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Abstract
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Ya Salaam, situated at the intersection of design, education, 
and Arab migration, explores how to foster opportunities for 
Arab immigrant mothers (AIMs) to more fully participate in 
their children’s public school education. 

My qualitative and quantitative research indicates that 
AIMs are often othered and less engaged than they hope to 
be (or other parents are) due to a range of factors. Whether 
these are cultural misunderstandings, language barriers, 
stereotyping, or other barriers, the result reflects negatively 
on their child’s learning experiences and their own ability 
to support their children’s education. I

n order to address this problem, I listened to schoolteachers 
and Arab immigrant mothers as they spoke about their 
experiences and aspirations. Being an Arab immigrant 
mother myself, my research is further reinforced by my 
position within the community. Given this, I was eager to 
look closely into methods and solutions to bring mothers 
and teachers together. 

The result of my research is the Ya Salaam initiative, a 
range of activities and interactions co-designed with Arab 
immigrant mothers and teachers to build community and 
understanding for long-term benefit. Ya Salaam creates 
a sense of familiarity between public school teachers 
and Arab immigrant mothers, opening the door to many 
opportunities for parents to more fully engage in their 
children’s education. 
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Project background
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Parental engagement and communication

Referring to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention(CDC.gov, 2018), the definition of “Parent 
Engagement in Schools” is defined as “ parents and school 
staff working together to support and improve the earning, 
development. and health of children and adolescents.” 
Moreover, parental engagement reflects the engagement 
and communication efforts done by parents to be effective 
members in their children’s educational journey. Parental 
engagement also refers to the level of interaction between 
teachers and parents.

Parental Engagement in the Arab world is extremely 
important and is a basic attribute in the Arab culture
(Bazzi-Gates, 2015). This required teachers and parents be 
in contact frequently. Teachers communicate with parents 
knowing that their children’s education is their priority
(El-Badry, n.d.). Based on their financial,social, and 
educational abilities Arabs try their best to provide for their 
children the best resources to support their education, since 
they believe that good education grantees a bright future 
and a professional career (Shaheen, 2001). 

One kind of communication in schools, is that  between 
teachers and parents to stay in contact and share 
information. This communication is a two-way 
communication that can be described as interactive, equal, 
collaborative, and most importantly feedback orientated. 
Teachers and parents, both listen to each other equally 
and have the chance to learn from each other directly.  
Based on the background, culture, and educational level, 
every stakeholder in the child’s education view parental 
engagement differently (Goodall & Montgomery,2014). 
Some parents believe that the classroom should be only 
directed and managed by the teacher, and to them teachers 
know best. Parents who have this opinion, think that 
reaching out to the teacher or providing suggestions means 
that they are invading his/her space. On the other hand, 
some parents who come from certain cultures where 
parental involvement is know as them being in contact for 
every single detail with the teacher and feel free to 
provide their opinion on any matter related to their 
children’s school.
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My experience with parental engagement

Living in the United Arab Emirates allowed me to 
understand what multiculturalism and co-existing 
means at a very young age. I lived in a community where 
I was surrounded by more than 80 families, around 200 
individuals who come from different cultures, faiths and 
backgrounds. My mom used to exchange food from our 
Syrian culture with our neighbors, who used to also share 
their Yemeni, Australian, Korean, Ukrainian, Armenian, 
Lebanese, Palestinian, and many other international 
cuisines. I learned a lot from noticing what food each 
culture eats, what ingredients they used, what they read, 
what music do they listen to, and what life priorities they 
had always discussed. I learned a lot about other cultures 
and ways of living from discussions around these topics.

Furthermore, I recall visiting my neighbors and seeing their 
culture through their greeting, furniture, and even the way 
we used to communicate with each other. Mutual respect 
between cultures was always present, and in every aspect 
of life. I used to enter the elevator greeted by my Egyptian 
neighbors, go to school and sit next to my Jordanian friend, 
take the physics given by a Spanish teacher, the chemistry 
class by a French teacher, and the English class by an 
American teacher. Over 50% of my day was filled with 

learning and interacting with people from 
different cultures. 

My school life was a major factor that gave me the 
chance to sit surrounded by my classmates from different 
countries, and build relation-ships on daily basis. School 
teachers as well were mainly American, British, and 
European (figure 1). The teachers had knowledge about 
the Arabic culture and were very understanding of all 
parents. I recall how teachers were always in contact with 
my parents, informing them of every detail and making 
sure that I had the needed support at home. This made 
my parents very comfortable and allowed them to provide 
needed support. 
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Figure 1
This picture is of me in Kindergarten 
with my classmates in my school in 
the United Arab Emirates.
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Figure 2
This is a picture of me in 
the”International day” with 
my class teacher who is British

The school my siblings and I were enrolled in is an 
American system private school that was aware of the 
multicultural presence in every classroom and worked on 
embracing that in every event and occasion.

One of the events that used to happen on yearly basis was 
the “International day” that allowed parents from different 
cultures to team up and reflect each other’s culture through 
the language, food,  textiles, furniture and everything 
that related to reflecting a certain country. This required 
meeting and communicating between both families.

My parent were always excited about the international day 
and made sure to participate. We really enjoyed talking to 
parents and families who come from different cultures and 
backgrounds and my parents made sure to stay in contact 
with them even after the event. One of the most memorable 
events is when I joined the event was when my parents 
and I were paired with an Irish family where they both 
worked on creating the clothes (figure 2), and cooking their 
traditional food. 
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From UAE to USA

After getting married in 2017, I moved to the United States 
to be next to my husband. It was a very big transition in 
my life. Feeling alone and different by the way I dress, 
the way I talk and think always made me feel excluded 
from the society. To be involved in the society, as well as 
to purse my dream in having a graduate degree in graphic 
design I applied to the MFA program at the University 
of Florida. During the program I was introduced to 
community building projects that allowed me to look into 
ways to implement design strategies and concept to serve 
community needs. 

