
GM-1 

Family Literacy Curriculum 
Government Module 
Participating in the School System 
 
Purpose:  
Learners will familiarize themselves with U.S. schooling practices and with their 
children's school. They will create a booklet introducing new immigrant parents to 
the school and will consider ways to participate in their children’s schooling. They 
will also explore what is expected of them in parent-teacher conferences,  
practice the terminology used to describe a child’s progress and grades, and 
understand what the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOLs) are and when the 
tests are given. 
 
 
Lesson 1: Learning About Schools in the United States 
 
 

 Lesson 2: Creating a School Booklet 

 
 
Lesson 3: Preparing for a Parent-Teacher Conference 

 
 
Lesson 4: Role-Playing a Parent-Teacher Conference 
 
 
Lesson 5: Reading Progress Reports 
 
 

 Lesson 6: Understanding SOLs and Standardized Tests 
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Lesson 1: Learning About Schools in the U.S.  
 
Life Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Compare and contrast school systems in different countries. 
 Understand how the U.S. school system is structured. 

 
Language Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Listen to a brief story about school experiences that surprised an 

immigrant.  
 Analyze how schooling practices in their country differ from those in the 

United States. 
 Write sentences about differences in schooling.  
 Say ordinal numbers to state their children's grade level. 
 Use pair information-gap dialogues to ask a partner questions about his or 

her children's ages and grade levels, noting the partner's responses. 
 
Literacy Skills: 
Literacy learners will . . .  
 Copy keywords related to their children's schooling (e.g., school name). 
 Name the initial consonant of a word. 
 Combine words to form sentences. 
 Resequence words in a sentence. 

 
EFF Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Convey ideas in writing. 
 Listen actively. 
 Cooperate with others. 

 
Word Bank: 
Kindergarten, legs crossed, sit straight up, calendar, grade, ordinal numbers 
(e.g., first, second)  
 
Materials Needed: 
 Flip chart or board and markers 
 A soft ball 
 A class set of The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd ed.)  
 A calendar (Optional) 
 Handout 1: Sentence Strip Literacy Activity (for literacy students) 
 Handout 2: Schools in the United States  
 Handout 3: Pair Conversations About Schools 
 Handout 4: School Subjects Dictation (for intermediates; cut in half)  
 Handout 5: Write about yourself and your children! (Optional) 
 Alphabet flashcards, uppercase and lowercase (for literacy students) 
 Sentence strips (a few for literacy students) 
 Scissors (for a literacy activity) 
 Number flashcards (for a parent-child activity) 
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Presenting the Concepts 
1. Welcome students and explain that they will talk about schools in the United 
States. 
 
2. Tell students the following true story: 
 
When Ilham came here from Iraq, her son started kindergarten. Ilham was very 
surprised that her son had homework every night. In Iraq, there's no homework in 
kindergarten. 
 
Ilham took English classes at night. The first time she went to class, she was so 
surprised! Many of the students were sitting with their legs crossed. In schools in 
Iraq, you must sit straight up in your chair. You can't cross your legs.  
 
3. Ask students, "What are some things about schools in the United States that 
surprised Ilham?" 
 
4. Discuss whether anything about schools in this country surprised students. 
 
Activity 1: Comparing Schools in Different Countries 
1. Write the following keywords on the board: 
 
Transportation 
Discipline 
Homework 
Teachers 
School building 
School hours 
Lunch 
Vacations 
Clothes 
Parents 
 
2. Ask students, "How are schools in your country different from schools in the 
United States?" Elicit and discuss examples from students, drawing on the 
keywords (e.g., "In my country, students walk to school. Here, they take a bus.") 
 
3. Have students write a few sentences comparing schools in their country and 
schools in the U.S. Use the following example and prompts: 
 
In my country, students wear a uniform to school.  
 
Here, they wear regular clothes. 
 
In my country, students _______________________________________. 
 
Here, students __________________________________. 
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 Literacy students  

As the other students write sentences and work in small groups, you or the aide 
can conduct a pullout session with literacy students. Use flashcards to review the 
uppercase and lowercase alphabets; then, have students match uppercase and 
lowercase flashcards. Next, do the sentence strip activity (see Handout 1: 
Sentence Strip Literacy Activity) to introduce the idea of words as individual 
units in a sentence. 
 
4. After students have had a chance to write sentences, ask for volunteers to 
read them to the class. 
 

Note 

Take this opportunity to point out to students some of the differences regarding 
expectations for parents here, as opposed to other countries: In many other 
countries, parents are not expected to come to the school unless there is a 
problem; here, parents are expected to come to school events, attend parent-
teacher conferences, and share with teachers any concerns or questions that 
they have. 
 
Activity 2: Ordinal Number Ball Toss 
1. Explain that students will now practice using some numbers that they need to 
talk about their children's grade.  
 
2. Distribute copies of The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd ed.). Ask students to 
look at the ordinal numbers on page 16.  
 
3. Show students a calendar. Tell them that you use ordinal numbers to talk 
about student's grades and to talk about dates; for example, you say "January 
first," not "January 1."  
 
4. Say the ordinal numbers together aloud.  
 
5. Ask students to close picture dictionaries and stand. 
 
6. Tell students that they will throw the ball and say each day in the month of 
January. Model the ball toss by throwing the ball to an aide or a student volunteer 
and saying, "January first."  
 
7. The person who catches the ball says, "January second." 
 
8. Repeat the exercise until all students have said all the days of the month. 

 
Activity 3: Ages and Grades 
1. Explain that students will use the same numbers to talk about their children's 
grade. 
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2. Distribute Handout 2: Schools in the United States. Explain that the age on 
the handout is the age of students when they begin the school year; for example, 
a child can begin kindergarten at age 5, but if the child has a birthday in October, 
then the child is 6 years old and in kindergarten. 
 
3. Read through the grades aloud and have students repeat for pronunciation. 
 
4. Poll students aloud to see how many have children in preschool, how many 
have children in elementary school, etc.  
 
 

 Extra practice for beginners  
Read through the types of schools listed on p. 188 of The Oxford Picture 
Dictionary (2nd ed.) Have students copy the names of schools for extra practice. 
 

Note 

In Fairfax County, "middle school" usually designates a school with grades 6-8, 
although there are a few with grades 7 and 8.  
 
5. Distribute Handout 3: Pair Conversations About School. Explain that 
students will ask each other questions to practice talking about their children's 
ages and grades.  
 
6. Read through the dialogue and have students repeat each line.  
 
7. Model the exercise by practicing the second dialogue with an aide or student 
volunteer; after you ask each question, write the information the aide or student 
gives you. Be sure to ask how to spell the names in the first two questions; show 
students as you write the names, letter by letter. 
 
8. Tell students that for the last question, if the child is a boy, they should write 
the information next to "He's in"; if it's a girl, they should write it next to "She's in." 
 
9. Ask students, "How can you make a conversation for somebody who has one 
child?" Write a similar conversation on the board that students with one child can 
practice (e.g., "What is your child's name?" "His name is . . . "). 
 
10. Have students complete the information gap activity and practice the 
conversation. When they finish, ask for volunteers to read their conversations to 
the class. 
 

 Literacy students  

You or an aide can complete the pair conversation with literacy students, building 
on the questions and answers they practiced in the sentence strip activity. 
Literacy students can repeat the lines of the dialogue after you; then, they can 
copy on their paper as you write the answers to questions about their children. 
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 Workout for intermediate students 

Intermediate students who are familiar with grade levels and have no trouble 
saying them can do an activity more challenging than the pair interviews. Instead, 
have them complete Handout 4: School Subjects Dictation (if they're working 
in pairs, one partner reads and the other writes; if they're working in a small 
group, one member reads and the others write). For quick reference, they may 
want to look at the school subjects listed on p. 189 of The Oxford Picture 
Dictionary (2nd ed.). 
 

Extension Activity 

 
Distribute Handout 5: Write about yourself and your children! Read through 
the story together. Have students write a story about themselves and their 
children at home. They can share their stories in the next class. 

 
 Parent-Child Activity: Games with Numbers  

To reinforce numeracy skills, have parents and children play these two games. 
  
Ball Toss 
Do a ball toss to practice counting from 1 to 100. You can follow this with a ball 
toss from adults to children: Each adult has to throw the ball to a child and ask, 
"What grade are you in?" The child has to answer with, "I'm in _____ grade." 
 
