprehension.  When 

writing in English she copied posted words and labeled her drawings. 

Reading Interests 

I considered Laura a reader when she entered my first grade classrooms.  In fact, 

when the principal decided to create a combination first and second grade classroom, first 

grade teachers were told to give me the ‘high’ first graders.  ‘High’ meant that they were 
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early readers and that decision was made through teacher observation.  Laura was one of 

six first graders in my classroom.  She enjoyed reading and selected books from the 

bookstand I had designated for read alouds.  After I read a story aloud the book was 

placed in a blue floor bookstand.  During independent reading this was the first place she 

would go to locate a book to read.  Laura became very fond of Pat Hutchins.  Our school 

library loaned us eleven books written by Pat Hutchins.  Three of them were Spanish 

translations and eight were in English.  Although Laura was a beginning English 

Language Speaker, she enjoyed listening to English stories and was able to re-tell the 

English story in Spanish.  She was highly receptive to the English language and 

understood the humor presented in these books.  Since I did not have multiple copies of 

these texts these stories were not placed at the listening center.  Instead, Laura used a 

walkman cassette player to re-read and listen to the stories independently.  My friends 

and family recorded the readings of these stories for me to include in my audio book 

library.  Her mother had volunteered to read Llaman a la puerta (Hutchins, 1999) in 

Spanish, which was among her favorite books on tape by Pat Hutchins.  Laura was aware 

of print and spelling patterns in both English and Spanish.  When introducing the story 

Which Witch is Which? (Hutchins, 1989)  She asked “Es un libro de trabalenguas?” [Is 

this a book about tongue twisters?]  I explained that which meant cual and witch meant 

bruja.  She commented “bruja lleva la ‘t’.”[witch has a ‘t’].   

English was important to Laura as a learning goal.  When I asked my class at the 

beginning of the year to write about what they would like to learn in my classroom the 

item on the top of her list was English.  She often took English books home and when I 
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inquired about who would read them to her she said her father.  Her father was enrolled 

in ESL evening courses at the local highschool.  Laura participated in buddy reading 

sessions with a fourth grade class at our school every other week for 30 minutes.  Laura 

had two fourth grade partners who were previous students of mine.  They came to me one 

session very impressed with Laura’s reading ability.  I then asked the fourth grade 

students “Y creen que entiende lo que esta leyendo?” [And do you think she understands 

what she’s reading?]  They both looked at each other puzzled as if they hadn’t thought of 

that.  Laura defended herself by interrupting and invited them to quiz her ¿pregúntame 

algo? [ask me a question?].  Laura and her partners was familiar with the who, what, 

when, where, why comprehension question model and so began their comprehension 

check of Laura with “Que hizo el niño?” [What did the boy do?].   

During the 2004-2005 school year our school implemented a one million word 

campaign.  This meant that the goal for every child in every grade level was to read one 

million words during the academic year.  It had been left to each grade level’s discretion 

to identify what this meant for their particular grade.  First and second grade teachers 

decided that 25 grade level picture books would amount to approximately one million 

words.  When they reached this goal, students would participate in a school wide 

assembly and receive a certificate.  Laura understood the challenge and every day she 

took a book home from our classroom library without fail.  Often she would carry her 

basal reader, the book she had checked out from the school library and a book from our 

classroom library in her backpack.  Luckily her backpack was on wheels!  During the 

second semester Laura became a fan of chapter books, especially Goosebumps.  
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However, she preferred I read them to her as she looked on.  I suggested she take one 

home to share with her mom and she declined.  When I inquired about why she said 

“Esque me va regañar cuando tenga miedo” [She’ll scold me when I’m scared].  Laura 

confessed she was not allowed to watch scary movies and, in her mind, this book was like 

a scary movie for her when I read aloud.  She particularly liked the suspenseful ending of 

a chapter and once compared it to a Spanish soap opera ending; “se acaba como la 

novela.  Se acaba en lo mas bueno.” [It ends just like the soap opera.  It ends on the best 

part].  Due to time constraints it was difficult for me to read to her individually everyday 

but when I encouraged her to read her chapter book on her own she would express that 

she couldn’t read it like me.  I said “tu lees muy bien” [you read very well].  “Yo no 

puedo hacerle como usted” [ I can’t do it like you].  She explained that she didn’t know 

when to scream or act out when she was reading.  Other children who overheard this 

conversation agreed that my way was most entertaining.  “Usted lo lee como una 

pelicula” [You read it like a movie] another child added. 

This conversation clarified for me a time when at the end of a Goosebumps read 

aloud Laura asked me “donde dice que tiemblan y se comen las unas?” [Where does it 

say they tremble and bite their nails]?  I did not find it an important question at the time 

and simply replied something to the effect of “lo imagio” [I imagine it].  Yet she had 

scanned the text looking for cues.  Laura was beginning to pay attention to words that 

described the dialogue of a character, such as grito [screamed], sonrio [smiled], pregunto 

[asked].  I observed she was able to monitor these descriptors if they came at the 

beginning of dialogue and animated the dialogue by changing the tone or pitch of her 
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voice.  When these descriptors came at the end of the dialogue she would self correct if 

she felt she hadn’t read it quite the way it had been described.   

Engagement with the Basal Reader 

Language Arts was difficult to manage at the beginning of the year because I was 

expected to address a first grade and a second grade basal reader.  Although I had a 

classroom assistant, the Lectura reading block consisted of me going back and forth 

between first and second grade students during the first semester.  In January, I made the 

professional decision to include my first grade students in second grade Houghton Mifflin 

anthology readings.  This decision was made because my first grade students had been 

participating actively in integrated literature discussions that were above first grade level.  

I was working off the strengths I observed in my first grade students and how they 

interacted with one another.  The opportunity to read along and discuss with a more 

capable peer created an ideal situation for them to continue to expand their 

comprehending strategies.   

Laura, like other first grade students, was excited to own a second grade 

anthology.  Laura felt she was a good reader and she was able to communicate her 

confidence orally and through writing.  While reading a selection in her second grade 

anthology entitled Hermanos y Hermanas, she shared her strategies of chunking in order 

to decode multisyllabic words.  She said to her partner, “ve la palabra depor-tista y es 

deportista, tambien siem-pre” [Look at the word depor-tista(athletic), also siem-

pre(always)].  Laura was also able to tell me in her own words that she liked the lay-out 

of this story because it had many pictures and a small amount of text underneath the 
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pictures.  After listening to the story on C.D, she shared with the group “este me gusta 

porque puedes ver las fotos y luego leer.” [I like this one because you can look at the 

pictures and then read].  Other children agreed.  At the end of this session she wrote the 

following in her journal: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1:   Laura’s Journal 

[I like to read at school because my classmates listen to me read and I show them 

my nice drawings.] 

After a second re-reading of the text she placed a post-it on the section where 

there was a discussion about twin brothers and wrote and drew the following:  
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Figure 4.2:   Laura and her friends 

 [I have two neighbors that are twins.  They are six years old and they visit me at 

home and we share toys, read books and invent games and have a good time.] 

Laura naturally made connections to her experience and was able to monitor her 

understanding.  She and another child openly asked what adolescente 

[adolescent/teenager] meant, a word in the text they were unfamiliar with.  Later during 

independent work time she successfully completed a cloze sentence activity containing 

six vocabulary words from the story and filled in the sentence “El hermano adolescente 

de Federico esta aprendiendo a manejar el carro.” [Federico’s teenage brother is learning 

to drive a car]. 
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Although Laura was working along side her second grade peers she was required 

to take the first grade district Houghton-Mifflin Lectura exam.  Her scores for her last 

exam were: 9/10 in Comprehension; 10/10 in spelling; 10/10 in vocabulary; 89/55 in 

fluency; and writing 4/4. 

Participation in School Discussions 

When we got together to discuss a selection, Laura often shared with the group 

which parent had read with her the night before.  She joined the discussion group 

prepared to share.  Three or four sticky notes were often placed in several locations, 

identifying her favorite parts of the story.   Laura was thoughtful about the literature 

discussions groups she wanted to join.  Like all children in my first and second grade 

combination classroom she wrote three choices on an index card and included a sentence 

about her choices.  Her reasons for selecting her first choice reflected a personal 

connection or interest in the subject.  For example, when listing Que Monton de Tamales 

(Soto, 1996) as her first choice she wrote: “Yo quiero el libro porque mi mama hace 

tamales para navidad.” [I want the book because my mom makes tamales for Christmas.]  

In another instance, after a brief book talk she listed Prietita and the Ghost 

Woman/Prietita y la llorona (Anzaldua, 2001) as her first choice and wrote: “Yo quiero el 

libro para saber que hace la llorona a la niña?”  [I want the book to know what the 

weeping woman does to the girl?]  Another characteristic I noticed was that Laura chose 

titles she was familiar with the majority of the time.  These were usually titles I had read 

aloud in class.   
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Laura and her parents took great care in their reading and understanding of the 

literature pieces that were sent home.  During our discussion of La Senora de La Caja de 

Carton (McGovern, 1997), a story about two young children who set out to help a 

homeless woman, Laura wrote her personal connections with the story, describing her 

observations of homeless people in downtown Los Angeles.  She also wrote the 

following four words: alquiler(rent), tiritiar(shiver), verter(to pour) and ensimismado(to 

lose oneself in thought).  She said, “Mi mamá me ayudo con estas palabras” [My mother 

helped me with these words.]  I asked other students in the group if they knew what these 

words meant out of context and the students were not able to respond.  Our story 

discussion turned into a mini-conversation about using the context of a sentence or 

passage to help us make meaning and determine a student-friendly definition for 

unknown words.  As we re-read the sections with these vocabulary words, students were 

able to define alquiler (rent) and verter (to pour) using the context of the story.  However, 

they were stumped over the word tiritar (shiver).   Laura then provided a physical clue by 

chattering her teeth as if she was cold.  Several boys quickly owned that word by 

chattering their teeth throughout the day and hugging each other shivering as if they were 

cold and saying, “estoy tiritando, tengo frio!” [I’m shivering, I’m cold!]  Ensimismado 

(to lose oneself in thought) was another word that was difficult to provide a simpler 

synonym for.  In the end, with Laura’s help and the information her mother had provided 

we settled that it could mean distraido/no esta poniendo atencion [distracted/not paying 

attention].   



 
 
 
 120

Laura located her post it on the page where the main character Dorrie is smiling.  

She shared that this page was her favorite part because she was happy the main character 

would be able to return to the store and be warm.  After a retelling of why the main 

character was homeless Laura shared that her uncles were living with them because they 

didn’t have a house.  “Mis tios viven en mi casa porque no tienen casa.” [My uncles live 

in my house because they don’t have a house.]  Therefore, one of her solutions for Dorrie 

was to go to a family member and stay with them.  Although the text did not mention any 

family Laura and another child felt that her family was looking for her but couldn’t find 

her because she didn’t have a house anymore.  I shared with the students that I wondered 

if Dorrie would be able to find a new home.  Laura was quick to reply, “cuando tenga 

trabajo” [when she has a job].  She shared that her uncles were saving money to rent an 

apartment.  Another girl asked about where she would keep her things for work such as 

clothes, shoes and purse if she didn’t have a home.   

I was impressed to hear the children’s keen observations of homeless people and 

their ability to identify how homeless people lived in our local school area.  They 

suggested Dorrie could use a shopping cart to store her things; she could leave them 

under a freeway underpass, or carry them in her backpack.  Our school parking lot 

backed up to the 710 Long Beach freeway and children were able to reference their 

observations of personal belongings located near the bridge they walked on to get to 

school in the mornings.  As Laura discussed Dorrie’s life and connected it to her 

experience, it was evident that this piece of literature helped her make sense of our world 

and sort out the complexities of daily life (Wells, 1986).   
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Reading Beliefs 

Like most children in my classroom the emphasis of the district timed test may 

have contributed to Laura’s conclusion that reading fluency was an indication of being a 

good reader.  I had given parents the information that children in first grade needed to 

read 40 plus words per minute in order to be considered at benchmark by the end of first 

grade.  Laura shared that her mom would time her at home and at the grocery store.  

When I asked “¿Cómo te tomo el tiempo en el supermercado?” [How did she time you at 

the grocery store?] she explained that her mom had used her cell phone clock and used a 

revista [magazine] located at the checkout counter.   

Laura thought her father was a good reader.  He often helped her decode words.  

Her father picked them up at the babysitter’s house after school and once her mom got 

home from work he would leave for his English classes at the local highschool.  Laura 

felt her father was very smart because he was learning English and in order for her to be 

considered smart she to needed to learn English.  When I asked about what made her 

father a good reader, she said “estudia, aprende porque va a la escuela, aprender Ingles” 

[he studies, he learns because he goes to school, to learn English].  Laura had a reason to 

learn English and learn how to read.  At the age of six she was often asked to translate 

words from English to Spanish or vice versa.  She explained that when her dad came to 

something he didn’t know he asked for her help “como aveces me dice ‘como se dice esta 

palabra en ingles.  Y yo le decia” [Sometimes he says “how do you say this word in 

English? And I tell him]. 
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Laura felt that her younger brother Carlos would learn how to read quickly 

because they shared the same preschool teacher and she explained that her preschool 

teacher had taught her to read.  ”El maestro me dejaba libros y le decía a mi mamá que 

me compre también y mi mamá me ayudaba a leer los libros del maestro.  El me daba 

canciones y yo cantaba y leía todas, toditas las canciones que me enseñaba el maestro y 

cuando crecí y mi mama me llevo a la escuela en kinder yo podía leer.” [The teacher 

would give me books and he would tell my mom to buy me some too and my mom would 

help me read the teachers books.  He would give me songs and I would sing and I would 

read them, all of the songs he would teach me and when I grew up and my mom took me 

to school I could read in kinder].   

Laura was now taking on a role as teacher with her younger brother Carlos.  She 

explained that her mom would tell her to help her brother “cuando el no sabe mi mamá 

me dice que le diga.  El maestro le manda libros y yo se los leo.  También pone canciones 

como el de las flores.  En mi casa se las ponemos el maestro las grabo.  Le da trabajos 

para pegar y cortar de ositos con letras.” [when he doesn’t know my mom tells me to tell 

him.  The teacher sends books and I read them to him.  He also plays songs like the one 

about flowers.  We play them at home, the teacher recorded them.  He gives cut and paste 

work with bears with letters.]  At the age of six Laura knew that her brother Carlos could 

work independently and when he needed assistance she provided the scaffold that would 

allow him to complete his work.  She knew that children learn to read by reading and was 

a fluent reading model for her younger brother.  She felt that the more books she read, the 

better reader she would become.  When I asked her what she would like to do better as a 
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reader she responded  “Leer más libros porque los libros ayudan a leer bien.  Me gustan 

los capitulos de Escalofrios.” [Read more books because books help you read better.  I 

like the chapters in Goosebumps]. 

By the end of the first grade Laura exceeded the 25 book requirement for the one 

million word campaign.  She felt that her active participation with second graders was an 

indication of her being a good reader: “ahora ya estoy en primero y yo leo de segundo 

como el de Moises va al concierto y el de Tommy y el de Pastel de Truenos esos me 

gustan mucho y yo los puedo leer”. [Now I am in first and I read from second grade like 

Moses goes to a Concert the one about Tommy and Thunder Cake I like those a lot and I 

can read them.]  Laura not only decoded these texts well but acknowledged that reading 

realistic fiction was a pleasurable experience. 

Home/School Relationships 

Laura’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza were not able to attend school wide 

events planned during school hours such as Cinco de Mayo carnival, Halloween parade, 

and literacy day celebrations.  However, both parents were present for evening school 

functions such as welcome back night and open house.  Both parents also attended all 

parent conferences during the 2004-2005 school year often requesting a late appointment.  

Laura’s caregiver would drop her off at school every morning and either her caregiver or 

father would pick her up after school.  On the days her father, Mr. Mendoza would pick 

her up he always stepped inside the classroom to say “hello.”  His greetings were usually 

followed by a question about his daughter’s in class participation or behavior such as 
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“Como se porto Laura maestra?” [How did Laura behave teacher?].  If there was a project 

or writing piece Laura was working on she would use this opportunity to show her father. 

Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza did not sign up for the Parent as Partners program the 

school was trying to implement in which parents needed to volunteer 20 hours during and 

academic year.  When I asked Laura’s mother during a home visit why she chose not to 

sign up she responded “la verdad es que no le pongo mucha atencion a los papeles que no 

vienen de usted” [the truth is that I don’t pay much attention to papers that don’t come 

from you].  She apologized and asked me to explain the program.  During the interview 

Mrs. Mendoza shared that she would volunteer once a month when her daughter was in 

the preschool class at La Mirada.  Ms. Mendoza is a seamstress, and at the time she 

volunteered in the classroom her daughter was in the morning preschool session therefore 

Ms. Mendoza’s employer would allow her to come in at a later time and stay overtime to 

make up the hours.  Her son was now in the afternoon preschool session making it harder 

for her to leave work in the middle of the day because she traveled on public 

transportation and it would be an economic hardship for her to miss a day.  However, the 

classroom teacher allowed her caregiver to attend and assist in the classroom in place of 

Ms. Mendoza.   

Ms. Mendoza shared that she had not attended any workshops during school 

hours.  She did attend the Alma Flor Ada workshop given in the evening and on a 

weekend and enjoyed it saying “me gustaria poder atender más”  [I would like to attend 

more].   
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Ms. Mendoza was unclear about La Mirada’s bilingual program and said she 

didn’t know who to go to regarding the program.  She felt that instructional decisions 

such as program placement and or testing should be made by teachers she said “pues yo 

creo que los maestros saben  lo que es mejor para Laura, lo que necesita” [well I think 

teachers know what is best for Laura, what she needs].  During the last month of school 

she signed the bilingual waiver for the following year requesting she continue in a 

bilingual program.  Ms. Mendoza felt that she could help Laura while in a bilingual 

classroom with homework and reading and worried about how they would help her once 

she transitioned.  Ms. Mendoza hoped that her husband, who took adult English courses 

in the evenings at the local high school, would learn enough English by then.  In addition, 

Ms. Mendoza stated that she hadn’t had any contact with an administrator at our school.   

Laura became a confident first grade reader.  She enjoyed using the listening 

center as a place where text was read to her and she could concentrate on meaning.  Her 

ability to participate at high levels orally in combination with her mother’s assistance 

with decoding and clarifying advanced text allowed Laura to build vocabulary and 

language knowledge.  

Lynda:  Estudiar es el mejor futuro 

[To study is the best future.] 

Lynda was a second grade student and was one of eleven students who looped 

with me from the previous academic year in first grade.  She was often noticed by school 

staff because of her fair skin, blonde hair and hazel eyes.  They would inquire “Como se 

llama la nina huerita?” [What is the blonde girl’s name?].  She wore shirts with her 
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favorite characters, Hello Kitty, Dora the Explorer and Strawberry Shortcake.  Although 

quiet and shy, Lynda was friendly and playful with her peers and often smiled with her 

lips tightly closed to cover her missing front teeth.   

Lynda’s mom described her daughter as bright and a fast learner, “Capta las cosas 

con facilidad” [She learns things easily].  “Ella y sus hermanas se ponen a jugar a la 

escuelita y se hablan en ingles.” [She and her sisters play school and they speak English].   

Lynda lived with her parents and was the youngest of her siblings.  She had four 

older sisters who Lynda described as bilingual.  Her parents were born in Mexico.  Her 

mom was from Durango, Mexico and her father from Sinaloa, Mexico.  Her parents had 

been living in the United States for fifteen years.  Her mother described herself as a 

homemaker and explained that after she got married she dedicated herself to taking care 

of her daughters and the house.  Her father held different skilled jobs throughout the year 

and worked as either a mechanic, landscaper, electrician, plumber or construction worker.  

Both parents described themselves as Spanish speakers.  Her mother expressed in an 

interview:  

En la casa solamente español.  Mis hijas las grandes hablan ingles y ellas 
platican ingles con Lynda.  Pero también la mayoría de las veces es en 
español.  Las más grandes entre ellas si se hablan en ingles.  Pero a Lynda 
le hablan en ingles pero más en español.  Mi esposo es como un poco más 
estricto y el les dice hablen en español.  ¿Ustedes que ya son gabachas? les 
empieza a decir.  Como el no entiende, es como una falta de respeto 
verdad estar hablando y que otra persona en el cuarto no te entienda.  [At 
home only Spanish.  My oldest daughters speak English and they speak 
English with Lynda.  But the majority of the times it’s Spanish.  The 
oldest girls speak English between them and they speak English to Lynda 
but more in Spanish.  My husband is a bit strict and he tells them speak 
Spanish.  What are you Anglos? he tells them.  Since he doesn’t 
understand, it’s like a lack of respect to be speaking when another person 
in the room doesn’t understand].  
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At school Lynda was identified as an Early Intermediate English Language 

learner.  However, Cynthia was shy about speaking English in class and would usually 

explain her understandings in Spanish.  She could read and write simple text in English 

such as I went to the park and she would rather draw or label a picture related to a story 

topic or her own experience instead of responding orally in English.         

Lynda was an attentive child in class.  She enjoyed writing about her trips to 

Tijuana, Mexico a place she often visited over the weekend with her parents.  She was 

especially helpful towards the first grade children in our class.  She often spelled out 

words for them when she edited for spelling during writer’s workshop.     

Reading Interests  

I considered Lynda a fluent reader.  Although one could say that she had good 

comprehension due to her high test scores in district multiple choice tests, I felt she had 

good comprehension due to her meaningful responses to text during literature 

discussions.  Lynda was most vocal in small groups.  She typically didn’t participate in 

the larger group unless called on.  She became close friends with two first grade girls 

whom she enjoyed reading to and with.   

In her journal she mentioned that she enjoyed reading “cuentos graciosos”[funny 

stories] and gave two examples of El Libro Apestoso (Cole, 1994) and La viejecita que 

no le tenia miedo a nada (Williams, 1996).    During independent reading Lynda would 

read on her own or with first grade students.  When reading aloud to first grade students 

she held the book in her hand as I did during a read aloud and sat on her chair while the 

first graders sat facing her on the rug.  When reading with first grade students Lynda 
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gravitated towards a collection of big books we had in the classroom.  Lynda and her two 

first grade friends would sit in a semi-circle facing the big book easel and used pointers to 

read along.   Many of the big books we had in class belonged to the resource room that 

had a large and varied selection of fiction and non-fiction big books. At least once a 

month, I invited Lynda into the teacher resource room at the beginning of recess and 

asked her to help me select books for our class.  She expressed that she and her first grade 

friends enjoyed reading fairy tales.  Three Billy Goats Gruff, Jack in the Beanstalk, and 

The Gingerbread Boy were their favorite big books in Spanish.  I asked what in particular 

she liked about these stories she stated that they were exciting.  I inquired further and she 

articulated that in each of these stories the main character was trying to avoid capture.  

She identified that the villains in these stories were the Troll under the bridge in The 

Three Billy Goats Gruff, the Ogre in Jack in the Beanstalk and the Fox in The 

Gingerbread Boy, though she knew that the Gingerbread boy had not been so lucky.   

Her interest in fairy tales led me to introduce a short study on fairy tale variants 

during second semester.  Many of them were in English but I felt she understood them 

well in her second language because of her familiarity with the stories in Spanish.  I 

mostly read them aloud in English and we discussed them in Spanish and used graphic 

organizers to help us through our thinking. During the study she expressed that she liked 

the fairy tale variants Abuelo y Los Tres Osos (Tello,1997) and Risitos Dorados y Los 

Tres Osos (Marshall,1996) because these were funnier than the traditional version of The 

Three Bears she was familiar with.   Lynda and a few other children were influenced by 
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these fairytale variants and experimented with this style during writer’s workshop, 

creating alternate ending to favorite stories and re-writing favorite fairytales.  

Engagement With the Basal Reader 

Lynda participated actively in all readings related to our anthology, the second 

grade basal.  Her favorite story in our second anthology was El Oficial Buckle y Gloria.  

Lynda attended to the recommendation in the section “libros relacionados” [related 

books] and sought out these recommendations.  Our anthology recommended that if she 

liked El Oficial Buckle y Gloria then she should read: Martha habla (Meddaugh, 1997) 

and Harry, el perrito sucio (Zion, 1996).  Lynda read these stories and taped her reading 

of Martha habla (Meddaugh, 1997) to include in our listening center.  She wrote about 

these texts in her journal and made connections with her dog, Pelucita, whom she taught 

how to sit and play dead.  I explained that her dog’s name in English was also 

pronounced  Harry like the character in the book although the correct translated spelling 

would be “h-a-i-r-y”.  She politely disagreed with me because her dog was female and 

Harry in the book was a male.   

Lynda was a good speller and needed little explanation with spelling activities in 

her Lectura workbook.  She usually whizzed through pages in her workbook.  I heard her 

express to another child that she enjoyed the pages in her workbook where she needed to 

find and correct spelling errors in a passage.  However, she rarely finished the second 

part of these workbook pages which was to write a story with the spelling words of the 

week.  Lynda consistently scored 100% in her spelling words presented through Lectura.   
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In order to create excitement for an upcoming story Bagels de Jalapenos I 

organized a five minute walking fieldtrip to the famous Sonora Bakery down the street.  

All the children in my classroom had been to this bakery with their parents and many of 

my second grade students had taken a field trip there in kindergarten as part of a unit on 

community.  There was a quick change in plans and we visited the bakery after reading 

the story.  It was Lynda who noted that the bakery in our anthology wasn’t quite the same 

as the neighborhood’s.  Several children agreed.  The rest of us remained quiet looking 

through the illustrations and waiting for further discussion.  Lynda softly pointed out that 

Sonora Bakery did not sell bagels.  Several children shared they never had a bagel.  I 

used this opportunity to list the types of sweet breads they bought at Sonora Bakery.  We 

used our trip to the bakery as an opportunity to interview our tour guide and find out 

which bread sold the most.  Bolillos and Conchas were top sellers.  During our field trip 

we confirmed that Sonora bakery did not sell Bagels.  One of my male students had 

volunteered to ask why they did not sell bagels.  Our tour guide Pedro explained that 

Sonora Bakery only specialized in baking traditional Mexican sweet bread.  “Y pastel!” 

[And cakes!] another student added leading our tour guide to a demonstration on cake 

frosting and the tools used to create elaborate flower cake designs.  Upon our return to 

class we wrote thank you letters to Sonora Bakery.   

A few weeks later Lynda came across a book entitled The Bakery Lady/La  

senora de la panaderia (Mora, 2001) and felt that our anthology should have listed this 

book instead of their recommended I Love Saturdays y domingos (Ada, 2004) after 

reading Bagels de Jalapenos.  Lynda understood these recommendations and learned to 
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connect themes across books.  This became of interest to her and as she read from our 

classroom library and at home she connected these stories to the stories in her anthology.  

A case in point was a two page presentation in our anthology on concept development 

which focused on vocabulary words related to having a bad day.  Our anthology had a 

two-page layout of a girl experiencing un mal dia [a bad day] and highlighted vocabulary 

words associated with having a bad day.  The focus was to prepare children for the next 

story entitled Carrusel in which the main character has a bad day.  As a teacher, I always 

enjoy listening to ideas and suggestion by my students that I have not yet thought about 

so on this day Lynda impressed me with her suggestion to read Alexander y el dia 

Terrible, Horrible, Espantoso, Horroroso [Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No 

Good, Very Bad Day] (Viorst, 1987).   

Participation in School Discussions 

Lynda was usually not the first to begin the discussion during our groups.  She 

listened attentively to others and monitored that children were on the correct page if 

someone made a page reference.  She usually used post it notes on several pages to 

discuss her personal connections to the story.  She and Cynthia collaborated frequently 

and both enjoyed working together to discuss a text through the curricular engagement of 

written conversations.  This was an engagement she used with her older sister when she 

took a story home and responded in her journal.  When the literature group was left on 

their own to discuss I could hear Lynda take on a facilitator role telling children, “ahora 

tu sigues, ¿porque te gusta esa pagina?” [now it’s your turn, why do you like that page?].  

If children were off task she would let me know.  Lynda actively made intertextual 
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connections and at times stood up from our discussion group to retreive from the 

bookcase the book she was making the connection to.  She would also do this for books 

other children referred to.   

One of Lynda’s favorite stories to discuss was The Weeping Woman/La Llorona 

(Hayes, 2004).  This was a story that her cousins in Tijuana, Mexico had introduced to 

her when she was little.  Lynda related the oral text she had learned to a story at our 

school site about bloody Mary in the bathroom.  She asked me “¿Es como lo mismo?”[Is 

this the same?].  She briefly explained that children at our school had witnessed bloody 

Mary in the mirror in the bathroom located in the lower yard.  A discussion arouse as to 

whether these stories were similar.  At the end of our discussion Lynda felt that these 

stories were similar because some believed it was true and others didn’t:  “Unos dicen 

que la Llorona es cierto otros dicen que no; unos dicen que bloody Mary es cierto y otros 

dicen que no.” [Some say the weeping woman is true and others say it’s not; some say 

bloody Mary is true and others say it’s not.].   

Lynda and Cynthia decided to conduct a quick poll of two second grade 

classrooms and determine if children in these classrooms thought the story of La Llorona 

[The weeping woman] was true.  I shared this conversation with the second grade teacher 

next door who introduced me to a book she purchased at the CABE (California 

Association of Bilingual Educators) conference entitled El Cucuy: A Bogeyman Cuento 

(Hayes, 2003).  I was thrilled because this was a story I had grown up with and could 

now share and discuss with my students.  I read it aloud and many of them could relate.  
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Lynda excitedly shared that as recent as the night before her mother had warned her to 

come in the house “porque iba salir el Cucuy.” [the bogeyman would appear].   

Another story Lynda enjoyed discussing and shared personal connections with 

was My Very Own Room/Mi propio cuartito (Perez, 2000).  This text had been selected 

by our principal as the book-of-the-month for our school.  She read this story with her 

mother and shared that she and her mother liked this story very much.  Her mother was 

the oldest and had to share a room with her younger siblings while growing up and she 

was the youngest and had to share a room with her older sisters.  She shared her mother’s 

connections during our classroom discussion, stating that her mother use to collect blue 

chip stamps and purchased things she needed with them.  I remembered my mother 

collecting blue chip stamps too and shared my connections.  Lynda also identified with 

the main character because she liked to read just like her.  She shared with the group that 

her four-year-old cousin’s name was Pancho like a character in the book and further 

clarified that this was a nickname used for people named Francisco and, used in an 

affectionate way, would be Panchito.                              

