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The Role of Parents in Supporting Beginning Reading
INTRODUCTION

Many innovative early childhood interventim program as well as school-initiated

parent-involvement programs urge parents to read to and with their children. Policy in this

area has been influenced by research that shows that children who learn to read easily and

at an early age are read to at home (Durkin, 1966; Tea le, 1987; Elardo, Bradley &

Caldwell, 1975; Wachs, Uzgiris, & Hunt, 1971; Walker & Keurbitz, 1979; Wells, 1981,

1985). Home reading is also positively correlated with vocabulary and language

development (Gordon & Guinagh, 1974; Irwin, 1960).

Social class variation in parental contribution to reading acquisition has been found.

For example, the availability and function of reading and writing materials varies widely

across families (Anderson, Tea le, & Estrada, 1980; Tea le, 1978; Tea le, Estrada &

Anderson, 1981) and regular storybook reading routines are not as prevalent in low income

homes (Tea le, 1986). Apparently the home literacy envimnment, in general, and the

presence of storybook reading rituals, in particular, mediates the child's experience of and

success with literacy instruction in school (Lancy, in press).

As a result of these two lines of research, there has been a spate of new programs

(e.g., Running Start --Laney & Zupsic, 1991) designed to get parents to read to their

children, particularly those at risk for reading problems. Thanks to the media it has become

common knowledge among parents that children should be read to at home. The weak link

in this process is that educators are not telling parents him to read to their children. Not all

parents may be interested in or have the skill to read effectively to their child and/or serve as

an effective coach for the child that is just beginning to read. Popular media ads encourage

parents to "turn your child on to books," yet parents could potentially have the opposite

effect_ What constitutes supportive and nonsupportive home reading practices for the

beginning reader?

There is a dearth of research on parent-child reading in the early elementary years to

provide an answer to such a question. It is an important question because easy acquisition

and enjoyment of reading in the early grades should facilitate subsequent academic

development. The objective of this study is to begin to fill this research void. We address

parents' contributions to the emerging reading abilities of kindergarten and first grade

children by documenting (1) the variation in parent-child interaction during joint storybook

reading, and (2) specific interaction patterns associated with children's reading fluency and

affect.
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MEMOD
Not only is this study unique in age of the subjects, but also in their fluency range.

Children were in kindergarten or first-grade. As each child reached the ability to begin to
read books independently, as judged by the classroom teacher, a parent 3 was invited to
come to the school to read with the child in a simulated home setting. Subjects were
carefully selected to achieve a range from early (reading independently in Kindergarten) to
late (still struggling near the end of First grade) readers. Thirty-two white, working-class

parent-child pairs were videotaped for 30-40 minutes while reading to each other from a
varied collection of picture books. The pairs freely choose -;,.hich book to read and who
would do the reading. All pairs included some parent-to-child reading and some child-to-
parent reading.

A global analysis of these data has already been reported (Laney, Draper & Boyce,
1989). In that anaiysis we reviewed the videotapes to determine whether there were any
general patterns in the storybook reading behaviorof parents and children. We detected a
trend whereby the parents of early readers tende;i to use an evansionist strategy while the
parents of late readers were more likely to use a reductionist strategy. In this paper we
report results from a more fine-grained analysis of these tapes.

Independent Variables
An elaborate coding scheme was developed to analyze both parent and child

behaviors. To determine what limitations on the =liability of the data might be due to
observer error, inter-observer agreement was calculated based on the videotapes of four
parent-child pairs. In all but one case, percent of complete agreement was the statistic
used, resulting in very conservative estimates of agreement because this statistic is stringent
and doesn't allow for "close" measures in categorical data.

Independent variables under study included:

1. Parent's error correction tactics

2. Commentary on the books

3. Child's asking of questions about the book
4. Purpose for reading

Parents' error correction tactics are important at this age because children make many
mistakesthe single most frequent kind of parent-child interaction was the correction of the
child's reading errorsbut the literature currently is mute on this issue. The next three
variables were included because studies show that discussion of the book, asking open-

3 In fact, we invited parents or "any person who reads to at home"to come to school. We had one mother/father pair. a grandmother, a
grandfather, one father and 28 mothers.
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ended questions, and stressing meaning facilitate literacy development in preschool-age

children.

Dependent Variables

Thew are two dependent variables under study here: (1) fluency and (2) reading

affect.

Fluency Group

Two factors were taken into account when children were placed into fluency

groups: (1) Number of words read per minute and (2) Age of the child.

Number of Weals Read per Minute

At two different points in the observation session (beginning and middle) the

number of words the child read in a three minute period was tallied. Number of words

read ranged, across the group, from 9 to 153. The two data points were averaged to obtain

a per minute fluency rate for each child. In addition, at the end of the session the observer

rated the child as high, medium or low in fluency so that the kind of book read (easy reader

vs. difficult narrative) could be taken into account. Both the count and rating data were

used to rank the children's fluency.

Age of the Child

Because the children were selected for study only when the teacher felt they had

become "independent readers", the age and time of year for testing varied for each child.

