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Abstract: This review examines the relationship between language and literacy experience in the home environment 
and their implications for literacy in early childhood settings. Building on early sociocultural research into how 
children develop language and literacy within the home environments, recent research on how home environments 
support children's developing language and literacy knowledge and skills are explored, along with the research 
on the importance of 'serve and return' interactions between caregivers and young children for maximum brain 
development and language acquisition. The review also examines research on the use of multimodal literacies in 
home environments, along with the contribution of family literacy models to understanding how families support 
children's development. The implications of this body of research are examined in relation to what it means for early 
childhood teachers to support literacy learning and development in diverse learners and create a reciprocal learning 
environment for literacy.

Keywords: Oral language, Literacy, Home environment, Family literacy, Multiliteracies, Early childhood education, 
Teachers' beliefs

Introduction

   Oral language has been an important focus for educators 
in recent decades, with increasing understanding of 
the profound effects that deficits during oral language 
development in early childhood have on later school 
achievement. More specifically, language quantity (number 
of words) and language quality (sentence complexity, 
lexical diversity etc.) from the foundation of later linguistic 
and cognitive skills (Rowe, 2012; Hirsch-Pasek et al., 2015; 
NELP, 2008). Language abilities play an influential role 
in non-verbal capacities including executive functioning, 

mathematical abilities, and social skills (Romeo et 
al., 2018).  It is well established that oral language 
development underpins early literacy development and 
that children's early experiences within the family setting 
lay the groundwork for learning and development in the 
first years of life (NELP, 2008; Paciga et al., 2011; Teale 
et al., 2020; Sénéchal, 2014). However, the links between 
how early childhood teachers integrate their knowledge of 
these practices into their early childhood curriculum are 
less well documented, which this review was designed 
to analyse. Although some studies have examined how 
home literacy practices prepare children for the transition 
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to primary school, and others have explored how teachers 
can build on diversity in literacy development (such as 
translanguaging and biliteracy) there are few reviews that 
examine the knowledge early childhood educators need to 
build an effective early literacy programme building on 
family literacy practices.
   This review examines the sociocultural research, based 
on Vygotsky's (1962, 1978, 1986, 1998) theorising, which 
explores the links between home literacy practices and 
early childhood teachers' practices. Vygotsky (1997) 
described the development of higher mental functions 
as a gradual process involving the transition from inter-
individual (''inter-mental'') or shared to individual (''intra-
mental''). Higher mental functions are shared, meaning 
that they are co-constructed— constructed by the child in 
interaction with another person. For young children, higher 
mental functions exist mainly in their inter-individual form, 
as they share these with adults or older children through 
co-construction. The nature of the cultural tools acquired 
and the outcomes of their acquisition are determined by 
the specific interactions between children and their social 
environment. Vygotsky (1998) referred to these interactions 
as 'the social situation of development' which he considered 
the basic source of development. The social situation of 
development shaped Vygotsky's approach to the transition 
from preschool to school age, including the issues of literacy 
acquisition and school readiness.  Pioneers in the field of 
emergent literacy, Teale and Sulzby (1989) defined it as 
a complex socio-psycho-linguistic activity, meaning that 
the social and contextual aspects of literacy are integral to 
children's development. Using such a definition of literacy 
acquisition means that early childhood teachers encounter 
children at varying points in their developing language and 
literacy. In order to meet children's learning needs, teachers 
need to know about children's literacy experiences at home, 
be skilled in observing and identifying children's language 
and literacy behaviours, and plan how to best support 
children's learning to promote equitable outcomes.
   While most reviews of family literacy look at the impact 
of family literacy programmes, this review focusses on 
the relationship between family literacy practices and 
early childhood practices to support continuity in literacy 
development or to build on literacy experiences. This 
review extends some of the early work by Jackie Marsh 
(2010) and others on the influences of home literacy on 
school literacy practices, but with a specific focus on early 
childhood practice. It also extends on an earlier review the 
New Zealand Education Review Office (2011) on literacy 
in early childhood services.
   A semi systematic literature search was conducted to 
identify literature discussing the development of literacy 
in home settings and its relationship with early childhood 
practice. As Snyder (2019, p. 334) states, ''a semi-
systematic review often examines how research within a 
selected field has progressed over time or how a topic has 
developed across research traditions''. The studies for this 
review were sourced from five databases and other library 

resources. Specifically, we searched Discover, Web of 
Science, Education Source, ProQuest and Scopus. These 
databases were searched for research published in the last 
ten years up to 2024, and additional seminal references that 
have influenced current thinking were included to establish, 
so the history of the field and its links to early childhood 
education. Key search terms included oral language, 
literacy, home environment, family literacy, multiliteracies, 
early childhood education and teachers' beliefs about oral 
language and literacy. The searches focused on children 
from birth to school entry, which ranges from 4 to 7 
years across different countries. The searches returned a 
total of 116 results. All duplicates were removed, and the 
remaining artefacts were screened for inclusion criteria by 
abstract and title. Inclusion criteria required a clear focus 
on literacy, shared thinking, joint involvement and learning 
in early childhood. In total, 91 sources were analysed and 
included in an annotated bibliography, which was used for 
sorting themes in the literature.
   The review first examines the ways in which families 
support oral language development and how the 
experiences families provide help to shape developing 
literacy knowledge and skills. It explores the influences 
on a child's developing brain and the importance of 'serve 
and return' interactions on developing communication and 
comprehension skills. The influence of socioeconomic status 
on language and literacy acquisition is also reviewed. Next, 
the review examines research on home literacy practices, 
with analyses of how contemporary multiliteracies are 
used in the home to support literacy in both ambient and 
deliberate ways. Finally, the review critically analyses how 
home literacy practices need to be well integrated with 
early childhood curriculum, to support children's learning 
and successful transition to school based literacies.

