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Abstract

Even though the importance of family engagement has been widely ac-
knowledged, it remains challenging for schools to engage with families from 
diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Educators and administrators 
continue to report a lack of preparation and reveal deficit perspectives 
towards minoritized families. In this study, we describe efforts at two el-
ementary schools and one middle school to seek input from multilingual 
families. Multilingual families were invited to share their engagement 
experiences, their engagement outcomes, and their aspirations for contin-
ued engagement in teaching and learning activities through both surveys 
and focus group discussions. The findings reveal an array of capabilities, 
connections, cognition, and confidence already present in multilingual 
families. These insights demonstrate how multilingual family engagement 
practices can harness and further develop these characteristics to promote 
educator and family dual capacity-building.

Key Words: multilingual families, family engagement, partnerships, dual 
capacity-building, schools, capabilities, connections, cognition, confidence

Introduction

Even though the importance of family engagement in schools has 
been widely acknowledged (e.g., Calderon et al., 2019; Marsh et al., 2015; 
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Sheldon, 2009), educators continue to report a lack of preparation in en-
gaging with families, especially those from diverse cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds (e.g., Auerbach & Collier, 2012; Caspe & Hernadez, 2021; 
Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Wassell et al., 2017; Zeichner, 
2023). Deficit-based perceptions of minoritized families continue to influ-
ence the design and implementation of family engagement efforts (Auerbach 
& Collier, 2012; Kim, 2009; Wassell et al., 2017).  Systemic barriers often 
reinforce a “disadvantaged” perception of families, leading to many immi-
grant families feeling “disappointed with school receptiveness” (Delouche 
et al., 2024, p. 245). The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated dispar-
ities and underscored challenges facing minoritized households (Arias, 
2020; Richmond et al., 2020). While some researchers have examined pan-
demic-related challenges for multilingual families, most studies focused on 
administrators’, educators’, or learners’ experiences (Sari & Eutsler, 2023). 
It is important for educators to further their understanding of multilingual 
families’ lived experiences so that educators may recognize families’ assets 
and shift away from deficit-oriented pedagogies (Delouche et al., 2024). 

Centering on families’ perspectives and experiences, we describe in this 
study how a project team collaborated with three schools to seek input 
from multilingual families. We include the definition of family engagement 
and focus our literature review specifically on multilingual family engage-
ment. Based on survey and focus group data collected in collaboration with 
schools, we explore multilingual families’ capabilities (skills and knowl-
edge), connections (networks), cognition (shifts in beliefs and values), 
and confidence (self-efficacy) using the dual-capacity building framework 
(Mapp & Bergman, 2019). The findings of the study reveal not only mul-
tilingual families’ capacity to support teaching and learning, but also their 
perspectives and aspirations for further educator capacity enhancement at 
the school.

Literature Review

From Parental Involvement to Family Engagement

The term parental involvement may be narrowly defined as parents’ 
passive, “accommodationist” involvement in activities initiated and led by 
schools (Shirley, 1997, p. 73). For example, parents may be expected to at-
tend school events or help with homework to support students’ learning 
(Jeynes, 2011; Olmstead, 2013). This narrow definition has been problema-
tized for its implication that being absent from school-centered activities 
may be interpreted as a lack of involvement (Hong, 2011; Poza et al., 2014), 
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and that parent involvement entails participation in ritualized practices that 
“subsumes parents into a dominant, mainstream model of involvement” 
(Doucet, 2011, p. 404). School-centered parental involvement frameworks 
have also received numerous criticisms (e.g., Bower & Griffin, 2011; Hong, 
2011; Warren et al., 2009). Baquedano-López et al. (2013) pointed out that 
school-centered involvement is especially problematic when schools’ vi-
sions and practices are established based on the values of the dominant 
culture, arguing:

Although conceptually useful, these typologies still reflect a restricted 
vision of partnership centered on the school’s agenda. We note that 
these typologies do not engage the intersections of race, class, and 
immigration, which are relevant to the experiences of many parents 
from nondominant backgrounds. (p. 150)
Family engagement, on the other hand, recognizes families’ roles in 

the teaching and learning process beyond the school and values families’ 
perspectives, experiences, and aspirations (Ferlazzo, 2011; Redding et al., 
2004). Goodall and Montgomery (2014) presented the shift from parental 
involvement with schools and parental involvement with schooling to pa-
rental engagement with children’s learning as a continuum. They focused on 
the equitable distribution of agency along the continuum and argued that: 

As schools and parents move along the continuum, there is a move 
from information giving (on the part of schools) to a sharing of infor-
mation between parents and schools. This is a move from the prior-
itization of the school’s needs and desires to joint decisions between 
parents and schools. (p. 402)

Using this continuum as a framework, Protacio et al. (2020) described 
family engagement activities for English learners (ELs; i.e., learners from 
multilingual backgrounds receiving English language development sup-
port) such as bilingual game nights, cultural celebrations, and home visits 
to illustrate the shift of agency distribution between schools and families. 
When schools incorporate family values into family engagement activities, 
they are enacting a two-way learning partnership (Trumbull et al., 2020). 

Consistent with Protacio et al. (2020), in this study, we use the term “fam-
ily engagement” recognizing the role of family members other than parents 
in the development of multilingual learners. We define family engage-
ment as shared responsibilities among schools, families, and communities 
that may be enacted in various learning environments, including schools, 
homes, and community settings (National Family, School, and Communi-
ty Engagement Working Group, 2010). Our collaboration with the partner 
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schools centers on valuing and integrating multilingual families’ inputs in 
the co-design of family engagement efforts to support learners’ multilingual 
development. 

