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E
VERY YEAR at Trujillo Bilingual
Elementary School in Chicago,1

parent volunteers are recognized
for their work. But the ceremo-
ny last year included something
different: certificates were hand-
ed out to 32 parents who had
completed an 18-hour comput-

er course. In a congratulatory speech, princi-
pal Maria Rodriguez called computer tech-
nology the “universal language of the future”
and said it was as important for adults and ch i l-
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Using Computer Technology
To Bridge School and
Community
When a new technology coordinator came to a Chicago elementary school in a
low-income Latino community, he made a surprising decision. Instead of
teaching the children computer skills, he’d teach their parents. As Ms. Chen
and Mr. Dym re p o rt, no one could have predicted the far- reaching impact the

p rogram would have — not
just on the parents but on
the students, the school,
and the wider community. 
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dren to learn as English. Jose Sanchez, the technology co-
ordinator at Trujillo, handed out the certificates to parents.
Then he himself was awarded a trophy for his efforts to
turn technology into a bridge between the school and the
community.

Trujillo School serves children from prekindergarten
through eighth grade. Eighty-five percent of the children
are Latino, and the rest are African American. Almost all
the children (92%) are from low-income families and re-
ceive free or reduced-price lunches, and 45% have limit-
ed proficiency in English. Before Jose Sanchez arrived at
the school, Trujillo was like other schools in low-income
Latino communities. It had fewer computers than other
schools, particularly at the elementary level, and the stu-
dents had little access to computers at home.2

Sanchez came to Trujillo after 10 years as a social work-
er at a local mental health center. One of the first things
he did as technology coordinator was to conduct a survey
of teachers and parents. The results for the two groups were
quite different. At the time, Trujillo was on academic pro-
bation for low test scores, so the teachers felt that their top
priority was to raise students’ scores. They didn’t believe
that they could turn their attention to computer technol-
ogy until the school was off probation. Parents, on the oth-
er hand, expressed a strong interest in learning about com-
puters. If they knew how to use a computer, they said, they
could help their children with homework, learn English, and
even get better jobs. After consulting with Trujillo’s prin-
cipal, Sanchez decided he would focus initially on devel-
oping technology programs that would benefit the sch o o l ’s
families. With his background in social work and his know l-
edge of the community, he was well equipped and eager
to take on the challenge, and plans for a computer course
for parents and a neighborhood computer club quickly took
shape.

A COMPUTER COURSE FOR PARENTS

Sanchez designed the course to address two critical
needs among parents in the community: to learn English
and to develop word-processing skills, both of which are
important for getting good jobs. He recounted the story of
one parent who worked at a plastics factory. She was be-
ing considered for a promotion from the assembly line to
an office job, in wh i ch she would enter production data in-
to a computer and make labels for boxes. The job would
h ave offered higher wages, better working conditions, and
opportunities for advancement. Unfortunately, it was give n
to someone with computer experience and better English
skills.

Another parent had a similar story. She was asked to un-
dertake computerized inventory work at the bakery where
she was employed, but the offer was quickly rescinded wh e n
it became clear she did not know how to use a computer.

S a n chez believed it was important to include lessons in
English in the computer course — not just to enhance the
parents’ employa b i l i t y, but also to help them decipher soft-
ware programs designed for English speakers. As he put it,
“ Te chnology is written in English,” so computer proficiency
is not possible without English proficiency.

Sanchez chose the Rosetta Stone program for English-
language instruction. Several parents reported that they
learned English faster on the computer than in ESL (English
as a second language) courses. One mother commented,
“ With ESL class, the instructor would deliver the lesson and
then go to the next one in order to build up vocabulary.
You can’t repeat, even if you don’t get it. With the com-
puter software, I can repeat the modules and activities as
much as I want, until I feel comfortable moving forward.”

The course was conducted in both Spanish and English.
This strategy was a real draw for parents. One mother had
sat through six months of computer training at a tech n i c a l
school before she quit in frustration because the instruc-
tion was in English, much of which she couldn’t under-
stand.

Sanchez was also sensitive to the apprehension most
adults feel when they first encounter computers. In the Latin
American community, the computer can be a powerful sym-
bol of a foreign, English-speaking culture. One of the first
things Sanchez does in computer courses — for adults or
children — is to open up a computer and show the par-
ticipants its insides. He believes that this helps them ove r-
come some of their fear by showing them that the my s t e r i-
ous and scary machines are really just an assemblage of
manufactured parts.

The most unusual feature of the computer course was
devised by Sanchez in collaboration with Trujillo’s parent
council. The course, which was scheduled for three hours
a week for six weeks, was free. For each hour of instruc-
tion, however, parents were expected to volunteer an hour
at school, using their newly acquired computer know l e d g e
and skills to assist Sanchez and the teachers. This arra n g e-
ment created a mutually beneficial relationship between
the parents and the school.

