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Abstract 

This research investigated the relationship between aspects of the family context and 
children’s early reading skills. The family context was explored through a parent 
questionnaire that reported on parent–child literacy activities, parent–child everyday 
interactions, and parental expectations. The participants were 50 children from 
predominantly low-income families enrolled in their first year of primary school in South 
Australia. The children’s early reading skills were ascertained from assessment of the 
children’s phonological awareness and teacher ratings of children’s letter and word 
knowledge. Findings from this study showed that children scored higher on phonological 
awareness and letter and word knowledge when their parents engaged in rich literacy 
activities and conversational everyday interactions. Parental expectations did not predict 
phonological awareness and letter-word knowledge. The results suggest that parents can 
support children’s reading development through engaging in rich literacy activities and 
everyday conversations with their children.  

It is well documented that children’s reading development during the early years are critical for later 
reading achievement (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Research has also documented that young 
children differ widely in their early reading skills when they enter school. These differences are 
established during early childhood, and remain relatively stable over time (Scarborough, 2009). When 
the origins of differences in children’s early reading are examined, the most common finding involves 
some aspects of family context (Burgess, Hecht, & Lonigan, 2002).  

        Many theories of literacy (e.g. Chall, 1967; Clay, 1991; Ehri, 1995) suggest that reading 
development is the coordination of many essential skills which are learned during childhood at home 
and in school. Snow et al. (1998) identified key foundational skills that are important for reading 
development: oral language, vocabulary, alphabet knowledge, phonological awareness and 
comprehension. The mastery of decoding (i.e. sounding out individual words from text) is important 
for learning to read and it relates to the development of phonological awareness and letter knowledge 
(Lonigan, Burgess, & Anthony, 2000).  

         Phonological awareness, which refers to a child’s sensitivity to the sound structure of an oral 
language, is one of the key components of early reading. It is defined as the ability to manipulate the 
sound units such as onset and rhyme- the remaining vowel and consonants, and phonemes- the 
individual sounds in words (Wagner, Torgesen, & Rashotte, 1999). Phonological awareness includes 
blending sounds together, separating words into their sounds, recombining sounds of words, and 
judging whether two words have some sounds in common. Phonological awareness helps children 
draw connections between the spoken form of a word and its representation in written language 
(Gillon, 2004). When children have developing knowledge about print, they are learning to name 
letters and understand that letters are associated with sounds (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2003). 
Phonological awareness and letter and word knowledge have been shown to be strong predictors of 
later reading achievement (Adams, 1990). It is important to recognise the contribution of these 
primary processes in learning to read, as well as the environments that support their development 
(Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).  

          On the other hand, it is important to recognise that these skills may be less important once they 
are all well developed after the early years. According to Paris (2005), the period of development for 
early literacy skills such as alphabet knowledge and phonological awareness is relatively short, and the 
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mastery of these skills is only an important predictor during reading acquisition. Although lack of 
basic knowledge about letters and phonological awareness maybe related to later reading difficulties, 
the ‘constrained’ nature of alphabet knowledge and phonological awareness means that they alone 
cannot predict future reading development. Paris argues that phonological awareness is a constrained 
skill because the number of elements to be mastered is finite and he continues: ‘phonological 
awareness is a constrained skill that varies within and between individuals during a period of mastery 
only. After mastery is achieved, phonological awareness carries little variance...’ (p. 189). 
Phonological awareness grows rapidly during the preschool years to first-grade. Given concerns 
regarding the ‘constrained’ nature of phonological awareness, mastery of these skills may have a 
limited range of effect on promoting reading achievement (Paris, 2005). 

          The aim of the present study was to extend our understanding of the reading development, with 
a particular focus on how aspects of family context might be associated with children’s phonological 
awareness and letter-word knowledge. Theorists viewed early reading as a developmental continuum 
of the acquisition of reading skills within a dynamic and ongoing process through children’s 
interactions in their social context (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). This research was also guided by social-
constructivism, which posits that a child acquires literacy skills through social interactions with 
parents, caregivers, siblings and extended family members. Literacy development depends on sign 
systems and Vygotsky (1978) believed that children learn in social interaction that the zone of 
proximal development and scaffolding may relate to implications of the present research findings. 

