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The Relationship between the Home Literacy Environment and the Development of 

Emergent Literacy Skills in Palestinian Preschoolers in Lebanon 

Beesan Ibrahim Hammad 

 

ABSTRACT 

Literacy acquisition can be best thought of as a developmental continuum, rather 

than an all-or-nothing phenomenon, that originates early on in a children’s lives before they 

start formal schooling. How and how often parents expose their children to literacy before 

entering school is vital for later literacy development. This is especially important in 

Palestinian children facing multiple risk factors. As a result, the home literacy environment 

is recognized as an important setting for children to observe others’ literacy behaviors and 

engage in direct and indirect literacy activities with others. Researchers hypothesize that 

parental teachings and storybook exposure promote emergent literacy and language skills 

respectively. This study used correlational analysis to examine the relationship between the 

different aspects of the home literacy environment using the Home Literacy Environment 

Questionnaire (HLEQ) and the emergent literacy and language skills of Palestinian refugee 

children living in Burj El-Barajneh camp. Emergent literacy and language skills were 

measured using Teacher Rating of Oral Language and Literacy (TROLL) and the Dynamic 

Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS). The study also aimed at demonstrating 

the extent to which preschool enrolment and parents’ educational levels correlate with the 

home literacy environments and children’s emergent literacy and language performance. 

The study found that the correlation between parental literacy teaching and emergent 

literacy skills indicates that indirect reading activities have a larger effect on the emergent 

literacy skills than direct ones. This has significant implications for the role of parental 

involvement in children’s education. Future research should consider the quality of 

preschool education, the emotional quality of adult-child interactions, and Palestinian 

refugees residing outside of refugee camps to draw better conclusions. 

Keywords: Home Literacy Environment, Palestinian Refugees, Emergent Literacy, 

Preschool, Language, Parental Involvement
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Literacy is recognized as one of the most essential skills that reflect on children’s 

academic success (Stoiber & Gettinger, 2011). A student with limited ability to read and 

write will struggle in school, potentially exhibiting adverse attitudes toward school in 

general; good readers are more likely to experience learning opportunities through 

reading than those who are poor readers. (Cervetti, Jaynes, & Hiebert, 2009). The journey 

toward reading and writing however, does not begin in school. It begins in the earliest 

years of the child’s life- long before entering preschool. Hence, this journey is affected by 

the quality and quantity of early literacy exposure including book exposure and adult-

child literacy interactions within the home. Researchers suggest that parental teaching and 

storybook exposure are activities that stimulate language acquisition of early literacy 

skills (Leslie & Allen, 1999). This is especially significant for children living in poverty 

and who are exposed to risk factors that include limited access to resources and social 

support, noise pollution, and authoritarian parenting (Evans, 2004). Palestinian children 

growing up in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon are a perfect illustration of the need 

to give children a head start in their skills to avoid widening the literacy gap.  

Purpose of the Study 

The study adds to the existing body of knowledge about the Home Literacy 

Environment (HLE) (Caroll, 2013; Payne, Whitehurst, and Angell, 1994; Ricci, 2011; 

Schmitt, Simpson, & Friend, 2011) of Palestinian families residing in Borj El-Barajneh 
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refugee camp with children aged 4-6 years. The study aims to examine the effect of HLE 

and storybook reading on the emergent literacy, the set of pre-reading and writing skills, 

and language skills of Palestinian children. The use of questionnaires to measure HLE 

and the assessment of children’s early literacy and oral language skills indicates the 

relationship between the mentioned variables. Additionally, since UNRWA schools 

follow the Lebanese curriculum and use English as the language of instruction, children’s 

early literacy and oral language skills will be assessed in English (L2).  

In a study by Al-Haroub in collaboration with UNRWA (2011), findings showed 

that low scholastic achievement comes second after seeking employment as the main 

reasons behind dropping out in Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon (PRLs) (Al-Haroub, 

2011). Children’s emergent literacy skills are predictive of later literacy proficiency, 

which in turn is correlated with later academic success (Kastner, May & Hildman, 2001; 

Sahragard, Baharloo & Soozandehfar, 2011). So acquiring emergent literacy skills can 

lead to higher achievement rates and decrease the risk of dropping out. 

Children of PRLs are born and raised facing multiple risk factors that hinder their 

development. In spite of their longstanding presence in Lebanon, PRLs remain excluded 

from key social, political, and economic aspects which, when combined, place PRLs in 

sorry conditions (Chaaban, Salti, Ghattas, Irani, Ismail & Batlouni, 2010). Individual 

factors set aside, family factors, school features, and community factors are some of the 

identified risk factors that contribute to students’ academic vulnerability. For instance, 

around 4,000 “Non-ID” Palestinians reside in Lebanon without any legal documentation, 

which has major implications on their ability to receive their human rights and access 

basic services (UNHCR, 2016, p.3). Similarly, PRLs are reduced to live in camps of poor 
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conditions in terms of infrastructure and services since the cost of living outside of camps 

is unaffordable to many (United States Department of State, 2015). Around ninety percent 

of PRLs live in poverty, including 9% living in extreme poverty with an average monthly 

expenditure of US$ 195, which is US$ 234 less than the Lebanese average, as reported by 

UNRWA (2016). PRLs also have limited basic health services, especially in light of the 

budget cuts UNRWA has been facing, which can be linked to the multitude of physical 

and mental health problems they face (Chaaban et al., 2010). This is not to mention the 

prohibition of PRLs to enter syndicates and the restricted access to the National Social 

Security Fund, and wages that are below minimum wage (450$ per month) (Danish 

Immigration Service, 2014).  

Statement of the Problem 

Statistics show an increase in dropouts and a deterioration in the success rate of 

PRLs. In a 2010 report published by the American University of Beirut (AUB) titled 

“Socio-Economic Survey of Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon,” it was reported that 95% 

of elementary school-aged children attend school (Chaaban et al., 2010). This percentage 

is significant since 28.5% of the entire PRL population, are aged 14 or less (Chaaban et 

al., 2015). However, the percentage drops to 51% in secondary school (Chaaban et al., 

2010). A report on school dropout was published by the United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency UNRWA (2013) stating that the majority of dropouts had repeated at least one 

grade. 

According to Al Daleel Al Madani (2014), the situation has further worsened with 

the mass influx of 60,000 Palestinian refugees from Syria who rely on UNRWA for basic 

financial and social support. As UNRWA currently faces a severe funding shortage, the 
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agency has been facing difficulties in providing key services to PRLs (Chaaban et al., 

2015). The present research helps highlight the importance of tackling the root of the 

problem rather than relying on corrective measures at later stages that have high cost and 

low efficiency. Hence, it sheds light on the importance of the parental role in teaching 

their children about literacy and conducting literacy-based activities at home instead of 

relying on the scarce educational services provided by NGOs and UNRWA. 

Research has indicated that the real methodical failure in education is in early 

childhood education (ECE) for reasons that include large class size, inexperienced 

teachers, and scarce resources (CGECCD, 2013). Still, ECE receives minimal attention, 

especially in developing countries, where more basic needs like food and shelter are 

lacking (Pramling Samuelsson & Kaga, 2008). This applies to PRLs as UNRWA does not 

run preschools in Lebanon, for it only provides elementary, secondary, and vocational 

education. So a large percentage of Palestinian children start out behind. The gap widens 

as they spend less hours in class in double-shift schools, for the poor conditions of the 

schools do not allow for larger class sizes; hence, 63% of classes operate on double-shift 

basis (Hillenkamp, 2008). 

Non-profit organizations are the ones to provide early childhood education to only 

half of the preschool-aged Palestinian refugee children compared to their Lebanese 

counterparts whose gross enrollment ratio was 83% in 2012 (UNICEF, 2013). However, 

these organizations do not receive enough funding or support to establish high quality 

preschools. For among the 92 preschools established in camps all over Lebanon, around 

80% need renovations of classrooms and/or playgrounds with 85% lacking appropriate 

child-friendly equipment for an optimal learning environment (Daleel Madani, 2014). 
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Also, there is no unified curriculum for early childhood development, and those 

curricula that prevail, are traditional. Moreover, most teachers teaching at preschools in 

Palestinian refugee camps are not professionally qualified with only very few having 

university degrees. Some, however, have received some vocational training. This is 

largely due to the low wages that NGO’s provide as a result of limited financial resources. 

On average, PRLs’ wages are below the minimum wage as half of the workers are paid 

less than 500,000 LBP (Lebanese Pounds) a month (Al-Nashif & El-Khoury, 2012). 

Likewise, parental levels of education and involvement in their children’s 

education are correlated with their children’s levels of achievement and dropout rates. An 

UNRWA (2013) report stated that around 90% of school dropouts- which are mainly due 

to underachievement- had a father who was illiterate or only received basic education. 

Hence, parents’ level of education, which affects the home literacy environment (HLE), is 

in turn affecting students’ achievement and further contributing to dropout rates (Carroll, 

2013; Leslie & Allen, 1999). It is important to note that the percentage of literacy among 

PRLs is significantly high for individuals aged 15 years and over as it reached around 

92% (Nashif & El-Khoury, 2012). However, the level of educational interest, not whether 

they’re literate or not, is what affects the parents’ beliefs and involvement in their 

children’s education (UNRWA, 2013). 

These educational deficits alone limit the educational opportunities and career 

choices of Palestinians in Lebanon. As of 2008, the “pass rate” of Palestinian students in 

UNRWA classes was only 53% -10% less than their Lebanese counterparts in 

governmental schools (Schenker, 2012). Because of the inaccessibility to preschools, the 

lack of quality, when accessible, and the fact that children spend most of their time at 
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home, it is important to give support to the home environment and provide opportunities 

for literacy development. 

Research Question/Hypothesis 

For the purpose of this study, the following questions were addressed: 

1) To what extent does HLE predict the emergent literacy and oral language skills of 

PRLs? 

2) How does the parents’ level of education and literacy beliefs predict HLE outcomes? 

3) Do children enrolled in preschool (moderator variable) develop better early literacy 

and oral language skills than children not enrolled? 

It is hypothesized that: 

1) Children living in a more print-rich environment will generally score higher on early 

literacy and oral language assessment. 

2) Book exposure will positively correlate with oral language skills whereas parental 

teaching and shared book reading will positively correlate with literacy skills. 

3) Parental level of education will be positively correlated with HLE outcomes. 

4) Children enrolled in a preschool will score higher on early literacy and oral language 

assessments. 

Chapter 2 discusses the research regarding the links between HLE and early 

literacy skills by addressing the early reading theories that led to the current 

understanding of emergent literacy, what variables constitute emergent literacy skills, 

how emergent literacy predicts later reading abilities, and studies conducted on HLE and 

how they promote emergent literacy development. Chapter 3 will tackle the methodology 
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of the study. The results and discussion of the findings of the study will be addressed in 

chapters 4 and 5. The implications and conclusions will be discussed in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

This chapter includes 3 sections. The first section will include a summary of the 

main theories on acquiring emergent literacy skills, reading theories, and the components 

of emergent literacy. The second section presents the different conceptualizations on what 

HLE is, including parental beliefs and home literacy activities, and how these affect 

varying emergent literacy outcomes. The last section explores the role of socioeconomic 

status (SES) influences on HLE and literacy and language development. Several studies 

have been conducted on the role of HLE and parental involvement and their effect on the 

development of parental literacy skills (Carroll, 2013; Ricci, 2011; Tichnor-Wagner, 

Garwood, Bratscje-Hines & Vernon-Feagans, 2015). 