A NEIGHBORHOOD COMPUTER CLUB

While offering the computer course for Trujillo parents,
Sanchez also spearheaded the opening of a computer club
at his former workplace, the local mental health center.
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The computer club was intended as a place for children
to go after school to gain experience with various software
programs and the Internet, to get help with homework,
and to engage in educational and leadership activities.

The club started with 10 computers, and Sanchez sought
financial support from a range of sources, including local
businesses. He went from store to store in the neighbor-
hood, chatting with owners about the importance of estab-
lishing a computer club for disadvantaged children and
helping the owners recognize that such a program would
mean less loitering outside their shops after school. This
f u n d - raising strategy helped make the computer club a true
joint effort between Trujillo and other community institu-
tions.

The club’s director and adult volunteers worked with ch i l-
dren in groups and one-on-one, often well into the eve n i n g .
E a ch child maintained a personal folder on one of the com-
puters, wh i ch was filled with essays, artwork, and other proj-
ects. The ch i l d r e n ’s computer projects were also displaye d
on the walls of the club, and the director helped compile
them into individual journals that the children could take
home to their families. There were essays on plays the ch i l-
dren had seen, on visits to the zoo, and on Earth Day, and
there were pictures of monsters, boats, and Mayan deities.
In addition to the creative computer activities, the ch i l d r e n
worked on math, reading, and other subjects on the com-
puter.

Because the club stayed open until 8 p.m., many par-
ents were frequent visitors, and some even used the com-
puters themselves when they weren’t being used by chil-
dren. The director of the club noted that parents showed
more interest in the computer when they were with their
children than when they came alone.

Sanchez also organized a group called Computer Care,
made up of sixth- and seventh-graders who were regular
members of the computer club. As junior assistants to the
technology coordinator — quickly the most prized posi-
tions in the school — the students helped install software
on classroom computers and in the computer lab, took full
responsibility for cleaning all the school’s computers on a
monthly basis, and assisted in building the school’s com-
puter network.

A NEW VISION

By creating a computer course for parents and a neigh-
borhood computer club, Sanchez helped meet important
community needs, but he also strengthened the ties be-
tween the school and the community. The computer course
brought parents into the school, both as learners taking the

course and as volunteers “paying” for the course. More-
over, the computer club created a means for collaboration
that involved the school, the mental health center, local
businesses, and other community institutions. The club also
provided a new way for parents to get involved in their
children’s education, either by volunteering or simply by
showing up with their children.

But the relationship between the school and the com-
munity was strengthened in less obvious ways as well. In
p a r t i c u l a r, as parents learned more about computer tech n o l-
ogy, they were stimulated to get more involved in school
g overnance and to voice their opinions and concerns. Many
parents began to lobby the local school council — the ad-
m i n i s t ra t ive entity responsible for annual budget decisions
— to allocate money for strengthening the technology in-
frastructure at Trujillo. And parents who sat on the coun-
cil began to call Sanchez directly to ask questions and dis-
cuss issues as he prepared the school’s annual technolo-
gy plan. “They tell me what they wa n t ,” Sanchez says, glad
for the heightened interest and support.

Parents also began to ask the rest of the teachers com-
puter-related questions. “My kid tells me you have a com-
puter in the room but you don’t use it much. Why is that?”
some parents would ask. “Have you thought about using
a software program for your rain forest project?” another
might suggest. And still others sought aid from teachers.
“Last night, my son and I tried to do an Internet search but
failed,” one parent told a teacher. “Do you know what the
problem might be?”

When Sanchez had conducted his survey, the teachers
had said they couldn’t deal with computer technology wh i l e
trying to get off probation, but the parents’ questions and
concerns encouraged them to find the time. Many ended
up seeking assistance from Sanchez, who was always de-
lighted to help. So while Sanchez had set out to bring com-
puter technology to the community, he was surprised to
find that the community was bringing that technology right
back into the school, as parents advocated for improve-
ments in the computer infrastructure and for greater inte-
g ration of technology in the classroom. In the end, Sanch e z
did help computers become a more useful educational tool
in Trujillo’s classrooms, but he did so only by broadening
the vision of what a technology coordinator can do and by
turning computers into a powerful social tool to bridge sch o o l
and community.

1. The names of individuals and of the school have been changed.
2. See Henry J. Becker, “Who’s Wired and Who’s Not: Children’s Access
to and Use of Computer Technology,” The Future of Children, vol. 10,
no. 2, 2000; and “The Clinton-Gore Administration: A National Call to
Action to Close the Digital Divide,” White House, Office of the Press
Secretary, 4 April 2000. K
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