In 2019, I became a mom to a wonderful boy. Being a mom 
made me think of how can my son’s future and educational 
life be affected by having Arab immigrant parents, and 
living in a diverse culture. Figure 3

My family portrait
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Arab mothers interest in parental engagement

In 2017, I volunteered at the Islamic center in Gainesville 
(figure 4). There, I had the chance to talk and be in contact 
with Arab mothers during drop off and pick up. From 
there our relationship grew and I had the chance to attend 
weekly gatherings and listen to their stories. I noticed that 
Arab mothers kept saying “Here is not like there.” This 
was said on every topic discussed. Food, culture, grocery 
shopping, schools, neighbors, social life, social norms and 
much more topics were always referred to as “Here is not 
like there.” 

Figure 4
Photos with my students at the 
Islamic center in Gainesville, Florida
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Being able to relate to most of their experiences, I was eager 
to understand what is the difference between American 
schools, and schools back in the Arabic countries.

Mothers mentioned their inability to be involved the way 
they want to in their children’s education due to several 
barriers .These barriers include: cultural, social, and 
financial. Cultural includes being unable to understand 
the American school system, not knowing what to expect 
or what to do as well being unable to understand what 
is the best way to reach out to teachers. Social barriers 
include being unable to understand the language, having 
academic and family commitments that hinder their ability 
to join events, volunteer, and provide at home support.  The 
financial barriers, include being unable to provide private 
tutors, or translators. 

However, mothers highlighted their interest in being 
engaged in their children’s education in every way possible, 
and being unhappy of how their relation with teachers and 
the school currently is. This made me concerned not only 
as a designer, but also as a mom whose child will enroll in 
school a few years from now. How will I be able to support 
him just like my parents did to me? Will his teacher’s 

Arab mothers concerns for parental engagement

understand my expectations and listen to me? Will I be 
one of those moms suffering with my child’s school not 
knowing what to do? 

I decided to look closely to the matter and see how can I 
combine my design and research skills as well as being a 
mom to better enhance the experience of Arab immigrant 
mothers in American schools.
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Problem statement
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This project explores ways to foster interactions Arab 
immigrant mothers and public school teachers interact 
and communicate in an effective way to support their 
children’s education.

According to my own interviews with people, I was able 
to define a list of barriers that hinder their communication 
with teachers. The barriers include social, economical, and 
cultural differences.

Communication issues

I decided to focus on three areas which are: Education, 
Equity, and Arab immigrant mothers. Based on my 
interviews I was able to notice that communication is the 
area where they all overlap and is causing issues between 
mothers and teachers (figure 5).

Figure 5
Areas of interest
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Research question

How can design help create a safe space for 
Arab mothers and public school teachers 
to have conversations and build bridges to 
support their children’s education?

With that in mind my main goal was to find way to create a 
sense of familiarity between teachers and Arab immigrant 
mothers. By “ sense of familiarity” I mean allowing mothers 
feel comfortable and close to teachers. It is my aim to 
provide Arab immigrant mothers with the important tools 
and resources for them to reach out and connect with 
teachers and the school system. The question allowed me 
to explore and consider resources within the community 
that can be implemented and used by Arab mothers.

Target audience

In this project I organized my stakeholders into three 
layers (figure 6). My core stakeholders are Arab immigrant 
mothers living in the United States.

My direct stakeholders are public school teachers in the 
united states who teach k-12. The initiative acts as an 
opportunity for them to learn about Arab immigrant mother, 
their culture and listen to their concerns to look into ways 
to provide needed support and help.

My indirect stakeholders are the students of Arab 
immigrant mothers, the educational system and other 
parents. Students whose parents are Arabs, their 
educational success will be effected greatly by this 
initiative. Other parents will also that the initiative affected 
their relationship with Arab mothers as well as on the 
educational system as whole.

Throughout the project, I kept in my my target audience and 
focused on ways to address their needs and concerns.

13



Figure 6
Stakeholders map
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Delimitations

In this project I will not be including Arab fathers or people 
from different cultures. The project is focused on the 
interaction between Arab immigrant mothers and public 
school teachers in the United States. Arab immigrant 
fathers come to the United states to provide a better future 
for them and their families.. Struggling between adapting 
to the culture and providing for their families, Arab fathers 
tend to depend on their wives to take care of their children’s 
education and school.

This creative project introduces an initiative that can take 
the shape of a community building session that allows Arab 
mothers and teachers sit together, exchange information, 
share ideas and concerns and most importantly build 
bridges. Due to Covid-19, I was not able to conduct the 
session, but rather I am proposing a comprehensive 
initiative that can be later implemented and carried out by 
any teacher around the United states.

Moreover, I will not go into details about the educational 
system in the United States, instead I am focusing on the 
parental involvement and engagement aspect of it. I will 
incorporate research findings into design process.

Justification

The project required the exploration of how design might 
help serve a communication issue by implementing design 
strategies, concepts, and methodologies. In addition, I 
looked into cultural design, responsive design, as well 
as speculative design strategies to better understand 
what strategies to follow. Furthermore, I looked into what 
platforms can serve my project and that includes learning 
about toolkits, applications, websites, video making and 
workshop design to better serve my study.
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Methodology
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Review related literature

To better understand my project, I started reading related 
articles, journals, case studies and publications around the 
following topics: 

1) Parental involvement in the United States
2) Arab immigrants in the United States
3) Involvement of Arab parents in education
4) Immigrant families in the United states

I was interested in this topic since January 2019, during the 
course of obtaining my early childhood certificate which 
allowed me to read and learn a lot about the immigrant 
families and the educational system.

However, July 2020 is where I focused my research on Arab 
immigrant parents involvement in American public schools 
and what hinders them from being effective participants 
(Bazzi-Gates,2015). I also focused on the experiences 
of other immigrant to learn about what services, and 
resources were provided.

Throughout the process of my project, I continually referred 
back to literature in helping me inform my design.

Human centered co-design

The project was based on the strategy of co-design which 
Sanders and Stappers (2008) refer to as co-creation. 
Co-designing creates a better fit between what participants 
want  and the initiative idea. This promotes a better 
outcome and higher satisfaction (Steen, Menno, & De 
Koning, 2011).