Importance of Emergent Literacy 

Early childhood education is essential as it has long lasting effects on and is 

predictive of later cognitive abilities, social behavior, and school progress (Barnett, 

2008). Early reading ability, or emergent literacy skills, seems to be especially predictive 

of later academic success; also, reading ability underlies success in multiple aspects of 

life. Strong reading comprehension abilities reflect on success in varied areas of study, 

including science, social studies, and mathematics (Snow, 2010). Similarly, success in the 

workforce also correlates with reading comprehension skills, with individuals with low 

reading comprehension skills at a higher risk of unemployment. In a study on literacy and 

the labor force in Brazil, the probability of being employed in the public sector increases 
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by 8.1% when the person is more literate (Soares de Baldini Rocha & Ponczek, 2011). 

Moreover, proficient readers show a higher likelihood to be more socially integrated, 

more engaged in civic activities, and less prone to societal alienation (Arnot, Schneider, 

Evans, Tongcan Liu, Welply & Davies-Tutt, 2014; Venezky, 1992). 

Considerable research has been conducted over the past few decades on the 

development of literacy in young children. Emerging literacy results by the end of 

kindergarten are found to be highly predictive of later reading achievements levels when 

assessed at the end of Grade 1 (Trehearne, 2011). Such a finding is suggestive of a 90 

percent probability that kindergarteners struggling with reading and writing will remain 

poor readers, and consequently writers, by the end of Grade 4 (Trehearne, 2011). 

Preschool and kindergarten literacy acquisition can even affect literacy achievement in 

middle and high school. A longitudinal study conducted by Hanson and Farrell (1995) 

tracked 4,000 students from kindergarten to Grade 12 and showed “…that students who 

learned to read in kindergarten were found to be superior in reading skills and all other 

educational indicators as measured as seniors in high school” (p. 929) as opposed to those 

who did not learn to read in kindergarten. 

Theoretical Framework 

Research on early literacy development has shed light on understanding the 

process in which children acquire literacy and language skills (McCabe, Boccia, Bennett, 

Lyman & Hagen, 2010; Whitehurst et al., 1998). There are many theories related to 

literacy development, and it is important to explore the key ones that have influenced how 

researchers, educators, and parents approach literacy-related tasks. Whitehurst and 

Lonigan (1998) describe the term “emergent literacy” as a developmental continuum 
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which originates early on in a child’s life rather than in an “all-or-one phenomenon” that 

begins when a child starts school (p:848). Such a view on emergent literacy suggests that 

there is no clear demarcation between reading and pre-reading (Lonigan, Burgess & 

Anthony, 2000). Still, acquiring emergent literacy skills largely depends on the child’s 

environment and the amount of language and literacy exposure (Senechal, 2006).  

The current understanding of emergent literacy and how language develops is a 

result of various theoretical influences. Chomsky (1986) believed that children are born 

with an innate ability to acquire language. He believed that a special biological brain 

mechanism, called a Language Acquisition Device (LAD) is what enables the child to 

take in experiences as input and produce speech in a subconscious and unguided process 

(Wen, 2013). 

Unlike Chomsky, Piaget (1980) believed that cognition and language are 

interrelated. His theory of cognitive development is one of the most famous theories that 

was used by literacy educators in that children progress in stages towards literacy 

achievement (White & Coleman, 2000). Piaget showed that children, through active 

exploration of their environments, internalize knowledge from the outside by constructing 

it from the inside (Ensar, 2014). He believed that children engage in symbolic thought by 

using words and phrases to represent ideas and events during the preoperational stage 

(ages 2-7) (Burns, Roe & Ross, 1999). They later begin to use written symbols to 

represent words to understand that symbols are basic to reading comprehension (Ensar, 

2014). Therefore, advanced emergent literacy skills are a result of the child’s ability to 

internalize literacy concepts, or constructs, in a rich HLE. Practitioners who use this 

theory believe that the type of content that children are exposed to must relate to their 
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level of cognitive development (Kennedy et al., 2012). Hence, emergent literacy activities 

at home should be related to the child’s cognitive development.  

Another theory that explained how emergent literacy skills develop is Vygotsky’s 

(1978) sociocultural theory. Vygotsky believed that social interactions between children 

and adults are what lead children towards emergent literacy proficiency as they don’t just 

learn words by ways of thinking (Mason & Sinha, 1992). He suggested that parents, 

educators, and the culture in general are responsible for a child’s cognitive development 

(Vygotsky, 1978). He related the development of thought to that of language. Educational 

implications of his theories include modeling processes rather than giving instructions, 

providing opportunities for the child to advance towards higher levels of emergent 

literacy within his/her “zone of proximal development” (Mason & Sinha, 1992). Parental 

involvement is key in Vygotsky’s theory as parents plan activities that are not too difficult 

nor too easy within the home environment to encourage language acquisition. 

During the early 1900s, it was generally believed that children begin to develop 

literacy skills in grade 1 (Tracey & Morrow, 2017). A study by Morphett and Washburne 

(1931) showed that 6-year-old children performed better on reading tasks than younger 

ones in an attempt at determining the optimal age in which a child should receive reading 

instruction. As a result, it was recommended to parents and educators not to attempt to 

teach children literacy skills before they enter school and was believed that trying to teach 

them would cause damage because they are too young. This theory shares common ideas 

with those of Piaget in that children advance through similar stages yet at different rates 

(Godwin, Herb, Ricketts & Wymer, 2013). 
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The stages model theory is another theory that became popular with its assertion 

that children read in stages of word identification and that the more children read, the 

more they develop strategies used in reading (Bowman & Treiman, 2002). Chall (1983) 

was among the stage model theorists who identified four stages of word identification: 

pre-alphabetic stage (logographic stage), partial alphabetic stage, full alphabetic stage, 

and consolidated alphabetic stage. The pre-alphabetic stage is associated with the 

following features: using visual cues, memorizing the shape of the letters or words, 

identifying words based on letter-sound associations, and recognizing environmental print 

and logos (Masonheimer, Drum & Ehri, 1984). The partial alphabetic stage uses 

“Phonetic Cue Reading” which further utilizes letter-sound cues (Bowman & Treiman, 

2002). The full alphabetic stage involves having the child process all the letters of a word 

before moving to the fourth stage whereby letter-sound associations become automatic 

(Masonheimer et al., 1984). 

The role of family literacy and the child’s literacy skills is discussed in all of the 

above theories; however, it was extensively discussed by family literacy theories (Tracey 

& Morrow, 2017). Henderson and Mapp (2002) reported that children whose parents are 

more involved have better social skills and behavior, higher grades, and lower rates of 

school absence. Family literacy theorists share ideas that include the importance of 

creating programs to help family members develop their literacy skills, the relationship 

between family literacy and child literacy skills, and the way literacy is being used at 

home (Godwin et al., 2013). Similarly, Jordan, Snow, and Porche (2000) claimed that 

families with developed literacy abilities supply their children with a literacy-rich home 

environment.  
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All the above mentioned theories have been valuable in helping educators 

understand how early reading skills develop. Emergent literacy theorists claim that 

children’s earliest experiences in reading and oral language are all part of their literacy 

development (Mason & Sinha, 1992). They believe that children’s reading, writing, 

listening, and speaking skills begin at birth. 

Reading Theories 

Parents and educators have numerous choices of methods and techniques to use 

when they carry out literacy-related activities. An understanding of the main four theories 

of reading provides a foundation for parental and educational emergent literacy practices. 

The three main theories are bottom-up, top-down, and interactive reading theories. 

Bottom-Up Theory of Reading 

The early models of the reading process like those discussed by the behavioral 

psychologists Gough (1972) and La Berge and Samuels (1974) represented a letter-by-

letter approach to understanding reading. Gough described the reading process as a 

“…sequentially-ordered set of transformations from letter, to phoneme, to lexical level 

representation, and finally to deep structural representation” (Kennedy et al., 2012, p:74). 

LaBerge and Samuels (1974) described the cognitive processes involved as three separate 

systems: the visual memory system, the phonological memory system, and the semantic 

memory system which feed into the process that determines the reader’s understanding of 

the text. The Bottom-up approach can be mostly useful in lower grade levels as students 

still haven’t developed automatic decoding skills (Skudiene, 2002). So only when readers 

begin to decode automatically can they direct their attention toward comprehending 
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(LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). However, this view does not take into consideration other 

variables like the child’s background knowledge or the sociocultural context (Kennedy et 

al., 2012).  

Top-Down Theory of Reading 

The top-down theory emphasizes the thought processes involved in reading. This 

theory drew on psycholinguistics’ views on reading (Fatemi, Vahedi, & Seyyedrezaie, 

2014). Theorists like Smith and Goodman have emphasized the role of using relevant 

prior knowledge and syntactic and semantic knowledge to identify unfamiliar words 

(Kennedy et al., 2012). This indicates that reading proceeds from whole to part. 

Furthermore, Škudienė (2002) believed that a minimum of 5000 words is required for 

top-down processing to be possible and would be mostly effective with advanced 

language learners.  

Still, many believe that top-down and bottom-up are two routes to the same 

destination and that the differences are superficial (Neuman & Dickinson, 2001). 

Additionally, evidence from research shows that neither top-down nor bottom-up models 

can explain the reading process completely (Stanovich, 2000).  Hence, an interactive 

model of continuous bottom-up and top-down processing is needed for the reader to use 

both graphic and contextual information to comprehend text (Perfetti, Landi, & Oakhill, 

2005).  

Interactive Theory of Reading 

The interactive reading theory reasons that when bottom-up decoding is 

ineffective, the information processing system compensates by relying on other sources 
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like contextual information (McGill-Franzen & Allington, 2011). Current evidence 

indicates that such compensatory processing is both obligatory and automatic (Fuchs, 

Fuchs, Hosp & Jenkins, 2001). Stanovich, the theorist behind the interactive-

compensatory model or reading, claims that reading involves several types of interactions 

with the written text (1980). He argues that fluent readers use less processing capacity for 

word reading, which frees up capacity for comprehension (Stanovich, 1980). Moreover, 

Stanovich describes what he calls the “Mathew Effect” whereby the rich get richer and 

the poor get poorer as children learn to read (Stanovich, 1986). This implies a reciprocal 

relationship whereby vocabulary knowledge enables reading comprehension, which in 

turn supports vocabulary development (Stanovich, 1986). 

Components of Emergent Literacy 

Research provides information about the components of emergent literacy from 

two perspectives. One consists of quantitative studies which have inspected the relation 

between emergent literacy and later acquisition of conventional literacy. Another 

perspective consists of qualitative studies which have examined the development of how 

preschool-aged children respond to different literacy-related activities (Whitehurst & 

Lonigan, 1998).  

In a meta-analysis by Shanahan and Lonigan (2010) on measures related to later 

academic success, six variables were found to be significant indicators: alphabet 

knowledge, phonological awareness, rapid automatized naming of letters, rapid 

automatized naming of colors and objects, writing of name, and phonological memory. In 

addition, print knowledge, oral language, visual processing, reading readiness, and 
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concepts about print were found to be predictive of later literacy abilities (Shanahan & 

Lonigan, 2010). 

Alphabet Knowledge 

Knowledge of the names, sounds, and symbols of the alphabet, alphabet 

knowledge, is important for learning to read and write (Jones, Clark & Reutzel, 2012). 

Although all emergent literacy skills are valuable for preparing children for future reading 

and writing, alphabet knowledge is consistently identified in the literature as the strongest 

predictor of later achievement in literacy (NELP, 2009; Hall, Toland, Grisham-Brown & 

Graham, 2013; Lonigan & Shanahan, 2009). It is believed that knowledge of letter names 

facilitates the process of information processing that is necessary for reading as most of 

the letters’ names contain sounds that are symbolized by letters in words (Worde & 

Boettcher, 1990).  

Several studies have supported the importance of alphabet knowledge. For 

example, in a meta-analysis of research evidence on the effect of alphabet knowledge on 

later literacy skills by the National Early Literacy Panel (NELP), it was found that 

alphabet knowledge had the strongest relationship with scores on decoding, reading 

comprehension, and spelling measures (NELP, 2009). Similarly, a study by Otaiba, 

Puranik, Rouby, Greulich, Sidler, and Lee (2010) showed that children who had strong 

letter identification abilities also had strong spelling success. For a child who learns letter 

names becomes more interested in letter sounds and the spelling of words (Piasta, Pupura 

& Wagner, 2010). 