Multilingual Family Engagement 

Minoritized families encounter various challenges and barriers to 
meaningfully engaging in their children’s learning. These challenges in-
clude language differences, educators’ deficit perspectives, and the lack of 
family input in the design and implementation of family engagement pro-
grams. Among these challenges, language differences are often perceived as 
one of the major barriers impeding school–home connections (Baker et al., 
2016; Melzi et al., 2018). Schools’ limited capacity to offer translation and 
interpretation support for families from a wide range of diverse linguis-
tic backgrounds and families’ perceived lack of capacity to support their 
children’s English language development were major barriers identified by 
educational agencies (Kochanek et al., 2011; Sugarman & Lazrín, 2020). 
However, when schools adapt their communication strategies to meet mul-
tilingual families’ needs, it increases trust between families and schools, 
encourages family engagement, and “activates family assets” (Delouche et 
al., 2024, p. 243).

Unfortunately, educators’ deficit perceptions of minoritized families’ 
engagement in their children’s learning continue to persist, frequent-
ly resulting in the underrepresentation of multilingual families in school 
engagement initiatives which reinforces educators’ negative assumptions 
regarding families’ interest in their children’s education (Auerbach & Col-
lier, 2012; Baker et al., 2016; National Center for Education Statistics, 2016; 
Wassell et al., 2017). When educational agencies design programs and ac-
tivities to engage multilingual families, input from families may not be 
sought or considered (Baquedano-López et al., 2013). Privileging features 
of the dominant culture in schools may lead to reduced trust between fami-
lies and educators (Delouche et al., 2024; Isaac, 2022). For example, family 
literacy programs may use a structured curriculum with no feedback from 
families (e.g., Wessels, 2014). Researchers have cautioned against the one-
size-fits-all approach to family engagement, especially when programs are 
designed to focus only on accountability measures used in schools (Auer-
bach & Collier, 2012; Crozier & Davies 2007; Goodall, 2013). 

COVID-19: Unprecedented Challenges and Solutions

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated preexisting challenges and 
created new obstacles for multilingual family engagement. Research has 
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documented the disproportionately low access multilingual families had 
to technological resources required for virtual instruction (Kim & Padil-
la, 2020). Moreover, challenges accessing online communication platforms 
were exacerbated by language barriers faced by multilingual families (Sari 
& Eutsler, 2023). Even with reliable access to technology, families found 
communication barriers to exist when home language translation was not 
provided (Cioè-Peña, 2022). Finally, the pandemic created a variety of per-
sonal challenges for multilingual families. Front-line workers were unable 
to support their children with virtual instruction during the school day 
(Jenkins, 2021; Nowicki, 2020), and many families faced unprecedented 
rates of financial detriments leading to food and housing insecurity (Holtz-
man et al., 2022).

School districts and educators responded to these challenges by provid-
ing access to technology, initiating multimodal communication measures, 
and centering the family–school partnership to improve student outcomes 
(Delouche et al., 2024; Kaura & Melnicoe, 2020; Nowicki, 2020; Peterson 
et al., 2020). This unprecedented collective challenge helped to encourage 
schools to engage multilingual families in meaningful ways beyond pre-
scriptive school-based activities.

As the literature suggests, intentionally seeking input from families is 
one of the first steps in building trust to promoting family engagement (De-
louche et al., 2024). Using methods such as survey alone, however, may 
not be sufficient in inviting the perspectives of families from diverse back-
grounds (Vera et al., 2016). Based on their studies of educators’ initiatives 
to engage EL families, Protacio et al. (2020) suggested that educators con-
sider inviting families to share their perspectives using multilingual surveys 
with open-ended questions. Researchers also suggested using multilingual 
survey instruments and focus group discussions to invite families to share 
their perspectives (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Vera et al., 2016). In this 
study, therefore, we collaborated with partner schools to seek input from 
multilingual families using both multilingual surveys and focus group dis-
cussions. In addition to inviting families to share their experiences and 
perspectives regarding family engagement, we also asked families for their 
suggestions for future engagement opportunities.  

Theoretical Framework

This study builds upon family engagement frameworks that center on 
equity and capacity building (Ishimaru, 2014; Mapp & Bergman, 2019). 
Instead of restricting the partnership with multilingual families based on 
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existing ritualized practices at the schools (Doucet, 2011), equity-centered 
family engagement frameworks invite families as partners to critically re-
flect on their engagement experiences, attend to building educators’ and 
families’ engagement capacities, and envision future engagement potentials. 

Challenging school-based parental involvement efforts that position 
minoritized families as passive recipients of information or training to 
maintain the existing school culture, researchers emphasized the impor-
tance of engagement wherein families contribute to decision-making and 
actions that lead to changes and transformations in education (Auerbach 
& Collier, 2012; Hong, 2011; Ishimaru, 2019; Shirley, 1997). The dual ca-
pacity-building framework adopted by the U.S. Department of Education 
underscores collaborations among families and educators as they negoti-
ate challenges and seek capacity-building opportunity conditions at both 
the process and organizational levels (Mapp & Bergman, 2019). Policy and 
program goals were specified in terms of educators’ and families’ develop-
ment of their capabilities (skills and knowledge), connections (networks), 
cognition (shifts in beliefs and values), and confidence (self-efficacy) to 
reach the ultimate partnership outcomes (Mapp & Bergman, 2019). 