We designated children as either early or late readers based on both their age and the time of

year of observation. "Early" readers were in kindergarten or the first part of first grade and

were 5-5 to 6-9 years old. "Late" readers were ir the second half of first grade and were 6-

0 to 7-6 years old.

Originally these age and fluency dimensions were combined as follows:

1. Early, high fluency N=6

2. Early, medium fluency N=4

3. Early, low fluency N=5

4. Late, high fluency N=6

5. Late, medium fluency N=6

6. Late, low fluency N=5

However, the small cell sizes made it impossible to conduct some of the later analyses.

Also, in later analyses we found that groups 1, 2, and 4 performed similarly, while groups

3, 5, and 6 performed similarly, such that the results were not only in the same direction,

they were often the same effect size if we pooled the data and conducted analyses on only

two groups: (1) Good readers children who were fluent and early (median age of 6-2 and

median fluency ranking of 8th with words-per-minute read ranging from 44 to 124) and (2)
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Poor readers: children who were nonfluent and late (median age of 6-10 and median
ranldng of 24th with words-per-minute read ranging from 17 to 53). Both groups had an
N of 16. The two observers had 100% agreement on fluency rouping.

Aticaena
The second dependent variable cluster reflected the attitude of the child toward

reading as seen in the display ofaffect during our observation& Affect group was
constructed from a composite of the following five variables: (1) frustration (2) task
engagement (3) discipline (4) subdued affect and (5) weariness at the end of the session.
These variables were derived from repeated viewings of the video tape, they are grounded
in the data (Laney, 1992). Furthermore, the variables were repeatedly reworked in order to
get the best fit to the data. We will, of necessity, report descriptive statistics on these
variables in this section rather than the results section.
The Individpal Variable4

1. Enamitign. At three points (beginning, middle and end) during the observation
we rated on a scale of 1 (low) to 6 (high) the child's display of frustration while reading.
At each point ofmeasurement the children were evenly distributed from low to high on the
scale with a mean of 3 and range of 1 to 6 indicating wide variation in frustration level.

We then placed each child in one of five categories describfitg the pattern of
frustration as the session progressed:

1. Frustration stays low

2. Frustration stays moderate

3. Frustration stays high
4. Frustration gets lower

5. Frustration gets higher
One might expect beginning readers to grow in frustration as the session wore on but there
was no such pattern for the group as a whole. The majority of children (25 of 32) stayed in
a stable pattern as follows: 12 children stayed low, 8 stayed high, and 5 stayed moderate.
Another 5 children became more and 2 became less frustrated.

2. laskEngagrang. We repeated this procedure with task engagement also using
a rating scale of 1 (low) to 6 (high). The children were fairly evenly divided in degree of
task engagement with a mean of 3 and range of 1 to 6 but slightly more children weir at the
lowest end of engagement at all three measurement times.

Just as with frustration, the majority (26 of 32) of children were stable in
engagement across the session; 13 children stayed low, 5 stayed high, and 8 stayed
moderate. Half of the remaining 6 children became more engaged, half, less so.
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3. aiscipliatADismacion. We tallied each incident ofdiscipline and distraction

that occured during the reading session. Discipline sanctions included verbal or non-verbal

methods to get the child's attention back to reading when it had wandered. Examples range

from "Come on, let's finish", or "Concentrate. Don't fidget about so much" in gentle

tones, to the mother swiftly slapping the child. Distraction sanctions were aimed at

controlling non-reading behavior, such as "Quit picking your nose."

Across the group number of discipline sanctions ranged from 0 to 14. Fourteen

children had none. For 12 children there were one or two sanctions. The remaining

children were sanctioned from four to six times, ow child having 14. Distraction

sanctions (one or two) occured in only 4 sessions, and these children were above the mode

in frequency of discipline. Distraction and discipline episodes were summed to produce a

single variable. Almost all instances (47 of 56) of discipline and distraction occured in the

first three books read. Thus, the frequency of sanctions can not be simply explained by the

growing weariness on the part of the child as the session pmgressed, but is more likely a

reflection of parent-child interaction style.

4. subdualdfaa. We rated whether each child showed subdued affect using a

coding scheme developed by a group of researchers at Stanford ( Feldman, Wentzel,

Weinberger, & Munson, 1990). This item asked whether the child's affect display

appeared "flat" or showed a lack of emotional energy. Ratings ranged from 5 (nuetral,

blunted affect not seen) to 1 (highly subdued). To redeye a "5" a child does not have to be

percolating with energy, but rather have no sign of subdued affect. This rating was only

slightly skewed, with subjects evenly distributed over 2, 3, 4, and 5.

5. waling& We categorized each child at the end of the session as to whether

they were predominantly weary, neutral or still enjoying reading. Most children (17) were

rated as weary, six as enjoying the reading, and nine as neutral by the end of the session.

We also categorized parent's weariness in the way we did the child's. Parents were

similar; 17 were weary, seven still enjoying themselves and eight neutral by the end of the

session. We did not use parent's weariness as a part of the dependent variable hoe because

we were interested in the child's attitude, not the parent's. The child's level of weariness

did not necessarily predict the parent's -- only fifteen of the parents had the same rating as

the child. However, parents' weariness category was related to fluency of the child.