In my project I was able to work on co-designing my 
proposal with all participants which also allowed me to 
explore the concept of human centered design, which 
means starting with people and designing with them (IDEO.
org, 2015). During my interviews, I informed participants 
that I will be asking them for continuous feedback to better 
design an outcome the serves their needs (Boy,2017). The 
continuous communication with participants allowed them 
to trust the process and see how their feedback is helping 
shape the final outcome. During the design process, every 
detail including color, layout and strategies was always 
discussed with participants and iterated my project as a 
project that related and belongs to people.
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Storytelling 

During the interviews, participants were telling stories 
about their experiences with the school and teachers of 
their children. The storytelling process gives the listener an 
intangible experience that reflects what was said, done and 
reflected in a certain situation (Young,2000).

When participants were telling their stories, I took note of 
what obstacles they were facing, what recommendations 
they were giving, and what concerns they reflected. I was 
able to create a list of all the obstacles they mentioned that 
hinder their involvement at the school, which are:

1) language barrier
2) lack of time
3) lack of resources
4) difference in culture

This list allowed me address those obstacles in designing 
my strategy, which made me think what can be done to 
overcome those obstacles, and create a safe space for Arab 
immigrant mothers and teachers talk and communicate?
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Project process and design iterations
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Process timeline
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My literature review started in January 2020 when I first 
started taking classes in early childhood education. My 
interest in learning about parental engagement in public 
schools grew. As I learned about parental engagement 
in the United States, how parents perceive parental 
engagement and what is the view of immigrant parents 
on parental engagement. I designed a poster to reflect the 
importance of parental engagement (figures 7&8).

Gathering information and reading case studies

Understanding the problem
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Best PartnershipBest Partnership

MOM !!! 
I finished my 
homework.
YUUUPYY!

SCHOOL

It was a very long day at school. 
Titi cannot wait to get back home.

I miss mommy 
  so much

Daddy usually 
helps me in my homework....

But he is not here!
This homework
 is very hard......
I need help.....

Mommy knows a little bit of English... ,
and she can not help me.

What should I do?

Hmmm..
I will try to do the
homework by myself.

I hope I have done 
the homework 

correctly

Titi, you did 
a good job, but your 

homework is 
incomplete.

The teacher asked Titi to complete the 
homework and bring it to class the next day. 

This part is very difficult for Titi to work 
on alone. Titi needs help, and Daddy has not 

come back yet.....

I will ask mommy to 
help me in my 
homework....

I hope she can help me

Titi tells mommy about the homework 
and asks her for help. Mommy takes  

a look at the homework, 
to check if she can help her.

Mommy feels worried about Titi, 
because the homework is very 
difficult for her to understand. 

Mommy tells Titi not to worry about 
the homework because she will go to 
school with her tomorrow and talk 

to her teacher.

What should I do??
I can not understand 

this homework.....
I need to help 

Titi

What 
should I tell the 

teacher?
I hope she will understand our 

situation and help Titi.

Titi is happy that mommy 
is going with her to school.

 Mommy meets with Titi’s class teacher. The 
teacher is very happy to meet her. Mommy 

explains to the teacher the situation, and tells her 
that Titi’s father is the one who usually  helps her 

in doing the homework.

Mommy explains to the class teacher 
that she has difficulties in understanding 
the English language, and is unable to 

help Titi in doing her homework.

The teacher thanks 
mommy for reaching 
out, and tells her that 
it is very important to 

share the situation 
they have and 

assures her that Titi 
will be helped. 

Titi enjoys spending time with 
mommy and daddy, but daddy moved 
to a new job and will be coming back

 and forth every 2 weeks.

The teacher decides to talk to the 
administration to contact parents and ask if 

they need any assistance, or if they face 
any difficulties while helping their children in 

doing their homework.

Hmmm........
Maybe Titi is not 

   the only student that 
     has this situation at 

    home...... I need to check 

Today, we will 
work together on solving 

the homework. I will 
always help you with future 

coursework.

Titi is very happy to do the 
homework with her classmates.

Titi tells mommy what happened at 
school today.

Mommy feels relieved that Titi will be 
able to understand and solve her 

homework while her dad is out of town. 
She is very happy that she went to 
school and spoke to the teacher.

 ابي عادة ما يساعدني في حل
وظائفي

لكنه مسافر حاليا هذه الوظيفة صعبة جدا
احتاج المساعدة

امي تعلم القليل من  اللغة الانجليزية
و لكنها لا تستطيع مساعدتي

ماذا افعل ؟

...همممم
سوف أحاول حل
الوظيفة بمفردي 

أمييييي
لقد أنهيت وظيفتي

هيههههه

 أتمنى أن أكون قد أتممت
وظيفتي بشكل جيد

تيتي، لقد قمت
 بحل  الوظيفة 

 بشكل جيد
لكنها غير تامة

Figure 7
“Best partnership” is 
a poster designed 
in Sprin2020 to 
encourage mothers to 
communicate 
with teachers

Figure 8
“Best partnership” translated into Arabic. 
The main goal of translating the poster is to 
encourage immigrant parents who suffer the most 
in communicating with the school and teacher to 
raise their voices

The main goal of the poster is to encourage mothers to 
communicate with teachers. I also wanted to reflect what 
parents go through that hinder their ability to help their 
children and provide needed support. The poster focuses 
on the idea that teachers and mothers should be partners in 
their children’s education.
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Teachers and the school create different opportunities for 
parents to get engaged, like volunteering and being part of 
school events. However several obstacles make it difficult 
for parents to get involved, like poverty, working long hours 
and living in an unstable houses (Lawson& Alameda-
Lawson, 2018).

After reading an article about the difficulties that Korean 
mothers face when trying to get involved in American 
schools, I started wondering about the Arab community 
and relating some of the issues discussed in the paper to 
the issues they mentioned in the stories. Korean mothers 
felt othered and unwelcomed in the school (Sohn, Soomin 
& Wang, 2006). This is very similar to what Arab mothers 
noted. In addition, in her research Bazzi-Gates (2015) 
indicates that Arab mothers face multiple obstacles that not 
only prevents them from attending events and volunteering, 
but also being able to provide needed amount of support.  

