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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

All of the teachers in the school that I currently work in have a plaque outside
their classroom door with their name and a phrase or image that is unique to them. The
phrase that I chose when I began working at this school was learning together because
that is what I believe life, whether personal or professional, is all about. My most
important responsibilities at this time are those of being a mother and a teacher. I am not,
however, an expert in either of these areas. I count on learning as much from my son, my
colleagues, my students and their families as they learn from me. The belief in gaining
knowledge collectively is also very relevant in the field of family literacy. This is
particularly true when a family literacy program acts as a third space: a place where home
and school come together in learning and understanding. In this study, I focus on the pilot
year of a family literacy program in the Midwestern public school district that I currently
work in, as it makes every effort to become a third space for the families, both English
language learner (ELL) and non-ELL, and for the staff who participate in the program.
A few years ago, I was hired as an ESL/Bilingual teacher in the aforementioned
public school district. At that time, the district was moving the ELLs from one
elementary school center back to their home schools. Although the number of ELLs
district-wide had leveled off somewhat in the last couple of years, the school that I was

2

hired to work in experienced a surge in its non-English speaking population. The state‟s
Department of Public Instruction (DPI) reported that in the 2007-2008 school year 1.9%
of the school population were ELLs, and by the 2009-2010 school year, the number had
increased to 6.2%. The staff at that school quickly became aware of the academic
challenges ELLs face and the fact that many of them are lagging behind their nativespeaking peers in most subject areas.
The teachers who were already working closely with ELLs, including myself,
immediately began implementing creative ways to try to narrow the gap between them
and their native-speaking peers. For the last few years, there has been an ELL Club,
which is an after-school program for elementary-age students. As part of this program,
volunteer students from the local high school work with ELLs individually or in small
groups on literacy skills and homework help two times a week right after school. During
the summer months, the district has provided a summer ELL camp with free swimming
lessons in order to continue the students‟ academic learning and language growth over
the summer. Quarterly ELL family nights have also been offered in recent years as a way
to bring families together to socialize and receive information about the schools.
As more staff members became aware of the academic challenges, the desire grew
even further to find ways to help ELLs become more successful in school. First, teachers
voiced their concerns to the school principal, who also serves as the ELL coordinator, and
started to ask what more the district might be able to do to help these students. Then, the
discussions became about supporting the ELL families. Although the families also want
their children to be successful in school, many of them face barriers such as limited
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English proficiency, limited levels of education and low socio-economic status. Finally,
the conversation evolved into finding ways for the district to help the ELL families to
help their children succeed academically in school.
A one-year grant for a family literacy program was submitted to a local
foundation. The grant requested financial support for a program at one of the district‟s
elementary schools that would meet two hours a night for 18 sessions in all. The proposal
stated that one hour of the program would include families learning together, and the
other hour would include the parents and children learning separately. In addition to
families learning together, another goal of the proposal was to connect families to
resources available in the community. In the spring of 2010, the grant was approved.
With the approval came a need for further research into family literacy programs and
working with ELL families so that a successful program could be designed. The timing of
the grant for the family literacy program and this capstone coincided. Given my
conviction that people learn best cooperatively, I felt it was applicable to focus my study
on family literacy as a third space where children, families and teachers come together in
learning.
Family Literacy Programs
With the rising expectations for literacy in education and the increase in the
number of ELLs, the achievement gap between ELLs and their English-speaking peers is
widening (Borba, 2009). Educators and policy makers are looking for specific ways to
decrease the gap within our school systems. Family literacy programs have been
suggested as a solution, which has led to a greater prevalence of them in the last couple
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decades (Auerbach, as cited in Hendrix, 1999; Tett, 2000). The overall aim of family
literacy programs is to serve as a medium for providing different types of literacy
instruction to adults and children and for providing families opportunities for learning
together (DeBruin-Parecki & Krol-Sinclair, 2003).
As I show in the literature review, there is a great deal of information available
about third space and family literacy programs but not much actual research on literacy
programs as third spaces. The literature offers several suggestions for implementing
family literacy programs with linguistically and culturally diverse families. One of them
is by creating a third space, or two-way understanding, between the home and the school.
This means that while parents are learning about and understanding the school system
better, educators are also learning about and utilizing the parents‟ existing knowledge,
strengths and resources to plan the program (Gadsden, as cited in Paratore, 2003). When
the two contexts of home and school merge through this two-way understanding, a third
space emerges (Cook, 2005; Pahl & Kelly, 2005).
Role of the Researcher
This research project is a study of the pilot year of our district‟s school-based
family literacy program. The program was housed in the same elementary school where I
teach. Some of the participants were families of the students that I work with on a regular
basis. I assumed many different roles in this study. These roles included coordinator,
facilitator, teacher and researcher. My overall aim was to get an emic view of the
program as a participant observer. This means that I was primarily interested in gaining
the points of view of the families and program staff (Merriam, 2009).
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As a teacher and researcher, I did bring some biases to this study. I believe that
educators and the families they serve have much to learn about each other and that a codirectional understanding of the home and school contexts is essential to student success.
I assume that families need and are interested in learning more about the school system
and how to help their children achieve in school. I think that a well-designed, schoolbased family literacy program can have a positive effect on both schools and families by
becoming a third space where the home and school grow in knowledge and
understanding of each other.
Background of the Researcher
I was hired by the school district involved in this study four years ago. I teach at
the elementary school with the largest number of ELLs (approximately 30 students in
grades K-5). As the ESL teacher, I observe a variety of perspectives. Most of the students
work very hard to keep up with their peers academically and fit in. Parents typically value
their children‟s education and want the school‟s assistance to help their children succeed
in school. As for the schools, they recognize these students are behind their Englishspeaking peers, and the district is feeling the pressure to find additional ways to support
them in order to make the adequate yearly progress (AYP) requirements of No Child Left
Behind (NCLB). This family literacy program was one more step to seeing that the ELLs
in our school reach their highest potential.
Personally, I was excited about how this family literacy program would take us
into a third space where families and staff learn together. I believed that everyone
involved was going to grow significantly. Program staff and teachers would grow in
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understanding the diverse families that attend our school and their strengths, interests and
needs would be addressed. Families would grow in their understanding of the education
system and be empowered to find new ways to support their children‟s social, emotional
and educational development. Students would grow in their awareness of, understanding
of and pride in their families and cultures. Parents, children and teachers would enjoy the
opportunities for learning together. I was hopeful the mismatches between home and
school might begin to dissolve and stronger home-school partnerships would emerge
through the third space of the family literacy program.
Guiding Questions
The overall aim of this study was to describe the pilot year of the school-based
family literacy program in the elementary school that I work in. The study included the
planning phase, program implementation and outcomes. The primary focus was to
discover if our family literacy program operated as a third space. To this end, this study
sought answers to the following guiding questions:


What does a third space in our family literacy program look like?



How is a third space created with ELL and non-ELL families?



How do the staff and families listen and respond to each other in a third space?



How do participants feel about it?



What benefits are gained by those who are involved in a third space?



What do discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like?
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Summary
This chapter introduced the topic of my research project. First, I described the
context of the district and the school in which the study took place. Second, I outlined the
situation and circumstances that led to the study. Next, I introduced the key concepts of
family literacy and third space. Then, I described my role as a participant observer in the
study and provided a statement of researcher biases. I also explained my background as
the researcher and how this study ties into my personal interest and strong belief in
everyone learning together. Finally, I listed this study‟s guiding questions.
Chapter Overviews
In Chapter One, I introduced my research study. In Chapter Two, I provide a
comprehensive review of the literature related to family literacy and third space theory.
Chapter Three includes a further description of the research design and methodologies for
collecting and analyzing the data. Chapter Four presents the findings of this five month
study. In Chapter Five, I reflect on the data by discussing the limitations and implications
of the study. I also make recommendations for further studies.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

With a growing concern for students with low levels of literacy and an
assumption that we could help them through their families, a few staff members in the
school where I work submitted a grant proposal for a family literacy program in the
spring of 2010. The grant was accepted for a one-year pilot of the program in the same
school, and I was asked to be a part of it. At the same time, I was planning to complete
my MA in ESL. I decided to merge the family literacy program and the capstone into one
project. I did not know what my specific research question would be, however, so I began
an in-depth study of family literacy programs and diverse families. Out of this research
on family literacy programs and diverse families, one particular concept grabbed my
attention – that of a third space. Consequently, the existence and benefits of a third space
became the purpose of my study.
A third space is a setting where participants in two spaces, unequal in power,
come together in what is referred to as an in-between space for the purpose of growing in
new understanding and learning (Pane, 2007). One space, in this case, the school, is
usually privileged or dominant and the other space, the home, is often marginalized
(Moje et al., 2004; Pane, 2007). I possess a strong belief in the value of homes and
schools integrating their knowledge and practices for the purpose of learning together,
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and I wondered if our family literacy program would generate new knowledge and
discourses and, therefore, be considered a third space. This led to the following research
questions:


What does a third space in our family literacy program look like?



How is a third space created with ELL and non-ELL families?



How do the staff and families listen and respond to each other in a third space?



How do participants feel about it?



What benefits are gained by those who are involved in a third space?



What do discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like?
Family Literacy Programs
Family literacy programs are a response to the literacy difficulties that