Reading Beliefs 

Lynda shared during an informal interview that her mother taught her to read.  

She said:   

Mi mamá me enseño a leer.  Ella me ayudaba.  Ella me leía las palabras 
que yo no sabía.  Me aprendí todas las letras y  ella me dice que lea las 
palabras con cuidado.” [My mom taught me to read.  She helped me.  She 
read the words that I didn’t know.  I learned all my letters and she tells me 
to read carefully].   
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 She further explained that her mom taught all of her sisters how to read too.  She 

was aware that her mom did not know English and therefore she needed to learn English 

at school. “Mi mamá no sabe ingles, ella no puede ensenar en ingles.” [My mom doesn’t 

know English, she can’t teach me in English].   

She expressed that reading in English is what she needed to do to become a better 

reader.  She identified her friend Cynthia a second grader in our class as a good reader.  

For Lynda a good reader was someone who read fluently and with expression. She 

described Cynthia as a good reader because “aveces leo con ella y la escucho que lee 

bien.  Cambia la voz”. [sometimes I read with her and I hear that she reads well.  She 

changes her voice].  Lynda agreed that Cynthia came to words she didn’t know while 

reading and stated that Cynthia would do three things when she came to something she 

didn’t know “las lee deneuvo, las ve bien, le pregunta a su pareja” [she re-reads, she 

looks at it closely, and she asks her partner].  Like Cynthia, Lynda also re-read as a 

strategy for dealing with something she didn’t know. 

Lynda’s description as to how she would help a person having trouble reading 

closely resembled how she and her mother read at home: “Le ayudaria a leer las palabras 

o yo le leo todo el cuento o diciendole las palabras y que el las diga despues.” [I would 

help read the words or I would read the story and say the words and he can say them 

after].  Lynda understood that a person learning how to read needed access to a fluent 

reading model.  Furthermore, she viewed herself as a good reader because of her ability 

to figure out words on her own and self-correct.  She knew that reading needed to make 
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sense and words needed to sound right and was able to articulate what she did to achieve 

meaning.  

Home/School Relationships 

Lynda’s mother, Mrs. Rivera, was a homemaker.  She had five daughters and 

Lynda was her youngest child.  Ms. Rivera attended school wide events such as Cinco De 

Mayo Carnival, Halloween Parades, Welcome Back Night, and Open House.  Her mother 

also accompanied our class during field trips.  She also attended all parent conferences 

with her eldest daughter during the 2004-2005 school year.  I rarely saw Lynda’s father in 

the two years that Lynda was my student except for a wave hello during an occasional 

pick up.  Lynda was usually dropped off by her mother who waited with the children on 

the blacktop in the mornings and walked to the classroom with us.  After school Lynda 

was usually picked up by either her mother or an older sister. 

 Ms. Rivera was a parent who did not sign up for the Parent as Partners program 

the school was trying to implement in which parents were asked to volunteer 20 hours 

during an academic year.  When I asked Lynda’s mom why she chose not to sign up she 

responded that she didn’t want to commit to 20 hours nor could she check off a certain 

time slot as framed in the bulletin” nunca se a que hora… mi esposo trae a sus 

trabajadores y tengo que tener comida lista.  Con cinco hijas siempre hay algo que hacer 

o necesitan” [I never know what time…my husband brings his workers and I have to 

have food ready.  With five daughters there is always something to do]. 

 I asked Ms. Rivera if she had experience volunteering in the classroom with her 

eldest daughters.  She said that most of her volunteering had been done in the lower 



 
 
 
 136

grades, preschool, kindergarten and first.  Her impressions were that teachers didn’t need 

much help in the classroom after that because children were more independent.  She also 

added that she had not been invited.  Ms. Rivera stated that aside from helping children 

get through an assignment she would not feel comfortable teaching a lesson in second, 

third, or fourth grade because she did not have much schooling, didn’t know English, and 

math was advanced, adding that she would most likely be learning right along with the 

children.          

  Ms. Rivera shared that she had attended math workshops held in the mornings by 

our math coach and attended one workshop on reading.  She also shared that she sent her 

eldest daughter in her place for a workshop on parent-teacher conferences the previous 

year.  Ms. Rivera shared that she felt comfortable coming to me with questions and 

recognized that unlike some parents she had the opportunity to talk with me twice in one 

day if she needed “yo tengo la facilidad de venir temprano y hablar con usted o venir 

despues de clases.” [I have the ability to come early and talk with you or come after 

class].  She also felt support at home by her eldest daughters that had been former 

students of La Mirada and could help Lynda with homework and translate for her. 

 Ms. Rivera was aware of the bilingual program but had not attended any 

presentations about it.  Her eldest daughters had been through the program and she 

expressed that she was happy with it because her eldest daughters were doing well in 

high school and college and were fluent in both languages.  She added “yo siento que 

Lynda va bien, la más grande se sienta con ella a leer en ingles y dice que entiende 
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mucho y sabe decifrar palabras.” [I feel that Lynda is doing well, the eldest sits and reads 

with her and says she understands a lot and knows how to decode words].   

 During the last month of school parents were given bilingual waivers to sign for 

the following school year.  Two options were available, one to continue in a bilingual 

classroom taught in both English and Spanish or two enter a structured English 

immersion classroom.  Ms. Rivera chose the bilingual classroom for Lynda.   

Lynda was a careful and fluent reader.  She cautiously skimmed pages of a book 

before she began reading.  Although shy, she read sentences with expression and 

animation.  This was certainly true when she read her writing during author’s chair.  Her 

word choices and expressiveness provided a visual image for the listener.  During 

literature discussions she let her intertextual connections be known and easily compared 

and contrasted books she read.  

 
 

Sergio: Échale ganas a la escuela todos los días para que sepa ser alguien en la vida.  

Va ser tu futuro. 

[Give school all your effort everyday so that you become someone in life.  

This will be your future.] 

 
Sergio was a second grade student during the 2004-2005 academic school year.  

Sergio’s oldest sister had been a student of mine two years before, therefore, Sergio knew 

me from previous interactions with his family.   
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  Sergio was well known for his athletic ability in kickball and was often mistaken 

for a third grader because he was taller than most second graders.  His peers were so fond 

of his spiky gelled hair that his hairstyle started a trend with the boys in my classroom.   

Sergio’s mom described her son as playful.  She felt that his playfulness was 

interfering with his learning and he needed to be more disciplined about his school work.  

“Aveces no entiende porque está jugando.  Le digo ‘fijate bien, ponte quieto’.” 

[Sometimes he doesn’t understand because he’s playing.  I tell him ‘look closely, stay 

still’.]  

Sergio came from a bilingual household.  His parents were both born in Mexico 

but his mother had been living in the United States since the age of two.  She described 

growing up in a rough part of town on the south side of Los Angeles.  She attributed gang 

violence and difficult race relations between Latinos and African-Americans in her 

neighborhood as a factor in her dropping out of school in ninth grade: 

 Habian muchos gangsters que estaban shooteando en la calle y a mi casi 
me tocaba un disparo y ya pues mi mamá no me dejo ir.  Y luego nos 
pegaban mucho las de color, me pegaban mucho.” [There were a lot of 
gangsters who were shooting in the street and I almost got shot and then 
my mom didn’t let me go.  And they would hit us a lot, the African 
American, they would hit me a lot].   
 
Sergio’s mother spoke English, she said she preferred to speak Spanish because 

she was embarrassed of her English accent. Yet, during my interactions with her, we 

comfortably code switched between languages throughout our conversation.  Sergio’s 

father was receptive to the English language but did not consider himself an English 

speaker and his sister Maria in fourth grade spoke Spanish and English.  Sergio’s mom 

described Sergio as knowing how to speak good English but not knowing how to read it.   
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Sergio was identified as a beginning English language learner.  However, I 

disagreed with that placement and gathered evidence through work samples and test 

scores in order to place him at an intermediate level.  Sergio was conversant in English, 

actively participating in social conversations with adults and advanced English speaking 

peers.  He consistently used standard English grammatical form when speaking and was 

able to use expanded vocabulary and descriptive words for oral and written responses to 

simple texts.  He was able to apply knowledge of content-related vocabulary to 

discussions and readings in math, science and social studies. 

Sergio’s mother expressed concern over Sergio’s Spanish reading.  Sergio had 

come to second grade with an open file from the Student Study Team (SST).  This team 

consisted of the classroom teacher, one first grade teacher, a fourth grade teacher, an 

administrator, school psychologist, and the child’s parent.  This team met when a teacher 

expressed a concern over academic progress.  Sergio’s file from first grade indicated that 

his previous teacher was concerned about his slow progress in reading, inconsistency 

with blending sounds, b and d reversals, lack of motivation to read independently, and his 

writing was unfocused and lacked detail.  His first grade teacher contemplated speaking 

to his parents about retention but decided against it because he “improved a lot during the 

last months.”   

Sergio did struggle with reading in second grade, specifically with decoding.  

Nevertheless, he attempted all assignments and didn’t shy away from trying to do his 

best.  Sergio enjoyed drawing and his initial response to the majority of our literature 

discussions always began with a drawing.  His classmates would often tell him “tu 
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siempre dibujas” [you always draw].  If a classmate was having difficulty drawing a car, 

bicycle, airplane, or a human figure they would most often go to Sergio for assistance.   

Reading Interests 

Sergio was motivated to read informational text that taught him about animal life 

and animal behavior.  He owned a parrot which he loved very much.  He spoke about his 

loro Polo [parrot Polo] almost daily and carried in his backpack a book about parrots that 

was purchased at a pet shop.  The book was in English and when I asked him about how 

he accessed the information in the book he said he enjoyed looking at the pictures of the 

different types of parrots.  He also added that his mom or sister would read to him about 

parrots.  However, he thought his parrot was special because his parrot liked to eat “chile 

and pizza” and he knew his book did not include this as part of a parrot’s diet. 

During independent reading time, Sergio liked to read with his friend Cristian.  

He and Cristian used this time to share a book from my Animales Asombrosos [Amazing 

Animals] collection.  Our classroom library had about 15 books from this collection that 

highlighted different animals such as monkeys, bats, lizards, spiders, animals disguises 

and poisonous animals. In my view, these books contained advanced vocabulary so I 

often made my way over to Sergio and Cristian and assisted them with reading.  For 

Sergio and Cristian, independent reading time included conversation about the 

information.  I observed that when Cristian read aloud, Sergio paraphrased what Cristian 

had just read and a conversation would extend from Sergio’s brief retelling.  Sergio 

leaned towards reading the short captions underneath the photographs as a way to check 



 
 
 
 141

the information against the photograph.  The text often highlighted a specific physical or 

behavioral aspect of the animal that had been captured by the photographer.   

Sergio was also motivated to read and often stored a collection of bilingual 

Scholastic emergent science readers in his desk.  These readers had at the most four 

words on a page.  Sergio was very successful reading these books and to my pleasant 

surprise he was also attempting to read the English text and understood what the English 

words meant because he comprehended what he read in Spanish.  In one instance while 

reading a book about frogs he commented that it was easier to say “Tadpoles” than the 

Spanish word renacuajos.  While reading the same book about frogs he came to me and 

noted that the word eggs/huevos had a silent letter in both languages.  When I asked him 

to explain he said: “Eggs tiene una ‘g’ muda.  Huevos tiene la ‘h’ muda.  ” [Eggs has a 

silent g.  Huevos has a silent ‘h’].   

In addition, Sergio was intrigued with the amount of letters it took to spell a word 

in English versus Spanish.  While reading the bilingual book Serpientes y 

Lagartos/Snakes and Lizards he felt that it was easier to spell ‘fangs’ than the Spanish 

word ‘colmillos’.    After reading this book and studying the print he concluded that it 

was easier to read in English.  Other children in the class disagreed.  Sergio further 

defended his point by holding up the book and explaining that in every page it took more 

words to explain the story in Spanish than in English.  For this reason, it was easier to 

read in English because there were fewer words to read.  Sergio sparked an examination 

of this theory of dual language text in our classroom and in the end the conclusion of the 
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students was that in some books it was easier to read in English but the majority felt it 

was easier to read in Spanish.   

Sergio participated in buddy reading with the fourth grade class his sister was in 

for 30 minutes every other week.  When he found out that his sister’s class would be our 

buddies he was cheerful but asked me not to partner him with his sister.  He explained 

that she was mean to him when he couldn’t read a word.  “Es enojona” [She’s a grouch] 

he described.  During buddy reading Sergio enjoyed listening to picture books that were 

humorous.  He particularly enjoyed listening to Amelia Bedelia books.     

Engagement With the Basal Reader 

Sergio was attentive during language arts.  He participated in Houghton Mifflin’s 

Lectura.  Although he struggled to read fluently through long sections of text, Sergio 

participated at a high level orally.  His fascination with animals gave him a positive 

outlook about our basal study, Animales Asombrosos [Amazing Animals].  This unit 

contained three stories: One fiction: El oficial Buckle y Gloria; One non-fiction: Las 

hormigas; and One folktale:  El gran partido de peolota.  At the end of the unit a quick 

sticky note graph revealed that Sergio’s favorite story was the non-fiction piece Las 

hormigas.   

Although Sergio struggled to decode words fluently, he did not shy away from 

reading aloud to his partner.  Sergio often chose to go to the listening center first to hear 

the basal story on CD.  Sergio was not shy to ask for clarification if he did not understand 

a word.  When I read aloud and there was a vocabulary word that did not make sense to 

him he’d often blurt out, “¿Que es eso?” [What’s that?].  In our first story, El oficial 
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Buckle y Gloria, I noted by underlining my teachers manual what words he needed me to 

provide meaning for.  Interestingly none of these words were selected by the publishers 

and included in workbook pages that asked the students to match a definition.   

Table 4.1 
 

Sergio’s Words Workbook Suggestions, Page 6 

Giratoria [swivel] accidente[accident] 

Discurso[speech] atención[attention] 

Incorporaron[to sit up] publico[public] 

Viro[to turn]  ordenes[orders] 

Derrames[to spill] official[officer] 

Vitorearon[to cheer] seguridad[security] 

Fruncio el ceno[to frown]  

Table 4.1: Sergio’s Words and Workbook Suggestions 

 
 When he asked what a word meant, I asked him or other students to tell me what 

they thought the word meant and to supply a student-friendly definition.  Sergio was able 

to provide a commonly used synonym instead of definitions for three of the seven words 

he asked about.   He said “Viro quiere decir volteo; Vitorearon quiere decir porras; 

Incorporaron quiere decir sentaron.” [He said: Viro means to turn; Vitorearon means to 

cheer; Incorporaron means to sit].  The rest of the class filled in the rest of the words 

without any assistance from me.  Sergio did not have difficulty matching the words and 

definitions on his workbook page that morning.  Although I feel that even though the 

words included in his workbook pages were not challenging for him, his attempt to read 



 
 
 
 144

directions on his own and work independently was an indication that he felt confident in 

doing work that was designated as grade level.  Noticeably, in this particular instance I 

felt the list he generated was above grade level in vocabulary.   

As second semester progressed, I noticed that Sergio continued to transpose 

Spanish articles while reading.  For example, he would say ‘al’ for ‘la’, ‘el’ for ‘le’, ‘se’ 

for ‘es’.  This was very frustrating for him, and he described that the letters would move 

around.  A trip to the nurse confirmed that Sergio needed glasses.  His mother received a 

voucher from the school nurse and was able to receive a free examination and pair of 

glasses for Sergio from a local optometrist mid way through the spring semester.  Sergio 

wore his glasses daily and carefully put them away in their case during recess and lunch. 

As we moved through our basal the selections appeared to contain stories with 

advanced vocabulary in Spanish and many multisyllabic words.  During theme five 

entitled En Familia [Our family] Sergio confided that Carrusel was a difficult story to 

read “tiene muchas palabras trabajosas” [It has difficult words].  While reading I noticed 

that he would shorten multisyllabic words for example if the word was jalandole [pulling] 

he would read jala [pull]; rapidamente [quickly] he would say rapido [quick].  I had 

noticed this behavior early on and had met with his mom to talk over strategies that might 

assist Sergio with decoding longer words.  Since his mother had been participating in the 

home literature discussions his mother was aware of this behavior when I approached her. 

Sergio struggled with spelling and although he did his basal spelling workbook 

exercises daily when he took his spelling test he missed at least half of all the words on 
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his list.  His spelling test revealed a variety of errors some were substitutions of letters 

that shared similar sounds, omission of letters, adding extra letters.     

Participation in School Discussions 

Sergio actively participated in literature discussions.  He was well behaved and 

listened attentively to others as they shared.  Due to his artistic ability I always 

encouraged him to draw as a response.  I also encouraged him to draw as a way to avoid 

him telling me “no se que escribir” [I don’t know what to write] or ask me “¿que 

escribo?” [What do I write?].  He liked to participate in a response strategy called, Save 

the Last Word for Me.  He liked to hear what others thought about his drawing.    His 

drawings usually consisted of a section of the story he liked or to which he had a personal 

connection.  Towards the end of his second grade year he moved into writing text that he 

found interesting on cards and was able to articulate his connections and impressions 

with this same response strategy.  However, Sergio would participate at his best when his 

mom read the story with him before our discussion. 

Sergio connected with the experiences of others and often shared his personal 

stories.  He didn’t ask questions of the text but he asked questions about what other 

children in his group shared, often asking them to elaborate.  Sergio had much to 

contribute while discussing the short vignettes in the story In My Family/En mi familia 

(Lomas-Garza, 2000).  Several children expressed that they enjoyed reading this book 

because of the short vignettes.  He agreed and spoke about his personal connections with 

the vignette entitled Barbacoa para cumpleanos [Birthday Barbecue].   
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His discussions further extended to a detailed comparing and contrasting of the 

illustrations on the page to his own life.  However, the vignette he liked the most was the 

one entitled Ventosa [Earache treatment].  He shared his mother never heard of such a 

thing.  Sergio said he had experienced water in his ear before after swimming and added 

that he would run away if someone tried to cure his swimmers ear with fire.  Another 

student shared with Sergio that her mother used a piece of garlic and put it in her ear 

when she had an earache and it had made her earache go away.  Sergio was skeptical. He 

asked me: “¿Es cierto eso?” [Is that true?].   

This discussion led to the creation of a class book entitled Remedios Caseros 

[Home Remedies].  All of the parents in my classroom contributed a paragraph detailing 

a home remedy they often used.  Sergio drew a picture of himself drinking out of a cup 

on his bed and underneath read the caption “Un remedio casero para la tos es el sigueinte: 

una cucharada de limon mezclada con miel de abeja y cebolla morada licuada.” [A home 

remedy for a cough is the following:  Blend a tablespoon of lemon mixed with honey and 

red onion.].   

His mother expressed to me that she liked it when I selected books with boys as 

the main character such as in Tomas and the Library Lady (Mora, 2000), A Day’s Work 

(Bunting, 1997), Pablo and Pimienta/Pablo y Pimienta (Covault, 1999) and Oliver Button 

es una nena (dePaola, 2003).  She felt that this motivated Sergio to want to read realistic 

fiction “no siempre de niñas” [not always girls] she said.  
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Reading Beliefs 

Sergio was aware that he did not read fluently like his peers so he disliked when I 

had to time his fluency for one minute.  One afternoon when I called him over for a one 

minute fluency test, he said in English “I’m going to fail.”  When I explained that there 

was no pass or fail, this wasn’t very comforting for him because he said “ya se, pero 

siempre me atoro” [I know, but I always get stuck].  Often times he’d ask if he could go 

last.  The fluency tests were one page stories modeled after the English reading program 

Open Court.  Although the bilingual classes did not use Open Court, the district argued 

that they wanted to have consistency across classrooms.  When I asked Sergio if he felt 

he was a good reader, he didn’t stop to think.  He quickly answered “No, porque siempre 

me atrazo, porque, um, nadie lee como yo.” [No, because I always fall behind, um, 

nobody reads like me].   

Sergio viewed his sister as a good reading model.  He said that a good reader was 

someone that read fast “Maria lee seguido lo lee como rapido.” [Maria reads fluently, she 

reads like fast].  When I asked if he thought Maria ever came to something she didn’t 

know he responded yes.  Sergio knew that his sister would stay after school, and that her 

fourth grade teacher taught a small group of fourth graders after school and focused on 

retrospective miscue analysis as part of her USC master’s program in reading.   

Sergio identified the two strategies he used upon coming across a word he didn’t 

know.  One was to skip the word and the other was to have another person give him the 

word.  However, when he spoke about his sister he said “lo lee deneuvo y ya es todo” 

[she rereads and that’s it].  It was difficult for Sergio to explain what he would like to do 
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better as a reader.  I asked the question three different ways and all he could say was “no 

se” [I don’t know].  Since Sergio participated in all discussions and was able to contribute 

to all oral comprehension-based questions, fluency was the area that he knew did not 

match what his classmates sounded like when they read.  He had been working 

throughout the year on his fluency and may have felt that there was nothing more he 

could do.  He read at home, he read at school, yet his reading remained “choppy”.   

The sixth and final theme in our basal anthology began with the story La clase de 

dibujo by Tomie dePaola (1998).  I observed Sergio skimming the pages of the story and 

he announced “Este no esta trabajosos” [This one isn’t hard].  Segio examined the layout 

of the book and the fact that half the page was covered by the illustration with brief text 

on the bottom made it an approachable text for Sergio.  The last page in the story ended 

with the following single sentence: “Y aun lo sigue haciendo.” [And he still does it].  

Sergio read the last page before beginning and his successful decoding motivated him to 

say that he would be able to read this story fluently because he had already read the end 

of the book successfully without getting ‘stuck’.  This self-perceived competence was an 

important milestone in his reading progress.  That morning another case study child made 

the observation that Sergio along with other first grade students had improved in their 

reading.  Sergio smiled and said, “no lei como robot” [I didn’t read like a robot]. 

Home/School Relationships 

Sergio’s mother, Mrs. Leyva, was a homemaker and occasionally did some 

babysitting, organized garage sales in her neighborhood with tenants from her apartment 

complex and sold home decorating accents from a popular catalog.  I rarely saw Mr. 
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Leyva who worked long hours as a construction worker.  Mrs. Leyva walked her two 

children to school every morning and picked them up after school.   

Mrs. Leyva was present at all school wide events such as Cinco de Mayo carnival, 

welcome back night, and open house.  Due to religious beliefs she withdrew her children 

early from school on Halloween Day and did not participate in the parade and fund-

raising festival.  She attended all parent conferences and student study team meetings 

regarding her son’s school progress during the 2004-2005 school year.  Mrs. Leyva 

frequently entered my room in the mornings to ask if there was anything she could do for 

me.   

Mrs. Leyva, was a parent who did not sign up for the Parent as Partners program 

the school was trying to implement in which parents were asked to volunteer 20 hours 

during an academic year.  When I asked Sergio’s mother why she chose not to sign up 

she responded: 

Sabe en la escuela yo siempre iba a ayudar en pre-K y en kinder me 
quedaba a ayudarle a la maestra e iba a talleres.  No salía de ahí.  Ahora, 
tuvo un problema mi niña y no me ayudaron.  No me ayudaron pa’nada.  
Una niña le pegaba, le jalaba las greñas y yo le dije a la directora y no 
hacia nada.  Lo que me decía era ‘son niñas, al rato se les pasa’.  Y mi 
niña no quería ir.  Y yo me dije ‘porque yo estoy ayudando, si ella 
(directora) no me ayuda pa’nada.  ¿Me entiende?  Mi esposo me decía 
‘¿porque la directora no puede hacer nada sobre este caso, porque no 
puede juntar…hacer una junta entre las dos familias, entre los padres de la 
morra y míos?’  Y yo le dije a la directora y supuestamente le dijo la 
directora a la mama y que la mama le dijo que no podía ir que no tenía 
tiempo para venir a esa junta.  So, yo me enfade de tanto que mi niña ya 
no quería ir a la escuela, y le dije a la directora ‘sabe que mi niña ya no 
quiere venir a la escuela y eso no es justo, ahora si usted no me ayuda 
quien me va ayudar’  Y pos una inútil la directora.  Hasta que yo hable con 
la niña y le dije ‘sabes que, deja a mi niña en paz, y también mi hermana 
fue a la escuela a hablar con la niña y la niña luego fue con la directora y 
le dijo que mi hermana la había amenazado.  Hasta eso yo me arte, a la 
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niña le hicieron más caso que a mi niña y yo dije eso no es justo.  Ahora 
si, la directora que ya no cuente conmigo pa’ nada…La directora quiere, 
pero ella no quiere dar de su parte.  Si la directora dice que va ver un taller 
o una junta sobre no se que –Yo no voy.  Yo le ayudo a usted, pero la 
directora que no cuente conmigo. [You know in school I always helped in 
pre-k and in kinder.  I would stay and help the teacher and I would attend 
workshops.  I would always be there.  Now, my daughter had a problem 
and they didn’t help me.  They didn’t help me with anything.  A girl was 
hitting and pulling her hair and I told the principal and she did nothing.  
What she would say was ‘they’re girls, they’ll get over it.’  My daughter 
didn’t want to go.  And I said ‘why am I helping, if she [principal] is not 
helping me with anything.  You understand?  My husband would tell me 
‘why isn’t the principal doing something about this, why can’t she 
join…have a meeting between the two families between the two parents of 
the kid and mine?’  I told the principal and supposedly the principal spoke 
to the mom and that the mom said she couldn’t’ come, that she didn’t have 
time to come to the meeting.  So, I was fed up that my daughter didn’t 
want to go to school and I told the principal ‘you know my daughter 
doesn’t want to come to school anymore and that is not fair, now if you 
don’t help me who is going to help me?’  And she was useless.  Then I 
spoke with the girl and told her ‘you know, leave my daughter in peace 
and my sister also went to school to talk to the girl.  Then the girl went to 
tell the principal that my sister had threatened her.  Then I was really fed 
up, they listened to the girl and not to my daughter and I said that is not 
fair.  Now, the principal should not count on me for anything.  The 
principal wants, but she doesn’t want to do her part.  If the principal says 
there is a workshop or a meeting about whatever-I’m not going.  I’ll help 
you but the principal should not count on me.]  
 

Mrs. Leyva, also mentioned that she felt attacked by the principal during student 

study team meetings in which Sergio’s academic progress was discussed and did not feel 

that the meetings were helpful.  I was present at those meetings and remembered 

incidents she brought up, such as the following example: “La directora piensa que yo no 

le ayudo a mis hijos.  Dice,’ tiene que leer, necesita lentes, tiene que escribir diario en la 

casa’.  Eso hacemos.  Mis niños no salen a jugar, ni ven televisión hasta que hacen la 

tarea.” [The principal thinks that I don’t help my children.  She says, ‘you need to read, 
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he needs glasses, you need to write everyday at home.’  That’s what we do.  My children 

do not go out and play, nor watch television until they have done their homework].  Mrs. 

Leyva felt frustrated with the interactions she had with La Mirada’s principal and felt that 

the principal was not interested in having a dialogue with her to identify solutions for her 

daughter’s bullying or learn about her family life and what she was doing to assist her 

children academically.   

Regarding the bilingual program, Mrs. Leyva was unclear about La Mirada’s 

bilingual program and when her children would or should transition to an English 

structured immersion classroom.  However, she stated that she felt both her children were 

learning English and had observed on many occasions her children communicating well 

with dominant English children.  Her oldest daughter was reading English chapter books 

which indicated to Mrs. Leyva that she was making good progress in her second 

language.  She also stressed that it was important for her and her husband that their 

children be fluent in Spanish.   Therefore, she signed a bilingual waiver choosing a 

bilingual classroom for the following school year for both her children.  

Sergio was a struggling reader in second grade.  He struggled with decoding and 

fluency but his active listening allowed him to participate at high levels in comprehension 

activities and discussions.  He enjoyed reading informational text and books with boys as 

a main character.  As the year progressed he learned and applied strategies to read and 

comprehend longer texts and his confidence and motivation grew.    

Tanya:  Por Favor Tanya cuando venga de la escuela póngase hacer la tarea y después 
puede mirar la tele.  Hágale cazo a la maestra. 
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[Please Tanya when you get home from school start doing your homework and then you 
can watch TV.  Obey your teacher.] 

Tanya was my student during the 2003-2004 academic year in my first grade 

classroom.  In September of 2004 Tanya looped with me as did eleven other students into 

my first and second grade combination classroom for the 2004-2005 academic year.  

On most morning as I drove through her neighborhood on my way to school I’d 

see her walking with her mother and sister.  She’d wave and flash a smile that exposed 

two dimples on her dark brown complexion.  Her tight curly hair was often pulled back in 

two curly pigtails.  Although not mandatory, Tanya attended school in uniform, dark blue 

skirt or shorts and a white shirt. 

Tanya’s mother described her child as helpful and dedicated.  “Ella va ser buena 

maestra porque le ayuda mucho a su hermana.  Le revisas las tareas todo los dias” [She 

will be a good teacher because she helps her sister a lot.  She checks her homework 

daily.]  Her mother was very proud of her daughter’s good grades and described that 

Tanya was self-motivated and rarely had to be remind her to start her homework.    

Tanya lived with her parents who were born in San Salvador. She was the eldest 

child and had a younger sister in kindergarten.  Her mother and father had been living in 

the United States since 1985.  Her parents fled El Salvador during the war to Costa Rica.  

In Costa Rica they were assisted in obtaining visas under a refugee program to either the 

United States or Canada.  Tanya’s father worked for Farmer John making hotdogs and 

her mother was a seamstress in downtown Los Angeles.  Tanya’s father was happy at his 

workplace because it offered health benefits for his family and allowed him to leave 

fifteen minutes early to pick up his daughters from school.  Her mother described that 
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although she worked long hours sewing, her boss treated her well and allowed her to take 

her daughters to work on the weekend.  School had been a challenge for them in San 

Salvador as children because they had to work early to help support the family.  They 

both attended school through fourth grade in their native country.   

