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Talking to the parents of  
English-language learners

 

lática Escolar means “school talk” in Spanish and that’s what you’ll find on 

three local Spanish-language radio stations every week throughout the year. 

On Sundays, tune in to KJOR La Mejor at 8:00 a.m. or KSRT Radio Lazer  

at 8:30 a.m. for a half-hour broadcast, or turn the dial to KBBF La Nuestra at 

11:00 a.m. on Fridays for a live call-in show.

 These school-focused radio programs are 

part of the multi-faceted Aiming High initiative, 

the school-community collaboration dedicated 

to accelerating the academic achievement of 

English learners in Sonoma County schools. 

Bilingual educator Karen Arter hosts the shows, 

bringing with her a wide range of guests to 

discuss education-focused topics of interest 

and importance to the Latino community. 

The program is sponsored by community and 

educational agencies that have joined local 

schools to help boost English learner achievement. 

 “One of the most important aspects of Aiming High is that we are 

acknowledging there is a large gap in student achievement and, as a community, 

we’re looking for ways to narrow it,” says Arter. She believes that parent 

involvement is a powerful tool in this effort—and one that’s often under- 

utilized. Engaging parents who don’t speak English is especially challenging for 

schools, but Arter is passionate about the need to do so. 

 As a child, Karen Arter lived the experience of having to learn academic  

active supporters of their children’s learning.  
 Bridging cultural differences can sometimes be a 
challenge. During a recent discussion on parent-teacher 
conferences, Arter and guest Isabel Quiñónez, a migrant 
education program coordinator, provided parents with 
ideas about how to approach these meetings. Although 
the tendency among Latino parents is to first ask how 
their child is behaving in class, Arter and Quiñónez 
suggested asking questions about their student’s academic 
skill level. The goal, they explained, is for parents to learn 
how their children are progressing on their school work. 
 The suggestions they provided hit home in the 
community, as evidenced by these comments from 
Quiñónez in the days following her interview:

… I received numerous phone calls this weekend 
from friends and family regarding the topic of 
parent-teacher conferences. La Sra. Nuñez asked 
me how she could obtain an appropriate reading 
list for her child using STAR test scores. Another 
parent asked for alternative tutorial options for her 
son who is struggling with mathematics. At church 
on Sunday, I was approached by Daniela’s mom, 
asking how grade-point average is calculated. This 
morning, two parents stopped to congratulate me on 
the radio show. La Sra. Maria said she wrote down 
her questions to take to the parent conference—just 
as we had recommended. Another parent said she 
had just come from seeing her daughter’s teacher 
regarding her poor test scores and that a Student 
Study Team had been scheduled. 

I also heard that our Migrant Parent Advisory 
Committee was listening in and will go back to  
their communities to let parents know about  

School Talk. The radio is truly a useful tool  
as our Latino community is listening. 

 One of Arter’s favorite radio interviews illustrates 
the importance of mentoring and encouraging students. 
Ulysses Acevedo and Pedro Madrid, both Santa Rosa 
Junior College students, were on the show to discuss 
the Raza Youth Conference, which they were helping to 
organize and publicize. Arter asked what motivated them 
to make this volunteer commitment at a time when 
they were already busy attending school and working. 
In answering her question, they spoke of all the people 
who helped keep them on track with their education. 
They saw the conference as their opportunity to let high 
school students know that “it’s cool to stay in school.” 
 “These young men are such great role models and 
I’m so proud that they came through our educational 
system,” says Arter. Their inspiring story, shared 
over the radio, provides Latino parents with greater 
understanding about their own children’s potential  
for success in Sonoma County schools. u

We know from 

research that the 

most consistent 

predictor of academic 

achievement is parent 

expectation

P

 
The School Talk radio programs are a means 
of getting information related to education 
out to families and engaging parents as 
partners in the education of their children. 
Broadcast entirely in Spanish and hosted by 
a knowledgeable and experienced educator, 
these programs are a resource for Aiming High 
schools across Sonoma County. 

Teachers are invited to publicize the program to 
their Latino parents, use the archived interview 
excerpts posted on the SCOE website at parent 
meetings, and submit suggestions for future 
programs to Karen Arter, karter@scoe.org or 
(707) 524-2616. u

Tune parents in to School Talk | Plática Escolar

n  Sundays at 8:00 am  |  KJOR La Mejor  |  104.1 fm

n  Sundays at 8:30 am  |  KSRT Radio Lazer  |  107.1 fm

n  Fridays at 11:00 am  |  KBBF La Nuestra  |  89.1 fm

Get School Talk resources at www.scoe.org
—Download a bilingual flier to post at your school
—Access archived program excerpts
—See lists of interview guests and topics

This weekly radio program about schools and education 
is designed to help Latino parents support their children’s 
school success. It airs three times per week:
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content in a new language 
when her family moved to 
Mexico. She found this to 
be a daunting experience, 
one that has influenced her 
as an adult and made her an 
advocate for ensuring that 
all families feel welcome 
and secure participating 
in our schools. “This is 
especially important when 
you consider that family 
participation is twice as 
predictive of a student’s 
academic success as their 
socio-economic status,” she says.
 Arter took an active role in 
promoting parent engagement 
during her years as a principal 
of an elementary school with a 
large Latino population. (She’s 
now a project director for SCOE’s 
Leadership Assistance Center.) 
She would routinely send press 
releases to local Spanish-language 
radio stations to announce parent 
meetings and other school events. 
“I was struck by how many parents 
commented about hearing those 
announcements on the radio. That 
outreach was instrumental to our 
success as we worked to increase 
parent attendance at meetings  
and school events.” 
 Today, School Talk is garnering 
a similar kind of listenership as it reaches out to parents 
of second-language learners across the county and 
responds to interests and concerns related to their 
children’s education.

