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School–home communication

What this unit is about
Children start school with ideas, languages, knowledge, skills and concepts gained through interaction with
others at home and in the community. Their formal learning in school will be more effective when you
recognise their linguistic and cultural capacities as key resources for their ongoing development.
In this unit you will explore ways to value and draw upon your students’ home and community experiences in
your language and literacy teaching.

What you can learn in this unit
•
•

How to incorporate opportunities to learn more about your students into your classroom routines.
How to plan language lessons that draw upon your students’ out-of-school experiences.

Why this approach is important
Students spend much of their time learning informally at home and in the community. However, the
tendency to adhere to the textbook as the main source of instruction means that teachers may overlook the
skills, knowledge and experiences that students bring to the classroom.
The unfamiliar people, routines and language that young children encounter when they first come to school
can be bewildering. By valuing the diversity of cultural practices and languages that your students know,
you can make them feel more secure in this new context.
Children have to cross a bridge between home-based learning and school-based learning every day. This
unit suggests activities to ease this transition, for the benefit of teachers and students alike.

1 Students’ learning outside school
Pause for thought
•
•

What skills and knowledge can you think of that your students have acquired outside
school?
Do you think your students’ home or community language and cultural knowledge is
useful in their schooling? Why, or why not?

In Case Study 1, a teacher finds out about a pre-school child’s learning experiences.
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Case Study 1: Mrs Bhatti reflects on a child’s pre-school knowledge and
skills
Mrs Bhatti, an elementary teacher in Bhopal, describes her experience of buying a bowl in a shop that
belonged to the parents of one of her Class II students. There she encountered her student’s four-year-old
sister Shilpi, who was not yet in school.
Shilpi was sitting on the floor beside a cardboard box. She was taking out packets, counting them, and
sorting them into piles. Her father was talking to a customer. I asked Shilpi, ‘Do you sell bowls?’ She called
her mother, who appeared from the back of the shop. Pointing to the corner, her mother responded in the
child’s home language, but using the Hindi word for ‘bowl’. Shilpi accompanied me to the display of bowls
and picked two or three up, showing me the different colours available. I chose the red one, which she
carried to the counter. She then took my money and passed it to her mother, who gave her the correct
change to hand back to me. Shilpi helped her mother to wrap the bowl in paper before I placed it in my bag.
Finally, together with her mother, she thanked me and said goodbye in Hindi.
As I left the shop, I reflected on the knowledge and skills that Shilpi was learning that would benefit her
when she started school.
(Adapted from Kenner, 2000)

Pause for thought
•
•

What does Shilpi know about language and communication?
What other skills does Shilpi demonstrate in the case study?

Compare your ideas with ours.
Shilpi is becoming numerate. She can count, and she is learning how to sort and classify. She is beginning to
understand about money and change. She knows how shops work. She can listen, understand a question and
get information. She also knows how to interact politely with a customer.
Shilpi talks confidently in her home language. She knows the names of colours, the language of questions,
instructions and directions. She can also understand some Hindi, which she uses to say thank you and
goodbye. She is becoming aware that people may communicate in different languages.
Through observation, interaction and imitation, Shilpi is acquiring important general knowledge and
communication skills. These represent a sound basis for further learning and language development when
she goes to school.
Students continue to gain valuable knowledge and skills at home and in the community at the same time as
they attend school. Your students may help to bring up their younger siblings, care for their grandparents,
look after the family’s animals, help their parents on their market stall, contribute to making meals, have
mastered a particular craft or enjoy playing sport. Such activities offer many informal learning
opportunities for their language and literacy development, which can be built on within the school setting.
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2 Classroom chats
Giving your students opportunities to talk about their interests, activities and commitments will encourage
authentic communication in your classroom. It will also enable you to assess your students’ speaking and
listening skills. This is especially helpful in the case of those whose home language differs from the school
language.
The following practical activities are designed to help you get started.

Activity 1: A daily chat
Over the next school term, initiate a daily routine where you have a brief, informal chat with students,
either individually or in a group. This can be at the start or end of the day, or during a break time. Make sure
that you communicate with all of your students over time. You can keep a simple tick list to monitor this.
You could ask them whether they enjoyed a recent festival, if they have been affected by recent storms, or
are following a particular cricket match, for example. Look for opportunities to link what your students
learn outside school with what they are focusing on in the lesson. You might say:
‘I know lots of you helped your parents in the market this month, even in this terrible
weather. Well done! In the maths lesson today you can show off your skills, because we are
working on adding and subtracting money. How many of you gave change in the market? Did
you check your sums with your mother or father?’
Your students’ responses will give you insights into the knowledge and skills that they bring to their
learning at school. Keep notes on what you learn about your students, and which of their interests and
activities are shared with others.
As you do this throughout the term, refer to your textbook, your syllabus and your teaching plans, looking
for possibilities to link upcoming topics with what your students know about or are interested in.
To extend this speaking and listening activity, ask your students to write a weekly ‘diary’ about what they
do when they are not in school.
Read Resource 1 for more information on involving all your students in the classroom.

