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Abstract
Home literacy environment (HLE) has been consistently linked with children’s early
literacy skills in international research, and is argued to be an important variable
influencing the development of children’s emergent literacy. However, there is very limited
New Zealand research investigating this relationship. Therefore, to address this gap in the
literature, the present study sought to explore whether there is a relationship between HLE
and children’s emergent literacy at school entry within the New Zealand context.
Additional research aims involved exploring the impact of years spent in early childhood
education (ECE) on emergent literacy, and exploring the role of parent education level on
both HLE and children’s emergent literacy within the New Zealand context. The study used
a correlational research design to explore these research aims. A total of 35 five-year old
children and their parents participated in this study. Children were assessed using a range of
emergent literacy assessments and HLE was measured through parental questionnaire.
Results showed that there was some correlation between HLE and children’s emergent
literacy. However the nature of these correlations differed depending on the component of
HLE used in the analysis. Additionally, ECE attendance was not positively associated with
any measure of children’s emergent literacy. Further, parent educational level showed little
or no correlation with children’s emergent skills and HLE. Two particular implications
associated with the present study include the importance of using a wide conceptualisation
of HLE in research and the importance of considering proximal variables of influence, such
as HLE, over distal variables of influence, such as socioeconomic status.
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Chapter One: Introduction
New Zealand has one of the largest gaps in literacy achievement between high and low
achieving students (Chamberlain, 2007; Mullis, Martin, Kennedy, & Foy, 2007). While
individual differences in academic achievement are to be expected, what is most worrisome
is that these inequalities in achievement seem to emerge even before children begin formal
teaching instruction (Arrow, 2010). This is of concern because previous research indicates
that these gaps in reading and literacy achievement usually remain stable, or widen, over
time (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Landerl & Wimmer, 2008; Protopapas, Sideridis,
Mouzaki, & Simos, 2011). For example, Tunmer, Chapman, and Prochnow (2006) used a
longitudinal research design and found that measures of early literacy skills at school entry
accounted for nearly 50% of the variance in New Zealand children’s reading
comprehension scores in Year 7.
Therefore it appears that New Zealand children may be arriving at school with differing
amounts of early literacy knowledge, which then places some students at risk of
experiencing reading-related difficulties. In particular, this could be because our current
education system favours a whole-language approach to literacy instruction that does not
cater well to students with low levels of literacy-related knowledge (Tunmer, Chapman,
Greaney, Prochnow, & Arrow, 2013; Tunmer et al., 2006) at school entry. As such,
previous research has argued that the New Zealand approach to literacy instruction must
change in order to meet the needs of those students who possess low levels of emergent
literacy at school entry (Tunmer et al., 2013).
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However, while it is certainly worthwhile to investigate methods of reducing this
disparity in literacy achievement through formal teaching instruction, previous research has
also focused its attention on unpacking children’s experiences prior to formal schooling.
For example, it could be reasoned that children are exposed to varying amount of literacyrelated activities in the home environment before commencing school (Tunmer et al.,
2006). These activities have been conceptualised as “home literacy environment” (HLE).
The HLE concept has long been reported to be associated with differences in children’s
school-related skills at school entry (Aram et al., 2013; Bus, van Ijzendoorn, & Pellegrini,
1995; Niklas & Schneider, 2013; van Steensel, 2006). From a theoretical perspective, the
concept of literate cultural competence could help to explain this relationship (Tunmer et
al., 2006). This concept is linked to Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital and can be thought
of as the “literate socialisation” (Nash, 2001, p. 15) of children. Essentially, children who
have access to a greater number of literacy-related activities and opportunities in the home
should, theoretically, develop better early literacy skills and arrive at school more prepared
for formal literacy instruction. These early literacy skills are known as emergent literacy
and include skills such as phonological awareness, vocabulary, letter-sound knowledge,
oral language, and beginning forms of writing.
While a considerable amount of international research has investigated HLE in
relation to children’s early academic and literacy skills (Bus et al., 1995; Davidse, de Jong,
Bus, Huijbregts, & Swaab, 2011; Levy, Gong, Hessels, Evans, & Jared, 2006; Melhuish et
al., 2008; Merz et al., 2014; Rodriguez et al., 2009; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002), there is
one known piece of New Zealand research to do so. This was undertaken by Westerveld,
Gillon, van Bysterveldt, and Boyd (2015) who focused their investigation on identifying
2

the emergent literacy skills that New Zealand four-year-olds had in their year prior to
starting school. While HLE was measured by parental questionnaire, it was only a
subsection of the study’s aim. Perhaps as a consequence of this, Westerveld et al. (2015)
used a limited conceptualisation of HLE. For example, their parental questionnaire
narrowly focused on shared storybook reading, library visits, teaching children how to read
and write words, and the number of children’s books in the family home. There were no
questions relating to parents’ own engagement in literacy activities and children’s own
engagement with literacy activities via technology.
Rationale and potential significance
While the findings from Westerveld et al. (2015) were of importance, they did not
fully explore the relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills in the
New Zealand context. As such, it is reasoned that additional New Zealand research that
aims to more thoroughly investigate the relationship between HLE and children’s emergent
literacy skills is needed. This is because while it is possible to hypothesis that international
findings will also apply to the New Zealand context, this cannot be guaranteed. Such
research will provide useful information about which aspects of HLE are most strongly
associated with early literacy development. This could then help to inform future
government and non-government efforts to equip children with a strong foundation in
emergent literacy. This is important given that emergent literacy skills have been
consistently associated with later reading and academic outcomes (Harlaar, HayiouThomas, Dale, & Plomin, 2008; Kendeou, van den Broek, White, & Lynch, 2009; Tunmer
et al., 2006; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).
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Additionally, such research will provide further information about the variability of
children’s emergent literacy skills at school entry. This is useful data because it gives an
indication as to whether initiatives have been succeeding at reducing the disparities in
emergent literacy. This is particularly in regard to early childhood education (ECE) where
concerns had been raised regarding the previous curriculum framework, Te Whāriki
(Ministry of Education, 1996)(Blaiklock, 2010). While the curriculum framework, Te
Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017), received an update in April 2017, all children
involved in this study attended ECE under the previous curriculum framework. Therefore,
research findings that relate to the previous curriculum will still be examined in this thesis.
Finally, this study may also prompt future research into this field of inquiry. While
a longitudinal or quasi-experimental research design could not be used given the limitations
associated with a Master’s thesis, it would be very useful to have a better understanding of
how the effects of HLE remain stable or change over time. Similarly, quasi-experimental
research could give insight into which aspects of HLE, if any, can be manipulated to
increase children’s emergent literacy skills. Therefore, this particular piece of research
could be seen as an important step in developing a better understanding of the relationship
between HLE and children’s literacy development within the New Zealand context.
Research objective
The overarching research objective of this study is to investigate whether there is a
potential relationship between children’s HLE and their emergent literacy skills at school
entry in the New Zealand context. A wide conceptualisation of HLE will be used so that the
results more accurately capture the extensive array of activities and conversations that take
place within the family home. Secondary research objectives include investigating whether
4

parent education level and years spent in ECE are also associated with children’s emergent
literacy skills at school entry.
Research questions
In order to investigate the main research aim of exploring the potential relationship
between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills, a number of specific research
questions have been developed. These include:
1) Is there is a relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills at
school entry in the New Zealand context?
2) Do children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of the number of years
that they have spent in ECE in New Zealand?
3) Do children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of their parent’s level
of education in the New Zealand context?
4) Is there is a relationship between parent education level and the quality of HLE
provided in the New Zealand context?
Summary of chapters
This chapter, chapter one, has provided a background to the research, identified the
rationale for the study and main research aims, and identified why this study may be of
significance, particularly to the New Zealand context. The definitions of key terms have
also been provided.
The second chapter, the literature review, provides further background to this study.
In particular, this chapter examines three important theoretical frameworks and discusses
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the concept of HLE. Other ideas explored in this chapter include emergent literacy, the role
of ECE, and the utility of considering proximal variables (such as HLE) over distal
variables (such as SES). This chapter concludes by making explicit links between the
literature and the research questions explored in this thesis.
The third chapter, methodology, provides a detailed account for the methods and
procedures that were used to collect data for this study. This chapter also discusses the
sample population, the setting and recruitment, the measures used to collect data, the
procedure that was followed, and the data analyses conducted.
The fourth chapter, the results section, reviews the actual research findings with
respect to the main research questions. A number of statistical analyses including
correlational analyses, independent sample t-tests, ANOVAs, and hierarchical regression
analyses were used.
The fifth chapter, the discussion, interprets the findings of this study in relation to
previous, similar research. In this chapter the main findings are also reiterated and their
meaning and significance is explained. Furthermore, the limitations and implications of this
study are explored. Avenues for future research are also examined.
Definition of key terms
Home literacy environment: the wide range of activities that take place in the family
home that contributes to the development of emergent literacy. Conceptualised here as
including active HLE (activities that take place between the parent and the child, i.e.
storybook reading), passive HLE (parent’s own engagement in literacy activities), and
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child-led HLE (child engages in literacy activities on their own, i.e. educational television
watching).
Emergent literacy: the set of skills and knowledge that equip young children to
learn how to read and write upon formal literacy instruction (Merz et al., 2014). It includes
skills such as phonological awareness, letter-sound knowledge, vocabulary, oral language,
understanding the concepts of print, and beginning forms of writing.
Phonological Awareness: describes an individual’s ability to focus on, reflect on
and manipulate both phonemes (the smallest units of spoken language) and larger units (i.e.
words and syllables) (Catts & Kamhi, 2005).
Receptive Vocabulary: refers to the all the words that are known and understood by
an adult or child (i.e. listening vocabulary) (Dunn, Dunn, & NFER, 2009). It differs from
the vocabulary that a person uses (known as expressive vocabulary).
Literate Cultural Capital: refers to children’s emergent literacy skills at school
entry which support later literacy development (Tunmer et al., 2006). These skills are
strongly associated with the activities that children are exposed to in the home environment.
Matthew Effects: with respect to literacy development, those students with an
abundance of positive literacy experiences are likely to experience reading success (“rich
get richer”), while the opposite is likely to be true for students who have had a lack of
positive literacy experiences (“poor get poorer”) (Stanovich, 1986).
(MOE, 1996, 2017)
(Nash, 2001)
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
The overarching research aim of this thesis is to explore the relationship between the
home literacy environment (HLE) and the emergent literacy skills of New Zealand children
at school entry. As such, the following literature review will examine both concepts in
depth. This will be done to provide a context for the research and to examine whether
previous research has found such a relationship. This review will begin by examining some
of the theoretical models that may be useful in conceptualising why there may be a
relationship between HLE and emergent literacy skills. Next, focus will be placed on
exploring HLE. In particular, the conceptualisation of HLE and its potential impact on early
literacy development will be discussed. Following this will be an overview on emergent
literacy in an attempt to shed further light on both the components and importance of
emergent literacy. Related to this will be a brief discussion around early childhood
education (ECE) within the New Zealand context. Summary remarks will relate the
research aims of this thesis to the gaps in the literature identified in this review.
Search strategy
Utilising databases such as Google Scholar, Web of Science and Science Direct was
the first step in sourcing relevant publications, primarily in the form of academic journal
articles. Additionally, the Massey University library catalogue and Discover search tool
were used to locate additional literature. Search terms used included academic
achievement, emergent literacy, reading achievement, child development, home literacy
environment, cognitive stimulation, and bioecological model. The reference lists of the
relevant publications read were also used to locate additional material. Searches for
relevant material were repeated throughout the academic year to ensure that any newly
9

published literature could potentially be included in this review. While date limits were not
always used in searches, an attempt was made to focus on literature published within the
last fifteen years.
Theoretical models
The three theoretical models presented below help to explain why there may be an
association between HLE and emergent literacy. Notably, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
bioecological model stresses the importance of considering proximal variables (i.e. HLE)
over distal variables (i.e. socioeconomic status, SES). The Family Stress Model (FSM) and
Family Investment Model (FIM) provide an account by which SES may indirectly
influence children’s development, particularly through its impact on more proximal
variables (i.e. HLE)
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model. Hoff (2006) discusses Bronfenbrenner
(1979) bioecological model of development in relation to language development. This
model is primarily concerned with the social contexts that shape children’s development.
Under the bioecological model these social contexts are conceptualised as a set of nested
systems in which those systems closest to the child (i.e. their immediate family) have the
greatest influence on the child development. As described by Bronfenbrenner and Morris
(1998), these proximal influences are the primary “engines of development” (p. 996). In
contrast, distal systems such as SES and ethnicity exert their influence indirectly, perhaps
by influencing more proximal systems. It is suggested here that HLE is a component of the
most proximal systems surrounding the child, and therefore exerts significant influence
over the child’s development. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model forms a large
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component of the argument made in this thesis that exploring HLE is more important than
simply looking at SES in isolation.
Family stress model. The family stress model (FSM) was developed by Conger
and colleagues in an attempt to explain how financial issues effected the lives of farmers
living in Iowa in the 1980s when there was a severe downturn in the agricultural economy
(Conger & Conger, 2002; Conger et al., 2002). The FSM postulates that economic hardship
can intensify family stresses, which in turn can have a negative influence on parents’
emotions, behaviours and relationships (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010; Conger &
Donnellan, 2007). As a result of this increased parental stress, there may be a decrease in
parental involvement with their children (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). For example,
research has found parental stress is associated with reduced verbal communication
between parent and child, less parental sensitivity to the needs of the child, and hard and
inconsistent discipline (McLoyd, 1998; Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman, 2002). Thus, the FSM
may help to explain why there is a tendency for low-SES families to provide less enriched
HLEs (Bradley, Corwyn, Burchinal, McAdoo, & Coll, 2001; Hart & Risley, 1995;
Huttenlocher, Vasilyeva, Waterfall, Vevea, & Hedges, 2007).
Family investment model. The family investment model (FIM), on the other hand,
is concerned with the economic investments that parents are able to make towards their
children’s development (for a review see Conger & Donnellan, 2007). It proposes that
families with less economic resources (i.e. low income) have less money and resources at
their disposal to invest in their children’s development. This is because a greater proportion
of their income must be put into meeting basic family needs (i.e. housing and food). In
contrast, higher-SES families have greater access to financial (i.e. income), human (i.e.
11