To enact equitable family engagement, Ishimaru (2014, 2019) contrasts 
traditional partnerships and equitable collaborations in terms of the goals, 
context, strategies, and parent roles. Traditional partnerships frequently 
overlook the potential assets offered by multilingual families’ perspectives 
(Isaac et al., 2022).  In contrast, equitable collaborations emphasize the im-
portance of reciprocal knowledge and resource exchange between schools 
and families (Delouche et al., 2024).  While systemic change in existing 
school cultures can be difficult to enact, Ishimaru points out that nurturing 
and cultivating families’ relational power can disrupt the unilateral power 
differential between schools and families (Ishimaru, 2019). 

Integrating both the dual capacity-building framework and the equita-
ble collaboration strategies, we prioritize multilingual families’ experiences, 
perspectives, and suggestions to critically reflect on existing engagement ef-
forts at the partner schools. We focus specifically on multilingual families’ 
capabilities, connections, cognition, and confidence to explore equitable 
partnership potentials and educator capacity-building opportunities.

Project Context

This study was part of a larger project designed to support educators 
working with multilingual students and families. In collaboration with local 
partner schools, the project team accomplished this through professional 
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development and family engagement activities in the local school con-
texts. Through the professional development modules, various family 
engagement strategies and resources were introduced, including the dual 
capacity-building framework. Educators were invited to share their appli-
cation of the family engagement strategies in their schools and engage in 
online learning exchanges (He & Bagwell, 2022). In addition, the project 
team also worked with administrators and educators at the partner schools 
to support school-based family engagement activities.  

We invited input from families at three partner schools, two elementary 
schools and one middle school, all located in the same school district. Ed-
ucators in all three schools expressed interest in learning from multilingual 
families regarding their experiences and perspectives. All three schools re-
ceive Title I funds. Both elementary schools have over 400 students each. 
School A has around 27% of their total student population identified as 
ELs, while School C has over 39% identified as ELs. The middle school 
(School B) has over 600 students, with over 8% identified as ELs. Both ele-
mentary schools started dual language programs in 2018 to use English and 
a partner language in content instruction. School A has two dual language 
programs, Spanish–English and Urdu–English. School C has a Spanish–
English dual language program. These programs are open to all students 
in the schools, including those identified as ELs. The middle school houses 
an adult English language program designed for multilingual families and 
students. This Saturday program employs a two-generation approach that 
offers both English classes to parents and science, technology, engineering, 
the arts, and mathematics (STEAM) activities to children. This program 
was founded in 2015 as a partnership among the university, the school, and 
the local community (He et al., 2019). The program team includes family 
representatives, K–12 educators, university teacher educators, and preser-
vice teachers. Family participants offer ongoing feedback and suggestions 
to co-design the program (He & Bagwell, 2022). 

In addition to the dual language programs in the elementary schools 
and the Saturday program at the middle school, all schools organize activ-
ities and host events for all families, including families with multilingual 
backgrounds. Through these activities, families learn more about the cur-
riculum activities at the school and practice strategies to work with their 
children on multilingual learning at home. Schools have also hosted multi-
cultural events to invite families to share their home cultures and celebrate 
the diverse cultures represented in the community. 
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Methods

This study explored the experiences and perspectives shared by multi-
lingual families from the three partner schools. Specifically, we focused on 
three research questions: 
1.	 How do multilingual families describe their engagement in these 

schools? 
2.	 In what ways do multilingual families leverage and build their capabil-

ities, connections, cognition, and confidence to partner with schools? 
3.	 What do multilingual families suggest as future engagement opportu-

nities? 

Researcher Positionality 

All authors are bilingual speakers working closely with multilingual 
learners and their families through a larger project designed for educator 
professional development and family engagement. The first author is Chi-
nese–English bilingual and serves as the lead principal investigator of the 
project. She has led various partnership projects with local schools and en-
gaged in both educator professional development and multilingual family 
engagement activities across the state. The second author is German–En-
glish bilingual and experienced U.S. K–12 schooling as an English learner. 
She has worked as a teacher in the same county where the partner schools 
are located and serves as a postdoctoral fellow on the project. The third and 
fourth authors are Spanish–English bilingual. The third author supports the 
project as a research assistant, and the fourth author serves as the project 
manager. Both authors participate in data collection and database manage-
ment for the project. Three of the four authors are also parents with bilingual 
children attending local schools. The authors engaged in regular reflections 
and discussions of the data analysis and interpretation to examine potential 
biases. The shared code book, research memos, and audit trails further en-
hanced the trustworthiness of the analysis and interpretation.

All authors share the asset-based perspective that undergirds the larger 
project focusing on educator professional development and family engage-
ment centering on the promotion of multilingualism. Rather than viewing 
language differences as a barrier to overcome, the authors appreciate the 
community cultural wealth multilingual families bring and aim to surface 
and leverage multilingual families’ funds of knowledge to enhance mul-
tilingual educational efforts at the schools (González et al., 2005; Yosso, 
2005). In addition, the authors employ the dual capacity-building frame-
work in their engagement with both educators and multilingual families 
(Mapp & Bergman, 2013, 2019). 
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Data Collection

Data were collected using both survey and focus group discussions 
during 2018–22 to maximize feedback and input from multilingual families 
(see Appendices A and B). Both survey items and focus group discussions 
were offered in multilingual formats. Families could provide their input 
using the survey or by participating in focus group discussions. Families 
included any adult caretakers and guardians present in the students’ lives.