For example, Bazzi-Gates (2015) mentions  that Arab 
mothers face language barriers, take care of their elderly 
and/or their young children, and some have transportation 
difficulties that prevent them from attending event and 
volunteering at school. Unfortunately, due to the very small 

number of Arabs in the United Sates, not much research
has been done.
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After going through the IRB (202002572) process, I was able 
to interview twenty-one Arab mothers, and two teachers.

The interview tone was very friendly and understanding. 
Questions were mentioned as part of the conversation. 

Below are the questions asked to mothers:

1. Describe your relationship [involvement?] with your 
children’s school.

2. Tell me about your experience of parent/child 
involvement with teachers/schools in your home 
country.

3. Tell me what happens when your child brings home a 
homework assignment.

4. Sub question: if the homework needs extra assistance, 
what do you do?

5. Are there other Arab immigrant parents at your child’s 
school? If so, tell me about your interactions/experiences, 
if any, in this community or with these parents.

6. Talk me through how the Covid-19 pandemic has 
changed or impacted any of this [questions 1-5]?

Figures 9–12 feature the phone script and informed consent 
used with Arab immigrant mothers.

Interviewing mothers and public school teachers

Figure 9
Phone & email script followed when 
communicating with Arab immigrant mothers
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Figure 10
Informed consent form given to mothers

Figure 11
Informed consent form given to mothers
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Figure 12
Informed consent form given to mothers
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Below are the questions asked to public school teachers:

1. Describe how immigrant parents are involved in their 
children’s education. For example, with you in the 
classroom or with the school.

2. How do parents—in general—know how to get involved 
in school activities like volunteering? (Website, notes 
sent home, in-person communication, etc)

3. In general do immigrant parents get involved at your 
school? If yes, do they know how to get involved?

4. Describe your relationship with Arab immigrant parents 
and how you communicate with them? ( Sub Questions: 
When Arab immigrant parents are contacted, is it in this 
communication issues with Arab immigrant parents? 
How does the school address the issue?

Figures 13–15 feature the phone script and informed 
consent used with teachers. Some interviews took place 
over Zoom, others happened at a location agreed on by 
participants (figures 16–20). . Figure 13

Phone & email  script followed when 
communicating with public school teachers
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Figure 14
Informed consent form given to teachers

Figure 15
Informed consent form given to teachers
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Figure 16
An Arab immigrant mother is providing 
her feedback in regards to the initiative 
and session plan

Figure 17
An Arab immigrant mother talking about 
the session goals she have
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Figure 18
Explaining what a “welcoming 
environment” is by an Arab mom

Figure 19
An Arab immigrant mother telling where 
she felt unwelcomed by teachers and 
other parents

Figure 20
Public school teacher providing feedback 
for the session plan and strategy

30



After gathering the information from the interviews, 
I analyzed the data and looked into finding patters or 
common points. I was able to notice many similar ideas 
mentioned, recommendations given by parents as solutions 
and interaction ideas mentioned by participants. A poster 
to reflect data from parents has been designed (figure 
21) to better understand in a clear way a summary of the 
interviews conducted with Arab immigrant mothers.

Due to the pandemic, almost all interviews took place via 
Zoom, which is an Online meeting software. Figure 21 
summarizes the feedback I got from mothers. It reflects 
barriers described by mothers hindering their engagement, 
it contains a diagram reflecting their occupations, how they 
reflects their communication with the school, and how 
comfortable they are in reaching out to teachers. During 
the interviews concerns were mentioned, ideas were 
proposed, and stories were told. The stories helped me a lot 
in understanding what mothers expect and what they wish 
to have. Talking about their schools back in their home 
countries was a big part of all of the interviews. This was 
very critical as it allowed me in understanding where are 
they coming from, what lived experiences they have and 
understand what does parental engagement mean to them.

The poster differentiates between parental engagement in 
private schools vs public schools in the Arab world.

31
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Figure 21
Reflection poster 
of the in person 
interview with Arab 
immigrant mothers
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Figure 22
Difference between public 
and private schools based on 
mother’s input

This poster (figure 22) reflects the difference between public 
schools and private schools back in the home country of 
the mothers interviewed. This was important to record 
as it helps in understanding their lived experiences and 
expectations.
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After the interviews I created two personas based on the 
input and data analysis from mothers (Figure 23–28).
Personas allows bringing target audience and their 
objectives into focus(Pruitt & Adlin, 2006). In designing my 
personas I relied on giving a small story about each person 
that reflect their struggles and concerns with the school. In 
the article “What are personas”(n.d.), personas are described 
as “Personas are the single most powerful design tool that 
we use. They are the foundation for all subsequent goal-
directed design. Personas allow us to see the scope and 
nature of the design problem… [They] are the bright light 
under which we do surgery.”

Designing the personas allowed me to see what is the main 
problem my participants are facing and I was able to find 
out that “Communication” is the main issue. According 
to Babich (2017), personas “help designers to create 
understanding and empathy with the end users.” This is 
something I was able to sense when I showed the personas 
to teachers who were really able to understand and relate to 
each situation and person presented in the personas.

Creating personas

Figure 23
Persona one
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Figure 24
Persona one

Figure 25
Persona one - closeup

Meera is a 29 years old graduate student born and raised in Saudi Arabia. Meera moved 
with her daughter to the Unite States to complete her graduate degree in engineering. 
Her husband comes every few weeks. Meera is overwhelmed as she has to take care of 
her daughter, take care of the house, and also her own studies. She can barely find time 
for her to do anything extra. She feels bad every time she drops Meera that she does 
not talk to other parents and that they all gather and have their own community that 
she is not part of.
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Figure 26
Persona two Figure 27

Persona two-closeup

Figure 28
Persona two-closeup

Yasmina is a 27 years old mother of three little boys. She moved to the United States 
to be with her husband who is a medical resident. Yasmina is fully responsible of 
everything related to her household. She has issues in understanding and talking in 
English, making it very challenging for her to communicate with the teachers. She 
depends on recording any meeting she has and asks her husband to translate to her. 
This communication issues creates a lot of misunderstanding and confusion to her.
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The personas helped visualize the problem