Family context and children’s early reading skills.  

Over the past several years, researchers have been concerned with understanding the relations between 
specific aspects of the family context and children’s early reading skills (e.g. Senechal & LeFevre, 
2014). Three aspects of the family context have been discussed in the present study. These include 
parent–child literacy activities, parent-child everyday interactions, and parents’ expectations.  

          Parent–child literacy activities has been defined in various ways and it is generally 
conceptualised as a multidimensional construct including elements such as the parents’ reading 
behaviour, the number of the books in the home, and the frequency of storybook reading (Leseman & 
DeJong, 1998). Parents can support children’s reading development by engaging in shared reading, 
teaching literacy activities, modelling reading behaviours, providing books and a print-rich 
environment (Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008).  

          Parent–child literacy activities may contribute to children’s early reading skills in two ways. 
According to Burgess et al. (2002) parents can support children’s reading development by actively 
participating in literacy activities with their children, thus providing children with the opportunity to 
engage in literacy-related activities and use their early reading skills. Also, parents can model reading 
activities such as reading a book when the child is present and this provides the child an environment 
where literacy is valued. The researchers defined these two aspects of literacy environments as active 
and passive home literacy environments. Many research findings suggest that both aspects of literacy 
environments are associated with children’s early reading skills, with active literacy environments 
being more strongly related to children’s early reading skills (Burgess et al., 2002; Weigel, Martin, & 
Bennett, 2006). 

          Several studies have reported relationships between parent–child literacy activities, either 
measured by questionnaires or by observations, and the development of early reading skills (e.g., Mol 
and Bus, 2011). Findings have supported the common notion that parents’ participation in routine 
literacy activities, supportive parent engagement and availability of learning resources enhance 
children’s reading skills (Rodriguez & Tamis-LeMonda, 2011). Findings also suggested that different 
types of parent-child literacy activities differentially affect early reading skills.  

           Although a relationship between parent–child literacy activities and phonological awareness is 
implied by research linking environmental factors to reading development, there are conflicting 
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findings among studies. In some studies of beginning readers (e.g. Burgess et al., 2002), parent–child 
literacy activities including shared reading and literacy teaching significantly correlated with 
children’s phonological awareness. Other research suggested these relationships may not of 
necessarily high magnitude (Hood et al., 2008; Senechal & LeFevre, 2002). One possible reason why 
some studies have not found the effects of parent–child literacy activities on phonological awareness 
may be related to the measurement of literacy activities provided to young children in their home. 

          The existing evidence suggests that cognitive and linguistic demands placed on the child during 
parent–child conversations can foster the development of reading skills. Snow (1983) suggested that 
parent–child interaction which support language acquisition is critical for early reading development. 
In fact, some researchers have reported that children who have conversations with their parents are 
exposed to more words and the amount of time a child talks with a parent can be related to the 
development of reading skills (Hart & Risley, 1995). Research has also linked parents use of 
elaborated talk about experiences to memory development and language and literacy skills (Fivush, 
Haden, & Reese, 2006).  

          Despite the importance of parent–child talk and everyday conversations in children’s learning 
and cognition (Grolnick, 2012), relatively little is known about the role of parent–child talk in 
children’s early reading development. One study has reported that the amount of parents’ everyday 
conversations with their children such as talking about their day and recent events, was related to 
children’s vocabulary (Beals, 2001). Another study has suggested that a parent who talks with their 
child more often produces more semantically-related utterances with a rich vocabulary, which is 
important for their children’s reading development (Hoff & Naigles, 2002). 

          Further, there is evidence that there are variations across families in the amount and quality of 
parent–child talk during early years. For example, Hart and Risley (1995) showed that children from 
families with low socioeconomic status (SES) heard 62,000 words, whereas those from higher groups 
heard 215,000 words from the time when the child was 10 months old to three years of age. In their 
study, children from lower SES families not only heard less total words than the other children, but 
also they heard less different words. Follow-up research of those children when they were nine years 
old showed a significant link between the academic success of a child and the number of words 
parents spoke to the child when they were three years old.  