The survey includes three demographic items regarding families’ lan-
guage background and their children’s schools, two items regarding their 
perspectives of family engagement activities they have participated in, and 
one open-ended question regarding ideal family engagement activities. 
When reporting their perceptions of the family engagement experiences, 
respondents are invited to use a 5-point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree; 
5=Strongly Agree) to share their perspectives of prior family engagement 
experiences and their intention to engage in future activities. Specifically, 
families rated previous family engagement experiences based on how well 
organized the events were, the extent to which activities supported their 
own English language development (ELD), events’ usefulness for support-
ing students’ academic learning, and the impact of activities on families’ 
sense of involvement with their child’s school. In addition, families indi-
cated how interested they were in joining similar events in the future. This 
multilingual instrument is made available in Arabic, English, Spanish, and 
Urdu for families with different language backgrounds and preferences. It 
was distributed as an anonymous link. While families’ names and contact 
information were collected as part of the survey, they were documented 
separately only for administrative purposes. Participants’ names were not 
associated with their responses. 

In addition to the online survey, families were also invited to participate 
in focus group discussions facilitated by the school and the project team. 
These focus group discussions took place during school-based or commu-
nity-based events designed for families. Each focus group included 5–10 
families, and the discussion was conducted in the families’ preferred lan-
guage. During the focus group discussions, families were invited to share 
their engagement experiences, perspectives, and ideal engagement oppor-
tunities. All focus group discussions were recorded, and anonymized notes 
from the focus group discussions were included as data in this study.

Participants

Participants included multilingual families that have children identified 
as ELs receiving English language development support or dual language 
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learners (DLLs) who participate in dual language programs. These families 
include both those who speak a language other than English at home and 
those who are native English speakers and have enrolled their children in a 
dual language program. Regardless of the language spoken most at home, 
all families support their children’s multilingual development as ELs or 
DLLs. A total of 176 family members provided feedback regarding family 
engagement at their schools via survey responses. In addition, 147 partici-
pants provided feedback through family focus group discussions. 

As indicated in Table 1, 77 family members from School A provided 
survey responses, accounting for 44% of the total survey responses. In ad-
dition, School A engaged 39 families in focus groups, equaling 27% of the 
total focus group participants. Focus group discussions were conducted in 
English, Spanish, and Urdu, respectively. In School B, the middle school, 
50 family members, totaling 28% of all survey respondents, completed the 
survey, and 93 participants engaged in focus group discussions, making up 
63% of all focus group respondents. In School C, 49 family members, or 
28% of all survey takers, responded to the surveys, and 15 Spanish-speak-
ing families (10% of all focus group participants) engaged in focus group 
discussions. Both the survey responses and the focus group discussions re-
flected the linguistic diversity among family participants. 

Table 1. Participants
Survey School A School B School C Total

n % n % n % n %
English 20 26% 10 20% 11 22%   41 23%
Spanish 31 40% 33 66% 38 78% 102 58%
Urdu 23 30%   1   2% n/a n/a   24 14%
Other   3   4%   6 12% n/a n/a     9   5%
Total 77 44% 50 28% 49 28% 176 100%
Focus Group School A School B School C Total

n % n % n % n %
39 27% 93 63% 15 10% 147 100%

Data Analysis

To address the research questions, quantitative data collected from the 
Likert-scale survey items and qualitative data from open-ended survey 
items and focus group discussions were analyzed and integrated in a con-
vergent manner (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Qualitative data were first 
segmented and organized based on the survey and focus group questions 



MULTILINGUAL FAMILIES

19

to address the research questions regarding families’ perception of their en-
gagement experiences, their engagement processes, and their aspirations 
for future engagement potentials. 

For the first research question regarding multilingual families’ percep-
tion of their engagement experiences, descriptive analyses were conducted 
based on the quantitative data from the survey. For this analysis, 5-point 
Likert scale items were collapsed into four categories (Disagree, Neutral, 
Agree, No Response) and a Kruskal-Wallis test was employed to explore sig-
nificant relationships between families’ home language, school, and school 
year with their evaluation of engagement activities. A post-hoc procedure 
using Dunn’s test was then conducted to determine the directionality of sig-
nificant relationships between the variables. In addition, descriptive coding 
was conducted based on open-ended survey questions and relevant focus 
group discussions to substantiate the quantitative findings (Miles et al., 
2020). The dual-capacity building framework was employed to guide the 
analysis to address the second research question regarding families’ capa-
bilities, connections, cognition, and confidence (Mapp & Bergman, 2019). 
The coding definitions were first established based on the framework and 
then refined through iterative data analysis based on data from the study to 
guide first cycle coding (Miles et al., 2020). Relationships across the codes 
were then established through the code co-occurrence matrix analysis us-
ing ATLAS.ti (2023). To address the third research questions regarding 
multilingual families’ aspirations for future engagement, holistic coding 
was employed to capture both common themes across all participants from 
different linguistic and cultural backgrounds and unique perspectives re-
flecting participants’ identities (Miles et al., 2020). 

Two researchers analyzed data separately and compared coding results 
through ongoing research meetings to refine the coding process and data 
interpretation. The findings and interpretations were also shared with oth-
er research team members and stakeholder representatives from the three 
schools to seek their input and feedback. 

