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No good way to interpret laying off translators

By SUSAN PAYNTER
SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER COLUMNIST

They're from the government and they're here to help.

Well, not the government exactly, but from some of the schools kids will attend in a week or so.

A friendly teacher and maybe a principal or community volunteer have been showing up at families' front doors actually caring that students connect on that first day of classes. And parents will feel comfortable as well.

Such home visits can be lifelines to immigrant families. To them ominous notices arriving in the mail, rumors about threatened school closures, and the arcane language of enrollment forms can loom like a mystifying muddle.

That's why Margery Ginsberg, a faculty member in the University of Washington College of Education [Leadership for Learning Director], was so keen on the visits made this summer by her "advocacy teams" of 24 doctoral students aspiring to be school superintendents.

And why Rainier View elementary school Principal Cathy Thompson wrote a grant based on Ginsberg's work to keep the outreach going.

And why volunteers such as former school board member Jan Kumasaka joined the first knock-knock teams last spring.

But there's just one problem -- and it's a doozy: In most of the "linguistically diverse" homes where the teams make their visits, the parents speak little or no English. The visits worked because a translator came along -- preferably one with a connection to that particular community.

But at Thompson's school and others with high-immigrant enrollments, many translators like Spanish-speaking Roberto Gundolphi have been laid off.

	

	


The aim of these visits goes far beyond translating a few forms, Ginsberg explains.

In each home, observant visitors gather tiny threads that can help teachers weave connections between the family and the school. They glean small facts about a family -- the artwork on the wall, the cooperative way the family cooks dinner, maybe its two- and three-job work ethic -- that will help teachers reach and respect those kids in class.

They look for ways to reinforce a love of learning and build on the parents' passion for their child's success.

"These are some of the hardest-working families we know," Ginsberg said. Given half a chance, they will take a day off from their job at McDonald's to come to a meeting. Make sure materials are turned in on time. Make sure that their child is not left behind.

It's a tactic that doesn't merely serve immigrant children well, Ginsberg insists. All our children are living in an increasingly pluralistic society in which it's important to understand why something looks or sounds or tastes the way it does.

It's not a matter of staging a Vietnamese week or a Somali week. It's about bringing the lives and realities of the students into the classroom for the benefit of all.

"Public means public," Ginsberg said. "This is at the very basis of what it means to have an informed citizenry. We all need to be concerned about schools failing and kids dropping out because, when they do, the cost to society can be enormous."

Last year, Principal Thompson could count on having a half dozen translators assigned to her -- both full- and part-time -- to help the school connect with families from Somalia, Mexico, Cambodia, Vietnam and elsewhere.

This fall, she can only count on uncertainty. So far, she has managed to salvage the job of a single Somali translator-slash-educational aide, period. To reach other families she will have to beg and borrow, network and endure inevitable delays.

What will be lost is hard to quantify.

Late last year when an official from Washington, D.C., dropped in to visit Rainier View, he scanned the faces in the gym and told Thompson something she already knew: "You have yourself a little United Nations here."

Yes. Now, how does the school reach and respect each and every "delegate?"

Thompson knows that some people see all of this as the coddling of immigrants. She's heard the same kind of comments in her own extended family.

"But we owe it to each child to help them pursue their dream. We need them (immigrant children) to be as connected as any other child," she said.

And research proves that kids only learn when there is a relationship in place.

"If, by the time school starts, we have already introduced ourselves and put a face with a name, we're a step ahead," Thompson said. "We're not just showing up for the first time at their door because their child is in trouble."

One of the three key elements to Seattle Schools' Flight One program aimed at eliminating achievement gaps is a home visit leading to a family's investment in their child's school.

But visits only work if the people at the door can communicate with the people inside.