"What's My Number?" 
Give everyone a flashcard with a number written on it. Everyone has to stand up 
and walk around the room, getting other people to guess the number on their 
card by saying, "My number is before ________. What's my number?" or "My 
number is after _______. What's my number?" (e.g., "My number is before 12. 
What's my number?" "Your number is 11.") 
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HANDOUT 1: Sentence Strip Literacy Activity    
 
 

1. Elicit from literacy students the names of their children 
and the names of each child's school. Write them down, and 
have students copy them. 
 
2. Have students repeat aloud two simple sentences about 
their children and what school they go to (e.g., "My daughter 
is Elida. She goes to Franconia Elementary.").  
 
3. Write the simple sentences and have students copy them. 
As they copy the sentences, you should write each one on a 
sentence strip.  
 
4. Read aloud each sentence strip, with students repeating.  
 
5. Cut up one of the sentence strips so that each word is on 
a different card. 
 
6. Point to each word card and elicit the initial consonant and 
its sound (e.g., point to the "M" in "My" and have students 
say "M" and then the "m" sound). 
 
7. After students say the initial consonant and its sound, 
have them repeat the word on the card (e.g., "M," "m," "My"). 
Do this several times. 
 
8. Read each word card aloud and place it in its proper order 
in the sentence. Then, read the sentence aloud, word by 
word, having students repeat it. 
 
9. Shuffle the word cards and have students try to put the 
cards back in the proper sequence in the sentence, reading 
it aloud after students have finished. Do this several times. 
 
10. Repeat the exercise with the other sentence strip. 
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HANDOUT 2: Schools in the United States    

 
PRESCHOOL 
 
Age  Grade 
3 
4  PreK   Prekindergarten 
 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 
 
Age  Grade 
5  K   Kindergarten 
6  1st grade  First Grade 
7  2nd grade  Second Grade 
8  3rd grade  Third Grade 
9  4th grade  Fourth Grade 
10  5th grade  Fifth Grade 
 
MIDDLE SCHOOL 
 
Age  Grade 
11  6th grade  Sixth Grade 
12  7th grade  Seventh Grade 
13  8th grade  Eighth Grade 
 
HIGH SCHOOL 
 
Age  Grade      Year 
14  9th grade  Ninth Grade  Freshman 
15  10th grade  Tenth Grade  Sophomore 
16  11th grade  Eleventh Grade  Junior 
17  12th grade  Twelfth Grade  Senior 
 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE (two years) 
 
COLLEGE or UNIVERSITY (four years) 
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HANDOUT 3: Pair Conversations About School   

A:  What's your name? 

B:  My name is José. 

A:  What are your children's names? 

B:  Their names are Margarita and Estefano. 

A:  How old are your children, and what grade are they in? 

B:  Estefano is 9 years old. He's in third grade.  

      Margarita is 6 years old. She's in first grade.  

 

Practice the conversation with a partner. When you read Part A, write 

what your partner says in Part B. Then say the conversation again. 

 

A:  What's your name? 

B:  My name is ___________________. 

A:  What are your children's names? 

B:  _____________________________________________. 

A:  How old are your children, and what grade are they in? 

B:  ________ is _____ years old. He's in ______________ grade. 

      ________ is _____ years old. She's in ______________ grade. 

      ________ is _____ years old. ______ in ____________ grade.      

 ________ is _____ years old. ______ in ____________ grade. 
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HANDOUT 4: School Subjects Dictation    
 

In elementary school, students study reading, writing, math, 

science, art, music, and physical education. In middle school 

and high school, students choose some of their classes. For 

example, they can study music, another language, art, or 

computers. These classes are called electives. Students can 

also participate in afterschool activities like sports or drama. 

------------------------------------------------------- 

In elementary __________, students ____________ 

reading, writing, ___________, science, art, music, and 

physical _________________. In middle school and high 

school, _______________ choose some of their 

___________. For example, they can study music, another 

________________, art, or _____________. These classes 

are called electives. Students can also ____________ in 

afterschool ______________ like sports or drama. 
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HANDOUT 5: Write about yourself and your children!    
 

Example: 
 
My name is Susanna Nur.  
My address is 5200 Seminary Road, Apartment 3G, Falls 
Church, Virginia  22311.  
I have two children.  
My sonôs name is William Nur.  
He is 5 years old.  
He is in kindergarten.  
My daughterôs name is Anna Nur.  
She is 9 years old.  
She is in fourth grade. 
 
Write about yourself: 
 
My name is ______________________________________. 
 
________________________________________________ 

 
________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
________________________________________________ 
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 Lesson 2: Creating a School Booklet 

 
Life Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Understand the different components of an elementary school.  
 Access information on a school system web site. 
 Complete a cooperative group task. 

 
Language Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Acquire vocabulary relating to elementary school staff and services. 
 Read information on the Internet, scanning for keywords. 
 Write sentences describing the features of their child's school and their 

dreams for their children. 
 Use English to interact with peers in completing group projects. 

 
Literacy Skills: 
Literacy learners will . . .  
 Scan a web page for keywords such as “address” and “phone number.” 
 Copy contact information for their child’s school. 

 
Technology Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Become comfortable with using the mouse to scroll through a Web page. 
 Use the Fairfax County Public Schools home page to find specific 

information about their child's school. 
 Look at the home page designed for their child's school. 
 Use a digital camera to photograph different places in the school. 
 

EFF Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Use information and communications technology. 
 Cooperate with others. 
 Read with understanding. 
 Solve problems and make decisions. 

 
Word Bank: 
Counselor, principal, custodian, nurse, enrollment, specialist, web site, home 
page, mouse, link, search 
 
Materials Needed: 
 Flip chart or board and markers 
 Handout 4: Fairfax County Public Schools Internet Exercise 
 Handout 5: Dreams for My Children (a few for intermediate students) 
 Computers with Internet access and a word-processing program  
 A class set of The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd ed.) 
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Presenting the Concepts 
1. Welcome students to the class and explain that today you are going to talk 
about the different parts of a school and the people who work there. 
 
2. Ask students to turn to page 5 ("School") in The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd 
ed.). Go through the vocabulary, with students repeating for pronunciation. 
Discuss what students do in each location ("What do students do in the 
cafeteria?") and what duties school personnel have ("What does the principal 
do?).  
 
3. Alternatively, elicit from students the different parts of a school (e.g., 
classroom, library, gym) and the people who work in a school (e.g., teacher, 
nurse, guidance counselor). Note items on the board and talk about them 
("Students go to the library to listen to stories or to check out books"; "the school 
nurse sees children when they feel sick," etc.). 
 

 Activity 1: Using the FCPS Web Page 

Notes 

 If you do not have access to computers at school, have students use 
Handout 4: Fairfax County Public Schools Internet Exercise to complete 
the activity at home or at the library. 
 Be sure to preview the activity before class to be sure that the school web 
site contains all of the information needed to answer the questions!  

 
1. Tell students that they are going to practice using the Internet to get 
information about their child's school. They will use this information to help make 
a book about the school for the parents of new students at the school. 
 
2. Take the group to the computer lab. Working in pairs, have students open an 
Internet Browser to http://www.fcps.edu.  
 
3. Ask: 
What do you see on the screen? (the Fairfax County Public Schools web site) 
Have you ever looked at this site before? 
What information do you think you can find on this site? 
 

Note 

If you have students with no computer experience, tell them that if they want to 
get more information about something, they can use the mouse to touch a word 
that has a bright color or a line under it. This is called clicking a link. When you 
click the link, you see new information.  
 
4. Ask: 
What link would you click to get more information about schools? (the link at the 
top for "Schools and Centers”) 
 

http://www.fcps.edu/
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 Literacy students  

Have the aide sit with the literacy students at one computer terminal, 
demonstrating the tasks as the teacher explains them.  As the other students 
work on Handout 4: Fairfax County Public Schools Internet Exercise later in 
this exercise, help literacy students find the school address and phone number 
and name of the principal, copying that information on the handout. Then, go to 
the relevant elementary school home page and help the literacy students use the 
mouse to navigate the links and look at the pictures. Although the literacy 
students may not understand everything that is occurring, they can feel the 
satisfaction of working with the group and using the computer.  
 
5. Have students click on the link for “Schools and Centers.” Then, ask: 
How can you find your childôs school? (by typing the school in the box called 
“Search by School or Center Name; or by City”) 
 
6. Have everyone type in the school name and hit “Search.” (Explain as needed 
that “search” means to look for something.) 
 
7. Have students look at the search results and point to where the school name 
is displayed on the screen. Ask: 
Who is the school's principal? 
 
