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The Reality Gap Between Teacher
Perceptions and Family Expectations
and Attitudes of Emerging Literacy
BY PEGGY

A.

THELEN

a parent, I often thought about my young children's emerging literacy skill development. What kinds
of books should we read? If a child will sit still for only part of a book, will she still learn the important
literacy skills? What if one child has no interest in writing anything? What if the other child wants to
write all of the time?

A

Later, as a preschool teacher, I worried about my
young students' emerging literacy skill development.
Am I including literacy opportunities in all of the
learning centers? Am I offering enough rhyming
opportunities? Enough shared reading opportunities?
Enough writing opportunities? Most importantly, am
I supporting each child's individual emerging literacy
skill needs?
And now, as a teacher educator, I question whether
teachers are aware of parents' attitudes and beliefs
about literacy. Do teachers believe parents' expectations for emerging literacy development are similar
to their own beliefs? Most importantly, how can early
childhood teachers and parents work together to
ensure age appropriate, literacy development.
Obviously, both parents and teachers want children
to learn to read and write. It is also logical that
teachers expect children to bring certain, already
developed, emerging literacy skills from home
directly to the classroom. Knowing this, I considered
it important to find out the emerging literacy expectations of teachers and whether teachers thought
their expectations were similar to parents' expectations of young children. After reviewing the research
on parent expectations and attitudes regarding
literacy and their influence on young children and
asking teachers directly whether they thought their
beliefs were similar to parents' beliefs, I learned that
teachers may not have a full understanding of family
expectations and attitudes for literacy development.
While contemporary research explains the positive
effects a rich, home literacy environment may have

on children's developing literacy (Allington & Cunningham, 1996; Burns, Griffin, & Snow, 1999; Bus,
van IJzendoorn & Pelligrini, 1995; Hart & Risley,
1999; Teale, 1995), this research also shows that
children from homes with minimal literacy opportunities may not bring certain expected emerging
literacy skills to school. Current literacy theories
(Kostelnik, Soderman, & Whiren, 2004; Neuman,
Copple, & Bredekamp, 2000; Whitehurst & Lanigan,
1998; and Teale & Sulzby, 1986) have narrowed
these basic, emerging literacy aptitudes to include
the following skills:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Phonological awareness-e.g., recognizes
rhyming words
Phonemic awareness-e.g., identifies beginning sounds
Alphabet knowledge-e.g., names letters of
the alphabet
Oral Language Fluency-e.g., engages in conversation with peers with multiple exchanges
Concept of Print-e.g., understands that
print contains a message
Developmental Communication-e.g., listens
attentively to stories

Parent Literacy Perspectives
Children whose literacy skill development differs
from teacher expectations may also come from homes
where parents have a different view of their role
in their children's literacy development. Research
into the role that parents play in their children's
literacy development has changed educator perspectives on young children's literacy development
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(Edwards, 1991; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates, 1995;
Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Parents, considered
to be children's first teachers, are now thought to
have the potential to make crucial contributions to
children's developing literacy (Bus, van IJzendoorn
& Pelligrini, 1995; Edwards, 1991; Heath, 1983;
Purcell-Gates, 1995; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines,
1988). As a result of this research, the home literacy
environment is now viewed as a significant factor in
children's emerging literacy development.

General Perspectives
Numerous studies have examined parent perceptions of children's developing literacy (see Gasden,
1998; see also Yaden, Rowe, & MacGillivray, 2000).
Examples of parents' perceptions of literacy use
can be gleaned from the Baltimore Early Childhood
Project (Baker, Sonnenschein, Serpell, Scher, et al.,
1996; Sonnenschein, Brody, & Munsterman, 1996).
Three themes emerged from these findings:
•
•
•

Literacy is a source of entertainment
Literacy is a set of skills to be purposely
developed
Literacy is an essential characteristic of daily
life.

The Baltimore Project also revealed that parents
differed in their beliefs of the most effective way
of supporting early literacy. While some parents
created pleasurable reading opportunities for their
young children, others thought that focusing on
skills training was best.