After my literature review, conducting interviews, 
designing personas, and analyzing the data, I was able 
to combine my findings and start thinking of a design 
strategy and approach to solve the problem. At this stage I 
was thinking What is the best way to facilitate interaction 
between teachers and Arab immigrant mothers in order for 
them to communicate “in an effective manner?”
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Figure 29
Sketch based on parents response 
to why can’t they be part of the 
engagement opportunities in school

Based on my interviews, I was able to learn that parents are 
able to engage and interact in the following settings:

1. Volunteering
2. Attending workshops
3. Participating in events 
4. Being active on the LMS used in school
5. Talking to other parents
6. Attending PT conferences
7. Being in contact with the school community

After interviewing mothers, I was able to note their 
interests in being part of the above opportunities. Figure 
29 shows my analysis. The most important observation 
was that Arab mothers really like the idea of the workshop 
and working together with teachers, however they noted 
that workshops are a one-way conversation, where they 
feel that only teachers can talk while they have to listen. 
Furthermore, discussions are put by teachers, and are 
only in English, and all logistics are decided by teachers, 
to better suit the needs of teachers. This made me ask 
them how do they see an effective workshop? I noted 
the feedback.  Mothers noted that not all of their schools 
have a “LMS” which is short for Learning Management 
System that is used by some schools to connect teachers 

Looking at communication tools & services used in schools

to parents(figure 30). Volunteering is one of the parental 
engagement opportunities encouraged by teachers, 
however, Arab immigrant mothers noted their inability to 
volunteer due to their language difficulties and having time 
restrictions.

Exploring design options
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Figure 30
A list of “LMS” applications 
used by schools 

Figures 31–35  show the brainstorming sketches done to 
understand what platforms could be used to address the 
issue, keeping in mind the advantages and disadvantages 
of each proposal provided by parents.
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Figure 31
List of “LMS” applications used 
by schools 

Figure 32
Design solution options

Figure 33
Initial concept of creating a 
workshop and a toolkit
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Figure 34
Toolkit description

Figure 35
Branding brainstorming

Based on the feedback I decided to work on an initiative 
that takes the shape of a session. I highlighted that 
the main goal of the session will be “Create a sense 
of familiarity between teachers and Arab immigrant 
mothers.” After creating a rough outline of the session, I 
went back to parents and asked how can a session help in 
creating a dialogue with teachers.
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“Ya Salaam” initiative
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Inspired by the process, I decided to work on the initiative 
with my participants and made sure to take their feedback 
and go back to them in every step. This allowed me to 
reflect their needs and know what their aims and goals are 
for the initiative. The initiative is designed to be carried out 
in the context of a session.

Out of the twenty-one mothers I interviewed first, fifteen of 
them were excited to stay in touch and help in designing 
and outlining the session. 

Keywords

Equity Education Communication

Arab Immigrant Mothers

Engagement Interaction Teamwork

Cooperation Inclusivity
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After data analysis, I found out that the road to community 
building with Arab immigrant mothers requires their 
involvement, thus I decided to base my initiative on the 
concept of “Manage by participants” this means that 
session will be directed, managed and lead by potential 
participants. The strategy  is rolled out gradually with 
two key steps.

Step 1: a facilitating teacher and a facilitating Arab 
immigrant mother will be delegated to manage and 
organize the session.

Step 2: facilitating teacher communicates with teachers 
to understand what information should be shared, what 
concerns should be raised, and what information would 
they like know. Facilitating Arab immigrant mother will 
also contact Arab immigrant mothers to know what their 
session goals, and aims are.

Manage by participants strategy

Based on my whole research I was able to create a list of 
the core value the initiative has. According to Lencioni 
(2014), “Core values are the deeply ingrained principles that 
guide all of a company’s actions; they serve as its cultural 
cornerstones.” The core values  for the initiative were based 
on what Arab immigrant mothers described what a session 
looks like to them, what would they want to achieve, and 
what are teachers hoping for from the initiative. The core 
values are to:

Facilitate effective conversations: create a safe space for 
participants to share information, concerns, and ideas.

Create a culture of warmth, belonging, and mutual 
understanding where everyone is welcomed: The initiative 
will allow participants share their knowledge, abilities and 
background information, building bridges and relationships 
allowing participants to create a sense of belonging 
and partnership. 

Share important information and address critical questions 
and resources: Potential audience will be comfortable 
sharing information and resources.

Initiative core values
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Empathy building: The initiative allows participants 
share stories, experiences and expectations that allow 
participants to understand and relate to each other’s 
experiences and emotions. 

Initiative objectives

Create a sense of familiarity 
between teachers and AIMs

A sense of familiarity as described by mothers, means 
feeling comfortable, belonging and close to someone or 
something. When Arab immigrant mothers establish this 
sense of familiarity between them and teachers by talking 
to each other and expressing their concerns, abilities 
and difficulties knowing that they will be understood, 
makes them feel comfortable in talking with teachers and 
communicating with them on the long run. 

By achieving the main goal, the initiative allows 
participants to also:

1. Build a team spirit
2. Strengthen relationships
3. Create mutual respect and understanding
4. Improve communication
5. Have fun together
6. Learn about each other
7. Set a friendly and warm tone
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Both participants, Arab mothers and teachers will expect 
to have a stronger bond after the session. This can be 
measured by the comfort level mothers feel in reaching out 
to teachers, sharing information as well as having a 
strong communication. The outcome will be observed and 
measured by the following:

What will change? Engagement and participation rates 
of Arab immigrant mothers. Mothers will feel more 
comfortable reaching out to teachers, sharing their 
concerns, and participating with the school community.

How will it be measured? 