ThcAffcciSimum
These five variables are associated with one another; of the 16children who appear

to be most negative in reading affect, 15 of them are at or below the median in their scores

on four of the five variables. Of the 16 children who appear to be most positive in reading

affect 12 are at or above the median in four of the five variables. Discipline and weariness
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ratings were the least empirically related to the other variables, but they were skewed
variables with a strong floor effect

The two variables most centrally related to the others are frustration and engagement
level. If these two variables axe analyzed without regard to the other variables, three
pmvailing patterns emerge. Each child was either low in frustration and high in
engagement (n=7) (i.e., enthusiastically worldng) or high in frustration and low in
engagement (n=15) (i.e., having a lousy time) or low in frustration and low to moderate in
engagement (n=8) (i.e., tuned out). Note thit almost half the children are having a lousy
time.

Weariness is related to frustration in that children who stayed high in frustration
were ALL weary by the end of the session while children who remained low in frustration
varied in weariness. Discipline was assumed to bc related to level ofengagement in the
task because children occasionallyused off-task behavior purposely to avoid reading. This
is difficult to assess because of the floor effect of the discipline variable (i.e., most childien
had no discipline sanctions), but a trend appears to confirm this assumption; 2f3 of the
children who were low or became lower in engagement were sanctioned whereas only 1/4
of the children who were high or became higher in engagement were.

If we look at these five variables together, four groups emerge with the following
pattern:

1. Vegative group (N=81 These children are moderate to high in frustration and
parental sanctions, moderate to low in engagement, show sulxlued affect, weariness at the
end of the session, and are in the bottom third for fouror more of the contributing five
variables. Thus, this group is showing considerable negative affect.

2. Moderately negative gp)up (N=91. These children are high in frustration,
moderate to high in sanctions, =dente to low in engagement and show weariness at the
end of the session. Their affect rating varies across the spectrum. They arc in the bottom
third on mom variables than they are in the top third of. Thus, this group displays
modenuely negative affect

3. Neutral gmuu (N=71 These children are moderate to low in frustration and
engagement, they show some signs of sulxlued affect, and are sanctioned rarely or never.
Their scores on weariness vary. They ant in the top third on more variables than in the
bottom third. Thus this group is showing neither negative nor positive affect. They are
"tuned out"

4. Positive group N=81 These children are moderate to low in frustration and are
not weary at the end of the session. They are moderate to high in engagement, are never
sanctioned, and show no signs of blunted affect. They are in the top third in four of the
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five contributing variables. Thus, this group is up-beat and are positive on all or most

affect dimensions.
The key difference between groups I and 2 is that, in group 2, we see negative

affect, but it is less extreme or less marked than in group I. The key difference between

groups 2 and 3 is that group 3 is low in frustration. The key difference between groups 3

and 4 is that group 4 is high in engagement level and affect. The two obseivers had 100%

agreement on affect grouping.
RESULTS

First,we should note that the child's affect and fluency arc not strongly related. A

comparison of extremes shows drat of the six youngest and most fluent readers, none are in

the negative group. Conversely, of the five oldest, least fluent readers, none are in the

positive group. However, good and poor readers are found in nearly all affect groups.

Thus, the relationship with each independent variable will be presented separately for the

two dependent variables.
Parent's Error Correction Tactics

There is a dearth of research regarding the parent's response to the child's reading

errors. Yet, in this study, it became clear that the single most frequent kind of interaction

that occured between parent and child was errorcorrection. For these pairs, reading was

clearly a negotiated event. It follows that how the parent makes these corrections would

have an effect on the child's reading abilities and attitudes.

We tallied the number and type of corrections following each of the child's errors.

We also included hesitations when the child made a clear signal for help (e.g., looking at

the mother with eyebrows raised). Seven categories emerged ranging from simply saying

"No" to telling the child the word while elaborating a general principle. The categories

were:

8

1. Simply saying "No."

2. Isolating the error, but not offering any other help.

Example: "What's this word right here?" while pointing.

3. Asking the child to sound the word out without aid.

Example: "Don't guess. Pronounce it."

4. Asking the child to sound the word out with aid.

Example: "No, that's a 'b.' There's no T.*

5. Giving a whole-word clue involving picture or text.

Example: "What do ears dor' (for the word 'hear') or "Look at the picuut."

6. Simply telling the child the word.

7. Telling the child the word and elaborating on the relevant rule.



Example: LW% that's not waterlemon, it's watermelon. Same letters, but see the order

is diffesent."

Parental responses that involved a combination of these categories were coded in
one of two ways. (1) A ink statement that crossed several categories was assigned to
the category reflecting the provision ofgreater assistance to the child. For example, "No,
not on a hill. They aren't on a hill. What are they on?" (while pointing to a picture of a
Tree) would not be coded as #1 or #2, but as #5. (2) Maple statements separated by
waiting periods were tallied in a "combination" category. Fix example, one parent
corrected a child by saying "No", waiting several seconds, then saying "W. What sound
does W make?", waiting several seconds, then saying in exasperation "It's 'WAS.' Now
go on." This interaction would not be adequately represented by a code of #1, #4 or #6, so
it was coded as a combination response.