Cultural and Socioeconomic
Perspectives
A peek into most kindergarten classrooms in
America will show children from homes of many
different cultures and differing socio-economic
status (SES). Yet, there is an expectation that these
children should have many of the same emerging
literacy skills when they enter school. Contemporary
literacy research notes that children may enter
schools with differing emerging literacy skills as a
result of the differences in home literacy practices
as related to cultural or economic influences in the
home. This research focusing on African American
(Heath, 1983), Asian American (Schmidt, 1998; Xu,
1999), Hawaiian (Au & Manson 1981), Hispanic
(Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1997; Volk, 1997), and
Native American (Philips, 1983) children suggests
that home literacy traditions are often dissimilar
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to those of the classroom and often go unsupported
within the classroom environment. An investigation
of children from African American, Mexican American, and White families (Teale, 1986) discovered that
literacy served many purposes including: entertainment, religion, interpersonal daily living, and schoolrelated tasks.

An ethnographic study (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines,
1988) revealed that low-income families whose
children were successful in school used literacy to:
•
•
•
•
•

gain information in meeting everyday needs
deal with public agencies
schedule daily functions
learn about activities and events
read for educational and recreational purposes.

Another study of a diverse sampling of low-income
families found that they, too, used print for many
different reasons in their daily lives (Purcell-Gates,
1996). However, there was a great disparity in the
type and frequency of literacy events across homes.
Print was not predictably a part of all of the families'
lives. Children from homes where more instances of
persons reading and writing were included showed
more conventional concepts of writing in school.
Results of research of Hispanic mothers of Spanishspeaking kindergarteners noted that some mothers
believed learning to read started with learning
letters and sounds (Goldenberg, Reese, & Gallimore,
1992). An ethnographic study by Valdes (1996) of
10 immigrant families from Mexico discovered that
parents and teachers made assumptions about one
another that were factors in the home-school barrier. For instance, the Mexican mothers felt that
they were responsible for the moral rearing of their
children while it was the teacher's job to impart
school-type knowledge to the children. Teachers
assumed that the mothers had only modest interest
in the children's education because the children
went to school lacking certain skills such as knowing
the alphabet, colors, or numbers. Another point of
difference was when the American teachers expected
the Mexican mothers to help the children with
homework. The mothers would help their children,
but they were more likely to focus on aspects of the
homework that were different from the teachers'.
Collectively, these studies reveal the powerful role
that parents play in the development of children's
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emergent literacy skills. Whenever parents interact
with their children, they establish home conditions
that affect literacy achievement. These interactions, coupled with parental beliefs, create the
literacy skills and behaviors with which children
enter school. Therefore, it is essential that teachers become aware of the many ways children are
exposed to, and practice, literacy in the home. This,
in turn, will provide a more accurate and fuller
understanding of parental literacy beliefs and practices with which teachers can best support student
literacy learning.

Teachers Respond
A study involving 131 kindergarten teachers from 12
school districts was conducted in order to investigate
the perceptions of kindergarten teachers regarding
when children best acquire emerging literacy skills.
Forty-two teachers responded to questions in an
emerging literacy skills study (Thelen, 2004). The
survey asked kindergarten teachers if they thought
their expectations about children's literacy capabilities were congruent with parents' expectations (on a
5-point Likert scale; l=not at all congruent, 3=somewhat congruent, 5=highly congruent).
The findings indicated that a majority of kindergarten teachers (about 80 percent) believed that their
beliefs about children's literacy capabilities were
somewhat congruent with parents' expectations.
There may be some common ground but also a need
for greater understanding of parent beliefs.
This perception may not be surprising in that current literature has shown that there are discrepancies between literacy practices and expectations
among different social and cultural groups, as well
as between home and school (e.g., Au & Manson,
1981; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1997; Heath, 1983;
Paratore, Melzi, & Krol-Sinclair, 1999; Philips,
1983; Schmidt, 1998; Volk; 1997; Xu, 1999). Again,
the results of this study may imply that teachers
are not necessarily knowledgeable about differences in family literacy practices, often presuming
the capabilities of middle-class children to be the
norm. Teachers in this study indicated that their
beliefs are somewhat in agreement with parents,
perhaps acknowledging some discontinuity does exist
between teachers and parents, as reflected in the
following comment a teacher made regarding her
perception of parent expectations:
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I understand that children will come to my
class with varying levels of literacy development. But, it is very frustrating when
a parent sends a child to kindergarten
with only a few of the very basic emerging
literacy skills and expects the child to be
successful in kindergarten when I know
the child will already be behind.