          In addition, studies have also suggested that parents’ expectations may relate to children’s 
reading skills (Davis-Kean, 2005; Senechal & Martini, 2012). According to Good and Brophy (2008) 
expectations may bring about changes in children’s achievement and behaviour if the parent 
communicates their expectations consistently over time.  

          In their review of research Pomerantz, Moorman, and Litwack (2007) argued that parents’ 
expectations about their children’s development possibly affect the way in which they provide 
resources to cultivate children’s learning and potential. Similarly, in research with 8-12 year old 
children, Davis-Kean (2005) found that parents with higher expectations for their children, interact 
with their children in literacy activities more frequently which, in turn predicted children’s reading 
success. More recently, Senechal and Martini (2012) found that parents who had high expectations 
about what their child should know, were also more likely to participate in literacy activities with their 
young children and this in turn affected the children’s reading skills in their first year of school. Their 
research findings suggested that parents who valued reading as an important activity and held higher 
expectations for their children’s learning, most likely also had children with more advanced reading 
skills. 

 Current study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships between family context and children’s 
early reading skills. The present study focused on parent–child literacy activities, parent-child 
everyday conversations, and parents’ expectations for their potential relations to children’s early 
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reading skills in the form of phonological awareness, letter and word knowledge. 

 

Method 

Participants 

The research participants were 50 children recruited into the study from 13 classrooms. In all cases, 
parental data were available from these individuals. The child participants were enrolled in reception 
classes in South Australia. Of the 50 children, 29 (58%) were female, and 21 (42%) were male. The 
age range of the children was from 57 to 72 months with a mean of 66.9 and a standard deviation of 
4.1. None of the participant children had identified special needs. In total, 37 (76%) children lived in a 
two parent home and 13 (24%) lived in a single parent home.  

Procedures 

Data were collected during July and September. The data were collected from four school sites, 
situated in a district in northern Adelaide. Preliminary analyses established that there were no 
significant difference due to site locations evident on any of the measured variables. Consent letters 
and parent questionnaires were given to the school staff. These materials were distributed to the 
children to take home. If caregivers (either a parent ot legal guardian) gave permission for their child’s 
participation in the research, they completed the consent form and parent questionnaire.  

          The BW of the CTOPP was administered individually to the children at their school. Testing 
took place during quiet learning periods and it was possible to withdraw each child and interact with 
them in the quiet corner under condition of minimal distraction in all classrooms.  

 
Measures 

Three data collection methods were employed in the research: a parent questionnaire, the blending 
words subtest (BW) of the CTOPP and teacher ratings on children’s letter and word knowledge. 

Parent questionnaire 

The purpose of the questionnaire was to explore the children’s family environments (items are 
presented in the Appendix). Twenty-one items related to parental practices – 12 items sought 
responses to parent–child literacy activities, and nine addressed parent-child everyday talk and 
conversations. For each question, the parent indicated the frequency of engaging in the activities on a 
5-point scale, where 1 = never, 2 = once a week, 3 = 2–3 times a week, 4 = 4–6 times a week and 5 = 
every day. Seven items related to the parents’ expectations for their children on a 4-point scale, where 
1 = not important, 2 = important, 3 = very important, 4 = extremely important. 

Blending words subtest (BW) of the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing 

The blending words subtest (BW) of the CTOPP (Wagner et al., 1999) was administered as a measure 
of phonological awareness. The CTOPP is a norm-referenced test with established reliability and 
validity as a measure of phonological awareness. The BW of the CTOPP was selected for this study 
because it is a pre-recorded test, easy to administer and standardised. The test requires the child to 
listen to items presented on an audio file of a CD. The CTOPP was normed with a diverse sample of 
children and the reliability coefficients for the blending words subtest ranged from .87 to .95 across 
cultural groups (Wagner et al., 1999). Also, Muter (2004) reported on a correlation of .7 between the 
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measures of blending words with children’s reading skills one year later. 