8. Explain that under the principal's name is the principal's e-mail address; read it 
aloud. Ask if anyone knows what e-mail is (a way to send a message from your 
computer to someone else's computer). Tell students that if you have a question 
for the principal of the school, you can send the principal an e-mail.  
 
9. Have students look at the first box on the left, with the school name. Explain 
that "Profile" is a link to a page with information about the school; have everyone 
click "Profile." Ask, What does the profile tell you? (Possible answers: The 
principal’s names, FCPS programs at the school, special features) 

 
10. Have everyone click the "Back" button or arrow at the top of the browser. Ask 
students to find the words "Home page," under the school name; explain that this 
is a link to a Web site that people at the school made to give other people 
information about the school.  
 
11. Have everyone click "Home page." What do they see? (a page with 
information about the school). 
 
12. Explain that students will now work with their partner to find the information to 
answer six questions. Distribute Handout 4: Fairfax County Public Schools 
Internet Exercise and read the questions, explaining vocabulary as needed. 
 
13. Have students answer the six questions with their partners. Encourage pairs 
who finish early to write questions for a partner in the "Extra practice!" box. 
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14. When students have completed the six questions, go through the answers. 
Ask for volunteers to share their "Extra practice!" questions and answers. 
 
Activity 2: Making a School Booklet 
1. Tell students that they will spend the rest of the class taking photographs and 
writing information for a book for parents whose children are starting school for 
the first time. 
 
2. Have students think of a few places in the school that are important for parents 
to know. List these places on the board. (Examples: classrooms, cafeteria, 
principal's office, library, nurse's office, gym). 
 
3. Divide students into three groups. Place beginners into Groups 1 and 2 and 
intermediates into Group 3. 
 
 Group 1: Members will take turns using the digital camera to photograph 

the places listed on the board (e.g., library, cafeteria). Each member of the 
group will take one of the photographs. 

 Group 2: Members will write a few sentences talking about the places on 
the board (e.g., "This is the cafeteria. This is where students eat lunch.") 
Then, they will write sentences with the answers to Handout 4: Fairfax 
County Public Schools Internet Exercise (e.g., "The school's phone 
number is . . . " "The school's total enrollment is . . . ").   

 Group 3: Members will write about their hopes and wishes for their 
children, using Handout 5: Dreams for My Children. 

 

 Literacy students  

Place literacy students in Group 1, so that they can contribute to the project by 
taking photos. The aide can "shadow" literacy students as they work with the 
group and have the students repeat the relevant vocabulary word for each part of 
the school that students photograph (e.g., "Library"). 
 
4. Allow students in Group 1 to leave the room and begin their photography 
assignment. Write a prompt on the board that students in Group 2 can use to 
begin writing sentences (e.g., "This is the cafeteria. This is where students eat 
lunch."). Give Group 3 copies of Handout 5: Ideas for Parents, and ask them to 
start discussing the assignment.  
 
5. As the aide works with the literacy students and Group 1 to take pictures, help 
students in Group 2 write sentences and check on Group 3's progress. 
 

Note 

At the end of the class, be sure to collect the sentences and advice stories and to 
save the digital camera cassette. Then, load the digital photos into a word-
processing file, preferably one per page. You or the students may then key in the 
text to accompany these photos and produce the school booklet. 
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 Computer Extension Activity 

If you have access to a computer lab, have students type the information that 
they generated in groups for the school booklet. To simplify the process, upload 
the digital photos that students in Group 1 took. Create a Microsoft Word 
document that has each photo displayed on a separate page. Then, 
 
 Group 2: Members sit together and take turns typing in the sentence that 

goes with each picture displayed on the page (ñThis is the cafeteria. This 
is where the students eat lunch.").    

 Group 1: Members create a cover page for the school booklet, typing in 
the schoolôs name, address, and phone number as well as the principalôs 
name. (They may use Handout 4: Fairfax County Public Schools 
Internet Exercise for quick-reference.) 

 Group 3: Members type their ideas from Handout 5: Dreams for My 
Children. 

 
After the groups have finished their tasks, show them how to save the 
information onto a flash drive and print it. Put the pages together into a stapled 
booklet. Present copies of the booklet to each parent in the class; you might also 
want to present the school principal with copies for immigrant parents whose 
children are new to the school. 

 
 Parent-Child Activity: School Presentations 

To give parents a chance to share the group work they have just completed, 
have parents and children play a guessing game that engages them in listening.  
  
1. Have everyone sit in a circle or square. 
 
2. Tell everyone that the members of Group 2 will take turns reading sentences 
they wrote about places in the school. When they read the sentence, they should 
not say the name of the place, so that the children can try and guess it.  
 
3. Model the activity by saying, "This is where children go to get a book to read" 
and having children guess the answer (i.e., "The library"). 
 
4. Have group members take turns reading sentences and having children guess 
the places.  
 
5. Tell everyone that they will now listen to some parents’ dreams for their 
children. Have members of Group 3 read their sentences.  
 
6. Ask children to share their dreams for the future. 
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HANDOUT 4: Fairfax County Public Schools Internet Exercise  
 

1. What is the school's address and phone number? 

 

2. Who is the school's principal? 

 

3. What is the school’s total enrollment? 

 

4. How many languages do the students speak? 

 

5. Find the school lunch menu. What foods are for lunch on Wednesday? 

 

6. Look at the school calendar. When is spring break? 

 Extra practice! 

Use the web site to write three questions about the school for a partner to answer.  

1. Question: 

Answer: 

2. Question: 

Answer: 

3. Question: 

Answer: 
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HANDOUT 5: Dreams for My Children      
 

Name:   __________________________ 

I want my children to ________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ . 

 

Name:    __________________________ 

I want my children to ________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ . 

 

Name:   __________________________ 

I want my children to ________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ . 

 

Name:   __________________________ 

I want my children to ________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ . 

 

.
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Lesson 3: Preparing for a Parent-Teacher Conference 
 
Life Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Contemplate why it is important to attend a parent-teacher conference. 
 Generate questions to ask at a parent-teacher conference. 
 Practice leaving a telephone message at a school office. 

 
Language Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Listen to an informal conversation about parent-teacher conferences.  
 Read a note informing a parent of a conference and answer questions. 
 Leave a message to reschedule a parent-teacher conference. 
 Write questions they wish to ask their child’s teacher. 

 
Literacy Skills: 
Literacy learners will . . .  
 Work with "P" as an initial consonant to establish sound-symbol 

correspondence. 
 Recognize by sight high-frequency words related to parent-teacher 

conferences. 
 
EFF Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Reflect and evaluate. 
 Listen actively. 
 Cooperate with others. 

 
Word Bank: 
Parent-teacher conference, interpreter, chat, progress, meeting, scheduled, 
reschedule, cooperation, improve, performance, plan  
 
Materials Needed: 
 Flip chart or board and markers 
 Handout 6: A Telephone Chat About Conferences (2 copies) 
 Handout 7: Parent-Teacher Conference Note 
 Handout 8: The Letter P (for literacy students) 
 Ten small objects (e.g., coins, chalk) to use for counting (for literacy 

students) 
 A children's book that pertains to a character's experience at school, such 

as the first day of school 
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Note 

Find out when parent-teacher conferences are scheduled at your host school, 
and aim to complete this lesson and the next one shortly beforehand. 
 
Presenting the Concepts 
1. Welcome students and explain that today you will talk about parent-teacher 
conferences. Ask students if they know what a parent-teacher conference is and 
if any have attended one – and if so, what they remember about it and how they 
felt. 
 
2. Tell students that they’re going to listen to a telephone chat between two 
friends, Meseret and Safaa. (Explain as needed that a “chat” is an informal 
conversation between friends.) Meseret calls Safaa to tell her that she can 
babysit when Safaa goes to the parent-teacher conference.  
 
3. Read aloud the conversation in Handout 6: A Telephone Chat About 
Conferences; if possible, have an aide or very proficient student play one of the 
roles. Read the conversation a second time. 

 
4. Discuss the following questions: 
 Safaa tells Meseret that sheôs not going to go to the parent-teacher 
conference. Why not? (Possible answers: She’d have to leave work early; she 
doesn’t think it’s her job to be the teacher; she doesn’t understand English 
well enough to talk to the teacher.) 
 Meseret tells Safaa that itôs important to go to the conference. Why? 
(Possible answers: It’s an opportunity to ask the teacher questions; she will 
learn a lot; the teachers expect parents to come to the conferences and ask 
questions; she can learn how to help her daughter; it will help her daughter to 
understand that school is important and she needs to behave.) 
 Safaa has a problem. She doesnôt think that she understands English well 
enough to talk to the teacher. What does Meseret tell her to do? (Call the 
school and ask for an interpreter.)   