 

17 
 

When it comes to how alphabet knowledge can be best taught, only a few studies 

have examined the effect of alphabet knowledge instruction by itself (NELP, 2009) and 

the curricula available for alphabet knowledge instruction are quite varied (Justice, Pence, 

Bowles, & Wiggins, 2006). As many early childhood curricula include letter name 

knowledge which helps acquire letter-sound knowledge (Piasta, 2006). Others; however, 

hold the belief that letter name knowledge is only correlated with letter-sound knowledge 

(Foulin, 2005). Consequently, some teach alphabet knowledge through letter knowledge 

(Piasta, 2006), and others choose to refer to letters only by sound (Piasta, Purpura & 

Wagner, 2010). 

Phonological Awareness 

Phonological awareness, sensitivity to speech sounds, encompasses several skills: 

some of which are simple and others are complex (Justice & Schuele, 2004). At the 

simple level, phonological awareness encompasses the ability to identify and make 

judgments related to the general sound structure of the language (i.e. syllable division, 

making rhymes, and identifying beginning sounds in words) (Schuele & Boudreau, 2008). 

Phonological awareness at the complex level manifests as the ability to isolate and 

manipulate individuals sounds, which is called phonemic awareness (Anthony & 

Lonigan, 2004). Phonological awareness is often confused with phonics. Phonological 

awareness involves the ability to analyze the sound structures orally; however, phonics 

relates to print symbols that represent the sound structures and grows out of alphabetic 

knowledge (Justice & Schuele, 2004).  

Numerous studies have demonstrated the importance of phonological awareness. 

A study by Noble, Farah, and McCandliss (2006) showed that acquisition of phonological 
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awareness was correlated with a decrease in SES-related differences in reading. Another 

longitudinal study by Singleton, Horne, and Thomas (1999) used computer-based 

screening measures to study the performance of children on phonological awareness 

tasks. The results were highly predictive of the variance in reading on standardized tests a 

year after (Singleton et al., 1999). Another longitudinal study found that phonological 

awareness is a unique significant predictor of reading, writing, spelling, mathematics and 

science when assessed at three stages (ages 7, 11, and 14) (Savage, Carless & Ferraro, 

2007). 

It is important to note that phonological awareness is an important yet insufficient 

indicator of proficient reading. Teaching phonological awareness as well as alphabet 

knowledge revealed better results, and teaching phonological awareness skills with 

phonics achieves the strongest outcomes for children (NELP, 2009). Thus, instruction can 

be more effective when a number of skills are combined. 

Phonological Memory 

The correlation between phonological awareness and early literacy skills is well 

established; however, the relationship between phonological memory and early literacy 

skills has recently become the focus of research. Findings from several studies have 

attributed the variance in reading differences among children to a specific aspect of short-

term memory, the phonological loop (Passenger, Stuart & Terrell, 2000). According to 

the memory model, the phonological loop is composed of two interactive sections: a 

phonological store for receiving verbal input and an articulatory rehearsal system where 

the verbal information from the phonological store is rehearsed in avoidance of decay 



 

19 
 

over time (Baddeley, 2003). Phonological memory is measured by immediate recall of 

verbal material, like repetition of pseudo words (Lonigan & Shanahan, 2009). 

Evidence from research has shown that phonological memory skills are strongly 

linked to later school success (Passenger, Stuart & Terrell, 2000) and that targeting 

phonological memory can improve reading skills. Maridaki-Kassotaki (2002) taught 

Greek kindergarteners to repeat lists of pseudo words throughout the school year, and 

found that children who received the training performed better than the control group in 

reading. A study by Service (1992) showed that the best predictor of learning English was 

how accurately the children were able to acquire unfamiliar words and that this correlates 

with language acquisition. Hence, efficient phonological memory can improve children’s 

ability to maintain a precise representation of phonemes associated with the letters of 

words while decoding, therefore, dedicate more cognitive capacity for comprehending 

(Lonigan, Allan, & Lerner, 2011). 

Rapid Automatized Naming 

Rapid automatized naming (RAN) is yet another component that is an indicator of 

early literacy skills. It involves naming a series of familiar items like colors, animals, 

letters, digits, or name as quickly as possible (Lervag & Hulme, 2009). Performance on 

RAN measures correlates with a variety of early literacy skills both concurrently and 

longitudinally (Furnes & Samuelsson, 2011). The dominant view that RAN taps a causal 

influence on reading skills was explained by Wimmer, Mayringer, and Landerl (2000) in 

that both RAN and reading relate to the speed with which retrieval of phonological 

representations from long-term memory takes place. However, this idea fits better with 

findings that RAN is a better indicator of reading fluency rather than accuracy 
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(Schatschneider, Fletcher, Francis, Carlson, & Foorman, 2004). Another explanation is 

that they “both depend on variations in the rate of development of a global speed of 

processing construct” (Lervag & Hulme, 2009, p: 1041).  

An opposing view suggests that RAN is a controversial predictor of reading 

ability. While RAN proves to be a predictor of reading, little is known about whether 

RAN can predict spelling (Furnes & Samuelsson, 2011). The few studies that have 

investigated the association between RAN and spelling showed that RAN predicts 

spelling in English (Savage, Pillay & Melidona, 2008) but not Greek and German 

(Nikolopoulos, Goulandris, Hulme, & Snowling, 2006; Furnes & Samuelsson, 2011).  

Oral Language 

Children gain the needed oral language skills through everyday experiences to 

become proficient readers and writers. Oral language processes include various skills like 

“vocabulary (receptive and expressive), syntactic and semantic knowledge, and narrative 

discourse processes (memory, comprehension, and storytelling)” (NICHD Early Child 

Care Research Network, 2005, p:1). Researchers have presented evidence that oral 

language plays a critical role in reading development independent of phonological 

processes (Share & Leikin, 2004). However, the relationship between oral language and 

emergent literacy is not linear (Cabell, Justice, Konold & McGinty, 2011). The effect of 

language on code-related skills like phonological awareness and emergent writing is what 

mediates reading (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005). After the child 

masters the skills that form the foundation for later reading success, oral language then 

doesn’t only support decoding, but also comprehension (Shanahan & Lonigan, 2012).  
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During the early years, oral language skills have been shown to boost children’s 

reading ability, including semantic, syntactic, and conceptual knowledge and narrative 

discourse (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). In a study by Dickinson, McCabe, 

Anastasopoulos, Peisner-Feinberg, & Poe (2003), they found that vocabulary caused the 

same amount of variance as phonological awareness to reading, suggesting that oral 

language is important to a child’s emergent literacy skills (Dickinson et al., 2003). 

Research shows that language and literacy are two different constructs. Unlike 

literacy skills, oral language skills are acquired before formal schooling (Storch & 

Whitehurst, 2002). A child with a supportive HLE during the first year of life will grow 

up to have better receptive language and phonemic awareness by the age of five 

(Rodriguez & Tamis-LeMonda, 2011). Additionally, children with impaired oral 

language ability are at risk of developing reading difficulties (Carroll, 2013). Cabell et al. 

(2011) explain this claiming that language impairment inhibits full participation in 

literacy-related activities. Similarly, children with strong oral language skills capitalize 

their learning opportunities by being more likely to attend to and learn from literacy-

related activities as well as elicit information from adults (Cabell et al., 2011). As a result, 

studies suggest that reading skills develop as a result of both oral and code-related skills 

(Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).  

Writing 

Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) consider writing as an important emergent literacy 

component. Although reading has received more attention than writing in studies, both 

rely on the same skills (i.e. understanding the relationship between letters and sounds) 

(Carroll, 2013). According to NELP (2008), alphabet knowledge, phonological 



 

22 
 

awareness, name writing, and print knowledge are the four emergent literacy skills that 

predict a child’s spelling skills. Children’s ability to write their names predicts their print 

knowledge and alphabet knowledge yet not their phonological awareness (Welsch, 

Sullivan, & Justice, 2003). A longitudinal study of 259 preschool children along with 

their parents showed that children’s conceptual knowledge of print predicted early 

spelling (Pinto, Bigozzi, Gamannossi, & Vezzani, 2009). Such studies show that 

children’s ability to spell their own names is a reflection of their general knowledge about 

print and sounds. The results of a study on 296 preschool children revealed that print 

knowledge and letter-writing skills made significant contributions to name writing, while 

print knowledge, alphabet knowledge, and name writing predicted letter writing (Puranik, 

Lonigan, & Kim, 2012). Unlike Blair and Savage’s (2006) study which showed that 

letter-sound knowledge and phonological awareness were strong predictors of children’s 

name-writing skills, Welsch, Sullivan, and Justice (2003) reported that phonological 

awareness was not predictive of name writing. They instead claimed that letter-name 

recognition and print knowledge were predictors of name writing (Welsche, Sullivan, & 

Justice, 2003). Evidently, there is no consensus on what skills contribute to name writing 

and different skills seem to be related to name-writing skills depending on the study.  

Print Awareness 

The role of the environment has been regularly described as important to the 

development of emergent literacy. Children’s interactions with print in various 

environmental contexts reveal a lot about literacy. Print awareness represents the ability 

to interact with and reflect on written language (Senechal, LeFevre, Smith-Chant, & 

Colton, 2001). This leads to understanding both the form and function of print, which is a 
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distinct skill from other metalinguistic and oral language skills (Senechal et al., 2001). 

This includes understanding of letters, rule of organizing print (left to right directionality 

in English), and concept of word (Piasta, Justice, McGinty, & Kaderavek, 2012). Print 

knowledge involves understanding the difference between pictures and print, letters and 

numbers, and other conventions of print (Puranik, Lonigan, & Kim, 2011). Hence, 

children’s print awareness is a continuum of a highly contextualized understanding of 

print to de-contextualized and conventional awareness (Goodman, 1986). 

A child’s ability to differentiate between the various functions of print is an 

important first step towards acquiring emergent literacy skills (Storch & Whitehurst, 

2002; Walpole, Chow, & Justice, 2004). Children who understand the functions and 

conventions of print is an indicator to acquiring letter-sound relationships (Puranik, 

Lonigan, & Kim, 2011). A study by Lonigan, Schatschneider, and Westberg (2008) 

showed that there is an average correlation between print knowledge and spelling. As a 

result, explicitly teaching children about print is a key ingredient in backing up their 

literacy development. Studies have clearly shown that children have to have certain 

emergent literacy skills in order to become proficient readers. But how can parents boost 

the development of these skills? 

Home Literacy Environment (HLE) 

Families can support their children’s literacy development by providing them with 

literacy-related resources and activities long before they begin formal schooling (Han, 

2010). The HLE to which children are exposed has significant influences on their 

emergent literacy development (Burgess, Hecht, & Lonigan, 2002). Children from a rich 

and stimulating HLE are more likely to profit from interactions with family members and 
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literacy-related activities (Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2015). The differing home literacy 

experiences account for the differences in emergent literacy skills of children (Tichnor-

Wagner et al., 2015). Consequently, it is not surprising that a growing number of studies 

have documented the relationship between HLE and emergent literacy development 

(Weigel, Martin, & Bennett, 2006). Researchers have emphasized the role of home 

literacy practices that enable the language and literacy development of young preschool-

aged children. In fact, past studies on HLE have described the implications of the 

different kinds of familiar support on the acquisition of emergent literacy skills which can 

be of great interest to parents and educators.  