Supporting oral language development 
in the home environment

   Some significant early research on how children develop 
language and literacy at home was led by Bruner (1974, 
1975, 2010), Ninio (1983) and Snow (1977, 1983), 
among others. Many of these early studies focused on the 
importance of dyadic interaction in supporting children's 
language acquisition and cognitive development. Bruner 
(1974) argued that linguistic forms are preceded by other 
formats in which the parent and child assume the roles 
of communicator and recipient, and that through these 
interactions the child learns the conventions of give-and-
take exchanges. Bruner proposed that the child engages 
in these exchanges using non-linguistic signals, which 
prepares the child to decode linguistic utterances. Peekaboo 
thus serves as a precursor to reversible role structures, 
such as the use of ''I'' and ''you'' in language, while joint 
attention is a precursor to referencing. Bruner emphasised 
on the pragmatic use of communication as speech acts. 
From ''demand mode'' communication, more subtle forms 
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of communication are developed to meet a variety of needs. 
Children's language acquisition builds upon their pre-
linguistic understanding of concepts and meanings, which 
enables them to work out grammatical rules. 
   Papousek et al. (1984) found that in the first weeks and 
months, parents and other adults engage infants in vocal 
exchanges in fairly uniform ways – using melodic pitch 
contours, simplified linguistic structures, slower tempo, and 
imitation. As infants develop, they produce more complex 
and differentiated vocalisations, and there is considerable 
variability in the frequency and quality of language input. 
The simplified babytalk is thought to make conversation 
and meaning more accessible, and to promote the infant's 
communicative competence. They proposed that regular 
intersubjective interaction, with maternal encouragement 
of attention and talk, is related to children's vocabulary 
size. Wood et al. (1976, in Bruner, 2006) introduced the 
notion of scaffolding, drawing on Vygotsky's (1962) theory 
of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), to explain 
how tutors - usually parents, but also early childhood 
teachers - work within their implicit theory of the child's 
understanding, and act to maintain the child's attention 
on the task, control frustration, make tasks manageable, 
highlight critical features, demonstrate tasks and guide the 
child. Recent research has confirmed that this scaffolding 
of early language occurs in both homes and ECE settings 
(Doi, 2020; Gillespie & Greenberg, 2017).
   Van der Geest (1977) examined data on children's 
speech (from the emergence of two-word sentences and 
six months thereafter), and the speech of their mothers 
during interactive sessions. Van der Geest found that the 
semantic aspects of children's speech were more advanced 
than the mothers' speech, while mothers' speech was 
more advanced those in terms of syntax. This suggests 
that the child determines the cognitive complexity of the 
conversation (for example, indicating to the mother that he 
or she can talk about the past or about possession) and the 
mother then demonstrates how to express these contents 
correctly. Trevathen (1979) argued that infants have a 
faculty for intersubjectivity, which motivates and regulates 
cognitive development and supports joint attention. Her 
research showed that mothers adapt to infants' expressive 
behaviour, and that their behaviours change over time as 
the infant matures. With young infants, mothers act as if the 
infant is being social, whereas with older infants, mothers 
tend to name and instruct. Language is therefore taught as a 
tool for communication and for thinking but both partners 
exercise control. Recent brain research using functional 
near-infrared spectroscopy (fNIRS) has confirmed the 
importance of such early dyadic interactions on supporting 
brain development and the neural pathways needed for 
language development (Piazza et al., 2019). 

The importance of joint attention and 
interactions in language and literacy 
acquisition

   Bruner (2010) identified the importance of interactions 
and the concept of transactions as key to intersubjectivity. 
He described a precursor of language learning as ''mutuality 
in action'' (p. 55), which shows that very young infants have 
an idea of what others are thinking and have strategies for 
managing their attention jointly with others. As he argued, 
language, shared contexts, and shared conventions for 
using language help us to understand other minds, which 
in turn helps to shape children's minds. Tomasello (2001) 
concurred, arguing that joint attention is important at 
different developmental levels, and that to learn language, 
children must be able to understand the communicative 
intentions of adults, with children becoming more skilful 
over time with predictable formats providing an early 
scaffold. 
   Considerable socio-cultural research shows that the 
quality and frequency of interactions between parent-
child dyads influence children's development. Snow and 
Goldfield (1983) identified three important elements 
that support children's language development: semantic 
contingency; scaffolding; and the use of routines. Semantic 
contingency through story reading provides opportunities 
to expand on utterances in response to the text and to add 
new information through semantic expansion, offering 
clarification, new vocabulary, and different approaches to 
questioning. Scaffolding allows opportunity for ''upping 
the ante'' (p. 74) by increasing the complexity of language 
and reducing degrees of freedom in a task, enabling the 
child to focus on challenging aspects. Routines, such as 
storytelling, give children opportunities to learn language, 
hear predictable adult utterances and extend their thinking. 
Wheeler (1983) also examined how mothers talk about the 
same book illustration as the child grows older. Wheeler 
found that mothers' speech changes as children develop, 
providing appropriately 'fine-tuned' models for the child's 
current verbal abilities. These studies showed more 
elaboration with each subsequent occurrence, suggesting 
increasing proficiency with language. Research by Justice 
and colleagues supports the view that story reading and 
storytelling offers opportunities for scaffolding language 
and literacy development (Justice & Pence, 2005; 
Tompkins, Guo & Justice, 2013).
   Altwerger et al. (1985) found that story book reading, 
and other literacy activities, are essentially social in nature 
and their development is supported through joint attention 
strategies. They proposed that the relationship is initially 
an inter-psychological process between parent and child 
(Vygotsky, 1978), but changes with time to become an intra-
psychological process. The child becomes autonomous by 
internalising the strategies used in the social interaction. 
Like Wheeler (1983), they found that the parent fine 
tunes to the child's developing language abilities. During 
observations of mother-infant dyads (from 23-29 months 
of age), Altwerger et al. found that story reading was a 
negotiated, interactional strategy: the parent affects the 
child as much as the child affects the parent. They found that 
mothers issue invitations both verbally and prosodically to 
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encourage the child to predict and join in the story telling. 
Similarly, Ninio's (1983) empirical study of joint book 
reading in mother-child dyads examined the relation of 
maternal labelling strategies to children's behaviour and 
responses. The study demonstrated a high level of maternal 
sensitivity and maternal fine-tuning to the child's signals 
of word knowledge. Ninio (1983) also showed that each 
utterance about a picture was a development, addition, or 
elaboration of the utterance on the previous occasion it was 
discussed. The mixture of labelling formats (providing, 
eliciting pointing, or eliciting production of word) for 
repetitions of the same word used by mothers were reflected 
in the child's mixture of labelling modes. 
   Bus et al. (1997) found that early relationships between 
infants and their parents influenced children's involvement 
in literacy practices. In this study, 138 families were 
observed in a laboratory setting when toddlers were 12,13,18 
and 20 months old, and their attachment relationship status 
was assessed. At 18 and 20 months, a book reading session 
was also observed. The study found that the interaction 
patterns of secure mother-child dyads differed from those 
of insecure-avoidant and insecure-resistant dyads, in which 
children were more unresponsive to the book and more 
easily distracted. Insecure-avoidant infants and mothers 
were unable to develop contingent, reciprocal interactions, 
and these pairs did not establish satisfying book reading 
practices in their family context as a result. In a further 
study, attachment relationships were found to influence the 
quality of interactions around learning to read, with more 
secure dyads showing more sustained focus, more attention 
to reading instruction and proto-reading, and with mothers 
in secure dyads having higher expectations and demands 
of their children (Bus & van Ijzendoorn, 1988). Recent 
research shows the importance of these early and satisfying 
reading experiences, suggesting that the effects can be seen 
in children (Brown, Wang & McLeod, 2022). Small and 
positive relationships were found between parent-child 
book reading at 1–2 years and reading, spelling, grammar, 
and numeracy scores in Grade 3 (8–9 years) and reading, 
writing, spelling, and grammar scores in Grade 5 (10–11 
years). 
   Shonkoff and Levitt (2010) present compelling evidence 
that genes interact with early experiences and environmental 
influences in ways which shape the developing architecture 
of the brain. The brain is the primary organ for stress, and 
for regulating responses to stress. It changes in terms of 
structure and function as a result of significant stress and 
adversity, especially that experienced without the support 
of a stable and loving caregiver, in ways that affect 
cognition, executive function and emotional regulation. 
Stable, secure relationships facilitate adaptive responses to 
stress and provide a buffer or protection towards negative 
effects. Responsive and sensitive relationships with parents 
are linked to children's stronger cognitive and language 
skills, social competence, and academic skills (Dozier et 
al., 2008). 
   Accordingly, Shonkoff (2010) argued that significant 