• Survey outcome
• Observations done by teachers
• Data collected by the school
• Communication and participation rate of Arab 

immigrant mothers

Desired outcomes

This guide provides facilitators with complete instructions 
and materials needed to run the entire Arab Immigrant 
Mothers and teachers community building session. 
The guide further describes different roles assigned 
to participants and demands to make the session as 
relevant as possible to the target audience. Accordingly, 
pre sessions should be conducted to discuss community 
building session topics, strategies, activities and layout 
with participants. In addition, the facilitator’s guide 
includes guidance for preparation, and tips on facilitating 
engagement and discussion between participants to fulfill 
meeting goals. Facilitators are encouraged to adapt or use 
additional methods to tailor the workshop most creatively 
to the needs of the audience. Facilitators can present real-
life examples or share stories from their experiences to 
further customize the workshop and discussion topics.

What is the facilitator’s guide?
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The facilitator guide
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This guide provides facilitators with complete instructions 
and materials needed to run the entire Arab Immigrant 
Mothers and teachers community building session. 
The guide further describes different roles assigned 
to participants and demands to make the session as 
relevant as possible to the target audience. Accordingly, 
pre sessions should be conducted to discuss community 
building session topics, strategies, activities and layout 
with participants. In addition, the facilitator’s guide 
includes guidance for preparation, and tips on facilitating 
engagement and discussion between participants to fulfill 
meeting goals. Facilitators are encouraged to adapt or use 
additional methods to tailor the workshop most creatively 
to the needs of the audience. Facilitators can present real-
life examples or share stories from their experiences to 
further customize the workshop and discussion topics.

What is the facilitator’s guide?

The initiative is designed to be carried out as a session. 
I designed a facilitator’s guide to be used by the 
facilitators managing and carrying out the session.
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Figure 36
Session organizational 
structure

Planning the session required in-depth understanding of 
each step, its importance, and understanding who should 
be carrying it out. I divided this into three stages:

Planning         Preparing         Executing

Planning the session is divided into three steps:

1. Discover & Define
2. Brief & Discuss
3. Inform & Consider

A detailed session plan is outlined in figure 36.

Session structure
Discover 
& Define

Brief & 
Discuss

Inform &
Consider

Plan

Manage &
Coordinate

Prepare

Implement

Execute
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After creating the structure of the initiative, I went back to 
my participants and asked them for feedback and ideas in 
regard to the session’s structure. The ideas discussed were:

1. Who is supposed to do what?
2. Can mothers volunteer?
3. Is the environment welcoming?
4. Will there be a translator? caregiver?
5. How long will the session be?
6. Will we have a session plan given?
7. Who will we sit with?

Feedback on the Facilitator’s Guide and the 
Ya Salaam Initiative

From that point on, I decided to address the concerns 
mentioned by teachers and Arab mothers in my session 
plan. I first started with making sure delegating roles 
clearly to facilitators, letting them each know what should 
be done, and how. Check lists are also provided to better 
help facilitators organize their session plan structure. In 
addition, the feedback allowed the involvement of some 
mothers as volunteers in the session, based on their 
abilities. Translators and caregivers were also mentioned 
and I looked into how can a translator and a caregiver be 
provided. Based on the funding it will either be hiring a 
professional translator, or if the funding is limited, another 
option was mentioned which is consulting an Islamic 

center or an Arab community association that may provide 
a translator free of charge.

The session was first planned to be carried out for several 
days, but after the feedback, the session was planned to be 
carried out for one day as a seven hour session.

Being able to frequently get feedback from potential 
audience, I decided to walk them through the session and 
asked them to record it on designed sheets that are called 
empath maps. Munro (2020) states that “empathy maps help 
product teams build empathy with their end-users. It gets 
team members thinking from a user-centered perspective 
and helps them understand the users needs and wants.
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Empathy maps (figures 37 & 38 ) allowed me understand 
my potential audience better, which helped me later in 
designing an outcome based on the results of the 
empathy map.

Looking at the maps below (figures 37 & 38), an idea of what 
each participants is expected to say when first invited 
to attend the session could be “Who is going to be there? 
Can I record the session? How long will it take? Should I 
prepare? ....” Participants will think of “ What will teachers 
say? What can they ask? Will a translator be present?” 
When asked what will participants do when they get 
invited they noted that they will ”Record the session, talk to 
other mothers, prepare questions, listen really well...” Most 
importantly I focused on noting their feelings which were  
described as “Shy, happy, excited, overwhelmed, afraid, 
anxious, attentive,empowered, confident, being afraid of 
feeling unwelcomed,...” The empathy map allowed me to 
look into how my potential audience react differently to the 
session invitation. However, I was still able to find out some 
patterns based on their response that helped me in creating 
a well though of session plan.

I also designed a user journey map to better see how 
the experience of the participants changes as they 
are walked through the session plan and structure
(figure 39). Looking at the user journey map 
while working on the session plan allowed me to 
understand the expectations set by the audience, and 
giving a context of how will the audience act.
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Figure 37
Empathy map one

Figure 38
Empathy map two
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Figure 39
User journey map- Experiential
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During the interviews, I noticed mothers noting feeling 
“unwelcomed” in the schools their children attend. 
Mothers noted feeling unwelcomed from the moment 
they park their car till they leave the school. Describing 
the fence of the school as pushing them away(Maxwell, 
2000) was something all mothers mentioned throughout 
the interviews. In addition, noting that all materials sent, 
and everything put in their children’s classroom is in 
English and in some cases, Mexican and Chinese, and 
not seeing anything in Arabic made them feel distant 
and unwelcomed. According to Todd (2014), effective 
communication can be achieved by learning people’s 
first language. Moreover, describing the tone teachers 
talk to them in was also giving them the feeling of being 
unwelcomed. Mothers noted that teachers usually talk 
to them in a “lecturing” tone where they feel themselves 
as only being told what to do and informed of what is 
happening and not asked their opinion or given the chance 
to discuss anything. Knowing what makes Arab mothers 
feel unwelcomed allowed me to design a session that 
incorporates all factors that make them feel welcomed and 
eliminated anything that might make them feel different 
and unwanted.

Understanding what is a “welcoming environment?”