      The 20 items in the BW assessed the children’s ability to piece together discrete sound units that 
make real words when blended. The test was presented via audiotape for each child. The researcher 
stated, ‘Now we are going to listen carefully to the sound on the tape recorder. We will hear some 
words in small parts, and then put these parts together to make a whole word’. The researcher then 
asked the child to say the sounds make. In one item, for example, the researcher asked, ‘What word do 
these sounds make t -oi?’ (toy). The blending words items assessed the child’s ability to synthesise 
sounds at the syllabic level (three items), onset and rime level (one item) and phonemic level (16 
items). Items were presented in order of increasing difficulty with items requiring phonemic blending 
coming last.  

         To conduct the test, four practice items were firstly administered with feedback provided. For 
these items only, if the child gave the correct answer the researcher stated, ‘Yes that is right’, and if 
the child’s answer was not correct, the researcher gave the correct answer.  For each item of the test 
the child was scored either right or wrong. This allowed a possible total score of 20. The total number 
of words correctly spoken was recorded, and raw scores were converted to standardised scores based 
on the publisher’s instructions.  

Teacher ratings of children’s letter and sight word knowledge 

In order to assess children’s letter and word knowledge, teachers were asked to complete a reading 
checklist. Cabell, Justice, Zucker, and Kilday (2009) have suggested that, due to young children’s 
short attention span and high distractibility, indirect measurement involving the rating of a child’s 
skills by their teacher can provide an alternative. Also, as Lonigan (2006) added, teachers have 
multiple opportunities to observe the children in various school settings, and therefore, asking teachers 
about children’s letter–word knowledge is informative.  

           Each teacher was given a prepared, named checklist for every child. The researcher explained 
to the teacher, ‘There are two items on this checklist about children’s letter and word knowledge. The 
first item (letter knowledge) involves upper and lower case letters. The second item involves 60 sight 
words. Based on your judgment, could you indicate the participant child’s knowledge on these 
items?’. For the items, the teacher rated an approximate number of each on a 4-point-scale, where 0= 
none of the letters, 1= some of them up to 20, 2= between 20 and 30, 3= most of them up to 40, and 4= 
all of them. The researcher explained to the teachers that they could complete the checklist in their 
own time. It too a teacher around a minute to complete the checklist for each child. One week later, the 
researcher collected the checklists from the classrooms. It was found that letter knowledge and sight 
word knowledge correlated at .75 and thus were summed to form a single score to represent letter–
word knowledge. 

Plan of analysis 

Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) and SmartPLS computer 
software. The software used was SmartPLS (Ringle, Wende, & Will, 2005) version 2.0 which is a 
useful and flexible tool for statistical model building.  

          Item analysis on the parent questionnaire was undertaken using principal component analysis 
(PCA). In the case of the 24 items targeting parent–child practices, two factors could be articulated 
meaningfully accounting for 31% and 55% of the variance respectively. These were labelled parent–
child literacy activities, and parent–child everyday interactions (see Table 3).  
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          In the case of the ten items targeting parents’ expectations, seven items were found to load upon 
a single component within a PCA, accounting for 50% of the variance. In total six items were taken 
out from further analysis because they failed to load in one of those factors. One item was taken out 
from parent–child literacy activities (pointing out letters in signs and other print in child’s 
environment). Two items were taken out from parent–child everyday interactions (playing board 
games with rules, building with blocks or Lego). Three items were taken out from parents’ 
expectations (being polite, ability to get on with others, the ability to use internet/technology). 

          The loadings for the remaining 28 items are shown in Table 3. The results of Cronbach alpha in 
this questionnaire were 0.82, 0.76 and 0.82, providing evidence that all the factors have good internal 
consistency and reliability.  

          Following on from factor analysis and reliability analysis, items were aggregated to generate 
construct scores. The extent to which parents reported engaging their children in literacy activities is 
indicated by an average score of 44.4 based on the summed scale values of the 12 items (see Table 1). 
The extent to which parents reported engaging everyday interactions and talk with their children is 
indicated by an average score of 37.8 based on the summed scale values of the nine items in the 
questionnaire. In terms of parents’ expectations, the total score is based on the summed scale values of 
the seven items, and it is indicated by an average score of 23.8.  