sources of stress have negative effects for learning, 
including language, behaviour, physical and mental health, 
with significant implications for early childhood policy. 
Shonkoff and Fisher (2013) proposed that child outcomes 
can be improved by capacity building in caregivers to 
protect children from the damage of toxic stress. Children 
need caregivers with sound mental health and well-
developed executive function skills. Interventions should 
therefore be focused on strengthening executive skills and 
mental health in adults, so that they can provide optimal 
learning environments for young children.
Research has shown that more than a certain number of 
words is necessary for optimal learning and development. 
The quality of language exposure is also significant, 
including linguistic features such as vocabulary diversity 
and sophistication, grammatical complexity, and narrative 
use (Rowe, 2012), as well as the key importance of 
interaction features such as contiguous (time locked), 
contingent (topically similar), and back and forth 
conversation (Hirsch-Pasek et al., 2015). Conversational 
turn taking provides a rich experience of high quality 
linguistic, attentional, and social features (Romeo et al., 
2018). Growing evidence indicates that relationships 
promoting growth are based on 'serve and return' or give-
and-take interactions (National Scientific Council on the 
Developing Child, 2004; Bonello, 2023). Serve and return 
interactions have been found to build brain architecture in 
infants. These interactions provide emotional connection, 
individualized responsiveness, joint action, mutual 
attention, build on the child's interests, intentions, and 
strengths, shape the child's self-awareness, and stimulate 
development, including language acquisition. The study by 
Romeo et al. (2018) on the relationship between language 
use and structural neural connectivity in young children 
found that this specific type of language experience (serve 
and return) leads to development of the brain in the 'Broca's 
area' and supports both myelination and the maturation of 
the anterior terminations of the dorsal language pathways 
important for language processing. Romeo's findings 
highlight the importance of conversational turns for 
brain development above and beyond the influence of 
socioeconomic status. The findings also suggest previous 
interventions aimed at closing the word gap need to be 
reconsidered to focus on the quality of language interaction 
and to ensure that parents and educators talk with children, 
not just talking to them. 
   Given the importance of intersubjective interactions for 
language development, Girolametto et al. (1994) evaluated 
an intervention that taught mothers to follow the child's 
lead, use language-modelling skills, and apply interaction-
promoting strategies. The intervention successfully 
increased the duration and frequency of interactive 
engagement between mothers and their preschool children 
with developmental delays. Research on joint attention and 
guided participation (Rogoff, 2003) in social and cultural 
activities suggests that such activities assist with cognitive 
as well as language development (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 
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1993). For example, Goldsmith and Rogoff (1997) and 
Adamson et al. (2019) found that joint or coordinated 
attention was important for growing relationships and 
communication, with influences on early language 
development and supporting children's learning through 
shared problem-solving. Rogoff (2003) drew on Tizard 
and Hughes' (1984) research with families in working class 
settings in Britain to show that everyday conversations 
that are not designed as instruction provide opportunities 
to learn and be involved in the knowledge, language, 
and skills of a community. The term guided participation 
highlights that the collaborative nature of learning may not 
be explicitly instructional. 
   Rogoff (2003) also discussed shared or distributed 
cognition as a key cultural phenomenon, showing how 
cognition is distributed over people and tools. Drawing 
on Vygotsky's (1978) theory, Rogoff argued that thinking 
also involves learning to use cultural tools in specific ways, 
such as in literacy, maths, and problem-solving approaches. 
Rogoff identified narratives, routines and play as cultural 
practices with significance for learning. Confirming Bruner's 
(1974, 1975) earlier work, Rogoff (2003) found that early 
language is developed through mutuality in language use 
as caregivers repeat and build on infants' utterances. She 
found that certain cultural groups (e.g. middle-class US 
mothers) structure children's contributions to conversations 
about picture books and that infants are led to fill in the gaps 
in games such as peekaboo. More recently, Rogoff (2014) 
proposed the notion of LOPI (Learning by Observing 
and Leaping In) to explain how children learn cultural 
knowledge and language by participation in communities. 
The theorising of LOPI suggests that there are seven key 
elements to the LOPI prism, which explain how children 
learn through this approach: the child is incorporated into 
family endeavours; the child is eager and motivated to learn; 
learning is collaborative and flexible; the goal of learning 
is transformation of participation; learning involves keen 
attention; learning is based on shared verbal and nonverbal 
references; and adults or peers provide the learner with 
feedback on their assessment of their endeavours.