 
Activity 1: Brainstorming Questions for a Parent-Teacher Conference 
1. Ask parents to think about their child’s work in school. Discuss questions like 
these: 
What does your child like about school? 
What does your child dislike?  
What questions do you have about your childôs work in school? 
 
2. Ask students to imagine that their child comes home from school and gives 
them a note about a parent-teacher conference. Distribute Handout 7: Parent-
Teacher Conference Note. 
 
3. Ask students to close their eyes and listen as you read the note aloud. Then, 
have them look at the note as you read it.  
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3. For pronunciation practice, read the note aloud again, with students repeating 
each sentence after you say it. 
 
4. Give students a few minutes to read the note again, silently. Then go through 
the text sentence by sentence, asking students which words they don’t 
understand. Elicit definitions for "progress," "meeting," "scheduled," "reschedule," 
“improve,” “performance,” and "cooperation." 
 
5. Tell students they will practice writing questions for a parent-teacher 
conference. Remind them that it is expected to ask questions about their child’s 
performance in school. 
 

Note 

Although not all schools use the same form for parent-teacher conference 
preparation, Handout 7: Parent-Teacher Conference Note is a composite of 
typical information included. It will help your students be well-prepared for the 
conference.  
 
6. In the full group, brainstorm questions that students may want to ask teachers 
about their child. Note questions on the board as students say them. Examples: 
Is my child a good student in class? 
Does my child behave at school? 
What is my child studying? 
How can my child improve in school? 
 
7. Ask students to think about one of their children and fill out Handout 7: 
Parent-Teacher Conference Note with questions for that child’s teachers. 
 

 Literacy students  

 You or the classroom aide can work one-on-one with literacy students to 
complete the activity by eliciting questions from students. As they say them, 
note them on the studentsô copy of the handout. Then, read them back to 
students and have them repeat them.  
 For extra phonics practice, review the sound of the letter ñPò and have 
literacy students circle all the words in the handout with it. Practice reading 
these words together.  
 Next, use Handout 8: The Letter P to help students pronounce and write 
school-related words with the initial consonant "P." Be sure to say and point 
to each word several times before students copy it. At the end, have students 
practice reading the words back to you as you point to them in random order.  

 
8. As a group, prompt students to share questions they wrote about their 
children. Work on pronunciation of questions as needed, reminding students that 
they can take this form to the parent-teacher conference and ask teachers those 
questions. 
 
Activity 2: Calling to Reschedule a Meeting 
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1. Call students’ attention to Handout 7: Parent-Teacher Conference Note. 
Elicit from students a definition of “reschedule” (change something to another 
time). Then, ask students what they need to do to reschedule a parent-teacher 
conference (call the school office).  
 
2. Tell students that they will practice a phone call to the school office to 
reschedule a meeting with a teacher. Elicit a phone conversation from the full 
group, noting it on the board. Example: 
 
School Office: Hello. School office. Can I help you? 
Parent: Yes. I need to leave a message for Mr. Banford. 
School Office: What is the message?  
Parent: I need to reschedule the meeting.  
School Office: OK. What is your name? 
Parent: Luis Castro. 
School Office: What is your phone number? 
Parent: 703-558-3874. 
School Office: I'll give him the message. 
Parent: Thank you. 
 
3. Have students practice the phone conversation in pairs. Then, have volunteers 
present the conversation to the class.     
 

 Workout for intermediate students 

Encourage intermediate students to vary the phone conversation so that it's a 
little different from the one on the board. Then, have one partner say the parent 
part of the phone conversation without looking at the script, while the partner 
playing the school office reads from the script.   
 

Extension Activities 

If parents have more than one child in Fairfax County Public Schools, encourage 
them to complete the same form for their other children either at home or when 
they have extra time in class. If appropriate, students can share their questions 
with their children and discuss possible answers the teacher will give. For further 
reflection, when parent-teacher conferences are finished, ask students how the 
practice with Handout 7 better prepared them for the meeting. 

 

 Parent-Child Activity: Reading a Story About School 

Do a story reading with a children's book that pertains to a child's first day at 
school or an experience at school. A fun book to use is Julie Danneberg's First 
Day Jitters (2000).  

Activity steps:  
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1. Have everyone sit in a circle (on the floor if necessary) and explain that you 
will read a book together about a child who goes to school.  
 
2. Ask the children what things they like about school. Then, ask the parents to 
tell the children how the schools in their native country are different from schools 
in the United States. 
 
3. Go through the illustrations in the book, page by page, and ask parents and 
children what they see in the pictures. Do not read the book yet; the idea is to 
elicit language and to model to parents how they can share a book with children 
without having to read the words. 
 
4. Read the story aloud, page by page, pointing to the words in the pictures as 
you say them. 
 
5. Ask a few comprehension questions. 
 
6. Discuss a theme from the book. For example, if the book is about a character's 
first day at school, ask, "How did the character feel before going to school? How 
did she feel after school?"  
 
7. Explain to parents that it helps their children to look at books and talk about 
them – in any language. They can read a book together, or they can look at the 
pictures and talk about the story. 
 
8. Tell parents that their "homework" is to look at a book with their child. 
 
9. If your site has a lending library of book and cassette sets, introduce parents to 
it (if you haven't already done so), showing them how to "check out" a set. Invite 
parents and children to select a set to bring home for the week. 
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HANDOUT 6: A Telephone Chat About Conferences         
      

Meseret:  Hello. Safaa? Itõs Meseret.     

 

Safaa:  Hi, Meseret! How are you?  

 

Meseret:  Iõm fine, thanks! Listen, do you need me to babysit  your 

daughters next week when you go to the parent -teacher conference?  

 

Safaa:  No. I donõt think  Iõm going to go.  

 

Meseret : What? Why not? 

 

Safaa:  If I go, I have to leave work early . Itõs a lot of trouble . 

 

Meseret:  But itõs so important! You get to talk to your daughterõs teacher 

and ask what your daughter is doing in  school.  You will learn a lot!  

 

Safaa:  Why do I need to ask m y daughterõs teacher questions? Itõs her job 

to be the teacher. She gets paid. She takes care of the school work, and I 

take care of the family.  

 

Meseret:  Things are different in this country! The teachers want you to 

ask them questions. If you donõt come to the parent -teacher conference , 

they think youõre not interested in your child. 

 

Safaa:  But of course  I am interested in my child! Thatõs crazy! 

 

Meseret : The teachers here like  questions. They want you to understand 

how you can help your daughter . And, if  you show your daughter that 

youõre coming to her school and talking to her teacher, your daughter 

understands that school is important. She also knows that she needs to 

behave ð or the  teacher will tell you ! 

 

Safaa:  I donõt understand English well enoug h to talk to the teacher!  

 

Meseret:  Call the school . You can a sk for an interpreter ! Itõs OK. 

 

Safaa:  OK. Iõll go. And you can babysit for me, Meseret? 

 

Meseret:  Sure! No problem. Bye!  

 

Safaa:  Thanks! Bye -bye!  
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HANDOUT 7: Parent-Teacher Conference Note 
 
 
       October 10, 2009 
 
 
Dear Parent: 
 
You are scheduled to attend a parent-teacher conference to discuss the progress 
of your child.  
 
The meeting is scheduled for:   
 

Thursday, Oct. 23    at  1:30 PM.    

 
If you need to reschedule the meeting, please call the school office at 703-
529-3000 and leave a message. 
 
When we meet at the parent-teacher conference, I will talk about: 
 
 How your child is doing. 
 
 What we have done in class and what we plan to do. 
 
 How you and I can work together to help improve your child’s education. 

 
You may have some questions for me about your child’s performance, 
homework, and how you can help at home.  
 
Before you come to the conference, please use the space below to write 
questions you want to ask me. Then, bring this note with you to our meeting. 
 