children face in schools all over the world (Tett, 2000). Research shows that children
whose parents are not able to help develop their language and literacy skills are more at
risk of failing in school (Darling, 2004). With this research-based link between children
and their parents, educators and legislators have decided to deal with the disparities of
home and school literacy by tackling these two areas of difficulty together as one entity
through both small and large-scale family literacy programs (Darling, 2004; Paratore,
2003; Tett, 2000). Educators and legislators are not alone. Research also shows that most
parents, no matter their ethnicity or minority status, care very much about education and
are highly concerned about their children‟s school achievement (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990;
Epstein, 1990; Goldenberg, 1993; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991, as cited in Mulhern,
Rodriguez-Brown & Shanahan, 1994). They want to help their children be successful in
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school but do not know where or how to begin (Knaflic, 2005). Family literacy programs,
therefore, make the most of the parents‟ motivation to do what is best for their children
(Darling, 2004).
Gadsden (2002) states that most family literacy programs try to address at least
one of the following goals: to decrease the challenges and failures that children face in
school; to increase parent involvement in their children‟s education and the parents‟ level
of education; and to improve student success in school by advancing the parents‟ literacy
levels. Many programs also aim to improve the overall quality of family life (Connors,
1993), reduce parents‟ isolation from school and foster autonomy and self-reliance within
families, schools and communities (Shanahan, Mulhern, & Rodríguez-Brown, 1995).
Mulhern, Rodríguez-Brown and Shanahan (1994) provide several additional aims such as
assisting families to overcome any barriers that they face in the school system, reaching
out to families to help them understand school practices, providing adults with
opportunities to learn for the purpose of sharing their knowledge with their children, and
creating partnerships that will help bridge the gap between the homes and schools and
foster success in children.
Third Space Theory
This idea of bridging the gap between the home and school is closely related to
third space theory. Moje et al. (2004) describe third space in schools as a bridge from the
often marginalized voices to the traditional academic knowledge and learning. They also
explain two other viewpoints of third space within the discipline of education: 1) a
navigational space or way of transferring knowledge successfully between different
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discourse communities and 2) a place where knowledge and discourses from home and
school challenge and produce new forms of learning. Discourse here refers to shared
ways of knowing, thinking, reading and writing, believing and talking within a group or
community (Moje et al., 2004; Pane, 2007).
According to Cook (2005), third space theory “attempts to explain and resolve the
tensions and lack of productivity that may arise when different cultural and institutional
identities come into contact, including those with apparently similar aims (for example,
family and school engaged in joint programs)” (p. 85). This explanation holds true for
family literacy programs. The overall aim of teachers and families in school-based family
literacy programs is for the children to be successful in the school, yet tensions related to
the lack of understanding between the teachers and the participants may be evident. In a
third space, two seemingly opposite and competing spaces can work together to bring
about new learning, new discourses and new forms of literacy (Moje et al., 2004).
Although third space theory was not the focus of any of the following studies, one
can still see the definition of the theory in action through the integration of the home and
school contexts. For example, a program in Slovenia used project learning to encourage
children, ages 6-9, and their parents to choose a problem situation from everyday life and
try to solve it using literacy, math, social and computer skills (Knaflic, 2005). A program
in Scotland persuaded adults to critically examine assumptions about family life depicted
in children‟s books and then use computers to create stories for their children that
reflected their own lives (Tett, 2000). Anderson, Anderson, Friedrich and Kim (2010)
refer to two other examples of family literacy: a project where parents responded in
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writing to journal entries that children wrote and took home on a regular basis (WollmanBonilla) and a project where teachers conducted home visits in order to develop a deeper
understanding of the children and their families, connect home and school literacy and
offer suggestions to enhance family support of their children‟s education (Kyle,
McIntyre, Miller, & Moore).
Third space can be evident in different forms. According to Cook (2005), it may
be conceptual, linguistic or physical. An example of a conceptual third space is when the
teacher connects the curriculum with the children‟s everyday experience of watching
television. The conversation between a school mentor and student during lunch could be
an example of a linguistic third space. And finally, take-home backpacks or everyday
homework are examples of a physical third space.
In a family literacy program the home and school are coming together. Separately,
they can be very different. The home context is often an unscripted and experiential
interaction and uses local knowledge and discourse. In a school context, the interactions
are often scripted with the teacher taking on the leading role in the interactions and
teaching the prescribed academic curriculum (Cook, 2005). A family literacy program
joins these two spaces together, usually on school grounds with a focus on literacy but
pulling from the home-based experiences (Pahl & Kelly, 2005). Here the official script of
the school curriculum and the unofficial script of the home context intersect and are
negotiated and new knowledge is co-created. The interaction of these two scripts and
spaces lead to a new script and space - a third space (Carrillo, 2000; Gutierrez,
Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejeda, 1999). The goal of creating a third space is not to show that
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one space is more right or wrong but rather to produce a space where multiple forms of
knowledge are recognized, valued and built upon (Moje et al., 2004).
Family Literacy: Challenges
When a third space is not realized in a family literacy program, many factors can
challenge the effectiveness of the program. Hendrix (1999) offers possible reasons for
reported failures in family literacy programs: programs are often set up to try to
compensate for the participants‟ deficiencies; programs usually do not focus on the whole
family; and many programs do not incorporate parent-child together time. Other barriers
that may keep families from getting involved include the parents‟ limited proficiency in
English, the lack of familiarity with American culture and the education system, their
own limited education, and their reluctance to communicate with the teachers whom they
consider the experts (Mulhern et al., 1994).
Tett (2000) draws attention to the lack of understanding between home and school
environments as another challenge to family literacy programs. Educators often make
assumptions about the families and their literacy practices instead of actually taking the
time to examine what goes on in the families‟ home context. This can lead to one-way
learning, in which the school culture is imposed on families (Anderson, Anderson,
Friedrich, & Kim, 2010). In one-way learning, professionals in the field of education
identify what they believe the students need and then design curriculum for the parents to
pass on to their children. The school requires parents to conform to its practices in order
to transfer those practices to their kids (Auerbach, 1995). When this is the case, educators
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fail to create authentic activities and materials that the families can connect with and,
ultimately, the program becomes meaningless for the population that it aims to serve.
All of this leads to one of the greatest challenges to success for family literacy
programs: their tendency to create a deficit program model. A deficit model suggests that
deficient cultures are to blame for the school failure of minority students and that this
inadequacy can be fixed through remediation of the culture or its participants (LessowHurley, 2005), with middle-class American values and school-based literacy practices
being imposed on the students and their families (Tett, 2000). In this approach, family
inadequacies and prescribed solutions are focused upon (Auerbach, 1995), while family
strengths, languages and literacy practices are ignored (Amstutz, 2000). Enforcing the
school‟s standards, without understanding the home culture, may result in a greater divide
between the school and home. Amstutz (2000) demonstrated this point with the example
of how encouraging parents during programming to play with their children may actually
contradict some of their cultural beliefs that the parents are to be taken seriously by their
children at all times.
Creating a Third Space
For family literacy programs to experience success and have the characteristics of
a third space, they must refrain from a cultural deficit model and instead focus on the
families as resources. The literature on family literacy programming and third space
provides an abundance of suggestions for achieving this aim.
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Respect for Differences
Creating a third space starts with respect. Educators can show respect for diverse
families first and foremost by purposefully avoiding any assumptions about them based
on their differences from the white, English-speaking, middle-class model (Ovando,
Combs, & Collier, 2006). Instead, educators should validate the language and culture that
these families bring to the program (Darling, 2004).
There are a number of ways to demonstrate respect for another group‟s language.
First, family literacy programs can provide bilingual and bicultural staff to work with the
families (DeBruin-Parecki, 2009) and provide materials in the home language whenever
possible. Even when highly-qualified interpreters, translators and cultural liaisons are
possible, educators still need to be careful not to use the educational jargon that may be
unfamiliar to people outside of the field (Ovando et al., 2006). Second, educators can
reassure parents that their first language is an asset (Mulhern et al., 1994). Parents should
be encouraged to continue to use the home language in rich interactions with their
children (Auerbach, 1995) because research suggests that a strong base in the first
language is critical for second language acquisition, including the acquisition of literacy
skills (Cummins, as cited in Auerbach, 1995).
Family literacy programs can also demonstrate respect for another group‟s
culture. One way to do this is to simply acknowledge that there are differences and then
invite families to share information about their own cultural practices. For example,
teachers may request to find out about the school practices in the home countries, such as
the perception of the teacher, student, and parent relationship (Weinstein-Shr, 1995).
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Teachers that make the effort to find out more about the families will have a better
understanding of how to best meet their needs and augment their understanding of the
school culture and education system (Ovando et al., 2006). With this awareness, teachers
will also be able to honor the other culture by creating program activities that are more
sensitive and relevant to the families.
Funds of Knowledge
Another suggestion for creating a third space with diverse families is to examine
their funds of knowledge (Cook, 2005; Carrillo, 2000; Moje et al., 2004; Pane, 2007).
The funds of knowledge concept was developed by Moll, González and colleagues in the
early 1990s (Ovando et al., 2006). The term refers to a person‟s “historically accumulated
and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or
individual functioning or well-being” (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992, p.133).
Some examples of the funds of knowledge that Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (1992)
found in their study of working class, Mexican communities in Tucson, AZ, were
ranching, farming, mining, construction, airplane repair, renting and selling, accounting,
house maintenance, herbal knowledge, cooking, first aid procedures, midwifery, and
Bible studies.
The examination of a family‟s household funds of knowledge can provide a useful
resource for learning opportunities (Moll et al., 1992). First, family literacy program staff
can use it to validate the knowledge and skills that families already possess (Cook, 2005).
Teachers can also connect to or build onto these strengths by using them to develop
meaningful activities that address the happenings in the families‟ day-to-day lives.
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Weinstein-Shr (1995) sums up the power of acknowledging a community‟s funds of
knowledge:
When schools can capitalize on these funds of knowledge, literacy skills are
developed and relationships are nurtured in synergy. As emphasis is placed on
what can be done and what can be shared rather than on what is not done or what
is not shared, children and adults can develop ways of being together in which
they stretch, learn, and profit from one another (p.127).
Educators can also empower individuals or families by encouraging them to share their
knowledge and skills with others (Ovando et al., 2006). A third space created in a family
literacy program can provide the structure for such sharing.
Curriculum
When working with diverse families, a one-size-fits-all, predetermined curriculum
must be considered carefully. It may impose a school-centered approach to learning and
only work to drive families further away (Auerbach, 1995). DeBruin-Parecki and KrolSinclair (2003) suggest that family literacy programs base the learning objectives on
families‟ strengths, interests and routines, making it meaningful in their everyday lives.
Rodríguez-Brown (2003) adds that listening to the participants‟ input gives them
ownership and connecting new information to what they bring increases their
involvement in the program. These are learner-centered approaches. Huerta-Macías
outlines four components of a learner-centered family literacy program: participants find
value in it; it starts with the participants‟ language and cultural backgrounds; young and
old find it interesting; and it provides information for interactions and discussions that are
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important to the lives of the participants. Lastly, learner-centered family literacy
programs are flexible, able to change and adapt to the needs of the population that is
being served (as cited in Rodríguez-Brown, 2003).
The Benefits of Creating a Third Space
When a family literacy program is designed to be a third space, there should be a
positive response from the participants and recognition of the benefits of the program.
Some of these benefits may include social capital, parent-child relationships and homeschool relationships.
Social Capital
In his study of First Lady Laura Bush‟s Family Literacy Initiative for Texas
(FLFLIT), St. Clair (2008) contends that even though participating programs do not
always meet their objectives, several of them still contribute to the participants‟ social
capital. Social capital refers to the group of people, or community networks that one has
around him who can influence him in ways that will enhance his learning and reduce his
hardships (St. Clair, 2008). Prins, Toso, and Schafft (2009) also concluded in their study
of women in poverty who attended family literacy programs that these programs played
an important role in helping the participants receive social support and increased their
psychosocial well-being.
Parent-child Relationship
Other positive effects are related to the parent-child relationship. Basset-Grundy
(as cited in Knaflic, 2005) described some of the positive parent-child interactions that
can develop. These include parents becoming more able to support their children through
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appropriate role-modeling and demonstrating respect for their achievements. Also, the
children can motivate and help their parents to learn more, and both parents and children
enjoy the opportunities for learning together.
Wai-Ling Packard (2001) conducted a study of her own mother and her reading
culturally relevant literature together. In her study, Wai-Ling Packard described the bidirectional benefits that family literacy programs can provide, especially for parents who
are not native speakers of English. Bi-directional benefits refer to the strengths that both
the children and parents take from literacy interactions. It suggests that children can assist
parents with literacy-related and other unfamiliar situations, while parents can contribute
strongly to their children‟s cultural identity development.
School-home Relationship
Positive effects may also be noted for the schools. Some of the experiences that
Knaflic (2005) reported in her study were that the parents understood the school system
better and started to build more trust in the teachers. Teachers and administrators of
families who participated in Project FLAME – Family Literacy: Aprendiendo,
Mejorando, Educando (Learning, Bettering, Educating) – reported that parents came to
school and volunteered more frequently, became more comfortable with the school staff
and gained self-confidence (Owen, Li, Rodriguez-Brown, & Shanahan as cited in
Shanahan et al., 1995). Anderson et al. (2010) reviewed the outcomes of a survey of
participants who had attended a year-long family literacy program. The parents reported
similar benefits such as having a better understanding of the school expectations, being
able to support their children‟s education at home, feeling more comfortable in the
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school, developing the ability to advocate for themselves and their children and building
important social networks. Lastly, studies have also shown that school-based family
literacy programs can serve as a bridge for connecting families to other resources in the
community (Handel, 1999).
Family Literacy: A Third Space
In conclusion, some of the steps for producing a third space in a family literacy
program are understanding and welcoming it, getting to know and using the families‟
funds of knowledge, developing equality between families and program staff, and
allowing for a flexibility of roles and authentic connections in the curriculum that show
the contributing influences of all participants (Carrillo, 2000; Cook, 2005; Pane 2007).
When these strategies for working with diverse families are realized in a family literacy
program, the deficit model is challenged, and there is great potential for a number of
positive outcomes. For example, families grow to be equal participants instead of simply
recipients of knowledge and their home language and culture are celebrated (Mashishi &
Cook, 2003). Crawford and Zygouris-Coe (2006) offer other constructive outcomes:
parents become an integral part of the curriculum; authentic connections emerge between
the home and school environments; schools become more family-friendly; and programs
turn into avenues for the families and teachers to join together in support and
understanding. When schools and homes develop into mutually-supportive partnerships,
the opportunities for teaching and learning go both ways (Weinstein-Shr, 1995) and the
home and school literacy practices surface in one place (Anderson et al., 2010). All of
these are characteristics of a third space.
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Evidence of a Third Space
What might discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like? There
have been a few studies done on third space within the discipline of education. One
example of a primary classroom is described by Cook (2005). In this model, the
children‟s funds of knowledge and home experiences were acted out in the classroom
through role-play. Then, the teacher introduced a challenge or problem to the real-world
situation, and the students created school-like texts to find a solution. Some of the
outcomes reported were an increase of children‟s involvement and enjoyment and the
parents‟ interest and understanding of what was happening in the classroom. Teachers‟
observations of the children included improvements in their confidence and attitude
toward writing, an ability to write more, an ability to work well in groups, a willingness
to take risks and the understanding and use of oral and written text forms. Other noted
outcomes were progress in word-level work and benefits to exceptional students such as
those with special needs, reluctant speakers and hyperactive or withdrawn ones.
Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, and Tejeda (1999) wrote about a Spanish
immersion classroom in a language magnet school that they observed for over three
years. Through observing and recording, they found that the students‟ linguistic and
cultural resources were utilized to communicate and interact during class discussions of
the human reproductive system. For example, one student commented that the teacher‟s
drawing of sperm looked like tadpoles. This example and others were incidences of
sustained interaction in the third space. The teacher‟s awareness and use of the
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participants‟ linguistic and cultural diversity aided the students‟ comprehension and
promoted their understanding of the academic curriculum.
In another article, Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, Alvarez, and Chiu (1999)
illustrated the idea of a hybrid or third space in an after-school computer club called Las
Redes (Networks). A bilingual student and an overseeing undergraduate would write to
each other via e-mail. The researchers found that the students‟ e-mail exchanges were
stimulated through the use of both English and Spanish in their interactions. They also
concluded that hybrid literacy practices can create meaningful collaboration and that
diversity can serve as a resource for learning.
Another classroom example is described by Moje et al. (2004). They studied third
space in the content area of science at the secondary level over a five-year period.
Through observations and field notes, surveys, interviews and the collection of
documents and artifacts, the team found that there were many different types of funds of
knowledge and discourses: family, community, peers and popular cultural. The
researchers found that although some sort of third space was always present, the students
rarely shared their everyday knowledge and discourse inside of the classroom. They also
realized that there were some important directions for curriculum, but that it was difficult
to create a space where the everyday and academic knowledge and discourses informed
each other at the secondary level.
The Gap and Research Question
Very little research exists on third space within a family literacy program. I only
came upon one related article by Pahl and Kelly (2005). They reported on some case
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studies of third space through the medium of family literacy programs in the United
Kingdom. Two studies took place in a nursery setting, and the other evaluated a project
where backpacks filled with school-related tools traveled back and forth between the
homes and school. The researchers collected data through observation, interviews and the
collection of texts and artifacts related to the program. One example in the nursery center
was that of a treasure box which was filled with everyday objects that the children
explored in the classroom setting. The other nursery setting involved an ESL learning
program where parents and children did activities together and created family books. The
researchers identified a number of positive outcomes for both the children and adults in
this program. Some of the positive outcomes were growth in children‟s knowledge,
growth in adults‟ self-esteem and confidence in speaking and an overall improvement in
the academic standards of reading, writing and spelling. A concrete example of third
space from the backpack program involved a boy using the art materials in the pack to cut
out and make a racetrack like the one he had visited earlier with his father. In each of the
family literacy programs, the authors found that a mingling of home and school surfaced
through the discussions and the artifacts that were created.
According to Anderson et al. (2010) the studies of home and school literacy
practices coming together in a third space is a more recent conceptualization. Not much
research in this area exists, and none that focuses on family literacy programs for families
of ELLs in a suburban elementary school. With this in mind, my goal for this research
project was to explore how our family literacy program created a third space and attempt
to answer the following research questions:
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What does a third space in our family literacy program look like?