education), and social capital (Conger & Donnellan, 2007) and, therefore, are more capable
of investing in their children’s development (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). Examples of such
investment include (a) the learning materials (i.e. books, access to computers) that are
available in the home, (b) cognitive stimulation through both the parent (i.e. available to
help with homework) or additional support (i.e. tutoring), (c) basic needs met through the
provision of adequate food, housing and clothing, and (d) living in a neighbourhood or
location that fosters positive development (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). As such, the FIM
is a theoretical framework that helps in conceptualising how the disadvantages associated
with low-SES can be transferred from one generation to the next.
Linking these theoretical models to the present study. In their longitudinal
research following 493 low-birth weight premature infants from birth to age five, Linver,
Brooks-Gunn, and Kohen (2002) found support for both the FSM and the FIM. They found
that higher family income was associated with more positive parenting practices, with a
more cognitively stimulating home environment, and with lower levels of maternal
emotional distress. Of particular interest here is the cognitively stimulating home
environment which has been shown to be associated with child outcomes in other studies as
well (Evans, 2004; Hart & Risley, 1995; Raviv, Kessenich, & Morrison, 2004). Therefore
the FIM relates to this inquiry through its focus on cognitive stimulation. This is because
HLE has been conceptualised as means of cognitive stimulation through which early
literacy skills are influenced. Therefore, the FSM and the FIM are applicable to this
particular study. Furthermore, as was previously mentioned, Bronfenbrenner’s
bioecological model is also relevant to this inquiry. This is because it is argued that it is
more important to focus on the proximal variables of development (i.e. HLE) than the distal
12

variables of development (i.e. SES). The reasons for this will be discussed in the next
section of this review.
Exploring HLE rather than SES
While there certainly are associations between SES and emergent literacy (Bowey,
1995; Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoff, 2013; Huttenlocher, Waterfall, Vasilyeva, Vevea, &
Hedges, 2010; Lundberg, Larsman, & Strid, 2010; Mistry, Benner, Biesanz, Clark, &
Howes, 2010), using SES as a predictor variable alone does little in helping to understand
why such associations may exist. This is because it is more relevant to consider the
variables that explain the association between SES and children’s development. An
example of this is cognitive stimulation, which has been previously identified as one of the
most important mediators between SES and academic achievement (Guo & Harris, 2000).
Therefore, it is argued here that, HLE is an important measure of cognitive stimulation in
the home. A number of studies have also demonstrated that HLE predicts early reading
beyond that of SES (Aram et al., 2013; Niklas & Schneider, 2013), demonstrating its value
as a potential explanatory variable.
It must also be recognised that not all children from low-SES backgrounds have
poor HLEs (Purcell-Gates, 1996). Furthermore, neither high- or low-SES children are
monolithic in their language skills (Hoff & Ribot, 2015; Hoff, 2013). This means that there
is considerable variation due to individual differences and that there is an overlap in the
distributions of language skills of high- and low-SES children (Hoff, 2003; van Steensel,
2006). Despite this, children from low SES backgrounds are commonly thought to have had
fewer literacy-related experiences than high-SES children. While this assumption may hold
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true for some, caution must be taken. This is because some qualitative studies have
challenged this one-to-one assumption that socio-cultural factors determine HLE
(Auerbach, 2001; Purcell-Gates, 1996). For example, through observations, Purcell-Gates
(1996) found that there was considerable variation in HLE practices of low-SES families.
However, it is still important to consider how SES may influence HLE. This is
where the FSM and the FIM become particularly relevant. For example, parent education
level, which is often used a measure of SES (Hampden-Thompson, 2013; Hoff, Laursen, &
Bridges, 2012), may be a particularly important determinant of HLE. For instance, previous
research has found that parent education level is associated with both the quality of HLE
(Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Hoff, 2003; Rodriguez et al., 2009) and children’s early
language development (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Dollaghan et al., 1999; Merz et al.,
2014). Therefore it could be argued that parents with higher levels of education may be
better equipped to arrange rich HLEs (Mol, Bus, de Jong, & Smeets, 2008).
Nonetheless, the focus needs to be placed on understanding how SES influences
children’s development and not just stating that there is a relationship between the two
variables. For example, the FSM and FIM give theoretical accounts as to how SES
influences the home environment, which then influences children’s outcomes. Yet it is vital
to consider the home environment itself. This is because placing too much focus on distal
variables, such as SES, creates a risk that the relationship between family variables and
children’s academic outcomes becomes oversimplified. As such, it is argued here that HLE
is more relevant than SES in understanding why some children may arrive at school with
fewer early literacy skills. When taking the theoretical lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
bioecological model, it becomes clear that HLE is tied to the proximal systems surrounding
14

a child. With its greater proximity to the child, it is arguable that influence of HLE is likely
to be greater than that of SES. Therefore, for the purposes of this inquiry, the focus will be
placed on unpacking the relationship between HLE and children’s early literacy skills.
Home literacy environment
Although HLE may appear to be a simplistic concept, researchers have argued that
it is in fact complex and multifaceted (Burgess, Hecht, & Lonigan, 2002; Bus et al., 1995;
Leseman & de Jong, 1998; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994). This is because it encompasses
many different activities and conversations that occur in the family home that contribute to
children’s literacy development. Yet, it appears that “a generally accepted definition of
HLE is still missing” (Niklas & Schneider, 2013, p. 41). As a result different studies use
different methodological approaches when assessing HLE. For instance, many studies use a
qualitative approach whereby they engage in naturalistic observation or interviewing to
examine HLE provided by the family (Purcell-Gates, 1996; Roberts, Jurgens, & Burchinal,
2005). Alternatively, other studies have taken a quantitative approach by employing
questionnaires to gauge HLE (Foy & Mann, 2003; Hood, Conlon, & Andrews, 2008;
Niklas & Schneider, 2013; Sénéchal, LeFevre, Hudson, & Lawson, 1996).
Although both qualitative and quantitative approaches to HLE research have their
advantages, there has been a tendency for quantitative research to use limited
operationalisations of HLE (van Steensel, 2006). In particular shared reading experiences
have been used, and while important (Bus et al., 1995), Burgess et al. (2002) maintain that
a multifaceted conceptualisation of HLE is required in quantitative studies too. By using a
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limited conceptualisation of HLE much research has failed to capture the full nature of the
relationship between HLE and early academic knowledge.
However, as was mentioned in the introduction chapter, the only known piece of
New Zealand research to investigate the relationship between HLE and children’s emergent
literacy used a limited conceptualisation of HLE (Westerveld et al., 2015). Therefore, in the
present study, HLE will be broadly defined as the wide range of activities and experiences
that children experience in the home that promote literacy development. Examples of some
of these activities and experiences include storybook reading, visiting the library, talking
about experiences and things, playing word games, exposure to print in the home, watching
family members engage in literacy-related activities, and watching educational television
shows.
The broad conceptualisation of HLE used in this study is based on Teale and
Sulzby’s (1986) notion of HLE. Here, they suggest that HLE can be separated into three
broad categories. These include a) an active component whereby children interact with
adults on literacy-related activities (i.e. storybook reading), b) passive experiences where
children learn through watching family members model literacy-related behaviours (i.e.
observing parent read fiction novel), and c) experiences where children engage with
literacy-related activities on their own (i.e. watching educational television programmes).
Teale and Sulzby’s (1986) first component of HLE, active HLE, has received
considerable attention in research. This component includes a wide array of activities that
families use to foster literacy development (Burgess et al., 2002). Of these activities,
storybook reading has received the most attention (Sénéchal, LeFevre, Thomas, & Daley,
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1998). A significant amount of research has linked storybook reading to positive literacy
development (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Bus et al., 1995; Mol et al., 2008; Raikes et al.,
2006; Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; Sénéchal, Pagan, Lever, & Ouellette, 2008;
Sonnenchein & Munsterman, 2002). However, Mol et al. (2008) indicate that the quality of
shared book reading is just as important as the frequency of shared book reading.
Additionally, the affective quality of the shared reading experience has been found to be
more powerful than the frequency of shared reading experiences in promoting a child’s
motivation for reading (Sonnenchein & Munsterman, 2002).
Other elements of active HLE, such as caregiver speech, have also been found to
influence language development (Huttenlocher et al., 2010). For example, Hoff (2003)
found that maternal speech fully accounted for SES-related differences in vocabulary
development. Further, Haney and Hill (2004) found that there was a positive correlation
between the extent to which parents provide direct literacy instruction (i.e. alphabet
teaching) and children’s scores on emergent literacy tasks (i.e. alphabet knowledge and
writing words). Additionally, Burgess et al. (2002) found that the active component of HLE
explained the greatest amount of variance in children’s literacy scores.
However, it is worth noting that components of active HLE have not always been
consistently associated with children’s literacy development. For example, the number of
books in the family home is often used in quantitative questionnaires as one of the
measures of HLE (Foy & Mann, 2003; Niklas & Schneider, 2013; Rodriguez et al., 2009).
Yet, research indicates that the number of books in the family home may not be
independently associated with children’s language development (Sénéchal & LeFevre,
2002). Further, Foy and Mann (2003) found no significant correlation between children’s
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storybook exposure and children’s phonological awareness and vocabulary. Such research
demonstrates that aspects of HLE are not always significantly associated with children’s
early literacy development, and also reiterates the importance of using a wide
conceptualisation of HLE.
Teale and Sulzby’s (1986) second component of HLE, where children observe their
parents or family members modelling literacy-related behaviours, is thought of as passive
HLE. This is because, as is discussed by Burgess et al. (2002), passive HLE is not designed
to teach children skills directly. Instead, some learning may take place through modelling.
Social learning theory is particularly relevant to understanding passive HLE. For example,
Bandura (1971) argues that “most of the behaviours that people display are learned, either
deliberately or inadvertently, through the influence of example” (p.5). Therefore, as is
claimed by Stainthrop and Hughes (2000), children may learn about literacy incidentally by
watching their family members engage in literacy-related activities. Furthermore, it is
possible that children may develop more positive affect toward reading and other literacyactivities as a result of watching their parents engage in such activities (Burgess et al.,
2002).
Research has found mixed support for the importance of passive HLE. For example,
van Steensel (2006) found that children observing their family members read books in the
family home had a positive effect on the children’s vocabulary. Bracken and Fischel (2008)
also found that parent reading interest showed a relationship with children’s receptive
vocabulary. However, their results indicated that parents’ own reading interest showed little
association to children’s other literacy skills (including letter knowledge, rhyming,
segmenting words, print knowledge, and word-letter identification). Other research has
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found that passive HLE does not independently predict emergent literacy skills (Burgess et
al., 2002).
Finally Teale and Sulzby’s (1986) third component of HLE, where children engage
in literacy-related activities on their own (child-led HLE), is fairly broad. This includes
activities such as reading or looking at story books on their own, playing literacy-related
games (including physical games and games on computers, smart phones and tablets), and
watching educational television programmes. Given that the past 20 years has seen an
exceptional increase in the media and technology content available for young children (Barr
& Linebarger, 2017), the focus here will be on exploring how technology can be used to
promote literacy development. For example, two samples in the USA (Kabali et al., 2015)
and Northern Ireland (Ahearne, Dilworth, Rollings, Livingston, & Murray, 2016) indicate
that as much as 70% of toddlers and infants use touch-screen devices on a daily basis.
Furthermore, television remains the most popular media medium accessed by preschoolaged children in the United States (Lapierre, Piotrowski, & Linebarger, 2010), with four- to
six-year-olds viewing an average of 90 minutes of television daily.
Some research has indicated that engaging with such technologies positively
impacts children’s learning (Hutchison, Beschorner, & Schmidt-Crawford, 2012;
Linebarger & Piotrowski, 2009; Mares & Pan, 2013; Wright et al., 2001). For example,
Mares and Pan (2013) conducted a meta-analysis to determine whether exposure to
Seasame Street, a popular children’s educational television programme, had effects on
children’s learning and development. They found that exposure to the program was
associated with positive effects in both low-, middle- and high-income countries.
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Furthermore, these positive effects included cognitive outcomes such as literacy and
numeracy.
However, as is discussed by Hipp et al. (2017), learning from video and twodimensional media is generally less effective for infants’ and young children’s learning
than live interactions (Anderson & Hanson, 2010). Further, some research indicates that
there may be negligible or even negative effects of television watching for children under
the age of two-years (Linebarger & Walker, 2005; Robb, Richert, & Wartella, 2009).
Northrop and Killeen (2013) reason that just because a child may be able to use an app on a
smart phone or tablet does not mean that they understand the literacy content of the
television show or app.
Importance of HLE
HLE is considered of significant importance given that a multitude of studies have
indicated that HLE is associated with children’s emergent literacy and language
development (Aram et al., 2013; Burgess et al., 2002; Bus et al., 1995; Davidse et al., 2011;
Levy et al., 2006; Melhuish et al., 2008; Merz et al., 2014; Rodriguez et al., 2009; van
Steensel, 2006). Specifically, this includes vocabulary development, reading
comprehension, phonological awareness, and letter-name knowledge. It is of note that
different patterns of association are typically documented between HLE and children’s
emergent literacy. Yet, research does tend to indicate that HLE is consistently associated
with children’s vocabulary development (Aram et al., 2013; Hoff, 2003; Niklas &
Schneider, 2013; Rodriguez et al., 2009; van Steensel, 2006). For example, Sénéchal and
colleagues (Sénéchal, 2006; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Sénéchal et al., 1996; Sénéchal et
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al., 1998; Sénéchal et al., 2008) have found that shared reading experiences, as reported by
parents, are a robust predictor of children’s receptive and expressive vocabulary for both
English- and French-speaking children.
Among the most influential pieces of research exploring HLE and emergent literacy
is that of Bus et al. (1995). Bus et al. conducted a quantitative meta-analysis on joint book
reading and found that it explained 8% of the variance on outcome measures such as
language growth, emergent literacy, and reading achievement. Similar results were found
by Scarborough and Dobrich (1994). Although 8% of the variance may seem of limited
practical significance, Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) suggest that these findings may be
reflective of the previous tendency to rely on single measures of HLE (i.e. shared book
reading). Taking a another perspective Niklas and Scheinder (2013) argue that while this
amount of explained variance may seem unimpressive, increasing the amount of time
parents and other family members spend reading to children is much more easily
manipulated than other factors such as SES. As such, these results not only have
implications for interventions but also lend support to the position that joint book reading
between parent and preschooler is important in the development of early literacy skills.
Rodriguez et al. (2009) used a longitudinal research design to investigate whether
various aspects of the early literacy environment differentially influenced children’s
cognitive and language skills. Families involved in the study were predominately from lowincome backgrounds, and children were assessed at 14, 24, and 36 months of age.
Rodriguez et al. found that all three aspects of HLE that were investigated (quality of
maternal engagement, access to learning materials, and participation in literacy activities
such as shared book reading) “uniquely and jointly related to children’s language and
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cognitive skills” (Rodriquez et al., 2009, p. 690). Rodriquez et al. also found that each
aspect of HLE was positively associated with maternal education.
It is thought that an enriched HLE contributes to children’s emergent literacy and
pre-academic knowledge by providing a context in which children can begin to learn about
print and literacy concepts. As indicated by Rodriguez et al. (2009), “early and consistent
participation in routine literacy activities, such as shared bookreading, storytelling, and
learning about letters and numbers, provide children with a critical foundation for language
growth and emergent literacy” (p. 678). These early literacy-based experiences in and out
of the home then contribute to children’s literacy and reading development by providing a
framework that they can build upon when they reach formal literacy instruction. For
example, Sénéchal et al. (2008) indicate that there a number of ways in which shared book
reading can promote literacy development. This includes introducing the child to more
sophisticated and complex language than is typically used in spoken language and
providing parents with the opportunity to use questions to draw their child’s attention to
both the language used, the content of the story, the world knowledge needed to understand
the story, and their emotional reactions. Therefore, given the correlational research
discussed, it is understandable that some researchers have concluded that HLE may be a
reason as to why there are disparities in the emergent literacy skills that children bring to
school.
Emergent Literacy
Emergent literacy can be described as the set of skills and knowledge that equip
young children to learn how to read and write upon entry into formal schooling (Merz et al.,

