
Transcription by www.speechpad.com    Page 1 of 10 

 

 

Jenna Davis: The office is the first place our families normally engage with the 

school. And just thinking about empowering them to be able to advocate for 

themselves at the school level. 

Molly Hegwood: And a great thing about this toolkit is it really aligns well with 

some of the goals that we have as a district. 

[00:00:19] 

♪ [music] ♪ 

[00:00:36] 

Host: Welcome to this two-part podcast, hosted by the U.S. Department of 

Education's Office of English Language Acquisition, OELA. We're here with 

Jessica Swan, Education Program Specialist from OELA, and today we will be 

discussing the ways in which educators use the English Learner Family Toolkit, 

a resource from OELA that is meant to support English and multilingual 

learners' family members as they become familiar with the U.S. educational 

system. 

We have an exceptional panel of educators with us, and I am happy to introduce 

Molly Hegwood, Executive Director of the Office of English Learners, and 

Jenna Davis, District English Learners Coach in Metro Nashville Public 

Schools, Diana Castano, Bilingual Programs Instructional Coach in Winston-

Salem Forsyth County Schools, and Sarah Elia, English as a New Language 

Teacher at Saugerties Senior High School in Saugerties Central School District 

in New York State. 

In part one of the podcast, the panel will discuss how they use the English 

Learner Family Toolkit and the Toolkit app in their educational contexts, and 

which components of this resource they find the most useful and beneficial. In 

part two of the podcast, the same panel will talk about using this resource for 

professional development purposes, and discuss other ways the EL Family 

Toolkit and the EL Family Toolkit app can be utilized. Please note that in this 

podcast, the terms "English learners" or "ELs" and "multilingual learners" are 

used interchangeably, and refer to the population of students defined as English 
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learners in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by the 

Every Student Succeeds Act. 

Let's get the conversation started. 

Jessica Swan: Thank you so much for joining us today, as we discuss the 

English Learner Family Toolkit, and how it's being used across the nation. I am 

delighted to be entering into this conversation with our wonderful panelists, and 

we are going to dive right in, in the interest of time. 

Let's start with Molly and Jenna, over at National Public Schools. If you would, 

tell us how you use the EL Family Toolkit in your work. 

Jenna Davis: So I was introduced to Montserrat Garibay at the TESOL Policy 

Summit in DC, back in the summer of 2023, and then, of course, I connected 

with her on LinkedIn. And I already received the OELA monthly updates, and 

so just following things at a federal level, down to how it impacts our district. 

And so when I saw how she and OELA had pushed out this new Family 

Toolkit, I decided to shoot my shot, and reach out to her and see if she could 

present to our district. So in January, she presented the Toolkit and the app to 

about 150 stakeholders across the district. So that included teachers, 

administrators, central office staff, including some of our interpretation staff, 

other central office stakeholders from our Diversity and Equity departments, 

Curriculum departments. 

And so since then, we have shared it out in different ways. Some of our coaches 

on our team have shared it within their newsletters, and with other schools. I 

know some people have really pushed it out at the school level, sharing the app 

with families. It's great that it is both Android and iPhone, so that, you know, 

the majority of folks have access to it. But that's just a few ways that we have 

used it. So we pushed it out district-wide at a virtual meeting. We offered it 

twice. And then coaches disseminated it to their schools, and schools kind of 

just ran with it on their own. 

Molly Hegwood: So we had a couple of stakeholders there that are also 

engaged in our family and community work. So what we did was we charged 

those individuals with thinking about how we could get this in the hands of our 
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community partners so that they could have this information, and use this with 

the families that they support. Also, we wanted then to embed the pieces into 

the programming that they're offering for our families. 

We meet on a quarterly basis with our family advisory committee, family and 

community advisory committee, and so in our last community meeting, in late 

April, early May, we actually looked through the toolkit with the entire group, 

digested that, and then we talked about various parts of their programming 

where they could embed this information for families. 

Jessica Swan: That's terrific. Thank you so much, Molly and Jenna. I really 

appreciate the multi-pronged approach in reaching out from all different levels 

of the school system in order to disseminate the toolkit. 