How is a third space created with ELL and non-ELL families?



How do the staff and families listen and respond to each other in a third space?



How do participants feel about it?



What benefits are gained by those who are involved in a third space?



What do discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like?
Summary
This chapter provided a synthesis of third space theory as it relates to the topic of

family literacy. It reviewed the purpose and many aims of family literacy. Third space
theory within the discipline of education was defined. Special attention was paid to the
strategies for creating a third space. The benefits of creating a third space in a family
literacy program were listed. Finally, evidence of third space was provided through
examples of other research studies. In the next chapter, I describe the research design and
the methodologies that I used for collecting and analyzing the data in this study.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This research project was designed to study the pilot year of a school-based
family literacy program in the school district where I am employed. The program targeted
families of at-risk students in kindergarten as identified by their classroom teachers and
all of the ELL families in one of the district‟s elementary schools. I observed the
program, specifically looking at the home-school partnerships that developed with our
ELL families. In this study, I wanted to explore the concept of a third space through our
family literacy program. The guiding questions were:


What does a third space in our family literacy program look like?



How is a third space created with ELL and non-ELL families?



How do the staff and families listen and respond to each other in a third space?



How do participants feel about it?



What benefits are gained by those who are involved in a third space?



What do discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like?

In order to answer these questions, I collected data about the participants‟ perspectives
toward the program through surveys and focus group interviews. I also looked for
examples of a third space through the discussions and artifacts developed in the program.
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For this qualitative study, I drew from both the case study methodology of
research and ethnography. According to McKay, “a case study is a single instance of
some bound system, which can range from one individual to a class, a school, or an entire
community” (2006, p.71). In this study, the bound system was the participants, including
families and teaching staff, in the family literacy program. The case study evaluated the
home and school contexts joining together in a third space. The purpose of ethnography
is to try to understand how individuals interact with others and with the culture of the
society in which they live (Merriam, 2009), which was also applicable to this study.
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection
and analysis (Merriam, 2009), and in ethnography the researcher is immersed in the site
as a participant observer (Merriam, 2009). My aim as the researcher was to focus on the
development of two-way understanding and a third space from the viewpoints of all the
participants in the family literacy program. McKay (2006) states that the data gathered in
a qualitative study can include interviews, observations, verbal reports and written
documents. These, along with artifacts and a fieldworker‟s diary, are also primary
methods of data collection in ethnography. As can be seen, there is almost no limit to the
types of data collection that can be used. It is up to the researcher to determine the
methods of gathering data that will be most suitable to answering the research questions
(Merriam, 2009). For this study, the methods of data collection I planned to use were
surveys, staff journals, focus group interviews and participant observations with field
notes.
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Overview of the Chapter
This chapter describes the methodologies that were used in this research project.
First, a description of the qualitative research paradigm is presented along with an indepth explanation of case study methodology and ethnography and the reasoning for
using these types of research for this particular study. Second, the data collection and
analysis procedures for surveys, journals, focus group interviews and participant
observation with field notes is described. The final sections of this chapter discuss how
the data was analyzed, strategies for insuring internal validity, and the ethical
considerations that were taken into account in this study.
Qualitative Research Paradigm
A research study involves data collection and analysis. Dörnyei (2007) describes
the data collected in qualitative research as unlimited and non-numerical and the analysis
of the data as non-statistical. Dörnyei goes on to say that qualitative research is open,
fluid and flexible, uses a variety of data collection techniques, takes place in a natural
setting, elicits the insider‟s viewpoint of what is happening, involves a small sample of
participants, and is fundamentally interpretive. All of the described characteristics were
suitable to my study. I took an inductive approach to the research, meaning that I wanted
to gather data to build concepts and theories rather than to test a hypothesis (Merriam,
2009).
As stated earlier, I planned to use a variety of data collection techniques to
support my discoveries of a third space created by our family literacy program. I
observed the program in its natural setting without manipulating any of the variables. My
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aim was to gain an understanding of the school-based family literacy program from the
perspective of the participants. This involved ELL and non-ELL families, program staff
and me, a staff member and the researcher. I wanted to gain insights into how the
participants interpreted their experiences in a third space where the homes and school
came together and the meaning that they took away from these experiences.
Case Studies and Ethnographies
Some information about the case study methodology and ethnography was
already supplied in this chapter. In summary, they are both qualitative approaches to
research. In case studies, the researcher investigates a bound system over a significant
period of time and in ethnographies, the primary purpose is to understand the culture of a
group. Both approaches involve a comprehensive amount of detailed information that can
be gathered through multiple data collection techniques. The result is a rich, detailed
description of what the researcher observed (Merriam, 2009). These studies are
particularistic (focusing on a particular situation, event, program, or phenomenon),
descriptive (the end product is a rich description of the study) and heuristic (Merriam,
2009). The purpose of the study is to encourage the reader understand the situation in
order to generalize any meaning to his or her own experiences or circumstances. Case
study methodology and ethnography were relevant to my study because I focused on a
particular program – the pilot year of our school‟s family literacy program – and
immersed myself in that program as a participant observer for several months.
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Data Collection
Participants
The participants in the study were teachers and both ELL and non-ELL families
that attend the school in which I teach. All of the ELL families (about 18) were invited to
participate. Several native English-speaking kindergarten families that were selected by
their children‟s classroom teachers were also invited to attend. Permission for the study
was not required. Participants in the family literacy program included both families that
agreed to be part of the study and families that did not (see Figure 3.1). Each family
received a save-the-date notice and flyers for each family literacy event at least one week
prior to the date. Nine families (40 adults and children) gave consent to participate in the
study, five ELL and four non-ELL families. The children in the study ranged from infants
to high school students. Six staff members who helped with the family literacy nights
were also involved in the study. They included a kindergarten teacher, speech/language
pathologist, reading specialist, media specialist, math assistant and an ESL assistant.
Figure 3.1. Program and Study Participants
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Location/Setting
This study was done in an elementary, K-5, school in a suburban district in the
Midwest. The website of the state‟s DPI shows that the total student population for the
2010-2011 school year for this district was 5,530 students with a 1.8% population of
ELLs. The number of students attending the elementary school where the family literacy
program was piloted was 551. The percentage of ELLs in that same school was 6%,
which is a significant increase from the 2003-2004 school year in which 100% of the
students were native speakers of English. The percentage of economically disadvantaged
students at this school in the last school year was 29.6%.
During the window for data collection, there were nine family literacy nights.
They took place twice a month in the evenings after school for about two hours each
night. Seven of the nine family nights occurred in various spaces of the elementary
school building including classrooms, the media center, the computer lab and the art
room. The other two took place at the local public library and the bowling alley.
Data Collection Technique 1
The first type of data collection used in this study was surveys. Freeman (1998)
describes surveys as written questionnaires that focus on a specific topic. They can be
comprised of closed questions, which require a definite answer, and/or open-ended
questions, which illicit longer, personal responses. The advantages of surveys are that
they can provide a great deal of information quickly and affordably (Dörnyei as cited in
McKay, 2006).
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During this study, I used a similar survey two times, once at the beginning and
once at the end of the program (see Appendix A). Only the adult family members
participating in the study were asked to complete the survey. The surveys were used to
gather factual information about the families, behavioral information about how the
families produced discussions and texts that exemplified a joining of home-school
contexts, and attitudinal information that identified the families‟ interests, needs, beliefs
and opinions (Dörnyei as cited in McKay, 2006). Some survey questions looked for
evidence of the families learning more about the education system and becoming
empowered with new ways to support their children‟s development at home. Other
questions elicited information about the families‟ feelings such as their trust of the
teachers, their comfort in the schools and their overall interest and enjoyment in the
family nights‟ topics and activities. Still other questions sought input on if and how the
families‟ languages and cultures were being validated and celebrated and whether or not
their voices were being heard. The survey included Likert-scale questions. Likert-scale
questions require the participant to choose one of several categories such as strongly
agree, agree, disagree and strongly disagree (McKay, 2006). Some examples of
statements in these surveys were: I am learning new ways to support my child‟s
education; I am welcome in my child‟s school; the teachers view my family‟s culture as a
strength or resource.
McKay (2006) also outlines the disadvantages of surveys. Participants often
provide little or no response, or they write the answers that they think are expected. There
were a few strategies that I used to try to avoid obtaining shallow and unreliable data
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through the surveys. First, I carefully designed the survey questions and piloted them
prior to giving them to the participants (McKay, 2006). Next, I offered surveys in the
native languages of the participants when possible. Finally, I encouraged honest and
detailed feedback by directly demonstrating to the participants how we were using it to
modify and enhance the qualities of the family literacy program and the home-school
partnerships.
Data Collection Technique 2
The second type of data collection utilized in this research study was journals. In
journals, people keep an account in writing of their thoughts and feelings on a topic
(Freeman, 1998). I provided each program staff member the option of a journal book and
asked them to record their personal observations and reflections following each family
night for about five months, or nine sessions, altogether. The staff members who
participated preferred to write responses in an email or answer questions verbally through
a focus group or interview setting. I found that I always needed to provide specific
prompts in order to get responses from the staff members; otherwise, they would not
remember to take the time to reflect in writing. The purpose of the journals was to
acquire the viewpoints of the program staff. First, I was looking for evidence of how the
teachers were learning about the families‟ existing funds of knowledge, interests,
strengths and needs. Second, I was looking for proof of how program staff were letting
go of assumptions and growing in their acknowledgement and understanding of some of