Questions you have about your child: 
 
1. ______________________________________________________________ 
 
2. ______________________________________________________________ 
 
3. ______________________________________________________________ 
 
4. ______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Thank you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Your Child’s Teacher  
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HANDOUT 8: The Letter P 
 
 

P  P  _____ _____ _____ _____  

 

p  p  _____ _____ _____ _____ 

 
 
 
 

Parent  Parent  ________  ________ 

 
 
Principal ___________  ___________ 
 
 
Progress ___________  ___________ 
 
 
Please  ___________  ___________ 
 
 
 
___arent    ___rincipal 
 
___rogress   ___lease 
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Lesson 4: Role-Playing a Parent-Teacher Conference 
 
Life Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Understand that it is a U.S. cultural norm to ask a teacher questions. 
 Practice asking questions in a parent-teacher conference. 
 Prepare a follow-up plan to help their children improve. 

 
Language Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Acquire vocabulary related to school subjects. 
 Role-play a parent-teacher conference. 
 Say and write ideas for helping their children make progress in school. 

 
Literacy Skills: 
Literacy learners will . . .  
 Say, read, and write the names of school subjects. 
 Identify vocabulary with specified initial consonants. 

 
EFF Skills:  
Learners will . . .  
 Speak so others can understand. 
 Guide others. 
 Convey ideas in writing. 

 
Word Bank: 
School subjects (math, music, science, social studies, physical education, art, 
health, language arts), improve, pay attention, cooperate, participate, class 
discussions 
 
Materials Needed: 
 Flip chart or board and markers 
 A class set of The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd ed.) 
 Handout 9: School Subject Cards (one set of cards for each pair of 

students; you need to cut the handouts into cards and place each set in a 
Zip-Lock bag)  

 Handout 10: Parent-Teacher Conferences  
 Handout 11: Parent-Teacher Conference Action Plan 
 Handout 12: Parent-Teacher Conference Action Plan for My Child 
 Classic Classroom Activities, p. 13 (“School Days A”) – a copy for each 

small group 
 Classic Classroom Activities, p. 14 (“School Days B”) – a copy for each 

small group 
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Presenting the Concepts 
 

 Note 

Before you begin, you need to cut copies of Handout 9: School Subject Cards 
into card sets (one set for each pair of students). A good way to store and 
distribute the cards is to place each set in a Zip-Lock bag. 
 
1. Tell students that today they will practice talking to the teacher in a parent-
teacher conference. Ask students if they remember what a parent-teacher 
conference is, reviewing the concept if necessary. 
 
2. Explain that you will review the names of subjects that children study in 
schools. Have students turn to p. 189 (“School Subjects”) in The Oxford Picture 
Dictionary (2nd ed.).  
 
3. Read through the vocabulary together, having students repeat it for 
pronunciation. 
 
4. Practice the vocabulary with simple discussion questions. Examples: 
What is your favorite school subject? 
What subjects do your children like the most? 
What was the most difficult subject for you in school? 
 
5. Have students form pairs; give each pair a set of the school subject cards from 
Handout 9: School Subject Cards. 
 
6. Tell students that they are going to put each vocabulary word with the picture 
card that matches it. Do an example together, physically matching the word and 
picture card (e.g., "Health" goes with the picture of the doctor and the food 
groups), and then have students match the rest. 
 
7. As pairs finish, check their work. Then have one partner take all of the 
vocabulary word cards and read them – one by one – to the other partner, who 
listens and points to the corresponding picture card. 
 

 Literacy students  

You or an aide can pair with literacy students, having them repeat the name of 
the subjects and point to the corresponding picture cards. Students can then 
copy the word cards. Next, practice letter recognition by asking the students to 
hold up the word cards that begin with a certain letter, such as ñS.ò  
 
Activity 1: Role-Playing a Parent-Teacher Conference 
1.  Tell students that they will now practice talking to the teacher in a parent-
teacher conference.  
 
2. Give students Handout 10: Parent-Teacher Conferences and read aloud the 
two conversations, having students repeat each line after you say it. 
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3.  Elicit definitions for "improve," "behavior," "pay attention,” “cooperate,” and  
“participate in class discussions.”  
 
4. Point out the fact that "she's" and "her" is used in the conversation about the 
daughter, and "he's" and "his" is used in the conversation about the son. 
 
5. Have students practice the conversation in pairs. Encourage them to make a 
similar conversation with questions about their own children. 
 

 Workout for intermediate students 

Encourage intermediate students to practice role-playing a parent-teacher 
conference without looking at a written script. 
 
6. Have student volunteers present a conversation to the class; it can be the one 
from the handout, or their own conversation about their child. 
 

Note 

Point out that in the second conversation, the parent asks the teacher a question 
about the son: "How is his behavior?" Remind students that it is normal in the 
United States to ask the teacher questions about your child; in fact, teachers 
want you to ask them questions so that you understand everything about your 
child's education. 
  
Activity 2: Reviewing Decisions Made at a Parent-Teacher Conference 
1. Explain to parents that teachers will often write notes about what they 
discussed with parents at a conference. The note can help parents and teachers 
remember what plans they made to help their children. As a parent, it’s always a 
good idea to write notes about any meeting you have at your child’s school.  
 
2. Give students time to review Handout 11: Parent-Teacher Conference 
Action Plan, which is filled out as a teacher might fill out such a form. Tell 
students that this is a form that the teacher usually fills out, not the parents. 
However, it is helpful for parents to see what it looks like – and they can use a 
form like this to help themselves remember what they decided at the parent-
teacher conference. 
 
3. Check comprehension of phrases such as “reason for conference” and “people 
present.” Answer other questions students may have about the form. 
 

Note 

When you get to the ñReason for conferenceò item on the handout, explain that 
parent-teacher conferences are scheduled for all parents in the fall. However, 
teachers may request a conference at another time to discuss concerns with 
parents. Parents may also ask for a conference with the teacher at any time to 
talk about any problems their children are having or ask for suggestions.  
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4. Focus on the statements under “Parent(s)/Guardian will…”. Ask students how 
a parent can do these things. Brainstorm ideas and write them on the board. 
Examples:  
Parents will set a time every night to review homework. 
A mother and father will take turns reviewing homework every other night. 
A child will not watch TV until he has shown his parents the homework. 
 

Extension Activity 

Encourage parents to use Handout 12: Parent-Teacher Conference Action 
Plan for My Child at the next parent-teacher conference. They can use the form 
to write and remember ideas for helping their child. 
 

 Parent-Child Activity: School Days ï Find the Differences 

Place parents and children together in small groups. Give each group one set of 
Classic Classroom Activities, p. 13 (“School Days A”) and p. 14 (“School Days 
B”). Explain that half the members of each group are the “A” team; the other half 
are the “B” team. Groups will look at both pictures side-by-side and try to find 10 
things that are different. The A team will record their sentences on School Days 
A; the B team will record their sentences on School Days B. As the groups work, 
walk around and check their sentences. When time is up, see if any group has 
found all 10 differences (and if possible, give group members a prize!). 
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HANDOUT 9: School Subject Cards 
 
 
 

 
 
 

2 + 2 = 4 
 
 

 
 

 

  
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Music 

 
 

Science 
 

 

 
Physical 

Education 
 

 

 
 

Social Studies 
 

 
 

Math 
 
 

 
  

Language Arts 
 

 
 

Art 
 

 
 

Health 
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Handout 10: Parent-Teacher Conferences   
 

"How is my daughter doing in school?" 
 

Parent:   How is my daughter doing in school? 

Teacher:   She's doing very well in math and science. 

Parent:   Does she need to improve in anything? 

Teacher:   She needs to improve in language arts. 

Parent:   How can I help her? 

Teacher:   Ask her to read you a book. 

 

"How is my son doing in school?" 
 

Parent:   How is my son doing in school? 

Teacher:  He's doing very well in language arts and 

social studies. 

Parent:   Does he need to improve in anything? 

Teacher:   He needs to improve in math. 

Parent:   How can I help him? 

Teacher:   Tell him to show you his homework. 

Parent:   How is his behavior? 

Teacher:  He pays attention and cooperates, but he 

doesn’t participate in class discussions.  
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HANDOUT 11: Parent-Teacher Conference Action Plan 
 
Date: October 5, 2007 
 
Teacherôs Name: Jane Smith 
 
Studentôs Name: John Doe   Grade: 4th  
 
Reason for conference: Parent-Teacher conference 
 
People present: Jane Smith (teacher), Mr. & Mrs. Doe (parents) 
 
Decisions/Plans 
 
Student will:   Study math every night. 
              Read books when there is no homework. 
 
Parent(s)/Guardian will:  Review child’s homework. 
         Take child to the library. 
 
Teacher will:   Provide extra help in math if necessary. 
 