Family differences in language use and 
the impact on child development

   Bruner (1975) reviewed studies on the difference in 
family interactions experienced by middle- and lower-
class children. He found that middle-class parents 
tend to encourage formal categories and strategies in 
language use such as analysis, questioning, elaborating, 
and hypothesising. This involves using language to 
construct a linguistic repertoire which can be manipulated 
independently of context. Language is thereby used for 
analysis and synthesis, particularly using abstraction, 
extraction and decontextualization. Snow (1977) confirmed 
these findings, with a study that examined the semantic 
content of mothers' speech and child speech. She found 

mothers' speech had the same semantic types as those the 
children were using, but that mothers provided examples for 
expressing semantic content and elaborated syntactically 
and semantically on children's utterances.
This notion of socioeconomic language differences in 
families was also discussed by Bernstein (1971), who 
proposed that families use elaborated and/or restricted 
codes in their interactions with children. He controversially 
suggested that middle class families make greater use of 
elaborated codes, although research has confirmed some of 
his claims (Maton & Muller, 2007). Bernstein did not claim 
that one code was superior to the other, but that different 
contexts require different codes. In the elaborated code, 
speech can 'stand on its own' and will be understood by 
most listeners, as it is explicit and detailed. The restricted 
code is used by insiders, such as family members, who 
share assumptions and understanding on a topic, whereas 
the elaborated code does not assume that the listener 
shares these assumptions or understandings.  A restricted 
code is used in relatively informal situations, stressing 
the speaker's membership of a group, relying on context 
for meaning, and lacking stylistic range. According to 
Bernstein (1971), ''Society, however, may place different 
values on the orders of experience elicited, maintained and 
progressively strengthened through the different coding 
systems'' (p.  135). Maton and Muller (2007) describe 
how Bernstein argued that different social positions 
within society, understood in terms of their degree of 
specialisation, have different language use patterns that 
influence the ability of these groups to succeed in schools. 
These social positions create, as he later put it, ''different 
modalities of communication differentially valued by the 
school, and differentially effective in it, because of the 
school's values, modes of practice and relations with its 
different communities'' (Bernstein, 1996, p. 91).
   There is substantial evidence that language acquisition 
is adversely affected by socio-economic status (SES), 
with children from lower SES backgrounds hearing 
fewer and less complex utterances than their socially and 
economically more advantaged peers (Hart & Risley, 1995; 
Rowe 2008). Hart and Risley's (1995) landmark study found 
that by age three, children from higher SES backgrounds 
had heard 30 million more words than those from lower 
SES backgrounds; this exposure predicted differences in 
child IQ at age three and literacy achievement by third 
grade. An analysis of the ''30-million-word gap'' (Hindman 
et al., 2016, p. 134) showed that children from higher 
socioeconomic backgrounds know 60% more words, and 
have better comprehension at 18 months, than children 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Furthermore, 
there is growing evidence that SES disproportionately 
affects language ability and the neural systems underlying 
language compared with other neurocognitive domains 
(Farah, 2017). Structurally, lower SES is associated 
with reduced gray matter in the brain's left perisylvian 
regions, which underlie the phonological, semantic, and 
syntactic components of language comprehension and 
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production (Noble et al., 2015), as well as in the bilateral 
occipitotemporal regions involved in reading (Jednorog 
et al., 2012). In addition, functional neuroimaging with 
language tasks reveals SES related differences in the left 
inferior frontal (Raizada et al, 2008), superior temporal, and 
fusiform regions (Noble et al., 2006). Put simply, exposure 
to language and to interaction assists the development of 
the brain and affects learning and development in young 
children.
   Many low socioeconomic children struggle to learn to 
read, and this has ongoing implications for their academic 
achievement generally (Hindman et al., 2016). The 
gap likely occurs for several reasons, but the language 
stimulation that children receive at home is one important 
factor. Children living in poverty are exposed to fewer 
total words, and a smaller diversity of words, both at home 
and in early childhood settings (Hindman et al., 2016). 
Language practices in children's homes vary according to 
the values and norms of their cultural communities, as well 
as their parents' goals and practices (Martini, 1996; Rogoff, 
2003; Sénéchal, 2014). 

Developing literacy knowledge and 
skills in early childhood

   The National Literacy Panel Report (NELP, 2008) 
identified that language experiences in the first five years of 
life lead to the acquisition of six key variables that predict 
later literacy achievement, as well as the development 
of five additional early literacy skills that are positively 
correlated with later literacy achievement. The six key 
variables (alphabet knowledge, phonological awareness, 
rapid automatic naming of letters or digits, rapid automatic 
naming of objects, the ability to write and phonological 
memory) retain their predictive power even when other 
variables such as IQ or socio-economic status (SES) are 
taken into account. The other five variables (concepts about 
print, print knowledge, reading readiness, oral language 
production and comprehension, and visual processing) are 
also associated with one or more aspects of later literacy 
achievement. For instance, oral language was found to play 
a greater role in later literacy achievement when measured 
using more complex assessments that included grammar, 
the ability to define words, and listening comprehension, 
rather than when measured using only simple vocabulary 
knowledge (NELP, 2008).
   There is growing interest in the role families play in the 
acquisition of these knowledge and skills. Crain-Thoreson 
and Dale (1992) followed twenty-five 20-month-old 
children identified as verbally precocious in a longitudinal 
study to determine if verbal precocity predicted later 
language and literacy skills. The children remained verbally 
precocious, but this did not lead to precocious reading in all 
but one case. Instead, exposure to instruction about letter 
names and sounds was found to predict children's literacy 
skills including knowledge of print conventions, invented 