the diverse families that we work with. Third, I was looking for evidence of a third space
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through the teachers‟ explanations of discussions and artifacts that they observed during
the family nights.
Data Collection Technique 3
The third type of data collection used was focus group interviews. Freeman
(1998) states that interviews/discussions can be planned interactions with pre-specified
questions or unplanned interactions with spontaneously derived questions.
Interviews/discussions can be carried out verbally or through written correspondence;
they can be accomplished individually or in groups. The purpose of interviews is to
gather information that is not observable about the participants‟ experiences and
perceptions about what is going on.
In this study, I used preplanned questionnaires to gather information from
participants that were in focus groups regarding their views of the family literacy
program and their personal experiences in relation to what they were learning about
either in the homes or the school. Focus group interviews were conducted with the
participating adults during the family literacy nights and on separate occasions with the
participating staff. The questions geared toward the families elicited the same kind of
information that the aforementioned surveys were seeking, information about their
behaviors, feelings and attitudes related to the family literacy program. Questions geared
toward the program staff attempted to generate the same information that was being
looked for in their journals. Multiple ways of seeking similar evidence gives the
participants opportunities to share their viewpoints through different modes and provides
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multiple sources for measuring the presence of a third space. Moreover, collecting data in
multiple ways helps with the reliability of the study.
According to McKay (2006), focus groups can be advantageous for allowing
participants to share and develop their views on particular topics within a fairly short
amount of time. McKay also points out some issues with using focus group interviews.
She states that in a group interview process, participants answers may be swayed by what
other people are saying or one person may dominate the conversation. Another
disadvantage is that each participant has less opportunity for sharing his or her individual
opinions or ideas in a group setting. As the interviewer, I tried to lessen these challenges
by managing the interviews to encourage everyone to speak. In order to gather sufficient
data, I conducted the focus group interviews with the families on more than one occasion.
Data Collection Technique 4
The fourth type of data collection used was observations and field notes.
Observations and field notes involve looking closely at the verbal and non-verbal
happenings that are occurring in a particular context and then taking notes that are either
general or guided by a specific question (Freeman, 1998). I used observations and field
notes as a data collection method during the parent-child time. The purpose of my
observations was to note the construction of a third space. I looked for conceptual,
linguistic and physical examples of a third space. Merriam (2009) points out that the
opponents of this type of data collection criticize it as being too subjective and therefore
unreliable. As a participant observer, I addressed this challenge by keeping my focus on
the guiding questions of my research and on the indicators of the existence of a third
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space that had been identified. I also triangulated my observations with other data such
as the surveys, staff reflections and focus group interviews. Data triangulation is
explained in greater detail later in this chapter.
Procedure
The family literacy program began in the fall of 2010. Approval for data
collection and the participant consent, however, was not granted until January 2011. The
window for data collection took place from the end of January to May of the same year.
During that time, we facilitated nine family literacy nights. On the first night, I
introduced the topic of my research study, got written consent from families and had
them fill out an initial survey. For the remaining sessions, I observed and took notes on
the parent-child interactions. As soon as I received consent from staff members, I offered
them a notebook to journal in. They all indicated a preference to use email. I received a
few reflective emails from the staff, and I conducted focus group interviews with a few of
the staff members. I also carried out the surveys and focus group interviews with some of
the participating families. I reflected on the data in the time between each session. I
collected and analyzed the data for the five months. Upon the completion of the family
literacy program at the end of the school year, I further analyzed the data that I had
obtained and shortly after wrote up the results.
Data Analysis
In qualitative research, data collection and data analysis should be occurring at the
same time (Merriam, 2009). During this process, I kept a research journal in order to
create an audit trail that described how I collected and analyzed the data (Merriam, 2009).
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This is a case study of a single case rather than multiple cases; therefore, I conducted a
within-case analysis of the data. As recommended by Merriam (2009), I brought all of the
information together into one database or record (a three-ring binder), and I read the data
on a regular basis in order to make notations of possible relevant information – also
known as coding. During repeated examination of the data, I used the constant
comparative method to make sense of the data and look for potential reoccurring findings
(Merriam, 2009). Starting with the very first surveys, journal entries, focus group
interviews and observations, I began to identify findings. Upon gathering more data, I
compared the data to my initial findings to either confirm the categories or modify them.
Toward the end of my study, the process became more deductive as I was looking for
further evidence to support my findings (Merriam, 2009).
Merriam (2009) argues that “reliability is problematic in the social sciences
simply because human behavior is never static” (p.220). She goes on to say that a better
question in qualitative research is not whether the findings are reliable but if they are
consistent with the data that is collected. There are several strategies that a researcher can
use to make sure that the findings are consistent. In carrying out my study, I used these
approaches to establish reliability. One approach is the investigator‟s position in which
the researcher is forthright with any biases or assumptions related to the study. I outlined
these in Chapter One. Another is the audit trail, which was covered through the
previously mentioned researcher‟s journal. The third and fourth are triangulation and peer
examination. According to Merriam (2009), both of these strategies also ensure internal
validity and are described in more detail in the following section.
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Verification of Data
In order to insure internal validity or increase the credibility of my findings I used
three strategies. The first strategy is termed triangulation. “In research, triangulation
means including multiple sources of information or points of view on the phenomenon or
question you are investigating” (Freeman, 1998, p. 96). Methodological triangulation
utilizes several ways of gathering data. Through multiple methods of data collection
(surveys, staff reflections, focus group interviews and observations), I was able to
compare what was said with what I saw (Merriam, 2009). The second and third strategies
are referred to by Merriam as peer review/examination and rich, thick description. Peer
reviews involve discussions with colleagues around the processes, findings and initial
interpretations. As I analyzed the data, I discussed my findings with other teachers during
formal planning meetings and through everyday discourse for the purpose of comparing
thoughts and verifying if my conclusions were well-founded or if further examination
needed to take place. Along with increasing the validity, rich, thick description provides
sufficient information about the study for a reader to determine the extent to which the
findings seem sensible and may be generalized to a new situation. The fourth chapter of
this study is a narrative report of the family literacy program, including in-depth
descriptions, explicit examples and participant quotes.
Ethics
This study employed the following safeguards to protect informant‟s rights:
1. A Human Subjects Proposal was reviewed and approved by the Human Subjects
Research Review Committee at Hamline University.
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2. Administrators at the school district reviewed and approved of the study before it
could be carried out.
3. All participants signed a letter of consent prior to the collection of any data. The
letter outlined the specifics of the research study. The letter to the staff was
different from the letter to the families.
4. Highly qualified translators and/or interpreters were utilized when needed.
5. All participants in the research study and the school district remained anonymous.
6. All data collected is stored securely in a locked cabinet and will be destroyed after
one year.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I described the methods I used for collecting and analyzing data
for the qualitative study of a school-based family literacy program in its pilot year. The
next chapter presents the results of this study and discusses the connection of the results
to the guiding questions.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Comment on Evaluation
One of the greatest criticisms of family literacy programs is that there is not an
organized or efficient way to evaluate them (Purcell-Gates, as cited in Anderson et al.,
2010). First of all, there is little consensus on the criteria to be used to evaluate family
literacy programs. Moreover, research on the approaches to use for evaluating such
programs is lacking (Padik, Sapin, & Baycish, as cited in St. Clair, 2008). Knaflic (2005)
stated that she looked at attendance for assessing success in the pilot family literacy
program that she studied, but she did not complete a formal evaluation because there
were no instruments for measuring the short-term or long-term effects of the program.
Part of the problem that Glover, Jones, Mitchell, and Okey (1991) found in their
study is that it is difficult to correlate student progress with involvement in the program.
For example, standardized test scores are limited in their ability to account for program
success because the children who are assessed are also receiving other methods of
instruction either through school or other programs (Mulhern et al., 1994). Also, as
previously mentioned, programs can provide many things to many people. In assessing
the strengths and weaknesses of a program, all aspects of the program must be
considered, and not all of the effects will show up on traditional assessment measures
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(Mulhern et al., 1994). For example, one area that traditional evaluation measures tend to
miss is the social capital gains that participants often make (Prins, Toso, & Schafft,
2009).
A number of experts in the field argue that a more holistic approach should be
taken into account when evaluating the overall effectiveness of family literacy programs
(Prins et al., 2009; St. Clair, 2008). Mulhern et al. (1994) offer a variety of measures for
evaluating the whole picture: attendance and attrition data; interviews conducted with
parents who leave the program; parent and teacher reports regarding student
achievement; children‟s literacy journals; staff meeting notes and case studies. Some
researchers assert that evaluation measures do not amount to much more than
testimonials (Amstutz, 2000; Thomas and Skage, as cited in Anderson et al., 2010), but
Connors (1993) maintains that qualitative measures such as those above may actually be
more appropriate than quantitative measures because they provide a more thorough
measure of the subtle changes in program participants.
As the researcher of this project, I chose to take a qualitative approach toward
studying the program. For me, success would not be measured by test scores or other
formal criteria but by the creation of a third space in our family literacy program. After
reading about some of the characteristic features of a third space in Cook (2005) as
described in Chapter Two, I developed research questions that would reflect those
features. The following are the results of what I found. First is a rich narrative of each
family night, including anecdotal notes. Participant responses and staff reflections are
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also included for those nights in which they were provided. Later, I summarized the
analysis of the data by tying it back to the research questions:


What does a third space in our family literacy program look like?



How is a third space created with ELL and non-ELL families?



How do the staff and families listen and respond to each other in a third space?



How do participants feel about it?



What benefits are gained by those who are involved in a third space?