ELIKUICIICUllail= it Error CoffectiQIITactiCAS

Because of the prevalence of this kind of interaction, and the lack of empirical
informatics about it, a signficant contribution of this study is simply the description of the
range and frequency of parental correction tactics. The total number of error corrections,
regardless of type, ranged from .40 to 6.65 per minute of the child's reading.

Parents varied enormously in their use of corrective strategies. For example, when
a child hesitated over reading a word, some parents simply repeated (up to 29 times in one
session) "sound it out," but without giving the child any clues, whereas other parents
never gave this particular admonition. Similarly, some parents would quickly tell the child
the word (on 91 occasions in one session) before she had even begun to decode it, whereas
other parents never told the child the won!.

The single most common enor correction tactic was simply telling the child the
word. It was the predominant tactic for the first attempt at correcting the child for 16
parents, and a common secondary tactic for other parents. That is, parents using a
phonics-based reductionist strategy often begin the conection episode by simply saying
"No", pausing for a few seconds until the child made it clear she couldn't figure the word
out, following up with a "Sound it out!" command, pausing for a few seconds until the
child indicates she still can't figure the word out, at which point the parent tells the child the
word. Thus, it was often used in combination responses.

The second most often used tactic was to ask the child to "sound it out," but giving
the child aid in doing so. This was the predominant correction tactic of 6parents. Simply
saying "Sound it out" with no aid was the predominant tactic of 4 parents.

The error conection tactics were grouped into those representing a decoding
orientation (#3 and #4, and their combinations) and those representing a semantic
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orientation (#5, #6, and #7, and their combinations). Descriptive statistics for these are

given in Table 1. Error corrections were calculated on aboolute frequency per minute of

child reading.
Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for Parent's Err= Corection Tactics

Type of Error Corrections Minimum Masimum Man IQ
Total # Error Corrections

Decoding-Oriented Error Cor.

Semantic-Oriented Error Cor.

.40 6.65 2.26 1.29

.00 1.36 .41 .42

00 5.41 1.12 1.20

Parents were =My classifiable into being predominantly semantic or decoding

oriented in the use of correction tactics. The two observers had 88% agreement on error

correction pouping. Children who were early, fluent readers had parents who were below

the median in the use of "decoding-oriented" tactics (t=1.59, p=.06). Conversely,

children who were late, non-flupnt readers tended to have parents who were below the

median in the use of "semantic-oriented" tactics (t=-1.17, p=.126). See Figure 1 for a

pictoral representation of this data.
Figure 1

Parent's Error Correction Tactics By Child's Fluency Group

Number of
Children

12

High Low High Low

Semantic Tactics Decoding Tactics

Good Readers

O Poor Readers

Nsatc. Placement in "High" or "Low" categories is based on median splits on each error-
correction variable.
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Therr is no association between the child's fluency and number of error corrections
(r=.01, p=.48). These results are not, therefore, simply a by-product of late, non-fluent
children receiving more corrections. It is possible that early, fluent readers covered more
text, and therefore had more "chances" to be corrected, but all children presented their
parents with ample opportunity to correct them during the reading process.

Fcor analysis, we grouped the error correction tactics in two other ways. (1)
"helpful, supportive" (#4 through #7) vs. "unhelpful, non-supportive" (#1 thru #3) and (2)
"active" (#4,5,7) vs. "passive" (#3,6) tactics. Neither of these dimensions were related to
the child's fluency level. Only 6 parents were predominantly "unhelpful" in their tactics,
whereas parents divided evenly on the active/passive dimension.
Relationship to Affect Grow

Which tactic parents used was also associated with the child's reading affect.
Children in the most negative group had parents who were significantly higher in the use of
decoding-oriented tactics than children in the other three groups (F=4.96, p=.01). The
effect of use of semantic-oriented tactics is not statistically significant (F=2.1, p=.12 for all
4 affect groups). However, when the positive and neutral affect groups are pooled, these
parents used more semantic-oriented tactics than parents in the two negative groups pooled
(i=2.35, p=.016). As with fluency, analysis of variance reveals that there is no
relationship between total number of error corrections and affect goup (F=1.9, p=.15).

The reladonship between parent conection tactics and both the child's fluency and
affect group were similar, although the relationship between parental error coffection and
child's affective response to reading was more pronounced than the relationship with
child's fluency group. Thus, parents high in the use of ckcoding-oriented tactics have
children who are poor readers and particularly negative about reading. The use of
semantic-oriented tactics shows the opposite trend, but the mid is not as statistically
strong, presumably because the most commoa tactic used was a semantic one, resulting in
less variance.

A striking observation was that the childirn whose meats used semantic-oriented
tactics were able to maintain story flow. Children whose parents were decoding-oriented
often labored over words to the point of losing the gist of the story. One child labored for a
full minute over the word "was". This kind of disruption in the story flow was difficult for
the child and boring for the researchers. It is easy to understand why such a correction
approach would be associated with poor reading ability and attitudes.