I later created a list of guidelines to be followed by 
facilitators to create a welcoming environment 
during the session:

1. Incorporate Arabic language in all materials and 
announcements. Teachers can agree on saying “ 
Shukran” instead of thank you and“Ahlan” when seeing 
an AIM, which means welcome 

2. Greet AIMs and highlight the importance 
      of their presence
3. Provide continuous assistance
4. Have a clean and neat facility
5. Play oriental music in the background
6. Have a coffee, tea and cookie station
7. Create a discussion environment
8. Learn the names of the mothers and the correct 
      the pronunciation
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Figure 40
Logo iterations

To create a brand that relates to the Arab community, 
Branding was a critical, and  interesting part of my project. 
The brand identity guides viewers to understand how 
creative the brand is, what does it reflect and how much it 
relates to its viewers (Wheeler, 2017). I first had some design 
ideas that reflect the idea of flourishing, improving and 
being active (figure 40). However, I noticed that everytime 
I introduced the initiative idea to an Arab immigrant 
mom, the first thing she will say is “Ya Salaam” which is 
an Arabic phrase that means “Great. Meanwhile, I was 
also thinking what name can create a strong emotional 
connection with my audience that also gives them a sense 
of belonging and ownership (Murphy, 1992). Danna (2017), 
states “Great brands take their customer relationships 
further, incorporating traditions, practices and rituals that 
strengthen affinity and make the brand an integral part of 
their customers’ lives. Later, I decided to call my brand”Ya 
Salaam” this will allow my audience see that their feedback 
helped in not only planning the session, but also they are 
part of naming its brand that connects with the Arabic 
culture in a very positive way (figure 40).

Branding

Sketches

Final design
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Figure 41
Typeface used 

Figure 42
This character is me 

The typeface used for the logo is Kufam which is a bilingual 
typeface originally commissioned by Khatt Foundation as 
part of the Typographic Matchmaking project. The typeface 
is the result of the collaboration between Dutch type 
designer Artur Schmal and the Lebanese designer Wael 
Morcos. The Arabic is inspired by early Kufi inscriptions 
(7th century) and the Latin is inspired by Dutch urban 
lettering of the 1920’s. Arabs are used to the kufi script 
as it is frequently used, thus being able to connect with 
users was the main reason for choosing this type face 
(googlefonts,2021).

Roboto Slab is used in the body text of the facilitator’s guide 
since it provides readers with a natural reading rhythm 
based on its largely geometric structure (figure 41).

Body text

The characters in the guide were illustrated and designed 
based on the Arab immigrant mothers and public school 
teachers I spoke with. Figures 42 & 43 show some of the 
characters used in the facilitator’s guide. The characters 
helped in creating a friendly tone that can relate to the 
guide user.

Character design
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Figure 43
Characters used in the 
facilitator’s guide who are 
also based on the mothers 
and teachers interviewed 
throughout the project
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Outcomes

58



59

Figure 36
Facilitator’s guide mockup
The guide is designed as a 
book used by the facilitators. 
It includes resources, plan, 
checlists, a sample schedule, an 
agenda and outreach material.
Below are few spreads from the 
facilitator guide
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Figure 44
Tote bag designed to be given 
to participants during the Ya 
Salaam session
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Figure 45
Buttons mockup- 
designed to be 
given to participants 
during the Ya 
Salaam session
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Figure 46
Website mockup that 
acts like a holder 
for the initiative 
materiel to allow 
access by any school
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Figure 47
User journey map sent to 
participants to let them 
know how ill the session 
be. The map is designed in 
a way to reflect that 
the session will be fun 
and welcoming



Process work
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Creating the facilitator guide required constant prototyping 
and testing. My initial design focused on making the 
facilitator guide feel fun, friendly, and easy to understand. 
Several iterations were done and with every iteration, I 
used to make my potential audience  look at it and provide 
me with feedback. This methodology allowed me to find 
mistakes, understand user interface, and improve usability 
(Adams, 2001). Based on the feedback, I decided to work on 
having less text and more images and illustrations. 
Figures 48–53 show some of my process work. 

Iterative design
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The purpose of the community building 
session is to provide Arab immigrant mothers 
with an introduction to parent engagement 
and allow them to reflect on their experiences, 
abilities and concerns. Teachers will also 
be present to answer any questions and 
build bridges between them and parents. 
For Parent engagement to take place at an 
efficient level, parents and teachers should 
work together to support and develop the 
educational journey for children. Research 
shows that parent engagement in schools 
is closely linked to better student behavior, 
higher academic achievement, and enhanced 
social skills. Parent engagement also makes it 
more likely that children and adolescents will 
avoid harmful behaviors. 
 
The session provides opportunities for 
participants who are Arab immigrant 
mothers to reflect their knowledge, abilities, 
expectations, and experiences related to 
parent engagement. The session will be 
tailored to meet the needs and interests of 
Arab immigrant mothers. This session will also 
be used to inform and educate teachers in 
public schools about Arab immigrant parents 
and help them better understand them closely.
 

 

Introduction

As a major step in creating a workshop 
that addresses the needs and concerns of 
participants, Ya Salam initiated “manage by 
participants strategy” with the aim of developing 
a discussion and conversation setting throughout 
all levels in American public schools so that they 
could build bridges between each other. The 
strategy is being rolled out gradually with 
two key steps.

First, teachers carrying on the session contact 
Arab immigrant mothers know to be engaged 
and highly involved in the school to help in 
facilitating and managing the session.

Second, to ensure that both participants, 
teachers and Facilitating Arab immigrant 
mothers have the knowledge and skills 
required to organize, manage and attend the 
even, planning the workshop will be divided 
into several steps to ensure that information 
and data is being shared and implemented by 
both teachers and Facilitating Arab immigrant 
mothers. This will ensure that expectations 
and goals put by participants are taken into 
consideration. 

Manage by 
participants strategy

Target audience

To bring relevant people together and provide a 
structure and common understanding to make 
a good start on planning and implementing 
parental engagement strategies and outreach 
for Arab immigrant mothers.

Purpose of the 
workshop

• List of information that outlines the best 
practices and strategies in reaching out 
and engaging with AIMs and American 
Public schools. 

• A strong relationship based on 
understanding and mutual respect 
between AIMs and teachers.