Making the concept of HLE clear involves discussing the factors that are included 

in the construct. The perception of the concept of HLE has been noticeably changing 

though the definition usually varies depending on the purpose and focus of the study 

(Burgess et al., 2002). Although previous studies have explored only a few measures of 

literacy practices like shared book reading, current studies have been stressing the 

importance of examining the multiple aspects of HLE (Bennett, Weigel, & Martin, 2002; 

Weigel et al., 2006). As a result, researchers suggest that a more inclusive approach to 

studying HLE should be adopted to allow for finding a stronger link between HLE and 

emergent literacy development, which is yet to be explained (Burgess et al., 2002). 

Multiple aspects of HLE and literacy outcomes 

Parents can support their children’s emergent literacy acquisition by providing 

them with several types of literacy-related resources (Saracho, 2002). Components of the 

HLE include shared book reading, parental explicit teaching of reading and writing, 

access to age-appropriate resources, parental literacy beliefs, watching education TV 
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programs, rhyming, and parental engagement in literacy activities (Aram & Levin, 2002; 

Saracho, 2002). Similarly, literacy experiences that take place outside of the home like 

visiting a library or a neighboring museum also add to the child’s literacy acquisition 

(Rodriguez et al., 2009).  

It is important that age-appropriate literacy resources and materials be available in 

homes as they facilitate children’s engagement in parent-child interactions and literacy 

related activities (Rodriguez et al., 2009). Such literacy materials may include selections 

of books, writing materials, educational toys, and computer. A study by Evans, Kelley, 

Sikora, and Treiman (2010) asserted that the family’s scholarly culture- indicated by the 

number of books- notably affected the child’s academic success. It should be noted that in 

addition to the number of books at home, everyday printed materials like newspapers or 

advertisements also provide children with literacy opportunities (Saracho, 2002). Park 

(2008) pointed out that the assessment of the number of books at home needs to be 

cautiously interpreted as it reflects the economic power of the family to purchase books. 

Additionally, the relation between access to computers and reading ability was found 

positive yet unclear if partly due to family’s economic status (Weinberger, 1996).  

Parent-child shared book reading is a prevailing aspect of HLE that has received 

attention (Curenton & Justic, 2008; Senechal & LeFevre, 2002). Indeed, scholars have 

provided both theoretical and empirical evidence of the benefits of engaging in shared 

book reading. Adult-child shared storybook reading’s effect on oral language and 

emergent literacy development has been looked at in a number of studies (Justice & 

Pullen, 2003). Justice and Pullen (2003) claim that recurrent engagement in adult-child 

storybook reading allows for the successful transmission of literacy skills from adult to 
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child. Whitehurst et al. (1998) state that parents can engage in two types of shared 

storybook reading- dialogic reading and print referencing. Dialogic reading refers to 

parental use of interactive behaviors as they read with their children like asking open-

ended questions, offering feedback to children’s answers, and following children’s 

interests (Chow & McBride-Chang, 2003). It is found to be more effective when used in 

combination with phonics instruction (Justice & Pullen, 2003). Print referencing is similar 

to dialogic reading in that it involves adult-child interactions; however, the former 

involves asking questions and making connections about print and tracking the print 

while reading (Ezell, Justice, & Parsons, 2000).  

Correlational studies suggest that shared book reading exposure is linked to better 

print awareness, reading comprehension, and oral language skills (DeBaryshe, 1993). A 

meta-analysis conducted by Bus, de Jong, van Ijzedoorn, and Pellegrini (1995) on parent-

child book reading showed that the higher frequency of parent-child reading led to better 

child acquisition of emergent literacy skills and overall reading achievement. During 

shared book reading, children have opportunities to improve their vocabulary skills, 

which in turn affects their later reading skills (Senechal & LeFevre, 2002). For example, 

preschoolers’ exposure to storybooks was a significant predictor of their scores on 

receptive and expressive vocabulary measures (Senechal, LeFevre, Hudson, & Lawson, 

1996). Several studies have shown that most socioeconomically disadvantaged children 

enter kindergarten with language and literacy skills that are not as developed as their 

peers of higher SES (Aulls, 2003). Consequently, children from low SES backgrounds 

who do not take part in shared book reading with their parents were reported to grow up 

to become passive students (Kelly, 2008).  
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In a more comprehensive view of home literacy, parental involvement has been 

increasingly emphasized as another important aspect of the HLE. Research has shown 

that sustained parental involvement positively correlates with reading achievement, test 

scores, motivation, engagement, and rates of graduation (Steiner, 2014). In a longitudinal 

study by Senechal and LeFevre (2002), parental involvement in teaching children to read 

and write was related to emergent literacy skills, which in turn predict word reading in 

later grades. Senechal, LeFevre, Thomas, & Daley (1998) claim that children can be 

subject to two types of literacy activities at home: informal and formal. Informal activities 

expose children to the meaning beyond the printed words, whereas formal activities 

involve teaching explicit reading and spelling skills (Senechal & LeFevre, 2002). These 

types of involvements are reflections of parental beliefs about literacy and the HLE which 

contribute to higher achievement results (Carroll, 2013). 

DeBaryshe (1995) found that parents with literacy beliefs consistent with current 

emergent literacy models were more likely to provide their children with varied and 

frequent joint reading activities. The study also showed that parents who believed that it 

is the school’s responsibility rather than theirs to prepare their children for school were 

more likely to report challenges (DeBaryshe, 1995). Still, individual differences in 

parental literacy beliefs affect parents’ own behavior. For example, in a study by 

DeBrayshe, Binder, and Buell (2000), parents who had a whole language approach belief 

were found to be more likely to engage in modeling reading and writing to their children. 

The children of such parents had a developed ability to write. However, parents who had 

a phonics approach to literacy involvement had children with more developed vocabulary, 

grammar, decoding, and encoding (DeBaryshe et al., 2000). Such a study supports the 
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hypothesis that the approach parents adopt in how they teach their children to read, if they 

do, is related to the beliefs they have on reading, which consequently affects children’s 

literacy skills.  

However, the different types of experiences with print do not have to be mutually 

exclusive (Senechal et al., 1998). Parents might focus on content of the story and 

simultaneously encourage their children to pay particular attention to printed letters. Also, 

parents are more likely to engage their children in explicit literacy activities as children 

approach formal schooling years (Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008). Even with the 

increasing effort to study the formal aspect of home literacy experiences, several issues 

remain unexplored when compared to the exhaustive investigation made on shared book 

reading (Senechal & LeFevre, 2002).  

Parents’ own literacy practices and their association with children’s literacy and 

language development have been examined as yet another component of the HLE. 

Burgess et al. (2002) characterize home literacy experiences as active and passive HLEs 

based on the child’s role in learning. Unlike an active HLE which involves a child’s direct 

participation in literacy-related activities, a passive HLE involves a child’s indirect 

learning through observing adult models. A study by Van Steensel (2006) showed that 

having parents or siblings at home who frequently read for personal motives affects 

children’s performance on a vocabulary test. Van Steensel explained this finding by 

stating that children’s vocabulary attainments is positively impacted by adults who 

engage in personal literacy activities used richer vocabulary (2006). Yet some finding on 

parents’ own reading practices and their influence on their children reading have been 

challenged. A study by Payne, Whitehurst, and Angell (1994) reported low correlations 
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between parents’ reading practices and their children’s language acquisition. This 

suggests that active literacy practices that involve children as major participants benefit 

children much more than passive ones.  

Although many previous studies on HLE have mostly investigated the frequency 

of literacy-related activities, a growing number of studies has been dedicated to the 

quality of HLE (Bingham, 2007). In a study by Roberts, Jurgens, and Burchinal (2005), 

qualitative measures of home literacy practices as well as the frequency of shared book 

reading showed that the overall quality of the HLE was a strong predictor of emergent 

literacy skills. 

Studies have revealed that the quality of parent-child literacy interactions strongly 

affects the development of emergent literacy skills (Bingham, 2007). Sonnenschein and 

Munsterman (2002) found that engaging and enjoyable reading interactions significantly 

improved young children’s reading motivation. Similarly, a study by Baker, Mackler, 

Sonnenschein, and Serpell (2001) revealed that first graders who engaged in affective 

storybook interactions with parents indicated the frequency of grade-3 reading of chapter 

books. Such results suggest that enjoyable and high-quality parent-child interactions 

facilitate young children’s literacy learning and motivate them toward literacy.  

Baker et al. (2001) claimed that the type of talks parents use during book reading 

helps children understand the quality of reading interactions. They state that the nature of 

the parents’ remarks used when reading to their children can be classified into talk about 

content and talk about print (2001). Parents were found to be more likely to engage in talk 

about text meaning which was further classified into immediate content talk and non-

immediate content talk (Sonnenschein & Munsterman, 2002; Baker et al., 2001). 
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Immediate content talk focuses on explicit facts in the text, whereas non-immediate 

context talk goes beyond the content in the text (i.e. make predictions about the story) 

(Han, 2007). Additionally, types of talk during shared book reading were found to be 

related to the affective quality of shared book reading (Baker et al., 2001). Their study 

showed that parents who talked more to their children about non-immediate content 

created a more affective atmosphere than parents whose talk focused on basic skills. Still, 

it is important to note that other factors like the type of text and how familiar is the book 

might affect the type of talk used during shared book reading (Neuman, 1996). This 

implies that shared book reading takes place between parent, child, and text. For instance, 

children paid more attention to rhymes and rhythms in familiar and predictable stories 

than those reading narrative texts and focused on the meaning aspect.  

In conclusion, parental beliefs, the quality of the HLE, and parent-child storybook 

reading all play a part in how children develop their literacy and language skills. 

However, the mentioned factors were mostly considered in families of medium to high 

SES. For the family’s socioeconomic status influences children’s language development 

(Hartas, 2011).  

SES, HLE, and Literacy Outcomes 

A high level of variability in emergent literacy skills exists between children of 

low SES when compared to children from medium to high SES (Chatterji, 2006). Several 

studies have established a link between low SES, HLE, and poor literacy skills. For 

example, Aikens and Barbarin (2008) examined the contribution of the home 

environment, along with the neighborhood and school context, as one of the settings that 

explains how SES can affect reading achievement. Also, Aram, Korat, Saiegh-Haddad, 
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Hassunha Arafat, Khoury, & Hija (2013) conducted a study on the role of SES, HLE, and 

maternal mediation of writing in Arabic-speaking kindergarteners and found that children 

whose parents are more educated and hold more skilled professions demonstrate better 

early literacy skills. Hartas (2011) explains that the effect of SES on language skills is due 

to parents’ decisions on how they allocate resources like time and money. The amount of 

time the parents spend with their children on literacy activities as well as the amount of 

money they spend on educational activities and materials have the potential to improve 

children’s emergent literacy skills (Gershoff, Aber, Raver, & Lennon, 2007). 

Evans (2004) explains that children living in low SES homes not only have less 

exposure to books, but also have parents who are less involved in their schooling. 

Similarly, parents with higher levels of education were reported to read much more 

frequently to their children than those with lower levels of education (Froiland, Powell, 

Diamond & Son, 2013). Research indicates that the number of books at home is 

positively related to shared reading frequency (Bracken & Fischel, 2008) for books 

provide a rich medium for shared book reading and makes it possible for children to be 

exposed to more vocabulary words (Froiland et al., 2013). Research on family variables 

and emergent literacy skills show that shared book reading is an effective way for parents 

of low SES to stimulate their children’s emergent literacy skills (van Kleeck, 2008). 

Parents who frequently read to their children help familiarize them with how books work, 

expose them to print, and share more vocabulary words (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  

Mistry, Biesanz, Taylor, Burchinal, & Cox (2004) claim that income has a larger 

effect on children living in poverty than those not living in poverty. They also state that 

this relationship weakens as income increases (Mistry et al., 2004). They explain this 
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stating that poverty places stresses on parents that influence the family system including 

the parents’ mental health, social integration, and type of parenting and involvement 

(Mistry et al., 2004). Other studies have demonstrated that the correlations between 

poverty and child academic achievement are stronger than those associated with gender or 

ethnicity (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). For example, when compared to Caucasian 

peers, African American children showed significant gaps which were associated with 

low SES rather than gender or ethnicity (Chatterji, 2006).  