22

2014; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). This is because the period of emergent literacy
provides a foundation upon which later alphabetic knowledge and literacy skills are built
(Justice, Bowles, & Skibbe, 2006). Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) suggest that emergent
literacy is best conceptualised as a continuum, where the beginnings of emergent literacy
form early in life through exposure to experiences that are supportive of literacy
development. During this period, children’s basic awareness of orthography and phonology
are established. Under this approach, there is no obvious distinction between pre-reading
and reading (Lonigan, Burgess, & Anthony, 2000).
Components of emergent literacy. Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) identify a
number of components of emergent literacy including phonological awareness, vocabulary,
understanding the conventions of print, narrative knowledge, syntactic awareness, lettername knowledge, print motivation, beginning forms of printing (i.e. writing one’s name)
and oral language. Justice et al. (2006) indicate that emergent literacy development can be
separated into two main areas of accomplishment. The first of these is print knowledge
which includes alphabet knowledge and print-concept knowledge (i.e. knowing that words
are read left-to-right). Both early letter knowledge and print-concept knowledge have been
associated with later reading success (Adams, 2001; Levy et al., 2006; Torppa, Poikkeus,
Laakso, Eklund, & Lyytinen, 2006; Tunmer, Herriman, & Nesdale, 1988). The second
component includes phonological awareness which describes an individual’s ability to
focus on, reflect on and manipulate both phonemes (the smallest units of spoken language)
and larger units (i.e. words and syllables). Phonological awareness is considered of
significant importance given that a large body of research indicates that it is among the best
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predictors of early reading success (Bus & van Ijzendoorn, 1999; Muter, Hulme, Snowling,
& Stevenson, 2004; Shankweiler & Fowler, 2004; Torgesen, Otaiba, & Grek, 2005).
Importance of emergent literacy. Research indicates that overall emergent literacy
is important for later reading and academic success (Harlaar et al., 2008; Kendeou et al.,
2009; Muter et al., 2004; Neuman & Dickinson, 2001; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002;
Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998). For example, Muter et al. (2004) found that letter knowledge
and phoneme sensitivity at school entry predicted children’s word recognition skills two
years later. Additionally, research has found that deficits in early literacy skills remain
fairly stable over time (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Landerl & Wimmer, 2008;
Protopapas et al., 2011). Some children may even experience negative Matthew effects
(poor-get-poorer) in which struggling readers fall even further behind (Stanovich, 1986).
Further, Scarborough (2001) found that those children who have reading difficulties during
Grade 4 (approximately age 9- to 10-years) are likely to also have reading difficulties at the
end of high school, and these students also have a higher probability of dropping out of
high school. Therefore it must be acknowledged that having low levels of emergent literacy
at the preschool age may have lasting effects on later reading achievement (Gettinger &
Stoiber, 2008). This is particularly if these low levels of literacy are not addressed in the
early years of formal literacy instruction (Tunmer et al., 2013; Tunmer, Chapman, &
Prochnow, 2003). Thus, it appears that fostering emergent literacy skills in young children
is critical (Merz et al., 2014).
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Early childhood education
Although HLE is an important source of variance in early literacy abilities, nearly
all children in New Zealand attend early childhood education (ECE) regularly before
starting school (Ministry of Education, 2015). Access to ECE has been shown to be
associated with positive outcomes in early and language skills (Barnett, 2001; Gilliam &
Zigler, 2000; Magnuson, Meyers, Ruhm, & Waldfogel, 2004). However, previous research
shows that the positive influence of ECE may differ depending on the age of the child and
the duration of their ECE attendance (Coley, Lombardi, & Sims, 2015). Therefore, the
relationship between ECE attendance and literacy development may not be as
straightforward as is often thought.
Considering the role of ECE in the development of children’s emergent literacy may
be particularly relevant to the New Zealand context. This is because some researchers have
raised concerns regarding the current ECE curriculum in New Zealand despite our
reputation as a leader in ECE (Blaiklock, 2010, 2013, 2017; McLachlan & Arrow, 2011;
Nuttall, 2005). For example, Blaiklock (2013) suggests that there is very limited evidence
that ECE attendance in New Zealand is working to reduce the disparity in educational skills
that is commonly associated with economic inequality. Further, there is limited evidence to
suggest that children who attend ECE in New Zealand are more prepared to enjoy early
school success than children who do not attend ECE (Blaiklock, 2017). This is concerning
given that the New Zealand government invested large amounts into ECE and that the
Ministry of Education continues to promote the benefits of ECE attendance despite the lack
of empirical evidence (Blaiklock, 2017).
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In particular, McLaughlin, Aspden, and Snyder (2016) argue that there is a danger
in the New Zealand government focusing predominantly on participation in ECE. This is
because there is a risk of creating inequality among children if the quality of early learning
experiences in ECE is not also considered. For example, a number of studies have indicated
that there are large disparities in the early literacy skills that children bring to school in
New Zealand (Arrow, 2010; McLachlan & Arrow, 2013; Nicholson, 2005; Rachmani,
2011; Tunmer et al., 2006). Therefore, it is possible that the previous ECE curriculum was
not effectively working to reduce the disparities often associated with economic inequality.
It is reasoned that this thesis could provide additional insight into the relationship between
ECE attendance and children’s emergent literacy skills within the New Zealand context.
Linking the literature to the main research questions
To conclude this chapter, the main four research questions addressed in this thesis
(presented at the end of this chapter) will be recapped and linked to the literature presented
in this review. It is of note that models such as Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, the
FSM and the FIM form the theoretical base for this research. This is because these models
provide explanations as to how HLE may operate to influence children’s emergent literacy.
These models are significant because the main research question explored in this thesis was
concerned with investigating whether there is a relationship between HLE and children’s
emergent literacy skills within the New Zealand context.
This research is important because, as was previously noted, there is only one
known piece of research to have investigated the relationship between HLE and emergent
literacy in the New Zealand context. Furthermore, this study used a limited
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conceptualisation of HLE. While it is hypothesised that international findings will also
apply to the New Zealand context, this is cannot be guaranteed. Therefore, the need to
address this gap in the literature formed the basis for the first research question explored in
this thesis (question 1).
Next, an additional research aim was concerned with examining whether time spent
in ECE was positively associated with children’s emergent literacy at school entry. This
was deemed important because ECE attendance has been positively associated with
children’s emergent literacy in international contexts, and yet there is very limited New
Zealand research to support this. Instead, despite almost all children attending ECE in New
Zealand, there continues to be considerable variation in the emergent literacy skills that
New Zealand children bring to school. Therefore, addressing this concern by exploring the
association between ECE attendance and children’s emergent literacy formed the second
research question.
The next two research questions were concerned with exploring the potential role of
parent education level. While it is argued that focusing on proximal variables (such as
HLE) are more important than considering distal variables (such as SES), parent education
level may be particularly important determinant of HLE. Therefore research questions three
and four sought to investigate whether associations exist between parent education level
and children’s emergent literacy, and between parent education level and HLE,
respectively.
Finally, in sum, the four research questions explored in this thesis are as follows:
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1) Is there is a relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills at
school entry in the New Zealand context?
2) Do children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of the number of years
that they have spent in early childhood education centres in New Zealand?
3) Do children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of their parent’s level of
education in the New Zealand context?
4) Is there is a relationship between parent education level and the quality of HLE
provided in the New Zealand context?

(Hoff & Ribot, 2015)
(Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen, 2002)
(Lonigan, Burgess, & Anthony, 2000)
(Justice, Bowles, & Skibble, 2006)
(Northrop & Killeen, 2013)
(Scarborough, 2001)
(Stainthrop & Hughes, 2000)
(Teale & Sulzby, 1986)
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Chapter Three: Methodology
The main purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between the home
literacy environment (HLE) and children’s emergent literacy skills at school entry. While
this overarching research aim formed the first research question, three other research
questions were also explored. These include whether children’s emergent literacy skills
differ as a function of the amount of time that they have spent in early childhood education
(ECE), whether children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of their parent’s level
of education, and whether the quality of HLE differs as a function of parent education level.
All of the research questions that were explored in this thesis were focused on unpacking
relationships within the New Zealand context.
The following chapter will outline the methodology that was used in this study.
Firstly, the overall research design will be outlined. This will be followed by an overview
of the participants involved in the study, including demographic information and reference
to the inclusion and exclusion criteria that was used to select participants. The ethical issues
that were taken into consideration will also be discussed. Next, the setting in which the data
collection took place, the recruitment procedure, and the data collection procedure itself
will be outlined. This will be followed by a detailed overview of the measures that were
used to collect data. Lastly, the data analyses conducted will be examined.
Research Design
It was decided that a correlational quantitative research design was appropriate to
this study given that the research questions developed were focused on “quantifying
relationships between variables” (Punch, 2006, p. 46). Here, the independent variable was
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the child’s HLE because it was hypothesised that HLE is a variable that accounts for some
of the variance in a children’s emergent literacy skills at school entry. As such, the child’s
emergent literacy skills were conceptualised as the dependent variable. The independent
variable, HLE, was measured using nominal, interval and ordinal data collected through a
parent/caregiver questionnaire. The dependent variable, the child’s emergent literacy skills,
were measured using three assessment tools designed to measure key aspects of emergent
literacy.
Participants
There were 35 child-parent/caregiver participant pairs in this study. Demographic
data (with the exception of relationship to the child) was only collected for the children
involved in the study and not for their parents/caregivers. In this study, 45.7% of the
children participating were boys (N = 19) and 54.3% were girls (N = 19). The mean age
was five years and one month (range of 5:01 to 5:04 years). Ethnicity data indicates that
74.3% of children identified as Pākeha/New Zealand European, 14.3% as Maori, 11.4% as
Asian, 11.4% as Pasifika, and 8.6% as other European. These percentages add to more than
100% because six participants identified with one or more ethnicity. These demographic
statistics are largely representative of the New Zealand population as indicated by the 2013
Census (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). Additionally, with respect to the relationship of the
child, 31 (88.6%) of the parents/caregivers indicated that they were the child’s mother, and
four (11.4%) indicated that they were the father. As no participant indicated that they were
the child’s grandparent or caregiver, only the term ‘parent’ will only be used from this
point.
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Exclusion and inclusion criteria. In order for children to participate in this study
they had to be five-years-old and in their first 15 weeks of formal schooling at a New
Zealand primary school. These criteria were used to capture early literacy abilities at
school-entry rather than the learning that occurs at school. Additionally, as the study is
focused on emergent literacy in the English-language, participants needed to speak English
at home. Exclusion criteria included the presence of complex learning difficulties and
disabilities. This is because the cognitive development of children with complex learning
needs is determined by a variety of factors that was outside the scope of this study.
Additionally, if children with complex learning needs were included in this study then there
would be a higher chance of statistical outliers. Both the inclusion and the exclusion criteria
were implemented through school identification processes.
Ethical considerations
This study was designed and conducted in accordance with the Massey University
Human Ethics Committee (MUHEC). This study was given a ‘high-risk’ notification,
which meant that a full application was needed. The application was approved by the
MUHEC: Northern A at a meeting held on the 1st of June 2017 (see Appendix A for
MUHEC approval letter). Some of the most important ethical considerations taken into
account include the capacity to consent, informed and voluntary consent, participant
confidentiality, and non-intrusive data collection. Additionally Margaret Kawharu, a senior
Māori research advisor at Massey University, was consulted on how to best manage Māori
participation in the study.
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Setting and recruitment
Participants for this study were recruited through working in collaboration with five
primary schools located in a semi-rural area of Auckland, New Zealand. Purposive
sampling was used in this particular study. This is a non-probability sampling technique in
which participants are recruited according to the logic of the research (Punch, 2014). It was
decided that accessing participants through primary schools would be the most convenient
method of recruitment. Nine primary schools in this semi-rural area of Auckland were
approached and invited to participate in this research. As is shown in Table 1, the five
schools that participated varied on their location, decile rating, roll size, and school type. A
wide range of schools were purposely approached in an attempt to increase the
representativeness of the sample.
For example, in New Zealand schools are given a decile ranking according to the
socioeconomic status (SES) of the community from which the school draws its students
from (Ministry of Education, 2017). Those schools with a decile one are the 10% of schools
who have the highest proportion of students from low-SES communities. In contrast, those
schools with a decile 10 are the 10% of schools with the lowest proportion of students from
low-SES communities. Given the extensive influence of SES (Evans, 2004; Hoff & Ribot,
2015; Kishiyama, Boyce, Jimenez, Perry, & Knight, 2009; McLoyd, 1998; Mistry et al.,
2010; Sirin & Gupta, 2015), it was considered very important to approach schools from a
range of decile rankings. As is shown in Table 1, the schools that participated in the study
were roughly representative of the decile distribution of state schools in New Zealand.
However, there might be a slight underrepresentation of students from low decile schools in
this sample (i.e. deciles one to three).
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Table 1
Demographic information related to the nine schools that were invited to participate in this
research
School