Implications
It is critical that current and pre-service teachers are
knowledgeable regarding the development of literacy
skills and the role of instruction in optimizing
literacy development. As children with very divergent skills characterize today's kindergarten classes,
teachers must be prepared to support children
regardless of their literacy skill developmental level.
In order to best support these various developmental
levels, it is beneficial for teachers to understand not
only the continuum of literacy development, but also
the types of emerging literacy expectations parents
may have for their young children. By reading
current research, and gleaning information from
parents regarding their perceived role in the development of young children's emerging literacy, teachers
should be better prepared to meet students at their
unique levels Accordingly, communication with
families is a key component of classroom success.

Create a school-home link
Creating a link between home and school understanding moves us toward ensuring young children's
literacy needs are met in a continuous and more
developmentally, socially, and culturally appropriate manner. Establishing links to families is also
significant in modeling a team approach to educating
children.
One way to get information about home literacy
practices is through a literacy checklist (See Table 1
on facing page). This is one example of a quick and
easy survey for families that may serve as a foundation for understanding children's home literacy
experiences. By gaining some knowledge of children's
home literacy environments, teachers may then have
a perspective of the parents' views of their roles
in their children's literacy development. Teachers
might also use this information as a springboard for
discussions at school open houses and parent-teacher
conferences regarding how to support children's
literacy development in the home.
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TABLE

1.

FAMILY LITERACY CHECKLIST (THELEN).

My child has easy access to a variety of
appropriate books (i.e. picture books, alphabet
books)
My child looks at/reads books alone or with other
family members
My child sees me and/or other family members
reading
We borrow books from the library
My child uses a variety of writing materials
(paper, crayons, pencils, markers)
There are a variety of printed materials in our
home (i.e. calendar, labeled containers, lists, etc.)
I have a conversation(s)/discussion(s) with my
child
I introduce new words to my child
We enjoy nursery rhymes and songs
My child engages in pretend play (dressing up,
using dolls/puppets/action figures)

SOMETIMES

RARELY

NEVER

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

times a week.

I read to my child

hours of television a week.

My child watches
My child watches

OFTEN

videos/DVDs a week.

For fun, my family likes to
My child's favorite book is
My child's favorite activity is
Average time per week child spends outside (sports, playing, etc.)
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When working with any group of families, teachers
must keep in mind diversity issues. For example,
teachers may need to seek sources to translate the
checklist into other languages. Another option would
be to make a checklist available on a classroom
Web site. This may assist those parents whose first
language is not English as there are many translation tools available via the Internet.
As a parent and as an educator, I understand how
there could be a disjoint between what parents
believe their role is in supporting children's literacy
development as compared to what the kindergarten
teacher may believe that role is. This study confirms
that both kindergarten teachers and families should
not take for granted that they have common beliefs.
Therefore, it is in the best interest of young children
that those adults interested in the supporting emerging literacy development of young children should
find common ground and understanding.

References
Au, K. H., & Mason, J. M. (1981). Social organizational factors in learning to read. Reading
Research Quarterly, 17, 115-152.
Baker, L., Sonnenschein, S., Serpell, R., Scher, D., et
al. (1996). Early literacy at home: Children's
experiences and parents' perspectives. The
ReadingTeacher, 50(1), 70-72.
Burns, S., Griffin, P., & Snow, C. E. (1999). Starting
out right: A guide to promoting children's
reading success. Washington, DC: National
Academy Press.
Bus, A. G., van IJzendoorn, M. H., & Pellegrini, A. D.
(1995). Joint book reading makes for success in learning to read: A meta-analysis in
intergenerational
transmission of literacy. Review of Educational
Research, 65, 1-21.
Delgado-Gaitan, C., & Trueba, H. (1997). Crossing
cultural borders: Education for immigrant
families in America. New York: Falmer Press.
Edwards, P. A. (1991). Fostering early literacy
through parent coaching. In E. H. Rieger
(Ed.), Literacy for a diverse society: Perspectives, practices, and policies (pp. 199-212).
New York: Teachers College Press
Gadsden, V. L. (1998). Family cultures and literacy
learning. In J. Osborn & F. Lehr (Eds.), Literacy for all. Issues in teaching and learning
(pp. 32-53). New York: The Guilford Press.