Spanish was spoken in the home and neither parent felt they could speak in 

English.  Tanya’s father said he could decode words in English but needed someone to 

translate for him in order to understand.  Tanya and her younger sister spoke Spanish to 

each other in the home.  Tanya’s father believed that he and his wife would learn English 

once Tanya was proficient and old enough to teach them. 

   Within the Los Angeles Unified School District, Tanya was identified as an Early 

Intermediate English Language Learner.  Tanya was able to communicate basic needs in 

English and although she had some inconsistent use of standard English grammatical 

forms, she did not hesitate to participate in short conversations or ask and answer 

questions in English.   Tanya wrote in English and used simple sentences to describe 

events.  At the end of her second grade year in June 2005, Tanya advanced into the 

Intermediate Level demonstrating internalization of English grammar, usage and word 

choice by recognizing and correcting errors when speaking or reading aloud and 

produced independent English writing with a greater understanding of standard English 

word order.  

 Tanya was a responsible student.  She knew that her parents worked hard and she 

viewed school attendance and completing assignments as her job.  Tanya was proud to 

have earned three school trophies for her perfect attendance from kindergarten through 
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second grade.  She enjoyed reading with groups and independently and was a lively 

participant in literature discussions.   

Reading Interests  

Tanya had a varied interest in books.  However, after being introduced to Junie B. 

Jones books in the second semester of second grade, she read four Junie B. Jones chapter 

books independently.  She then turned to Escalofrios [Goosebumps] and read three 

chapter books independently by the end of second grade.   

Tanya had an easy going nature and was very helpful towards her peers.  This 

caused other children to follow her and want to be around her or in her group.  The 

children often formed reading interest groups during independent reading time.  

Independent reading time became small group read alouds created by the students with 

Tanya leading the group of children who were interested in the book she had selected.  I 

was often asked to find multiple copies of picture books so they could read together.  

Because of their interest in sharing books it was Tanya’s idea to designate an area for 

multiple copies of stories to be stored.  During independent reading time children selected 

any book in the classroom to read.   

Independent reading was 30 minutes long.  Tanya viewed this time as an 

opportunity to practice her fluency.  I often heard her invite children into her group by 

saying “Vamos a practicar la fluidez.”  [Let’s go practice our fluency].  One morning, the 

principal walked in during independent reading and asked several children what they 

were doing.  When she walked over to Tanya she quickly replied “Estamos practicando la 

fluidez porque queremos leer más de 90 palabras.” [We are practicing our fluency 
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because we want to read more than 90 words].   Tanya understood that in order to be 

considered reading on grade level she needed to score 90 words per minute on her 

benchmark testing in June 2005.   

During Open House Tanya shared with her parents that her favorite author was 

Robert Munsch.  She had three of her favorite books by Robert Munsch in her desk to 

introduce to her parents.  She told her five-year-old sister Daisy that Robert Munsch was 

“muy gracioso” [very funny].  On this day she chose to read aloud La Estacion De 

Bomberos [The Fire Station] (Munsch, 1992) and showed El Avion de Angela [Angela’s 

Airplane] (Munsch, 1991) and Bebe Caiman [Alligator Baby] (Munsch, 2000) to 

illustrate her point about her favorite author’s humor. 

Our second grade class participated in a reading buddy program with a fourth 

grade class once every other week for 30 minutes.  Tanya always looked forward to these 

days and although the fourth grade group often self-selected picture books they wanted to 

read to my second grade class, Tanya always brought along the chapter book she was 

currently reading in case there were a few minutes left after the picture book reading.   

Engagement with the Basal Reader 

Tanya was always ready to learn during Lectura, our class Houghton Mifflin 

reading anthology.  When receiving her second anthology in mid February, Tanya’s first 

comment was “Esto va estar facil.” [This is going to be easy].  She felt this reading 

selection would be easy because she was very familiar with the first story El Oficial 

Buckle y Gloria [Officer Buckle and Gloria] (Rathman, 1995).  Tanya knew this story 

well and had been introduced to it in first grade.  Tomas, a classmate who also knew the 
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story well, suggested that they read it to the first graders in our class.   Raul, another 

second grade student, suggested he could make a tape-recording of the story.  When I 

reminded them that we already had the story on a CD that came with the program, Tanya 

interjected “No es igual” [It’s not the same].  “¿Como, que no es igual?” [What do you 

mean it’s not the same?] I inquired.  She positioned herself as if speaking for Raul and 

said, No es con mi voz [It’s not with my voice].   

Tanya paid attention to details, details that I overlooked as a teacher.  When 

examining the table of contents she asked me, “¿que es un relato fantastico?” [What is a 

fantasy story?]  I did not understand her question and must have given her a puzzled look.  

She quickly answered her own question by saying, “¡Que es un cuento fantastic! [That 

it’s a fantastic story!]  Tanya was trying to make sense of the terms our basal reader used 

to describe genres.  In this case, El Oficial Buckle and Gloria [Officer Buckle and Gloria] 

(Rathman, 1995) was being identified as fantasy and used the word fantastico.  However, 

I used the term fantasia in class to refer to fantasy.  The word fantastico had a different 

meaning for her.  She understood that the basal was identifying this book as being a 

‘fantastic story’, to which she agreed.   

Tanya enjoyed reading; she was a fluent reader and read with appropriate 

intonation and expression.  These skills certainly contributed to her comprehension but in 

addition she was a child who used the illustrations to enhance her reading experience.  

One afternoon while I read aloud Algo de Nada [Something from Nothing] (Gilman, 

1998) she pointed out midway through the story that there was another story going on at 

the bottom of the page in the illustrations.  Indeed, there was!  I had been so busy 
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‘reading’ that I would have missed a very important part of this folktale about a tailor 

who makes his old coat into a jacket, vest, tie, and finally a button.   

When participating in Lectura Tanya displayed excitement when she was familiar 

with the stories.  Our second anthology included themes 4-Animales Asombrosos, 5-En 

Famlia and 6-Aplausos.  At the end of each of these units our basal reader included a list 

of six related readings that were a part of the theme.  In each unit Tanya had already read 

at least three of the six recommendations. 

Tanya needed little explanation during cuaderno de practica [practice workbook].  

Each unit contained about 60 workbook pages consisting of a variety of phonics, 

grammar, cloze sentences, vocabulary, spelling, alphabetizing, sequencing, and writing 

activities.  I found that she, along with several other students, did not find the workbook 

skill lessons challenging enough.  For example, the grammar and spelling skills that 

accompanied the opening story El Official Buckle y Gloria [Officer Buckle and Gloria] 

(Rathman, 1995) focused on pronouns and words spelled with r or double r.  Her 

assignment required her to separate in two columns the words that had a single r and the 

words that had a double r.   While dutifully working on her assignment I overheard Tanya 

tell her table partner “Esto esta facil, aqui tenemos la respuesta.” [This is easy, we have 

the answers right here.]  And her tablemate responded “Solo copealas.” [Just copy them.]  

I interrupted, and proposed “Porque no agarran un papel, lo doblan por la mitad y  Juan 

lee las palabras y ustedes deciden donde deben ir, luego lo revisan.” [Why don’t you get a 

piece of paper, fold it in half, and Juan can read the words, you can decide where the 

word belongs, then check.]  Tanya and her tablemate accepted my proposal and I quickly 
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learned that she had no trouble spelling words with soft r or double r sound.  Tanya was 

the student that on Thursday mornings would assure me by flashing her completed 

homework that she was prepared and would receive 100% on Friday’s spelling test.  

Although it was not policy in my classroom for parents to sign their child’s completed 

homework, her mother always did.   

Participation in School Discussions 

Tanya was the only child in my class whose family was not from Mexico, but 

from El Salvador.  When an experience was different, she shared those differences with 

the group.  During a discussions, she interjected “mi mamá no lo hace asi.” [my mother 

doesn’t do it that way].  This was the case during a discussion of Que monton de tamales 

[Too Many Tamales] (Soto, 1996).  Children in her discussion group began sharing their 

favorite tamale fillings such as con chile, con queso, de frijol [with chile, with cheese, 

with beans].  Tanya explained that her mother did not make Mexican tamales.  This was a 

surprise to the children for this is all they knew.  I had Tanya share the name of her 

family’s country and she was able to locate it on a globe for the group.  Tanya began to 

share that the tamales her mother made did not look the same because her mother used 

banana leaves to wrap her tamales.  This caused a lot of confusion because children 

thought that she meant that they were wrapped in a banana peel.  Tanya looked over to 

me for help but I encouraged her to explain a little further and she explained that these 

leaves were green (I brought some in the next day).  I added that these tamales were 

equally as tasty as the Mexican tamales and shared that my mother-in-law was from 

Guatemala and made them the same way.  I inferred from Tanya’s smile that she was 
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happy that we had a shared experience.  Two months later during a poetry sharing session 

Tanya chose to read Las pupusas [Pupusas] from the book A Movie in My Pillow/Una 

pelicula en mi almohada (Argueta, 2001).  Pupusas are a Salvadorian specialty made of a 

thick corn tortilla filled with cheese, meat and or vegetable.  Several children were 

familiar with this dish and commented they were delicious.  Other stories in which Tanya 

pointed out cultural differences were in La Llorona/The Weeping Woman (Hayes, 1987) 

and El Cucuy/The Bogeyman (Hayes, 2003).  Tanya was familiar with a similar story but 

told us that in El Salvador La Llorona was referred to as La Siguanaba and El Cucuy was 

El Sombreron.  Later, after listening to her recorded read aloud with her mother, I learned 

that her mother had provided this information and discussed the differences with her 

about these characters.   

Tanya worked well with all types of responses to literature.  I introduced several 

curricular engagements presented in Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers 

(Short, Harste, Burke, 1996) to provide a variety of ways to connect, build deeper 

understandings, and consider new perspectives.  Tanya shared that she liked participating 

in Di Algo [Say Something].  Part of Tanya’s reason for enjoying this engagement was 

that “no tenemos que escribir, solo platicamos” [we don’t have to write, we just discuss].  

The other reason was that she could talk a lot with her partner.  The idea that she could 

stop at any point in the text and just talk was appealing to her.  Personal connections and 

retellings dominated her discussions and, as the year progressed and I modeled and 

participated in these engagements with them, she began to ask questions about characters 

and plots.    
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Reading Beliefs 

Tanya was picked up by her father after school every day.  She shared that at 

home she and her five-year-old sister would play teacher while her father cooked dinner.  

She shared “yo le estoy ensenando a leer a Daisy” [I’m teaching Daisy how to read].  

When I inquired about how she was teaching her sister to read, she replied, “Leemos 

juntas, le digo la palabra si no sabe, veo su  tarea, y le digo donde lo hizo mal.” [We read 

together, I tell her the word if she doesn’t know it, check her homework and I tell her 

where she made a mistake].   

Tanya was a confident reader.  This confidence allowed her to be a teacher to 

others at school and with her sister at home.  When teaching others to read, such as her 

sister, she did not choose to “sound out the word” as a strategy to read.  She merely 

supplied the word her sister was having difficulty with and continued reading.  She 

viewed this as “reading practice.”  This was not surprising since she attributed her 

success as a reader to being able to practice.  She viewed herself as having become a 

reader in first grade because this is where she felt she practiced the most:  “Pues cuando 

estaba en Pre-K no sabia leer.  Luego la maestro me decia pon el dedo donde estoy 

leyendo pa’que no me equivoque.  Cuando estaba en primero aprendi poquito más y 

mejore porque practicaba.  Me gusta leer y yo leia libros facilitos y luego leia libros más 

trabajosos y ahora ya estoy leyendo libros en ingles pero facilitos.”  [Well, when I was in 

Pre-K I didn’t know how to read.  Then the teacher would tell me to point to the words 

with my finger so that I won’t make a mistake.  When I was in first I learned a little more 



 
 
 
 161

and I improved because I practiced.  I like to read and I would read easy books and then I 

would read harder books and now I am reading English books, easy ones.].   

When learning how to read she stated that she starts off with ‘easy’ books often 

the books with a small amount of text that children can read independently and moved 

into ‘harder’ books.  I felt that at the age of seven she understood that we learn to read by 

reading.  Her first recommendations for children who were struggling with reading was to 

listen to stories in the listening center and have them follow along.  In her view, this was 

a fluent reading model.  Most importantly, this was a means through which one could 

enjoy a story if you didn’t know how to decode.                 

Tanya viewed herself as a good reader and this view was reinforced through her 

family who frequently told her she was a good reader.  However, she thought she could 

become an even better reader if she didn’t use her finger to point to the letters and read 

silently.  When I asked her about what she could do to be a better reader she said: 

 No apuntar, nomas ver las letras con los ojos y leer en voz baja, con la 
mente.  Mi papa lee asi, el no apunta.  Lee el periodico.   Mama agarra 
libros de Food 4 Less y lee con la mente.  Cuando usted me dio un examen 
que tenía que hacer en mi casa mi papa me puso en la mesa y mi papa se 
puso a ver un partido y yo lei alto y él me dijo ‘lee en la mente’.  [Not 
point, just look at the letters with my eyes and read in a low voice, with 
my mind.  My dad reads like this, he doesn’t point.  He reads the 
newspaper.   My mom gets books from Food 4 Less and she reads in her 
mind.  When you gave me a test that I had to do at home, my dad sat me 
by the table and my dad was watching the game and I was reading aloud 
and he said “read in your mind”]. 

   
 Clearly, the adults around her read silently when reading for pleasure and 

information and she was aware that her parents were readers.  Another aspect of being a 

good reader was the ability to read in English.  Tanya indicated that her classmate 
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Cynthia was a good reader in our class because she read English.  Tanya and Cynthia 

were good friends and they often read together.  Tanya saw Cynthia as an English reading 

model, “cuando estoy leyendo con ella, y ella está leyendo un libro de ingles y yo no 

puedo ella me lo dice.”  [When I’m reading with her, and she’s reading an English book 

and I don’t know how, she’ll tell me what it says].  As with her recommendation for 

using the listening center for a child learning how to read in Spanish, Tanya would only 

use the listening center to enjoy English language texts independently. 

Home/School Relationships 

Tanya’s mother, Mrs. Gonzalez, walked her daughters to school every morning.  

She would arrive 40 minutes before school began and made sure her daughters lined up 

for breakfast.  However, mornings were not a good time to talk with Mrs. Gonzalez 

because she traveled to downtown Los Angeles on public transportation where she 

worked as a seamstress and had a bus to catch.  Tanya’s father was rarely seen in the 

mornings, he traveled a long distance to the south side of the city where he was employed 

by Farmer John and also traveled by public transportation.  However, I greeted Mr. 

Gonzalez every afternoon.  He clocked out early everyday and mentioned he took a thirty 

minute pay cut in order to make it on time to pick up his daughters by 2:35 p.m. 

 Due to their work schedules Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez could not attend school wide 

events planned during school hours.  Yet, they were both always present for evening 

school functions such as welcome back night and open house.  Mr. Gonzalez attended his 

daughter’s parent conferences at his usual after school pick up time.  When it was early 
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dismissal and children were released at noon, Tanya and her sister would wait for their 

father at a neighbor’s house. 

 Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez did not sign up for the Parent as Partners program the 

school was trying to implement in which parents needed to volunteer 20 hours during the 

academic year.  During a home interview Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez shared that the 

volunteer times listed on the sign up sheet were not feasible for them.  She stated “yo le 

puedo ayudar a usted...necesita diarios, revisar tareas o algo que le ayude.  Yo lo puedo 

hacer en la noche,  me manda una muestra y lo hacemos aquí.” [I can help you…if you 

need journals, homework checks or something to help you.  I can do it at night, you can 

send me an example and we’ll do it here].  Her statement implied that she was open to 

helping our classroom in a manner that wouldn’t require her to miss work.   

 I asked Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez about the workshops they had attended at La 

Mirada.  Mrs. Gonzales shared that she had been unable to attend math or reading 

workshops given in the mornings but she had attended the Alma Flor Ada workshops 

scheduled in the evenings and on Saturdays.  She had also attended kindergarten 

workshops on book making scheduled after school. 

 Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez were uninformed about the bilingual program at La 

Mirada and did not know who was in charge of testing or placing children in the 

classrooms.  In addition, they stated that they hadn’t had any contact with an 

administrator at our school.  When I asked if they had requested Tanya be placed in a 

bilingual classroom they said “no” and didn’t know how that decision was made.  



 
 
 
 164

However, they stated that they were very happy with the teachers Tanya had thus far and 

felt she had learned a lot. 

 At the end of the 2004-2005 school year Mr. Gonzalez signed Tanya’s bilingual 

waiver for the following year giving her permission to remain in a bilingual classroom for 

third grade.  Although the document was signed and a box had been checked off, the next 

time I saw Mr. Gonzalez I explained that this was the document that would place Tanya 

in a classroom where both English and Spanish would be taught.  I explained which 

content areas should be taught in each language according to our districts language 

matrix and showed him Tanya’s new English language development folder that would 

follow her to third grade as an English intermediate language student.      

Tanya was a self motivated reader.  After reading, she frequently evaluated the 

text and labeled it as either a good or a boring book.  Tanya was on her way to becoming 

a strong independent reader.  She paid close attention to the reading behaviors of others, 

noting that good readers do not point with their finger and they read silently.  She began 

applying reading strategies she used in Spanish to text in her second language and 

appropriately selected titles at her independent reading level. 

Summary 

This chapter highlighted five case study children and described how each child 

had unique reading interests, used various reading strategies, and could articulate their 

beliefs about reading.  Their participation with the classroom basal reader and literature 

discussions showed that the children took ownership of their reading interests and 

English language development.  Home and school literature discussions advanced 
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children’s literacy development in decoding, fluency, comprehension and vocabulary 

knowledge.  The children’s confidence as readers was displayed through their 

rich contributions to in-class literature discussions.  Their motivation to read a variety of 

texts was noticeable in their excitement to share books with family members on a daily 

basis and sharing of response journals at home and at school.  In the next chapter, I look 

closely at the home literature discussions of these five students and analyze the types of 

talk generated when reading with their parents. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  
HOME LITERATURE DISCUSSIONS 

Recently, educators have extended literature discussions beyond the classroom 

and invited parents to be a part of the dialogue from home.  Family literature discussions 

is one way educators have taken an active role in incorporating parents into the classroom 

(Ada & Campoy, 2003; Edwards, 1995; Jennings, 2002; Martinez-Roldan, 2002; Fain, 

2003; Michalove, Shockley, Allen, 1995).  

In this teacher research study, I was guided by the following research question:  

What is the nature of the home literature discussions, specifically what types of talk do 

parents and children use to think about the books they read together?  To examine this 

question, I analyzed the transcripts from five home literature discussions and response 

journals in-depth.  Data was collected during the 2005 spring semester.  The types of talk 

came directly from the data and are organized into the following four sections:  personal 

connections, life lessons, demonstrating comprehension strategies, and learning about 

reading and language. 

Personal Connections 
 

After reading a book or seeing a movie, we may share the experience by briefly 

describing the plot.  Most often, though, we tell how we felt and why.  We point out 

something in the film or text and/or our personal histories that made us feel the way we 

did.  We give examples from our lives and retell parts of the story.  When discussion 

shifts to the classroom, personal connections are often lost when teachers ask questions to 

elicit a “right answer.”  Current scripted basal reading programs often prompt teachers to 

evaluate what and how much students have understood about the text.  In addition, these 
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scripted reading programs allocate teachers little time to help students explore, defend, or 

elaborate upon ideas.  In this chapter, I document how children and parents shared and 

analyzed their personal reactions to what they read.  This engagement between parents 

and their children supports a reader-response theory.  In other words, it supports a theory 

that states that the reader is crucial to the construction of the literary experience. 

 Louise Rosenblatt (1982) was one of the earliest proponents of a reader response 

theory.  She stated: 

Reading is a transaction, a two-way process, involving a reader and a text 
at a particular time under particular circumstances…The reader, bringing 
past experiences of language and of the world to the task, sets up tentative 
notions of a subject, of some framework into which to fit the ideas as the 
words unfurl.  If the subsequent words do not fit into the framework, it 
may have to be revised, thus opening up new and further possibilities for 
the text that follows.  This implies a constant series of selections from the 
multiple possibilities offered by the text and their synthesis into an 
organized meaning. (p. 268) 

 
 Rosenblatt took her analysis of reading one step further into implications for 

classroom literature discussions.  She explains that in any reading event, the reader 

adopts one of two stances:  the efferent stance or the aesthetic stance.  When a reader 

approaches a reading event with an efferent stance, attention is focused on accumulating 

what is to be carried away from the reading.  Readers using this stance may be seeking 

information, such as in a textbook; or they may be seeking a logical conclusion, as in a 

research article.  In an aesthetic stance, however, readers shift their attention inward to 

center on what is being created during the reading.  Reading is driven by personal 

feelings, ideas, and attitudes that are motivated by the text. 
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 In most reading situations, there is both an efferent and aesthetic response to the 

text.  In reading a newspaper article, for example, a reader may take a predominately 

efferent stance, but there may be an accompanying feeling of acceptance or doubt about 

the evidence cited.  Although one stance usually predominates over the other in most 

reading events, the text itself does not dictate a reader’s stance.  A text is chosen because 

it satisfies a reader’s intended purpose.  Rosenblatt’s (1982) description of what happens 

in predominately aesthetic reading situations holds direct implications for bringing 

children and literature together. 

In aesthetic reading, we respond to the very story or poem that we are 
evoking during the transaction with the text.  In order to shape the work, 
we draw on our reservoir of past experience with people and the world, 
our past inner linkage of words and things, our past encounters with 
spoken or written texts.  We listen to the sound of the words in the inner 
ear; we lend our sensations, our emotions, our sense of being alive, to the 
new experience which, we feel, corresponds to the text.  We participate in 
the story, we identify with the characters, we share their conflicts and their 
feelings. (p. 270).    

 
This section focuses on personal connections and examines how students and 

parents made meaningful connections with the text from their life experiences.  For this 

category, I adopted the definition given by Sipe (1996) in his study with first and second 

grade classroom.  He defines personal connections as responses connected to text and to 

children’s own lives.  Personal connections are comments which draw the story toward 

readers through points of similarity between subjective experiences and the experiences 

of characters in the story.  Children can make life-to-text and text-to-life connections, and 

often comment on what they would do if they were a certain character. 
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In the process of analyzing personal connections I found that my students. 

aesthetic responses were contributing to their understanding of the text rather than 

distracting them from the text.  These responses contributed to the students’ and parents’ 

understanding of books they were reading in terms of what they had already experienced 

in their lives; a book about a bilingual main character would be explicitly connected to 

bilingual experiences students had at home and at school and experiences parents had at 

work and at home.  Children were also encouraged by their parents to understand things 

that happened to them in their lives by connecting them to stories.  For example, their 

family cultural traditions, experiences, and oral narratives would be explicitly connected 

to the many books focused on Latino culture that had been read.   

A range of responses are presented in this chapter.  Children and their parents 

discussed their personal experiences within family events, work, home and school.  In 

addition, themes presented in books were extended into their personal world and 

comparisons of cultures were made as a way to understand the storyline.   

In the story of Pepita Talks Twice/Pepita habla dos veces (Lachtman, 1995), a 

story about Pepita, a little girl who can converse in Spanish and English but decides not 

to speak Spanish until unanticipated problems cause her to think twice about her decision, 

Cynthia relates to the main character and shares her personal connections with her mother 

regarding when she needs to use her bilingual skills: 

Mom: Si no hablara español hubieran atropellado al perro.  [If she didn’t speak 
Spanish they would have run over the dog.] 
 

Cynthia: Si no hablara no pudiera hablar con mis abuelitos (risa).  [If I didn’t speak 
(Spanish) I couldn’t speak with my grandparents (laughs).] 
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Mom: Te iban a decir ¿que?  ¿que?  ¿No te entiendo, eh?  [They were going to 
say what? what? I don’t understand you, huh?] 
 

Cynthia: Y mi papá (risa).  [And my dad (laughs).]  

Mom: Si no, tampoco ibas a encontrar un buen trabajo.  [If not, you wouldn’t be 
able to find a good job.] 
 

Mom: ¿Con quien hablas ingles?  [Who do you speak English with?]  

Cynthia: Con Sonia (hermana).  Se hablar más español que ingles.  [With Sonia 
(sister).  I know how to speak more Spanish than English.] 
 

Mom: Pepita habla los dos, pero no quería hablar español.  Ella puede. [Pepita 
speaks both, but she doesn’t want to speak Spanish.  She can.] 
 

Cynthia: Yo también puedo hablar los dos.  Ya se mucho.  Yo hablo con los niños 
de ingles.  Yo puedo hablar los dos.  [I can also speak both.  I know a lot.  
I speak with the English kids.  I can speak both.]  
  

Mom: Y debes querer hablar los dos.  Yo hablo dos en el trabajo hablo ingles y 
aquí hablo español.  [And you should want to speak both.  I speak both at 
work I speak English and I speak Spanish here.]  
 

Cynthia: En la escuela hablo los dos.  Yo le ayudo a Pati, y a Juan les digo lo que 
dice la maestra de ingles.  [At school I speak both.  I help Pati  and Juan 
and I tell them what the English teacher says.]  
 

     Mom: Asi debe ser.  [That’s the way it should be.]  

 
Huck (1990) reminds us of the power children’s literature has to create greater 

understanding of ourselves and others as we enter into story worlds of our favorite 

characters.  This example illustrates that literature helps us come to know and explain 

what is happening in our world past and present, real and imagined and the future. 

    Although mom begins the discussion by drawing from the text, Cynthia 

responds in a personal way.  At this stage in Cynthia’s bilingual development there 

seemed to be no question that speaking Spanish was essential.  She knows that if she 
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didn’t there would be family members in her own home like her father and grandparents 

whom she would not be able to communicate with.  She was also aware that although her 

English was still developing she was able to assist her less fluent English peers through 

translation just as Pepita the main character did.   

In this discussion, I see that Cynthia’s mother understands an important 

distinction in the main character’s bilingual use and ability versus her daughter’s.  

Cynthia’s mother states that Pepita knows how to speak both languages yet she was only 

choosing to speak one.  This prompts Cynthia to reiterate that she speaks both and 

provides a personal school experience as a place where Cynthia uses both.  The theme of 

the story allows Cynthia’s mother to pose that if she isn’t bilingual she won’t be able to 

find a good job.  Taking into consideration the community in which they live and in 

which Cynthia’s mother works being bilingual is an asset and one that employers in the 

area seek.       

Laura shared her personal connections to Que Sorpresa de Cumpleaños (Lopez, 

1997).  She self-selected this story one afternoon after I read it aloud in class on March 9, 

2005.  Her personal connections are not random; rather they are closely tied to her 

upcoming birthday party the following month.  The following discussion was made 

throughout the reading over several pages as she anticipates sharing similar experiences 

for her birthday: 

Mom: ¿Que vas a querer de regalo?  [What do you want for a present?] 

Laura: Una muñeca  [A doll] 

Mom: Pero tienes muchas muñecas  [But you have a lot of dolls] 
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Laura: Una que se le…se da de comer [One that…you can feed her] 

Laura:  Mi pastel va a tener una muñequita aquí de Dora.  [My cake is going to 
have a Dora doll here.] 
 

Mom:  Vamos a comprar tu piñata al mercadito.  [We’ll buy your piñata at the 
mercadito.] 
 

Laura: De Dora [Of Dora] 

Mom: ¿Quieres de Dora o de una estrella? [Do you want a Dora or of a star?] 
 

Laura: Mi pastel de Dora y la piñata una estrella. [A Dora cake a star piñata.] 
 

Mom:  Mejor te compro un burrito [I should buy you a donkey] 
 

Laura: No, yo no quiero de ese [No, I don’t want one of those] 

(Mom):  Tu cumpleaños es miércoles, nosotros vamos a San Francisco (iglesia) el 
domingo. [Your birthday is Wednesday, and we go to San Francisco 
(church) on Sunday.]  
 

Laura: Y me pongo el agua bendita [I put holy water] 

Laura:  Ponemos vela para mi cumpleaños [We light a candle for my birthday] 
 

Mom: Si, para papa Dios [Yes, for God] 

Mom:  El patio es muy grande. [The yard is large.] 

Laura: Vamos al parque que tiene alberca [Let’s go to the park with a pool] 

Mom: Esta muy lejos, vamos al parque de los patos [It’s too far, lets go to thepark 
with the ducks] 
 

Laura:  Ella cumple como yo [Her birthday is like mine] 

Mom: No, ella cumple seis….le puso una mas (vela) para que lleve suerte. [No, 
she is six…they put one more (candle) for good luck.] 
 

Laura: Y yo voy a tener siete [and I’m going to be seven]  

Mom: Y si te pongo una para la suerte van a ser… [And if I add one more for luck 
it will be…] 
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Mom/Laura  (overlapping): Ocho [eight] 

Laura:  A mi me gustan esos (dulces). [I like those (candy).] 

Mom:  ¿Invitamos amiguitas de la escuela? [Should we invite your school 
friends?] 
 

Laura: Si, para abrir mis regalos y quiero muchos dulces en mi piñata. [Yes, I can 
open my presents and I want a lot of candy in my piñata.] 

 

In this home literature conversation, there was not much dialogue before or after 

the reading. However, the conversation during the reading is rich and many of the 

comments are sparked by not only the content but also the illustrations in the picture 

book.  The transcript illustrates Laura discussing what she would do, or wished for, in a 

similar situation.  The personal details she discusses about her own birthday party such as 

selecting a cake, a piñata, and location  are all part of the elaborate birthday party 

presented in the illustrations in front of her.  She put herself into the book world, often 

stating how she would do things: “Mi pastel va tener una muñequita aquí de Dora.” [My 

cake is going to have a Dora doll right here.]  