Location

Approximate
Roll size

Decile
ranking

School type

Number of
children from
sample who
attended school

State, co-educational
contributing primary
(Years 1-6)
State, co-educational
contributing primary
(Years 1-6)
State-integrated full
primary – Christian
education
State, co-educational
full primary
State, co-educational
contributing primary
(Years 1-6)

6

Schools that participated in study
1

Rural

130

3

2

Suburban

570

5

3

Suburban

70

5

4

SemiRural
Suburban

370

9

490

8

5

5

7

6
11

The researcher visited the school in person to introduce both her and the project.
Where possible, appointments to speak with the school’s principal were made. If this was
not possible, then a letter addressed to the school’s principal (see Appendix B) was left
behind. Meetings were arranged if the school principal was interested in becoming involved
with the project. During this meeting, principals were given the information sheet (see
Appendix C) and were asked for their consent regarding their school’s participation (see
Appendix D). The next step was to gain teacher consent. Formal consent (see Appendix E)
was obtained from all teachers after giving them a copy of the information sheet (see
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Appendix B). In finish, five schools agreed to participate in this research. Of the schools
that gave a reason for not wishing to take part, the most common was heavy workloads for
both the principal and the teacher(s).
Once school consent had been obtained, the researcher worked alongside the school
principal to determine what would be the preferred method of recruiting parents. For
example, for two schools the student researcher was given the opportunity to meet parents
either before or after school to discuss the research project. If parents were interested they
were given an information sheet (see Appendix F), a consent form (see Appendix G) and a
questionnaire (see Appendix H). For the other three schools the parent information sheet,
consent form, and questionnaire were sent home. All parents were asked to return the
questionnaire and consent form to their child’s school in the supplied envelope. In total, 63
parents were invited to participate, with 35 returning their consent form and questionnaire.
This is a response rate of 55.6%.
Procedure
The first step during the data collection phase was the recruitment of participants.
Only once the parent consent forms and questionnaires been collected did the assessments
of children’s emergent literacy take place. The first step here was to arrange a time for the
assessments with the classroom teacher. The testing sessions were approximately 15- to 20minutes long. However, testing times differed depending on the individual child and their
concentration level. For all schools, testing took place over a number of days. This was
done for a number of reasons including child absence, scheduling demands, and the number
of children being tested from the given school.
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All assessments took place at a quiet area at the school. The location of this
assessment space was decided by the school principal and teacher(s). The assessment space
was organised for testing before collecting the child from the classroom. This organisation
helped to ensure that the testing ran smoothly, therefore helping to ensure the assessment
reliability and validity.
At the beginning of each assessment session, the researcher visited the child’s
classroom and asked the teacher if she could take the given child out of the classroom. The
child and the researcher then walked together to the assessment space. During this walk and
at the very beginning of each assessment session the researcher asked the child questions to
build rapport (i.e. “how was your weekend?”). After asking these questions and having a
quick conversation with the child, the researcher asked the child for their assent to
participate (Appendix I). This meant explaining the assessments, asking them whether they
would like to take part, and asking them if they are fine for the researcher to share their
results with their classroom teacher.
The researcher then conducted the assessment according to the instructions laid out
in the examiner’s manual of each assessment. Upon completion of each assessment, the
researcher walked the child back to their classroom and asked for the next participant.
Children were always given a break between testing session to ensure that they did not
become fatigued or bored. In total, the testing data collection took approximately 10 weeks
in total. There were a number of factors that accounted for this, such as the school holidays,
delays in recruiting schools to participate, and scheduling demands.

35

Measures
British Picture Vocabulary Scale (BPVS-3). The BPVS-3 is an individually
administered and norm-referenced test of receptive vocabulary for Standard English (Dunn,
Dunn, & National Foundation for Educational Research, 2009). The BPVS-3 is designed to
be used with individuals aged from three to 16 (3:00-16:11), but it can also be used with
adults. Administration of the BPVS-3 takes approximately five to eight minutes. The test
consists of four training plates and 14 sets of 12 test items. In total there are 168 test items
(see Figure 1 for an example of a test item). The level of difficulty progresses as the student
progresses through the test. For each testing item the examiner says a word (i.e. “chimney”)
and asks the child to indicate (i.e. by pointing) which picture matches the word.
The first step in administering the BPVS-3 is to administer the training plates. If the
student struggles to identify the correct answers on these training plates then the testing is
ceased here. To begin the actual test, the examiner starts from the testing set that
corresponds with the child’s chronological age. The next step is to determine the basal set.
This occurs when a child makes no more than one error in a set. The examiner must test
backwards until the basal set is found.
Once the basal set has been established then the examiner can test forward by sets.
The examiner must not re-test sets that were previously tested when determining the basal
set. The ceiling set is determined when there are eight or more wrong responses in a set of
12 items. Once an examiner begins a set they must always administer every item in that set.
A student’s score is calculated by assuming that all items below the basal set would be
correct. A student’s raw score is the last item in the ceiling set minus all of the errors made
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by the student on the preceding sets. The raw scores can then be converted to a standardised
score, which can then be used to find the percentile rank and the age equivalent.

Set 5

1

2

3

4

Figure 1. Example of what a test item from the BPVS-3 would look like
The BPVS-3 has been designed for use in the United Kingdom and has been
standardised on 3278 students from 147 schools in the United Kingdom. The authors of the
BPVS-3 examiners manual (Dunn et al., 2009) conclude that the assessment has sufficient
validity for drawing inferences about receptive vocabulary. For example, construct validity
indicate that the BPVS-3 has a strong, positive correlation with the verbal battery of the
Cognitive Abilities Test (.72) and a moderate, positive correlation with overall Cognitive
Abilities Test scores (.61). Reliability for the BPVS-3 has been built into the confidence
bands that accompany standard scores, percentile ranks and age-equivalents. These
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confidence bands were constructed by using both an estimation of the standard error of
measurement and an estimation of the age-standardisation model error (Dunn et al., 2009).
Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP-2). The CTOPP-2 is
an individually administered, norm-referenced assessment that measures phonological
processing skills related to reading (Wagner, Torgesen, Rashotte, & Pearson, 2013). It can
be used with individuals aged from four to 24 (4:00-24:00) however there are two different
test booklets depending on the age of the individual being assessed. It is estimated that 40minutes is needed to administer all of the subtests in the CTOPP-2. However, for the
purposes of this research, only three subtests from the CTOPP-2 (from age four-six test
booklet) were administered.
The first subtest used, elision, measures the extent to which children can say a word
after a component of that word is removed (i.e. say ‘cowgirl’ without ‘girl, or say ‘cup’
without /k/). This subtest includes 36 items.
The second subtest, the blending words subtest, involves 33 items and measures the
extent to which children can identify words when presented with the individual sounds that
make up the word. Here, participants hear a word in two or more parts (i.e. /s/ and /un/).
They are then asked to repeat the real word that these sounds make when blended together.
The audio-CD that accompanies the CTOPP-2 is needed to complete this subtest.
The third subtest, sound matching, involves 26-items and measures the extent to
which an individual can match sounds. The picture book supplied with the CTOPP-2 was
used for this subtest (see Figure 2). Children are shown a sample picture (i.e. a sock), and
are shown two pictures next to the sample picture (i.e. a sun and a bear). The student is then
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asked which of these two pictures starts with the same sound as the sample picture. The
first 13 items asks students to sound match using the first sound in the words and items 1426 asks students to sound match using the last sound in the words.

Figure 2. Example of what a test item from the sound matching subtest of the CTOPP-2
would look like.
These three subtests are measures of phonological awareness and their scores can be
combined to form a phonological awareness composite. Testing ceases when there are three
incorrect answers in a row. Raw scores from all three subtests can be converted into
standard scores (called scaled scores here), age equivalents and percentile ranks.
The CTOPP-2 was normed on a sample of 1,900 individuals from six states in the
United States of America in 2007 and 2008. Reliability for the CTOPP-2 was measured
using three types of reliability coefficients (internal consistency, test-retest, and scorerdifference reliability; Wagner et al., 2013). Cronbach’s alphas for students aged four to six
ranged from .90 to .95 for the subtests used. Time sampling error was measured using the
test-retest method, where the time lapse between testing varied from one to two weeks. The
correlation coefficients for the subtests used ranged from .78 to .91. Further, the stability of
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scoring was tested using correlational data from two trained individuals who independently
scored the same 50 protocols. These correlations all exceeded .90, thus providing strong
evidence for the test’s scorer reliability.
Strong validity of the CTOPP-2 is demonstrated through both criterion-predictive
validity and construct-identification validity. For example, correlations between the
CTOPP/CTOPP-2 and other, similar measures are strong with an overall correlation of .73
for phonological awareness subtests (Wagner et al., 2013). This demonstrates good
criterion-predictive validity. Additionally, confirmatory factor analyses for the four-six
year-old normative sample were done and had Comparative Fit Indexes of .99 and a
Tucker-Lewis Index of .97 (Wagner et al., 2013). This is indicative of an excellent model
fit, therefore supporting the construct validity of the CTOPP-2.
York Assessment of Reading Comprehension (YARC). The YARC (Hulme et
al., 2012) Early Reading is a standardised assessment tool that has been designed to sample
some of the key processes that contribute to reading development, particularly alphabetic
literacy. It takes approximately 20 minutes to administer all four subtests. The YARC is
designed to be used with students aged from five to seven years (5:00-7:11).
For the first subtest, letter sound knowledge, students are shown lower case letters
and digraphs, one at a time, and asked to say the sound that each letter or digraph makes. It
is comprised of two sections – the core test (uses 11 letters and six digraphs) and the
extended test (uses all 26 letters and six digraphs). For the purpose of this research, only the
core test was used. If a student gives the letter name then the assessor must circle ‘LN’ on
the test booklet and ask the student to tell them the sound that the letter or digraph makes.
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The second subtest, early word recognition, involves showing students 30 words
that are graded in difficulty. Half of these words are phonemically regular (i.e. able to be
decoded because there is a regular correspondence between the grapheme to the phoneme)
and the other half of the words are phonemically irregular. All students start with the first
word (‘cat’), and testing stops after 10 consecutive errors.
The third and fourth subtests (sound isolation and sound deletion) together represent
the phoneme awareness composite. For both subtests, there are both teaching items (where
the feedback can be given) and test items (where feedback cannot be given). Additionally,
for both of these subtests all test items are given.
In the sound isolation subtest students are presented with a nonsense word (i.e.
‘bem’) and asked to repeat this word. For the first six testing items they are asked to tell the
assessor what is the sound at the beginning of that word. For the final six testing items they
are asked to tell the assessor what sound is at the end of the word.
In the sound deletion subtest the student is asked to say a word (i.e. ‘toothbrush’),
and then asked to say the word again without one part of that word (i.e. ‘say toothbrush
without brush’). Later, children are asked to say a word (i.e. ‘house’) and then say that
word with a phoneme missing (i.e. ‘say house without /s/’). A small picture book
accompanies this subtest. See Figure 3 for an example of a test item from this subtest.
Although the YARC was developed in the UK and published in 2009, it has since
been standardised on a large, representative sample of school-aged children in Australia in
2011 (Hulme et al., 2012). The YARC Early Reading reliability was measured using
Cronbach’s alpha, where the reliability co-efficients for the various subtests ranged from
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.81 to .98 (where a measure of .70 or higher is desirable). Validity was also measured by
considering the correlations between the various subtests of the YARC Early Reading. The
correlations between the YARC Early Reading subtests ranged from moderate (.47) to very
strong (.92).

Figure 3. Example of what a test item from the sound deletion subtest of the YARC would
look like.
Parent questionnaire. Another measure of data collection involved the parent
questionnaire that was designed to gauge the child’s HLE through a number of restricted
items (see Appendix H). It was estimated that completion of the questionnaire would take
10 to 15 minutes. It was a condition of the research that children would only be included in
the research once their parents had returned the questionnaire.
A number of studies have used a parent questionnaire to quantitatively measure a
child’s HLE. Therefore the design of this questionnaire was modelled on the questionnaires
used by researchers such as Grieshaber, Shield, Luke, and Macdonald (2011), Hood et al.
(2008), Niklas and Schneider (2013), and Sénéchal et al. (1998). Importantly, questions
were adapted to match the New Zealand context. This was particularly for questions related
to ECE attendance and parent education level.
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The format of the questionnaire was broken into a number of sections. This was
done to ensure that a range of data was collected, particularly regarding the various facets
of HLE. For example, the first four questions were designed to measure active HLE which
directly involves both the child and their parent or family member. Next, questions five and
six asked parents about their child’s involvement in ECE and the duration of this
involvement. Question seven referred to the parents’ personal engagement with literacyactivities, question eight referred to their child’s educational media use, and question nine
referred to parent education level.
Data analysis
All data analyses were conducted using the SPSS software (IBM Statistics version
24). A range of statistical tools were used including descriptive and frequency statistics,
single sample t-tests, independent sample t-tests, one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA),
correlational analyses, and hierarchical regression analysis. Missing data was excluded
from the data analyses, therefore not all statistical analyses have N = 35.
Summary
This section described the methodology of this particular research project as being
quantitative and correlational in nature. The independent variable, HLE, was measured
using a parent questionnaire. The dependent variable, the child’s emergent literacy skills at
school entry, was measured using three different assessment tools (the BPVS, the CTOPP,
and the YARC). A number of ethical considerations were taken into account for this
research project. In total, 35 parent-child pairs participated in this study. These participants
were recruited through working in collaboration with five primary schools in a semi-rural
area of the wider Auckland region. The questionnaires were given or sent to parents, and
43

parents were asked to return the questionnaire to their child’s school sealed in the envelope
provided. Once the consent form and questionnaire had been returned, the child was tested
on measures of emergent literacy in a quiet place at their school. Data was then analysed
using a number of statistical techniques on SPSS.