spelling, and phonological awareness at 4.5 years. Overall, 
language and literacy appeared to be separate abilities, 
with language measures not related to literacy measures, 
but with moderate interconnections among the various 
language measures. The study also measured the frequency 
and quality of engagement in story reading, which was 
found to predict both language ability at 2.5 and 4.5 and 
knowledge of print conventions at 4.5 years. The child's 
engagement in the story was found to be more important 
than the frequency of a particular type of parental utterance. 
Both story reading and early reading instruction are found 
to be important aspects of the literacy environment that 
influence learning to read (Sénéchal, 2014).
   Kim (2009) also explored how home literacy practices 
relate to children's language and literacy growth trajectories 
in a longitudinal study of Korean children and families. 
This study examined children's initial literacy knowledge 
and skills as well as their knowledge and skills at the end 
of the study to establish a rate of growth. Skills measured 
included emergent literacy skills (comprising vocabulary, 
letter-name knowledge, and phonological awareness) and 
conventional literacy skills (comprising word reading, 
pseudoword reading, and spelling). Findings included 
that frequent reading at home and parent teaching had a 
positive effect on both emergent and conventional literacy 
skills at the end of the study, but these were not related 
to rate of growth. Children's exposure to print enhanced 
their vocabulary, letter-name knowledge, and phonological 
awareness. Children whose parents engaged them in more 
frequent teaching had lower literacy skill scores after 
controlling for home reading. This was thought to be due to 
the social and cultural expectation for Korean parents to see 
their role as providing remedial help, and that parents who 
engaged in teaching more often did so because their child 
was experiencing difficulties with literacy skills. Finally, 
phonological awareness was not found to explain the 
relationships between home literacy practices and literacy 
acquisition. When phonological awareness was controlled 
for, letter-name knowledge and vocabulary were also found 
to contribute positively to literacy development. 
   Neha et al. (2020) examined home learning practices 
in relation to oral language, literacy, and numeracy in 
41 Māori families with a child aged 3.5-5 years in New 
Zealand. Parents were observed reading a picture book and 
reminiscing about past events together and completed a 
questionnaire about home literacy and numeracy practices. 
Children's receptive and expressive vocabulary and 
comprehension (grouped as oral language skills), early 
literacy (phonological awareness and letter recognition), 
and numeracy skills (number recognition and counting) 
and self-regulatory abilities (grouped as academic skills) 
were assessed. Book-reading and reminiscing correlated 
with and predicted children's early academic skills, while 
book-reading correlated with oral language skills. This 
finding suggests that a more elaborative, linking, and 
repetitive interactional style led to higher academic skills 
than literal description or labelling. Neha et al. concluded 
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that book-reading interactions are not the only interactions 
that support children's language and literacy learning, and 
that oral narratives and practices of reminiscing which are 
important in indigenous communities for oral transmission 
of culturally important knowledge are a cultural practice 
that supports children's early learning. 
   In an earlier but similar study, Beals and Tabors (1993) 
examined the vocabulary found in family conversations 
and concluded the use of rare words was predictive of 
later vocabulary measures. Findings showed that different 
conversational contexts generate different proportions 
of rare words and may be more supportive of vocabulary 
acquisition. Vocabulary size and knowledge of unusual 
words does predict later literacy achievement (NELP, 
2008; Sénéchal, 2014), so these studies on family literacy 
practices offer useful insights into the varied ways in which 
families might support language and literacy acquisition.
Alternative supports other than shared book reading are 
also documented in the literature. Gregory (2001) explored 
the impact of sibling support for literacy activities in the 
home. The study examined the literacy play between 
siblings (a 9-11 year-old child and their younger sibling) 
in 16 families (eight Bangladeshi, eight Anglo) by taping 
interactions. Gregory found that sibling interactions 
involved reciprocal learning. Older children were found to 
be facilitators, ''teaching'' younger children which helped 
them to practice their school or community languages and 
literacy practices, whilst younger children benefited from 
having opportunities to learn these practices in play before 
needing to do them for real.
   Book reading remains a key measure of family literacy 
activity, although the various studies on the importance 
of this activity are inconclusive. Sénéchal et al. (1996) 
researched reliable measures of parental storybook reading, 
noting that the wide range of findings relating storybook 
reading to children's language outcomes may be due to a lack 
of standardisation of measures (different ways of measuring 
frequency), ambiguity about measures (the quantity of 
readings which comprise a reading event), and /or the use 
of self-report (and social desirability bias). Shared reading 
is thought to facilitate language development because: 
1) books contain language not usually encountered in 
spoken language; 2) shared reading provides children with 
undivided adult attention, and 3) there is usually repetition 
of story readings. These features help children to learn 
about language and acquire vocabulary. The study explored 
whether parents' and children's knowledge of storybooks 
would be a better measure for predicting language skills. 
Parents' knowledge of storybooks (familiarity with titles) 
was found to predict children's receptive vocabulary, 
and children's knowledge of storybooks (recognising 
illustrations, characters, and naming titles) was found 
to predict both receptive and expressive language. Self-
reports of home literacy practices varied and showed that 
it was difficult to obtain robust correlations with children's 
language skills.
   A robust set of studies which attempted to systematically 

determine the relative contribution of different home 
literacy activities to literacy learning were developed 
by Sénéchal and colleagues. Sénéchal and LeFevre's 
(2002) five-year longitudinal study of 168 middle and 
upper middle-class children explored the relations 
between children's home experiences of literacy and their 
receptive language, emergent literacy skills, and reading 
achievement. As a result, they proposed a 'Home Literacy 
Model' which explains the links between home literacy 
experiences and later school achievement. They found that 
children's exposure to books related to the development 
of vocabulary and comprehension skills, which related 
to children's reading in Grade 3. Parental teaching of 
reading and writing skills was related to early literacy 
skills, which predicted word reading in Grade 1 and had 
an indirect relation to reading in Grade 3. Therefore, the 
different aspects of children's early experiences of literacy 
lead in different ways to fluent reading in Grade 3. As 
exposure to books did not predict emergent literacy skills, 
this suggests that children's acquisition of specific literacy 
skills may require the guidance of a parent or older sibling, 
and informal literacy experiences may not be sufficient. 
Experiences other than book exposure may explain 
individual differences in literacy skills. Phonological 
awareness was analysed separately in this study, rather 
than as a skill within oral language. This clarified that it 
was not oral language that predicted emergent literacy, 
but the inclusion of phonological awareness within the 
construct of oral language that led to the interrelation. 
This study suggests it is useful for parents to read to their 
children before and after they begin reading, as early skill 
in receptive language predicts reading vocabulary and 
comprehension long-term. 
   Sénéchal, et al. (2001) further examined emergent 
literacy, and found different patterns of association with 
reading with different literacy constructs, and different 
relations with oral language and metalinguistic ability. They 
argued that emergent literacy should be defined in a more 
focused way, and that language, early literacy and phoneme 
awareness should be considered separately to disentangle 
the pattern of connection with later literacy. The findings 
suggest that interventions might be helpful for children 
who have limited procedural knowledge about literacy 
and that teachers should specifically target their emerging 
conceptual knowledge about literacy, to enhance their 
phonological awareness and reading acquisition. However, 
research shows that children in low SES communities are 
also likely to experience lower quality in early childhood 
education (Taylor et al., 2013), creating a need for ongoing 
professional development of teachers in such settings.
   Sénéchal and Young (2008) conducted a meta-analysis 
focused on parent-child activities that improved early 
reading acquisition for children in kindergarten to Grade 
3. They defined reading acquisition as separate to the 
development of oral language skills. Sixteen intervention 
studies (1340 families) were included. The review 
concluded that parents can help their children learn to read, 
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with a moderate weighted effect size of 0.65. Training 
parents to tutor their children in literacy skills using 
particular techniques was twice as effective as training 
parents to listen to their children, while parents reading to 
children was not found to improve reading acquisition at 
all. There may be indirect effects however, such as parental 
reading to children enhancing oral language skills, with 
a later impact on reading comprehension. Sénéchal and 
Young concluded that training parents to tutor their children 
is resource-intensive, and while other parental involvement 
types may be less effective, they may be cheaper and easier 
to implement.