What do discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like?
Introduction
I have been a single parent for the last nine years. When my son was younger, I

signed up for a parenting group for single parents through our local community
education. Once a week we joined together with other single parents and their children in
the evening for two hours. During the first hour we ate dinner together and socialized
with other families and the program staff. Next, we would sit together to listen to a
children‟s story and sing some songs. Then the children would continue to play and
interact with the program staff while the parents moved into another room with a
facilitator. During the last hour the facilitator would lead discussions related to single
parenting. Oftentimes, however, the parents would take over the discussion because there
was a strong need to ask questions and share information with each other. We appreciated
the flexibility of the facilitator who allowed us to get off track from her agenda and really
talk about what we felt we needed to talk about.
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As we planned for the school-based family literacy program, I often referred back
to this model. We also had parents and children coming together for two hours an
evening for each session and planned for one hour of parent-child time together and an
hour of learning separately. We knew that food would help bring families in after school,
so we planned for dinners or a snack each night. While the parents were meeting,
program staff would work with children on their All about Me books and other activities.
The All about Me books were spiral-bound books with child-friendly illustrations and
prompts that the children wrote and colored in throughout the family literacy program.
Some of the prompts included: My Favorite Things, School Subjects I Like, When I
Grow Up, I Want to be and A Little Story about My Family. I facilitated the parent group
on my own. I usually had some agenda to go over, but I also kept in mind the need to be
flexible in letting the parents discuss what was on their mind.
Description of the Family Literacy Nights
The original grant stated that we would have family literacy nights two times a
month for the entire school year. We were slow to get started in the fall. Prior to January
27, 2011, we had piloted three family literacy nights. The first was in October. The theme
was Fall Activities. The second was in November, and the theme was Reading Together.
The third was in December, and the theme was Around the World. Unfortunately, I was
not yet approved at that time to gather consent or collect data, so none of the information
from those first few family literacy nights is included in these results.
After the first three family literacy nights and at the start of my journey to collect
data, one staff member summed up the challenge to creating a third space that we had in
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the months ahead by writing, “Finding what will benefit our families and the right
balance of fun & educational activities for a broad range of learners and a diverse group
of families has been a challenge!” Yet we forged on. Figure 4.1 shows the family literacy
night schedule. The following is a narrative of all nine family literacy nights. Reflections
are included for those nights in which staff observations and reflections were provided.
Figure 4.1. Family Literacy Schedule
DATE
January 27
February 10
February 17
March 17
March 31
April 14
April 28
May 12
May 26

THEME
Spaghetti Dinner/Bingo
Icebreaker Game/Card Making
School Nurse/The Source
Math Night
Science Night
Computer Night
Public Library
Art Night
Bowling & Pizza

Night 1 – January 27, 2011
This was the night that I was going to inform the attending families of my
research project. In order to bring in as many families as possible, we advertised for a big
spaghetti dinner and Bingo with prizes. All families of ELLs received a flyer. A few
teacher- selected families from all five kindergarten classrooms also received flyers. Out
of the 16 families that said they were coming, we had 12 families show up along with one
family who had not registered. At least six staff members were also present.
After the spaghetti dinner, the children went into the media center for homework
help and other activities. Having the attention of the parents, I thanked them for
participating. I went on to introduce myself and explain the recent history and purpose of
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the family literacy program. The goals that had been outlined by the school principal in
the fall were: 1) families and staff getting to know each other better and 2) strengthening
the home-school partnership for the benefit of the children. In order to help the parents
visualize the idea of coming together in a third space, I drew a picture similar to the one
in Figure 4.2, explaining how the children share time and space both at home and at
school.
Figure 4.2. Visual Representation of the Program‟s Purpose

Sometimes these spaces can look and feel very different. We wanted to bring
together these two spaces into a new or third space where both the homes and schools
grow in understanding. I went on to describe that the schedule for each night would
include a parent-child time for doing activities and interacting together and a parent time
for having discussions, asking questions, sharing concerns and offering suggestions. At
that time, I went over the capstone research project, handed out the consent letters and
invited families to complete an initial survey (Appendix A). Both the consent letter and
the survey were also available in Spanish.
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Out of the 13 families that attended, nine consented to participate in the research
project. In order to maintain confidentiality, these families were each given a pseudonym
which will be used here. Figure 4.3 shows the demographics for each family.
Figure 4.3. Participating Families
Cruz
Garcia
Pena
Cha
Lo
Soto
Smith
Williams
Johnson

ELL, Spanish/English
ELL, Spanish/English
ELL, Spanish
ELL, Hmong
ELL, Hmong
Non-ELL, Spanish/English
Non-ELL
Non-ELL, Native American
Non-ELL

The results of their surveys indicated that these families were already benefiting
from the earlier family literacy nights. All but the Garcia family had been to at least one
of the first family nights. Four of the families (Cruz, Soto, Smith, & Johnson) stated that
they now read more, and three families (Cruz, Cha, & Lo) commented on doing more
crafts together at home. The Lo family even mentioned that going outside to rake leaves
was connected to something they had learned through the family literacy program.
Overall, the responses to the Likert-scale survey were positive. Families usually
agreed or strongly agreed with the statements related to their current views about the
school and the family literacy program. Areas where Mrs. Cha disagreed were with
always knowing about what is happening in the school and being happy with the
communication between the home and school. Another parent, Mrs. Lo, did not agree
that the family literacy nights were helping them learn new ways to support their
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children, helping their children be successful in school, helping the family get to know
the teachers better or helping them connect to other families in the school because the
families were never given time to talk. She also did not feel that the teachers understood
their family‟s goals or values. Mrs. Soto did not feel she could talk to teachers about
concerns or questions because she was very shy, and she was not sure if the teachers
really understood her goals for her family or her family‟s values. Another parent, Mrs.
Williams, was also not completely happy with the communication between the home and
school. A summary of the responses to the Likert-scale survey can be found in Appendix
B.
One of the staff members reviewed the survey prior to the families filling it out.
She commented on the home and school communication piece by writing, “The teachers
in our school DO strongly respect and value the families of their students. Having a
barrier to home/school communication such as a language barrier or even the lack of
technology & not being able to access communication with a teacher through their class
web page or e-mail DECREASES the amount/quality of communication that occurs
between teachers and parents.” Another staff member who reviewed the survey prior to
this night shared her own concern by writing, “I wondered if parents can read English
well enough to complete the survey.”
Once the consents were given and the surveys were completed, the families came
back together to play Bingo. One teacher commented that the children were excited to see
each other and wanted to sit by their friends. We had to encourage them to sit together as
a family, but they eventually did. At the end of the night, a few of the families helped us
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clean up all of the tables and chairs. During the clean-up, I informally chatted with
Mrs.Cruz. She told me about a new job that she had recently started.
Reflections. Following the family literacy night, one other teacher and I
realized how much time it took to plan and facilitate the events. If we were going to start
having them twice a month and continue to do a good job, we needed to recruit more
help. This teacher and I met to put tentative dates and topics on the calendar. Then we
sent out an e-mail to those staff members who originally volunteered to help with the
family literacy nights asking them to share the roles and responsibilities for planning and
facilitating each night in order to have a more organized program. One staff member
responded that she would facilitate the April family literacy nights. With the meager
response and quickly diminishing funds, we decided to start serving snacks instead of full
meals.
Night 2 – February 10, 2011
We knew that Valentine‟s Day was around the corner, but we wanted to be
sensitive to the fact that not all families celebrate this holiday, so we invited families to
join us in making cards for all occasions. Once again, we advertised the night with a flyer
and by word of mouth, encouraging students to remind their parents. Five families signed
up to come. Only three families showed up, but all of them were participating in the study
(Lo, Soto, & Williams).
We began the night with some trail mix and drinks. Then the children went into
the media center to work on a cardholder and the All about Me books. I stayed with the
four parents. I had reviewed the surveys after the last night and had noticed that one of
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the families (Lo) felt that they had not had time to get to know other families, so I
planned a game to help the adults get to know each other better. This game is called I
have never…. Each person gets 10 chips. Each person takes a turn saying an “I have
never…” statement, such as I have never flown in an airplane. Then the other players
who also have never done this put in a chip until all the chips are gone. This game
facilitates conversation about people‟s experiences and interests.
We learned a great deal about each other during this activity. For one, we learned
each other‟s names. For another, we learned about each other‟s ethnicities, families and
occupations. We also talked about the different reasons for coming to the family literacy
nights. Through this activity, the families became resources for each other on topics such
as Head Start and volunteering at local horse farms. One parent demonstrated respect for
a Spanish-speaking family‟s language by saying it would have been helpful to know how
to say something when she had traveled to Florida. We even learned together about sushi.
After playing the game, I handed out a half-sheet with the future dates of the
family literacy nights so that the families could put them on their calendars. I asked if
there were any specific questions for the district nurse who would be joining us the next
time. Mrs. Lo said that someone had told her daughter to only use a Kleenex once and
throw it away. She stated that they go through so much. This same parent asked if the
nurse would do some simulations with the kids. Then, I handed out copies of the
February Parent-Child magazine, a local publication, for them to take home.
After the parent meeting, we joined the children for card making in the media
center. Mrs. Soto helped her three-year-old daughter make a card. Her kindergarten
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daughter was making a surprise card for her dad and was being helped by a high school
volunteer. Mrs. Lo worked on her own to make a Valentine‟s card for the father from the
whole family. Her two daughters worked on their own cards, one making a birthday card
for her father and the other making a card for her teacher who had recently lost her baby.
The youngest boy was making a card for his uncle, and his sisters were helping him.
Since the other children were either working independently or being helped by volunteers
from the high school, the other two parents, Mr. Soto and Mrs. Williams, sat at other
tables. Mr. Soto was looking through the Parent-Child magazine, and the other parent had
picked up a library book about ADD/ADHD and was reading it. It turns out she has
children who have these diagnoses.
As the families were getting ready to leave, Mrs. Lo asked if her high school son
could volunteer to come and help in the future. Another parent, Mrs. Soto, started looking
at the various library books. I pointed her to the section of bilingual Spanish/English
books that could be checked out to read at home. The other teacher, a kindergarten
teacher of two of the students that were there, communicated with both of the families
about their children‟s progress, homework and so on.
Reflections. As we were cleaning, this same teacher and I discussed that the
volunteers should step back during the parent-child time so that the parents and children
could interact together. We later talked to the media specialist about ways for the parents
to come and check out books from the school library. This led to the school principal
supporting the library in opening its doors weekly over the summer in order for families
to come and check out books.
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Night 3 – February 17, 2011
Earlier in the school year, the district nurse expressed an interest in our family
literacy program and offered to help us out. We took her up on her offer. We started the
Health and Nutrition Night with a healthy snack of fruit and cheese and little toothpicks
to grab it. Six out of eight registered families came, four participating families (Cruz, Lo,
Soto, & Williams). The fourth-grade daughter of the Cha family was also there with her
cousin‟s family (Lo), but her parents did not come. We once again needed to encourage
children to sit with their parents. The youngest children played with volunteers in another
part of the media center. The district nurse began by showing a power point presentation
on health and nutrition. Some of the school-age children raised their hands to make
comments and ask questions. Mrs. Lo also asked questions about why breakfast is not
offered at school because her daughter refuses to eat at home and how to get the
kindergarten snack to school when it is her daughter‟s turn for snack day. The district
nurse suggested solutions to both questions.
Then the entire group moved from the tables to the rug in the media center. The
district nurse showed a germ video. During the video, the third grade daughter of the
Williams family was holding the three-year-old daughter of the Soto family. Next, the
nurse put some Glo-Germs on the children‟s hands, had them rub their hands together
and go wash the Glo-Germs off. One kindergartener (Cruz) connected the color of the
Glo-Germs with something he had seen on a Donkey Kong video. The nurse shined a
light on the children‟s hands. Any of the Glo-Germs that they had not washed off glowed
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in the light. Then, the nurse gave each family a free toothbrush and two chew tablets for
seeing plaque on their teeth.
After the parent-child activity, the parents moved to the link, an open area
between the teacher‟s lounge and the media center. A representative came from The
Source. The Source is a new non-profit community organization that offers services such
as connecting families to local resources for financial assistance, translation services,
holiday help programs and computer use. The district nurse also stayed to answer
questions. Mrs. Lo asked about early childhood screenings and recommendations for
local eye doctors. Mrs. Cruz explained that her son‟s vision was not able to be tested at
his physical because he didn‟t know his shapes at that time. She asked if the nurse could
try to test his vision again now that he knew them better. Mrs. Soto realized that she had
gone to school with the representative from The Source‟s son.
Night 4 – March 17, 2011
We advertised both March Family Literacy Nights on one flyer to help the
families plan ahead for the month. We also moved the start time to 5:30pm for those
families who work or need to eat dinner earlier. March 17 was our Math Fun Night, and it
was facilitated by our ESL Education Assistant (EA). During that day the Cruz family
left a message to be excused from the event. At the sign in, the Soto family reminded us
that they were going on a trip to Mexico for two weeks. The child‟s kindergarten teacher
talked about reading bilingual books, journaling about the trip and making a scrapbook.
As we were talking, Mrs. Soto told her daughter to go into the media center and find a
table with four chairs. This family also brought along their grandmother, and the Pena
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family brought along their aunt and cousin. Out of the seven families that signed up, four
came. Three of the families were participating in the study (Pena, Lo, & Soto).
During the parent-child time, the EA had each child get a small cup of trail mix.
They sorted the snacks into groups, counted how many in each group, made a bar graph,
compared groups and then ate. After the snack, the EA handed out a deck of cards for
each family to take home. Then she taught them how to play different math related games
with the cards and gave them time to play.
While the children stayed in the media center, I invited the families to my
classroom. First, I asked them to think of things that they might already do at home which
are related to math. A few mentioned playing games, but they struggled to come up with
other ideas. I shared some examples that I had read about. Next, I showed the families the
Everyday Mathematics site on the SMART Board because that is the curriculum that we
use at the elementary level. Then I went to different sites online that have free interactive
math games. Finally, I handed out a half-sheet with all of the sites listed so that the
children could play and continue to practice their math skills at home.
As the families were leaving, Mrs. Lo commented that her children like to find
and play games on the computer. She also informed me that her family would be
attending the upcoming district-wide ELL family swim night. Mrs. Soto said that her
family felt bad about missing the science night. She also commented that she had asked a
neighbor whom she had recognized from one of the first family literacy nights if they
were going to return.
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Night 5 – March 31, 2011
The turnout for the Science Fun Night was a bit higher. We were expecting nine
families. Eight families showed up, including two that had not pre-registered. Four
participating families were present (Garcia, Pena, Williams, & Johnson). While the
families were snacking, the kindergarten teacher put the web cam of a bald eagles‟ nest
on the SMART Board. Many of her students shared with the group what they had learned
about bald eagles from their teacher and by watching the web cam. They even knew how
to distinguish the male from the female. Our Math EA facilitated the Science Fun Night.
The activities were a huge hit with both the parents and children. They hypothesized and
tested objects to see if they would float or sink in a bucket of water; they made and flew
paper airplanes; they observed a combination of water and oil; and they made homemade
snow globes using plastic water bottles with colored water and glitter/sequins to take
home.
During parent time, we split into two groups based on those who agreed to be part
of the study and those who had not. I had a list of pre-planned questions to ask the focus
groups. The kindergarten teacher facilitated the questions with those parents who were
not participating, and I facilitated the focus group interview with those who were. Based
on the number of people and the amount of conversation, we only got through a few
questions. Mrs. Pena was occupied with her son who was demanding her attention and
would not stay with the other children. Comments from the other families about the
family nights were: they are good (Johnson) and interesting (Garcia). They enjoy the
activities (Garcia) and seeing their kids interacting with other kids and having a good