Video: Involving all
http://tinyurl.com/video-involvingall
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Activity 2: A class discussion
Plan a class discussion on students’ out-of-school interests and commitments. Use a single focused
question as a prompt. Here are some ideas, but you will need to choose questions based on your own
context:
•
•
•

What kinds of things do you do to help at home? What do you like doing best? What do you like
doing least?
What was the best part of your weekend? What didn’t you enjoy so much?
What will you do during the school holiday?

Write the question on the blackboard. Start by answering it yourself.
Then ask two or three students the question. Extend the exchange by using follow-up questions and
prompts such as ‘Really? Where did you learn that?’, ‘What will you do next?’ and so on.
Organise your students into small groups and ask them to discuss the question on the blackboard
together. Encourage them to ask one another follow-up questions. As they talk, move around and monitor
the groups, ensuring that everyone is participating.
As an alternative to the small group discussions, you could ask your students to interview each other in
pairs and then take notes and write a short account of what their partner told them.

3 A class project
In the next case study, a teacher uses her knowledge about students to plan an extended language and
literacy project.

Case Study 1: Ms Balema’s language and literacy project about festivals
Ms Balema, a Class V teacher, was prompted by a textbook lesson on festivals.
My students had just completed a textbook lesson describing the main festivals in India, such as Eid and
Holi. In our own communities we have many interesting festivals, so I decided to focus on our local ones,
several of which were coming up soon.
I began by asking my students what festivals that they had been involved in and wrote their responses on
the blackboard.
I then organised my students into groups, each one representing a festival. I gave each group a large piece
of paper and explained that they had to write down as many things about their festival as they could: what
the festival celebrated, what deities were worshipped, what communities were involved, what rituals were
followed, what food was cooked, whether anyone wore special clothing and what activities there were. I
told them that they could use their home language for the discussion and their notes if they wished to.
I then asked each group to present their brainstorm to the whole class. I prompted the groups a little by
asking them questions such as ‘What time of day does that happen? When you go to the temple, what do
you wear? Do your grandparents celebrate?’, and so on.
I then explained that each group would create a poster to represent their festival. For homework, I asked
my students to find out more about the festival from their parents, grandparents and anyone else at home
or in the community. I gave them some sample questions ‘Has the festival always been celebrated here?
4
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Was it always so large? Has the music changed?’ I allocated one lesson a day over a week for my students
to work on their posters. I moved from group to group, listening to and observing them, and helping them
as necessary.
I explained that they could write in the school language or their home language on the poster, or a mix of
the two. This was the first time some of them had written in their home language in the classroom. They
were excited as they did so.
When they had finished, each group presented their poster to the rest of the class. The other students and
I asked them questions. We all learned so much. I then fixed the colourful posters on the wall for everyone
to read and enjoy.

Pause for thought
•
•
•

What opportunities did Ms Balema have to assess her students in this project?
How would you adapt this project for younger students?
For older students, how could the project be extended?

This sequence of activities provided many opportunities for students to develop their language and literacy
skills. It involved:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

whole class and small group discussions
conversations with members of their family and community
note-taking
writing
oral presentations
active listening
asking questions.

Throughout, they were encouraged to use both the school and their home languages.
At the heart of the project was the students’ local knowledge. The teacher had time to monitor individuals
and groups. She could keep notes or a checklist about students’ skills and participation.
For younger students, speaking and listening should be emphasised in a project such as this. Younger
students could also draw pictures or dramatise aspects of a festival. For older students, a written project
would be more appropriate, incorporating research and using specialist vocabulary and knowledge about
festivals, and drawing on language, history and traditional culture.
The key resource ‘Talk for learning’ (http://tinyurl.com/kr-talkforlearning) contains more ideas on the value
of collaborative work among your students

Video: Talk for learning
http://tinyurl.com/video-talkforlearning
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4 Summary
This unit has described the importance and value of exploiting your students’ home and community-based
experiences in developing their language and literacy skills in school. Your students will feel more confident
and motivated to learn in school if they notice that the things that they do and the languages they use
outside school are valued by their teachers. You can show that you value your students’ experiences by
regularly having chats and discussions with them to find out more about their out-of-school interests.
The unit has also outlined a number of ways that you can make textbook topics more meaningful and
relevant to your students by drawing on their knowledge, as well as that of members of their family and
community. You can adapt these kinds of activities to any textbook topic, and any level of student.

Resources
Resource 1: Involving all
What does it mean to ‘involve all’?
The diversity in culture and in society is reflected in the classroom. Students have different languages,
interests and abilities. Students come from different social and economic backgrounds. We cannot ignore
these differences; indeed, we should celebrate them, as they can become a vehicle for learning more about
each other and the world beyond our own experience. All students have the right to an education and the
opportunity to learn regardless of their status, ability and background, and this is recognised in Indian law
and the international rights of the child. In his first speech to the nation in 2014, Prime Minister Modi
emphasised the importance of valuing all citizens in India regardless of their caste, gender or income.
Schools and teachers have a very important role in this respect.
We all have prejudices and views about others that we may not have recognised or addressed. As a teacher,
you carry the power to influence every student’s experience of education in a positive or negative way.
Whether knowingly or not, your underlying prejudices and views will affect how equally your students learn.
You can take steps to guard against unequal treatment of your students.

