Welcome Letters 
Sending letters home is a convenient and popular method used by teachers to communicate with families. A “welcome” letter sent to families at the beginning of the school year can be an effective way to begin to establish a connection with students and their families. Welcome letters can be sent just before the school year begins, or during the first few days of school. However, often letters have been used as a one-way communication vehicle. In addition to using letters to give information to families, letters home can be used to receive useful information from families. When writing a letter to send home, especially when it is the first letter you send, considering how it may be received is worthwhile. Remember that a letter sent home at the beginning of the school year sets the tone for your future interactions with families. How do you ensure that it has the desired effect? What is the message you are trying to send, and is it clearly conveyed? Considering factors such as the appearance of the letter, the language used, and the message sent can go a long way in helping you create an effective and inviting letter. 
Appearance 
Families are often flooded with paperwork during the first few weeks of school. Thus, it is important to think about what you can do to set your letter apart from the others. Consider using colored or patterned paper, or pictures or graphics to make your letter enticing. Sometimes it may be beneficial (or even required) to write letters on your school’s letterhead. However, letters received by families on formal or official school stationary may elicit unpleasant feelings, especially for families who have had negative school experiences in the past. The length of your welcome letter is also an important consideration. It may be best to keep your letter brief; no more than one page. You can always give more detailed information about events, requirements, and assignments at a later time. If your first letter is long and includes several details, families may just scan it rather than read it thoroughly.
 Language 
As you begin to write your letter, think about the characteristics of the families with whom you will be working. This will help guide you to select the type of information that might be important to include in the letter. For example, a kindergarten teacher may include more information about school routines, the daily schedule, or what to expect during the first few weeks of school—issues that many families may understand more clearly by the time students reach fourth or fifth grade. A teacher who has learned that many of the students come from families with a low literacy level will want to write a letter using less complex language than a teacher who has learned that the majority of the students come from families in which the caregivers hold college degrees. Try to consider how the language you use may be received by families. Even seemingly minor details, such as the greeting, can influence whether some families feel included or excluded. For example, beginning a letter with the traditional greeting “Dear Parent(s),” subtly excludes families that are headed by other adults, such as grandparents, aunts, or uncles. A greeting such as “Dear Caregiver” or “Dear Family” may be more inclusive. Try to use clear and simple language to convey your ideas. Consider that your students’ families will, in all likelihood, come from a variety of educational and cultural backgrounds. Also remember that, for some families, English is not their native language. If you are aware of a family who is not yet proficient in English, or if you work in an area in which several of your students use English as a second language, it may be beneficial to have your letter translated into their primary language. Not only does this help ease their understanding of the information that you are providing, but also it shows that you are aware of, and appreciate, their particular cultural background. Avoid using jargon or acronyms without taking the time to explain what they are, because many family members may not be familiar with terms educators take for granted which can create, or reinforce, communication barriers that exist between schools and families.


Style of Relating 
The information you choose to include (and not to include) in your welcome letter also contributes to the connection that you are trying to build with families. The welcome letter is an opportunity for you to give families information about and a sense of your teaching style, your priorities, and your desire for family involvement. Think about how you want to structure your relationship with families. Do you want a hierarchical (teacher as expert) relationship or a collaborative partnership? Be sure that the message you send in your letter and your priorities and goals that you have established for your classroom match up. For example, writing that you welcome families in your classroom and value their input, and then stating that families are not to be on campus during school hours sends a mixed message; the first part indicates that you desire a partnership with families, whereas the second part sounds more authoritative and hierarchical. Additionally, consider the tone of your letter. It may be tempting to make your letter sound formal, but it can be challenging to make a formal letter sound enthusiastic and welcoming to families. Often, formal letters send the message that the school is a powerful institution, and that those who work for the school are in control. A letter written in an informal tone, on the other hand, can convey a desire for a partnership or equal relationship between the teacher and the family. For example, although some teachers may feel the need to include extensive information on their education, preparation, and credentials in their welcome letter, such information may be intimidating for some families. They may sense that you are establishing yourself as an “expert” with the expectation that they will follow your advice and direction, rather than share a collaborative relationship with them. This example reiterates the value and importance of learning the characteristics of your students’ families so that you can provide the most helpful information and foster the type of relationship you desire with them. In keeping with the idea that the welcome letter should convey your desire for family involvement, your welcome letter is probably not the best place to make many requests of families before you know much about their particular situation and resources. Together with the language you use, the message you send influences whether families feel included or excluded. If your first letter home is filled with requests for supplies or time commitments, families with limited resources may get the feeling that they are going to be excluded or asked for more than they can provide. You can create other opportunities for these requests to be made at a later time. In your welcome letter, include information on how you plan to maintain communication with families throughout the school year. Will you be calling home? Sending a class newsletter? Using a school–home notebook or journal? What will be your next step? When and how should they plan to hear from you next? Additionally, let families know how they can contact you, and keep in mind that not all families have the opportunity to call or visit during school hours. Although creating your first welcome letter may take thought and time for beginning teachers, remember that once you have successfully created the first letter, you can save and modify it as needed in future years. Ultimately, the time and effort you put into developing methods for communication with families will pay off for you, your students, and their families. In Table 8.2 you will find a brief summary of the important qualities to attend to when writing a welcome letter to families. Now let us take these key concepts and apply them by looking at two different examples of welcome letters in Reflective Exercise 8.1a and 8.1b. 
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Table 8.2 Key Aspects to Consider When Creating a Welcome
Letter
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Reflective Exercise 8.1a Example 1 Welcome Letter