Commentary on the Text

There are many studies in the literature indicating that discussion of the text during
reading is effective. These studies focus on preschool children who are doing "pyoto-

I 1
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reading" at best. The dependent variable is typically not reading ability per se, but reading

related skills such as language acquisition and cognitive development For example,

Hayden & Fagan (1987) found that patents who contextualized books for their child had

more print aware preschoolers. (See also Goodsitt, Raitan, & Ferimutter,1988, and

Adams, 1990)
If this is an important dimension for the age group .nrder study, it raises the

possibility that joint story-book reading at home is more important than school Wised

reading for two reasons: (1) parents can more effectively personalize and contextualize

leading because they read on a one-to-one basis and they have more shined experience with

their child, and (2) teachers don't stress text-level comprehension. For example, Mason

(1982) observed 3rd and 4th grade classrooms. She divided wading activities into 1) word

recognition, 2) word meaning, 3) text invoduction, 4) reading, and 5) text discussion.

Based on the literature she assumed a sequence of 3-4-5 would be the most effective

teaching sequence. She laments that it was seldom used and that students spent very little

time actually reading under a teacher's supervision (mog of their dme was spent on

worksheets.)

The present study addresses whether text discussion effects 5- thmugh 7-year-olds

who ate beginning readers. Based on our review of the literature (see Goodsitt et al.,

1988 and Fellegrini, 1989) and experience observing joint story-book reading, we decided

to tally non-reading, but on-task parent-child comments into the categories most likely to

contribute to reading development as follows:

1. Word-level Compreheasion, Word Meaning
Example: 'A rut is a hole in the road"

2. Mechanics Instruction
Exaniple: '"I' means it's exciting."

3. Text-level Comprehension
a. Text introduction (book is previewed or reading is prepared in some way.)

Example: "Let's see if he went to the doctor like you did."
b. Text Discussion

i. Apply to the child's experience.
Ex a 'You didn't have to take a nap at your school."

. gh Mental Demands
Faisal*: "Why isn't it hot uncles the house'
ui. Medium hk=1 Demands
Example: "Looks more like a hen then a kitten."
iv. Low Mental Demands
Exarnplc "What's that?" (a cop)
v. Emotive (Humor )
Exam : "Oh nor or "This is funny!" as smile or laugh
vi. Emotive (expressions about feelings)
Example: I love baby animals, and my rabbit.*

1 2



We tallied the number of utterances for each child and parent for each book read.

thalicncuaikograficatrammona
The scores on total commentary (parent and child comments combined across ten

categories) ranged from 0 aa 58 (median = 19). Some dyads made no comment at all,
while others made as many as 20 comments while reading one book. Thus, there was
considerable variation in text discussion. Given that all possible comments were tallied,
including simply giggling, commentary was not frequent. Parents made more comments
than children. The most frequent category of parental commentary was low and medium
mental demands (e.g., "What's that?). The least frequent category was text introduction,
which only 4 parents ever did, and they did it only once during the observation. The most
common category for children was expressing humor (e.g., That's funny!"). The mean
number of humor-related comments was 2.9 for the 30-40 minute session, the range was 0
to 15. All other categories of children's comments, besides low and medium mental
demands, had a mean below 1 with over half of the children maldrtg no comment at all.

Of the 16 dyads below the median on total commentary, 15 were below the median
on parent commentmy and 13 were below the rredian on child commentary. Thus, the total
commentary score represents a reading interaction pattern and can not be explained by one
member of the pair dominating the other (with 4 exceptions).

Correlation between the two observers for parents' conanentary was r=.80, for
children's commentary was r=.92, and for total commentary was r=.83.
Relationship to Fluency Gmup

The ANOVA suggested no relationship between amount of text commentary and
the child's fluency group. MANOVA's run separately for child comments and parent
comments similarly showedno telationship between amount of cormnentary and fluency.
aciaticturthia.zAffaaSam

The amount ofcommentary by the child across all ten categories was related to
reading affect (Hotellings T=2.34, p=.022). The relationship is gfiglingav A-priori
contrasts show that groups 1, 2, and 3 are similar in amount of commentary, but the
positive group is engaged in substantially mom commentary. A similar, but non-significant
trend was found for parent commentary (Hotellings T=2.02, p =344).

Questioning
In addition to text commentary, we noted whether children questioned their parents

during the reading episode. Whitehurst, Fako, Lonigan, Fischel,DeBaryshe. Valdez-
Menchaca, Caulfield (1988), Many (1988) and Goodsitt et. aL (1988) found that the
number of open-ended questions asked by mothers during reading was related to positive
child development in toddlers. Is this a relevant dimension of interaction with beginning
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readers? Unlike preschoolers, children at the age under study here were the primary

question-askers. We assumed that mother's responses to those questions would reflect:

(1) how effecthely the parent follows the child's cue a measure of contingent behavior

and (2) the extent to which children are allowed to monitor and control their own reading

education. In "Learning to Read without a Teacher" Torrey (1969) makes the point that

children who are allowed to monitor and control their own reading education (via directed

questions) do well. Similarly, Whitehurst et al. (1988) argue that it is important that

mothers effectively follow the child's cue. Does the parent capitalize on incidents where

the child wants to discuss the text, or try to push on?