Certain measures may have different reliabilities, for large measurement errors 

account for lower correlations (Mol & Bus, 2011). Still, the studies on HLE and its effect 

on children living in multiple risk factors like PRLs seem to be limited, especially in the 

youngest age group. Those available mostly rely on parents for information which tends 

to be unreliable (Gustafsson, Hansen & Rose, 2013). This also puts the study at risk of 

systematic bias as parents rely on selective memory and deny any problems or difficulties 

that their children might struggle with. However, it remains difficult to assess the validity 

of the data collected from parents. A more appropriate approach to collecting data on 

HLE would be using a combination of questionnaires, observations, and interviews as 

proposed by Anders et al. (2012).  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

This chapter aims to describe the methodology of the research. It includes how the 

research questions were addressed and which tools were used. It also includes a summary 

of the sample, predictor and child outcome measures, and the procedure. 

Research Questions 

The first research question explored the HLE of Palestinian families with children 

aged 4-6 and the impact on children’s emergent literacy skills. This was done using 

parental questionnaires of the HLE and parental involvement (HLEQ) in emergent 

literacy activities and assessments of children’s emergent literacy skills including 

measures of alphabet knowledge, print awareness, and oral language. This research 

question addressed the following issues: quality of shared book reading, children’s book 

exposure, and parental teaching of emergent literacy skills while controlling for child age. 

Spearman correlation coefficient was calculated to determine the relationship among all 

independent variables to determine whether there is a relationship among the measures. 

Correlation coefficients were also calculated to determine the relationship between the 

predictor and child outcome variables. Descriptive analyses of correlations within the 

tools and among HLEQ and emergent literacy skills (TROLL and DIBELS) are discussed 

in Chapter 4.  

The second aim of the study was to examine the role of parents’ level of education 

in predicting the HLE and children’s emergent literacy outcomes. This was also measured 
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using the parental questionnaire. Correlation coefficients were used to numerate the 

relationship between levels of education and TROLL and HLEQ respectively. This was 

addressed by comparing the scores on emergent literacy tasks. Descriptive and inferential 

analyses were used to discuss the data.  

The third question investigated whether children enrolled in preschool developed 

better emergent literacy skills than those not enrolled. Correlational analysis was used to 

determine the relationship. Average scores were compared on both TROLL and HLEQ 

and discussed using descriptive analyses. 

Hence, the study is correlational and aims at explaining the relationship between 

HLE and, a more complex variable, emergent literacy. Another purpose is to predict 

emergent literacy outcomes when the independent variable is known. 

The theoretical basis for predictions tested in the current study were based on 

Senechal and LeFevre’s (2002) model. Consistent with their theory, it was predicted that 

book exposure was expected to predict receptive vocabulary and oral expression; 

however, the quality of shared book reading and parental literacy teaching would predict 

print awareness and alphabet knowledge yet not oral language skills. 

The model also hypothesized that storybook exposure is not predictive of 

emergent literacy skills including print knowledge and alphabet knowledge for book 

exposure in itself is not enough to promote specific emergent literacy skills. Instead, 

acquisition of alphabet knowledge and print knowledge requires parental guidance 

through literacy teachings distinct from shared book reading. Book exposure would only 
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predict oral language because preschoolers are exposed to language through books, yet 

print does not necessarily have to be the focus of these interactions. 

Sample 

Purposive sampling was used to select twenty 4-6-year-old children from 3 

preschools located in Burj El-Barajneh Camp located in the southern suburbs of 

Lebanon’s capital Beirut. Burj El-Barajneh Camp was selected because it is the largest 

refugee camp in Beirut. Purposive sampling is used when the researcher selects a sample 

that s/he believes would provide the data needed (Fraenkel, Wallen, Hyun, 2012). 

Purposive sampling was utilized to select children who are high and low achievers and 

whose parents have varying degrees of educational attainment. Children were selected 

based on teacher input and referrals. Eight students who vary in their achievement levels 

were selected as per teacher suggestions so that the sample would be representative of the 

population. All children were selected from families who are PRLs living in Burj El-

Barajneh Camp. Although UNICEF (2013) stated in their report that preschool education 

is provided to only half of pre-school aged PRLs, preschool administrators and NGO 

officers claimed that very few children are not enrolled and that most of the ones not 

enrolled are Syrian and not Palestinian. As a result, only 4 boys and 4 girls who have not 

attended preschool were selected. At the time of data collection in June 2017, 50% of the 

children were 4-5 years old and 50% of the children were 5-6 years old. As for the highest 

attained parental levels of education, 4 (25%) attained some elementary school, 1 

graduated from elementary school (6.25%), 4 (25%) attended some high school, 5 

(31.25%) graduated high school, 1 (6.25%) attended some college, and 1 (6.25%) had 

graduated from college. The parents or guardians of these children filled out the TROLL 
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and HLEQ. Parents were offered the option of having the HLEQ and TROLL read to 

them.  

Table 1 
Demographics Descriptives 

 Mean (N) % 

Gender of Child   

Male 8 50 

Female 8 50 

Age of Child   

4-4.5 Years Old 4 25 

4.5-5 Years Old 4 25 

5 Years or Older 8 50 

Highest Level of Schooling Completed by Parents   

Some Elementary School 4 25 

Graduated from Elementary School 1 6.25 

Some High School 4 25 

Graduated from High School 5 31.25 

Some College 1 6.25 

Graduated from College 1 6.25 

Parents’ Age   

22-30 Years Old 9 56.3 

31-40 Years Old 5 31.3 

41-50 Years Old 1 6.3 

Over 60 Years 1 6.3 

 

Predictor Measures 

HLE 

After collecting input from the teachers on who the lowest and highest achieving 

students are, parent participants were asked to complete a family reading questionnaire, 

the Home Literacy Environment Questionnaire (HLEQ) (Appendix A) (Stoiber & 

Gettinger, 2008). The HLEQ contains six subscales: core reading development subscale: 

Core Reading Development (CRD); parental literacy teachings subscales: Shared Book 

Reading Activities (SBRA) and Parental Early Literacy Behavior (PELB) and child 
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literacy interest subscales: Child Reading Interest (CRI), Child Book Reading Behavior 

(CBRB), and Child Early Literacy Behavior (CELB) (Caroll, 2013). The questionnaire 

also includes items on parents’ demographics (i.e. age, marital status, income, education).  

The HLEQ aims to be used as a predictive measure of early literacy skills 

(Carroll, 2013). It is a measure that was created specifically for the Exemplary Model of 

Early Reading Growth and Excellence (EMERGE) to examine parental perceptions of 

their involvement in the HLE (Stoiber & Gettinger, 2011). Parents are expected to answer 

questions on a 4-point Likert scale (1= never, 2= few times, 3= sometimes, 4= daily) 

(Brittnacher, 2014). The HLEQ has multiple-item scale consistency- indicating reliability 

scores that range between minimally adequate and strong reliability (Carroll, 2013). 

There are several methods to assess early literacy skills which include diagnostic 

and informal assessments and screening (Lonigan et al., 2011). Diagnostic assessments 

are the most reliable and valid of all measures; however, they are both costly and time-

consuming and can only be administered by trained professionals. Hence, they are usually 

replaced with screening measures that are considered brief and cost-effective diagnostic 

assessments (Lonigan et al., 2011). They can also be administered by an individual with 

minimal training.  

Child Outcome Measures 

DIBELS: There are currently few available screening tools to assess children’s early 

literacy and oral language skills. One of these measures is the Dynamic Indicators of 

Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) which was administered to assess early literacy 

skills. DIBELS Benchmark Assessment Materials- kindergarten level are available online 
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for researchers and educators to use for free (Good & Kaminski, 2007). It is composed of 

indicators of the basic early literacy skills: phonemic awareness (Initial Sound Fluency 

(ISF) and Phonemic Segmentation Fluency (PSF)), and alphabetic principle and phonics 

(Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF)) (Good & Kaminski, 2015). Each of the DIBELS 

measures has specific instructions for administration and scoring which allows for 

educators to be better able to compare students. The purpose of the DIBELS Benchmark 

goals is to provide educators with the minimum levels of performance that children need 

to be considered on the right track of becoming a proficient reader (University of Oregon 

Center on Teaching and Learning, 2008). DIBELS is based on measurement procedures 

similar to that of Curriculum-Based Measurement (CBM), and its cut scores are research-

based and criterion-referenced (Matlock, 2013). 

The reliability and validity of DIBELS was examined by the Early Childhood 

Research Institute on Measuring Growth and Development in a four-year longitudinal 

study (Good et al., 2004). They reported that all DIBELS measures have an estimated 

reliability in the .90s. DIBELS measures were also compared to the Woodcock-Johnson 

Broad Reading Cluster and found to be valid (Good et al, 2004). 

TROLL: Teacher Rating of Oral Language and Literacy Skills (TROLL) 

(Appendix B) which is a research-based tool developed based on the skills identified as 

significant in the New Standards for Speaking and Listening (Dickinson, McCabe & 

Sprague, 2001). It was designed to be used by teachers for instructional decisions, 

progress monitoring, and communicating with parents (Dickinson, McCabe & Sprague, 

2003). TROLL was also designed to be used with parents as a source of rating which 

provides multifaceted input on the child’s early language and literacy skills. Hence, for 
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the purpose of the study, TROLL will be used as a parent rating-scale since part of the 

sample does not attend preschool. 

TROLL is made up of 25 questions to be answered on a 4-point scale (Morrow, 

Roskos & Gambrell, 2016). The assessment yields sub scores in reading, writing, oral 

language, and total score which will be converted to a percentage of each child (Morrow, 

Roskos & Gambrell, 2016). It takes up to 10 minutes to complete and does not require 

any prior training. The instrument was found to be both reliable and valid as it 

significantly correlates with other assessments of oral language (McCabe et al., 2010). 

Procedure 

Three preschools were contacted for consent to talk to the teachers. Classroom 

teachers were asked to provide the names of the lowest and highest achieving male and 

female students. These students’ parents were first asked by the preschool for their oral 

consent to be contacted by the investigator to fill in a consent form in Arabic that 

consents participating in “the Home Literacy Environment Questionnaire” and “Teacher 

Rating of Oral Language and Literacy”. 

Both HLEQ and TROLL were administered after being translated, back translated, 

and piloted in Arabic. Parents were given the option of either completing the 

questionnaire and rating scale by themselves or having them read to them. The parents 

were also asked to sign a parental consent form that allows administering DIBELS (The 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) to their children. Children were 

similarly asked to provide their oral assent to participating in the study. They underwent 
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an assessment to collect data on their performance in phonological awareness, print 

concepts, alphabet knowledge, and language (Justice & Kaderavek, 2004) using DIBELS. 

The HLEQ required around 20 minutes to be filled when read by the investigator 

and around 15 minutes when read by the parents themselves. TROLL required around 10 

minutes to be filled when read by the investigator and around 7 minutes when read by the 

parents themselves. Regarding DIBELS, LNF, PSF, and NWF allowed children 1 minute 

to produce as many answers as they can, so each subtest required a total of 2-3 minutes to 

be administered. ISF, however, required around 3 minutes in total as it allows children as 

much time they require to complete the task.  

Parents were contracted via phone to set up for a time and ask for directions to 

their houses. The investigator was accompanied by a Palestinian woman who resides in 

the camp for guidance on how to move around the camp. Data collection required around 

2 weeks with an average of 8 family visits per week. The duration of each family visit 

was around 1 hour and a half.  

Predictor Measures 

Home Literacy Environment: The HLEQ functions as one of the predictor 

measures. Stoiber, Gettinger, VanGrisenven, Hernandez, and Fenelon (2011) had used the 

HLEQ in their study and reported that parental involvement in both CBRB and CELB 

showed significant associations with scores on literacy measures. 