(Dunn et al., 2009)
(SNZ, 2015)
(Punch, 2006)
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Chapter Four: Results
The following chapter outlines the results from this quantitative study in relation to
the main research aims. To start, descriptive statistics are given to help to characterise the
participants and the information collected. Following this, the specific research questions
are addressed individually using a range of statistical techniques. These include
correlational analyses, independent sample t-tests, simple linear regression, hierarchical
linear regression, and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA).
Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 contains descriptive information on child variables (including their
performance on the emergent literacy assessments) and on the interval variables collected
in the home literacy environment (HLE) questionnaire. For example, as is shown in Table
2, the average age of children who participated in this study was 61.71 months (five years,
one month). While the oldest child was five years and four months at the time of testing (64
months), all children who participated in this study were within their first 15 weeks of
formal schooling. There were no statistically significant correlations found between
children’s age at testing and their performance on any of the subtests used.
As is illustrated in Table 2, all children in this sample attended early childhood
education (ECE) before starting school. This matches closely with national data, whereby
96.2% of children in New Zealand had regularly attended ECE prior to starting school
(Ministry of Education, 2015). Table 2 also contains descriptive information regarding
aspects of HLE such as the shared story book reading frequency in a typical week, and the
number of books in the home.

45

Table 2
Descriptive information including sample size, means, standard deviations, minima and
maxima of interval variables
Variables
Child variables
Age at testing (months)
Emergent literacy assessments
BPVS-3 standard score
Elision subtest scaled score (CTOPP-2)
Blending words subtest scaled score (CTOPP-2)
Sound matching subtest scaled score (CTOPP-2)
Phonological awareness (P.A.) composite score
(CTOPP-2)
Letter sound knowledge subtest standard score
(YARC)
Early word reading subtest standard score
(YARC)
Sound isolation subtest standard score (YARC)
Sound deletion subtest standard score (YARC)
Phoneme awareness standard score (YARC)
Home literacy environment questionnaire
Shared book reading frequency (in a typical
week)
Number of books in the home
Number of years spent in ECE

N

M

SD

Min

Max

35

61.71

1.10

60.00

64.00

34
35
34
35
34

102.26
9.69
8.29
9.83
96.26

9.56
1.84
1.64
3.07
11.93

76.00
5.00
6.00
4.00
77.00

120.00
13.00
13.00
17.00
122.00

35

102.34

19.27

70.00

130.00

35

101.86

12.78

87.00

130.00

33
34
33

101.09
99.21
97.90

11.62
11.33
11.78

77.00
72.00
70.00

120.00
121.00
113.00

35

5.54

1.73

1.00

7.00

35
35

54.00
2.76

34.35
1.04

11.00
0.50

101.00
4.50

However, it must be noted that floor effects were found for the ‘early word reading
subtest’ of the YARC. This is because 15 children in the sample scored ‘0’ correct answers
and as a result had standard scores of either ‘88’ or ‘92’ (depending on their age). As such,
this subtest will be excluded from future analyses. Similarly, possible floor effects may
exist for the ‘sound deletion’ subtest of the YARC. Therefore, caution will be taken when
interpreting results related to this subtest.
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Furthermore, as is seen in Table 2, there was considerable variability in children’s
scores across all of the subtests. This indicates that at school entry, even before formal
teaching, there are disparities in the skills that children bring to school. One sample t-tests
were also run to determine whether there was a significant difference between children’s
mean scores on the assessments and a comparison value (taken as the 50th percentile
standard score for each subtest). This one sample t-test indicated that children in this
sample generally performed at a level comparable to the population across these subtests.
The only exception to this was on the ‘blending words’ subtest of the CTOPP-2, where
children performed significantly worse than would be expected (see Table 3). Therefore,
care will be taken when interpreting results related to this particular subtest.
Table 3
One sample t-test comparing children’s scores on CTOPP-2 subtests and comparison
values
Subtest
Blending subtest
(CTOPP-2)

N

M

Comparison
value

Mean
difference

t

df

Sig.
(2-tailed)

34

8.29

10

-1.71

-6.06

33

.000

Table 4 contains frequency information regarding the children’s sex and parent
education level. For example the frequency data collected on children’s sex suggests that
there were roughly equal proportions of boys and girls participating in this study.
Furthermore, an independent samples t-test was conducted to compare children’s
performance on the emergent literacy assessments by sex. There were no significant
differences in performance found for any of the subtests depending on the participant’s sex.
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Table 4
Frequency information to describe variables that contain nominal data
Variable
Child sex
Male
Female
Total
Parent Education Level
No formal qualification
High school diploma
Tertiary diploma/certificate
Bachelor’s degree
Postgraduate qualification
Total

Frequency

Percent

16
19
35

45.7
54.3
100.0

3
5
12
6
9
35

8.6
14.3
34.3
17.1
25.7
100.0

Additionally this sample of parents was more highly educated than anticipated. For
example, as is seen in Table 4, 42.8% of the parent sample held a Bachelor’s degree or
higher. This statistic is higher than the national average because only 29.8% of the adult
population of New Zealand held a Bachelor’s degree or higher in 2015 (Statistics New
Zealand, 2016).
Relationship between HLE activities and emergent literacy skills
The first research question addressed in this study is concerned with exploring the
relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy in the New Zealand context.
HLE is conceptualised both as an overall construct and as being made up of separate
components. These separate components include active HLE (literacy-related activities
between parent and child), passive HLE (parent’s own engagement with literacy and
reading), and child-led HLE (where children engage with literacy-related technologies on
their own). It was hypothesised that the overall HLE would be correlated with children’s
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emergent literacy. Similarly, it was hypothesised that all aspects of HLE would correlate
with children’s emergent literacy, with the strongest correlations being between active HLE
and children’s emergent literacy.
Correlational analyses using Pearson’s product moment correlation co-efficient
were computed to assess the relationship between the overall-HLE and children’s emergent
literacy. As is shown in Table 5, significant and positive correlations were found between
the overall-HLE and a number of the subtests used. The following sections report on the
statistical analyses used to investigate the relationships between the three components of
HLE (active, passive, and child-led) and children’s emergent literacy.
Table 5
Bivariate correlational analysis between overall HLE and children’s assessments using
Pearson’s (r)
Variable
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Overall HLE
BPVS-3
Elision (CTOPP-2)
Blending (CTOPP-2)
P.A. (CTOPP-2)
Sound Isolation (YARC)
Phoneme Composite (YARC)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

.54**
.50**
.41*
.43*
.37*
.38*

.60**
.46**
.53**
.55**
.62**

.53**
.83**
.65**
.78**

.79**
.52**
.57**

.72**
.80**

.93**

-

Note: only statistically significantly correlations between overall-HLE and children’s
emergent literacy are reported
** p < .01 (2-tailed) * p < .05 (2-tailed)
N = 35 for all variables 1 & 3, N = 34 for variables 2, 4 & 5, N = 33 for variables 6 & 7
Active HLE and children’s emergent literacy. Active HLE was computed by
scaling and summing three aspects of the parent HLE questionnaire. This included the total
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score of literacy-based activities in the home (question one of HLE questionnaire, see
Appendix H), the shared storybook reading frequency (scaled), and the number of
children’s books in the home (scaled).
A Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the
relationship between active HLE and children’s scores on the British Picture Vocabulary
Scale (BPVS-3) (M = 102.26, SD = 9.56). A moderately strong positive correlation was
found between the two variables (r = .54, n = 34, p = < .01). This relationship is
summarised in the scatter plot below (Figure 4). Additionally, positive, significant
correlations were found between active HLE and children’s performance on the elision
subtest of the CTOPP-2 (r = .42, n = 35, p = .01) and on the blending words subtest of the
CTOPP-2 (r = .34, n = 34, p = < .05).

British Picture Vocabulary Score
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Figure 4. Relationship between active HLE and children’s standard score on the BPVS-3
To further explore the relationship between active HLE and children’s emergent
literacy skills, the specific components of active HLE were individually correlated with the
children’s performance on the emergent literacy assessments. These results are presented in
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Table 6 and demonstrate that particular aspects of active HLE (such as playing word games
and alphabet teaching) may be more important than others in helping to explain the
relationship between active HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills at school entry.
The frequency to which family members read to their children and the number of
books in the family home were not significantly correlated with any measure of children’s
emergent literacy. The only exception to this is when these two scores are added together to
form an ‘access to and use of books in the family home’ composite score. Here, a Pearson’s
product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess the relationship between
‘access to and use of books in the home’ and children’s scores on the BPVS-3 (M = 102.26,
SD = 9.56). A moderate positive correlation was found between these two variables (r =
.38, n = 34, p = .03). This relationship is summarised in a scatter plot below (Figure 5).
There were no statistically significant correlations found between the ‘access to and use of
books in the family home’ score and the subtests of the CTOPP-2 or YARC.

British Picture Vocabulary Scale
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Access to and use of books composite score

14
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Figure 5. Scatter plot depicting relationship between a child’s access to and use of
books in the home and their score on the BPVS.
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BPVS-3
Elision CTOPP-2
Blending CTOPP-2
Sound matching
CTOPP-2
P.A. CTOPP-2
Letter-sound
(YARC)
Sound Isolation
(YARC)
Phoneme
Composite (YARC)
Word games
Alphabet teaching
Visiting library
Talking about what
you had read
Talking about what
you had done
.43*

.37*
.36*
.34*
.35*

.62**

.55*

.53**
.40*

.60**
.46**
.37*

1

.30

.51**
.25
.32
.32

.78**

.65**

.83**
.54**

.53**
.57**

2

.15

.37*
.19
.27
.26

.57**

.52**

.79**
.55**

.58**

3

-.17

.36*
.41*
.08
.17

.57**

.60**

.92**
.61**

-

4

.07

.47**
.36*
.25
.26

.80**

.72**

.70**

5

.04

.31
.13
.31
.35*

.69**

.71**

-

6

.18

.33
.42*
.37*
.09

.93**

-

7

.19

.31
.42*
.37*
.01

-

8
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N = 35 for variables 2, 4, 6, 9-13, N = 34 for variables 1, 3 & 5, N = 33 for variables 7 & 8

** p < .01 (2-tailed) * p < .05 (2-tailed)

13.

9.
10.
11.
12.

8.

7.

5.
6.

1.
2.
3.
4.

Variable

.49**

.43*
.39*
.55**

9

.18

.25
.06

10

.27

.31

11

.28

-

12

-

13

Bivariate correlational analysis between emergent literacy subtests and components of active HLE using Pearson’s (r) correlation

Table 6

However, it must be noted that the number of books in the family home was
measured using a categorical scale in the parent questionnaire (see Appendix H). Therefore,
an ANOVA was also conducted to assess whether children’s scores on the emergent
literacy assessments significantly differed according to the number of books in the family
home. Significant group differences were found for four of the eight subtests used in these
analyses (see Table 7 for the Least Significant Difference post-hoc for these four subtests).
Table 7
Least Significant Difference post-hoc results for number of books
Literacy Assessment

BPVS-3

Number of books in the
family home
11-25

26-50

51-100
100+
Elision (CTOPP-2)

11-25

26-50

51-100

100+

26-50**
51-100**
100+**
11-25**
51-100
100+
11-25**
26-50
100+
11-25**
26-50
51-100
26-50**
51-100**
100+**
11-25**
51-100
100+
11-25**
26-50
100+
11-25**
26-50
51-100
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Mean
Difference

Std.
Error

Sig.

-19.00
-17.92
-18.58
-19.00
1.08
.42
17.92
-1.08
-.66
18.58
-.42
.66
-3.18
-3.71
-3.15
3.18
-.53
.03
3.71
.53
.56
3.15
-.03
-.56

5.36
5.62
5.41
5.36
3.79
3.47
5.62
3.79
3.86
5.41
3.47
3.86
1.05
1.11
1.07
1.05
.74
.67
1.11
.74
.76
1.07
.67
.76

<.01
<.01
<.01
<.01
.78
.90
<.01
.78
.87
<.01
.90
.87
<.01
<.01
<.01
<.01
.48
.97
<.01
.48
.47
<.01
.97
.47

Sound deletion (YARC)

11-25

26-50**
51-100*
100+
11-25*
51-100
100+
11-25*
26-50
100+
11-25
26-50
51-100
26-50**
51-100*
100+*
11-25**
51-100
100+
11-25*
26-50
100+
11-25*
26-50
51-100

26-50

51-100
100+
Phoneme composite (YARC)

11-25

26-50

51-100
100+

*p <.05

-20.17
-16.00
-13.36
20.17
4.17
6.80
16.00
-4.17
2.64
13.36
-6.80
-2.64
-21.17
-19.43
-15.27
21.17
1.74
5.89
19.43
-1.74
4.16
15.27
-5.89
-4.16

6.68
7.00
6.74
6.68
4.72
4.32
7.00
4.72
4.81
6.74
4.32
4.81
6.87
7.35
6.94
6.87
5.07
4.45
7.35
5.07
5.15
6.94
4.45
5.15

<.01
.03
.06
<.01
.38
.13
.03
.38
.59
.06
.13
.59
<.01
.01
.04
<.01
.73
.20
.01
.73
.43
.04
.20
.43

**p < .01

As is seen in Table 7, there appears to be a significant difference on these subtests
between children who have 11-25 children’s books in the family home and children who
have 26-50, 51-100 and 100+ children’s books in the family home. Group differences were
not found between the other three categories.