We tallied the number of child-initiated questions and categorized the types of

patents' responses as either (1) encouraging, (2) simply answering (e.g., "uh huh" was the

total reaPonse), Or (3) discouraging (e.g., ignoring the child, or saying "Just read and find

out"). The two observers had 100% agreement on this categorization.

EreauszigundRausuLQuatianing
The group range for total number of questions asked during the observation session

was 0 to 8, with 23 children asking two or fewer questions. This parallels the commentary

results and indicates that there is very little discussion of the text during joint story-book

reading with this group. The children fell into three groups with roughly 113 (10) asking

no questions at all, another 113 (12) had questions answered and elaborated on in an

encouraging manner, the remaining 113 (10) had questions unanswered, or briefly

answered and not in an encouraging manner. Only three children had one or more

questions deliberately ignored. One parent ignmed five questions from her child.

Eclatimishkualutacx am:
Chi square for number of questions asked by fluency level wu 7.5 (p = .48).

Thus, both the highest and lowest fluency groups were as likely to ask (or not ask)

questions. On the other hand, how their patents responded to the questions was associated

with fluency level (see ngure 2). The group of children who asked no questions were

evenly divided between early, fluent and late, nonfluent readers. But for children who did

ask questions, the majority (9 of 12) of those who had parents who encouraged questions

were in the highest fluency groups and those whose parents discouraged questions were

primarily (5 of 6) in the lower fluency groups. All three of the children whose questions

were ignored were in the lowest fluency group. Conversely, only six children had three or

more questions answered and elaborated on and they were all in the the top fluency groups.

1 4 15



Number of
Children

Figure 2

Question Response by Fluency Group

Questions Questions
Encouraged Simply Discouraged Asked

Answered

Clues Ions No Questions

II Good Readers

0 Poor Readers

Relationship to Affect Group

There is no relationship between the number of questions asked and the child's

affect group. There may be a non-linear relationship in that half of the children who asked

no questions were in the moderately negative group, the other half were distributzd across

the remaining three groups. There is no significant relationship between the way questions

were responded to and the child's affect gmup (Chi Square = 10.4, cm.32). Extreme

comparisons revealed the same results in that the three children who had questions

unanswered were in the moderately negative (n=2) and neutral (n=1) groups. 'The six

children who had three or more questions elaborated on were distributed across all the

affect groups.

Purpose for Reading

Hayden & Fagan (1987) found that preschool children for whom reading is a

meaning-getting process are more print aware and have higher proto-reading abilities. It is

a logical assumption that similar effects would be seen for the age group under study.

Indeed, in our initial analysis it was apparent that different goals for reading reflected the

pair's enjoyment of reading (Lancy, Draper & Boyce, 1989).

In the present study we assessed purpose for reading in two ways. First, we

categorized each child and each parent according to a subjective sense of their overall

purpose for reading, as follows:
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1. Meaning-getting process (understanding the story or plot, learning the content, etc.)

2. Having a good time (entertainment, the book is a vehicle for giggling, cuddling, etc.)

3. Learning skills (practicing sounds and words)

4. Just get through it (assigned duty, shows little interest in content, tries to finish

quickly, parent says "come on" when the child initiates discussion)

The child's purpose for reading was not necessarily the same as the parent's. For example,

a parent may view the child's turn to read as a time for practicing skills, whereas the child

may view his/her turn to read as a time for having fun. Second, we rated both the child's

and parent's overall reading style as either monotone/robotic, normal, or

expressive/dramatic.

finaturixantiliaucalluwastaculing
The greatest variation in purpose occurs when the child is reading. When the parent

reads, almost all pairs read for fun. Parents viewed child reading time as an opportunity

for the child to have fun or an opportunity for the child to learn and/or display reading

skills. Children read to "have fun" or to "!- .4 get through it." Neither group read

predominantly for meaning. The two observers agreed on 75% of the categorizations.

Each parent and child were given an overall rating of their reading style. For

children this variable was not discriminating because 28 of the children read in a

monotone/robotic style. For parents there was a little more range. Four parents read in a

monotone/robotic style, 70 in a nomial tone, and eight in an expressive/dramatic way. The

two observers agreed on 75% of these ratings.

RfalignibialaII=1.0=
Purpose for reading is associated with children's reading fluency. The contrast for

parents' purpose for reading while the child reads is given in Table 2. The Chi Square for

Table 2

Fluency Group by Parents' Purpose for Child's Reading

Parent's Purpose Good Poor
for Child Reading Readers Readers

Having a Good Time

Learning Skills

1 6

11 2

,

5 14

,
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this table is 8.29 (p=.004). Thus, good readers have parents who appear to view the

child's reading as a time for anertainment, rather than skill practice. A similar finding was

obtained for the child's purpose while the child reads (Chi square = 4.52, p =.43).

Additionally, of the seven pairs who do not read for fun when the parent is reading none of

the children are early, fluent readers.