Moving right along, if you're thinking about your colleagues, how are you 

disseminating this? Is there further information to the colleagues specifically? 

Either Molly, Jenna, or Sarah? 

Sarah Elia: So in Saugerties, I've shared it by email, and at our faculty meeting, 

and talked about what the toolkit offers, and how it can be helpful in supporting 

the success of our multilingual learners. I've also printed a few copies to give to 

teachers and staff who work more closely with the population, including the 

counselors that work specifically with English learners, and gave them a brief 

overview of it. And then also showed them the app on my phone, because by 

looking at the app, it's kind of like, easier to digest, just looking at the app, 

because it looks very simple on the app. If I give them the whole packet, it just 

looks like a lot of information. 

But that's what I have done. 

Jessica Swan: That's a really great point, Sarah, about making sure that the 

wonderful resource that we have, which includes so many different tools, is 

easily digestible for the audience. And it sounds like you're doing just that in an 

upstate Newark. 

So let's talk a little bit about, now, the app in particular. And while I've got you 

on the mic, Sarah, how do you use the EL Family Toolkit app? 
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Sarah Elia: So I've done lessons in my class for the EL students, to introduce 

them to the toolkit, and asked them questions about it, so then they can have 

some knowledge about it, and then later share that with their families. So I 

teach at a high school, so it's appropriate for that level, so I'll have them 

download the app, and I'll give them the packet too, in print, and they can either 

use the printed version or the app, and we'll do a scavenger hunt of the toolkit. 

So I'll ask a question specifically about Chapter 2, for example, and have them 

hunt for the answer in a group or with a partner. They really like this, because 

they can work in teams, and they get points, and it becomes a competition. But 

at the same time, they're learning really valuable information that they can 

empower themselves with. 

Because I think it's important for kids to know about this, you know, teenagers 

especially. In many cases, they don't even have a guardian, or a real engaged 

guardian at home, or they don't have their parents here at home, so they are 

also...they are the family, right? So we want to empower these teenagers to take 

care of themselves, but then also empower them to communicate with their 

guardians, if they do have engaged guardians at home, about this information. 

So we'll also do trivia games with the basic questions about the content of the 

toolkit. For example, look at Chapter 4. What are the types of after-school 

programs that schools might offer? And engaging in this content is also an 

opportunity for conversations about culture, and discussing similarities and 

differences between the home countries of the students in the United States. 

And at the end of the games, I always encourage them to communicate with 

their guardians about it, if they do have an engaged guardian or family member 

at home. 

Jessica Swan: That's terrific. It sounds like, Sarah, you're really bringing the app 

to life for the families, and making it fun and enjoyable. I love the competition 

aspect. And I also love the collaborative aspect, that they can explore in a 

scavenger hunt-type fashion all that the resource has to offer. 

I want to hear from Diana Castano in Winstom-Salem Forsyth Public Schools. 

Diana, how do you think that the EL Family Toolkit can really increase English 

learner and multilearner family engagement? 
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Diana Castano: I think I'm really proud of what Winston-Salem Forsyth County 

Schools has been doing with their ML population. We have a dedicated 

Newcomer Center that all of our families get to go through. We actually have 

seen over almost 1,200 people, families, students come through our Center to 

get registered. So this will be an amazing app and resource to be able to give to 

our families, in addition to what we've already been using. So we're in the 

planning process right now, and looking with our team, we've been looking at a 

lot of the sections in our toolkit. But I think that, you know, looking at the 

background, and making sure that teacher staff and people who are working 

with our students really understand that Chapter 4 of the toolkit, really looking 

at those resources and tools available for student access. 

Jessica Swan: Superb. Thank you for sharing that, Diana. And from North 

Carolina to Nashville, what would you add, Molly, about how this resource can 

increase English learner and multilearner family engagement? 

Molly Hegwood: I think it's always important for families and students to 

understand, number one, what their rights are. I think there's pieces of this 

toolkit that really emphasize what are kind of those basic elements that any 

family should expect in a school system, within a school setting. And that way, 

a parent can advocate for their family or their student if those things are not 

happening. So I think it helps to continue to keep families informed and 

engaged. 