54

Passive HLE and children’s emergent literacy. Correlational analyses using
Pearson’s product-moment coefficient were computed to explore the relationship between
parents’ own engagement in literacy activities (passive HLE) and children’s emergent
literacy. Here, parents’ own engagement in literacy activities was conceptualised both as a
total score and also as separate components. This was done so that insight could be gained
into which aspects of passive HLE were most significant.
As shown in Table 8, significant correlations were found between the overall
passive HLE and all of the subtests from the CTOPP-2. However, no significant
correlations were found the overall passive HLE and children’s performance on the subtests
from the YARC or the BPVS-3.
Table 8
Bivariate correlational analysis between passive HLE and children’s CTOPP-2 assessment
using Pearson’s (r) correlation
Variable

1

2

1. Parents’ own engagement in
literacy activities
2. Parent fiction and non-fiction .67**
book reading
3. Parent magazine or
.85**
.29
newspaper reading
4. Parent reading of online
.75**
.19
articles
5. Elision (CTOPP-2)
.51** .58**
6. Blending (CTOPP-2)
.58** .51**
7. Sound matching (CTOPP-2)
.29
.23*
8. P.A. (CTOPP-2)
.47** .51**
** p < .01 (2-tailed) * p < .05 (2-tailed)

3

4

5

6

7

8

.53**
.57**
.83**

.58**
.79**

.92**

-

.61**

-

.22
.30
.19
.25

.36*
.29
.26
.33

N = 35 for all variables except for variables 6 & 8 where N = 34, variable 9 where N = 29,
variable 10 = 20, & variable 11 where N = 19.
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Furthermore, as is shown in Table 8, parents’ own engagement in book reading
appears to be the most important component of passive HLE. This is because it was
significantly and positively correlated with all of the CTOPP-2 subtests, unlike the other
two components of passive HLE. Additionally, parent book reading was significantly
correlated with children’s performance on the BPVS-3 (r = .55, n =34, p = < .01),
children’s performance on the sound isolation subtest of the YARC (r = .38, n = 33, p =
.03), and children’s performance on the phoneme awareness composite of the YARC (r =
.44, n = 33, p = .01). A significant, positive correlation was also found between parent book
reading and children’s performance on the sound deletion subtest of the YARC (r = .43, n =
34, p = .01). However, as was previously mentioned, there were potential floor effects with
the sound deletion subtest and so this result must be interpreted with caution.
To further test the hypothesis that children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a
function of passive HLE, an ANOVA was computed. Here, parents’ own engagement in
literacy-related activities was grouped into one of three categories: parents either, a) seldom
engaged in literacy activities, b) occasionally engaged in literacy activities, or c) often
engaged in literacy activities. For this ANOVA there were significant between group
differences for the blending words subtest (CTOPP-2), the elision subtest (CTOPP-2), the
P.A. composite (CTOPP-2), and the sound deletion subtest (YARC). The Least Significant
Difference post-hoc for these five subtests is presented in Table 9.
The results from this Least Significant Difference post-hoc suggest that there is
some evidence that group differences in children’s emergent skills exist depending on
passive HLE. Specifically, it was found that children performed worse on these assessments
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when their parents had low levels of literacy engagement compared to when their parents
had either mid or high levels of literacy engagement.
Table 9
Least Significant Difference post-hoc results for those passive HLE
Literacy Assessment

Blending (CTOPP-2)

Parent level of literacy
engagement
Low
Mid
High

Elision (CTOPP-2)

Low
Mid
High

P.A. (CTOPP-2)

Low
Mid
High

Sound deletion
(YARC)

Low

Mid
High

Mean
Difference

Std.
Error

Sig.

Mid*
High*
Low*
High
Low*
Mid
Mid*
High*
Low*
High
Low*
Mid
Mid*
High*
Low*
High
Low*
Mid
Mid*

-1.62
-2.22
1.62
-.61
2.22
.61
-1.38
-2.26
1.38
-.88
2.26
.88
-9.77
-15.98
9.77
-6.21
15.98
6.21
-12.36

.55
.62
.55
.62
.62
.62
.64
.74
.64
.74
.74
.74
4.06
4.66
4.06
4.65
4.65
4.65
4.01

<.01
<.01
<.01
.34
<.01
.34
.04
<.01
.04
.24
<.01
.24
.02
<.01
.02
.19
<.01
.19
<.01

High
Low*
High
Low
Mid

-9.00
12.36
3.35
9.00
-3.36

4.65
4.00
4.52
4.65
4.52

0.06
<.01
.46
.06
.46

*p < .01
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It was further hypothesised that there would be a positive relationship between
parents’ own engagement in literacy activities and the quality of active HLE. It was
reasoned that parents who engage in higher levels of literacy-related behaviour place a
higher value on literacy and thus scaffold HLE to reflect this. While no information was
collected regarding parents’ perceptions of the importance of literacy, correlational
analyses using Spearman’s rank order were used to investigate whether there is a
relationship between parent engagement in literacy activities and the quality of active HLE.
These results are presented in Table 10 and demonstrate that parents’ own
engagement in literacy is significantly correlated with both the overall active HLE and
various components of active HLE. However, it appears that strength in the associations
comes when the various components of passive HLE are considered as a whole rather than
individually.
Furthermore, a simple linear regression was calculated to predict whether the
overall active HLE is based on parents’ own engagement in literacy activities. A significant
regression equation was found (F (1, 33) = 6.38, p .02), with an R² of .16. The score for the
overall active HLE is equal to 15.04 + .86 (passive HLE) frequency points when passive
HLE is measured in terms of ordinal frequency. Active HLE increases .86 for each
frequency point. Therefore, these results provide some evidence for a relationship between
passive HLE and active HLE
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Table 10
Bivariate correlations between passive HLE and aspects of active HLE using Spearman’s
(s) rho correlation
Variable

1

2

1. Parent own
.
engagement in
literacy activities
2. Parent fiction and
.64**
non-fiction book
reading
3. Parent magazine
.85**
.28
or newspaper
reading
4. Parent reading of
.73**
.18
online articles
5. Active HLE
.44**
.42*
6. Access to and use .47**
.21
of books
7. Word games
.60**
.38*
8. Talking about
.37*
.30
what you have
done
** p < .01 (2-tailed) * p < .05 (2-tailed)

3

4

.

.

5

6

7

8

.47**

-

-

.58**

-

.39*
.44**

.22
.45**

.72**

-

.54**
.27

.49**
.30

.72**
.66**

.52**
.79**

N = 35 for all variables

Child-led HLE and children’s emergent literacy. Correlational analyses were
computed to assess the relationship between child-led HLE and children’s emergent
literacy skills. Both the overall child-led HLE and the three components of this construct
(child educational TV watching, child playing educational games on smart phone or tablet,
and child playing educational computer games) were used in these correlational analyses.
No statistically significant correlations were found between the overall child-led HLE and
children’s emergent literacy skills. Further, only one statistically significant correlation was
found when this overall construct was broken down into its three components. Here, the
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only statistically significant correlation was found between children’s educational
television watching and their receptive vocabulary as measured by the BPVS-3 (r = .41, n =
34, p = .02).
Additionally, to further explore the relationship between HLE and children’s
emergent literacy, two hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. A preliminary
examination of the variables was performed to test the several assumptions that are related
to the reliable and valid use of hierarchical regression analysis. Firstly, scatter plots
between the DV and IVs showed that the assumption of linearity had been met. Analysis of
collinearity statistics also demonstrated that the assumption of multicollinearity had been
met. The Durbin-Watson statistic showed that the assumption that the values of the
residuals are independent had been met. However, the P-Plot model that was computed for
second hierarchical regression analysis (where P.A. is the DV) suggested that the
assumption of normality of the residuals may have been violated. However, this violation
was minimal and so the results are likely to still be valid. Finally, Cook’s Distance values
fell well below one which indicated that there were no significant outliers that were
influencing these models.
The first of these two hierarchical regression analyses looked at predicting
children’s receptive vocabulary (as measured by the BPVS-3) based on active HLE, passive
HLE, and child-led HLE. A significant regression equation was found (F (3, 30) = 4.69, p <
.01), with an R² of .32, when all variables were entered into the regression. However, as is
seen in Table 11, active HLE was the only significant predictor of children’s receptive
vocabulary.
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Table 11
Hierarchical regression analysis for children’s receptive vocabulary and phonological
awareness
Step

Variable Added

Receptive vocabulary (as measured by
BPVS-3)
1.
Constant
Active HLE
2.
Constant
Active HLE
Passive HLE
3.
Constant
Active HLE
Passive HLE
Child-led HLE
Phonological awareness (as measured by
CTOPP-2)
1.
Constant
BPVS-3 Standard Score
2.
Constant
BPVS-3 Standard Score
Active HLE
3.
Constant
BPVS-3 Standard Score
Active HLE
Passive HLE
4.
Constant
BPVS-3 Standard Score
Active HLE
Passive HLE
Child-led HLE
*p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001

b

SE b

79.59
.78
79.74
.80
-.12
77.39
.70
.02
.72

6.43
.22
6.57
.25
.59
6.87
.27
.60
.64

28.65
.66
29.79
.61
.13
26.00
.63
-.27
1.77
26.50
.61
-.31
1.84
.41

19.22
.19
19.69
.23
.33
18.12
.21
.33
.68
18.36
.21
.35
.70
.77
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R²

.29

R²

β

.29***

.54***

.00

.56**
-.03

.32

.03

.49*
.01
.18

.28

.28***

.53***

.00

.49*
.07

.13*

.51**
-.15
.42*

.01

.49**
-.17
.44
.08

.29

.28

.42

.42

Secondly, a hierarchical linear regression was calculated to predict children’s scores
on the phonological awareness composite (P.A.) of the CTOPP-2 based on children’s
receptive vocabulary, active HLE, passive HLE, and child-led HLE. A significant
regression equation was found (F (4, 29) = 5.32, p = < .01), with an R² of .42. As is seen in
Table 11, both children’s scores on the BPVS-3 and passive HLE were significant predictor
variables in this regression equation. However, as is seen in Table 11, active HLE was not a
significant predictor variable in this regression. It could be possible that all of the variance
that active HLE explains is subsumed by receptive vocabulary. Nonetheless, these results
indicate that passive HLE contributes to children’s phonological awareness over and above
receptive vocabulary.
Time spent in ECE and children’s emergent literacy skills
The second research question was concerned with identifying whether children’s
emergent literacy skills differ as a function of the amount of time that they have spent in
ECE in New Zealand. It was hypothesised that children who spent longer in ECE would
show higher levels of emergent literacy. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients
were computed to assess the relationship between children’s time spent in ECE (M = 2.76
years, SD = 1.04) and children’s results on the emergent literacy assessments. There was no
support was found in favour of this hypothesis. In fact, the only significant correlation that
was found was negative. For example, a negative correlation was found between children’s
time spent in ECE and the blending words subtest of the CTOPP-2 (r = -.34, n = 34, p =
<.05). This relationship is captured in a scatter plot below (Figure 6).

62

To further test this hypothesis, an ANOVA was conducted to compare whether
there was difference in children’s performance on these emergent literacy assessments
depending on whether they had spent a) two years or less in ECE, b) two to three years in
ECE, or c) three years or more years in ECE. Again, the only statistically significant
difference was on the blending words subtest of the CTOPP-2 (f (2, 31) = 3.48, p = 0.04).
For example, post hoc comparisons using the Least Significant Difference indicate that the
mean score on the blending words subtest for those children who have spent two years or
less in ECE (M = 9.11, SD = 2.03) was significantly higher than the mean score on the
blending words subtest for those children who had spent three years or more in ECE (M =
7.53, SD = 1.06).

Score on blending subtest (CTOPP-2)

14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
0

1

2
3
Years spent in ECE

4

5

Figure 6. Scatter plot depicting years spent in ECE and children’s score on the blending
words subtest of the CTOPP-2.
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However, as was previously noted, caution must be taken when interpreting results
related to the blending words subtest of the CTOPP-2. Nonetheless, these results suggest
that there is no evidence against the null hypothesis (that there is no increase in children’s
emergent literacy skills with time spent in ECE). Therefore the null hypothesis cannot be
rejected.
Exploring the role of parent education
The next two research questions were specifically focused on exploring the
relationship between a parent’s level of education and their child’s performance on the
emergent literacy assessments, and on exploring the relationship between parent level of
education and HLE provided to the child. Firstly, correlational analyses were conducted by
converting parent’s level of education (ranging from no qualification to postgraduate
qualification) into ordinal scores (ranging from 0-4). It was hypothesised that there would
be a positive relationship between parent educational level and children’s emergent literacy.
In order to test this, a Spearman’s rank-order correlation was run. There was only one
statistically significant correlation between parent’s level of education and children’s
performance on the emergent literacy assessments. This was between parent education and
the phoneme composite of the YARC, where a moderate, positive correlation was found (rs
= .37, n = 33, p = .03).
To further test this hypothesis, an ANOVA was conducted to compare whether
children’s emergent literacy skills differed as a function of parent education level. Here,
parent education was split into three groups (high school qualification or less, trade
certificate or diploma, and bachelor’s degree or higher). No significant differences were
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found between the three groups on any of the measures of children’s emergent literacy
skills. Therefore, utilising both the correlational analyses and the ANOVA there is very
limited evidence against the null hypothesis. As such, these results indicate that there is
very limited evidence that children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of their
parent’s level of education.
Next, correlational analyses were computed to assess whether there is a relationship
between parent education level and the quality of the overall HLE. Spearman’s rank order
correlations were used and found that there were no significant correlations between parent
level of education and any facet of HLE measured in the parent questionnaire.
Furthermore, an ANOVA was conducted to compare whether there was a
significant difference in HLE provided by parents with high, medium and low levels of
education. Here, again, parent education levels were split into three groups (high school
qualification or less, trade certificate or diploma, and bachelor’s degree or higher). No
significant differences were found between the three groups on any facet of HLE measured
in the parent questionnaire. Therefore, utilising both the correlational analyses and the
ANOVA there is very limited evidence against the null hypothesis. As such, these results
indicate that there is very limited evidence that HLE differs as a function of parent level of
education.
Summary
In summary, support was found for the first research question that investigated the
relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills. While child-led HLE did
not seem to be related to children’s emergent literacy, both active and passive HLE appear
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to be differentially associated with children’s emergent literacy skills at school entry in
New Zealand. Additionally, no support was found for the hypothesis that children’s
emergent literacy skills would increase as a function of the amount of time that they spent
in ECE. Instead, the only statistically significant correlation that was found was negative.
This same pattern was found when an ANOVA was used. Furthermore, both correlational
analyses and ANOVAs yielded very limited or no support for the relationship between
parent education level and both HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills.