Imagine that you are the parent of an elementary school child. The new school year has begun, and

you receive the following letter from your child's teacher:
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Reflective Exercise 8.1a Example 1 Welcome Letter

Imagine that you are the parent of an elementary school child. The new school year has begun, and
you receive the following letter from your child's teacher:

To the parent(s) of
Hello and welcome (o the new school year! As your child's teacher, I just wanted (o take this
opportunity to introduce myself and review some of the policies we have in place to make this
year successful. Please be aware that your child should be in the classroom by 8:00 a.m.,
otherwise he or she will be considered tardy. If your child is late, he or she should obtain a pass
from the front office before coming to my classroom.

‘We have an upcoming feld trip planned! Our class will be going Lo the Science and Industry
Museum next month. The cost of the field trip is $12.00 per child which will cover
transportation, admittance, and lunch. Please be sure to have your child bring in money by this
Friday, otherwise he or she will not be allowed (o attend.

Finally, I know that many of you may want to speak with me regarding your children and
specific concerns you may have. Please schedule an appointment with me, as I am not able to
answer your questions if you come to my classroom in the morning. My planning time is from
10:20 t0 11:30 on school days, and I am usually available during that time.

Tam looking forward to getting to know you and your children. Let's work together to make
this a great year!

Sincerely,

Ms. Jones

‘What s your reaction after reading this letter? What is the tone? Based on the information
provided in the letter, how do you think this teacher believes the family-teacher roles should be
structured? What paradigm might she be working from?
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Reflective Exercise 8.1b Example 2 Welcome Letter

Compare the first letter with the following one, wrilten by a teacher working from a collaborative
‘paradigm of family involvement:

Dear Families,

Hello and welcome (0 the new school year! My name i Kelly Jones, and I have the privilege of
having your children in my class this year. [ would like to take this opportunity to let you know
that 1value your involvement in your children's education. As you are your children's first
teachers, 1 1ook forward to learning more about your families as the school year progresses.
Ihave many exciting things planned for the class this year! Next month we will be going on a
il trip t0 the Science and Industry Museu. Also, during the year, we will be planning a class
garden, laking a trip to the Recycling Plant, and preparing for Student-Led Conferences. I will
send you more information about these activities in the next few weeks.

Our first event will be Back-to-School Night on September 15 at 6 p.m. Plan on having your
children attend, 100, as they have an important role! This will be an opportunity for al of us—
students, families, and teachers—o share our hopes and goals for the year. There will be child
care provided f you need it for your other children) by some of the high school students.
realize that it may be difficult for some of you to make it o the school at that time due o work
or other commitments, 5o if you are not able to attend I will contact you by phone or letter just
10 check in with you.

Ilike to use several ways 10 keep in touch with families, including newsletters, phone calls, e-
mails, and meetings. 1 will be sending notebooks home with personal messages and reminders
atleast once a week. Please also feel welcome 1o contact me with any Concerns or questions you
may have. My phone number is 222-2222, and there is a voicemail box where you can leave a
message at any time. For those of you who have access (o the Internet, my e-mail address is
Kjones@school.edu. You can also contact me Lo set up an appointment; we can look at our
schedules and arrange a time that works for both of us.

‘Again, 1am looking forward t0 getting to know you and (o work with you and your childrent
Sincerely,

Kelly Jones

= How are the two welcome lettes different with regard (o culture (the teachers' beliefs)?
With regard to milieu (the teachers' assumptions aboul their audiences)? With regard to social
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