54

time (Johnson). The kids are the driving force (Garcia & Johnson). They love coming and
think it‟s cool to come to school at night (Williams). Some of the benefits of the family
literacy program have been keeping in touch with the kindergarten teacher (Johnson),
spending time with family and talking about the nights when they are at home
(Williams). All families agreed that their comfort level with the school had increased.
Some suggestions included opportunities for getting to know other parents of children in
kindergarten, physical activities and more notice prior to the events (Johnson).
Reflections. Subsequent to the March family literacy nights, two staff
members who facilitated the events shared their reflections. They felt that the events were
a great experience because families were introduced to things that they might not do at
home. The families liked the hands-on activities and saw that doing activities that
promote learning can be fun. The family nights were also a relaxed environment with
smaller numbers of people, so the staff was able to socialize with the families. They got
to know the families‟ dynamics better such as how they interact, what their home rules
and boundaries are, and who belongs with whom, along with the grandparents‟
involvement and influence. They also realized how many ethnicities are present in our
school, how families use their home language to interact and how valuable the families‟
knowledge and experiences are even when there are language barriers. Finally, staff
reflected on how understanding the expectations of each other helps facilitate the
partnering between parents and teachers.
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Night 6 – April 14, 2011
Our media specialist was in charge of both April family literacy nights. The first
night was about using computers for school and learning. Out of the four families
expected to come, two showed up. We started with snacks in the media center. Since
there were only two families, I chatted informally with the Williams family while the
kindergarten teacher socialized with the Lo family. We discussed future events and the
mother asked if we would continue to have family literacy nights the next year. She
shared that she preferred the lower numbers to really be able to get involved in
everything.
After the snack, we went into the computer lab. I sat with Mrs. Williams and
helped her navigate through the online registration for summer softball and baseball for
her three school-age children. Our media specialist sat with Mrs. Lo and showed her
different things that could be accessed from the school‟s homepage. We shared
information on how to register for summer school and encouraged the families to attend
the school Science Fair which was taking place in the cafeteria that same night. Since
there were only two families, I did not continue the focus group interview that I had
started the last time.
Night 7 – April 28, 2011
This Family Literacy Night took place at our local library, which recently opened
in a new location. Three families came, a total of six children. I was not able to be present
due to a scheduling conflict, but the media specialist shared with me what they did. She
stated that the families seemed interested in becoming familiar with everything that the
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library had to offer such as the adults‟ and children‟s book selections, the music section,
and the opportunity for computer use. Two families received a 30-minute tour of the new
library from the librarian. They also saw the parent resource room, which was filled with
parenting books, videos and educational games. When the parents weren‟t on the tour, the
media specialist helped them find children‟s books to check out and take home. The
families already had library cards, but one got a card for her child.
Reflections. After facilitating the two family literacy nights in April, the
media specialist shared some of her reflections of the program. She reported that seeing
the children interact with their parents was very informative. She thought that they
demonstrated more obedience and thoughtfulness with their parents than they had shown
in class. She felt that the program helped deepen her relationship with the students, which
led to better learning and participation in her media classes. This teacher also became
more aware of the language barriers that almost completely block communication with a
few of our parents. On one occasion, she was able to bridge the communication gap by
utilizing translation software.
Night 8 – May 12, 2011
We recruited our art teacher to facilitate a Family Art Night. We were expecting
eight families and five came. Three of them were participating families (Garcia, Soto, &
Williams). The parent-child time took place in the art room where families made things
out of modeling clay. Due to the limited number of staff help, I was not able to observe
the interactions in the art room because I was sitting at the sign-in table.
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After completing their art projects, the families went to the media center for
snacks. While they were eating, I asked the families to complete the final survey. It asked
families to describe any activities that they now did at home as a result of something they
did or learned at one of our family nights. Mrs. Williams wrote that they read more
stories together and played board games. The Soto family wrote that they discussed
nutrition and practiced healthy habits. The families also completed the same Likert-scale
survey that they had at the beginning of the year. I wanted to compare the answers from
January to May. In January, two responses fell into the disagree category. In May, all the
responses were either agree or strongly agree. Mrs. Soto left some very favorable
comments. She stated that the family night events have been very helpful with making
her feel comfortable coming to the school. She also wrote that her family loves the family
nights and looks forward to them. Finally, she said that the family literacy program was
very helpful in connecting her to other families in the school because she is shy. A full
summary of the results can be found in Appendix C.
After the snacks and surveys were completed, I asked the adults to join me in my
classroom. I wanted to complete the focus group interview that I had started before the
end of the school year. Due to the amount of time it took me to take notes, I decided to
audiotape the interview. The focus group interview included the answers of three
participating families and lasted about 30 minutes. Unfortunately, the audio was unable to
be retrieved due to technological difficulties.
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Night 9 – May 26, 2011
Because the Johnson family had suggested a night involving physical activity and
we wanted to end the year with a family literacy celebration, we invited any family that
had attended at least one family literacy night throughout the year to join us at the local
bowling alley. Twelve families signed up, and ten came; five of the families came that
were participating in the study (Cruz, Pena, Lo, Soto, & Williams). We met at the
bowling alley and ordered pizza. While the families were bowling and eating, the staff
mingled with them. I spoke with each of the ELL families to remind them of our ELL
summer camp. Our kindergarten teacher had printed pictures that she had taken from
each of the family nights. She sorted them by family and handed them to each family as a
gift.
Before the end of the night, Mrs. Williams shared a story with me. She said that
one night recently their family had to call an ambulance to come because the grandfather
was sick. The kindergarten child was scared, but the mother reminded her of the very first
family literacy night in the fall when the emergency vehicles were parked on the side of
the school and the kids were able to climb in them and talk to the workers. She said that
remembering that experience made her daughter feel much better. There were many days
and nights when I wondered if the time committed to planning and facilitating the family
nights was worth it. Hearing a story like that, however, and knowing there were probably
others like it that I‟ll never know about allowed me to end the experience on a very
positive note.
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Reflections. The kindergarten teacher who supported me throughout the pilotyear of the family literacy program and my study shared with me her own reflections of
the whole experience. She broke it down by family. The Cruz family has several children.
They really seemed to like to variety of activities for different ages. Unfortunately, they
were not able to come much because of the mother‟s work schedule, which was
especially disappointing for the kindergarten child. The Pena family seemed to become
more comfortable with coming to school even with the language barrier. The cousin that
they brought with them will be coming to kindergarten next year, so we already have
made a connection with the incoming family. The younger child seemed to be a handful,
so the teacher contacted Early Childhood for information. That child is now programmed.
At the fall conferences, the teacher felt that the Mrs. Lo was not happy with her, but the
family nights seemed to help her to have more appreciation, understanding and trust in
the teacher and school system. At the end of the year, this parent gave the teacher a thank
you card stating that the family nights helped her get to know other families and that she
hopes they continue next year. She enjoyed it as a time set aside for her children because
she is very busy with work, school and family. Mrs. Soto volunteered in the classroom
more. She got to know each of the classroom children‟s names and brought them each
back a peso from Mexico. Mrs. Williams really seemed to connect with the other parents
from the family literacy nights. She was interacting more with those parents than with the
parents from her own child‟s kindergarten class at the end-of-year picnic. We learned that
this was the only family from the program that did not have a computer at home, and we
are working on getting them a used computer. Getting to know the Johnson family better
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made it easier for the teacher to talk with them about sensitive topics and helped facilitate
getting their child referred for speech. In return, the child‟s social skills improved. In the
fall, he hit other children in an effort to communicate and by the end of the year he was
not hitting at all. This mother interacted with other parents in the group. She even offered
to babysit other families‟ children.
The kindergarten teacher made some general comments regarding the outcomes
of the family literacy program as well. We got to know the families better as a whole. We
became more aware not only of their cultural and linguistic diversity but also of their
financial diversity. The family nights offered this teacher time to talk with the parents in
person regarding progress and behavior (six out of nine families participating in the study
were from her classroom). The families got a better sense of the activities to work on at
home and this teacher noted some improvement with homework completion.
Interpretation of the Results
What does a third space in our family literacy program look like?
The literature review in Chapter Two guides us to understand what a third space
might look like in a school-based family literacy program. The program most likely will
take place on school grounds and focus on literacy yet will pull from the families‟ home
experiences (Pahl & Kelly, 2005). The program itself will be family-friendly (Crawford
& Zygouris-Coe, 2006) and flexible (Rodríguez-Brown, 2003). There should be authentic
connections being made (Crawford & Zygouris-Coe, 2006) as program staff and families
work together to bring about new learning (Moje et al., 2004). It is important that the
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program involves parent-child time (Hendrix, 1999). Also, the program may use
everyday situations (Knaflic, 2005) and familiar materials to create learning experiences.
This family literacy program did take place for the most part on the school
grounds. In fact, families learned to navigate different areas of the school building with
ease since our program utilized many spaces such as the media center, the computer lab,
the art room and several classrooms. We did our best to pull from the families‟ home
experiences by using the surveys and focus group interviews to plan our activities. There
was evidence of our being family-friendly in the fact that parents and children arrived at
the school with smiles on their faces. Some of them even brought members of their
extended family to join in the fun. We were flexible, changing the start time to
accommodate working families and coordinating activities according to their suggestions.
For example, the bowling night was planned as a result of a suggestion for a large-motor
activity that would encourage exercise. Staff and families interacted with each other each
night, asking questions, co-learning and sharing resources. We promoted the parent-child
time by encouraging parents and children to eat and work together. Similar to the
program in Slovenia where families solved problems from everyday life (Knaflic, 2005),
the families in this program could be seen using computers, books and familiar materials
for hands-on activities that promoted learning in subject areas such as math, science,
health and art. Overall, the third space we had created in our family literacy program was
a relaxed environment with a notable level of comfort and contentment among the staff,
the children and their families as they interacted and learned together.
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How is a third space created with ELL and non-ELL families?
Chapter Two also guides us to understand how a third space can be created when
working with diverse families. One step is to avoid any assumptions about the families
based on their ethnic or socio-economic status and, instead, to demonstrate respect for all
people involved (Ovando et al., 2006). Program staff can show respect for the families
by purposefully inviting families to share information about their home lives (Ovando et
al., 2006; Weinstein-Shr, 1995) and validating the language and cultural practices that
they hold (Darling, 2004). Some examples of validating the language and culture are
providing bilingual staff and materials for speaker of other languages (DeBruin-Parecki,
2009) and encouraging parents and children to continue interacting together in their home
language (Auerbach, 1995).
In this family literacy program there was awareness among staff members for the
diversity within the group of students and their families. The surveys indicated that the
majority of families felt their culture and language were being valued, and they became
more comfortable with sharing it. Respect was given for all languages by using
translation software to open lines of communication and providing information in the
home language through the use of translated materials and bilingual staff. During the
parent-child time, families could be heard using their home language to communicate
with each other. Program staff also showed that they valued the families‟ native
languages by encouraging the parents to continue interacting and reading with their
children in the home language.
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How do the staff and families listen and respond to each other in a third space?
It is important to keep in mind that most parents want their children to be
successful in school but don‟t always know where to begin (Knaflic, 2005). In reality, the
families already come to the school with funds of knowledge that may not have been
tapped into (Cook, 2005; Carrillo, 2000; Moje et al., 2004; Pane, 2007). Program staff
should allow parents to be a part of the curriculum by recognizing these existing forms of
knowledge and building upon them (Moje et al., 2004). The parents‟ ownership and
involvement will most likely increase when they recognize that the staff members are
listening to their input (Rodríguez-Brown, 2003). As this happens, avenues for joining
together in support and understanding will open (Crawford & Zygouris-Coe, 2006) and
the home and school scripts will intersect. Then new knowledge can be co-created
(Carrillo, 2000; Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, Alvarez, & Chiu, 1999).
In this family literacy program, families and staff were equal partners. They
interacted casually with each other throughout the nights. Staff members made plans
based on families‟ interests, which were identified on the surveys and during the focus
group interviews. Staff planned fun, hands-on activities using everyday objects that the
families would enjoy and learn from. For example, during the science night, families
hypothesized and tested which objects would sink and float. The objects included things
such as a rock, a penny, a paper clip and a piece of cork. The families tested these objects
in small, plastic containers filled with water. Another example from the math night was
taking trail mix, sorting it, counting it and graphing the results with paper and crayons.
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Through the interactions in the family literacy program, relationships were
deepened. Several teachers reflected on getting to know the whole family better and
having a stronger rapport with the students. Teachers were able to interact with families
in a more relaxed environment about their child‟s progress in school. Most of the families
that came were from the class of the kindergarten teacher who was actively helping to
plan and facilitate each of the family nights. During the school day she encouraged
students to come and, among themselves, her students talked about how much fun the
family literacy nights were. Observations revealed that families at the family literacy
nights became more open to asking questions and sharing ideas. Observations showed
that families also made connections and got to know each other better and students
became friends with other students that weren‟t in their same grade.
How do participants feel about it?
In Chapter Two, four components of a learner-centered family literacy program
were listed by Huerta-Macías (as cited in Rodríguez-Brown, 2003). One of the
components was that both young and old should find it interesting. The focus group
interviews provided us positive feedback in this area. Some of the parents informed us
that the children were the driving force in coming to the family literacy nights. The
children thought it was cool to be at the school in the evenings, and they looked forward
to the different activities that were advertised. There was an increase of children‟s
involvement and enjoyment, similar to the outcomes reported in Cook‟s (2005) study of
third space in a primary classroom. Some parents also commented that they enjoyed
getting out of their homes to spend quality time with their children. They especially
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appreciated that it was free and often involved food. The focus group interviews also
indicated that they felt the topics were interesting and the children were having a good
time. The parents felt bad when they had to miss a night and the children were
disappointed. The families wanted to meet other school families and felt that the smaller
numbers facilitated that more easily.
The reflections from staff members also provided positive feedback. Staff
members felt that their involvement in the family literacy program was a great
experience; they were able to interact with families in a relaxed environment and share
their love for learning with the families. They got to know the whole family, the extended
family, their prior knowledge and experiences and their home rules and expectations. All
participating staff and families felt that the family literacy program should continue.
What benefits are gained by those who are involved in a third space?
The goals of most family literacy programs include helping families to overcome
barriers that they face in the school system, reaching out to families to assist them in
understanding the school practices, providing adults with opportunities to learn in order
to help them share their knowledge with their children, and creating partnerships that will
help bridge the gap between the home and school and foster success in children (Mulhern
et al., 1994). When a family literacy program with these goals in mind is implemented
with the strategies for creating a third space, there should be any number of positive
outcomes or benefits to those involved. These benefits may include increased levels of
trust in, comfort in and understanding of the school (Anderson et al., 2010; Knaflic,
2005). Other advantages are enhanced social capital (St. Clair, 2008) and parent-child
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relationships (Basset-Grundy, as cited in Knaflic, 2005). A connection to other resources
in the community may be another benefit (Handel, 1999).
In this family literacy program, many benefits were reported and observed.
Parents made connections with places in the community such as The Source, the public
library and the bowling alley. Families reported that they spent more time reading,
making crafts, talking about health and playing games together at home. One parent in
particular commented that the program helped her feel more comfortable with coming to
the school and allowed her to meet other families, which she would not have done
otherwise. Families were observed talking to each other outside of the program as well.
The staff learned more about the families they worked with. The kindergarten
teacher stated that this year she got to know the families better than she ever had in the
past. She felt that some of the participating students made improvements on behavior and
homework completion. Another teacher wrote, “After working with the students in our
program, I felt they did better academically in my classes, as they were more focused on
what they were learning in class…when the relationship is stronger and there is rapport,
they learn better and participate more fully.” Teachers and parents also appreciated the
opportunity to keep in more regular contact regarding their children.
What do discourse, texts and artifacts created in a third space look like?
Chapter Two described three forms in which a third space can be evident. They
were conceptual, linguistic and physical (Cook, 2005). An example of a conceptual third
space is when the students and teacher used familiar concepts such as tadpoles to discuss
the human reproductive system (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Tejeda, 1999). Students
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in the family literacy program also made connections with things they saw in the program
and things they did at home which was a conceptual third space. For example, the health
night when the kindergarten-age boy commented that the Glo-Germs on his hands
reminded him of the Donkey Kong video game he played at home.
A linguistic third space can be a conversation between members of both spaces, in
this cases the families and the program staff. A linguistic space occurred in this program
when staff casually interacted with families and shared their expertise and suggestions.
Observations revealed that families also shared about their home lives such as
occupations, interests and issues with children. For example, different families shared
that they were laid off from a job, had just come from a job interview, and recently
started a new job. Through discussions, families and staff also co-learned about a variety
of topics and shared resources with each other such as the horse farm and Head Start
program.
A physical third space is something more tangible that goes between the two
spaces. For example, the backpacks that traveled back and forth between the home and
school in the study done by Pahl and Kelly (2005). A number of objects given or created
together in this family literacy program went home for the families to continue using and
enjoying, providing a physical third space. These included the Parent-Child magazines,
the suggested math game websites for playing on home computers, the special occasion
cards, the playing cards distributed during the math night, the science bottles, the
modeling clay creations from the art night, the previously mentioned All about Me books
and family photographs that were handed out to the families on the last night together. A
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photo story was also created, using pictures from each of the nights. This photo story has
been shared with the families and staff and will be shared with other groups such as
district staff and the local foundation that funded the program.
Summary
In this chapter, I shared the results of my findings. First, I described the
information that I collected through a full narrative of the nine family literacy nights that
were included in this study. Next, I interpreted that data by connecting the results back to
the research and guiding questions. In the final chapter, I summarize what I learned about
third space and our family literacy program. I also list implications, limitations and
recommendations.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