(SNZ, 2016)
(MOE, 2015)
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Chapter Five: Discussion
The following chapter discusses findings of this study in relation to previous,
similar research. This will begin with a general discussion in which the overarching
research aim, of identifying whether there is a relationship between the home literacy
environment (HLE) and children’s early literacy skills, will be explored. Following this, the
research questions concerned with understanding the role of time spent in early childhood
education (ECE) and parent education will be discussed. Finally, the limitations and wider
implications of the present study will also be addressed before discussing directions for
future research. This chapter will finish with a conclusion section that aims to recap the
most salient elements of this thesis.
Exploring the relationship between HLE and emergent literacy
While there is a considerable amount of international research that has explored the
relationship between HLE and children’s language development (Bus et al., 1995; Davidse
et al., 2011; Levy et al., 2006; Melhuish et al., 2008; Merz et al., 2014; Rodriguez et al.,
2009; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002), there is very limited New Zealand research that has done
so. As was previously mentioned, the only known New Zealand study to explicitly
investigate the relationship between HLE and emergent literacy was undertaken by
Westerveld et al. (2015). Although Westerveld et al. (2015) found some correlation
between HLE and children’s letter name knowledge, they used a limited conceptualisation
of HLE in their study.
This was an important limitation of their study given that other researchers have
suggested that HLE is best thought of as a broad concept that encompasses a wide range of
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literacy-based activities (Burgess et al., 2002). As such, the current study sought to
investigate the relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills within the
New Zealand context by using a broader conceptualisation of HLE. In this study HLE was
specifically conceptualised as having three main components, adapted from those described
by Teale and Sulzby (1986). These included: a) an active component where children
interact with adults on literacy-related activities such as storybook reading or alphabet
teaching, b) a passive component where children learn about literacy by watching their
family members model literacy-related behaviours, and c) another component whereby
children engage in literacy-related activities on their own (such as watching educational
television programmes). Therefore, while HLE was conceptualised as a ‘whole’, it was also
of interest to investigate which components of HLE were most significantly associated with
children’s emergent literacy.
In order to address the first research question, which aimed to investigate whether
there is a relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy skills within the New
Zealand context, HLE was first conceptualised as a whole construct. This meant that all
three components were considered together. Here, statistically significant correlations were
found between HLE and both children’s receptive vocabulary and phonological awareness.
Furthermore, simple linear regression indicated that the total HLE accounted for 30% of the
variance in children’s receptive vocabulary and 18% of the variance in children’s
phonological awareness at school entry. These results support the general consensus that
HLE is an important contributor to the development of children’s early literacy skills
(Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Burgess et al., 2002; Niklas & Schneider, 2013; van Steensel,
2006).
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While the whole HLE was associated with children’s receptive vocabulary and
phonological awareness, different associations emerge when HLE is broken down into the
three main components. For example, active HLE was significantly and positively
correlated with children’s receptive vocabulary and some aspects of children’s
phonological awareness. However, when entered into a hierarchical regression analysis
alongside passive HLE and child-led HLE some interesting patterns emerge. Here, active
HLE was the only significant predictor of children’s receptive vocabulary but passive HLE
was the only significant predictor of children’s overall phonological awareness (as
measured by the CTOPP-2). This was over and above receptive vocabulary, which was also
explained a significant amount of the variance in children’s phonological awareness. These
results sit in contrast to some of the previous research which has found that active HLE
explains the greatest amount of variance in children’s literacy scores (Burgess et al., 2002).
However, it may be possible that all of the variance explained by active HLE in this study
has been subsumed by receptive vocabulary. This explanation would match the findings
from Kim, Im, and Kwon (2015). They found an indirect relationship between children’s
HLE at age two and their decoding skills at preschool age, with vocabulary at preschool age
being the mediating variable.
Alternatively, perhaps this unexpected finding can be explained by taking a closer
examination of the correlations found in this study. For example, two aspects of active HLE
(shared book reading frequency and number of children’s books in the family home) were
not significantly correlated with any measure of children’s emergent literacy. This is in
contrast to much of the research which has found that story book reading is a robust
predictor of children’s receptive and expressive vocabulary, emergent literacy and later
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reading achievement (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Bus et al., 1995; Hindman, Connor,
Jewkes, & Morrison, 2008; Saracho & Spodek, 2010; Sénéchal et al., 1998; Sénéchal et al.,
2008). Additionally, only when these two components of active HLE were conceptualised
together (as children’s ‘use and access of books in the family home’) was there a
significant, positive correlation with receptive vocabulary. Therefore, it is possible that
active HLE would have been a significant predictor of children’s phonological awareness
had these two constructs shown significant correlations with children’s emergent literacy.
However, it must be noted that the number of books in the family home was
measured categorically in the parental questionnaire. To address this, ANOVAs were
computed and found that there was a statistically significant difference for number of books
in the family home for children’s receptive vocabulary and some measures of phonological
awareness. This difference was between children who had less than 25 children’s books in
the family home and children who had 26-50, 51-100 or 100+ children’s books in the
family home. Group differences were not found between the other three categories. These
results indicate that there may be an effect on emergent literacy when children have access
to very few children’s books in the family home. However, this effect may become
insignificant once the family owns a certain number of books. While this finding needs to
be replicated with a larger sample size, this finding suggests that access to children’s books
in the family home may play an important role in emergent literacy development.
Nonetheless, the lack of association between shared story book reading frequency
and emergent literacy development still suggests that simply reading storybooks to your
child may not be enough in itself to promote literacy development. As is pointed out by van
Steensel (2006) and Mol et al. (2008), the quality of this shared reading interaction is just as
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important to consider. This is because observational studies have found that parents differ
in the ways in which they read to their children (Leseman & de Jong, 1998; Sonnenchein &
Munsterman, 2002). Therefore, it is possible to speculate that the findings of this study may
have been different had the quality of shared reading experiences between caregiver and
child also been explored.
Of the various components of active HLE measured in this study, playing words
games and explicit alphabet teaching were most consistently associated with children’s
emergent literacy skills. Additionally, it was found that parents talking about what they had
done and what they had read was positively correlated with children’s receptive
vocabulary. This finding concurs with that of both Huttenlocher et al. (2010) and Hoff
(2003) who found that maternal speech is associated with language development. Further, a
New Zealand study by Reese and Newcombe (2007) found that mothers from a wide range
of educational backgrounds can be successfully taught how to use more elaborate speech
with their toddlers. These researchers also found that, at 44 months of age, the children of
the mothers who had received the training told richer narratives than the children of
mothers who were in the control group. These findings confirm the need to explore wider
aspects of HLE than simply measuring shared reading frequency.
Focusing on passive HLE, it was found that parent engagement in literacy activities
was consistently correlated with children’s emergent literacy skills. For example, parents’
overall engagement in their own literacy activities was correlated with children’s
phonological awareness and children’s ability to quickly recall numbers and letters.
Additionally, parent book reading was correlated with children’s receptive vocabulary.
These results are partially in alignment with previous research. For instance, van Steensel
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(2006), Bracken and Fischel (2008), and Sénéchal et al. (1996) also found an association
with parent reading behaviour and children’s receptive vocabulary. However, the
correlation that was found between parent overall literacy engagement and children’s
phonological awareness was unusual given that previous research has not generally found
support for this particular association (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Burgess et al., 2002).
Explaining the correlation that was found between parents own engagement in
literacy activities and children’s emergent literacy creates another challenge. This is
because there are a number of hypotheses that have previously been posited to account for
this potential relationship. For example, it could be possible that social learning theory is at
play whereby children learn to model their parent’s literacy-related behaviours (Bandura,
1971; Stainthrop & Hughes, 2000). Additionally, observing one’s family members
frequently engaging in reading-related activities could communicate a positive message
around literacy (Burgess et al., 2002). Yet, it could also be argued that parents who engage
more frequently with literacy-based activities create richer active HLEs for their children
because they place a higher value on literacy. While it is possible that all three of these
hypotheses may operate concurrently, this study found some support for the third
hypothesis.
For example, significant positive correlations were found between parents’ overall
engagement in their own literacy activities and active HLE. For instance, a strong, positive
correlation was found between parents’ overall engagement in literacy activities and the
extent to which parents’ play word games with their children. Additionally, a significant
group difference on the quality of active HLE was found between parents who engaged in
low and high levels of literacy-related activities. These results suggest that parents who
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engage in higher levels of reading-related behaviour may place a higher value on literacy,
and therefore may create richer HLEs. This concurs with previous research which has
found that parental beliefs regarding the importance of literacy may be important in
determining HLE determining HLE (Baker & Scher, 2002; Sonnenschein et al., 1997;
Weigel, Martin, & Bennett, 2006). However, in this study, no information was collected on
parents’ views about the importance of literacy learning. Therefore, further empirical
research is needed to test this hypothesis.
Finally, no empirical support was found for the relationship between children’s own
engagement in literacy-based activities using technology, child-led HLE, and their
emergent literacy skills at school entry. While some research has found support for the
positive impact of engaging with such technologies (Foy & Mann, 2003; Hutchison et al.,
2012; Linebarger & Piotrowski, 2009; Mares & Pan, 2013), the results from this study are
similar to those of other studies (Linebarger & Walker, 2005; Robb et al., 2009;
Zimmermann, Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007). These studies have found negligible effects
for engaging in technology-based activities when children are under the age of five. Here,
the concept of the zone of proximal development is relevant (Vygotsky, 1978). For
example, in order for children to benefit from technology it must be within their ability
level (both with and without assistance from more experienced others). Put more simply,
just because a child may be watching television or using a tablet does not mean that they
understand what they are hearing or seeing (Northrop & Killeen, 2013).
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Years spent in ECE
The second hypothesis explored in this thesis was concerned with the notion that
children’s emergent literacy skills differ as a function of the number of years that they have
spent in early ECE. While it was expected that time spent in ECE would be positively
correlated with children’s emergent literacy skills, no such correlation was found. Instead,
the only significant correlation was negative and suggested that children who spent more
time in ECE performed worse on the ‘blending word’ subtest of the CTOPP-2.
Additionally, post-hoc comparisons after the use of an ANOVA demonstrated that children
who had spent three or more years in ECE performed significantly lower than children who
had spent two years or less in ECE on this same subtest.
These results were unexpected given that a considerable amount of research has
found that participation in ECE is associated with positive outcomes in early academic and
language skills (Barnett, 2001; Burger, 2010; Gilliam & Zigler, 2000; Magnuson et al.,
2004; Mitchell, Wylie, & Carr, 2008; OECD, 2006). However, as was pointed out by
Blaiklock (2013), international evidence suggests that the effectiveness of ECE is
dependent on the quality of the programme offered (OECD, 2006; Sylva & Roberts, 2010).
It must be noted that concerns had been raised regarding the previous ECE curriculum in
New Zealand, Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996). Although the curriculum was
revised in April 2017 (Ministry of Education, 2017), all children in this sample attended
ECE under the previous curriculum framework. Therefore, the concerns related to the
previous ECE framework are still relevant to the findings of this study.
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For example, some New Zealand researchers called for more empirical evidence to
investigate whether Te Whāriki was actually working to promote literacy development in
early childhood (Blaiklock, 2010, 2013, 2017; Nuttall, 2005). As was stated by Nuttall
(2005) there was “almost no empirical evidence examining whether Te Whāriki [was]
actually making a difference to children’s learning and development relative to other
models [of curriculum]” (p. 20). Further, an Education Review Office (ERO) report to the
Ministry of Education questioned whether the curriculum was doing enough to promote
literacy learning and development (ERO, 2011). For example, they found that the literacy
activities in early childhood were “based on common practice rather than a deeper
understanding of children’s learning progressions in literacy” (ERO, 2011, p.1). They also
concluded that Te Whāriki did not specifically advise educators about how to best promote
or teach early literacy.
In addition, all children in this sample attended ECE and yet there was still
considerable variation in the emergent literacy skills that these children brought to school.
This finding closely matches other New Zealand research, which has also indicated that
there are disparities in the skills that New Zealand children have upon school entry (Arrow,
2010; McLachlan & Arrow, 2013; Nicholson, 2005; Rachmani, 2011; Tunmer et al., 2006).
This is concerning because evidence suggests the gap in achievement does not reduce with
time but rather widens (Caro, McDonald, & Willms, 2009; Heckman, 2006; Sirin, 2005).
While it is logical to view ECE as an opportunity for early intervention to ensure that all
children begin school on a level playing field, it appears that something may have been
going amiss within the New Zealand context. Although the holistic and socio-cultural
approach within Te Whāriki has its place, there seemed to be a lack of explicit focus around
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promoting literacy development within the previous framework (ERO, 2011; McLachlan &
Arrow, 2011; Zhang, 2016). It is promising that the Ministry of Education has reviewed
and revised the ECE curriculum. However, future research will be needed to assess whether
the changes made to Te Whāriki are working to increase literacy-related learning within
ECE centres.
The role of parent education level
This study found very limited support for the third hypothesis that there would be a
relationship between parent education level and children’s early literacy skills.
Correlational analyses found a significant, positive correlation between parent education
level and children’s scores on the phoneme awareness composite of the YARC. However,
no other significant correlations between parent education level and children’s emergent
literacy were found. Furthermore, use of an ANOVA found no significant differences in
children’s emergent literacy depending on their parent’s level of education. These results
indicate that parent education level is not associated with children’s early language
development, which is in contrast to other research (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Dollaghan et
al., 1999). Additionally, the results from this study indicated that parent education level is
not associated with the quality of HLE provided (hypothesis four). Again, this is in contrast
to some other research (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Rodriguez et al., 2009).
Both of these findings are of interest because they highlight that caution must be
taken when considering how socio-cultural factors (such as parent education level or family
income) are associated with both children’s language development and the quality of HLE
provided. As was noted by van Steensel (2006), often there is thought to be a one-to-one