Findings

Family Engagement Experiences

Overall, 176 families provided their input regarding the organization of 
family engagement activities (Organization), activities’ relevance for sup-
porting families’ English language development, activities’ effectiveness for 
assisting families to support their child’s learning (Learning), the impact 
of activities on feeling involved in the school (Involvement), and families’ 
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intentions to engage in future activities (Future Engagement). It is import-
ant to note that respondents may not have attended all activities and were 
not required to answer all questions. About 30–40% of all respondents pro-
vided no answer on each of the items (see Table 2). 

Most respondents agreed with the effectiveness of these engagement ef-
forts (> 40%). Comparing across the three schools, even though a larger 
percentage of families from School A or B agreed with the effectiveness 
of the engagement efforts, no statistically significant relationship was ob-
served between school membership and participants’ responses. 

Table 2. Participant Experiences
School Disagree Neutral Agree No Response

O
rg
an
iz
at
io
n n % n % n % n %

A   8 10%   7   9% 36 47% 26 34%
B   7 14%   3   6% 28 56% 12 24%
C   6 12%   4   8% 21 43% 18 37%

Total 21 12% 14   8% 85 48% 56 32%

En
gl
ish

  
La

ng
ua
ge
  

D
ev
el
op

m
en
t A   9 12%   7   9% 34 44% 27 35%

B   5 10%   5 10% 24 48% 16 32%

C   4   8%   3   6% 16 33% 26 53%

Total 18 10% 15   9% 74 42% 69 39%

Le
ar
ni
ng

A 12 15%   3   4% 43 56% 19 25%
B   8 16%   2   4% 28 56% 12 24%
C   3   6%   3   6% 19 39% 24 49%

Total 23 13%   8    5% 90 51% 55 31%

In
vo
lv
em

en
t A   8 10%   5   6% 42 55% 22 29%

B   8 16%   6 12% 22 44% 14 28%
C   1   2%   5 10% 17 35% 26 53%

Total 17 10% 16   9% 81 46% 62 35%

Fu
tu
re
  

En
ga
ge
m
en
t A   8 10%   3   4% 45 58% 21 27%

B   9 18%   3   6% 25 50% 13 26%
C   2   4%   3   6% 22 45% 22 45%

Total 19 11%   9   5% 92 52% 56 32%

Families’ home language was found to be significantly correlated with 
four of the five engagement efforts (i.e., organization, English language 
development, learning, future engagement). It was not surprising that 
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Spanish-speaking respondents rated the effectiveness of English language 
development activities higher than English-speaking respondents (p < 
0.001), considering the targeted audience of the program. It was interesting 
to note that Spanish-speaking respondents rated organization, learning, and 
future engagement significantly higher compared to their English-speaking 
counterparts (p < 0.001). Moreover, speakers of other languages rated the 
effectiveness of family engagement efforts on student learning higher than 
English-speaking families (p = 0.025).

Multilingual Family Engagement Capacity

Multilingual families’ capacity in terms of their capabilities (skills and 
knowledge), connections (networks), cognition (shifts in beliefs and val-
ues), and confidence (self-efficacy) do not operate in isolation. The beliefs 
and values of multilingual families (i.e., cognition) influenced how they 
perceived their capabilities and confidence for school engagement. Further, 
families’ cultivation and expansion of connections strengthened their skills 
and knowledge for school engagement (i.e., capabilities). In this section, 
we first highlight how families’ beliefs and values relate to their perceived 
capabilities and confidence. Then, we discuss how connections support the 
development of capabilities for multilingual families. 

Cognition for Multilingual Families’ Capabilities and Confidence 
Two beliefs and values were shared among all family participants in 

this study. Participants commented on the importance of: (a) education for 
themselves and their children; and (b) elevating families’ language and cul-
tural backgrounds in various educational settings. 

Multilingual families’ beliefs and values regarding the importance of ed-
ucation for themselves and their children were reported as the driving force 
for their further development of capabilities and confidence to become 
partners in education at the schools. The adult English program offered 
at School B (the middle school) was initiated based on multilingual fam-
ilies’ requests. As one parent shared, “I want to be able to understand my 
son when he speaks in English” (School B Focus Group, 2020). Others also 
shared their desires to feel more empowered to communicate with teach-
ers and support their children at home and in other settings. One parent 
expressed her appreciation of having the opportunity to do so because of 
her participation in the program. She stated, “Classes give me confidence 
to go to the store without the kids as interpreters” (School B Survey, 2019). 
Instead of offering a prestructured curriculum, this program seeks input 
from families every year to adjust its engagement. During the COVID-19 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

22

pandemic, the program transitioned to meeting online and communicat-
ing with families through social media platforms. STEAM activity boxes 
were offered for pick up so that children could continue to engage at home 
as well. Participating families expressed enhanced confidence to speak with 
teachers and to participate in their children’s educational experiences. As 
one parent shared, “I feel confident about talking without being afraid of 
making mistakes. I don’t feel ashamed; I am giving the best of myself. I am 
really learning” (School B Focus Group, 2018).

Further, families’ beliefs and values for leveraging their language and 
culture as assets enhanced their capabilities for engaging in school engage-
ment activities. One family member shared about opportunities to teach 
and learn about various cultures, expressing, “We also have done presenta-
tions about international food from our countries” (School B Focus Group, 
2018). Likewise, in School C, one of the elementary schools with dual lan-
guage programs, multilingual families not only volunteered at the school, 
but took on more leadership roles to contribute to dual language curricu-
lum discussions and to serve on the school leadership team. Through their 
engagement, several multilingual parents developed capabilities to serve as 
advocates for the dual language program, and some became dual language 
teachers or teaching assistants at the school. Families also volunteered spe-
cific ideas of supporting their school’s dual language program, including 
the development of parent networks through online platforms. 