          Descriptive statistics were calculated, and means and standard deviations for each of the 
measures are presented in Table 1. Data analysis included correlation analysis and path modelling 
analysis about the relationships between parental factors and children’s early reading skills. 

 Results 

Relationships between parental factors and children’s phonological awareness and 
letter–word knowledge 

With regard to parental practices, the data analysis of this study suggested that it was meaningful to 
differentiate parental practices into two underlying dimensions: literacy activities and everyday (non-
literacy) interactions. Plainly, all parent-child practices must consist of both types of interactions. 
However, the parent questionnaire data suggest that some parents are likely to interact with their 
children in terms of high levels of parent-child literacy activities, whereas this may not be the case 
with other parents. The statistical correlation between two dimensions was .38; however it is still 
apparent that parent-child literacy activities and parent-child everyday interactions can be specified as 
distinct dimensions.  

           Table 2 presents the correlations between the parental factors and child outcomes measures. 
Both the parent–child literacy activities and parent–child everyday interactions were positively 
correlated with children’s phonological awareness, r (48) = .34, p = .01, and r (48) = .28, p = .05 
respectively. Similarly, the HLE and everyday interactions were positively correlated with teacher 
ratings on children’s letter and word knowledge, r (48) = .38, p = .007, and r (48) = .46, p = .001 
respectively. These significant correlations suggest that when parents engage in literacy activities and 
talk to their children frequently, their children are more likely to have more advanced reading skills. 
The correlations between parents’ expectations and children’s outcome measures were not significant.  

           In order to develop a model, a PLS procedure was run using the full set of items as latent 
variable indicators. In the case of parent–child literacy activities, the Average Variance Extracted 
(AVE) was .381 with a Cronbach alpha of .86. In the case of parent–child everyday interactions, the 
AVE was .430 with a Cronbach alpha of .81. The relationships between these constructs and 
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children’s scores on BW of the CTOPP accounted for a 15% of the variance (R2 = .15) in child 
phonological awareness. Also, the relationships between these parental constructs and teachers’ 
ratings on child letter and word knowledge accounted for a 27% of the variance (R2 = .27) in 
children’s letter and word knowledge.  

          To test the significance, bootstrapping sampling procedure with 500 samples were used. The 
direct paths of parent–child literacy activities (path coefficient of .27, t = 2.8, p <. 05) and parent–child 
everyday interactions (path coefficient of .36, t = 3.4, p <. 001) on child letter–word knowledge were 
significant. Also, the direct paths of HLE (path coefficient of .30, t = 1.85, p < .05) and parent–child 
everyday interactions (path coefficient of .19, t = 1.5, p <. 001) on child phonological awareness were 
significant. These results indicated that both parent–child literacy activities and parent–child everyday 
interactions significantly related to children’s letter–word knowledge and phonological awareness.  

         In terms of the effect of child’s gender, independent samples t– test indicated that there were no 
significant differences between girls’ and boys’ scores on their phonological awareness and letter–
word knowledge. Also, the PLS analyses revealed that the child’s gender did not affect (i.e. moderate) 
the relationships between parental factors and children’s outcome measures, indicating that the 
relationships between parental factors and children’s reading outcomes were similar for both boys and 
girls. 

Testing for mediation 

As the research proceeded, it was decided to investigate if phonological awareness can serve as a 
possible mediator for such relationships. It can be hypothesised that phonological awareness predicts 
early reading skills and thus the impact of parental activities on children’s letter and word knowledge 
could be mediated through phonological awareness.  

          It was found that the raw correlation between parent–child everyday interaction and children’s 
letter–word knowledge was .46. Mediation analyses were carried by using PLS procedures with 
phonological awareness as a possible mediator. The direct effect was .356, and the indirect effect was 
.102, with all pathways achieving significance which provides evidence for partial mediation effect. 
The direct effect of parent–child everyday interaction on children’s letter–word knowledge accounted 
for 78% of the relationship, and 22% of the effect could be attributed to the mediated path.  