Table 3 brings together both the child and the parents' purpose for reading and

reading style in a narrative format to show how these behaviors am associated with the

child's fluency grouping. Descriptions of the pairs are given in each cell. The left to right

diagonal shows die most dramatic contrast in purpose for reading. The upper left cell is

predominantly high fluency readers and the lower right is pmdominantly low fluency

readers.

Table 3

Fluency Grouping Based on Purpose for Reading and Reading Style

Parent Child
Have Fun

Have

Fun

Practice

Skills

Just Get Throu It
Purpose for both pans and child while
child reads is to have fun. Same kr when
parent reads. They wad in either an
expessive/drarnatic or normal tone.

Purpose for child when child reads is to
get through the task. But for parent it is
for meaning or fun, or parent is
especially dramatic/expressive (i.e..
panmi does something fun.)

Good Readers N=10
Poor Readers N=1 Good Readers N=2

Poor Readers N=3
Purpose for child while child reads is Puspose for both while child mds is to
meaning or fun, but for parents it is to lam learn skills or get through the task.
skills. Partin reads in a normal or UDC far when the parems reads for
monotone style (i.e., child has gist of fun seven dyads. Both read in a normal or
reading but parent does not.) monotone style.

Good Readers N=1 Good Readers N=3
, Poor Readers N=3 Poor Readers N=9

liclatioshimAlkathsup
The paroles purpose while the child read was also related to the child's affect

group; children who had parents who emphasized reading for fun were mon positive about

reading (Chi Square = 6.8, p=.08). The child's purpose while he or she read showed a

similar, but non-significant trend (Chi Square 2.6, p=.45).
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The parent's style of reading was not associated with the child's reading affect. In
fact five of the eight parents who mad in an expressive way have children in the negative

or moderately negative group. While it is logical that the child's style of reading is related

to the child's reading affect, there isn't enough variation in the way the child reads to do an

analysis. However, three of the four children who were not monotone readers were in the
positive group.

BSEgadSCIign

Another intesaction, also reflecting purpose for reading, is book selection. Some
30 books ranging from Golden Bookf to controlled (Dick & Jane-style) readers to
Caldecou winners were spread casually CATT a coffee table. After observing each pair

select each book we categorized reason for book choice as:
1. Familiar and liked

2. Seems interesting, or funny, or appealing (e.g "I want a funny one.")
3. Connoisseurship (e.g., familiar with the series or characters, likes the author)
4. Easy (e.g., "You can read all these words.")

5. Proximity (e.g., on the top of the stack)

6. No discussion

7. Unclear

In the instances where it was clear why the choice was made, children primarily
choose a book because it was familiar and liked (18 instances)or because it seemed
interesting or funny (9 instances). Other categories were expressed by children only four

or fewer times. Parents, on the other hand, primarily choose a book because it was easy
(12 instances), all other categories were expressed three or fewer times. Parents were more

concerned with choosing books the child might have success with than the child was. No

analysis with the dependent variables was done because of limited entries in most of the
categories and most interactions being "unclear." It was interesting to us that so little
discussion took place. Mere didn't appear to be any tacit rules or communication of

reasons for book choices. It appeared to be more random than a negotiated decision or an
act of connoisseurship.

CONCLUSIONS

Educators encourage parents of high-risk children to read to them, but without a
sense of how that advice is carried out by different parents. Because of the importance of

this kind of interaction and the lack of empirical it formation about it for school-aged

children, a significant contribution of this study is simply the description of the range and
frequency of parent and child behaviors during joint story-book reading. This study
provides a picture of the variation among beginning readers and their parents during
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storybook reading. The variation was strildng even though the sample was from a
relatively homogeneous working-class population.

One example of such sniking variation was that although "expressing humor" was
the most common kind of commentary made by children, some children as= made such a
comment , while one child made 15 smh comments. Another example of wide variation is
that one parent flabmiclxjzarld five questions from her child, whereas another parent

enthugasticallysithmaterlan eight questions asked by her child, while other children
simply didn't ask any questions at all. A final example of variation in parent behavior was
given in the section on error corrections: when a child hesitated over reading a word, one
parent simply repeated "sound it out," tot without giving the child any clues, 22 times in
one session whereas other parents Am gave this particular admonition. Another parent
quickly told the child the word before she had even begun to decode it 91, times in one
session, whereas other patents nog told the child the word.

Clearly, this study indicates that hQs parents interpret the mandate to read to their
children varies. A second purpose of this study was to suggest which aspects of that

variation are associated with fluency and positive affect while reading. To summarize our
results: (1) the way parents conected readingerrors, and (2) their apparent purpose for
reading and reading style was associated with both the child's reading flueny and affect,
and (3) the way parents responded to queries from the child was associated with fluency,
and (4) the number of comments children made while reading was related to their reading
affect. In other words, pairs who view the child's reading as a source of fun, keep the
story flowing without letting the child get bogged down in decoding (by using semantic-
oriented rather than decoding-oriented correction tactics), encourage questions about the
story and express humor while reading have children who are mote fluent and more
positive about reading. It should be noted here that children primarily made hummus
comments (e.g., "This is funny!), and no significant amount in any other comment

category. The connection to positive reading affect is obvious. We might describe the
profile of parent-child interaction fcc good readers as gailinanatim theY seem to
operate ftom a motto of "reading is fun!" Conversely, parent-child interaction for poor
readers garagafenz they seem to operate from a motto of "reading is work!" where
storybook reading is a time for skill practice. This supports other studies in the literature
that indicate a comprehension-based approach to parent-child reading is more effective than
a skills-based approach.