The HLEQ contains 6 subscales (see Appendix A). The Child Reading 

Development subscale (CRD) included questions on the number of children’s books, 

frequency of reading to the child, library visits, and other literacy-related activities. For 
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instance, parents reported how often they read books to their child at bedtime in a typical 

week on a four-point scale (1=never, 2=few times, 3=sometimes, and 4=daily).  

The Shared Book Reading Activities subscale (SBRA) includes questions on how 

parents involve their children in shared book reading activities and what dialogic reading 

techniques do they use. For example, parents reported how often they point to letters and 

name them while reading with their children in a typical week on a four-point scale 

(1=never, 2=few times, 3=sometimes, and 4=daily).  

The PELB subscale examines the literacy activities parents engage in but are not 

part of shared book reading. Parents were asked questions like how frequently they made 

up rhyming words with their children in a typical week on a four-point scale (1=never, 

2=few times, 3=sometimes, and 4=daily). The SBRA and PELB subscales measure 

formal reading exposure as well as the quality of parental literacy teaching.  

The CRI subscale measures how interested children are in reading books. For 

instance, parents reported how often their children read or looked at books by themselves 

in a typical week on a four-point scale (1=never, 2=few times, 3=sometimes, and 

4=daily). 

The CBRB subscale is used to measure how engaged the child while being read 

to. For example, parents specify how often their children find words with the same letter 

as their names in a typical week on a four-point scale (1=never, 2=few times, 

3=sometimes, and 4=daily). 

The CELB subscale measures children’s interest in literacy activities other than 

shared book reading activities. For example, parents answered questions on how 
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frequently their children drew or wrote in a typical week on a four-point scale (1=never, 

2=few times, 3=sometimes, and 4=daily). 

The CRI, CBRB, and CELB subscales are used to study the relation between child 

interest in reading-related activities and emergent literacy and oral language outcomes. 

The CRI subscale assesses children’s willingness to pretend to read a book or be read to. 

The CBRB subscale, however, addresses how engaged is the child while being read to. 

The CELB subscale measures the children’s interest in engaging in literacy-related 

activities other than shared book reading activities. This subscale was used to consider 

how interest, or the lack of it, may affect to which degree parents engage their children in 

literacy activities. 

HLEQ test had 6 subscales and 52 items categorized into the different subscales 

(refer to Appendix A for detailed questionnaire). The scale was unified for each item 

based on a 4-points scale (1 to 4 points for Never to Daily respectively). Total scores 

were calculated by adding individual scores on these 52 scales; total scores vary from a 

minimum of 20 to a maximum of 208 (Appendix A). The score of each subscale and total 

HLEQ was then unified on a 100- points scale in the same way it was done for TROLL 

test ( (Test score) ⁄ (maximum possible score)×100). 

Child Outcome Measures 

The TROLL contains three subscales: reading, writing, and language use. Most, 

but not all, of the items are assessed on a four-point rating scale. Total scores range from 

24 to 98. Percentiles reported for the norming sample were compared to TROLL total 

scores (Dickinson et al., 2003).  
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For TROLL, the tool had 3 subscales and 25 items, each measured on a scale that 

is mainly based on a 4-points scale yet can sometimes slightly vary (refer to Appendix B 

for detailed scoring). The total score of each subscale and total of all subscales can be 

easily calculated by adding each individual score. These scores were then further unified 

on a 100-point scale by dividing them with the maximum possible scores of each subscale 

( (Test score) ⁄ (maximum possible score)×100). 

The DIBELS ISF, Letter Naming Fluency (LNF), Phoneme Segmentation Fluency 

(PSF), and Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF), and Initial Sound Fluency (ISF), and Words 

Read Correctly (WRC) subtests were administered.  

In the LNF subtest, children are shown randomly arranged upper and lowercase 

letters on a sheet of paper and asked to name as many of them as they can. Low scores on 

LNF indicate a higher risk for poor reading outcomes but do not correspond to the “big 

idea” of early literacy (Good & Kaminski, 2007). The number of letters correctly named 

per minute is the LNF score.  

The PSF subtest involves orally presenting the children with words of 3-4 

phonemes. The children are prompted to say the individual phonemes for each of the 

words. The total PSF score is the total number of phonemes correctly identified in one 

minute.  

NWF, the test of alphabetic principle, involves having children read VC and CVC 

nonsense words. This reflects the child’s knowledge of letter-sound correspondence and 

ability to blend letters into words. The total NWF score is the total number of correctly 

produced letter sounds in one minute. 
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The ISF subtest assesses the ability to recognize and produce the initial sounds in 

orally presented words. The child produces or points to the beginning sounds in pictures. 

The total score is the product of the total correct responses and 60 over the time required 

to complete the task. 

The WRC subtest assesses the ability to read VC, CV, and CVC words correctly. 

The child sounds out the word and is scored on the Correct Letter Sounds (CLS) 

produced. The total score on WRC is the total number of correctly produced words. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

This chapter addresses the results of the study. Results are organized as follows: 

(1) correlations among variables, HLEQ and DIBELS, HLEQ and TROLL, (2) 

correlations among preschool enrollment and HLEQ, DIBELS, and TROLL, and (3) 

correlations among parents’ education and HLEQ. 

Data Analysis 

The standard deviations and means were calculated for predictor variables and 

child outcome variables in Table 1. The correlations among the predictor variables from 

HLEQ and child outcome variables are displayed in Table 3, Table 4, and Table 5.  

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations  

 Variable Mean SD 

T
R

O
L

L
 Oral Language 83.20 12.12 

Reading 73.81 18.03 

Writing 65.63 19.98 

Total 74.87 15.15 

H
L

E
Q

 

PELB 50.59 13.66 

CBRB 59.38 20.11 

CELB 73.44 14.61 

SBRA 55.53 17.26 

CRI 65.31 18.12 

CRD 57.42 13.79 

D
IB

E
L

S
 LNF 13.63 10.61 

ISF 2.97 1.01 

PSF 8.63 6.93 

CLS 3.75 5.54 

WRC 0.56 1.09 
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Descriptive analyses were computed on both dependent and independent variables 

as well as the demographic questions gathered. Spearman correlation coefficients were 

computed among predictor and independent variables to determine any correlations. 

 

The strength of association between the two variables is defined is the below table. 

ρ Strength of association  

-1 Perfect negative correlation  

From -1 to -0.75 Strong negative correlation  

From -0.75 to -0.25 Moderate negative correlation  

From -0.25 to 0 Weak negative correlation  

0 No correlation  

From 0 to 0.25 Weak positive correlation  

From 0.25 to 0.75 Moderate positive correlation  

From 0.75 to 1  Strong positive correlation  

1 Perfect positive correlation  

  

Home Literacy Environment and Emergent Literacy and Oral Language Outcomes 

Correlations among Predictor and Child Outcomes 

All correlations among the independent variables are found to be strongly positive 

among the HLEQ subscales (Table 3.1). Strong correlations are noted between Child 

Reading Interest and Parental Early Literacy Behavior (r=.793), Child Reading Interest 

and Shared Book Reading Activities (r=.782), Child Reading Interest and Child Book 

Reading Behavior (r=.829), Child Early Literacy Behavior and Shared Book Reading 

Activities (r=.794), and Child Book Reading Behavior and Child Early Literacy Behavior 

(r=.789). Correlations among TROLL scores in Table 4 indicate strong correlations 

except among Reading and Oral Language. Correlations among DIBELS scores (Table 5) 

are also found to be strong except for Phoneme Segmentation Fluency and Letter Naming 
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Fluency (=.649), Initial Sound Fluency (r=.643), and Non-Word Fluency- Correct letter 

Sounds (r= .565) respectively.  

Table 3 

Correlations for Predictor Variables (HLEQ) 

  CRD PELB SBRA CRI CBRB CELB 

CRD 1.000 0.657 0.749 0.671 0.443 0.472 

PELB 0.657 1.000 0.593 0.793 0.574 0.677 

SBRA 0.749 0.593 1.000 0.782 0.671 0.794 

CRI 0.671 0.793 0.782 1.000 0.829 0.788 

CBRB 0.443 0.574 0.671 0.829 1.000 0.789 

CELB 0.472 0.677 0.794 0.788 0.789 1.000 

 

Table 4 

Correlations for TROLL 

 Oral Language Reading Writing Total Score 

Oral Language  1.000 0.654 0.807 0.825 

Reading  0.654 1.000 0.866 0.954 

writing  0.807 0.866 1.000 0.937 

Total Score 0.825 0.954 0.937 1.000 

 

Table 5  

Correlations for DIBELS 

  LNF ISF NWF- CLS NWF- WRC PSF 

LNF 1.000 0.791 0.772 0.837 0.649 

ISF 0.791 1.000 0.812 0.812 0.643 

NWF- CLS 0.772 0.812 1.000 0.814 0.565 

NWF- WRC 0.837 0.812 0.814 1.000 0.871 

PSF 0.649 0.643 0.565 0.871 1.000 
 

             

HLEQ and DIBELS 

Tables 6 and 7 display the correlations between the predictor variable and child 

outcome variables. The correlations among HLEQ and DIBELS in Table 6 suggest 

moderate to strong correlations. Correlations that were strong and found to be significant 

include the following: Child Reading Interest and Letter Naming fluency (r=.902), Child 

Book Reading Behavior and Letter Naming Fluency (r=.79), Child Early Literacy 



 

48 
 

Behavior and Letter Naming Fluency (r=.804), and Child Book Reading Behavior and 

Non-Word Fluency- CLS (r=.762). All other correlations are moderate except for a no 

correlation between Child Reading Development and Phoneme Segmentation Fluency 

(r=.059).  

Child Reading Behavior is the factor that represents the book exposure variable. It 

is weakly to moderately correlated to DIBELS scores. No relationship exists between 

CRD and PSF. Both parental literacy teachings subscales (PELB and SBRA) are found to 

be moderately correlated with all DIBELS scores. Child literacy interest subscales (Child 

Book Reading Behavior, Child Early Literacy Behavior, and Child Reading Interest) have 

the highest correlations with DIBELS scores that range between high moderate to strong. 

Table 6 

Correlations between HLEQ and DIBELS 

  DIBELS 

   LNF ISF PSF NWF-CLS NWF-WRC 

H
L

E
Q

 

CRD 0.478 0.427 0.059 0.282 0.270 

PELB 0.695 0.399 0.347 0.561 0.403 

SBRA 0.701 0.574 0.309 0.517 0.576 

CRI 0.902 0.678 0.603 0.692 0.555 

CBRB 0.790 0.706 0.693 0.762 0.650 

CELB 0.804 0.641 0.630 0.694 0.579 

 

HLEQ and TROLL 

The correlations between HLEQ and TROLL in Table 7 suggest moderate to 

strong positive correlations. Strong correlations are mainly noted between Child Book 

Reading Behavior and Reading (r=.799), Child Early Literacy Behavior and Reading 

(r=.774), Child Book Reading Behavior and Writing (r=.767), Child Early Literacy 

Behavior and Writing (r=.851), Child Book Reading Behavior and TROLL Total Score 
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(r=.765), and Child Early Literacy Behavior and TROLL Total Score (r=.8). A weak 

positive relation is noted between Child Reading Development and Reading (r=.248).  

Child Reading Development is weakly to moderately correlated to all DIBELS 

scores except PSF (weak correlation). Both parental literacy teachings subscales (PELB 

and SBRA) are found to be moderately correlated with all DIBELS scores. Child literacy 

interest subscales (CRI, CBRB, and CELB) are all moderately to strongly correlated with 

DIBELS scores.  