28

Goldenberg, C. N., Reese, L., & Gallimore, R. (1992).
Effects of literacy materials from school
on Latino children's home experiences and
reading achievement. American Journal of
Education, 100, 497 -537.
Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1995). Meaningful differences in the everyday experience of young
American children. Baltimore: Paul H.
Brookes Publishing Co.
Heath, S. B., (1983). Ways with words: Language,
life, and work in communities and classrooms. New York: Cambridge University
press.
Kostelnik, M. J., Soderman, A. K., & Whiren, A. P.
(2004). Developmentally appropriate curriculum: Best practices in early childhood
education (3 rd ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Pearson/Merrill Prentice Hall.
Neuman, S. B., Copple, C., & Bredekamp, S. (2000).
Learning to read and write: Developmentally
appropriate practices for young children.
Washington, DC: National Association for the
Education of Young Children.
Paratore, J. R., Melzi, G., & Krol-Sinclair, B. (1999).
What should we expect of family literacy?
Experiences of Latino children whose parents
participate in an inter-generational literacy
program. Newark, DE: International Reading
Association.
Philips, S. U. (1983). The invisible culture. New
York: Longman.
Purcell-Gates, V. (1995). Other people's words: The
cycle of low literacy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Purcell-Gates, V. (1996). Stories, coupons, and the
TV Guide; Relationships between home
literacy experiences and emergent literacy
knowledge. Reading Research Quarterly,
31 (4), 406-428.
Schmidt, P. R. (1998). Literacy learning in a kindergarten program. New York: Peter Lang.
Sonnenschein, S., Brody, G., & Munsterman, K.
(1996). The influence of family beliefs and
practices on children's early reading development. In L. Baker, P. Afflerbach, & D.
Reinking (Eds.), Developing engaged readers
in school and home communities (pp. 3-20).
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Strickland, D. S., & Morrow, L. M. (1989). Emerging
literacy: Young children learn to read and

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

I
I

I

THELEN

write. Newark, DE: International Reading
Association.
Taylor, D., & Dorsey-Gaines, C. (1988). Growing up
literate: Learning from inner-city families.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Teale, W. H. (1986). Home background and young
children's literacy development. In W. H.
Teale & E. Sulzby (Eds.), Emergent literacy:
Writing and reading (pp. 173-206). Norwood,
NH: Ablex.
Teale, W. H. (1995). Young children and reading:
Trends across the twentieth century. Journal
of Education, 177(3), 95-125.
Teale, W. H., & Sulzby, E. (Eds.). (1986). Emergent
literacy: Writing and reading. Norwood, NJ:
Ablex.
Thelen, P.A. (2004). Kindergarten teacher perceptions regarding the development of young
children's emerging literacy skills. Dissertation Abstract International. (UMI 31590140)

Valdes, G. (1996). Con respeto: Bridging the gap
between culturally diverse families and
schools. New York: Teachers College Press.
Volk, D. (1997). Questions in lessons. Anthropology
and Education Quarterly, 28, 22-49.
Whitehurst, G. J., & Lonigan, C. J. (1998). Child
development and emergent literacy. Child
Development, 68, 848-872.
Xu, S. H. (1999). Reexamining continuities and
discontinuities: Language minority children's
home and school literacy experiences.
National Reading Conference Yearbook, 48,
224-237.
Yaden, D. B., Rowe, D. W., & MacGillivray, L. (2000).
Emergent literacy: A matter (polyphony)
of perspectives. In M. L. Kamil, P. B.
Mosenthal, P. D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.),
Handbook of reading research: Vol. 3 (pp.425445). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

I
WINTER

2007, VoL, 39, No. 2

29