Equally of interest are those variables that were Dot associated with reading fluency

or affect. To summarize, (1) number of ermr corrections, and (2) number of questions
answered, were not related to trading fluency or affect, and (3) number of comments made
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while reading was not related to reading fluency. Overall, it appears that the quality of the

interaction between parent, child, =I book, but rot the quantity is associated with

positive reading ability and affect in this population. These findings are somewhat

contrary to some of the published literature indicating mere quantity of interaction is

predictive of reading abilities. We see two primary reasons for this apparent contradiction:

(1) age, and (2) cultural background of the participants. First, the published literature

focuses on preschoolers ratha than school-aged subjects. DeLosche's ( 1984, DeLoache

& Mendoza 1985) work suggests that the expansionist tactic is nue chanueristic of

interaction with very young children. As the child grows older, attention shifts to the

mechanics of reading, that is much less elaboration of and commentary on the text. A

related point is that the books used in these sessions with fledgling readers were vety

familiar. It is possible, that had we observed some of these pairs engaged in story-book

leading several years earlier, we would have seen much mar commentary and mutual

questioning.
A second explanadon telates to the cultural background of our participants (Lamy,

in press). The literature that supports the view that story-book reading is an opportunity

for a great deal of teaching and learning that goes well beyond reading, has been conducted

almost exclusively with upper middle-class families where the mothers were highly

educated (e.g., Heath, 1982 Many, 1988; Maio & Bruner, 1978; Snow & Goldfield,

19821983; Taylor, 1983). More limited research on parent-child literacy activity in

working-class families (e.g., Heath, 1983; Miller et al., 1986) suggests that joint

storybook reading is limited in degree and complexity. Perhaps in this sample mere

quantity of interaction is not predictive of reading fluency and affect because that interaction

is not always enhancing, reflecting the relative poverty of some of these parents' repertoire

of storybook reading tact' z.s.

We should note that most of the children were struggling, uncomfortable, and

sometimes negative about reading, reminding us what a difficult and arduous task learning

to read is. Although more children were negative than positive about reading, there was

tremendous variation in the affect displayed by children while stiliggling thnough a book.

While one child would pout, push herself back into the couch, cross her arms and

communicate in body language I hate this! I'm only doing it because you made me,"

another would eagerly grab a book, cuddle with her mother, and smile throughout the

reading process.
It is also important to note that we witnessed what appeared to be well-meaning

patents who actually may have damaged their children's attitude toward reading. For

example, one of our late, non-fluent readers was accompanied to the session by both

2 02 I



parents. They clearly valued leading for theirdaughter and mentioned, in a follow-up
interview, that they had purchased flash cards and other reading readiness aids for her. As
she read, slowly, painfully, they provided a steady stream of exhortations. But, these were
either of the "You can do it!" sort or were purely decoding-oriented, "When two vowels go
walking...." They even went so far as to prevent the child's attempts to "construct"
meaning, telling hex not to "cheat by looking at the pictures." When she didn't heed this
advice, her father actually placed a piece of paper over the illustration. In other words,
caring, enthusiastic parents who rely entirely on decoding (or redactions:, Laney, Draper &
Boyce 1989) tactics may be doing their beginning readermore harm than good. These
parents were trying hard to be good patents, they were conscientious, and they were not a
small minority. Our findings indicate the possibility that when it comes to storybook
=ding "more" is not better, unless it is "note" of a particular kind of interaction.
Furthermore, there is tremendous variation in parent-child joint storybook reading with this
age stoup, and not all parents are effective coaches for their child. The findings underscore
the urgent need for educators to convey mote information to parents about hove to be a
good coach to the beginning reader, rather than just telling parents and chilchen to read at
home more.*

*Limitation

Support for our findings of a relationship between parent-child interaction styles
and the child's fluency and enjoyment of reading would be strengthen=1 with two design
modifications. Hist, it would be helpful to sample across a wider class spectrum. Our
sample did not include any families of the sort documented by Taylor (1983)where
storybooks are central props in the drama of family life and joint-storybook teading is the
glue that bonds family members together. Nor did our sample include families where the
printed word is virtually non-existent (e.g , Purcell-Gates, 1991). By sampling more
broadly, we would significantly increase the variance available on the independent
variables. It would also be helpful to conduct a longitudinal study of children from the age
of 4.5 to 7.5, to capture changes in interaction patterns as a function of the child's age and
changing status as non-reader, beginning reader, and independent reackr. Also, quite
obviously, we would be in a much stronger position to argue that something about the
inmaction patterns at 4.5-6 years were influencing the child's interaction with academic
reading instruction from 6-7.5 years.
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