The following month on April 6, 2005 Laura placed this book on the chalkboard 

rail which indicated she would like me to read it aloud.  I read this story right before our 

recess break and we sang Happy Birthday to her.  After reading the story and singing 

Happy Birthday to Laura, children began gathering their recess snacks and several 

children asked her about her plans for a birthday party.  She then called me over to her 

desk where she carefully pulled out of a folder a note her mother left for her that 

morning.  Laura didn’t get to see her mother most mornings because she left at 5:30a.m 

for work.  The following is a copy of the letter she read to me written by her mother.  
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Figure 5.1: Letter written by Laura’s mother 

 [“Happy Birthday Wednesday.  (Student’s Name).  Precious Doll, I wish you a 

happy day and that you enjoy this day that is so special for you.  That you may celebrate 

seven spring times full of love.  I love you with all my heart, your mommy.  When I get 

home invite me to some *cake*   Congratulations daughter. My love.”] 

Similarly to Shockley, Michalove and Allen (1995), I believed that my students 

could learn and discuss children’s literature in meaningful ways and that families wanted 

to support that learning.  This letter and Laura’s enthusiasm for reading represented that 

the road to literacy could and should be an enjoyable one. 

Tanya and her mother share their personal connections while discussing Que 

Monton de Tamales (Soto, 1996) share their personal connections.  They connect to the 

story yet also focus on important differences in their Salvadorian experience.  I found that 

Tanya’s mother’s talk was focused while naturally referring to the text to help Tanya 

understand the differences between the family in the book and their own family. 
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Tanya and her mother alternated their reading by page.  Tanya read her sections 

of the book fluently.  While reading her mother only assisted her with decoding the 

following three words: desprendio [to detach], guiño [wink], rezagada [leftover]: 

Tanya: Tú no haces los tamales así. [You don’t make tamales like that.] 

Mom: Son tamales Mexicanos, nosotros los preparamos al estilo Salvadoreño 
con hojas de plátano.  Le ponemos pollo, puerco, aceitunas, garbanzos, 
papas.  Diferentes. [They are Mexican tamales, we prepare them 
Salvadorian style with banana leaves.  We put chicken, pork, olives, 
garbanzos, potato.  Different.] 
 

Tanya: Tamales Pisques. 

Mom: Con fríjol negro. [With black beans.] 

Tanya: Con atole [ With atole (drink made with masa harina).] 

Mom: Caliente, calientito.  ¿Tienes hambre? [Warm, warm.  Are you hungry?] 
 

Tanya: Si [yes] 

Mom: ¿Quieres tamales? [Do you want tamales?] 

Tanya: La señora vende tamales en la esquina…los mexicanos. [The lady sells 
tamales in the corner…the Mexican ones.] 
 

Mom: Toma mucho tiempo hacer los Salvadoreños.  Es mucho trabajo.  Balla… 
ellos pudieron hacer más después que se los comieron….son rápidos.  Me 
tengo que quitar mis anillos para hacer tamales o lo lleno de manteca. [It 
takes a long time to make the Salvadorian ones.  It’s a lot of work.  They 
were able to make more after they ate them all…they are fast.  I have to 
take off my rings to make tamales or I’ll get them full of lard.] 
 

Tanya: ¿De que hicieron los tamales? [What did they make the tamales out of?] 
 

Mom: No dice …aquí no cuenta.  Yo siempre hago diferentes porque a ti te 
gustan con fríjol y a papi le gustan con carne.  Nos gusta escoger 
diferentes tamales. [It doesn’t say…it doesn’t tell us.  I always make 
different ones because you like them with beans and your dad likes them 
with meat.  We like to choose different tamales.] 
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Tanya: Tú haces jamón.  En Navidad tú hiciste jamón. [You make ham.  At 
Christmas you made ham.] 
 

Mom: Dejamos para el Año Nuevo.  Los congelamos para comer.  Hacemos 
muchos tenemos que congelar.  Ellos hacen poquito no tienen que 
congelarlos.  [We leave them for New Year’s.  We freeze them to eat.  We 
make many so we have to freeze them.  They made a little they don’t have 
to freeze them.] 

 
Discussion increases students’ understandings of what they read, as well as make 

the reading experience more enjoyable (Short & Pierce, 1990; Holland, Hungerford & 

Ernst, 1993; Pierce, Gilles & Barnes, 1993).  The above example shows how Tanya’s 

mother sets up a comparison to help her daughter understand the story and her own 

Salvadorian culture.  Her mother offers an explanation of the differences between 

Mexican and Salvadorian tamales.  Not only are Salvadorian tamales made with different 

ingredients but, according to Tanya’s mother, Salvadorian tamales have a longer 

preparation time.  In the picture book the characters are able to whip up a second batch 

for dinner to which she says “toma mucho tiempo hacer los Salvadoreños.  Es mucho 

trabajo” [it takes too long to make the Savadorian.  It’s too much work].  In addition, the 

story does not state what the tamales were made of, a question posed by Tanya.  Her 

mother replies that there are too many varieties for tamale fillings that their family likes, 

reiterating that Salvadorian tamales have a longer preparation time and because of that 

they need to make many and freeze them for later.  Another family difference between 

the characters in the story and their life is that they do not eat tamales for Christmas, they 

eat ham. 

Without realizing, Tanya’s mom had modeled for Tanya an important California 

reading grade level standard under literary response and analysis which is the ability to 
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compare and contrast different versions of the same stories that reflect different cultures.  

By using their own life experience Tanya and her mother analyzed the text in a manner 

that was personal and clearly extended the meaning by contrasting their life with the 

characters in the story.  The following day Tanya was able to share some of this 

discussion with her classroom literature discussion group. 

Sergio, a struggling reader, uses his personal connections in the following 

example to help him get through a passage that is difficult for him to understand initially.  

Sergio’s mother selected this book for her son to read from the checkout stand I made 

available for parents.  She expressed that she enjoyed reading books to her son that had 

male main characters in them.  She felt that it would be easier for her son to relate.  With 

his mom’s help we see that he is able to make sense of the text.  The following example 

is while reading Pablo and Pimienta/Pablo y Pimienta (Covault, 1993), a story about a 

ten-year-old boy who falls out of his father’s old truck on the way to pick melons in 

Arizona, but with the help of a coyote pup, he makes it across the border: 

Sergio: ¿A donde van? [Where are they going?] 

Mom: ¿Sabes a donde van? [Do you know where they are going?] 

Sergio: ¿A un lugar? [To a place?] 

Mom: ¿Pero a donde dice que van? [But where does it say they are going?] 

Sergio: A la frontera [To the border] 

Mom: A la frontera de México. [To the Mexican border.] 

Sergio: ¿donde esta México? [Where is Mexico?] 

Mom: En la aduana de la frontera en Sonoita.  Donde te piden los papeles como 
cuando pasamos en Tijuana.  Tijuana es México.  Sonoita esta en México. 
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[ At customs in the border of Sonoita.  Where they ask for papers like 
when we pass through Tijuana.  Tijuana is Mexico.  Sonoita is in Mexico.] 
 

Sergio: ¿Los papeles que le enseñas al señor? [The papers you show the man?] 
 

Mom: Si.  Para mostrar que eres ciudadano.  Te acuerdas lo que …que le dijiste 
al señor? [Yes.  To show you are a citizen.  Do you remember what … 
what did you say to the man?] 
 

Sergio: Pasamos por ahí y yo le dije que nací en Los Angeles y le dije que mi 
escuela era La Mirada. [We pass by and I said I was born in Los Angeles 
and I told him my school was La Mirada.] 
 

Mom: En la aduana [At customs] 

Sergio: Uh-huh, tu le enseñaste tu ID y nos checaron el carro. [Uh-huh, you 
showed him your ID and they checked our car.] 
 

Mom: Todos pasan por ahí. [Everyone goes through there.] 

Sergio: Cada ves que pasamos nos checan los papeles. [Every time we go by they 
check our papers.]  
 

Mom: Pero no sellan nada.  Si eres de aquí te dejan pasar. [But they don’t stamp 
anything.  If you are from here they let you pass through.] 
 

Sergio: Nomás dice, Okay, Thank you. [They just say, Okay, Thank you.] 

 
Sergio’s first question “¿A dónde van?” [Where are they going?] leads his mother 

to introduce a personal experience they  had crossing the border in Tijuana, Mexico.  

Although the setting in the picture book is in Sonoita, Mexico, his mother makes the 

comparison to that in Tijuana, Mexico for her son to identify with the setting.  His mother 

uses the word ‘aduana’ [customs] twice in her conversation, a word presented in the 

picture book.  Each time she uses it in a different way in order to scaffold this term for 

her son.  Through conversation his mom can be described as the vocabulary enricher who 
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selects an important word that she instinctively knows her son does not understand and 

emphasizes it in conversation to deepen the understanding of the reader. 

The following discussion between Sergio and his mother was about Gracias, Sr. 

Falker (Polacco, 2001), part of a text set which included two other titles:  Tomas y la 

senora de la biblioteca (Mora, 1997), and The Wednesday Surprise (Bunting, 1989).  

After flipping through the book, Sergio said “Yo no quiero leer ese” [I don’t want that 

one].  When I asked why; he responded:  “Me voy a tardar mucho” [I’m going to take too 

long]. Sergio was concerned that the story had too much text and was unmotivated to 

tackle so much.  In an effort to encourage him to read the story, I made a tape recording 

of Gracias, Sr. Falker (Polacco, 2001) for him to follow along with his parent at home.  

This was the first time this title had been introduced to the class.  As part of incorporating 

parents into the classroom all parents were invited to read this story with their child and 

respond to it. 

Sergio and his mother used my tape recording to follow along.  The next day 

Sergio’s mother came into the classroom early in the morning without Sergio to tell me 

that they listened to the story using my tape recorder and therefore could not record their 

conversation because they did not have another tape recorder in the house.  During this 

visit she explained to me that she was the girl in the story.  She expressed “Maestra, yo 

soy esa niña del cuento.  Cuando estaba en la escuela los niños también me hacían burla y 

me pegaban…A mi me enseño a leer la maestra Kimmy, es por ella que yo se leer.” 

[Teacher, I am the girl in the story…when I was in school the children would also make 
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fun of me and hit me…my teacher Ms. Kimmy taught me to read, it’s because of her that 

I know how to read.] 

The following excerpt is of Sergio and his mother listening to the story a second 

time. Sergio cannot understand why the children are so mean: 

Sergio: Yo cuando me atoro no se ríen.  Pero ya se leer más. ¿Porque ellos son tan 
malos?  [When I get stuck they don’t laugh.  But I know how to read.  
Why are they so mean?]  
 

Mom: ¿Los niños te ayudan con las palabras?  [The children help you with the 
words?] 
 

Sergio: Si, con muchas.  [Yes, with many.]   

Mom: ¿Hay niños en tu clase que no saben leer?  [Are there children in your 
class that do not know how to read?] 
 

Sergio: Si, los de primero, saben poquito pero no mucho.  No saben en ingles.  
[Yes, the first graders, they know a little but not much.  They do not know 
English.] 
 

Mom: ¿Y que haces tu? [ And what do you do?] 

Sergio: Les ayudo  [I help them] 

Mom: ¿No te ríes de ellos?  [You don’t laugh at them?] 

Sergio: Nadie se ríe…nunca nadie  [Nobody laughs…never nobody] 

Mom: Eso ‘sta bien porque la escuela es para aprender y todos están ahi para 
aprender. Estos niños se ríen porque son malos, y la maestra no los regaña.  
[That is good because school is where you learn and everyone is there to 
learn.  These children laugh because they are mean, and the teacher 
doesn’t scold them.] 
 

Sergio: ¿El otro día si se rieron, sabes porque?  [The other day they did laugh, you 
know why?] 
 

Mom: hmm? 
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Sergio: Kickie la pelota y se me salio el zapato y todos se estaban riendo.  [I 
kicked the ball and my shoe slipped off and everyone was laughing.] 
 

Mom: ¿Pero no porque no podías leer?  [But not because you couldn’t read?] 
 

Sergio: Porque no podía correr.  [Because I couldn’t run.]  

Mom: Se les hizo chistoso.  [They thought it was funny.] 

Sergio: It was funny.  Me estaba riendo mucho y no podía parar.  [It was funny.  I 
was laughing alot and I couldn’t stop.] 

Mom: Okay.  ¿Ya sabes porque se estaban riendo los niños en el cuento?  [Okay.  
Now you know why the children were laughing in the story?] 
 

Sergio: Porque no sabia leer y son mucho muy malos.  [Because she didn’t know 
how to read and they are very mean.]  
 

Mom: Y nadie se debe de burlar.  Hay que ayudar para ser mejor.  [And no one 
should make fun.  We should help to become better.] 
 

Sergio: Los niños saben que yo soy el mejor para dibujar.  [The children know that 
I am the best at drawing.] 
 

Mom:  Okay, okay.  Ya es todo.  [Okay, okay.  That is all.] 

I do not know if Sergio’s mom shared with her son that she identified with the 

main character’s struggle to learn how to read and the taunting by other children.  

However, Sergio’s mother learns that the children’s hurtful word towards the character 

Trisha is not part of her son’s experience as a struggling reader. 

Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn and Crawford (1999) examine teacher talk in which 

they describe the following teacher roles within literature circles: Teacher as facilitaror, 

Teacher as participant, Teacher as mediator, and Teacher as active listener.  In the above 

transcript I see Sergio’s mother acting as a mediator.  Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahan and 

Crawford (1999) cite that “Vygotsky (1978) noted that mediation occurs when an 

individual modifies a situation as part of the process of responding to it” (p. 380).  
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Sergio’s mother uses this discussion to gain personal knowledge of Sergio’s thinking and 

experience by asking him questions such as: Do the children help you with words? What 

do you do when someone doesn’t know how to read?  

 Furthermore, this home literature discussion provides an opportunity for Sergio 

and his mother to share values such as when his mother states: “La escuela es para 

aprender y todos estan ahi para aprender and hay que ayudar para ser major” [School is to 

learn and everyone is there to learn and we should help to become better].  

Lynda, a fluent reader, begins reading the story Mi Primer Libro de Dicho/My 

First Book of Proverbs (Gonzalez, 1995).  Lynda and her mother alternate the readings by 

page in Spanish.  In this picture book Lynda does not need any assistance with decoding.  

Yet her mother intuitively knows her daughter may not understand the proverbs presented 

and provides personal connections to some of the proverbs.  Not much conversation takes 

place before the reading or after the reading.  However, there are several key places 

during the reading where Lynda’s mother ties family experiences to the proverb, creating 

an interactive read aloud opportunity for Lynda to connect to the story and allowing her 

mother to assess the connections her daughter has made (Peterson & Eeds, 1990).  

Providing examples from Lynda’s experience helps her mother build story relevance in 

the following interaction: 

Text: El Pájaro que se levanta temprano, agarra primero el gusano. 

Lynda: Yo me levanto temprano.  [I wake up early.] 

Mom: Y a veces te acabas los pancakes y no les dejas a tus hermanas.  [And 
sometimes you finish the pancakes and you don’t leave any for your sisters.] 

Text: El que anda con lobos a aullar se enseña. 
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Mom: Es lo mismo decir “dime con quien andas y te diré quien eres.”  [It’s the 
same thing when we say “tell me who you hang out with and I’ll tell you 
who you are.”] 
 

Mom: Por eso no las dejo jugar con los niños vagos afuera tan noche porque se 
acostumbran.  [This is why I don’t let you play too late outside with the 
children who have no guidance because you’ll get use to it.] 
 

Text: Después de la lluvia sale el sol. 

Mom: Nosotros decimos “no hay algún mal por cual bien no venga”  ¿Sabes?  
 

Lynda: No. 

Mom: Mmm, cuando se nos poncho la llanta, vino gente ayudarnos te acuerdas y 
todo salio bien.  [Mmm, when we got the flat tire, people came to help do 
you remember and everything was fine.] 
 

Mom: Tú no sabes de dichos porque no hablamos asi.  Es una manera de 
expresarse.  Pero yo te digo a veces “Ves burro y se te antoja viaje.”  [You 
don’t know about proverbs because we don’t speak that way.  It’s a way to 
express yourself.  But I sometimos tell you “You see a donkey and you want 
a ride.”] 
 

Lynda: Tú me dices eso.  [You tell me that.] 

Mom: ¿Cuando te digo eso?  [When do I tell you that?] 

Lynda: Cuando quiero algo.  [When I want something.] 

Mom: Cuando no te acuerdas y nomás ves y ahí vienes y quieres tú también (risa).  
[When you don’t remember and you see it and there you come and you want 
some too (laughs).] 

 
In the next example Lynda describes her personal connection as a way to extend 

the meaning and knowledge of the story’s subject matter and display her emotional 

connection to the story.  Her mother participates by also sharing her personal connections 

to La Mariposa (Jimenez, 1998), a story about a boy named Francisco who can only 

speak Spanish and has trouble when he begins first grade, but his artistic abilities help 
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him fit in.  Lynda was familiar with this story. It had been a book of the month during the 

2003-2004 school year while a first grader in my class the previous year.  She had heard 

it read aloud several times in second grade as well.  The following story was Lynda’s first 

choice for a literature discussion in February 2005.  Although Lynda’s mother read the 

title, author’s and illustrator’s name, Lynda read the entire book to her mother with 

minimal assistance. Sulzby (1985) reports that the familiarity that comes with repeated 

readings enables children to read stories on their own: 

Mom: Pobre Francisco no entiende.  [Poor Francisco he doesn’t understand.] 
 

Lynda: No tiene amigos porque todos hablan Ingles.  Esta triste porque pueden y 
el no.  [He doesn’t have friends because they all speak English.  He’s sad 
because they can and he can’t.] 
 

Lynda: Yo tampoco no entiendo mucho ingles…poquito…en la escuela 
nosotros…en la clase aprendo y mis amigas hablan y hablan mucho 
español.  [I don’t understand a lot of English…a little…in school we…in 
the class I learn and my friends speak and speak a lot of Spanish.] 
 

Mom: Tu maestra te enseña y tus hermanas te enseñan.  [Your teacher teaches 
you and your sisters teach you.] 
 

Mom: El no podía hablar en español para pedir ayuda.  [He couldn’t speak 
Spanish to ask for help.] 
 

Lynda: La maestra de nosotros habla Español… yo si puedo pedir ayuda…todos 
podemos pedir ayuda….en Español o en Ingles podemos pedir ayuda.  
[Our teacher speaks Spanish…I can ask for help…we can all ask for 
help…in Spanish or in English we can ask for help.] 
 

Mom: Su maestra de primero no habla español.  [His first grade teacher does not 
speak Spanish.] 
 

Lynda: puede subir su mano para pedir ayuda.  [He can raise his hand to ask for 
help.] 
 

Lynda: Miss González habla Ingles y yo le pido ayuda en Español y ella sabe lo 
que decimos.  Con ella hacemos arte y habla ingles, Lupe no entiende pero 
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ella (la maestra) entiende cuando le habla.  Practico todo los días.  [Miss 
Gonzalez speaks English and I can ask for help in Spanish and she knows 
what we are saying.  With her we do art and she speaks English, Lupe 
doesn’t understand but she (the teacher) understand when she speaks.  I 
practice every day.] 
 

Mom: Yo no aprendí porque yo no practicaba todo los días.  No se lo que me 
dicen.  Tengo que decir “Spanish?”  [I didn’t learn because I did not 
practice everyday.  I don’t know what they are telling me.  I have to say 
“Spanish?”  
 

Lynda: Puedes practicar con nosotros.  [You can practice with us.]   

Mom: hmm-hmm… Tu sabes Español porque practicas todos los días en la casa, 
en la escuela, con tus hermanas, con tus amigos, lees, escribes así vas 
aprender ingles también.  […You know Spanish because you practice 
every day at home, at school, with your sisters, with your friends, you 
read, you write and that’s how you will learn English also.] 
 

Lynda: Leo libros en ingles.  Cuando vaya a cuarto ya voy a saber.  [I read books 
in English.  When I’m in fourth grade I will know.]  

 
This example provides a glimpse of the roles that Roser and Martinez (1985) 

found parents play during story readings at home.  1.)  Parents act as co-responders, 

adults initiate discussion order to describe information, share personal reaction, relate 

experiences to real life and invite children to share responses in the same way. 2.)  

Parents act as informers, parents explain aspects of the story, provide information to 

broaden a child’s knowledge and assess a child’s understanding of the story.  3.)  Parents 

act as directors; adults introduce a story, announce conclusions, and assume leadership.  

They find that as a child’s participation in story readings increases, all three roles become 

interchangeable between adult and child.      

In the next example, while reading La Llorona/The Weeping Woman (Hayes, 

1987), Laura’s mother tells her daughter about a personal encounter her grandfather had 
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with a weeping woman in their Mexican pueblo.  This experience is presented in order 

for Laura to further understand La Llorona’s wandering soul.  Here several connections 

are being made in order for them to construct an understanding of the story they were 

reading: connection with oral text, connection with a family lived experience, and a 

connection to another children’s story, Prietita and the Ghost Woman/Pretita y la Llorona 

(Anzaldua, 1996).  This conversation took place at the end of the story.  As Laur’s 

mother recounts: 

Y yo te puedo contar algo aparte de este libro. Que hay una historia allá en 
el pueblo que hay un barranco tan grande que se llama la barranca de la 
llorona.  Porque ahí cuentan que la señora tenía unos hijos que no tenían 
que comer y que ella los llevo al barranco y los mato y ella también.  
Después se murió y dicen que se aparece ahí en el barranco.  Le llaman el 
barranco de la llorona y ves aquí en este libro cuentan que la llorona ahogo 
a sus hijos en el rió y eso también fue allá en el barranco.  En ese barranco 
también se llena de agua cuando llueve mucho, baja de las montanas.  
Pero no solo en el barranco se ha aparecido la llorona también se puede 
aparecer en los caminos.  Dice tu papa abuelito que una vez cuando el 
venia de noche llego de trabajar seria como a media noche y cuando iba 
llegando a la casa dice que el miro a una mujer vestida de blanco con su 
pelo largo y que después como que el no pensó nada malo hasta que se fijo 
que la mujer lo seguía pero pensó que era de por ahí pero luego vio que la 
mujer no iba caminando la mujer iba como arrastrando su bata pero ella 
iba flotando.  Después tu abuelito reacciono y dice -esto no puede ser 
normal, esto es algo malo-.   Y solo le pidió que lo ayudara papa Dios.  Tu 
abuelito se metió a la casa tan asustado y a él le dio mucho susto que tu 
abuelita le tuvo que dar una limpia.  ¿Como? ¿Hmm?  Como la niña que 
andaba buscando ruda.  Pues allá cuando la gente pasa susto y están muy 
malos los curan así con ruda para que ellos estén bien, porque si no se 
ponen como tiesos así que mamacita lo limpio con eso, con ruda.  Y 
después se quedo bien.  Pero el nunca se imagino que el iba a ver eso.    
Tal vez la mujer andaba buscando un espíritu que la ayudara, pero uno 
nunca sabe.  [And I can tell you something separate from this book.  There 
is a story told in the pueblo that there is this big cliff that is called the 
weeping woman’s cliff.  They tell a story that a lady had some children 
and they had nothing to eat and she took them to the cliff and killed them 
and herself.  Then they died and they say that she appears in the cliffs.  
They call it the weeping woman’s cliff and you see in this book they say 
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that the weeping woman drowned her children in the river and that also 
happened on the cliff.  The cliff also fills with water when it rains a lot.  It 
pours down from the mountain.  But only on the cliffs would the weeping 
woman appear.  She would also appear on the roads.  Your grandfather 
said that one night when he was coming from work around midnight and 
he was approaching his home he said he saw a woman dressed in white 
with long hair and he didn’t think anything bad about it until he noticed 
that the woman was following him but he thought she must be from 
around here but then he saw that the woman was not walking she was 
dragging her dress, she was floating.  Then your grandfather reacted and 
said to himself ‘This can’t be normal, this is something bad.’  And he 
asked God to help him.  Your grandfather went inside the house scared.  
He was so scared that your grandmother had to give him a cleansing.  
How?  Hmm?  Like the girl who was looking for ruda [an herb used for 
medicinal purposes].  Over there when people experience fright or are 
very sick they heal them with ruda so that they can get better, because if 
they don’t they will become stiff.  So, your grandmother healed him with 
that, with ruda and then he was fine.  He never imagined that he would see 
that.  Maybe the woman was looking for a spirit to help her, but one never 
knows.] 

 
Sipe (2000) states that intertextual connextions seem to have two main purposes: 

interpretive (hermeneutic) and creative (aesthetic).  This response seems to serve both 

purposes.  It is interpretive in that the intertextual connection serves to make a 

generalization about genre and story structure and creative in that the intertextual 

connection is used to create a new story by linking aspects of the stories together. 

The picture book of La Llorona/The Weeping Woman ends with the question 

¿Será cierta esta historia? [Is the story really true?].  The intertextual connection by 

Lauras mother served as proof the following day regarding the weeping woman’s 

existence as Laura shared the story her mother told her about her grandfather’s 

experience.   

In the following example, although Cynthia and her mother are making text-to 

world connections, they are personal in the sense that her mother brings in her personal 
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experience of observing day laborers outside of Contractor’s Warehouse (similar to 

Home Depot) where she works a cash register.   

A Day’s Work (Bunting, 1994) is a story written in English about a young 

Mexican American boy named Francisco who tries to help his grandfather find work.  He 

discovers that even though his grandfather cannot speak English, he has something 

valuable to teach him: 

Cynthia: Los hombres necesitan trabajo.  [The men need work.] 

Mom: Se paran y esperan, esperan…esperan que los recojan para ganar el día.  
[They stand and wait, wait…wait for someone to pick them up to win the 
day.] 
 

Cynthia: Son muchos.  No pueden llevar porque son muchos.  [They are many.  
They can’t take them because they are many.] 
 

Cynthia: Les pagan poquito.  [They pay them little.] 

Mom: Unos no saben Ingles.  Los muchachos que están afuera del trabajo no 
saben Ingles.  [Some do not know English.  The young men who are 
outside of work do not know English.] 
 

Cynthia: Le corren a la troca.  [They run to the truck.] 

Mom: Piensan que necesitamos trabajadores.  [They think they need laborers.] 
 

Mom: ¿Te acuerdas cuando vino tu tío Tino?  Lo llevamos para que ganara 
dinero para llevarse.  [Remember when you uncle Tino came?  We took 
him so he could make money to take with him.] 
 

Cynthia: Mi tío no habla Ingles.  El no iba saber que tiene que hacer.  [My uncle 
doesn’t speak English.  He wasn’t going to know what he was to do.] 
 

Mom: Lo llevaron unos que hablaban español.  Aquí puro Latino…Chicano.  
[Someone who speaks Spanish took him.  Here we have just 
Latino…Chicano.] 
 

Dad: Apenas sacan pa’ comer.  [They barely make enough to eat.] 
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Mom: Se atienen a lo que paguen.  [They have to put up with what they pay.] 

Cynthia: ¿Como cinco dólares?  [Like five dollars?] 

Mom: Como veinte.  [Like twenty.] 

Day laborers were not uncommon in the East Los Angeles community.  On my 

way to work I could see them congregating outside of the Dairy Queen near our school 

campus.  Cynthia had experienced the rush that day laborers make towards vehicles when 

her family approached the parking area of Contractor’s Warehouse.  To strengthen 

Cynthia’s story understanding, her mother recounts the process that takes place in real 

life and in the story among day laborers:  “Se paran y esperan, esperan…esperan que los 

recojan para ganar el día.”  [They stand and wait, wait…wait for someone to pick them 

up to win the day.]  “Unos no saben Ingles.  Los muchachos que están afuera del trabajo 

no saben Ingles.”  [Some do not know English.  The young men who are outside of work 

do not know English.]  Her mother further explains that while her uncle Tino was visiting 

he too was able to make some money by working days.  

By reading to her child in English and allowing Cynthia to discuss the story in 

Spanish, Cynthia’s mother and her child understand that the goal of reading is 

comprehension.  Goodman, Goodman and Flores (1979) found that second language 

learners have greater receptive control than productive control.  That is, they can 

understand through listening and reading more than they are able to produce through 

speaking and writing.  Through this read aloud Cynthia’s mother provides structures of 

language and knowledge that Cynthia cannot get through reading on her own.  The theme 

of this story also provides Cynthia with a relevant and functional context for the natural 
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acquisition of literacy and biliteracy by building on the language she knows and is 

learning, her culture, her interests and a common experience she and her mother share 

with the story.   

In the following example Sergio’s mother writes about her connections to the 

book En Mi familia/In My Family (Garza, 1996).  The story was self-selected by Sergio’s 

mother.  The audio tape of this reading did not have much conversation.  Sergio’s mother 

shared with me that she enjoyed the book because of the short vignettes that she was able 

to relate to.  She felt that Sergio also enjoyed the book specifically because the text was 

manageable.  She expressed they read it over several days.  For this story Sergio and his 

mother chose to respond through writing.  Figure 5.2 reveals which vignette was Sergio’s 

mother’s favorite, and Figure 5.3 displays Sergio’s response to that.  

   

Figure 5.2:   Sergio’s Mother’s Response to En Mi Familia/In My Family 

 [“The story about the Virgin of Guadalupe from the book In My Family written 

by Carmen Lomas Garza was very interesting because it speaks of when the virgin 

appeared to the Indian named Juan Diego and what he did so that the bishop would 

believe.  Now I’m going to tell you about what happened eleven years ago in Tecoman 
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Col.  Indeco is the name of a town in Tecoman, there are many churches of different 

religions.  The Catholic was a small chapel and a lot of people didn’t go.  One morning a 

painted image appeared on a wall.  It was the face of God, a lot of people began going to 

see the beautiful miracle but there were also people that did not believe.  Some people 

decided to paint the wall where God was.  When they were painting, God disappeared 

when they were getting closer the people were surprised and decided not to continue and 

the next day God returned.  Then the religious authorities said it was a miracle.  Now 

there is a big and beautiful church there.  A lot of people from different locations go.  The 

church is called “Divino Rostro”[Divine Face].  And it’s very miraculous I believe in it a 

lot.”] 

 

Figure 5.3:   Sergio’s Response to his Mother 

 [“I didn’t know that Jesus appeared.  Why haven’t you taken me to see it in 

Tecoman.  I read this book to learn that the Virgin was born and appeared in Mexico.”] 