In this study, multilingual families expressed both their desire to develop 
their English language capabilities to engage with school-centered activities 
and their interest in integrating their language and cultural backgrounds in 
the educational process for their children. While these beliefs may appear 
paradoxical, the enactment of both sets of values reflected multilingual 
families’ negotiation of their funds of knowledge within the current educa-
tional context (Moll et al., 1992). 

Cultivation and Expansion of Connections
Connections entail both relationships cultivated among families and 

interactions between multilingual families and educators. A reciprocal re-
lationship was observed based on data in this study where multilingual 
families’ connections with other families and educators enhanced their ca-
pabilities and their capabilities in turn supported the further expansion of 
their connections. 

Through the adult English language program at the middle school, fam-
ilies reported how they developed connections among themselves. One 
mother shared, “We are in a learning process. When one of us makes a 
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mistake, the classmate helps her. If one doesn’t know, the other one helps. 
There is a lot of respect among us” (School B Focus Group, 2018). In ad-
dition, connections with educators enhanced families’ capabilities for 
engaging as partners in their children’s education. At one of the elementa-
ry schools, families appreciated getting connected with teachers through 
school-based activities such as “around the world” cultural night, stating 
that these events provided an opportunity to develop knowledge about the 
school’s dual language program. Families also reported seeing the benefits 
of these events for their children’s development. Other connections that 
supported the development of families’ capabilities included opportunities 
for families to collaborate with their children in academic settings. As one 
parent expressed:

I cannot speak much English, and it also helps because they put us to 
work together. We do assignments where I must do something, and 
she must do something else. So, we always work together. And she 
likes to participate and socialize a lot. (School C Focus Group, 2019)
As families grew their capabilities, they were better able to cultivate 

and expand their connections with educators and with one another. Fam-
ilies’ efforts to understand and engage in teaching and learning practices, 
their skills to navigate channels of communication with support from the 
schools, and their capabilities to leverage knowledge about their own lan-
guage and culture supported these connections. Through the dual language 
programs at the elementary schools, parents from different language back-
grounds were encouraged to volunteer at the school, participate in teaching 
and learning activities, and share their language and cultural experienc-
es. In addition to connections with educators at the school, families also 
shared their connections with teachers and other families through social 
media platforms to expand their networks of support. In addition, families’ 
enhanced capabilities to communicate in English also supported connec-
tions in school settings. For example, one parent shared how her ability to 
learn English through the adult English program helped to connect her to 
her daughter’s teacher by giving her the confidence to practice new words 
in English. Families also expressed that the capabilities developed in their 
English classes connected them with each other. One parent emphasized:

The best classes I have received is the one from this school. This class 
is three hours where we don’t stop participating, talking, learning. 
During the week they assign work. This is also about personal de-
velopment. It’s an enrichment experience. (School B Focus Group, 
2018)
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Communication plays a key role in sustaining connections. During the 
pandemic, multilingual and multimodal communications became essential 
to sustain connections between families and school staff. Families report-
ed feeling comfortable using the online platform to communicate with the 
school and appreciated having phone calls with teachers on occasion to 
better communicate about their children’s learning. In the focus group dis-
cussion during 2021, families shared that they felt comfortable sharing 
their concerns and asking questions, knowing that teachers would respond 
to their questions and concerns in a timely manner. Multilingual parents 
also commented on the importance of communication in their languag-
es and the options to use both online and phone communications with 
teachers. One parent from the elementary school shared how much she 
appreciated that the school translates communication and reminders for 
families into their native languages, so that all parents can understand what 
is going on in school. As an Urdu speaker, this mother shared that she feels 
that Urdu-speaking parents can be empowered when materials are avail-
able in their language. 

Families’ capabilities to leverage knowledge about their own language 
and culture, their skills to navigate channels of communication with sup-
port from the schools, and their efforts to understand and engage in teaching 
and learning practices supported their connections with school staff and 
one another. At both the elementary schools and the middle school, ac-
tivities such as cultural nights were held before the COVID-19 pandemic 
and after schools transitioned back to in-person sessions. Many families ex-
pressed their appreciation to have the opportunity to connect with schools, 
share their cultural backgrounds, and to encourage their children to learn 
more about their heritage cultures. One family member expressed, “In my 
kids’ school, they have a Latino festival that we like to participate in be-
cause we learn about many countries and their customs” (School B Focus 
Group, 2019).

Future Engagement Opportunities

While multilingual families at the three schools generally expressed 
satisfaction and gratitude towards the engagement efforts at the schools, 
challenges were discussed, and families offered suggestions for future en-
gagement considerations. These engagement opportunities centered on 
(a) effective multilingual, multimodal communications; (b) activities pro-
moting parent–child relationship building; and (c) parents as educational 
partners. 



MULTILINGUAL FAMILIES

25

In all schools, regardless of the schools’ efforts to provide materials 
in multiple languages and to support parents to navigate the technology 
platforms, families recommended communicating information in a more 
accessible and comprehensible manner. For example, one parent suggested 
the use of text messages in addition to voice messages when communicat-
ing with families,

The messages do arrive well, and the messages are in English and 
then in Spanish, but sometimes we cannot hear well the messages be-
cause they are voicemails…sometimes we can’t understand what they 
say in Spanish—maybe they need another form to contact. It would 
be better if we could get text messages. (School C Focus Group, 2019)

Another parent suggested teachers explain information in small chunks to 
make it more comprehensible: “Sometimes it’s hard to understand infor-
mation (e.g., how to use Nearpod). Be helpful to have things explained in 
chunks” (School B Focus Group, 2020). 