GM-35 

HANDOUT 12: Parent-Teacher Conference Action Plan for My Child 
 
Date: ____________________________ 
 
Teacherôs Name: ____________________________ 
 
Studentôs Name: __________________   Grade: _______  
 
Reason for conference: ______________________________ 
 
People present: _____________________________________ 
 
Decisions/Plans 
 
Student will:  ________________________________________________ 
 
   ________________________________________________ 
 
   ________________________________________________ 
  
 
Parent(s)/ 
Guardian will:  ________________________________________________ 
 
   ________________________________________________ 
 
   ________________________________________________ 
  
 
 
Teacher will:  ________________________________________________ 
    
   ________________________________________________ 
    
   ________________________________________________ 
 

    



GM-36 

Lesson 5: Reading Progress Reports 
 
Life Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Read a progress report similar in format to their child’s. 
 Understand criteria for grading elementary-school children. 

 
Language Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Acquire vocabulary related to progress reports. 
 Scan a text for specific information. 
 Write answers to questions about a simplified authentic-language text. 

 
Literacy Skills: 
Literacy learners will . . .  
 Decode abbreviations used to denote terms on progress reports. 
 Classify grades in ascending order. 

 
EFF Skills:  
Learners will . . .  
 Read with understanding. 
 Take responsibility for learning. 
 Reflect and evaluate. 

 
Word Bank: 
Progress reports, report cards, outstanding, good, satisfactory, needs 
improvement, above grade level, on grade level, below grade level, outstanding, 
excellent, good, above/below average, ESOL satisfactory/ESOL unsatisfactory, 
absent, tardy, achievement, effort 
 
Materials Needed:  
 Flip chart or board and markers 
 Handout 13: Progress Reports 
 Handout 14: A Sample Progress Report 
 Handout 15: Questions About the Progress Report   
 Handout 16: Questions About the Progress Report  ï ANSWER KEY  

(1 copy) 
 Handout 17: Grade Sorting Cards (for literacy students; you need to cut 

the handouts into cards and place each set in a Zip-Lock bag)  
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Note 

Find out when progress reports will be distributed at your host school; aim to 
complete this lesson shortly beforehand. 
 
Presenting the Concepts 
1. Ask parents about schoolwork in their country: 
How did teachers evaluate your work? Did they use grades?  
Were the grades letters, numbers, or something different?  
 
2. Explain that grades are a teacher’s indicator of student’s work in a particular 
class or for a particular assignment. Ask parents what they know about their 
child’s grades. (For instance, sometimes they may see grades on individual 
papers their child brings home from school; other times they may see the grades 
on a progress report, also called a report card.) 
 
3. Say: 
Students get progress reports four times a year. Progress reports usually have 
letter grades, such as A, B, C ï or S or U. Sometimes children also get number 
grades, usually on homework and tests, from 0 to 100.  
 
4. Discuss why it is important to see your child’s grades. Point out that checking 
the grades on your child’s progress report and homework allows you to see 
where your child is doing well in school and where your child may need some 
extra help. 
 
Activity 1: Progress Report Vocabulary 
1. Distribute Handout 13: Progress Reports, which explains grades used on the 
county’s report cards. Say: 
Some children will have A-D/U on their progress report; others will have the 
O/G/S/N letter grades. It depends on the school and the grade level. Teachers 
give one grade for all of the work in a subject put together. 
 
2. Ask students which of the grades they have seen on a progress report. 
 
3. Read aloud the grading system together on Handout 13: Progress Reports. 
Then, read it again, with students repeating the terms for pronunciation practice. 
 
4. Give students time to answer the questions at the end of the handout, and 
then go through them as a class. When you get to Question 4, explain as needed 
that the “U” indicates failing; students may need to repeat the grade level if they 
do not improve this grade on the next progress report. 
 
5. Write the following on the board: 
(A) Above Grade Level 
(O) On Grade Level  
(B) Below Grade Level 
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6. Explain that progress reports for students in Fairfax County’s ESOL program 
may show the grade level of the student’s work in language art and mathematics. 
Examples: 
 
Yessenia is in 2nd grade. She is ñBelow Grade Levelò in Language Arts. Thatôs 
OK. Sheôs doing her work and making progress, but she is not yet reading and 
writing at the level of 2nd grade. She will continue in the ESOL program to help 
her read and write in English. When she gets to the level of 2nd grade, she will be 
ñOn Grade Level.ò 
 
However, Yessenia is ñAbove Grade Levelò in mathematics. That means that she 
is doing math at a higher level than 2nd grade ï maybe 3rd or 4th grade math! 
 
Mohammed is in 4th grade. He is on grade level in both language arts and 
mathematics. He will finish the ESOL program soon. 
 
6. Write the following on the board: 
ESOL Satisfactory 
ESOL Unsatisfactory 
 
7. Explain that students in the ESOL program may also receive these grades. 
Ask students what they mean. Clarify as needed that “ESOL Satisfactory” means 
that although the student is below grade level for a subject like Language Arts, 
the student is making good progress. “ESOL Unsatisfactory” means the student 
is not making enough progress in that subject.  
 
Activity 2: Reading a Report Card 

Note 

Because students may find the dense amount of information on the progress 
report intimidating at first glance, make sure they know that they may request a 
translation of a progress report ï and that they should talk to teachers if they are 
unsure why their child is receiving certain grades.  
 
1. Distribute Handout 14: A Sample Progress Report, and give students time 
to look over it silently.  
 
2. Go through the first part of the progress report line by line, asking general 
comprehension questions and clarifying new terms. Examples: 
What is the studentôs gender? (male ï may need to clarify term ñgenderò) 
What grade is the student in? (1st) 
How many quarters are in an attendance reporting period? (4) 
Which quarter is this progress report for? (the first quarter) 
What is ñabsentò? ñTardyò? 
 

Note 

Point out that the progress report will be filled out each quarter as the year 
continues. Explain that students also receive a final grade at the end of the year. 
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3. When you arrive at “Subjects,” say the following: 
Sometimes progress reports have two grades for a studentôs work in each 
subject: a grade for achievement and a grade for effort. ñAchievementò is the 
grade for the number of correct answers the student gets. ñEffortò is the grade for 
how much the student participates and tries to perform well in class. 
 
4. When you arrive at “Work Habits,” say the following: 
Some report cards also have grades for work habits or behavior ï for example, 
whether the student finishes assignments and follows directions. What are the 
work habits on this progress report? (follows directions and organizes materials)  
 
5. When you arrive at “Teacher Comments,” say the following: 
Progress reports also have a comments section. This is where the teacher can 
make individual comments about each student. The comments on the handout 
are examples of comments that your child may receive. Sometimes a progress 
report may have in the comments section a summary of the major things that 
their child learned in that quarter. 
 
Activity 3: Answering Questions About the Progress Report 
1. Distribute Handout 15: Questions About the Progress Report and give 
students a few minutes to look over it. Clarify questions as needed. 
 
2.  Tell students that they may work alone, in pairs, or in small groups to answer 
the questions about John’s progress report. Tell them to look at Handout 13: 
Progress Reports as they work to help remember what the letter grades stand 
for. Circulate and monitor their work. 
 
3. When students have finished, call on volunteers to answer the questions. 
(Refer to HANDOUT 16: Questions About the Progress Report  ï ANSWER 
KEY .) Then ask if students think that John needs to improve his grades in any 
subject – and if so, why.  
 
4. Discuss what students think are good grades. What grades do they want their 
children to have? How can parents work with their children to improve their 
grades? (Answers might include checking grades regularly, helping with 
homework, and finding tutors or extra assistance when their child has problems 
with a certain subject.) 
 
5. Remind students to find out when progress reports are released – and to 
review them with their children and sign any necessary form that shows the 
school they have seen the report card. 
 

 Literacy students  

As the other students work on Handout 15: Questions About the Progress 
Report, literacy students can work with you or an aide and practice writing and 
pronouncing the letter grades A-D/U and O/G/S/N. (Refer to Handout 13: 
Progress Reports). Then, they can work with the sorting activity on Handout 
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17: Grade Sorting Cards. Give each student a Zip-Lock bag with a set of letter 
grade cards. Students put the letters in order from good grades to bad grades 
(first with A-D/U; then, with O/G/S/N). Then they say what each grade means. 
Have them repeat the activity a few times, until they can say what all of the letter 
grades signify. 
 