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assumption between family SES (often measured by parent education level) and children’s
literacy experiences in the home. Yet the results from the present study may provide further
support for the notion that this assumption doesn’t always hold true. Further, such results
also highlight the importance of examining proximal variables of influence (such as HLE)
rather than distal variables of influence (such as family SES). However, it must be noted
that it is possible that the results from this study would have been different had the parent
education level been more representative of the wider New Zealand population. This is a
limitation of the present study that will soon be discussed in greater detail.
Limitations of the current study
Perhaps the most notable limitation of this study was in the correlational research
design. Due to the nature of the overarching research question, it would have been difficult
to have employed an experimental research design. As such, a correlational research design
was chosen. However, by doing so it is not possible to determine the direction of causation
and it is not possible to eliminate confounding variables (Punch, 2014). Further, a
longitudinal research design may have strengthened this research methodology. However,
this was not possible given the time constraints associated with this research project.
An additional limitation of this research project involved the parent sample. This is
because the sample included a greater proportion of parents with tertiary level education
than would be expected. For example, descriptive statistics showed that 42.8% of the
sample had a Bachelor’s degree or higher. This is because only 29.8% of the adult
population of New Zealand held a Bachelor’s degree or higher in 2015 (Statistics New
Zealand, 2016). Although this study found limited support for association between parent
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education and children’s emergent literacy skills, international research has found such an
association (Bracken & Fischel, 2008; Dollaghan et al., 1999). Therefore, it could be
possible that different patterns of correlation may have been found had there been a more
representative parent sample. This is particularly because previous research has found
parent education level to be an important predictor of HLE (Bracken & Fischel, 2008).
This unrepresentative sample occurred even though efforts were made to approach
parents from a wide range of socioeconomic areas. This was done because of the link
between parent education level and socioeconomic status (Chung, 2015). For example, a
decile one school originally agreed to participate in the research. Unfortunately the school
later withdrew consent after the teacher involved realised that she was too busy to
participate. It is anticipated that the percentage of parents with Bachelor’s degrees or higher
would have been more representative of the wider New Zealand population had this school
continued its involvement in the study. As such, this limitation was largely out of the
control of the student researcher given the practical and time constraints associated with
this research project. It is suggested that future research into this area aims to capture a
larger sample size so that the risk of obtaining an unrepresentative sample is minimised.
Upon reflection, another limitation associated with this research project involved
HLE questionnaire that was given to parents to complete. When completing the data
analysis it became apparent that additional information regarding both ECE attendance and
shared book reading experiences could have been useful. For example, it was not known
how many hours the children spent in their ECE facility. This could have been very useful
information when understanding the potential relationship between ECE and children’s
early literacy skills. Furthermore, as was noted by Mol et al. (2008) and van Steensel
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(2006), the quality of shared story book reading is also important to consider. Therefore,
future investigations into the contribution of HLE should also aim to include questions that
capture how parents’ engage their children when reading storybooks together.
Implications
One of the most significant findings to come from this research is that it is
important to use a wide conceptualisation of HLE when examining how HLE contributes to
children’s literacy development. While shared story book reading is certainly of importance
(Bus et al., 1995), some researchers also suggest that it is important to consider the other
aspects of HLE (Burgess et al., 2002; van Steensel, 2006). Therefore, given these findings,
it is recommended that future research uses a quasi-experimental research design to
investigate whether increasing parents’ literacy-related activity positively influences
children’s emergent literacy skills. Such research could then potentially influence future
policy and intervention initiatives.
Additionally, this study found mixed support for the relationship between the
number of children’s books in the family home and children’s emergent literacy. For
example, correlational analyses found that there was no association between these two
variables. This finding concurs with that of Sénéchal and LeFevre (2002). Yet, ANOVAs
suggested that there is some effect for the number of children’s books in the family home.
It may be that children who have very few books in the family home are less likely to
develop strong emergent literacy skills, but that the effect of books in the family home
becomes insignificant once a certain number of books are owned. While this finding
reaffirms the notion that families should be support in accessing children’s books, it also
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cautions against the one-to-one assumption that families with more financial resources will
provide richer HLEs (Auerbach, 2001; Purcell-Gates, 1996). This is particularly because, as
was found in this study, that there are a number of aspects of HLE that contribute to
emergent literacy development – not just physical access to books.
Here, there is an important theoretical implication. While models such as the FIM
and FSM may have some utility in explaining the association between SES and children’s
academic outcomes, care is needed when applying these models. This is because there is a
risk that if these models are incorrectly reported (such as in the media) the relationship
between SES and children’s academic outcomes can become oversimplified. For example,
it may be that SES influences children’s academic outcomes because of the stress
associated with financial hardship rather than the physical access to books.
Nonetheless, evidence still suggests that, on the whole, children from low-SES
families tend to arrive at school with lower levels of literate cultural capital (Nicholson,
2003; Tunmer et al., 2006). This places them at risk of experiencing difficulties learning to
read because they are less likely to benefit from literacy instruction than children who
arrive at school with high levels of literate cultural capital (Nicholson, 2003; Tunmer et al.,
2013). However, the point argued here is that there needs to be a shift away from simply
stating that children from low-SES families arrive at school less prepared for formal
literacy instruction. More emphasis needs to be placed on unpacking exactly what is
happening in the homes of low-SES families that is impacting children’s literacy
development. Doing so moves away from broad generalisations that low-SES families are
not equipped to provide their children with the same literacy-based opportunities as highSES families. Instead, focus is placed on the proximal variables that are the root of the
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problem. Furthermore, intervention efforts that target these proximal variables are more
likely to be effective given that proximal variables are thought to be the primary factors
influencing development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Directions for future research
based on this argument will be shortly discussed.
Additionally, given the findings from this study and concerns raised by other
researchers, the Ministry of Education needs to closely monitor whether changes to the
ECE curriculum are effective. It is concerning that this study found no positive relationship
between ECE exposure and literacy skills. This is despite high levels of government
funding into ECE each year (Blaiklock, 2013). While ECE is most certainly a time to
promote play and exploration, ECE is also an opportunity to help all New Zealand children
arrive at school with a powerful set of emergent literacy skills. Therefore, future research is
needed to ensure that the changes made to Te Whāriki have been effective in reducing the
disparity in emergent literacy skills brought to school by New Zealand children.
Directions for future research
Using this particular piece of research as a base, it is possible to identify a number
of avenues for future research. However, for the purposes of this thesis, only three possible
avenues will be discussed. To begin, it was found that there was very limited research
regarding the use of educational games on ‘tablets’ or ‘smart phones’ for children. This is
concerning considering that a high percentage of parents report that their children play such
games on a weekly basis (Ahearne et al., 2016; Kabali et al., 2015). Furthermore, “very few
of the commercially available apps found in the educational section of app stores have
evidence-based design input with demonstrated learning effectiveness” (Reid Chassiakos et
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al., 2016, p.5). Therefore parents could be under the impression that playing such games is
beneficial for their children’s learning and development when, in reality, there is little or no
evidence to support this. As such, it is recommended that future research focuses on
experimentally testing whether playing these games impacts children’s language or literacy
development in any way.
Secondly, as was previously mentioned, there is a risk that current theoretical
models can be misinterpreted, which can potentially lead to the oversimplification of
complex relationships. While it is maintained that the family investment model (FIM) and
family stress model (FSM) are useful in conceptualising the link between SES and child
academic outcomes, it is suggested that further research is needed. Here, it is recommended
that research uses these two models as a base for mixed-methods research (Punch, 2014). It
is argued that research needs to explore which elements of these two models (i.e. financial
hardship, access to resources, family stress, and time availability) are most closely
associated with both HLE and children’s literacy development. For example it may be that
family stress or lack of time is more closely associated with children’s language
development than financial resources. In addition, such research could provide further
evidence supporting the need to consider proximal variables (such as HLE) over distal
variables (such as SES). This is because it is anticipated that families will not be monolithic
in HLE that they provide.
Finally, it is also recommended that future research replicates the current research
design using a larger sample size and with some variation in the questions used in the
parental questionnaire. For example, it is recommended that future HLE questionnaires also
include questions regarding the quality of the shared book reading, parental views on the
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importance of literacy, and the amount of hours spent per week in ECE. These questions
are important because their inclusion may influence both the presence and strength of
correlations between HLE and children’s literacy development. Additionally, utilising a
larger sample size may also influence the strength of correlations and reduce the risk of
obtaining an unrepresentative sample. Replicating this study with these modifications could
give further support to the findings reported here.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this study aimed to explore the relationship between HLE and
children’s emergent literacy within the New Zealand context using a wide
conceptualisation of HLE. This overarching research aim formed the first research
question. It was hypothesised that significant, positive correlations would be found between
all three aspects of HLE (active, passive, and child-led) and children’s emergent literacy. In
sum, support was found for the relationship between the total HLE and children’s receptive
vocabulary and phonological awareness. However, when the various components of HLE
were broken down it became clear that some aspects of HLE may be more significant than
others. In particular, both active and passive HLE were positively correlated with children’s
emergent literacy. No support was found for the role of children’s own engagement with
literacy-activities using technology, yet this was not unprecedented given previous
research.
However no correlation was found between the shared book reading frequency and
children’s emergent literacy. This was unexpected given that this variable has been
consistently used in previous research as a proxy for HLE. There was no correlation
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between the number of children’s books in the family home and children’s emergent
literacy. Yet, there was some effect for the number of books in the home when ANOVAs
were computed. It may be that the number of children’s books in the family home is only of
significant importance when the family has access to very few books.
Nonetheless, it is arguable that using these two constructs (shared storybook reading
and number of children’s books in the home) in isolation to capture HLE creates a risk that
the relationship between HLE and children’s literacy development will not portrayed
accurately. Therefore, one of the most significant findings to come from this study was the
importance of viewing HLE as a broad concept that encompasses many different literacybased activities within the home. This has implications for intervention and policy because
it demonstrates that tapping into other dimensions of HLE, such as playing word games or
increasing parents’ own engagement with literacy, may also be important.
Additionally, this study found no support for the commonly held assumption that
time spent in ECE is associated with gains in academic performance and literacy
development. This formed the second research question, where again it was hypothesised
that time spent in ECE would be positively correlated with children’s emergent literacy.
This is a particularly significant finding given that a number of local researchers have
raised concerns around the current ECE framework operating within New Zealand.
Furthermore, it was found that there was a wide disparity in children’s emergent literacy
skills upon school entry despite all children in this sample attending ECE before starting
school. This finding matches other New Zealand research.
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Therefore, it is arguable that the previous ECE curriculum was failing to reduce the
disparities in children’s emergent literacy. Ensuring that children arrive at school with
equitable levels of emergent literacy is very important. This is because those children with
lower levels of emergent literacy and cultural capital at school entry are less likely to
benefit from formal reading instruction than peers with high levels of these skills and
knowledge. Further, boosting children’s emergent literacy in ECE is likely to reduce the
chance of negative Matthew effects and minimise the comparatively wide gap in literacy
achievement that currently plagues the current educational landscape of New Zealand.
Therefore it is recommended that future research closely monitors the new ECE curriculum
to see whether it is working to promote the development of emergent literacy.
This study also found very limited support for the association between parent
education level and both children’s early literacy skills and HLE provided (research
questions three and four). This finding was unexpected given that previous research has
generally identified parental education as an important predictor of HLE and children’s
academic performance. While additional research with a larger sample size is probably
needed to re-test this hypothesis (given the unrepresentative parent sample), some
comments can still be made. Most notably, this finding cautions against the one-to-one
assumption that is often made with regards to parent education, or SES, and children’s
academic outcomes. Although there does seem to be a relationship between these variables,
care is needed when interpreting this relationship because there is a risk of
oversimplification. As such, it is recommended that future research uses the FIM and FSM
models as a base to thoroughly explore which elements of SES are most closely tied to both
HLE and children’s language and academic development.
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Additionally, it can be noted that this research finding confirms the importance of
considering proximal variables (such as HLE) over distal variables (such as SES or parent
education level). This is linked to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model whereby those
variables closest to the child (i.e. playing word games with parents) have the greatest
influence on a child’s development. In contrast, while distal variables certainly play a role
(perhaps in influencing more proximal variables) their influence is less pronounced.
Further, by focusing on proximal variables there is less risk of generalisation (i.e. that lowSES families are less equipped to provide rich-HLEs). This is important because it
recognises that families from low or high SES backgrounds are not monolithic in HLEs that
they provide.
In sum, this study has thrown light on some of the complexity involved in
understanding how HLE is related to emergent literacy in the New Zealand context. To the
best of the writer’s knowledge, it is one of only two New Zealand studies to have
investigated the relationship between HLE and children’s emergent literacy. It built on the
findings from Westerveld et al. (2015) by using a wider conceptualisation of HLE. It is
hoped that future New Zealand research continues to investigate the relationship between
emergent literacy and HLE given that New Zealand children continue to arrive at school
with disparities in their essential emergent literacy skills. Emergent literacy is strongly
associated with later reading and literacy outcomes. Therefore with greater understanding
of the role of HLE in facilitating emergent literacy, future intervention efforts will be better
able to provide equitable outcomes for New Zealand children.
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