For this research project, I studied the pilot year of a school-based family literacy
program in the elementary school in which I work. During my research, I had read that
working towards a third space is both respectful and responsive to culturally and
linguistically diverse learners (Carrillo, 2000). Since the family literacy program was to
include our ELL families, I felt it would be important for the facilitating staff to keep the
concept of a third space in the forefront of our minds as we carried it out. A third space
could be created in the family literacy program by bringing together the participants of
the privileged space of the school and those of the marginalized space of the home in one
place (Moje et al, 2004), generating new knowledge and understanding for all the
participants involved. My aim through the research was to facilitate the emergence of a
third space and discover evidence of its presence in our family literacy program.
Major Findings
Over the five-month period of this study, I analyzed data from nine family literacy
nights that took place in our suburban elementary school. Based on the information I
compiled, I believe the pilot year of our family literacy program did become a third space
for staff and families that participated. Analyzing the data and comparing it to the
literature reviewed in Chapter Two helped me to answer all of the study‟s guiding
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questions. The answers proved to support the presence of a third space within the family
literacy program.
The family literacy program was a good way to cultivate a third space between
the home and school. The surveys indicated that we took the time to get to know our
families; we were aware of and valued their diversity; we looked for their suggestions
and we used their interests to plan activities. As a facilitator of the program, I also know
that we were flexible and unscripted in our curriculum, and we allowed both the families
and staff to influence the course of the program. Both the home and school contexts were
present and recognized. The following section provides further evidence that exemplifies
the presence of a third space in the family literacy program.
Three Success Stories
Chapter Two described some of the potential positive outcomes for when a third
space is realized within a family literacy program: gains in social capital, strengthening of
the parent-child relationship and building of the home-school partnerships. These benefits
can be seen clearly through three of the families that agreed to participate in this study.
The Lo family: home-school partnership. In the initial survey, Mrs. Lo disagreed with
ten statements on the Likert-scale survey. She did not feel that she was learning new
ways to support her child‟s education, that the program was helping her child be
successful in school or that she was getting to know the teachers better. She did not think
that the teachers understood her goals for her family nor her family‟s values, and she did
not feel that the program was helping her to connect to other families in the school.
Fortunately, this family continued to participate regularly in our family literacy program.
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We made a concerted effort to communicate with this parent as an equal partner and to
overcome some of her concerns by listening. Over the course of the year, Mrs. Lo went
from a participant who was distrustful and somewhat difficult to understanding and
appreciative. At the very end of the school year, she gave a „thank you‟ card to her
daughter‟s kindergarten teacher, who had also facilitated the family literacy program. On
the card she said she thought the family nights helped her get to know other families. She
appreciated having a time to set aside for her children, and she hoped the family nights
would continue in the future.
The Soto family: social capital. In the initial survey, Mrs. Soto commented that she
was too shy to communicate with her child‟s teacher. Her family also continued to
participate regularly in our family literacy nights. During the course of the year, the
classroom teacher observed this parent become more involved in the classroom. She
volunteered more, got to know all the students‟ names, brought each child a peso from
their family trip to Mexico, and helped organize the end-of-year teacher gift from the
whole class. In the final survey, Mrs. Soto commented that the family nights were “very
helpful” with making her feel comfortable coming to the school and connecting her with
other families. She also indicated that she now felt that she could talk to her daughter‟s
teacher about any questions or concerns.
The Williams family: parent-child relationship. This family also came to almost every
family night. On several occasions, Mrs. Williams indicated that she liked to come to get
out of the house and spend time with her children doing things that she did not have to
plan or pay for. She believed that the benefits of the program were time spent with the
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family and talking about what they had done later at home. She also stated that her family
now reads more stories and plays board games together. It was this family, too, who
shared the story of the young child feeling less anxious about her grandfather going to the
hospital in an ambulance when she was reminded of the family literacy night with the
emergency vehicles. Other observed benefits of the program to this family were signing
up children for summer activities, getting a library card for the older child and possibly
getting a used computer for the home.
In conclusion, the family literacy program was a good start in the development of
third space in our school. As teachers, we grew in awareness of our families‟ culture,
knowledge and experiences. Families who participated also benefited in different ways.
Implications
It is possible to have a family literacy program where a third space is present in a
small, school-based program. Even when the number of participants is seemingly small,
there can still be several positive outcomes. Families who participate in the program
regularly can experience a wide variety of short-term and perhaps long-term benefits such
as comfort level with school, ability to communicate with teachers, connection to other
families and an awareness of community resources. Staff members who may initially
hesitate to assist in the program will most likely find that it is a rewarding learning
experience and that frequent interactions with the participating families leads to better
understanding and a stronger rapport. Children and families who have direct contact with
those staff members who are facilitating the program are most likely to attend. Families
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enjoy spending time together and appreciate the opportunity to do this within the school
context.
If other suburban elementary schools were to develop a family literacy program,
these suggestions are offered. First, involve teachers who have direct contact with the
students that are being invited to participate. Their influence, along with the students‟
interactions among themselves, is what drives the families to come. Personal invitations
by phone and word of mouth from the participants may also increase participation.
Second, focus on one or two particular grade levels because it was a challenge to plan
family activities that span grades Kindergarten through fifth grade. Otherwise, recruit
additional staff to help with childcare and differentiated activities. Third, in order to build
trust and communication between the school and homes, have more frequent and less
elaborate family events versus less frequent, larger ones. At the same time, dinners seem
to result in greater participation. Finally, take a holistic approach to evaluating the
program and focus on the success stories.
In the bigger picture, in order for a third space to emerge in a family literacy
program, staff members must be made aware of what it is, its importance and their
influence on it. Then, they need to be trained in how to actively develop it through
culturally responsive teaching which involves being deeply aware of the families‟ funds
of knowledge, valuing it as a way to inform the program and building on it through a
flexible, learner-centered curriculum (Pane, 2007). This could be accomplished by having
some of the staff involved in a family literacy program present a workshop, bringing in
an expert during teachers‟ professional development days, or looking for other
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opportunities outside of the district. Our Cooperative Educational Service Agency
(CESA) offers a workshop on culturally responsive teaching. Administration should
demonstrate support for this training by encouraging more teachers to attend. Once
teachers embrace the beliefs in the effectiveness of establishing a third space in a family
literacy program and are trained in culturally responsive teaching, the challenge is then in
welcoming families and helping them get involved. As mentioned earlier, this could be
done through the buy-in of more classroom teachers, personal phone calls and the
participants‟ word of mouth. In addition, once families realize that the nights are fun and
flexible, their culture and ideas are valued and they become more comfortable with the
staff, they will also feel more welcome in and connected to the school.
Limitations
There were some limitations to this study. First, I was approved to collect data
after the start of the family literacy program, so I was unable to use potentially valuable
data and artifacts from the first few family literacy nights. Next, the sporadic attendance
of the participants, both families and staff, made it difficult to collect ongoing data.
Figure 5.1 shows the number of participants that came to each family night.
Figure 5.1. Participant Attendance
Attendance
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Only one staff member was consistent in attending the family literacy nights. Because of
this, I did not get regular reflections to glean staff observations and thoughts from.
As I began the data collection and analysis phase of this study, I quickly realized
the difficulty in collecting particular kinds of evidence of a third space through the
vastness of a family literacy program. There were two limitations to my observations
during the parent-child time. First, the families were spread out at tables throughout the
room, which made it hard to hear the conversations among themselves and with the
program staff. Second, we were usually short on program staff to help out. I often found
myself assisting the families with the activities and participating in the discussions
instead of observing and taking notes. It was also difficult to organize the focus groups
interviews because both participating and non-participating families were providing
input. I realized too late that I should have been audiotaping all of the focus group
interviews, and potentially useful data was lost due to a bad flash drive. In addition, I did
not find that there was a great discrepancy in creating a third space between the ELL and
non-ELL families in our program. This may be due to our smaller ELL population or lack
of bilingual and/or bicultural staff to aid in developing the program. In conclusion, these
limitations challenged the ability to collect sufficient data, making the results of this
study somewhat inconclusive. I believe in order to thoroughly study the presence of a
third space in a family literacy program, there is a need for a more intensive study
involving several researchers and a longer period of time for collecting and analyzing
data.
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Recommendations
The need for learning together with our students and their families is relevant and
crucial. A family literacy program can be an excellent setting for bringing the home and
school together and creating a third space. Financial and other support, however, may not
always be available for such an endeavor. In these cases, it is imperative that we, as
educators, open ourselves up for other opportunities for learning together. In the field of
ESL, there are many potential research studies that could focus on third space, from
looking for how a teacher gathers information on students‟ funds of knowledge to using it
to supplement the curriculum to involving the families in their children‟s education.
Some future research projects related to third space in the ESL classroom to consider are:
conceptual, linguistic and physical third spaces in the ESL classroom; case studies of
ELLs and their funds of knowledge in a suburban school district; a comparison of funds
of knowledge when a variety of ethnicities are present in the ESL classroom; strategies
for gathering and incorporating students‟ funds of knowledge in the ESL classroom; a
study of how teachers‟ actively create third spaces in their classrooms; and action
research on creating a learner-centered curriculum.
Conclusion
Conducting this research study for the purpose of completing the capstone and
obtaining an MA in ESL through Hamline University has been an enormous learning
experience. I started with an interest in the idea of studying a family literacy program in a
suburban school that had a relatively small population of ELLs. I ended with the
discovery of the concept of a third space. I was particularly interested in this concept
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given my personal belief in everyone learning together. I confidently believe that this
family literacy program became a third space for the participating families and staff, but
it is only the beginning. Much more can be accomplished at the personal, classroom, and
building level to ensure that we are actively creating third spaces throughout our school
district. Because of this experience, I know that I will focus on actively developing a
third space with students and families with whom I work, and I will also share my
knowledge and understanding of third space with colleagues as I go forward in my
teaching career.
My plan to carry out this goal is to begin in the district where I work. I will
communicate the results of this study with my ELL team, the ELL coordinator and our
director of student services at an upcoming monthly team meeting. I will also share the
information, along with a photo show, with the local foundation that financially
supported our request for one-year family literacy program. From there, I will invite
opportunities for informing other colleagues through a building team meeting, a district
professional development day or even as part of a workshop through the CESA or
another educational organization such as Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) or
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). In the future, I may even
explore the possibility of publishing my findings in a professional journal. I will look for
opportunities to share what I have learned with others so that the hope and goal for homes
and schools coming together to learn from each other in a third space does not end here.
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APPENDIX A