During winter semester conferences Sergio’s mother expressed that she enjoyed 

writing to her son in the journal because it gave him an opportunity to read more.  It also 

gave him a reason to write “para responderme” [to respond].  She added, “Es buena 

practica” [It’s good practice]. 
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Sergio’s mother chose to respond to the vignette that was most interesting, 

perhaps also because of the strong personal connection she had to the subject--the 

apparition of a religious figure.  Through this example I see that Sergio’s mother is not 

participating in this home literature discussion as something she does for Sergio’s class 

assignment; her lengthy and detail response illustrates that she is very much engaged with 

the books.   Sergio’s and his mother’s interactions became more complex over time and 

demonstrated more sophisticated thinking about the printed material.  In the above 

example the behaviors include offering information, sharing personal reactions, and 

relating concepts to life experiences. 

Findings related to personal connections demonstrated how parents encouraged 

and supported the construction of meaning for their children by relating to main 

characters’ actions, conversing about similar life events, and extending meaning beyond 

the story.  These personal reactions became a scaffold that supported story 

comprehension through personalizing their involvement within a literacy event (literature 

discussions) and finding patterns that connected to their lives   

Life Lessons 

The next category identified from the data was life lessons.  Parents found 

multiple opportunities to highlight examples in the children’s literature to teach their 

child a moral lesson.  These comments would refer to characters’ actions or the overall 

theme of the story. The work of Valdes (1996) describes in great detail the values, 

beliefs, and everyday survival activities present in ten first-generation Mexican working-

class families. This work conducted from 1983 to 1986 documents the multiple strategies 
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used by individuals to find employment, adequate housing, and health care. Valdes 

(1996) documents how parents rely on traditional notions of respect and use consejos 

(cultural narratives) to teach children to respect and obey parents, to discourage 

selfishness, to look after siblings, and not to draw attention away from family goals.  One 

of the strongest arguments in the book is that school officials have very little knowledge 

of how these family units work.  This is true for both white and Mexican teachers and 

researchers alike. 

Books by Jan Romero Stevens were popular among children and parents.  The 

following quotes are from two different titles and illustrate comments in which the parent 

use the experiences of Carlos, the main character, as an example to teach the child about 

behavior and or right and wrong. Parents were always the dominant speakers in this type 

of response.  In the following, a consejo is attached to ordinary conversation between 

Cynthia and her mother.  Principles and rules of behavior were worked in wherever they 

would fit.  

Si Carlos hubiera echo caso a su papa hubiera evitado todo esos 
problemas.  Los niños piensan que saben, pero no, no es así,  los padres 
dan consejos a sus hijos por que ya han pasado por ahí.  [If Carlos would 
have listened to his father he would have avoided those problems.  
Children think they know, but no, it’s not like that, parents give consejos 
to their children because they’ve been through it.] 

 
Responses such as the above were very common in parents’ discussion of these 

books.  Some were brief like the previous example and others included comprehension- 

based questions like the following example between Lynda and her mother: 

Mom: ¿Porque crees que le paso eso a Carlos?  [Why do you think that happened 
to Carlos?]   
  



 
 
 
 

 

194

Lynda: ¿Porque quería la navaja?  [Because he wanted the pocket knife.] 

Mom: Si quería la navaja, ¿pero que hizo mal?  [Yes he wanted a pocket knife, 
but what did he do wrong?] 
 

Lynda: Hizo su trabajo pronto. Tan pronto que acabo y se fue a comprar.  [He did 
his work fast.  So fast he finished and went to buy it.] 
 

Mom: Su papa le dijo “cosechas lo que siembras.”  Si lo haces mal, sale mal, si lo 
haces bien, las cosas salen bien.   ¿Y como lo hizo?  [His father told him 
“you reap what you sow.”  If you do it wrong it will come out wrong, if 
you do it right, things will come out right.  And how did he do it?] 
 

Lynda: mal.  [wrong.] 

Mom: Su papi le dice que las semillas se deben plantar de una manera especial.  
Debes seguir las reglas de cómo son las cosas.  Es muy importante eso.  
Las cosas se hacen de tal manera por una razón.  [His father tells him that 
the seeds need to be planted in a special way.  He should follow the rules 
of how things are done.  That is very important.  Things are done a certain 
way for a reason.]  
 

Lynda: Su papá sabe que no lo hizo igual.  [His father knows that he did not do it 
the same.] 

 
In this example Lynda’s mother chose to summarize the part of the story in which 

there is a lesson to be learned and ends her conversation by stating, “You should follow 

the rules. That’s very important.”  Throughout the semester parents shared that they felt 

these books were well written and enjoyed reading them very much.  An aspect that may 

have contributed to their enjoyment of these books in addition to simply reading a good 

plot is that mothers in my classroom may have felt they were, as Valdes (1996) states 

educando a los hijos[educating their children]: 

Educando a los hijos, then, included teaching children how to behave, how 
to act around others, and also what was good and what was moral.  It 
included teaching the expectations of the roles that they would play in life 
and the rules of conduct that had to be followed in order to be successful 
in them…Adults, particularly mothers, believed that their role as 
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“educators” required that they engage constantly in the practice of dando 
consejos. (p. 125) 

 
In the following example Tanya’s mother briefly states why she always advises 

her not to touch expensive things that are not her’s.  This was a response to the book Qué 

Montón de Tamales (Soto, 1993), a story about a girl who tries on her mother’s wedding 

ring while helping make tamales.  Panic arises when, hours later, she realizes the ring is 

missing.  As Tanya’s mother said: 

No debes tocar cosas de valor.  Por eso te digo que no toques mis aretes 
porque los puedes perder y son caros.  [You shouldn't touch things of 
value.  This is why I tell you not to touch my earrings because you can 
lose them and they are expensive.] 

 
The following example is between Sergio and his mother responding to the same 

story by Gary Soto (1993).   

Mom: Te acuerdas cuando perdiste las llaves.  Siempre te digo, no juegues con 
las llaves.  Necesitas oír y hacer caso.  Tu hermana las encontró ¿te 
acuerdas?  ¿Pensaste que te iba a nalguear?  [Remember when you lost the 
keys.  I always tell you don't play with the keys.  You need to listen to me 
and obey.  Your sister found them remember?  You thought I was going to 
spank you?] 
 

Sergio: Si [yes] 

Mom:  Y te nalguie? [And did I spank you?] 

Sergio: No, pero te ‘nojaste conmigo [No, but you were mad at me] 

Mom: Me ‘noje porque no teníamos como entrar a la casa, pero no estaba 
encojada contigo.  Maria le hubiera dicho a su mama desde un principio.  
Todos hubieran buscado el anillo y lo hubieran encontrado más antes. [I 
was mad because we had no way of getting in the house, but I wasn't mad 
at you.  Maria should have told her mother from the beginning.  Everyone 
would have looked for the ring and it would have been found sooner.] 
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Sergio’s mother uses the example of Sergio having lost the house keys to parallel 

the plot in the story.  Although at the very end of the conversation she states that Maria, 

the main character, should have told her mother what happened from the beginning I 

believe she is indirectly telling Sergio that he should always be honest with her and not 

be afraid to talk to her.  She emphasizes to him that she didn’t’ spank him, she wasn’t 

mad at him but he needs to listen and obey her instructions.  

The next example is a brief statement by Laura’s mother in response to the book 

El Libro de los Cerdos (Browne, 1991) a moralistic fable about an overworked and 

underappreciated Mrs. Piggot who leaves her swinish husband and two sons to fend for 

themselves.  This example illustrates that sometimes a consejo could be boiled down to a 

simple general statement (Valdes, 1996).  Laura’s mother stated, for example: 

Por eso, es que me tienes que ayudar a limpiar, la limpieza de la casa es 
mucho trabajo para una persona. [This is why you should help me, 
cleaning the house is too much work for one person.] 

 
The subsequent examples are from Tanya’s parents.  The first is from her father 

who chose to write his thoughts on the book Frida (2002). 

 

Figure 5.4:   Tanya’s Father’s Response to Frida 
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[“The story of Frida gives us an example of when one has a problem in life; we should 

fight and continue ahead and do what we most like in life.”] 

Tanya’s mother also writes her impressions of the lessons one can learn from 

Pepita the main character in Pepita talks twice/Pepita habla dos veces (Lachtman, 1995)  

 

Figure 5.5:   Tanya’s Mother’s Response to Pepita Talks Twice/Pepita habla dos veces 

 [“I like the story because the story is about true life, it’s something that we are all 

living and because in truth it is beautiful to speak two languages.  And I like the story for 

someone who does not want their children to speak Spanish that they understand that it’s 

the most beautiful thing to speak two languages and understand this just as Pepita did.”] 

 The above examples were written in Tanya’s literature response journal.  Tanya 

also provided her responses to each story next to her parents’ entries.  Her responses were 

distinctly different.  One was a summary of the story of Frida and the other was a 

recollection of when her cousin Maria told her she wasn’t going to speak English 

anymore which reminded her of the main character Pepita.  It was clear that each member 

of the family had engaged and reflected individually on what was important to them.  By 

providing and allowing the parents to select from good pieces of literature they addressed 
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their own reading purpose and shaped a literate environment that focused on text 

meaning, creating the ultimate response to literature, pleasure in reading.  

 In the category of life lessons, parents used the relationships between characters 

in a book to teach their child a moral lesson and support comprehension.  Discussions of 

lived through experiences similar to those of the characters in the book allowed children 

to share meaning with the characters in the story to further understand the importance of  

cultural family values such as respeto and consejos.   

Demonstrating Comprehension Strategies 

In this section I present how parents found multiple ways to scaffold their child’s 

comprehension.  This category includes statements which indicate a literal retelling of the 

story; comments, questions, or clarifications dealing with meaning of a single word or 

passage. 

While Sergio browsed through the book Noche de Humo (Bunting, 1999) I 

overheard him make the comment that this book had strange illustrations.  He asked a 

student, “¿De que es este libro?” [What is this book about?]  Although his classmate was 

not able to respond to his question, he decided to take it home as a read aloud with his 

mom. 

Two days later, his mother approached me early in the morning and asked “¿Ese 

libro que trajo Sergio se trata de disturbios?” [The book Sergio brought home is about 

rioting?]  I responded “yes” and told her I thought it was written in response to the Los 

Angeles riots after the Rodney King verdict.  She stood very pensive and said “Aah”.   

She didn’t appear too excited, so I asked “Would you rather not read this book to 
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Sergio?”   She responded “Yo lo leí sola pero es que no creo que entienda, pero se lo voy 

a leer” [I read it alone but I’m not sure he’ll understand, but I’ll read it to him].  The 

following transcript is a portion of a conversation that occurred after the reading.  

Sergio’s mother begins by summing up and clarifying that these events are based on a 

real incident in Los Angeles: 

Mom: Ya ves, esto paso de verdad, mucha gente robando, peleando, quemando 
casas…aquí en Los Angeles.  [You see, this happened for real, many 
people stealing, fighting, burning homes…here in Los Angeles.] 
 

Sergio: ¿Y tu tenias miedo?  [And were you scared?] 

Mom: Si, porque todos estaban locos.  [Yes, because everyone was crazy.] 
 

Sergio: Y robando.  [And stealing.] 

Mom: Eso pasa cuando la gente se siente que no tiene para que vivir.  [That 
happens when people feel they don’t have a reason to live.] 
 

Sergio: ¿Porque?  [Why?] 

Mom: ¿Porque?  Porque, destruye todo, lo de ellos, lo de otra gente, no les 
importa nada. Se sentían desesperadas.  [Why? Why, they destroy 
everything, their belongings, other people’s belongings, they don’t care 
about anything.  They feel desperate.] 
 

Sergio: ¿Quemaron todo?  [They burned everything?] 

Mom: Quemaron muchos lugares, es complicado….(unintelligible)…La gente 
negra hizo eso porque estaban enojados con la policía.  [They burned 
many places, it’s complicated…(unintelligible)…The black people did 
that because they were mad at the police.]  
  

Sergio: ¿Esta es la gente negra?  Están morados (risa).  [This is the black people?  
They look purple (laughs).] 
 

Mom: La policía golpea a la gente negra y no les hacían nada y la gente se canso 
y empezó los disturbios para decir “ya no mas.”  Quemaron todo de su 
comunidad.  Quebraron todo los vidrios.  [The police would beat the black 
people and they weren’t doing anything and the people got tired and 
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started rioting to say “no more.”  They burned all of their community.  
They broke all the windows.]  
  

Sergio: ¿quemaron su casa también?  [They burned their house?] 

Mom: Si, y golpeaban a gente de otro color si no eras negra.  Le aventaban 
botellas a tu carro.  La policía a veces se porta mal con la gente.  La 
policía golpea a todos Negros, Blancos, Chinos, Mexicanos, Arabes pero 
no hacen eso.  [Yes, and they would beat people of a different color if you 
weren’t black.  They would throw bottles at your car.  The police 
sometimes misbehaves with the people.  The police beats everyone 
Blacks, Whites, Chinese, Mexican, Middle Eastern but they don’t do that.]  
 

Sergio’s mother begins by trying to clarify that people are rioting because the 

people are feeling desperate and crazy.  She provides some background knowledge of the 

situation by telling her son about police brutality towards Blacks.  I see her trying to 

provide a context that can explain why the riots began and that the riots were a way 

people were saying “ya no mas” [no more].  I learned that Sergio’s mother knew her son 

well and she understood that this story had a complicated history that was not shared in 

the book that she struggled to make sense of herself.  The book does not state why people 

are rioting except to state that rioting is what happens when people get angry.  Cazden 

(1983) believes that students can learn from adults about comprehension when the adults 

audibly perform the skills and strategies they are using.  Sergio’s mother was clearly 

modeling her thinking and scaffolding his comprehension by providing information of 

real world events as well as giving direct instruction on decoding and meaning of words.   

When Sergio brought his book back, I asked his mother: “What did you think of 

the book?”  She said “No es su nivel, no podía con unas palabras y no creo que entiende 

porque la gente robaba y quemaba la comunidad.  Usted sabe que aquí hay puro hispano 

no hay pleito entre las razas.  Pero esta bien.”  [It’s not his level, he couldn’t read some 
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words and I don’t think he understands why people were stealing and setting their 

community on fire.  You know that here we have mostly Hispanics there are no fights 

between races.  But it’s fine.]  Later in the week, during a literature discussion of this 

book Sergio mostly re-told sections of the story.  Although Sergio successfully restated 

what was read, a strategy many children use to monitor their comprehension, Sergio 

relied on what his mother told him when participating in a small group discussion.   

Sergio’s mother’s comments indicated to me that on some level she held the 

belief that text comprehension wasn’t only about the decoding of words or the processing 

of those words in relation to one another.  I think she felt that this book was not at 

Sergio’s level because he had to process several individual ideas in the text, as well as 

how these ideas were related to one another by the text and how they related to actual 

events in Los Angeles that he was unfamiliar with.   

In the following example with Laura, a first grade student, I found that Laura’s 

mom retold large sections of the story to her daughter. I saw that her mother was 

scaffolding large chunks of text into simpler language for Laura to understand the main 

points: 

Ay!  Ya va llegando casi casi pero ella va con mucho miedo.  Va 
temblando porque se esta acordando de las situarías que le contaba la 
abuelita.[Oh no!  She’s almost there but she is very scared.  She’s 
trembling because she’s remembering the stories her grandmother use to 
tell her about.] 

 
Laura and her mother alternated reading pages in this story.  However, her mother 

paraphrased main points at the end of every page.  In the following excerpt, Laura’s mom 

retells by paraphrasing what happened when Pepita encounters the white dove.  Laura 
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reads the page and decodes words fluently with the exception of the words mesquite 

[mesquite], susurro [whispered], enderezo [straightened] to which her mom quickly 

supplied the words.  Her mom explained: 

Pretita ya se estaba venciendo, cada ves que chilla algo pensamos que es la 
llorona pero no es.  Cada ves va encontrando un animalito verdad?  Ahora 
encontró una palomita blanca.  Pero Pretita ya estaba hasta llorando 
porque ya se canso y ahora tiene hambre, tiene se, y la ruda no la puede 
encontrar.  Pero dice ella que va ser fuerte porque esa ruda la tiene que 
encontrar para mamá.  Para que así se pueda curar.  También trato de 
seguir al jaguar, ijole, pero todos los animalitos la dejan.  [Pretita was 
giving up, every time there is a cry we think it’s the weeping woman, but 
it isn’t.  Every time she finds a little animal right?  Now she found a white 
dove.  But Pretita was about to cry because she was tired and now she’s 
hungry, she’s thirsty, and she can’t find the ruda.  But she says she’s going 
to be strong because she has to find that ruda for her mother.  So that she 
can get cured.  She also tried to follow the jaguar; oh no, but all the 
animals leave her.]  

 
I view Laura’s mother’s retelling as her own personal response to the story.  In the 

process of her retelling I see elements of how her mother is modeling her thinking and 

modeling comprehension strategies.  In the opening sentence of the above transcript her 

mother offers a prediction and then how it is confirmed or not by further reading.  She 

states: “Cada ves que chilla algo pensamos que es la llorona pero no es.  ¿Cada ves va 

encontrando un animalito verdad?”  [Every time there is a cry we think it’s the weeping 

woman, but it’s not.  Every time she finds a little animal right?]   

Responses such as these contribute to children’s understanding of how to become 

aware of themselves as readers.  As educators we know that awareness and monitoring go 

hand in hand, enabling an active reader to constantly check for understanding.  In the 

next example, Laura’s mother shares her predictions and, although her prediction was not 

confirmed by the text, she still shares them with her daughter: 
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Mom: Y que hizo La Llorona con Pretita?  [And what did The Weeping Woman do 
with Pretita?] 

Laura: Le dijo que caminara donde ella iba y la llorona le apunto en la tierra y 
Pretita encontró la ruda.  [She told her to follow her and The Weeping 
Woman pointed to the dirt and Pretita found the rue plant.] 

Mom: Yo pensé que la iba asustar y no iba a conseguir la ruda, pero no, la llorona la 
ayudo.  [I thought she was going to scare her and she was not going to get the 
ruda, but no, The Weeping Woman helped her.] 
 

The last sentence this example also demonstrates how inferential thinking 

contributes to prediction and overall comprehension.  When her mother states, “Yo pense 

que la iba asustar y no iba a coseguir la ruda…” [I thought she was going to scare her and 

she wouldn’t be able to get the rue plant…]  Laura’s mother is drawing upon oral stories 

told to her by her father of The Weeping Woman and how he was once scared by what he 

thought was her apparition.  She is also drawing on her knowledge of the story of the 

Weeping Woman/La Llorona as told by Joe Hayes (2004) in which children are told to 

get into the house when it gets dark or The Weeping Woman will get them and confuse 

them for one of her lost children.  The tone of  Pretita and the Ghost Woman/Prietita y la 

Llorona by Gloria Anzaldua (1995) has characteristics of those found in a mystery.  In 

this story, the main character Pretita ventures out into a dangerous location to find the 

medicinal herb her mother needs to get better; she only has a sketch of what this herb 

looks like to help guide her.  All the reader is told about this location is that they shoot 

trespassers and it is not a safe place for little girls.  Certain genres, such as mystery, 

deliberately attempt to mislead readers and trick them into making incorrect inferences, 

and I see how her mother is in a sense heightening engagement with text when she 

paraphrases and how she is modeling for her daughter that linking past experiences to the 

words and ideas in the text can point toward a conclusion. 
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 Laura displayed a range of responses in her literature journal.  With this story her 

mother encouraged her to write a summary.  In this entry Laura’s mom writes the title in 

her journal and they both construct the summary of the story together.  Laura’s mom 

prompts her daughter and asks “Como se llama la hermana de Pretita?”  [What is 

Pretita’s sister’s name?]  Laura responds “Miranda.”  Laura’s mother then turned her 

daughter’s correct response into a sentence and dictated to her daughter in the following 

way: “Pretita tiene una hermana que se llama Miranda…”  [Pretita has a sister named 

Miranda…].  Her mother wrote the title and Laura wrote the summary that was co-

constructed orally by Laura and her mother.  This entry represents another scaffold 

Laura’s mother provided in extending the meaning of the text: 

    

Figure 5.6:   Laura’s Entry on Pretita and the Ghost Woman/Pretita y la Llorona 

 [Prietita and the ghost woman.  Prietita has a sister named Miranda and her 

mother was sick. Her mother told her that Doña Lola could cure. She knew of many 

remedies. Prietita went with the healer and told her that she needed ruda and drew it on a 

piece of paper. This could be found on the hill of Rancho King but it was very dangerous 

to go there. Prietita had a lot of fear when she heard a noise. She trembled with fear and 

even cried. But she said that she had found the weeping woman and she told her where 
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she was and helped her out of the hills. She went to find her sister and Doña Lola. Doña 

Lola told her she was very proud of her because she found the ruda.”] 

Fountas and Pinnell (2001) identify summarizing as a strategy that provides the 

reader with the opportunity to accumulate information in summary form so that they can 

remember it in their ongoing interpretations.  In addition, this child and parent literature 

discussion supports what researchers such as Clay (1991), Goodman (1996), Holdaway 

(1979) and Tierney (1990), have found:  

� Readers expect the text to have meaning for them. 

� Readers are driven to make sense of the reading process. 

� Comprehension begins before reading as readers make predictions and 

anticipate the text, and continues after reading as they use their 

experience and extend it. 

In the next example, Lynda and her mother are reading Gracias, Sr. Falker 

(Polacco, 2001) a story about a girl named Trisha who loves school but her difficulty 

learning to read makes her feel dumb, until, in the fifth grade, a new teacher helps her 

understand and overcome her problem.  Lynda’s mother checks her daughter’s 

comprehension after several pages by asking her daughter short literal questions such as:  

“¿Y que hizo la nina?” [What did the little girl do?]  I’ve chosen the following excerpt in 

which her mother asks several literal questions about the main character’s actions: 

Mom: ¿Porque se burlaban los niños de Trisha?  [Why are the children making 
fun of Trisha?] 
 

Lynda: Porque no sabia.  No podía leer.  [Because she didn’t know.  She didn’t 
know how to read.]   
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Mom: ¿Y ella leía en casa?  ¿Ella practicaba?  [And did she read at home?  Did 
she practice?] 
 

Lynda: Si.  Todos de su familia leían. Ellos leían.  Su mama leía.  Yes.  Everyone 
in her family read.  They read.  Her mother read.] 
 

Mom: ¿Y porque no sabía Trisha?  [And why didn’t Trisha know?] 

Lynda: Ella practicaba.  [She practiced.] 

Mom: ¿Porque no sabia?  [Why didn’t she know?] 

Lynda: Porque esta en primero y esta aprendiendo.  [Because she’s in first and 
she’s learning.] 
 

Mom: Si, esta aprendiendo a leer.   ¿Tu crees que le duele la garganta?  [Yes, 
she’s learning to read.  You think her throat hurts?] 
 

Lynda: Si porque lee mucho.  [Yes, because she reads alot.] 

Mom: ¿Porque lee mucho?  Ella no sabe leer.  Dice que le duele la garganta y el 
estomago.  Yo creo que dice mentiras que le duele.  [Because she reads 
alot?  She doesn’t know how to read.  She says her throat hurts and her 
stomach.  I think she’s lying that it hurts.] 
 

Lynda: Se hace la enferma para no ir.  [She’s faking being sick so she won’t have 
to go.] 
 

Mom:  Si, se esta haciendo porque le hacen burla los otros niños.  ¿Tu crees que 
va aprender a leer?  [Yes, she’s faking it because the children make fun of 
her.  Do you think she’ll learn to read?]  
 

Lynda: Si.  [Yes.] 

Lynda’s mother is expecting her daughter to answer her comprehension questions 

correctly.  When she doesn’t answer correctly, her mother probes further such as when 

she asks, “Tu cres que le duele la garganta?”  [You think her throat hurts?]  When Lynda 

answers, “Si porque lee mucho.” [Yes because she reads a lot.]  Her mother interjects and 

reminds her, “Ella no sabe leer.” [She doesn’t know how to read.]  Her mother continues 
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and makes a prediction and says, “Dice que le duele la garganta y el estomago.  Yo creo 

que dice mentiras que le duele.”   [She says her throat and stomach hurt.  I think she is 

lying that it hurts.]  Lynda is then able to infer from her mother’s statements that the main 

character is lying about feeling sick so she won’t have to go to school.  Her mother then 

confirms this by adding, “Si, se esta hacienda porque le hacen burla los otros niños.”  

[Yes, she is faking it because the children make fun of her.] 

Without a doubt, questions promote comprehension and it is possible to 

understand text on a number of different levels.  To take in ideas that are directly stated is 

literal comprehension; to read between the lines is interpretive comprehension; to read for 

evaluation is critical reading; and to read beyond the lines is creative reading.  Perhaps 

because literal comprehension is easiest to attain, Lynda’s mother gave it the most 

attention.  However, I cannot minimize the learning that is taking place between a parent 

and her child.   Reading for literal comprehension, which involves acquiring information 

that is directly stated in the selection, is important in and of itself and supports higher-

level understanding.  Looking at these responses from a reader response perspective one 

can say that the above example highlights an efferent stance in which the reader is 

‘taking’ information.  

In the following example Cynthia provides the scaffold for understanding the text 

by writing down a prediction question before she and her mother begin reading.  Cynthia 

arouses her mother’s curiosity by focusing her attention on the title and illustration of the 

picture book’s front cover.  Then, in her journal she writes: “De que cres que se va a 

tratar el cuento?” [What do you think the story is going to be about?]   
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Figure 5.7:  Cynthia’s and Cynthia’s Mother’s Written Conversation for Magda’s tortillas/Las 

tortillas de Magda. 

 
Although the questions are directed toward her mother, this interaction between 

Cynthia and her parent prepares Cynthia to activate her own background knowledge and 

experiences.  This prepares her to compare her own feelings and experiences with those 

in the story.  Comparing and contrasting feelings and experiences makes the story 

relevant to the reader.  In addition to her initial prediction questions she asks her mother 

two follow up questions at the end of the reading: “Te gusto el cuento?” [Did you like the 

story?] and “Este cuento te hizo recordar de algo?” [What did the story remind you of?]  
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Her first question can be described as evaluative and her second question initiates a 

personal connection.  Cynthia was sophisticated in that she knew that comprehension ties 

all of these things together.  A person who fully understands a story and connects to it has 

made it a meaningful experience.   

These findings indicate that parents applied scaffolding strategies such as 

providing background information, predicting, questioning, retelling and summarizing in 

order to support their child’s comprehension.  These literature discussions contributed 

toward successfully reading, understanding, learning from, and enjoying the particular 

reading selection.   

Understanding Characters 

A subcategory of comprehension strategies identified from the data was 

understanding characters.  In the next set of responses I show how, for a few moments, 

parents and children stepped into the role of the character as a way of understanding the 

story line and/or the character’s plight.   

Sipe (2002) in his study involving kindergarten, first and second graders 

constructed a set of five conceptual categories in order to describe the conversational 

turns that indicated expressive engagement during interactive read alouds.  They were 1) 

Dramatizing-children and/or teachers act out the story through actions, gestures and 

expressive language.  2) Talking back-talking back to the story and addressing characters 

directly.  3) Critiquing/controlling-a reader suggests alternatives in plot, characters, or 

settings.  4) Inserting-The reader assumes the role of the story character and/or brings 
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someone with them into the story. 5)  Taking over-taking over the text and manipulating 

it for one’s own purpose (p.477-478).   

The following three examples show how Latino parents and their children were 

actively participating, responding with high levels of creativity and building strong links 

between stories and their lives. 

In the following excerpt, Lynda and her mother are discussing La Llorona/The 

Weeping Woman (Hayes, 2004).  Lynda’s mother sympathizes with the main character’s 

pain and begins the discussion by dramatizing and exaggerating the wailing sounds of La 

Llorona.  This prompted Lynda to ask her mother “¿Me ibas a tirar al rió también?”  

[Would you toss me in the river also?]  A discussion as to why La Llorona tossed her 

children into the river unfolded which led Lynda to offer a simple alternative ending--one 

that would not have involved drowning her children.  Her mother supports her daughters 

view and elaborates on it.  At the very end of the excerpt Lynda’s mother also offers her 

own critique and provides another possible ending in which the main character could 

have experienced a happier ending.  Sipe (2002) terms this type of response as expressive 

engagement allowing readers to personalize the stories and think of themselves as 

authors, with ideas as valid as those of the published author of the book they were 

discussing: 

Mom: Yo también lloraría Ayyyy mis hijos, Ayyyyyyyy mis hijos, Ayyyyyyy, 
Ayyyyyy si les pasara algo. [I would also cry Ayyy my children, Ayyyyyy 
my children, Ayyyyyy, Ayyyyyy if something happened to you.] 
 

Lynda: ¿Me ibas a tirar al rió también?  [Would you toss me in the river also?] 

Mom: ¿Porque tiro a sus hijos al rió?  [Why did she toss her children in the river?] 
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Lynda: Estaba enojada con sus hijos.  [She was mad at her children.] 

Mom: No, estaba enojada con el papa de sus hijos.  Sentía celos.  Se puso celosa 
porque su esposo ya no le puso atención.  ¿Tu crees que se arrepintió?  [No, 
she was mad at the father of her children.  She felt jealous. She was jealous 
because her husband didn’t give her attention. Do you think she regretted it?] 
 

Lynda: Si, por eso gritaba Ayyy mis hijos, porque los quería.  Se iba a quedar sola.  
[Yes, that’s why she screamed Ayyy my children, because she loved them.  
She was going to be alone.] 
 

Mom: Sin sus hijos y sin su esposo.  Se arrepintió del mal que hizo por eso anda por 
la noche buscando a sus hijos.  Su espíritu quedo muy triste y llora de dolor.  
Ella no era mala con nadie, pero perdió la cabeza y culpo a sus hijos.  Ella se 
hizo daño.  [Without her children and without her husband.  She regretted the 
harm she caused that’s why she’s out at night looking for her children.  Her 
spirit was left sad and she cries because of her pain.] 
 

Lynda: Se hubiera ido a otro lado.  [She should have gone to another place.] 