Cultural variation in family language 
and literacy practices

   Research has also explored the cultural variation that 
exists in families' language and literacy practices. The 
diversity of practice means that for some children, prior 
experiences do not align well with school-based practices. 
There is advantage for some children and families, whose 
practices are like those of the school, and disadvantage 
for others, whose practices, albeit rich, do not match or 
translate well to school expectations.  
   Research on the shared activities of children in middle-
class families in the USA shows that parents often use 
specialised child-focused activities and conversations that 
help prepare children for schooling, including lessons 
and school-like discourse formats (Rogoff et al., 2003). 
Shirley Brice Heath's (1986) seminal study also identified 
socioeconomic differences noticeable in children's 
preparedness for learning to read upon entering school. Her 
study found that storytelling and story reading occurred 
less frequently in working class homes in the USA, with 
middle class children being better prepared for school-
based language practices. 
   Laosa (1980) observed differences in the teaching styles 
of Chicano and Anglo-American mothers, noting that 
Anglo-American mothers used inquiry and praise more 
frequently, while Chicano mothers relied more on modeling, 
visual cues, directives, and physical control. Tizard and 
Hughes (1984) also identified differences in educational 
approaches and language styles between working class and 
middle-class families in England. Their study affirmed the 
richness, depth and variety of the conversations children 
experienced in working class homes and concluded that 
rather than having a language deficit, young children 
in working class families were learning different things 
(such as domestic skills and understanding of the family's 
work) and in different ways (learning through traditional 
approaches to teaching literacy and numeracy rather than 
through play). 
   Different cultural approaches to learning were also 
demonstrated in Rogoff, et al. (1993) and Brice Heath's 
(1993) studies, which identified a key difference in learning 
interactions between toddlers and adults in their families 

regarding who took responsibility for learning – the child 
learning through observation (a feature of interactions in 
the Guatemalan Mayan and Indian tribal communities), or 
the adult structuring teaching situations (a feature of the 
middle-class communities studied in the US and Turkey). 
However, when families had experience of schooling, they 
were more likely to adopt and use the practices of schools, 
such as a hierarchical structure for interaction in which 
adults manage their children's participation, rather than the 
more cooperative interactions characteristic of their cultural 
community (Chavajay & Rogoff, 2002; Laosa, 1980). 
Other studies show that different literacies, languages, and 
cultural practices are blended in ways which reflect families' 
contexts. For example, Gregory et al. (2007) described the 
blending of discourses used by a Bangladeshi grandmother 
living in London with her grandchildren.
   Research shows that the homes of undereducated families 
and cultural minority families are often rich in literacy 
practices and tools, and families value literacy and support 
children's language and literacy acquisition in many ways 
(Auerbach, 1995; Anderson et al., 2010; Billings, 2009; 
Johnson, 2010; Hindman & Wasik, 2010; McTavish, 
2007). Samoan children in New Zealand were found to 
use complex literacy practices in relation to the practice 
of 'tauloto', the rote memorisation and oral presentation 
of biblical passages in church and at home (Dickie & 
McDonald, 2011). Māori children in New Zealand were 
similarly found to develop high levels of academic skills 
by being engaged with families in an elaborative, linking, 
and repetitive interactional style within oral narrative and 
reminiscing (Neha et al., 2020). 
   Additionally, some cultural groups prefer a more didactic 
and moralistic approach to reading in which texts contain 
facts, morals, and lessons (Anderson et al., 2010; Janes & 
Kermani, 2001). Differences in family literacy practices also 
include differences in the direction of literacy support, with 
children in some recently migrated families assisting their 
parents with learning new literacies (Anderson et al., 2010, 
2017). Overall, research suggests there is great variation in 
how families use and teach literacy with their children, so 
assumptions cannot be made according to children's cultural 
identity or socioeconomic status (McTavish, 2007). Where 
children are found to read books less often (Hindman et al., 
2016) and have few parental interactions with printed texts, 
this may be because they are instead engaging with a range 
of digital literacies and blends of digital and media texts 
(Carrington & Luke, 2003). There may be less emphasis on 
the print literacy which is valued in school (Billings, 2009; 
Dickie & McDonald, 2011).
   Reports that cite children from so-called disadvantaged 
groups lacking engagement with literacy (Learning 
Together Research Project, 2007; Kohen et al., 2008) may 
in fact be referring to a specific kind of literacy which is 
valued by schools. Interactions with written texts may be 
important for the experiences they offer children in features 
of written language, such as its disembedded nature and 
use of implicit connections between ideas. These are also 
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characteristics of the spoken language used in schools, 
enabling children's successful participation in curriculum-
related talk at school (Bernstein, 1996; Wells, 1985). While 
much of the literature highlights diverse literacy practices 
as a strength of culturally diverse families, it is important to 
remember that not all cultural practices should be equally 
valued, and some may not be beneficial or may even be 
harmful (Lyster et al., 2007). The denial of access to literacy 
and education for girls and women in some cultures is a 
case in point (UNESCO, 2020).  
   Another area of significant diversity across cultural 
groups concerns family structure. The assumptions made 
by schools, teachers and researchers about families and 
their literacy practices at home often focus on parental 
interactions with children within nuclear families (Anderson 
et al., 2010, 2017) and are modelled on the literacy activities 
of Anglo-European, middle-class families which have the 
resources (income, education and time) to engage in English 
language activities with print (Carrington & Luke, 2003). 
Some research into home literacy practices demonstrates 
the varied composition of families, and the impact this 
has on children's literacy practices. Many families are 
intergenerational, with several generations living in one 
family group (Gregory et al., 2007; Lyster et al., 2007; 
Johnson, 2010). Gregory et al. (2007) and Johnson (2010) 
note the positive impact this has in terms of the complexity 
of literacy practices offered to each individual child in their 
respective case studies, enabling the children to draw on the 
rich literacy histories of their family members. For other 
children, the single-parent status of their family means that 
time is pressured within their household, making it more 
likely that children will gain literacy experience through 
digital and technological texts and tools (Carrington & 
Luke, 2003; McLachlan, 2020).

Multiliteracies and family practices

   Research shows that family literacy practices, rather than 
focusing solely on print culture, are often characterised by 
complex multiliteracies and blends of digital and media texts 
(Carrington & Luke, 2003; McTavish, 2009; McLachlan, 
2020). The term multiliteracies encapsulates how literacy 
has been influenced by social, cultural, and technological 
change. The New London Group (1996) proposed a 
pedagogy of multiliteracies to explain a broader view of 
literacy teaching and learning, integrating multimodal 
'text' including audio, images, sound,  graphics, and film 
through technology  (Kalantzis et al., 2016; Winch et al., 
2010).  The skills children demonstrate include complex 
authoring, composing, and reading skills associated with 
email, as well as the multiliteracies involved in game-
playing and web-surfing (Carrington & Luke, 2003). In 
these multimodal literacy practices with non-linear texts, 
children must integrate a complex array of visual, aural, 
and textual cues with high levels of speed and coordination 
(Carrington & Luke, 2003; Kalantzis et al. 2016).