Table 7 

Correlations between HLEQ and TROLL 

  TROLL 

   Oral Language Reading  Writing Total Score  

H
L

E
Q

 

CRD 0.269 0.248 0.401 0.297 

PELB 0.325 0.518 0.585 0.526 

SBRA 0.530 0.594 0.715 0.622 

CRI 0.426 0.715 0.745 0.717 

CBRB 0.519 0.799 0.767 0.765 

CELB 0.595 0.774 0.851 0.800 

      

Preschool Enrollment and Emergent Literacy and Oral Language Outcomes 

Table 14 shows that parents of and students enrolled in a preschool scored higher 

on all HLEQ subscales. The differences among the two groups are highest in CBRB and 

CRI and lowest in CRD and CELB. Table 9 shows that enrollment was moderately 

correlated with all subscales except SBRA and CELB. 

Table 8 

Means of HLEQ subscales in enrolled and unenrolled children 

 HLEQ 

 CRD PELB  SBRA CRI  CBRB CELB 

Enrolled 61.72 57.50 63.85 75.00 70.25 81.88 

Not Enrolled 50.26 39.06 41.67 49.17 41.25 59.38 
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Table 9 

Correlations between enrollment and HLEQ 

   Enrollment 

H
L

E
Q

 
CRD 0.303 

PELB 0.407 

SBRA 0.148 

CRI 0.577 

CBRB 0.433 

CELB 0.202 

 

Table 10 shows that enrolled children scored higher than those unrolled on all 

TROLL tests. The main variance in mean scores was noted in Writing. Table 11 shows 

that all TROLL scores are moderately correlated with enrollment. 

Table 10 

Means of HLEQ subscales in enrolled and unenrolled children 

 TROLL 

 Oral  Reading Writing Total 

Enrolled 86.88 81.90 75.42 81.94 

Not Enrolled 77.08 60.32 49.31 63.10 

 

Table 11 

Correlations between enrollment and TROLL 

   Enrollment 

T
R

O
L

L
 Oral Language 0.478 

Reading  0.589 

Writing 0.664 

Total Score 0.589 

 

Table 12 shows that enrolled students’ scores are higher on all DIBELS tests than 

those not enrolled. Children not enrolled scored 0 on Non-Word Fluency tests. Table 13 

shows that DIBELS scores are moderately correlated with enrollment. The highest 

correlation is noted between enrollment and Letter Naming Fluency, whereas the lowest 

correlation is noted between enrollment and Non-Word Fluency- Words Read Correctly. 
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Table 12 

Means of HLEQ subscales in enrolled and unenrolled children 

 DIBELS 

 LNF ISF PSF NWF CLS NWF WRC 

Enrolled 19.40 3.42 11.00 6.00 0.90 

Not Enrolled 4.00 2.22 4.67 0.00 0.00 

 

Table 13 

Correlations between enrollment and DIBELS 

   Enrollment 

D
IB

E
L

S
 

LNF 0.729 

ISF 0.547 

PSF 0.496 

NWF-CLS 0.649 

NWF-WRC 0.513 

 

Parents’ Level of Education and Emergent Literacy and Oral Language Outcomes 

Figure 1 demonstrates the distribution of parents’ educational levels. The highest 

percentage of parents’ educational levels is “graduated from high school” (31.25%) 

followed by “some elementary school” (25%) and “some high school” (25%). 

Correlations show a strong correlation between parents’ education and Child Reading 

Interest (r=.752). All other subscales are moderately correlated with parents’ education.  
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Figure 1 

Distribution of parents’ educational levels 

 

 

Table 14 

Correlations between level of educational levels and HLEQ  

   Level of education  

H
L

E
Q

 

CRD 0.483 

PELB 0.691 

SBRA 0.646 

CRI 0.752 

CBRB 0.716 

CELB 0.719 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

This chapter reviews of the research questions and hypotheses the results of the 

study discussed in relation to previous research. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The primary purpose of this research was to take a further look at the HLE and 

how it can predict the emergent literacy skills of preschool-aged children. This question is 

particularly important as children’s reading skills development and later academic success 

may be for the most part determined by the early HLE. Parental involvement at an early 

stage of children’s literacy acquisition has been shown essential for academic success 

(Dearing, Simpkins, Krieder, & Weiss, 2006). It was predicted that parents’ reports of 

children’s book exposure and explicit teaching of emergent literacy skills during shared 

book reading activities or other settings would predict certain emergent literacy outcomes. 

It was also hypothesized that book exposure would solely predict oral language. 

However, parental teachings during and separate from shared reading would predict print 

awareness and alphabet and not oral language abilities. These predictions were based on 

previous studies with similar findings (Senechal, 2006; Hood et al., 2008).  

This present study also sought to understand how home literacy activities may 

differ for families whose children are enrolled in preschools from those whose children 

are not; subsequently, showing the importance of early enrollment in preschools. This is 

especially important as most parents do not have the knowledge or appreciate the value of 
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applying literacy-related activities with their children. Finally, the study examined to 

which extent does the parents’ level of educational attainment affect the different aspect 

of the HLE. 

Discussion of Results 

The first research question in the study investigated whether and to what extent 

book exposure, parental teaching of emergent literacy, and quality of shared book reading 

predict emergent literacy abilities. It was predicted that book exposure (CRD) only 

predicts language skills whereas parental teachings (PELB and SBRA) would predict 

phonological and phonemic awareness skills.  

Correlational analyses results showed that book exposure was only moderately 

correlated with oral language skills. Child interest and parental teaching subscales; 

however, were more highly correlated with language skills than book exposure. Still, the 

fact that Child Reading Development has a strong relation with most subscales, especially 

Shared Book Reading Activities, highlights the importance of frequent shared book 

reading to facilitate children’s development of their oral language skills. Prior research 

shows that the correlation between shared book reading and oral language skills 

development is important since oral language skills are highly linked to children’s later 

reading skills (Griffin, Hemphill, Camp, &Wolf, 2004; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). 

The correlations between parental literacy teaching subscales (PELB and SBRA) 

and emergent literacy skills (Reading, Writing, and all DIBELS scores) indicate that 

parents’ direct teaching of literacy skills (PELB) has a smaller effect on emergent literacy 

skills than indirect reading activities (SBRA). This is in accord with previous studies that 
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have investigated the importance of implicit rather than explicit teaching of literacy skills 

(Burgess et al. 2002; Van Steensel, 2006). Still other studies have stressed the importance 

of actively teaching literacy skills to young children in combination with quality shared 

book experiences (Bingham, 2007; Roberts, Jurgens, and Burchinal (2005). Similar to 

Hood et al.’s (2008) study which showed that parental teaching predicts children’s print 

knowledge skills but not their oral language skills, this study shows a stronger relation 

between book exposure and literacy skills than language skills. A large number of key 

studies have shown the importance of incorporating a print-referencing style to shared 

book reading by using verbal and non-verbal referencing that actively orients children to 

print but not language (Justice & Ezell, 2002).  

The book exposure subscale (CRD) had a moderately weak relation with both oral 

language and literacy skills. Although the relation was slightly higher with literacy than 

oral language skills, the difference is not big enough to draw the conclusion that one 

affects the other. There are several reasons behind this weak correlation. First, all families 

come from a low SES that doesn’t permit them to buy books. Also, there is limited access 

to a public library in the camp. Additionally, parents whose children are enrolled at a 

preschool rely on them for exposing their children to books. As a result, children’s 

language skills possibly develop as a result of child-adult interactions and watching 

educational programs on TV- which all parents reported doing with their children. 

Furthermore, most parents claimed that their children initiated asking questions and 

starting conversations after watching TV. A large number of parents reported on TROLL 

that watching educational TV programs affected their children’s vocab. What’s more is 
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that when asked about examples of some TV shows the children watched, they were 

mostly in Arabic with very few in English.  

Another possible explanation would be the fact that children’s oral language skills 

were the only skills scored as per parents’ ratings on TROLL without using another 

assessment tool.  This may have resulted in overrated or biased reporting of their 

children’s oral language skills which might have played a role in weakening the 

correlation. 

Child interest subscales were moderately correlated with book exposure and 

moderately to strongly correlated with parent teaching subscales. Among all subscales, 

child interest in reading, reading engagement and interest in learning literacy skills (CRI, 

CBRB, and CELB) were found to be the most positively correlated with alphabet 

knowledge (LNF) as well as Reading and Writing scores. The subscales were also found 

to be more predictive of oral language skills than other subscales. Child interest subscales 

were also found to be moderately correlated with Oral Language, the highest being with 

CELB. In addition, child interest subscales were all strongly correlated to each other, 

which is why they can be considered as one construct. Even though child literacy interest 

was not predictive of other emergent literacy predictors, the small correlation implies that 

children’s attitudes towards book reading predicts later literacy results (Bracken & 

Fischel, 2008; Morgan, 2005; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994). Child interest in reading is 

also correlated with other variables since children who are interested in reading are more 

likely to be read to and have an influence on mothers’ reading behaviors (Morgan, 2005).  
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When examining the child interest subscales, the average score was 66%. This 

indicated that children expressed a high interest in reading. This interest exists regardless 

of children’s scores on emergent literacy tests.  

The second question examined whether being enrolled at a preschool predicted 

higher literacy outcomes. Enrollment yielded higher scores across all variables without 

exception. The largest differences in average scores between those enrolled and not 

enrolled in HLEQ were noted in Child Book Reading Behavior (70.25 and 41.25 

respectively) and Child Reading Interest (75 and 49.17 respectively) whereas the lowest 

were in Child Reading Development (61.72 and 50.26 respectively) and Parental Early 

Literacy Behavior (57.5 and 39 respectively). This suggests that both enrolled and 

unenrolled children had limited access and exposure to books within the home 

environment. The fact that Parental Early Literacy Behaviors did not vary largely 

between those whose children were enrolled and those who weren’t could be explained 

by the fact that most parents had acquired low levels of education with only 6.25% of 

parents having attained a university degree. These parents could be labeled conventional 

and not facilitative in light of the fact that they believe that there is little they could do to 

prepare their children for school and that it is the school’s responsibility to teach their 

children (Weigel et al., 2006).  

The largest differences in mean scores on TROLL were noted in Writing 

(Menrolled= 75.42; Mnot enrolled= 49.31) and Reading (Menrolled= 81.9; Mnot enrolled= 60.32) 

whereas the smallest was in Oral Language (Menrolled= 86.88; Mnot enrolled= 77.08). 

Correlational analysis showed that all TROLL scores were only moderately related to 

enrollment. This could be explained by the fact that parental teaching and shared book 
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reading subscales were also moderately related to Writing (r= 0.585 and r= 0.594). This 

implies that parents of unenrolled children were less likely to be involved in implicit or 

explicit teaching of literacy skills. 

Correspondingly, children who are not enrolled scored much lower on tests of 

literacy (DIBELS) than those enrolled with a noticeable difference in their Letter Naming 

Fluency scores (19.4 and 4 respectively). This further supports that attending preschool is 

crucial to emergent literacy skills development and later literacy development. 

The third question examined whether parents’ educational level correlated with 

the home environment. Correlations showed that the higher the parents’ level of 

education, the higher the child’s interest in reading and literacy-related activities. Since 

child interest subscales were moderately to strongly correlated to most emergent literacy 

and oral language skills, the conclusion that a relation exists is likely.  

Levels of education were least correlated with the book exposure subscale (r= 

0.483). For even with parents with higher levels of educational attainment, they were still 

unable to afford buying books to their children. Also, CRD was found to be weakly 

correlated with most emergent literacy and oral language skills. Hence, it is safe to 

deduce that parental levels of education can only predict specific HLE aspects, especially 

CRI (r=0.752), which in turn affect children’s emergent literacy and oral language skills.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

The last section includes implications for practice, future research possibilities, 

and limitations of the study. 