Mom: a otro pueblito a buscar a su familia donde el ranchero no los encontrara.  ¿O 
tal vez si se hubiera casado con un joven del pueblo tal vez la hubiera echo 
mas feliz y no la hubiera engañando ‘ edad?  [Another town and look for her 
family where the “ranchero” wouldn’t have found them.  Or maybe if she 
would have married a young man from the pueblo he would have made her 
happier and he wouldn’t have cheated on her right?] 

 
In the next example, Laura and her mother illustrate how they are in the process 

of becoming one with the story by assuming the role of a story character in the picture 

book El Libro de los Cerdos (Browne,1991).  Laura’s mother begins the discussion by 

addressing why she thinks Mrs. Piggot decided to leave her home, her children and 

husband.  Laura’s mother then ‘inserts’ herself into the story and, similar to ‘talking 

back’, she states what she would have said if she were Mrs. Piggot.  In addition, Laura’s 

evaluation of what makes Mrs. Piggot unhappy is a thoughtful response.  Laura changes 

her voice to sound sweet and loving and she states that, “La mamá lo hiciera mejor si le 

dice Mi amor,… ay mi querida.”  [The mother would do it better if he said My love…oh 
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my dear.]  This is in response to the way Mr. Piggot refers to his wife as vieja [old lady].  

Laura is sensitive about the way Mrs. Piggot is spoken to by her husband, a topic she 

later brought up during literature discussions in the classroom: 

Mom: Yo creo que la mamá ya estaba enfadada por eso se fue.  Nadie le ayuda, 
pobrecita, se siente cansada.  Yo les hubiera dicho ¡levanten su cochinero!  [I 
think that the mom was fed up and that’s why she left.  No one helped her, 
poor thing, she felt tired.  I would have said pick up your mess!] 
 

Laura: Ella tiene dos hijos como tu y yo te ayudo.  [She has two children like you 
and I help you.] 
 

Mom: Si somos dos mujeres y me tienes que ayudar con tu papi y tu hermano.  
Ellos son dos niños que no ayudan como su papá.  Es mucho trabajo para una 
persona….Se fue sin decir adiós.  El papá solamente se encarga de los carros 
y la mamá hacia todo lo demás.  [We are two women and you have to help 
me with your father and your brother.  They are two boys that do not help 
just like their father.  It’s a lot of work for one person…She left without 
saying goodbye.  The father is only in charge of the cars and the mom would 
do everything else.] 
 

Laura: cambian.  La mama lo hiciera mejor si le dice Mi amor, ay mi querida.  
[They change.  The mother would do it better if he[Mr. Piggot] said My love, 
oh my dear.] 
 

Mom: Todos ayudan.  Les hizo falta la mamá.  Pero tuvieron que batallar tantito.  
[Everyone helps.  They needed their mom.  But they had to struggle a little.] 

 
In class Laura shared that her father called her mother “vieja”[old woman].   

Other children in the classroom shared their experiences of hearing their own father call 

their mother “vieja”[old woman].  I also shared that my father used to call my mother 

“vieja”[old woman] and a discussion about whether it was a term of endearment or not 

arose among the children.  In addition, although Laura and her mother acknowledge a 

difference in gender roles and felt they understood why Mrs. Piggot was fed up with her 

husband and children, most children during our in class discussion did not think this was 
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a good reason for a mother [Mrs. Piggot] to leave.  Sipe (1999) mentions that currently 

there is a great deal of interest in the ways children’s sociocultural context contributes to 

their literary response. 

By allowing parents to develop their own style of reading aloud to their children, I 

found that comprehension was at the center of all reading sessions.  In the following 

example Sergio and his mother are reading aloud Oye Hormiguita (Hoose, 2002).  This is 

a story about an ant who pleads with a boy who is tempted to squish it.  In this excerpt 

Sergio’s mother reads two questions presented in the last page of the book and for a brief 

moment Sergio becomes the ant pleading for his life: 

 Mom(reading text):  Deberia aplastarla o dejarla vivir? [Should he squish it or  
    let it live?] 
 
 Sergio:   ¡No me aplasten porfavor, no me aplasten! Ya llevo mi  
    maletita, Chiquita, chiquitita.  Y mis cositas. [Don’t squish  
    me please, don’t squish me!  I have my little suitcase,  
    small, tiny.  And my tiny things.] 
 
 Mom:     Deberia aplastarla o dejarla vivir? [Should he squish it or  
    let it live?] 
 
 Sergio:    Vivir [live] 
 
 Mom(reading text):  Te parece a ti que debe bajarlo? [Do you think he should  
    lower it?] 
 
 Sergio:    No, pero el nino sabe que las hormigas rojas pican.  [No,  
    but the boy knows that red ants sting.] 
 
 Mom:    Fin[The end] 
 
 Sergio:    Ay, lo pisaron! [Oh, he got stepped on.] 
 
 Sergio responds to his mother’s first question as the ant.  By pleading for his life 

as if he were the ant, Sergio has synthesized the ant’s dialogue in the picture book and 
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correctly concluded that the little ant wanted to live.  When his mother asks the final 

question, Sergio creates an ending for himself and states that the boy stepped on the little 

ant.  The reader isn’t told if the ant lived or died but the ending Sergio created for himself 

is probably one that closely paralleled his experiences with pesky ants.  Inserting himself 

into the story represents a way children comprehend and make the story their own.  Sipe 

(2002) states that, “making stories our own may be a powerful way-or perhaps the only 

way-for stories to affect our lives and to transform us” (p. 482).  The opportunity to read 

stories at home with his mother helped Sergio gain confidence in his reading and work on 

his comprehension skills by participating orally at a high level. 

 Children respond to literature in many ways.  These findings illustrate that Latino 

parents continually supported their child’s reading comprehension by responding and 

allowing their child to respond in a playful manner.  Sipe (2002) views these responses as 

sophisticated expressive acts of literary pleasure that pull the reader out of the world of 

the familiar and into the delightful world of the story.  These parent and child interactions 

provide evidence that comprehension is in fact about enjoyment, not a tedious exercise 

undertaken to prepare for a test.  

Learning about Reading and Language 
 

In the following section I present several examples of parents and their children 

discussing a variety of issues related to the structure of language and word choice.  

Families were interested in discussing correct grammar usage and cross-referenced their 

knowledge of Spanish grammar rules with English language grammar rules and spelling 

conventions.  These issues were explored by comparing the text within children’s 
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literature written in two languages.  Equally important as the plot, a children’s book 

glossary became the source for exploring language through presenting rules for 

pronunciation and word meaning.  Children discussed and analyzed punctuation in 

English and Spanish, noticing specific differences between languages.  Parent and 

children also focused on decoding multisyllabic words and learned about word parts and 

syllables. 

In the first example Lynda’s mother highlights what she identifies as a grammar 

error in In My Family/En Mi Familia (Garza, 1996).  The vignette they are reading is 

entitled Limpiando Nopalitos. [Cleaning Nopalitos]  One big change from English is that 

Spanish gives a gender to many words. Although neutral words also exist, most words are 

either masculine or feminine, especially nouns (words for things) and articles (little 

words that mean a, an, or the). The general rule is that words ending in A are feminine, 

and words ending in O are masculine.  Lynda receives a brief explanation of masculine 

and feminine form by her mother.  Near the end of the transcript Lynda’s older sister 

points out that the English text is correct because there is only one way to say it in 

English: 

Lynda:  (Reading) Les esta quitando las espinas a las pencas recién cortadas, 
llamadas nopalitos.  Mi hermana…  [ They are removing the thorns from 
the fresh cut cactus plant called nopalitos.  My sister…] 
 

Mom: Llamados.  Llamados nopalitos.  [Called.  Called nopalitos.] 

Lynda: Llamadas  es una “a”.  [Called it’s an “a”.] 

Mom: Les esta quitando las espinas a las pencas recién cortadas, llamadas, 
llamados nopalitos.  Esta mal.  El libro esta mal, hay un error.  [ They are 
removing the thorns from the fresh cut cactus called , called nopalitos.  It’s 
wrong.  This book is wrong, there is an error.] 
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Lynda: ¿Es llamados?  [It’s called?] 

Mom: Si se dice llamados nopalitos.  [Yes, you say called nopalitos.] 

Sister: Es masculino.  [It’s masculine.] 

Mom: Ese es un error muy grande para un libro tan caro.  [That is a big error for 
an expensive book.] 
 

Sister: ¿Cuanto te costo?  [How much did it cost you?] 

Mom: A mi nada, pero cuesta $15.95.  A la maestra.  [It didn’t cost me anything, 
but it costs $15.95.  To the teacher.] 
 

Sister: ¿Sabes porque esta mal?  [Do you know why it’s wrong?] 

Lynda: Nopalitos tiene “o” y llamados también debe tener la “o”.  [Nopalitos has 
an “o” and called should also have an “o”.] 

Sister: Porque es masculino. [Because it’s masculine] 

Lynda: ¿Esta bien en ingles?  [Is it correct in English?] 

Sister: Called nopalitos.  Si solamente se dice de una manera, called.  [Called 
nopalitos.  Yes there is only one way to say it, called.] 
 

Lynda:  (continues reading) Mi hermana Margie lo observa hacer esta labor.  [My 
sister Margie observes him doing this work.] 

 
Lynda and her mother shared this error with me the next day before I listened to 

their taped session.  I read this passage several times and initially thought I had 

overlooked it.  After Lynda’s mother and I re-read the section several times we concluded 

that the text was correct.  Lynda’s mother was able to self-correct her confusion and 

realized that llamadas (feminine word) was referring to the noun pencas (feminine word) 

and was not referring to the noun nopalitos (masculine word).  Lynda’s mother became 

concerned that she may have caused confusion for her daughter.  I assured her that I had 

not observed any confusion in subject verb or adjective agreement in Lynda’s Spanish 
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writing and that we would go over it in class.  I also mentioned that she had provided a 

preview of grammar lessons located in theme six of our basal reader. 

In the next example, we see Cynthia and her mother read an English text The Old 

Man and His Door (Soto, 1996).  Cynthia was familiar with this story.  Before she begins 

reading she told her mom that this book reminded her of Don’t Forget the Bacon 

(Hutchins, 1994).  Her mother was unfamiliar with the Pat Hutchins’ story and asked 

why.  Cynthia simply responded, “El niño no oye bien como el Viejo” [The boy can’t 

hear well like the old man]. Cynthia’s mom read the story aloud to her daughter and, after 

reading the first page, Cynthia noticed the glossary of Spanish terms on the opposite page 

underneath the dedication.  The following conversation is about the words in the 

glossary: 

Cynthia: La puerta.  The door.  ¿Y esto?  [And this?] 

Mom: lah PWEHER-tah, el PWEHER-koh, el vee-eh-hoh 

Cynthia: La vieja  [The old woman] 

Mom: lah-vee-EH-hah.  Es como se pronuncia.  [It’s how you pronounce it.] 
 

Cynthia: ¿Esta en español?  O en ingles?  [Is it in Spanish or is it in English?] 
 

Mom: Estoy hablando español.  Esta en español.  [I’m speaking Spanish.  It’s in 
Spanish.] 
 

Cytnthia: Esta raro.  [That’s odd] 

Mom: Esta escrito como se pronuncia.  [It’s written how you pronounce it.]  Es 
para que lo pueda leer la gente que no sabe español.  [It’s for people who 
do not know Spanish can read it.]  El libro esta en ingles pero si no saben 
leer “por favor”  ven y dicen “pohr fah-VOHR” y luego pueden ver que es 
“please”.  [The book is written in English but if you don’t know how to 
read “por favor” you can see and it says “pohr fah-VOHR” and then they 
can see that it’s “please”.] 
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Cynthia: Yo se leer los dos.  [I can read both.]  La comadre, lah ko-MAH-dray [The 

neighbor] 
 

Mom: The neighbor.  The neighbor? 

Cynthia: The neighbor 

Mom: The neighbor es el vecino o la vecina, no es comadre.  Comadre no es 
neighbor.  Tu nina es mi comadre.  [The neighbor is the neighbor it’s not a 
comadre.  Comade is not neighbor.  Your nina is my comadre.] 
 

Cynthia: La maestra a veces me dice a mi a Tanya “Comadres”.  [The teacher 
sometimes calls me and Tanya “Comadres”.]  
 

Mom: Porque siempre están “comadreando”.  Así va ser… en el cuento comadre 
es la vecina porque platica mucho con ella.   Yo también soy la comadre 
de Laura porque yo soy la nina de Lucy de primera comunión.  [Because 
you are always chatting.  That’s the way it is…in the story comadre is the 
neighbor because she chats with her.  I am also Laura’s comadre because I 
am Lucy’s first communion nina.] 

 
 The reading of this text gives Cynthia and her mother an opportunity to explore 

and play with the pronunciation key of a glossary.  Her mother explains that this list of 

words is there to assist those who do not know how to read Spanish.  Although the book 

is written in English there are 20 Spanish words that appear throughout the text in italics.  

Cynthia’s confusion about whether the pronunciation key is written in Spanish or English 

is probably due to the fact that she is bilingual and can read conventional spelling and 

read simple words in both languages such as: la puerta/the door.  Therefore, an unfamiliar 

spelling pattern such as “lah PWEHR-tah” was initially unclear to her.  Her mother 

correctly explained that the pronunciation key is written how it is pronounced and it is for 

people who do not know how to pronounce conventional spelling in Spanish.  Cynthia 

quickly affirmed that she could read both.  
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 Towards the end of the transcript there is a disagreement about the translation of 

the Spanish word comadre.  In their experience comadre is not used to refer to your 

neighbor and Cynthia’s mother states that neighbor would be vecino or vecina.  In their 

experience a comadre is someone you have a religious connection with such as Cynthia’s 

nina (religious sponsor/god parent) is Cynthia’s mother’s comadre.  Interestingly, 

Cynthia adds, “La maestra dice que Tanya y yo somos comadres” [The teacher says 

Tanya and I are comadres] which does not fit the description her mother just explained to 

her.  To which her mother replies, “Por que siempre estan comadreando” [Because you 

are always chatting with her].  Cynthia’s comment allows her mother to add that 

Cynthia’s example of comadre is probably what the book will be referring to: a 

friend/neighbor you like to chat with. 

In the following example Sergio and his mother are reading Oliver Button es una 

Nena (DePaola, 2003).  Segio substituted the word niña for the word nena.  His mother 

corrected him every time and I could hear the frustration in Sergio’s voice because he 

kept making the same mistake.  He asked his mother about why the text says nena [girl] 

instead of niña [girl]:  

Sergio: ¿Porque dicen nena?  ¿Porque no mejor dicen niña?  [Why do they say nena?  
Why not better niña?] 
 

Mom: Es otra manera de decir lo mismo.  [It’s another way of saying the same 
thing.] 

Sergio: ¿Entonces puedo decir niña?  [Then can I say niña?] 
Mom: okay 

 
 He continues reading the story and when his mom does not correct him after 

substituting niña for nena [girl] he sighs and says, “a si me gusta major”[I like that 
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better].  However, Sergio continues to make many errors trying to decode multisyllabic 

words: 

Mom: burlándose.  Mira Sergio lee despacito asi, bur-lán-do-se! [ridicule.  Look 
Sergio read slowly like this bur-lan-do-se!] 
 

Sister: hazlo en silabas [do it in syllables] 

Mom: cambia la página, yo lo leo primero, y escribieron bien grande en la pared de 
la escuela.  Mira es-cri-bie-ron, escribieron.  Ahora tu. [change the page, I’ll 
read first, and they wrote big on the school wall.  Look es-cri-bie-ron, 
escribieron.  Now you.] 
 

Sergio: y escri-bieron bien grande en la pare’ de la escuela. [and they wrote very big 
on the wa’ of the school.] 
 

Mom: pared, pared [wall, wall] 

Sergio: Casi a diario los chicos se bur-la-ban de el. [Children would ridicule him 
almost daily.] 
 

Mom: Muy bien.  Solamente necesitas práctica, practica leyendo.  Practica leyendo 
palabras largas para que puedas leer la palabra pegada. [Very good.  You 
only need practice, practice reading.  Practice reading longer words so you 
can read them fluently.] 
 

Sister: yeah Junior, en fourth hay muchas palabras largas.  Fíjate en la “d” y en la 
“b”. [Yeah Junior, in fourth there are many long words.  Watch out for the 
“d” and the “b”.] 

 
 His mother patiently teaches him that he needs to slow down and chunk the word 

into syllables.  She models how to sound out a cluster of letters containing a vowel and 

how to pronounce it as a unit.  Similarly, Compton-Lilly (2005) found that the parents of 

her students encouraged their children to “sound out” letters or word parts as they read.  

Following his mother’s example Sergio successfully decodes the word burlaban [to 

ridicule] using this strategy.  His mother provides positive reinforcement and reminds 
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Sergio that all he needs is practice reading longer words so he can read them fluently.  

His sister, a fourth grader, agrees.  

The next example took place towards the end of the study in May, 2005.  Tanya 

became outspoken about her learning and enjoyed distinguishing and articulating the 

differences between Spanish and English writing.  As I mentioned in her profile, by the 

end of her second grade year she advanced to an Intermediate level as an English 

language learner.  In the following example, Tanya pointed out differences in punctuation 

between languages to her mother who did not speak English while reading Carlos and the 

Corn Field/Carlos y la milpa de maiz (Stevens, 1995), a bilingual text.  This conversation 

takes place at about the fourth page of text in the book as they each read alternating pages 

in Spanish: 

Tanya: ¿Sabes porque están estos palitos? [Do you know why these dashes are 
here?] 

Mom: alguien habla [someone is speaking] 

Tanya: Se llama guión [they are called hypens] 

Mom: -Si papa entiendo-.  Dijo Carlos. Esta hablando el niño. [-yes father I 
understand-.  Said Carlos.  The boy is speaking.] 

Tanya: en taller de escritura yo pongo dialogo cuando escribo. [In writers workshop 
I put dialogue when I write.] 

Mom: muy bien mamita. [very good sweetheart] 

Tanya: en ingles no es igual, son estas cositas. [In English it is not the same, they are 
these little things.] 

Mom: ¿y como se dice guión en ingles? [And how do you say hypen in English?] 

Tanya: no se. [I don’t know] 

Mom: hay que preguntar [we need to ask] 

Tanya: y en ingles hay un signo de interrogación al final y en español se ponen dos. 
[and in English there is a question mark at the end and in Spanish you put 
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two.] 
Mom: ¿Me entiendes? [Do you understand?]  Tiene dos [It has two] 

Tanya: Do you understand?  Tiene uno. [It has one]  Siempre al final. [Always at the 
end.] 

Mom: yo veo otra cosa diferente.  [I see something else that’s different.]  Acentos, 
el español tiene acentos y no veo nada aquí. [Accents, Spanish has accents 
and I don’t see anything here.] 

Tanya: No se poner todos los acentos pero se papá, mamá, sí. [I can’t put all the 
accents but I know where they go in father, mother, yes]. 

Mom: crecerá, pensó, miró, levantó.  Todos los acentos están al final.   Mira 
“acuérdate” lleva uno en la ‘e’ en medio.  Yo tampoco no se donde van todos 
los acentos.  [will grow, thought, saw, got up.  All the accents are at the end.  
Look “remember” has an accent on the middle E.  I also don’t know where 
all the accents go.] 

Tanya: Todavía no aprendemos eso. [We haven’t learned that yet.] 
 

 Learning to read is learning to make sense of written language and for Tanya this 

also includes its punctuation.  Tanya uses this opportunity to show her mother how much 

she’s learning and comprehends about written text. She uses correct wording for 

punctuation marks she sees on the page such as: guion[hypen], dialogo[dialogue], signo 

de interrogacion[question mark], and acentos[accents]. Tanya is being taught to read in 

two languages, therefore making distinctions between punctuation marks across 

languages she speaks is a relevant topic for her to discuss.   

In the transcript, Tanya understands how punctuation is used to communicate 

thoughts in two languages.  Her fluent reading of this story is also an indication that she 

knows how to apply these symbols to produce an engaging read aloud for her younger 

sister and mother.  This conversation highlights for Tanya two things she has yet to learn 

about punctuation marks in her first and second language.  First, her mother encourages 

her to find out the English term for the symbols that indicates when someone is talking in 

English (quotation marks).  Second, at the end of the transcript Tanya tells her mother 
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that she hasn’t formally learned to place accents on Spanish words.  However, she is 

quick to state that she does know where the accents go in words such as papá, mamá and 

sí.  Through this discussion Tanya is learning how punctuation works.  The support her 

mother provides during their conversation let Tanya value punctuation marks as much as 

letters and words for conveying meaning.  When Tanya’s mother reads and emphasizes 

sentences with dialogue, question marks and says, “Yo veo otra cosa diferente” [I see 

something else that’s different] it invites Tanya to see that punctuation is not something 

writers add on to writing, but is something writers use to help them compose and to help 

their readers understand what they want to say.  

As a teacher I have learned that skills are best taught through meaningful 

communication and best learned in meaningful contexts.  These findings show that 

Latino parents engaged in meaningful conversation about grammar, using a glossary to 

help understand the story, decoding, and punctuation.  These interactions added to 

student comprehension by emphasizing how language functions and how language is 

used. 

Summary 

This chapter focused on home literature discussions and the types of talk that 

parents and their children used to think about the books they read together.  I organized 

my findings into the following categories: personal connections, life lessons, 

demonstrating comprehension strategies and learning about reading and language.  

Careful analysis of their talk provided evidence for strategies that sustained and expanded 

the reading process.  Home literature discussions allowed Latino parents to provide a 
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model of fluent reading and focus attention on meaning.  They also provided a platform 

for Latino working parents to reenter schooling without requiring they be physically 

present for a roll call of good parents. 

A pattern I found throughout the four categories was that children and parents 

naturally used the kinds of strategies that supported and expanded comprehension.  When 

they made connections and formed analogies that connected books to their own 

experiences and to the world around them, they were deepening their understanding.  In 

conversation with each other, they synthesized information, made inferences, analyzed 

information, summarized information, and made judgments.  The structure and routine 

each parent set for themselves supported and encouraged their child to relate their 

personal experience, world experiences, and other text experiences to extend meaning.  

Making these connections lead them to go beyond the literal meanings of a given text and 

to talk about what was implied in characters’ actions, events, and motives.  These 

inferences in turn lead their children to form hypotheses; respond emotionally to feel 

empathy toward characters and other people; and create sensory images about characters, 

plot, setting and themes.  They learned to understand what was implied, but not stated. 

By sharing books about themes that mattered to them, parents were building the 

resources that their children will draw on as they become lifelong readers.  Their talk 

supported comprehension for the different forms of fiction they selected (tales, realistic 

fiction, etc.), providing opportunities for their children to grow in confidence, become 

articulate, and be able to engage in rich conversation about books.   
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 Parents participated as teachers and as learners contributing their own connections 

and perspectives therefore enriching the reading experience and creating broader learning 

opportunities for their children.  By inviting parent’s experiences, reflections, and 

wisdom, I obtained their valuable contributions and created a partnership that helped 

bridge a gap between them and the school.  In the next chapter then, I consider the 

findings for the second research question:  What are parents’ perspectives on their 

involvement with the school and with their child’s literacy development? 
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CHAPTER SIX  
PARENT INVOLVEMENT THROUGH THE EYES OF PARENTS 

One of the best ways to help students learn is to encourage them to develop a deep 

cultural understanding and respect for their own identities.  This type of understanding 

and respect generally requires a strong connection between children and their families.  

Helping parents connect with their children through literacy activities, in particular 

through reading Latino children’s literature that affirms their knowledge, ideas, and 

experiences, is one way I decided to reach out to Latino parents and invite them to be 

partners in the pursuit of creating a home-school partnership.   

Confidence and communication are essential elements in the partnership between 

parents and the schools.  Ada and Campoy (2004), Delgado-Gaitan (2004), and Valdes 

(1996) report that Latino home-school partnerships happen when teachers and parents 

respect and understand each other’s roles.  In an effort to explore the resources of Latino 

parents related to literacy experiences (Ada & Campoy, 2004; Compton-Lilly, 2000; 

Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Fain, 2003; Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez 1992; & Valdes 

1996), this study examined five families engaged in conversations about children’s 

literature within their homes. 

In this inquiry, I was also guided by the following research question:  What are 

parents’ perspectives on their involvement with the school and with their child’s literacy 

development?  Findings emerged from the data in terms of themes.  The findings are 

based on interview data conducted in the home of the five case study families: Sergio and 

his mom, Ms. Leyva; Cynthia and her mom, Mrs. Lara; Laura and her parents, Mr. and 

Mrs. Mendoza; Lynda and her mom, Ms. Rivera; and Tanya and her parents, Mr. and 
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Mrs. Gonzalez.  The themes are introduced as follows:  First, parents discuss how they 

learned to read and what motivates them to assist their children with reading and school 

work.  Second, parents discuss their emotional connection with children’s literature.  

Third, parents discuss what parent involvement means for them and their role in their 

child’s educational achievements.    

Connecting Parents’ and Children’s Literacy Experiences 

Parents often shared how learning to read as young children influenced how they 

read with their children in the home.  Parents also spoke about the specific decoding 

behaviors they observed in their children and the support they provided.  All of the 

parents in my study identified learning to read between the ages of 7 and 8.  

Two parents, Mrs. Leyva and Mrs. Lara, attended public school in Los Angeles 

and, although they had different experiences, they both attributed their success in reading 

to their teachers.  Sergio’s mom, Mrs. Leyva, described struggling with reading and math 

but credited Ms. Kimmy, her first grade teacher, as the person who taught her to read.  

Mrs. Leyva felt that her difficulty with learning to read was due to the fact that she had to 

learn to read through the English language, a language she did not speak and had limited 

understanding.  Mrs. Leyva shared that she grew up with limited access to books and 

struggled with decoding.  She came to me early in the study and shared that she identified 

with Patricia Polacco’s (2001) character Trisha, a young girl who struggles with reading 

until a teacher helps her overcome her problem.  

Aprendíamos en ingles, y yo no entendía nada.  La maestra hablaba poco 
español, lo suficiente para ayudarnos, pero como batalle.  Me quedaba 
después de escuela.  Ella me siguió ayudando en segundo.  En segundo ya 
podía más.  Me duele cuando veo que Sergio no puede porque me 
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recuerda a mí.  Mi madre no me pudo ayudar a mi por eso yo me siento 
con el todo los días.  [We learned in English and I didn’t understand 
anything.  The teacher spoke a little Spanish, enough to help us, but I 
struggled.  I stayed after school.  She continued to help me in second.  It 
hurts me when I see Sergio struggle because he reminds me of me.  My 
mother was not able to help me this is why I sit with him everyday.] 
 
Mrs. Leyva’s motivation to participate in Sergio’s schooling and learning came 

from her own experiences and struggles with reading.  Mrs. Leyva was informed about 

Sergio’s reading strengths and areas in development.  She could articulate the decoding 

behaviors her son exhibited while reading with her.  Clearly, Mrs. Leyva was paying 

attention to her son’s decoding ability and noticed a pattern of error with multisyllabic 

words: 

Yo mire que se traba en las palabras grandes.  Como en la palabra 
agricultura el leia agri-tura.  Le digo ‘no, abre bien los ojos y fijate lo que 
dice.’  O veía que cortaba las palabras como si dice soledad el solamente 
dice sol. Se equivoca con las palabras grandes.  Le tengo que enseñar por 
silaba como sol-e-dad.  [I see that he gets stuck with big words.  Like with 
the word agricultura he reads agri-tura.  I tell him ‘no, open your eyes and 
look closely.’  Or I see that he cuts the word like if it says soledad he will 
only say sol.  He makes mistakes with big words.]   
 
Mrs. Leyva’s belief that you learn to read by reading influenced the way she read 

with her son at home.  She believed that Sergio needed practice reading and so asked 

Sergio to do most of the reading during their taped reading sessions.  Although Mrs. 

Leyva often assisted her son and read books with him and to him, she felt that the best 

thing she could do for her son was to allow him to do the reading most of the time: 

Dejo que el lea lo mas que pueda.   El es el que necesita aprender a leer, 
no yo.  Si yo me pongo a leerle eso no es ayuda.  De  por sí, es muy 
distraído.  [I let him read all he can.  He is the one who needs to learn to 
read, not me.  If I read to him that’s not helping him.  As it is, he get’s 
distracted easily.]   
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Similarly, Cynthia’s mom, Mrs. Lara, credits her teachers with teaching her how 

to read, although she did not recall struggling to read.  She was also a monolingual 

Spanish speaker in an English immersion elementary classroom:  

A mí me encantaban los libros.  Gracias a Dios tuve muy buenas maestras 
y yo creo que por eso siempre me gusto la escuela.  Nadie me ayudaba en 
la casa porque mi mamá no sabía hablar en ingles…no sé cómo 
aprendería… gracias a mis maestras, solamente sé que yo podía leer bien.  
No tenia libros en la casa, me traía de la escuela.  Yo sola hacia mi tarea.  
Mi mama tuvo que trabajar mucho eso si lo recuerdo que ella trabajaba 
mucho y mi abuelita, que en paz descanse, ella nos cuidaba a mi hermano 
y a mí.  Ahora es diferente, quieren que los niños hagan mucho, por eso 
me siento con mis hijas ayudarle.  A la más grande le digo que vaya a 
tutoring para matemáticas porque eso si ya no me acuerdo como hacer el 
algebra.  [I loved books.  Thank God I had good teachers and I think this is 
why I always liked school.  No one helped me at home because my mother 
did not know how to speak English…I don’t know how I learned…thanks 
to my teachers, I just know that I could read well.  We didn’t have books 
at home I brought them from school.  I did homework on my own.  My 
mother had to work a lot that I do remember she worked a lot and my 
grandmother, may she rest in peace, she took care of my brother and I.  
Now it’s different, they want children to do so much that’s why I sit with 
my daughters and help them.  I tell the oldest to go to tutoring for math 
because one thing is for sure I do not remember how to do algebra.] 
 