         The relationship between parent–child literacy activities and children’s letter–word knowledge 
was also further investigated through mediation analysis. The raw correlation between parent–child 
literacy activities and children’s letter–word knowledge was .387. The direct effect was .254, and the 
indirect effect was .129, with all pathways achieving significance. In sum, 66% was a direct effect and 
34% of the effect of parent–child literacy activities upon children’s letter–word knowledge was 
mediated through phonological awareness. 
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Figure 1. Results of the PLS model predicting children’s phonological awareness and letter–word 

knowledge 

 

Discussion 

The present study examined contributors to five-year-old children’s phonological awareness and 
letter-word knowledge.  

          As might be expected, it was found that a stimulating parent–child literacy activities positively 
related to children’s phonological awareness and letter-word knowledge. This finding is consistent 
with continuing research into the sources of influence on early reading skills before children enter 
school (e.g. Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Senechal & LeFevre, 2002). Results suggest that high levels of 
phonological awareness and letter-word knowledge among young children are related to home 
experiences that are filled with rich literacy activities such as being read to and singing songs and 
rhymes at home.  

           Consistent with previous studies (e.g. Evans, Shaw, & Bell, 2000), children rated by their 
teachers as high in letter and word knowledge had parents who offered their children a print-rich 
environment and provided opportunities to engage children in literacy activities in their home. 
Furthermore, as Landry et al. (2012) suggested, children can learn from the parents’ conversation and 
language supports during reading rather than simply from the words in the book. It was found that 
talking to the child about the content of the book during reading and allowing child to interrupt during 
reading were found to be strongly correlated with children’s letter–word knowledge (r = .35, p = .005; 
and r = .27 p = .03 respectively). This result suggests that a parent’s talk about the content of the 
storybook during shared reading is beneficial for supporting child’s reading development.  
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             Furthermore, a significant relationship was found between parent–child literacy activities and 
children’s phonological awareness. Some studies (Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008; Senechal & 
LeFevre, 2002) focused on book reading and word teaching and the researchers in these studies did 
not find strong relationships with phonological awareness. In contrast, in the present study, a wider 
range of literacy activities (including rhymes, singing songs) was included to investigate whether the 
frequency of parent–child literacy activities can foster phonological awareness. For that reason, the 
relationship between literacy activities and phonological awareness in a study might be related to how 
literacy activities are conceptualised. This could be because of the broad nature of literacy-related 
activities, from book reading to singing songs, that can occur in a family setting. 

            The second main result concerns the role of parent–child everyday interactions on children’s 
early reading skills: It was found that parent–child everyday interactions and talk predicted children’s 
phonological awareness and letter-word knowledge. This finding suggests that parents’ frequent verbal 
communication, their attention and their responsiveness influence their children’s awareness of the 
sounds of spoken words. Both parent–child literacy activities and parent-child everyday interactions 
were found to be important to young children’s phonological awareness. Parents can integrate 
exercises that bring young children’s attention to sounds within words into any parent-child activities 
that involve oral language. While a significant relationship was found between the amount of parent-
child talk and phonological awareness, a body of research suggests that at some level phonological 
awareness needs to be taught to young children to help them make the connection between speech and 
print which relates to reading development (Gillon, 2004). Similarly, Richgels (2004) indicates that 
children are born able to perceive phonemes, however, the development of the phonemic awareness to 
the level that children can use phonics for reading is not possible without some form of explicit 
literacy instruction. That is because, in contrast to oral language, written language requires more 
conscious attention to the structure of print. 

           Additionally, as expected, the present study’s finding showed a significant relationship between 
parent–child everyday interactions and children’s letter–word knowledge. The results suggest that 
parents’ interactions with their children through talk and conversations provide a rich context for 
children to develop letter–word knowledge skills. In relation to this, it was found that parents’ 
encouraging child to talk to peers and adults, answering child’s questions consistently, talking to child 
about how they have spent their day and encouraging child to use past/ future tenses correctly were 
strongly correlated with children’s letter-word knowledge. This is in line with Grolnick (2012)’s ideas 
that children’s cognition and learning are most likely to be influenced by parent-child talk and 
conversation.  