Implications 

The implications of the current study are discussed in this section. There is 

support as to why it is assumed that families of low SES do not value literacy, engage in 

few literacy activities, possess few books and reading materials, and do not encourage the 

development of their children’s literacy skills (Van Steensel, 2006). On the other hand, 

this study suggests that parents from low SES do engage in literacy with their children. 

The average score on CRD is 61.72 which indicates that parents read to their children an 

average of 3-5 times a week. Also, the average scores on parental teaching subscales 

(PELB= 57.5 and SBRA= 63.85) also indicate engagement in literacy activities with 

children. This shows that parents sometimes engaged their children in shared book 

reading activities and implemented some dialogic reading techniques. This is of course 

done using textbooks provided by the preschools and other available printed material 

available at home. Parents also reported engaging their children in literacy activities that 

including rhyming words and singing songs on frequent basis. 

The HLE is a key setting for literacy acquisition- especially in Palestinian camps 

contexts where the quality of preschool education available is highly traditional. As a 

result, parents can create opportunities for their children engage in literacy activities by 
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having them observe others engage in literacy experiences, engage in shared reading and 

writing experiences with others, and benefit from direct teaching of skills while engaging 

in literacy activities.  

The fact that many Palestinian students drop out of school as they level up in 

school mainly due to academic difficulties might imply a background of language and 

literacy impairments since it is critical to academic success (Bashir & Scavuzzo, 1992; 

Bishop & Adams, 1990; Wolke, Samara, Bracewell, & Marlow, 2008). To avoid this 

problem, the role of parents lies in engaging their children in literacy experiences to be 

able to detect and prevent problems at early stages.  

Reading to children is beyond merely reading the text, for it involves supporting 

children’s understanding of language usage and complex events. Shared book reading 

experiences become more effective when adults engage the children. Adults would ask 

guiding questions that require their children to respond appropriately, which is important 

to their development of reading and comprehension skills (Stoiber & Gettinger, 2011). 

There are numerous strategies that can be used to make shared book reading 

experiences more worthwhile. Neuman, Hood, and Neumann (2009) described in their 

study how a parent was able to scaffold her child’s emergent literacy skills. The parents 

used environmental print in her surroundings as well as household objects by using a 

multisensory approach to engage her child in literacy experiences (Neuman et al., 2009). 

The simple strategies used by this parent are very engaging and can be applied by any 

parent who possesses basic knowledge of literacy. 
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Even though preschool curricula exist to help children prepare for formal 

schooling, parents must be appreciated and utilized as partners. This could happen by 

providing parents with enough knowledge, skills, and strategies on how to use the home 

environment to boost their children’s literacy and language development even if they lack 

them themselves. For example, when asked about parent training, a head of one of the 

contacted preschools stated that some NGOs had brought in some speakers to discuss 

topics that were theoretical in nature rather than practical. Hence, training sessions on 

assessment, shared book reading strategies, phonics, vocab use, and language exercises 

could all be beneficial.  

A basic checklist that allows parents to assess their children’s cognitive, gross and 

fine motor, and language skills development would enable them to better understand their 

children’s strengths and weaknesses. Parents would also benefit from being trained on 

using specific educational resources, games, and online programs. Parent activity packets 

could be sent by the preschool for guided practice. A small library containing English and 

Arabic books, both printed and online, could be opened within the camp premises with 

extension activities handed out along with each book. Mothers are especially likely to 

attend since most are unemployed.  

Limitations 

This study is an important source of information on the home literacy environment 

of Palestinian refugee children in Lebanon. Still, the study poses certain limitations for a 

variety of reasons. The first being generalizability of it since the sample size is small. 

This is partly because of time constraints and partly due to the fact that unlike what prior 

research claimed, very few children were out of preschools. When NGOs and preschools 
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were contacted for names of children who were both enrolled and not enrolled, I was only 

able to manage to get in contact with 8 children who were not enrolled in preschools. 

NGO representatives and heads of preschools claimed that children might be enrolled in 

preschools at a later age but never start formal schooling without at least one year of 

attending preschool. Therefore, for the studies’ results to be generalized, a larger sample 

of preschool-aged children who are both in and out of preschool, is required both in and 

out of camps. 

Another limitation of the study is that prior research studies on Palestinian 

refugees are scarce and mostly demographic in nature. Studies on the educational status 

of PRLs are general and derive data from various UN sources, which doesn’t encompass 

ECE as part of its services or research. 

Third, the assessment and intervention tools that were used were indicative of the 

general performance of the child, but did not provide a detailed report on specific 

emergent literacy skills. Also, children were not being tested on cognitive skills which 

didn’t allow for further understanding of the cognitive nature of the children’s 

performance. 

Directions for Future Research 

A huge part of children’s development of literacy skills takes place before 

children start formal schooling. While this study did not suggest strong relations between 

the home literacy environment and emergent literacy and language skills, several other 

studies have yielded more significant results (Hood et. al, 2008; Senechal & Lefevre, 

2002). The HLE’s relation with Palestinian children’s development of literacy and 
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language skills still needs further scrutinizing, especially with the increase in dropouts. 

The quality of preschool education provided to these children should be further 

considered.  

Still, some individual parental factors might be influencing the types of activities 

they engage their children in and how effective they are. Future studies could be 

conducted to attempt to measure the influence of other parental factors that were not 

considered within the scope of this study. Also, this study did not inquire about the effect 

of siblings or other relatives on the development of children’s skills. This consideration 

may provide further insight into the influence of other family members on children’s 

literacy and language skills. 

The emotional quality of parent-child interactions was not addressed in this study. 

However, the importance of this variable has been frequently discussed in prior studies 

(Roberts et. Al, 2005). In the case of Palestinian parents, it is possible that the parents’ 

financial, social, and emotional states could be influencing the quality of these 

interactions and subsequently affecting the child outcomes. Hence, the emotional quality 

of adult-child interactions could be another avenue for further research. 

More research also needs to be conducted with Palestinian refugees living outside 

of camps or of higher SES. This study paves the way for other researchers to take a closer 

look at the specific variables within the home environment that might be affecting 

children’s language and literacy development. This allows for more implications of and 

recommendations for parental involvement in children’s literacy development. 
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Appendix A: Home Literacy Environment Questionnaire 

PARENTS, CHILDREN, AND EARLY READING 

FIRST, we are interested in what YOU do with your child.  

PLEASE ANSWER QUESTIONS HONESTLY  

HOW OFTEN DID YOU or SOMEONE at home in a TYPICAL WEEK:    
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The next set if questions are about your CHILD. 

In the last week, HOW OFTEN did your CHILD… 
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In the last TWO MONTHS how often have you or someone done the following: 
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1. Please estimate the number of children's books that are available in the household:  

Check one:   

_____ None  

_____ 1-20 books  

_____ 21-40 books  

_____ 41-60 books  

_____ 61-80 books  

_____ more, please estimate____ 

 

2. Does your child have a favorite book?       YES            NO   

    If YES, about how many times have you read it to your child?____________________   

 

3. How old was your child when you started reading picture books to him or her?  

(please estimate age) ___________ 
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Please tell us the following about you and your child:   

How old is your child?  __3 to 3 1/2    __3 ½ to 4    __ 4 to 4 ½     __4 ½ to 5    __ 5 or 

older   

Does your child have any learning problems? ___Yes ___No   

Does your child have any behavior problems? ___Yes ___No   

How many children do you have?   ____   

Are you: ___Married ___Single   ___Divorced   

What is your age?     ___ Under 21  

___ 22-30  

___ 31-40 

___ 41-50  

___ 51-60  

___ Over 60 

My household income is: ___less than $25,000     

     ___$25,000-$40,000     

     ___more than $40,000    

How much schooling did you complete?   

___Some high school      

___Graduated from high school 

___Some college    

___Graduated from college  

___Attended or completed graduate school 

What is your relationship to this child?   

___Mother                   ___Father  

___Grandmother          ___Grandfather  

___Aunt or Uncle        ___Foster Parent/Guardian   
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HOME LITERACY ENVIRONMENT SUBSCALES OF SURVEY QUESTIONS 

CRD (8) 

1. Read a book to your child at bedtime.  

2. Read or tell a story to your child at other times beside bedtime. 

3. Look at other printed material with your child, such as comics, magazines, or 

newspaper ads. 

4. Given your child a book or magazine as a gift. 

5. Taken your child to the museum, zoo, or other places in the community to learn 

special things. 

6. Brought home learning materials for your child (books, tapes, puzzles, videos). 

7. Watched an educational TV program or video with your child  

8. How old was your child when you started reading picture books to him or her?    

 

CRD SUBTOTAL: _____ (out of 32 possible) 

 

PELB (8)  

1. Sing ABCs with your child.  

2. Do “finger play” songs or games with your child (such as “Itsy Bitsy Spider”). 

3. Make up stories, poems, or silly words. 

4. Make up rhyming words with your child (such as cat-zat). 

5. Have back-and-forth conversations with your child about books or activities. 

6. Find the first letter of your child’s name in everyday print, like signs or ads (such 

as in McDonalds, or Walmart). 

7. Count the number of syllables in words  

8. Do play activities (such as a puppet or toy animals) or play actions to extend the 

story you read or told. 

 

PELB SUBTOTAL: _____ (out of 32 possible) 

 

SBRA (13) 

1. Ask your child to “turn the page”. 

2. Read the names of the author and/or illustrator. 

3. Tell the story in your own words. 

4. Point to letters and name them. 

5. Point to words as you read. 

6. Ask your child to find letters, especially in his/her name, and name them. 

7. Ask your child to label or describe pictures (“What’s this?”). 

8. Ask your child to point to pictures (“Where is the ____?”). 

9. Ask your child to point to a word (“Can you find the word zoo?”). 

10. Ask your child to read a word (“What does this word say?”). 

11. Read incorrectly and wait for your child to correct you. 

12. Ask child what will happen next  

13. Ask your child to explain what happened or why something happened. 

 

SBRA SUBTOTAL: _____ (out of 52 possible) 
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CRI (5) 

1. Reads or looks at books by him or herself. 

2. Pretends to read books. 

3. Asks you to read books to him/her. 

4. Listens quietly as someone reads. 

5. Enjoys being read to (doesn’t try to leave while you read). 

 

CRI SUBTOTAL: _____ (out of 20 possible) 

 

CBRB (11) 

1. Turns pages of a book  

2. Finds the first letter of his/her name in everyday print (such as signs, ads, 

magazines). 

3. Points to pictures in a book. 

4. Retells story while turning pages of a book. 

5. Guesses what will happen next of a story. 

6. Asks you questions or makes comments about the story. 

7. Asks you, “What does this say?”. 

8. Reads the title or cover of a story. 

9. Reads the page numbers of a book. 

10. Says “The End” at end of a story. 

11. Label pictures of objects in the book  

 

CBRB SUBTOTAL: _____ (out of 40 possible) 

 

CELB (8) 

1. Draws, writes, or pretends to write. 

2. Tells you about activities he/she did without you. 

3. Make up nonsense words or pretend to talk in another language. 

4. Points to and reads familiar letters or words (in books, on signs, etc.). 

5. Finds words with the same letters as his/her name. 

6. Recites nursery rhymes by him or herself. 

7. Retells stories from TV, movies, videos, or books. 

8. Asks “What does this say?” when looking at books, signs, or other printed 

materials. 

 

CELB SUBTOTAL: _____ (out of 32 possible) 

 

TOTAL HLEQ SCORE: _____ (out of 208 possible) 
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Deleted Questions That Did Not Load On Any Subscale  

Estimate the number of children's books that are available in the household  

Print words or provide your child with pencils, markers or other materials to write or 

pretend to write  

Sing songs or recite nursery rhymes.  

Read the title page or cover  

Point to and name pictures as you read  

Does your child have a favorite book? 
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Appendix B: Teacher Rating of Oral Language and Literacy (TROLL) 
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Appendix C: IRB Approval 
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