Extension Activities 

1. Ask if any parents would like to share their child’s progress report with the 
class. They can bring in the report card and talk about what they understand – 
and ask for help with what they don’t. You can also use that time to discuss other 
items used on the progress report that are not covered in this lesson, as the 
progress reports may vary according to school, grade level, etc. 
 
2. Have students work in pairs to ask each other about the grades on Handout 
14: A Sample Progress Report. Write the following prompt for students to use: 
ñWhat is Johnôs grade in ____________?ò  
ñHe has an _____________.ò  
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HANDOUT 13: Progress Reports 
 
Some report cards/progress reports use these grades: 
 
A – Excellent  
 
B – Above average  
 
C – Average  
 
D – Below average  
 
U – Unsatisfactory  
 
Other report cards/progress reports use these grades: 
 
O – Outstanding  
 
G – Good  
 
S – Satisfactory  
 
N – Needs Improvement  
 
 
 
Questions 
 

1. What are examples of good grades? _______ 
 
2. Which grades are in the middle? _______ 

 
3. Which grades are not so good? _______ 

 
4. (ask your teacher for help) What grade indicates failing? _______ 
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HANDOUT 14: A Sample Progress Report 
 
Name: John Doe Student ID: 1234567 Gender: M Grade: 01 
School: Fairfax Elementary  Teacher: Jane Smith   Principal: Marta Lopez 
 

Attendance 
reporting 
period 

1st quarter 2nd quarter 3rd quarter 4th quarter 

Days Absent 1    

Days Tardy 1    

                                                         SUBJECTS 

Language 
Arts (ESOL) 

    

Achievement O    

Effort O    

     

Mathematics     

Achievement O    

Effort O    

     

Science     

Achievement G    

Effort G    

     

Physical 
Education 

    

Achievement G    

Effort S    

WORK HABITS 

Follows 
directions 

O    

Organizes 
materials 

O    

 
TEACHER COMMENTS 

 
Good improvement in learning English this quarter. 
 
Your child would benefit from additional reading at home. 
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HANDOUT 15: Questions About the Progress Report 
 
1. What is John’s grade for achievement in Language Arts? _______ 
 
2. What is John’s grade for achievement in Mathematics? _______ 
 
3. What is John’s grade for effort in Science? _______ 
 
4. What is John’s grade for effort in Physical Education? _______ 
 
5. How many days was John absent? ______ 
 
6. How many days was John tardy? _______ 
 
7. What is John’s grade under Work Habits, “Follows directions”? _______ 
 
8. How many Teacher Comments does John’s progress report have? ______ 
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HANDOUT 16: Questions About the Progress Report  ï ANSWER KEY   

 

1. What is John’s grade for achievement in Language Arts? O (Outstanding) 
  
2. What is John’s grade for achievement in Mathematics? O (Outstanding) 
 
3. What is John’s grade for effort in Science? G (Good) 
 
4. What is John’s grade for effort in Physical Education? S (Satisfactory) 
 
5. How many days was John absent? 1 
 
6. How many days was John tardy? 1 
 
7. What is John’s grade under Work Habits, “Follows directions”? O 
(Outstanding) 
 
8. How many Teacher Comments does John’s progress report have? 2 
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HANDOUT 17: Grade Sorting Cards 
 
Directions: Put the letters in order from good grades to bad grades. Use A-D/U, 
then use letters O/G/S/N. Say what each grade means. 
 
 

    A     O 
    B     G 
    C     S 
    D     N 
    U 

 
 
               [DO NOT USE/BLANK] 
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 Lesson 6: Understanding SOLs and Standardized Tests 

 
Life Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Explore what the SOLs are and when children take them. 
 Understand what happens if their child fails a test. 
 Contemplate ways to help their children succeed at tests.  

 
Language Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Listen to a conversation about standardized tests and answer questions. 
 Brainstorm tips for test-taking success. 
 Read a chart that shows different types of standardized tests and when 

their children take them. 
 
Literacy Skills: 
Literacy learners will . . .  
 Say and write vocabulary related to test-taking. 
 Practice identifying and discriminating between initial consonants. 

 
Technology Skills: 
Learners will . . .  
 Use the Virginia Department of Education web site to download practice 

SOL test questions. 
 

EFF Skills:  
Learners will . . .  
 Listen actively. 
 Read with understanding. 
 Reflect and evaluate. 

 
Word Bank: 
Taking a test, answer sheet, Scantron form, cheating, standardized tests, 
Standards of Learning (SOLs), grade level, accommodation, remediation 
 
Materials Needed:  
 Flip chart or board and markers 
 Two sheets of flip-chart (or large) paper and two large markers 
 A class set of The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd ed.) 
 A Scantron form and No. 2 pencil (Optional) 
 Handout 18: Taking a Test ï Sequence Cards (one set of cards for 

each pair of students; you need to cut the handouts into cards and place 
each set in a Zip-Lock bag)  

 Handout 19: Testing Keywords (for literacy students) 
 Handout 20: A Conversation About SOLs 
 Handout 21: SOLs Listening Guide 
 Handout 22: Standardized Tests in Elementary School 
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Note 

Because the lessonôs activities are about a topic essential to parentsô 
understanding of their childrenôs schooling, you may want to allow students to 
translate and discuss questions in their native language as needed. Remember 
that students are developing their critical thinking and problem-solving skills as 
they complete these activities, even if they are using their native language from 
time to time. 
 
Presenting the Concepts 
1. Tell students that today, you are going to talk about taking tests at school. 
Discuss questions like these: 
How do you feel before you take a test? 
What do you do to prepare for a test? 
What are some tests that adults take? (e.g., school tests, tests to enter college, 
driverôs license, citizenship test, etc.) 
What are the names of some tests that your children take in school? (SOLs, etc.) 
 
2. Distribute copies of The Oxford Picture Dictionary (2nd ed.) and ask students to 
look at p. 10 (“Taking a Test”). Read through the vocabulary, with students 
repeating for pronunciation. If you have a Scantron form, show students how you 
bubble in the answer with a pencil.  
 

Note 

As you discuss Item J, ñWork on your own,ò explain that helping someone with a 
test is considered cheating in this country ï and anyone who cheats may fail a 
test or even a class. Cheating is against the rules and is a very serious offense. It 
means that you copied someone elseôs answers, asked someone a question 
about the test, or looked in a book for the answers. Never let a classmate copy 
your answers! 
 
3. Ask students to close the dictionaries. Distribute the card sets from Handout 
18: Taking a Test ï Sequence Cards. Have students work in pairs or small 
groups to sequence the cards, from the first action you take before a test to the 
last action after the test. 
 
4. After students have finished, call on them to say the answers (refer to p. 10 of 
the dictionary). As a student reads each step, have a volunteer pantomime the 
action (such as putting one’s books in a backpack for “clear off your desk”). 
 

 Workout for intermediate students 

Students who finish the activity quickly can dictate the sentences on the cards to 
one another. 
 

 Literacy students  

As the other students sequence the cards, you or the aide can review the 
vocabulary from the picture dictionary with literacy students. Then, follow the 
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directions on Handout 19: Testing Keywords to review keywords and give an 
initial consonant dictation. 
 
Activity 1: Listening to Questions and Answers About Standardized Tests 
1. Tell students that Veronica is worried. Her son is in the ESOL program at 
school. Veronica heard that he needs to take some important tests called SOLs. 
She doesn’t understand what they are. She doesn’t think he speaks English well 
enough to take them.  
 
2. Ask students, What can Veronica do? Elicit answers. Examples: 
She can go to the Parent Resource Center at her school. 
She can talk to her sonôs teacher. 
She can look at the schoolôs web site. 
 
3. Tell students that Veronica makes an appointment to talk to the parent liaison 
at her son’s school. The parent liaison works at the office and helps parents to 
understand things at the school. Students will listen to Veronica’s conversation 
with the parent liaison. 
  
4. Read aloud the conversation in Handout 20: A Conversation About SOLs; if 
possible, have an aide or very proficient student play one of the roles.  
 
5. Tell students that they will listen to the conversation a second time. This time, 
they will listen for specific information. Pass out Handout 21: SOLs Listening 
Guide and read through the questions. 

 
6. Read the conversation two more times, allowing students time to fill in the 
answers on the listening guide. 
 
7. Elicit answers from students, noting the following points: 
 Students take the SOL tests in grades 3 to 8 and in high school. 
 Every year, children in grades 3 to 8 take SOL tests in reading and 
mathematics. 
 ESOL students may be exempt from the reading test if they have been in 
schools in the United States for less than 12 months. At any time, ESOL 
students may receive accommodations ï special help ï with the test, such as 
having a teacher read the instructions to them or using a bilingual dictionary.  
 A school cannot keep a child in the same grade another year just because 
he failed an SOL test. However, if the child failed many tests and is having 
other problems in schools, the school may recommend that he repeat a 
grade. If a child fails an SOL, the school may require him to attend 
remediation, such as summer school or afterschool tutoring. 