          Children who have conversations with their parents are exposed to more words, and it is 
apparent that the amount of time a child talks with a parent is related to the development of reading 
skills. An important implication of this finding is that the parents who engaged in elaborative everyday 
conversations, discussing the past with their children, encouraging their children to participate in the 
conversations by the use of many questions and statements, had children with more advanced early 
reading skills. Particularly, conversations about past events between parents and children can foster 
children’s literacy skills which might be due to the relatively high cognitive and linguistic demands 
placed on the child (Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006; Reese, Leyva, Sparks, & Grolnick, 2010). In fact, 
in the present research the strongest correlation was found between talking to the child about how they 
spent their day’ and the child’s letter-word knowledge. 

           Many parents may believe that engaging in conversations and talk with their young children is 
inconsequential. However, the findings of the present research and other research (Grolnick, 2012; 
Sparks & Reese, 2013) suggest that children’s early reading skills maybe related to parent-child 
interactions and talk. Parents need to be made aware of the influence parent-child talk may have on 
their young children’s success in school. Parents could be made aware that it is not only specific 
literacy related activities that relate to reading development. Even though it is important to 
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acknowledge the importance of parent–child literacy activities, parents also need to be informed that 
children learn much from parent-child conversations or everyday talk. 

          Furthermore, findings from mediation analysis provide support for our hypothesis that the 
contributions of parent–child literacy activities and parent-child everyday interactions on children’s 
letter and word knowledge were both partially mediated by children’s phonological awareness. In 
other words, a literacy rich home environment and frequent parent-child talk appear to promote 
phonological awareness, which in turn may facilitate letter and word knowledge. 

           Lastly, gender differences were not identified in children’s phonological awareness and letter-
word knowledge. It is possible to interpret such finding in the light of the gender similarities 
hypothesis, as advanced by Hyde (2005, 2007). In reviewing the history of research into gender 
differences, Hyde (2005) documented the proposition that, for the most part, the variance within each 
gender is large. Hence, notions such as girls are better at reading than boys are likely to be misleading 
in many instances since the overlap between genders is generally large. When gender differences are 
found, they are often of low magnitude, vary in magnitude at different ages, and depend on the 
context. Such findings are especially pertinent within the social sciences. Whilst the notion of gender 
differences remains a popular issue, the existence of clear-cut effects in psychological and behavioral 
functions remains unclear. 

Conclusion 
 

This research adds to the literature by investigating how five-year-old children’s early reading skills 
are related to their parents’ practices in their home during the first year of formal schooling. Children 
scored higher on phonological awareness, letter and word knowledge when their parents engaged in 
rich literacy activities and everyday interactions and talk. This research was informed by social 
constructivism which recognises that development of cognitive skills is related to parent–child 
relationships in the family context. The results of this study suggest that, in order to enhance the 
development of children’s early reading, parents may be encouraged to engage in a variety of literacy-
related activities, and interact with their children through talk and conversations. 
 
 
Limitations 

As with most research, the present research has limitations. Firstly, this study was limited by the small 
sample size and the results lack representation of the general population because of the small sample 
size. Therefore, a larger amount of participants would make the findings more reliable.  

         Another limitation in this study is that parental self-reports may limit tapping the richness of 
parent–child relationships in various learning environments. There are studies focusing on the 
qualitative aspects of the family contexts by employing interview and observational data (Sparks & 
Reese, 2013). Although these methods of gathering data limit the variety of statistical analyses and 
interpretation of the results because of the smaller sample sizes, they may provide a more 
comprehensive view of parent–child relationships in family contexts. Therefore, the qualitative 
differences in parental practices that affect children’s early reading deserve more attention in future 
research, especially when combined with quantitative data. 