In addition, families at the elementary schools also expressed a desire for 
school engagement activities to offer opportunities to bond with their chil-
dren, provide an outlet for students’ interests, and involve the whole family. 
One parent mentioned, “I would like to participate in something that will 
involve the family so we could get more communication as a family and 
more fun” (School A Survey, 2021). Parents also advocated for opportuni-
ties to educate the “whole child,” mentioning that it would be ideal to have 
additional activities for engagement such as soccer and basketball, cheer-
leading, crafts, or music lessons for students. In the focus group, families 
also suggested engaging older siblings more in school activities and as vol-
unteers at the school. 

With strong desires to participate in their children’s learning, families 
advocated for their role as co-educators. Families at the elementary schools 
suggested that the schools offer a resource list with appropriate materials 
to support children’s home bilingual/biliteracy activities as well as to have 
access to more online resources for language learning so that parents can 
participate in lessons. Middle school families shared that they would like to 
learn more about ways they can offer support for their children’s learning 
at home as well. They would also like to engage in conversations with their 
children about their school experiences. Parents suggested that the school 
could consider offering parents: “some tutoring in specific subjects (e.g., 
math) and help with phonetics and how words sound” (School B Focus 
Group, 2020). 

Families’ suggestions for improvement reflected their diverse cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds situated within the specific school context as 
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well. Families from School B, the middle school, emphasized the impor-
tance of sustaining learning opportunities such as the adult English class 
to support their negotiation in the U.S. society in general. Families would 
appreciate more resources to support their English language development 
and would benefit from receiving educational certifications. One moth-
er said, “I also want the GED, but we need to know English. Maybe the 
teacher can tell us when we are ready, when we are in the advance lev-
el” (School B Focus Group, 2018). Other parents suggested more books 
in English or childcare so they could attend English classes. On the other 
hand, at School C, parents of children attending the dual language program 
urged the school to make specific accommodations to celebrate their cul-
tural and linguistic backgrounds. Focus group data documented families’ 
efforts to advocate for themselves, noting that there were more than 40 Pa-
kistani families who wanted future family engagement opportunities to be 
more related to their backgrounds. One mother suggested integrating Paki-
stani celebrations into the school’s calendar. Other recommendations from 
families included the initiation of an international festival to better share 
and celebrate families’ cultural backgrounds within the school community. 
Families also advocated for linguistic resources. One parent stated, “They 
have teachers who speak Spanish but not Urdu. They should have a social 
worker for Pakistani population” (School A Focus Group, 2018).

Discussion and Implications

Different from studies focusing on school-based curriculum or fami-
ly engagement activities, in this study, we partnered with three schools to 
engage families to seek their input and feedback using multilingual sur-
vey responses and focus group discussions. In order to disrupt patterns 
of deficit-oriented dynamics which place families at the receiving end of 
school-based initiatives, we centered on multilingual families’ perspectives 
and experiences. Specifically, we asked families to reflect on and evaluate 
their experiences with school engagement events, described how families 
found opportunities to expand their capacities through engagement ac-
tivities, and shared families’ suggestions for future engagement potentials. 
Both the process of engagement and the findings based on multilingual 
families’ feedback provide insights for researchers and practitioners advo-
cating for equity-centered multilingual family engagement. 

While all three partner schools had family engagement plans and en-
gaged routinely in family engagement activities, none of the schools invited 
multilingual families to share their input and feedback in a systematic and 
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ongoing manner prior to the engagement with this project. Through the 
partnership project, the research team worked closely with educators at the 
schools to integrate the multilingual survey and focus group discussions 
within the school events and calendars. At the end of each event or focus 
group, a memo was shared with the school based on anonymous input 
and feedback from multilingual families. At the beginning of the project, 
the project team set the data collection and reporting timeline. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020–21 academic year, the process fur-
ther supported family–school connections. Toward the end of the project 
in 2021, educators at the schools initiated the timeline and led the plan-
ning to integrate the multilingual families’ input and feedback in school 
decision-making. Multilingual families also became more familiar with 
the process to routinely share their input and feedback to support edu-
cators. Considering the prevalent deficit-based perceptions that position 
families as recipients of school-based initiatives (Auerbach & Collier, 2012; 
Baquedano-López et al., 2013; Delouche et al., 2024; Ishimaru, 2019), the 
integration of a systematic process to seek multilingual families’ feedback 
may invite more multilingual families to participate in educational decision 
making. State, district, and school leaders may want to consider integrating 
routines and processes to engage multilingual families as part of the on-
going family engagement efforts to cultivate collaborative partnerships for 
student learning (Caspe & Hernandez, 2023).