One thing I think as well is that we're then providing schools with specific 

strategies for what this might look like, and putting these different things into 

action. 

Jessica Swan: Fantastic. Jenna, would you like to add to what Molly just 

shared? 

Jenna: Just thinking about how our teachers are getting really creative with 

sharing the information with families, whether it's through their Schoology 

pages, or sending out a Remind or ClassDojo message. And then, just one thing 

they've really appreciated is the fact that there are so many different languages 

available. While the majority of our students are Spanish-speaking, we do have 

a high Arabic-speaking population, as well as [inaudible 00:12:50] and Somali. 
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And so the fact that we're able to push this out to as many families as possible 

has been really great. 

Jessica Swan: That makes me so happy, to hear that many different language 

communities can benefit from this resource. 

I want to go back over to Sarah now. What aspects, from your perspective, from 

this resource, do you think are the most important for English learner and multi-

learner families in your community, Sarah? 

Sarah Elia: I think that sometimes, parents don't even know what questions to 

ask, or what to expect when engaging with schools. Even by doing a Google 

search, they don't know where to go. So the toolkit motivates this process. It 

acts as a bridge between home and school. 

I have a parent of an EL who has been here for several years, but wanted to be 

more involved in her child's success, and she said the toolkit really helped her 

with that. And even me, as a parent of two children in public school, a native 

speaker of English, who was, you know, born and raised here, I've learned some 

ways to communicate more with my children's schools, just looking at these 

Suggested Questions, and what to expect and things like that, because things 

have changed since I was a student in school. So I think it's a really important 

resource for EL families, and really, for any family. 

Jessica Swan: Super. That is incredible, how you've been able to continue to 

learn and grow even as a parent, from this EL family toolkit. And I know that 

you work with many Ukrainians there in Upstate New York, so we'll have to 

get a plug-in for perhaps getting this information translated into Ukrainian. 

Thanks for... 

Sarah Elia: So I can add one thing about that. I do have Ukrainians, and other 

languages, so sometimes I'll pull out a section of the toolkit that I think is really 

helpful, like the Suggested Questions, the Tips, right, and then I'll make my 

own document of those sections, right? I'll make my own document, and then 

use Google Translate to translate just those sections. Not the entire toolkit, of 

course, but for example, the Suggested Question section, and that has been fine. 

But I would love to see it offered in more languages, too. 
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Jessica Swan: What a resourceful strategy you've employed there. I commend 

you for that, and we will definitely work on getting additional languages 

translated. 

Diana, how do you think that this EL Family Toolkit can benefit your work, and 

the work of your colleagues? 

Diana Castano: Well, I think I'm going to piggyback off of what everybody else 

has been saying, it's really understanding, as a newcomer, or as an English 

learner, just learning the system itself. Having the information on the staff side, 

I feel it's going to be able to engage them better in conversation, and helping 

them to know what their rights are so they're not just passive in their student's, 

in their child's education versus, you know, knowing what their rights are, 

knowing what kinds of questions to ask. And teachers who have English 

learners in their classroom, they can go back to the resource, and look to make 

sure are they being...you know, are they offering equity? Are they offering 

scaffolds that have been recommended? What is the latest research available 

under the Resources links? 

As someone, again, like, looking at the tool as something new to use, and to 

share with families and all our staff, I feel like this is really going to help kind 

of bring that global perspective, not just what we're experiencing here in 

Winston-Salem, but also, like, being aware of other questions or other areas that 

we can look to improve. And looking at that survey, and kind of seeing how 

we're doing, and what can we do better, and as I'm listening into everyone's 

response, just diligently taking down notes and ideas on how to be able to share 

this information, I think overall, it's going to make us better prepared to help 

engage our families in their children's education. 

Jessica Swan: Most definitely. Jenna, what would you add there in terms of 

how this EL family toolkit can benefit your work, and the work of your 

colleagues? 