           Furthermore, the parent questionnaire was devised for current purposes to explore parent–child 
literacy activities and everyday interactions however this is not necessarily a facile distinction. The 
distinction is not one commonly employed in this field because researchers often do not discriminate 
between the two types of parent–child activities. The validity of this distinction remains untested. With 
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replications using these instruments with larger samples, reliability and validity of the instruments can 
be tested. 

           Additionally, while measuring children’s phonological awareness, letter knowledge and word 
recognition, the research relied upon single instruments. Using multiple instruments to measure a 
variable would provide a more comprehensive view of children’s early reading achievement.  
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Appendices 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for parental factors and children’s outcome measures  

Measure Mean SD Possible range Actual range 

Blending Words subtest (BW) of the CTOPP 
scores (C) 

 

    

 

11.7 

 

2.3 0-20 6-16 

Teacher ratings on children’s letter–word (C) 
knowledge (C)   

   

5.22 

 

2.03 

 

0-8 1-8 

Home literacy environment (HLE) 44.4 9.1 12-60 24-60 

Parent–child everyday interactions  37.8 5.1 9-45 24-45 

Parents’ expectations 23.8 3.5 7-28 10-28 

Note. (a) n = 50, (b) *p<.05, c) (C) indicates child outcome measure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The role of parental practices and expectations on five-year old 
children’s phonological awareness and letter–word knowledge                

AARE Conference 2016 – Melbourne, Victoria Page 14 of 16 

 

Table 2. Correlations between parental factors and children’s outcome measures 

 

Construct 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

1.Home literacy environment (HLE) 

 

.30* 

 

-.08 

 

      .34*  

 

.38** 

2.Parent–child everyday interactions   .17 .28* .45** 

3.Parents’ expectations   -.03       .09 

4.Blending Words subtest (BW) of the CTOPP scores (C)     .46** 

5.Teacher ratings on children’s letter–word knowledge (C)     

Note: (a) n = 50, (b) *p<.05, **p<.01, (c) (C) indicates child outcome measure 
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Table 3. Results of the factor analysis on the parent questionnaire and item correlations with child 
outcome measures 

 

Note. (a) n = 50, (b) Extraction method is PCA (c) rotation method is Oblimin with Kaiser Normalisation, (c) Factor 1 is HLE with 
Eigenvalue: 6.547, Cronbach alpha: .88 and Factor 2 is Parent—child everyday interactions with Eigenvalue: 2.423, Cronbach 
alpha: .76, (d) The factor loadings are based on responses of 94 parents. The data used in this study is part of a larger data set.  

 

 

 Factor  
Loading 

Factor 2 
Loading 

Phonological 
awareness 

Letter–word 
knowledge 

My child asks me to be read to .80 .26 .26 .19 
I allow my child to interrupt during reading .79 .26 .03 .27 
I read books to my child .75 .32 .25 .13 
Shared reading all types of books .73 .07 .18 .15 
Days of reading to child .70 .48 .25 ,12 
I talk to my child about the context of the book 
during reading 

.64 .42 .22 .34* 

I visit library with my child .63 .13 .20 .36** 
I allow my child to create their own stories durin  
reading 

.61 .35 .10 .18 

Number of adult books at home .61 .32 .32* .23 
My child sees me reading and writing .60 .33 -.28* .009 
I sing songs and nursery rhymes to my child .56 .50 .12 .25 
I tell my child stories .45 .08 .10 .17 
Construct score (Parent—child literacy activitie    .34* .38** 
I talk to my child about what they would like to  .33 .73 .24 .25 
I encourage my child to talk to peers and adults .02 .73 .06 .33* 
I encourage my child to speak and listen to the  
responses 

.25 .66 -.02 .14 

I answer my child’s questions consistently .19 .65 .23 .29* 
I discuss events of the day .18 .62 .21 .05 
I talk to my child about how they have spent the  
day 

.32 .55 .25 .43** 

I name and describe objects and toys while 
playing 

.32 .49 .17 .20 

I encourage my child to use past/future tenses 
correctly 

.23 .47 .18 .37** 

I run, play ball with my child .13 .31 .00 .13 
Construct score (Parent—child everyday 
interactions) 

  .28* .45** 
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