   Research has explored the relative merits of digital 
texts compared to printed texts. Some studies show little 
difference in learning outcomes associated with reading 
a digital or printed text, with improved vocabulary and 
comprehension scores attributed to repeated reading of a 
text in either format (Broemmel et al., 2015). However, 
other findings are mixed, with Kim and Anderson (2008) 
finding that more cognitively complex talk occurred when 
mothers and children read digital texts (a CD Rom and 
video clip format) compared to a printed book, and other 
studies (Korat & Segal-Driori, 2016; Ozturk & Hill, 2020; 
Parrish-Morriset al., 2013) finding that printed texts elicit 
more expansive, dialogical and cognitively complex talk 
(particularly more interactions focused on explanation, 
elaboration, inference and association) than digital books. 
Children were more likely to understand higher level 
aspects of story structure and details of the story when 
reading a printed book with their parent than a digital book 
(Parrish-Morris et al., 2013). 
   Reading a digital book was found to elicit more reference 
to illustrations and interactions focused on managing 
behaviour and actions in some studies (Ozturk & Hill, 
2020; Parrish-Norris et al., 2013).  However, digital books 
are found to be particularly engaging for toddlers, with 
toddlers being more attentive, and more engaged with page 
turning and making comments, as well as demonstrating 
better retention of new vocabulary and more positive 
emotion when reading a digital book as opposed to a 
printed book (Strouse & Ganea, 2017). 
   Another study showed that animations in digital books 
mediate children's interactions with the text in a similar way 
to how adults facilitate interactions with books (Broemmel 
et al., 2015). In this context, it is likely that digital texts can 
promote greater learning for toddlers, with the emotional 
quality of the reading experience in particular linked to 
future motivation and emergent literacy skills (Strouse & 
Ganea, 2017). Reading a digital book with an adult has also 
been found to have a greater impact on children's emergent 
literacy skills such as recognising letter names, word 
reading, phonological awareness, and print concepts (Korat 
& Segal-Driori, 2016). Digital books may also contribute to 
children's feelings of self-efficacy and sense of identity as 
competent readers, as in one study children were observed 
using digital and printed versions of the book together, with 
the digital book supporting children to make sense of the 
printed book (Broemmel et al., 2015). 
   These differences in findings may be attributable to types 
of digital texts used (Salmon, 2014) as well as the specific 
outcomes measured. Important features of digital texts that 
are associated with positive outcomes include the ability to 
control page-turning and allow time for conversation (Kim 
& Anderson, 2008), multimedia effects and animations that 
are aligned with the plot, rather than distracting (Korat & 
Segal-Drori, 2016), and text that is highlighted as it is read, 
which may help children track written text and increase 
their print awareness and reading ability (Korat & Segal-
Drori, 2016). It is likely that digital texts, when part of a 
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broad range of reading experiences, can support children's 
literacy development, and that an optimal approach might 
be to read both for reinforcement and repetition (Salmon, 
2014). Research on multiliteracies that children develop in 
homes helps to address assumptions that only the literacy 
practices mandated by the school are valid and relevant 
forms of literacy learning (Gregory et al., 2007; Kalantzis 
et al., 2016).

What and why do teachers need to 
know about literacy in families?

   Research into children's home literacies underscores 
the need for an awareness of the ways in which children's 
contexts interact with their literacy practices. As research 
shows, book-reading interactions are not the only 
interactions that support children's language and literacy 
learning (Neha et al., 2020; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; 
Sénéchal, 2006; Sénéchal & Lefevre, 2002; Sénéchal & 
Young, 2008). Beyond the more traditional literacy teaching 
activities that align well with school literacy activities, oral 
narratives, and practices such as reminiscing (Neha et al., 
2020), and oral recitations (Dickie & McDonald, 2011) are 
important cultural practices that support children's early 
and ongoing learning and can be effectively built upon 
in education settings (Neha et al., 2020). In addition, as 
Uğras et al. (2023) argue, the relationship between home 
and school environments critically impacts on children's 
learning opportunities, achievements, motivation and 
confidence. Their review of the evidence of decline in 
children's literacy learning during the COVID-19 pandemic 
illustrates the importance of this ongoing relationship to 
children's learning.
   Children use different literacies according to the 
expectations of various contexts such as church, home, 
and school, and they are found to be very capable of 
compartmentalising (Dickie & McDonald, 2011). This may 
make transfer between settings quite difficult, especially if 
teachers are unaware of other literacy experiences. Research 
also shows that children often have rich, intergenerational 
cultures of literacy at home (Gregory et al., 2007; Johnson, 
2010), which are often latent, ready to be enabled through 
rich and meaningful teaching and curriculum. It is 
important for teachers to consider Vygotsky's (1978) twin 
notions of access and mediation in relation to the literacy 
curriculum for infants, toddlers, and young children in 
the ECE setting.. Children need access to resources and 
opportunities in the ECE setting, but they will be limited 
if they do not receive thoughtful and intentional mediation 
of literacy at each phase of development. Scaffolding 
children's developing understandings of literacy in a way 
that is meaningful and enjoyable for different age groups is 
a key role of the ECE teacher and this is not easily achieved 
unless the teacher has a strong understanding of children's 
literacy experiences at home.
   Teachers need to understand the situated nature 