Desired outputs

Arab immigrant 
mothers

Public school 
teachers in the USA

Workshop Objectives
After conducting the community building 
session, facilitators will be responsible for 
running future and intermediate sessions that 
can be conducted several times a year. The 
primary objective of the session is to:

Create a sense of familiarity 

between teachers and AIMs

The community building session for AIMs 
and teachers is based on the principal that 
in order for children to be successful in their 
educational journey, students must have the 
support and knowledge they need not only to 
finish their assignments, but also to develop 
a lifelong love of learning. The workshop is 
centered on AIMs. Therefore, the role of  FAIMs 
is not only to provide input and feedback 
from AIMs and teachers, but also to draw and 
reflect the collective knowledge and ideas of 
all participants. This approach will allow the 
session’s content and material be relevant to 
participants and thus increase the likelihood of it 
having a lasting impact.

Although the workshop is designed to last for 3 
hours, if you have less than 3 hours to implement 
this program, you will have to make some 
choices about which activities to conduct or how 
to conduct them. For example, if you only have 
an hour or less, you might have to schedule two 
to three meetings to complete this programs. The 
session should be tailored and adjusted to local, 
national and regional circumstances.
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Process work
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Ground ru les for a 

better communication 

session

What are ground rules?
Ground rules allow participants 
have a clear understanding of what 
is expected of them to better inform 
participants of what limits should be 
considered and respected.

Show up on time and come 
with a positive attitude.1

Listen with an open mind and 
think before speaking.2
Listen with an open mind and 
think before speaking.3
Respect all questions and 
ideas.4
Take notes and make sure to 
stay on point.5
Do not get distracted by your 
phone and keep it silent.6
 Be inclusive. Encourage 
others to participate.7

“LET’S WORK 
WELL TOGETHER”

Figure 49
Process work
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Logistics coordinator

The logistics coordinators will be required  for 
both participants. One Logistics Coordinator will 
work with Teachers and the second one will work 
with FAIMs. However, both logistics coordinators 
will work together to ensure that all needs and 
accommodations are available .

AIM logistics coordinator Teacher logistics coordinator

Based on the budget, AIM logistics coordinator 
will determine what can be afforded and what 
can be provided by the community. Some 
resources like a translator and the caregiver can 
be provided by the community if contacted and 
informed at an early stage.

Communicate with 
a translator

Ensure the 
availability of a 

caregiver

Put a list of 
materials and 
resources

Manage furniture 
and space design

Explore and 
implement 

strategies to create 
a welcoming 
environment

Supply materials 
and resources 

required

The teacher logistics coordinator will be 
responsible of ensuring the supply and 
availability of all participants needs. In order 
to make mothers feel comfortable and happy, 
teacher logistics coordinator will create a 
welcoming environment that allows Arab 
mothers feel worm, belonging and respected.

What is a welcoming 
environment as 
described by AIMs?

The day before the session, both logistics coordinators conduct a “walk through” of the meeting venue 
to ensure it is properly arranged and equipped, including:
•	 adequate	tables,	chairs,	and	snacks
•	 optimal	table	arrangement
•	 welcoming	environment	factors	are	properly	implemented
•	 lighting	and	temperature	control
•	 microphones	(if	needed)
•	 audiovisuals,	electrical	cords,	screens
•	 flip	charts,	markers,	pens,	sticky	notes
•	 resources	needed	by	participants

Oriental music Incorporate Arabic 
language in all 
materials and 

announcements

Greet AIMs and 
highlight the 

importance of their 
presence

Have a coffee, tea and 
cookie station

Provide continuous 
assistance

Learn the names 
of the mothers and 
the correct the 
pronunciation

Have a clean and neat 
facility

Create a discussion 
environment 

Seating plan

Seating participants in a way is critical to 
ensuring a happy experience during the 
session. As described by parents, sitting 
in a U-shaped way promotes discussion, 
participation, and interaction.

Table

Chairs

Participant packets

Before the session, logistics coordinators 
will agree on what to include in participants 
packets that will be placed on their seats. 
This usually includes:

•	 agenda
•	 copies	of	resources	list
•	 List	of	all	participating	teachers
•	 notepads
•	 sticky	notes
•	 Activity	sheets
•	 pen/pencil
•	 name	tag	and	name	placard
•	 water	bottle
•	 candy	piece

Figure 50
This is a spread from one of 
the many iterations of the 
facilitator guide
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Arab Immigrant 
Mothers and 
Teachers community 
building workshop

FACILITATOR’S GUIDE

Figure 50
Guide cover process work
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Figure 51
User journey map 
initial idea
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Figure 52
Initial style idea was to 
include a geometric pattern
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Figure 53
Character design and 
poster sketches



Conclusion
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Informed by academic research, storytelling,
interviews, and other findings, I explored the possible
options to facilitate conversations between Arab immigrant 
mothers and public school teachers in the United States.

This project allowed me to explore different design 
strategies. Co-designing with my potential audience and 
using the human-centered design, I was able to address 
issues faced by people with the people themselves. 
Designing with people was followed in every step of the 
project. Being able to get feedback constantly allowed me 
as a designer to better serve the needs of my potential 
audience and address their concerns.

I had planned for the project in a different way, however due 
to the pandemic I had to remove important steps from the 
process. In addition, my plan was to plan as many teachers 
and mothers as I can, unfortunately it was very hard to 
schedule interviews with many participants due to their 
limited time and several commitments including home 
schooling and moving the school to be online.
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Future directions
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I plan to implement the initiative in a real life setting at a 
public school in the United States. I also want to create a 
website for the initiative that includes all needed material 
and resources to be used by any school in the United States.

I also plan to explore how the initiative would be
carried out with different cultures. I want to collaborate 
with non-Arab mothers. I believe that working on a 
strong social media presence is critical in letting people 
know of the problem and get in touch with any teacher 
or school that has Arab immigrant students and is facing 
communication issues with them.

The project acts as a pilot project that can be a startup 
to many community building ideas between Arab 
immigrant mothers and public school teachers that may 
also be applied to different cultures. I wish that my project 
encourages Arab mothers and teachers to collaborate 
together to facilitate communication between them and 
build bridges to act as partners in the children’s education.
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