Family Survey
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Family Nights:
Initial Family Survey
Please circle the family nights that your family has attended so far this year:
Oct. (Fall Activities);

Nov. (Reading Together);

Dec. (Around the World)

Please describe any activities that your family has done together at home as a result of
something that you did or learned during one of our family literacy nights.

Initial and Final Family Survey
My Thoughts about School and the Family Program: Mark the response that best
describes your current views. Please add any additional comments or examples to help
me understand why you feel the way you do. Thank you.
E.P. Rock

I play an
important role
in my child‟s
education.
I am able to
support what
my child is
learning at
home.
I understand
the school
system and
expectations.
I know about
what is
happening in
the school.
I trust my
child‟s
teachers.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Comments
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I am
comfortable
coming to the
school.
I am happy
with the
communicatio
n between the
home and
school.
I understand
what the
teachers tell
me.
I can talk to
the teachers
about any
concerns or
questions.
I am involved
in school
decisions that
affect my
child.
My child is
safe at school.
Family
Nights
My family
enjoys
coming to the
family nights.
The
information
and activities
are useful for
my entire
family.
I am learning
new ways to
support my
child‟s
education.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Comments
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The program
is helping my
child be
successful in
school.
I am getting
to know the
teachers at
E.P. Rock
better because
of the family
nights.
The teachers
at the family
nights take the
time to get to
know my
family and
our culture.
The teachers
view my
family‟s
culture as a
strength or
resource.
The teachers
use their
knowledge of
my family and
our interests
to plan family
literacy
nights.
The teachers
look for my
ideas and
suggestions
and openly
use them.
The teachers
understand
my goals for
my family.
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The teachers
understand
my family‟s
values.
The family
literacy
program helps
my family to
connect with
other families
in the school.
The family
literacy
program
makes me
aware of, or
connects me
with,
resources in
the
community.
ELL
Families only
The teachers
acknowledge,
respect and
value my
family‟s home
language.
The teachers
view my
family‟s home
language as a
strength and
resource.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Comments
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APPENDIX B

Initial Likert-Scale Survey Results
January 27, 2011
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9 Consenting families, 5 ELL families
E.P. Rock
Strongly
Agree Disagree
Agree
I play an important role in my child‟s
education.

6

3

I am able to support what my child is
learning at home.

5

4

I understand the school system and
expectations.

2

7

I know about what is happening in the
school.

1

6

I trust my child‟s teachers.

3

6

I am comfortable coming to the
school.

5

4

I am happy with the communication
between the home and school.

1

5

I understand what the teachers tell me.

1

8

I can talk to the teachers about any
concerns or questions.

2

5

2

I am involved in school decisions that
affect my child.

2

6

1

My child is safe at school.

3

6

2

3

Strongly
Disagree
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*One ELL family did not complete this page of the survey, so there is a total of only 8
responses.
Family Nights
My family enjoys coming to the
family nights.
The information and activities
are useful for my entire family.
I am learning new ways to
support my child‟s education.
The program is helping my
child be successful in school.
I am getting to know the
teachers at E.P. Rock better
because of the family nights.
The teachers at the family
nights take the time to get to
know my family and our
culture.
The teachers view my family‟s
culture as a strength or
resource.
The teachers use their
knowledge of my family and
our interests to plan family
literacy nights.
The teachers look for my ideas
and suggestions and openly use
them.
The teachers understand my
goals for my family.
The teachers understand my
family‟s values.
The family literacy program
helps my family to connect with
other families in the school.
The family literacy program
makes me aware of, or connects
me with, resources in the
community.

Strongly
Agree
4

Agree

Disagree Strongly Disagree

2

6

2

5

1

3

4

1

3

4

1

2

6

1

7

1

7

1

7

4*

6

1

3

6
4

1
1

1

7
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ELL Families only
The teachers acknowledge,
respect and value my family‟s
home language.
The teachers view my family‟s
home language as a strength
and resource.

Strongly
Agree
1

Agree

2

2

3

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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APPENDIX C

Final Survey Results
May 12, 2011
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Three consenting families completed both the initial and final survey. Here is a
comparison of their responses. The first number is the results from January, and the
second number is the final results.

E.P. Rock
I play an important role in my child‟s
education.
I am able to support what my child is
learning at home.

Strongly
Agree
2 /1

Agree

1/0

2 /3

Disagree

1 /2

I understand the school system and
expectations.

3 /3

I know about what is happening in the
school.

3 /3

I trust my child‟s teachers.

1 /1

2 /2

I am comfortable coming to the
school.

1/0

2 /3

I am happy with the communication
between the home and school.

2 /3

I understand what the teachers tell me.

3 /3

I can talk to the teachers about any
concerns or questions.

0/1

2 /2

I am involved in school decisions that
affect my child.

1 /1

2 /2

My child is safe at school.

1 /1

2 /2

1/0

1 /0

Strongly
Disagree
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*One family commented that they were unsure about the teachers understanding their
family‟s goals and values, so they did not score those statements. One ELL family
completed the survey on both occasions.
Family Nights
Strongly Agree
Disagree Strongly Disagree
Agree
My family enjoys coming
1 /2
2 /1
to the family nights.
The information and
0/1
3 /2
activities are useful for my
entire family.
I am learning new ways to
1 /1
2 /2
support my child‟s
education.
The program is helping
1 /2
2 /1
my child be successful in
school.
I am getting to know the
1 /1
2 /2
teachers at E.P. Rock
better because of the
family nights.
The teachers at the family
1 /2
2 /1
nights take the time to get
to know my family and
our culture.
The teachers view my
1 /1
2 /2
family‟s culture as a
strength or resource.
The teachers use their
1 /1
2 /2
knowledge of my family
and our interests to plan
family literacy nights.
The teachers look for my
1/0
2 /3
ideas and suggestions and
openly use them.
The teachers understand
2* / 2*
my goals for my family.
The teachers understand
2* / 2*
my family‟s values.
The family literacy
1 /1
2 /2
program helps my family
to connect with other
families in the school.

90

The family literacy
program makes me aware
of, or connects me with,
resources in the
community.
ELL Families only
The teachers acknowledge,
respect and value my
family‟s home language.
The teachers view my
family‟s home language as
a strength and resource.

1 /2

2 /1

Strongly
Agree

Agree
1 /1

1 /1

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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