Three key principles to ensure you involve all in learning
•

•

•

6

Noticing: Effective teachers are observant, perceptive and sensitive; they notice changes in their
students. If you are observant, you will notice when a student does something well, when they need
help and how they relate to others. You may also perceive changes in your students, which might
reflect changes in their home circumstances or other issues. Involving all requires that you notice
your students on a daily basis, paying particular attention to students who may feel marginalised or
unable to participate.
Focus on self-esteem: Good citizens are ones who are comfortable with who they are. They have
self-esteem, know their own strengths and weaknesses, and have the ability to form positive
relationships with other people, regardless of background. They respect themselves and they
respect others. As a teacher, you can have a significant impact on a young person’s self-esteem; be
aware of that power and use it to build the self-esteem of every student.
Flexibility: If something is not working in your classroom for specific students, groups or individuals,
be prepared to change your plans or stop an activity. Being flexible will enable you make
adjustments so that you involve all students more effectively.
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Approaches you can use all the time
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Modelling good behaviour: Be an example to your students by treating them all well, regardless of
ethnic group, religion or gender. Treat all students with respect and make it clear through your
teaching that you value all students equally. Talk to them all respectfully, take account of their
opinions when appropriate and encourage them to take responsibility for the classroom by taking on
tasks that will benefit everyone.
High expectations: Ability is not fixed; all students can learn and progress if supported
appropriately. If a student is finding it difficult to understand the work you are doing in class, then
do not assume that they cannot ever understand. Your role as the teacher is to work out how best to
help each student learn. If you have high expectations of everyone in your class, your students are
more likely to assume that they will learn if they persevere. High expectations should also apply to
behaviour. Make sure the expectations are clear and that students treat each other with respect.
Build variety into your teaching: Students learn in different ways. Some students like to write;
others prefer to draw mind maps or pictures to represent their ideas. Some students are good
listeners; some learn best when they get the opportunity to talk about their ideas. You cannot suit
all the students all the time, but you can build variety into your teaching and offer students a choice
about some of the learning activities that they undertake.
Relate the learning to everyday life: For some students, what you are asking them to learn appears
to be irrelevant to their everyday lives. You can address this by making sure that whenever possible,
you relate the learning to a context that is relevant to them, and that you draw on examples from
their own experience.
Use of language: Think carefully about the language you use. Use positive language and praise, and
do not ridicule students. Always comment on their behaviour and not on them. ‘You are annoying me
today’ is very personal and can be better expressed as ‘I am finding your behaviour annoying today.
Is there any reason you are finding it difficult to concentrate?’, which is much more helpful.
Challenge stereotypes: Find and use resources that show girls in non-stereotypical roles or invite
female role models to visit the school, such as scientists. Try to be aware of your own gender
stereotyping; you may know that girls play sports and that boys are caring, but often we express this
differently, mainly because that is the way we are used to talking in society.
Create a safe, welcoming learning environment: All students need to feel safe and welcome at
school. You are in a position to make your students feel welcome by encouraging mutually
respectful and friendly behaviour from everyone. Think about how the school and classroom might
appear and feel like to different students. Think about where they should be asked to sit, and make
sure that any students with visual or hearing impairments, or physical disabilities, sit where they can
access the lesson. Check that those who are shy or easily distracted are where you can easily include
them.

Specific teaching approaches
There are several specific approaches that will help you to involve all students. These are described in more
detail in other key resources, but a brief introduction is given here:
•

Questioning: If you invite students to put their hands up, the same people tend to answer. There are
other ways to involve more students in thinking about the answers and responding to questions. You
can direct questions to specific people. Tell the class you will decide who answers, then ask people
at the back and sides of the room, rather than those sitting at the front. Give students ‘thinking time’
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•

•

•

and invite contributions from specific people. Use pair or groupwork to build confidence so that you
can involve everyone in whole-class discussions.
Assessment: Develop a range of techniques for formative assessment that will help you to know
each student well. You need to be creative to uncover hidden talents and shortfalls. Formative
assessment will give you accurate information, rather than assumptions that can easily be drawn
from generalised views about certain students and their abilities. You will then be in a good position
to respond to their individual needs.
Groupwork and pair work: Think carefully about how to divide your class into groups or how to make
up pairs, taking account of the goal to include all and encourage students to value each other. Ensure
that all students have the opportunity to learn from each other and build their confidence in what
they know. Some students will have the confidence to express their ideas and ask questions in a
small group, but not in front of the whole class.
Differentiation: Setting different tasks for different groups will help students start from where
they are and move forward. Setting open-ended tasks will give all students the opportunity to
succeed. Offering students a choice of tasks helps them to feel ownership of their work and to take
responsibility for their own learning. Taking account of individual learning needs is difficult,
especially in a large class, but by using a variety of tasks and activities it can be done.
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