Jenna Davis: I think back to when I started, almost 20 years ago, and thinking 

about how we didn't have all of these resources available, and you know, you 

just kind of did the best you can with what you had. And now we have 

resources at our fingertips not only for families, but for teachers. As Diana was 
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talking, I was thinking about the empathy piece, and how being able to really 

understand what it is like for our recently-arrived families, and knowing what 

do they need to be success, and how can I help them be successful? So that's 

something that has really stuck out to me from this conversation, is not only 

creating awareness, and building capacity, but also, I always go back to the 

human aspect, right, and seeing our families as people, and not just students in 

our classrooms. 

Jessica Swan: Beautifully stated. I think the power of empathy cannot be 

overstated as we work with the children and their families across this country. 

So if you're thinking... Perhaps let's go to you, Jenna. If you're thinking about 

this EL Family Toolkit, how do you think it can really benefit the English 

learners, and multilingual learners and their families in your community? 

Jenna Davis: I think some ways are providing them with tools, even for entering 

the office, right? The office is the first place our families normally engage with 

the school, and just thinking about empowering them to be able to advocate for 

themselves at the school level. I know some schools have different charts that 

have some question stems that are translated, so that a parent can come in and 

point, if someone in the office is not multilingual, and I'm just thinking of ways 

that we can weave this even more so into our different schools. 

But I think Molly has some additional talking points about how... She's been 

really working with our Family Engagement Department, and I'm not a part of 

that work, so I don't want to speak too much to it, just because it's a different 

side. 

Jessica Swan: I understand. Molly, would you like to build upon what Jenna has 

just shared? 

Molly Hegwood: Yeah. So I think something that's really at the forefront of our 

work right now in Metro National Public Schools is our five-year strategic plan 

for English learners, and a great thing about this toolkit is it really aligns well 

with some of the goals that we have as a district. And so one thing that I want to 

think about in utilizing the toolkit with families in particular, and then other 

stakeholders, would be that it's really helping to create shared responsibility, 
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because we all know information, and we all know how to support students and 

families, and we have those tools. 

So one of the pieces that we did do was we, when we did this work, as Jenna 

said earlier, we invited our Family Engagement team to the presentation, and 

then we followed up and really talked to them about how they could utilize this 

tool, and embed it into our overall district family engagement pieces. 

One other thing that I think about in utilizing this tool, it really is... And I hope 

that this will create more opportunities for families to start plugging into their 

school communities, and becoming leaders within their school community, and 

then in turn becoming leaders on different district teams. You know, every 

school has different organizations or parent groups where parents are working 

together to support the schools, and I think this tool could be something that we 

could utilize to help our newer families get started in working with some of 

those parent groups at both the school and the district level. And hopefully, we 

see them occupying more leadership roles within their school culture, and then 

also at the district level. 

Jessica Swan: There's a strategy there, Molly, it sounds like, of truly 

empowering parents to get involved, and hold those leadership positions. So my 

hat is off to you. I think that is really, really important work. 

Let's switch our attention back to the English Learner Family Toolkit app, 

specifically. And how do you think that app has been beneficial to your 

colleagues, and the English learner and multilingual learner families in your 

community? 

Sarah Elia: Well, it's easy to share. It's less overwhelming, as I mentioned 

earlier, than the printed packet, because the printed packet, although nice to 

have a hard copy, it does seem like a lot of information. So especially for 

parents who maybe have a limited educational background, and are not really 

into reading, they might find the app a little bit more accessible and convenient. 

And it's kind of easy to see all the chapters right there in front of you, whereas 

the packet, you have to leaf through to see the different chapters. So I think just 

having that accessible is really convenient for users. 
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Jessica Swan: Terrific. 

Host: A big thank you to our panelists for discussing the ways in which they're 

using the English Learner Family Toolkit in their work. The information, 

reflections, and experiences that you shared today will certainly help educators 

support English and multilingual learners, and their families. 

Please listen to the second part of this podcast, where our panelists will 

continue discussing the uses and implications of the English Learner Family 

Toolkit, and the EL Family Toolkit app. We also encourage you to visit the 

NCELA website, at www.NCELA.ed.gov to download the English Learner 

Family Toolkit, and check out the many educator resources available there. 

[00:23:49] 

♪ [music] ♪ 

 


