
56 Spotlight on Teaching Preschoolers 2 

®

 1, 7

The research is clear—a family’s involvement in their 
child’s early education improves outcomes in areas such 
as the child’s language, self-help, social, and motor skills 
(Connell & Prinz 2002; Henderson & Mapp 2002; Sheldon 
2003; Epstein 2004; Weiss, Caspe, & Lopez 2006). The more 
frequent the contact between home and school, the more 
the child benefi ts (McWayne et al. 2004).
 While traditional forms of home-school partnerships (for 
example, parents participating in class activities and teach-
ers sending home children’s work) are associated with posi-
tive results, they are limited in their ability to effectively 
reach all families. Some children divide their time between 
two households as a result of divorce, and some parents 
cannot volunteer in the classroom due to daytime work 

hours. In such cases, teachers need to use different meth-
ods of home-program communication.
 A variety of Internet-based communication methods exist 
to help increase the frequency and outreach of communica-
tion between families and early childhood programs. We 
recommend the strategies that follow after observing and 
interviewing teachers who have successfully used them in 
their own classrooms.

Using technology to improve
home-school communication

 All of the following methods emphasize two-way communi-
cation. Unlike one-way communication approaches in which 
families are merely informed of their child’s progress, two-
way communication approaches invite parents to participate 
in their child’s learning process, thus creating an ongoing 

dialogue between home and program (Abdal-Haqq 
2002; Vazquez-Nuttall, Li, & Kaplan 2006).

Create a classroom website. Many schools and 
programs have websites that teachers can add to. For 
teachers without this option, tools to create web pages, 
such as Google Sites and Facebook, are free and accessible 
from any computer (see “Resources for Creating a Website,” 
p. 53). In addition to using print sources to give families 
information about your classroom activities, post items 
on the website. Embed a calendar, your family handbook, 
newsletters, announcements, wish lists, permission slips, 
and volunteer opportunities. It is best if your website is 
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password-protected and accessible only to the families of 
children in the class. Be sure to keep the information on 
the website current. If you have a large number of families 

whose home language is not English, post all key 
messages in families’ home languages.

Send individual e-mails to families to share 
positive information about their child’s activities and 
accomplishments. Although teachers need to reach out 
to families when a child is facing challenges at school, 
e-mail may be too impersonal and too easily misinterpreted 
for these sensitive types of communications. However, 
teachers can send e-mails to share short anecdotes about 
children’s developing interests, newly acquired skills, or 
ability to be a good friend that day. These types of positive, 
spontaneous communications can create two-way conver-

sations when parents reply with similar anecdotes 
or questions.

Post photo stories on the class website. To 
help families see the process through which their child 
learns rather than just seeing an end product, create photo-
essays—a series of photos with captions that capture 
children engaged in a project (for example, building with 
blocks, painting a picture, planting seeds). Post the photo-
essays for families to view; many software programs and 
websites provide easy ways to upload photos. (Because 
photos on the Internet can be copied by anyone with access 
to the originating page, take special care to select photos 
for your website that do not show children’s faces clearly, 

and do not use their names in captions.) Sequenced photos 
give families a more accurate picture of their child’s devel-
opmental progress. Also post photos of children’s work. 

Change the photos often, and make sure to display 
each child’s work at least once a month.

Provide at-home educational activities. Your 
website can help families use home computers as avenues 
for extended learning. Prepare a short list of activities that 
use readily accessible 
materials, and include 
links to age-appropriate 
sites related to classroom 
topics. For example, if 
the children are learning 
about birds, add a link 
to the National Audobon 
Society website, which 
familes can explore with 
their children. Encourage 
families to document 
their children’s learning at 
home by keeping a port-
folio of their work, taking 
photos, and jotting down 
their children’s questions. 
Also ask them to share 
links to good websites 
they have found while investigating topics of interest to 
their children.

Create a family response 
link or form on the website to elicit 
comments, questions, and feed-
back. This is a good strategy for inviting 
families to monitor and comment on their 
child’s progress. Parents can complete a 
short online form to provide comments 

and questions and e-mail them 
directly to the teacher.

Establish and moderate a 
family support discussion forum. The 
purpose of discussion forums is to offer 
a place where families can share their 
thoughts and questions. As the discussion 
forum moderator, you can initiate forums, 
but work toward families becoming the 
major contributors. Check the forum regu-
larly to highlight important points, pose 
follow-up questions, and delete contribu-
tions that are inappropriate. As new top-
ics emerge, archive old forums for future 

Teachers can send 
e-mails to share 
short anecdotes 
about children’s 
developing 
interests, newly 
acquired skills,
or ability to be a 
good friend
that day. 
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reference. Examples of topics might 
include ways to address challenging 
behaviors or ideas for nutritious meals 
or snacks for children. Also share list-

ings of upcoming community 
events for families.

Communicate logistical 
information through group e-mails. 
In addition to using informal communi-
cation (conversations at drop-off and 
pickup) and formal communication 
(parent-teacher conferences, letters 
home), send group e-mails to remind 
all families about upcoming events, 
such as field trips and parent-teacher 
conferences.