Further, the relationship between families’ capabilities (skills and knowl-
edge), connections (networks), cognition (shifts in beliefs and values), and 
confidence (self-efficacy) not only substantiated the dual capacity-building 
framework focusing on multilingual families, but also offered additional 
insights regarding the relationship across these four considerations. The 
tensions of the sociolinguistic values associated with the English language 
versus one’s home languages and cultures propelled both English language 
learning and development and the advocacy for home language integra-
tion in school curriculum and communication for multilingual families. 
The reciprocal relationship between connections and capabilities further 
highlighted the importance of school–home connections and networks 
among families, especially as schools negotiated challenges during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Carruba-Rogel et al., 2019; Ochoa & Quiroa, 
2020; Peterson et al., 2020). Families and communities may benefit from 
joint reflection space with educators and teacher educators to share their 
language experiences as multilingual families and students to maximize the 
use of their full linguistic repertoire in educational settings.
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Finally, findings from the study revealed promising multilingual family 
engagement practices based on both families’ perception of their engage-
ment experiences and their aspirations of future engagement opportunities. 
The research process, in addition to the findings, demonstrated the impor-
tance of multilingual and multimodal engagement with families (Cohan, 
et al., 2019; Gomez et al., 2021). The importance of leveraging multilin-
gual families’ home language as a mode of communication was evidenced 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and utilized by educators as a more effec-
tive means of family engagement (Nowicki, 2020). Based on input from the 
families, schools not only sustained effective practices of communication, 
but also expanded support for families through the dual language programs 
and the Saturday program at the middle school. The elementary school 
with the Urdu dual language program engaged in additional projects to 
explore the design and implementation of Urdu curriculum materials. The 
middle school offered online access to the Saturday program and expanded 
the program to reach multilingual families beyond local settings. Continu-
ing the university–school partnership, the university teacher educators 
plan to integrate multilingual families’ experiences, perspectives, and aspi-
rations within teacher education and professional development programs 
that involve preservice teachers and in-service teachers beyond the partner 
schools to highlight families’ capacities and suggestions.

In summary, stakeholders including educators, families, and teach-
er educators can attend to both the process conditions and organizational 
conditions to further enhance the dual capacity-building of educators and 
families through meaningful family engagement efforts (Mapp & Bergman, 
2019). The process conditions entail ways administrators and educators 
can respect, value, and seek families’ input in decision making, and fami-
lies can, in turn, shift from being recipients to collaborators to contribute 
to student learning and school improvement. Further, the organizational 
conditions can be enhanced through the cultivation of reflective spaces and 
systematic two-way communications. University-based educator prepara-
tion programs and teacher professional development can also contribute 
to and benefit from these engagement interactions to support the develop-
ment of current and future teacher family engagement competencies. 

Limitations and Future Research

There are several limitations in this study. First, even though both survey 
and focus group discussions were offered in multilingual formats, additional 
languages need to be added to the survey and multilingual interpreters and 
cultural brokers need to be invited to facilitate the focus group discussions 
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to maximize the input from families. Further, due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, there were restrictions to in-person engagement in 2020 and 2021. 
Access to technology and internet may have restricted the engagement of 
some multilingual families. As schools and communities have resumed 
in-person activities, more discussions may be conducted in person in col-
laboration with community partners and schools. Finally, in addition to 
seeking families’ input using surveys and focus group discussions, efforts 
need to be made to engage multilingual families in partnerships and curric-
ulum decision-making to continue to promote multilingualism within and 
beyond the school boundaries.  

Future research on leveraging the strengths of multilingual families 
should also be expanded to encompass often overlooked assets (e.g., valuing 
secure attachments and encouraging unstructured playtime) that positive-
ly correlate with improved student outcomes (Fourment et al., 2022). The 
depth of cultural wealth and the possibility for dual-capacity building is 
vast, and even the smallest moves toward dual capacity can enact a tremen-
dous amount of trust and engagement.
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Appendix A. Family Engagement Survey

1.	 Do you have a family member (e.g., children, grandchildren, niece, nephew, 
etc.) attending preschool programs or K–12 schools?
a.	 Yes [continue to next question]
b.	 No [end of survey]

2.	 What is your native language? 
3.	 How many school age child(ren) do you have?
4.	 Which school(s) do(es) your child(ren) attend?
5.	 Which family engagement activities have your participated in this semester? 

a.	 Adult English as a Second Language classes
b.	 Technology workshops
c.	 Parents and Children Together activities
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d.	 Afterschool programs for families
e.	 Weekend programs for families
f.	 Other (please specify)
g.	 I have not participated in any family engagement activities before. 

6.	 Please rate the following statements about the activities you have partici-
pated in. (1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=neither agree nor disagree; 
4=agree; 5=strongly agree; 6=not applicable)
a.	 The activities were well-organized. 
b.	 The information I received was useful for improving my own English 

proficiency. 
c.	 The information I received helped me to support my child’s learning. 
d.	 After participating in the school activity, I feel more involved with my 

child’s school. 
e.	 I am interested in coming back for future school activities. 

7.	 What types of family engagement activities would you be willing to partici-
pate in in the future? 

8.	 Please feel free to provide any other feedback or comments. 

Appendix B. Family Engagement Focus Group Protocol

1.	 Let’s start with some introduction. Can you tell me a little bit about your-
selves and your child(ren)? 

2.	 What do you think of the school activity you participated in today? 
a.	 What did you enjoy?
b.	 What suggestions do you have? Why?

3.	 What other activities have you participated in the past at your child’s school?
a.	 How often do you participate in these sorts of activities?
b.	 Why do you choose to participate?
c.	 What activities have you enjoyed the most, and why?
d.	 How effective have you found these activities?

4.	 How do you find out about programs and activities for family members at 
the school?

5.	 Ideally, what type of programs and activities do you wish the school could 
offer for you and parents or family members like you?

6.	 If these programs and activities are offered at the school, what other support 
might you need to be able to participate?

7.	 Is there anything else that you would like to share?