 Mrs. Lara’s motivation in assisting her children at home with reading and 

homework came from the awareness that children are currently expected to do more 

academically than when she went through the school system in Los Angeles.  “Mi esposo 

no habla Ingles y si yo no les ayudo a mis hijas, se quedan atrás y yo no quiero eso para 

mis hijas.”  [My husband doesn’t speak English and if I don’t help my daughters they’ll 

fall behind and I don’t want that for my daughters.]  Mrs. Lara was a strong supporter of 

bilingual instruction because she wondered how a monolingual Spanish speaking parent 

could assist their child with learning material in English only, without bilingual 

instruction.  This belief was based in Mrs. Lara’s experience as a child. Although she did 
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not recall any difficulty learning in a second language, she knew at a young age that she 

was on her own when it came to completing school assignments because her mother and 

grandmother did not speak the English language. 

La mayoría de los niños en esta escuela son hispanos y no todos tienen 
padres que hablan ingles.  Y si empiezan con bilingüe es más fácil que 
ellos aprendan ingles y también están aprendiendo en Español y los padres 
pueden ayudar. [The majority of the children in this school are Hispanic 
and they don’t have parents that speak English.  And if they start with 
bilingual it’s easier that they learn English and they are also learning 
Spanish and the parents can help.] 
 
Mrs. Lara felt that Cynthia was a strong reader in Spanish and was becoming a 

strong reader of English.  They read a variety of English and Spanish books because it 

was important to Mrs. Lara that her daughters speak both languages well.  Mrs. Lara and 

her daughter read the literature books in a variety of formats.  Some days Mrs. Lara read 

the entire story aloud, other days they alternated reading pages, and occasionally Cynthia 

read a picture book on her own.  Mrs. Lara viewed this reading engagement as a time to 

‘enjoy’ the story.  Although there were many teachable moments and exchanges between 

Mrs. Lara and her daughter Mrs. Lara did not view this reading time together as a 

‘teaching time.’   

Reading for pleasure and entertainment was what guided Mrs. Lara’s reading 

choices as an adult reader. In addition to enjoying the literature books I selected weekly 

for home literature conversations, Mrs. Lara said she enjoyed reading magazines that 

highlighted celebrities, cooking, and fashion.  She stated “Pues no tengo mucho tiempo 

para leer pero cuando leo me gusta entretenerme, por eso usted ve Telenovelas por aquí, 

Vanidades, Cristina por allá.”  [Well, I don’t have much time to read but when I read I 
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like to entertain myself, that’s why you see Telenovelas over here, Vanidades, Cristina 

over there.] 

Three families in my study learned to read in their respective birth countries of 

Mexico and El Salvador.   Laura’s mother, Mrs. Mendoza, grew up in Puebla, Mexico 

and remembers teaching herself to read.  She explained that she attended a multiage one-

room school house with approximately 50 students.  

Recuerdo que tenía cuatro libros, eran de mis hermanos grandes y 
recuerdo que leía los mismos libros muchas, muchas veces porque no 
había de diferentes.  Con cuarto libros me enseñe.  No nos ayudaban tanto 
los maestros como éramos muchos no se podía.  Seguido les compro libros 
a mis hijos del catálogo que manda.  Me gusta que tenga  una 
variedad…que Los Tres Cochinitos, libros sobre el planeta, libros de 
poesía y así puedan escoger.  [I remember that I had four books, they were 
my older brothers and I remember that I read the same books many, many 
times because there wasn’t anything different.  I learned to read with four 
books.  Teachers couldn’t help us much.  We were so many they couldn’t.  
I regularly buy books for my children from the catalog (Scholastic Book 
Club) you send.  I like them to have a variety…The Three Little Pigs, 
books about the planet, poetry books and they can choose.]  

Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza’s motivation in assisting their children with school and 

homework grew from a variety of experiences.  Mr. Mendoza attended ESL classes in the 

evenings and liked to quiz his daughter on English vocabulary words.  Mr. Mendoza felt 

that by reading his son’s preschool patterned books he would improve his own English 

reading.  Mrs. Mendoza enjoyed reading bilingual texts (Spanish and English on the same 

page).  She read the Spanish and Laura read the English.  Mrs. Mendoza felt these books 

offered an opportunity to learn English because her daughter could understand the story 

in Spanish as she read it aloud to her and it allowed Laura the opportunity to practice 

reading English words:   
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Estos libros me gustan.  Yo puedo leer en español, y ella me puede leer en 
ingles.  Si no entiende algo se lo puedo leer en español para que entienda.  
Me parecen muy bien.  Ella puede practicar Ingles. [I like these books.  I 
can read in Spanish, and she can read in English.  If she doesn’t 
understand something I can read it in Spanish so she can understand.  I 
think it’s good.  She can practice English.]  
  

 Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza explained that they worked with Laura at home with 

reading, writing and math.  They believed Laura was exposed to advanced grade level 

work because she was in a class with second graders.  “Ahora que está con niños en 

segundo le tenemos que ayudar con la lectura y sus tareas para que no se desanime”.  

[Now that she’s with children in second we have to help her with reading and her 

homework so she won’t become unmotivated.]  In addition, Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza were 

very proud of their daughter’s early reading ability and noticed that in kindergarten she 

could read environmental print and could read the books sent in a Ziploc bag by her 

teacher. “El maestro era muy bueno…me decía su niña es muy inteligente.”  [The teacher 

was very nice…he would tell me your daughter is very intelligent.]  In the Mendoza 

family, a father’s educational journey in acquiring a second language and a teacher’s 

positive words created an interest in their child’s academic achievement and a belief in 

the importance of parent’s playing a role in promoting it.  

Lynda’s mother, Mrs. Rivera, briefly described being a reader by third grade in 

Mexico.  She describes herself as a slow reader yet a good reader.  “Yo aprendí en tercer 

grado.  Nos poníamos mi hermana y yo a leer en las noches y lenta, lenta.  De chica 

batalle pero ahora creo que aunque sea lenta leo bien.  ¿Mientras entienda no?”  [I 

learned to read in third grade.  My sister and I would read every night and I was slow, 

slow.  When I was young I struggled but now even though I’m slow I read well.  As long 
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as I understand right?] As Lynda’s mother reflected on her struggle with fluency she 

pointed out how proud she was of Lynda’s ability to read fluently, retell and recall story 

details.  

Me fascina oírla, todo clarito o sea rápida para leer.  Siempre le fascina 
estar leyéndome cuentos y usted ve como se lleva libros y esta ‘mami te 
voy a leer esto’ y ‘te voy a leer otro’.  Lee corridito no en pausadas.  Me 
gusta que me lea y cuando lee en ingles, yo la escucho pero no sé qué me 
dice y le pregunto a su hermana la mayor ‘¿Tita, como la oyes a Lynda?’  
‘Lo hace bien’ dice.  Sus hermanas se aseguran que entienda lo que lee en 
ingles y yo le hago preguntas sobre la lectura en Español y sabe de que se 
trato y detallitos.  [I enjoy listening to her, everything very clear: she’s a 
fast reader.  She enjoys reading to me and you see how many books she 
brings and she says ‘Mommy I’m going to read this to you’ and ‘I’m 
going to read you another’.  She reads fluently not in pauses.  I like it 
when she reads to me in English, I listen but I don’t understand what she is 
telling me and I ask her older sister ‘Tita, how do you hear Lynda?’  ‘She 
is doing well’ she says.  Her sisters make sure she understands what she 
reads in English and I ask questions about the stories in Spanish and she 
knows what they are about and little details.]  
 

 Mrs. Rivera read Spanish language texts with Lynda and had a variety of formats 

for reading aloud.  Sometimes Mrs. Rivera read the entire story aloud, or they alternated 

reading pages or Lynda would read aloud.  When reading English language texts Mrs. 

Rivera had her eldest daughter read to and with Lynda.  Mrs. Rivera’s eldest daughter 

was enrolled at the local community college.  Lynda often flipped through the pages of 

the thick textbooks her sister brought home.  “Lynda ve lo grueso que son los libros.  

Abre las páginas y le pregunta ¿tienes que leer todo eso?”  [Lynda sees how thick the 

books are.  She opens the pages and asks ‘You have to read all of this?’]  Mrs. Rivera 

attributed Lynda’s success with reading to having her three sisters as models.  All of her 

daughters had library cards and her teenage daughters often purchased magazines at the 

local grocery store.  Mrs. Rivera shared that her primary role in the home was to educate 
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her daughters [educar a las hijas].  “Con tanta muchacha me mantengo ocupada 

asegurándome que tengan lo que necesiten y dándoles atención para que no sigan mal 

camino.”  [With so many young girls I keep busy making sure they have what they need 

and giving them attention so they won’t follow a wrong path.] 

 Mrs. Rivera believed that formal schooling and school achievement were 

important.  Eighteen years earlier she and her husband decided that the only way they 

could make this happen for their daughters was for her to be a stay-at–home mom and 

support her children by taking them and picking them up from school, making sure they 

did their homework, regularly checking in with the teacher, assisting during field trips, 

and attending parent conferences.     

Tanya’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez, describe themselves as being self-taught 

to read. Her father added that he continued to learn to read on a daily basis.  He said 

“Todos los días me gusta leer el periódico y diario me encuentro con palabras nuevas.” [I 

like to read the newspaper everyday and daily I find new words.]  Tanya’s parents 

attended formal schooling through second grade in El Salvador and began working at a 

young age in order to help support the family.  Tanya’s father recalls: 

Yo nunca estudiaba, no era posible.  Como mi papá no tenía dinero para 
pagarle a trabajadores llegaba de la escuela y a trabajar hasta que se 
echaba el sol.  Después de los siete años no tenia caso ir a la escuela tenía 
que trabajar para comer.  Yo no tenía a nadie quien me apoyara.  Por eso 
les digo a mis hijas que yo las voy apoyar y ellas tienen que estudiar todo 
lo que se puede.  Aquí, una mujer estudiada tiene muchas oportunidades.  
[I never studied, it wasn’t possible.  My father didn’t have money to pay 
for laborers, I would get home from school and I would work until the sun 
set.  There was no point in attending school after the age of seven.  I had 
to work to eat.  I didn’t have anyone to support me.  This is why I tell my 
daughters that I am going to support them and they have to study all they 
can.  Here, a well educated woman has many opportunities.] 
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Tanya’s mother felt that her fluency had improved since participating in home 

literature discussions.  She shared, “La niña me dice,  mamita, tú estás leyendo muy bien.  

Sí, le digo.  Estoy practicando como tú.  Ella ve”. [My daughter says ‘Mommy, you are 

reading very well.  Yes, I say.  I am practicing like you.  She sees.]  Mrs. Gonzalez 

shared with me that this assignment had been a difficult one for her due to time 

constraints.  She wanted me to be assured that she was not complaining about the 

assignment but she wanted me to know that she tried her best to keep up with the stories 

once a week because she valued education and it was important to her that Tanya read 

well.  Mrs. Gonzalez felt that these stories were a good way to check in and hear how 

well her daughter was reading.  “La niña lee bien, sabe juntar las palabras y entiende todo 

lo que dice el libro.” [My daughter reads well, she can join words together and she 

understands what the book says.]  Mrs. Gonzalez added: 

En los Estados Unidos no hay manera de conseguir un buen trabajo si no 
lees bien, le digo a mis hijas pongan atención a la maestra, hagan la tarea, 
pregunten si no entienden.  Ahora le puedo ayudar, pero deben pedir 
ayuda si no entienden, no podremos ayudarles siempre luego pasaran a 
estudiar solo en ingles, tendremos que encontrar la manera de apoyarlas 
entonces.  [In the United States there is no way to secure a good job if you 
don’t read well, I tell my daughters pay attention to your teacher, do your 
homework, ask if you don’t understand.  Now I can help her, but they 
need to ask for help if they don’t understand, we won’t be able to help 
them forever they’ll soon pass on to study in English, we’ll have to find a 
way to support them then.]  

 
Mrs. Gonzalez and Tanya organized their reading time mostly by having Tanya 

read aloud.  Occasionally Mrs. Gonzalez read alternating pages or read an entire text 

aloud.  Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez articulated the importance of learning to read.  Their 

motivation to be a part of their children’s reading experiences grew from remembering 
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the lack of parental support they had as children.  They provided support because they 

believed that the opportunity to learn a new language and succeed were attainable for 

their children.  Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez were optimistic that they would find a way to 

support their daughters once they were placed in an English immersion classroom. 

 Parents in my study placed great emphasis on fluent reading.  To them this was 

the essence of learning to read.  Yet, comprehension of text was by no means minimized 

and was evident throughout the home literature conversations parents had with their 

children.  In reflecting upon how they learned to read as children, parents acknowledged 

the support of a teacher or a more capable sibling.  Even parents whose studies had been 

interrupted at a young age due to financial hardship expressed the goal that their children 

would be given support because now they were in a place of opportunity.  For these 

parents learning to read played a big role because they viewed it as a milestone in the 

path of attaining success.  All parents were aware of how their children read and could 

speak about specific reading behaviors their children exhibited while reading aloud.  

Connecting Children’s Literature with Life Experiences 

Getting to know the person behind the words and illustrations in a book provides 

a special connection to a book.  Through my study I found that when students and parents 

were able to identify with an author or illustrator, they were much more excited about 

reading and responding to the text orally and through writing in a response journal.  

Parents and children quickly found favorite authors and developed the ability to respond 

to a piece of children’s literature within the context of the author’s complete body of 

work.  Parents discussed connections with characters, themes, problems and settings and 
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these connection enabled parents and their children to gain complex meanings from the 

text and to feel a stronger connection with the printed word.   Parents discussed their 

engagement and connections with children’s literature from a variety of perspectives. 

 Mrs. Mendoza shared that her reading interest changed since participating in 

home literature discussions.  She enjoyed reading Spanish magazines such as Vanidades 

and during our home interview she talked about her new interest in children’s books: 

Las cosas que ahora me gustan y me llaman la atención son los libros que 
trae mi hija.  Ahora, los libros de los niños sí me llaman mucho la 
atención.  Creo que los temas que manda pueden leerlos los adultos no 
creo que son temas muy aniñados.  Mi favorito libro fue La Mariposa por 
Francisco Jiménez.  El cuento es de algo que pasa en la vida real.  
También fue uno de los favoritos de Laura.  Le digo a Laura mira, el señor 
que escribió este libro tuvo que repetir el primer grado por que no sabía 
hablar Ingles, ahí decía en el libro.  ¡Ahora es un gran autor! Le digo. [The 
things I like now and that call my attention are the books my daughter 
brings.  Now, children’s books call my attention.  I think the themes you 
send adults can read, I don’t think they are childish.  My favorite book was 
La Mariposa by Francisco Jimenez.  The story is about something that 
happens in real life.  It was also a favorite of Laura’s.  I tell Laura, “Look, 
the man who wrote this book had to repeat first grade because he didn’t 
speak English, it said in the book.  Now he’s a great author!” I said.]  
   
Although Mrs. Mendoza specified that La Mariposa (Jimenez, 1998) was her 

favorite book, she enjoyed many titles.   Throughout our conversation as she reflected on 

the books she read and connected with.  She would begin a statement by saying “otro 

libro que me encantó fue…” [another book I loved was…].  Her time reading with her 

daughter became a permanent routine that they both looked forward to and enjoyed and 

would not skip even when she had housework to do.  Mrs. Mendoza told about a time 

when they received unexpected company minutes before she and Laura were going to sit 

down to read:    
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Una vez que teníamos visita, eran unos tíos de Manuel, le dije ‘lo siento 
pero aquí están en su casa, tengo que ir a leer con mi’ja.’  Y ‘ay a ver 
enséñame ¿qué van a leer?’   Querían saber que era.  Fue le día que nos 
pusimos a leer el de Tomas y la señora de la biblioteca.  Pues nos 
quisieron escuchar. ‘ Ay qué bonito.’  Nosotras le leímos el cuento a la 
visita (risa). ‘Que bonito cuento (risa)’.  Ósea, muy emocionados. [One 
time when we had company, they were Manuel’s uncles, I said ‘I’m sorry 
but you are in your home, I have to go read with my daughter.’  And ‘Oh 
show us what you are going to read?’  They wanted to know what it was.  
It was the day we were going to read Tomas and the library lady.  Well, 
they wanted to hear us.  ‘Oh how lovely.’  We read the story to our 
company (laughs).  ‘What a nice story’ (laughs).  They were so excited. ] 
 

 Through our conversation I learned that Mrs. Mendoza developed an appreciation 

for children’s literature and valued the time she spent with her daughter reading books 

about Latino culture. She frequently asked “¿Donde consigo este libro maestra”? [Where 

can I get this book, teacher?]  Mrs. Mendoza was moved not only by the story in these 

books but by the dedications.  She felt these books were wonderful gifts and added how 

she always paid attention to the dedications in her reading:  “Que regalo tan bonito, el 

poder dedicarle un libro a un maestro, sobrinas, a un abuelo o a un hijo.”  [What a 

beautiful gift to be able to dedicate a book to a teacher, niece, a grandfather or a child.]  

Inspired by children’s authors, Mrs. Mendoza participated in Alma Flor Ada’s 

workshops on Authors in the Classroom when Laura was in kindergarten.  She 

specifically enjoyed the work of Carmen Lomas Garza.  Using a similar format Mrs. 

Mendoza created her first authored book for her daughter in which she wrote short 

vignettes about Laura and documented many infant and toddler milestones.  The pages 

contained photos and artwork by Mrs. Mendoza and her dedication read:  “Para mi hija, 

diario disfruto de tu risa y alegría.” [For my daughter, daily I enjoy your laughter and 

happiness.]  
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 Mrs. Leyva, Mrs. Lara and Mrs. Rivera shared that they enjoyed reading books 

that dealt with experiences they were familiar with and could learn from.   Mrs. Leyva 

expressed that she preferred realistic fiction such as La Señora de la Caja de Carton 

(McGovern, 1997) for her child to read rather than fantasy books such as Clifford.  She 

also stated that having access to child friendly biographies was good for her son as well 

as for herself.  She explained that she had learned about Martin Luther King with her son 

Sergio when they read Un libro ilustrado sobre Martin Luther King, hijo (Adler, 1992): 

Con el libro de Martin Luther King yo pude explicarle a mi hijo porque 
celebramos este día. Hasta yo aprendí también.  Ya  sabe porque no va a la 
escuela.  Tantos años celebrando.   Sabía que hizo algo grande pero no 
todo.  No recuerdo cuando yo estaba en la escuela…pero es bonito saber 
las fechas cuando pasaron las cosas de la vida de Martin Luther King.  Me 
gusta leer sobre personas y saber porque se reconoce.  [With the book 
Martin Luther King I was able to explain to my son why we celebrate this 
day.  Even I learned.  Now he knows why he doesn’t go to school.  So 
many years celebrating.  I knew that he did something big but not 
everything.  I don’t remember when I was in school…but it’s nice to know 
the dates when things happened in the life of Martin Luther King.  I like to 
read about people and know why they are recognized.]  
 
Mrs. Leyva explained that she felt it was important for her son to see that these 

people were young children at one time too and were not wealthy.  She continued and 

explained: 

Vemos que eran niños con un sueño que se realizo. Quiero que Sergio vea 
que todo se puede, le tiene que poner ganas y estudiar.  No quiero que se 
agüite cuando no sabe algo. [We see that they were children with a dream 
that was realized.  I want Sergio to see that it is possible, he has to give 
effort and study.  I don’t want him to get down when he doesn’t know 
something.]   
 

 In addition to reading a few other biographies about Abraham Lincoln, George 

Washington and Cesar Chavez she said they had read ahead in the classroom basal and 
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read the biographies of Roberto Clemente and Ellen Ochoa.  Mrs. Leyva found a purpose 

for reading these pieces of literature.  The young lives of the people in these biographies 

were a source of encouragement.  She identified that they led lives just like her family 

and worked hard to attain their goals. 

Mrs. Lara said she enjoyed reading books that reminded her about her own 

childhood memories.  In our conversation she referred to titles such as Magda’s 

Tortillas/Las Tortillas de Magda (Chavarria-Chairez, 2000), Playing Loteria/El juego de 

la loteria (Colato Lainez, 2005); My nana’s remedies/Los remedios de mi nana (Rivera-

Ashford, 2002) and My Very Own Room/Mi Propio Cuartito (Perez, 2000).  She also 

acknowledged that as young girl and a student in Los Angeles public schools, she did not 

have the opportunities to read books like these.  She elaborated that she did not recall 

reading books about Mexicans and their experience:    

Yo nunca leí libros sobre mexicanos y no teníamos libros en español.  
Estos libros son excelentes porque son en dos idiomas, y se tratan sobre 
las cosas que hacemos, a quien se le ocurre escribir un libro sobre la 
lotería (risa). Es un juego que jugaba de niña y ahora lo juego con ella. Es 
muy divertido.   Estos cuentos son memorias del autor, yo pienso, no sé.  
Me gusta leerlos porque sé que se tratan de algo que tenemos en común 
como mexicanos. [I never read books about Mexicans and we didn’t have 
books in Spanish.  These books are excellent because they are in two 
languages, and they are about things that we do, who would think of 
writing a book about a bingo game (laughs).  It’s a game that I played 
when I was a girl and now I play it with her.  It’s a lot of fun.  These 
stories are memories of the author, I think, I don’t know.  I like to read 
them because I know that they are about something we have in common as 
Mexicans.]   
 

  I found that parents felt a sense of cultural pride when they had access to 

culturally sensitive and language sensitive books.  Reading realistic fiction that reflected 

their Latino experience led parents to naturally approach these texts through an aesthetic 
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stance.  Adopting this stance allowed them to attend not only to the information but also 

to the feelings and memories that were awakened during the act of reading (Rosenblatt, 

1982).  In other words, these transactions with texts were personalized through their life 

experiences.   

 Mrs. Rivera connected with stories that contained similar family experiences.  She 

felt many of the books presented situations that created opportunities for her to discuss 

certain feelings and situations that needed attention in her family.  A few of the books she 

reflected on were Yo siempre te querre (Wilhelm, 1985); and Un sillon para mi mamá 

(Williams, 1982).  Mrs. Rivera shared: 

Nosotros tenemos un jarrón con centavos, cambio suelto. El libro [Un 
sillón para mi mamá] cuenta de cómo un ahorro los saca de un apuro.  El 
cuento fue bueno para Lynda porque ayuda…para que entienda que los 
centavitos se acumulan y le puede ayudar a comprar una necesidad.  
Ahora las muchachas están ahorrando para una televisión para la 
recamara.  Es como una alcancía de familia todos echamos el cambio. Mi 
esposo les dice a las muchachas que es importante ahorrar y no 
malgastar…es bonito que pueda leer sobre esto en un libro de niños, que 
vea que otra familia también hace lo mismo verdad.  [We have a jug with 
change, loose change.  The book [A chair for my mother] tells about how 
savings can help in a time of need.  The story was a good one for Lynda 
because it helps her…so she can understand that loose change adds up and 
it can help you buy a necessity.  Now the girls are saving to buy a 
television for the bedroom.  It’s a family piggybank we all add our change.  
My husband tells the girls that it is important to save and not spend 
inappropriately…it’s nice that they can read about this in a book for 
children and she can see how another family also does the same thing 
right.]   
 

 She further added, “Es mas fácil platicar con los libros” [It is easier to talk with 

books].  Mrs. Rivera felt that the book Yo siempre te querre (Wilhelm, 1985) gave her an 

opportunity to share feelings and talk with her daughter over their beloved dog Pepe who 

died after twelve years.   
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Lynda me trajo ese libro.  Me quede sorprendida porque me dice, “mira te 
voy a leer este libro, te va a gustar pero es un poco triste.”   Luego 
sacamos fotos del perro, echado en su cobija, jugando en el agua.  Ella 
sabía que yo estaba triste.  Me gustó mucho el ensayo que escribimos 
sobre Pepe.  [Lynda brought me this book.  I was surprised because she 
tells me “Look, I’m going to read you this book, you are going to like it 
but it’s a bit sad.”  Then we looked through photos of our dog, sitting on 
his blanket, playing in the water.  She knew I was sad.  I liked the writing 
assignment we did about Pepe.]  

 
 Clearly, Lynda’s interests and concerns were important when making book 

selections.  She had been perceptive to her mother’s emotions and selected a book from 

our classroom library to discuss the loss of a pet.  Their conversations led them to create a 

six page book with pictures of Pepe and a few sentences on each page.  Lynda shared it at 

school and asked me to laminate it as we did with all published pieces.   It was dedicated 

to her sisters and father.   

 Mr. and Mrs. Gonzalez expressed that they enjoyed reading books that 

highlighted Salvadorian culture.  Tanya agreed and found it humorous that there was a 

poem about pupusas, a popular Salvadorian dish, and was proud that she could read it in 

both Spanish and English.  Mr. Gonzalez asked Tanya to read his favorite poem ‘Sopa de 

estrellas’ aloud: “Muchas noches nos íbamos a la cama sin comer mirábamos las 

estrellas-esa era nuestra sopa” [Many nights we would go to bed without eating.  We 

would look up at the stars-the stars were our soup].  Mr. Gonzalez remembered that star-

gazing was one of his favorite things to do at night.  Like the author, he identified with 

growing up poor and having limited amounts of food.  Mrs. Gonzalez shared that she 

enjoyed reading lullabies in Tope Tope Tun (Castrillon, 1987).  These lullabies brought 

closeness and sparked playful moments between mother and daughter.  “Está grande pero 
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todavía le gusta que le cante y le haga cosquillas…aprendimos muchas rimas y 

arrullos…tenía varios que yo escuchaba de niña.” [She’s big but she still likes me to sing 

and tickle her…we learned many rhymes and lullabies…it had many that I heard as a 

child]. 

Mrs. Gonzalez shared that at times it was a challenge keeping up with all the 

reading Tanya brought home.  However, Mrs. Gonzalez and her daughter Tanya went 

above and beyond the required literature discussions texts.  They borrowed additional 

books that caught their eye and read the recommendations of others.  The effectiveness of 

self-selected recreational reading is well established (Krashen, 2004).  For the Gonzalez 

family enjoyment was clearly at the center of their book selections.  They identified 

poetry, songs and riddles as their favorite genre.   

Reading for pleasure was at the heart of these parent and child interactions.  Their 

exposure to Latino children’s literature expanded their reading interests and they enjoyed 

reading from a range of genres.  In this study I found that parents created their own 

routines for enjoying literature and began browsing and selecting their own books, 

searching for favorite authors and story characters. Their book selections were motivated 

by the possibility of learning something new, reliving a childhood memory, and selecting 

books that created opportunities for talking about family issues. Latino parents in my 

study became familiar with specific author’s works and took note of the different parts of 

a book, sections that at times can be overlooked by readers such as book dedications and 

information about authors inside book jackets. 
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Resisting the School’s Definition of Parent Involvement 

Parents reported that they viewed themselves as being involved in their child’s 

education.  Similar to the work of Scribner, Young and Pedroza (1999), the parents in my 

study defined parent involvement as participation in activities, such as checking and 

assisting with homework assignments, reading and listening to children read, providing 

nurturance, instilling cultural values, talking with children, attending conferences and 

sending them to school well fed, clean, and rested.   Based on the flyer sent home to 

parents by the school on “Parents as Partners,” La Mirada defined parent involvement as 

assisting in office, classroom, campus supervision, or campus beautification and 

attending scheduled meetings, workshop, and council meetings.  Furthermore parent 

involvement was measured through attendance and a requirement of 20 clocked hours.  

By using clock hours at school events as the indicator of parental involvement, a full 

picture of the contributions of parents at the school was lost.  

 Mrs. Lara was a parent that worked 7 days a week and occasionally had time off.  

This is how she felt about her role as an involved parent: 

What I understand of those words is like me to be involved in their 
homework, to keep up with how they behave in school, that they attend 
school.  To ask the teacher “How is she doing?  Is she turning in her 
homework on time?  Does she listen to you?” to me that is considered like 
being involved.  But maybe the principal, the district…I don’t know who 
it is…maybe they want us to be more involved like coming to school to 
help out.  You know maybe they look at it that way, come and help out the 
teacher to correct homework or make copies or I don’t know what they 
mean.  You know, but sometimes it’s not that the parents don’t want to be 
involved but parents work.  They don’t have those 20 hours to volunteer.  
It’s not that we don’t want to.  It’s just we don’t have the time.  Like me 
myself, I work Saturdays and Sundays and sometimes I’m off Tuesdays 
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and Wednesdays.  I could come those days and help to do copies but that’s 
when I’m running around taking care of my house. For me I put my child 
to bed early so she’s ready to learn the next day.  She comes to school 
ready with her homework and she doesn’t fight or misbehave because we 
talk about how important school is.  So I’m involved that way.  You used 
to have aides and this principal took them away…I think they want us to 
replace the T.A’s [Teaching Assistants]. 
 
Mrs. Lara also picked up on the operating definitions of parent involvement at the 

school. Although she did not fit into the school’s definition, she viewed herself as very 

involved in Cynthia’s schoolwork.  Mrs. Lara recognized school requirements had 

changed from when she was a student attending high school in the Los Angeles Unified 

School District.  She compared the amount of homework her daughters did to what she 

used to do at that age and she stated in English, “I don’t remember doing multiplication 

in second grade, I don’t remember writing and reading so much.” She felt that school 

work had become more challenging and she stated that she helped her daughters because 

the English language was not a barrier for her as it had been for her mother.   

 Mrs. Leyva viewed herself as an involved parent because she wanted Sergio to 

graduate from high school and accomplish what she had been unable to complete.  She 

often told her son, “Mijo, no pierdas la oportunidad, tienes que hacerlo por ti mismo.  

Cuando te recibas del colegio me voy a sentir la mamá más grande del mundo.”  [Son, 

don’t miss opportunities, you have to do it for yourself.  When you graduate from college 

I will feel like the greatest mother on this earth.]  Mrs. Leyva felt she was providing 

support to her children that her mother was not able to give to her.  She said, “Eran otros 

tiempos, no hablaban español en las escuelas antes, mi mamá no sabía que hacer, pero yo 

si hago muchas preguntas.” [It was a different time, they didn’t speak Spanish at schools 
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before, my mother didn’t know what to do, but I ask a lot of questions.].  Mrs. Leyva was 

bilingual but preferred to speak Spanish during formal meetings regarding her son’s 

progress.   