Guest interviews and recurring themes

 Each School Talk program features a special guest 
—a civic leader, local expert, teacher, parent, or 
student—and is focused on an education-related issue, 
program, or concern. Topics are varied, ranging from 
kindergarten readiness to high school graduation and 
the ins and outs of financial aid for college. Parent-

teacher conferences, the a-g 
requirements, ESL programs 
for parents, and career 
training opportunities for 
students have been high-
lighted in recent months. 
 The show also iden-
tifies resources from the 
community that can 
strengthen school programs, 
family practices, or student 
learning and development. 
Experts on physical and 
mental health, education of 
migrant children, academic 
talent search, and preschool 
and childcare programs 
have spoken about the wide 
range of services available in 
this county and encouraged 
parents to tap into these 
resources.
 As topics are discussed 
each week, recurring themes 
emerge and the importance 
of parent involvement, 
advocacy, awareness, and 
education is stressed.  
 In their on-air program 
appearances, Sonoma State 
University president Ruben 
Armiñana and professor 
Francisco Vásquez talked 
about how important it is 
for parents to communicate 

to their children the expectation that they attend a 
university or college following high school—and to  
do so even when their children are young. This idea is 
now woven throughout the School Talk program.
 “We know from research that the most consistent 
predictor of academic achievement is parent expec-
tation,” explains Arter. “In every program, we make 
a conscious connection between that day’s topic and 
the pathway to higher education. When we talk about 
kindergarten standards, the release of the STAR test 
scores, or student proficiency in English, we put it 
in that context. Parents must expect their children to 
succeed academically.”

 While several on-air conversations with 
prominent members of the community have taken 
place, a significant part of the program is devoted 
to the nuts-and-bolts of education in Sonoma 
County schools—announcements about school 
meetings and events, information about state tests, 
and discussions about when schools must provide 
translations and 
interpreters. 
The role of 
the English 
Learner Advisory 
Committee 
(ELAC) was a 
recent topic 
of discussion, 
including an 
interview with 
a parent who is 
an ELAC president. Another program featured 
two parents who have raised successful students, 
followed some weeks later by an accomplished 
high school graduate who is now attending junior 
college and working part-time.
 “People really learn a lot from the program,” 
says parent Gabriela Ortega. “I have been given 
the tools to unravel the education system for my 
daughter and can pass this information on to 
other parents. Because of what I’ve gotten from 
this program, I now have the courage to be on the 
ELAC at my daughter’s school.” 
 “There are some people who are not able to 
attend meetings or visit schools, so offering a 
variety of themes and personal testimony from 
parents and students greatly helps the learning and 
understanding of our community,” adds parent 
Yolanda Girón.

The community is listening

 “We often make the mistake of assuming 
that parents of second-language learners and 
low-income students can’t spend much time 
helping their children at home, so we don’t create 
opportunities to assist them,” says Arter. Her 
experience from School Talk is that Spanish-
speaking parents want and need more information 
about our schools and encouragement to become 

Helping Latino parents become involved parents

n Homework. Many Latino parents express concern 
because they’re not able to help their children with 
homework. Arter and her guests have stressed that 
parents don’t have to do homework with their 
children. By simply setting aside a regular time to 
talk with their children about what they learned in 
school that day and what homework was assigned, 
parents can make a big difference. Children will 
interpret this routine to mean that what they do at 
school is valuable and important.

n Monitoring after-school activities. A recurring 
theme on School Talk has been urging parents to 
closely monitor and limit their children’s television 
and video game time. Many people are shocked to 
learn that the average student watches three to five 
hours of television per day. “It’s really important 
to remind parents, especially parents of English 
learners, that language skills are best developed 
through interactions with others in conversation 
and play,” says Arter.

n Volunteering. Latino parents with limited 
English skills often feel intimidated by the idea 
of volunteering at school and shy away from it. 
Arter suggests that schools can reverse this trend 
by helping parents understand the wide range of 
volunteer needs and identifying opportunities that 
will be comfortable for them. 

n Language skills. When she was a School Talk 
guest, Patricia Rendon, who coaches preschool 
teachers on strategies to strengthen language 
acquisition, spoke about the importance of talking 
to children in full sentences. Instead of saying 
Please bring me that and pointing, she recommends 
that parents say Please bring me that bright, red 
sweater. Using complete sentences builds language 
skills—and it doesn’t matter which language is 
spoken. 

n Decision-making. Several School Talk shows 
have emphasized the English Language Advisory 
Committee (ELAC) and its role in school decision-
making. This group performs a vital service 
by helping schools gauge the needs of second-
language learners and ensure that funds for those 
students are used appropriately. Every Latino 
parent should know about their school’s ELAC  
and be encouraged to attend. u

Karen Arter (right) interviews Araceli Diaz at KBBF, while 
Maria Eugenia Deveny directs on-air calls into the studio.  
Diaz spoke about obtaining a Work-Ready Certificate when she 
was in high school and how it helped prepare her for employment. 
She now has a job and is attending Santa Rosa Junior College.

School Talk sponsors

First 5 Sonoma County
Migrant Education
North Coast Bilingual Regional Partners
Regional Occupational Program (ROP)
Roseland School District
Sonoma State University
United Way of the Wine Country

Sonoma County Supervisor Efren Carrillo (right)  
and La Mejor’s Juan Leal get ready for a School Talk 
interview. Carrillo talked about the importance of family 
in furthering a child’s education and career options.
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