 

 Extra practice for beginners  
If students need help with the listening activity, you or the aide can follow the full 
reading of the dialogue with a slow reading of the sentences that provide the 
answer to the cloze questions.   
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Activity 2: Preparing for the SOLs 
1. Tell students that the parent liaison gave Veronica some suggestions for 
helping her son prepare for the SOLs. Now, students will write more suggestions 
for Veronica. How can she help her son with the SOLs? 
 
2. Write the following on the board: 
 
GROUP 1: During the school year, Veronica can é 
GROUP 2: The day before and the day of the test, Veronica can é 
 
3. Divide students into two groups. Give each group a piece of flip-chart paper 
and markers.  
 
4. Group 1 should complete the first sentence with suggestions for Veronica 
(“During the school year, Veronica can …”). Group 2 should write suggestions for 
the day before and the day of the test. 
 
5. When students finish, have a representative of each group present the group’s 
ideas. Then, elicit further suggestions from the class. 
 

Note 

Be sure to mention that itôs a good idea to review materials related to SOLs and 
tests that your child brings home at the beginning of the school year; that you can 
meet with your childôs teacher to discuss any questions you have about tests; 
and that itôs essential for your child to get a good nightôs sleep the night before 
the test and a good breakfast the next day!  
 
Activity 3: Reading About Other Standardized Tests 
1. Tell students that the SOLs are a standardized test – that is, they are a test 
that all students take. Your child’s teacher does not make this test.  
 
2. Ask parents if they know of other standardized tests that their children take.  
 
3. Explain that children take other standardized tests in addition to the SOLs.  
 
4. Distribute Handout 22: Standardized Tests in Elementary School. Read 
through each item in the chart, emphasizing when the students take the test. 
 
5. If time allows, ask some comprehension questions. Examples: 
Eman is in first grade. What tests does she take? 
Jamieôs son is going to take the Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test. What subject is this 
test for? 
Estelaôs daughter is going to take the PALS test. What does this test measure? 
 

 Computer Extension Activity: Looking at Released SOL Test Items 
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If you have access to a class set of computers or Internet access, a laptop, and 
an LCD projector, have students look at the Virginia Department of Education 
web site. Explain that this web site has a lot of information about testing. One of 
the things it shows are questions that were on SOL tests. These are called 
released test items. Look up the menu of released test items, at: 
 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/VDOE/Assessment/releasedtests.html 
 
Have students choose grade levels and subject areas, and then look up released 
test items and read through them together. Ask the parents: Did anything 
surprise you about the test items? Did you think they were easy or difficult?  
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 HANDOUT 18: Taking a Test ï Sequence Cards 
 
 
 

 

Clear off 
your desk. 

 

Bubble in 
the 
answer. 
 

 

Check 
your 
work. 

 

Erase the 
mistake. 
 
 

 

Correct 
the 
mistake. 
 

 

Hand in 
your test. 
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HANDOUT 19: Testing Keywords     
 
Directions: Read and copy the words. 
 
 

Test     ________________ 

Grades  ________________ 

Correct  ________________ 

Mistake  ________________ 

 
 
Directions: Write the missing letter. Then, copy the word. 
 

___ est  ________________ 

___ rades ________________ 

___ orrect ________________ 

___ istake ________________ 

 
 
Directions: Listen to your teacher. Write the letter that you hear. 
 
 

1. ___ orrect  3. ___ est 
 
2. ___ rades  4. ___ istake 
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Handout 20: A Conversation About SOLs      
 

Ms. Alvarez:  Hello , Mrs. Soto . Iõm Patty Alvarez, the Parent Liaison.  

 

Veronica:  Hi. Iõm Veronica. My son Hector is in 3
rd

 grade. He likes school.  

 

Ms. Alvarez:  Iõm glad to hear that. So, you wanted to know about tests?  

 

Veronica:  Yes. What are the SOLs?  

 

Ms. Alvarez:  The SOLs are the Virginia  Standards of Learning. They are 

the goals for what students should learn in each grade.  

 

Veronica: Why do students take SOL tests?  

 

Ms. Alvarez:  Students take SOL tests to see if they have reached the 

educational goals for that grade. The tests let the s chools know if a 

student needs extra help or is not ready to go to the next grade.  

 

Veronica:  When do students take the SOL tests?  

  

Ms. Alvarez:  They take the tests each spring in grades 3 to 8. They also 

take the SOL tests after they finish some c lasses in high school.  

 

Veronica:  What subjects are the SOL tests?  

 

Ms. Alvarez:  Children take tests in reading and mathematics  every year in 

grades 3 to 8. They also take tests in science and history  some of those 

years. In high school, there are different SOLs  for different classes.   

 

Veronica:  My son is in ESOL. Does he need to take the SOL tests?  

 

Ms. Alvarez:  It depends. ESOL students who have been in school in the 

United States for less than 12 months do not need to take the SOL 

reading test . In some cases,  they also may be excused one time from  the 

writing or history test.  

 

Veronica:  What about ESOL students who have been in school in the 

United States for more than 12 months?   

 

Ms. Alvarez:  Some ESOL students may have accommodations  for the SOL 

tests. Tha t means the child may take a test in a different way. For 

example, the teacher might read the test items or directions in English to 

the student, or  the student might use a bilingual dictionary.  

 

Veronica:  What happens if my son doesnõt pass an SOL test? 
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Ms. Alvarez:  This decision is made by your sonõs school. The school 

cannot keep him in the same grade just because he failed an SOL test. 

The school must offer extra help to any child who doesnõt pass the SOL. 

This extra help is called remediation . The rem ediation can be free 

summer school or afterschool tutoring. Students may be required to 

attend. In high school, students  can retake SOL tests as many times as 

they need to in order to pass them and get a high school diploma.  

 

Veronica : How can I help my so n pass the SOL tests?  

 

Ms. Alvarez : Be a part of your childõs education! Meet with your childõs 

teacher and ask for ways to help him  in school. Look at the SOL materials 

he brings home from school to see what he needs to learn. Mark the test 

dates on the c alendar so that you can help him  feel prepared for the test.  

 

Veronica : Thank you so much for your advice. This is very helpful!  

 

Ms. Alvarez : Not a problem! Thank you for coming in to see me.  
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Handout 21: SOLs Listening Guide      
 

 

1) What grade is Veronica’s son in?  
 
He’s in ___________ grade. 
 
 
2) When do students take the SOL tests?  
 
In grades ____ to ____ and in high school. 
 
 
3) Every year, children in grades 3 to 8 take SOL’s in what two 
subjects? 
 
____________________ and ___________________. 
 
 
4) ESOL students do not need to take the reading test if they have 
been in schools in the United States for less than _____________ 
months. 
 
 
5) Can a school keep a child in the same grade another year because 
he failed an SOL test? 
 
___________ 
 
 
6) What are some examples of remediation? 
 
___________________________ and ________________________ 
 
 
7) How can I help my  child prepare for the SOL tests?  
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HANDOUT 22: Standardized Tests in Elementary School   
 

Test Grade Purpose 
 

Phonological Awareness 
Literacy Screening 
(PALS) 

Kindergarten Measures children’s early 
literacy and knowledge of 
the alphabet and letter 
sounds 
 

Developmental Reading 
Assessment (DRA) 

First and Second Grade Assesses children’s 
reading skills during a 
one-on-one reading 
conference 
 

English Language 
Proficiency Assessment 
(ELP) 

Grades 1-12 Measures the speaking, 
listening, writing, and 
reading skills of students 
with limited English 
proficiency 
 

Cognitive Abilities Test 
(CogAT) 

Grade 2, and some 
students in grades 3-7 

This multiple-choice test 
has verbal, quantitative, 
and nonverbal questions 
 

SOLs Grades 3-8 and high 
school 

Measures whether 
students have met grade-
level educational goals in 
reading, math, history, 
science, and writing 
 

Iowa Algebra Aptitude 
Test (IAAT) 
 

Some students in Grades 
5 and 6 

Used to determine if 
students can take more 
challenging math 
classes, such as Math 
Honors or Algebra 1. 
 

 