Mrs. Leyva did ask a lot of questions and several times she came to me with her 

questions before asking administration.  Mrs. Leyva stated that sometimes she felt that 

the school’s student study team disregarded all of her efforts in assisting her children 

because they were making slow progress.  She said that my presence and contributions at 

these meetings made her feel that we were a team and wanted the best for Sergio.  

Delgado-Gaitan (2004) states that parents will become discouraged when they sense 

school personnel are disapproving.  Mrs. Leyva confided that she purposely chose not to 

sign up or attend any optional meetings for parents that were announced on bulletins from 

the principal.  She did not feel supported by these meetings and preferred to ask me 

directly if there was something she needed to do for Sergio or if there was anything she 

could do to help me with my work. 

 Mrs. Rivera felt she and her four older daughters all provided support for Lynda, 

the youngest, with schoolwork.  She had been through this process many times before 

and knew all about the importance of being informed.  She had positive experiences at La 

Mirada Elementary. Although running a home kept her busy and she was not able to 

attend school or participate in the Parents as Partners Program, she felt that a good 

relationship with her children’s teacher was most important.  She based her positive 

experiences with teachers on the ability to communicate in Spanish with all of them 

“Siempre nos ha tocado maestros bilingües, y es más fácil platicar, tener contacto.” 
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[We’ve always had bilingual teachers and it’s easier to talk, be in contact].  Access to 

bilingual staff helped promote trust for Mrs. Rivera and she felt that because she was able 

to walk her child to school she could maintain a rapport with her teachers.   

 Mrs. Mendoza and Mrs. Gonzales worked long hours as seamstresses in the 

garment district of downtown Los Angeles, yet both mothers viewed themselves as 

supportive and involved in their children’s education.  Mrs. Mendoza, Laura’s mother, 

and Mrs. Gonzales, Tanya’s mother, were equally proud of their daughters’ growth as 

readers.  Both mothers attended parent conferences and felt that because their daughters 

received good grades they needed to support them with school work at home so they 

would be able to maintain their grades.   

Laura was a first grade student and Tanya was a second grade student in my class.  

Laura’s mother stated “Estos son los años importantes, es cuando les tenemos que ayudar 

para que les guste la escuela y aprendan mucho.”  [These are important years, it is a time 

when we need to help them so that they will like school and learn a lot.] Instilling a love 

for school in the early years was important for Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza.  Mrs. Mendoza 

shared that because Mr. Mendoza was enrolled in adult evening classes at the local high 

school, a common practice in their home was to sit at the kitchen table and assist his 

children with homework while he reviewed his English lessons before class.   

 Mr. Gonzalez was in charge in the late afternoon after he picked up his daughters 

from school.  He described a routine of giving his daughters a snack afterschool and 

providing a space for them to do their homework.  In all families there was a similar 
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motto; play would come after homework was completed and a parent or older sibling had 

checked it for errors.   

All of the families expressed high aspirations related to their children’s education 

and these aspirations were made known to the children.  Parents understood the 

progression of the U.S. educational system as beginning with elementary school, then 

junior high, moving into high school and finally college.   Even though the parents in my 

study were not aware of the college application process, four out of the five families 

reported that they would communicate with teachers early on to insure that their children 

be guided through this process.  One parent had her eldest daughter enrolled at the local 

community college at the time of the study and expressed that her eldest daughter would 

take on the responsibility of guiding the younger sisters into college.  All families 

indicated that they would continue communicating with teachers through conferences and 

make sure their children were meeting school requirements as they moved through the 

school system.   

 The parents in my classroom didn’t question my qualifications, teaching methods 

or the grades I issued their children.  They did not lack interest in their child’s education 

but instead viewed me as a professional, the person who held the key to their child’s 

academic success and whose guidance and recommendations would be followed without 

question.  They sent their children to school trusting that I was trained on how to best 

instruct and educate their children.  The parents provided a window into the hopes and 

dreams they had for their children through their ‘consejos’, literature journals, literature 

discussions, and face-to-face conversations.   I found that parents in my classroom 
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wanted their children to not only receive knowledge but also to develop the values and 

ethical principles that would enable them to live happy and successful lives.   

Summary 

The parents of Sergio, Cynthia, Laura, Lynda and Tanya discussed their school 

experiences with reading, their connections with children’s literature, and their 

understandings of parent involvement.  I found that parents’ early childhood experiences 

learning to read were directly connected to their approach and support for their children.  

All parents stressed the importance of playing a productive role in helping their children 

learn to read.  In addition, I found that parents’ connections with text centered directly on 

the experiences they shared with the stories they read.  These experiences helped create a 

‘dialogue’ (Eeds and Wells, 1989), constructing deeper meaning, and enriching 

understanding for their children.   

Finally, parents viewed themselves as being actively involved and engaged with 

their children and the classroom curriculum.  Though their definitions of ‘involvement’ 

differed from those suggested by campus staff, the contributions of these parents, in the 

form of encouragement, structure, and expectations, were nonetheless valuable.  In fact, it 

could be argued that these parents, as teachers of reading, reflective readers, and 

committed role models, manifested a level of academic engagement greater than any 

bake sale, field trip, or room parent volunteer opportunities could have offered.  La 

Mirada Elementary was perhaps unaware of how fortunate it was to have these parents as 

part of the school community.  In the following chapter, I reflect upon these and other 
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findings of this study, and consider implications for schools like La Mirada, as well as for 

the larger educational context.
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CHAPTER SEVEN  
SUMMARY, FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This final chapter presents a synthesis of the findings from this study as they 

relate to the research questions posed at the beginning of the project.  Implications of 

these findings are discussed and conclusions provided.  Finally, this chapter presents 

recommendations for further research. 

Summary of Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe and interpret the dialogue between 

parents and children during home literature conversations.  Home literature conversations 

were a way I invited parents to be a part of our classroom literacy community.  Five 

families volunteered to audiotape the literature discussion in their home prior to the 

school literature circles.  Cynthia, Lynda, Laura, Tanya and Sergio were the bilingual 

students who consistently took tape recorders home along with the selected book and 

audio taped literature discussion with their families.  These children and their families 

were selected based on their interest in contributing to the study as well as having openly 

expressed an interest in assisting their children with reading.  Children, parents and 

teacher carefully selected children’s literature that interested them and highlighted the 

Latino experience.  Prior to literature discussions at school, each child self-selected 

his/her book and read and talked about these books with their families in their home.  

Small group literature discussions in school usually continued for twenty minutes. 

 All of the children’s families discussed the book in the home as indicated by the 

response journals that were sent back to school on a regular basis.  Parents were invited 

by an open-ended letter to talk about the book with their child prior to the class literature 
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circle.  I intended for the invitation to discuss books to be open-ended in order to provide 

parents with the freedom to construct and facilitate the conversations from their 

perspectives and insights.  The data was utilized to describe the family’s types of 

responses to the literature.     

The study took place over a period of six months at La Mirada Elementary.  

Student enrollment for the 2004-2005 school year was 975 students.  99.7 percent of the 

student population was Hispanic or Latino, 67.6 percent of the students were classified as 

English Language Learners and 81.5 percent of the students qualified for the free or 

reduced lunch program. The school followed a transitional bilingual education program.  

La Mirada was in its second year of a program improvement plan and had begun a 

comprehensive school reform program facilitated by faculty from the UCLA School 

Management Program.  La Mirada provided professional development for teachers in the 

area of literacy by bringing Alma Flor Ada to our school to lead several workshops on 

authoring.  Stephan Krashen and Jim Trelease also presented on factors that produced 

high achievement for students highlighting the research on sustained silent reading and 

the benefits of reading aloud to children.  In addition, in an effort to increase parental 

involvement La Mirada implemented a parent as partners program which resulted in a 

limited response by parents.     

My classroom’s reading block consisted of independent reading, literature circles 

and direct instruction with our district adopted reading program Lectura by Houghton 

Mifflin.  As part of our in class literature conversations students had the opportunity to 

share children’s literature with their family at home and discuss their connections orally, 
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through drawings and through writing.    The data collected included audiotapes, field 

notes, interviews, artifacts, and a teacher research journal.  Analysis of this data was 

characterized by repeated codings, triangulation and member checking.   

  There were two research questions that guided this study.  Research question one 

was: What is the nature of the home literature discussions, specifically what types of talk 

do parents and children use to think about the books they read together?  In answering 

question one, I collected audiotapes, transcripts, from sixty-one literature home literature 

discussions from the first and second graders.  Secondary data consisted of response 

journals and field notes.  

 I selected five transcripts to analyze in-depth in three different analyses.  The data 

from the transcripts drove each analysis and category.  During the primary analysis, I 

reflected upon my knowledge of my students as readers and children’s types of responses 

to text.   As I read through the data I attempted to make sense of all forms of data and 

notice emerging themes.  In terms of the second analysis, I connected my understandings 

of the data to my readings from the professional literature that related to children’s 

construction of meaning during literature discussion.  In my third analysis, I created a 

final set of categories from the first and second analysis of the data. 

 Research question two was: What are parents’ perspectives on their involvement 

with the school and with their child’s literacy development?  My primary sources of data 

were interviews.   Secondary data consisted of my teaching journal.  Parents were 

interviewed twice during the study.  The interview questions were open-ended, with the 

goal of creating a relaxed, shared discussion about the school, literature discussions, and 
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their child’s literacy development.  In the first analysis I read through each transcript and 

looked for common issues related to each topic we discussed.  Additionally, I used the 

professional literature to assist my thinking about the data as I generated categories.  A 

portrait of the participant families in three areas that pertained to this study was 

presented: learning to read, literature discussions and parental involvement.  

The theory that informed this study came from two main fields: (a) Vygotsky’s 

(1978) sociocultural theory of learning, and (b) Rosenblatt’s (1994) transactional reader-

response theory.  Literature informed by sociocultural theory was particularly helpful in 

recognizing the myriad of social forces at work in literacy.  Studies informed by this 

theory indicate that literacy is not just about decoding a text and extracting meaning from 

it.  Instead, research and theory reflecting a sociocultural perspective views the act of 

making meaning as always embedded within a social context.    

Studies informed by Rosenblatt’s work were also informative, in particular 

because they emphasized the active participatory role of the reader.  Such research 

stresses the ways readers discover meaning, respond with emotion, and develop 

interpretation.  This corpus of scholarship indicates that readers are not a passive 

audience, but are active participants in the reading process.  

Findings:  Home Literature Discussions 

In answer to the first question, What is the nature of the home literature 

discussions, specifically what types of talk do parents and children use to think about the 

books they read together?, I discovered that children and their families had several types 
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of responses, which I organized into four sections: personal connections, life lessons, 

demonstrating comprehension strategies and learning about reading and language.  

Personal Connections 

 Findings related to personal connections demonstrated how parents encouraged 

and supported the construction of meaning for their children by relating to the main 

characters’ actions, conversing about similar life events, and extending meaning beyond 

the story.  These personal reactions became a scaffold that supported story 

comprehension through personalizing their involvement within the literature discussion 

and finding events that connected to their lives. 

Life Lessons 

Findings related to life lessons demonstrated that parents found multiple 

opportunities to highlight examples in children’s literature to teach their child a moral 

lesson.  Parents were the dominant speakers in this type of response focusing on the main 

character’s experience as an example to teach their children about behavior and to give 

their children advice about right and wrong.  Discussion of lived-through experiences 

similar to those of the character in the book allowed children to share meaning with the 

characters in the story to further understand the importance of cultural family values such 

as respeto and consejos.   

Demonstrating Comprehension Strategies 

 Findings related to demonstrating comprehension strategies demonstrated how 

parents found multiple ways to scaffold their child’s comprehension.  Parents provided 

scaffolds for their children’s understanding by stimulating background knowledge of 
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events in stories, and clarifying events while reading.  Parents supported reading 

comprehension by modeling their thinking, and providing information of real world 

events, in addition to giving direct instruction on decoding and meaning of words.  

Retelling, paraphrasing, and summarizing strategies were also used by parents and 

children to support understanding.  Parents and children also used prediction questions to 

monitor their comprehension and compared and contrasted feelings and experiences 

which made the story relevant to the reader.   

Learning About Reading and Language 

Findings related to learning about reading and language demonstrated how 

parents and their children used a variety of strategies to support and expand 

comprehension as well as sustain and expand the reading process.  Parents explored 

differences in grammar in their primary and second language, and used a pronunciation 

guide and glossary to clarify meaning of words.  Children’s and parents’ attention to 

punctuation and word recognition were also discussed.    

Findings:  Parent Perspectives on Involvement 

In answer to the second question: What are parents’ perspectives on their 

involvement with the school and with their child’s literacy development?  I explored the 

subject of parental involvement from the parents’ perspective.  Findings that emerged 

from this data were presented through three themes that spoke about their participation 

with home literature conversations.  In theme one, connecting parents’ and children’s 

literacy experiences, all families reflected on how they learned to read which influenced 

how and why they assisted their children with reading and school work.  Parents were 
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moved to support their children due to several factors such as: access to the curriculum 

because it was in their primary language, an awareness that school children today are 

expected to know more than when they did in school, access to dual language texts 

allowing them to support and listen to their child’s developing second language, and the 

lack of their own formal schooling due to financial hardship motivating them to support 

their own children today.  All parents viewed learning to read as a milestone in the path 

of attaining success.  

 In theme two, connecting children’s literature with life experiences, parents 

discussed their engagement and connections with children’s literature.  Parents expressed 

developing an appreciation for children’s literature and valued the personal connections 

and childhood memories these books incited.  Through reading Latino children’s 

literature they also expressed a sense of cultural pride because the stories contained 

similar family experiences.  Parents developed a new interest in reading children’s books 

and valued the time spent with their children. All parents viewed themselves as learners 

throughout this process; thus, their individual book selections were motivated by the 

possibility of learning something new.   

 In theme three, resisting the school’s definition of parental involvement, parents 

reported their individual reasons for not participating in La Mirada Elementary Parent’s 

as Partners program.  They also reported that despite this missed opportunity to become 

involved at the school site, they viewed themselves as being actively involved and 

engaged with their children and the classroom curriculum in many ways.  In addition, all 

families expressed high aspirations related to their children’s education; thus they 
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attended all parent conferences and assisted with homework.  They were knowledgeable 

about their child’s strengths and areas in development and believed that instilling a love 

for school in the early years was important for future academic success.  Parents also 

expressed they felt connected with their child’s learning because of the ongoing, trusting 

and professional relationship they had with their child’s teacher. 

 The findings of this study were important because they affirmed that Latino 

families do actively take part in their child’s education when we invite them into the 

classroom.  When classroom teachers acknowledge and incorporate parents’ home 

culture into the school curriculum, students develop pride in their identity and parents 

feel they can provide valuable contributions (Ada & Campoy, 2004; Delgado-Gaitan, 

2001).  The findings in this study also reject the disabling myth that there is one right way 

for parents to become involved in their children’s education (Shockley, Michalove, & 

Allen, 1995; Ada & Campoy, 2004; Allen, 2007).    By initiating dialogue with families 

and building on shared literacy opportunities, parents and the classroom teacher can 

provide linguistic, cultural and academic support for every child.           

This study adds to the research on Latino family and school partnerships 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 2004; Decker & Decker, 2003; Perez, 2001; Bermudez & Padron, 

1990; Epstein, 1994).  This study documents how Latino parents use home literature 

conversations to further develop children’s oral language and reading development.  

Home literature conversations can serve as a bridge between home and school allowing 

parents to familiarize themselves with the content of their children’s education, regain 

trust in their own abilities, and take an active role in their children’s and their families 
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literacy process.  In the next section I consider the implications of the findings of this 

research. 

Implications 

 The findings of this study beg educators to consider implications for literature 

discussions in homes and in classrooms, as well as for educational reform. 

Literature Discussions 

 This study raised significant implications for the use of literature discussions both 

in homes and in classrooms.  As evident in the findings of this research, Latino parents do 

support the learning of their bilingual children.  In home literature conversations parents 

provided a scaffold for their children’s reading comprehension.  They supplied world and 

family knowledge and word meanings to help understanding; when reading unfamiliar 

books they asked questions that required intellectual effort by the child (e.g., making 

predictions or drawing inferences from the text).  Transcripts showed that when given the 

opportunity parents were flexible in their approach to reading depending on their child’s 

needs and they monitored comprehension in a variety of ways.    All parents were willing 

to try new reading engagement strategies that their children were using at school; parents 

were highly engaged while reading with their children, and they expressed that they 

enjoyed the process.  

I believe that the cognitive and affective mix that characterized home literature 

conversations motivated parents to build on their own personal experience in learning to 

read.  They gained insight into their children as developing readers and could support 

them.  One aspect of this process that was particularly influential was that parents loved 
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the children’s literature.  Most had never been in contact with such books before and the 

stories and the illustrations were a source of new delight.  Children and parents were 

eager to borrow the books, read them at home and discuss them.  Clearly the choice of 

reading material was important.   

The home literature discussions between Latino parents and their children show 

what parents do to inspire their children, and teach them language and literacy.  As this 

study revealed, Latino parents already know some ways to assist their children with their 

schoolwork and make their aspirations explicit, in particular by joining them in literacy 

activities.  I learned a lot during my interviews and home visits that fractured stereotypes 

I had heard from others about Latino households.  Cynthia’s, Laura’s, Lynda’s, Sergio’s 

and Tanya’s parents not only cared; they had a strong philosophy of child rearing that 

was supportive of education including learning English.  Often the assumption that “these 

kids don’t live in literacy-rich environments” sets the home-school connection at an 

imbalance.  Attempting to build a connection with Latino parents on this premise would 

ignore the rich social interactions that take place in Latino families.  When educators fail 

to learn about Latino families and the funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, 

Gonzalez, 1992) existing in the home they miss opportunities to gain insights that can 

strengthen the classroom curriculum.  When teachers learn about family interests and 

activities, they have an advantage when making recommendations to parents about ways 

to build continuity between school and home activities.  Latino parents want to be and 

truly can be participants in the processes, purposes, and practices of teachers’ teaching 

and children’s learning.  
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Second, focusing on a reader response approach to literature (Short, 1993), 

parents were able to decide what strategies, if any, they wanted to practice.  The open-

ended invitation to respond to literature carried an important message: books were 

vehicles for communication and for learning about self and others.  By avoiding the use 

of specific conversational roles, children and parents learned how to facilitate a 

conversation independently and naturally.  When parents are allowed to choose what to 

focus on with their children, they created a pleasurable, productive and relevant reading 

experience.  On the other hand, when teachers ask parents to work on word recognition 

tasks or instruct parents to listen to their children read aloud for “practice”, we limit the 

potential for literacy growth within the home.  These literature conversations allowed 

parents and children to connect to their family history while motivating their children to 

fous on their education.  In all cases, the family’s viewpoint coincided with the school’s 

expectations of advanced learning.  Thus, by encouraging open-ended dialogue and 

communication at home in the home language; we support rather than destroy the 

existing linguistic, social and cultural capital of the family (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; 

Yaden, Madrigal & Tam, 2003; Martinez-Roldan, 2000; Fain, 2003).   

The third aspect that I see as responsible for the positive response to home 

literature conversations were the relationships nurtured across family members.  Family 

closeness was frequently cited by children as well as parents.  One parent said, “Nos 

gusta sentarnos a leer…ella tendrá un bonito recuerdo.” [We like to sit and read…she 

will have a nice memories.]  Sharing books with their children gave parents a feeling of 

closeness and the time spent reading will be a cherished memory.  Parents displayed 
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confidence in their ability to read and respond to literature.  Their responses demonstrated 

connections with story plot and characters.  Their personal connections were reflective of 

significant family events, their children’s experience as budding readers, and cultural 

pride.  Likewise, children expressed “Este libro es mi favorito.  Mi hermana me lo lee a 

mí y a Junior.” [This book is my favorite.  My sister reads it to me and Junior.]   The 

experiences children had at home contributed to their lively and confident participation in 

class.  Knowing that a parent would be there to read and respond led them to select texts 

based on interest rather than perceived reading level.  

Clearly, participation in literature discussions led to positive implications for 

students in their homes. The experience also taught me about my students and created 

connections between their lives and my life.  When I read their journals I learned about 

their families, values, and history.  Additionally, students and parents often asked me 

about my connections to the texts.  Parents frequently asked for my recommendations for 

books and learned my opinions of ideas expressed in the books.  This strengthened the 

relationship between teacher, student and home.   

These discussions also influenced the way students talked in the classroom.  The 

findings of this study showed that children frequently returned to school applying 

connections made during home discussions to literature conversations at school.  Ideas 

developed in the home environment frequently became the launching pad for the 

extension of ideas at school. 

Classroom teachers frequently struggle with the implementation of literature 

discussions in the classroom.  Often, they question the effectiveness of literature 
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conversations because children’s responses can be limited, and teacher talk often 

dominates in attempts to initiate conversation (Roller & Beed, 1994; Short, Kaufman, 

Kaser, Kahn, Crawford, 1999; Freedman, 1993). This study demonstrated, however, that 

when students are given the opportunity to initiate conversations about literature first in 

their home environments, subsequent talk about books in school becomes more natural 

and engaged.  As a teacher, I rarely struggled with initiating literature conversations.  

Students would begin book discussions by taking out their home journals.  They would 

each share what their parents had written, often pausing to exclaim, “¡Mi mamá 

también!” [My mommy too!], or to contrast their feelings with those of their parents.   

Children shared the post-it notes and written conversations developed at home with their 

peers in class, in this way continuing the conversation about the text that they had 

developed at home.  I came to value home literature conversations as a way of making 

my classroom practice more meaningful.     

  The following then, are key insights that I believe can inform the development of 

parent-teacher collaborations and home literature conversations.  First, when teachers 

seek parental support, they must provide parents with enriching and meaningful 

experiences in their own right.  They must see parents as more than just potential carriers 

of skills to their children.  Teachers can do this by making a wide variety of literature 

available for families to use at home.  They must give parents support in making time and 

in conducting discussions.  Outside of my classroom, for example, I had a book cart 

where parents could browse through books and check them out after school.  At Back to 

School Night I showed examples of literature journals and role-played how a literature 
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discussion might look with a child.  In this way, families were set up for success in 

starting this new practice at home.   

Second, although the social constructivist view of literacy is widely accepted, not 

all schools and teachers are familiar with it.  Views of literacy as the acquisition of skill 

and teaching as the transmission of knowledge, still prevail in schools, and influence the 

development of policy and practice.  Educators must continuously fight to keep a 

constructivist view at the forefront of their instructional curricular decisions.  Traditional 

methods of teaching reading need to be replaced with methods that acknowledge and 

celebrate family funds of knowledge and respectful partnerships for student learning 

(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzales, 1992).  Teachers need to create space in the school day 

and within curricular programs to invite parent and student questions, interpretations and 

knowledge.   

Third, teacher leadership teams need to initiate conversations with staff about 

building parent partnerships within their school community.  School and school district 

parent programs should be under continuous review and revision.  Successful 

partnerships require flexibility to maintain an open conversation between parents and 

educators.  One way to begin these conversations would be to invite a teacher researcher 

and/or university professor who can speak to successful family-school partnerships.  

Ensuring academic achievement for Latino students will require a genuine and 

continuous effort by educators to bridge home practices and school practices (Riojas-

Cortez, Flores, Smith, & Clark, 2003; Shockley, Michalove & Allen, 1995; Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzales, 1992), reach out to Latino parents through their language and 
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culture, listen to parent concerns, express high expectations and recognize that all Latino 

children are capable of learning and their parents are capable of supporting and enriching 

that learning.            

Fourth, teachers could take part in their own research to learn about their school 

communities.  Particularly in schools working with Latino populations, educators need to 

understand the dynamics within the Latino community being served and the dynamics 

within the school.  Each Latino community is different in their levels of acculturation, 

language ability, income, and educational attainment.  Educators can familiarize 

themselves with the particular characteristics of their community in their everyday 

interactions with families both on campus as well as in home visits.  Often teachers may 

feel hesitant to visit family homes but once they do they quickly realize the benefits of 

home visits (Meyer & Mann, 2006).      

Finally, this study encourages principals to better understand the impact of 

inquiry-based professional development and, most importantly, it encourages teachers to 

develop questions based on their own curiosity about their students' learning and their 

teaching and to investigate these questions.  Teacher research empowers teachers to make 

a positive difference in terms of classroom practice; it enables teachers to provide 

relevant information about teaching and learning in actual classrooms. Most importantly, 

by engaging in reflective practice, the teacher improves the lives of students by always 

seeking to discover better, more effective ways of teaching.   
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The findings of this study have led to significant implications for the use of 

literature discussions both in homes and in schools.  In the next section I address broader 

implications of this study for educational policy reform. 

Educational Reform 

Parental involvement is one area of educational policy where there is broad 

agreement: the more parents are involved with their children's education, the better the 

children do in school. However, the current structure of the K-12 public school system 

calls for little or no involvement by parents in the education of their children. In most 

places, politicians and administrators make almost all of the choices.  They assign 

children to schools based on where they live, they select the textbooks and the 

curriculum, they determine methods of instruction and assessment, and they control how 

educational funds are allocated. In short, there are few opportunities for parents to 

participate in educational decision-making as serious stakeholders.  In this section, I 

discuss implications for larger educational reform, considering reform of public 

schooling, teacher education programs, and school publishing enterprises. 

 In the United States, public school policy is based on what Lareau and Shumar 

(1996) call an ‘individualist approach to family-school relationships’.   The authors note 

that most schools attempt to engage individual parents without considering how 

differences in education, income, social networks, and positions of power can affect their 

ability or willingness to participate. The result is that parents from working and lower 

class groups are less likely to become involved in school-related activities.  The creation 

of educational policy must be re-aligned to consider these differences, allowing for 



 
 
 
 

 

267

greater parental choice in everything from school assignment, to curricular 

implementation.  Magnet programs, charter schools, local parental governance 

committees, parent liaison positions and professional conferences that cater to parents are 

all examples of structures that take into account parent diversity and participation. 

Likewise, university teacher preparation programs must begin to take seriously 

the role of parents by including courses on parental involvement.  Pre-service courses 

highlighting successful home-school collaborations should become a requirement.  

Furthermore, new teacher support should also emphasize home-school connections and 

require evidence of parental partnerships beyond just the use of classroom newsletters.  

Finally, ongoing in-service training for veteran teachers could also stress innovative ways 

of including parents as meaningful partners in the classroom.  All of these forms of 

professional support must focus on allowing parents to share their knowledge with 

teachers (Griego-Jones, 2002). 

Finally, publishing companies must begin to consider the role of parents in the 

design of their materials.  Rather than simply including a handbook of translated 

newsletters, these companies must view parents as vital participants in the creation and 

implementation of their materials.  Publishers could begin to provide training for teachers 

specific to the parent component of their programs.  They could provide engaging 

training for parent groups and renewable materials designed specifically for students to 

take home.  In this way, parents are not just an after-thought in the curricular design 

process; instead, they are contributors and benefactors from the beginning. 
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Public schooling, teacher preparation and publishing enterprise are three areas 

that could benefit from reform of their views and practices related to parent participation.  

At the core, only an approach that emphasizes inviting dialogue and contributions from 

families rather than imposing a ‘one size fits all’ model will lead to true reform.  In the 

next section, I consider recommendations for future research.    

Recommendations For Research 

In this study I examined the quality of parent-child literature discussions, as well 

as family perceptions of parental involvement in schooling.  This study revealed several 

important findings.  However, the same data could be looked at in other ways.  The 

following are interesting areas suggested for further research:  (a) to examine the 

development of children’s responses in repeated readings at school and at home to trace if 

children discuss more aspects of the text and or discuss their understandings in greater 

depth through multiple readings; (b)  to examine the relationship between home literature 

conversations and reading attitudes or motivation to read; (c) to examine the issues 

brought up by children and parents during the home literature conversations; (d) to 

examine data comparatively across books by the different families; and (e) to examine 

the discourse of children and parents from the perspective of culture when reading 

children’s literature that highlight the Latino experience. 

 Furthermore, this study looked specifically at the general quality of the 

engagements between families and the literature.  Future studies related to home 

literature discussions may want to focus specifically on, for example, how Latino families 
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initiate or end read alouds.  Or, studies could focus on the particular physical and 

temporal context within which families read together. 

 Also, this study used audio tapes.  Other data methods that would be interesting 

could include: The use of video-taping or the incorporation of home observations to 

capture the ways families use gestures or physical proximity while reading together.  

These alternate methods of data collection could identify parent-child routines during the 

reading of picture books.  Also, trade books were used in this study.  Future studies could 

explore the use of books on tape or computer-based books for parent-child literature 

discussions. 

Finally this study could be replicated in other type of school settings.  For 

example, teacher researchers working in communities where there is one predominant 

ethnic group may want to select children’s literature that highlights that particular ethnic 

experience in an authentic and respectful manner.  Such changes to the research design 

could lead to exciting new understandings of family book discussions.  

Conclusion 

As I attempted to show in this study, creating classroom environments where 

parent participation is welcomed and utilized is the first step in creating true partnerships 

between students’ homes and their schools.  However, schools continue to implement 

traditional parent programs and base parental involvement on activities typically 

performed by middle class parents.  They use the middle class model of parental 

involvement in efforts to involve language minority and all other parents.  This model of 

fixing families and making them more like middle class families does not promote the 
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strengths of minority families and undermines the efforts these families make to educate 

their children.   

Rather than letting my administrators determine my professional development, by 

exploring the tensions in my practice I felt empowered to discover the true experiences of 

my students and their families.  As a result, parental participation in my class did not 

require an entire overhaul of the interactions these families had with their children.  

Rather than counting volunteer hours, parental involvement programs need to find ways 

to make parents feel and know that they are valued and play an important role in their 

children’s school life as well as home life.  This can be achieved through critical 

evaluation of attempts at parent involvement and the implementation of programs that 

find value in homes.  Thus, parents would feel more important in the education of their 

children in U.S. schools and parental involvement programs would be more successful in 

increasing the motivation of families to participate in schools.  Focusing on families’ 

goals rather than schools’ goals has the potential of transforming the school experience 

and helping children succeed. 
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