Techniques for increasing access

 While these methods are opportunities to increase com-
munication between programs and families of young chil-
dren, they also raise concerns of equity. The following tech-

niques offer ideas about how to increase access to 
computer technology for all families and teachers.

Ensure families’ access to technology. To 
ensure that families who do not have computers at home 
are included, continue to communicate through tradi-
tional means and by printing and sending home hard cop-
ies of your website announcements and general e-mails. 
Remember, some families may need these items in their 
home language. You might apply for funding from various 
public and private sources to secure laptop computers 
that families can check out for home use. For example, the 
following organizations award computer grants to schools 
serving pre-K through grade 12 students: (1) Computers 
for Learning, http://computersforlearning.gov; and (2) the 
HP Technology for Teaching Grant, www.hp.com/hpinfo/
grants/us/programs/tech_teaching/k12_main.html. In  
addition, the Teachers Network posts technology grant 
opportunities at www.teachersnetwork.org/Grants/grants_
technology.htm. Computers acquired through grants can be 
placed in the family area of your center or school.

Staff members could take turns becoming “experts” 
and train others in how to use the technology.
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Provide opportunities for families to 
increase their technology skills. In certain circum-
stances, technology-based solutions can produce an 
unintended communications gap. To ensure that families 
receive your communications, offer a brief orientation to 
your classroom website during Open House or parent-
teacher conferences. Demonstrate how to access and navi-
gate the site. Focus on teaching families how to use the 
interactive features (discussion board, e-mail response). 
Distribute information about computer availability at pub-

lic libraries and any other local organizations 
that provide computer access.

Set aside time for technology-based com-
munication. Teachers need time for training, maintaining a 
website, keeping information current, and preparing regular 
communications. Seek professional development oppor-
tunities to learn how to use new technology, or consider 
contacting experts (or an older student) who can assist 
with the initial setup. Alternatively, access free online tuto-
rials. Staff members could take turns becoming “experts” 
and train others in how to use the technology. Visit the 
Web site of the NAEYC Technology and Young Children 
Interest Forum, www.techandyoungchildren.org, for more 
information.

References
Abdal-Haqq, I. 2002. Connecting schools and communities through tech-

nology. Alexandria, VA: National School Boards Association.
Connell, C.M., & R.J. Prinz. 2002. The impact of childcare and parent-

child interactions on school readiness and social skills development 
for low-income African American children. Journal of School Psychol-
ogy 40 (2): 177–93.

Epstein, J.L. 2004. Foreword. In Children’s literacy development: Making 
it happen through school, family, and community involvement, by P.A. 
Edwards, ix–xiv. Boston: Pearson Education.

Henderson, A.T., & K.L Mapp. 2002. A new wave of evidence: The impact 
of school, family, and community connections on student achievement. 
Austin, TX: Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, National 
Center for Family & Community Connections with Schools.

McWayne, C., V. Hampton, J. Fantuzzo, H.L. Cohen, & Y. Sekino. 2004. A 
multivariate examination of parent involvement and the social and 
academic competencies of urban kindergarten children. Psychology in 
the Schools 41 (3): 363–77.

Sheldon, S.B. 2003. Linking school-family-community partnerships in 
urban elementary schools to student achievement on state tests. 
Urban Review 35 (2): 149–65.

Vazquez-Nuttall, E., C. Li, & J.P. Kaplan. 2006. Home-school partnerships 
with culturally diverse families: Challenges and solutions for school 
personnel. Special issue, Journal of Applied School Psychology 22 (2): 
81–102.

Weiss, H., M. Caspe, & M.E. Lopez. 2006. Family involvement in early 
childhood education. Family Involvement Makes a Difference 1 
(Spring). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Research Project. www.
hfrp.org/family-involvement/publications-resources/browse-our-
publications/family-involvement-in-early-childhood-education

9.

10.

Provides web-based templates for creating web pages and announcements, plus fi le 
cabinet (<10mb document upload), dashboard, and lists. Web pages can be modifi ed 
easily by anyone who has editing privileges, and can include videos, Google docs, 
spreadsheets, presentations, photo slide shows, and calendars. The site manager des-
ignates members as owners, viewers, or collaborators. No advertisements.

Template-driven website construction lets you create blogs, discussion forums, and 
calendars and allows for comments. Share ideas, information, photos, and videos. Can 
accommodate group publishing and can be set up for either public or member-only 
viewing. Web-based construction allows editing from any computer with Internet con-
nectivity. Fee-based version does not contain advertisements.

Features include page editing, fi le and image uploads (including video), and links to web 
pages. Allows unlimited members and discussion posts. RSS feeds can notify members 
of changes to the site. Free version for educators contains no advertisements.

Google sites
http://sites.google.com

Webs
www.webs.com

Wikispaces
www.wikispaces.com

Wikispaces for educators
www.wikispaces.com/site/
for/teachers

Resources for Creating a Website
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