of children's literacy knowledge, including its 
''intergenerational richness'' (Johnson, 2010, p. 42) through 
interactions with families that build trust and enable sharing 
of information. Information can be shared in a variety of 
ways, perhaps through life history interviews with family 
members that focus on literacy practices, particularly 
when a child's learning is different to expected (Johnson, 
2010). Some studies have used literacy surveys to collect 
information about home literacy practices and used these 
as a springboard for discussions about what works for each 
family and child (Hindman & Wasik, 2010; McLachlan, et 
al., 2012: McLachlan & Arrow, 2017). Teachers might find 
it useful to make home visits to include fathers (Morgan et 
al., 2009), or to invite children to bring literacy print or texts 
from home to school, aligning school literacies with those 
at home (McTavish, 2007). Information gathered from 
families is crucial, as screening tests focusing solely on the 
skills and knowledge required for school-based literacies 
have little value in determining how to support children's 
literacy development (Learning Together Research Project, 
2007; Snow & van Hemel, 2008; McLachlan & Arrow, 
2017).
   Teachers may need to adopt broader definitions of 
literacy, to include digital and media texts, such as 
television, websites, social networking forums, and 
video games. Some research suggests that teachers tend 
to recognise only print and school-based literacies and 
are less likely to embrace activities such as searching for 
information on the internet instead of using non-fiction 
printed texts (McTavish, 2009) or authoring, composing, 
and reading emails (Carrington & Luke, 2003) as literacy 
practices. The knowledge and skills children bring to 
school can differ greatly from the school's and teachers' 
expectations (Carrington & Luke, 2002; McLachlan, 
2020), especially when patterns of school literacy remain 
unchanged (Carrington & Luke, 2003). Miller et al. (2017) 
confirm these findings, suggesting children experience a 
complex interplay of multiliteracies experiences in homes, 
which give them quite sophisticated understandings of 
literacy. Furthermore, these experiences in the home with 
multiliteracies also support emergent literacy knowledge 
and skills related to the alphabet, phonological awareness, 
and vocabulary (Neumann & Neumann, 2017). These 
findings contrast with research suggesting that, although 
teachers may recognise multiliteracies learning in the home 
environment, it is not necessarily valued or incorporated 
into the classroom curriculum (Honan, 2012). Learning 
about families' different literacy practices may challenge 
and expand teachers' ideas about what literacy is, means 
and does for children, families, and communities.
   Snow and Matthews (2016) argue that teachers need 
to consider two categories of literacy knowledge and 
skills that children learn in the early years: constrained 
and unconstrained. The first category, constrained skills 
is readily teachable because these skills are finite: for 
instance, the 26 letters of the alphabet or, later, the 20-30 
common spelling rules. These skills have a ceiling which 
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young children achieve quite readily. The second category, 
unconstrained skills is more problematic because it is 
based on individual experiences. For instance, vocabulary 
and background knowledge are both unconstrained skills 
because they represent large domains of knowledge 
acquired gradually through experience. Unconstrained 
skills are strongly predicted by socioeconomic status and 
parents' education level, and they are particularly important 
for long term literacy success in primary school. Therefore, 
if ECE teachers only focus on teaching constrained skills, 
like knowledge of the alphabet, without also focusing on 
unconstrained skills through enriching and extending their 
vocabulary, they are depriving children of rich learning 
experiences to increase their understanding of the world 
and to gain the literacy knowledge and skills required for 
reading achievement (NELP, 2008). 
   It is important that teachers plan rich and meaningful 
literacy activities relevant to the context of children's 
lives, and provide intentional teaching that is sensitive to 
children's learning needs and preferences. When research 
finding are narrowly interpreted, instruction may focus 
instruction on basic skills and undermine high quality 
practices that integrate play, interaction, and exploration 
in educational settings (Paciga et al., 2011). For example, 
although rapid automatic naming of letters and digits, visual 
processing and phonological memory are all or moderate 
predictors of literacy achievement (NELP, 2008), this does 
not mean teachers should focus instruction on these skills 
using inappropriate practices such as drills and flashcards 
(Paciga et al., 2011). The findings indicate that children 
who already know letters can name letters quickly, not that 
children learn letters by being asked to name them quickly. 
As Snow and Matthews (2016) argue, the teacher's role is to 
support the learning and development of both constrained 
and unconstrained knowledge and literacy skills.
   The Family Literacy program research suggests 
that culturally appropriate and flexible programs in 
which families are empowered to direct literacy efforts 
themselves, may offer the best support (Auerbach, 1995; 
Anderson et al., 2017). It seems important that interventions 
are 'home grown' or situated, involving families in their 
conceptualisation and design (McLachlan & Arrow, 2017) 
and are contextualised to families' concerns and practices 
(Learning Together Research Project, 2007). Hohepa and 
McNaughton (2007) argue that literacy should be bi-
directional: the literacy practices at home should add to the 
educational setting; and contrariwise, the school or center 
practices add to the home. 
   Interventions to support family literacy should be planned 
to meet the diverse needs of children and their families, 
and should enable genuine partnerships based on open 
communication, acceptance and responsiveness (Cairney, 
2002) whilst advocating for children's optimal learning 
and development, bearing in mind that it is possible that 
not all literacy practices are serving children well (Lyster 
et al., 2007). Intervention might focus on helping families 
identify strengths, opportunities, and routines that they 

can build on rather than to impose new activities or insist 
families make major changes (Carter et al., 2009). 

Conclusion

   As this review has showed, there is longstanding research 
on the importance of families in developing the language and 
literacy knowledge and skills that children need for reading 
acquisition. Families can positively influence children's 
language and literacy development and can engage them 
in a wide range of learning opportunities. However, while 
most parents value literacy and provide opportunities for 
learning and development, some children simply have more 
opportunities to develop language and literacy at home 
than others. Research also shows that children's access to a 
variety of literacy activities is influenced by social, cultural 
and socio-economic factors. The research is clear that 
early childhood teachers can make a significant difference 
to children's literacy development, which is particularly 
important for those children who may not be fortunate 
enough to have families who offer a rich language and 
literacy environment in the home (McLachlan & Arrow, 
2017; Paciga et al, 2011; Snow & Matthews, 2016; Uğras 
et al., 2023). Early childhood teachers therefore have an 
important role in ensuring children have opportunities to 
experience the rich 'serve and return' interactions that build 
brain and language capacity (Shonkoff & Levitt, 2013), as 
well as opportunities to acquire the knowledge and skills 
that predict reading achievement (NELP, 2008). In addition, 
research shows that the range and types of language and 
literacy experiences that children experience in homes and 
communities provide a rich foundation for literacy, but 
these may or may not always align with the teaching of 
literacy in school settings. Therefore, it is important that 
teachers develop a strong understanding of family literacy 
practices so they can help build children's constrained and 
unconstrained knowledge and skills upon these (NELP, 
2008; Snow & Matthews, 2016). Ideally, teachers and 
families collaborate to support early literacy learning and 
the multicultural, multilingual and multiliteracy experiences 
of the home are reflected in the early childhood setting; 
similarly, the literacy opportunities of the ECE center are 
also encouraged in the home environment. To best support 
children in transferring their existing or latent knowledge 
and skills into their ECE settings, teachers, schools and ECE 
settings may need to change their approaches to literacy 
(Carrington & Luke, 2003; Kalantzis et al., 2016). A deep 
and respectful examination of the multimodal literacies that 
children and families use at home, gained through genuine 
interest and engagement from the teacher, may have the 
power to shift teachers' expectations of literacy knowledge 
and skills children bring from home and to change the life 
trajectories of children.
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